
 

 

     

PX Champion Program  
Service Tip of the Month 

 
   
 
 

 

Healthcare literacy is defined as “a patient’s ability to obtain, 
process and understand basic health information and services 
needed to make appropriate health decisions and follow 
instructions for treatment.”  Studies show that 40-80% of the 
medical information told to patients during office visits is forgotten 
immediately and nearly half the information retained is incorrect.  It 
is important to consider how we are doing when it comes to 
communicating clearly, educating about health and empowering 
our patients.  Too often patients leave medical visits unclear about 
instructions or why it’s important to follow them.  Even highly 
skilled patients may find our health system complicated, especially 
if they are vulnerable by ill health. 
 

 
Below are 6 easy tips to address health literacy and improve patient understanding: 
 
 

Tip 1:  Slow Down 

• Speak clearly at a moderate pace. 

• Stay focused and make eye contact while 
talking with the patient 

• Pull up a chair and sit down if you can   

• Listen without interrupting. Studies show on 
average, doctors interrupt patients within 18 
seconds of speaking! 

Tip 2:  Use Plain Language 

• Avoid jargon, use common words, everyday 
language (i.e. instead of abdomen, say stomach  
or belly) 

• Stay away from acronyms without explaining 
them first.  For example, MRI, PRN, EHR etc.. 

• If you need to use technical or medical terms, 
explain them 

 
Tip 3:  Limit and Repeat Information 

• Keep your message simple – sharing only 
what the patient needs to know. 

• Limit information to 3 – 5 points and repeat 
them.  Talk through your points and then 
repeat in a summary 

• If you have a lot of information to cover, 
provide a handout or send in email through 
the patient chart 

 

Tip 4:  Use Teach-Back 

• Don’t assume understanding.  Use “Teach Back” 
by asking patient to repeat information in their own 
words to make sure you were clear. 

• Explain that you want to make sure you are giving 
clear instructions.  Example: “We talked a lot about 
your medications.  Can you tell me how you’re 
going to take them at home?  I want to make sure I 
was clear in what I told you.” 

Tip 5:  Encourage and use open-ended 
questions 

• Encouraging questions, helps create an open, 
shame-free environment that allows patients 
to feel comfortable and helps you to better 
connect and learn more about their concerns. 

• Use open-ended questions instead of yes or 
no questions. Example, ask: “What questions 
do you have for me?” or “What would you like 
to know more about?” 

 

Tip 6:  Use Pictures, Visual Aids or 
Demonstrations 

• Visuals and demonstrations are helpful when 
presenting complex information. They also 
help when you don’t speak the same 
language as the patient. 

• Demonstrate how to do a task, like how to use 
an inhaler or a home blood pressure monitor

**Adapted from Sutter Health – October Health Literacy Month 
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