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Marta Stelmaszak, founder of WantWords
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Suddenly, things don’t seem as stable as they used to be for interpreting. In the 
United Kingdom, rates for court interpreting have tumbled to the point where 
more than 80 per cent of professional interpreters refused to work under a new 
contract when it was brought into place in 20111. The largely unregulated nature of 
freelance interpreting means that interpreters all over the world need to carefully 
select the clients with whom they work to avoid poor conditions and late payment 
or even no payment at all. Add to that the rise of machine interpreting in the guise 
of Skype Translator2 and moves by Google to integrate Google Translate into an 
automatic interpreting platform3, and it seems like there is pressure on all sides 
of the profession.

Against this background, it may be surprising that interpreting is by no means 
on its last legs. Social media has proven a boon, with the ‘#1nt’ hashtag becoming 
a common sight on Twitter and Facebook groups on various aspects of interpret-
ing, from training and note- taking to research and networking. It is becoming 
increasingly easier to find books, training materials, and even courses on inter-
preting. Interpreters are fast moving from being a rare and rarefied elite to becom-
ing a mutually supportive group of professionals with contacts all over the world.

Today, professional interpreters stand at a crossroads. Behind them, the well-
worn paths to professionalism and even regular work seem to be showing signs 
of wear and tear. Does it really make sense to talk about neutrality and the simple 
passing on of information when successful medical treatment might depend on 
doctors being helped to grasp the cultural chasm that separates them from their 
patients who speak other languages? As technology shrinks the world, is it still 
valid to argue that interpreters will only perform at their best if present in the 
room with their clients and surrounded by expensive and cumbersome booths and 
transmitters?

In front of us looms the challenge of balancing our understandable desire to 
carry the torch of excellence with a need to take into account how the world has 
fundamentally changed since our profession was born. Whether you trace profes-
sional interpreting to Ancient Egypt, Paris, or Nuremberg, the fact is that multi-
lingual communication is no longer the sole preserve of the conquering monarch, 
travelling diplomat, or passionate missionary. In fact, it is hard to find an area of 
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life that doesn’t involve interpreters. Business deals, trade negotiations, hiring, 
firing, treating, counselling, judging, competing, presenting, press relations, net-
working, and even dating can be and are done with the help of interpreters. Wher-
ever we look, there we are.

This book aims to help us meet that challenge. At its core is the simple idea that 
the future of interpreting must be different simply because the world in which we 
interpret has changed and is changing still. Some people reading this need only 
take a look at the device in their hands: a sleek electronic gadget that allows you 
to read books without ever turning a physical page or walking into a bookshop, to 
understand the reality of those changes. So, instead of concentrating on the mi-
nutiae of our language processing or the detail of our contracts, I want to take a 
slightly wider view. The aim of this book is to help us do two things: add value to 
our clients and add value to our profession.

Concentrating on these two things might explain the reasons why I choose not 
to cover some subjects. Rates, conditions, and national contracts, as important as 
they are, are not subjects I will delve into. The reason for this is simple: as much 
as we all love to debate these matters, they are purely indicators of much bigger 
processes. Take rates, for example. Whether your preference is the AIIC standard, 
or a local recommendation, day rates or hourly fees, the amount that you make at 
the end of each job simply indicates how valuable the client felt you were to them. 
Businesses always find room in their budgets for priorities. If money for interpret-
ing seems tight or even non- existent, that tells us that interpreting is not seen as 
valuable, and no amount of rate campaigning or attempts at collective bargaining 
will change that.

The same can be said for national contracts. As galling as it is to see inter-
preting rates tumble to unacceptable levels, we will gain much more leverage by 
working to change the attitudes that make interpreting seem like a waste of time 
than we will by camping outside government offices. Money is always found for 
priorities. The key then is to show how interpreting is and should be a priority.

Now I realise that those last two paragraphs might be upsetting for some. I 
am not saying that it is okay to undervalue interpreting, nor am I saying that we 
should blithely accept reductions in pay and conditions. What I am saying is that 
we need to understand that the topics that often take up so much of our time need 
to be understood in their proper contexts. As translators have found out, work on 
increasing your value and money takes care of itself. By all means, let’s fight to 
change the conditions under which interpreters are asked to work, but please, let’s 
do so intelligently and with an understanding of what it means to be valued by our 
clients.

And then there is technology. It seems that no sane interpreter would now leave 
the house without a tablet computer, a smartphone, and maybe even a smart pen. 
Each month seems to see the creation or creative use of another piece of tech-
nology. Amidst all this, the subject of remote interpreting looms large. Is remote 
interpreting a wonderful way to reduce our travel costs or is it just one more way 
for interpreters to be sidelined?
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Considering this, I wonder if our horizons have become too small. While we 
passionately discuss the pros and cons of tablets, remote interpreting, and the 
like, our clients are getting on with life – running their businesses, delivering ba-
bies, presenting cases. I doubt that very many, if any, of our regular clients have 
opinions on whether we should be there with them or interpreting from our sum-
merhouse in the Bahamas (if only!). What they might well care about is whether 
our interpreting will do the job they are paying for it to do. Will our interpret-
ing help them argue their cases, sell their widgets, or guide patients through 
treatment?

In essence, technology should matter to us only to the extent that it helps us add 
value to our clients. It is also not entirely wrong to measure that added value in 
terms of the money we can save them. So, if we can find technology that makes 
interpreting cheaper without compromising the service we deliver, it makes sense 
to use it. On the other hand, if using a smart pen, smartphone, and glossary app 
won’t make much difference, we can feel free to leave them at home.

The reason why technology doesn’t have its own chapter in the book then is 
very similar to the reason why I don’t delve into the ins and outs of rates and con-
tracts. While rates and contracts are reflections of the value our clients think we 
add, the technology we use is simply a way of helping us deliver more value. In 
other words, what we do with the technology is far more important than the tech-
nology itself. Value added, not gadgetry, is the key.

Value is what this book is about. The future of interpreting is found in the value 
produced by interpreters. Put another way, I want to focus on the things that will 
lead us to better relationships with our clients, better pay, and more helpful con-
ditions rather than on any of those individual issues. From understanding how to 
hone our skills with daily practice to keeping ourselves mentally and physically 
healthy, this book will cover ten key challenges that we all need to meet, whether 
we are sign- language interpreters working in primary education or conference 
interpreters working in the highest echelons of political power.

As well as being based on the idea that we need to concentrate on producing 
value, this book is based on one more foundational thought: meeting the chal-
lenges of the future of interpreting means working both as individuals and as 
teams. That might seem pretty basic, but it goes straight to the heart of what it 
means to be a professional interpreter.

To be a professional interpreter means being an interpreter. It means that each 
of us individually needs to have the skills, attitudes, and knowledge required to 
deliver the assignments we get with excellence. If we stop getting work because 
we are not delivering quality and value, that is an individual problem. No profes-
sional association, lobbying group, or union will ever be able to force clients to 
work with incompetent interpreters and neither should they. To some extent then, 
our success depends on our individual competence. We are each responsible for 
our own quality and for the value we deliver as interpreters.

To be a professional interpreter also means being a professional. It means that 
we form part of a great, if sometimes less than coherent, community of practice4. 
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We are responsible to demonstrate to each of our clients what it means to be a 
professional and to learn (and modify) what this means alongside other interpret-
ers. There is no such thing as a one- person Community of Practice. We grow and 
develop and learn together. To be a professional interpreter means that you join 
the family of other interpreters, wherever they work, whomever they work for. 
That means that some things need to be changed by groups, such as professional 
associations, campaign groups, and PR teams. While we are each responsible to 
join and reflect the values of the interpreting community, the community needs to 
work as a unit to help bring about precisely the kinds of changes in how interpret-
ing is valued that I outlined above.

To be a freelance professional interpreter means being a business. We need to 
get a handle on the fact that, as freelancers, we are businesspeople. Here our sib-
lings in translation are way ahead of us. It only takes a few minutes of intelligent 
web searching to find volumes for translators on how to market your services, 
gain better clients, become a brand, and so on. As interpreters, we often want to 
pretend that we don’t need to know these things. It is still rare to see a webinar or 
training course about the business side of our profession.

That attitude is changing. Our pricing structure, clientele, and balance sheet are 
the result of our choices. Yes, there are inequalities. Yes, some things are unfair, 
but there is always something we can do as businesspeople to create value wher-
ever we are.

We all know that, for some interpreters, national contracts and shrinking gov-
ernment budgets limit freedom of manoeuvre. If you are a sign- language inter-
preter or a medical interpreter, you can create all the value you like, but it seems 
that rates will always be controlled by an outside entity. What seems to be needed 
in such situations is an intelligent look at what other income streams might be 
possible and even, depending on your language pairing, whether a different client 
mix might be needed.

Of course, all this is complex. When many of the users of your services are 
people who have been historically subject to discrimination, it would be unethical 
to abandon them in the pursuit of more cash. In situations like these, it would be 
fair to say that action from the wider community and partnership across forms of 
interpreting will be needed if anything will change on the ground. It is perfectly 
ethical, however, to look for income streams to augment your earnings to give you 
more leeway until change comes.

Where this book aims to help is to put the tools in your hands to accelerate this 
process. Every chapter aims to make a practical difference in how we interpret, 
how we market our services, and how we contribute to the future of our profes-
sion, with all but one of them being based on solid research by established experts. 
The only chapter that isn’t built on the foundation of research is Chapter 10, which 
is all about the future of our profession and being pro- active in the ways we look 
for clients. The reason for that is simple: by definition, no one can research the 
future. But we can play our part in shaping it.
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Structure of this book

To make life easy for busy interpreters, I have split the rest of the book into ten 
chapters, which can be read in any order, although I would strongly suggest that 
Chapter 1 is read first, as it forms the cornerstone of the book. Each chapter comes 
with an interview with a leading expert in that area of interpreting and a guide for 
both individual and group application.

Chapter 1 begins by discussing the view that it is time we ditched the view of 
interpreters as impartial language machines once and for all. Instead, I argue on 
the basis of established research and professional experience that the time has 
come to sell our work and ourselves in terms of the value that we bring to our 
clients and the ways that we can partner with them to help their events succeed. 
The need to understand how this can be done within our ethical duties is covered 
in detail. There is no one in the world better qualified to be interviewed on this 
topic than Penny Karanasiou. Penny is not only an experienced conference and 
business negotiation interpreter but a seasoned businessperson, running Erminia 
Network of Translators in Greece, a thriving group of translation and interpreting 
agencies. Penny also happens to be a leading expert in business- negotiation in-
terpreting, giving her powerful insights into how we can add value to clients and 
their events.

Chapter 2 moves from adding value to clients to adding value to our profession, 
centring on the subject of initial training, the kind usually offered by universities 
and colleges. Here I look closely at the role of such training and will examine what 
it really takes to go from gawking interpreting newbie to established professional. 
I argue that all of us have a stake in the future of training since the profession-
als produced will one day be our colleagues. It is therefore in all of our interests 
to make sure that we help universities and training providers add as much value 
as possible. At the end of this chapter, I interview Kirsty Heimerl- Moggan, who 
trains interpreters at two different universities, as well being a high- level inter-
preter herself and doing a PhD on note taking.

Chapter 3 continues with the subject of training but moves us on the journey 
from established professional to expert. The big discussion here is the role of con-
tinued professional development, especially the role of reflection and time spent 
working on our domain- specific knowledge. In short, I want to suggest that the 
only way to ensure we keep offering high- quality interpreting is to make sure we 
keep our skills, knowledge, and thinking up to date. This chapter ends with an 
interview with Dr Elisabet Tiselius, a conference interpreter and senior lecturer in 
Translation and Interpreting Studies at Stockholm University. Her expertise hap-
pens to be in how interpreters can become experts in their own right.

Chapter 4 handles the under- discussed subject of branding and PR. The starting 
point for this chapter is a return to the central argument of this book, which is that 
rates and conditions are a result of the value clients give to our services, and so it 
is this value that we need to work on. I look at the way clients might perceive the 
value of both interpreting as a profession and individual interpreters,  alongside 
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some surprising results of our current sales pitches for our profession. This chap-
ter ends with an interview with the doyenne of marketing and branding for the 
language industries: Valeria Aliperta.

Chapter 5 covers the role of professional associations and groups. While most 
of us started work with the view that the main role of a professional association 
was to set rates and conditions, this view is being challenged. Social media has 
encouraged the formation of groups that have neither the political clout nor the 
financial resources to force clients to do anything. So what are they for and why 
are they useful? How do they change the role of the long- standing associations? I 
delve into this and also briefly cover why the success of professional associations 
should be important to all interpreters and why it makes sense to join one. The 
interview helps to illuminate the world of established professional associations 
with a discussion with Iwan Davies, the Chair of the Institute of Translation and 
Interpreting, one of Europe’s leading professional associations.

Chapter 6 maintains the theme and importance of groups, this time covering 
the need to unite our divided professions. All of us, after all, are professional 
interpreters, and it is in our interests that our profession is seen as united, valu-
able, and important. I cover some of the historical reasons for our divisions and 
some far more important reasons for healing those divisions. This chapter features 
an interview with Judy and Dagmar Jenner, who are not only the authors of the 
groundbreaking book The Entrepreneurial Linguist but also people whose careers 
illustrate perfectly what uniting our profession looks like.

Chapter 7 tackles the view that there is interpreting research and interpreting 
practice and ‘never the twain shall meet’. Here the aim is not just to present recent 
research that practising interpreters need to understand but also to help knock 
down any perceived walls between the two worlds and show how knowledge of re-
cent research can help us to add value. The interview with Professor Ebru  Diriker 
centres on what this balance of interpreting research and practice looks like in the 
life of a practitioner- researcher.

Chapter 8 moves from the mind to the body, discussing health, nutrition, and 
exercise. Here, I investigate subjects such as caffeine, sugar, as well as the healthy 
habits we need to develop to keep our brains in working order. After all, it’s very 
hard to add value if we are feeling awful. If there is one person who has made a 
name discussing these subjects, it is conference interpreter Kamil Celoch, and the 
interview with him focuses on how we can put all this knowledge into practice.

Chapter 9 progresses from how to fill one’s belly to how to get belly laughs. 
I broach the subject of humour, focusing not on how to handle jokes but how to 
make them. Based on the view that any profession worth doing is worth laughing 
about, I examine the importance of humour for interpreters who want to consist-
ently add value, and talk about how we can responsibly enjoy a bit of mirth. The 
interview with interpreter and stand-up comedian Matthew Perret is sure to give 
you a few giggles, too.

Chapter 10 rounds off the book by setting our sights high. While most of us 
were schooled to see large international political entities as the greatest places 
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to interpret, I endeavour to imagine a world where interpreting becomes second 
nature to any growing global organisation. While big international organisations 
will continue to exert a strong pull, I look at the benefits of spreading our wings. 
The final interview with Esther Navarro-Hall delves into what it takes to ‘make it’ 
amongst direct clients.

Notes
 1 www. linguistlounge. org/ all -articles/ news/ 776 -81 -of -court -interpreters -boycott -capita 

-register.
 2 www. skype. com/ en/ translator -preview.
 3 www. bbc. co. uk/ news/ technology -30812277.
 4 A great introduction can be found in Etienne Wenger, ‘Communities of Practice: A Brief 

Introduction’, 2011, https://scholarsbank.uoregon.edu/xmlui/handle/1794/11736.





Chapter 1

Chapter summary

This chapter covers:

• What it means to partner with clients,
• Why our traditional values may be working against us and how to replace them,
• The challenge and potential of partnership.

It had been an exhausting few days. I was waiting to conduct the very last inter-
view of my visit to Germany. I had interviewed interpreters, audience members, 
and speakers, all in an attempt to get a hold of what the people in this particu-
lar organisation expected of interpreters. As a card- carrying, Master’s- graduate, 
conference interpreter, I had my own views. Like most interpreters, I was led to 
believe that we were there to pass on information and, if possible, do so in a way 
that was pleasant to listen to. What happened next with that information? That was 
anyone’s guess and, frankly, outside our purview.

Here, in an organisation where interpreting was at the core of everything that 
went on, they had their own views. “I feel like, if there is no interpreter, I am not 
complete”, said one speaker. “The interpreter is not a machine”, said an audience 
member. And then came the most stunning idea of all, in this, my last interview – 
the speaker told me that he had learned to speak more effectively by working with 
interpreters. He wanted and even expected that interpreters would let him know 
when an illustration or idea wouldn’t go over well.

The interpreters here were anything but mere ‘language service providers’. 
They were, in a word, partners.

When was the last time you felt like a partner on an assignment? Personally, 
partnership is not something that clients routinely ask for. More usual is a sit-
uation such as this: Interpreters get the brief, try to make sense of the brief, do 
term research, look for videos of the speakers and then make big lists of termi-
nology and names. We arrive on-site, chat to the sound technicians, find sources 
of caffeine and water, look for the toilets, and settle down to work. We work the 
shift and swap confused glances with the rest of the team. Did any of us actually 

From neutral conduits to 
committed partners
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fully understand what was going on? Did we know why the audience found the 
chair’s jokes funny? And what was that about the sub- committee of the working 
party of the study group of the non- executive under- management team on esoteric 
bureaucracy?

I am exaggerating a little, but I would guess that most interpreters, even the most 
experienced among us, have had assignments that looked and felt similar. That de-
tached, almost dehumanising type of interpreting is not new, either. Well- known 
researcher Franz Pöchhacker1 quoted early conference interpreter Jean Herbert 
as saying that the interpreter “sits in his glass case, without any contact with the 
other participants, and translates mechanically what is said on subjects in which 
he is not interested by people whom he does not know”. On the same page, he also 
quotes an anonymous interpreter interviewed in 1985 who said, “One thing I re-
gret is that the real function of interpreting, that is, building bridges between men-
talities, is drowned out by a flood of words and no longer applies. I had assumed, 
idealistically, that language as a vehicle would lead to better understanding and 
respect for the mentality of others; but this is possible only in exceptional cases”. 
How many of us feel the same way?

The point of this chapter is absolutely not to hold up one organisation as perfect. 
What I do want to do, however, is to ask whether the way we currently practise 
interpreting and work with clients must stay as it is right now.

Before I suggest how interpreters can effectively partner with their clients, let’s 
explore the realities of interpreting as it is currently. I will begin with conference 
interpreting before expanding the discussion to include interpreting in other set-
tings, something the following interview will take even further.

Firstly, exploring the realities of interpreting starts with this simple question: If 
I asked you to define ‘excellent interpreting’, how would you respond?

If you are like most interpreters, and indeed, like many clients, your answer 
might be as follows:

Interpreting needs to be accurate, use the right terminology, be in well- formed 
sentences, grammatically correct, and delivered with a pleasant voice. Interpret-
ers should be well prepared and appropriately dressed, be impartial, have excellent 
memories, and understand the different ways people use language. They should, 
in fact, be so good that it’s as if the source- language speaker suddenly learned a 
new language. In short, they should be so seamless, it’s as if they don’t even exist.

That definition is the one that you will find, in one form or another, in pro-
fessional codes of conduct, university training programs, books, and magazines. 
And, despite changes in training and years of research, it is still one that appears 
to be held by most conference interpreters to this day2. On those rare occasions 
when interpreters are interviewed in the media, they will very likely talk about 
their profession in those kinds of terms3. Interpreters discuss, sell, and advertise 
interpreting in the same terms, even if some of us were trained to think otherwise.

This also occurs in other forms of interpreting. In one study, Dr Robyn Dean 
wanted to test whether ethical reasoning among sign- language interpreters and 
those who provide continued professional development (CPD) courses for them 
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had changed over recent years. She decided to attend a webinar on how to apply 
a code of conduct to everyday work4. After reading the materials used to give 
them ethical training and listening to the ways interpreters were told to solve 
these dilemmas, she came to the conclusion that not much had changed. Despite 
everything they might be taught at university, interpreters and some trainers still 
seem to wander back to the seemingly safe surroundings of neutrality and adver-
tise themselves as mobile dictionaries for hire, even when this means acting in a 
way that goes against the interests of their clients.

It does seem that clients might favour the very kind of neutral, invisible inter-
preting I am trying to argue against in this chapter. In the vast majority of studies 
of client expectations, the same key criteria come up again and again: fidelity to 
the original, correct use of terminology, and logical cohesion. Clients also regu-
larly express the view that interpreters should stay in the background and be as 
invisible as possible5.

So, do we and our clients know exactly what interpreting is about? Will accu-
racy, impartiality, and invisibility will bring lots of well- paying, happy, repeat 
clients?

It’s not that simple. Dig beneath the surface of these seemingly straightforward 
expectations and something confusing happens. Take the work of Turkish inter-
preter Şeyda Eraslan6.

She surveyed clients at a teacher training seminar in Turkey. When she asked 
them questions that covered much the same ground as my definition, the clients 
all responded positively. They wanted accurate, neutral, nice- sounding interpret-
ers. Once she started asking more specific questions, however, such as whether 
consecutive interpreters should interrupt the speaker for clarifications, or whether 
they should explain culture- specific references, their answers were different. Sud-
denly, they weren’t so interested in nice, invisible interpreting any more. What 
they wanted were interpreters who worked with the speakers and the audience to 
ensure the event was successful.

Here we have a clear conflict. Talk to clients about ‘interpreting’ and they seem 
to want what basically amounts to dictionaries on legs. Talk to them about their 
specific event or situation and they start talking an entirely different language 
altogether. Suddenly, interpreting becomes much more about enabling communi-
cation and perhaps even improving it. In short, they want interpreters who act as 
if they want the event to succeed.

This idea of interpreters working for the success of the event might just be what 
we need to reverse a rather disturbing trend. It’s no secret that some clients are 
now actively looking for ways to get around paying for professionals. Govern-
ments are reducing the requirements for working in courts and hospitals, major 
companies are seeing how far they can get by with the work of their own staff, 
and TV stations are relying on their presenters over professionals who would love 
the opportunity.

It is very easy and almost accurate to blame these trends on the never- ending 
quest to trim budgets. In most developed economies, interpreting is still classed 
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as a ‘cost item’. Couple this with the suspicion that an interpreter can simply be 
anyone who has a decent level of language skills, or that all you need to do the 
job is the right software and a decent microphone and you can understand why we 
aren’t always valued.

Very few professional interpreters would follow such simplified logic. Most 
would argue that there is something that you can get from a professional that un-
trained interpreters simply can’t provide. But what is that ‘something’? To be hon-
est, many of the views of interpreting still apparent in our professions can’t really 
give you an answer. After all, if interpreters are happy to describe themselves as 
impartial, strictly accurate masters of terminology then they are pretty much sell-
ing themselves as walking dictionaries anyway. It is ironic then that interpreters 
become frustrated with clients who replace them with bilingual staff or software.

In reflecting on these considerations, I think that blaming budget cuts for the 
use of untrained interpreters is only a partial answer to the question. As I said in 
the Introduction, businesses always find room in the budget for priorities. So why 
isn’t professional interpreting seen as a priority in many places?

The answer is surprisingly simple: people fail to see the value added by pro-
fessional interpreting. The ‘something’ that clients are looking for is that ability 
to make the event or report or consultation better or more effective than it would 
have been otherwise. While it is becoming increasingly easier to persuade people 
that reaching out to those who speak other languages will have concrete benefits, 
there are still fights to be won to convince them that professional interpreters are 
the people to make that happen.

For example, take the case of TV reporting: TV channels are not exactly short 
of cash when it comes to hiring presenters, purchasing equipment, and organising 
outdoor broadcasts. They think nothing of sending expensive staff halfway across 
the world to cover a few games of football, but will baulk at the idea of sending 
professional interpreters with them. According to María Gracia Torres Díaz and 
Allesandro Ghignoli from Malaga University in Spain7, one particular Spanish 
sports channel has not only used their presenters as interpreters but has even ar-
gued that they did a better job than the professionals they used to hire.

The station argued that, while the professionals are really good at being accu-
rate, what they lack is the flair for producing TV- ready content and soundbites. 
Unsurprisingly, they contended that their journalists, for whom soundbites come 
naturally, deliver that side of the job with flair.

I imagine most interpreters would be scandalised at such claims and want to 
start some kind of letter- writing campaign. Diaz and Ghignoli took what I think is 
a much more helpful approach. They decided to put those claims to the test. They 
lined up some of their top interpreting students and pitted them against some bi-
lingual trainee journalists. They asked both groups to interpret the same short text 
from an interview with a professional motorcycle racer.

The results were rather embarrassing, really. It turns out that the TV channel 
people were right. The student interpreters were accurate but didn’t come across 
as engaging. The journalists might have left out some information but delivered 
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much smoother journalistic content. They also put their sports knowledge to good 
use, making smart decisions about what people needed to hear and what could be 
dropped. In short, they added value by putting the needs of the program above any 
other concerns.

We can make the argument that there are differences between students and 
professionals, and it might be possible that professional interpreters would deliver 
perfect content every time. If we believe that, however, we have to either believe 
that the particular TV channel somehow managed to get all the bad interpreters or 
that they are telling half- truths. Neither is a good basis on which to start a conver-
sation about changing their minds.

If the TV executives are right then the responsibility falls squarely on the heads 
of interpreters. If at least part of the problem with interpreting is that it doesn’t 
always correspond to what clients want or need, then it is the job of the interpreter 
to remedy that. In short, if interpreters are not delivering what clients really want 
then they need to change their approach.

When it comes to changing one’s approach, it helps to turn to our pyjama- wearing, 
CAT-tool using, detail- minded colleagues: translators. Over the past two or three 
years, it has become far more common for translators to publicly talk about their 
quest to deliver translations that do specific jobs. We have tourism translators who 
want to deliver texts that attract tourists, finance translators who want to write 
annual reports that are clear and send the right message, and technical translators 
who make usable manuals. In fact, saying that translations are supposed to do 
something useful for both the client and the end user is now taken as stating the 
obvious.

Apply this to interpreting and our traditional values become less attractive. 
What if, instead of making perfect accuracy and impartiality non- negotiable, we 
make it our goal to work with our clients to deliver an event that fulfils its pur-
pose? What if we made it our goal to help deliver medical consultations where 
people got superb treatment, PR events that sent people home happy and enthused, 
court hearings where justice was done, and conferences where people were in-
formed, inspired, and felt at home?

All this means that we have to take on much more responsibility than we are 
used to. Suddenly, getting access to the agenda becomes less about terminology 
preparation and more about understanding what will go on and how we can and 
should help. If we are there to be partners and help the event work, we have to 
know not just what people are saying but why they are saying it and what they are 
hoping to achieve. In fact, we might just need to step into their shoes.

The leap from language service provider to committed partner is therefore not a 
quick or easy one. It is a long, challenging journey that requires all the determina-
tion and courage it took to get into the profession, and lots more besides. Foremost 
among these challenges will be rethinking what we call ‘ethics’.

Almost since interpreting was born, it has been thought that neutrality was 
the most ethical way to work. Interpreters believed that it was only by remain-
ing strictly neutral could they ensure that their considerable power was not being 
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misused. Early interpreters, it seems, realised that they were and are linguistic 
‘superheroes’. Their superpower is to allow people to communicate across lan-
guage barriers. They receive the trust of their clients and dare not abuse that trust.

What is the trust based on? If it is based on the idea that interpreters will never 
omit anything, never make a mistake, and never feel more connected to one ‘side’ 
more than another, then all interpreters are unethical. Whatever form of inter-
preting you look at will involve interpreters making split- second decisions that 
involve precisely those strategies that we feel uncomfortable to mention. Court 
interpreters change language registers, conference interpreters omit figures or re-
phrase ideas, medical interpreters explain pain scales, church interpreters atten-
uate offensive content. If our ethics is based on never being involved and never 
making an obvious difference, then we breach our code of ethics simply by being 
present in the room.

It’s is incredibly uncomfortable to realise that we are, after all, human beings. 
We have limited brain capacity and must decide what parts of what people said 
are the most important. Sometimes we might even realise that how things are said 
is equally, if not more, important than the words that came out of the person’s 
mouth.

What should the ethics of interpreting be based on then? At their heart, they 
should be rooted in the power interpreters wield. When an interpreter steps into 
the booth or the courtroom or the medical practice, he or she is the most powerful 
person in the room. Justice cannot be done, diseases cannot be treated, and infor-
mation cannot be passed adequately without the interpreter. This power should be 
wielded wisely.

Added to that is the power differential that often arises when two people com-
municate with the help of an interpreter. Immigrants being interviewed by the 
police know nothing of what awaits them and can easily be mistreated. Suppliers 
trading in a new country can easily be hoodwinked by businesses that are already 
there. Interpreters have to decide how much of their power can and should be used 
to level that playing field. Is it fair to the paying clients if the interpreter actively 
prevents them from using their power to get a better deal, even if they do that by 
deceit? Is it fair to warn the witness, even subtly, that the prosecution is attempting 
to trap them?

Despite what you might have been taught, there are no easy answers. Our ethics 
then need to be as much about the process behind our decisions as it is about the 
decisions themselves. We also need to be aware of another aspect of our work: 
trust. Clients need to be able to trust that, as far as it depends on us, we will do 
what we say and say what we do. They need to trust that we will declare any in-
terests that we have and that we will be clear, as much as we can be, as to whose 
interests we are serving.

This is what my PhD supervisor, Graham Turner, calls “real interpreting”8 – 
interpreting which doesn’t pretend that it doesn’t exist or that it doesn’t make 
a difference but which instead creates an honest, knowing, realistic relationship 
between interpreters and clients. The basis of this is the fact that no matter how 
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good the interpreter, it will never be feasible or reasonable to pretend that some-
how we or they can produce a setup that is identical to the way it would be if 
everyone spoke the same language. Rather than attempt to hide ourselves in the 
background, this view of interpreting puts front and centre our role as those who 
are actively helping clients do their work and achieve their goals.

Trust, then, is not about always trying to establish a middle ground but simply 
about being clear and honest. The tradition of having a five- minute chat before 
the start of every job is therefore definitely worth keeping. How else can we help 
clients understand what interpreting is really about and how limiting and yet em-
powering it can be? But, of course, such chats also have to involve admission 
that perfection is not going to happen. Trust necessarily involves helping people 
understand how we can work most effectively with them and they with us. It is in 
their interest after all.

If all this sounds like hard work, it’s because it is indeed hard work. If it seems 
like there are still big questions to answer, that’s because there are. Every job will 
require deep thought and preparation that goes far beyond having nice glossaries 
and shiny technology. If we are going to work as partners and add value to clients, 
we are the ones who will have to put in most of the work on the front end, at least 
for the foreseeable future.

The need for deep thought and preparation only increases in situations where it 
is difficult to decide who exactly your ‘client’ is. If you are working for an agency 
on a project that aims to provide a service to a minority community but is paid 
for by a government department, then it becomes far more difficult to imagine 
what ‘partnership’ might mean. Yet, even in these complex, sometimes confusing, 
jobs there is usually some shared goal or some declared aim that can help ground 
your work.

There might be five groups of people who all think you should be furthering 
their aims but the more we research and ask good questions, the greater the chance 
we have of getting to the point. Closely examining any paperwork and publicity 
around the event, studying all the details you can, and getting to know the setting 
and people involved all help put you in the position to deliver the levels of service 
and attention that everyone needs.

For some time now, interpreters who use dialogue interpreting have had to 
learn how to read situations. It is now almost a given that knowing you are going 
to a doctor’s appointment or job interview isn’t enough. Good interpreting teach-
ers will help you learn to read gestures, language registers, expressions, and the 
like to help you get to the point of understanding exactly what is going on and how 
you might want to adjust your performance.

Let me illustrate this with a true story from my career. I was interpreting at an 
event for people in a wood- related industry. The event lasted a day or so, and in-
cluded chuchotage at an annual general meeting (AGM) and then at a conference. 
The AGM was challenging. I missed the nuances of what was said and felt com-
pletely out of the loop, simply because I didn’t know enough about the  organisation 
to interpret intelligently. The concerned look on the faces of the French delegation 
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told me all I needed to know. I had been linguistically accurate but hadn’t caught 
what was meant. “You might struggle tomorrow,” said one frowning client. “It 
will be more technical”.

What happened the next day will stick in my memory for a long time. I got 
through the introductory speeches without much trouble. The first plenary passed 
by with no real difficulties of note. Then came the ‘economic outlook’ presented 
by a respected economist with eons of experience in the wood industries and a 
PowerPoint presentation that came complete with at least four charts per slide.

Within about thirty seconds I understood what was going on. The entire con-
ference hinged on people understanding their industry’s current economic con-
text. The purpose of the talk was to help people become aware of this context and 
use key economic data in their decision- making processes. Once I realised that, 
I knew what I had to do. There was simply no way I could give every single data 
point, but I could make sure I got the trends right and give the same air of breezy 
confidence that the speaker was excelling at presenting.

Just over halfway through the speech, the head of the French delegation leans 
behind me and whispers to his colleague, “Il est bon, cet interprète, n’est-ce pas” 
[this interpreter is good, isn’t he] . That little sentence made my day. I might not 
have given every number but I did help make the event a success. The delegation 
got exactly what they came for and my paying clients got a happy audience. Offers 
of future work underlined what kind of job I had done. There was no need to per-
suade these clients that professionals are always best.

Who was I partnering with? To whom was I adding value? A good case could be 
made for any answer. You could say the speaker received added value, as someone 
cared enough to make sure his message was received and understood, even at the 
cost of strict accuracy. You could argue that the members of the French delegation 
received added value, as someone thought about what their needs actually were 
and worked to fulfil them. You could also say that the agency and the organisation 
who commissioned the interpreting received added value, as the delegates went 
home happy. Not all cases are as clear-cut and it won’t always be possible to send 
everyone home with a smile, but the foundational principle is still the same.

How many of us are used to this kind of deep, reasoned decision making? How 
many of us are happy to take our share of the responsibility for the success of 
an event? Those are good questions and ones that, as yet, have no clear answers. 
Yet, one thing seems to be certain: we can no longer take it for granted that pro-
viding accurate interpreting with nice intonation and precise terminology will 
be enough. It does seem that we have to take seriously the word ‘service’ in the 
wonderfully fashionable phrase, ‘language service provider’. In fact, perhaps it’s 
time we became partners with our clients, as tricky and messy and challenging as 
that might be.

Partnership in the success of your clients will always be the best way to per-
suade them to hire you again. The future of interpreting is in making sure that 
clients see professional interpreters as partners instead of language machines.

As I mentioned in the Introduction, few people are in a better position to explain 
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to us how that is possible than interpreter, researcher, and successful translation 
and interpreting entrepreneur, Penny Karanasiou. It is my pleasure to present the 
first ten- question interview with her.

Interview with Penny Karanasiou

Penny, I know that you have recently undertaken research in business- negotiation 
interpreting. Could you describe your project and how your findings might help 
business- negotiation interpreters add value to their clients?

My PhD thesis was on the role of interpreters as perceived and as needed in 
business- negotiation settings. Through my research, I looked at the perceptions 
that interpreters have of their role while working in business- negotiation settings, 
but I also looked at the experiences with and the needs that businesspeople have of 
interpreters in that setting. What stuck out from my findings was that interpreters 
seem to define their role within their own bubble, without looking at the needs of 
clients or of the settings that they are working in. We have to remember that inter-
preting is a service- provision profession, and as all other service professions look 
at the end- users’ needs, we interpreters ought to do the same. We need to look at the 
needs of the specific setting, and then define our role or contribution accordingly. 
We would never think, for instance, that a police officer or a teacher or any other 
service professional should offer their services without first evaluating the needs 
of the end- users. Why do interpreters do that? One of my aims undertaking this 
research project was to change the interpreter’s perception of how to perceive their 
role. I believe it’s about time interpreters stopped defining their role within their 
own bubble or comfort zone and evaluate the needs of the clients, as well as the 
needs of the specific setting or event.

And could you describe what led you to undertake that research?

I have been working as a business- negotiation interpreter for years. Early in my 
career I realised that language was not the primary reason that clients preferred to 
hire me instead of other interpreters in the market. I also realised that what I have 
learned during my T & I studies was not directly applicable for this setting of work. 
Therefore, I believed that through my PhD research, I could unfold these issues and 
contribute something to the field.

What do you think makes business-  negotiation interpreting different from, say, 
court interpreting or medical interpreting?

There are many similarities but also many differences among these settings. Every 
setting presents different challenges to the interpreters. In court, for example, in-
terpreters’ primary stated aim is to convey what is being said in the most ‘accurate’ 
way. In business negotiations, though, the main aim is to ensure that the  negotiation 
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meeting proceeds and moves forward into a healthy cooperation. Therefore, unin-
tentional faux pas or mistakes made due to cultural unawareness can be avoided 
with the help of an interpreter. Moreover, any issues left unclear can be clarified 
by the interpreter, or with the help of the interpreter. An interpreter in business 
meetings is present in order to assist the communication process. The interpreter – 
as the only person with knowledge of both languages, cultures, ethics, etc. – can 
help negotiators by explaining or exemplifying all aspects of communication, both 
verbal and nonverbal.

How would you describe a typical business-  negotiation interpreting assignment? 
What do you do to add value to your clients?

A typical business- negotiation assignment is a roller coaster of emotions and tac-
tics. That is what makes it so interesting and challenging for the interpreter. A busi-
ness meeting can take place in various settings, like in a meeting room, over dinner, 
in a showroom, and many more places, and the feelings, emotions, and beliefs are 
bound to be fluctuating from very positive to very negative. The dynamics of a 
negotiation meeting are constantly changing.

To add value to my client in those settings, I try to learn my client’s aims, budg-
ets, and tactics before entering the negotiation room. In that way, my demeanour 
would be aligned in the negotiation room with the strategy of the company that has 
employed me. In the actual negotiation, I’ll try to assist the communication process 
in various ways, even if that means exceeding my ‘traditional’ interpreter role. For 
example, since every country has its own protocols and processes of doing things, 
I explain these protocols and processes to my client if needed, so that he or she 
does not waste time asking questions to the other parties or even questioning the 
different processes that one encounters. By informing the clients, I also protect the 
integrity of the meeting, since negotiators are better prepared for diversity.

In addition to being an interpreter and a researcher, you also own a thriving trans-
lation and interpreting agency. What have you learned about adding value to cli-
ents while running the agency?

I own and run fifteen translation agencies. From the role of the business owner, 
and also from my roles as a researcher and an interpreter, I’ve learned that the 
ability to listen is the most important. By listening, you not only make the client 
feel important and valued, but you also identify the real needs of the client in order 
to provide tailor-made services. Interpreting is not a ‘one size fits all’ profession. 
The services of the interpreter should be tailor-made to meet the clients’ needs and 
expectations.

Some interpreters are quite wary of agencies for one reason or another. In what 
ways do you feel that agencies and interpreters could work together to add value?
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I feel that both freelancers and agency owners should try to look at the issues 
at hand from both sides. Agencies should value their freelancers, and thus train, 
listen, and reward them accordingly. Freelancers should appreciate that agency 
owners took a risk by investing into a business, and face multifaceted challenges 
and expenses. Therefore, freelancers should not prejudge agencies as the ‘bad em-
ployers’ who just make money out of their work.

Both interpreters and agency owners should learn to work together toward the 
same target, which is high- quality service provision. Services can be improved 
only if all sides contribute their individual (and collective) knowledge, ideas, and 
perspectives. Adequate and relevant information should be passed both ways (by 
interpreters to agencies and vice versa) in order for the profession to move forward 
and progress.

The central argument of this chapter is that interpreters need to leave behind the 
traditional idea of neutrality and focus on adding value. Where do you stand on 
that issue?

Neutrality is a problematic concept on its own. Can someone ever be truly neu-
tral? Personally, I do not believe in neutrality. As human beings, we have our own 
references and prejudices. Even if we try to be neutral, all the information that 
we receive and transmit is filtered through these references and prejudices. If we 
interpreters want to add value to our services, especially in liaison settings, we 
should try to decode more than words, and transmit emotions, feelings, cultural 
elements and every other aspect or route of communication that clients would be 
able to understand if they belonged to the same culture and the same language as 
the other speaker. By not providing the interpretation of the paralinguistic and 
extra- linguistic elements, interpreters are actually concealing communicative 
cues and are thus acting unethically. Obviously, that practice is not advisable 
for all settings, but in business- negotiation settings, my area of expertise, it is 
paramount.

A concern has been expressed that leaving behind neutrality makes it more likely 
that interpreters will favour one side or another. Do you agree that this may be an 
issue and why?

I believe that interpreters do favour one party, even if it is unconsciously. What 
interpreters should not do is show this ‘preference’ in their interpretation by mis-
leading, misinterpreting, or altering something that is said. We are there to facili-
tate communication for both or all parties involved. For some interpreting settings, 
such as court interpreting, favouring one party or another is an unprofessional thing 
to do. In other settings, like business settings, it is expected that the interpreter will 
favour and team up with the fee- paying party, and that is why in big negotiation 
deals there are as many interpreters as negotiation parties.



12 From neutral conduits to committed partners

What piece of advice would you give to interpreters who really want to add value 
and demonstrate that they add value to their clients?

Do not just be a conduit. Use common sense, listen carefully, ask before acting out 
of the ‘traditional role’, and try to offer the services needed by clients (within rea-
son). Remember that you are present in a communicative event in order to facilitate 
communication, and communication involves more than just words.

Key chapter concepts

• The ‘something’ that clients are looking for is that ability to make the event 
or report or consultation better or more effective than it would have been 
without you.

• If we are not delivering what clients really want then we need to change our 
approach.

• What if, instead of making accuracy and impartiality non- negotiable, we 
make it our goal to work with our clients to deliver an event that fulfils its 
purpose?

• Partnership in the success of others will always be the best way to persuade 
them to hire you again.

• By listening, you not only make the client feel important and valued, but 
you also identify the real needs of the client in order to provide tailor-made 
services.

Putting it into practice

This section aims to help you put the ideas from this chapter into practice in your 
own work. As with every chapter, ideas begin with questions to ask, before mov-
ing into actions to take. The first step, of course, is to look at our role as individu-
als. Only after that can we move to work we can do in groups.

Questions to ask

How comfortable are you with the idea of adding value to clients? Take a few min-
utes to think about the reasons for your answer.

Thinking about your last interpreting assignment, how important do you think 
you were to your clients’ success or to the success of the event as a whole? Do you 
think your clients would say the same thing?

When preparing for an assignment, how much time do you spend thinking about 
what your clients will want from the event?

In the settings you usually work in, what do you think added-value interpreting 
would look like?
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Actions to take

On your own

For your next assignment, take time to think of how your clients would know that 
the event had been a success. Try to brainstorm ways that you could sensibly help 
the event to succeed.

Take an inventory of the kinds of organisations and settings within which you 
work and the kinds of people you work with. Try to find out what publications are 
read by people in the organisations and settings and read some of them yourself. 
What are their concerns? What do they see as important?

Once you know more about the way your clients think, use that knowledge in your 
preparation for your next assignment. Put yourself in their shoes and imagine how 
you would want the interpreter to act, work, and add value.

In a group

Find interpreters who work for similar clients to you and go to a tradeshow or 
seminar in that area together. Spend time talking to those there about their work, 
experience with interpreters, and what they want out of the events at which you 
normally work. Share your findings with each other.

Work with other interpreters in an informal group or as part of a wider association 
to gather stories of how interpreters have added value to their clients. Prepare an-
onymised versions of the stories and look for ways to publish them in places your 
clients will see.

Find some other interpreters working in the same setting whom you can trust and 
meet with regularly online or in person to discuss the best and most appropriate 
ways to add value to the clients you work with.
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