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P a t i E n t  s a F E t Y

The Medically Trained Interpreter 911.

When patients and doctors speak different languages, costs increase, 
 quality of care is compromised, and patient health is put at risk. 

 Every detail matters. 
 Accuracy can profoundly impact patient lives. And in emergency situations, 

 seconds can mean the difference between life and death.

Federal law obligates government funded healthcare institutions to provide language 
 access to all patients. To comply, some offer in-house, bilingual staff. 

 Others use over-the-phone services. However, even among those 
 with formal language training, the level of quality varies greatly. 

Using a service with scheduled, medically trained interpreters will help you facilitate clear, 
 accurate communication between caregivers and patients, eliminate misinterpretation 

 of technical terms, and improve quality of care. Simply put, there is no substitute 
 for an interpreter trained and certified for medical calls.

In many cases—usually when an LSP relies on contractors—interpreters are neither medically trained nor 
 scheduled, making it difficult to get consistent, quality interpretation when you need it most. 

 Also, working with contract interpreters who don’t sign confidentiality agreements 
 will put you in violation of HIPAA. 
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Number of interpretation mistakes made during an average clinical encounter:

The severe consequences of miscommunication 
The rate of adverse events—involving severe harm or death—is twice as high for 
limited-English patients as it is for English-speaking patients. 

Medical miscues by untrained interpreters
Potentially dangerous interpreter errors include omitting vital information, 
misinterpreting symptoms, substituting personal instructions for physician  
instructions, and advising patients not to answer questions.

One word can do irreversible damage
The misinterpretation of a single Spanish word led to a potentially preventable case  
of quadriplegia and a $71 million malpractice settlement.  

The states mandate language access
California, Hawaii, Maryland, New York, and Washington all have new or existing 
regulations requiring access to qualified language assistance services for all patients.

California’s SB853 grants no exceptions 
HMOs in California are now required to provide written and verbal language 
assistance to any plan member who needs it, at no additional cost to the member.
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Be Wary of Low-Cost LSPs

Don’t make the mistake of thinking all LSPs are alike. They’re not.  
If a price seems too good to be true, it should quickly raise a  

red flag because, for almost every low-ball price,  
there’s a revealing reason behind it.

Some LSPs retain contract interpreters to sidestep paying taxes. Others hire unqualified interpreters so 
they can pay low wages. And a great number of them rely on third-party organizations 

 to deliver the service they can’t. Lowering operational costs in such dubious ways 
 allows them to undercut reputable competitors while maintaining 

 their own opportunistic margins. 

But cutting corners has nearly bankrupted a few major LSPs, landed others in dire financial 
circumstances, and cost the companies who hire them dearly, 

 in back taxes, penalties, and bad PR.
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Why We’re Telling You This
Language Line Services created the over-the-phone interpretation industry.  
We are truly passionate about language interpretation and its profound  
influence in our progressively multicultural society.

From our humble beginning as a community service, and through our 28 years of 
dedicated service, we’ve watched the industry flourish. We’ve seen firsthand the  
many benefits it provides to limited-English speaking customers, patients, and  
citizens. And we’ve witnessed the tremendous impact it has had on  
businesses and organizations everywhere. 

But now we see an alarming trend—the willingness among a growing number of 
language service providers to compromise their quality and to risk your company’s 
welfare in pursuit of a quick buck. And many of these same providers aren’t  
being very forthright with you about the way they do business. 

We feel it is our obligation to warn you. Our hope is to prevent your business from 
finding itself in some undue predicament, and to help restore our own  
industry’s integrity in the process. In that spirit, we are including a  
brief list of questions with this booklet that you should pose to  
any LSP with whom you’re considering doing business.

We believe you deserve excellent service for a fair cost.  
We also believe you’re entitled to the truth. 

To help you make an informed educated decision  
we’ve included a quick reference guide entitled -  
The 10 Questions You Should Ask Any Language Service Provider.
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Language Line Services 
World Headquarters
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1-800-752-6096
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