COMMUNICATING WELL

WITH PEOPLE WHOSE FIRST LANGUAGE IS NOT ENGLISH

As receptionists you are probably aiming to have a happy welcoming surgery where people get the appointments they want and there are very few missed appointments. 

When your patients are new to the country, particularly if their first language is not English, you may need to give them extra help – just like you have a ramp for a wheel chair user. 

Here are some tips which might be useful

· The interpreting service does not cost the surgery any money so use it whenever you need. Often people may have some English but would not know how to explain their symptoms or understand medical terms the doctor may use, and when under stress this is harder.  It is possible for you  to talk to an interpreter on the phone so they can tell the patient when their appointment is.

The number for Coventry Interpreting and Translation Unit is 02476  786878,

out of hours mobile 07984 166959 . It helps to have a sheet with different languages on, which people can point to. You can get from the Interpreting Unit but some people may not be able to read, or their language may not be there.

· It is a good idea to ensure that new patients understand the systems you use, the importance of keeping appointments etc. If your surgery does assessment appointments for new patients that is a very good time to cover everything, including the importance of immunisations, vaccinations, cervical smear tests etc. It is very important to get an interpreter for this. If you do not do assessment appointments you may like to arrange to see them yourself with an interpreter so you can explain the systems you use. You can also explain that the doctor will only see one member of the family per appointment. People used to different systems have different expectations and this can lead to confusion all round.

· Often when people have limited English they may miss out important words or get them round the wrong way. For example they may say ‘Get me an appointment tomorrow’ instead of ‘Can I get an appointment for tomorrow please?’  They don’t mean to sound rude.

· It helps to speak clearly and use simple terms if the patient is struggling to understand you.

· They will see how welcoming you are before you say anything at all, and when you are speaking, even if the content is not understood well, the friendliness behind it will still be communicated.

· See if there are any system changes you can make so that you are not under a lot of stress – with queues of patients and not enough staff. If possible take someone aside to make sure you understand each other.

· Often refugee mothers are on their own here and do not have family to guide them. They may come to see the doctor a lot for reassurance. It may be that some other health practitioner can give them the support they need instead. It is very hard being on your own with a baby. 

· Some men are from cultures where women are seen as inferior and they may not treat you respectfully (if you are a woman). You have a right to be treated respectfully and they have a lot of learning to do.  It helps to keep calm and to talk to colleagues about it afterwards. You may want to put up a sign about not tolerating abuse.

· There are three main reasons people come to this country – to study, for work or for safety. Those who come for safety are asylum seekers. You are unlikely to see asylum seekers as most of them go to the Meridian Centre but you may see them when their asylum claim has been accepted and they are termed refugees. Whoever they are you can offer to take them on if you have places. They do not need to have a passport 

· There are many reasons why newcomers may not keep an appointment

1. They may not have been able to understand a letter generated by the PCT for a routine intervention.

2. They may have moved – there is a lot more mobility among new communities

3. They may not realise the importance of keeping the appointment – both for them and for the efficiency of the surgery

4. They may have fears about the appointment eg that perhaps a man will be doing a cervical smear test

5. In our society we are used to making appointments, keeping to strict times etc but it can take some newcomers time to adjust to that.

6. There is a lot of information which newcomers have to absorb and sometimes it is difficult for them to know what is important and what isn’t important

And finally we have asked many refugees what they like and don’t like about their surgery and always the two most important things are how friendly it is and how easy it is to get an appointment. I guess the rest of the population might also say the same.

Thank you for doing what you can to achieve that friendly and efficient service.

