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Session objectives
1. Make connections between health literacy skills and 

understanding visuals

2. Learn about audience research related to visuals in 
health materials

3. Understand how visuals in health communications can 
help address health inequities — or perpetuate them

4. Gain tips for selecting visuals for health 
communications



Opening activity
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Photo 1
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Photo 2



Why visuals matter for 
health literacy
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How vision works

Adapted from: How It Works Daily's "Science of Vision: How Do Our Eyes Enable Us To See?" webpage

https://www.howitworksdaily.com/science-of-vision-how-do-our-eyes-enable-us-to-see/
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"Seeing" is a complex process

"What our eyes physically perceive is only 
one part of the story. The images coming 
into our brain are changed and interpreted. 
It's really our brains that are "seeing."

Weinschenk, S. (2020). 100 things every designer needs to know about people (2nd edition). New Riders Publishing. 
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Communicating involves more than words
 Using visuals effectively is a 

key part of organizational 
health literacy

 Health communicators must 
understand visual 
communication



How visuals enhance 
understanding
Audience research insights
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Visuals can engage
They help capture attention.

“I think [images] always help [the material] look more 

attractive and maybe help garner more attention 

when you see a picture, you know? You always try to 

look at the picture first actually before you even read 

the title or anything ”

– Research participant
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Visuals can engage

"I'm a very visual learner myself, so 

It helps me see how I might be 

able to use it, [and] what the parts 

of the pen or the syringe are."

– Research participant

They can make materials more inclusive.
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Visuals can clarify
They can reinforce the main message.

"The window [fits the fact sheet the best]. It 

gives you a visual of what [lead] could possibly 

be and look like. Instead of 'These kids are 

affected,' it's showing 'Hey, if you see this, you 

need to get [it] checked out."

– Research participant
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Visuals can clarify
They can communicate who the priority audience is.

"It's nice to see like, what looks like a happy 

family, a dad, a mom, kids look like 

they're mixed. So that's nice. I'm in a mixed 

marriage, my husband's Mexican and I'm 

white. So it's nice to see that."

– Research participant
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Visuals can clarify — or confuse
They can also cause confusion.

"I thought anyone could get HIV, but 

I guess not."

– Research participant
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Visuals of people 
can resonate
 Add the "human element"

 Make materials feel relatable

 Pull people into the material
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Visuals of people can resonate
Visuals are stronger if they reflect:

 Everyday life

 Lived experiences

 Diversity within cultures and 
identities
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Visuals of people can resonate — 
or repel

Be aware that visuals can reinforce:

 Stereotypes

 Stigma

 Harmful myths about a health topic
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Visual tone can help
Light and color can:

 Make visuals easier to see

 Elicit the desired emotions

"I feel that seeing happy and bright colors and happy images resonate with 

anyone""

– Research participant
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"It looks like it's from a horror movie. It needs to 

be a little brighter. It's a little too dark [and] It 

just looks very ominous. I know dozens of 

parents that have a window like this, and [if] 

you show them this, they're going to have a 

meltdown. You want to show them a window, 

one with some chipped paint. But why does it 

have to be so dark?"

– Research participant

Conversely, light and color can:

 Make visuals harder to see

 Elicit undesired emotions

Visual tone can help — or harm



Tips for effectively using 
visuals



Tip 1: Use them!
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Example
Do this: Not this:



Tip 2: Include people's faces
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Example
Do this: Not this:



Tip 3: Support the main 
message
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Example
Do this: Not this:



Tip 4: Reflect the priority 
audience



29

Example

Do this: Not this:



Tip 5: Include more than 1
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Example
Do this: Not this:



Tip 6: Use a consistent style
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Example

Do this: Not this:



Tip 7: Avoid "triggering" visuals
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Example

Do this: Not this:



Tip 8: Get audience feedback
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Before testing



38

After testing



Closing activity
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Photo 1
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Photo 2



Conclusion
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Key takeaways
 Using visuals effectively is a key part of 

organizational health literacy

 Visuals can impact understanding, engagement, 
and relevance for priority audiences

 Consistent and thoughtful consideration of visuals for 
health communications supports health equity

 Whenever possible, get feedback from your priority 
audience!



Questions?
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Resources
 Assessing Health Materials: How to Use NLM’s Health Education Materials 

Assessment Tool

 The CDC Clear Communication Index

 How It Works Daily's "Science of Vision: How Do Our Eyes Enable Us To See?" 
webpage

 The National Eye Institute’s “How the Eyes Work” webpage

 Tableau’s “What Is Data Visualization?” webpage

 Visual Literacy Today’s “What is Visual Literacy?” webpage

 Weinschenk, S. (2020). 100 Things Every Designer Should Know About People 
(2nd edition). New Riders Publishing.

https://www.nnlm.gov/training/class-catalog/assessing-health-materials
https://www.nnlm.gov/training/class-catalog/assessing-health-materials
https://www.cdc.gov/ccindex/index.html
https://www.howitworksdaily.com/science-of-vision-how-do-our-eyes-enable-us-to-see/
https://www.nei.nih.gov/learn-about-eye-health/healthy-vision/how-eyes-work#:%7E:text=When%20light%20hits%20the%20retina,into%20the%20images%20you%20see.
https://www.tableau.com/learn/articles/data-visualization
https://visualliteracytoday.org/what-is-visual-literacy/


Thank you!
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