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What is literacy?

Literacy definition is two-fold:

Á skills ïreading, writing, numeracy, using IT

Á how they are used ïpersonal, social and 

economic dimensions



Health literacy

Definition from United States Institute of 
Medicine and Department of Health and Human 
Services:

ñHealth literacy emerges when the 
expectations, preferences and skills of 
individuals seeking health information and 
services meet the expectations, preferences 
and skills of those providing information and 
services.ò



Health literacy

ÁMaking sound health decisions at home and in 
the community

ÁAbility to give informed consent to treatment 
and follow dosage instructions

ÁUnderstanding how to live with chronic health 
conditions

ÁHaving the skills and confidence to ask 
questions

ÁNavigating healthcare systems



Measuring literacy in Ireland

Á International Adult Literacy Survey (OECD) ï
different types of literacy on five -level scale

Á Irish results released in 1997

Á European Health Literacy Survey, 2011

Á Programme for International Assessment of 
Adult Competencies, 2013



Findings for Ireland 

Á One in four at Level 1; almost one in three at 
Level 2.

Á Minimum desired level for day-to-day 
activities is Level 3.

Á Age a factor - 44% of people aged 55-65 
scored at Level 1 compared to 17% of people 
16-25. 





Findings for Ireland 

Numeracy findings

Á 25% of adults could not answer correctly the 
simplest of numerical questions  

Á Over 40% of these respondents were aged 
56-65

Á Implications for understanding healthcare 
terms - risk, rate, probability, norm 



Causes of literacy difficulties

ÁPhysical or psychological

ÁEducational

ÁSocial and economic

ÁFamily

ÁNew media and technology



Identifying potential difficulties

Á Uneasy body language

Á Giving excuses to avoid reading or writing in front 
of you

Á Asking for information that is already displayed in 
writing

Á Reluctance to fill in forms or stopping after name 
and address

Á Returning a form incomplete or incorrectly filled 
out



Responding appropriately

Á Donôt assume that a patient has the same level of 
literacy skills as you do.

Á Give the patient plenty of opportunity to ask 
questions. 

Á Use open questions such as ñtell me how you 
have been feeling.ò

Á Use the teach-back method.

Á Use plain English ïwhen speaking and writing. 



Communicating in plain English

Á Plain English is a way to write and present 
information so someone can understand and act 
on it after a single reading. 

Á Plain English means:

Á communicating to the intended audience; 

Á avoiding jargon, except for people whom you know will 
understand it; and 

Á using clear layout and design so the information is easy 
on the eye. 



Benefits

Á It clarifies what people are expected to do and 

what they are entitled to.

Á It saves time, money and, sometimes, great 

distress.

Á Aids understanding

Á Ensures informed consent 



Tips for clear communications

Á Think of whom you are writing to and why.

Á Be personal and direct.

Á Keep it simple and define any essential jargon 
and abbreviations.

Á Keep sentences to an average of 15 to 20 
words.

Á Use a font such as Arial or Verdana and use 
12 point as standard.



Be personal and direct

Before

Satisfaction of these conditions must occur prior 
to approval of any such surgical procedure.

After
You must meet these conditions before we will 
approve this type of operation. 



Keep it simple

Instead of  Write  

administer  give, run, operate  

alleviate  relieve  

analgesic  pain relief  

beneficial  helpful, useful  

commencement  beginning, start  

deficiency  lack  

eliminate  remove, get rid of  

locate  find  

persons  people  
 



Avoid jargon

Before

Mortality is reduced in individuals that partake 
in a CR programme.

After

There are fewer deaths among those who take 
part in a cardiac rehabilitation programme.



Be concise

Instead of Write

adequate number of enough

during such time while

for the duration of during, until the end 

in accordance with under, because of

in the event that if

not less than at least

with regard to about



Be concise

Before

The information given must allow the patient the 
fullest insight into all aspects of his situation, 
medical and otherwise and, on an informed basis, 
enable him to make his own decisions or to 
participate in decisions which have implications for 
his well-being.



Be concise

After

You have a right to information about your 
condition that helps you fully understand your 
situation and make informed choices about your 
treatment.  



Other useful plain English tips

ÁAvoid unnecessary capital letters.

ÁTo emphasise points, use lower case 
bold - avoid italics or underlining. 

ÁUse bullets, headings and questions to 
break up information.

ÁAlign text to the left.

ÁUse tables, charts and images.



Use lists

Before 

Take the medication for your condition even if 
your symptoms go away, as the medicines you 
are given do not just reduce your symptoms 
and how often they might return, but also 
improve your quality of life and reduce the risk 
of long-term complications.



Use lists

After

Take the medication for your condition even if 
your symptoms go away, as it:

Á reduces your symptoms and how often they 
might return, 

Á improves your quality of life, and 

Á reduces your risk of long-term complications.



Use images

Á Good for instructions

Á Good for highlighting parts 
of the body

Á Note: best when they are 
relevant and genuinely 
clarify text 



Poor layout 1



Poor layout 2



Clear headings and bullets



Good use of text and images



Summary of plain English tips

Á Write for your audience

Á Address the person directly

Á Use everyday words

Á Be consistent

Á Spell out acronyms

Á Keep sentences short ï15-20 words

Á Use short paragraphs

Á Use plenty of signposts



Thank you

Further information
NALA

76 Lower Gardiner Street

Dublin 1

Tel: (01)  855 4332

Fax: (01) 855 5475

Web: www.nala.ie

www.simplyput.ie

Email: plainenglish@nala.ie


