
Addressing Healthcare Literacy 

Did you know that 88% of adults living in the United States have substandard rates of 

health literacy? (Kumar et al. 2023) Although its definition has changed over several decades, 

health literacy is generally defined as the extent to which a person can obtain health-related 

information and apply this information to their health-related behaviors. Health literacy is an 

imperative skill for one’s health because it informs the patient on how to manage or restore their 

health issues. Without health literacy, a patient may take the wrong dosage of medicine, or even 

start taking the wrong type of medicine, which can have detrimental and permanent effects on 

one’s health. Noticing this growing complication, healthcare professionals are researching and 

attempting various strategies to address and improve health literacy.  

A simple, yet effective way healthcare professionals can combat poor health literacy is by 

creating and distributing pamphlets to patients describing varying health information specific to 

the patient. After each visit, the patient will receive a pamphlet that thoroughly describes their 

diagnosis, and the next steps they should take. The next steps they should take can vary from a 

prescription and dosage specifics to at-home practices the patient should follow to recover. By 

breaking down the steps to recovery in these easy-to-read, and highly descriptive instructional 

pamphlets, a patient will have an easier time understanding their diagnosis, managing their 

health, and following the doctor's orders.  

 Another solution to the health literacy crisis is to have healthcare professionals create 

short, educational videos regarding illnesses and other general health knowledge and play them 

in waiting rooms of hospitals. These videos would be concise and clear, and would address a 

range of topics from ways to prevent seasonal illness to warning signs of a health emergency, 

such as a stroke or heart attack. Additionally, these videos would be in English and Spanish, with 



subtitles. This way, a diverse audience can understand and learn from the informative videos. 

Displaying health information through brief, explanatory videos in waiting rooms is a way that 

patients of varied backgrounds can comprehend and apply health knowledge to their daily lives 

which is key to improving health literacy.  

 One last strategy healthcare professionals can use to address health literacy is hiring a 

patient advocate. A position being adopted among hospitals nationwide, a patient advocate helps 

patients communicate with their healthcare providers to get the information they need to make 

decisions about their healthcare (National Cancer Institute). The patient advocate will be able to 

meet with patients after their appointments at the hospital or visit the home of the patient, to 

check up on their recovery process. The responsibilities of a patient advocate include but are not 

limited to helping patients understand their diagnoses, getting legal and financial support, 

planning and scheduling future medical procedures, and checking on the medications and 

dosages a patient is taking. Having a patient advocate report on patient activity after an 

appointment or procedure will reduce confusion regarding how patients follow care plans, lower 

hospital readmissions, and overall increase health literacy.  

 As health illiteracy affects a large percentage of the U.S. population, healthcare 

professionals are actively striving to address it and eliminate its detrimental effects. Starting by 

handing out personalized informative pamphlets, playing educational videos in waiting rooms, 

and employing a patient advocate to communicate patient needs and concerns are three essential 

ways to increase health literacy and improve patients’ lives and the way they receive healthcare 

all over the world. Together, healthcare professionals and patients can collaborate to end the 

health illiteracy crisis in America.  
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