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Objectives

1. Recognize the significance of organizational health literacy and how it 
contributes to employee well-being, productivity, and organizational 
success.

2. Explored the key elements and dimensions of organizational health 
literacy.

3. Understand the interplay between communication, culture, and health 
literacy.

4. Discuss the positive impacts of organizational health literacy on 
employees, clients, and the organization including improved health 
outcomes, enhanced decision-making, and increased trust and 
satisfaction.



Resources



Which of the following is the strongest predictor of a 
person’s health status?

a. Age 
b. Income 
c. Literacy skills 
d. Employment status 
e. Education level 
f. Racial or ethnic group 

 



Which of the following is the strongest 
predictor of a person’s health status?

   The correct answer is “c.” Although low health literacy can affect 
everyone regardless of background or educational level, studies 
on the issue show that limited literacy skills are a stronger 
predictor of an individual's health status than age, income, 
employment status, education level, and racial or ethnic group. 

“Health Literacy: Report of the Council on Scientific Affairs.” JAMA 
1999:281:552-557.  



What percentage of patients forgets what the 
doctor told them as soon as they leave the office? 

a. 80 percent 
b. 50 percent 
c. 10 percent 
d. Less than 10 percent 

 



What percentage of patients forgets what the 
doctor told them as soon as they leave the office? 

       The correct answer is “a.” Up to 80% of patients forget what 
their doctor tells them as soon as they leave the office. And 
nearly 50% of what they do remember is recalled 
incorrectly.

     “Patients’ memory for medical information.” Journal of the 
Royal Society of Medicine 2003:96:219-222. 



Which of the following are coping mechanisms 
used by patients with low health literacy? 

a.   Say they forgot their eyeglasses to avoid filling out 
forms or questionnaires. 

b. Laugh about being forgetful when asked about their 
medical condition or treatments. 

c. Nod politely when the doctor speaks and don’t ask 
any questions. 

d.    All of the above. 

 



Which of the following are coping mechanisms 
used by patients with low health literacy? 

      The correct answer is “d.” People with low health literacy are 
often embarrassed or ashamed to admit they have difficulty 
understanding health information and instructions. They use 
well-practiced coping mechanisms that effectively mask 
their problem. 

    “20 Common Problems in Primary Care,” Barry D. Weiss, MD, 
editor. McGraw-Hill, 1999. 

 



Health literacy refers only to the ability to read 
and understand written information. 

a. True 

b.    False 

 



Health literacy refers only to the ability to read 
and understand written information. 

     The correct answer is “b.” Health literacy is broader 
than general literacy; it includes the ability to 
process numbers (numeracy) and navigate the 
health care system.

“Health Literacy: A Prescription to End Confusion.” 
Institute of Medicine of the National Academies, 
April 2004. 



Definition

Definition of Health Literacy 
(Healthy People 2010)

“The degree to which individuals have the capacity 
to obtain, process, and understand basic health 
information and services needed to make 
appropriate health decisions.”



Literacy is multidimensional

Beyond education level and knowledge

Ability to process information

Cognitive skills: reading, writing, numeracy

Computer literacy, financial literacy, etc..



Epidemiology

Nearly a quarter to a half of Americans are functionally illiterate (NLS, 2000)

90 million Americans struggle to understand 
basic health information 

This includes consents, verbal instructions and 
drug labels





Communication



 the act or process of using words, sounds, signs, or behaviors to 
express or exchange information or to express your ideas, 
thoughts, feelings, etc., to another person

 is verbal speech or other methods of relaying information that 
get a point across. 

www.webstersdictionary.com

Communication



“It takes two to speak the truth - one to speak 
and another to hear.”
Henry David Thoreau
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Understanding the Origins of Health Care Disparities: 
Key Potential Determinants
                                                        Kilbourne et al., AJPH 2006

Health Care Systems Factors
Health services organizations, financing and delivery

Health care organizational culture, quality improvement

Patient Factors
Beliefs, education,
Resources, biology
Race, culture

Provider factors
Knowledge, attitudes
Competing demands

Bias

Clinical Encounter
Provider 
communication
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Components of Health Literacy
                                                        

Patient’s 
Knowledge

Patient’s
Perspective Experiences

Societal
Norms Expectations

Expert 
Information



Readiness to Change
Pre-contemplation 28%
Contemplation 10%
Action 31%
Maintenance 31%

Confidence/Self efficacy 

Assessment of Caregivers/Patients



WHY effective 
communication is critical in 
the delivery of optimal oral 

health care?



Fluoride Knowledge 

Parents should brush their child’s teeth        88%  
 twice a day until the child can handle the 
 toothbrush alone
All children older than 6 months should         20%  
 receive a fluoride supplement every day
Parents should start  brushing their child's           6%  
 teeth with toothpaste that contains fluoride 
 at age 3
Children younger than 6 years should use            32% 
 enough toothpaste with fluoride to cover
  the brush





Dental patients          Medical Patients           WIC
                                        N=102                        N=202                      N=221
Floss 100%                           100%                        100%

Brush 100%                           100%                        100%

Pulp 97%                             87%                         83%

Fluoride 98%                             95%                          95%

Abscess 86%                              82%                         74%

Extraction 97%                              91%                         71%

Dentition 44%                              37%                         20%

Plaque 94%                              87%                          92%

Incipient 61%                              48%                         25%

Caries 93%                               87%                           75%









 Tolerate pain (Roder et al, 1996)

 Adhere to treatment (Greenfield et al., 1994)

 Recover from illness (Roder et al, 2002)

 Increased daily function (Smith et al., 2004)

Implications of good communication



 Patients judge good communication skills as a major indicator 
of their doctor's competence

    Henrdon et al., 2002

Implications of good communication



 Increased patient satisfaction (Roter et al, 2002)

 Fewer complaints (Maguire et al., 2002)

 Fewer malpractice suits (Little et al, 2001)

 Greater job satisfaction (Brown et al., 2001)

 Less work related stress (Brown et al., 2001)

 Decreased burn out (Hall et al., 1998)

Implications of good communication



Best Practices





Treatment of Dental Caries 

More than 1 alternative treatment plans/strategies are usually 
available/possible 

Provider and parent preferences come into the decision-making, 
while operating within the “standard of care”

A typical treatment plan should consider the following (in this order):
1) Preventive 2) Behavioral 3) Growth & Development 4) Restorative

The management protocol (tx plan) should be based on:
1) Detailed history information 2) Clinical findings & diagnoses 



Rozier et al., 2012



Rozier et al., 2012



Rozier et al., 2012





75% providers believed they communicated 
satisfactorily

21% patients believed that their provider 
communicated satisfactorily
    Tongue et al., 2002

Providers tend to overestimate their communication ability





“Health care professionals do
not recognize that patients
do not understand the health
information we are trying to
communicate.

We must close the gap
between what health care
professionals know and
what the rest of America
understands.”



The patient will never care how 
much you know until they 

know how you care



Thank you!
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