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Abstract

This paper presents the background of a doctoral investigation in interpreting studies
and is mainly focused on a set of experiments carried out in on-site (OSI) and remote
interpreting (RI) settings, involving two groups of interpreter trainees and one group of
professional interpreters. The procedures adopted to evaluate both the performance of
these subjects and the quality of the interpreting tasks in the two different environments
revealed the absence of statistically significant differences in the two scenarios compared.
This research is therefore also devoted to reflect upon the reluctance shown by professional
interpreters towards RI, even though discrepancies between both distinct settings may not

necessarily be perceived.

Resumo

O presente artigo insere-se no ambito de um trabalho de investigacao doutoral em
estudos da interpretacio e centra-se num conjunto de experiéncias realizadas em ambientes
de interpretagdo in situ e remota, envolvendo dois grupos de alunos-intérpretes e um grupo
de intérpretes profissionais. Os procedimentos adotados para avaliar tanto o desempenho
dos sujeitos experimentais como a qualidade das tarefas interpretativas nos dois ambientes
acima referidos revelaram a auséncia de discrepancias estatisticamente significantes nos dois
cenarios comparados. Como tal, este trabalho de investigacido propoe-se igualmente refletir
sobre a relutancia mostrada por intérpretes profissionais face a interpretagao remota, nao
obstante o facto de nio terem necessariamente a percecao de diferencas entre os dois

ambientes.
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1. Introduction

In an era marked by significant changes in a globalized world as a result of the
development of sophisticated information and communication technologies, professional
translators and interpreters are confronted with revolutionising working methods: remote
interpreting (RI) appears as a relatively new mode which becomes viable due precisely to
this technological advance.

The first experimental studies within the European Union, the United Nations,
Higher Education Institutions, etc., and essays concerning Rl reveal that most professional
interpreters have shown reluctance towards this new variant of interpretation, and therefore
still prefer the traditional on-site interpreting (OSI) mode. There are many reasons pointed
out: interpreters consider that their performance might be negatively influenced, for
instance as a consequence of the effort resulting from the fact of additionally having to deal
with the technological paraphernalia involved; because of unsatisfactory conditions
regarding the transmission of both audio and/or visual elements; due to psychological
reasons, e.g. loss of concentration and motivation, a strong feeling of alienation, since
interpreters lack the perception of being physically present in the meeting room and active
participants in the communication process under these working conditions; because of
physiological reasons, once interpreters complain about higher levels of fatigue, stress,
headaches, nausea; etc. Despite this less positive attitude towards RI, assessment processes
designed mainly to evaluate the impact of RI working conditions on human factors have
shown no significant differences in quality between on-site and remote interpretation tasks

in most experiments mentioned above.

108 Polissema — Revista de Letras do ISCAP — Vol. 15 — 2015



Furtado, Marco — Beyond the Meeting Room — On-Site vs. Remote Interpreting: a Set of Experimental
Studies | 107-131

The training of new interpreters under these working methods, i.e. both OSI and R1,
is increasingly considered fundamental, as is attested by the addition of RI related courses
and subject matter to both graduate and postgraduate programs. One of the first institutions
to do this in Portugal was the School of Accounting and Administration of Porto (ISCAP),
by integrating the course unit “Teleconferencing and Remote Interpreting” into the Master’s
Programme in Specialised Translation and Interpreting during the academic year
2007/2008.

The first part of this paper will begin with a theoretical presentation of the concepts
of OSI and RI. Additionally, the impact of both working modes on human factors is also
to be focused upon. The second part is devoted to experimental studies under both OSI
and RI modes. These experiments were conducted not only within the teaching activity
developed in the above referred course unit, i.e. with interpreter trainees, but also with
professional interpreters. Thus, this section will deal with the detailed description of the
experiments, i.e. participants, materials used, procedures, assessment criteria, and results.
Despite the fact that the members of the two groups, i.e. both interpreter trainees and
professional interpreters all seem to prefer to work under OSI conditions, the results reveal
that no significant differences were perceived, according to the quality assessment criteria

proposed for these experiments.

2. Interpreting

Interpreting is a specialised profession in which the role of the interpreter is to deliver
to his/her audience a speech in a different language, whose content is equivalent and
identical to the original speech delivered in a source language. Nevertheless, the interpreter
should not convert anything that was said in a source language, word for word, into a target
language. In this sense, Wadensjo (2009: 286) alerts that the interpreter’s profession goes
beyond this activity, referring that interpreting involves “more than [...] lip service”. Pistillo
(2002: 3) shares the same point of view and states that “[...] an interpreter can ‘mediate’

rather than merely ‘translate’ in order to improve the communication flow”. Thus, the role

of the interpreter is — in a wider sense of what is meant by communication process — to
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convey a message, in which the performer explains in a different language the content of

the original message, as referred by Jones:

Imagine two people [...]. They wish to discuss their work but speak different
languages, and neither speaks the othet’s language [...]. So they call in someone else,
who speaks both languages, to explain what each is saying in turn. That person is an
interpreter. This scenatio gives a better idea of what interpreting is all about than a pat
definition such as ‘immediate oral translation’. Interpreting is about communication.

(Jones 2002: 3)

In a wider sense, this specific communication form within the interpretation process
can often be very complex. Among speakers of different languages, from different countries,
there may be not just the language barrier but many other conditions that must be overcome:
communication problems may also arise due to different ideologies, differences in cultural
and/or social conceptions which can hamper the communication itself. As regards the
interpreter’s role, Angelelli (2004: 8) states as follows: “Interpreters have always been
necessary, not only for bridging communication between individuals from multilingual and

highly advanced civilizations, but also in brokering the social differences among them”.

3. On-site and remote interpreting

Both consecutive and simultaneous interpretation methods are suitable to the OSI
and RI modalities. That is to say, a small meeting or a large multilingual conference may be
interpreted remotely or they may involve interpretation carried out by professionals at the
venue. The OSI modality refers to situations in which the interpreter is physically present
and gathers with speakers, delegates, target audience, etc. The scenarios can be numerous:
the interpreter may be either in the same room, sitting at the same table with all other
interlocutors — this is the spot where the interpreter is closer to speakers — or carrying out
interpreting tasks inside a booth.

In the current digital era of globalisation and new technologies, the possibility of RI

arises. This is a fairly recent interpretation mode, which, according to Almeida, Furtado &
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Pascoal (2009), is actually viable due to technological advance. The possibility of the
interpreter being shifted from the site of action of its interlocutors, i.e. speakers, delegates,
audience, etc., should be highlighted in this context. Although it may be widely accepted
that this is a relatively new modality, Moser-Mercer (2003) states that “Despite its air of
novelty remote interpreting is not an entirely new idea. The first major experiments were
carried out in the 1970s: the Paris-Nairobi (“Symphonie Satellite”) experiment by UNESCO
in 1976 and the New York-Buenos Aires experiment by the United Nations in 1978”.

This variant is fundamentally based on computer technology, yet making use of
various other resources, such as audio and/or video conferencing tools. Regarding the
importance of computer equipment, and particularly as far as the work of the interpreter is
concerned, Sandrelli (2003: 72-73) states that “[...] las tecnologfas TIC también poden
resultar utiles a los intérpretes [...]. En los dltimos afos los ordenadores han adquirido un
papel ain mas importante en la vida profesional de los intérpretes [...], como soporte
tecnologico en las cabinas de interpretaciéon”. In this context, and taking into consideration
the above mentioned technological advance in the digital age, Baigorri-Jalon (2004) appeals
to the need for students’ training: “[...] it is better to move with the times and [...]
specialised schools should incorporate new technologies into their programs so that they
can prepare future interpreters in accordance with the evolution of time” (p. 165).

In this form of distance communication various modalities may be enumerated. In
an interview by Vincent Buck (2000), Panayotis Mouzourakis refers to two different

situations. On the one hand, the concept of teleconferencing should be considered:

Remote conferencing generally refers to any meeting where all of the
patticipants are not physically present in one place but are linked via video and/or
audio. In the specific context of interpreting, this implies that interpreters work in
front of a screen without direct view of the meeting room ot the speaker. Mouzourakis

(2000)
In this first case, all the participants in a given communicative situation are physically

distant from each other, but able to communicate by means of audio and/or video links.

On the other hand, and particularly within the context of interpretation in videoconference
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communication settings, the interpreter is physically present at the same spot of at least one
of the interlocutors. Thus, Mouzourakis (2000) states in the same interview that “This is
different from video-conferencing where the interpreter is still physically present in the
meeting room where most delegates are gathered, except for one or more participants who
are attending remotely via a video link-up”.

These forms of distance interpretation, however, do not apply only to
teleconferencing or videoconferencing settings. In this mode, interpretation services are also
found in many countries within the context of community services, for instance in telephone
interpretation settings, that is to say, audioconferencing scenarios: “[it] refers to sound-only
teleconferencing, as for instance in a conventional conference call” (Mouzourakis 1996: 22).
As far as these environments are concerned, Lee points out that “Telephone interpreting
[...] is closely linked with community interpreting in general, which serves to assist
immigrants and other language minorities in their access provided by the host countries”
(Kalina 2002, in Lee 2007: 231).

In the context of interpreting services via telephone, Lee suggests three different
situations: either the interpreter is placed at the same location of at least one of the two
interlocutors of the telephone conversation; at a different location, whilst the two
interlocutors are at the same spot location; or both interlocutors as well as the interpreter
are located at different sites. The above illustrated RI features would not apply to the first
situation pointed out by Lee, according to the differentiation presented by Mouzourakis; on
the contrary they are patent in the other two settings referred by Lee, once the interpreter
is not physically present at the same location of the interlocutors in the telephone
conversation.

There is evidence of some parallelism between the approach suggested by
Mouzourakis (2000) and the differentiation presented by Braun & Taylor (2011). In the
context of distance interpretation, and more specifically in the field of interpreting in

criminal proceedings, they state that

To cover the increasing diversification of interpreting situations involving a
video link, a broad distinction was made in the project between videoconference

interpreting (VCI) and remote interpreting (RI). Videoconference interpreting is the

112 Polissema — Revista de Letras do ISCAP — Vol. 15 — 2015



Furtado, Marco — Beyond the Meeting Room — On-Site vs. Remote Interpreting: a Set of Experimental
Studies | 107-131

form of interpreting that is used when the proceedings take place at two video-linked
locations (e.g. court and prison), with the interpreter being situated at either end of
the link. Remote interpreting (RI) is the form of interpreting that is used when the
proceedings take place at a single location (e.g. a courtroom), with the interpreter
working via video link from a remote location (e.g. another courthouse). (Braun &

Taylor 2011: 2)

As regards this study, this will be the RI concept considered to assess the interpreting
tasks carried out remotely by the participants in those situations in which they had no direct
eye contact, neither with a speaker, nor a possible audience.

The above mentioned reluctance towards the RI mode is closely linked to the
situation reported by Baigorri-Jalon (2004), when he points out the similar resistance
regarding the transition phase between the consecutive and the simultaneous interpreting

modes within the United Nations:

[...] for the time being, any new interpreters at the UN in the immediate future
will respond to the present model: [...] Together with the established interpreters,
they will constitute a strong resistance to the introduction of the new technologies,
just as the old consecutive interpreters fought against simultaneous or the veteran

translators fought against the use of computers. (Baigorri-Jalén 2004: 165)

The aspects underlined by Baigorri-Jaléon are certainly related to different
interactional communication forms, lying beneath the two different interpreting methods to
be compared within this research. As far as pragmatic features are concerned, particularly
the ones related to interactional communication forms in interpretation settings, it is widely
accepted that professional interpreters traditionally still prefer to work in OSI environments.
A reflection upon the reasons that make interpreters reveal preference for the OSI working
modality and show reluctance and a less positive attitude towards Rl is essential. Although
in some circumstances the pragmatic features of interactional communication found in both
interpreting modalities do not necessarily differ (Furtado 2014&forthcoming), interpreters
claim to have a better perception of the atmosphere in OSI settings as a whole. Under these

circumstances, they state to have stronger feelings of presence in the events in which they
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actively intervene and where there are other forms of interacting with interlocutors, which
presumably are not found in RI environments. Therefore, as far as remote settings are
concerned, and once these do not allow interpreters to interact similatly as in on-site

environments, they often complain about strong feelings of isolation and alienation.

4. The impact of osi and ri on human factors

Conference interpreting as a profession is indeed challenging and demanding, for it
relies on a variety of skills. As a matter of fact, there are certain elements which may actually
cause, for instance, high levels of fatigue and stress when interpreting tasks are carried out
both consecutively and/or simultaneously. There may be several reasons: when doubts
occur and interpreters have to ask interlocutors to repeat what has been said before, in case
they actually have the opportunity to do so; moments of hesitations; frequent situations in
which it is impossible to hear what is being said due to interference in sound and/or video
equipment, which all per se might negatively affect the fluency of any interpretation; etc.
These are all factors that may raise reasonable doubts regarding interpreters’ abilities. In
addition, the profession itself frequently involves a huge cognitive load because of all the
effort expended, especially during simultaneous interpreting. Gile presents the following

model in which he explains that

[...] simultaneous interpretation (SI) can be modelled as a process consisting
of [...] three Efforts [...], namely the Listening and Analysis Effort L, the Short term
memory Effort M, and the Speech production Effort P, plus a Coordination Effort
C, which is required to coordinate the three other Efforts [...]: SIEL+P+M+C [.] At
each point in time, each Effort has specific processing capacity requirements that
depend on the tasks(s) it is engaged in, namely the particular comprehension, short-
term memoty, or production operations being performed on speech segments. Due
to the high variability of requirements depending on the incoming speech segments,
processing capacity requirements of individual Efforts can vary rapidly over time, in

seconds or fractions of seconds (Gile 1995: 169).
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The different degrees of speed at which the source speech is delivered are another
element that may influence significantly the quality of the interpreting tasks and intensify
levels of pressure. When converting an original speech into a target language, both the
processing of the cognitive load as well as the difficulty in dealing with the information units
in the original text will tend to proportionally rise in situations when there is evidence of a
concomitant increase of the delivery of the original source text. Bacigalupe refers in this

respect that

[-..] cuando aumentaba la carga cognitiva como consecuencia del incremento
de la velocidad de produccién del TO, aumentaban también los problemas de
cotenido enlas ISs [...] y disminufan los de expresién y produccion, porque una mayor
velocidad de produccién (y una mayor carga cognitiva, por tanto) obliga a
macrogestionar las unidades entrantes, [...] a utilizar estrategias de condensacién |...].

(Bacigalupe 2009: 177)

However, the opposite may also be observed: a too slow delivery of the original
speech will obviously result consequently in a slower interpretation. Under these
circumstances, and particularly when the interpreter is stuck too closely to the original text,
interpretation errors may still occur, even if the cognitive load is reduced. To put it in
another way, “[...] una velocidad lenta (menor carga cognitiva) invita a la gestion de todas
y cada una de las unidades de TO, y tiene como resultado la profusién de traducciones
literales, a menudo poco idiomaticas, y de errores de produccién” (Bacigalupe 2009: 177).

In order to somehow overcome these obstacles, interpreters may eventually use other
visual means, in case these are used by speakers in their original texts — when handed out
before — PowerPoint presentations, etc. Nowadays, these visual aids are very frequently

used, as underlined by Seeber:

Professional conference interpreters are regularly confronted with multimodal
input, be it because speakers use facial expressions and gestures while they are
speaking, or because they resort to visual aids like slides with text and images to

complement or emphasize what they are saying. (Seeber, 2012, p. 342)
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However, Gile’s perspective (2011), which in this context must not be ignored,
clearly points out that the interpreter’s exposure to additional visual elements may negatively
affect the performance of interpreters, as the reading process of these additional elements
may also lead to an increase of the cognitive load.

The use of visual elements within interpreting tasks is also closely linked to RI. As
has already been mentioned, the introduction of this new modality has raised many issues
and caused reluctance among the professional interpreters’ community. RI is considered to
be a new specialised field within this profession which also requires a completely new and
different professional profile. As a new modality, RI relies also on the new technologies of
the current digital era, which despite being necessary in our daily lives, are not always faced
with the same enthusiasm and optimism by their users. Under these circumstances, it seems
legitimate to dispute professional interpreters’ motivations regarding different perspectives
towards the features of this new working method. As far as this is concerned, not all
professional interpreters may be willing to accept the challenges imposed by RI working
conditions. This would require a huge investment in financial resources and time in training
sessions. In any case, this does actually neither seem to cause inconvenience nor is it the
cause of the main problem. Major issues may lie beneath the actual reluctance towards both
RI itself and the use of new technologies. Adaptation will probably be easier for
professionals belonging to younger generations, as mentioned by Mouzourakis, in the above

mentioned interview by Vincent Buck:

Introducing new technologies will not make a lot of sense unless the necessary
training is provided for interpreters to use them. This will be relatively easy for the
new generation of interpreters who have come to take such things as the Internet for

granted — much less so for older colleagues. (Mouzourakis, 2000)

However, it should be taken into consideration that lower efficiency ratings do not
necessarily have to occur in RI situations mediated by technology. On account of this, high
levels of the cognitive load may also be encountered in OSI scenarios. Braun (2011: 269)
states that “Interpreting is cognitively demanding, and problems associated with an overload

of cognitive processing capacity can be observed in almost any interpreting situation”.
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Furthermore, the following aspect has to be taken into account: many professional
interpreters consider RI tasks to be performed within a virtual space in which feelings of
isolation and alienation might cause discomfort. Mouzourakis (2000) states that interpreters
are confronted not only with psychological but also physical uneasiness, referring that “As
for the intense physical and psychological discomfort experienced by the remote interpreter,
these are [...] consequence of having to contend with an artificial, inconsistent, virtual
environment while already engaged in an extremely demanding cognitive task”.

Besides that, not all individuals share the same perspectives and points of view
regarding immersive experiences in virtual reality settings, since these perceptions rely
heavily on individual and personal features and motivations. For this reason, one must not
in any case expect professional interpreters to act differently from other individuals and to
embrace new technologies with the same enthusiasm. This form of demotivation and
discomfort may cause high levels of stress and affect negatively the interpreters’ health and
well-being which per se may result in performance below established interpreting quality
standards.

Yet, it may probably be considered that today’s technological means could possibly
provide their users a better response, and hence the enumerated problems might be
overcome by means of more appropriate solutions. However, no matter how sophisticated
technological tools may be, these will not serve their purpose unless potential users feel
properly motivated and willing to optimistically face immersive experiences and develop
feelings of presence within virtual environment, being completely unaware of undergoing
experiences mediated by technology experience. In this sense, Mouzourakis (2003) states as

follows:

Whether or not presence is the right metaphor for the remote interpreter’s
predicament, the time has perhaps come for a radical reappraisal of the way in which
the administrations of international organisations as well as private conference
organisers have dealt with RI till now. Believing that the problems faced by
interpreters will go away just by throwing more megapixels at them, or by
‘ergonomically’ rearranging screens and monitors, amounts to mere wishful thinking

[-..]. The use of sophisticated, necessarily expensive technology, with all its attendant
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complexity, might help in restoring a certain sense of presence, thus alleviating some
of the interpreter’s discomfort. But it is still unlikely to be able to eliminate it

altogether.

Thus, it may be quite difficult for many people to have that sense of presence in
virtual worlds, as this depends on many factors regarding inner motivation. Moreover, the
absence of these immersive sensations may rely on other factors which are relevant in
particular within the interpretation context.

Today’s advanced and sophisticated technologies enable people who are distant from
each other to participate in conference calls in which they experience communication forms
with the transmission of high quality audio and video signals. In several tests conducted to
assess differences between OSI and RI working conditions, not only in terms of quality of
interpreting tasks and interpreters’ performance, but also regarding issues related to health,
technology, ergonomics, etc., interpreters frequently complained about several failures in
the transmission of both sound and image signals. Too many technical faults mean
automatically anomalies during the whole interpreting communication process. This will
result in the absence of feelings of presence, which per se will lead to feelings of alienation
within a virtual space and feelings of being distant from environments interpreters are
traditionally used to work in. All these factors related to professional and psycho-social
aspects will thus certainly have a negative influence on interpreters’ performance and health
due to higher levels of stress, fatigue, etc.

This concern shown by professional interpreters towards RI is indeed an alarming
factor. Not indifferent to these issues, several institutions organised a series of studies,
namely the joint project between the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) and
the Ecole de Traduction et d'Interpretation (ETT), the 3rd Remote Interpretation Test
within the European Union, and the AVIDICUS project conducted by the University of
Surrey and the EU Criminal Justice Programme. These aimed specifically at comparing and
assessing working conditions and the quality of interpreting tasks in both OSI and RI
environments in terms of performance, quality, health, stress, fatigue, ergonomics, etc.

On the one hand, the objective results obtained from these studies and projects

revealed, in general, the absence of significant differences between interpreters’
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performance and the quality of interpreting tasks carried out in the distinct environments
observed. At the same time, and despite the similarities found between these projects and
studies, interpreters’ self-assessment regarding the different communicative situations
revealed feelings of having had less positive results and lower performance ratings in Rl
environments than in OSI situations.

Taking into account all issues raised regarding aspects and perspectives involving the
similarities and/or differences between OSI and RI settings, the following section will focus
upon the experimental studies conducted with two groups of interpreter trainees and one
of professional interpreters, and the assessment of several interpreting tasks carried out in

the above mentioned interpreting scenarios, i.e. on site and remotely.

5. Experiments with interpreter trainees and professional interpreters

5.1 Background

This research has been developed for almost five years within the course unit earlier
mentioned and is focused on the general background of a doctoral investigation. Thus,
several experimental studies in interpretation, which took place at ISCAP’s “Multimedia
Language Centre” (CML)1, have been structured and planned, bearing in mind the
assessment and comparison regarding the quality of the performance of interpreter trainees
and professional interpreters in the two different working environments referred to
throughout this paper. The main purpose is therefore, by means of these experiments, to
come to additional answers to the questions raised within these issues, or rather to find out
whether there are significant differences in the quality of interpreting tasks carried out on
site and/or remotely by several subjects who participated in the expetiments mentioned.

The following sections will firstly deal with the detailed description of the conditions
under which all these experimental studies were conducted, the subjects involved, and the

materials used. Finally, and after presenting the results of the experiments regarding the

1 By the time the experimental studies were conducted, the Centre had this designation. It is currently
integrated in ISCAP’s Support Office for Innovation in Education (GAIE).
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quality of the interpretations, a global comparison between the results obtained by students

and professional interpreters shall be additionally established.

5.2 Participants

The first study involved a group of twelve interpreter trainees enrolled in the course
unit “Teleconferencing and Remote Interpreting” in the Master’s Programme in Specialised
Translation and Interpreting. Due to the large number of students in this group, they were
randomly divided into two groups of six subjects each. While one group performed their
task under conditions similar to OSI environments the other group converted the same
speech under RI conditions.

The second experimental study involved another group of nine interpreter trainees,
also enrolled in the above mentioned course unit. Unlike the procedure of the first
experiment, this group was not divided, as this study was based on a speech, which was
divided into two different parts and in which a PowerPoint presentation was used. Hence,
the first part of the speech was delivered in an on-site environment whereas the other part
was held remotely.

These experiments were performed at a later stage with a group of five professional

interpreters who had a professional experience of between two and fifteen years.

5.3 Materials

All original source texts chosen for these experiments were in English. The topic
selected for the first experiment with students was “Child Abuse and Child Neglect”. The
two very similar speeches with about 1,500 words each — under both RI and OSI conditions
— were held by an ISCAP lecturer, who is an American English native speaker.

In order to create a working environment similar to the conditions found under RI,
i.e. a simulated live remote conference, the speech was recorded on videotape and edited
with video editing software. The edited video clip — a windows media video (wmv) with
high quality features, i.e. a resolution of 720x576 pixels and 16-bit stereo sound properties

with a sample rate of 48 kHz — was approximately 12 2 minutes long. Fach student was
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able to follow the projected video streaming in the laboratory used for the task, and to
convert it into Portuguese.

The environment under OSI conditions was slightly different. While under RI
conditions the students and the speaker did not even have the possibility to establish visual
contact with each other, these students had direct view of the speaker and vice-versa. This
means that the speaker could adapt the speed of her speech in accordance to the students'
interpreting performance, which resulted obviously in the fact that this speech, i.e. the same
text was now, under these conditions, 17 minutes long,.

The materials used in this first experiment conducted with students were almost the
same as the ones used in the first study, which involved the group of professional
interpreters. However, due to the reduced number of these participants, another speech had
necessarily to be included to be interpreted in the OSI environment. This allowed
procedures similar to the ones in the first experimental study. The topic selected for that
speech, with approximately 1570 words, was “Video and Computers Games”; its features
in terms of vocabulary, language style, number of words, level of difficulty, etc. were very
similar to the ones found in the speech held remotely, which was also used during the
experimental study with the first group of students (see above). These were the two original
texts in the first experiment with the group of professional interpreters.

In order to make this first experience with the group of professional interpreters as
similar as possible to the one conducted with the students, the same ISCAP lecturer was
asked to deliver the speech while physically together with this group at the same location.
This allowed participants to have direct view of the speaker. Under these circumstances, the
text had the duration of about 16 minutes.

The second experimental study was, as previously mentioned, carried out exactly
under the same conditions in both groups, ie. interpreter trainees and professional
interpreters. Each participant converted a speech divided in two parts from English into
Portuguese. During the first part, interpreting tasks were carried out on site, whilst the
second part of the exercise was performed in a RI environment. Each of these interpreting
tasks were done with the visual help of PowerPoint presentations about a simulated flight
of a Boeing 747-400 between the airports of Hamburg and Frankfurt, Germany. The slides

of the presentation mentioned had pictures and two short video clips (about five minutes

Polissema — Revista de Letras do ISCAP — Vol. 15 — 2015 121



Furtado, Marco — Beyond the Meeting Room — On-Site vs. Remote Interpreting: a Set of Experimental
Studies | 107-131

each) of the different stages of the simulated flight. These visual elements were previously
withdrawn from the software “Microsoft Flight Simulator X”. These pictures and video
clips were then edited, subtitled and placed in the PowerPoint presentations used for the
two different parts of the speech held and the corresponding interpreting tasks.

During the first part of the presentation the speaker and the participants were in the
same language laboratory. While the speech was being delivered in the presence of the
subjects, these were visualizing the PowerPoint presentation with the images and the first
short video clip and performing their interpreting tasks.

During the second part of the speech and the presentation of the above mentioned
flight simulation the speaker was not physically present at the same location where the
interpreter trainees and the professional interpreters were. Therefore, this speech had also
to be recorded on videotape and edited with video editing software (see above). In order to
ensure the same quality features of the edited video clip, that is to say, in terms of sound
and image, as found in the video used in the first set of experiments, the windows media
video (wmv) file now created had also a resolution of 720x576 pixels and 16-bit stereo sound
properties with a sample rate of 48 kHz. When edited with these features, the video file was
placed in a small box in the bottom right corner of the PowerPoint presentation, which was
held in automatic narration mode. In this case the participants in this experiment performed
their interpretation tasks while listening to the original text and visualizing both the slides
and the speaker's rostrum inserted in the PowerPoint presentation.

Both parts of the speech were supposed to have approximately the same number of
words and the same duration. Thus, whereas the first part of the original text had about
1910 words and the corresponding speech was delivered on site during approximately 24
minutes (when held during both experiments conducted with trainees and professional
interpreters), the second part of the speech held remotely, with approximately 2050 words,
had also the duration of about 24 minutes — a feature known beforehand, once the videotape
had previously been recorded and placed inside the PowerPoint presentation. Although the
first part of the speech had a slightly lower number of words than the second, both texts
were presented within approximately the same time limits. This was possible due to

improvisations and unforeseen situations during the first part of the task carried out on site.
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Although the participants in this second experience were asked to convert the two
texts with a simplified, current language style, they had been provided with a glossary with
technical terms related to the field of aeronautics, in order to prepare them to be able to
carry out their interpretations more easily.

Unlike the previous experiments, both parts of the speech were not held by an
English native speaker; this task was performed by the author of this research, who is equally

fluent in that language, due to his professional career and experience.

5.4 Procedure

After interpreting each speech into Portuguese, each participant’s recorded
interpretation was saved as an mp3 audio file with SANAKO digital recorder software. In
order to identify each audio file, these were given names like
“exp_01_student_A_onsite.mp3”, “exp_02_professional_B_onsite.mp3”,
“exp_01_student_A_remote.mp3”, “exp_02_professional_B_remote.mp3”, etc.

Each recorded audio file was then transcribed carefully and as accurately as possible
on a Word document file. The interpreting mistakes were marked on these files, according
to the following assessment criteria: Senseless Expressions; Omission/Lack of Accuracy;
Unfinished Segments; Corrections/Repetitions; Unnatural Speech Rhythm/Intonation;
Hesitations and Noises; Incomprehensibility; Inappropriate Expressions; Grammar

Mistakes; and Terminology.

5.5 Results

All experiments conducted with the groups of interpreter trainees and the group of
professional interpreters revealed the absence of statistically significant differences between
the quality of the interpreting tasks done under the OSI and the RI environments. The
results obtained in the first experimental study though (average ratings 194.67 (OSI) vs.
173.67 (RI); p=0.3355), showed a more unbalanced performance between both working
conditions, once the participants — interpreter trainees — were divided into two different

groups. Due to the fact that in all other experiments the interpreting tasks had been
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accomplished by the same subjects, students and professional interpreters, in both distinct
working environments, i.e. on site and remotely, no significant difference regarding the
quality of the interpretations could be perceived. The evidence for the slight difference
regarding this statistical similarity, as far as quality and interpreter performance are
concerned, can be found in the following values: average ratings 251.78 (OSI) vs. 255.11
(RI); p=0.9425 — second experience with interpreter trainees; average ratings 111 (OSI) vs.
116 (RI); p=0.8724 — first experience with professional interpreters; and average ratings
128.6 (OSI) vs. 127.6 (RI); p=0.9732 — second experience with professional interpreters.

Furthermore, the overall results accomplished by the groups of interpreter trainees
and professional interpreters, as far as similar interpreting situations, i.e. interpreting
environments within the various experiments are concerned, were also submitted to a direct
comparison. On a first approach, and in general terms, both groups of trainees and
professional interpreters were found to reveal quite similar behaviours while performing
interpretation tasks. However, this first analysis also showed that professional interpreters
generally had lower levels of error average ratings than the group of interpreter trainees,
according to the assessment criteria selected. Moreover, despite the fact that statistically
irrelevant differences regarding the quality of all interpreting tasks carried out by both
groups in both OSI and RI settings were revealed (average ratings 185.28 (OSI) vs. 182.24
(RI); p=0.9025), the group of trainees achieved better results while performing tasks in RI
environments (average ratings 228.93 (OSI) vs. 222.53 (RI); p=0.8363). On the contrary,
the results obtained by professional interpreters pointed out a better performance in OSI
settings (average ratings 119.8 (OSI) vs. 121.8 (RI); p=0.9214). Nevertheless, the above
stated p-values also show evidence of statistically insignificant differences between the two
environments studied and observed.

The fact that graduates have achieved better global results in RI environments may
suggest that interpreters belonging to younger generations are probably more willing and
able to cope more easily with information and communication technologies of the current
digital era, or they might be more dependent on these technologies, rather than the
interpreters of older generations. These might be the factors which may lie beneath the
global results obtained within the group of interpreter trainees. On the contrary, the results

achieved by the group of professional interpreters favour a better performance in OSI
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environments, probably as a consequence of having stated to have greater professional
experience in OSI scenarios — only one member of this working group has stated to have
working experience in RI environments. As a matter of fact, the majority of the members
in this working group expressed preference for the OSI variant. As far as these
circumstances are concerned, this did not, however, compromise in any case the quality of

the tasks performed under RI conditions.

6. Conclusion

RI remains a variant many professional interpreters still feel reluctant to accept. To
many professionals in this area it may still be unthinkable to work far from the environment
or the place they are usually familiar with and in which they feel most comfortable, i.e. the
OSI mode.

As regards the comparison of the overall performance of the subjects who
participated in the experimental studies within this research, it appears that the interpreter
trainees had better performance in interpreting tasks carried out remotely, while professional
interpreters were more successful in the tasks in OSI environments, yet defining the barrier
between the real and virtual worlds will probably be always connected to matters of
individual character.

This research actually revealed the absence of substantial discrepancies between the
work performed in both environments, that is to say, their accomplishment was practically
very similar and convergent. Nevertheless, the feelings that interpreters have within their
profession should be taken into account, without forgetting the impact and effects these
working conditions may have on their health and well-being, especially in the latest RI mode.
Interpreters generally consider that they need to make an additional effort to overcome the
less positive aspects of RI in order to ensure quality standards similar to the ones achieved
in OSI working environments.

Although they may have shown preference for the OSI modality, both trainees and
some professional interpreters stated, on several occasions, they had had identical feelings
and felt little difference between the physical conditions of the working environments

compared. The behaviours revealed by the subjects who participated in this investigation
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suggest therefore that their feelings about their own performance in both settings were, in
general, positive, regardless of the objective assessment of the quality of their work.
Moreover, the observations and conclusions of this research do not indicate divergent
results regarding the objective quality assessment of the tasks performed in the various
experimental studies. Thus, it should also be considered, on the one hand, whether the
reluctance confirmed by professional interpreters towards the RI mode is not related to
working habits in the traditional OSI environments, and on the other, related to prejudiced

ideas against this latest interpreting method.
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