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Why a Guide?Why a Guide?

nn HIT Developers HIT Developers –– little knowledge of little knowledge of 
populations with limited literacypopulations with limited literacy

nn Purchasers Purchasers –– checklist to evaluate HIT checklist to evaluate HIT 
products to be accessed and used by products to be accessed and used by 
consumersconsumers



MethodsMethods

nn Review of the IT and HIT literatureReview of the IT and HIT literature
nn Examination of productsExamination of products’’ and and 

organizationsorganizations’’ Web sitesWeb sites
nn Discussions with developers and Discussions with developers and 

purchasers of HIT purchasers of HIT 
nn Discussions with researchers involved in Discussions with researchers involved in 

the valuation of HIT for limitedthe valuation of HIT for limited--literacy literacy 
populationspopulations



Technologies Used Technologies Used 
in Health Carein Health Care

nn Internet Web sitesInternet Web sites
nn TouchscreenTouchscreen kioskskiosks
nn Personal wireless devices (cell Personal wireless devices (cell 

phone, phone, BlackBerryBlackBerry, and PDA), and PDA)
nn Home monitoring devicesHome monitoring devices



Universal Design 
Basic Principles

nn Design simplyDesign simply

nn Build wellBuild well

nn For Internet sites, use HTML over For Internet sites, use HTML over 
other formatsother formats



Simple DesignSimple Design



General Health Literacy General Health Literacy 
GuidelinesGuidelines

nn Plain and clear language is usedPlain and clear language is used
nn Content is relevant to audienceContent is relevant to audience
nn Format is conducive to reading and Format is conducive to reading and 

comprehensioncomprehension
nn Content appeals to diverse racial and Content appeals to diverse racial and 

ethnic groupsethnic groups
nn Content has undergone iterative testing Content has undergone iterative testing 

and revisionand revision



Checklist: Plain and Clear Checklist: Plain and Clear 
Language Is UsedLanguage Is Used

NoYesReading level is not above 6th grade

NoYesConsistent use of words throughout

NoYesWritten in “active” voice, rather than “passive” voice 
(Use “Mary visited the clinic,” rather than “The clinic was 

visited by Mary.”)

NoYesSentences are short

NoYesUnavoidable technical terms are explained

NoYesWords are short, simple, and familiar
(1-2 syllables, no jargon, acronyms, abbreviations)



Guidelines: Relevant ContentGuidelines: Relevant Content

nn Assumes little or no background Assumes little or no background 
knowledgeknowledge

nn Information is relevant to usersInformation is relevant to users
nn Limited number of messages are Limited number of messages are 

delivereddelivered
nn Numbers and percentages are Numbers and percentages are 

appropriate appropriate 
nn Graphic illustrations clarify textGraphic illustrations clarify text



Guidelines: FormatGuidelines: Format

nn White space White space 
nn Short line lengthShort line length
nn Chunk and break up textChunk and break up text
nn Dark text on a light backgroundDark text on a light background
nn Large and familiar font Large and familiar font 
nn Consistent use of font sizes and stylesConsistent use of font sizes and styles
nn Upper and lower case lettersUpper and lower case letters
nn Justification of leftJustification of left--hand margin onlyhand margin only



Guidelines: Guidelines: 
Cultural CompetenceCultural Competence

nn Content is culturally appropriate and Content is culturally appropriate and 
sensitive to userssensitive to users

nn Members of these groups are portrayed Members of these groups are portrayed 
accurately in pictures and other graphic accurately in pictures and other graphic 
illustrationsillustrations

nn Translation from English is accurate and Translation from English is accurate and 
idioms and expressions are appropriateidioms and expressions are appropriate

nn Target population is specified (if Target population is specified (if 
appropriate).appropriate).



Guidelines: Iterative TestingGuidelines: Iterative Testing

nn Draft prototypeDraft prototype
nn Conduct a team and expert reviewConduct a team and expert review
nn Revise Revise 
nn Test with target audience, including limitedTest with target audience, including limited--

literacy and culturally diverse personsliteracy and culturally diverse persons
–– Watch testers use itWatch testers use it
–– Ask testers about their experienceAsk testers about their experience
–– Assess testersAssess testers’’ comprehensioncomprehension

nn Revise Revise 
nn Test in all languagesTest in all languages



Guidelines:Guidelines:
Internet Web Sites

nn Designed for old hardware and Designed for old hardware and 
softwaresoftware

nn Home page is simpleHome page is simple
nn Information is prioritizedInformation is prioritized
nn Minimal amount of text per screenMinimal amount of text per screen
nn Navigation is simple and consistentNavigation is simple and consistent
nn Need for scrolling is minimizedNeed for scrolling is minimized



Guidelines:Guidelines:
Internet Web Sites Cont’d

nn Searching is simplifiedSearching is simplified
nn Clearly defined hyperlinksClearly defined hyperlinks
nn PrinterPrinter--friendly option is providedfriendly option is provided
nn Audio transcription option is Audio transcription option is 

providedprovided
nn Site map is easy to findSite map is easy to find
nn Contact information is easy to findContact information is easy to find



Guidelines: Guidelines: Computer Kiosks

nn Preliminary practice sessionPreliminary practice session
nn 1 question or idea per screen1 question or idea per screen
nn Information limited to what is needed to Information limited to what is needed to 

manage the health problemmanage the health problem
nn Option to repeat messagesOption to repeat messages
nn Audio transcription Audio transcription 
nn Reinforce and confirm learningReinforce and confirm learning



Guidelines: Guidelines: Personal 
Wireless Devices 

n Design features are geared to adults 
with limited literacy

n Reliance on text is minimized 

n Text messaging is simple



Guidelines: Guidelines: Home 
Monitoring Devices

nn Appropriate features, e.g., Appropriate features, e.g., 
–– limited number of steps to operatelimited number of steps to operate
–– large keys with clear iconslarge keys with clear icons
–– selfself--calculating calculating 
–– voice instructions and resultsvoice instructions and results

nn Clear and easyClear and easy--toto--follow instructions, e.g.,follow instructions, e.g.,
–– simple print and video tutorialssimple print and video tutorials
–– each step is illustrated each step is illustrated 
–– critical components or warnings are emphasizedcritical components or warnings are emphasized



New FrontiersNew Frontiers

nn Personal Health RecordsPersonal Health Records

nn ePrescribingePrescribing

nn Health Literacy Decision Support for Health Literacy Decision Support for 
EHRsEHRs

nn Personal Wireless DevicesPersonal Wireless Devices



Obtaining the GuideObtaining the Guide

Accessible Health Information 
Technology (IT) for Populations with 
Limited Literacy: A Guide for 
Developers and Purchasers of Health IT
Available on AHRQ’ National Resource 
Center for Health Information 
Technology 
http://healthit.ahrq.gov/portal/server.pt/
gateway/PTARGS_0_3882_803031_0_0_
18/LiteracyGuide.pdf

http://healthit.ahrq.gov/portal/server.pt/

