
Innovation in 
Health Literacy

Dr. Holli Seabury







“
“

What problems do you 
have with patients that 

are related to 
communication?

(Hint: they are ALL related to 
communication.)



Health Literacy

The degree to which individuals have 
the capacity to obtain, process, and 
understand basic information and 
services needed to make appropriate 
health decisions.



Health Literacy Skills

Print Literacy

-Reading

-Writing

-Numbers

Communication

Information Seeking and eHealth

-Listening

-Speaking

-Questioning

-Technology



The 2003 National Assessment 
of Adult Literacy assessed the 
English literacy of more than 

19,000 adults in the  
United States.



14% 29% 44% 13%

30 million 63 million 95 million 28 million

Below Basic Basic Intermediate Proficient



Below Basic Reading Levels
 32 million adults in the U.S. can't read.

 Nearly one in five high school graduates in the US can’t 
read.

 More than one in three US adults reads below a 5th grade 
reading level.

 75-90% of people in the 2 lowest reading levels describe 
themselves as being able to read/write English “well” or 
“very well”.



Adults living below the poverty 
level (17% of the adult 
population) represent 43% of 
those with below basic health 
literacy skills.





Please reduce the speed of your vehicle until you attain 
0 miles per hour. You are being asked to change your 
vehicle speed because you are approaching an
intersection where the north/south traveling traffic 
continues unimpeded. You are traveling on the 
east/west road and, as this road is less trafficked than 
the north/south road, traffic speed on your road will be 
interrupted for the safety of all drivers. Failure to follow 
these directions could result in a traffic citation
or could result in your causing a traffic accident. Motor 
vehicle accidents are a leading cause of death, especially 
for younger drivers. For teen drivers, motor vehicle 
accidents are the leading cause of death. In 2018, 4.5 
million people were injured in car crashes in the US, 
nearly 40,000 died.





Large # Large #

describedescribe

14



Nearly 9 out of 10 adults has 
difficulty using everyday 

health information. 
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Chronic Stressors
Poverty

Drug/alcohol abuse

Incarceration

Mental illness

Food insecurity

Housing insecurity

Unsafe environment

Physical illness

Divorce/Break up

Poor maternal education

Job insecurity

No access to healthcare

Transportation insecurity

Physical/emotional abuse

LGBTQ

Disabilities



Chronic Stress

10

20

30

40

50

60

High SES

Low SES

“Children subjected to such stress may lack crucial 

coping skills and experience significant behavioral 
and academic problems in school.”

Teaching with Poverty in Mind by Eric Jensen



Source: www.developingchild.harvard.edu



Is linked to over 50 percent of all absences (Johnston-
Brooks, Lewis, Evans, & Whalen, 1998).

Reduces motivation, determination, and effort (Johnson, 
1981).

Reduces neurogenesis (growth of new brain cells) (De Bellis 
et al., 2001).

Impairs attention and concentration (Erickson, Drevets, & 
Schulkin, 2003).



Situational Stress

There are times when even the most 
literate individuals are not able to 
process and retain information.





Happy at dentist 
Sad at dentist







So how do 
we engage?



Clear messages

Less words
More graphics

Video

Text messaging
Social media



How are people learning and 

communicating in their personal lives?



Identify your 

biggest 

challenges. 

Create short 

videos to 

address 
them.



Large # Large #

describedescribe

30





Why “plain language” 

is not the answer



• Semi-annual shoe stock up event 

• Buy one get one 50% 

• All women’s shoes in stores and 
at target.com







“This form looks like someone took 

the time to make this and they 

care about the answers. The other 

form looks like a test and I don’t 
know if I will fail.”

“It looks more appealing and 
comfortable.”





WIC Intervention

• What is WIC?

• Serves 50% of babies born 
in the US

• Provided training and 
teaching materials





RECOMMENDED AGE OF 
FIRST DENTAL VISIT

Pre training: 43%

Post training: 95%



VERY COMFORTABLE WITH 
TALKING ABOUT ORAL HEALTH

Pre training: 36%

Post training: 86%













Brochure Apocalypse



Think about the last project you 
worked on where written 

materials were developed. 

How could you have 
communicated in a different way?
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