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 Welcome and Introductions

 Living Well DC – Health Literacy Supports (DC Health)

 Using Structured Communication to Support Health Literacy 
in Daily Clinical Practice

• Health Literacy and Health Outcomes

• Strategies to Reinforce Health Literacy

• Improving Standard Communication

• Using Structured Communication

 Change Talk: Structured Communication to Assess and 
Address Patient Health and Wellbeing



LEARNING OBJECTIVES
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 Define Personal and Organizational Health Literacy

 Describe impact of social determinants of health on patients’ 
health literacy and implications for self-management

 Identify structured communication techniques that support 
patients’ health literacy

 Define Change Talk and Sustain Talk in patient encounters

 Practice use of Change Talk to support health literacy
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DEFINITIONS

 Health Literacy is the ability to obtain, process, understand basic health information and 
services; make appropriate health care decisions (act on information); and 
access/navigate health care system. 

 Structured Communication is the framing of conversation or exchange of information to 
ensure understanding and facilitate collaboration, e.g., SBAR, Ask Me 3, Teach Back, 
Motivational Interviewing, and Change Talk

 Motivational Interviewing is a goal-oriented communication method that pays special 
attention to the language of change
 Change Talk is language that conveys desire, ability, reason, and need to change behavior
 Sustain Talk is language that makes or supports an argument against behavior change

Understanding Literacy & Numeracy | Health Literacy | CDC (2022)

https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/learn/understandingliteracy.html


Source: Health Literacy in Healthy People 2030 - Healthy People 2030 | health.gov
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REVISED DEFINITION FOR HEALTH LITERACY

Healthy People 2010 
definition of health literacy:

The degree to which individuals have 
the capacity to obtain, process, and 
understand basic health information 
and services needed to make 
appropriate health decisions.

https://health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/health-literacy-healthy-people-2030
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REVISED DEFINITION FOR HEALTH LITERACY

Healthy People 2030 definitions

Personal health literacy is the degree to 
which individuals have the ability to find, 
understand, and use information and 
services to inform health-related decisions 
and actions for themselves and others.

Organizational health literacy is the degree 
to which organizations equitably enable 
individuals to find, understand, and use 
information and services to inform health-
related decisions and actions for themselves 
and others.
Source: Health Literacy in Healthy People 2030 - Healthy People 2030 | health.gov

https://health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/health-literacy-healthy-people-2030
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HEALTH LITERACY AND HEALTH OUTCOMES

Patients with poor literacy and/or 
numeracy may struggle to 
Calculate medication dosing and 

timing, scales
 Interpret medication labels and 

instructions
 Interpret food labels
Understand ratios
Understand charts 
Use standards/targets to make 

informed decisions

Adapted from: Watts, Sharon A. DNP, FNP-BC, CDE; Stevenson, Carl BSN, RN; Adams, Margaret 
MA, ARNP, CCNS/BC-ADM, CDE. Improving health literacy in patients with diabetes. Nursing 
47(1):p 24-31, January 2017. | DOI: 10.1097/01.NURSE.0000510739.60928.a9

Photo credit: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
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HEALTH LITERACY AND HEALTH OUTCOMES

Red Flags for Low Literacy

Often misses appointments
 Incomplete forms
Poor medication adherence
Poor understanding of medication, purpose, 

and dose
 Identifies medication by color/shape rather 

than reading labels
Unable to give medical history in sequence
Does not ask many questions
Poor follow-through on tests, referrals
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THE FUTURE OF HEALTH LITERACY

Health literacy is contextual.
New definitions for health literacy acknowledge that personal health literacy is 
contextual, and that producers of health information and services have a role in 
improving health literacy.

Health Literacy in Healthy People 2030 - Healthy People 2030 | health.gov

Social and Economic Drivers of Health affect Personal Health Literacy 
 Limited Education
 Language access and language proficiency
 Learning differences
 Cognitive impairments
 Other health conditions
Adapted from: Schillinger, Dean. "Social determinants, health literacy, and disparities: intersections and controversies." HLRP: Health Literacy Research and Practice 5, no. 3 (2021): e234-e243.

https://health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/health-literacy-healthy-people-2030
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REINFORCING PERSONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL 
HEALTH LITERACY WITH EDUCATIONAL MATERIAL

When to take 
your 
medication & 
how much to 
take

Name 
& 

Dosage Refills: how many 
times you can get your 
medication before you 

need to get a new 
prescription

Warnings 
& alerts

Create and use simple tools to support patients, 
e.g. “All About Your Medication”

• Identifies the most important information
• Shows common features across different 

ways of presenting the same information
• Translate jargon

Source: “All About Your Medication-Simplified”  - Mary’s Center
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WHAT CAN CLINICIANS DO:
ORGANIZATIONAL HEALTH LITERACY STRATEGIES

• Reduce jargon and use plain language – is it an upper extremity or an arm?
• Check written material against health literacy guidelines

• Clear Communication (National Institutes of Health)
• PlainLanguage.gov (General Services Administration)
• What Did My Doctor Say? (Medical Library Association)

Improve Standard Verbal and Written Communications

• Clinician to Clinician (SBAR, IPASS, etc.)
• Clinician to Patient

• Teach Back
• Ask me 3
• Motivational Interviewing - OARS and Change Talk

Use Structured Communication

Clinician to Clinician:
SBAR: Situation – Background – Assessment – Recommendation
IPASS: Illness severity – Patient summary – Action list – Situation 
awareness and contingency planning – Synthesis by receiver

https://www.nih.gov/institutes-nih/nih-office-director/office-communications-public-liaison/clear-communication/health-literacy
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/
https://www.mlanet.org/p/cm/ld/fid=580
https://www.ahrq.gov/patient-safety/reports/engage/interventions/teachback.html
https://www.ihi.org/resources/Pages/Tools/Ask-Me-3-Good-Questions-for-Your-Good-Health.aspx
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STRUCTURED COMMUNICATION TO SUPPORT PATIENT 
HEALTH LITERACY

ASK ME 3

Share

Ask

ListenShare 
Again

Ask 
Again

TEACH BACK

Graphic adapted from Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality (2017). Guide to Patient and Family 
Engagement in Primary Care. Teach-Back: A Guide for Staff. 
https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/professionals/quality-patient-safety/patient-family-
engagement/pfeprimarycare/teach-back-guideforstaff.pdfSource: Institute for Health Care Improvement: www.ihi.org/AskMe3

https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/professionals/quality-patient-safety/patient-family-engagement/pfeprimarycare/teach-back-guideforstaff.pdf
https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/professionals/quality-patient-safety/patient-family-engagement/pfeprimarycare/teach-back-guideforstaff.pdf
http://www.ihi.org/AskMe3
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THE SPIRIT OF MOTIVATIONAL INTERVIEWING

PARTNERSHIP

EVOCATION

COMPASSION

ACCEPTANCE

Partnering with people where they are

Understanding a person’s pain

Affirming, acknowledging, 
empathizing, supporting autonomy

Exploration of  priorities, 
concerns, strengths and 
resources, good ideas and 
wisdom
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STRENGTHENING COMMITMENT USING 
MOTIVATIONAL INTERVIEWING

Four 
Foundational 
Processes

Engaging

Focusing

Evoking

Planning
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EVOKING WITH OARS

• Open-ended questions
• Affirmations
• Reflections
• Summaries

Photo: Comstock/Getty via Outside.com
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WHAT ARE WE LISTENING FOR AND EVOKING?

Change Talk

Photo by Emiliano Vittoriosi on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@emilianovittoriosi?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/photos/PwXIsh7QpsI?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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CHANGE TALK IS AN ARGUMENT FOR CHANGE 

I need to start walking to improve my health

I think I can try walking with my friends

I will quit smoking before my 40th birthday

I will call for transportation to my appointment right now

I was able to able to go three days without smoking last week
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SUSTAIN TALK IS AN ARGUMENT AGAINST 
CHANGE 

You and my girlfriend are making such a big deal about this, I am fine

I don’t want to give up smoking. It helps me manage my stress

I know it’s bad for me, but it really lifts my mood

I already tried drinking water, it didn’t work for me
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SUSTAIN TALK AND CHANGE TALK 
INTERTWINED 

• Using the evoking process keeps the 
person moving forward towards change 
instead of thinking in circles

Photo by Emilia Morariu on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@emilia_morariu?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/photos/898EGvsE-18?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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IS IT CHANGE TALK OR SUSTAIN TALK?

• “I’ve tried to quit smoking more times than I can remember, but I want to keep trying”
• Change Talk

• I’m tired of everyone breathing down my back about this crap. I’m not stupid. I know what I’m doing.” 
• Sustain Talk

• “Yea, I admit, I drink more than I should sometimes.” 
• Change Talk

• “Being overweight  is no big deal. Everyone struggles with it.”
• Sustain Talk

• “I’m not drinking enough to cause any problems with my health.”
• Sustain Talk

• “I should quit for my children.” 
• Change Talk

• I take my medication sometimes, but not all of the time.”
• Change Talk

• “I want to quit, but how am I going to cope with cravings?” 
• Change Talk
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PREPARATORY CHANGE TALK

Types of change talk that express motivations for change without 
stating specific intent or commitment to do it.

Desire to change
“I would like to stick to 

my medication 
regimen”

Ability to change
“I could quit drinking”

Reason to change
“If I stop smoking, I will 

stop putting family 
members’ health at 

risk”

Need to change
“I can’t keep using oxy”

Listen for expressions of 

D
A
R
N
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MOBILIZING CHANGE TALK

Types of change talk that express intention to change

Commitment language
“I am going to quit 

smoking”

Action (current 
movement)

“I am planning to cut 
back on my marijuana 

use”

Taking steps toward 
change

“I got rid of all the alcohol 
from my house this week”

Listen for

C
A
T

Photo Source: Manja Vitolic via Unsplash

http://www.unsplash.com/
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FROM PREPARATORY TO COMMITMENT CHANGE TALK

Ask evocative 
questions “Why do you want to make this change?” 

Ask for 
elaboration “How might you be able to do it?” 

Ask for 
examples

“What is one good reason for making this 
change?” 

Look forward
“Suppose you don’t make any changes, but 
just continue as you have been. What do you 
think you think your life will be like 5 years 
from now?”
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FROM PREPARATORY TO COMMITMENT CHANGE TALK

Look back “What were things like before you ‘stopped 
caring’? What were you like back then?”

Query extremes
(Reason, Need)

“What concerns you the most about your 
smoking  in the long run?”

Readiness ruler & 
Decision Balance 

sheet
(Desire, Ability)

On a scale of 0 – 10, how likely are you to do 
X?

Explore goals and 
values

(Reason)

“How much do you know about some of the 
things that can happen if you stop taking your 
medication, even if you don’t imagine this 
happening to you?”
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STRENGTHENING COMMITMENT TALK

Commitment “What made you 
decide to join a gym?”

Activation “What are you ready or 
willing to do?” 

Taking 
Steps

“What have you already 
done?” 
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IDENTIFYING CHANGE TALK AND SUSTAIN TALK

"I don't want to change my diet. I've always enjoyed eating fatty and greasy foods. I 
don't want to give up on the things I love just because I had a heart attack. I mean, I 
love my family and all, but it's not like I'm going to have another one anytime soon. 
Plus, I'm too old to start exercising now. I don't want to strain my heart anymore. I'll 
just take my medication and hope for the best."

 Identify the change talk and put it into chat

 Identify the  sustain talk and put it into chat
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ELICITING WHEN YOU HEAR CHANGE TALK

"I know I need to start exercising to improve my health. I've been feeling tired and sluggish lately, and I 
think exercise could help me feel better. Plus, I want to set a good example for my kids and be able to 
keep up with them. I think if I make exercise a part of my routine, I'll start to enjoy it and feel more 
motivated to continue."

1. Identify the change talk
2. Create an affirmation that you can use to build on the patient’s strengths
3. Develop an evocative open-ended question you could use to build on change talk

Here’s the formula: Identify the change talk + affirmation + Open ended question
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ELICITING WHEN YOU HEAR CHANGE TALK

"I know smoking is bad for my health, and I want to quit for good. I'm tired of feeling out of breath and 
coughing all the time. I want to be able to keep up with my grandkids and live a longer, healthier life. 
I'm going to talk to my doctor about quit smoking aids and find a support group to help me through 
the process. I know it's not going to be easy, but I'm committed to quitting and making positive 
changes in my life."

1. Identify the change talk
2. Create a reflection that will build trust with this person
3. Develop an evocative open-ended question you could use to build on change talk

Here’s the formula: Identify the change talk + reflection + open ended question



Summary

Organizational health literacy is improved by 
reducing jargon, using plain language, and  
structured communication like Motivational 
Interviewing and Change Talk to assess and 
support patients’ health literacy

Recognizing Change Talk and Sustain 
Talk can help clinicians assess and 
understand patients’ readiness for 
behaviors change and arguments 
against change

Respond to a patient’s sustain talk by 
asking evocative questions, looking 
forward/back, querying extremes, 
using the readiness ruler, and 
exploring goals and values



1. To what extent did the session meet the stated objectives?
(1 - not at all to 5 - met all objectives)

i. Define Personal and Organizational Health Literacy
ii. Recognize impact of social determinants of health on patients’ health literacy and 

implications for self-management
iii. Identify structured communication techniques that support patients’ health literacy
iv. Define Change Talk and Sustain Talk in patient encounters
v. Practice use of Change Talk to support health literacy

2. How confident do you feel to identify sustain talk and evoke change talk following this 
session?
(1- not at all confident, to 5 – very confident)

3. How would you rate the session overall? 
(1 - poor to 5 - excellent)
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QUICK EVALUATION POLL



We are here to help you !

 For 1:1 site specific coaching, contact an 
HMA team member.

To access previously recorded sessions 
and tools, visit 
https://livingwell.dc.gov/page/million-hearts-
providers or see the technical assistance 
inventory document sent via email.
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TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE AVAILABLE

https://livingwell.dc.gov/page/million-hearts-providers
https://livingwell.dc.gov/page/million-hearts-providers
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