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Answer the following:

• In Europe it is possible that the 50% of people have limited 
health literacy:  True / False

• Patient Information Leaflets are written at a reading level 
appropriate to most people’s ability: True / False

• As a hospital pharmacist how I communicate with patients and / 
or healthcare professionals can affect outcomes: True / False



The cognitive and social skills which determine the motivation and
ability of individuals to gain access to, understand, and use
information, in ways which promote and maintain good health. 1

–World Health Organization

Health Li teracy…

Health, Literacy, and ‘Health Literacy’
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EU Health Literacy Survey 2
2: Sørensen K, Pelikan JM, Röthlin F et al; HLS-EU Consortium. Health literacy in Europe: comparative results of the European health literacy survey (HLS-EU). 

Eur J Public Health. 2015 Dec;25(6):1053-8. doi: 10.1093/eurpub/ckv043. Epub 2015 Apr 5. PMID: 25843827; PMCID: PMC4668324

Range (1.8%-26.9%) Netherlands - Bulgaria

Limited health literacy : Almost half (47.6%) of the total sample had limited (inadequate 

or problematic) health literacy, with the prevalence ranging from 28.7% in the Netherlands to 

more than 62.1% in Bulgaria.



• The ability of an individual to read and understand health-related materials

Functional HL



Key finding

• At minimum, 1 in 7 Irish adults were found to have limited 
health literacy, which may affect their ability to promote, 
protect, and manage health. 3



Direct link between individual health literacy and health 
outcomes

• less health knowledge4

• worse self-management skills5

• lower use of preventative services6

• higher hospitalisation rates7

• worse self-rated health8

• higher rates of mortality9

• poorer medication adherence10

• difficulty understanding prescription drug labels11

Consequences 
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STRONGER INDICATOR OF MORTALITY RISK 

THAN YEARS OF SCHOOLING



What is Health Literacy?



Pharmacists and patients: Health numeracy

• Cancer Research UK recently found that 46% of people got the 
answer wrong when asked whether a risk of 1 in 100, 1 in 10, or 
1 in 1000 resulted in more chance of their getting a disease.12

• They also found that those with poor numeracy skills were less 
likely to take a bowel cancer screening test.

• The view of one patient on how healthcare professionals can 
help: 
• Link to video (Mr M Duffy)  https://youtu.be/9EtwZVC5hhs

https://youtu.be/9EtwZVC5hhs


“Take one tablet on Monday, one tablet on 
Tuesday, and skip Wednesday”

Monday… Tuesday… Wednesday…

Health Literacy – The Story of Jimmy!

1 in 5 Irish people are not confident that they understand all the information which 
their health professional gives to them

43% would only sometimes ask for information to be explained more clearly

1 in 10 people admitted to taking the wrong dose of medication because they didn’t 
understand the instructions given.



Role of the pharmacist 13



• Functional health literacy: The ability of an individual to read and 
understand health-related materials

Mental health and wellbeing 14

Conclusions: More than a quarter of the population were found to have 
marginal or low health literacy. 



Role of the Pharmacist 15

Conclusions: 
Interventions involving pharmacist counselling can improve patient knowledge, whilst 

the specific knowledge gained relating to recognition of side effects may help patients 

towards more empowerment regarding their treatment



Pharmacists and other healthcare 
professionals

Intern / Foundation Year doctors:

• “ We got at lecture one day from the pharmacists. It 
was pretty decent, but it was just once and it would be 
worthwhile having more…”

• “…they kind of focused on it a bit more in final med 
but up till that, up till then we had pharmacology 
lectures but there was nothing- no kind of sessions 
about in practice prescribing…” 



Recent research:

• Lack of preparedness for the task of prescribing
• Lack of knowledge of appropriate sources of 
medication information
•Need for increased interaction with pharmacists 



Prescribing 39%

Transcribing 11%

Dispensing 12%

Administering 38%

Where do medication errors 
occur?
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• ‘creating the most accurate list possible of all 
medications a patient is taking – including drug name, 
dosage, frequency and route – and comparing that list 
against the physician’s admission, transfer and/or 
discharge orders, with the goal of providing correct 
medication to the patient at all transitions points within 
the hospital’ 

Reference:

Institution for healthcare improvement. protecting 5 million lives from harm campaign. Getting started 
kit: prevent adverse drug events (medication reconciliation how-to guide; 2008).

Medicines reconciliation



Verification: Current medication list is obtained, 
Clarification: The medication and dosages are checked for 
accuracy, 

Reconciliation: Newly prescribed and old medication are 
compared and documented,

Transmission: updated and verified medication list is 
communicated to the next healthcare provider

Reference:
Joint Commission on Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations‚ USA. Using medication 

reconciliation to prevent errors. Sentinel Event Alert 2006 Jan 23(35):1-4. [Medline: 
16463453]

Four steps to safety



Verification: Current medication list is obtained, 
Clarification: The medication and dosages are checked for 
accuracy, 

Reconciliation: Newly prescribed and old medication are 
compared and documented,

Transmission: updated and verified medication list is 
communicated to the next healthcare provider

Reference:
Joint Commission on Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations‚ USA. Using medication 

reconciliation to prevent errors. Sentinel Event Alert 2006 Jan 23(35):1-4. [Medline: 
16463453]

Four steps to safety



Verification: Current medication list is obtained, 
Clarification: The medication and dosages are checked for 
accuracy, 

Reconciliation: Newly prescribed and old medication are 
compared and documented,

Transmission: updated and verified medication list is 
communicated to the next healthcare provider

Reference:
Joint Commission on Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations‚ USA. Using medication 

reconciliation to prevent errors. Sentinel Event Alert 2006 Jan 23(35):1-4. [Medline: 
16463453]

Four steps to safety



Verification: Current medication list is obtained, 
Clarification: The medication and dosages are checked for 
accuracy, 

Reconciliation: Newly prescribed and old medication are 
compared and documented,

Transmission: updated and verified medication list is 
communicated to the next healthcare provider

Reference:
Joint Commission on Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations‚ USA. Using medication 

reconciliation to prevent errors. Sentinel Event Alert 2006 Jan 23(35):1-4. [Medline: 
16463453]

Four steps to safety



“Handwriting is appalling [...] they need to be told print. They do not 
take their own slant on it. You print and you print in the alphabet. You 
don’t print your own print, you print alphabet, the A, the B, that is the 
way it has to be done ...”   [N2]

• “One other big thing the girls [nurses] would notice […] this illiterate 
writing. It is very unsafe...” [N1]

Hard to decipher



Legibility



Dose error



Any issues here?

ØSnapshot from patient drug kardex :



ØSnapshot from patient drug kardex :

Insulin units



ØSnapshot from patient drug kardex (2):

High risk medications



ØSnapshot from patient drug kardex:

What strength?



“Their [doctors] workload is phenomenal and ferocious.”
• N2
“They [doctors] are under a lot of pressure. I know they are 
rushing and they are always short and have hundred and one 
things to do [...] I have notices in recent years […] younger 
doctors they don’t gives themselves time, they are making 
mistakes in scripts”

N1

Challenges ..



• “Pharmacists probably I feel should take a more leading role in it [medication 

reconciliation] […]it is the pharmacist that has the great knowledge and in 

relation, if they are looking at something they tell straight away what’s 

interacting with something..” 

Whose responsibility is it anyway?



Why is Health Literacy important to 
Hospital Pharmacists?

• Hospital Pharmacists are responsible for making sure patients 
obtain the maximum positive health outcomes from their 
medication(s).

• Hospital Pharmacists care for patients with low to high education 
levels, low to high incomes, and multiple races of people; all of 
whom may have limited health literacy.

• Errors are likely higher with patients with limited health literacy.

• Studies document an association between low literacy and poor 
health outcomes.



Be aware: of patients’ behaviour and your 
own (unconscious ) bias

• Possible Indicators of Low HL:
• Excuses: “I forgot my glasses”
• Lots of papers folded up in purse/pocket
• Lack of follow-through with tests/appointments
• Seldom ask questions
• Questions are basic in nature



Ask: Screening Questions

Are you ok with  

filling out this 

medical form?Are you comfortable 

with reading those 

medical instructions?

Can I help 
you with 
that?



Avoid jargon: Use everyday words

If you must use specialised language or jargon, explain what it means.



Check understanding: Teach back / Talk back

Can you just tell me, in your own words, what you think I’ve 
said, regarding your therapy/ medicines just so that I’m sure 
I’ve remembered to tell you everything?



Health professionals may not be able to change the 
literacy levels of their patient community but…..

• “ they can however work to improve their own 

communication skills, the procedures followed for 

communicating with and interacting with people, and the 

forms and materials they write”

Professor Rima Rudd 1999
Rima E. Rudd
Senior Lecturer on Health Literacy, Education and Policy

Social and Behavioral Sciences
Harvard University/ USA



Take home messages:

• People with limited health literacy commonly hide their 
difficulties:              Communicate clearly with everyone

Confirm understanding with everyone

• Pharmacists are uniquely qualified to help other healthcare 
professionals in the medication management process

• Pharmacists can increase knowledge and confidence of patients 
by use of their counselling skills
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