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  How do you check if writing at a reading age of 9 

   to 11 is understandable for local people?

   Emily Lawson, Hannah Hobson, Lorna Dawson – stsft.healthliteracy@nhs.net

We spoke to 378 
people

“Hasn’t got any medical 

terms.”

“Headings draw attention – 

blue colour makes them 

stand out. Nicely spaced 

out and liked headings to 

see what is up.”

“Layman terms so 

people can 

understand.”

Scan this 
QR code for 
more 
information 

What we wanted to check

Who we wanted to check this with

Do local people understand health 
information written at a reading age of 
9 to 11?

Does it make them feel patronised?

People most affected by low health literacy.

People from our most deprived 
communities.

We didn’t ask people to come to 
us. We went out to them.

We attended community groups 
that already existed.

We targeted the most deprived 
areas.

We showed leaflets written at a 
reading age of 9 to 11 and asked 
questions.

How did we check?

Do you prefer it when it looks like 
this or this?

Are there any medical words that 
didn’t make sense?

Does it make you feel talked down 
to or offended?

How we asked …

“We know we write things in a 
complicated way. We’ve tried to make 
this simpler but we’re not sure if we’ve 
done it right. Can you tell us how to 
make it better?”

Who did we speak to?

Half were 
from

the 20% 
most 

deprived 
areas

What did people say about leaflets written at reading age 9 to 11 years?

“Straight to the 

point. No waffle.”

“Clear language – 

nothing highfalutin.”

“Using words you 

don’t understand 

makes you feel 

worried.”

Conclusions

94% 
said they were 

understandable.

97% 
said they did not 

feel talked down to 
or offended.

People liked small 
leaflets with 
headings.

The leaflets were 
understandable

They didn’t make 
people feel talked 
down to or 
offended.

Headings and white space make the leaflets easy 
to follow.

Writing at a reading age of 9 to 11 works for our 
local community.

It does not make people feel talked down to.

Lessons learned

Go out to people rather than trying to get them to 
come to you.

It takes time but it’s worth it.

Take the blame so people give more honest 
feedback. Say “I don’t think we’ve done this well 
…”

This is a good way of doing community 
engagement for making the same change to a 
large number of leaflets. 

We work in a group of hospitals in 
North East England. We have 900+ 
patient information leaflets. 

The average reading age in England 
is about 9 to 11 years old. 93% of 
our leaflets are written at a higher 
reading age than this.

We wanted to make our leaflets 
easier to understand. We planned 
to rewrite them at a reading age of 
9 to 11.

Background

• The average reading age of the UK 
is an estimate.

• We had no specific statistics for 
the reading age of local people.

• We didn’t want to change 900+ 
leaflets without better evidence.

• Healthcare staff were worried 
that writing at a reading age of 9 
to 11 would sound patronising.

• How do we get people to be 
honest about whether they 
understand?

Problem
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