
Foundational Health Literacy

There is an undeniable need for a broad commitment to organizational health literacy. Although
there is strong need for continued health literacy research─ exploring the causal pathways through
which health literacy directly impacts health outcomes and examining the effectiveness of  health
literacy interventions across population groups and contexts, research about the importance and role
of  organizational health literacy is not needed.All people working within healthcare, public health,
or social services systems must advocate for their organizations to invest resources and time in
building a health literacy infrastructure.

What is organizational health literacy?

Healthy People 2030 defines it as the degree to which organizations equitably enable individuals to
find, understand, and use health information to inform health-related decisions for themselves and
their families.

Organizational health literacy is foundational to all health interventions!

Any intervention undertaken to improve healthcare or public health should be built upon health
literacy best practices.

Most organizations undertake large quality improvement initiatives annually─ disease management
programs, care management programs, and person-centered and whole-person care, and ongoing
other improvement initiatives─ patient satisfaction and patient experience, quality performance
measures, outreach and engagement, and facility signage just to name a few.

At the brainstorming phase of  such an initiative, health literacy best practices must be raised as the
foundation upon which the initiative will be built.

Let’s look at an example. Currently, State Medicaid programs are operating under a Public Health
Emergency (PHE) created by the federal declaration of  the COVID-19 pandemic. Most flexibilities
implemented were done in partnership with Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) and
The Families First Coronavirus Response Act. During the Public Health Emergency (PHE) all
Medicaid redeterminations are being held and benefits have continued seamlessly to all beneficiaries.
The Public Health Emergency is set to expire on July 15, 2022, however, as the US Department of
Health and Human Services (DHHS) has not yet notified the states1 it may be in the fall.

Many states did not cease their processes for redeterminations during this time. They simply did not
enforce them. When the PHE expires, redeterminations for all beneficiaries will be enforced. Many
states are justifiably worried that many beneficiaries will lose health insurance benefits.

● Initial step – health literacy best practices must be the foundation of  this outreach work

1 US DHHS told the states they would be given a 60-day advance notice of  the expiration date.



o Identify the most important information all beneficiaries need to know and what
they need to do

o Write communication messages in plain, clear language and test with beneficiaries
now – before the expiration date.

o Identify the channels for communication
o Consider special needs of  sub-populations
o …

All health literacy principles for this initiative may be followed and there still may be problems.

● a beneficiary receives the communication to update their address with the state Medicaid
office, but they do not have the ability to do so, or

● a beneficiary does not receive the communication despite multiple communication channels
and incurs a large healthcare bill because they had no reason to believe their Medicaid
benefits had ceased, or

● a beneficiary did change their address, received the notice of  expiration for the PHE, and
were found ineligible upon Medicaid redetermination and transitioned into the State
Insurance Exchange; their child’s doctor was not listed so they stopped taking their young
children for preventive care

The ramifications for not being able to access, understand and use vital health information can have
devastating consequences. When a healthcare or social services organization, or even a State
government office plans an initiative using health literacy principles as its foundation, it has the
greatest opportunity to reach and impact the largest number of  people.

Importantly, when health literacy principles are used as the foundation for improvement initiatives,
health literacy is being embedded across the organization, and a health literacy infrastructure is being
built.


