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Objectives

1. Identify appropriate methods for health 
education to address health literacy concerns

2. Describe issues related to health literacy with the 
Internet

3. Evaluate web sites for their sensitivity to culture 
and health literacy

4. Apply sound criteria for developing web-based 
health education



Overview

• Choice of health education medium
• Internet 
• Internet use for health information
• Evaluation criteria related to health literacy
• Web design



Choice of Health Education Medium

• Know your audience (audience analysis):
– Preferences for getting information
– Attitudes toward and comfort with technology
– Use of technology

• Decision to use the Internet
– Train your patients on using the Internet
– Develop a portal of materials appropriate for the 

audience
– Create and test materials



Internet

• Convergence of media
– computer
– telephone
– television
– radio
– video
– audio
– print

• Uses of Internet
– Extends choice for 

health professionals to 
reach consumers

– Allows health 
professionals and 
consumers to interact



Advantages of the Internet

• Access to personalized health information
• Access to health information, support, and 

services on demand
• Ability to distribute materials widely
• Capacity to apply different learning styles



Disadvantages to the Internet
• Access to Internet Digital Divide
• Poor quality of health information
• Privacy of health information
• Early start in quality standards for websites and 

online programs
• Early in the development of e-health based on best 

practices of health communication, instructional 
technology, and learning theories

• Limited evaluation of e-health



• People who use the Internet for health care
(CyberChondriacs)

• 52 million American adults relied on the Internet 
to make critical health decisions (Pew Internet & 
American Life Project, 2000) 

• Now in 2002, 73 million adults (62% of Internet 
users) employ the Internet to:
– research prescription drugs, 
– explore new ways to control their weight, 
– prepare for doctor’s appointments, etc. 

Use of the Internet for 
Health Education



5 E’s in ehealth

• Easy to use

• Educate

• Equity
• Empowerment
• Enabling



Issues with Health Education 
on the Internet

• Information
– Locating useful information difficult
– Poorly organized information
– Dishonesty and quackery
– Patient education is written at a higher level 

than general public (10th grade; Graber, Roller, 
& Kaeble, 1999, Journal of Family Practice; 
Berland et al., JAMA, 2001)

– Health information is primarily text-based (Eng 
et al., JAMA, 1998)



Issues with Health Education 
on the Internet

• Design
– Complex design
– Distracting audio/video (hard to turn off)
– Lack of use of graphics or captions for audio
– No ease of navigation



Guide for Developing 
Web Materials

• Content
– Chunk materials into small pieces (limit concepts)
– Repeat new information for learning purposes
– Include how-to information as short phrases
– Reinforce ideas with illustrations
– Use language, idioms, and expressions of their 

peers
– Give examples of things specific to their culture 

/background or familiar images
– Test for readability



Guide for Developing 
Web Materials

• Format
– Keep paragraphs short or use bullets
– Use headings for each section
– Use simple, large fonts and graphics
– Use ample white space, boxes, or lines to help 

reader
– Use common icons/symbols for navigation 

(e.g., arrows, home) in a consistent place



Guide for Developing 
Web Materials

• Avoid use of multimedia unless:
– Audience has been trained
– Plug-ins are all loaded

• Pilot Testing and Feedback

• Distribution
– Have material on the web
– Have printable (PDF) version for dissemination for 

those without access



Evaluation Criteria
• Content (quality, depth, scope, accuracy)

• Design and aesthetics (layout, interactivity, 
presentation, appeal, graphics, use of media)

• Disclosure of authors, sponsors, developers 
(purpose, nature of organization, sources of 
support, authorship, origin)

• Currency of information (frequency of update, 
freshness, maintenance of site)

• Authority of source (includes reputation of 
source, credibility, trustworthiness)

• Links (quality of links, links to other sources)



Evaluation Criteria
• Ease of use (includes usability, navigability, 

functionality)

• Accessibility and availability (ease of access, 
fee for access, stability)

• Intended audience (nature of intended users, 
appropriateness for intended users)

• User support (availability of support, 
documentation for users)

• Contact addresses or feedback mechanism

• Attribution and documentation (clear 
references, balanced evidence)

Source: Kim, Eng, Deering, & Maxfield, British Medical Journal, 1999



Assessing Websites



Poor Example



Source: Mammograms: Not just once, but for a lifetime, National Cancer Institute

Key Message

White Space

Good Examples



Simple Images

Use of headers

How to 
information

Source: National Cancer Institute



Source: Keep your Food Save, Federal Citizen Information Center

Appealing image 

Simple message
Simple layout



Images reinforce words 



Source: Rules for Healthy Eating, National Center for Farmworker Health

Simple message and reinforcing images



Show images to 
relate to portions

Source: I have Diabetes: How much should I eat?, National Diabetes Clearinghouse



Surveillance of Internet Use
• U.S. Census  

http://www.census.gov/prod/2001pubs/p23-
207.pdf

• Harris Interactive  
http://www.harrisinteractive.com

• Pew Internet and American Life Project  
http://www.pewinternet.org/



Internet and Health Resources
• Healthy People 2010 - Health Communication chapter

http://www.health.gov/healthypeople/Document/HTM
L/Volume1/11HealthCom.htm

• Wired for Health and Well-Being: The Emergence of 
Interactive Health Communication
http://www.health.gov/scipich/pubs/finalreport.htm

• Risk, & Dzenowagis.  (2001).  Review of Internet 
health information quality initiatives.  JMIR, 3(4), 
e28.
http://www.jmir.org/2001/4/e28/index.htm



Web Design
• Web Style Guide

http://info.med.yale.edu/caim/manual/contents.ht
ml

• Building a School Website
http://www.wigglebits.com/

• Web Design, Development, and Maintenance
http://www.knowledgehound.com/topics/website.
htm

• Web Developer
http://www.webdeveloper.com/



Web Design
• Usability

– National Cancer Institute’s Usability Site 
http://www.usability.gov

– Useit.com
http://www.useit.com/

• World Wide Web Consortium's (W3C's) Web 
Accessibility Initiative (WAI) (Guidelines for 
users with disabilities)
http://www.w3.org/TR/2002/REC-UAAG10-
20021217/



Examples of Health Materials 
addressing Literacy

• US Food and Drug Administration
http://www.fda.gov/opacom/lowlit/7lowlit.html

• National Cancer Institute
http://cancer.gov/CancerInformation/

• National Center for Farmworker Health
http://www.ncfh.org/00_ns_rc_pateduc.shtml

• National Institute of Diabetes & Digestive & Kidney Diseases –
Diabetes Nutrition Series 
http://www.niddk.nih.gov/health/diabetes/pubs/nutritn/index.htm

• National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute - Improving 
Cardiovascular Health in African Americans
http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/public/heart/other/chdblack/energ
iz1.htm

• National Oral Health Information Clearinghouse – A Healthy 
Mouth for Your Baby
http://www.nidcr.nih.gov/health/pubs/hmouth/menu.htm
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