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Language Barriers Plague Almost Half of U.S. Drug Stores

By Jeffrey Perkel
HealthDay Reporter Monday, August 6, 2007; 12:00 AM

MONDAY, Aug. 6 (HealthDay News) -- If the experience of a group of Milwaukee-area pharmacists is any indication, nearly half of America's pharmacies are unable to 
communicate with, or provide information to, non-English-speaking clients.

That means as many as 168 million of the 4 billion prescriptions written each year could be going to patients who aren't able to fully understand the information provided, 
putting them at risk of potentially harmful medication errors, a new study finds.
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The findings, "should put some pressure on the medical profession and pharmacies that they really need to help 
patients understand how to take their medications," said one expert, Dr. Robert Schwartz, professor of family 
medicine and community health at the University of Miami Miller School of Medicine. He was not involved in the 
study.

The research, published in the August issue ofPediatrics, was led by Dr. Glenn Flores, professor of pediatrics 
and public health at the University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center at Dallas. His team surveyed 175 
pharmacies in Milwaukee County, Wis., to determine what sorts of services they provide to non-English-language 
clients.

Of the 128 pharmacies that responded to the survey, 53 percent could mostly or always provide non-English-
language prescription labels; 46 percent could mostly or always provide non-English-language information 
packets; and 36 percent could mostly or always communicate in a non-English-language. Community 
pharmacies were least likely to be able to communicate with non-English-speaking clients, while those using 
telephone interpreter services were most likely to be able to communicate.

Of those pharmacies that could provide written information in a foreign language, most (88 percent for 
prescription labels, 95 percent for information packets) used computer software to do so. Among pharmacies 
providing verbal communication in a foreign language, two-thirds used bilingual staff, a third used telephone 
interpreters, and about one out of nine used a family member or friend of the patient to do so.

Overall, 55 percent of respondents claimed to be satisfied or very satisfied with their ability to communicate with 
non-English-speaking clients.

The study shows that "there are major barriers right now [for non-English-speakers] to getting high quality care," 
Flores concluded.

The solution, he said, is for pharmacies to hire additional non-English-speaking staff; increase the quality and 
number of non-English languages available in their computer software; and increase the use of phone interpreter 
services.

"I'm impressed, because it brings a very important issue to the public's attention," said Schwartz. He believes the 
team might have found different results in a more ethnically diverse community, however. According to figures 
cited in the study, 16 percent of the population of Milwaukee County speak a language other than English at 
home, and 7 percent have limited English proficiency.

"If you did this in Miami, you would probably get a different result," said Schwartz. "There are many pharmacies in 
Miami where you canonlyspeak Spanish. An English speaker in those pharmacies might have to ask for help with 
instructions, too."
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Flores says the issue of language and accurate communication isn't on the radar of many of the nation's 
druggists. "I'm always negatively surprised when I go around the country, and pharmacists say they never 
thought about this," he said.
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