
Infection control and Occupational 
Safety for Medical Interpreters



GOALS

- To discuss the importance of infection control for 
medical interpreters 
- To learn how infections are spread 
- To recognize common signs and symptoms of infections 
- To learn how to use universal and standard precautions 
to prevent infections 
- To learn about recommended immunizations for medical 
interpreters 
- To learn basic principles of hand hygiene 



What are some common Occupational 
Hazards that you have identified 

working as a Healthcare Interpreter?

http://bit.ly/1Fc7Y9Y

http://bit.ly/1Fc83KX

http://bit.ly/1Fc8chl

http://bit.ly/1Fc8rcm

http://bit.ly/1Fc7Y9Y
http://bit.ly/1Fc83KX
http://bit.ly/1Fc8chl
http://bit.ly/1Fc8rcm


Occupational Safety 
Goals

Foster a safe and healthy work 
environment

Protect, coworkers, patients and 
family members



Infections, occupational safety, 
and infection control 

The goals of occupational safety and health are 
to foster a safe and healthy work environment 
and to protect coworkers, patients, and family 
members. 

The risk of infection for medical interpreters is 
relatively low, however, the potential 
consequences of a hospital-acquired infection 
can be devastating. Interpreters need to be 
aware of the potential risks involved in 
healthcare occupations in order to keep their 
patients and themselves safe. 



Infections, occupational safety, 
and infection control 

Occupational hazards in healthcare are regulated 
by various federal, state and local agencies. Every 
hospital or healthcare institution has an infection 
control and environmental safety department 
that is in charge of implementing and overseeing 
compliance with these regulations. 



Infections, occupational safety, 
and infection control 

Some of the areas regulated by law include:

• Mandatory immunizations and Tuberculosis (TB) 
testing 
• Restrictions on food and drink consumption in 
patient areas 
• Hand hygiene 
• Adherence to standard and special precautions 
• Screening visitors and staff before entering 
vulnerable patient areas 
• Accident prevention and reporting of 
inappropriate behavior 



Infections

An infection is the growth of harmful germs in 
the body. Germs are microscopic organisms such 
as viruses, bacteria and fungi. Germs causing 
diseases are called pathogens. 

http://bit.ly/24vQVPF



Infections

Not all germs cause infections. Only germs that 
are pathogens and can spread from person to 
person, or from the environment to a person are 
infectious. 

Common infectious diseases include the flu (or 
influenza), hepatitis A, B and C, and HIV/AIDS. 
There are also some very dangerous infections 
that are acquired in hospitals, such as 
Clostridium difficile (C. diff), or Methicillin-
resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA). These 
are known as “nosocomial infections.” 

http://bit.ly/24vQVPF



Immunizations

Recommended immunizations for medical 
interpreters are: 

Influenza (yearly) 
Tetanus diphtheria (Every 10 years or if injured 
Pneumonia (1 dose) 
Measles, Mumps, Rubella, Varicella 
Hepatitis B (3 shots) 

http://goo.gl/Lg7Ulv



Infection Control

In order to control infections effectively, it is 
important to understand first how germs 
spread. Germs need to grow in a “host” first. A 
host can be a person, an animal, a plant, water 
or food. 

Germs grow more rapidly in environments that 
are damp, warm (between 40F – 140F), have 
oxygen and are dark. 



Infection Control

Once they grow, germs that have a way to get 
out of their host can become infectious. 
Sometimes germs use a “vector”, which can be a 
mechanical vector such as a needle, or a 
biological vector, such as an animal or a person 
that comes in contact with the germ, and helps 
transport it to someone else. 

http://goo.gl/grvz61



Germs typically spread through body fluids, such as blood, 
mucus, feces, wound discharge or urine. You can come in 
contact with germs in four ways: 

Direct Contact: By touching blood or body fluids of an 
infected person 
Indirect contact: By coming in contact with something an 
infected person has touched, such as clothing and bedding 
items, glasses, silverware, etc. 
Airborne contact: By germs traveling through the air 
Droplet spread: By coming in contact with very small drops 
of moisture coming from infected secretions (cough or 
sneeze) 

Infection Control

http://goo.gl/grvz61



Signs and symptoms of infections

Infections can be localized or systemic. 

Localized infections are contained in one area of 
the body, such as a hand or an arm, whereas 
systemic infections are spread throughout the 
body. 

Symptoms of a localized infection include 
swelling or oozing of a wound, or a wound that 
is red, warm and painful. 



Signs and symptoms of infections

Signs and symptoms of a systemic infection 
include fever, chills, weakness, increased heart 
rate and breathing, sweating, general malaise, 
nausea, dizziness, tiredness, a generalized rash, 
or confusion. 



Standard precautions



Standard 
precautions

Practicing standard precautions is the single most 
effective way to protect you and your patient from 
passing infections around, and becoming infected. 
Standard precautions are also called universal 
precautions. Standard precautions consist of treating 
everybody as if they had an infection. They include: 
• Hand Hygiene 
• Use of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) such as 
gloves, when needed 
• Minimizing potential for contact 
• Immunizations 



Standard 
precautions

It is important to know that people can have an 
infectious disease and not know it. 

They might be an asymptomatic carrier if they 
came in contact with a pathogen that has an 
incubation period (the time the pathogen needs 
to reproduce before making the person sick), or 
they may have immunity against the disease. In 
both cases, the person is a vector. 

They can pass the pathogen along to others. 



Hand hygiene

Practicing appropriate hand hygiene is the single 
most important thing an interpreter can do to 
prevent the spread of infection. 

There are two ways to take care of your hand 
hygiene: 

Gel in and out of patient encounters

Washing your hands



Gel in and out of 
patient encounters

Every time you go into a doctor’s office or hospital 
room, use the antiseptic gel provided to clean your 
hands, even if you don’t touch anything in the 
room. Remember, germs can also spread through 
the air. 



Gel in and out of 
patient encounters

CDC recommendations for appropriate gel hand hygiene: 

• Nail areas are most likely to hide germs. Maintain short 
fingernails. Avoid nail extensions 
• Place one teaspoon of gel into palm of left hand. 
• Bring 4 fingertips and thumb of right hand together, dip 
into the gel, and expose all nail areas to gel. 
• Transfer gel to right palm. 
• Bring 4 fingertips and thumb of left hand together, dip 
into the gel, and expose all nail areas to gel. 
• Spread gel all over surfaces of both hands. Get between 
the fingers. Completely cover the thumbs. 
• Do not rub hard; just expose all skin and nails to gel. 



Wash your hands!

If they become soiled after using the toilet, or before 
and after eating. Also, wash your hands before and 
after entering a patient’s room where enteric 
precautions have been posted. Let’s review the CDC’s 
recommendations for hand washing: 

• Wet hands thoroughly 
• Apply soap and rub for at least 20 seconds 

http://huff.to/24vUiGh



Wash your hands!

• Wash nails by scratching opposite palm 
• Rinse both hands thoroughly without touching each other 
• Dry with paper towel 
• Turn off faucet with paper towel 

http://huff.to/24vUiGh



Special precautions

When patients are known or suspected to be 
infected with dangerous pathogens, you will see a 
set of special precautions posted on the door. If you 
have difficulty understanding or following these 
precautions talk to the nurse in charge and ask for 
directions. 

It is extremely important to follow these directions 
correctly to be able to protect yourself from very 
serious, potentially life threatening diseases. 



Special precautions

Airborne Precautions: Special precautions against 
germs known to travel by air. Most of the time they 
will include using a respirator or goggles, or a face 
shield. 

Droplet Precautions: Droplets can transmit diseases 
such as pneumonia, meningitis, pertussis, rubella 
and bubonic plague. You will be required to wear a 
gown, goggles and respiratory protection. 



Special precautions

Contact Precautions: Germs such as MRSA are 
spread through direct contact with the patients or 
their body fluids. You will be required to wear a 
gown or gloves. It is recommended that you leave 
any personal items (such as cell phones, purses, 
etc.) at the nurses’ station before you enter the 
room. Contact precautions also include Enteric 
Precautions, which means the germs come from the 
patient’s fecal matter. Germs such as hepatitis B 
and C. diff spread this way. 



Personal Protective 
Equipment (PPE)

Personal protective equipment is specially designed 
equipment you may need to wear to protect you 
and your patient from infection. 

http://goo.gl/XhDX2r



Personal Protective 
Equipment (PPE)

The most common personal protective equipment 
(PPE) used by interpreters includes:

Gloves: There are two types, nitrile, and vinyl. They 
help avoid dangerous germs from coming in contact 
with your hands. 



Personal Protective 
Equipment (PPE)

The most common personal protective equipment 
(PPE) used by interpreters includes:

Masks and respirators: Used when there’s a risk of 
exposure to airborne or droplet spread pathogens.

Goggles or face shields: Use to prevent germs from 
coming in contact with your eyes.

Gowns and aprons: Used when there could be 
splattering of blood or body fluids, such as during 
certain procedures 



Personal Protective 
Equipment (PPE)

If you are called to interpret in a sterile procedure 
area (such as the operating room or cath lab) you 
may be required to change into a surgical scrub or 
jumpsuit. Follow the regulations of the facility. 



Minimizing exposure

Interpreters who are pregnant or immuno-
compromised are at a higher risk of becoming 
infected by pathogens. Pregnant or immuno-
compromised interpreters should refuse 
assignments involving children or adults with active 
infections. 



Discussion



Discussion

What are the occupational risks for medical interpreters? How 
can you prevent them? 
Although medical interpreters are not clinical professionals, 
they are in close proximity with patients. Therefore, they are 
exposed to the environmental risks surrounding patients and 
healthcare settings. 
Medical interpreters should be aware of some basic safety 
guidelines: 
- Do not touch patients 
- Greetings should be verbal, avoid at all times to shake hands 
with the patient and relatives 
- Never kiss the patient (if that is part of your culturally-
accepted norm for greeting people)



Discussion

- Do not touch surfaces such as counters, walls, devices, 
equipment, beds, etc. 
- Always carry your own pen/marker to sign and take notes. Do 
not use provider's or patient's pen 
- Check patient's hospital room door for signs of contact or 
droplet precautions. Wear masks, gowns, and gloves before 
entering patient's hospital room if necessary 
- Wash your hands thoroughly before and after every medical 
encounter, regardless if you came in contact with a person or 
surface 
- Use disinfectant gel, foam, or lotion on a regular basis 



Quiz time



Which factors should you consider to prevent infections from happening in your 
work as a medical interpreter? 
a. Dress code 
b. Hand hygiene 
c. No physical contact with patients
d. All of the above 

What is TRUE about standard precautions? 
a. Use of gel sanitizer for hands is optional 
b. Practice hand hygiene before and after the medical encounter 
c. Use of an old jacket as protective equipment
d. Annual Flu immunization is optional 

Daily Quiz
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