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Dear Colleague:

Patients with poor health literacy
skills have a complex array of 
communication problems, which 
may interact to influence health 
outcomes. This newsletter is 
presented to increase your 
awareness of this issue and to 
focus on strategies designed to
enhance patient comprehension.

D. Ted Lewers, M.D.
Chair of the Board
MEDICAL MUTUAL Liability Insurance Society of Maryland

A Letter from the
Chair of the Board

Healthcare professionals routinely provide patients and their

family members with written appointment instructions,

informed consent forms, pre-procedure materials, diagnostic

information, medication labels and inserts, self-care direc-

tives and even patient satisfaction surveys.  Many of these

materials contain numbers, acronyms, and specialized 

medical terminology.  Health literacy refers to that set of skills

needed to read, understand, and act on basic health care

information.  Most of this information is written at a 10th

grade reading level.  However, according to a 1993 study of

adult literacy in the United States, nearly half of all adult

Americans read at or below an eighth grade reading level.  

No study has directly measured the health literacy of the U.S.

population.  However, it is possible to estimate the number

of people who have low health literacy skills using results

from the 1992 National Adult Literacy Survey (NALS).  The

survey reported that some 40 to 44 million of the 191 million

adults in the country are functionally illiterate.  They read at

or below a fifth grade level, or cannot read at all.  Another 50

million are marginally illiterate.  They are generally able to

locate and assimilate information in a simple text, but are

unable to perform tasks that require them to assimilate or

synthesize information from complex and lengthy texts.

Because of the literacy demands upon patients in an 

increasingly complex health care system, adults who are

functionally illiterate or marginally illiterate are likely to

have low health literacy skills which create difficulties in

understanding basic health materials provided by their 

physician.

Poor Health Literacy —
The Hidden Healthcare
Dilemma

Continued on next page



Numbers you should know!
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In the meantime, we have the 
following statistics:
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Making a difference
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Working with Seniors to help 
them understand

#��� � (� ���
����
�	����� �������� ���:%���$�$��� (������ (�$,���$
�$� ����� �$�$��� (� ���
� � �� '�������$��4� (�$,���$*� � 
�%���$� 
�4�
$
�� 6� 
���4��6� �
��� ������ ��%��$� ���� � 
�4�� �����	%��5� � � �
�$�
�
��������$*��-� 5���	���$�	� �	� ����%���������� � (������	%����$�� 
$� ���$6� �		���� (� ��� 7��  �� 
	
����2���(6� -*/*6� �
��3����	� 
-���	���3$$�	����� I$� /���	���� ���3(� (� � �� "���% ��5� �����
*
0
� ��
�5������(���� (�%'6��� 5�'��'���� �5��� �����$	
�������
������5���$���������
�5�� �������
�����,����	�*��"� $�:%� ��56��
�5
��5� �4���
�4���	:%�����$��� (������ (�$,���$*�� �������� 6������ (
$,���$� ��	�� �� ��� �
�5� ����  ���%$��6� � �� �� 5� ������ ��%��$� ����� 
�
����� �������� �������J ������������
����
� ����������� (*��

��
��� ��	���$� �
��� ��5� ����	�� �� $� ���E$� ������5� ��� ����� � �� ���� 
 ���� �������� ������
��$� $��5�� ��	�( ���4��	
� (�$��
����		%�
�$�� ���(�$*��3������ ���56�����	���� �$��������	�$�	� ���'�������

	�( ���4��'��	�$$� (�� ��'�������$��4� (�������5*��

����� ���� ��5$� �
���5�%��$� �� 
����
� 	���� '����$$�� ��� 	� � ��,�� ��
��$���� ���� ���� '���� �$� ��� ����6� % ���$�� �� � �� ������� ����	��
� $��%	��� $H

� "��������K$
��������K�� 4��� �� ���������� � (*��8$����(� ���
� �� $%''����4�� �''���	
6� � �� ���  � �D%�(�� ���� ���%�� �
'���� �E$������ (� �����	%����$*� �#��� �
�� '���� �� , ��� �
��� �� 5
'��'���
�4�������	%��5����� � (� ���� �������� *

� 1 	�%��(���
��'���� ������ 4���������5�������$�� ����
�����	
�
� (� $�$$�� $*� � =��� � �5� ���$� �
�$� 
��'� ��� 	������ �� ����� � ��
$%''����4�� � 4��� �� �6� �%�� ��� ��$�� ��%	���$� ��
��$� �
�� 	� 
��������� ���	��� ��	�����5��
��� �������� *

� "
��$�� ���	
� (� ��������$� �
��� %$�� ���(�� '�� �� ���� �����
'���� �$*� �3�$�6� ���,� ���� ��������$� �
��� ���� ������ � ��� �� $�)�

(������������������� (���4��*��;&���������
���K����� (���4��K
�$� ��� � � � ��	���� � ��� �
�� 	� �� �� ��� �
�� ��������� �%�����
��� �
���$%���� ��$%((�$�� (� �
�� ��$�� ��� �
�	
� �
�� 	� �� �� 	� � ��
�		�$$��*<

� C�	�%��$6� ���(���$� � �� 4������'�$� 
��'� 	���% �	����
� �������� � ��� '���� �$6� �4� � �
�$�� ���
� ���� ������	5� $,���$*

-�$�� '��'��6� �4� � �
�$�� �
�� ����� ����6� %$�� 4�$%��� 	�%�$� ���
��� ���	������ � (*

� 8$�������$�'���� �$�	� �
����� ����%	
*

� J����5�% ���$�� �� (��5��� �� (��%���
�����'���� ��% ���$�� �$
� ���
���
�����$
�����$ E�*��/������ ���
����
��'���� ���
� ,$
�$� 
�''� � (� � �� �
��� �
�5� $�����  ���� ��� ���� *� � L�%� 	� �
�		��'��$
� �
�$� �5� �$,� (� 	� 	����� :%�$��� $� � �� ������ (
�''���% ����$� ���� '���� �$� ��� ���� 5�%� , ��� 
��� �
�5� �����
��'���� ��5�%��������� ��'�� *�

� &�'���6� ��'���6� ��'���*� � ��4��  %�$�$� ��4���� � �� ��'���� �
�
� $��%	��� $� ������� �
�� '���� �� ���4�$� �
�� ����	�*� � C��4����
������ � � $��%	��� $6� ���(���$6� ��� $�%�	�$� ���� �%��
���
� �������� *�-�,�� ����'
� �� 	���$� ���
� � �� ��5� ��� ���� ��� �
�
4�$��������,��$%����
��'���� ���$�� ����	,*�

"���% �	���� � �$� �
�� 	�� ��$�� �� ��� �
�� ��	����'���� ��
������� $
�'*� � ��� �$��� 	����	��� 	��'� � �� ��� ���� ����	��� � ����	��� *
0
��
���4�����6������� ����	��'%�����$$�$���6��
���'��'���	� 4�56
K
���K�� �����������
�$���'���� ����'��	���� $������
��$%		�$$�%�
����4��5����:%����5�
����
�	���*


� 	�� �� ���(�� '��	� ��(�� ��� �
�� '�'%����� � ����� 
�4�� �����	%��5
% ���$�� �� (� 
����
� 	���� � �������� 6� ��� ��,�$� $� $�� �
���
'
5$�	�� $� ��,�� $��'$� ��� ��,�� �
�$� � �������� � �		�$$����� ���� ���
'���� �$*���
�$���� $�	� $	��%$�5����4� (������� ��
����$	%$$�� ���
� $%��� �
�� '���� �E$�% ���$�� �� (� ��� �
�� � �������� *� � 
��� ��� 6
��,�� �)���� ����� � �� �	��4��5� ��$�� *� 
�%���$� 
�4�� $
�� � �
���
	%��� ��5� �
�$� �$� ��� (� �� �� � �5� ���� '��	� �� ��� �
�� ����*� ��� �$�
�$$� ������
���5�%���,����	� 	����������������
� �5�%���� �
����

	����� 4��� �� �������'��4��	���% �	���� �� ��(�4������'���� �$
�
������$��	
� 	�������(����
����
��%�	���*

C����� $�����
�$�����	���������'�� �������
�'����$$�� ������ ��
�	���
��
�	�� �$�'%���$
����5�B�����
'�	����5�C���%	�$6�� 	*6����
���5�
�� ���$%�$�����5���� ���

�����
����� *

���5�%���%�����,���������� �������� ���� �������� �� �KC���������

#�����	5�M��
�� ����� � �����
	���� /������6K�'���$�� 	� ��	�� �
�
&�$,� -� �(��� �� 
��4�	�$� /�'����� �� ��� ������������� ��� ����
��������*


