
Keeping Pace with Growing Diversity of 
Health Information in Health Communication

For the 122nd HGPI Seminar, we hosted Professor Keiko Yamada, who serves as

Associate Professor at Saitama Prefectural University and as Principal Investigator of

the Project on Disseminating Medical Research Results in an Easy-to-Understand

Manner. Professor Yamada spoke about the nature of health communication in an

age of growing diversity in health information.
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◼ Communication grows complex when a medical context crosses with Japan’s high-context society, where unspoken

understanding is common

“Context” is generally taken to mean something that refers to backgrounds, circumstances, or settings, but it also includes understandings or

feelings that cannot be fully expressed in words. For example, when a married couple understands each other well, they are in a high-context

state that allows them to communicate over their shared background or context. In this state, they can understand the other party’s intentions

without the need for it to be put in explicit terms. The exact opposite situation – in which two people feel like they are communicating when they

actually do not understand each other at all – can also occur. In high-context societies, there are times when information that is thought to be

conveyed without making it explicit does not actually get across, and this can result in unpredictable events.

Key points of the lecture

• Even if two people are using the same words, the contexts for those words in real-world healthcare settings or in medical research

differ from when they are used in general society. This means words can take on different meanings. The responsibility of bridging

gaps in meaning falls to people serving in healthcare who can understand both sides.

• As previously noted, even when using the same words, health professionals and members of the general public sometimes have

different intended meanings. Furthermore, Japan is a high-context society where people rely on unspoken understanding. These

two elements make health information in Japan more complex. Having health professionals and members of the general public

come closer to each other, reach a mutual understanding, and safely co-create information will be important in achieving smooth

and effective communication between them. To help people reach that mutual understanding, Professor Yamada’s team has

prepared guidelines on communication titled, “The Guidebook on Disseminating Medical Research Results in an Easy-to-

Understand Manner”.

◼ Differences in context between health professionals and the general public

Certain words that are used by the general public can take on different meanings when used by health professionals in health communication. For

example, when using the term “standard treatment” in Japanese, health professionals are referring to treatments “that are based on scientific

evidence and are the most effective option that is currently available.” When looking up “standard” in a Japanese dictionary, however, it is defined

as “a benchmark or an example” or “common.” As we can see, there is a difference in how people usually perceive the term “standard” and how it

is used in the term “standard treatment” in the context of medicine and healthcare in Japan. Focusing our attention on these differences, last

year, we compiled guidelines on how to convey information on medical research findings in an easy-to-understand manner.

Medicine is a branch of science, and like most branches of science, specialists in this field use a context that has developed independently from

the one used by the general public. As such, health communication requires that we keep those differences in mind as we work to build common

understanding. In particular, when participation from citizens is necessary, steps must be taken to fully bridge the gaps in awareness toward the

contexts used by health professionals and the general public before any final decisions are made. I believe that doing so will be the first step in

achieving smooth health communication.
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Japan is a high-context society where people find it relatively easy to convey ideas without having to rely on words. There are also predetermined

formats that scientists and health professionals use to share information (such as when presenting research designs or evidence) that help to

foster mutual understanding even when details are left out. As a result, extremely high context communication takes place in the worlds of

science, medicine, and healthcare. The combination of society’s presumption that meaning can be conveyed without using words when health

information is transmitted in Japan and the unique context used when specialists like scientists and health professionals transmit information may

have resulted in a form of communication that is very complex and difficult to understand.

Channels for obtaining health information are becoming more diverse and expansive. In the past, medical researchers bought articles and books

to keep up-to-date on the latest information in health and medicine. Today, that information is very open and can be viewed by anyone over the

internet. People also have increasing opportunities to share information using tools like social networks.

◼ The utilization of personal health data outside of health facilities

In the past, most personal health data was held in medical records and was kept within health institutions. Today, however, as seen in the use of

real-world data and personal health records (PHRs) outside of health institutions, personal health data is expanding in scope, and its use as a form

of health and medical data is predicted to continue growing in the future. In response to this change, discussions on who owns the information

held in electronic medical records are being held repeatedly. The current thinking is that the information in electronic medical records is the most

personal form of information and that it belongs to the individual. However, electronic medical records are currently considered to be the

property of health institutions which are also charged with managing and preserving them, so the nature of this information is highly unique.

While the management of one’s own health information is gradually being passed off to the individual, there are high hurdles to allowing patients

to hold and manage their own medical records, making it impractical. It is urgent that we establish a system that enables people to manage

individual health data.

In recent years, the Government of Japan has been promoting the widespread adoption of PHRs. PHRs are a form of health data for storing

information on an individual’s health and physical condition. They may seem like a relatively new topic of discussion, but Japan has one long-

standing type of PHR that it can be proud of: the Maternal and Child Health (MCH) Handbook. While not digital, these handbooks are a

representative example of a PHR that allows parents to track their child’s weight and health status and that provides a portable option for storing

information on a child’s growth and vaccination history. Even after someone reaches adulthood, their MCH Handbook can serve as a record of

their vaccination history and be used to track their health before birth and as an infant. The MCH Handbook provides one good example of people

managing health information on their own and, in the near future, this sort of culture around self-management may become more common. The

Government is also encouraging more widespread use of PHRs and is advancing efforts to more effectively manage and utilize health information.

Global growth in the health tech sector has been remarkable. Worldwide, the market for healthcare apps is estimated to be worth USD$10.4

billion while the mobile health market is estimated to be worth USD$74 billion. This sector also has an extremely high growth rate of about 20%.

In Japan, the markets for wearable devices and digital technologies are expanding rapidly. Progress is being made in research on healthcare apps

and the number of meta-analyses on their effectiveness is increasing. Using the results of these efforts, we are gradually building up knowledge

regarding the usefulness of healthcare apps. Our knowledge in this area is predicted to continue growing in the future.
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◼ The characteristics of channels for obtaining health information have changed over time

The essential purpose of medicine and healthcare is to address health issues, and while people tend to believe that the more information that is

provided, the better, people on the receiving end of information have the unconscious tendency to pick up and discard information based on their

current feelings or circumstances. The potential psychological impact of information on recipients must be taken into consideration when

communicating health information. How people receive information and the psychological impact of that information varies from person to

person, so particular care must be given to communication.

Furthermore, in healthcare, information and procedures can have a direct impact on human life, making it an area with an extremely narrow

tolerance for trial and error. In this regard, healthcare is more demanding than other sectors. This makes accuracy a vital aspect when

communicating health information.

◼ Unique aspects of health information and items to keep in mind when handling it
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Keiko Yamada (Associate Professor, Saitama Prefectural University; Principal Investigator, Project on Disseminating Medical Research Results in an
Easy-to-Understand Manner)

Professor Keiko Yamada graduated from the University of Tokyo Graduate School of Medicine and Faculty of Medicine. After serving at
departments of orthopedics and emergency medicine in Tokyo, Professor Yamada completed a Master of Medical Administration degree at
Tokyo Medical and Dental University. She then moved abroad to study at the Dana-Farber/Harvard Cancer Center Health Communication Core.
After returning to Japan, Professor Yamada served at the University of Tokyo Hospital Department of Orthopaedic Surgery and was appointed
Visiting Researcher at the University of Tokyo Department of Medical Informatics and Economics. She then studied at Harvard T.H. Chan School
of Public Health and served in the Department of Healthcare Information Management at the University of Tokyo Hospital before assuming her
current position. Her specialties and qualifications include orthopedic surgeon, Doctor of Medicine, and Master of Public Health and Health
Policy. She has been operating an online guide to women’s health called “All About” since 2001.

◼ Awareness toward science and medicine among Japanese people

◼ Overview of “The Guidebook on Disseminating Medical Research Results in an Easy-to-Understand Manner”

Based on the idea that narrowing the gap between the contexts used by health professionals and by the general public even slightly and helping

them know each other better will lead to better decision-making within health communication, our project developed a guidebook on providing

easy-to-understand explanations on findings from medical research.

The guidebook is mainly for people responsible for transmitting health information and focuses on a formal writing style that is well-suited to

press releases and other such publications. When creating the Guidebook, we incorporated various opinions from experts as well as members of

the general public.

When creating the Guidebook, we sorted our questions into two categories: basic and advanced. The basic questions dealt mainly with language

usage. The advanced problems, however, took into account more complex elements like the statistics and research designs used in medical

research. To draft the basic questions, we created and analyzed corpora (large-scale linguistic text data) and performed a survey based on our

findings. When drafting the advanced questions, we conducted a literature review of publications from Japan and overseas. Then, based on the

findings of that review, members of our research group held discussions that incorporated multiple perspectives. Finally, all of our discussions

were summarized and compiled into checklists and glossaries.

The checklist is divided into two sections: basic and practical. The basic section is for creating easy-to-understand documents and provides advice

about writing style, readability, and overall visual clarity. In addition to medical research, the basic section is intended to be useful for scientific

research and all varieties of reference materials. The practical section focuses on key points that are unique to medical research.

As for terminology, as described above, the Guidebook also includes explanations of terms selected according to the corpora (the database of

language resources). Specifically, two corpora were created: one with articles for specialists in medical research and one with articles for the

general public. After extracting nouns using morphological analysis, 33 word groups and 68 words were selected after being deemed important

and worthy of explanation by multiple team members. Then, an online survey on understanding toward that terminology was conducted among

3,000 people (2,400 members of the general public and 600 specialists). Terminology explanations were compiled using all of the items listed

above.

In the process of compiling the Guidebook, it became clear to us that the same sentences would be interpreted in different ways by health

professionals and the general public. As mentioned above, these differences in perception occur due to the phrases being used in different

contexts, and I think people who disseminate health information must first understand the contexts of both these parties before conducting

research. I hope our Guidelines will assist them in doing that.

In general, people in Japan think answers from science are guaranteed. When focusing on information accuracy, this firmly rooted preconception

must be taken into account. As medicine is a branch of science, people tend to think of it as something that has already been perfected, and this

leads people to believe that errors are unacceptable. In reality, based on the research that is conducted day by day, new knowledge and

techniques are being discovered and updated over time. During the COVID-19 pandemic, for example, specialists shared their latest findings

regularly in the media as they learned more about the virus. However, those specialists were criticized for presenting information that was

different from what had been shared before. In this manner, people in Japan have the strong impression that medicine and healthcare are

finished products. When transmitting information, steps must be taken to overcome this preconception in society’s subconscious.
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