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Learning Goals Roadmap

1. Define ‘patient activation’ and establish its relationship to health literacy.

2. Describe uses for the research-validated Patient Activation Measurement 
(PAM) tool.

3. Explain how to integrate and use patient activation and health literacy tools 
to empower patients, improve outcomes, and reduce costs.

4. Incorporate one new concept from this presentation related to patient 
activation into your daily practice.



Patient Activation
‘Patient activation’ (PA) describes the degree to which individuals have the 
knowledge, skills and confidence to manage one’s health/health care and share 
responsibility for health decisions with providers. 

Hibbard & Greene, 2013

Health literacy (HL) describes activities associated w/finding, understanding, and 
using information and services to improve health & navigate health organizations.

Liu, et al, 2020

When providers address their patient’s HL, they are not focused (explicitly) on 
self-efficacy (confidence) or shared decision-making. Instead, they adopt best 
communication practices utilizing:
• Universal Precautions in Health Literacy
• Plain Language Guidelines
• Teach Back

https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/precautions/toolkit.html
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/guideline
https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/professionals/quality-patient-safety/patient-family-engagement/pfeprimarycare/PatientsGuideToTeachBack.pdf


Activation: Assumptions & Questions

If activated patients 
manage their health 

and health care more 
effectively than those 

who are passive.

How can patients 
become confident 

informed managers 
of their health and 

health care? 

What knowledge, 
attitudes, and skills 

(KSA) do they need to 
become activated?



The Patient-Provider Dyad
Persons living with chronic disease face difficult and 
complex decisions about their health, such as:

• following complex treatment regimens 

• monitoring their health conditions 

• making lifestyle changes 

• knowing what to do to self-manage chronic disease

• recognizing when to involve health professionals



Patient Empowerment
Empowering patients to manage health is an essential 
element of high-quality patient care.

Those with high activation levels understand their role 
in the care process and feel capable of fulfilling it.

Patients should play a major role in determining both 
their need for care and the outcome of care. 

There is a growing awareness that patients should be 
more active and more effective managers of their own 
health and health care.



Patient Activation 
Measure (PAM)

The Patient Activation Measure (PAM) is a 22-item 

validated tool that assesses patient knowledge, skills, 

and confidence for self-management. Shortened 

forms have 13 and 10 items, respectively.

PAM scores range from 0-100.

Providers who know their patient’s activation level 

can use the information to personalize a plan of care 

with the patient’s input (shared decision making).

Knowing your patient’s PAM score enables patient-

centered care and interventions that build an 

individual’s knowledge, skills and confidence







Estimated Activation Levels U.S. Adults
Activation levels reflect an individual’s beliefs 
about their role in managing their health as well 
as their knowledge and confidence in doing so.

Activated patients are proactive managers. 

Even at the highest level of activation, people 
struggle to maintain healthy behaviors but the 
keys to success are that activated patients:
(1) will develop the skills needed and (2) have 
confidence they can manage their health.

Hibbard, Cunningham, 2008





Brief Health Literacy Screen

1. How confident are you filling out medical
forms?

2. How often do you have problems learning
about your medical condition because of
difficulty understanding written information?

3. How often do you need help reading or filling
out medical forms?

4. How often do you have someone help you
read hospital materials?

5. How often do you have a problem
understanding what is told to you about your
medical condition?

Chew, et al, 2004

Response Score Assessment

Always/Extremely 5 Limited skills

Often/Quite a bit 4
Limited skills/Will need 
assistance

Usually/Somewhat 3
Marginal skills/ Needs 
supervised assistance

Sometimes/ 
Occasional

2 Adequate skills

Never/Not at all 1
Adequate/Functions 
independently

Since its origins in 1999, HL assessment 
has focused on literacy skills, note this 
early definition as the “ability to perform 
basic reading and numerical tasks 
required to function in the health care 
environment.”

Ad Hoc Committee on Health Literacy for
 the Council on Scientific Affairs, AMA



Higher Activation Levels Predict Behavior

Individuals with higher activation levels are: 

• more likely to engage in preventive care (health screenings and immunizations)

• practice positive health behaviors (good diet and exercise)

• practice self-management behaviors (monitor health conditions and adhere to 
treatment protocols)

• seek health information (ask questions in medical encounters and use quality 
information to select providers)

Hibbard, Mahoney, et al, 2007 



Activation Level and Access to Resources

How does patient activation level predict ability to access resources after 
controlling for differences in economic status, education, health status and 
insurance status among a group of adults living with chronic health conditions?

For every variable, adults with 
higher levels of activation 
experienced fewer barriers 
and utilized more creative 
problem-solving solutions to 
access care and the SDOH.



Complementary Tools for Patient 
Empowerment 



Patient Activation Research

Patient activation focuses on knowledge, skills, and confidence. Persons with 
higher levels of activation have been shown to have  better health outcomes, 
lower health care costs and better patient experiences. 

Research shows that activated patients are more likely to engage in information-
seeking, preventive, and maintain self-management behaviors. Once they 
develop the knowledge, skills and confidence to practice preventive behaviors, 
they are also inclined to maintain them over the long term. 

Hibbard, Mahoney, et al, 2007



Knowledge, Skills, and Confidence (K, S, C) Activities Evaluated Using the Patient Activation Measure



Create A Patient Activation Plan

Patients with low activation levels also have higher rates of avoidable ED visits 
and have a harder time managing complex transitions of care. 

Their hospital readmission rate is more than twice the unplanned healthcare 
utilization rate at 30-days post-discharge than patients with high activation.

Fisher, 2022

Consider creating an activation plan to move individuals interested in moving 
from lower to higher levels of activation by following these steps.



Step #1 Know Your Patients: Use PAM-13

Start by administering the PAM-13 to get a baseline activation level for each 
patient. Review the results with each one. Engage them in a conversation about 
“patient activation.” Use motivational interviewing to discuss areas of change 
that might be easiest as starting points.

Develop a plan with short term realistic goals for improving knowledge, skills, 
and confidence. The goal is to become a proactive manager of one’s health.

Share decision-making. Use health literacy tools to improve communication and 
ensure comprehension.
• Ask Me 3
• Teach Back

https://www.ihi.org/resources/tools/ask-me-3-good-questions-your-good-health
https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/professionals/quality-patient-safety/patient-family-engagement/pfeprimarycare/PatientsGuideToTeachBack.pdf


Step #2 Activate Using Digital Outreach Tools

Manage clinical care and prevent 
disease
• schedule appointments
• send messages and appt 

reminders
• schedule lab work, tests, other 

procedures
• preventive health screenings
• immunizations

Manage education and health literacy 
• learn about health conditions
• track and manage symptoms
• medication management

Remote care

• telehealth

• telemonitoring

• health coaching

Activate patients using digital outreach tools that enable them to engage 
seamlessly with you and/or clinic staff:



Step #3 Enlist a Health Coach

Health coaches support patients as they make decisions and implement changes 
that improve health.

They have a growing role as community-based patient advocates.

Efforts to deliver more integrated, patient-centered primary care have included 
patient activation, patient education and engagement, shared decision making, 
and self-management support. 

Health coaches are working in many of these interprofessional areas and may be 
emerging as a new profession/para-profession.

Thom, et al, 2018





Step#4 Utilize Digital Communication

Use digital media to help patients move from one activation level to higher levels. 
Increase knowledge about health, develop skills, and build confidence following 
best practices:

• Social Media Best Practices Checklist (CDC)
information adapted for Facebook, X (formerly Twitter) and Instagram

• How To Evaluate Health Information on the Internet: Questions and Answers

• A Community Toolkit for Addressing Health Misinformation

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/fundedprograms/1807/toolkit/module3/Toolkit_Social_Checklist.pdf
https://ods.od.nih.gov/HealthInformation/How_To_Evaluate_Health_Information_on_the_Internet_Questions_and_Answers.aspx
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/health-misinformation-toolkit-english.pdf


Step #5  Survey Participant Experiences

Patient/participant surveys are a key confidence-building intervention activities 
that are often overlooked.

When individuals have time to confidently reflect on their health care experience 
and provide meaningful feedback, they become engaged with the process of their 
care. Their patient activation level increases.

It is even more meaningful when providers  have conversations about their 
patient’s experiences with health care and the health care system. This is an 
opportunity to provide instruction, information for skill building, and affirmation 
to build confidence, too.



Got

Solutions?
Thanks for joining me today!

Do you have any questions?

Contact me: lkguyer@ufl.edu 

mailto:lkguyer@ufl.edu
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