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Report: Patient illiteracy threatens health care

'Understanding
is key for safety

| By Marie Skelton
| USATODAY

| Miscommunications be-
| tween parients and health care
| providers are increasing the
| chances that ¢ who need
| medical care will be hwuit or
| killed in the process, according
w a report fiom a health care
accreditation group.

While culraral and language
| barriers pose problems for pa-
| tient-doctor communication,
| poor general liveracy skills can
| be st as great an impediment,
accm-djnﬁl:;m Joint Commis-
sion, which accredits nearly
15,000 U.S. health care organt-
zations and programs.

“The implications arcund all

of this are huge if the patient
doesn't understand what they
have and wtut.:hq&e taking
and why. You might pumnﬁ
the panient in harm's way, an
they could be killed,” says Den-
nis O'Leary, president of the
comimission,

The commission held & news
conference in February to pre-
sent recommendations for
health care providers, policy-
miakers and consumers,

The recommendations in-
dude speafic advice for edu-
cating and training health care
professionals; using well-
trained medical inver s for

tents with Engli re-
wension difficulties; and en-
couraging a culture of easy-fo-
un conmmmicarion in
all facets of medieal care.

The 2003 Nanona Assess-
ment of Adule Literacy by the
Mational Center for Education

Statistics revealed thar 29% of
the American population has
:5' basic prose lireracy skils,

14% has below-basic skills,
The below-basic figure includes
3% taking an alwer native assess~
ment because of : diffi-
culties; another 2% weren't
tested becanse they couldn
communicate in English or

Prose literacy, as defined in
the study, measures the skills
needed t understand texts
such as news stories, brochures
and instruction manuals. Peo-

¢ with basic skills can per-
orm simple, everyday lireracy
activities, while people with
below-basic skills shaw profi-
ciency in mi:r the most simple
and concrere literacy:

“When lireracy collides with
health care, the issue of health
literacy — defined as the degree
w which indriduals have the

capacity to obtain, s, and
understand basic health infor-
matien and services needed fo
make iawe health deci-
sions — beginsto cast along pa-
tient safery shadow,” the Joint
Ca{_lnrrim report says.
he 1eport, no at med-
ical mfé%m t1}?31:{‘1&311 filled
with jargon, said that “even
those who are most proficient
at using text and numbers may
be compromised in the under-
tanding of health care informa-
tion are challenged
by sickness and feelings of val-
nerability.”

“When 1 was in medical
school, no one even mentioned
that someane might not un-
derstand what | was saying”
O'Leary says. "Yer, more serious
adverse events are caused by
communication problems than
any other thing.’

Toni Cordell, a nationally

knervn health literacy advocare
who has been working with
g:; mmis!séoga, I&Ims v:rgli'sl
oo well. Stru

the effects of dyslexiggand a
poor education, Cordell went to
see her gynecologist three dec-
ades ago and listencd as he wid
her shé would need surgery.

“He said thart it was an easy
repair. Unfortunaely, | asked ak-
most No questions except
What day and time do we do
this?' * she

It wasn't until she was in re-
covery and a nurse asked her
how she was feeling after her
Invsterectomy thar Cordell reak
ized what had happened,

“Humiliation and shame
washed over me, L have dways
felr, even o this day, disap-
pointed in myself that 1 allowed
1t 0 happen in total ignorance.
Ignorance is ot bliss; 1ts not a
goud place to be,” she says.



