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Linking Medicine to:

• Cognitive Psychology

• Communication

• Human Factors/Engineering

• Learning Sciences/Education

• Marketing/Management 

• Neuropsychology 
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Do Patients Understand their Role?
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Functional Literacy : The ability to read, write, and speak in 
English, and compute and solve problems at levels o f 
proficiency necessary to function on the job and in  society, 
to achieve one’s goals, and develop one’s knowledge  and 
potential.

-National Adult Literacy Act of 1991

Health Literacy : The capacity to obtain, process, and 
understand basic health information and services ne eded to 
make appropriate health decisions.

-Institute of Medicine, 2004
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$106 -230 billion per year

- Friedland, 2002, Vernon et al. 2007
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• Use of preventive services 

• Delayed diagnoses 

• Understanding of medical condition

• Adherence to medical instructions 

• Self-management skills 

• Risk of hospitalization 

• Physical and mental health 

• Mortality risk

• Greater health care costs
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individual 
abilities vary…





yet the message 
is often unclear
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- "Take 1 to 2 tablets by mouth as needed for pain.“
- "Take 1 to 2 tablets by mouth three times daily as needed for pain.“
- "Take 1 to 2 tablets by mouth as needed for pain ** Not to exceed 4 times a 

day“
- "Take 1 to 2 tablets 3 times a day as needed for pain."

Ibuprofen 200 mg tabs
Take 1-2 tabs TID PRN pain
Dispense #30
No refills 

- "Take one tablet by mouth twice daily for UTI“
- "Take one tablet by mouth twice daily for urinary tract infection.“
- "Take 1 tablet by mouth 2 times a day.“
- "Take 1 tablet twice daily for 3 days."

Bactrim DS tabs
Take one tab BID
Dispense #6
Indication: UTI
No refills 

- “Take 1 tablet by mouth daily.“
- "Take one tablet by mouth every day for osteoporosis prevention.  Do not lie 

down for at least 30 minutes after taking.“
- "Take 1 tablet every day, 30 minutes before breakfast with a glass of water.  

Do not lie down.“
- “Take one tablet every day.”

Fosamax 5 mg tabs
Take one tab QD
Dispense #30
Indication: osteoporosis prevention
Do not lie down for at least 30 minutes

- "Take one tablet daily.“
- "Take 1 tablet by mouth for high cholesterol.“
- "Take one (1) tablet(s) by mouth once a day.“
- “ Take one tablet by mouth every day for high cholesterol."

Lipitor 10 mg tabs
Take one tab QD
Dispense #30
Indication: for high cholesterol
No refills 

Bailey, et al., Annals of Pharmacotherapy, 2009

53 Different Ways to Say 
‘Take 1 Tablet a Day’

Take one tablet by mouth once daily.

Take 1 tablet one time each day.

Take one pill by mouth at bedtime.

Take one tablet for cholesterol.

Take one pill by mouth once each day.

Take one tablet orally once every day.

Take 1 tablet by mouth every morning.

Take 1 tablet 1 time daily.
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• National Pharmacy Survey

(CO, TX, GA, NC)

• 56% limited/no translation 
capability

• Problem not limited to rural, 
fewer Latino areas 

Bailey SC, Pandit A, Curtis L, Wolf MS. Availability of 
Spanish Prescription Drug Labels: A National Survey. 
Under review, Medical Care, 2008.
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• cognitive skills

• communication

• prior knowledge

• self-efficacy
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• health materials

• communication

• way-finding

• follow-through
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Match Healthcare to Average User Ability

CLOSE THE GAP
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• Individual skills

• Health materials 

• Clinician skills

• Health system design
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• Individual skills

• Health materials 

• Clinician skills

• Health system design

General – Bridge Education System

Specific – Chronic Care Management
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GLYBURIDE 5 mg

Take for Diabetes

TAKE 2 pills in Morning

2 pills at Bedtime

22
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Rx #: 1234567 10/30/2008

You have 11 refills

180 pills

Discard after  10/30/2009

Provider: RUTH PARKER, MD

Emory Medical Center

(414) 123-4567

Pharmacy: NoVA ScriptsCentral

11445 Sunset Blvd.

Reston, VA 

(713) 123-4567

NDC # 1234567

• Take with food

• Do not drink alcohol while 
taking this medicine

• Limit your time in the sun
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Promoting Health Literacy Addresses:

+ Communication

+ Equity

+ Safety

+ Quality
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• Health materials

• Communication training (“universal precautions”)

• Coordination of care processes

• Measurement/evaluation indicators

Set Policy, Health Provider Incentives

• Medicare Part D: Medication Therapy Management

• KP Plan: Stanford Patient Self-Management
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• 55% of children under-use preventive asthma medicine

• 50% of young adults w/ chronic conditions successfully 
transition from pediatric to internal medicine follow-up

• 33% of young adults lack knowledge of meningitis risk 
and symptoms

• 20% of teens 15-19 years old report not using any 
contraception during last intercourse episode

• 17% of children taking Rx drugs will experience a dosing 
error (leading to 250,000 adverse events annually)
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• Use schools to familiarize youth with health system

• Identify roles by age group

• Train children and teens on specific health skills

• Seek opportunities for family education

• Value anticipatory guidance!
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• What are we asking of individuals and families?

• How are we supporting them?
- clear, concise & consistent health information
- consider the ‘patient’ perspective
- what is the ‘need-to-know’? Limit, layer, prioritize.
- follow-up!

• Involve everyone
- education, medicine, pharmacy, public health, social services

- set local and federal policies to enforce
- develop new measures to evaluate progress! 



Contact Information:

Michael S. Wolf, PhD MPH
Associate Professor of Medicine and Learning  Sciences
Director, Center for Communication in Healthcare
Division of General Internal Medicine
Institute for Healthcare Studies
Northwestern University Feinberg School of Medicine
750 N. Lake Shore Drive, 10th Floor
Chicago, IL  60611
(312) 503 – 5592
mswolf@northwestern.edu


