
Methodology

Data 

All data used for this analysis are from publicly available sources, including: the 2014-2018 American Community Survey (ACS), 
the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 2020 County Health Calculations, the 2018 Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services 
Geographic Variation Public Use File, and 2019 Census Bureau Estimates. Analysis was conducted in Stata.

Estimates of Health Literacy by County

The RAND Corporation’s model of predicted health literacy was used to estimate health literacy for all counties in the U.S. The model 
leverages survey data from the 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy – an in-person assessment of English language literacy 
among a nationally representative sample of U.S. adults age 18 and over – and ACS data to predict average health literacy 
and percent above basic health literacy for each county in the U.S. 

For the purposes of this brief and analysis, all counties with a percent above basic health literacy value at the 80th percentile 
or higher were labeled as counties with the highest health literacy levels. All counties with a percent above basic health literacy 
value at the 20th percentile or lower were labeled as counties with the lowest health literacy levels.

Outcomes Analysis

A multivariable regression analysis was used to examine the relationship between county health literacy levels and Medicare 
Fee-For-Service (FFS) beneficiary outcomes. 

The six outcomes included were: 
• Flu vaccination rate 
• Readmission rate 
• Admissions for ambulatory-care sensitive conditions (i.e., preventable hospitalizations) per 100,000 Medicare beneficiaries
• ED visits per 1,000 Medicare beneficiaries
• Costs per capita of Medicare beneficiaries

To estimate the opportunity to improve outcomes for the Medicare FFS population by increasing county health literacy levels, 
all county percent above basic health literacy levels below the 80th percentile value were replaced with the 80th percentile value. 
Then, the coefficients from each outcome’s model were used to estimate the expected value of each outcome for all counties 
originally below the 80th percentile threshold. The new predicted value was then subtracted from the original predicted value 
for each outcome. The calculated difference for each county was then multiplied by the number of Medicare FFS beneficiaries 
in each county and all county values were summed to get the aggregate.

To compare the outcomes of counties in the lowest quintile of percent above basic health literacy to the outcomes of counties 
in the highest quintile of percent above basic health literacy, the average of each outcome was computed for each quintile, 
and the difference was calculated. 
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