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MAKING HEALTH DECISIONS: NEARLY 9 OUT OF 10 ADULTS NEED
TO KNOW MORE

National Health Education Week Oct. 16-22 encourages public to take charge of its health
SOPHE offers toolkit and resources to help communities improve health literacy rates  

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE – October 11, 2011            Contact: Julia Gin (202) 408-9804
WASHINGTON – Making sound decisions about health choices are critically important for millions of Americans, but nearly 9 out of 10 people lack the basic knowledge or skills needed to make good decisions about their health. National Health Education Week (NHEW), October 16-22, 2011, aims to change that grim statistic. This year’s theme is “Health Literacy: Gateway to Improving the Public’s Health.” 

As part of NHEW, the Society for Public Health Education (SOPHE) offers a toolkit to empower communities and public health professionals to improve health literacy rates. The toolkit, designed to be used throughout the year, stimulates community collaboration and is loaded with suggested activities. One of the resources is a sheet outlining potential questions adults can use when talking with health care providers.

Fact sheets, activities and resources will coincide with a special subject for each day of NHEW: 

· Monday, Oct. 16: Introduction to the National Action Plan to Improve Health Literacy

· Tuesday, Oct. 17: Schools: Integrating Health Literacy into Curriculum  

· Wednesday, Oct. 18: Healthcare  Systems: Practice Changes to Improve Health Literacy
· Thursday, Oct. 19: Seniors: Health Literacy and Healthy Aging

· Friday, Oct. 20: Public Health: A Population-Based Approach to Health Literacy 
Health education specialists aim to improve health literacy and help consumers make informed decisions about their health.  Health literacy is the ability to access, understand, and act on health information. Health literacy is needed to understand nutrition labels, fill out health insurance forms, take medication correctly, communicate with health care providers, and decide when and where to seek care.

Low health literacy can lead to poor health. People with limited health literacy skills are more likely to skip important preventive services, such as mammograms, Pap smears, and flu shots. 
-more-
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Studies have also shown a higher rate of hospitalization and use of emergency services among patients with low health literacy skills.
Today’s health system is complicated and overwhelming to many adults. “Even with the wealth of information available today, it can be difficult for consumers to understand written health materials and access health services,” said Elaine Auld, MPH, MCHES, chief executive officer of SOPHE.  “Health literacy, or the lack thereof, cross cuts all populations and education levels and takes a tremendous toll on individuals, as well as businesses and communities.” 

Deficiencies in health literacy impact our nation’s physical – and financial – health. A 2007 study estimates the cost of limited health literacy to the Nation's economy to be $106 -236 billion U.S. dollars annually. 
The core problem is frankly – literacy. A significant gap exists between the high reading levels of most health materials and the limited literacy skills of many adults. Only 12 percent of consumers have proficient health literacy skills, which means that nearly nine out of ten adults lack the skills needed to manage their health and prevent disease. 

Creating health materials that people can understand is critical too. SOPHE will present a free webinar on Thursday, October 20 at 2 p.m. EST. Xanthi Scrimgeour and Stacy Robison, founders of CommunicateHealth, Inc. will be among the panelists discussing the evaluation of health education materials to improve consumer understanding.

Health literacy is particularly critical for patients with health conditions requiring treatment and follow-up care at home. “In this healthcare environment, patients and their family members are expected to assume tremendous responsibility for treatment and follow-up care at home. They must understand and be able to complete their care at home,” said Louise Villejo, MPH, MCHES, Executive Director of Patient Education at the MD Anderson Center of the University of Texas, who works with cancer patients. 

“The diagnosis of cancer is overwhelming and patients need to learn about their disease, treatment and self-care,” said Villejo.

All NHEW materials are available free of charge at www.sophe.org. Health education specialists, organizations and communities are encouraged to make additional copies and distribute them as needed. 
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About National Health Education Week (NHEW)


NHEW is recognized by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. It is celebrated annually during the third week of October. NHEW focuses national attention on a major public health issue, provides public education, and improves consumer understanding of health education’s role in promoting the public’s health. 
About SOPHE
The Society for Public Health Education (SOPHE) is a non-profit professional organization founded in 1950 to provide global leadership to the profession of health education and health promotion and to promote the health of society. SOPHE’s 4,000 international and chapter members work in various public and private organizations to advance health education theory and research, develop disease prevention and health promotion programs, and promote public policies conducive to health. For more information, go to www.sophe.org.

If you are a member of the media who wishes to arrange an interview regarding National Health Education Week or health literacy with SOPHE President Daniel Perales, or SOPHE Chief Executive Officer Elaine Auld, please contact Ami Neiberger-Miller at 703.887.4877 or news@sophe.org 
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