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A  R I S K  M A N A G E M E N T  &  PAT I E N T  S A F E T Y  P U B L I C AT I O N

Published comments of the cases/laws 
contained in this publication should not

be considered legal advice applicable 
to a specific situation. Legal guidance for 

individual matters should be obtained 
from a retained attorney.
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Are Doctors Required to Provide
Interpreters for Office Visits?
The simple answer is yes. The physician is responsible to provide an interpreter 1 

or translator, if one is requested by the patient and the physician is responsible for 
the cost. This is a common question received by our Risk Management Hotline.
Consider the following assertions.

Translation Resources

Costs for phone interpretation 
services vary and are based 
on a monthly usage fee and 
cost per minute.

How often do your patients think, “Are you speaking my language?” Consider 
this – you are in the midst of seeing your morning patients and then suddenly
you are told that there is a patient in the next room who is deaf. Or you find out
upon entering one of your exam rooms that the patient does not speak English.
What is your responsibility?

There are many resources available to help you better communicate
with your patients and assist you in complying with your legal 
obligations. Bilingual office staff, outside interpretation services,
students from nearby colleges for ASL or family (if appropriate) 
may assist the healthcare provider to communicate effectively 
with patients.

For help locating an interpreter association near you, go to 
Medical Leadership Council on Cultural Proficiency Language 
Access Database at www.medicalleadership.org.
Companies that provide trained telephone language 
interpreters for health care workers include Language Line 
at http://www.languageline.com.
For more information about caring for patients with limited English
proficiency go to http://www.lep.gov or www.hhs.gov/ocr/lep.

May I close my practice to hearing
impaired, deaf, or LEP patients?
No. This type of discrimination is 
prohibited by Federal and State law.
Am I required to have an interpreter 
for a deaf or LEP patient at every
appointment?

The Federal and State guidelines pro-
vide that the need for an interpreter
depends on the “complexity of the 
medical matter”. The rule of thumb is
that the more complicated the length
of the interaction, the more likely that
an interpreter is necessary.

This article will address two different
laws which pertain to the required use
of interpreters and translators in the
physicians’ office practice. The American
with Disabilities Act (ADA) pertains to
persons with physical and mental
handicaps. (For the purposes of this
article, this law will be discussed 
pertaining to only the deaf and hearing
impaired patients will be discussed.)
The other important law is Title VI of
the 1964 Civil Rights Act (CRA) and it
applies to patients with Limited
English Proficiency (LEP). If you are
receiving federal reimbursement for

any of your patients, you are required
to follow the CRA.
Both laws generally require that
physicians’ provide interpreters for
these patients in their practice with-
out discrimination unless doing so is
an undue burden, or if the cost to the
physician substantially exceeds the
benefit to the patient. The section
which follows attempts to answer
some of our physicians’ frequently
asked question to our Hotline.
1 For the purposes of this article the terms translator 
and interpreter will be used interchangeably.

Frequently Asked Questions
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