
INDUSTRY THOUGHT LEADERS

Pacific Interpreters™ has 20 years of experience providing over-the-phone interpreting (OPI) services, 
and is active in establishing national standards for the telephonic interpreting industry. We routinely 
participate in and sponsor national conferences organized by professional interpreter/translator 
associations such as the American Translators Association (ATA),  the National Council on Interpreting 
in Health Care (NCIHC), and the International Medical Interpreters Association (IMIA). Furthermore, 
we employ industry-respected professional consultants to advise us.

OPTIMIZING THE USE OF TELEPHONIC INTERPRETERS 

As a result of this experience and industry involvement, we have developed a number of best 
practices for working with language interpreters over the phone. We invite you to consider these 
recommendations, and to share them with team members who utilize OPI services to optimize call 
efficiency and enhance outcomes.

•	 Minimize use of speakerphones. Speakerphones can negatively impact sound quality, which 
affects the interpreter’s ability to be accurate and complete. If you use a speakerphone, ensure 
that both parties are close enough to the speakerphone so voice quality isn’t affected.

•	 Greet the interpreter, but then speak directly to your patient, not the interpreter. Identify the 
name of your organization to the interpreter and provide specific instructions for what needs to 
be accomplished or obtained.

•	 Talk to the Limited English Proficient (LEP) individual directly, using first person. Be brief, 
explicit, and basic. Communicating in first person means that you are addressing the patient as if 
there were nobody else in the conversation, rather than asking the interpreter to say something to 
the patient. Based on industry research, this practice is much more efficient than second-person 
interpretation. Remember to pause after a full thought for the interpretation to be accurate and 
complete. If you speak too long, the interpreter may not remember to include everything you say.

•	 Speak clearly, in a normal voice, and not too fast or too loudly. It is usually easier for the 
interpreter to understand speech produced at normal speed and with normal rhythms, than to 
understand artificially slow speech. Avoid complicated sentence structure, changing ideas in the 
middle of a sentence, and asking multiple questions at once.

•	 Avoid jargon and technical terms. Avoid idioms, technical words, or cultural references that 
might be difficult to interpret. (Some concepts may be easy for the interpreter to understand but 
extremely difficult to interpret.)
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“Use simple 
sentence structure, 
with only one idea 
per sentence, and 
ask one question at 
a time.”



•	 Ask the interpreter to point out potential cultural misunderstandings. Doing so can mitigate 
potential issues with the terminology used.

•	 Remember that everything you say will be interpreted. Avoid private conversations. Everything 
the interpreter hears will be interpreted. If you feel that the interpreter has not interpreted 
everything, then ask the interpreter to do so.

•	 Relax. If you are unsure of the appropriate way to proceed in a particular situation, just ask. 
Remember that you are always in control of the encounter.

•	 Be patient and avoid interrupting during interpretation. Allow the interpreter as much time 
as necessary to ask questions, request repeats, and/or request clarification. Be prepared to repeat 
yourself in different words if your message is not understood. Professional interpreters do not 
interpret word-for-word, but rather concept-by-concept. Also, remember that English is a direct 
language, and may need to be relayed into complex grammar and different communication 
patterns.

•	 Ask if the patient understands. Don’t assume that the client understands you. In some cultures, 
a person may say ‘yes’ as you explain something; this does not necessarily mean they understand, 
but rather that they want you to keep talking because they are trying to follow the conversation.

•	 Understand that the interpreter may have to paint word pictures. If you use terms that are 
difficult to interpret, the interpreter may have to use word pictures. This may take longer than your 
original speech.

•	 Refrain from making assumptions about your client’s educational level. An inability to speak 
English does not mean a lack of education.

•	 Do not ask for the interpreter’s opinion. The interpreter’s job is to convey the meaning of the 
source language and under no circumstances may he or she allow personal opinion to color the 
interpretation. Also, do not hold the interpreter responsible for what the patient does not say. For 
example, it is not the interpreter’s fault if the patient does not answer a question.

•	 Request a clarification. If you are unsure as to whether everything said has been interpreted, ask 
for clarification.

•	 Close the call explicitly. The interpreter will wait for you to initiate the closing of the call. When 
appropriate, the interpreter will offer further assistance and will be the last to disconnect.
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