
  

  
 

Pharmacy Health Literacy:
 
Making Labels Easier to Use
 

Cindy Brach, Senior Healthcare Researcher
 

Division of Practice Improvement
 
June 9, 2021
 



 

 
  

    
 

   
   

Disclosures
 

• I work for the Agency for Healthcare Research 
and Quality 
► The statements in this presentation are those of the 

author, who is responsible for its content, and do not 
necessarily represent the views of AHRQ. 

► No statements in this presentation should be 
construed as an official position of AHRQ or of the 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
 



 

 
 

 

  
 

 

 

 

What AHRQ Does
 

AHRQ invests in research to understand 
how to make health care safer and 
improve quality 

AHRQ creates materials to teach and train 
health care professionals and systems to 
improve care for their patients 

AHRQ generates measures and data 
used to track and improve performance of
the U.S. health system 
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WWW.AHRQ.GOV 
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New health literacy definitions
 

Personal Health Literacy 
The degree to which individuals have 
the ability to find, understand, and use 
information and services to inform 
health-related decisions and actions 
for themselves and others. 

Organizational Health Literacy 
The degree to which organizations 
equitably enable individuals to find, 
understand, and use information and 
services to inform health-related 
decisions and actions for themselves 
and others. 

Healthy People 2030’s two complementary health 
literacy definitions when taken together constitute 
health literacy 
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National health literacy data
 

100%
 

90% 
80% 
70% 
60% 
50% 
40% 
30% 
20% 
10% 
0%
 

Proficient: Define medical term from complex document, 
12% Calculate share of employee’s health insurance costs 

Intermediate: Determine healthy weight from BMI chart, 
53% Interpret prescription and over-the-counter drug labels 

Basic: Understand simple patient education handout 22% 

Below Basic: Circle date on appointment slip, 
14% Understand simple pamphlet about pre-test instructions 

Kutner et al 2006 6 



   
   

    

    

52 million adults have low literacy skills
 
74 million adults have low numeracy skills
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Everyone wants clear information
 

• Health literacy isn’t static 
► It declines with fatigue, stress, illness 

Health Literacy Universal Precautions: 

Structuring the delivery of care as if everyone may 
have limited health literacy 
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Patient-Centered Labels
 

Lessons from prescription labeling
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USP Chapter 17: Prescription container 

labeling to promote patient understanding
 

• Organize the label in a patient-centered manner 
• Emphasize information important to patients 
• Simplify language 
• Give explicit instructions 
• Include purpose for use 
• Limit auxiliary information 
• Address limited English proficiency 
• Improve readability 
• Alternative-access methods to address visual impairment
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Wisconsin Health Literacy 

Focus Group Results
 

Consumers like Consumers don’t like
 

• Color, bolding, large font • Unclear directions 
• White space • Clutter 
• What drug is for 
• Most important info at top 
• Name of medicine 
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 Results in Wisconsin
 

Old 

Revised 

12 



  

  

 

  

 
  

Labeling can make a difference
 

• A patient-centered label that: 
► Prioritized information 
► Used larger font size 
► Increased white space 
► Made instructions explicit, using the Uniform Medication Schedule 

• Improved adherence among patients with 
► Limited literacy 
► Medications to be taken ≥2 times a day 

Wolf, Davis, et al. 2016
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Room for Improvement
 

14 



--

Drug Facts 
-~ Active Ingredient Purpose Stop uso and ask a dottor II 

(in each cap/e'1 1 pa11 oets roru Of lasts mol'e an 1 o da 

Drog Facts (continued) 

"------=""~~----,,.--~ • s or " m than 3 d 
Aa?tammopl'ffi SOO mg • n sy - ans OCCtl • redness as 

,,_.___~"'!!!!!!!!"'!!!!!!!!11!!1111 __ ._ ____ !l!!!ll!!_l!!I!!!!! __ • The.so and be ~ns d a scnrus cooo is present 

"-~:....~~o;'"ny reli • mm und p ns due to· II pregn1nl Of breast· edlng, 
• the common cold • headache l!t!f ote u:;e 
• nwior p of arth is a backadlo ~out of reach of cttlldren. Overdose warning: In case 
• ntJSCUta1 acnes • ooUnd! of overdose, gel medical p Of contact a ~ Control 
• premeostsuaJ and menstrual cramps cen rl I Y (1-800-222-1222 au km 

• temporarly rcd:.rces f cvOI attentl'ln crilical lor :s as \'iell as for chifdren even 
r__...f!!!!!~!!!!!!!!!!~~------ ------------------• }Q.l do rd not.Cc any sip Of S'J'lllptoms. 

Warnings 
"'-'.-....:: et m 1 • Thls produt1 cnnta s acilamlooph n sev re Directions 

r darn mar occur w not la 1 m-ora-...-n mrected SH over W3..;;=.n11=-r-•,....._,, 
• more t~n 4,000 mo al C!Qetam hen In 24 hoUrs • ta 2 C3~1s C\'~ 6 natn 
• 1th other<tugs cootaming aretaminq>hen mile S)"mploms last 
• 3 <1 more ailohotic drin ~ ry day usmg ~ irodld • do not tako mart than 6 captcts 
Allem 1"'1: Acr..amioophen may C3US8 S8'1tre s n n 24 twrs, ectl:'d oY 
r lions Symptoms may dude· adocta 
• redd g • bllSters • rash • do not use IOf more th3n 10 cbys 
If a sAin reactm OCaJrs, slDp use and seek hdp less d ected by a OOdm 
llQt"t Zf(jf'/ 

Ask a doctor or phamaolst bekl'e use If you are la 
blood thinning d~ ~\lrf~rin 

ch1t0ren uoocr ask a dociDr 
12 ygars 

Other information • 

I I I 

po~idooe, pr t nlzed stllrcil, sodium !Jlrctl Ql)cottte•, 
stwc acid ·may conllln me or men of lhes in!Pedients 

Questions or comments? 1 719-9260 

,~-~, I JIHR ~ . _,.,_ __ .,._ 

(~ 

15
 



 
 

Distracting information
 

• Can I use it for foot pain? Shoulder pain? 
• Simplify to: This medicine relieves minor aches and pains and 

reduce fever. 
16 



    

      

     
     

It’s not information if I can’t understand it
 

• How many pills is 4,000 mg? 
• If I only take 2 caplets in a day, I still can’t take another drug with 

acetaminophen? 
• If I’m taking acetaminophen for a week, and I only have 4 drinks a 

day for 4 of the days, am I OK? 
17 



  
 

  
    

Unclear instruction
 

• Other parts of the label say to ask a doctor or pharmacists? 
Should I call 911? Go to the ER? 

• Active tense and simpler: If you develop a rash or your skin 
turns red or blisters while taking this medicine, stop taking it 
and call your doctor. 
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Repetitious Information
 

• Repeats information about not taking other medicines with 
acetaminophen. 
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Wrong emphasis
 

• Will this catch the eye of people with liver disease or taking 
warfarin? 
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Wrong emphasis
 

• Will this catch the eye of people with liver disease or taking 
warfarin? 

• Isn’t this better? 
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Conflicting directions
 

• Shouldn’t I be able to take 8 caplets a day?
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The Patient Education Materials
 
Assessment Tool (PEMAT)
 

• Assessment of print and 

audiovisual materials 


• Validated measure of how easy 
it is to: 
► Understand 
► Act on the information 

• Provides guidance on 
language, use of numbers, 
layout & design, and visual aids 

http://www.ahrq.gov/pemat 

http://www.ahrq.gov/pemat


 

  

 

The gold standard: Consumer testing
 

Newest Vital Sign
 

Ensure that the population you’re 
testing labels with is as diverse as 
America 
• Age 
• Race/ethnicity/English proficiency
 

• Literacy/health literacy 
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https://www.ahrq.gov/health­
literacy/index.html
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