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! ! ! ! ! ! ! !!

! ! ! ! ! ! ! !!

Improving Health Literacy     
through Effective Communication 

Stacy Robison, MPH, MCHES!

Health Literacy and the Web:!
Is your health Web site easy to use?!

      

!!"#$%&'!

+  "#$%#&$'(!)*+&*$!,$-+.,!&*/)%0-1)*!2$$3&*4!

+  5+-&*!6-*47-4$!898!
+  :ntroduction to 72$%;<$*.$%$=!design!
+  Strategies for writing and designing easy-to-

use health Web sites!
•  Audience!
•  Content!
•  Display!
•  Organization!
•  Navigation!
•  Evaluation!
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!!>$!-%$!)*+&*$?!

+  @AB!)/!C0$%&<-*!-=7+.2!!

+  DEB!)/!.$$*-4$%2!

()**+,%#!-*.!/$')0/!,%-*.1'2*%3!

+  F!&*!89!:*.$%*$.!72$%2!G%)74,+H!I8B!)/!-=7+.2J!
+  I!&*!89!2-H!.,$&%!0)2.!%$<$*.!2$-%<,!,-=!-*!
&0K-<.!)*!.,$&%!,$-+.,!)%!.,$!'-H!.,$H!<-%$!
/)%!2)0$)*$!$+2$!

!>$!2.%744+$!'&.,!<)0K+$L!,$-+.,!&*/)%0-1)*!

+  C2!0-*H!-2!,-+/!)/!MNON!-=7+.2!GA9;E9BJ!,-#$!+&0&.$=!
+&.$%-<H!23&++2N!

+  C2!0-*H!-2!D!)7.!)/!89!C0$%&<-*!-=7+.2!,-#$!+&0&.$=!
,$-+.,!+&.$%-<H!23&++2N!!

+  P,$!*70Q$%!)/!)+=$%!-=7+.2!72&*4!.,$!:*.$%*$.!<)*1*7$2!
.)!4%)'N!P,$H!-%$!-R$<.$=!QH!-4$;%$+-.$=!<,-*4$2!&*!
#&2&)*S!,$-%&*4S!-*=!<)4*&1)*N!!
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M2-Q&+&.H(!!
T)'!'$++!72$%2!<-*!+$-%*!-*=!72$!-!K%)=7<.!.)!
-<,&$#$!.,$&%!4)-+2!-*=!,)'!2-12U$=!.,$H!-%$!
'&.,!.,-.!K%)<$22N!

T$-+.,!6&.$%-<H(!!
P,$!-Q&+&.H!.)!7*=$%2.-*=!-*=!72$!,$-+.,!
&*/)%0-1)*!&*!$#$%H=-H!+&/$N!

    "44!72$%2!Q$*$U.!/%)0!&0K%)#$=!72-Q&+&.H!

!Prototype Web site (designed to support users with limited 
literacy skills) as compared to original site !

Time on Task 
(Mean)!

Original Site! Prototype! Improvement!

High literacy! 14:19! 5:05! +182%!

Lower literacy! 22:16! 9:30! +134%!

All users! 17:50! 6:45! +164%!

Satisfaction 
(Mean)!

Original Site! Prototype! Improvement!

High literacy! 3.73! 4.58! +23%!

Lower literacy! 3.54! 4.38! +24%!

All users! 3.67! 4.51! +23%!

High Literacy Users: 

3x as fast with the 
revised site 

93% success rate 
on revised site 
(compared to 68% 
with original) 

Source: Summers, K., & Summers, M. (2005). Reading and navigational 
strategies of Web users with lower literacy skills. 
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5+-&*!6-*47-4$!898 

!P,$!5+-&*!>%&1*4!C<.!)/!V989!

!C++!*$'!K7Q+&<-1)*2!-*=!/)%02!072.!Q$!'%&W$*!
&*!-!X<+$-%S!<)*<&2$S!'$++;)%4-*&Y$=Z!0-**$%!.,-.!
/)++)'2!.,$!Q$2.!K%-<1<$2!)/!K+-&*!+-*47-4$N!
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M2&*4!5+-&*!6-*47-4$!

5+-&*!+-*47-4$!&2!-!2.%-.$4H!/)%!0-3&*4!'%&W$*!!
-*=!)%-+!<)007*&<-1)*!$-2&$%!.)!7*=$%2.-*=N!

[$H!$+$0$*.2!)/!K+-&*!+-*47-4$!&*<+7=$(!

+  M2$!2&0K+$!+-*47-4$!-*=!=$U*$!.$<,*&<-+!.$%02N!
+  M2$!-*!-<1#$!#)&<$N!
+  \%$-3!<)0K+$L!&*/)%0-1)*!&*.)!2,)%.!<,7*32N!
+  57.!.,$!0)2.!&0K)%.-*.!&*/)%0-1)*!U%2.N!

])*.$L.!U%2.!

!^$=7<&*4!-*&0-+!/))=!K%)=7<.2!-*=!27Q21.71*4!+)';/-.!)%!
*)*/-.!/)%!',)+$!=-&%H!K%)=7<.2!<-*!+)'$%!.,$!-0)7*.!)/!
<,)+$2.$%)+!&*!H)7%!Q)=HN!

5%60$'&7!0.89!
!!!!_)7!<-*!+)'$%!.,$!-0)7*.!)/!<,)+$2.$%)+!&*!H)7%!Q)=H!QH!

%$=7<&*4!-*&0-+!/))=!K%)=7<.2?!
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User-centered Design!
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!!!O.%-.$4&$2!

`)%!'%&1*4!-*=!=$2&4*&*4!$-2H;.);72$!
,$-+.,!>$Q!2&.$2!

1.  Audience!
2.  Content!
3.  Display!
4.  Organization!
5.  Navigation!
6.  Evaluation!
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http://www.health.gov/healthliteracyonline/!

•  15 studies!
•  750+ users!
•  Recruited adults w/  !
   limited literacy skills!

Best practices in:!
•   Web design!
•   usability!
•   accessibility!

!More often than not, itʼs poorly 
designed Web sites – more than 
limited literacy skills – that contribute 
to usersʼ challenges online.!
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1.  Audience!
2.  Content!
3.  Display!
4.  Organization!
5.  Navigation!
6.  Evaluation!

!!C<1)*2!-.!-!a+-*<$!

1.  Identify your users: !
!Who are they?!

2.  Understand their motivations: !
!Why are they here?!

3.  Identify usersʼ goals: !
!What are they trying to do?!
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!M2$%!P$21*4!b$.,)=2!.)!P%H!

+  Individual interviews!
+ Focus groups!
+ Personas and scenarios!
+ Collaging!
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!!]%-&4!;!])7*.H!T$-+.,!5%)/$22&)*-+!

+  AV!H$-%2!)+=!
+  8F!H$-%2!)/!$LK$%&$*<$!
+  C=#-*<$=!T$-+.,H!5$)K+$!72$%!

:*')69!

+  >-*.2!.)!-+&4*!+)<-+!'&.,!*-1)*-+!)Qc$<1#$2!
+  6))3&*4!/)%!&0K+$0$*.-1)*!47&=$+&*$2!

+  :*.$%$2.$=!&*!Q7&+=&*4!K-%.*$%2,&K2!
+  >-*.2!.)!72$!-2!-!.))+!.)!2$.!2K$*=&*4!K%&)%&1$2!

+  >&++&*4!.)!2,-%$!Q$2.!K%-<1<$2!&/!.,$%$!'-2!-!.))+!

1.  Audience!
2.  Content!
3.  Display!
4.  Organization!
5.  Navigation!
6.  Evaluation!
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!!>$Q!72$%2!'-*.!.)?!

?d7&<3+H!-*=!$-2&+H(!

+ M*=$%2.-*=!.,$!,$-+.,!K%)Q+$0!)%!Q$,-#&)%!

+ `&*=!)7.!,)'!.)!.-3$!-<1)*!

! !!
! ! ! !V@!2$<)*=2!!!
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!!C<1)*2!-.!-!a+-*<$!

1.  Put the most important info first. !!

2.  Describe the health behavior. Just the basics.!

3.  Provide specific action steps.!

4.  Write in plain language.!

5.  Check content for accuracy.!



11/15/11 

14 

!!e*4-4$!72$%2!'&.,!:*.$%-<1#$!])*.$*.!

+  Invite users to customize content and 
provide feedback.!

•  Email information to a friend.!
•  Print out a recipe.!
•  Take a poll or rate the information on the site.!
•  Use a calorie or BMI calculator.!
•  Enter personal data like age or weight to get tailored tips.!

+  Interactive tools increase engagement.!



11/15/11 

15 

www.healthfinder.gov!

!!M2$%!P$21*4!b$.,)=2!.)!P%H!

+  M2$!<-%=!2)%1*4!.)!U*=!)7.!,)'!72$%2!%-*3!<)*.$*.!QH!
0)2.!72$/7+f+$-2.!72$/7+!)%!0)2.!+&3$+H!.)!=)f+$-2.!+&3$+H!
.)!=)N!!

+  \7&+=!-!K-K$%!K%).).HK$!.)!U*=!)7.!',-.!<)*.$*.!72$%2!
-%$!0)2.!+&3$+H!.)!X<+&<3Z!)*N!!

+  P$2.!72$%!<)0K%$,$*2&)*!72&*4!<)*.$*.!&*!-!K-K$%!
K%).).HK$N!!
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1.  Audience!
2.  Content!
3.  Display!
4.  Organization!
5.  Navigation!
6.  Evaluation!

Typical F pattern!

Nielson Norman Group!
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!!O3&K!&*2.$-=!)/!O<-*!

;6$.6!<,0/!),1,0$&!),0$.'=8!6+,))6(!
+  O3&K!)#$%!$*1%$!<,7*32!)/!=$*2$!.$L.!

•  g!h!+&*$2!)/!.$L.!.%&44$%$=!23&KK&*4!
•  i70Q$%2S!BS!Q&4!')%=2!.%&44$%$=!23&KK&*4!

+  O.-%.!<+&<3&*4!)*!+&*32!&*2.$-=!)/!%$-=&*4!.,$!<)*.$*.!!
+  6-*=!&*!.,$!0&==+$!)/!.,$!K-4$!

!>/$%$?$.!@*66,A)$7!B6$!AB))$0$&!),606!'%&!6/*.0!
6$%0$%=$63!4,1,0!0$C0!0*!D!),%$63!

!!`)<72!)*!.,$!]$*.$%!)/!.,$!O<%$$*!

;6$.6!<,0/!),1,0$&!),0$.'=8!6+,))6(!
+  T-#$!-!*-%%)'!U$+=!)/!#&2&)*!
+  ^-%$+H!2<%)++!
+  b&2.-3$!<)*.$*.!&*!.,$!%&4,.!0-%4&*!/)%!-=2!

!E$$@!+$8!0$C0!'A*?$!0/$!-*)&3!

!;6$!)$F!'%&!=$%0$.!%'?,#'2*%!$)$1$%063!
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!!e-2&+H!"#$%',$+0$=!

+  Even content written in plain language can be 
overwhelming if too much text is together in one 
paragraph or there is not enough white space on 
the page. !

!GB))$0$&!),606!1,%,1,H$!0/$!'1*B%0!*-!0$C0!*%!0/$!
6=.$$%3!

!>/,0$!6@'=$!1'+$6!0$C0!$'68!0*!.$'&3!!
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Layout:!

•  Limit paragraph size. 
Use bullets and lists.!

•  Use familiar font in at 
least 12 points.!

•  Use white space and 
avoid clutter.!

Use Images!

!  Use simple, realistic line 
drawings to illustrate 
medical concepts!

!  Use photos of “real” 
people rather than 
models or illustrations!

!  Include a caption !
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!!6&*32!

4 rules to follow when using links:!

1.  Make links obvious (underline them)!
2.  Make links long enough to “grab” easily!
3.  Use descriptive link labels!
4.  Limit the number of links on the page!

Good! Not So 
Good!
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!CW%-<1#$!.,&*42!')%3!Q$W$%N!!!

j)*-+=!i)%0-*S!!"#$#%&'()*+,-%.!V99A!

1.  Audience!
2.  Content!
3.  Display!
4.  Organization!
5.  Navigation!
6.  Evaluation!
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!!P,$!\-2&<2!

+  Information architecture is the way information is 
categorized on a Web site. !

+  It typically involves a category structure and labels. !

+  Good content organization enables users to find 
information quickly.!

Tip: Use labels that reflect the language of your users.!
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1.  Audience!
2.  Content!
3.  Display!
4.  Organization!
5.  Navigation!
6.  Evaluation!

]%$-.$!-!2&0K+$!-*=!$*4-4&*4!/*1$@'#$!
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e-2H!-<<$22!.)!/*1$!-*=!1$%B!K-4$2!

b-3$!27%$!.,$!XG'=+Z!Q7W)*!')%32!

!!j&k<7+.H!O$-%<,&*4!

;6$.6!<,0/!),1,0$&!),0$.'=8!6+,))6(!
+  C#)&=!2$-%<,&*4!
+  5%$/$%!.)!Q%)'2$!.)K&<2!72&*4!-*!-+K,-Q$1<-+!)%!

.)K&<!+&2.!G$#$*!&/!.,$!+&2.!&2!+)*4J!

!Include both a search function and other ways to 
browse content (topic or A-Z list). !

!Be sure to compensate for misspellings in the search 
box and limit the number of results. !
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!!O&0K+$!O$-%<,!-*=!\%)'2$!

www.healthfinder.gov/prevention!
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!!6&0&.$=!>)%3&*4!b$0)%H!

;6$.6!<,0/!),1,0$&!),0$.'=8!6+,))6(!
+  ^$-<,!&*/)%0-1)*!)#$%+)-=!d7&<3+H!l!&.!.-3$2!

<)*<$*.%-1)*!-*=!$R)%.!.)!%$-=!.$L.!)*!.,$!2<%$$*!

+  C%$!+$22!+&3$+H!.)!%$0$0Q$%!<)*.$*.!/%)0!K%$#&)72!
K-4$2!

+  ^-%$+H!+))3!-,$-=!)%!Q-<3!)*!-!K-4$!

!Use clear stand-alone headings and sections that 
function independently. !

!Include plenty of visual cues to orient users on the site.!

(previous page)!
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!!O&0K+$!i-#&4-1)*!

;6$.6!<,0/!),1,0$&!),0$.'=8!6+,))6(!
+  Are unfamiliar with – and often ignore – common 

navigational elements (like drop-down menus, 
breadcrumbs).!

+  Users shown how to return to a homepage had difficulty 
repeating the task from a different page on the site. !

!Use step-by-step navigation, such as “back” and “next” 
buttons and numbered pages.!

!Let users know where they are in the content using tabs 
and strong left-hand navigation.!

www.healthfinder.gov/prevention!
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1.  Audience!
2.  Content!
3.  Display!
4.  Organization!
5.  Navigation!
6.  Evaluation!
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Based on the feedback that 
consumers wanted information 
that is personalized and 
actionable 

Focus group and card sort 
participants were interested 
in getting to How-To content 
(tips and video) quickly 

Focus Group participants 
asked for local contacts  

Categories created through 
the card sorting exercise. 
Formative research indicated 
the need for special sections 
for families and renters 

!!!:.m2!<);<%$-1)*!

+ >)%3!'&.,!H)7%!.-%4$.!-7=&$*<$!.)!=$#$+)K!
)%!&0K%)#$!H)7%!2&.$N!

+  :/!H)7!-%$!$#-+7-1*4!-*!$L&21*4!2&.$S!.,&*3!)/!
&.!-2!d7-+&.H!-227%-*<$N!!

+  `&$+=!.$21*4!&2!-*!$#-+7-1)*!)/!H)7%!>$Q!2&.$!
l!i"P!H)7%!72$%2N!
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!!>,H!2,)7+=!:!.$2.!0H!2&.$n!

+ C++!>$Q!2&.$2!,-#$!K%)Q+$02N!GO)0$!0)%$!
.,-*!).,$%2NJ!!

+  P,$H!0-H!*).!)Q#&)72!.)!H)7N!\7.!H)7%!72$%2!
'&++!-+0)2.!-+'-H2!U*=!.,$0N!

+ >-.<,&*4!K$)K+$!72$!H)7%!2&.$!0-3$2!H)7!-!
Q$W$%!>$Q!0-*-4$%N!

!!>,)!=)!:!.$2.!'&.,n!

+ C+0)2.!-*H)*$N!

+  P%H!.)!U*=!72$%2!',)!%$o$<.!H)7%!-7=&$*<$!
G-N3N-N!X%$-+!72$%2ZJ!
+ j$0)4%-K,&<2!

+ [*)'+$=4$!-*=!<)*.$L.!
+ ]7+.7%$!-*=!+-*47-4$!
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!!T)'!0-*H!K$)K+$!=)!:!*$$=!.)!.$2.n!

+  :.!=$K$*=2N!!

+  8!&2!Q$W$%!.,-*!*)*$N!

+ \$.'$$*!h!-*=!F!&2!4%$-.N!

!!!:.$%-1#$!j$2&4*!

+  P$2.N!^$#&2$N!^$K$-.N!

+ j)*m.!'-&.!7*1+!H)7!,-#$!-+%$-=H!+-7*<,$=!
H)7%!2&.$f%$=$2&4*!.)!.$2.!&.!'&.,!H)7%!.-%4$.!
-7=&$*<$N!_)7!<-*!.$2.!-!K%).).HK$p!!

+  5$%&)=&<-++H!.$2.!$L&21*4!K-4$2f2$<1)*2!.)!
&0K%)#$!.,$0N!
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Nielson Norman Group!

Forum One!

Paper Prototype Testing!

If you are building a new 
feature, start with a paper 
prototype and test it with 
users.!

Usability Testing!
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!!!O)?!',$%$!=)!:!2.-%.n!

+ >-.<,!K$)K+$!72$!H)7%!>$Q!2&.$!G2.-%.!'&.,!
/-0&+HS!/%&$*=2S!-*=!#)+7*.$$%2JN!

+  ]+$-*!7K!H)7%!<)*.$*.p!

+ ^$;.,&*3!H)7%!,)0$K-4$N!

+  6))3!-.!H)7%!2$-%<,!)K1)*2!G-*=!,)'!.,$!
%$27+.2!-%$!=&2K+-H$=JN!

+ \$!2.%-.$4&<(!4$.!&.!&*!.,$!Q7=4$.N!

!I/'%+!J*BKK!

!stacy@communicatehealth.com!
 www.communicatehealth.com 


