
The Cost of Confusion: Low Health Literacy in 
Patient Recovery

1. INTRODUCTION 

Health literacy is the ability to make appropriate 
medical decisions based off of information provided by 
healthcare providers.1 If health literacy is inadequate, it 
limits one’s capacity to make informed decisions about 
their care or their loved one’s care. According to the 
American Medical Association, insufficient health literacy 
is a more powerful predictor of poor health outcomes, 
even compared to demographic factors like ethnicity, 
age, education level, or income.2 A lack of proper health 
literacy can lead to difficulties maintaining care plans, 
including understanding prescription labels, attending 
follow-up appointments,  and adhering to the 
recommendations of their providers.1 This issue can be 
compounded by then needing or resorting to emergency 
care more frequently. These emergency trips are costly, 
leading to increased economic burden. 

Because health literacy is so deeply rooted in a 
patient’s recovery, Shahid et al. decided to examine the 
impact of low health literacy on length of hospital stay, 
frequency of readmissions, and emergency department 
(ED)  in in patients visiting EDs in Canada. 
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2. PRIMARY  FINDINGS

Through their investigation, Shahid et al. discovered that, out of a study 
population of 174 patients, only 50% had adequate health literacy. Thirty-two 
percent of the patient’s health literacy was inadequate, while eighteen percent 
had marginal health literacy. They also observed that health literacy was not 
gender-specific: there were only subtle differences between men and women. 
However, they noticed that inadequate health literacy was more prevalent among 
older patients, with 45.6% of patients older than 65 having inadequate health 
literacy. This was a significant jump from patients under 65, only 20% of which 
had inadequate health literacy. Moreover, patients with lower incomes were found 
to have less health literacy. 

The authors were also able to link inadequate and marginal health literacy 
with an increased likelihood to revisit the ED. Further, they conducted an analysis 
to determine the effect of education level on health literacy and ED revisits. 
Interestingly, they revealed that patients with high education but low health 
literacy were the most likely to revisit the ED.

3. HOW THIS IMPACTS PATIENT CARE

Health literacy is often underlooked in literature and in patient care, yet it is 
crucial to a patient’s recovery. First, this study revealed that patients with lower 
incomes were associated with low health literacy rates. This finding, 
compounded with the idea that patients with inadequate health literacy are more 
likely to revisit the ED, highlights the significant financial burden that low health 
literacy can create. Additionally, the surprising finding that low health literacy can 
negatively impact a patient’s outcomes despite high education levels 
demonstrates that it is vital to properly inform all patients. It is important to 
recognize that listening attentively to patient’s concerns, offering clear and simple 
explanations, and avoiding assumptions based off of demographics are the first 
steps to alleviating the negative impacts of low health literacy. 
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