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Abstract

Remote interpreting has been studied and tested since the 1970s, but it has become
more widespread since the Covid-19 pandemic. It is one of the key recent develop-
ments in the field of interpreting — along with CAI tools and artificial intelligence. It
has the potential to bring about major changes in the way interpreters work, interact,
and define their profession. While it is a cost-effective and flexible mode that offers
opportunities to interpreters and clients, it is important to be mindful of the conse-
quences for the profession. The aim of this study is descriptive, to review the literature
on the subject to illustrate the impact that remote interpreting may have on various
aspects of the profession. The focus is on the potential effects of remote interpreting on
the interpreter as an individual, addressing auditory health and psychological health;
and on the interpreter as a professional figure, analysing aspects such as identity and
the process of professionalisation, teamwork between members of the profession, and
training and research issues. The goal is to take stock of the situation currently, to
consider possible future developments, and to reflect on ways to help the profession
develop resilience and adapt to the technological advances underway.
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Introduction

Since its inception, and for most of its development, the practice of interpreting has
presented the distinctive characteristic of the co-presence in the same physical lo-
cation of at least three actors in communicative context; two interlocutors and an
intermediary, the interpreter. Interpreting is intrinsically linked to communication de-
velopments by its very nature. This is how, starting from the late 20th century, with
the breakthroughs in information and communication technologies, this conventional
co-presence paradigm was irretrievably challenged by the advent of remote interpre-
tation in its different forms.

Precise definitions of “remote interpretation” have varied. Sometimes remote has
been used interchangeably with “distance interpretation”, as in the following quote:
“Remote interpreting (RI), which is also known as distance interpreting, means that
the interpreter is not in the same room as the speaker and/or the audience” (FIT 2019)".

Most authors now differentiate between the broader concept of distance interpret-
ing (whenever a speaker is not on the same site as the interpreter) and the more spe-
cific concept of remote interpreting: for instance, remote interpreting is described by
Constable as “a situation in which interpreters are no longer present in the meeting
room, but work from a screen using earphones, without direct view of the meeting
room or the speaker” (European Parliament Interpretation Directorate, 2001: 12 in
Constable 2015)%. Indeed, as early as 2003 Moser described remote interpreting as
“any form of simultaneous interpreting where the interpreter works away from the
meeting room either through a video-conferencing set-up or through a cabled arrange-
ment” (Moser-Mercer 2003: 1). In 2015 Braun defined remote interpreting as having
access “to an interpreter in another room, building, town, city or county” whilst the
“primary participants” are “together at one site” (Braun 2015: 352). Of course, new
developments especially since Covid mean that participants may also be off-site.

In the following, we will focus on remote interpreting, as distinct from the broader
distance interpreting, as removal from the meeting room has more far-reaching effects
for the interpreter than interpreting a few speakers who are on a video call.

1.1 Benefits and Disruptions of Remote Interpreting

Although various forms of remote interpreting have been tested and studied with in-
terest over the years, this practice did not experience its heyday until the outbreak of
the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020. During lockdown, remote interpreting proved to be
a lifesaver for interpreting and for the many interpreters forced to work from home.

1 FIT (International Federation of Translators) (2019) “Discussion Paper on Remote
Interpreting”, <https:/library.fit-ift.org/public/Publications/positionpapers/PDP_ 201906
Remote Interpreting ENFR.pdf>. Accessed October 3, 2024.

2 Constable A. (2015) “Distance Interpreting: A Nuremberg Moment for our Time. AIIC
2015 Assembly Day 3: Debate on Remote 01.18.2015”, <https://aiic.ch/wp-content/
uploads/2020/05/di-a-nuremberg-moment-for-our-time-andrew-constable-01182015.pdf>.
Accessed October 3, 2024.
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Without remote interpreting they would not have been able to pursue their profession.
Even now, after the end of the restrictions, this very multifaceted mode offers many
advantages for organisers. First and foremost, flexibility: it can be set up at short no-
tice, and there is often no need to hire technical support staff, especially for meetings
of a less formal nature. There are also considerable cost advantages for organisers: it is
no longer necessary to rent booths and equipment, or to reimburse travelling expenses
for interpreters.

Apart from these logistical aspects, it has been suggested that remote interpreta-
tion promotes the global expansion of the interpretation market, offering new oppor-
tunities to clients and professionals, especially for typically disadvantaged profession-
al groups and sectors (Unlii 2021: 332). The greater ease of organising meetings with
interpretation could facilitate the matching of supply and demand. Many associations
and organisations can thus expand their audience and capacity for action. Prominent
guests who would otherwise be unable to attend can be invited to events. It could even
be said that remote interpretation leads to a democratisation of interpretation services,
which are now considered even in smaller meetings or where previously this would
not have been possible for cost or logistical reasons?. It reduces the environmental im-
pact due to less travel. And it has been argued that remote interpreting could enhance
the quality of life for professionals by allowing them to maintain a better work-life
balance (Tejada Delgado 2019: 91). Admittedly, many of these potential advantages
are foregrounded by RSI platform providers with a vested interest in remote.* Howev-
er, interpreters themselves have also identified some benefits. In a survey of some 900
interpreters, 26% stated a preference for some home working and 64% of respondents
were happy to continue with RSI assignments (Bujan/Collard 2023: 203). This was
of course during the pandemic when other options were much reduced. But similar
findings occur in a more recent study in which some interpreters interviewed identi-
fied advantages, such as less travel, more convenience and easier work-life balance
(Salaets/Brone 2023: 198). This relates mainly to interpreting from home, although
hubs could also reduce the need for travel to faraway conference locations.

Despite these potential advantages, remote interpreting has brought about major
disruptions for interpreters and is continuing to do so, along with other recent devel-
opments that Fantinuoli (2018: 3) describes as the “technological turn” of interpret-
ing: for instance, CAI tools, machine interpreting and recent innovations in artificial
intelligence.

These are changes that have the potential to profoundly affect every dimension of
the role and persona of the interpreter, thus impacting not only the interpreter as a pro-
fessional figure, but also as an individual. Distance interpreting where some speakers
are on another site does not profoundly change the way interpreters work, although
sound quality for those speakers is often poorer. But remote interpreting substantially
alters the way interpreters work: the place where they are located, the technical sup-
port they receive, the equipment and software employed, the way they interact with
other stakeholders, the way their input and output are transmitted. All of this has a

3 The 2023 Nimdzi Interpreting Index (2023): <https://www.nimdzi.com/interpreting-index-
top-interpreting-companies/#remote-vs-onsite-interpreting>. Accessed October 21, 2024.

4 See for instance Interprefy: <https://www.interprefy.com/resources/blog/benefits-of-
remote-simultaneous-interpretation>. Accessed October 10, 2024.
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multifaceted impact on the individual interpreter, and affects every aspect of the inter-
preting profession, shaping not only how the outside world perceives interpreters, but
also how they perceive themselves.

1.2 Scope of the study

The aim of this study is to explore, through a review of the literature on the subject,
the way various aspects of the interpreting profession have been affected, or may
potentially be affected, by the use of the remote mode. The study will begin with
the effects on the interpreter as an individual — the consequences on auditory and
psychological health. Then we will consider the consequences on the interpreter as a
professional figure, analysing the effects of remote interpreting on aspects related to
professionalisation that, it could be argued, have made this profession what it is today.
This analysis will include professional identity, cohesion, and teamwork. Finally, we
will consider training issues in academic education, which is fundamental to the trans-
mission of knowledge, skills and professional values. The main focus of this study is
conference interpreting; however, some brief remarks will be made on interpreting
for public services.

The two authors bring to the study different experiences of interpreting and train-
ing, one being a recent master’s graduate, the other a trainer and interpreter of many
years. This dual perspective should enrich the discussion. The study gives an over-
view of issues, but it is not intended to be prescriptive or all-encompassing. But it is
hoped that it will contribute to creating greater awareness about the possible impact
of the latest technological developments on interpreters and on interpreting. Greater
knowledge and understanding will hopefully help negotiate change and direct the
profession along the best possible pathway for the future.

2.  The effects on the interpreter’s health

As highlighted by the 2022 AIIC Staff Interpreters’ Committee resolution, a safe and
healthy working environment is one of the fundamental rights enshrined in the Dec-
laration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work adopted by the International
Labour Organisation in 1998. The objectives identified in it are constantly evolving,
as expressed in the preface integrated in 2022: “Occupational safety and health is a
moving target. While some improvements take place, new occupational risks emerge
due to technological innovation or organizational change” (ILO 1998/2022: 1)°. It is
therefore essential in every professional area to monitor the latest developments and
ensure that they do not affect the well-being and health of professionals. The concept
of health is here understood in the broadest sense, not only identifying health from a
purely physiological point of view but also psychological.

5 ILO (International Labour Organisation) (1998/2022) “ILO Declaration on Fundamental
Principles and Rights at Work and its Follow-up”, <https://www.ilo.org/wemspS/groups/
public/---ed_norm/---declaration/documents/normativeinstrument/wecms_716594.pdf>.
Accessed October 26, 2024.
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2.1 Hearing health

One of the focal points when it comes to safety in the field of interpreting is hearing
health, as healthy hearing is essential for the successful pursuit of this profession. For
an interpreter, monitoring one’s hearing is as crucial as taking care of one’s voice.
Fears about the practice of simultaneous interpreting damaging hearing are not new.
Some studies suggest that, generally speaking, there is a relationship between frequent
use of headphones or headsets and a deterioration of hearing over time, possibly lead-
ing to so-called noise induced hearing loss and other conditions (Dehankar/Gaurkar
2022: 1; Gupta et al. 2022: 1-2). One of the many risks is injuries or acoustic shock:

[...] following an abrupt, intense and unanticipated acoustic stimulus, usually delivered
by a telephone handset or headset, some individuals report a symptom cluster that in-
cludes otalgia, altered hearing, aural fullness, imbalance, tinnitus, dislike or even fear of
loud noises, and anxiety and/or depression. Symptoms start shortly after the triggering
acoustic incident and can be short-lived or can last for a considerable time (McFerran/
Baguley 2007: 301).

Moreover, many interpreters listen with one ear and leave the other uncovered to
better control their output. This, and the need to hear simultaneously their own voice,
may prompt them to turn up the volume above recommended thresholds to hear more
clearly (Hynes 2021: 170).

Interpretation entails therefore by its very nature risks to hearing. This situation
seems likely to be exacerbated by the emergence of audio input, often encountered in
remote interpreting, that is not qualitatively adequate because it is artificially altered,
poor in terms of frequencies and transmitted via insufficiently wideband connections
(Seeber 2022)%. Often, to remedy the poor quality of the signal and to be able to deci-
pher what is being said — while at the same time producing an output with one’s own
voice and monitoring this output — interpreters are forced to increase the volume for
extended periods.

2.2 Interpreters’ response to RSI-related hearing risks

A lot of anxiety has been expressed amongst interpreters themselves about RSI-de-
graded sound as well as the risk of the aggravation of the consequences of dangerous
phenomena such as acoustic shock, which is more likely to occur when the middle ear
is already hypersensitive due to prolonged exposure to harmful sound (see statement
at AIIC Assembly 2022). Interpreters as a professional body have been active in stud-
ying RSI-related hearing risks. AIIC in particular has issued numerous statements,

6 Seeber K. G. (2022) “When less is not more: Sound quality in remote interpreting”, <https://
untoday.org/when-less-is-not-more-sound-quality-in-remote-interpreting/>. Accessed
October 24, 2024.

7 AIIC (Association Internationale des Interprétes de Conférence) Assembly (2022)
“Declaration on Auditory Health”, <https://aiic.org/document/10157/Declaration-auditory-
health janv22.pdf>. Accessed October 22, 2024.
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and interpreters have taken an active part in the drafting of ISO standards on the topic.

Inadequate sound often occurred during the period of the pandemic crisis, with
interpreters having to work with distorted sounds transmitted via the internet (Bu-
jan/Collard 2023: 145); and it continues to occur today in many meetings. As a re-
sult, interpreters have expressed fears of hearing disorders multiplying since 2020,
a phenomenon borne out by various reports and investigations. For example, those
carried out in Canada by AIIC and the Canadian Association of Professional Employ-
ees (CAPE) among interpreters in the Canadian Parliament. Symptoms reported by
interpreters there range from hearing disorders such as tinnitus, hyperacusis and ear
pain to more widespread discomfort such as insomnia, nausea, headache, and physical
and mental fatigue (CAPE 2022: 5)3. Other possible consequences are listed in the
Statement on Hearing Health issued by the AIIC Assembly in 2022: partial hearing
loss, dizziness, acute migraines, eye discomfort, and chronic sleep disorders (AIIC
Assembly 2022: 1)°.

The CAPE report indicates several cases of symptoms so persistent and severe as
to require much more sick leave than usual. There was also a significant increase in
the number of reports on health and safety incidents submitted by interpreters. Several
professionals have also initiated proceedings to claim compensation (CAPE 2022: 6).
This led the AIIC Assembly to issue a strongly worded statement that “in many cases,
this hearing damage is irreversible and, in some cases, has already led to permanent
disability, prematurely ending the careers of the affected interpreters” (AIIC Assem-
bly 2022: 1)'°. This statement reflects the degree of concern within the profession.

A similar situation to the Canadian Parliament occurred in the European Parlia-
ment, where in June 2022 the interpreters launched a protest that lasted until mid-Oc-
tober due to what were felt to be deteriorating working conditions. More than one
third of the professionals working in the Parliament claimed to suffer from symptoms
similar to those described by CAPE, due to the strain of interpreting remotely-con-
nected speakers from public environments with loud background noise, or with poor
connections and inadequate microphones (De la Baume 2022)!!. Fearing permanent
hearing damage, the interpreters resorted to a boycott of remote interventions and
online or hybrid events (VKD 2022)'2. The boycott ended following an interim agree-

8 CAPE (Canadian Association of Professional Employees) (2022) “Recommended Actions
to Solve Interpreters’ Health and Safety Concerns”, <https://www.acep-cape.ca/sites/
default/files/2022-04/CAPE%275%20submission%20t0%20the%20BOIE.pdf>. Accessed
October 24, 2024.

9 AIIC (Association Internationale des Interprétes de Conférence) Assembly (2022)
“Declaration on Auditory Health”, <https://aiic.org/document/10157/Declaration-
auditory-health janv22.pdf>. Accessed October 22, 2024.

10 AIIC (Association Internationale des Interprétes de Conférence) Assembly (2022)
“Declaration on Auditory Health”, <https://aiic.org/document/10157/Declaration-auditory-
health janv22.pdf>.

11 De la Baume M. (2022) “Streik, gréve, strike: European Parliament interpreters (virtually)
walk off the job”, <https://www.politico.eu/article/strike-european-parliament-interpreters-
walk-off-the-job/>. Accessed October 24, 2024.

12 VKD (Verband der Konferenzdolmetscher im BDU e.V.) (in English, Association of
Conference Interpreters in the BDU e.V.) (2022) “Zur aktuellen Situation der angestellten
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ment with the parliament. Reactions of concern have also spread among UN interpret-
ers: in 2021, 60 per cent of interpreters in the Geneva office complained of some of the
symptoms listed above after a remote interpreting session via a platform. Consequent-
ly, the professionals appealed to the institution for a total return to the face-to-face
mode (Brady/Pickles 2022)%.

In 2022 the International Organisation for Standardisation published the standard
ISO 24019:2022 concerning SIDP platforms (ISO 2022), which clarifies the responsi-
bilities of service providers and remotely connected speakers in achieving good sound
quality. AIIC representatives took an active part in the ISO standard negotiations and
pressed for audio criteria that would protect the interpreters’ hearing. The AIIC Staff
Interpreters’ Committee also issued a resolution in September 2022, urging interpreters
to report any symptoms and employers to take such reports seriously and discuss appro-
priate working conditions. The resolution stresses the importance of raising awareness
about hearing risks involved in remote interpreting, and calls for a deeper scientific
understanding of the effects of sound likely to damage hearing health. The EU institu-
tions have proposed several initiatives as part of an awareness-raising campaign (News
Hound 2022)!. They provide all participants of remote meetings with guidance on good
practice and compliant equipment, informing them that the interpretation of remote
speeches can be interrupted at any time if the sound quality is not adequate (DGI 2022)".

2.3 Awareness of auditory risks amongst other stakeholders

Awareness of auditory health problems related to remote interpretation has grown on
the part of institutions and associations, but uptake of recommendations by platform
operators and participants connecting remotely is patchy. Relevant ISO standards and
best practice often run the risk of being disregarded. Many remote meetings, on the
private market, but also on the institutional market, are held on generic platforms,
such as Zoom or Webex, which are not covered by the ISO requirements. Zoom, in
particular, is widely used. Chia-Ming Fan in a survey of remote interpreting in Tai-
wan notes it is the most widely used platform (2022: 174), as does Sengel (2022) in a
survey of the market in Turkey, or again Donovan referring to experience of the Paris
market (2023: 37). Indeed, the Nimdzi Atlas of translation-related technologies noted

und akkreditierten Dolmetscherinnen und Dolmetscher beim Europdischen Parliament” (in
English, “On the current situation of employed and accredited interpreters at the European
Parliament”), <https://bdue.de/fileadmin/files/PDF/Positionspapiere/BDUe PP _EP und
RSILpdf>. Accessed October 24, 2024.

13 Brady A. / Pickles M. (2022) “Why remote interpretation doesn’t work for interpreters”,
<https://untoday.org/why-remote-interpretation-doesnt-work/>. Accessed October 26, 2024.

14 See the BeHeard Campaign: News Hound (Internal newsletter of the European Parliament)
(2022), “Remote speaking: get it right!”, <http://www.linc.europarl.europa.eu/articles/
remote-speaking-get-it-right.pdf>. Accessed October 26, 2024.

15 European Commission Directorate-General for Interpretation (DGI) (2023), “Code
of conduct for remote speakers in multilingual meetings and conferences”, <https://
commission.europa.eu/system/files/2023-03/code-of-conduct-for-remote-speakers-dg-
scic_en.pdf>. Accessed October 26, 2024.
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that in 2021 Zoom was “de facto the largest RSI platform judged by the number of
meetings” (Akhulova et al. 2021)'¢. On the other hand, the European Commission, the
largest employer of interpreters, holds remote meetings with interpretation on Interac-
tio which is subject to the ISO standard.

In sum, much remains to be done to ensure the hearing safety of interpreters work-
ing remotely, both in conference interpreting and, even more so, in less regulated
areas such as community interpreting.

3. Psychological health: stress and fatigue

Interpreting is traditionally considered a high-stress activity, so much so that the abil-
ity to withstand tension over a relatively long period of time is considered one of the
fundamental requirements for being able to undertake this activity at all, as well as
an indicator of competence (Jiménez Ivars /Pinazo Calatayud 2001: 105). One factor
of emotional agitation during interpreting is fear related to public speaking due to
exposure to the judgement of others and ensuing feelings of insecurity and the under-
mining of self-esteem. As explained by Riccardi et al. (1998: 96): “The level of stress
depends on the perception of the consequences of a failure to fulfil a request”. Neg-
ative performance in interpreting is very visible and can have serious consequences
professionally. Loss of face has often been cited in the research as a source of stress
for interpreters (Monacelli 2009). Setton and Dawrant describe how stress is induced
by “high stakes” and “public exposure” (Setton/Dawrant 2016: 321).

An interpreter, however, must not only speak in public, but also perform a series
of complex cognitive processes, from listening to and analysing the source speech,
memorising it, to producing and monitoring the output. This complex set of tasks has
been described by Gile who concludes from his empirical studies that interpreters
work close to processing capacity saturation (Gile 2017). All these components of the
interpreting activity can be impacted by external factors, e.g. time constraints, pace
and accent of the speaker, availability of the written text and access to preparation ma-
terial, density of information, presence of new terminology and numerical data in the
text, technical support, relationship with one’s booth colleagues, the need to provide
or use relays, and much more (Moser-Mercer 2005a: 75).

Many variables are outside the interpreters’ control, thus generating emotional
tension, which may impact their ability to effectively carry out the cognitive oper-
ations necessary for interpretation, and, consequently, impair the quality of perfor-
mance (Riccardi ef al. 1998: 96). At the best of times, the high cognitive load intrinsic
to interpreting also causes progressive fatigue over time, which risks leading to a de-
crease in performance quality. So much so that Grosjean'” (2011 in Seeber/Fox 2021:
503) states that interpreting is one of the most cognitively complex linguistic activities
of which the human brain is capable.

16 Akhulkova Y. / Hickey S. / Agullé Garcia B. (2021) “Nimdzi language technology atlas:
The definitive guide to the language technology landscape. Nimdzi”, <https://www.nimdzi.
conm/language-technology-atlasZoom>. Accessed October 25, 2024.

17 Grosjean F. (2011) “Those Incredible Interpreters”, <https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/
blog/life-bilingual/201109/those-incredible-interpreters>. Accessed on October 25, 2024.
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It can therefore be argued that interpreting is, by definition, a stressful, emotion-
ally taxing, and cognitively demanding activity. And, as with auditory health risks,
there are indications that these characteristics may be amplified by the remote mode.
Perceptions of cognitive overload occurring more quickly, feelings of increased stress
and tension, a sense of alienation and lack of control, a lower level of satisfaction
with one’s performance, difficulties in concentrating: these are all aspects that have
been cited regularly by interpreters since the first experiments in remote interpretation
carried out by the United Nations in the 1970s (Moser-Mercer 2005b: 77-80; Mou-
zourakis 2006: 52; Ziegler/Gigliobianco 2018: 123-125). They are the subject of re-
search to this day. Alongside these perceptions, symptoms of a psychosomatic nature
such as exhaustion, fatigue, nausea, eye strain and physical discomfort are also often
reported during remote interpreting (Corpas Pastor/Gaber 2020: 67).

Among the first research studies to deal with these aspects in detail were the ETI-
ITU study (reported by Moser-Mercer 2003) conducted in 1999, and the European
Parliament’s DG LINC study from 2004 (reported by Roziner/Shlesinger in 2010).
Both studies aimed to compare the stress levels and performance quality of in-person
and remote interpreting assignments. These aims were pursued by means of both ob-
jective measurements and investigations of subjective factors indicative of the emo-
tional reaction of the interpreters. The results were convergent, confirming that the
interpreters’ perception was of higher stress levels, greater fatigue, and poorer perfor-
mance quality. Nevertheless, the findings on objective parameters (e.g. cortisol levels,
external evaluations of interpreting quality), while partly confirming the subjective
considerations, did not show such a marked difference between in-presence and re-
mote modes as to be considered statistically relevant (Braun/Taylor 2012: 43).

It is therefore still unclear to what extent (or if indeed at all) remote interpret-
ing affects the interpreter’s cognitive load and the quality of his or her performance.
Moreover, these are aspects that are extremely difficult to assess with systematic and
objective criteria. What is however regularly detected is the interpreters’ subjective
perception of discomfort and fatigue related to this modality.

Recently, various studies have been conducted to analyse the impact of specific
aspects of remote interpreting, for instance the impact on stress and performance of
lack of training and familiarity with the new SIDP platforms; or of the need to deal
with technical and connection problems, or poor sound quality (Murgu 2021: 69).
Interestingly, the same problems — such as early fatigue, feelings of stress and lower
satisfaction with one’s performance — seem to be relevant to all modes and domains
in which interpreting services are employed remotely: not only simultaneous inter-
preting in conference settings, but also in consecutive and dialogic interpreting in
public services. This observation is corroborated by several studies, such as Braun and
Taylor’s 2012 study in the legal sphere and Corpas Pastor and Gaber’s 2020 survey
covering the entire sphere of public services.

3.1 The sense of alienation
Various factors have been hypothesised to explain why interpreters report greater

stress, fatigue and discomfort when interpreting remotely. One early hypothesis attrib-
utes these feelings to the sense of alienation due to the physical separation from other
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participants in the communicative context (Moser-Mercer 2005a: 79). Researchers
hypothesize that this sense of alienation is caused by a combination of individual
perceptions and attitudes on one hand; and objective environmental factors related
specifically to the remote mode on the other (Moser-Mercer 2005a: 79). For example,
the lack of “immersiveness” of the remote interpretation work environment. During a
face-to-face assignment, interpreters have access to a wide array of stimuli. This is not
replicated with the same intensity during a video conference. Insufficiently rich visual
information may, in particular, contribute to a sense of alienation, by depriving the
interpreter of fundamental information about the situational context (Moser-Mercer
2005b: 730; Mouzourakis 2006: 54).

A perceived lack of control generally, related to the remote mode, may exacerbate
the sense of alienation (Moser-Mercer 2005a: 94). Control can be defined as the abil-
ity to predict and react promptly to problematic situations; an ability that allows the
individual to have better stress management and feel more positive, thus helping the
interpreter to respond promptly to new stimuli in a virtuous circle (Murgu 2021: 70).
In this hypothesis, unforeseen situations beyond the individual’s control trigger a re-
action of emotional tension. Certainly, many factors in a remote interpreting situation
cannot be influenced by the interpreter. First and foremost, especially if not assisted
by specialised technical staff, interpreters depend on the correct functioning of the
technology, such as the Internet connection, interpreting software, or hardware such
as headphones and microphones.

The degree of mastery of the SIDP platform, if one is used, also seems to be rel-
evant to a greater or lesser sense of control. A study conducted in 2021 with UNINT
students in Rome showed the importance for interpreters to have training with the spe-
cific interpretation platform before the assignment. The students found this essential
for perceived good performance (Saina 2021: 10). Although, there is a move towards
standardisation, each platform has its own specificities, and they change continually
to meet different needs (Saina 2021: 10).

Another aspect likely to contribute to the feeling of alienation is the loss of im-
mediacy in interaction with the other actors in the communicative situation. In an
in-presence situation, it is relatively easy for an interpreter to point out any technical
problems and to interact with event organisers. In a remote interpreting scenario, how-
ever, “the immediacy of control, the mode of control, and the modifiability of physical
environments [...] are often compromised” (Moser-Mercer 2005a: 79), as it is more
difficult to intervene in the actions of those who do not share the same physical space.
These observations also apply to the interaction between booth colleagues, which
is more cumbersome in the fully remote mode: this certainly makes the process of
turn-taking and mutual assistance less smooth (Donovan 2023: 32). Chia-Ming Fan
also records in interviews of interpreters working in home-based remote a lesser sense
of “belonging” and worse communication with boothmates or colleagues (2022: 184).

3.2 Strain on cognitive load and interpreting performance

Interpreters also report that remote leads to an increased cognitive load. Just as with
the sense of alienation, this is difficult to substantiate, being based for now mainly
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on reports of subjective perceptions by interpreters (Seeber/Fox 2021: 503). Findings
regarding performance quality are mixed. In her 2003 study, Moser-Mercer noted an
early decline in the performance quality of interpreters in remote mode compared to
in-presence mode, and formulated the need for shorter shifts than the conventional
30 minutes.

However, in their article summarising the findings of the 2004 European Parlia-
ment study, Roziner and Shlesinger (2010: 242) noted instead that the quality of per-
formance measured with objective parameters was not significantly affected by the re-
mote mode, contrary to the participants’ individual perception. In a more recent survey,
the results regarding perceived performance were not very clear-cut (Salaets/Brone
2023). The complexity of this issue is compounded because systematically evaluating
the quality of an interpreting performance, whether by listeners or in self-evaluation,
has proven difficult, owing to lack of consensus about the ranking of the numerous
criteria involved. And working from home may produce different performance results
than interpreting in a remote booth with colleagues and a technician (the latter being
the conditions of the experiment described by Roziner and Shlesinger).

3.3 On-line Fatigue

One of the causes of the early fatigue could be the need to pursue multiple activities
in parallel with interpreting (Mahyub Rayaa/Martin 2022: 24). Working from home is
particularly problematic, as interpreters must troubleshoot technical and connection
problems; manage a parallel channel to communicate with their colleagues; keep an
eye on different screens in some configurations; keep on hand materials shared by the
speaker, and consult their glossaries and preparation documents at the same time. This
would explain rapid cognitive overload, and the reported difficulty in concentration
for many interpreters. Moreover, the home environment is not as isolated and sound-
proofed as that of an interpreting booth, and any external sound can easily become a
source of distraction (Mahyub Rayaa/Martin 2022: 25).

More intense cognitive load, however, is probably not the only reason why inter-
preters report tiring faster when interpreting remotely. Increased fatigue when online
does not seem to be confined to interpreters. “Zoom fatigue” is a widely used phrase to
describe feelings of exhaustion for all participants after long virtual meetings. Reports
on the phenomenon date back to the surge in remote meetings during covid (Lee 2020;
Ratan et al. 2022) and have been confirmed by objective physiological measurements
since (Riedl et al. 2023). The fatigue is attributed to poor auditory input, stress due
to intrusive camera display, temptation of multi-tasking, and difficulty to isolate from
distractions, most of which also concern interpreters. As Mahyub Rayaa and Martin
(2022: 25) state, “It is reasonable to assume that remote interpreting entails the same
screen fatigue that many non-interpreters, suddenly forced to lead their lives online
during the pandemic lockout period, talk about”.

Nowadays, RSI in the fully remote mode, is not as common as during the pandem-
ic; that is, where each interpreter works from their home office, separated from each
other and the communication setting. However, remote from hubs or booths without
a direct view of the meeting is still widespread. Professional associations, especially
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AIIC, have issued recommendations for good practice to offset the additional fatigue
and stress entailed, as seen above. These include shorter shifts and increased manning
strength; preferably working from a distance interpreting hub'® with colleagues and
with the assistance of specialised technical staff; using platforms designed specifically
for interpreting (AIIC TFDI 2020)%.

4.  The effects on professionalisation and status

Although interpreting is a longstanding activity, it has only recently become profes-
sionalised, with the emergence of dedicated academic training, standards, and profes-
sional associations. This process has not always been linear; in some ways it can be
considered still ongoing today (Gentile 2015: 9). The degree of professionalisation
still varies across the world, and even within the same country (Unlii 2021: 318); it
also varies according to the field — public service, court, sign language or conference
interpreting.

It was the emergence of simultaneous interpreting particularly at the Nuremberg
Trials and then in the United Nations, which led to the birth of conference interpreting,
as recognised today. Simultaneous interpreting marks the inclusion of a first techno-
logical interface (Fantinuoli 2018: 2), and the emergence of a more precise definition
of the tasks and role of an interpreter. Previously, interpreters were regarded as all-
round officials who performed various functions in addition to their role as language
mediators (Baigorri-Jalon 2014). During the post-war period the responsibilities of
this professional figure gradually became better defined, and later laid down in codes
of professional ethics (Horvath/Tryuk 2022: 291).

Thus, interpreting progressed slowly towards greater professionalisation and
recognition. Fundamental elements in this process include the founding of the first
interpreter training institutes in the 1940s and 1950s, and the creation of an interna-
tional professional association, AIIC, in 1953, which marked the first step towards the
creation of a structured professional group with clearly defined working conditions.

Unlii (2021: 318) argues that «today, the profession of interpreting has become
a full-fledged occupation, especially in terms of organization», as it presents all the
essential elements of a profession with professional goals, as formulated by Furmanek
(2012). One example is the notion of identity, a concept inextricably linked to sta-
tus and prestige, and to professional cohesion. In other words, identity defines how
the outside world perceives interpreters and how interpreters perceive themselves.
Another objective is standardisation, achieved through cooperation involving profes-
sional associations and standardisation bodies, to create common standards and good
practices. A third element cited notably by Boéri is the establishment of an academic

18 An interpretation hub is a studio equipped with the equipment (booths, consoles, etc.) and
technical support staff necessary for simultaneous interpretation, from which interpreters
can perform remote assignments together with their colleagues.

19 AIIC TFDI (AIIC Taskforce on Distance Interpreting) (2020), “AlIC Covid-19
Distance Interpreting Recommendations for Institutions and DI Hubs”, <https://aiic.org/
document/4839/AIIC%20Recommendations%20for%20Institutions_27.03.2020.pdf>.
Accessed on October 24, 2024.
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framework, with all that entails: “a body of theoretical and practical knowledge” and
“formal training programmes” (Boéri 2015: 30). These characteristics are present in
the interpreting profession today and make it what it is. In the following, an analysis
will be conducted on how these aspects have been or may be affected by the emer-
gence of remote interpreting, as further evidence of the potentially wide-ranging ef-
fects of this mode of interpreting.

4.1 Professional identity

In sociological studies on interpreting, it has often been pointed out that a continuous
process of negotiating their own identity is intrinsic to the nature of the interpreter.
The interpreter’s role may be more problematic than norms would suggest. In a survey
by Pochhacker and Zwischenberger of 700 conference interpreters the most frequent
definition of interpreters’ role given is “facilitator/enabler of communication”, fol-
lowed by “mediator/intermediary” but even the most quoted definition only accounts
for one fifth of replies®. Gentile notes also that interpreters are often perceived as
intermediaries and bridges (Gentile 2015: 20). The ideal of interpreter invisibility — a
neutral mediator or bridge — is queried in Diriker’s case study in which she observes
more active intervention than prescribed by socio-professional norms (Diriker, 2004).

The introduction of technology into the practice of interpreting has always brought
major changes in professional identity. This is certainly true for the first revolution
identified by Fantinuoli (2018: 2), i.e. the displacement of consecutive interpreting by
simultaneous. In many ways this is not dissimilar to what he describes as the third,
ongoing revolution: namely, the “technological turn” that includes the spread of dis-
tance interpreting.

The first “turn” — the switch from consecutive to simultaneous — entailed the
removal of interpreters from the podiums and conference rooms where they were
previously seated amongst the diplomats and other participants, and their relegation
to the separate space of the booths, physically apart from the communicative situa-
tion, connected to speaker and listeners through technical apparatus. This change was
initially met with scepticism and even outright hostility by interpreters themselves
(Baigorri-Jalon 1999: 37; Fantinuoli 2018: 2). Elsewhere, Baigorri-Jalon describes
the pejorative discourse used by consecutive interpreters to discredit simultaneous,
describing the practitioners as “monkeys” or “parrots” (Baigorri-Jalon 2014: 254).
Consecutive interpreters questioned the feasibility of simultaneous, but they were also
anxious about the perceived status of their role; they feared that the transmission of
their output via technological equipment and the lack of interpersonal interaction with
the recipients would mean they were considered as nothing more than a machine (Ja-
cob 1962; Gentile 2015: 14).

The feeling of being displaced from the heart of the meeting, the lack of appre-
ciation or feedback about the importance of their work, and the consequent sense of

20 PochhackerF./Zwischenberger C (2010) «Survey onquality androle: conference interpreters’
expectations and  self-perceptions”,  <https://aiic.org/document/9646/Survey%20
on%20quality%20and%20role%20conference%20interpreters%E2%80%99%20
expectations%20and%?20self-perceptions.pdf>. Accessed on October 25, 2024.
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a devalued status was a source of anxiety for interpreters during this period of early
simultaneous. Moreover, objectively their working conditions had deteriorated or at
least changed radically. Baigorri Jalon describes how in the early days UN interpret-
ers were expected to work long shifts in overcrowded spaces and unsuitable working
environments (Baigorri-Jalon 2004: 114). Eventually, the UN interpreters went on
strike in 1974. They subsequently obtained improved conditions that are still in place
today (Baigorri-Jalon 2004: 115). This exemplifies how conference interpreters have
responded to restore conditions conducive to quality and health as their work envi-
ronment changes.

It is easy to draw an analogy with the recent developments in remote interpreting.
In a way, remote interpreting can be seen as a further step in the process of technologi-
sation of the profession, further widening the gap between interpreters and conference
participants. The distance is no longer that separating the booth from the meeting
room, but that between places that may be in two different cities, countries or even
continents. It has always been difficult to associate interpreters with a specific work-
place, but with remote interpreting workplace location can potentially be anywhere.
The first UN simultaneous interpreters expressed concerns that are echoed today by
interpreters worried about the introduction of remote interpretation, notably through
AIIC resolutions as seen above, as well as in research-driven surveys. The fears relate
to deteriorating working conditions, a sense of alienation, lack of control, and absence
of feedback (Salaets/Brone 2023: 198-204, Bujan/Collard 2023: 147-148). In 2018
Fantinuoli (2018: 3) spoke of remote interpreting, along with the other recent devel-
opments, as a breakthrough that:

[...]not only could [...] lead to a transformation of the interpreting ecosystem in all its
complexity, but it is reasonable to assume that it may have a significant impact on many
socio-economic aspects related to the profession, from the way it is perceived by the
general public to the status and working conditions of interpreters.

Since then, the pace of technological development has accelerated, in part confirming
these observations. The longer-term effects are not yet clear, as so much is in a state
of flux. However, the risk of remote interpretation leading to depersonalisation is
part of a broader trend related to technological developments more generally (Gentile
2015). Fantinuoli (2018: 7) points out how the apparent homogenisation of a product,
caused by the perceived depersonalisation of its providers, leads buyers to choose the
cheapest option, potentially triggering a mechanism of deterioration of the service’s
quality. An analysis of the translation market by Dwyer (2010) shows how such a
downward spiral can come about in the absence of protective mechanisms, such as
accreditation. Ultimately, this pattern could reverse the process of professionalisation
of interpreting.

In the case of remote interpreting, professionals can find themselves isolated at
the end of the service provision chain, which amplifies the distance between profes-
sional and client by putting much of the decision-making power into the hands of
the platform operator. This is a trend described as worrisome by many participants
in the study by Bujan and Collard (2023: 146). Many interpreting platforms provide
interpretation as part of a video conference package, and there is no communication
between the actual organisers and the interpreters. This is the case with regard to
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sound quality: as pointed out by Caniato (2021)?!, SIDP platform operators decide
how much bandwidth to dedicate to audio transmission, so if they opt to reduce costs
this can lead to a deterioration in working conditions and hence service quality. In this
scenario, the interpreter’s ability to intervene is very limited.

Moreover, when working from home in particular, interpreters are very isolated.
This exacerbates their invisibility both metaphorically and physically. Usually, inter-
preters are not visible at all to participants during video conferences, as their cameras
are off and their names do not appear in the list of participants. In this sense as well,
we are witnessing an accentuation of the tendencies that emerged during the shift from
consecutive to simultaneous interpreting. The reduced visibility deplored by the first
simultaneous interpreters behind the glass windows of their booths has turned into
the absolute invisibility of interpreters behind their computer screens. The risk of a
weakening of the interpersonal relationship with listeners is the reinforcement of or
the return to the idea of the interpreter as a mere tool that automatically transfers a
message from one language to another. This is what Giustini (2022: 206) refers to as
a ‘disembodiment’ of interpreters. The risk is that their physical invisibility could lead
to an invisibility of their role as workers and as individuals.

Another possible impact of remote interpretation might seem in contradiction with
the phenomenon just highlighted, but is in fact just another consequence of a more
blurred definition of their professional role. This is the potential broadening of their
responsibilities. With the shift of their activity online, interpreters often find them-
selves taking on new tasks, in particular dealing with technical issues such as equip-
ment, and connection problems.

On some markets interpreters are not only considered experts in interlingual com-
munication, but also in organising online events. According to a survey administered
in 2020 by the Turkish association of conference interpreters (TKTD), about 42%
of professionals guide clients in choosing the most suitable platform and technical
solution when preparing a remote assignment (Unlii 2021: 325). Especially when cli-
ents have little experience in the logistics of remote events, interpreters may have
to act as consultants in this area. Contrary to fears about interpreter invisibility this
development, currently restricted to some markets, might, if it were to become more
prevalent, give interpreters more influence in decision-making. It could also provide
an opportunity to raise the client’s awareness about the specificities of remote inter-
pretation and point to the best solutions.

All this means that interpreters will need resilience, adaptability, and openness to
lifelong learning. An expansion or redefinition of one’s skill set is required to survive
a career shock, such as that triggered by the pandemic (see Unlii 2021: 321). Interpret-
ers have had to acquire a new set of digital skills that now may prove to give added
value to their careers. It remains to be seen what the long-term consequences of these
developments will be for the status and identity of the interpreter; what is certain
is that professionals and professional associations will need determination, commit-
ment, and unity to navigate the inevitable changes ahead.

21 Caniato A. (2021) “RSI Sound Myth Buster: Ten Misconceptions that Result in RSI
Sounding Terrible”, <https://www.lourdesderioja.com/2022/10/12/good-sound-please/>.
Accessed on October 24, 2024.
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4.2. Professional cohesion: teamwork

As Unlii (2021: 326) puts it, “whether conducted on distance interpreting hubs or
in the home, it is important to bear in mind that simultaneous interpretation is task-
shared, collaborative work”. So much so that it is perceived as a unified service by the
recipients and the clients, who rarely differentiate between the different team mem-
bers (Donovan 2023: 33). The entire team of interpreters works together towards a
common goal: to produce good quality interpretation.

The importance of optimal cooperation between colleagues is clear. A 2016 study
(Rangponsumrit/Rattanabutr: 68) showed that most interpreters expect colleagues who
are not actively engaged at the microphone to remain in the booth and be ready to offer
their help if needed. The “AIIC Covid-19 Distance Interpreting Recommendations for
Institutions and DI Hubs” published in 2020? also lists some of the tasks with which
interpreters routinely help each other, e.g.: jotting down numbers, acronyms and proper
names; writing down and researching technical or unusual terms; searching for docu-
ments and keeping track when a speaker reads a written text previously provided to the
interpreters; monitoring colleagues’ output and input to ensure that the relay system
is working properly; requesting assistance in case of technical problems; replacing
colleagues in case of unexpected events. Precisely to foster all these dynamics and
enable effective cooperation within the booths and the équipe in general, AIIC strongly
recommends that even during a remote assignment “all interpreters be in the same
room or space. Individual language teams/booths are required to be co-located in the
same place in order to avoid added cognitive load [...]” (AIIC TFDI 2020: 8)%. All
interpreters interviewed in a recent survey stated that teamwork and cooperation were
more difficult in a fully remote setting (Salaets/Brone 2023: 201).

In addition to these practical aspects, however, there are many other reasons why
time spent in the booth together with one’s colleagues is essential for interpretation.
Interaction between members of the same community is one of the founding aspects
— along with professional associations and training — of the process of professionalisa-
tion of every work activity. It allows common ideas, values, practices, and norms to be
developed and passed on internally (Donovan 2023: 26). Thanks to the conversations
that take place within the booths, therefore, what is considered acceptable (or not
acceptable) in the practice of interpreting is reaffirmed, thus also contributing to the
consolidation of a full-fledged professional identity. Not only that, but it is also within
the booths, and not only in the universities, that knowledge underlying professional
cohesion — e.g. strategies, solutions, and norms of behaviour — is transmitted to new
generations of interpreters.

One of the reasons the birth of simultaneous interpreting provided such an impetus
to the professionalisation of interpreting is precisely the creation of a common space —
which was previously lacking — exclusively dedicated to the professionals in this field,
a space where advice and good practices are now exchanged on a regular basis (Bai-

22 AIIC TFDI (AIIC Taskforce on Distance Interpreting) (2020), “AIIC Covid-19
Distance Interpreting Recommendations for Institutions and DI Hubs”, <https://aiic.org/
document/4839/AIIC%20Recommendations%20for%20Institutions_27.03.2020.pdf>.
Accessed October 24, 2024.

23 Ibidem.
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gorri-Jalon et al. 2022). Moreover, this dynamic is established not only in the booths
but also in the adjacent spaces shared with the rest of the team (for instance, corridors,
rest areas). In addition, other important opportunities for socialisation are represented
by trips to other cities for conferences or multi-day events, during which interaction
spreads throughout all shared moments and generates a sense of belonging within the
team (Taylor Bouladon 2007). Similarly, when interpreters regularly work together,
for example in international organisations, it gives rise to cohesive professional com-
munities with shared narratives and practices (Duflou 2016: 16).

A fully remote mode inevitably makes interaction between colleagues more com-
plex and less spontaneous. Donovan’s 2023 study compares interaction and cooper-
ation between interpreters of the same booth at face-to-face and at remote events. It
concludes that in on-site meetings “The booth can also be seen as a space of exclusive
socialization in which interpreters cultivate their own analysis of the event in a paral-
lel meta-discourse to the actual meeting” (Donovan 2023: 45).

However, the study by Donovan also indicates that interpreter exchanges at re-
mote events are shorter and drier. They tend to focus on practical matters such as
turn-taking or schedule changes. In general, they leave less room for (or in some cases
are completely lacking in) offers of mutual help, interactions of a social and personal
nature, face-saving techniques to justify sub-standard performance and exchanges of
solutions and knowledge regarding meeting content — all dynamics typical of face-
to-face meetings. It also seems that interpreters more rarely listen to their colleagues’
deliveries, probably because it is more difficult to get their attention and to provide
help in case of difficulty. Almost entirely absent, moreover, are those conversations
that are vital for the reinforcement of common knowledge and thus for professional
cohesion, in which conventions, norms and current trends in the field are discussed.
Thus, in fully remote mode the booth — reduced to a shadowy virtual space - is no
longer a privileged place for the creation of common narratives and identities, and for
fostering a spirit of collegiality. However, this study only focuses on interpreter inter-
action for isolated home working. The same is unlikely to hold true for interpreting
from hubs or from adjacent areas to the meeting.

Nor can it be said that the remote mode totally prevents cooperation between in-
terpreters. In some ways the development of communication technologies has made
the exchange of information much easier and more immediate than in the past. For
instance, it is very easy to send files and presentations, or to create shared folders and
glossaries to which everyone can contribute. Moreover, since the start of the pandemic,
many remote interpretation platforms have also improved their offerings with better
tools to facilitate interaction between colleagues. These include features to facilitate
turn-taking, such as a timer indicating how much time has passed since the start of
each shift. To some extent, this simplifies work management as it automatically signals
when it is time to hand over the microphone. Other functionalities allow the interpreter
on break to signal to their colleague they are ready to take over. It is often possible to
monitor the colleague’s output by varying the volume levels of both channels — the
original and the interpretation (Giustini 2022: 208). These features were absent from
most platforms even a few years ago. Another function now commonly found in remote
interpreting platforms is a group chat for interpreters to communicate with each other.

Nevertheless, as seen above, most organisers — including some institutions — still
opt for generic video conferencing platforms which do not have these features, so
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interpreters need to establish a parallel communication channel, often via WhatsApp
messages. As already noted, introducing an additional tool to manage alongside the
platform interface entails greater cognitive load and stress. It should also be noted that
even when a group chat is available, interpreters often still prefer a private channel,
probably due to reluctance about their conversations being monitored by technicians
or event organisers. The feeling of being observed by others would certainly risk
making interactions less spontaneous (Giustini 2022: 209). Another option is to estab-
lish communication between boothmates via a private video call on another platform
or device. This option would make the interaction richer and provide visual input as
well, so interpreters could read the colleague’s non-verbal language and pick up on
signs of distress and offer help. Nevertheless, this option is in practice rarely used,
perhaps to avoid a further element of complexity.

The extreme consequence of these difficulties in interacting with colleagues is,
once again, a sense of alienation due to a perceived estrangement from the rest of the
team. In fact, in the 2020 TKTD survey, when asked to name the five most negative
characteristics of remote interpreting, the most common response was the inability to
cooperate in the usual way with other team members (Unlii 2021: 326).

Currently there is not enough data available to establish with certainty which
trends and developments of remote interpreting uptake will be consolidated in the
long term. The observations made so far, however, seem to indicate that many inter-
preters think that the consequences of a massive spread of remote interpretation could
be deleterious on several fronts. Firstly, with regard to the quality of the interpretation
service, which is highly dependent on cooperation and mutual help within booths and
teams. As Donovan (2023: 45) states:

[...] if these findings are confirmed on the basis of further research, the conclusion may
well be that growing recourse to interpreting in a fully remote mode could [...] lead to
a more limited understanding by interpreters of meeting content and pragmatics, and
therefore to a more superficial interpretation, as full remote provides little opportunity
to share background knowledge.

Secondly, professional cohesion could also be weakened by a lack of interaction and
exchange amongst interpreters, as well as by the interruption of the chain of direct
knowledge transmission between old and new generations of interpreters.

In the current post-pandemic market situation, a complete substitution of the
in-presence mode in favour of the fully remote mode is, of course, unlikely. As is,
therefore, the threat of a complete disappearance of physical interaction spaces for
interpreting professionals. Nevertheless, the considerations made so far underline the
importance of preserving interpreter collaboration. Therefore, whenever opportunities
for professional cohesion and cooperation are at risk of being curtailed, it is crucial
that interpreters and their associations be alive to the need to create new spaces to
replace them, for instance, congresses and conferences on profession-related topics,
blogs and platforms on which to share experiences and knowledge. And this does
seem to be happening, with a marked increase in webinars, online discussions, and
conferences by and for interpreters, often using the same online tools as for remote
interpreting.
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5. Training issues

The academic sphere, both research and teaching, has not remained unscathed by the
passage of the Covid-19 pandemic and the rise of remote interpretation. The sudden
changes in the interpretation market forced researchers to focus more on remote inter-
preting; firstly, to gain a deeper understanding of these developments, and secondly
to provide proven data to define and justify new working conditions and training
methods adapted to remote (Mahyub Rayaa/Martin 2022: 23). Although researchers’
interest in remote interpretation had originated well before the pandemic crisis, from
2020 onwards the number of studies and theses on the subject grew exponentially.

5.1 Training at a distance

As for training, remote teaching was not new. Glendon college in Canada has run
blended CI training for some time, with a first year entirely online, followed by a
second year on site. Various online further training modules are provided by experi-
enced interpreters in various settings. Geneva University has successfully offered an
online training for trainers’ course for many years. Another more recent example is
the one-year CI Masters course set up in Lomé University in Togo in 2023. To benefit
from trainers based in Europe and North America, without entailing huge expense,
about two thirds of the classes are given in remote mode, supplemented by onsite
classes with younger, local colleagues. However, these examples are based on deliber-
ate decisions made in specific circumstances, often involving further training, unlike
the abrupt and constrained switch to remote training brought about by the pandemic
restrictions.

Academic training in interpretation had to be held completely online for the du-
ration of the acute phase of the pandemic, due to the various lockdowns that forced
numerous areas of the world to suspend all social contacts for several months. Within
a few weeks, interpretation teachers, many of whom had previously been sceptical or
downright hostile towards distance training, had to adapt their teaching methods and
materials to the new remote mode. Moreover, they often had to use generic video-
conferencing platforms that lacked crucial features such as simultaneous interpreting
options. Students had to adjust to a new learning environment without the participa-
tive and communication dimensions so typical of conventional interpreting classes.
In fact, academic curricula in interpretation were among those most impacted by dis-
tance learning, precisely because of their intensely interactive nature and the impor-
tance of non-verbal communication cues (Han et al. 2022: 2).

Distance teaching of interpreting had to deal with the same issues that characterise
remote interpreting itself: connection problems for both lecturers and students, poor
audio quality, difficulties in picking up non-verbal signals, impaired concentration,
etc. Not only that, the lack of platforms specifically designed for teaching interpre-
tation remotely also proved problematic, particularly in the case of simultaneous in-
terpreting. Traditional videoconferences were adequate for teaching consecutive and
dialogic interpreting, at least for smaller groups, but simultaneous was trickier. In
some cases, lecturers opted to combine lectures with exercises in asynchronous mode
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by having students record their delivery, send it to them and then provide feedback
later (Unlii 2021: 331).

The spread of distance learning led to the emergence of many studies on the effec-
tiveness and downsides of this training modality in general, and more specifically in
the field of interpreting (e.g. Unlii 2021; Kyong-Jo/Hyang-Ok 2022; Han et al. 2022;
Ho/Zou 2022). These studies chose to explore various angles of training: for exam-
ple, experiments with specific platforms, comparing synchronous and asynchronous
modes; the level of satisfaction among students and teachers; student progress; the
feeling of involvement and the “immersiveness” in the remote learning environment;
the impact on the ability to concentrate. The general trends observed seem to indicate
that distance learning in interpreting does not lead to any specific learning deficits.
Students’ skills have progressed consistently. Students taught in remote mode during
lockdowns at training institutions such as ESIT and ISIT in Paris have similar pass
rates at final exams, and similar early career pathways, as other cohorts (observations
by Donovan)*.

Researchers have assessed remotely-trained student skills in terms of, for exam-
ple, completeness, accuracy, speed of delivery, use of terminology, coherence, and
cohesion, and not observed major discrepancies (Unlii 2021: 330). It thus appears
that the quality of teaching and learning for both consecutive and simultaneous mode
is not necessarily impacted negatively by remote training in a significant way. In-
deed, some lecturers claim distance learning can lead to a more relaxed environment,
helping students to manage the stress and anxiety related to classroom performance
(Hodakova 2021: 69).

In some situations, remote, or at least blended, training may even be the best op-
tion. The Lomé Master’s programme mentioned above recorded a two-thirds pass rate
at the end of the first year. It would have been impossible to teach the Masters in the
conventional way, owing to scarcity of trainers locally. As it is, the students have ben-
efitted from wide training expertise from a range of trainers based in different markets
and working for various institutions.

Nevertheless, these apparently positive outcomes mostly relate to exceptional cir-
cumstances during the pandemic with both trainers and students able to invest consid-
erable time and energy in classes due to the specific and unusual context of lockdown
restrictions. Remote training takes its toll in terms of fatigue and stress. The studies on
the distance learning of interpreting have found repercussions in terms of motivation
and psychological engagement on the part of both students and lecturers (Kyong-Jo/
Hyang-Ok 2022: 107). Participants in some cases expressed feelings of isolation and
alienation and complained about the lack of face-to-face contact with colleagues and
teachers. Furthermore, the frequent occurrence of technical problems and, in some
cases, the lack of sufficient skills to solve them, led to episodes of stress and fatigue.
Similarly, students reported difficulties in concentrating, which often led them to be-
come distracted and focus on other activities during online lessons. The lower level of
participation and interactivity exacerbate this tendency.

These findings are confirmed by a survey conducted among the 15-student cohort
enrolled in the one-year Master’s at Lomé University. Respondents were glad to have

24 Unpublished statistical review of student and graduate outcomes 2018 to 2022.
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had online classes with experienced trainers from different backgrounds. However,
they identified several issues of concern — class size, student concentration, the risk
of multi-tasking, poor connectivity, and fatigue?. Their feedback confirms the other
reports of online interaction (see above). Firstly, remote classes were felt to be more
tiring than onsite and therefore should not be too long. Secondly, it was harder to con-
centrate on the class (less sense of involvement), and harder to resist the temptation
to multitask. Thirdly, class size was felt to be a significant factor, with larger groups
exacerbating distraction and feelings of non-involvement. Solutions would logically
be to have shorter sessions, to ask students to keep their cameras on, connectivity
permitting (this is a requirement for many French online courses), and to have small-
er student groups, or organize classes with two trainers and divide students up into
breakout sessions.

The use of distance learning in interpreting, therefore, although not necessarily
detrimental to the learning curve, may not be ideal in the long term, especially not
as an exclusive teaching method. There are also some specificities in the practice
of interpreting that might be easier to learn and exercise in a face-to-face situation;
such as the use of booth equipment (consoles, headphones, microphones, amplifica-
tion system); “etiquette” in the booth, i.e. the rules of good conduct to be observed
when interacting and cooperating with colleagues; the correct presentation of a con-
secutive performance in terms of posture, gestures, maintaining eye contact, etc. It
seems therefore inadvisable to consider distance learning as a complete substitute for
in-person teaching. Moser-Mercer points out the importance of psychological factors
when interpreting remotely: “Human factors then emerge as one of the most import-
ant issues to be explored in remote interpreting” (2003: 1). These factors relate to
motivation, processing capacity and social isolation (Moser-Mercer 2003: 1). The
same factors are likely to intervene in remote training. Still, remote teaching can be
an inexpensive and quickly-organised addition to face-to-face lessons or be used in
specific cases.

5.2 Training for remote interpreting

Another issue of dispute within the academic world is the possibility of including
remote interpreting as a formal teaching subject within university curricula. Already
six years ago, Ziegler and Gigliobianco (2018: 137) wrote:

It goes without saying that fellow (conference) interpreters need to be prepared for
remote simultaneous interpreting during their training, as this modality is experiencing
a growing demand in different interpreting specializations, including tele- and video-
conference interpreting.

This need was recognised even before the pandemic crisis, so now that demand has
grown, the topic is certainly even more relevant. There are basically two schools of

thought in this regard: those who believe that specific training modules should be
devoted to the subject given the technical, cognitive, and communicative specificities;

25 Survey Donovan July 2023, article to be published.
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and those who believe that the conventional approach to the teaching of interpretation
already provides sufficient exposure to and familiarity with the remote mode, and
that more time should be devoted to core and transversal skills that can help students
in any circumstance. This second line is the one that was advocated by Seeber and
Fox (2021: 504), who argue that most university curricula already use pre-recorded
audio and video material for their exercises — whether these are their own materials
or databases available on the web, such as the European Commission’s Speech Re-
pository. Such source texts thus create a working environment comparable to distance
interpreting (remote speakers) or even interpreting from a hub, the remote option
recommended by professional associations.

Seeber and Fox (2021: 505) also observe that, if the main difference between vid-
eo material used in class and an actual remote interpreting situation is a better quality
audio-visual signal in the former case, then rather than accepting this state of affairs
and training students to work in situations that may be detrimental to their well-being,
it would be preferable to invest more resources in ensuring compliance with the vari-
ous recommendations and standards for remote interpreting in the work environment.
This is a valid, but perhaps somewhat idealistic stance, especially for interpreters on
the private market.

Similar opinions were also expressed by some participants in a study carried out
in 2022 by Mahyub Rayaa and Martin. Other comments from those who believed
that specific training for remote interpreting is not necessary — or not essential — are
based on the view that working from an interpreting hub is comparable to a face-to-
face situation (this is not a view shared by many interpreters who continue to express
a preference for onsite interpreting, as evidenced regularly in surveys, such as that
of Bujan and Collard quoted above.) Some participants emphasised that despite the
change in format, the basic techniques remain the same. Even the equipment does
not necessarily have to be different: for instance, when working from a hub and, also
when working via SIDP platforms, there is always the possibility of connecting a hard
console? to the device (Seeber and Fox 2021: 504).

There are other more pragmatic reasons that may cause reluctance on the part of
universities to integrate specific remote interpreting modules into their curricula —
for instance, the difficulty in building a training programme that can keep up with
fast-changing technical set-ups. Also, the sheer range of technical features that vary
greatly depending on many factors (e.g. platform, hub, or home office interpreting,
consecutive or simultaneous interpreting, etc.). Moreover, the theoretical foundations
of this subject rest on a research base that is still being consolidated and to which
new contributions are continuously being added. It could be argued that it is not nec-
essarily the responsibility of universities to provide specific knowledge in this field,
but rather that of bodies dedicated to professional development; for example, profes-
sional associations and agencies. Indeed, the companies providing SIDP platforms
themselves already offer onboarding workshops. Finally, it may be difficult to find
space to integrate modules on the latest developments and technologies in interpreting

26 Hard consoles refer to the classic interpretation consoles that are installed in physical
booths and used for simultaneous interpretation; as opposed to soft consoles, i.e. digital
consoles integrated into remote interpretation platforms that replicate the features of
physical consoles.
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into curricula that already suffer from the pressure of cutbacks in teaching hours and
financial support.

On the other hand, there does seem to be a consensus amongst most trainers that
specific training in remote interpreting is important. For instance, Unlii (2021: 329):

Providing awareness of the implications, fostering knowledge of technical equipment
and international standards, disseminating information about codes of conduct, and cli-
ent communication are, among many others, core dimensions that need to be conveyed
to future practitioners of the profession.

The consensus is reflected in the EMCI (European Masters in Conference Interpret-
ing) consortium’s, Quality Assurance Standards?’ which state students must regularly
be exposed to the new technologies used in the working environment and that lectures
must include technology-mediated work scenarios, such as remote and video confer-
ence interpreting. According to this view, it is important for universities to take on the
task of preparing aspiring professionals for what some consider to be the ‘future of
the profession’ (Mahyub Rayaa/Martin 2022: 31). This not only prepares them to deal
competitively with actual market trends and demands, but also gives them the tools
to make informed choices. Thus, their future decisions are less likely to undermine
professional standards and they can advocate for appropriate working conditions.
University courses constitute an important basis for training and for the transmission
of identity and values vital to the process of professionalisation. Moreover, the advent
of new technologies in the interpreting market (in addition to distance interpreting,
developments related to artificial intelligence, CAl tools, etc.) increasingly raises new
ethical questions that young professionals must be prepared and able to address (Hor-
vath/Tryuk 2022: 298).

A grounding in remote interpreting can therefore help train professionals who are
aware, responsible, and attentive to developments in the practice of interpreting. But
not only that; it could be argued that such training can also be crucial in providing
practical skills. 76% of the participants in Mahyub Rayaa and Martin’s study (2022:
31) stated that they considered training in distance interpreting necessary before un-
dertaking a remote assignment. Remote interpreting, they claim, presents specificities
that novice interpreters need to learn. Examples cited were coordination with col-
leagues, recognising and managing auditory and cognitive fatigue, and troubleshoot-
ing technical problems. In some responses it was also argued that training can help
reduce the stress related to lack of control in remote and the feeling of being reliant
on technology. These findings are in line with those of Saina (2021). In addition,
Mahyub Rayaa and Martin’s study also revealed that some respondents find training
helps them to take a more pro-active role in dealings with clients. They are better able
to recommend optimal solutions, thus strengthening the position of the interpreter
within the decision-making and organisational processes. This brings us back to the
possibility of an expansion of the interpreter’s role with new technology, as discussed
above (section 4.1).

27 EMCI (European Masters in Conference Interpreting) (2012) “EMCI Quality Assurance
Standards”, <https://www.emcinterpreting.org/quality-assurance-standards/>. Accessed
January 20, 2024.
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The field of conference interpreting is not the only one to be affected by the impact
of remote interpreting. Dialogue and consecutive interpreting in public services are
also concerned, but with specific challenges (Amato/Spinolo 2018: 7-8). Not least, the
interaction between the participants in the communicative situation may be hampered
by their unfamiliarity with or fear of the remote mode. This means the interpreter, as
a communication expert, may need to take on a leading role to ensure a successful
outcome of the exchange. Given that many interpreter training institutions prepare
students for both conference interpreting and public service markets specific training
seems all the more necessary.

In summary, traditional curricula already provided some familiarity with the han-
dling of situations which resemble one type of remote interpreting at least — i.e. si-
multaneous interpreting from a hub — through the use of video input. However, the
introduction of a dedicated didactic component that emphasises the idiosyncrasies for
all kinds of remote is now offered by many courses. It is of value for the academic
and professional preparation of an interpreter. If not in the form of actual university
courses, which may be difficult to fit in the curricula, at least in the form of additional
lectures and seminars. Obviously, it would be difficult to illustrate in detail the charac-
teristics of the various remote options, and probably not very fruitful, given the speed
of change in this field. However, an overview of existing platform types, together
with the presentation of specific examples, would already give students some tools to
navigate this field independently, and help them make informed choices in terms of
equipment and methods, and decisions conducive their own well-being and health.

Conclusion

This overview of the impact of remote interpreting on interpreters inevitably leaves
many questions unanswered. The extent of remote, its modalities, and the associated
working conditions are all in a state of flux at the time of writing. Remote has not
displaced onsite interpretation, contrary to fears during the pandemic, but it is likely
to remain part of the interpreting mix for the foreseeable future.

Remote interpreting is not a single entity. The term encompasses a range of sit-
uations — working with a team from a hub, working alone from home, interpreting a
remote meeting in an institution’s booths. If distance interpreting more broadly is con-
sidered, this can be interpreting an occasional remote speaker in an otherwise standard
onsite configuration. The consequences for the interpreter and for the interpreting
output will be very different each time.

Much of the criticism and alarm expressed within the profession about remote
interpreting relates primarily to a fully remote mode, with interpreters working in iso-
lation from home. However, with the lifting of health-related restrictions this modality
is less prevalent. Remote and hybrid meetings are frequent, but interpreters are often
on-site or in hubs, and can at least work together as a team.

Several lessons emerge clearly from the experience over the past few years. First-
ly, out-of-hand rejection of remote interpreting is not an option. Interpreters need to
be pro-active, engage with platform providers, with organisers, and with research.
Professional associations have a major role to play in investigating and documenting
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the consequences of remote, and in defending interpreting quality, and interpreters’
health and well-being.

Remote interpreting has been around for many years, steadily becoming more
prevalent, but it surged during the 2020-2022 Covid restrictions. Despite its many
drawbacks, it is thanks to remote that meetings and interpretation could continue
through the lockdowns. The two-year surge has subsided since, as clients, both private
and institutional, have come to realize the limits of distant communication. None-
theless, remote interpreting and remote participation are likely to remain a fixture of
conferences, and hence of the interpreting market, both for whole events or for certain
groups of participants.

As seen above, remote interpreting has numerous consequences for interpreters,
and marks a major shift in their working environment. The consequences concern
their auditory and psychological health, professional cohesion, or status, and, as a re-
sult, also training. Generally, remote does seem intrinsically more tiring and stressful
than onsite participation. Some of the negative health-related consequences have been
at least partially addressed by recent AIIC recommendations and agreements, and by
new ISO standards, although not all platforms are compliant and generic platforms
are not covered. Other consequences now seem less acute than initially feared, as
remote becomes just one form of professional activity, alongside onsite interpreting.
Many forms of remote still allow interpreters to work together physically in teams
when they work from hubs or in proximity to the event, and even to have contact with
meeting participants, when in adjacent areas.

Regarding the impact on training, the emerging consensus seems to be that stu-
dents must be exposed to remote interpreting conditions, ideally in dedicated training
modules or at the very least through exposure to video recordings. But remote can
also be used to teach, and as such — at least in blended training — may provide new
opportunities to extend quality training to geographies and demographics that would
otherwise be excluded, and thus ultimately to enhance and standardize quality and
ethical practices.

The remote interpreting landscape is still changing fast, and predictions are dif-
ficult in this complex environment. But on balance the situation seems less alarming
than a few years back. Remote interpreting has opened up a more diverse professional
landscape for clients and interpreters alike. It also should be said that individual in-
terpreters and the profession as a whole have responded, not only with flexibility, but
also with resolve and unity in addressing the new issues to which remote gives rise.
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