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A common belief…

Canada does not have a

literacy problem.



The reality…

•  Almost half of all Canadian adults

 (48%) have low literacy skills.



General Literacy

Ability to use printed and
written information to:

• function in society

• reach objectives

• broaden knowledge

• increase potential



    Level 1 – very low skills

Level 2 - read but not well

   Level 3 - basic skill level

Level 4/5 - high levels of literacy
(Literacy Risk in the Niagara Region 2000)

Literacy Levels
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What is health literacy?

The Canadian Public Health Association
defines health literacy as:

“Skills to enable access, understanding
and use of information for health”



Key to health literacy maps…





The Distribution of Health Literacy in Ontario
Proportion of adult health literacy at level 2 and below, ages 16 and older



Written communication

• Research consistently
shows that health
information is
generally written at a
level that most people
do not understand.

 Over 600 studies!



Outcomes of low health literacy

• less knowledge about health

• less likely to engage in preventive
behaviours or take part in screening

• less likely to correctly self-manage
chronic conditions or comply with
treatment plan

• more likely to have poor health

• more likely to be hospitalized

Schwartzberg et al, 2005. IOM report, 2004. AHRQ, 2004



Literacy domains

• prose – text

• document – charts and
forms

• numeracy – basic math

• problem-solving



The solution…

Use clear language



What is clear language?

• a way of writing and speaking that
presents information so that it is
easy to understand and use

• familiar language, positive tone and
friendly, conversational style

• focuses on the audience - what they
need to know and do



How does using clear language
help?

Empowered consumer

Informed decisions

Access to information

Clear language

I know what to
do!!



Write as you would speak:

• use familiar, everyday words

• explain specialized language

• be personal and sincere



Write as you would speak:

• one idea per sentence

• average sentence length

less than 15 words

• simple punctuation



Take home message

• Many people have trouble
understanding health information.

• Clear language makes health
information accessible.

• Use clear language when
communicating with the public.




