Health illiteracy is expensive, prevalent, and largely overlooked. Did you know that health
literacy is the single strongest determinant of health status, life expectancy and medical
costs? Did you know that only 1 in 9 people have proficient health literacy? Despite the
known benefits of health literacy, did you know that the practice of medicine does not test
or document a patient’s understanding of treatments or intent to comply? Do you realize
that health plans and wellness programs don’t financially reward doctors or patients for
improving health literacy? Did you know that re-insurers will offer discounts on stop-loss
coverage to employers that adopt health literacy programs?
In an important large-scale study, researchers found that those with low health literacy
were nearly twice as expensive to cover. Therefore, a large portion of medical expenses
could be avoided if people understood the basics of self-care.

Study finds low health literacy as risk factor
for preventable ED visits
August 31, 2017

Low health literacy is a risk factor for potentially preventable emergency
department (ED) visits, particularly those that result in hospital admission.
That is the primary finding of a study to be published in the September 2017
issue of Academic Emergency Medicine (AEM), a journal of the Society for
Academic Emergency Medicine.
The study, by Balakrishnan, et al, found that patients with limited health
literacy are less inclined to access high-quality outpatient care compared to
individuals with adequate health literacy. The study further suggests that until
the underlying reasons for this disparity are identified and addressed,
dissuading individuals from accessing emergency medical services for
potentially preventable emergency department visits will likely be
unsuccessful, even harmful.
The lead author of the study is Meenakshi P. Balakrishnan MPH, PhD, Clinical
Research Manager in the Department of Emergency Medicine at the University
of Florida, Gainesville. Balakrishnan's study proposes that the emergency
department may be an important testing ground for literacy-sensitive
precautions and interventions that have the potential to reduce preventable ED
visits that contribute to high costs and inefficiency within the U.S. healthcare
system.
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Harrison Alter, MD, MS, FACEP, Associate Chair for Research in the Department
of Emergency Medicine at Highland Hospital and Executive Director of the
Andrew Levitt Center for Social Emergency Medicine commented:

"One of the key principles of social emergency medicine is that there are
concrete things emergency physicians can do at the bedside when we are
faced with social needs. Of all of the social determinants of health, health
literacy--the ability of patients to grasp the words we use to describe our care-is one that we can practically reach out and touch. It is at the foundation of
our compact with our patients. Dr. Balakrishnan's paper demonstrates this
principle clearly and forcefully, suggesting that patients with low health literacy
are twice as likely to use the emergency department for potentially avoidable
visits.
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