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EMPLOYER COMMUNICATION FACT SHEET #1

Effective Health Communication: 
Guidance for Employers
The purpose of this health communication fact sheet is to provide employers with strategies that will 
help them successfully communicate benefit offerings and benefit changes to their employees. It 
includes sections on how to design effective health communication campaigns, and assist employees 
with the open enrollment process. This fact sheet also provides guidelines for assisting beneficiaries 
who have language barriers or limited health literacy.        

Effective Health Communication: The Basics      
Effective health communication is the cornerstone of the healthcare delivery system.1 
Health communication takes place in many different settings. People read, talk, and write 
informally about health in their homes, at work, and at school. They also discuss health 
issues with their health care providers. Health communication helps individuals become 
more aware of the health risks they face, understand preventive measures they can use to 
lower these risks, and identify avenues to obtain help when issues arise. Overall, the ability to 
communicate about health improves people’s attitudes toward their health.2

Communication and Engagement:  
Incentivizing Prevention and 
Health Promotion
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Healthy People 2010, the document that lays out the nation’s health and health care goals,  provides 
a guide for developing policies to identify health threats, prevent disease, and promote healthy 
lifestyles.1 The two major goals of Healthy People 2010 are to3:

1.	Increase the quality and years of healthful living; and
2.	Eliminate health disparities. 

Meeting the goals of Healthy People 2010 depends on effective health communication. For example, 
to be healthy, people need to understand the importance of eating a nutritious diet, exercising 
regularly, quitting smoking, limiting alcohol consumption, eliminating drug use, and practicing safe 
sex. Consumers also need to learn how to obtain health coverage, select care providers, and access 
and properly use the healthcare delivery system.

Healthy People 2010 outlines 11 major attributes of effective health communication.1  

Communication Challenges Associated with Limited Health Literacy 
Health literacy is the capability to read, understand, and act on health information. Unfortunately, 
as many as 90 million American adults (half of the adult population) are encumbered with low 
health literacy, and are unable to understand basic health information.1, 4 Literacy skills are a stronger 
predictor of health status than age, income, employment status, education level, or racial/ethnic 
group.5 Low health literacy is a public health emergency, which is not fully recognized by health 
policy makers and healthcare providers.1   

Attributes of Effective Health Communication

•	 Accuracy: The content is valid and without errors of act, interpretation, or judgment.
•	 Availability: The content is delivered or placed where the audience can access it.  Placement varies according to 

audience, message complexity, and purpose.
•	 Balance: Where appropriate, the content presents the benefits and risks of potential actions or recognizes different 

and valid perspectives on the issue.
•	 Consistency: The content remains internally consistent over time and is also consistent with information from other 

sources.
•	 Cultural Competence: The design, implementation, and evaluation process accounts for special issues for select 

population groups (for example, ethnic, racial, and linguistic) and also education levels and disability.
•	 Evidence base: Relevant scientific evidence that has undergone comprehensive review and rigorous analysis to 

formulate practice guidelines, performance measures, review criteria, and technology assessments for telehealth 
applications.

•	 Reach: The content gets to or is available to the largest possible number of people in the target population.
•	 Reliability: The source of the content is credible and the content itself is kept up-to-date.
•	 Repetition: The delivery of and access to the content is continued or repeated over time, both to reinforce the 

impact with a given audience and to reach new generations.
•	 Timeliness: The content is provided or available when the audience is most receptive to, or in need of, the specific 

information.
•	 Understandability: The reading or language level and format (including multimedia) are appropriate for the 

specific audience.

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Healthy People 2010: Health Communication. 2nd ed. With Understanding and 
Improving Health and Objectives for Improving Health. 2 vols. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office; November 2000. p.3. 
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While people with low health literacy may have access to health information, they often fail to 
use the information properly or at all. Compared to people with intermediate or proficient health 
literacy skills, people encumbered with low health literacy are more likely to2, 6:

•	 Fail to enroll in health coverage programs. 
•	 Lose their health benefits.
•	 Fail to make certain that their dependents are 

covered.
•	 Neglect to seek preventive health care such as 

immunizations.
•	 Make medication and treatment errors because 

they cannot understand or follow patient 
instructions. 

•	 Use costly emergency department services as 
their primary source of health care.

•	 Be hospitalized.
•	 Remain in the hospital for longer periods of time 

because they cannot care for themselves at home.  

As a result, people with very low literacy skills (those who read at the 2nd grade level or lower) tend 
to incur healthcare costs that are four times higher than people with better reading skills.1  

To improve health care and contain costs, healthcare purchasers, health plans, and providers must 
face the issue of low health literacy. Employers should instruct their health plan administrators to 
develop inexpensive and practical methods for helping beneficiaries with low literacy skills to read, 
grasp, and use basic health information.

Quick Facts6:

•	 90 million American adults (half of the adult 
population) have low health literacy.

•	 11 million adults are illiterate in English.

•	 Most health-related material is written at the 
10th grade reading level or higher, yet the 
average reading level in the United States is 
equivalent to the 8th grade, and 20% of adults 
read at the 5th grade level or below.

•	 50% of African Americans and Hispanics read 
at or below the 5th grade reading level.

What is Health Literacy: Literacy Levels of Adults in America

Below Basic
•	 Searching a short, simple text to find out what a patient is allowed to drink before a medical test.
•	 Signing a form.
•	 Adding amounts on a deposit slip.

Basic
•	 Using a television guide to find out what programs are on.
•	 Comparing the ticket prices for two events.

Intermediate
•	 Consulting reference materials to find out which foods contain a certain vitamin.
•	 Identifying a specific location on a map.
•	 Calculating the total cost of ordering medical supplies from a catalog.

Proficient
•	 Comparing viewpoints in two editorials.
•	 Interpreting a table about blood pressure, age, and physical activity.
•	 Computing and comparing the cost per ounce of food.

Source: Partnership for Clear Communication. What is health literacy? Available at: http://www.p4chc.org/health-literacy.aspx.  Accessed July 2, 2007. 



4

Effective Health Communication: Guidance for Employers

5

Communication Challenges Associated with Racial and  
Cultural Language Barriers  
Racial and cultural language barriers are a growing challenge for healthcare purchasers, health 
plans, and providers. Language barriers make it difficult to explain healthcare benefits, programs, 
and policies to employees and other beneficiaries. Also, language barriers sometimes cause minority 
employees to feel they are misunderstood, or that their needs are being ignored or neglected.7   

 
Currently, racial and ethnic minorities represent approximately 
34% of the U.S. population. By the middle of the century, racial 
and ethnic minorities will represent 50% of the population.8 
Unfortunately, due to deficiencies in health education and care, 
members of these groups experience a lower life expectancy, higher 
infant death rates, and an undue burden of preventable chronic 
diseases such as heart disease.9      

To address racial and cultural disparities, the healthcare delivery system must increase its cultural and 
linguistic competence. Cultural competence is a set of policies, attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors that 
enable healthcare purchasers, health plans, and providers to work effectively with other races, ethnic 
groups, and cultures.1, 9

Linguistic competence is the ability of people who speak the dominate language of a region to 
communicate with individuals who speak another language. Linguistic competence also involves 
written communication.9  
  
 
How to Educate Beneficiaries About Health Benefits 
Employers have a responsibility to educate their employees about the health coverage options they 
offer.  Employees have a right to receive clearly presented health and benefit information, and 
assistance reading health materials when required.

More specifically, employers are responsible for informing employees about10:
•	 What benefits are covered in their health plan(s).
•	 Cost-sharing requirements and arrangements. 
•	 Procedures for resolving complaints and appealing decisions.
•	 Licensure, certification, and accreditation status.
•	 Methods for measuring consumer quality and satisfaction.
•	 Composition of the provider network.
•	 Obtaining referrals to specialists.
•	 Use of emergency care services.
•	 Price, quality, and safety of health care provided by employer-sponsored plans.

The Employer Retirement and Income Security Act of 1974 (ERISA) requires health plan 
administrators to give plan participants specific information about the benefits to which they are 
entitled, including covered benefits, plan rules, financial information, and documents about the 
plan’s operation and management. This information must be provided on a regular basis, either in 
writing or on request. 

As the U.S. workforce 
becomes more diverse, 
employers will need to 
address health dispari-
ties and low health literacy 
problems.       
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One important document that participants are legally entitled to receive automatically is a plan 
summary or summary plan description (SPD). Generally, SPDs:

•	 Outline healthcare services covered in the plan.
•	 Describe how services are provided and how the plan(s) operate.
•	 Describe how benefits are calculated.
•	 Explain the portion of costs for which the plan is responsible, and the portion of costs for 

which the participant (i.e., the beneficiary) is responsible (e.g., copays or coinsurance). 
•	 Include information about how participants and providers should file claims.  

ERISA specifically requires that SPDs include the following types of information:
•	 Cost-sharing provisions, including premiums, deductibles, and coinsurance/copayment 

amounts. 
•	 Annual or lifetime caps or other limits on covered benefits. 
•	 The extent to which preventive services are covered under the plan.
•	 Whether, and under what circumstances, existing and new drugs are covered under the plan.
•	 Whether, and under what circumstances, coverage is provided for medical tests, devices, and 

procedures. 
•	 Provisions governing the use of network providers, the composition of provider networks and 

whether, and under what circumstances, coverage is provided for out-of-network services. 
•	 Conditions or limits on the selection of primary care or specialty providers.

The provision of this information is intended to educate beneficiaries and make them aware of 
their healthcare options. In turn, employees and other beneficiaries are responsible for accessing 
covered healthcare services; they are also expected to practice healthy behaviors. More specifically, 
beneficiaries are responsible for10:

•	 Making an effort to develop and sustain good health habits such as exercising daily, not 
smoking, and eating a healthy diet.

•	 Learning about what their health plan covers, as well as the health plan options offered. 
•	 Reading written information provided by their employer that explains their healthcare 

coverage.
•	 Obtaining additional information if they have questions or concerns. 
•	 Being actively involved in making decisions about their health care.
•	 Paying their premiums and copays in a timely fashion.
•	 Following the rules and regulations that govern their healthcare coverage.
•	 Reviewing healthcare information, and following the instructions of their care provider prior 

to undergoing a procedure or starting a new medication regimen.
•	 Following the correct protocol if a dispute arises with the employer or a healthcare provider.     

How to Help Beneficiaries Select a Health Pan:  
Open Enrollment Education Opportunities 
Open enrollment is a period of time each year when employers: (a) permit new employees to 
enroll in a health plan, and (b) allow employees to make changes to their current medical coverage. 
During open enrollment employees may decide to change plans, add or drop a dependent, or add an 
optional program such as a dental plan.11   
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Employers can assist employees during open enrollment by distributing materials that explain new 
health plan options and changes to existing benefits. To facilitate employees selecting the plan option 
that best meets their family’s needs, employers should provide information about the following: 

•	 A general summary of what benefits are covered by the plan.
•	 Limits on coverage, as well as limits on coverage for certain disorders.
•	 Preexisting condition clauses that restrict coverage for a specific period of time. 
•	 Coverage for preventive services, procedures, and medications.
•	 Extent of medication coverage, particularly for new drugs.
•	 Cost-sharing (i.e., premium contribution, deductible, copayment, or coinsurance requirements). 
•	 Consumer-directed health plans (high-deductible health plans) or other non-traditional plan types. 

Ten methods that employers can use to improve their open enrollment communication strategies are12:
•	 Communicate frequently with employees regarding their health coverage options, but avoid 

overwhelming employees with information. Give employees ample time to absorb new 
information, ask questions, and express concerns.   

•	 Use simple terms to explain any changes.
•	 Thoroughly explain the goals and rationale of healthcare benefits to managers and business 

leaders, so that they can then effectively explain health plans to employees.
•	 Be ready to answer questions and face challenges from management and employees regarding 

changes.
•	 Be honest and direct when discussing health benefits, especially if employees are facing cost 

increases for their coverage.    
•	 Discuss the “5 C’s” of enrollment with employees. The “5 C’s” include cost, coverage 

information, changes to plans, comparisons to last year’s plans and options, and current 
options. 

•	 Provide information to employees about the healthcare providers that will be available to 
them in new or revised plan options.   

•	 Provide testimonials from other employees about their experiences with changes in healthcare 
coverage.

•	 Use a variety of methods to communicate with employees; for example, use the Web, printed 
materials, and face-to-face discussions.  

Some groups of employees will need additional assistance during open enrollment, particularly those 
with mental or physical disabilities, low or fixed incomes, parents of children with special health care 
needs, elderly people, non-English speakers, and those with limited health literacy.  Without special 
assistance from employers, these vulnerable groups may miss open enrollment periods, have large 
gaps in their coverage, or lose their coverage altogether.10         

How to Use Health Communication Campaigns to Change 
Beneficiary Behavior 
The purpose of health communication campaigns is to help beneficiaries learn how to use 
information to improve their current health and prevent future health problems. To develop a 
successful health information campaign, the National Cancer Institute (NCI) recommends that 
employers take the following steps13:

•	 Identify the major goal and objectives of the healthcare campaign.   
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•	 Decide on the group of beneficiaries that the employer wants to reach with their message. 
•	 Develop the healthcare message so that it meets the goal and objectives of the campaign. 
•	 Set up criteria for evaluating the campaign, and the degree to which it is successfully 

conveying its message.  
•	 Pretest the message on a segment of the audience, and revise it as necessary.
•	 Implement the campaign, and monitor the audience to make certain that people are 

receiving and understanding the healthcare message that the employer wants to convey.  
•	 Ensure that health communication campaigns address the educational needs of employees 

with literacy issues, language barriers, and cultural beliefs that differ from mainstream beliefs. 

Successful health communication depends on multidimensional education approaches. There 
are many different communication methods that employers and health plans can use to engage 
beneficiaries. In order to addresses the unique learning needs of specific groups, an audience-centered 
perspective should be at the foundation of all communication efforts.1            

An audience-centered perspective is one that reflects the lives and values of each targeted group.  
Characteristics that employers should consider when deciding on a communication approach include1:

•	 Primary language(s).
•	 Ability to read and retain health information.
•	 Education.
•	 Access to (and ability to use) a computer and the internet.
•	 Age.
•	 Gender.
•	 Income level.
•	 Ethnicity.
•	 Sexual orientation.
•	 Cultural beliefs and values.
•	 Physical and mental functioning.
•	 Experience with the healthcare system.
•	 Attitudes toward different types of health problems and treatments.
•	 Willingness to use different types of health services.  

Methods used by communication campaigns and programs include paid advertising; printed 
materials such as fact sheets, pamphlets, booklets, and magazines; media outlets such as television, 
cable television, radio, newspapers, direct mail, and billboards; talk shows and educational television 
shows; public relations groups; and interactive digital media channels.13 More and more, health 
information is being disseminated via digital technologies such as the internet and CD-ROMs. 
By using the World Wide Web, health educators can target specific audiences, and effectively 
communicate health-related information.10      

Interactive digital media channels allow employers and health plan administrators to deliver health 
information to carefully selected audiences and receive feedback from audience members. These 
media channels are used to13:

•	 Send e-mail messages to select audiences.
•	 Post information about health-related campaigns on busy internet sites.
•	 Advertise health communication campaigns on the internet.
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•	 Obtain feedback from selected audiences via the internet.
•	 Involve selected audiences in personalized, interactive activities.
•	 Communicate with partners and peers concerning progress involving health communication 

campaigns.   
There are many types of interactive digital media channels available. The following box describes 
some of the better known internet and multimedia channels.13   

Throughout the campaign, employers should evaluate their selected audiences to make certain that 
the health information goals of the campaign are being met. Evaluating a health communication 
campaign helps employers determine the success of the campaign, decide on changes that must be 
implemented while the campaign is in progress, and plan changes to future campaigns.13 Evaluation 
of health communication campaigns should be a continuous process, and not an afterthought. 

How to Evaluate the Pros and Cons of Different Communication Methods
To evaluate the pros and cons of different communication methods, it is important to answer these 
questions about each communication method14:

Interactive Media Channels

•	 CD-ROMs: Computer disks that can contain a large amount of information, including sound, video clips, and interactive 
devices.

•	 Chat rooms:  Places on the internet where users hold live typed conversations. The “chats” typically involve a general topic. To 
begin chatting, users need chat software, most of which can be downloaded from the internet for free.

•	 Electronic mail (e-mail): A technology that allows users to send and receive messages to one or more individuals on a 
computer via the internet.

•	 Interactive television: Technologies that allow television viewers to access new dimensions of information (e.g., link to 
websites, order materials, view additional background information, play interactive games) through their television during 
related TV programming.

•	 Intranets: Electronic information sources with limited access (e.g., websites available only to members of an organization 
or employees of a company). Intranets can be used to send an online newsletter with instant distribution or provide instant 
messages or links to sources of information within an organization.

•	 Kiosks: Displays containing a computer programmed with related information. Users can follow simple instructions to 
access personally tailored information of interest and, in some cases, print out what they find. A relatively common health 
application is placing kiosks in pharmacies to provide information about medicines.

•	 Mailing lists (listservs):  E-mail−based discussions on a specific topic. All the subscribers to a list can elect to receive 
a copy of every message sent to the list, or they may receive a regular “digest” disseminated via e-mail.

•	 Newsgroups: Collections of e-mail messages on related topics. The major difference between newsgroups and listservs 
is that the newsgroup host does not disseminate all the messages the host sends or receives to all subscribers. In addition, 
subscribers need special software to read the messages. Many web browsers, such as Internet Explorer, contain this 
software. Some newsgroups are regulated (the messages are screened for appropriateness to the topic before they are 
posted).

•	 Websites: Documents on the World Wide Web that provide information from an organization (or individual) and provide 
links to other sources of internet information. Websites give users access to text, graphics, sound, video, and databases. 
A website can consist of one webpage or thousands of web pages. Many health-related organizations have their own 
websites. 

Source: U.S Department of Health Services, U.S National Institutes of Health, National Cancer Institute. Pink Book - Making Health 
Communication Programs Work. Bethesda, MD: Office of Communications; 2001. p.11.
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•	 Does this method reach and influence the intended audience?
•	 Is this method appropriate for conveying the health message to the intended audience?
•	 How many individuals and groups will be able to receive the health message by using this 

method?
•	 Will this method be affordable? Is it a wise use of company resources?
•	 Will the message be accurate and up-to-date? How difficult will it be to update key 

information?
•	 What benefits does this method have in comparison to other methods?

Large groups may learn most successfully from television and radio. Depending on their literacy 
level, people may also learn from brochures, patient instruction sheets, and books. CD-ROMs and 
the internet provide an excellent method for learning about health, provided the intended audience 
has access to computers. 

While interactive digital media offers many advantages to users who want to learn about health, there 
are drawbacks. For example, some health-related websites may be inaccurate or biased.1 Employers 
who promote health-related information on the internet must ensure that the organization that is 
disseminating health information is credible, and that users can trust the information.  

Employers who use health-related websites to educate their employees should carefully research the 
qualifications of the organization that developed the website. Employers should check each health 
website for the following information13:

•	 The exact purpose of the website. Avoid sites that are used for advertising and commercial 
purposes.

•	 The original source of the health-related information that is presented on the site.
•	 How the website protects the privacy and confidentiality of people who are consulting the 

site.
•	 Measures for evaluating the site.
•	 Methods for updating the site, and the frequency of updates.    

 
Healthcare information is usually more credible if it is gathered on websites that end in gov, edu, or 
org. These domain suffixes identify the type of organization; for example, government organizations, 
universities, and nonprofit groups that focus on education and research.14   

How to Assist Beneficiaries with Limited Health Literacy 
Recall that health literacy is the capability to read, understand, and act on health information. Low 
health literacy, on the other hand, involves difficulty reading, understanding, and acting on health 
information.4 Approximately 90 million American adults are encumbered by low health literacy, and 
thus do not benefit from health information.4

According to the 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL), almost 45% of people in the 
United States have basic or below basic literacy skills4: 

•	 The NAAL categorizes Below Basic as the ability to perform only the most simple and 
concrete literacy skills such as: 

	 m   Adding amounts on a bank deposit slip.
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	 m   Searching in a simple text to find out what a patient is allowed to drink before a medical 
test. 

•	 The NAAL categorizes Basic skills as the ability to perform simple and everyday literacy 
activities such as: 

	 m   Using a TV guide to find out what programs are on at a specific time. 
	 m   Comparing ticket prices for two events. 

Several companies and organizations, in addition to Federal health agencies, have begun to tackle 
health literacy problems. For example, Pfizer Inc’s goal is to produce healthcare materials at the 6th 
grade level. At this level, about 75% to 80% of adult Americans will be able to read the 
materials easily.2 Pfizer advises writers and designers to adhere to the following five clear health 
communication principles when creating healthcare materials2:

1. Explain the purpose and limit the content.
2. Involve the reader.
3. Make it easy to read.
4. Make it look easy to read.                             
5. Select visuals that clarify and motivate.

Strategies for making patient health education materials more readable and understandable include 
the following2:

•	 Use the active voice, everyday words, and a conversational style. Create and intersperse 
scenarios with characters and dialogue to make the materials more interesting.

•	 Avoid complex words; for example, use doctor instead of physician, shot instead of injection.  
•	 Qualify or illustrate value judgment words such as regularly, heavy, and excessive. These 

words can mean different things in different contexts.
•	 Clarify concept phrases such as controlled room temperature, normal range, pros and cons, 

food groups, and diet. A person may have a general notion of room temperature, but may 
not know that the phrase represents a fairly broad range. 

•	 Provide examples for the more complicated words and concepts.
•	 Break-down complex topics into smaller, simpler sections that readers can digest more easily. 
•	 Avoid long, complicated, convoluted sentences and paragraphs.
•	 Provide simple pictures and layouts. Avoid blurry, unclear visuals.

How to Assist Beneficiaries with Racial, Ethnic, or Language Barriers 
Helping employees with racial, ethnic, and language barriers understand health information in 
order to engage them in healthcare decision-making is one of the greatest challenges facing benefit 
managers. Employers can use the following strategies to address racial and ethnic health disparities10:

•	 Provide educational materials about health and medical benefits in languages other than 
English.

•	 Provide interpreters for individuals who do not speak English during open enrollment. 
•	 Train benefits and human resource staff in transcultural communication techniques.
•	 Develop ways to monitor improvements in educating employees from diverse cultures.
•	 Document improvements in the care and treatment of racial and ethnic minorities and share 

the results with employees. 
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Summary Points:
•	 Effective health communication is the cornerstone of the healthcare delivery system.
•	 The purpose of health communication campaigns is to help beneficiaries learn how to use 

information to improve their health and prevent future health problems. 
•	 Employers can assist employees in selecting appropriate coverage by distributing materials 

that explain new health plan options and changes to existing benefits.
•	 Employers are learning to provide health information using a wide variety of communication 

methods. As a result, employers are beginning to meet the challenge of becoming better 
educators and communicators. 

•	 To improve health and contain costs, healthcare purchasers, health plans, and providers must 
face the issue of low health literacy.

•	 Employers and health plans should be able to communicate successfully with beneficiaries 
from different cultures and ethnic groups who speak different languages. 

•	 Employers and employees should be able to talk with each other about health-related 
concerns, and find solutions that meet the needs of all parties.

Additional Resources
National Network of Libraries of Medicine, Health Literacy Organizations and Programs

  http://nnlm.gov/outreach/consumer/hlthlit.html#A7.  
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