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W hen it comes to navigating health 
information, reading skills are 
not the whole picture. Health 

literacy also plays an important role. Health 
literacy is the ability to find, understand, and 
use health information. People who have 
been marginalized or medically underserved 
might face even more obstacles to getting the 
health information they need.

Overall, 9 out of 10 people struggle to 
understand health information (Agnes 
et al., 2008). At first glance, that statis-
tic might seem discouraging, but there is 
good news. By taking a clear and inclusive 
approach to communication, environmen-

tal public health professionals can make 
health information easier to understand, 
build trust, and show empathy for our read-
ers. Communicating with empathy means 
showing our readers that we understand 
and value their feelings, perspectives, and 
experiences. Use these seven tips to promote 
health literacy with empathetic and inclu-
sive communication.
1. Learn From Your Audience

What are the communication needs and 
preferences of your readers? What barriers 
could keep them from accessing informa-
tion? The best way to learn about the con-
cerns and questions of your readers is to 

get their input, which can be done through 
user testing (e.g., surveys, focus groups) or 
by reaching out to your personal or profes-
sional networks.

You can also check resources from com-
munity-led or self-advocacy organizations 
to learn about the issues that are impor-
tant to your audience. For example, if you 
are creating materials about maternal and 
reproductive health for Black audiences, 
you could explore resources from the Black 
Mamas Matter Alliance (https://blackma
masmatter.org/about/).

2. Use Clear Language
Follow these tips to write in a way people 
can understand and relate to:
• Write how you talk: Use a friendly, 

conversational tone to make materials 
approachable.

• Choose simple words: Ask yourself, 
“Will my audience hear this term from 
doctors or other professionals they inter-
act with?” If not, consider leaving it out. 
If you do need to use a complex or tech-
nical term, define it.

3. Use Inclusive Language
Using inclusive language can help you 
connect with diverse audiences—and help 
readers see themselves in your health com-
munication materials. Try these tips to 
make your writing more inclusive:
• Choose inclusive terms: For example, 

you could use “partner” instead of 
“husband or wife” and “pregnant peo-
ple” instead of “pregnant women” to be 
more inclusive.

• O�er specific examples to contextual-
ize newer terms: Never underestimate 
the power of examples. If you are writ-
ing about mobility aids, consider adding 
some examples: “mobility aids—such as 
wheelchairs, canes, or walkers.”
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• Pair newer, more inclusive terms with
more familiar terms: For example,
if you are writing about reproduc-
tive health, you could use the phrase
“women and people with uteruses” to
be more inclusive of transgender and
nonbinary audiences.

4. Consider Person-First Versus Identity-
First Language, But Use What Your Audi-
ence Prefers
Many people learn that person-first lan-
guage (“person experiencing homeless-
ness,” not “homeless person”) is always
the most respectful approach. But some
groups prefer identity-first language
(“deaf person,” not “person who is deaf”).
If you are not sure, talk to members of
your intended audience.

5. Acknowledge Uncertainty and Challenges
People often feel vulnerable in uncertain
situations, such as when they are facing a
health threat. Check out these tips:
• Be honest about what you do not know:

Acknowledge that researchers are still
learning new information and that the
situation might change over time.

• Emphasize what you do know: State the
facts based on the latest science and cite
trustworthy sources.

• Help people spot misinformation and
pseudoscience: Encourage readers to get
trustworthy information from their local
health department or university. If readers
have specific health concerns, suggest that
they talk with their healthcare provider.

6. Choose Relatable and Authentic Visuals
Include people of di�erent ages, races and
ethnicities, genders, abilities, and body
types. Avoid reinforcing stereotypes. For
example, do not show only White male
doctors in health materials.

7. Make Your Advice Easy to Act on
Empathetic health communication includes
providing manageable action steps. Try
these tips:
• Give clear action steps: Be specific about

what to do and how to do it. Tell readers
how they will benefit from taking action.

• Include visuals: People may struggle
to follow written directions, especially
when they are stressed or overwhelmed.
Consider adding photos, illustrations, or
infographics to help readers understand
key action steps.

• Make sure action steps are doable: Con-
sider barriers that might prevent read-
ers from acting. For example, if lack of
health insurance is a barrier for your
readers, link to free or low-cost health
service resources.

When people see themselves reflected in
health communication materials, they are
more likely to connect with our messages
and follow our recommendations. By taking
a clear and inclusive approach to health com-
munication, we can help our readers feel seen
and heard.
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Explore these resources from the  
Clear Writing Hub offered by the 
National Center for Environmental 
Health/Agency for Toxic Substances  
and Disease Registry.

• Use these �ve tips for 
communicating with empathy: www.
cdc.gov/nceh/clearwriting/health-
communication-empathy.html

• Watch these three online training 
modules to improve the clarity of 
your materials: www.cdc.gov/nceh/
clearwriting/clear_writing_training_
modules/index.html 

• Improve your understanding of 
health literacy with this online 
training: www.train.org/cdctrain/
course/1105934/details

Additional Resources

Show the world you are the environmental 
health expert you know you are with a
credential. You might even earn more or
get promoted.

neha.org/credentials

Stand out in the crowd.




