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HEALTH LITERACY

Universal Precautions Toolkit

21 Step-by-Step Tools You Can Use to Help Increase
Patients’ Understanding of Health Information




What Is the Health Literacy
Universal Precautions Toolkit?

The Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit is a set
of step-by-step guides and tools that you and your health
care team can use to minimize the risk that your patients will
misremember or misinterpret important information about
their diagnosis, treatment, or medication.

The toolkit contains 21 tools that you can easily incorporate

into your practice’s day-to-day activities. Each tool is designed

to increase your patients’ understanding of medical information
and thus their ability to make informed health care decisions.'
The toolkit was commissioned by the Agency for Healthcare
Research and Quality and developed by the University of Colorado.

Why Use the Health Literacy
Universal Precautions Toolkit?

All patients can misremember or misinterpret their doctor’s communication, regardless of the patient’s
age, race, occupation, or education.? Even patients with higher than average health literacy levels can
have trouble understanding medical information as the concepts become more complex.? It's also
difficult for health care providers to determine whether their patients truly or fully understood the
information they received."?

You can use the Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit to structure your services and patient
interactions in ways that can help minimize confusion. By managing and ultimately reducing the
complexity of your patients’ health care experience, you can help ensure that patients can succeed
in the health care environment.'3

How Does Low Health Literacy
Affect Patients?

Health literacy has implications on patient safety and patient self-management. Low health literacy
levels affect a patient’s ability to access health care services, understand important medical
information, and follow health care instructions.’
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Tools to Achieve the 4 Domains for
Promoting Health Literacy

The Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit contains a variety of tools that your
practice can use to achieve the 4 domains that are important for promoting health literacy
in your practice.” These tools can help you:

(8] (2]

1. Improve spoken communication

Make sure everyone on your team is speaking in ways that your patients can
understand. You'll get tips on how to produce effective verbal communication,
including how to listen carefully and speak clearly during face-to-face and
phone conversations, how to address language differences, and how to
promote cultural competence in your office.

2. Improve written communication

With 36% of the US adult population having limited health literacy skills,
it is likely that many of your patients don’t understand all of the written
materials they receive. The toolkit offers advice on how to assess whether
materials are easy to read and understand and how to use health education
materials effectively.

Patients are sometimes embarrassed to ask questions, which could lead to
misunderstandings, mistakes, and patients’ difficulty in doing what’s necessary
to maintain their health and manage their health conditions. You can browse
the toolkit for tips on how to encourage your patients to ask questions and
become more involved in their health care through action plan development.

4. Improve supportive systems

Patients with low health literacy might also be struggling with other aspects
of their lives that can affect their health — things like understanding their
health benefits, obtaining their medication, and addressing housing and
transportation issues. The toolkit will show you how to link your patients to
nonmedical support to help your patients attend to and maintain their health.
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How to Use the Toolkit

It’s easy to get started with the Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit.
Just form your team, create a health literacy improvement plan, and educate your staff.

m Form a team’

Choose a Team Leader: The Team Leader must have both enthusiasm for health literacy-related quality
improvement and the clout to spearhead practice change.!

Engage your entire practice: Involve staff members at every level. Everyone on your health care team
must commit to improving the health literacy of your patients.

Incorporate patients and caregivers: These team members can provide invaluable first-hand insight
on what patients experience and how systems and communications can be improved.’

Establish a sense of urgency: Refer to the Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit for tips
on how to educate your staff on the importance of health literacy.

m Create a health literacy improvement plan

The toolkit includes a Primary Care Health Literacy Assessment that
you can use to measure your practice’s health literacy levels in less than
30 minutes. Your answers will give you an idea of what aspects of your
practice you’ll need to work on. You’ll then be directed to specific tools
in the toolkit that can help you address the issues you're facing.

m Raise awareness

Implementing health literacy universal precautions in your practice requires
that all of your staff members know how health literacy affects your patients.
Educate your staff by showing a video or conducting a presentation.’

Any Questions?

To learn more about the Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit and how your practice can
use it to improve patient outcomes, please:

¢ Type https://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-safety/quality-resources/tools/literacy-
toolkit/index.html into your web browser to download a PDF copy of the toolkit

¢ Type https://www.merckconnect.com/topics-in-health-care/on-demand.html into your web
browser to watch a video developed by Merck titled Implementing Universal Precautions
(Ensuring Clear Communication and Patient Understanding)
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