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About AED and NTCC

AED is a DC-based non-profit focusing on 
health, environment, and education issues 
around the world

NTCC is a coalition of leading tobacco control 
organizations working together to advance 
tobacco cessation efforts
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Today’s Agenda

What Is Health Literacy?

Health Literacy Checklist

Exercise 1: Assessing Readability

Exercise 2: Assessing Design

Q&A
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Workshop Objectives

After this workshop, you will be able to:
– Describe the importance of incorporating health 

literacy principles into tobacco cessation materials

– Incorporate health literacy principles to cessation 
materials
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What Are They Saying?

Lithodial fragments ought not to be forcibly 
projected by inhabitants of vitreous abodes
Pulchritude does not penetrate below the 
dermal plane
A perissodactyl ungulate may be propelled 
toward a body of aqueous fluid, but such 
ungulate cannot be compelled or forcibly 
induced to imbibe such fluid
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What Are We Saying?
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HHS Definition of Health Literacy

“…the degree to which individuals have the 
capacity to obtain, process and understand
basic health information and services needed to 
make appropriate health decisions.”

Health literacy is the ability to:
– Read information
– Process information
– Do appropriate health behaviors
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Why Create Easier to Understand 
Cessation Materials?

Smokers with Limited Health-Literacy Skills
– Need cessation materials written at a lower level 

Highly Health-Literate Smokers
– Prefer easy-to-understand materials

Cessation Providers
– Potential for better outcomes from smokers using 

their services
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Institute of Medicine 
Health Literacy Video
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National Assessment of 
Adult Literacy (NAAL)

First conducted in 1992

Again in 2003 with health 
literacy component

Report released September 
2006

77 million people have basic 
skills or below
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Intermediate

52%

Basic 

22%

Below Basic 

14%
Proficient

N – 19,000

Kutner M, Greenberg E, Jin Y and Paulsen C. (2006) The Health Literacy of America’s Adults: 
Results From the 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy. (NCES 2006-483).  US Department 
of Education. Washington DC: National Center for Education Statistics.  Accessed at: 
http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2006/2006483.pdf

Adult Health Literacy Levels

Below Basic: Circle date on doctor’s 
appointment slip

Basic: Give 2 reasons a person w/ no 
symptoms should get tested for cancer 
based on clearly written pamphlet

Intermediate: Determine what time 
to take Rx medicine based on label

Proficient: Calculate employee share 
of health insurance costs using table

12%

http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2006/2006483.pdf
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Basic

Health Literacy Scores by Education
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Smoking by Education Level
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What Does This Tell Us

Millions of smokers may lack the skills to 
correctly use evidence-based cessation 
products and services
May partially explain the appeal of “cold 
turkey” and the use of non-evidence-based 
products (“Smoke Away,” herbal 
supplements, hypnosis, etc.)
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NTCC Health Literacy Checklist

A tool for developing 
and revising tobacco 
cessation materials

Download from NTCC 
website
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Health Content: Focus on the “Do”

There is something you want the 
reader to do
Clearly define the action or behavior
Include the benefit to the reader
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Assessing Readability

Readability is a key component of health 
literacy:
– 75% of Americans can read at 6th grade level
– 90% can read at the 3rd grade level

Readers at lower levels:
– Read slowly
– Read each word separately; skip unfamiliar words
– Take meaning literally; miss context
– Get tired quickly; may not finish reading long text

Aim to write at 3rd- to 5th-grade level
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Assessing Readability

Evaluation of “smoking education” materials 
(1989):
– 10 written below 9th-grade reading level
– 27 written between 9th-12th grade level
– 12 written at 12th-grade level and above

Review of OTC NRT product instructions 
(2007)
– Mean readability between 10th-11th grade

Source: Meade, CD, and Byrd, JC. 1989. Patient literacy and the readability of smoking education literature. American Journal of Public 
Health 79(2):204-6.

Source: Stevens, A., McDaniel, K.S., Glover, E., and Wallace, J.C. 2007. Are instructions for over-the-counter nicotine replacement 
therapy products readable? American Journal of Health Behavior 31(Supp 1):S79-S84.
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Assessing Readability

NTCC scan of cessation materials
– 100+ materials collected (2007)
– Reading levels ranging from 7th-16th grade

RWJF review of cessation product directions, 
packaging, labeling (2007)
– FDA-approved and non-FDA approved products
– Wide range of reading levels
– Much room for improvement
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Source: New York State Smokers’ Quitline 
Fact Sheet: The Truth About Secondhand 
Smoke

An office worker subjected to eight hours of 
secondhand smoke inhales the equivalent of 
having smoked six cigarettes.  Secondhand 
smoke levels in restaurants are approximately 
160%-200% higher than in office workplaces; 
levels in bars are 400%-600% higher than in 
office workplaces.
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Assessing Readability

Readability is measured by assessing 
multi-syllable words and sentence length

Two common methods:
– Word processing tools (automated)
– Fry (by hand)

Assessing readability by hand helps you see 
where problems are
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Assessing Readability 

Word Processing 
Tools

Give quick, overall score 

Not “diagnostic”

Upper limit is 12th grade 
level
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Exercise 1: Assessing Readability  

1. Requires 3 text sections of exactly 100 words  
Abbreviations and numbers count as one “word” each

2. Count the number of sentences in each section 
For the last sentence, estimate to the nearest 1/10 what 
portion of the sentence is completed 

3. Count the number of syllables in each section 
For abbreviations and numbers, each character is counted as 
a syllable.  For example:

10,000 = 5 syllables

NTCC = 4 syllables 

The Fry Method
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4. Calculate the average number of sentences  

5. Calculate the average number of syllables 

6. Refer to the Fry graph  
Plot the average number of syllables and sentences
on the graph. The intersection is the reading   
grade-level.  

Exercise 1: Assessing Readability

The Fry Method
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Fry Graph
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Exercise 1: Report Back
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Sample Rewrite

Before: “There is evidence that combining the 
nicotine patch with nicotine gum or nicotine 
nasal spray increases long-term quit rates 
compared with using a single type of nicotine 
replacement therapy.” 

After: “Using nicotine gum or nose spray along 
with the patch may help you stay quit longer.” 

Source: National Cancer Institute Fact Sheet: Questions and Answers About Smoking Cessation, 
2000.  Retrieved from http://www.smokefree.gov/Docs2/SmokingCessation_Q&A.pdf
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Assessing Design Elements

Use design, layout, and color to aid 
comprehension

Ask “Does this design element make it easier 
or harder to get the message?”
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Key Design Elements 

Typography

Layout

Design Organizers

Color

Illustrations
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Typography

Is the font big enough to read easily?
Is a serif font used for body text?
Are ALL CAPs and other type treatments 
avoided?
Is line spacing adequate?
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Times New Roman

– This is a serif font. It has little “feet” that connect 
the letters, making it easier to read, especially in 
large blocks of text.

Arial

– This is a sans serif font. While it may look 
“cleaner,” it requires the reader’s eyes to work 
harder, especially in large blocks of text. 

Font Style
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Layout

Is there adequate white space?
Is the right margin unjustified?
Is the line length 40-50 characters?
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Design Organizers

Are visual cuing devices used?
Are bullets used effectively?
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Color

Is color used to aid readability?
Is reverse type avoided?
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Illustrations

Are illustrations used?
Are captions used?
Are multi-step illustrations used for 
processes?
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Benefits of Visuals – A Study of 234 
Patients Given Trauma Care at Home 
(Academic Emergency Medicine, March 1996)

Text Only Text + Visuals

Read the 
material

79% 98%

Recall the 
material

6% 46%

Adherence to 
instructions

45% 86%
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Exercise 2: Design Elements Review
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Key Strategies for Incorporating 
Health Literacy Principles

Write text at a 5th-grade level
Use visuals to support your message
Use the health literacy checklist to review 
drafts
Test with low-literacy audiences when 
possible
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Q&A

Todd Phillips, MS 
tphillip@aed.org 

Melissa Otero, MA 
mratherd@aed.org
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