HEALTH LITERACY:

An Emerging Public Health Issue
With A Big Impact on Business

t is:@ rare health issue, it has
no geneticlink hos noknon
puuse and has noddentiliable
known risk Tactors, Some-

how, however; it aftects health care

consumers of all soris — regardless

#f mce, education level - ethimic sta.
s income level, or age. In [act, (o>
daythis public hedlth isbue impacts
neariy hallofall'adult Americans —

neacly Y0/million,

It is called low health literacy and as de-
fined, “it is a patient’s ability to read and
understand {medicine labels, and oth-
er written information) and act on health
care informatjon” (such as acting on pro-
cedures and instructions, such as medi-
cations and appointment schedules). Low
health literacy affects and will continue to
affect patient care, health care outcomes,
and overall costs. If patients do not under-
stand their health care, they will not re-
ceive the care they need.

As the business community is a major
purchaser of health care, low health liter-
acy’s impact on business' bottom line can
be significant. Research report after report
canfirms this trend. A 2084 Natinnal Wom-
en’s Health Report found that compared
to their peers with average literacy skills,
people with poor health literacy skills:

» are more likely to report poar health status

* twice as likely to be hosphalized

* remain in the hospital more days per each ad

mission

* have one more outpatient visit per year,

* are more likely to make medication errors,

and

* are less likely to comply with recommended

treatment

This higher use of health care services
directly translates into higher health care
costs. According to the Institute of Med-
icine, health literacy cost the health care
industry $58 million per year.

If left unmanaged, health literacy will
continue to adversely affect medical out-
comes, signaling a wake up to the health
insurance industry and the business com-
munity that proactive steps need to be
taken to reduce low health literacy. For-
tunately, the health insurance industry is
taking new steps to insure the materials
they produce are health literate.

In 2005, America’s Heath Insurance
Plans, a national trade association repre-
senting nearly 1,300 member companies
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providing benefits to more than 200 mil-
lion Americans, adopted recommenda-
tions for health literacy, including work-
ing with the Partnership for Clear Health
Communication, a coalition of organiza-
tions and individuals that work to pro-
mote adoption of principles of clearer
health communication. These principles
include calling for materials to be writ-
ten at a sixth-grade level and adopting na-
tional health literacy policies. AHIP also
convened a task force last April to deter-
mine how to best advance this goal, also
creating a task force of 40 representatives
within 35 companies. Tts goals include a
three-pronged strategy that includes fo-
cusing on health literacy as a topic at con-
ferences, creating a repository of tools and
resources on AHIP's web site, and creating
a permanent infrastructure within AHIP
to continue this work.

With AHIP taking a strong leadership
role in health literacy, its members too
are also taking positive action to produce
health literate information. Group Health
Cooperative in Seattle created a "Cen-
ter for Health Studies Readability Toolkit”
for researchers, which includes health lit-
eracy guidelines and a checklist for writ-
ers; template language for consent forms;
suggestions for alternatives to complex
words, research terms, and medical jar-
gon; alist of available resources, including
on-line resources and websites; and a list
of relevant literature. This project is now
being used by the NIH'’s Roadmap Initia-
tive, which among other things, works
to find ways to more easily translate re-
search findings.

In July 2005, Blue Cross Blue Shield of
Rhode Island (BCBSRI) started Rhode Is-
land's first and only organization for health
literacy. The project is named the Rhode
Island Health Literacy Project (RTHLP)
and its new core members include: Brown
University, Quality Partners of Rhode Is-
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Letter #1 — Today's Industry Standard

A Health Literacy Advisor feature highlights all words that may
complicate heslth literacy — (health words [n yellow, non-health
in blue)

Dr. Brad Bonebreak
10 Takecare Way
Healthyyille, USA 11111

Dear Ms. Jones:

Even though yau are asymptomatic our laboratary report
indicates a smal berign tysl, and removing it will requirea -
subcutanemis mjection 2nd sutures. -

Beware that after the procedurs you may experience
hiyperpyrexia and glycostria, amang alher symptoms. We will
prescribe an apalgasic and wpical medication, but beware it might
not work If you have Rypertension, angina, pleurisy, spanduiitis,
atherosclerosis, vasculitis, or have had an infarction, i

Otherwise, Ms. Jones, good luck. We know you will follow your
health care instructions and hope you recuperate Saon,

» Stitches.

Letter #2 — After using the Health Literacy Advisor

The Health Literacy Advisor offers the user recommendations
to help create health literate documents. The werds highlighted
below In purpie are replacements the user selected to Increase
the readability of this letter,

Dr. Brad Bonebreak
10 Takecare Way
Healthyville, USA 11111

Dear Ms. Jones:
Even though you are have roSigrs our lab report shows.a
smalt non=cancerous cyst, and removing it will require a shot and

Beware that after the surgery you may experience a verghigh
feverand sugarinyounpee, among other signs. We will giveigou a
drug thatlowers pain and medicine foryourskin, but watchiout, it
might not work if you have high'bloadipressure, chestipain, swollen
lungtissuethatmakesithardto bresthe, swellingand/orpaininithe
spifie, hardeningofithe arteries, blood vessel swelling, or have had

Yours truly,
The Heatlth Care Industry

land, the Hospital Association of Rhode
Island, the Rhode Island Medical Soci-
ety and the Rhode Island Department of
Health, among others. The goal of RIHLP
is to work together to improve health liter-
acy in Rhode Island so all consumers bet-
ter communicate and understand health
information, treatment options, and self-
care instructions. And insurer Anthem
quickly recognized its need to produce
health literate materials as a participating
provider for the state of Maine during the
launch of the DirigoChoice plan in 2005.

Others, such as state governments and
the federal government, among industry
groups and private organizations are also
starting to develop plans on how best to
produce health literate information. Giv-
en this timely groundswell and its finan-
cial impact, now is time for business and
labor make a greater investment in health
literacy.

Business Involvement: What Your Organization
Can Do

Because the cost of health literacy not
only affects individual health care out-
comes, which affect actual medical costs,
but invariably the overall cost of health
care, including insurance premiums,
business can leverage its role in the health
care debate to assure the materials its
health plans produce are health literate.
Here are some steps on how your organi-
zation can get involved.

Become Educated

If health literacy is new to you, take the
time to understand the concept and how
it affects employee health, employee out-
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@ hearvattack.

Otherwise, Ms. Jones, pood luck, We know you will follow your
healthcarecrders and hope you getbetter soon,

Yours truly,

comes, and ultimately your bottom line,
especially if you are self-insured. If your
employees understand their health care,
they will be more compliant health care
consumers and more productive work-
ers. Low health literacy not only affects
the health care industry, but your entire
company. Learn more about health litera-
cy, review the following resources:

* The 2003 National Assessment of Adult
Literacy [NAAL). A report on the national
assessment of literacy in the United States.
www.nces.ed.gov/naal/

* National Network of Libraries of Medicine
nnlm.gov, http://nnim.gov/outreach/
consumer/hlthlit html

= AMA Foundation, http://www.ama-assn.org/
ama/pub/category/8115.html onsumer/
hithlit.html

Familiatize Yourself with Industry Organizations
and Programs

* American Medical Association, Health
Literacy: Help Your Patients Understand
The AMA Foundation has been working to
raise awareness of health literacy within the
medical community.
www.ama-assn.org/ama/pub/catepory/B115.
himl
California Health Literacy Initiative
The goal of this initiative is to impact
the heaith and well being of individuals
with low literacy skills, their families, and
their communities. www.cahealthliteracy.org

Famillarize Yourself with Industry Tools

Learn about new industry toals, includ-
ing the Health Literacy Advisor launched
this year from Health Literacy Innovations
www.HealthLiteracylnnovations.com.

The Health Care Industry

The program is the nation’s first interac-
tive health literacy checker to help make
health information health literate. As a
“health literacy checker,” the Health Liter-
acy Advisor streamlines the health literacy
review process using electronic readabili-
ty indices, including the Fry-based formu-
la, and taps into a glossary of more than
9,000 interchangeable terms. The pro-
gram, which is add-on to Microsoft Word,
operates like a “spell-checker” and scans a
document for its readability and its health
literacy. If it finds words or terms that re-
duce health literacy, it will highlight those
words and offer an alternative.

- Take Action:

Work with your health plan, insurer, or TPA

Ifyou believe the information your em-
ployees receive — patient brochures, plan
materials, or other printed information
— are not health literate - contain med-
ical jargon, clunky words, or hard to un-
derstand language, ask your plan admin-
istrator for help.

Ask the plan manager to have some-
one review your health materials for
their readability and for their health lit-
eracy. Make sure you health plan materi-

"als meet HIPAA standards, standards for

good health literacy, and meet 6th grade
reading levels. Leverage your relation-
ships with health plan administrators to
encourage them to produce health liter-
ate materials. [0

Aileen Kantor is the founder of Heolth Literacy tnno-
vations, a privately-held company headquarteredin
Bethesdo, Maryland, which creotes innovative tools
to enhance heafth literacy. For more information,
visit www. Healthliteracylnnovations.com.
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