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Learning Objectives
Following the talk, attendees will be able to… 

• Describe the significance of racial and ethnic health literacy disparities

• Identify examples of inequitable health messaging

• Explain how a “universal precautions” approach to health 
communication supports racial and ethnic equity and justice

• Identify the use of unnecessary medical jargon by trainees, as one 
area for improving clear communication with patients
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Racial & ethnic 
health literacy disparities
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Health literacy

• Personal health literacy – the ability to find, 
understand, and use information and services to 
inform health-related decisions and actions.

• Organizational health literacy – the degree to which 
organizations equitably enable individuals to find, 
understand, and use information and services to 
inform health-related decisions and actions.
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LiteracyLiteracy

Cultural &
Conceptual 
Knowledge

Listening Speaking Writing Reading Numeracy

Oral 
Literacy

Print 
Literacy

•Navigate a phone tree
•Describe symptoms
•Understand vocabulary
•Understand verbal instructions
•Formulate questions

•Understand concepts:
- Germ theory
- Pharmacokinetics
- Risk
- Prevention
- Chronic vs. acute

•Fill out forms
•Understand consent forms
•Understand prescription labels
•Determine medication doses
•Benefit from brochures
•Keep appointments
•Follow signage (navigate)
•Correspond electronically

(Adapted from Neilsen-Bohlman et al, 2004)

Literacy domains and examples of associated healthcare-related tasks
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Health literacy of U.S. Adults
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(Kutner et al, 2006)

36% of English-speaking U.S. adults have inadequate health literacy skills at baseline



Inadequate baseline 
health literacy 
by education
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(Kutner et al, 2006)

44%

44%

76%
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Educational Disparities by Race, Multnomah County, Oregon

(MCHD, 2014)



Inadequate baseline health literacy by race & ethnicity
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(Kutner et al, 2006)

58%

28%

66%

31%

48%

“Differences in educational
opportunities mediate the 
relationship between race/
ethnicity and health literacy”

(Muvuka et al, 2020)



Low health literacy is associated with...

↓ Use of preventive services

↓ Understanding of medication use and prescription label instructions

↓ Overall health status

↑ Use of emergency services

↑ Rates of hospitalization

↑ Rates of hospital readmission

↑ Mortality

↑ Racial health disparities
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(Berkman et al, 2011; Mantwill et al, 2015; Mitchell et al, 2012; Muvuka et al, 2020)



(Adapted from Ruth Parker: http://www.iom.edu/~/media/Files/Activity%20Files/PublicHealth/HealthLiteracy/Parker.pdf)

Personal 
health literacy

Organizational
health literacy (Clear 
Communication)
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Studies show – healthcare workers lack adequate…

• Awareness
• Knowledge
• Skills
• Attitudes
• Practices 

C. Coleman 2020

(Coleman, 2011; Coleman et al, 2017a; Schwartzberg et al, 2007; Toronto et al, 2015)
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Health information 
accessibility and equity
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Racism

A system which produces unfair advantages for 
some and reduced opportunities for others, 
based on race.

(CDC, 2021)
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Unnecessarily complicated health information 

Unfair advantage for people with 
higher health literacy
(often white)

Restricted opportunity (i.e, oppression)
for people with lower health literacy
(often BIPOC)

Systemic racism 



Type 2 diabetes self-management is complex!
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Medications

Prevention of 
complications

Monitoring 
blood
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Managing 
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Screenings 
and 

surveillance 

Diabetes 
fatigue

Diet



Type 2 diabetes self-management is complex!
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33-page glucometer manual written at 9th grade reading level
http://diabetestype2.ca/diary/research/meters/ultra_ob.pdf

http://diabetestype2.ca/diary/research/meters/ultra_ob.pdf
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Webfx. Readability Test Tool. https://www.webfx.com/tools/read-able/



(Coleman & Hadden, unpublished)

Example OHSU inpatient Discharge Summary

Jargon
Admitted

Altered mental status

Hepatic encephalopathy

Accumulating

Lactulose
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Plain language
Put in the hospital

Trouble thinking

Build up of ammonia

Building up

The liquid medicine called Lactulose



OHSU Family
Medicine 
inpatient
whiteboard
communication
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OHSU Family 
Medicine patient 
prescriptions

(Coleman & Hadden, unpublished)
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“Universal precautions” 
for clear communication
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(Coleman et al, 2017b; Coleman et al, 2013)



Prioritized best practices
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(Coleman et al, 2017b)



Why “universal precautions”?
• Low health literacy is ubiquitous (Kutner et al, 2006)

• Patients hide their lack of understanding due to 
shame (Parikh et al, 1996)

• You can’t tell by looking who is understanding 
(Coleman, Hudson, Maine, 2013)

• Health literacy screening is not appropriate (Paasche-
Orlow & Wolf, 2008)

• All patients prefer simple messages (Sudore et al, 2007; 
Davis et al, 1998)
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• Treat all patients with the same dignity and respect.

• Assume all are at risk for low health literacy in any given moment.

• Do not attempt to modulate the complexity of information based on 
perceived patient characteristics.

• Use clear communication best practices as default with all patients:
– Avoid unnecessary undefined jargon
– Limit information overload (1-3 key messages)
– Use teach-back to confirm understanding

How to apply “universal precautions”?
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(DeWalt et al, 2010)
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Adapted from “The difference between the terms equality, equity, and liberation, illustrated”; © Interaction Institute for Social Change | Artist: Angus Maguire

Unnecessary
complexity favors 
educational elite.

Communication 
tailored to individual 
needs.

Health literacy
“universal
precautions.” 

C

Clear health information

We don’t know how!
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Creating universal precautions
habits for medical students



We have the tools
• National Action Plan for Health Literacy

(HHS, 2010)

• 10 Attributes of Health Literate Organizations
(Brach et al, 2012)

• Healthy People 2030 health literacy targets
(HHS, 2020)

• Best practices for clear communication
(Coleman et al, 2017b; Coleman et al, 2013)

• Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit
(DeWalt et al, 2010)
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So, what’s missing?

• Limited institutional awareness.

• No statutory imperative for clear communication 
training for individuals and organizations.

• Little financial incentive for providing equitable 
access to clear communication. 

• No outcome studies linking clear communication 
training and practices to population health.
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What can faculty do?

• Adopt a universal precautions approach

• Raise health literacy awareness in your teams

• Role model use of plain non-jargon language

• Create/select written messages/materials at 
5th-6th grade reading level
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Unnecessary jargon
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Prioritized best practices
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(Coleman et al, 2017b)
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Health and the City (Svet, 2011 [excerpt]) 
https://echo360.org/media/0ce27b0d-5524-492c-80af-5a10c4c7d1ac/public
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(Coleman & Hadden, unpublished)C. Coleman

Three types of medical jargon
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Source: 
Davis, T., Crouch, M. & Long, S. (1993). Rapid 
Estimate of Adult 
Literacy in Medicine. Shreveport, LA: 
Louisiana State University Medical Center

Rapid Estimate of Adult Literacy in Medicine (REALM)

# correctly 
pronounced

Grade 
reading 
level

0-18 ≤3rd

19-44 4th-6th

45-60 7th-8th

61-66 ≥9th

The average 
English-speaking 
U.S. adult reads 
at the 8th grade 
level 
(Kutner et al, 
2005)
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Medical vocabulary
(“Medicalese”)

Use of plain non-jargon
language

Medical training 

Code switching

(Hadden, Coleman, Scott, 2018)C
. C

o
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High

Low X

X

Code switching skills

~ 16,000 words 
learned in med 

school

Plain language skills drop 
as medical knowledge 

grows

Plain language skills 
rebound as medical 

fluency grows

Plain language skills 
plateau as medical 

acculturation & 
habituation grows 

(Bourhis et al, 1989)
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Try a care team “jargon contest”!

• Earn a point for sensitively identifying when a 
team member uses undefined jargon with a 
patient (non-punitive)

• Person with the most points wins a prize 
(reward)

• Result: most jargon will cease immediately!
(Coleman, 2011)
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Final thought
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(Morton, 2020)

Organizational health 
literacy – the degree 
to which organizations 
equitably enable 
individuals to find, 
understand, and use 
information and 
services to inform 
health-related 
decisions and actions.



Thank you
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