5 Tips for Working with Medical Interpreters
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Effective communication is essential to healthcare interactions at all levels. When

patients have limited-English proficiency (LEP), or speak different languages, it is nearly
impossible for clear communication to take place.

Interpreters provide an essential bridge to effective communication with LEP patients.
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5 Tips for Working with Medical Interpreters

1. Stay focused on the patient.
The patient should always be your primary focus, even when the interpreter is
translating. This communicates your respect for the patient and best
approximates a direct conversation. It also allows you to study the patient’s body
language and inflection, which can provide useful information, such as his/her
level of comfort and trust. While telephonic interactions do not allow for visual
cues, auditory cues like tone and inflection still offer relevant information to both
you and the interpreter.

2. Speak clearly, pause frequently, and check for understanding.
When there is a language barrier present, it is especially important to make the
conversation as understandable as possible. Keeping a comfortable pace,
breaking the conversation into short segments, and having the patient “play back”
his/her understanding are all useful tools for ensuring clarity and comprehension.
It can also be helpful to encourage the interpreter to clarify terms with you, and to

“replay” the interpretation back to you if you have any concerns about accuracy.

3. Avoid medical jargon and acronyms.
Although it can be difficult to avoid jargon and acronyms that are second-nature
to you, medical terminology can be both confusing and alienating to non-medical
professionals. Many individuals will simply go along with the conversation rather
than ask questions or acknowledge their lack of understanding, so it is best not to
assume anything. Introduce medical terminology in plain language and always

confirm understanding.

4. Plan for extra time.
Interpretation will necessarily double the length of your conversation, since every
word will have to be spoken twice. Planning ahead can help you reduce the
possibility of expressing impatience, which can be extremely detrimental to even
the most basic of interactions. Being generous with your time will help build your

patient’s trust and confidence in your care.
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increasing the chances of his or her willingness to buy into and follow-through
with your instructions. One of the quickest ways to lose your patient’s trust is to
keep him or her out of the loop, or to interrupt while s/he is speaking. Always wait
until the patient is finished talking, and address him or her of any side

conversations you need to have with the interpreter.

Learn more: Office guide to communicating with limited English proficient patients |

American Medical Association

(LANGUAGE & LITERACY) (MEDICAL INTERPRETERS)

Related Posts

Best Practices for Working with Medical Interpreters

LEP Cultural Competency [Event Recap + Q&A]

10 Culturally Diverse Podcasts to Combat Implicit Bias

ABOUT QI

Quality Interactions accelerates health equity initiatives with industry-leading cultural competency training.

c,) Quality
? Interactions



http://www.multiculturalmentalhealth.ca/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/lep_booklet.pdf
https://www.qualityinteractions.com/blog/topic/language-literacy
https://www.qualityinteractions.com/blog/topic/medical-interpreters
https://www.qualityinteractions.com/blog/best-practices-for-working-with-medical-interpreters
https://www.qualityinteractions.com/blog/lep-cultural-competency-event-recap-qa
https://www.qualityinteractions.com/blog/10-culturally-diverse-podcasts-to-combat-implicit-bias
https://www.qualityinteractions.com/cs/c/?cta_guid=c7f85d95-5779-4a11-8816-b7a2165cdbd1&signature=AAH58kHsWumBL-9fvlV8GcF7y2MmhG2F9A&pageId=5279455940&placement_guid=ad9708a0-2ea9-41d2-8c01-bbf34a846abb&click=4ca8c8a8-2aa2-4730-b105-986fbc6c6452&hsutk=d3c81309ac1990b876135f5d8cfd01c8&canon=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.qualityinteractions.com%2Fblog%2F5-tips-for-working-with-interpreters&portal_id=2948922&redirect_url=APefjpFAFsIcl6dZwHW5lUsT_pvnz-8U7lwXZzyZaEdj1WRTVUS6StZOgx3QTWY3n-QyRgwILB2bmNePdt7AYsagvj0Br4JCgYDUv2ca-xH5YXf1to6R_yu3GRrgNf9B5T90Lr5Y2uph&__hstc=118236246.d3c81309ac1990b876135f5d8cfd01c8.1681445430604.1681445430604.1681445430604.1&__hssc=118236246.1.1681445430604&__hsfp=3393420632&contentType=blog-post
https://www.qualityinteractions.com/cs/c/?cta_guid=b786b203-a952-45ef-a20f-7f276cd4e89a&signature=AAH58kHnHSmCTqNGZlsvr1aB87SMH1I6xw&pageId=5279455940&placement_guid=164d558e-11fb-411a-9ada-8ed96bcaff39&click=99c05032-fef6-4455-ba16-cb53241abff7&hsutk=d3c81309ac1990b876135f5d8cfd01c8&canon=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.qualityinteractions.com%2Fblog%2F5-tips-for-working-with-interpreters&portal_id=2948922&redirect_url=APefjpHsSSkngY4VjKtvEot-o-UMhi4lIvVQs_2gfaXq3xc0ADryp1LcqpYy9aF0KuSSVF1XY-chymE8Q-Bhp0qBS7mh666Y8ZxfonJGpVepR7Wa-Mpf7hiCI2NXOKMXbUbzREQAg6Ju&__hstc=118236246.d3c81309ac1990b876135f5d8cfd01c8.1681445430604.1681445430604.1681445430604.1&__hssc=118236246.1.1681445430604&__hsfp=3393420632&contentType=blog-post
https://www.qualityinteractions.com/

