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Executive Summary

The healthcare industry has reached AI fatigue. After years 

of promising a revolution, many AI tools have remained 

trapped in the pilot phase, struggling to prove real-world 

ROI. However, there is one area where AI is delivering 

immediate, measurable impact. Namely, the elimination  

of the language tax: the hidden cost language barriers 

impose on patient outcomes. 



For the 25 million+ Limited English Proficient (LEP) 

individuals in the U.S., the gap between high-tech care 

and understandable care is widening. This white paper 

shifts the focus from the theoretical potential of 

AI to the practical application of AI translation for 

healthcare applications—moving past the hype to show 

how automated, high-fidelity translation directly drives 

patient adherence, safety, security, and health equity. 

1. Moving Past the Hype: Language as a 
Clinical Data Point

Most recent AI discussions focus on predictive analytics. 

But these models are only as good as the data they 

receive. If an LEP patient cannot understand their 

digital intake form or discharge summary, the data 

entering the system is, unfortunately, already flawed.

The reality of "silent" risk

When communication fails, it isn't just a "bad 

experience"—it is a clinical error. Non-English 

speaking patients are 

due to simple misunderstandings of instructions.

twice as likely to suffer from 

medication errors or post-surgical complications

The hype vs. utility gap

While many are waiting for AI to help us cure 

diseases, Smartling is using AI to solve the access 

problem today. By automating the localization 

process, we ensure that the most advanced 

medical care is accessible to the people who  

need it most.

The Data Behind the 
Language Gap

The "digital front door" is locked


Access denied: Research indicates that 29% of 
U.S. hospitals offer no non-English options for 
their patient portals, effectively barring millions 
from digital self-service (University of Michigan 
Health Equity Study, 2025). 


The telehealth divide: LEP patients are 50% 
less likely to utilize video-based telehealth 
services compared to English-proficient 
patients, often due to the complexity of 
navigating English-only interfaces  
(Health Affairs, 2021).

The cost of miscommunication


Adherence & outcomes: Patients who receive 
medical instructions in their native language 
are 30% more likely to adhere to medication 
regimens and follow-up care (Kansas Journal of 
Medicine, 2022). 


Preventative lag: Language barriers are 
directly correlated with lower rates of 
preventative screenings, including 
mammographies, leading to higher acuity 
cases and increased long-term costs for health 
systems (Language barriers to health care 
access among Medicare beneficiaries, 2006).

The ROI of localization


According to data from systematic reviews on 
digital health equity (e.g., Frontiers in Digital 
Health, 2025) and health IT implementation 
reports, “language-first” digital workflows are 
critical for closing the 15–22% gap in scheduling 
participation among minority populations.
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2. The Force Multiplier: Why Comprehension is Key
In a resource-constrained healthcare environment, every dollar spent must be a force multiplier. Through 
this lens, providing a multilingual digital experience is not an extra—it is the catalyst that makes every 
other clinical intervention work.

A Adherence: The end of guesswork

A patient who understands why and how to take their medication is . 
Smartling’s platform ensures that patient portals, SMS reminders, and prescription labels are 
translated with 100% accuracy, removing any guesswork that can lead to re-admissions.

30% more likely to be adherent

B Engagement: Reducing the "effort score"

If a patient has to struggle through an English-only app to book an appointment, they are 
. By providing a native-language experience by default, health systems see a significant 

increase in telehealth adoption and preventative screening appointments among LEP populations.

50% less 
likely to do it

C Operational ROI: Scaling translation effectively

Human-only translation cannot scale with the speed of digital health updates. Smartling’s 
LanguageAI™ allows lean clinical teams to maintain hundreds of pages of localized content across 
dozens of languages without manual oversight, freeing up staff to focus on direct patient care.

3. The "Accessible by Default" Standard
The industry is moving away from reactive translation (waiting for a patient to ask for help) to proactive 
localization.


This shift is being driven in large part by an equity mandate. Regulatory bodies and payers are increasingly 
tying reimbursement and compliance requirements to measurable health equity outcomes, which means 
a mono-lingual digital strategy is no longer just a gap in patient experience—it is a financial and  
legal liability.


Meeting these expectations requires a translation approach that is both scalable and clinically responsible. 
That is where Smartling’s human-in-the-loop AI model comes in. Rather than relying on pure machine 
translation, which can be dangerously inaccurate in a healthcare or clinical setting, Smartling uses AI to 
handle the heavy lifting while expert medical linguists provide final clinical verification. This approach 
delivers the level of accuracy, accountability, and trust that healthcare organizations require.

4. Faster, Higher Quality Care as a Competitive Advantage
Health systems that continue to view language access as a compliance checkbox will fall behind.  
Those that view it instead as a force multiplier for outcomes will see higher patient satisfaction, lower 
readmission rates, and a stronger bottom line.


Ultimately, Smartling doesn't just provide language translation; we provide the infrastructure to speed  
care to LEP patients, improve engagement and overall experience, and provide faster care for a  
healthier life.

Why wait to translate smarter?
Reach out to hear how you can benefit from our easy-to-use platform and specialized services for 

pharmaceutical companies and clinical research organizations.

Book your meeting now
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