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Preface

Health literacy is a vital component of consumer health. The publication of the
Institute of Medicine’s report Health Literacy: A Prescription to End Confusion
(2004), coupled with the 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL),
brought national attention to a serious problem: people with low literacy skills
often cannot read or understand information about their diagnosis, medica-
tions, or appointments with their physician. They may be unable to understand
the directions for preparing for a medical test, or use written information about
staying healthy. These same individuals have a higher incidence of disease, risk
higher use of the emergency room, have longer hospital stays with higher hospi-
tal admission rates, and suffer medication errors because they cannot read or
understand a prescription label. Librarians in all types of libraries can play a
major role in health literacy, helping consumers to access and better understand
health information.

The idea for The Medical Library Association Guide to Health Literacy evolved
from my own experience working in a hospital-based consumer health library
providing health information to consumers, and from discussions with col-
leagues who work with customers, in all types of libraries, looking for under-
standable health information. 

The Medical Library Association, the world’s preeminent educational orga-
nization for health information professionals, recognizing the important role
that librarians play in providing health information, has partnered with other
library organizations, on the state and national levels, to increase awareness of
the seriousness of this issue and collaborate to create solutions for healthcare
consumers.

In 2006, I invited two colleagues from Wayne State University, Detroit,
Michigan—Lynda M. Baker (Library and Information Science Program) and
Feleta L. Wilson (College of Nursing)—to work with me on this book about
health literacy. Lynda and Feleta were the first to publish in LIS journals studies
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of the literacy levels of consumer health materials. Because the importance of
health literacy transcends any particular library boundary, we decided the book
should be a forum for LIS professionals involved in the health literacy move-
ment. To provide a comprehensive overview, we recruited practitioners from
all types of libraries, as well as researchers in academia, to write about health
literacy from their unique perspectives. After reading this guide, librarians
should be better able to understand the issues that comprise health literacy,
learning how to help others become health literate and how to become change
agents within their organizations. 

As editors, we have tried to ensure the use of gender-neutral language
throughout the book. Because we find “he/she” to be clunky, we have chosen to
use either “she” or “he” as equally as possible. This book is not meant to be read
from cover to cover; rather, we believe readers will select chapters relevant to
their situations and interests. Therefore, instead of having one definition of
health literacy located in the Preface, we have allowed authors to define health
literacy as it relates to and forms the basis of their work. 

The Medical Library Association Guide to Health Literacy features 16 chapters,
divided into four parts. The four parts:

• cover the essential issues surrounding health literacy; 
• identify often overlooked implications of the influence of culture, ethnicity,

special needs, and age in health; 
• highlight the nation’s best practices for public and hospital library con-

sumer health programs and services; and, 
• suggest proven ways libraries can initiate their own and partner with other

organizations’ health literacy programs.

In Chapter 1 the editors provide an introduction to the issues of health liter-
acy. The different types of health literacy are defined in Chapter 2, along with a
discussion on causes, effects, and solutions. A comprehensive list of readability
formulae and literacy tests used in the healthcare setting is included with this
chapter. 

Chapter 3 looks at the role social bias plays in health encounters and how
it affects health literacy. The author discusses theories of language and their
contribution to health literacy, the health encounter as a literacy event, and
social biases in relation to health literacy and their effects on provider and
patient behavior and institutional practices. Health literacy within the context
of culture, as well as the importance of cultural competency of librarians in
relation to a client’s health literacy skills is the subject of Chapter 4. An out-
line and sequence of activities for a course titled “Cultural Competence for
Health Information Professionals,” developed by the author, is presented in
this chapter.
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Chapter 5 covers the impact of low literacy on the patient and the family from
a nursing perspective. The author discusses characteristics of patients with low
literacy, the association between low literacy and health disparities, and the need
for partnership between nurses and librarians. This disturbing divide is further
explored in Chapter 6, which summarizes the literature on the relationship
between low literacy levels and the effects on patient care and health outcomes.
The authors also discuss the role librarians can take in helping to narrow the
health literacy gap. 

Raising awareness of the complexities of health literacy for people with dis-
abilities is the focus of Chapter 7. The author addresses how librarians can part-
ner with people with disabilities and the community. She includes some personal
perspectives of people with various types of disabilities about health literacy and
ways libraries and librarians can help them find information.

Chapter 8 posits a new model of health literacy. The author looks at health lit-
eracy within the context of senior citizens, provides some examples of health lit-
eracy interventions both inside and outside the library. Chapter 9 describes the
authors’ efforts to build a foundation of health literacy among adolescents in
Philadelphia. Useful information on what worked and what does not work in
their collaboration with the teens is also presented. 

The health reference interview is part of the individual’s ability to obtain or
access health information. This initial step in the health literacy process is the
focus of Chapter 10.

Public libraries should be the major provider of consumer health informa-
tion. Chapter 11 features a particularly successful collaboration between a public
library and a hospital library. The author also provides a list of sources of non-
English language materials for a library’s collection. 

Some of the health literacy initiatives by Canadian librarians and the difficul-
ties in finding information on the activities of librarians in the area of health lit-
eracy are addressed in Chapter 12.

The results of a study on consumer health services provided by hospital
librarians are provided in Chapter 13; this chapter also highlights what other
hospital libraries have done to address health literacy. The partnering of hos-
pital librarians with other hospital departments to provide consumer health
services is described in Chapter 14, where the author also offers an in-depth
look some of the health literacy initiatives that are taking place at one teaching
hospital.

The numerous intervention programs for professionals engaged in health lit-
eracy efforts are presented in Chapter 15. 

Examples of health literacy collaborations are provided in Chapter 16, includ-
ing examples from New York City. The authors also discuss how to find funding
support for health literacy initiatives.
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I would like to thank my co-editors, Lynda and Feleta, and each of the
authors who agreed to contribute to The Medical Library Association Guide to
Health Literacy. We hope this guide will both inform and inspire our colleagues in
all types of libraries to help their communities live longer and healthier lives.

Marge Kars
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