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ABSTRACT

Medical mistrust—patients’ lack of confidence @ in
healthcare systems, providers, and medical research—
poses a significant barrier to health equity and effective
care delivery. This study explores the origins,
manifestations, and consequences of medical mistrust
among multilingual patient populations by analyzing
in-depth testimonials collected across three language
groups: English, Spanish, and Mandarin. Through
purposive sampling, semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 150 patients (50 per language group) in
urban and suburban clinics. Thematic analysis, guided by
a grounded theory framework, identified four core
domains of mistrust: historical injustices and systemic
bias, communication and cultural disconnects, perceived
provider negligence or indifference, and fear of
experimental treatments. Results reveal notable variation
in how mistrust is expressed and rationalized across
language groups: Spanish-speaking patients frequently
cited past experiences of discrimination;
Mandarin-speakers  emphasized concerns about
inferiority in care quality; English-speakers highlighted
institutional bureaucracy and perceived financial
motives. Moreover, cross-language comparisons
uncovered distinct coping strategies: while
Spanish-speakers sought familial endorsements for
provider selection, Mandarin-speakers prioritized

referrals from culturally concordant community

organizations, and English-speakers leveraged digital

health portals to vet providers and treatment plans. The
analysis also illuminated the compounding effect of
language barriers on practical aspects of care—such as
medication management and appointment scheduling—
which further entrenches mistrust and reduces
adherence. Finally, the study underscores the critical need
for culturally and linguistically tailored trust-building
strategies, including provider cultural competency
training, transparent communication about treatment
options and research protocols, investment in professional
interpretation services, and community-engaged outreach
programs. Implementing these multifaceted interventions
holds promise for mitigating mistrust, improving patient
satisfaction, enhancing clinical outcomes, and ultimately
fostering more equitable healthcare relationships across

diverse linguistic communities.
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INTRODUCTION

Medical mistrust represents a profound impediment to patient
engagement, healthcare utilization, and adherence to
recommended treatments (Hall et al., 2015). While a growing
body of literature documents mistrust among marginalized
racial and ethnic groups, less attention has been paid to the
intersection of mistrust and language diversity. Globally,
millions navigate healthcare systems in languages other than
the dominant local tongue; their experiences and testimonies
offer a unique window into how linguistic and cultural factors
shape trust dynamics. Understanding these nuances is vital:
language barriers can exacerbate misunderstandings, fuel
perceptions of neglect, and amplify historical grievances—
thereby reinforcing cycles of avoidance and poor health

outcomes.

This study investigates medical mistrust across three major
language communities—English, Spanish, and Mandarin—
within urban and suburban clinic settings in the United States.
By eliciting and analyzing patient testimonials, we aim to (1)
identify common and divergent themes of mistrust, (2)
examine how language and culture inform patients’
interpretations of provider behaviors and institutional
practices, and (3) propose actionable strategies for healthcare
systems to rebuild trust in multilingual contexts. Through a
rigorous, qualitative approach, our findings will contribute to
the design of culturally responsive interventions that address

the root causes of mistrust and promote health equity.
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Fig.2 Thematic Analysis, Source.2

LITERATURE REVIEW

1. Conceptualizing Medical Mistrust

Medical mistrust encompasses both interpersonal distrust—
skepticism toward individual providers—and systemic
distrust—wariness of health institutions and research
enterprises (Dovidio et al., 2017). Scholars differentiate
between “cognitive” mistrust (belief that systems intend
harm) and “affective” mistrust (emotional reactions such as
fear or anger) (Thompson et al., 2004). Historical medical
abuses—e.g., the Tuskegee syphilis study—have sown deep-
seated mistrust among certain communities; contemporary
disparities in treatment and outcomes further reinforce these

sentiments (Corbie-Smith et al., 2002).

2. Language Barriers and Health Communication

Language discordance between patients and providers is
associated with lower satisfaction, reduced adherence, and
higher risks of medical errors (Flores, 2006). Professional
interpretation can mitigate, but not eliminate, gaps in cultural
nuance and rapport-building. Research indicates that patients
receiving care in their preferred language report higher
perceptions of provider empathy and lower anxiety (Karliner

etal., 2007).

3. Cultural Dimensions of Trust

Trust is culturally mediated: collectivist cultures may
emphasize relational continuity and community endorsement,
while individualist cultures prioritize transparency and
autonomy (Minkov & Bond, 2013). Studies of Latino
populations reveal that familismo (family-centered decision-
making) informs trust judgments, whereas Chinese patients
often reference societal hierarchy and respect for expertise

(Ng, 2012; Zhang et al., 2018).

4. Gaps in Multilingual Trust Research

Despite evidence linking language to health outcomes, few
studies qualitatively explore how multilingual patients
articulate mistrust. Existing surveys often aggregate
non-English discussions into broad “limited English

proficiency” categories, obscuring language-specific themes.
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This study addresses this gap by centering patient voices in

their native languages.
METHODOLOGY

1. Research Design
A qualitative, grounded theory approach guided data
collection and analysis, enabling theory generation based on

emergent themes rather than preconceived frameworks.

2. Participants and Setting

Purposive sampling recruited 150 adult patients (>18 years)
from three outpatient clinics in a large metropolitan area
between January and April 2025. Each language group
(English, Spanish, Mandarin) comprised 50 participants,

balanced by gender and age deciles.

3. Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews (45—60 minutes) were conducted
in participants’ preferred languages by bilingual, bicultural
researchers. Interview guides covered experiences of
perceived disrespect, communication challenges, historical or
familial anecdotes influencing trust, and suggestions for
improvement. Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed

verbatim, and translated into English where necessary.

4. Data Analysis

Using NVivo software, two researchers independently coded
transcripts in their original languages, iteratively developing
a codebook via open, axial, and selective coding.
Discrepancies were resolved through discussion. A thematic
network was constructed to map relationships among codes,

distinguishing language-specific subthemes.

5. Ethical Considerations

Institutional Review Board approval was obtained. All
participants provided informed consent and received a
stipend. Confidentiality was ensured through de-

identification and secure data storage.
RESULTS

1. Domain 1: Historical and Systemic Injustices

e  Spanish-speaking participants frequently
recounted anecdotes of discrimination in prior
healthcare =~ encounters—longer  wait  times,
dismissive attitudes—interpreted as confirmation of

systemic bias.

e Mandarin-speakers invoked contrast with
healthcare in China, perceiving U.S. systems as

profit-driven and less patient-centered.

o English-speakers referenced broad media
narratives of healthcare profiteering, evoking

distrust in pharmaceutical motives.
2. Domain 2: Communication and Cultural Disconnects

e Language discordance emerged across groups:
literal interpreter errors led to misdiagnoses and

reinforced patient fears.

e Cultural misunderstandings, such as
misinterpretation of touch or eye contact norms,

undermined rapport.

e Non-verbal cues (e.g., rushed body language) were

universally perceived as indifference.

3. Domain 3: Perceived Provider Negligence or

Indifference

e Across all groups, participants recounted instances
where pain complaints were minimized, leading to

delayed care.

e Spanish-speakers emphasized the role of accent
bias; Mandarin-speakers highlighted perceived

unwillingness to explain treatment rationales.
4. Domain 4: Fear of Experimental Treatments

e  Misinterpretation of clinical research terminology

fueled apprehensions about hidden agendas.

e Mandarin-speakers, unfamiliar with U.S. research
ethics frameworks, expressed acute skepticism of

vaccine trials.
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5. Cross-language Comparisons

o Intensity of mistrust was highest among
Spanish-speakers, moderate in Mandarin-speakers,
and variable in English-speakers based on

socioeconomic status.

o Preferred remedies included community-based
liaison staff for Spanish patients, culturally tailored
educational materials for Mandarin patients, and
greater transparency initiatives (e.g., open-notes) for

English patients.
CONCLUSION

This multilingual qualitative study illuminates the
multifaceted nature of medical mistrust and its distinct
manifestations across English, Spanish, and
Mandarin-speaking  patient communities.  Historical
injustices, communication breakdowns, and perceived
provider indifference coalesce to erode trust, while cultural
frames shape how these experiences are interpreted and acted
upon. Spanish-speaking patients often internalize mistrust
through family and community narratives of discrimination;
Mandarin-speakers negotiate their skepticism by contrasting
U.S. healthcare practices with those in their countries of
origin; and English-speakers express ambivalence rooted in
systemic opacity and profit-driven care models. Importantly,
language discordance magnifies these issues by
compounding misunderstandings around diagnosis, treatment
plans, and informed consent, thereby reinforcing avoidance

behaviors and suboptimal health outcomes.

To address these challenges, healthcare systems must adopt a

multidimensional approach:

1. Enhance Cultural Competency: Regular,
immersive training for providers on linguistic
nuances, cultural norms, and implicit bias can foster

more empathetic interactions.

2. Optimize Interpretation Services: Investing in

certified medical interpreters and real-time

translation technologies ensures accuracy and

preserves the integrity of patient narratives.

3. Promote Transparent Communication:

Implementing open-notes policies and
plain-language educational materials demystifies

clinical processes and validates patient concerns.

4. Engage Community Partners: Collaborations with

community health workers, faith-based
organizations, and language-specific  patient
advocates can bridge trust deficits and co-design

interventions.

5. Measure and Monitor Trust: Incorporating
validated mistrust scales into patient feedback
systems enables ongoing assessment and refinement

of trust-building strategies.

By integrating these tailored interventions, health systems can
not only mitigate existing mistrust but also cultivate a
sustainable foundation of trust that respects linguistic
diversity and cultural context. Future research should
quantitatively evaluate the impact of these strategies on health
behaviors, adherence rates, and clinical outcomes, thereby
informing evidence-based policies that promote equity.
Ultimately, fostering trust in multilingual settings is not a
peripheral task but a central imperative for achieving

universal, patient-centered care.
SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS
Scope:

e Focused on three language groups in a single
metropolitan area; findings may generalize to

similar urban, multilingual settings.

e Employed qualitative methods to generate rich,

contextualized insights.
Limitations:

e Sample size limits statistical generalizability; further

quantitative validation is warranted.
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e Potential social desirability bias in interviews may have

led participants to underreport negative experiences.

e Translation and interpretation processes may have
introduced subtle shifts in meaning despite rigorous

back-translation protocols.
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