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“Knowing is not enough; we must apply. 
Willing is not enough; we must do.” 

—Goethe

Adviser to the Nation to Improve Health
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Foreword

Clear communication is critical to successful health care. Patients
convey their symptoms and medical history to caregivers; health
professionals issue orders, results, and recommendations to one

another; and doctors, nurses, pharmacists, and others provide information
and instructions to patients. Health professionals are trained to observe
their patients keenly and to elicit a revealing history. Considerable effort
and money are expended to automate reporting of test results and physician
order entry so as to speed availability of clinical information and to reduce
errors. However, comparatively little attention has been devoted to en-
abling patients to comprehend their condition and treatment, to make the
best decisions for their care, and to take the right medications at the right
time in the intended dose. As this report makes clear, health literacy—
enabling patients to understand and to act in their own interest—remains a
neglected, final pathway to high-quality health care.

Tens of millions of U.S. adults are unable to read complex texts, includ-
ing many health-related materials. Arcane language and jargon that become
second nature to doctors and nurses are inscrutable to many patients. Adults
who have a problem understanding written materials are often ashamed
and devise methods to mask their difficulty. They may be reluctant to ask
questions for fear of being perceived as ignorant. If health professionals
were able to take the time to ask their patients to explain exactly what they
understand about their diagnoses, instructions, and bottle labels, the care-
givers would find many gaps in knowledge, difficulties in understanding,
and misinterpretations. These problems are exacerbated by language and

xi
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cultural variation in our multicultural society, by technological complexity
in health care, and by intricate administrative documents and requirements.

The Committee on Health Literacy here documents the problem and
describes its origins, consequences, and solutions. The committee echoes
the call of the Surgeon General and other health leaders on the import of
health literacy, and it elaborates the cross-cutting priority for health literacy
identified in the recent Institute of Medicine report on Priority Areas for
National Action in Quality Improvement. Most importantly, the current
report lays out a comprehensive strategy to improve health literacy in Amer-
ica. While this will be neither easy nor completed quickly, individuals,
educators, community groups, health professionals, medical institutions,
industry, and government agencies can all contribute, and this report tells
how.

Health Literacy: A Prescription to End Confusion is a landmark report
on an underappreciated challenge. I am grateful to the committee and its
staff for their work and hope that their report receives the audience, atten-
tion, and action it deserves.

Harvey V. Fineberg, M.D., Ph.D.
President
Institute of Medicine
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