
 

Mental health, substance abuse treatment
facilities don't provide communication access
to deaf, hard of hearing patients

January 4 2023, by Elizabeth Katz
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In a paper published in Health Affairs, Tyler G. James, Ph.D., MCHES,
post-doctoral research fellow, and his co-authors examined the rate at
which federally-funded mental health and substance use treatment
facilities complied with federally mandated requirements to provide
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accessible communication to Deaf and Hard of Hearing patients.

The paper, "Communication Access to Mental Health and Substance Use
Treatment Facilities for Deaf American Sign Language Users," was
published in the leading United States health policy journal. He also
presented his findings at the Health Affairs Disability & Health Virtual
Symposium held on the same day.

The team used data collected by the U.S. Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services Administration in 2019, to identify the 24,416 facilities
receiving federal funds—including Medicaid, Medicare, Tricare
insurance, or SAMHSA grants. Those facilities receiving such funding
are required to comply with Section 1557 of the Patient Protection and
Affordable Care Act, which prohibits discrimination in health care
programs or activities based on race, color, national origin, sex, age or
disability.

Section 1557 also requires organizations receiving federal funding to
provide patient access to language assistance services and auxiliary aids
and services. For DHH patients who use ASL, this means facilities are
required to provide an interpreter.

As part of the SAMHSA study, facilities included in the organization's
database were asked if they provided services in ASL, including the use
of fluent staff or an interpreter, to deaf patients. Federally-funded
entities that responded "no" were deemed "non-compliant" with the
ACA mandate.

The analysis led by James found that:

41% of mental health facilities in the U.S., mandated under
Section 1557, were deemed non-compliant.
59% of substance use facilities in the U.S., mandated under
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Section 1557, were deemed non-compliant.
Seventeen states had 50% or more mental health facilities in non-
compliance.
Thirty-five states had 50% or more substance use treatment
facilities in non-compliance.

The researchers concluded that mental health and substance use services
are largely inaccessible to DHH people who use sign language. They
argue that this discriminates against an already "severely marginalized"
population in the U.S.

In response, James and his colleagues call for a redesign of grievance
procedures, with assistance from leading Deaf consumer organizations,
to improve advocacy efforts.

"The Office of Civil Rights of the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration, state mental health authorities, and federal and state
policymakers must be responsive to this evidence and implement
proactive policies—such as inspecting facility compliance when
receiving government funds."

  More information: Tyler G. James et al, Communication Access In
Mental Health And Substance Use Treatment Facilities For Deaf
American Sign Language Users, Health Affairs (2022). DOI:
10.1377/hlthaff.2022.00408
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