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Protected: Putting A Human Spin on Health Literacy
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With Health Care Reform, our company has more interactions than ever with consumers. Even prior to the
ACA rollout, “health literacy” was one of the big buzzwords for us. You’ve probably heard the phrase about
a million times, and maybe you’ve blown it off, thinking it only applies to “transactional communications.”

Health literacy has valuable lessons for all of us, no matter which audience we’re marketing to. Think about
how you read: Do you put on a “I’m a consumer” hat when you’re reading something at home, and then
switch it out for the “I’m a professional” cap when you get to the office? The content may change, but the
messaging needs to be understandable, inviting and give you a clear idea of the action you need to take — no
matter who you are.

I had a virtual sit-down with Linda Cherekos, our department’s resident Health Literacy Blackbelt. I asked
her to help spell it out in black and white and give some practical examples of health literacy in action.

Health literacy: in a nutshell, what is it?
Health literacy relates to a person’s ability to find, understand, evaluate, communicate and take action on
health information. Health literacy is an important factor in all written, spoken and Web-based
communications we provide to our members/consumers. Health literacy is more than a reading grade level.

Who sets the standards for health literacy?
The Federal Government. Health literacy is part of the Patient Protection Act and Affordable Care Act.

How does it affect groups that don’t necessarily talk directly to consumers?
It doesn’t affect groups that do not talk with consumers. We are only required to ensure consumer collateral
meets the standards. However, it is a good practice, regardless of your audience. Write to be understood, not to
impress.
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How does design factor in to health literacy?
Two ways, first in making the piece inviting to the reader. That is, having an eye-catching design that makes
the consumer want to read it. This is called “Design for the impression.”  Second, design for the human factor.
This is thinking through fonts, font sizes, heading levels, bulleted lists, colors and photos. Details of design are
in the Blue Book.

Can you share a few examples of something that is compliant, and something that isn’t?

There’s this:

Dear Subscriber:

In accordance with Massachusetts regulation 211 CMR 52.13, UnitedHealthcare of New England,
Inc. and UnitedHealthcare Insurance Company are required to disclose to subscribers their monthly
medical insurance premium. This premium may be paid entirely by you or by your employer or the
cost may be shared between you and your employer.

The monthly premium charged to your employer is as follows: $610.05

The policy has a “grace period” of 31 days for premium payment. This means that your insurance will
not be cancelled for late payment until 31 days after the due date.

If you have any questions regarding the above information, please contact us at 1-800-357-0978.

Sincerely,

Group Administration

Versus this:

Dear First Name:

We’re writing to let you know that your insurance premium payment has changed. Your premium is
how much you pay for your health insurance. Keep in mind that your employer may pay some – or
even all – of your premium.

Your new premium is now $-new premium-. You don’t need to do anything. Your employer will
continue to pay your premium, or will continue to share the cost with you. We just wanted to let you
know.

Also be aware that your policy has a 31-day grace period for our premium payments. That means we
won’t cancel your health insurance coverage because your payment is late until 31 days after the due
date.

If you have any questions, give us a call at (800) 357-0978.

[This is Lisa commenting: See the major differences between the first one and the second one? The first one is
jargon-heavy and tells the reader way more than necessary. It uses the passive voice and sounds as friendly and
inviting as frostbite. The second one uses simpler language and a more personal tone to tell the reader exactly
what is happening.]

What are a few good resources for people who want it all in black and white?
The Health Literacy intranet site is a great resource for information:  http://frontier.uhg.com/Corporate
/HealthLiteracy/Pages/Home.aspx
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