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Health Information-—Looks Good, Reads Bad 

The design of health information on web sites and other publications is often amazing. 
The sponsors have invested large amounts of effort, talent, and money in making these 
texts attractive. What is lacking, however, is attention to readability, that left-brain feature 
required for comprehension. When readers find the text too difficult, they stop reading. 

A great number of studies have concluded that most health information is too difficult for 
the average adult reader. Much is written at the post-graduate level, while the average 
adult in the U.S. reads at the 7th-grade level. This means that less than 15% of the adult 
population will read it. The following text is from an expensive four-color mailer 
advertising a program at Hoag Hospital in Newport Beach, California. It is written at the 
post-graduate level: 

Maintaining balance and flexibility are two key elements that help patients 
feel better and move more freely. Both are generously addressed through 
Hoag's comprehensive physical and occupational therapy programs, which 
offer targeted therapies in gait and balance treatment, as well as fall-
prevention training for patients with difficulty walking. Hoag also offers a 
specialized program for combating the swallowing problems that often 
accompany Parkinson's disease, and an innovative speech therapy program 
aimed at improving voice projection and diction.  

The following re-write contains the same information, but is written at the 7th-grade level: 

Balance and flexibility help people feel better and move freely. If you know 
someone who has problems getting around, contact Hoag Hospital. We 
have good programs that can help people walk and move better, without 
fear of falling. Parkinson's disease can also cause problems with speech and 
swallowing. We can help people with those problems, too. 

This revision can be read by 75% of the adult population, causing a significant increase in 
readership. 
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Here is another text taken from the Long Beach Memorial Hospital Website, also written 
at the post-graduate level: 

Cardiac resynchronization therapy signals a new era in device-based 
solutions for this condition and 750,000 of the estimated five million 
Americans with heart failure could potentially benefit from it. Typically a 
late manifestation of other cardiovascular diseases, including coronary 
artery disease, hypertension and valvular disease, heart failure is responsible 
for more hospitalizations than all forms of cancer combined. As the only 
major cardiac disorder increasing in prevalence, it is estimated that 550,000 
cases of heart failure are diagnosed each year. Approximately $40 billion is 
spent to manage the condition in the United States each year. 

Here is the same information re-written at the 7th-grade level: 

New pacemakers like this regulate the heartbeat. They can help 750,000 of 
the five million Americans who suffer from heart failure. Heart failure is a 
growing problem. It results from high blood pressure and disease in the 
arteries and valves of the heart. This year, 550,000 people suffered heart 
failure. More people went to the hospital with heart failure than all forms of 
cancer combined. In the U.S., we spend about $40 billion a year on it.  

This revision—with no loss of information—represents a 10-grade improvement in 
readability and promises a 750% increase in readership.  

Writing for both sides of the brain is not all that easy. It takes work, method, and training, 
but the results are extensive. Remember to make your text attractive and easy to look at. 
But don't forget what makes it simple and easy to read. 

_________________________ 


