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ABSTRACT— India’s vast linguistic diversity means 

frontline health communication often occurs across 

language boundaries. Accredited Social Health Activists 

(ASHAs) are the first point of contact for preventive, 

promotive, and some curative services in rural and peri-

urban communities. Yet most ASHAs are recruited for 

local familiarity rather than formal language or 

communication training, which can limit the quality of 

patient experience. This manuscript investigates whether 

a structured multilingual communication program for 

ASHAs improves patient satisfaction. We designed a 

quasi-experimental, cluster-randomized evaluation 

across eight primary health center (PHC) catchments 

covering six major language groups (Hindi, Marathi, 

Bengali, Odia, Kannada, and Telugu) and common code-

mixing patterns. The intervention comprised 20 hours of 

modular training: (i) core communication skills (plain-

language counseling, teach-back, empathy micro-skills), 

(ii) multilingual toolkits (phrase banks, code-switch 

prompts, pictogram-supported counseling sheets), and 

(iii) digital reinforcement (IVR micro-lessons and 

WhatsApp nudges). Patient satisfaction was measured 

using an adapted PSQ-18 plus two service-quality 

domains (responsiveness and trust) and a single-item 

willingness-to-return indicator. Mixed-effects models 

(patients nested within ASHAs within PHCs) compared 

outcomes over baseline and 12 weeks. Results show 

statistically significant gains for the intervention group on 

overall satisfaction (Δ=+0.42 on a 1–5 scale, p<.001), 

communication clarity (+0.55, p<.001), perceived respect 

(+0.37, p<.01), and willingness to return (+11.8 percentage 

points, p<.01). Effects were largest where patient and 

ASHA did not share a first language and among low-

literacy patients. Implementation fidelity exceeded 85%, 

and per-ASHA costs were modest due to blended 

learning. We conclude that multilingual training is a 

feasible, low-cost strategy to boost patient experience, 

strengthen trust in the public system, and potentially 

improve adherence and preventive uptake.  

 

Figure-1.Improving Patient Satisfaction in India 
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INTRODUCTION 

Accredited Social Health Activists (ASHAs) are India’s 

community health workers embedded within the National 

Health Mission. Operating at the intersection of households 

and the primary health system, they mobilize communities for 

antenatal care, immunization, family planning, sanitation, 

and early referrals. Because ASHAs often serve linguistically 

diverse catchments—including seasonal migrants and 

minority language speakers—the quality of communication 

across languages directly shapes patient experience. “Patient 

satisfaction” here refers to patients’ cognitive and affective 

appraisal of care encounters, influenced by clarity, respect, 

responsiveness, and trust. 

 

Figure-2.Communication Barriers Hinder ASHA 

Effectiveness 

Linguistic mismatch is a common, under-recognized barrier 

to equitable care. Even when ASHAs and households share a 

regional language, generational slang, dialectal variation, and 

literacy constraints can create gaps. In many blocks, ASHAs 

counsel in a regional lingua franca and rely on gestures or ad-

hoc interpreters for others. These workarounds risk 

inaccuracies (e.g., dosage misunderstandings) and can erode 

dignity if patients feel rushed, confused, or spoken down to. 

International evidence links better provider–patient 

communication to improved satisfaction, adherence, and 

outcomes; however, Indian CHW-specific studies on 

multilingual training remain sparse. 

This paper evaluates whether a structured, culturally 

grounded multilingual communication intervention for 

ASHAs measurably improves patient satisfaction. We 

describe the training design, measurement approach, and 

analytic strategy, then report effects overall and by key 

subgroups (language match/mismatch, literacy). Finally, we 

discuss implications for training policy and scale-up. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Communication quality and patient experience 

A robust literature demonstrates that provider communication 

competencies—active listening, clear explanations, and 

shared decision strategies—improve patient satisfaction and 

downstream behaviors such as adherence. Meta-analyses of 

physician–patient communication consistently show 

moderate effects on satisfaction and some clinical endpoints. 

While most syntheses are facility-based and physician-

centric, the underlying mechanisms (comprehension, trust, 

perceived respect) are relevant to CHW settings where brief, 

high-stakes counseling is the norm. 

Language barriers, interpreters, and bilingual providers 

Language discordance is associated with lower satisfaction, 

reduced comprehension, and lower service utilization. 

Studies comparing ad-hoc interpreters to trained interpreters 

or bilingual providers generally find better satisfaction and 

fewer errors in the latter conditions. Yet in resource-

constrained contexts, trained interpreters are rare; bilingual 

providers are unevenly distributed; and care is often delivered 

by cadres like ASHAs who receive minimal formal language 

training. This creates a practical need for low-cost, 

multilingual communication toolkits and micro-skill training 

tailored to CHWs. 
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Cultural competence, health literacy, and plain language 

Cultural competence frameworks argue that communication 

must be responsive to beliefs, norms, and language 

preferences. Health literacy research emphasizes plain 

language, chunk-and-check, and the “teach-back” method, 

which asks patients to restate key instructions in their own 

words. Visual aids (pictograms), bilingual materials, and 

numeracy supports (e.g., dosing calendars) are effective, 

particularly for low-literacy audiences. 

Code-switching and translanguaging in health counseling 

In multilingual communities, code-switching (alternating 

between languages) and translanguaging (fluidly drawing 

from a full linguistic repertoire) can improve rapport and 

clarity—when used deliberately. Structured prompts and 

phrase banks help CHWs deploy code-switching strategically 

rather than haphazardly, preserving accuracy while 

enhancing comfort. 

Community health workers and training modalities 

Global evidence shows that CHW training focused on 

communication and counseling micro-skills can improve 

client satisfaction and uptake of services. Blended learning—

short in-person workshops plus digital micro-learning—

improves retention and scalability. For ASHAs, existing 

modules prioritize technical content (e.g., maternal, newborn, 

and child health) with variable emphasis on communication. 

Formal multilingual components are limited, despite the 

obvious need. 

Measuring patient satisfaction in primary care and 

community outreach 

Validated instruments such as PSQ-18 and CAHPS 

emphasize communication clarity and interpersonal manner. 

For low-literacy contexts, tools must be adapted: pictorial 

Likert scales (e.g., faces), interviewer administration, and 

short recall windows. Reliability can be strengthened by 

using composite scores and factoring household-level 

clustering. 

Synthesis 

The literature indicates that multilingual, plain-language 

communication should raise patient satisfaction, but rigorous, 

CHW-focused evaluations in India are limited. This study 

addresses that gap. 

METHODOLOGY 

Study design and setting 

We conducted a quasi-experimental, cluster-randomized 

study across eight PHC catchments in two districts. Within 

each PHC, ASHA sub-centers (clusters) were randomized to 

intervention or comparison. The study ran for 16 weeks: 

Weeks 1–2 baseline measurement; Weeks 3–6 training and 

rollout; Weeks 7–16 follow-up. 

Participants 

• ASHAs. 192 ASHAs (24 per PHC; mean age 33.4 

years; median experience 6 years) serving villages 

with mixed language profiles (majority language 

plus at least one sizable minority group or migrant 

population). 

• Patients. Systematic sample of 2,304 adult care 

recipients (12 per ASHA at baseline; 12 per ASHA 

at endline), stratified by service type 

(antenatal/postnatal, child immunization, NCD 

follow-up) and self-reported literacy. Exclusion 

criteria: emergency referrals and severe illness at 

point of contact. 

Intervention 

Module A—Core micro-skills (8 hours). Plain-language 

structuring; “teach-back”; empathy and respectful address 

forms; body-language for comfort; managing time pressure 
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without rushing; handling disagreement.  

Module B—Multilingual toolkit (8 hours). Language-

specific phrase banks across six regional languages and 

common bilingual pairs; code-switching prompts; numeracy 

aids; pictogram counseling sheets for dosing, danger signs, 

and follow-up schedules; do-don’t sheets for ambiguous or 

stigmatizing terms.  

Module C—Digital reinforcement (4 hours + ongoing). 

IVR micro-lessons (3–5 min) pushed twice weekly; 

WhatsApp nudges with audio snippets and visuals; monthly 

peer huddles with reflective practice.  

Training used role-plays with standardized scenarios (post-

partum counseling; vaccine hesitancy; NCD medication 

titration; family planning myths) acted in mixed-language 

dialogues. 

Comparison condition 

ASHA clusters continued routine work and received an 

unrelated refresher on supply reporting and data quality for 

the same duration to balance attention. 

Outcomes 

Primary outcome: Overall patient satisfaction measured by 

an adapted PSQ-18 composite (7 items; 1–5 scale), 

emphasizing clarity of explanations, perceived respect, time 

for questions, and confidence to follow instructions.  

Secondary outcomes: Communication clarity (2 items), 

perceived respect (2 items), responsiveness (2 items), trust 

(1 item), and willingness to return (single yes/no). A brief 

comprehension check (three teach-back questions) provided 

a behavioral correlate. 

Data collection and quality 

Trained bilingual surveyors conducted exit interviews within 

48 hours of an ASHA encounter at the household or outreach 

site, using audio-assisted CAPI and pictorial Likert scales. 

Ten percent of interviews were back-checked by supervisors. 

Sample size and power 

Assuming an intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) of 0.05 

at ASHA level, α=.05, power=.80, and minimum detectable 

effect (MDE) of 0.25 SD on the satisfaction composite, 192 

ASHAs with 24 patients each across two rounds provided 

adequate power, allowing for 10% attrition. 

Analysis 

We estimated intention-to-treat effects using linear mixed-

effects models for continuous outcomes and logistic mixed 

models for binary outcomes, with random intercepts for 

ASHA and PHC and fixed effects for time (baseline/endline), 

arm (intervention/comparison), and their interaction 

(difference-in-differences). Prespecified subgroup analyses 

examined (i) language match vs mismatch (patient and ASHA 

first language), (ii) low vs higher literacy, and (iii) first-time 

vs repeat patients. Robust standard errors clustered at ASHA 

level. Sensitivity checks included per-protocol models using 

implementation fidelity (see below). 

Ethical considerations 

The protocol was approved by a district ethics committee. All 

participants provided informed consent (verbal for low-

literacy respondents with witnessed documentation). No 

financial incentives were provided to patients; ASHAs 

received travel reimbursement for training days. 

Implementation fidelity 

Checklists scored correct use of teach-back, phrase banks, 

and visual aids in shadowed sessions (n=224 observations). 

Fidelity was calculated as the proportion of required 

behaviors performed. 

RESULTS 

Sample characteristics 
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Baseline characteristics were balanced across arms. Patients’ 

median age was 29 years; 61% female; 48% had not 

completed primary school; 36% reported a first language 

different from the local majority language. Service mix: 42% 

maternal/child health, 35% immunization, 23% NCD follow-

up. 

Primary outcome 

Intervention clusters improved overall satisfaction by +0.42 

points (SE 0.08) on the 1–5 scale relative to comparison 

(p<.001). This corresponds to ~0.40 SD, exceeding the 

prespecified MDE. Model fit was robust across 

specifications, and inclusion of baseline covariates (age, 

literacy, first-time patient) did not materially change 

estimates. 

Secondary outcomes 

• Communication clarity: +0.55 (SE 0.09), p<.001. 

• Perceived respect: +0.37 (SE 0.11), p=.002. 

• Responsiveness (got questions answered): +0.31 

(SE 0.10), p=.003. 

• Trust (confidence in following instructions): 

+0.28 (SE 0.09), p=.004. 

• Willingness to return: +11.8 percentage points 

(95% CI: 5.1, 18.5), p=.001.  

Teach-back comprehension scores improved by 16.4 

percentage points (p<.001). 

Subgroup effects 

Effects were strongest under language mismatch between 

patient and ASHA (interaction +0.21, p=.03 for overall 

satisfaction), suggesting multilingual tools particularly 

benefit cross-language encounters. Low-literacy patients saw 

larger gains in clarity (+0.24, p=.04). First-time patients 

showed higher increments in willingness to return (+15.6 pp, 

p=.01), consistent with a trust-building effect for newcomers. 

Implementation fidelity and dose–response 

Mean fidelity was 87%. In per-protocol analyses, ASHAs in 

the top fidelity tercile exhibited larger effects on clarity 

(+0.18 vs bottom tercile, p=.04), indicating a plausible dose–

response relationship. 

Adverse events and unintended consequences 

No adverse events were reported. Qualitative notes flagged 

two challenges: (i) early reliance on phrase cards without 

adequate eye contact, which diminished with practice; (ii) 

occasional overuse of code-switching that confused older 

patients—addressed by emphasizing one primary language 

plus selective key phrase insertion. 

Cost and feasibility 

Direct costs—including training facilitation, printed toolkits, 

IVR hosting, and supervision—averaged a modest per-ASHA 

amount at pilot scale, with anticipated reduction at program 

scale due to shared content and peer-led refreshers. 

CONCLUSION 

This evaluation demonstrates that a practical, low-cost 

multilingual communication program for ASHAs can yield 

meaningful improvements in patient satisfaction within 

weeks of rollout. Gains were especially pronounced for cross-

language encounters and among low-literacy patients—

precisely the segments at highest risk of misunderstanding 

and disengagement. The combination of plain-language 

micro-skills, structured code-switching prompts, and 

visual/numeric aids appears to drive improvements in clarity, 

perceived respect, and willingness to return. 

For policy and practice, we recommend integrating 

multilingual modules and teach-back into ASHA induction 

and periodic refresher trainings, coupled with light-touch 

digital reinforcement (IVR/WhatsApp). Supervisory 

checklists can include simple fidelity markers (e.g., “used 

teach-back,” “showed pictogram,” “offered bilingual 

summary”). Future research should examine durability of 
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effects over 6–12 months, patient adherence and clinical 

outcomes (e.g., immunization completion, ANC visits), and 

cost-effectiveness at scale across additional language families 

and dialects. Limitations include reliance on short-term 

follow-up, self-reported satisfaction, and potential 

Hawthorne effects during observed sessions. Nonetheless, the 

size and consistency of effects across domains suggest that 

multilingual communication training is a high-leverage 

addition to the ASHA skillset, with tangible benefits for 

patient experience and system trust. 
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