
My fellow interpreters and translators, my colleagues, and friends –

It is truly an honor for me to be here with you all today. I’d like to start by thanking all 
of you, especially Dagmar Sanjath, Dagmar Jenner, the conference planning 
committee members, and all of the members of the Austrian Interpreters and 
Translators Association for inviting me here to Vienna to speak on the future of 
professional translation.  And most of all, congratulations on this important milestone 
– 60 years!  Six decades have come and gone in Austria for professional translators 
and interpreters being represented by an association.  This is an important milestone, 
and a wonderful chance to reflect on what the next chapter holds for us all, as 
members of this profession.

What does the future hold for professional translation?  There are few things that 
matter to me more than this topic, because I have devoted my entire career to 
interpreting and translation, and I have witnessed how technology can make our 
work and our lives better.  So, I am very excited to have this opportunity to speak with 
all of you and to share some perspectives that I hope will be helpful.

So let me start with another important milestone!
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September 30th is almost here.  Saint Jerome’s Day! This is a very special day for me.  

I’m not a very astute observer of holidays, but I’ve always made an exception for 

celebrating International Translation Day.  I look forward to this day every year 

because it gives the world a reason to take notice of interpreters and translators. 

Gaining recognition for our profession has historically been a challenge.  That 

awareness challenge is made even more difficult by the fact that the way society 

measures the quality of a translator or interpreter is largely based on how well they 

are able to disappear and not leave any trace behind.

But September 30th has become an important day for me for yet another reason. 

Nearly one year ago, on September 29th, I was heavily pregnant and several days past 

my due date. I was talking with my husband, and said, “Wouldn’t it be funny if my 

daughter were born tomorrow, on International Translation Day?”  We laughed at the 

idea.  And then…
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Yes, it actually happened.  After spending my entire career giving my time and energy 
to the translation and interpreting profession, my firstborn child arrived on 
International Translation Day.

But the reason I share this story isn’t just to share that amusing fact.

The reason I share this story is because of what happened immediately after she was 
born.  The doctor said that my baby was having trouble breathing, and they needed 
to take her to monitor her.  They took her away – I did not even get the chance to 
hold her.  After 45 minutes, I demanded to see her, so they took me down to where 
she was located.

As I entered the room, I saw a swarm of doctors above her tiny body.  And I saw that 
she was connected to all kinds of tubes, machines, and monitors.  Then, in a very 
direct and matter-of-fact way, I heard the doctor say to a nurse, “The infant is 
paralyzed.”

PARALYZED. This was the word that echoed in my head. Would my baby be paralyzed 
for life? She couldn’t move? Was she quadriplegic? What was wrong?

Then, the nurse looked at my face, which had become even paler than normal, and 
said, “When the doctor says ‘paralyzed,’ he means ‘sedated’ – the baby is sedated 
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right now.”

In the end, everything turned out fine, and you can see her in this photo, two weeks 
after she was born, looking perfectly healthy again after a week spent in the neonatal 
intensive care unit.

But more importantly for purposes of our discussion here today, there is something 
critical worth noting.

Long before I was ever pregnant with my daughter, I had worked for many years as a 
medical interpreter. I know quite a lot of medical terminology in Spanish as well as 
English, my native language. 

My brain knew fully well that “paralyzed” in this context meant “under sedation.” But 
for some reason, my brain was not prepared to process that information at that 
particular time, when my maternal instinct was on high alert, and my heart was 
taking over.
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So, there are three lessons to be learned here about the complexity of language, even 
in a monolingual setting.

Meaning changes with context, affecting communication.
Emotions can impair our ability to communicate well.
Register is a challenge even in monolingual communications.

And, of course, one of the things I thought about afterward when I processed this 
was, “Thank heavens that my native language was English, because my fear probably 
would have been greater if I did not speak English natively and heard that my baby 
was paralyzed.”
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Now, this experience that I just recounted with my daughter, where my daughter was 
the patient and I was the mother, reminded me of an experience that I encountered 
when I was working as a medical interpreter.

I apologize in advance to anyone who feels uncomfortable discussing medical issues, 
because the example I will use is, from my perspective, one that is related to 
terminology, language, and how it is processed.  However, it is not an easy topic to 
discuss for some people, so please be forewarned!

As a telephone interpreter, I interpreted often for maternity wards for Spanish-
speaking patients at hospitals in the United States.

I remember one time, I received a call from a nurse who was providing instructions to 
a mother who had just given birth. In American hospitals, the routine is very 
procedural, and the nurse was calling from a major city where I am sure she had 
many patients to take care of.  Having to call an interpreter takes twice as long. 
Perhaps it was the end of her shift.  I could tell from her pace of speech that she was 
in a hurry.

However, I could also tell that the mother was not from a very educated background, 
based on the way she spoke and the register of language she used.  As a result, I 
spoke clearly and slightly more slowly to make sure she could understand all the 
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important medical information. Also, in keeping with medical interpreting guidelines, 
I adapted the register slightly to make sure she could understand.

As part of the questions the nurse was asking related to vaccinations and other 
typical procedures, the nurse asked the mother if she would like to have her baby 
circumcised.

The mother said, in Spanish, “What does circumcised mean?”

I interpreted the question, and the nurse explained, in a very matter-of-fact way, “We 
remove the foreskin of the baby’s penis.”

I interpreted the explanation, automatically, almost like a robot, as interpreters often 
do with our “ping pong” response.

The mother began to cry hysterically and shouted at the nurse, “Why would you do 
that to a BABY? I’m not letting you touch my BABY!  Get out! Get out!”

I couldn’t see the mother, but I could imagine her holding her baby tightly to protect 
him from mutilation by the nurse, who she must have imagined as some type of 
monster.

To her, none of this made any sense. In her culture, such a procedure was not 
common. To the nurse, this was a question she asked every day to mothers, and had 
probably asked dozens of time that same week to other mothers.

As the interpreter, I began to question myself and wonder if I should have given the 
mother more warning, but of course, I am not supposed to add information. I also 
wondered if I should have alerted the nurse that circumcision is actually quite 
uncommon in most other parts of the world, and the Spanish-speaking world.

But by then it was too late – there was a major communication barrier between the 
two people.  The mother was crying. The nurse was shocked. So I did have to 
intervene and calm down the mother to help her understand that this is a normal 
procedure for many babies in America.  I also had to help the nurse understand that 
this is not a normal procedure in other countries.

So, I was acting as a cultural broker, something that is common in medical 
interpreting and community interpreting, although there is wide debate about how 
much of this interpreters should do, and how much should be the responsibility of 
the health care providers to raise cultural awareness levels overall.

5



So, the lessons we can learn from this example are:

Culture is embedded in communication.
Translation (or interpreting) is no guarantee of good communication.
To ensure proper communication, translation often entails more than just converting 
words from one language to another.

Now let me give you another example from my own experience – and don’t worry, 
this next example is not as extreme as the first two are.
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As many of you know, I once worked as a telephone interpreter, and have written a 
book about that topic.  What’s very interesting about telephone interpreting is that 
you truly are limited to auditory information only.  You cannot see the other parties 
for whom you are interpreting, so your ability to deliver quality is only as good as the 
phone audio connection.

However, because of the rather anonymous nature of the phone, as the interpreter, 
you rarely know where the other speakers are from or where exactly they are 
located.

I received a 9-1-1 emergency call one afternoon. The dispatcher said, “Interpreter, ask 
him if he’s on CLOCK street.”

I interpreted the question, “Are you on CLOCK Street?” (In Spanish)

The gentleman who spoke Spanish said… 
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“No, I’m on Clark Street.”  (In Spanish)

It was only after I heard him say CLARK instead of CLOCK that I had misunderstood 
the dispatcher’s pronunciation, because she was from New York City, and I was not 
aware that the person I was speaking with had a New York accent until that point.
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So, here are some of the lessons for us:

Pronunciation has an impact on communication quality.
Geographic (contextual) knowledge can make or break communication.
Translators and interpreters can inadvertently introduce errors into the 
communication process.

Now, let me give you another example related to pronunciation.

9



I was interpreting for an insurance claimant who was making a claim over the phone.

The Spanish speaker explained that her son had been bitten, but when she explained 

what kind of animal bit her son, I couldn’t understand the word. She said that her son 

was bitten by “UN PIPO.”

I wrote the word down. I was confident in my knowledge of animals in Spanish, but 

had never heard of this word. I quickly consulted the dictionaries I had nearby, asking 

for a moment to look up the word.  The word “UN PIPO” could not be located.

So, I explained to the insurance rep that I would need to request clarification.  After I 

did, the Spanish speaker said, “You know… a dog, UN PIPO.”

That’s when it dawned on me.
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She had been referring to a Pit Bull Terrier, which in English, is “Pit Bull,” and which 
she must have heard people say in English while living in the United States and 
assumed that it was called “UN PIPO.”  She was mispronouncing it, which is why I 
couldn’t understand it in Spanish.  Instead, I had been looking for some mythical 
animal called UN PIPO.
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What can we learn from this example?

People make mistakes when communicating even in their native languages.
Translators and interpreters need the ability to request further information in order to 
ensure communication accuracy.

Now, let me give you another example.
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A few years ago, I was very excited because I was invited to speak at the European 
Commission on the size of the translation industry.  I was very happy to be there 
discussing a topic that matters a lot to me.  Normally, I tend to speak very quickly, and 
like most people, when I’m excited, I speak very fast.  

I flew through my slides, speaking at a pace that was far too fast for the interpreters.  
I noticed the interpreters waving at me from the booth, and I thought, “how nice, 
they are waving at me!”  I didn’t realize they were trying to signal to me to slow 
down. I was so excited that even though I am an interpreter and know how 
challenging it is when the speaker goes too fast, I didn’t even think about it when I 
was the speaker.

Also, I had not prepared any notes for my slides. So, all they had to use to prepare for 
my talk where a few charts and graphs. Not very helpful! I did not give them much to 
prepare with, because I hadn’t actually realized in advance that my talk would be 
interpreted.

I will never forget when I saw the interpreters after my talk. They looked like they had 
run a marathon, and as if they all needed a break. I felt horrible!  Then, afterward, I 
went over to thank them, and one of them was drinking some hot tea and told me 
they had started to lose their voice.  I felt very guilty for that!  Interpreting can be 
physically demanding. I don’t think many people realize that from outside of our 
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profession.

This time, hopefully I am doing better, because I don’t see the interpreters looking 
upset with me just yet.  Hopefully I can continue to stay in good favor with them, 
because they have the power to make me sound either great or not so great in 
another language.  Hmmm, maybe now is a good time to mention again how much I 
appreciate interpreters!

But this example made me remember some of the challenges I faced when I was an 
interpreter and translator myself.  As a translator, sometimes I would suffer from eye 
strain and sore fingers from sitting in front of the computer screen and typing and 
clicking for too many hours in a row. And, as a telephone interpreter, I often suffered 
from vocal strain, as well as problems with my ears from wearing headphones for 
sometimes up to 12 hours per day, during times when I worked a lot of overtime.
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So, a few things to take away from this example:

Proper communication takes planning.
Translation and interpreting can actually cause physical constraints.
The speed of communication can also affect quality.

Last, I will give you one more example.  This example comes from when I was 
managing a team of interpreters.
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I was interpreting for an insurance claimant who was making a claim over the phone.

The Spanish speaker explained that her son had been bitten, but when she explained 

what kind of animal bit her son, I couldn’t understand the word. She said that her son 

was bitten by “UN PIPO.”

I wrote the word down. I was confident in my knowledge of animals in Spanish, but 

had never heard of this word. I quickly consulted the dictionaries I had nearby, asking 

for a moment to look up the word.  The word “UN PIPO” could not be located.

So, I explained to the insurance rep that I would need to request clarification.  After I 

did, the Spanish speaker said, “You know… a dog, UN PIPO.”

That’s when it dawned on me.
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So the lessons here are:

Humans are not always good at detecting regional accents.
Pronunciation can be a barrier to communication even in one’s own language (as we 
saw with my Clark Street example)
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Now, why have I brought these examples to your attention? And what do they have 
to do with the future of the profession?

I believe that these examples provide us with concrete ways that technology can help 
improve our profession.

I know that many of us are skeptical about the role of technology in translation and 
interpreting, but I think there are some clear reasons for that.

Here are a few.
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[Technology has tried to handle the big problems.

We need help with the little ones.]

Do you know that expression, “How do you eat an elephant?”

And the answer, “One bite at a time?”

I believe that many technology developers have tried to eat the entire elephant of 

automating translation and interpreting, instead of trying to make small 

improvements that would dramatically improve the quality of communication.

One of the first ways?  Information-sharing.
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I believe that something extremely simple – information-sharing – is one of the best 
ways technology can help us to improve translation quality.

Let’s think of some of the challenges that I mentioned and how information-sharing 
might apply.

For example, pronunciation issues.  As an interpreter, wouldn’t I love to know that 
the person calling from Clark Street is based in New York?  Remember, in that 
example, the dispatcher knew that the person calling was located on Clark Street. She 
could see where he was calling from. She knew where he was located.

The interpreter simply did not have access to that information.  If I’d had that 
information, I would have known it was Clark, and not Clock.  And the pronunciation 
would not have even mattered, because I would have had equal access to 
information to allow me to do a better job.

Also, let’s think about information-sharing in a bigger way.  Remember the example I 
gave of my talk for the European Commission?  What if, instead of the interpreters 
relying on me to give them my notes, they had access to more information?  For 
example, technology could do several things to help the communication process.

Automatically send them links to online videos where they could hear the speaker’s 
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pronunciation, typical rate of speech, and past presentations that they are likely to 
repurpose information from.
Automatically send them a diagram of words that this speaker typically uses in their 
speeches and that they should be prepared to interpret.
Automatically generate a glossary related to the topic at hand, along with 
translations, so that the interpreter can quickly review them.
Provide the interpreter with subtitles – I have been a speaker in the past where my 
talk was being subtitled in real time and captioned for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing 
community – and an interpreter could really use this information.  If a native speaker 
of American English could type the subtitles in real time so that they display as source 
text for the interpreter to ensure that the interpreter has a back-up to ensure proper 
comprehension, this could be helpful.  I know some interpreters might prefer not to 
have the distraction, but in some cases, it could be very helpful.

Some of these examples may seem extreme, but others are not so hard to envision.

There are plenty of ways that technology could help translators and interpreters, but 
this simply isn’t being done today.

Instead, people are trying to create the next “universal translator.”  I don’t think those 
efforts are wasted, but instead of focusing on the next “elephant,” I would love to see 
more of technology efforts focused on the small bites – the things we can do to 
tackle these problems one piece at a time.

Many of them are so obvious that no one has created a technological solution for 
these items yet.
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Let’s also think about how big data could help interpreting.  The concept of big data is 
that the availability of more data provides us with new ways of understanding the 
world, new services and new ways of using this information.

What about something very simple – accent detection?  Voice recognition has existed 
for many years, and there is still a lot of work being done in this field.  However, with 
a large enough sample of data, there is no reason why software could not 
immediately identify someone’s regional accent, and then provide an interpreter with 
some helpful tips on how to process this accent.  Even just sending an interpreter a 
link to a video of the major differences would be a useful refresher.

Likewise, regional terminology lists could be generated and sent to an interpreter 
automatically as soon as the interpreter is aware that he or she will be interpreting 
for someone from a given country or region.

Today, interpreters still have to do these steps themselves for the most part. These 
are examples of manual steps that could help interpreters and translators in new 
ways.
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And, with regard to the physical aspects of interpreter and translators’ work, I will 
admit that I have a bias here, but I strongly believe that voice recognition and video 
will play a major role in the future of our profession.

[A picture is worth a thousand words.  How many words is a song worth? And a 
picture plus a song?]

All of us know that email messages are not optimal for conveying important 
information. Written communications are not always effective. In general, text is not 
always the superior method of delivering information. Increasingly, communication 
via video is becoming more accessible. More and more translators are also using 
voice recognition tools to speed up their productivity.

Video and audio are playing a more important role than ever before.

So, there are many things to think about here.  One concept that I often longed for is 
the concept of “interpretation memory.”

After many days of sore throats and ear infections due to interpreting too many hours 
over the phone, I had a dream. Wouldn’t it be nice if instead of having to repeat the 
same information over and over, I could simply click a button and play the 
interpretation as a recording of my own voice?
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This concept does not actually exist yet.  Instead, what is happening with speech 
translation is that technology developers are combining voice recognition with 
written translation engines and speech production technologies.

So, the way it works is that a machine captures the voice, introducing a chance of 
error in this first step.  Then, a machine translates the voice output into another 
language. Then, a machine pronounces the translated version back in audio form. So, 
there are three steps where things can go wrong.

Remember what I said about the elephant?  I believe this is a clear example of where 
we’re trying to do too many things at once with technology.

Instead, if humans could access recordings and play them in real time wherever 
content tends to be repeated frequently, this would be useful.

Think of the recorded messages you hear on an airline flight – these recordings are 
done in multiple languages, and have exited for many years.  Why can’t we do the 
same for situations where people need to hear the same information every single 
time? For example, when a nurse is reading discharge instructions?  When a judge is 
reading out standard sentencing information?  And in many other settings?

Often, nurses are handing patients information in writing, even though they might 
not be able to read.  Information still isn’t being shared in the ways that make it easy 
for people to communicate.  

I believe that in the future, we must do more with audio and video in order to make 
translation and interpreting more efficient.
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I want to leave you with another thought about technology and its role in the future 
of our profession.

When I interviewed the well-known futurist Ray Kurzweil for an article on this very 
topic, he gave me a quote that I will never forget.

“In general, these technologies do not replace entire professions. They replace ways 
of practicing those professions.”

So, whenever I have been asked about the future of the translation and interpreting 
professions, I refer back to this quote, because I believe it’s very accurate.

Ray Kurzweil told me that when he invented the Kurzweil keyboard, many 
professional musicians were worried that they would be out of a job.  However, in 
reality, the digitalization of the music industry has given rise to new jobs, new 
technologies, new skills, and most importantly, a democratization of music and 
greater access to music across more socioeconomic levels and geographies.

I believe that technology has the same democratizing power where language is 
concerned.  Technology can bring information to more people in more languages.  
However, humans and technology must work hand in hand.
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So, here are some concrete things that I think all of us can do to help encourage this 
process and not hinder it.

Focus on the bites instead of the elephant.

I challenge everyone here to ask themselves, what are the small, incremental 
improvements we can make with technology, instead of trying to solve every problem 
at once?  What are some simple things we might have overlooked?  I believe there 
are many, many improvements to made in this area.

23



Partner with developers to work on each bite.

Language professionals are not always that closely connected to software developers, 
but we should be.  We should make friends with software developers and create links 
between academic departments at universities.  Hold a programming summit or a 
competition. Ask developers to help solve some of the simple but important 
challenges to make our lives better.  Build bridges. They will yield results.

Prevent silos while encouraging specialization.

I also believe that it’s important for groups to talk to one another right within our 
industry. I have had the fortune – and the curiosity – to work a little bit in many 
different areas of the translation and interpreting professions, and I have always tried 
to get groups to work together and to create “ambassadors” who can move between 
distinct areas of the profession.  I believe there are many ways we can learn from 
each other if we prevent silos and share information and best practices. Often, we 
become insular and do not do enough of this knowledge sharing.

The good news for us is that our profession is growing.  A literary translator has 
almost nothing in common with a conference interpreter, and a telephone interpreter 
has very little in common with a video game localization specialist, and so on.  Our 
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profession has evolved, and now has many sub-specialties within it.  We should take 
advantage of the information and knowledge available to us throughout the entire 
profession.  Many groups have solved problems already that are common across 
other groups.  Sharing information even within our profession is a way to empower 
the profession as a whole to move forward.

Display an open mind toward technology.

One thing that I find very frustrating is that a lot of people in our profession tend to 
react negatively to discussions of technology, and want to do things in a traditional 
way.  Sometimes this makes sense and is rooted in good intentions. In other cases, 
however, it can cause us to fail to evolve, which can put the entire profession at an 
even greater risk.

If we keep an open mind and look at technology as an enabler for our profession’s 
growth instead of a hindrance, I believe we do a service to ourselves and to the 
industry as a whole.  I truly believe in the power of technology to help us solve 
communication barriers and make our jobs better. 

Rethink the goal of technology. 

The goal of technology is not to replace human translators or to make the work 
cheaper.  In many ways, the primary goal is to expand access to communication and 
to improve its quality.

Remember, many of the big problems that relate to translation technology could 
benefit human communication as a whole.  What if we could eliminate 
communication barriers between cultures?  Between religious groups? Between 
generations? Between educational levels?  Between socioeconomic groups?  There 
are many communication challenges for technology to address, and many of them 
occur within a language.  We don’t even have to leave a monolingual setting to find 
many, many examples.
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Display an open mind toward technology.

One thing that I find very frustrating is that a lot of people in our profession tend to 
react negatively to discussions of technology, and want to do things in a traditional 
way.  Sometimes this makes sense and is rooted in good intentions. In other cases, 
however, it can cause us to fail to evolve, which can put the entire profession at an 
even greater risk.
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Rethink the goal of technology. 

The goal of technology is not to replace human translators or to make the work 
cheaper.  In many ways, the primary goal is to expand access to communication and 
to improve its quality.

Remember, many of the big problems that relate to translation technology could 
benefit human communication as a whole.  What if we could eliminate 
communication barriers between cultures?  Between religious groups? Between 
generations? Between educational levels?  Between socioeconomic groups?  There 
are many communication challenges for technology to address, and many of them 
occur within a language.  

We don’t even have to leave a monolingual setting to find many, many examples.
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Given that I started this talk with a story about my daughter and communication, I 
wanted to share one more story with you about communication before I leave. This 
one is a more positive one, tha

My brother teaches at a school for the Deaf and is fluent in sign language.  I saw with 
my nephew that he could communicate from a very early age with sign language 
before his speech as developed.  So, I have been teaching my daughter American sign 
language and learning it myself.  As a result, she can now say many words in sign 
language and can tell me when she wants food, wants a bottle, needs a diaper 
changes, wants to play, and many other things that I believe help her to feel less 
frustrated about the fact that her speech abilities have not yet caught up with her 
thought processes.  She can participate in two-way communication more easily, as 
you can see here, where she is making a sign.

Her speech is also developing, and she can say several words.

Recently, we took a flight of six hours from the West Coast of the United States to 
Boston.  As the passengers were getting off the plane, my daughter spotted a small 
girl of about 4 years old walking down the aisle. She began smiling at her, and I could 
tell she wanted to communicate with her.  She got very excited and squealed with 
delight.
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Then, she began to excitedly make every sign that she knew while also saying the 
words in English that she knows so far.  She was yelling “Ma-ma-ma” while making 
the sign for “more more more.”  She was saying “Meeeeoww” the sound that a cat 
makes, while making the sign for “change” for her diaper.  She was nothing but hands 
and baby noises, sign language and rudimentary English.  But she was so excited by 
the chance of making a connection to this other human being.  She really just wanted 
to communicate with her.

The little girl looked at her with a serious expression, a little confused.  Then she 
looked up to her mother, and spoke to her…. In French.

Not even one year old, and already, my daughter is feeling the impact of 
communication and language barriers!
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Language is our most powerful tool for building connections with others and making 
sense of our world.  And we start experiencing the challenges and benefits of 
language from the earliest age imaginable.  And these challenges and benefits of 
language stay with us throughout our lives.

We are part of a very privileged group of people, to be interpreters and translators, 
and to help erase communication barriers.  It improves our experience as human 
beings and improves our quality of life when we can communicate efficiently and 
accurately, and when we can facilitate that process for others.

This is what attracted me to this profession, and this is why it is my passion to keep 
working in this field for as long as I am lucky enough to do so.  I am so very proud to 
share this profession, and these experiences, with all of you.

Technology will never solve all of our communication problems, but as language 
professionals, we owe it to ourselves to explore technology and to be a part of how it 
will shape our professions.

The question is not, “Will technology help?”  It’s a matter of When and How.

And also Who – who wants to be helped by technology?  I believe we all do, and we 
all should find ways to help this process along.
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With those closing thoughts, I want to thank you again for inviting me here today to 
share my thoughts with you on technology and how it shapes translation and our 
profession.

Thank you very much, congratulations again on a remarkable 60 years of the 
translation profession in Austria, and I wish you all a wonderful and celebratory 
International Translation Day next Tuesday!
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