Health Literacy Can Protect You And Your Fa

(NAPSA)—If you've ever left a
doctor’s office or a pharmacy with
less than crystal-clear informa-
tion, you aren’t alone. According to
the Institute of Medicine, more
than 90 million adults have diffi-
culty reading and understanding
the instructions on prescriptions
or medicine bottles, appointment
slips, informed consent documents,
insurance forms and health educa-
tional materials. In other words,
it’s not at all uncommon to strug-
gle with “health literacy.”

Certain segments of the popu-
lation are more at risk than oth-
ers, such as the elderly or the
poor, but you can’t tell by looking.
Doctors’ orders, pharmacy direc-
tions and insurance company poli-
cies can be confusing, regardless
of your background—and the con-
sequences of not understanding
can be dangerous or even deadly.
It can lead to everything from
longer hospital stays and higher
costs to serious medical errors.

The good news is that you can
improve your health literacy. The
Partnership for Clear Health
Communication, for example, rec-
ommends that you always ask the
following three questions of your
health care provider:

* What is my main problem?

* What do I need to do?

* Why is it important for me to
do this?

If you don’t understand the
answers to these questions the
first time, ask them again until
you do understand.

“Your health care professionals
want to help you,” explained Dr.
Lisa Weaver, vice president over-
seeing clinical strategy at Hu-
mana, one of the country’s largest
health benefits companies. “Help
them help you by asking these
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mily From Dangerous Errors

The more you know about your own health, the better you may feel—

and heeding a few hints can help.

questions and by making sure the
doctor has explained everything in
a way you understand. It’s no
coincidence that there is a direct
connection between health liter-
acy and the quality of the care you
receive.”

In other words, you can
improve your health simply by
being an active participant in
your health care. This includes
understanding how to take
your medicines, keeping your
appointments and following up
as appropriate.

Some other ways to increase
your health literacy include:

¢ Taking a pad and pencil with
you to your appointment. That
way, you can write down your doc-
tor’s directions and make sure
that you ask any questions that
are on your mind.

* Taking a friend or family
member with you to your appoint-
ment. That person may remember

things you don’t or ask questions
you don’t think to ask.

* Bringing a list of all your
medicines with you when visiting a
health care professional. Multiple
prescriptions can become confusing
and one doctor might not know
what the other is prescribing. For
this reason, Humana provides its
members with a “Smart Summary”
statement that includes a descrip-
tion and picture of each pill the
member takes. It is excellent for
sharing with the doctor.

* Seeking out independent
sources of information on your
diagnosis. If you have Internet
access, there is a wealth of infor-
mation available to help you learn
about your condition and even
connect with others who have it.
One Web site that provides health
care information in an easy-to-
understand manner is www.well
zone.org, sponsored by The Hu-
mana Foundation.





