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Abstract

Background: The aim of this nationwide study was to investigate barriers to adequate professional interpreter use
and to describe existing initiatives and identify key factors for successful interpreter policies in primary care, using
Switzerland as a case study.

Methods: Adult and paediatric primary care providers were invited to participate in an online cross-sectional
questionnaire-based study. All accredited regional interpreter agencies were contacted first by email and, in the
absence of a reply, by mail and then by phone. Local as well as the national health authorities were asked about
existing policies.

Results: 599 primary care physicians participated. Among other reasons, physicians identified cumbersome
organization (58.7%), absent financial coverage (53.7%) and lack of knowledge on how to arrange interpreter
interventions (44%) as main barriers. The odds of organising professional interpreters were 6.6-times higher with full
financial coverage. Some agencies confirmed difficulties providing professional interpreters for certain languages at
a timely manner. Degrees of coverage of professional interpreter costs (full coverage to none) and organization
varied between regions resulting in different levels of unmet needs.

Conclusions: Professional interpreter use can be improved through the following points: increase awareness and
knowledge of primary care providers on interpreter use and organization, ensure financial coverage, as well as
address organizational aspects. Examples of successful interventions exist.

Keywords: Language barrier, Interpreter, Primary care, Paediatric, Family doctors, Migrant, Immigrant, Access,
Financing, Health services organization

Background
With societies becoming more diverse, addressing lan-
guage barriers in patient care has become a relevant
topic [1–6]: In Switzerland, a country with 24.9% of its
population being international permanent residents [7],
for example, the language barrier is perceived as one of
the most relevant challenges by primary care physicians
when caring for migrants [8].
Medical consultations may require a high level of lan-

guage proficiency. Without appropriate communication,

taking a patient history, determining a diagnosis and en-
suring a well-observed treatment plan is made difficult,
potentially hampering the quality of care provided. Inter-
national research demonstrates reduced rates of unneces-
sary exams and hospitalisations and costs [1, 4], a
reduction of adverse events [1] and hospitalisation dura-
tions [9] as well as an increased up-take of preventive
measures [2] and patient and provider satisfaction [10]
when professional, thus qualified, interpreters are used to
overcome language barriers. Primary care physicians in
Switzerland, for example, report to relinquish giving
health promotion advice or explanations concerning dis-
ease and treatments, to order extra exams, referrals to
emergency wards and hospitalisations, to feel unable to
provide good quality care and even witness complications

© The Author(s). 2019 Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to
the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The Creative Commons Public Domain Dedication waiver
(http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/) applies to the data made available in this article, unless otherwise stated.

* Correspondence: fabienne.jaeger@swisstph.ch
1Kollegium für Hausarztmedizin, Rue de l’Hôpital 15, CH-1701 Berne, Fribourg,
Switzerland
2Swiss Tropical and Public Health Institut, Socinstrasse 57, CH-4002 Basel,
Switzerland
Full list of author information is available at the end of the article

Jaeger et al. BMC Health Services Research          (2019) 19:753 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-019-4628-6

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s12913-019-4628-6&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8441-3907
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
mailto:fabienne.jaeger@swisstph.ch


due to not properly addressed language barriers [11]. Ap-
proximately 1/3 believe they could have saved costs using
a professional interpreter [11]. These issues are likely to
be relevant in other host countries without general access
to free-of-charge professional interpreters for primary
health care, too, such as, for example, Germany or Croatia
[12].
Although not necessarily required for all consultations

with a language barrier, professional interpreters may
further help clarify intercultural uncertainties [13], which
is relevant as intercultural challenges are reported by a
majority of primary healthcare providers [11].
While public hospitals may have funds for professional

interpreters or may be able to rely on a pool of bilingual
staff [14, 15], organising professional interpreters may be
more challenging for primary care paediatricians and
family doctors. We therefore aim to assess factors rele-
vant to professional interpreter use in primary health
care. With previous research from Switzerland demon-
strating high unmet needs [11] and the decentralised or-
ganisation of the country making it ideal for studying a
multitude of policies, we use it as a case study.
Primary healthcare in Switzerland is organised on a

private basis with most of the approximately 8000 pri-
mary healthcare physicians [16] – family doctors (FD)
and primary care paediatricians (PCP) - working in small
private or group practices. Mandatory health insurance
covers medical but not interpreter costs [17]. The coun-
try has 26 regions, called cantons, with each having inde-
pendent health authorities and administrations. While
the overall health system is the same, monitored by the
federal government, and the level of care similar, the re-
gional authorities determine what kind of additional pro-
grams, such as interpreter services, they want to
organise and fund. The number of asylum seekers allo-
cated to cantons is in proportion to the cantons’ resident
population. This allows for comparing different policies
on a small geographical area with similar parameters.
Currently, only 1/3 of primary care physicians in

Switzerland who care for patients despite language bar-
riers benefit from professional interpreters at least once
a year [11]. The majority (87.8%) though would appreci-
ate professional interpreter services at least once a year,
more than half even at least once a month, and 10% at
least once a week [11]. Only a minority of primary care
physicians organises professional interpreters themselves
[11] despite a clearly expressed need and potential nega-
tive consequences in the absence of professional inter-
preters [8].
The aim of this study is therefore to gain nationally

representative insights on barriers to professional inter-
preter use, to describe existing interpreter policies and
to try to identify key elements that are essential for suc-
cessful interpreter policies in primary care.

Methods
Study approach
In order to gain as complete a picture as possible of
the current situation and a better understanding of
existing barriers and potential solutions to adequate
interpreter use, and to be able to triangulate answers,
the study had three arms: primary care providers, in-
terpreter agencies and authorities were interviewed
aiming for best possible national coverage.

Primary care providers
The cross-sectional study among primary care providers
was part of a larger attempt to investigate professional
interpreter use in the non-hospital based general adult
and paediatric primary care setting in Switzerland (for
more details see [11]). An online questionnaire was de-
veloped, piloted and made available in the three main
national languages. It focused on (i) the frequency of
consultations with a relevant language barrier and the
migration population affected by language barriers; (ii)
means used to overcome the langue barrier; (iii) atti-
tudes towards, knowledge regarding and actual and
intended use of professional interpreters; (iv) unmet pro-
fessional interpreter needs, (v) main barriers to adequate
use of professional interpreters and (vi) desired forms of
interpreting (see Additional file 1). In February and
March 2017, links to the online questionnaire were sent
via email to all members of the Swiss Society of Paediat-
rics registered as primary care paediatricians (1020 PCP)
and all members of Haus- und Kinderärzte Schweiz, the
association for political issues of Swiss PCP and FD
(Haus- und Kinderärzte Schweiz: 4358 FD; 500 PCP).
Both organizations have nationwide coverage. Paediatri-
cians known to be double members received a first email
by Haus- und Kinderärzte Schweiz with the reminder
email being sent by the Swiss Society of Paediatrics. Par-
ticipation was anonymous.
Data was analysed descriptively using Stata IC 14. Fur-

thermore Chi-square and, where applicable, logistic re-
gression was applied. Although not the aim of the study,
we present results with substantial differences between
both participating groups separately.

Interpreter agencies
All 18 regional interpreter agencies accredited by INTER-
PRET (national association training and accrediting profes-
sional interpreters) and the national telephone interpreter
service were contacted by email (November 2016). As re-
turn rates were poor, we then sent letters (January 2017)
and followed up with phone calls during the first half of
2017 and, in the case of the national telephone interpreter
service, by email. Agencies were asked about any know-
ledge on policies to subsidise professional interpreters for
medical consultations in their zone of activity; frequency of
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interpreters provided for ambulatory medical encounters;
services (e.g., languages, lead time needed) provided and in-
terpreter fees charged (see Additional file 2).

Political authorities
In order to gain insight into currently available ser-
vices and funding mechanisms, the federal govern-
ment and all 26 regional (cantonal) authorities were
contacted by email, with the exception of Geneva,
that had to be contacted by phone. Follow-up phone
calls and emails were often helpful to specify informa-
tion provided by authorities. We requested informa-
tion on financing mechanisms and projects aimed at
improving professional interpreter use by primary care
physicians in their jurisdiction The federal govern-
ment was reached in September and November 2016
while data collection from cantons stretched out over
the first half of 2017, because for some cantons mul-
tiple emails and follow-up phone calls were necessary.

Results
A total of 599 clinically active primary care physicians
filled in a questionnaire on language barrier and profes-
sional interpreter use corresponding to a response rate
of 11.6% (PCP: 25.2%; FD: 8.1%). 351 (58.6%) work as
FD and 247 as PCP. The physicians facing language bar-
riers when caring for allophone patients were the focus
of this investigation (90.8%, total n = 538). Language bar-
riers were defined as the inability to directly communi-
cate well with the patient or in the paediatric setting,
with the caregiver. This included 238 paediatricians and
299 FD. Furthermore, a participant working in non-
hospital primary care who had failed to state if work-
ing as a family doctor or a paediatrician was included in
the overall analysis. 246 of the participants were females
(52.1%). Excellent coverage of the different regions of
Switzerland was obtained with the exception of one
small canton (16′000 inhabitants) not represented at all
and the Italian part of Switzerland being under-
represented [8]. The distribution of work places of pae-
diatricians facing language barriers was similar to the
overall study population with 46.0% in cities, 29.1% in
urban outskirts and the rest in the countryside (24.9%).
Among the 492 participants, who replied if or not they

had already requested any form of professional inter-
preter services for their private practice, 274 (55.02%)
state never having done so. This finding was significantly
more frequent (crude OR 1.98, p < 0.001; 95%CI: 1.38–
2.84) for FD (62.2%; 176/283) than paediatricians (45.3%,
97/214) before adjusting for known financial coverage.
Frequency of consultations with a language barrier influ-
enced the likelihood of organising professional inter-
preter services, with those caring for patients with a
language barrier at least weekly being more likely to

have organised interpreter services at least once in the
past (see Table 1). The participants’ work location and
sex had no influence.

Barriers to organising professional interpreters
To assess barriers to appropriate interpreter use, a dual
approach was used in order to i) identify the most rele-
vant barriers that need to be addressed as a priority, and
in order to ii) also identify further barriers that should
ideally be addressed for optimal interpreter policy imple-
mentation. Participants were therefore, on the one hand,
requested to choose the most relevant reason for not
organising professional interpreters and, on the other
hand, asked to tick all reasons that apply to them from a
list.
30.6% identified lack of knowledge on how to organise

interventions, 26.9% organizational aspects, and 25.3%
insufficient financial coverage as the main reason. 17.1%
stated, managing somehow without interpreter as the
main reason. There were no differences in these findings
between FD and PCP.
When participants who actually face language barriers

were asked to identify all relevant factors for not making
use of interpreters more often (see Fig. 1 and Fig. 2),
cumbersome organization (58.7%, 277/472) and lack of
financial coverage (53.7%,) dominated – both relevant to
more than half of all participants. The lack of knowledge
on how to organise interventions (44%), was significantly
more frequently stated by FD than PCP (p < 0.001). FD
also tended to more frequently consider efforts not
worthwhile than PCP (total 15.4%, FD 19.3%, PCP 10%,
p = 0.005), to think patients would bring a family-
member or acquaintance to do the translation (40.7%,
FD: 47.3%, PCP: 31.7%, p = 0.001), and to state not being
used to working with professional interpreters as a rea-
son (24.2%, FD: 28.6%, PCP: 18.1%, p = 0.009). Only the
rejection of professional interpreters by patients and
families, is more frequently stated by paediatricians (PCP
10% vs. FD: 4%, p = 0.003). For all other factors no dif-
ference between the two professional groups were noted.
Interpreter service constraints such as the lack of avail-
ability of professional interpreters within a reasonable
time (37.1%) and the lack of availability of interpreters
proficient in certain languages (24.5%) were also com-
mon, whereas the lack of trust in the quality of transla-
tions provided by professional interpreters was only
rarely mentioned (3.8%).
In free-text comments, participants repeatedly com-

plained about the unmet high costs, making interpreter
services unattractive (e.g., phone interpreter fees: 3 Swiss
Francs / min, minimum 30 Swiss Francs; http://
0842-442-442.ch/kosten.html). Participants felt, it was
not fair that physicians should cover costs related to a
potential language barrier with allophone patients as the
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Table 1 Factors examined with regards to History of having organised Professional Interpreters

Explanatory variables Organised Interpreters Adj. OR p-value

No Yes Total

N (%) N (%) N (%)

274 (55.0) 224 (45.0) 498

Type of primary care provider

Family doctor 176 (62.2) 107 (37.8) 283 (56.9) 1

Paediatrician 97 (45.3) 117 (54.7) 214 (43.1) 1.41 (0.84–2.36) 0.19

Frequency of allophone
consultations

≥ 1x/year < 1 mo. 95 (69.9) 41 (30.2) 136 (27.3) 1

≥ 1x/mo. < 1/week 101 (53.4) 88 (46.6) 189 (37.6) 2.12 (1.14–3.97) 0.02

≥ 1x/week 78 (45.1) 95 (54.9) 173 (34.7) 2.99 (1.60–5.60) 0.001

Sex

Male 130 (57.5) 96 (42.5) 226 (47.9) 1

Female 134 (54.5) 112 (45.5) 246 (52.1) 1.04 (0.63–1.72) 0.87

Location

City 117 (53.2) 103 (46.8) 200 (46.0) 1

Peri-urban 83 (59.7) 56 (40.3) 139 (29.1) 0.59 (0.32–1.06) 0.08

Rural 68 (57.1) 51 (42.9) 119 (24.9) 1.04 (0.57–1.90) 0.89

Source of Finance known

No 183 (64.0) 130 (36.0) 286 (81.0) 1

Yes 12 (17.9) 55 (82.1) 67 (18.98) 6.62 (3.23–13.58) < 0.001

Fig. 1 Barriers to Professional Interpreter Use - Part 1: Organisation, Availability and Cost
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existence of such a barrier is not the physician’s fault.
Repeatedly it was suggested, that health insurances –
mandatory for all residents and asylum seekers in
Switzerland – should cover interpreter-related costs.

Presence of financial coverage instruments and
interpreter use
As financial aspects are among the main reasons not to or-
ganise interpreters, we asked participants caring for patients
with language barriers whether they had knowledge of any
financing resources for interpreter-use in private primary
care practices: only 19.0% (67/353) of participants facing
language barriers confirmed knowing about them. 4/5 of
these knowledgeable participants (82.1%) confirmed having

already used the offer – this independent of the medical
specialisation. For details on satisfaction with the offer see
Fig. 3. Overall, knowledge of available financing instru-
ments increased the likelihood of having organised inter-
preter services (crude OR: 8.1, 95% CI 4.17–15.91, p <
0.001) massively (see also Table 1).
In free-text comments, respondents also state trying to

consult together with a parenting counsellor, who can
benefit from cantonal interpreting funds, or appeal to
social services in case of the suspicion of child abuse or
to non-governmental organizations (NGOs) caring for
asylum seekers and refugees in order to gain access to
an interpreter when other finance structures are
unavailable.

Fig. 2 Barriers to Professional Interpreter Use – Part 2: Knowledge & Attitude, Recognition & Perception of Need, Trust

Fig. 3 Use of and Satisfaction with Interpreter Programs with Cost Coverage among Physicians aware of such Programs
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What type of interpreter service is preferred?
Primary care physicians currently organising professional
interpreter services predominantly rely on on-site inter-
preters (79.0%; 177/224) only, phone-only (4.9%), or a
mixture (16.0%). Two thirds of the 476 participants, who
face language barriers during their consultations at least
once a year, would use free-of-charge interpreter services
if made available (68.5%), and only 27 (5.7%) stated they
would not, with the remaining (25.8%) undecided or stat-
ing they would potentially use it. Figure 4 shows the types
of interpreter services that would be preferred, indicating
a certain preference for on-site interpreters. Differences
between FD and PCP were not significant (p = 0.18) put a
tendency for PCP preferring a mixture (38.4% vs. 27.5%)
of phone and on-site interpreters was noted.

Available services and experiences with regional efforts
to promote interpreter use
Of the 18 regional interpreter agencies and the na-
tional telephone interpreter service, only five institu-
tions provided information – all others were not
available for information, often due to shortages in
personal, the organization not anticipating such re-
quests or restructuring.
Depending on the institution, a half to one-day notice

for emergency professional interpreter interventions and
3–5 days for regular interventions are recommended but
interventions with a 30-min notice have been reported
by bigger interpreter agencies. Still, a smaller agency
stated preferring up to 1–2 weeks notice, as their inter-
preters only translate next to their main activities. A
need for training more professional interpreters in Tig-
rinya, Dari, Farsi and to a lesser extend Arabic is stated.
Interpreters for primary care physicians are rarely orga-
nised and if so, usually ordered by the authorities.
Among the responding institutions only the one in the
Italian part of Switzerland (Ticino) seems to organise in-
terventions for FD more frequently (65–75/month) with
local authorities paying for interventions regarding asy-
lum seekers.

20 cantons made information available. When not
stated otherwise, mentioned cantons are German speak-
ing. Only one administrative region (Grisons, a vast
mountainous region in Eastern Switzerland, where next
to German also Romansh and Italian are recognised as
official languages) reported universal coverage for inter-
preter use in primary healthcare practices free of charge
to physicians and patients. Administrative efforts are
kept to a minimum for healthcare providers – simply or-
dering the interpreter service and signing the profes-
sional interpreters’ presence form is sufficient. Despite a
slow uptake at first, the program [18], initially financed
and set up by the cantonal integration bureau in 2015, is
becoming more popular. Still, only 57.1% of participants
from that region knew of the offer.
Another small canton (Schaffhausen) had a similar pro-

gram, though unknown to interviewed health authorities.
Several other regional authorities (e.g., Zug; St. Gall) have
also tried to promote professional interpreter use, though
usually excluding primary care physicians. A reason given
for only including e.g., public educational facilities, can-
tonal out-patient psychiatry and parenting advice services
was that primary care physicians work on a private bases.
One canton (Basel-Land) had piloted a similar project to
that of Grisons granting a 50% discount for PCP when or-
dering professional interpreters. However, uptake was so
slow, that the project was abandoned. Overall, projects
usually emerged from the integration offices, experienced
a rather slow but then steady uptake and a certain with-
drawal of users once finances for the interpreter-projects
were cut.
Understanding is also promoted via brochures (e.g.,

Basel-city; Thurgau) and the co-financing of interpreter
services (e.g., Grison, Thurgau, St Gall, both Appenzells,
Lucerne) thus helping to reduce interpreter fees. Reach-
ing the medical corps was considered a challenge.
Some cantons pay special attention to asylum seekers

and, to a lesser degree, refugees. The degree to which
their interpreting needs are met varies greatly depend-
ing on the canton and the arrangement the regional

Fig. 4 Desired Types of Interpreting
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authorities have with institutions in charge of forced
migrants (NGOs, private, cantonal authorities) regard-
ing interpreter coverage, and the extent to which these
are enforced. Initially received by federal reception and
procedure centres, asylum seekers are later dispatched
to the cantons where they usually first live in asylum
centres before moving to apartments. The lack of pro-
fessional interpreters in federal centres for medical en-
counters is supposed to be addressed by 2018 (Federal
Bureau of Public Health, April 2017). In some regions,
assistance is scarce and the use of fellow asylum seekers
for interpreting is encouraged; in others, interpreters
are available for medical encounters at the asylum-
shelter or the asylum-shelter assigned physician’s pri-
vate practice but they are no longer available once asy-
lum seekers live in their own apartments; other regions
provide general coverage of interpreter costs when
seeking care from a primary care physician.
The latter is rare: a larger French-speaking adminis-

trative area (canton of Vaud) including city and rural
parts, allocates paediatric asylum seekers to PCP close
to their assigned place of living and adult ones are first
followed-up by specialised nurses and later usually ad-
dressed to FD in their vicinity. The providers are part
of a network of registered primary care providers (Ré-
seaux santé migration – www.resami.ch). They can
order professional interpreters entirely financed by the
asylum authorities (www.evam.ch). Since June 2016,
primary care physicians and psychiatrists can request
funding for interpreter services for refugees with a
language level up to A2 (basic communication),
granted for a period of six months at the time, thus
comparing to the duration of language courses. Hop-
ing to increase efficiency and access while reducing
costs, this canton is also setting up an online platform
to allow more rapid and easier organization of geo-
graphically close professional interpreters while also
including professional interpreter providers currently
not yet accounted for. The Italian-speaking canton of
Ticino also covers interpreter costs in primary health-
care and hospital encounters for asylum seekers and
refugees who receive social assistance. In the past, Ti-
cino has additionally granted limited funds to cover
costs for other migrants requiring interpreters.
A French-speaking small canton in Western

Switzerland (Geneva), e.g., tries to allocate adult asylum
seekers to language congruent primary care physicians.
For asylum seekers with medically more complicated
conditions, primary care is provided at the University
Hospital, where interpreters are made available. For chil-
dren, parents may choose a paediatrician, usually sharing
their language, or receive primary care paediatric follow-
ups at a specialised clinic providing professional inter-
preters at the University Hospital, which is reachable

from throughout the whole city-canton within reason-
able time.
Although the cross-sectional study was not designed

to detect differences in unmet interpreter needs between
cantons, substantially lower unmet interpreter needs for
asylum seekers were reported by physicians of the two
mentioned French-speaking administrative areas in
Western Switzerland (Geneva 7%, Vaud 14%) compared
to the national average (51.3%). For some other cantons
unmet interpreter needs for asylum seekers as identified
by participants reached up to 81.3% (differences among
cantons for asylum seekers: p < 0.001). Other cantonal
interpreter policies included arrangements with local
agencies responsible for housing asylum seekers, obliging
them to organise interpreters for asylum seekers visiting
primary care physicians whenever needed, as long as the
consultation was organised via the institution’s nurse
(Fribourg, German and French-speaking), or a coverage
of interpreter fees limited to the first year (Neuchâtel,
French-speaking), a time limit that was much regretted
by the participants. Unmet interpreter needs when car-
ing for asylum seekers were identified by 31% of the
responding physicians in Fribourg, 40% in Neuchâtel
and 50% in Ticino.
Efforts to meet interpreter needs for asylum seekers

do not address unmet needs of other groups: Such needs
were identified by physician in all cantons without differ-
ences reaching significance in this sample. Percentages
of physicians identifying unmet needs in non-asylum
seeking new-arrivals reached from 12.5% (Zug) up to
61.6 and 58.1% for cantons such as Geneva and Vaud
(Swiss mean 38.3% [8]), and percentages identifying such
needs for long term foreign residents not having
achieved sufficient language proficiency for complex
medical encounters reaching from 16.7% (Ticino, Thur-
gau) to 63% (Fribourg, Swiss mean 33.7% [8]).
Some regional authorities had little overview on avail-

able programs and policies regarding migrants and inter-
preter services. Limited financial resources, uncertainty on
who should pay (health versus asylum authorities) and the
notion, that generous interpreter services would keep pa-
tients from learning the language were mentioned as rea-
sons for a lack of interpreter programs. The federal
government supported the national phone interpreter ser-
vice and considers establishing a nation-wide platform for
organization and potentially a video-interpreting trial.

Discussion
This study clearly demonstrates that various factors in-
fluence use of interpreters by primary care physicians
starting from perceived need and insufficient knowledge
on where to obtain services, to service constraints, as
demonstrated by some languages not being available in a
timely manner, organizational aspects and funding. It
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also describes various policies – with lessons learned
when implementing them and great differences in the
levels of success. Results confirm physicians’ observa-
tions that timely presence of professional interpreters is
not always available in all languages and that – with ex-
ceptions – primary care physicians rarely benefit from
their services.

Financing
Costs linked to interpreter fees, minimal-duration-fees,
and work-time spend on organization make interpreter
use unattractive for primary care physicians. Financial
barriers remain among the main hurdles for adequate
interpreter use [8] that need to be addressed primarily.
Efforts to provide professional interpreter services free
of charge have a great impact: study participants who
are aware of financial coverage were more than six times
more likely to have organised professional interpreters
and full coverage of interpreter costs in two regions have
substantially reduced unmet needs for professional inter-
preters as identified by primary care physicians. A mere
reduction but not full elimination of costs though has
not proven sufficient as demonstrated by a trial which
granted a 50% cost-reduction for primary care paediatri-
cians with insufficient up-take.
With potential cost savings obtained through profes-

sional interpreter use mainly concerning the health-
care sector, it seems appropriate, that not only
asylum-authorities but also the local and national
health departments should contribute to covering in-
terpreter costs. Having the mandatory health insur-
ance pay for interpreter costs is difficult under the
current legal framework in Switzerland [17].

Additional factors
Experiences from Australia clearly demonstrate that pro-
viding interpreter services free of charge to general prac-
titioners in an attempt to reduce discrimination and
potential litigations and to improve quality of care is not
sufficient to ensure their use [19, 20]. Various co-factors
that also need addressing have been identified by our
study and internationally [19, 20]:
Timely availability of requested languages needs to be

ensured. The lack hereof has been identified as a barrier
by physicians not only in this study but also in other set-
tings [19]. The survey among interpreter agencies con-
firmed these points and the need to increase training of
new professional interpreters and improve organizational
aspects.
Type of provided services needs to match expressed

needs. While most participants favour on-site inter-
preters or a mixture – on-site is sometimes perceived as
more agreeable and easy [8], phone interpreters hold the
advantage of rapid availability for short emergency

consultations. Video interpreting, though requiring more
equipment, may add a more personal touch with the po-
tential of including gestures and non-verbal clues [19].
Organization needs to be as simple as possible. Online

platforms for easy booking seem promising to reduce
organizational hurdles. Keeping administrative efforts of
doctors to a minimum had been mentioned being essen-
tial (e.g., Grisons).
Awareness of the benefits of and knowledge on profes-

sional interpreter use should be increased. Knowledge on
how and when to use professional interpreters influence
their use [19]. Increased use of professional interpreters
has been demonstrated after training on how to work
with them [21]. It is likely to improve uptake in the pri-
mary healthcare non-hospital setting. Not being used to
interpreters and not knowing how to organise them have
been frequently mentioned in our study same as an
underestimation of interpreter needs. Awareness on the
benefits of using professional interpreters, including
their ability to enhance cultural understanding, should
be raised.
Raising awareness of available services and means of

access [3, 19] is imperative, especially once new, more
attractive resources are available, as the lack of such
knowledge was among the main barriers identified. Only
57% of participants of the canton (Grisons) that pro-
vided universal coverage of interpreter fees were aware
of the service. For interventions to be successful, primary
care physicians need to be repeatedly informed, prefera-
bly using multiple information channels such as profes-
sional organizations and associations, conferences and
accredited trainings. Front line staff, such as reception-
ists giving out appointments, also needs to be trained in
recognising interpreter needs [22] and organizational as-
pects [3].

Policy changes
Use of professional interpreters in encounters with
allophone patients is not always required and cur-
rently not universally feasible. Still, in general but es-
pecially in delicate, complex or important situations
or in the absence of trustworthy lay interpreters, pro-
fessional interpreters need to be used more frequently
and therefore made accessible in a timely manner to
primary care physicians.
The political environment and financial resources

may influence which strategies, if any, are adopted
and explain, besides the longer duration of projects in
place, the seemingly better coverage of interpreter
costs and lower rates of unmet interpreter needs in
some French-speaking regions. Ideally, other settings
will inspire themselves from successful examples such
as Geneva and Vaud, giving full coverage to asylum
seekers and refugees in need, or even aim for full
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coverage with interpreting services for primary care
such as Grisons and Australia. While paying inter-
preters for newly arriving asylum seekers may be a
message politically easier to convey, the wish for a
greater public health impact may require making in-
terpreter services available free of charge to additional
groups of migrants. Assuming that physicians know
best which patients benefit most from professional in-
terpreter interventions, allocating each primary care
physician a maximal amount per year for interpreter
services may be a reasonable first step when universal
coverage is not financially or politically reachable –
though this would come with higher administrative
efforts to authorities than full coverage. The need re-
mains to ensure that existing offers for free interpret-
ing are not reduced.
There are multiple arguments for increasing efforts

aimed at appropriate interpreter use: Improved commu-
nication, intercultural understanding and quality of care
[1, 11] the possibility to actually do proper health pro-
motion, the potential of saving costs [4, 11], ethical [23]
and legal aspects [24]. For preventive efforts [2] to be
successful in improving overall population health, e.g.
regarding chronic disease, it will be necessary to address
the language barrier. This is particularly important with
national and international literature pointing at healthy
lifestyles [25] and higher morbidity [26, 27], lower
awareness of the harmfulness of certain behaviours such
as smoking [28] and poorer access to certain preventive
measures in migrants [29, 30] and a substantial burden
of disease already present in young migrants [31, 32].
Political efforts are therefore warranted to further im-
prove access to interpreter services also in primary
health care.

Study limitations
There is a potential for selection bias concerning the
physicians’ questionnaire as return rates were low (±
11%). Physicians facing language barriers more fre-
quently may have been more likely to respond. This
may have influenced rates of unmet interpreter needs
reported but is unlikely to have affected the trends
between cantons. Furthermore, we mainly present
findings only concerning physicians facing language
barriers, so even if there was a selection bias towards
physician facing language barriers, this does not pose
a problem for those results. Total numbers were ad-
equate for analysis.
Replies from interpreter agencies were few but rather

homogeneous, confirming local findings. Though not
representative, findings clearly indicate that for inter-
preter projects to be successful, offered services need to
first be made available matching demand, which implies
also including agencies in the planning process and

potentially strengthening their resources. Poor feedback
from interpreting agencies despite multiple attempts
may indicate their need for support with increasing and
changing demands linked to increased international
migration.
Responses by cantons may have been influenced by so-

cial desirability and the fact that even within these local
administrative areas knowledge on projects was not al-
ways widely available, indicating the need for better
communication. Although we have not had feedback
from all cantonal authorities, for some, we managed to
get information indirectly. Indicated unmet interpreter
needs for different cantons in the physicians’ question-
naire suggest that we have identified all important types
of primary care interpreter financing currently existing
in Switzerland.
Although our findings on barriers and solutions

focus on Switzerland, they are most likely also rele-
vant for other Western countries. A limited number
of studies on barriers to adequate professional inter-
preter use exists mainly focusing on the hospital set-
ting: factors identified - though similar - may vary in
importance depending on the setting (cost, availability
of interpreters etc.) [33]. Cost, for example, has also
been identified as an important barrier in studies
from the United States, the inconvenience of organis-
ing an interpreter also in Australia, where cost is no
longer relevant, and the United States [33]. Still, key
elements described in our study are likely worth con-
sidering in most settings for the implementation of
policies to improve access to professional interpreters
in primary care to be successful. While nationally and
internationally [19, 34] efforts exist to make inter-
preter services easily accessible free of charge, re-
search on the implementation of interpreter policies
for primary care is extremely scares [19, 20]. Experi-
ences with different interpreter policies made in
Switzerland may therefore be of interest to policy
makers in other host countries.

Conclusion
Adequate financing of professional interpreters is the
basis to addressing the language barriers in health-
care. To be successful, organizational aspects improv-
ing accessibility and availability, education of
healthcare providers and comprehensive information
also need to be addressed by policies aiming at in-
creasing adequate interpreter use. Different examples
of successful interventions to increase professional in-
terpreter use exist, some focusing only on asylum
seekers and refugees, some focusing on the need in-
dependent of circumstances of stay in the host coun-
try. Experiences made with interpreter policies can be
used to inform improved interpreter policies.

Jaeger et al. BMC Health Services Research          (2019) 19:753 Page 9 of 11



Supplementary information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at https://doi.org/10.
1186/s12913-019-4628-6.

Additional file 1. *Questionnaire for Physicians * Questionnaire for
physicians on interpreter use, knowledge, attitude and perceived barriers
as well as desired interpreter services.

Additional file 2. *Questions for Interpreter Agencies * Questionnaire
for interpreter agencies on services provided and financial instruments
known.

Abbreviations
FD: family doctor / general practitioner; NGO: non-governmental
organization; PCP: primary care paediatrician

Acknowledgements
First and for-most we would like to thank the participants who filled in the
online-questionnaire. We would also thank the interpreter agencies and
cantonal authorities who shared information and their experience with trying
to overcome the language barrier. Special thanks go to the Swiss Society of
Paediatrics and Haus- und Kinderärzte Schweiz for sending the
questionnaires and to the Kollegium für Hausarztmedizin for financing the
study, sending the questionnaires to the interpreter agencies and contacting
them when returns were low. We would also like to express our thanks to
those who gave input on the questionnaire, translation, such as Clémence
Delmas, and editing of the manuscript and figures.

Authors’ contribution
Study design FNJ, NP, BL, PK; questionnaire development FNJ with inputs
from all co-authors, data collection/interviews: mainly FNJ, data analysis: FNJ,
first draft: FNJ; subsequent drafts and intellectual inputs: all; all authors have
read and approved the final manuscript.

Funding
The study was self-funded by the Kollegium für Hausarztmedizin, a Swiss
foundation aiming at improving quality, prevention, research and education
in Swiss primary healthcare. The Kollegium für Hausarztmedizin participated
in formulating an initial research question, provided professional translation
of the questionnaires (French: internal translator, Italian: external translator)
which were then double checked by non-Kollegium für Hausarztmedizin na-
tive speakers familiar with the topic. A first set of emails and follow-up letters
to interpreter agencies was sent by the Kollegium für Hausarztmedizin, their
content though was developed by the main author. Two members of the
Kollegium für Hausarztmedizin were part of the research group (BL, PK) and
gave valuable inputs on the questionnaire for physicians and manuscript.

Availability of data and materials
The datasets generated and analyzed during the current study is available
from the corresponding author on reasonable request.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
No ethics approval was required according to swissethics (Swiss Ethics
Committees on research involving humans, Bern), participation was
voluntary. Before being presented with the questionnaire, physicians were
presented with a short standard online-information on the study, use of
results, participation being voluntary and their rights, e.g., to withdraw, and
they were informed to give consent by clicking to access the online
questionnaire. Participation of interpreter agencies and cantons was
voluntary. They were informed about the intended use of the information
provided before participation and had the right to withdraw at any time or
request specific information not to be made public.

Consent for publication
Non-applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare they have no conflict of interest.

Author details
1Kollegium für Hausarztmedizin, Rue de l’Hôpital 15, CH-1701 Berne, Fribourg,
Switzerland. 2Swiss Tropical and Public Health Institut, Socinstrasse 57,
CH-4002 Basel, Switzerland. 3University of Basel, CH-4003 Basel, Switzerland.
4Swiss Society of Paediatrics, Rue de l’Hôpital 15, CH-1700 Fribourg,
Switzerland.

Received: 30 August 2018 Accepted: 11 October 2019

References
1. Flores G. The impact of medical interpreter services on the quality of health

care: a systematic review. Med Care Res Rev. 2005;62(3):255–99.
2. Jacobs E, Lauderdale D, Meltzer D, Shorey J, Levinson W, Thisted R. The

impact of interpreter services on delivery of health care to limited English
proficient patients. J Gen Intern Med. 2001;16:468–74.

3. Huang YT, Phillips C. Telephone interpreters in general practice - bridging
the barriers to their use. Aust Fam Physician. 2009;38(6):443–6.

4. Hampers LC, McNulty JE. Professional interpreters and bilingual physicians
in a pediatric emergency department: effect on resource utilization. Arch
Pediatr Adolesc Med. 2002;156(11):1108–13.

5. Bischoff A, Tonnerre C, Eytan A, Bernstein M, Loutan L. Addressing language
barriers to health care, a survey of medical services in Switzerland. Soz
Praventivmed. 1999;44(6):248–56.

6. Falla AM, Veldhuijzen IK, Ahmad AA, Levi M, Richardus JH. Language
support for linguistic minority chronic hepatitis B/C patients: an exploratory
study of availability and clinicians' perceptions of language barriers in six
European countries. BMC Health Serv Res. 2017;17(1):150.

7. STAT-TAB – interaktive Tabellen (BFS) - Provisorische Bilanz der ständigen
Wohnbevölkerung 31. Dez. 2016 nach demographischen Komponenten,
Kanton, Staatsangehörigkeit, Geschlecht und Alter [https://www.pxweb.bfs.
admin.ch/Selection.aspx?px_language=de&px_db=px-x-0102020000_202
&px_tableid=px-x-0102020000_202\px-x-0102020000_202.px&px_type=PX].

8. Oetterli M, Laubereau B, Pim K, Essig S, Studer C: Unterstützung von
Hausärzten/−innen bei der Behandlung von Patienten/−innen mit
Migrationshintergrund: Situationsanalyse, Handlungsbedarf und
Empfehlungen zu Massnahmen. Studie zuhanden der Sektion Migration
und Gesundheit des Bundesamtes für Gesundheit (BAG) und der
Dienststelle Soziales und Gesellschaft (DISG) des Kantons Luzern, Interface
Politikstudien Forschung Beratung und Institut für Hausarztmedizin und
Community Care (IHAM&CC), Luzern. 2016.

9. Lindholm M, Hargraves L, Ferguson W, Reed G. Professional language
interpretation and inpatient length of stay and readmission rates. J Gen
Intern Med. 2012;10:1294–9.

10. Bagchi AD, Dale S, Verbitsky-Savitz N, Andrecheck S, Zavotsky K, Eisenstein
R: Examining effectiveness of medical interpreters in emergency
departments for Spanish-speaking patients with limited English proficiency:
results of a randomized controlled trial. Annals of emergency medicine 2011,
57(3):248–256.e241–244.

11. Jaeger FN, Pellaud N, Laville B, Klauser P. The language barrier and
professional interpreter use in Swiss paediatric and general primary care
practices. BMC Health Serv Res. 2019;19:429.

12. Hjern A: Migrant Children in Europe, Entitlements to Health care. In: Models
of Child Health Appraised (MOCHA). Stockholm; 2016.

13. Dysart-Gale D. Clinicians and medical interpreters: negotiating culturally
appropriate care for patients with limited English ability. Family &
community health. 2007;30(3):237–46.

14. Hösli S, Baehler Michèle: Regelung und Finanzierung des interkulturellen
Übersetzens in Schweizer Spitälern - Auswertung einer Umfrage bei den H+
Institutionen In.; 2013.

15. Jaeger FN, Kiss L, Hossain M, Zimmerman C. Migrant-friendly hospitals: a
paediatric perspective--improving hospital care for migrant children. BMC
Health Serv Res. 2013;13:389.

16. FMH: Ärztestatistik der FMH 2016 2016.
17. Achermann A, Künzli J. Übersetzen im Gesundheitsbereich: Ansprüche und

Kostentragung - Gutachten zuhanden des Bundesamts für Gesundheit.
Fachbereich Migration und Gesundheit: Direktionsbereich
Gesundheitspolitik; 2008.

18. Trialog - Interkulturelles Dolmetschen in Arztpraxen [https://www.gr.ch/DE/
themen/Integration/integrationgr/dolmetschen/Seiten/default.aspx].

Jaeger et al. BMC Health Services Research          (2019) 19:753 Page 10 of 11

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-019-4628-6
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-019-4628-6
https://www.pxweb.bfs.admin.ch/Selection.aspx?px_language=de&px_db=px-x-0102020000_202&px_tableid=px-x-0102020000_202%5Cpx-x-0102020000_202.px&px_type=PX
https://www.pxweb.bfs.admin.ch/Selection.aspx?px_language=de&px_db=px-x-0102020000_202&px_tableid=px-x-0102020000_202%5Cpx-x-0102020000_202.px&px_type=PX
https://www.pxweb.bfs.admin.ch/Selection.aspx?px_language=de&px_db=px-x-0102020000_202&px_tableid=px-x-0102020000_202%5Cpx-x-0102020000_202.px&px_type=PX
https://www.gr.ch/DE/themen/Integration/integrationgr/dolmetschen/Seiten/default.aspx
https://www.gr.ch/DE/themen/Integration/integrationgr/dolmetschen/Seiten/default.aspx


19. The Victorian Foundation for Survivors of Torture: Exploring Barriers and
Facilitators to the Use of Qualified Interpreters in Health - Discussion Paper
April 2012. In.: Foundation House - The Victorian Foundation for Survivors of
Torture; 2012.

20. Phillips CB, Travaglia J. Low levels of uptake of free interpreters by
Australian doctors in private practice: secondary analysis of national data.
Australian health review : a publication of the Australian Hospital
Association. 2011;35(4):475–9.

21. Bischoff A, Perneger T, Bovier P, Loutan L, Stalder H. Improving
communication between physicians and patients who speak a foreign
language. Br J Gen Pract. 2003;53(492):541–6.

22. Bischoff A, Hudelson P. Communicating with foreign language–speaking patients:
is access to professional interpreters enough? J Travel Med. 2010;17:15–20.

23. Nationale Ethikkommission im Bereich der Humanmedizin (NEK)
Gesundheitsversorgung für fremdsprachige Zugewanderte: Die NEK betont,
dass der Zugang zur Kommunikation eine Voraussetzung für den Zugang
zu den universellen Menschenrechten jedes Einzelnen ist. 22.03.2017.

24. Schweizerische Bundesverfassung [https://www.admin.ch/opc/de/classified-
compilation/19995395/201405180000/101.pdf].

25. Arsenijevic J, Groot W. Lifestyle differences between older migrants and
non-migrants in 14 European countries using propensity score matching
method. Int J Public Health. 2018;63(3):337–47.

26. Nesterko Y, Turrion CM, Friedrich M, Glaesmer H. Trajectories of health-related
quality of life in immigrants and non-immigrants in Germany: a population-based
longitudinal study. Int J Public Health. 2019;64(1):49–58.

27. Reus-Pons M, Kibele EUB, Janssen F. Differences in healthy life expectancy
between older migrants and non-migrants in three European countries
over time. Int J Public Health. 2017;62(5):531–40.

28. Bodenmann P, Murith N, Favrat B, Vaucher P, Bissery A, Vannotti M, Cornuz J,
Pecoud A, Zellweger JP. Perception of the damaging effects of smoking, and
brief cessation counselling by doctors. Swiss Med Wkly. 2005;135(17–18):256–62.

29. Martin Y, Collet TH, Bodenmann P, Blum MR, Zimmerli L, Gaspoz JM,
Battegay E, Cornuz J, Rodondi N. The lower quality of preventive care
among forced migrants in a country with universal healthcare coverage.
Prev Med. 2014;59:19–24.

30. Rosano A, Dauvrin M, Buttigieg SC, Ronda E, Tafforeau J, Dias S. Migrant's
access to preventive health services in five EU countries. BMC Health Serv
Res. 2017;17(1):588.

31. Jaeger FN, Hossain M, Kiss L, Zimmerman C. The health of migrant children
in Switzerland. International Journal of Public Health. 2012;57(4):659–71.

32. Marquardt L, Kramer A, Fischer F, Prufer-Kramer L. Health status and disease
burden of unaccompanied asylum-seeking adolescents in Bielefeld,
Germany: cross-sectional pilot study. Tropical medicine & international
health : TM & IH. 2016;21(2):210–8.

33. Jimenez L: Barriers to interpreter use in the medical clinical encounter. In.
Edited by Yale Medical Digital Library: Yale University; 2009.

34. Culturally and Linguistically Appropriate Services (CLAS) in Health
Care - implementation tracking map [https://www.thinkculturalhealth.
hhs.gov/clas/clas-tracking-map].

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Jaeger et al. BMC Health Services Research          (2019) 19:753 Page 11 of 11

https://www.admin.ch/opc/de/classified-compilation/19995395/201405180000/101.pdf
https://www.admin.ch/opc/de/classified-compilation/19995395/201405180000/101.pdf
https://www.thinkculturalhealth.hhs.gov/clas/clas-tracking-map
https://www.thinkculturalhealth.hhs.gov/clas/clas-tracking-map

	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Methods
	Study approach
	Primary care providers
	Interpreter agencies
	Political authorities

	Results
	Barriers to organising professional interpreters
	Presence of financial coverage instruments and interpreter use
	What type of interpreter service is preferred?
	Available services and experiences with regional efforts to promote interpreter use

	Discussion
	Financing
	Additional factors
	Policy changes
	Study limitations

	Conclusion
	Supplementary information
	Abbreviations
	Acknowledgements
	Authors’ contribution
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Competing interests
	Author details
	References
	Publisher’s Note

