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Communication 
Hiccups

• Assuming that meaning resides 
with the speaker

• Thinking you remember what was 
said

• Not recognizing the impact of 
emotions and trust (or distrust) 
on how people interpret your 
words
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Judith Glaser: Conversational intelligence 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/conversational-intelligence/201410/conversational-blind-spots-0
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/navigating-conversational-blind-spots-better-trust-acsente-d-sc-/ 
https://www.ellevatenetwork.com/articles/8429-avoid-blind-spots-to-navigate-the-conversational-highway




Health Literacy: A Prescription to End 
Confusion

 Half of American adults have 
trouble understanding and 
acting on health information 

 Health information is too 
complex

 Health professionals need plain 
language training 
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References: 
https://health.gov/communication/literacy/issuebrief/
National Assessment of Adult Literacy, 2003 
Low literacy rates vary among groups: Whites 28%, Blacks 57%, Hispanics 65%, Others 33% 
Age: more than 66% of adults aged 65 or older have inadequate or marginal literacy skills. Age had limited correlation to health literacy among adults who were <65 y.o.
Insurance status: publicly insured & uninsured adults had lower health literacy skills than the privately insured 
Minorities and immigrants: 50% of Hispanics, 40% of Blacks, and 33% of Asians are estimated to have literacy problems




Health Literacy & 
Numeracy

HEALTH LITERACY is the ability to read, 
understand, and act on health 
information.

HEALTH NUMERACY is the ability to 
access, interpret, and use quantitative 
information to manage one’s health. 

But health literacy & numeracy go 
beyond the individual. It also depends 
upon the skills, preferences, and 
expectations of the people providing 
care and information – the doctors, 
nurses, administrators, and YOU. 
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Institute of Medicine Report Brief. Health Literacy: A Prescription to End Confusion, 2004
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References: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2799039/#R1 

In one of the largest studies of the links between health literacy and poor health outcomes, involving 14,000 diabetes patients, researchers at the University of California, San Francisco and Kaiser Permanente found that more than half the patients reported problems learning about their condition and 40% needed help reading medical materials. The patients with limited health literacy were 30% to 40% more likely to experience hypoglycemia—dangerously low blood sugar—than those with an adequate understanding of medical information.

A Dana Farber study (2016) of parents of children with cancer found that more than half regret medical choices they made for their children, and about 16% had a great deal of regret. 346 parents, at 2 U.S. medical centers. Communication factors were tied to how parents felt about their decisions. Parents were less likely to feel regret if they reported receiving high-quality information about the prognosis & trusting their child’s doctor. Blacks, Hispanics, and other non-white parents were more likely to experience a high level of regret than White parents. http://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-cancer-childhood-regret-idUSKCN11K2SN 




Comprehension Can 
Also Drop When…

People are not familiar with medical terms 
or how their bodies work, or 

They are diagnosed with a serious illness, or  

They are experiencing a new medical 
situation (cancer diagnosis, surgery …) 

They have to interpret numbers or risks to 
make a health care decision, or

They have complex conditions that require 
complicated self-care.
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Plain Language 
Solution

PLAIN LANGUAGE can close the gap between what 
health professionals know and what  everyone  
else understands… 

It is communication that your audience can 
understand the first time they read or hear it. 

 Clear
 Concise  
 What you need to know 
 It can help establish connection, reduce patient 

fear and uncertainty,  and build trust
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Plain Language Action and Information Network




The Curse of 
Knowledge

Once we know something, we 
find it hard to imagine what it 
was like to not know it - Chip 
Heath & Dan Heath, Made to 
Stick 

It’s easy to make things hard, 
but very hard to make things 
easy – Jos de Blok
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It’s easy to make things hard, but very hard to make things easy – Jos de Blok 

Jos de Blok – CEO of a community-based home care service in the Netherlands. His transformational model of collaborative, patient-centric community care revolutionized care in the Netherlands. By empowering nurses in self-organized teams. 




How Many Words? 

• How many are fluent in 
a language other than 
English? 

• How many words does 
it take to be fluent? 



Speak Their 
Language

At ~10,000 words in many 
languages, you’ve reached near-
native level vocabulary, and can 
converse easily on any topics you 
know well. 

Doctors acquire ~15,000 new words 
during training, and often forget 
that many are not part of the 
English language. 
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The average college graduate gains an extra 5000 words, and the typical medical school graduate has picked up 15,000 new words. They’ve essentially learned a completely different language (Danielle Ofri, MD, PhD)

And it’s not just doctors. The longer you engage in a field, the more specialized language you pick up. 


https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Books_HD_(8314929977).jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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“Trial”



“Stage”



Consistent With Metastatic Disease
Terms used in radiology reports & 
likelihood of patient having cancer
• Diagnostic for
• Represents 
• Likely represents
• Probably
• Consistent with 
• Compatible with
• Concerning for
• Suspicious for
• May represent
• Cannot exclude

Likelihood patient has cancer: 

a) 0% - 25%
b) 26% - 50%
c) 51% - 75%
d) 76% - 100%

Presenter Notes
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Modifying terms can have different meaning even among experts (Radiology: “consistent with metastatic disease”) 
Study evaluated physicians’ understanding of 10 common “modifying” terms in radiology reports regarding metastatic cancer. 
59 radiologists and 100 primary care physicians at Massachusetts General Hospital were surveyed. All were experienced, with an average of 15 years of experience. 
The docs were asked to look at radiology reports and interpret the likelihood that the patient had cancer (0% - 25%, 26% - 50%, 51% - 75%, or 76% - 100%). 
The terms used in the report are commonly used in radiology reports – 
Diagnostic for
Represents
Likely represents
Probably
Consistent with 
Compatible with
Concerning for
Suspicious for
May represent
Cannot exclude 
Results – physicians’ assessment of whether the patient had cancer were all over the place. [CLICK] 
The phrase with the most discrepancy between the 2 groups of physicians was “consistent with” metastatic disease. 75% of radiologists rated this as 75% to 99% statistical likelihood of true metastatic disease, but less than 50% of the primary care physicians agreed that this is what it meant. 




Some Common Cancer Terms and Concepts 
That Are Not Common For The Public 

 Ambulatory 
 Prophylaxis 
 Neoadjuvant therapy
 Adjuvant therapy
 Placebo 
 Triple negative breast cancer 
 Aspiration biopsy 



Some Cancer Terms and Concepts That Are 
Confusing For Patients



A communication is in plain language if its 
wording, structure, and design are so clear that 
the intended readers can easily find what they 
need, understand what they find, and use that 
information.

- The International Plain Language Federation

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

https://www.clarity-international.org/plain-legal-language/




Plain Language Strategies

• Use common, everyday words, cut jargon

• Short, 1-subject sentences (20 words max)

• Short, 1-topic paragraphs (7 lines max)

• Use headings, bullet lists (7 items max)

• Write in active voice 

• Use “you” and other pronouns

• Use positive form

Results: Easy to read, understand, and use

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes


U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion. (2016, June 8). Health Literacy Online: A Guide For Simplifying the User Experience. Health Literacy Online. Retrieved November 17, 2021, from https://health.gov/healthliteracyonline/. 




Use Common, Everyday Words

BEFORE AFTER
This is an informed consent and 
authorization form for a research 
study

This is an informed consent and 
permission form for a study

You are eligible to participate in 
the second phase of this research 
study

You can join/you qualify for the 
second part of this study

Take one inhalation twice daily Take 1 puff in the morning,
And 1 puff in the evening,
Every day
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Skip the Jargon
BEFORE AFTER

The grant will utilize a systems-
level perspective to examine the 
impact of a patient-informed 
Medical-Legal Partnership 
intervention on health-harming 
legal needs in pediatric families 
enrolled across the health system’s 
clinics. 

The grant will study the impact of 
care collaboration and support on 
pediatric patients’ legal needs and 
burdens.  
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Use Short Sentences 
(14 Words or Fewer)

BEFORE AFTER 
At any time during the study, you 
are free to skip any questions that 
you do not wish to answer 

You can skip any questions you do 
not want to answer

You are required to quarantine at 
home for a period of 10 days after 
your travel

You must quarantine (stay home) 
for 10 days after your travel

Our Decision Tool is now available 
to support women in making an 
informed decision to screen for 
breast cancer using 
mammography. Complete this 
short online form to get a 
personalized report.

Should you get a mammogram? 
Our short online form can help you 
decide. 
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Vincent, S. (2014, August 4). Sentence length: why 25 words is our limit. Inside GOV.UK. https://insidegovuk.blog.gov.uk/2014/08/04/sentence-length-why-25-words-is-our-limit/



Short, 1-Topic Paragraphs

BEFORE AFTER 
The Dietary Guidelines for 
Americans recommends a half 
hour or more of moderate physical 
activity on most days, preferably 
every day. The activity can include 
brisk walking, calisthenics, home 
care, gardening, moderate sports 
exercise, and dancing.

Do at least 30 minutes of exercise, 
like brisk walking, most days of the 
week.



Use Headings, Bulleted, or Numbered Lists

BEFORE AFTER
Many situations can put you at risk
for damaging your hearing and lead
to hearing loss.
A common situation is getting older.
Age-related hearing loss is very
common among older people.
Also, being constantly exposed to
loud noises such as loud machinery
can also damage your hearing.
Finally, having a close family member
with hearing loss, or having a family
history of genetic disorders with
hearing loss increases your risk for
hearing loss.

Risks for hearing loss:
These situations increase your risk of 
developing gradual hearing loss: 
• Older age. Hearing loss is more 

common among people over 60 
years old. 

• Constant exposure to loud noises, 
such as from machinery (leaf 
blowers, lawn mowers, firework, 
etc.)  

• Having a close family relative with 
hearing loss, or a family history of 
genetic disorders with hearing loss
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Use Active Voice

BEFORE AFTER

Complete the application form online. 
All supporting documentation must 
be attached and submitted with the 
application when you submit the 
application. Any application that does 
not provide any required supporting 
documentation will be considered 
ineligible and will not be considered

Apply online. You must attach all 
supporting documents when you 
submit your application or we will not 
consider your submission. 
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Use Positive Form

• POSITIVE form makes your message very 
clear, and increases the listener’s ability to 
understand. It is easier for our brain to 
understand what something IS, rather 
than what it is not. 

• NEGATIVE form – especially with the word 
not – increases the chance for 
misunderstanding. 
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Use Positive Form

Avoid "no/not" next to words with negative prefixes 
(un-, mis-, in-, and non- )

These are not uncommon side effects
Others have also reported these side 
effects

These test results are not 
insignificant

The test results are serious / important 
/ suggest 

Avoid "no/not" with other words that have a negative meaning (e.g.
absence, without, fail, terminate, void, preclude

If you fail to respond by tomorrow, 
we cannot include you in the study

We can still add you to the study if you 
respond by tomorrow 

A negative test doesn’t preclude the 
possibility that you have COVID

You still may have COVID even though 
you tested negative
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https://wordvice.com/grammar-avoid-double-negatives/ 




Put Context First

Instead of Say

You’ll need to get a blood test if 
you’ve had a TB vaccine 

If you’ve had a TB vaccine, you’ll need 
to get a blood test

Call 911 or go to the nearest 
emergency room right away if your 
child’s fever is 104 degrees or higher

If your child’s fever is 104 degrees or 
higher, call 911 or go to the nearest 
emergency room right away

Of the people indicating an interest 
in this study, only half will be eligible

Only half of the people who want to 
join this study will be able to join
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When communicating information that doesn’t apply to all your readers, put the context first.  





Visualize It
• Visuals  can be much more effective than text 
• Clear line drawings are okay. Childish cartoons 

to illustrate concepts for adults are not. 
• Visuals can help to clarify steps in procedures 

and can show concepts that are hard to put 
into words (i.e. how to do something)

• Visuals can communicate a lifestyle, or send 
unintended messages. If the pictures don’t fit 
into what the patient knows, or is familiar with, 
the message may lose meaning and relevance

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY
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http://dangerouslee.biz/group-of-african-american-women/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


Fonts & Layout 
Matter!

• Simple & familiar fonts are easiest to read. 
• Limit visual noise – no more than 3 different 

fonts in document
• White space is important
• Use contrast (like bolding & size) to separate 

ideas
• AVOID ALL CAPS
• Use strong contrast between backgrounds & 

type 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

If it’s hard to read, it’s hard to do  https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2015/03/the-healthiest-font/387937/ 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Studies showed that people were willing to add exercise to their daily schedules when the instructions were in a clear, easy to read font. Additionally, patients better knew how to take their medications when the labels used larger fonts, and the instruction sheet had headers, bullets, white space… (details below)

A 2008 study published in the journal Psychological Science found that people were more willing to add an exercise routine into their daily schedules when the instructions were in a clearer font. 

In a 2007 study in the journal Annals of Pharmacotherapy, researchers from Harvard Medical School found that patients had a better understanding of how to take their prescription drugs, as well as benefits and possible side effects, when the labels included “larger fonts, lists, headers, and white space.” 



Recognize Jargon & 
Code Words

• Game changer
• Landmark study 
• Ground-breaking 
• Latinx 
• Marginalized / underserved 
• Untapped communities 
• Bench science 
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https://www.pewresearch.org/hispanic/2020/08/11/about-one-in-four-u-s-hispanics-have-heard-of-latinx-but-just-3-use-it/. Hispanics most likely to have heard the term are younger, college-educated, U.S.-born  






Best Practice: 
Speaking 

• We typically speak faster than we think. Pace 
your speech, clearly enunciate all words. Watch 
for tone drop at end of sentence. 

• Encourage questions

• Ask: What questions do you have? NOT “Do 
you have any questions?

• Ask: We discussed a lot of information. What 
would you like to review again? 

NOT “Was anything unclear?” 

• Review each point and repeat several times. 

• Summarize key points at the end of the visit
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https://wire.ama-assn.org/delivering-care/medspeak-can-shut-down-effective-communication-patients 
Interventions for Patients with Limited Health Literacy https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2799039/table/T1/






Numeracy
Numeracy describes a person’s 
ability to understand clinical 
and public health data. We use 
numeracy to make decisions 
about screening and treatment 
options, as well as whether to 
participate in a clinical trial

Best Practices

Present only numbers the audience uses

Use common numbers

Explain why the numbers are important

Provide context 

Do the math

Use the same denominator

CDC Clear Communications Index
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Chart Preferences & Understanding

Julia C.M. van Weert, Monique C. Alblas, Liset van Dijk, Jesse Jansen. Preference for and understanding 
of graphs presenting health risk information. The role of age, health literacy, numeracy and graph 
literacy. Patient Education and Counseling, Volume 104, Issue 1, 2021, Pages 109-117.

Presenter Notes
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If you must discuss data, use absolute risk instead of relative risk. 
If you have a choice between a bar graph or a pictograph, choose a pictograph to depict risk. If you have a choice between pictographs with 4 data elements, or pictographs with 2 data elements, select the one with fewer data elements. Less data, more outcome/action. 

https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/researchevaluate/numeracy.html

Van Weert et al (2021) 
Pie and clock charts are often preferred, but not well understood.
Bar charts are often preferred and relatively well understood.
Tables are not often preferred, but very well understood.

Hamstra et al (2015) 
Pictograph with 2 numbers very well understood 
To communicate risk: use a combination of numbers & graphics, specifically pictographs
Pictographs not preferred, but very well understood. �
Zikmund Fisher et al (2011) 
Risk better understood when presented sequentially, by therapy types (compared to receiving information about all choices at once)
Absolute risk vs relative risk





Chart preferences & understanding
Van Weert et al (2021) 
• Pie and clock charts are often preferred, but not well understood.
• Bar charts are often preferred and relatively well understood.
• Tables are not often preferred, but very well understood.

Hamstra et al (2015) 
• Pictograph with 2 numbers very well understood 
• To communicate risk: use a combination of numbers & graphics, specifically 

pictographs
• Pictographs not preferred, but very well understood. 

Zikmund Fisher et al (2011) 
• Risk better understood when presented sequentially, by therapy types 

(compared to receiving information about all choices at once)
• Absolute risk vs relative risk

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
If you must discuss data, use absolute risk instead of relative risk. If you have a choice between a bar graph or a pictograph, choose a pictograph to depict risk. If you have a choice between pictographs with 4 data elements, or pictographs with 2 data elements, select the one with fewer data elements. Less data, more outcome/action. 

https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/researchevaluate/numeracy.html



Final Thoughts

• Communicating in Plain Language requires 
mindfulness and a constant focus on your 
words & intentions

• It takes a lot of practice to undo the Curse of 
Knowledge and to re-acquire Beginner’s 
Mind 

• There are lots of resources available that can 
help! 

• NO ONE will ever complain that you’re too 
easy to understand!
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Tools: CDC’s Health Literacy Index

Assess health literacy in your organization https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/researchevaluate/organization-assessment-tools.html
Includes: 
General Assessment Tools and Resources
Pharmacy Health Literacy Assessment ToolExternal (Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, 2007)
AHRQ Health Literacy Universal Precautions ToolkitExternal (Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, 2010)
The Health Literacy Environment of Hospitals and Health Centers – Partners for Action: Making Your Healthcare Facility Literacy-FriendlyExternal (Harvard School of Public Health, 2006)
Building Health Literate Organizations: A Guidebook to Achieving Organizational ChangeExternal (Unity Point Health, 2014)
https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/ 
Interventions for Patients with Limited Health Literacy
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2799039/table/T1/ 


Training
CDC offers six online health literacy courses for health professionals. We recommend that you take the introductory course “Health Literacy for Public Health Professionals” first and “Writing for the Public” second. The other courses can be taken in any order, depending on your interests.
Health Literacy for Public Health Professionals (free continuing education)
Writing for the Public (printable completion certificate)
Speaking with the Public (printable completion certificate)
Creating Easier to Understand Lists, Charts, and Graphs (printable completion certificate)
Fundamentals of Communicating Health Risks (printable completion certificate)
Using Numbers and Explaining Risk (printable completion certificate)




Health Literacy Tools & Resources

• CDC: https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/
• Federal government: www.plainlanguage.gov
• AHRQ’s Pharmacy Tools https://www.ahrq.gov/health-

literacy/improve/pharmacy/tools.html
• NIH https://www.nih.gov/institutes-nih/nih-office-director/office-

communications-public-liaison/clear-communication/plain-
language/plain-language-getting-started-or-brushing

• Center for Plain Language 
https://centerforplainlanguage.org/learning-training/templates-
tools-training/

• Medline https://medlineplus.gov/healthliteracy.html
• Maximus style manual 

http://www.coveringkidsandfamilies.org/resources/docs/stylemanu
al.pdf

• https://www.cdc.gov/ccindex/pdf/ClearCommUserGuide.pdf
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CDC Resources/trainings: 
Health Literacy for Public Health Professionals
Writing for the Public 
Speaking with the Public 
Creating Easier to Understand Lists, Charts, and Graphs 
Fundamentals of Communicating Health Risks
Using Numbers and Explaining Risk 

Interventions for Patients with Limited Health Literacy
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2799039/table/T1/


https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/
http://www.plainlanguage.gov/
https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/pharmacy/tools.html
https://www.nih.gov/institutes-nih/nih-office-director/office-communications-public-liaison/clear-communication/plain-language/plain-language-getting-started-or-brushing
https://centerforplainlanguage.org/learning-training/templates-tools-training/
https://medlineplus.gov/healthliteracy.html
http://www.coveringkidsandfamilies.org/resources/docs/stylemanual.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/ccindex/pdf/ClearCommUserGuide.pdf


More Literacy Tools & Resources
• CDC Plain Language Material & Resources 
• CDC Clear Communications Index 
• Pharmacy Health Literacy Assessment ToolExternal (Agency for 

Healthcare Research and Quality, 2007)
• AHRQ Health Literacy Universal Precautions ToolkitExternal (Agency 

for Healthcare Research and Quality, 2010)
• The Health Literacy Environment of Hospitals and Health Centers –

Partners for Action: Making Your Healthcare Facility Literacy-
FriendlyExternal (Harvard School of Public Health, 2006)

• Building Health Literate Organizations: A Guidebook to Achieving 
Organizational ChangeExternal (Unity Point Health, 2014)

• https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/
• Interventions for Patients with Limited Health Literacy 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2799039/table/T1
/

https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/developmaterials/plainlanguage.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ccindex/
http://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-safety/pharmhealthlit/pharmlit/index.html
http://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-safety/quality-resources/tools/literacy-toolkit/index.html
https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/healthliteracy/practice/environmental-barriers
http://www.unitypoint.org/health-literacy-guidebook.aspx
https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2799039/table/T1/


Inclusion

• JAMA Network’s Inclusive language for reporting 
demographic and clinical characteristics

• CDC Health Equity Guiding Principles for Inclusive 
Communications 
– See also Resources & Style Guides for Framing Health 

Equity & Avoiding Stigmatizing Language 
• Rosh Review: Inclusive language for medical & 

health education 
• NIH Person First and Destigmatizing Language

– See also NIH Style Guide for more 

https://www.cdc.gov/healthcommunication/Health_Equity.html
https://www.cdc.gov/healthcommunication/Resources.html
https://www.roshreview.com/blog/inclusive-language-for-medical-education-and-qbanks-an-evolving-guide/
https://www.nih.gov/nih-style-guide/person-first-destigmatizing-language
https://www.nih.gov/nih-style-guide
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