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Abstract

Background: Negative events are abusive, potentially dangerous or life-threatening health care events, as
perceived by the patient. Patients’ perceptions of negative events are regarded as a potentially important source of
information about the quality of health care. We explored negative events in hospital care as perceived by
immigrant patients.

Methods: Semi-structured individual and group interviews were conducted with respondents about negative
experiences of health care. Interviews were transcribed and analyzed using a framework method. A total of 22
respondents representing 7 non-Dutch ethnic origins were interviewed; each respondent reported a negative
event in hospital care or treatment.

Results: Respondents reported negative events in relation to: 1) inadequate information exchange with care
providers; 2) different expectations between respondents and care providers about medical procedures; 3)
experienced prejudicial behavior on the part of care providers.

Conclusions: We identified three key situations in which negative events were experienced by immigrant patients.
Exploring negative events from the immigrant patient perspective offers important information to help improve
health care. Our results indicate that care providers need to be trained in adequately exchanging information with
the immigrant patient and finding out specific patient needs and perspectives on illness and treatment.

Background
Patients are considered a potentially important source of
information about problems or incidents within health
care [1]. Their observations can be used in health care
quality and safety improvement initiatives [1]. While it
has been recognized that not all patients may be able or
willing to identify problems and incidents in their care,
errors detected by patients are not easily identified by
other means such as reports from health professionals
or medical record reviews [2]. Patients’ perceptions of
problems and incidents may thus add to a broader
understanding of problems in in-patient care [3].
Patients may be particularly capable to report on inter-
personal problems, such as lack of respect or insufficient
information, and on incidents related to the delivery of
care. Patients may, however, be less likely to notice defi-
ciencies in technical quality of health care and in the

appropriateness of medical decisions [4]. Research on
the patient perspective on problems and incidents in
health care rarely includes ethnic minority patients.
There is, as Johnstone and Kanitsaki [5] put it, a “pau-
city” of research on the experiences with problems and
incidents of patients from diverse cultural and language
backgrounds. That it may be important to include eth-
nic minority patients’ perceptions of problems and inci-
dents within health care, is indicated by the large
amount of studies that document racial/ethnic dispari-
ties in the diagnosis and treatment of various conditions
[6]. Language differences between care provider and
patient as well as the use of family or friends as inter-
preters instead of professional interpreters can lead to
errors and incidents, with potentially serious clinical
consequences [7-10]. Bias, stereotyping, prejudice, and
clinical uncertainty on the part of health care providers
may contribute to racial and ethnic disparities in health
care. Important safety incidents in the eyes of ethnic
minority patients were those in which racism or preju-
dice occurred [11]. Garrett et al. found in their study
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that immigrant patients in the Emergency Department
experienced negative events in relation to staff neglect,
communication and language issues, as well as medica-
tion and diagnostic errors [12].
In order to get more insight in the situations in which

patients have negative experiences with health care, we
explored in this paper the perceptions of immigrant
patients in hospital care and treatment. In contrast to
other researchers’ findings that patients reports are
a reliable method to identify error and harm in medical
practice [1], we believed that patient’s perceptions of an
event may not necessarily match the views of the care
provider, and therefore cannot be termed as an adverse
event, a patient safety incident or an error. We will use
in this paper the term ‘negative event’ to refer to an
abusive, potentially dangerous or life-threatening health
care event, as perceived by the patient [12]. We want to
identify the specific situations in which immigrant
patients perceived negative events in hospital care and
treatment.

Methods
Design
This qualitative study was conducted using semi-
structured interviews involving immigrant respondents.
In the interview, they described a negative event from
their own or friend/family member’s experience. We
used the critical incident technique, in which partici-
pants are asked to describe an event about a remarkable
incident [13,14]. This technique helps to obtain rich
contextual information, as it uncovers tacit knowledge
by allowing participants to describe what their thought
processes and actions were during the specific event. In
the present study, respondents were asked to recall a
remarkable incident in which, in their perception, some-
thing occurred during their medical care or treatment
that they had not expected, or that they found unusual
or inappropriate.

Respondents
Respondents included a convenience sample of 22
immigrants living in the Netherlands. We first contacted
by email our own network of health care providers pre-
viously established by our group for other research pro-
jects, and asked whether they knew anyone who had
experienced anything unusual or inappropriate in their
in-hospital medical care. Care providers either did not
know such a respondent or the respondent they
approached did not want to cooperate because, for
example, the experience had been too painful. Our
request finally resulted in one person: namely, the
daughter of a male respondent who had experienced
severe problems within the hospital, but who did not
want to be interviewed personally because the memory

was too painful for him to talk about. We then
approached by email about 20 contact persons in differ-
ent local immigrant organizations. They were asked
whether they knew anyone who had experienced
anything unusual or inappropriate in their in-hospital
medical care. Local immigrant organizations in the
Netherlands are usually small, and they help their mem-
bers with specific needs or problems. The chances were
therefore high that the contact persons would know
someone who had experiences with in-hospital care.
We received responses from a Chinese, a Portuguese,

and two Spanish-speaking immigrant organizations.
With their consent, we were able to approach two Chi-
nese respondents, one Portuguese respondent, a respon-
dent from Chili, and a respondent from the Dominican
Republic, respectively, for an interview. In addition, we
talked to a local organization that takes care of the
elderly from different ethnic backgrounds. This resulted
in two contact persons: An Italian contact person who
approached one person, and also wanted to be inter-
viewed himself; and a Turkish contact person who knew
of a small Turkish group of women meeting every week
to discuss all kinds of issues involving health and health
care. The mediator of this group was approached and
consented to a group interview. Before the group inter-
view took place, all members present agreed to it.
As is common in the Netherlands, the respondent’s

ethnic origin was classified in terms of the person not
having been born in the Netherlands, or having at least
one parent not born in the Netherlands [15]. The inter-
viewed respondents were of Turkish, Chinese, Italian,
Dominican, Chilean, Portuguese, and Surinamese origin
(additional file 1 summarizes the respondents’ character-
istics). The majority of respondents had limited knowl-
edge of the Dutch language, and most were middle-aged
first-generation immigrants. Initially, there were 20
respondents, but two interpreters we used for the inter-
views (see next paragraph on data collection) also
recalled a critical incident; the Turkish interpreter
seemed to have felt safe in the group interviews to join
the group discussion with her own experiences, and the
Chinese interpreter recalled a critical incident involving
somebody else who did not want to be interviewed
because of the painful memories she still had about the
event. Because of the richness of information regarding
both critical incidents reported by the interpreters, it
was decided to include these as well, which adds up to
a total sample of 22 respondents who were interviewed.

Ethical considerations
According to Dutch law, medical ethical approval for
this study was not required. Nevertheless, a considerable
effort was made to adequately deal with ethical consid-
erations: for example, the anonymity of the respondents
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and their data was guaranteed by the use of codes, and
a priori informed consent was obtained from all study
participants.

Data collection
Data were collected over a 4-month consecutive period
in 2008-2009. We conducted 11 interviews in total
(additional file 1 summarizes the respondents’ character-
istics in combination with the interview method). Of the
22 respondents, nine were interviewed individually, and
two group interviews were held with seven and six (all
Turkish women) respondents, respectively. For the Chi-
nese and Turkish interviews we used interpreters. The
(both female) interpreters we used were the contact per-
sons and knew the interviewees; we also felt they could
create a safe atmosphere for the interview. As men-
tioned above, two interpreters also joined the interview
with their experiences. Seven interviews were conducted
in Dutch with individual participants, and 15 partici-
pants were interviewed via a Turkish (in the group
interviews) or Chinese interpreter (in two individual
interviews). The two interpreters told about experiences
in Dutch. Interviews were conducted in a location pre-
ferred by the interviewees: for instance, at home or in
a community centre. Three individual interviews were
conducted by telephone at the request of the respon-
dents. Another respondent requested that his daughter
be interviewed because he found it too stressful to
repeat what had occurred. We used different kinds of
individual interviews, such as face-to-face or telephone,
and one interview with a daughter of a respondent. Part
of the data was collected by means of a ‘natural group
discussion’, defined as a group interview with people
who know each other already [16]. We decided to use
this combination of methods for four reasons. First, the
group setting may generate a safer environment for dis-
cussing painful or precarious experiences than a face-to-
face interview with an unknown interviewer. Similarly,
an interview by telephone at the request of the respon-
dent as well as an interview with a daughter instead of
the patient himself may have generated a safer environ-
ment to discuss difficult experiences. Second, the use of
group interviews enabled us to consult with a wider
range of individuals within the resource constraints of
the project. Third, interviews with natural groups pro-
vided a pragmatic solution in regard to data collection,
since many individuals were already part of pre-existing
groups and were more likely to participate by way of
these. Finally, we achieved triangulation of the method
of data collection. This involved collecting data from
different levels of persons, individuals, groups, and col-
lectives with the aim of validating data through multiple
perspectives on the phenomenon, in order to enhance
credibility of the results [17].

All respondents were interviewed using a semi-struc-
tured list of six questions (see box 1). Interviews lasted
from about 20 minutes (most of the telephone inter-
views) up to 2 hours (the group interviews), and were
conducted by the first author (JS). Of the 9 individual
interviews, 6 were face-to-face and tape-recorded, and 3
were telephone interviews during which notes were
made. All interviews were subsequently transcribed ver-
batim by the first author (JS) and an assistant. Only the
Dutch fragments were transcribed.

Data analysis
We used the framework method to analyze the tran-
scribed interviews [18,19]. Framework analysis developed
for applied qualitative research, takes a deductive
approach informed by a priori reasoning and is more
structured than other qualitative methods. This approach
involves a systematic process of sifting, charting, and
sorting material according to key issues and themes, and
has five stages: familiarization with the data, identifica-
tion of a thematic framework, indexing, charting, and
mapping/interpreting. The first author executed all stages
of the analysis. First the material was read and reviewed
carefully. During this familiarization stage, an overview of
the richness and diversity of the data was gained, and was
started with the process of abstraction and conceptualiza-
tion. While the data were reviewed, short notes were
made about the range of responses to our questions, as
well as about recurrent themes and issues that seemed to
be important to respondents, for example language pro-
blems played a crucial for many of them. Once the mate-
rial had been reviewed, the researcher identified in these
notes key issues and themes according to which the data
could be examined. This resulted in an initial thematic
framework of several topics, such as felt language pro-
blems, feelings of care providers who behaved ‘strange’ in
the eyes of respondents and feelings of prejudice. We
constructed three major subject charts: 1) perceptions of
the exchange of information between care provider and
patient; 2) perceptions of care providers’ perspectives on
the patient’s illness and treatment; and 3) experienced
discrimination and prejudice on the part of care provi-
ders. In the next stage, the framework was systematically
applied to the material, and all data were reread and
annotated accordingly. Text passages were coded,
grouped by code and then all passages with a particular
code were re-read to identify subthemes. The coding was
done manually by the first author, using a code book.
Finally, on the basis of these charts, patterns and connec-
tions could be described through an iterative and com-
parative process of searching, reviewing, and comparing
the data. To identify possible discrepancies, the first and
last author repetitively discussed and continuously
refined the analysis.
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Results
Three types of situations were identified in which
respondents experienced negative events: 1) situations in
which respondents felt that the exchange of information
between themselves and the care provider was inade-
quate; 2) situations in which different expectations
between respondents and care providers about medical
procedures played a role; and 3) situations in which
respondents felt mistreated because of the care provider’
prejudicial behavior. These types of situations were not
mutually exclusive, and some overlap occurred between
them. The analysis did not imply any absolute differ-
ences between the types of situations, but merely
described several possible conditions within the medical
care and treatment. All negative events were categorized
into one of the three types of situations; we choose for
the most dominant pattern that followed from the ana-
lysis. This means that a respondent’s description of
a negative event was categorized into one dominant
type of situation, because that was the dominant pattern,
but some respondents also briefly described something
that happened that could be categorized into one of the
other types of situations.

Situation 1: Respondents felt that exchange of
information was inadequate
Several respondents claimed they had not received suffi-
cient information from the care provider about their
medical condition. For example, a Dominican respon-
dent who was in the gynecology ward for laparoscopic
surgery on her uterus reported that she was unaware
after the operation that an indwelling urethral stent had
been put in place; this only became evident after the
stent became infected and caused her severe pain (see
additional file 2, respondent 4). In addition, her bladder
was accidentally perforated during laparoscopic surgery:

I don’t speak Dutch well, and if you’re in pain then it’s
easier to speak Spanish. The doctors thought some-
thing had happened, and they didn’t tell me. There
was a complication, and I wasn’t told about it. And I
had an indwelling stent I wasn’t informed about. I’m
still in pain now, and I have totally lost trust.

This respondent related the negative event explicitly
to not being informed well. She explained this by refer-
ring to her bad Dutch proficiency. Several other respon-
dents also experienced situations in which they were not
informed by care providers about their medical condi-
tion. A Chinese respondent told that she was very sur-
prised that after a hysterectomy only her uterus was
removed and not the ovaries and the cervix, as she
thought her doctor had explained to her.

Other respondents felt the information given by them-
selves to the care provider was not listened to or not
understood. For example, a Chinese respondent scheduled
for gynecological surgery to remove a leiomyoma asked
her daughter to translate and inform the care providers
that she could not undergo anesthesia without an exami-
nation because of an existing heart condition. On her way
to the operating theatre she repeated this again to a nurse
in her very limited Dutch, after which the operation was
cancelled (see additional file 2, respondent 2). The patient
elaborated on this, see the following excerpt:

Interviewer: So actually it went wrong because of lack
of communication?
Patient, through interpreter: Yes. On the one hand,
the daughter of the woman communicated the infor-
mation, but on the other hand, the care providers
did not read the patient record. They did not pay
attention. Hence, the woman does not think her care
was taken seriously.
Interviewer: How could this be improved?
Patient through interpreter: Before an operation, care
providers should read the patient record carefully
and take into account the special conditions of the
patients. Also, even though patients’ children can
come to the hospital to interpret, the woman would
have preferred a formal interpreter.

This respondent felt that bad communication contribu-
ted to the negative event. She also felt that care providers
had not read her patient record, nor ‘take into account
special conditions of patients’, which led her believe that
care providers did not take her care seriously. In contrast
to the Dominican respondent (additional file 2, respon-
dent 4), this respondent believed that the incident was
not caused by her failure to speak Dutch but by a short-
coming of the hospital. She suggested using formal inter-
preters instead of family members. In the Turkish group
interviews, several respondents mentioned too that they
would prefer a formal interpreter to a family member,
because family members could inadvertently fail to cor-
rectly interpret the “medical” conversation with the care
provider. For example, a Turkish respondent (additional
file 2, respondent 16) who generally took her son as an
interpreter when she went to the doctor stated:

If there are three things I only tell two. And the doc-
tor says: “I understand you well”. But how can he
understand me if I have the idea that I can’t explain
myself well?

This respondent reflected that she was withholding
information from the doctor when she took her son as
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an interpreter. However, she felt she was not taken ser-
iously by the doctor because - in her eyes - he did not
refer to the inadequate information exchange.
In summary, respondents who experienced a negative

event in relation to inadequate exchange of information
related this to language differences between themselves
and the care provider. Whereas one respondent felt this
was her fault, other respondents believed that it was
related to the choice of interpreter. Interestingly, all
patients felt themselves responsible for the interpreta-
tion of the consultation. No one knew that in the Neth-
erlands this is the responsibility of the care provider
(interpretation services are free for care providers and
they only have to make a phone call to make a reserva-
tion). Because of the inadequate information exchange,
respondents experienced mistrust in the care provider
or felt that their medical care was not taken seriously.

Situation 2: Respondents experienced a difference in
expectations between themselves and care providers
about medical procedures
In this type of situation, respondents experienced a dif-
ference in expectations between themselves and care
providers about medical procedures. Respondents for-
mulated this in terms of a care provider who did unex-
pected and/or illogical things. Either respondents
believed that something was very wrong with their med-
ical condition but the care provider did nothing; or
respondents believed that the care provider offered
treatment that the respondent thought was unnecessary.
This situation was primarily expressed by participants
of the Turkish interview groups, although other par-
ticipants referred briefly to it as well. For example, a
Turkish respondent (additional file 2, respondent 13)
reported that she went to the emergency room because
she felt extremely nauseous and thought she had eaten
something poisonous. To her surprise, she had to wait
5 hours before she was seen by a doctor; in the mean-
time, she was extremely anxious because she felt the
poison should be “taken out” as soon as possible.
Some respondents complained about seemingly small

issues in the light of a severe medical complication: for
example, the Dominican respondent whose bladder was
accidentally perforated (additional file 2, respondent 4).
The day after the operation, her treating physician went
abroad to attend a conference. The respondent could
not understand how her doctor could leave her after
making a medical error; she felt abandoned.
Other respondents believed that a certain treatment

was not necessary but to their surprise it was offered to
them. For example, another Turkish respondent related
that she was admitted to hospital with what she thought
was food poisoning (additional file 2, respondent 12).
To her astonishment, she underwent an operation and,

at the time of the present study, still does not under-
stand why she needed an operation to treat food poison-
ing. A Chinese respondent reported that she had had
several operations (additional file 2, respondent 1), and
that a procedure to remove a myoma from her uterus
was scheduled; however, she postponed it because, as
the interpreter explained:

She was told by her brother that a person can only
have anesthesia six times during a lifetime. She had
already had five operations, and did not want
a sixth. [...] She wanted to save the last operation in
case of something extremely serious.

From her perspective, this respondent had only one
operation left, and she wanted to keep this for a specific
occasion. This is in total contrast to the viewpoint of
the surgeon, who saw no problem in performing the
operation.
In summary, the respondents reported negative events

in relation to care providers who acted in their eyes illo-
gical and unexpected, and therefore felt that care provi-
ders did not act in their interests. The difference in
perspectives may be explained by language problems
between care provider and patient, when the care provi-
der was unable to adequately explain the biomedical
perspective to the patient. It also can be referred to as a
difference between an ‘illness perspective’ of the patient
and a ‘disease perspective’ of the care provider [20]. The
explanatory models that respondents used to explain
their illness, may bear little relation to those of the care
providers, and it is unclear to what extent the respon-
dents shared their perspective with the care provider.
Only the Chinese respondent (additional file 2, respon-
dent 1) explicitly referred to conflicting perspectives
between herself and her doctor.

Situation 3: Respondents felt excluded from optimal care
because care providers were prejudiced or discriminate
Several respondents felt that prejudice on the part of
care providers played a role. One example was a Surina-
mese patient (additional file 2, respondent 21) whose
postoperative complaints were not taken seriously; two
days after the operation it was discovered he had a per-
forated oesophagus and had to be transferred to Inten-
sive Care. In the interview, his daughter explained that
she thought care providers’ prejudice concerning how
ethnic minorities express pain may have played a role in
their neglect of the respondent’s complaints:

I believe they thought it was a different perception of
illness, and that was the reason the complaints were
not taken seriously. [...] [Interviewer: And what may
the different illness perception have been? ] That
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patients with an ethnic minority background have an
illness perception that is more dramatic, more severe,
more profound... This presumption may have played
a role.

This respondent was the only one who was fluent in
Dutch, and his daughter was highly educated and able
to reflect very clearly on the negative event. This was
the only negative event in which it was certain there
had not been a language problem between care provider
and patient. In this case the daughter also explained
that an official complaint was lodged with the com-
plaints committee of the hospital. To their astonishment
the hospital refused to admit that mistakes were made.
This respondent related the negative event to prejudi-

cial behaviour of care providers and saw that as a reason
why complaints were not taken seriously by care provi-
ders. Several other respondents felt that the negative
event was related to neglect. They felt that they, in con-
trast to Dutch patients, had to wait longer in the waiting
room or for a certain treatment. For example, the
Chinese respondent (additional file 2, respondent
2) whose operation was cancelled was told to wait for
an examination by a cardiologist. Despite waiting for
several hours, she was given no food or liquids, even
though she was hungry and thirsty after having fasted
since the previous night. She felt neglected, and believed
she did not receive the same quality of care as Dutch
patients. She attributed this to the low quality of the
communication:

Interviewer: Did you feel discriminated against?
Patient through interpreter: A little bit.
Interviewer: Do you think it would happen less with
Dutch patients?
Interpreter: Yes, it would happen less with Dutch
patients because of the communication.

This respondent felt that if she would have spoken
Dutch well she could have expressed her needs better,
for example she could have asked herself for something
to eat or drink. These respondents may have perceived
inadequacies in services as based on discrimination,
when the problem may have been a generally poor ser-
vice as well as communication failure to explain these
services.

Discussion
Immigrant patients reported negative events in three
types of situations: 1) inadequate exchange of informa-
tion between care provider and patient; 2) unexpected
differences between the care provider’s and the patient’s
perspectives with regard to disease and management;
and 3) experienced prejudicial behavior on the part of

care providers. Experiencing strange or unexpected
events may also lead to low trust (as explicitly expressed
by some respondents). Low trust has been shown in the
literature to be associated with lower satisfaction with
care, lower adherence to treatment recommendations,
worse self-reported health, reduced willingness to seek
care, and lower-quality relationship with care providers
[21-24].
Exploring negative events from the immigrant patient

perspective offers important new information to help
improve health care. Many of the incidents detected by
the patients in our study can be classified as quality pro-
blems, as also Weingart et al. reported in their interview
study on patients’ ability to recognize medical errors
[25]. Many of the reported negative events in our
study are therefore similar to those reported by non-
immigrant patients, and are related to interpersonal pro-
blems, such as lack of respect or insufficient information
[4]. However, our study also visibly illustrated supple-
mentary problems experienced by immigrant patients
i.e. immigrant-specific problems, such as the impact of
care providers who did not use professional interpreters.
In line with other studies, patients were very clear that
they preferred a professional interpreter. Macfarlane
et al. also showed a preference of patients for profes-
sional interpreters [26]. Hoopman et al. reported that
half of the Turkish and Moroccan family interpreters
translated information provided by the doctor in a way
they thought was less confronting for the patient [27].
A review by Karliner et al. showed that the use of pro-
fessional interpreters improved the clinical care for
patients with limited English proficiency [28].

Strengths and limitations of the study
Recruitment of immigrant groups can be challenging as
they can be ‘hard to reach’ for study purposes. An
important strength of the present study is that even
though talking about negative events turned out to be
a difficult and sensitive topic, immigrant respondents
were willing to share painful, intimate, and personal
experiences with us. Respondents obviously felt safe to
share their experiences with us, and this has resulted in
a rich set of data.
A potential limitation of our study may be that we

reported the experiences of the respondents, but do not
know what took place from the viewpoint of the care
providers. Patients are often less likely to notice defi-
ciencies in technical quality of health care and in the
appropriateness of medical decisions [4]. For example,
the respondent (additional file 2, respondent 12) who
believed she unnecessarily underwent surgery to treat
her assumed food poisoning may not have understood
(due to communication problems, or limited knowledge
of human anatomy) that she had been diagnosed with,
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for instance, appendicitis. Thus the experiences of
patients may not have reflected what in the eyes of doc-
tors happened, and because we did not interview the
treating doctor nor had insight in the medical record,
we are not sure whether doctors also believed there was
a negative event. In future research, we recommend to
interview patients and care providers about the same
perceived incident or to include the medical record of
the patient in the study, in order to be able to compare
different perspectives [1]. Another potential limitation
may have been in the selection of the respondents. We
adopted a convenience sample, including everyone who
was willing to participate. Furthermore, we made use of
natural groups and had little control over size and com-
position of the group. This way of recruitment may
have resulted in bias, as some members of the group
interviews may have experienced the pressure to con-
form or may have been stifled rather than stimulated by
the group.
We, however, believe that this study could not have

been executed if we had not chosen a convenience
sample and used the natural groups. It is mainly
because we were flexible with our methods that we
were able to provide a safe environment for respon-
dents to discuss painful experiences, which resulted in
extensive data.

Implications
Specific training for individual care providers might focus
on exploring patients’ expectations, difficulties, needs and
worries, as well as being sensitive to the ways in which
patients from other cultures and health care systems may
experience a new health care system. Care providers
could put more effort into learning patients’ beliefs about
their illness and its management, because patients may
not always spontaneously share this information. They
should be aware of the effects when patient beliefs are
not well explored, resulting in patients who do not feel
taken seriously, who feel low trust in care providers or
believe they received low quality care. Furthermore, to
increase the adequate exchange of information care pro-
viders need to be trained to work with professional inter-
preters, and instructed in other culturally competent
behaviors [28-30]. That this is still important shows
a study by Diamond et al. that revealed that medical resi-
dents found it easier to “get by” without a professional
interpreter even though they were aware of negative
implications for the quality of care [31]. In addition,
training future doctors need to diminish the effects of
racism or unconscious bias related to clinical decision-
making [32]. Moreover, patients could be better informed
about what they can expect from care and treatment: for
example, hospitals should have signage and informative

literature in the patient’s own language [33]. Providing
empowerment training to patients may also help patients
to identify and organize questions about diagnosis and
treatment, thereby improving their skills and confidence
in communicating with care providers [22].

Conclusions
The present results suggest immigrant patients experi-
ence negative events in three types of situations: namely,
perceived inadequate exchange of information, experi-
enced difference in expectations between respondents
and care providers about medical procedures; and feel-
ings of prejudicial behavior on the part of the care pro-
viders. Specific training for individual care providers
might enable them to communicate in ways to ade-
quately exchange information and find out specific
patient needs as well as perspectives on illness and
treatment.

Additional material

Additional file 1: Table S1 Characteristics of respondents negative
health care experiences of immigrant patients Suurmond January
2011 A table with characteristics of respondents (country of birth, age,
sex) and the interviews with them (interview method, language of the
interview)

Additional file 2: Box 1 Interview guide negative health care
experiences of immigrant patients Suurmond January 2011 A box
with the interview guide (6 interview questions)

Additional file 3: Table S2 Description of negative event Negative
health care experiences of immigrants Suurmond January 2011 A
table with 22 descriptions of negative events as experienced by
immigrant patients

Acknowledgements
This study was supported by the Netherlands Health Care Inspectorate,
Utrecht, the Netherlands. The views expressed in this paper are those of the
authors and not of the Netherlands Health Care Inspectorate. All authors
declare that they have no competing interests. The authors kindly thank all
the respondents who participated in the present study.

Author details
1Academic Medical Centre/University of Amsterdam, Department of Social
Medicine. Amsterdam, The Netherlands. 2The National Institute for Public
Health and the Environment (RIVM), Bilthoven, The Netherlands. 3EMGO
Institute - Vumc, Department of public & occupational health, Amsterdam,
The Netherlands.

Authors’ contributions
JS conducted the interviews, analyzed and interpreted the data, and wrote
the article. EU, MB, KS, and ME contributed to the analysis, the interpretation
of the data, and the preparation of the article. MB and ME originated and
designed the study. ME supervised the study, assisted with the article, and
was the guarantor. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Received: 19 February 2010 Accepted: 14 January 2011
Published: 14 January 2011

Suurmond et al. BMC Health Services Research 2011, 11:10
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1472-6963/11/10

Page 7 of 8

http://www.biomedcentral.com/content/supplementary/1472-6963-11-10-S1.DOC
http://www.biomedcentral.com/content/supplementary/1472-6963-11-10-S2.DOC
http://www.biomedcentral.com/content/supplementary/1472-6963-11-10-S3.DOC


References
1. King A, Daniels J, Lim J, Cochrane DD, Taylor A, Ansermino JM: Time to

listen: a review of methods to solicit patient reports of adverse events.
Qual Saf Health Care 2010, 19:148-157.

2. Davis RE, Jacklin R, Sevdalis N, Vincent CA: Patient involvement in patient
safety: what factors influence patient participation and engagement?
Health Expect 2007, 10:259-267.

3. Schwappach DLB: “Against the silence": development and first results of
a patient survey to assess experiences of safety-related events in
hospital. BMC Health Serv Res 2008, 8:59-66.

4. Agoritsas T, Bovier PA, Perneger TV: Patient reports of undesirable events
during hospitalisation. J Gen Intern Med 2005, 20:922-928.

5. Johnstone MJ, Kanitsaki O: Culture, language, and patient safety: making
the link. Int J Qual Health C 2006, 18:383-388.

6. Institute of Medicine: Unequal Treatment: Confronting Racial and Ethnic
Disparities in Health Care Washington, DC: National Academy Press; 2002.

7. Flores G: The impact of medical interpreter services on the quality of
health care: a systematic review. Med Care Res Rev 2005, 62:255-299.

8. Flores G, Barton Laws B, Mayo SJ, Zuckerman B, Abreu M, Medina L,
Hardt EJ: Errors in medical interpretation and their potential clinical
consequences in pediatric encounters. Pediatrics 2003, 111:6-14.

9. Cohen AL, Rivara F, Marcuse EK, McPhillips H, Davis R: Are language
barriers associated with serious medical events in hospitalized pediatric
patients? Pediatrics 2005, 116:575-579.

10. Divi C, Koss RG, Schmaltz SP, Loeb JM: Language proficiency and adverse
events in US hospitals: a pilot study. Int J Qual Health C 2007, 19:60-67.

11. Kuzel AJ, Woolf SH, Gilchrist VJ, Engel DJ, LaVeist TA, Vincent C, Frankel RM:
Patient reports of preventable problems and harms in primary health
care. Ann Fam Med 2004, 2:333-340.

12. Garrett PW, Dickson HG, Young L, KLinken Whelan A: “The happy migrant
effect": perceptions of negative experiences of healthcare by patients
with little or no English: a qualitative study across seven language
groups. Qual Saf Health Care 2008, 17:101-103.

13. Flanagan J: The critical incident technique. Psychol Bull 1954, 51:327-58.
14. Schluter J, Seaton P, Chaboyer W: Critical incident technique: a user’s

guide for nurse researchers. JAN 2007, 61(1):107-14.
15. Stronks K, Kulu-Glasgow I, Agyemang C: The utility of ‘country of birth’ for

the classification of ethnic groups in health research: the Dutch
experience. Ethn Health 2009, 14(3):1-14.

16. Green J, Thorogood N: Qualitative methods for health research London:
Sage; 2004.

17. Denzin NK: The research act New York: Mc GrawHill; 1983.
18. Ritchie J, Spencer L: Qualitative data analysis for applied policy research.

In Analyzing qualitative data. Edited by: Bryman A, Burgess RG. London/New
York: Routledge; 1993:173-194.

19. Pope C, Ziebland S, Mays N: Analysing qualitative data. BMJ 2000,
20(7227):114-116.

20. Kleinman A, Eisenberg L, Good B: Culture, illness, and care. Clinical
lessons from anthropologic and cross-cultural research. Ann Intern Med
1978, 88:251-258.

21. Halbert CH, Armstrong K, Gandy OH, Shaker L: Racial differences in trust in
health care providers. Arch Intern Med 2006, 166:896-901.

22. Halbert CH, Weathers B, Delmoor E, Coyne J, Thomson HS, Ten Have T,
Vaughn D, Malkowicz SB, Lee D: Racial differences in medical mistrust
among men diagnosed with prostate cancer. Cancer 2009, 115:2553-2561.

23. Benkert R, Peters RM, Clark R, Keves-Foster K: Effects of perceived racism,
cultural mistrust and trust in providers on satisfaction with care. J Natl
Med Assoc 2006, 98:1532-1540.

24. Hsieh E, Ju H, Kong H: Dimensions of trust: the tensions and challenges
in provider-interpreter trust. Qual Health Res 2009, 20:170-181.

25. Weingart SN, Pagovich O, Sands DZ, Li JM, Aronson MD, Davis RB,
Bates DW, Phillips RS: What can hospitalized patients tell us about
adverse events? Learning from patient-reported incidents. J Gen Intern
Med 2005, 20:830-836.

26. MacFarlane A, Dzebisova Z, Karapish D, Kovacevic B, Ogbebor F,
Okonkwo E: Arranging and negotiating the use of informal interpreters
in general practice consultations: experiences of refugees and asylum
seekers in the west of Ireland. Soc Sci Med 2009, 69:210-214.

27. Hoopman R, Terwee CB, Muller MJ, Öry FG, Aaronson NK: Methodological
challenges in quality of life research among Turkish and Moroccan

ethnic minority cancer patients: translation, recruitment and ethical
issues. Ethnic Health 2009, 14:237-253.

28. Karliner LS, Jacobs EA, Chen AH, Mutha S: Do professional interpreters
improve clinical care for patients with limited English proficiency? A
systematic review of the literature. Health Serv Res 2007, 42:727-754.

29. Betancourt JR: Cross-cultural medical education: conceptual approaches
and frameworks for evaluation. Acad Med 2003, 78:560-569.

30. Seeleman C, Suurmond J, Stronks K: Cultural competence: a conceptual
framework for teaching and learning. Med Educ 2009, 43:229-237.

31. Diamond LC, Schenker Y, Curry L, Bradley EH, Fernandez A: Getting By:
Underuse of interpreters by resident physicians. J Gen Intern Med 2008,
24:256-262.

32. Green AR, Carney DR, Pallin DJ, Ngo LH, Raymond KL, Iezzoni LI, Banaji MR:
Implicit bias among physicians and its prediction of thrombolysis
decisions for black and white patients. J Gen Intern Med 2007,
22:1231-1238.

33. Anderson LM, Scrimshaw SC, Fullilove MT, Fielding JE, Normand J:
Culturally competent health care systems. A systematic review. Am J Prev
Med 2003, 24:68-79.

Pre-publication history
The pre-publication history for this paper can be accessed here:
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1472-6963/11/10/prepub

doi:10.1186/1472-6963-11-10
Cite this article as: Suurmond et al.: Negative health care experiences of
immigrant patients: a qualitative study. BMC Health Services Research
2011 11:10.

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of: 

• Convenient online submission

• Thorough peer review

• No space constraints or color figure charges

• Immediate publication on acceptance

• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar

• Research which is freely available for redistribution

Submit your manuscript at 
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

Suurmond et al. BMC Health Services Research 2011, 11:10
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1472-6963/11/10

Page 8 of 8

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20351164?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20351164?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17678514?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17678514?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18366707?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18366707?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18366707?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16191139?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16191139?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15894705?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15894705?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12509547?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12509547?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16140695?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16140695?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16140695?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15335132?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15335132?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18385402?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18385402?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18385402?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18385402?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/13177800?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/626456?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/626456?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16636216?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16636216?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19296516?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19296516?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17019925?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17019925?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19826078?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19826078?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16117751?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16117751?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19535192?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19535192?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19535192?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17362215?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17362215?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17362215?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12805034?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12805034?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19250349?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19250349?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19089503?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19089503?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17594129?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17594129?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12668199?dopt=Abstract
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1472-6963/11/10/prepub

	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Methods
	Design
	Respondents
	Ethical considerations
	Data collection
	Data analysis

	Results
	Situation 1: Respondents felt that exchange of information was inadequate
	Situation 2: Respondents experienced a difference in expectations between themselves and care providers about medical procedures
	Situation 3: Respondents felt excluded from optimal care because care providers were prejudiced or discriminate

	Discussion
	Strengths and limitations of the study
	Implications

	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	Author details
	Authors' contributions
	Competing interests
	References
	Pre-publication history

