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Language 
barriers can 
cause faulty 

communication & 
poor decision 

making.

The need for improved language access plans in 
healthcare is widespread. As language diversity 
continues to expand, so does the challenge to 
provide adequate interpreting and translation 
services. Inadequate language access services 
in healthcare are associated with poorer 
patient outcomes. Extensive research 
conducted by the Institute of Medicine (IOM) 
shows that language barriers can cause faulty 
communication and poor decision making on 
the part of both patients and providers (1). The 
good news: this disparity in care can be 
overcome with a comprehensive language 
access plan designed to improve patient care, 
satisfaction and safety. 

Expert Insights from the Field

(1.) American Institutes for Research. (2005). A Patient Centered Guide to Implementing Language Access Services in 

Healthcare Organizations (Rep. No. 282-98-0029)



Identifying Language Needs

There are several factors to consider when strategizing language access in healthcare, 

including language needs, facility size, interpretation modes and cost effectiveness. The 

first step is to identify the language needs of the community. This can be accomplished by 

looking at the top foreign languages, the percentage of limited English proficient (LEP) 

people in the area, the number of encounters the facility has had with LEP patients, the 

number of languages encountered and any recent increase in interpreter requests. Refugee 

resettlement communities must take into account any projected increase in languages of 

lesser diffusion. Internal data, including patient race, ethnicity and language preference 

can be collected at intake, admission or registration. Community outreach and external 

information such as U.S. Census Bureau data and American Community Survey data can 

also provide valuable insight for determining patient language needs (1). The size and 

scope of the facility should also be taken into account, including the number of beds in 

each hospital, outpatient clinic and/or inpatient center. 

(1.) American Institutes for Research. (2005). A Patient Centered Guide to Implementing Language Access Services in 

Healthcare Organizations (Rep. No. 282-98-0029)



Most facilities use three modes of interpretation: on-site interpretation, video remote 

interpretation (VRI) and over the phone interpretation (OPI). Each mode of interpretation 

has advantages and situations in which it is most appropriate. The onsite interpretation 

team usually consists of medical interpreting staff for the top languages in the area. For 

other onsite interpretation needs, facilities typically use local contracted medical 

interpreters. On-site interpretation is best suited for more delicate or lengthier 

conversations that call for a more personal approach, such as new diagnosis or end of life 

discussions. Video remote interpretation (VRI) is ideal for immediate need situations, 

providing patients with access to an interpreter in the language they need at the push of a 

button. Over the phone interpretation (OPI) is best for short conversations that do not rely 

on visual cues, such as booking appointments or requesting prescription refills. Different 

situations call for different modes of interpretation. An important step to building a 

successful language access plan is to clearly define when to use each mode.  

When defining when to use each mode, it is 

important to consider cost effectiveness. 

OPI and VRI are advantageous cost wise, as 

they only bill for actual interpreting time, 

not travel. Both wait times and 

unnecessary expenses are reduced. On-site 

contract interpreters typically charge 30 

minutes of travel time each way plus a full 

hour of interpreting. This results in a 

minimum of 2 hours of interpreting time, 

regardless of the length of the interpreting 

session. To get a better idea of the cost-

effectiveness of each mode of 

interpretation, it is helpful to calculate the 

cost per encounter. 

Defining When to Use Each Mode

Another factor to consider is accessibility. VRI services are usually provided on a limited 

number of devices that are located in designated areas. There are also a limited number 

of on-site interpreters available in certain languages. OPI services are unique in that they 

can be accessed on any phone, including hospital land lines, cell phones and other 

handheld devices. This makes OPI the most accessible option, especially considering that 

most phone interpreting providers are available 24 hours a day. Situations, cost 

effectiveness and accessibility should all be taken into consideration when determining 

which mode of interpretation to use.



To provide a more valuable guide on 

best practice for managing staff and 

contract interpreters, we reached out to 

several key clients and have 

incorporated their key insights below. 

Learning from the Experts

(2.) 2017, July 21. Phone interview with Texas Children’s Hospital Representative.

Texas Children’s Hospital uses VRI, on-

site and OPI interpreters in combination 

with full time staff interpreters. Since 

implementing Stratus Video’s VRI 

service, the organization has 

experienced better interpreter 

utilization.

Texas Children’s Hospital

Located in Houston, TX, Texas 

Children’s Hospital is a not-for-profit 

healthcare organization whose mission is 

to create a healthier future for women 

and children by leading in patient care, 

education and research. 

Faster interpreter response time and 

better connectivity have made providers 

more open to using the technology, 

which has resulted in higher utilization 

of interpreting services for LEP patients 

(2). 

Texas Children’s Hospital captures the 

patient’s preferred language at 

registration when the patient first 

schedules an appointment. The request 

is then auto-routed to scheduling. The 

facility measures all modes of 

interpretation based on time. Certain 

on-site interpreting sessions have typical 

durations. For example, educational 

sessions typically last two hours, while 

palliative care lasts approximately one 

hour. This insight is helpful when 

coordinating the assistance of an on-site 

interpreter (2). 

Texas Children’s Hospital translates 

written educational materials, formal 

letters and anything pertaining to 

informed consent in the patient’s 

preferred language. The language 

services department recently 

transitioned their translation process to 

translate visit summaries directly into 

their medical record versus translating 

the summaries in a separate document 

and then uploading them. This transition 

has saved the hospital a significant 

amount of time, from an average of 2 

hours to an average of 45 minutes (2). 



Learning from the Experts

(3.) 2017, July 21. Phone interview with Lehigh Valley Health Network Representative.

Lehigh Valley Network

Lehigh Valley Health Network provides 

advanced healthcare supported by 

education and clinical research to the 

people of their community with services 

in primary, trauma, emergency, 

intensive, and specialist care. The 

system also offers virtual video visits 

and surgery services to its patient 

population. 

that has greatly expanded their access 

to qualified medical interpreters in the 

surrounding area. Since implementation, 

interpreter workflow has improved 

significantly, and interpreter 

accessibility has increased. The health 

system now receives more requests to 

use onsite interpreters because of its 

ease of use. The health system has also 

seen improved interpreter efficiency 

and video quality as well as a decrease 

in cost from the implementation of 

Stratus Video’s VRI platform (3). 

LVHN captures the patient’s preferred 

language at the time of registration. 

Their electronic medical record system 

routes the request to the language 

services department, and interpretation 

sessions are arranged based on the 

information provided. The department 

measures interpretation sessions based 

on time, including idle time. Total time 

is the most crucial measure. Peak times 

are assessed via heat maps (3). 

The health system translates 

educational materials in house. 

Research, consent and financial 

document translations are outsourced. 

Discharge instruction summaries are 

sight translated by interpreters prior to 

patients leaving the hospital in order to 

ensure meaningful understanding. LVHN 

considers the following documents to be 

vital: death certificates, HIPAA 

documents, patient bill of rights and 

financial agreements (3). 

The language services department 

provides VRI, OPI and onsite 

interpretation services. VRI is utilized in 

all hospital locations, including 

outpatient facilities. Full time staff 

interpreters are used in conjunction 

with contract interpreters. For ASL 

requests, LVHN initiates sessions with 

VRI. If onsite interpretation is preferred 

by the patient, the health system 

switches to onsite once the ASL 

interpreter arrives (3).

In order to meet a growing demand for 

onsite interpretation, LVHN recently 

implemented Stratus InPerson, an 

interpreter management application



Learning from the Experts

(4.) 2017, July 17. Phone interview with JPS Health Network Representative.

JPS Health Network

JPS Health Network is a regional and 

national leader in improving the patient 

and family experience. Based in Fort 

Worth, Texas, JPS Health Network is 

dedicated to improving access to care, 

patient outcome and the quality of 

patient health.

Interpreters note other details such as 

check in, start time, end time, 

interpretation type, e.g., discharge 

instructions, consultation, & who they 

interpreted for, whether it be a doctor, 

nurse or other hospital staff (4).  

The patient’s preferred language is 

captured as part of the check-in 

process. There is a preferred language 

field on the check in form followed by a 

question asking whether an interpreter 

is needed. Requests are then 

automatically sent to the language 

services department for scheduling. VRI 

sessions are measured by minutes. OPI 

and onsite interpretation sessions are 

measured by encounter (4).

JPS Health Network provides in house 

translation for the hospital’s top three 

most requested languages: Spanish 

Vietnamese and Arabic.  Any others are 

translated upon request. The health 

system considers vital documents to be 

anything educational that impacts the 

community. All document translation 

requests are reviewed by the Education 

Committee to determine the level of 

community impact. Most translation is 

completed in house by the onsite 

interpretation team. In 1996, almost all 

translation requests were exclusively for 

Spanish. By 2007, the health system 

started receiving frequent requests for 

Arabic and Vietnamese (4). 

The language services department at JPS 

Health Network faces the challenge of 

meeting the needs of a very diverse 

patient population. They currently have 

45 onsite staff interpreters in Spanish, 

Vietnamese, Arabic, Farsi and American 

Sign Language. All staff interpreters 

have completed the Bridging the Gap 

program, which includes extensive 

training in the interpreter code of ethics 

and professional interpreting standards. 

In addition, the language services 

department requires all interpreters to 

complete a shadowing program to 

ensure that qualifications and 

professional standards are met. 

Since implementing Stratus Video’s VRI 

service, the system has experienced 

improved interpreter utilization. End 

users now prefer using video over 

telephonic interpretation due to its on-

demand nature and visual aspects (4). 

The team utilizes a physician report 

portal to automatically track interpreter 

minutes. End users document the 

interpreter mode used. 



Steward Health Care System is a 

physician led health care organization 

recognized as a national leader in 

integrated health care delivery. The 

health care system greatly emphasizes 

the importance of quality patient 

outcome, which is reflected in their 

commitment to provide world class 

care to the community. 

Steward Health has offered interpreter 

services since 1993 and currently has 

staff interpreters in Haitian Creole, 

French, Portuguese, Spanish, Russian, 

Vietnamese, Cantonese, Mandarin, and 

Ukrainian, among other languages, who 

are utilized over the phone, over video 

and onsite. With a total of 108 staff 

interpreters, the team is equipped to 

provide 89% of their own interpretation 

in house. The language services 

department has seen a great increase 

in interpreter utilization since 

implementing its twelve-seat video call 

center in conjunction with Stratus 

Video. 

The video call center enables staff 

interpreters to take sessions in all 

locations, which saves a considerable 

amount of time. In addition, the team 

utilizes outside VRI and OPI 

interpreters to supplement for 

languages that are not available 

onsite. Occasionally, contract onsite 

interpreters for languages of lesser 

diffusion are also utilized depending 

on the context of the situation (5).

Since implementing the video call 

center and distributing iPads 

throughout the system, the language 

services department has filled the gap 

of interpreter demand. While the 

system has not seen a decrease in 

overall cost, they have experienced an 

increase in interpreter utilization. This 

indicates that by having easier access 

to language services, providers are 

more likely to use them. By providing a 

greater number of LEP and Deaf/HoH

patients with interpreters, health care 

systems experience shorter lengths of 

stay and lower readmission rates of 

LEP and Deaf/HoH patients (5).

The patient’s primary language, 

preferred language to discuss 

healthcare and preferred language of 

healthcare documents are captured at 

intake. Interpreter productivity is 

measured by encounter. The team 

analyzes request data (one patient 

typically has several encounters 

throughout their time in the hospital) 

to calculate total interpreter session 

times.

Learning from the Experts

(5.) 2017, August 16. Phone interview with Steward Health Representative.

Steward Health Care System



Learning from the Experts

Interpretation services are then charted in the system’s electronic medical record. The 

language services department confirms all session details, including patient language, 

country of origin, the person requesting interpretation (doctor, nurse, etc.), subject 

matter as well as session start and end times (5). 

Steward Health considers the following documents to be vital: HIPAA, patient rights, 

patient education and welcome guides. Routine documents are translated in the most 

common languages in house. Any document summaries that are verbally given by the 

physician are also interpreted (5).

(5.) 2017, August 16. Phone interview with Steward Health Representative.



Conclusion

With growing concerns about language disparities in healthcare and increasingly diverse 

populations on the rise, effective language access services are in high demand. As legal 

mandates expand, providers scramble to ensure compliance. The implementation of a 

comprehensive language access plan can improve access to care, safety and satisfaction 

for LEP patients. Language access plans should be monitored and reassessed on an 

ongoing basis. Any changes in demographics, types of services offered, or other language 

needs can influence the effectiveness of the language access plan. Identifying language 

needs, defining when to use each mode of interpretation, assessing interpreter quality, 

ensuring compliance and training staff are all essential steps to building a comprehensive 

language access plan. 

At Stratus Video, our opportunity to strengthen the connection between technology and 

human interaction is what inspires us. We are committed to enabling visual connections 

and vital conversations. Stratus Video offers a complete language access solution that 

includes over-the-phone, video remote, and onsite interpretation along with an easy-to-

use translation service. Our services leverage every day technology like tablets, 

smartphones, and laptops to ensure easy integration into your existing processes.

To learn more, visit our website now at

www.stratusvideo.com


