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In many areas of human activity, inter-dependency or partnerships are crucial:  military in combat, members of a surgical team, cockpit crews on an airliner, for example, for whom life and death situations may depend on their successful cooperation.  On a less critical plane, we can think of athletes in team sports, teachers in a team-teaching situation, business partners managing an enterprise or closing a deal, etc., whose success depends on getting along and contributing mutually to the project.


Interpreters, and particularly translators, most often work alone and often pride themselves on their independence and autonomy.  As a group we tend to be loners.  While translators may occasionally work together on a large project, their work continues to be basically solitary with occasional communication.  Interpreters doing consecutive work usually work alone or in virtually autonomous turn-taking.

Conference interpreters present a special situation:  while one is on the mike, he or she may feel completely autonomous, and may simply walk away when it is the other’s turn.  In other words, they may work alone, just putting in half-time.  Again, that mode seems to fit the personality of many of us who chose a career providing independence.  

Nonetheless, much can be gained by developing a strategic partnership in the booth.  By working well together, there can be a huge increase in the quality of the output, ease of the task, and interpreter satisfaction, as well as the forging of magnificent friendships.   On the other hand, an uncooperative situation can result in precisely the opposite:  poor performance and dissatisfied clients, jealousies and hurt feelings for the interpreters, and creation of animosities that may extend well beyond the professional sphere.

Today we are going to talk about the creation and maintenance of those strategic partnerships and some ways to avoid the worst pitfalls when working in a situation that presents interpersonal challenges.

The ideal relationship

In the ideal relationship the two interpreters really feel and act as partners.  They trust and respect each other.  They are fairly evenly matched in experience and skill so that the product provided to the listener is of consistent quality as the interpreters switch places.  They maintain a consistency of terminology so that both common and specialized/technical terms are the same.  They listen when not on the mike and offer assistance when requested, or even when not requested, by manning the dictionaries and writing suggestions on a note pad.  They avoid behaviors and attitudes that annoy the partner.  The switch times are smooth and occur by mutual consent.  In sum, they enjoy working together and end the day or the conference with good feelings for the work and for each other, eager to join up again.

A problematic relationship

A.  Differences in ability

There are many factors that can interfere with the creation and maintenance of such an ideal relationship.  The most important one is probably the result of a significant difference, real or perceived, between their abilities.   When one partner feels, or actually is, much better than the other, both may feel uncomfortable and the output will suffer:  the sum will be worse than either of its individual parts.  Interpreters of uneven abilities can certainly work together successfully, but it will take effort on the part of each of them.

The less-qualified partner (we’ll call the person “B” here) may suffer anxiety, fearful of revealing his or her inferiority to the “master” sitting in the next chair, and perhaps fearing consequences:  the “A”  may “bad-mouth” the work, perhaps requesting of the client not to be paired again with that person;  he or she may treat the “B” with open disdain.  “B” may resent any help offered, feeling that it is somehow a put-down of the work.   “B” may also fear being abandoned in the booth without any help.

The better-qualified partner may genuinely fear that he or she will be identified with poor performance and will take pains not to be identified as the weak partner.  (This is really only the case when both are of the same sex; when different-sex partners are involved, it becomes obvious to the audience who is “good” and who is “bad.”)   "A” may also become very fatigued at hearing mistranslations, poor grammar, incorrect vocabulary choice, or a heavy accent, just as the audience is probably fatigued.  If “B” seeks help (“Please write down all my mistakes so I can learn from them”) this can also lead to fatigue and resentment:  “I am not your French teacher.” 
B. Differences in variety

In most languages, there exists a “prestige” form that is the standard for the booth:  Parisian French, for example.  An interpreter who uses a different variety, particularly a stigmatized one, may very well irritate both the partner and the audience, unless the audience happens to use the same one.  Quebecois French, Cuban Spanish, or Indian English, for example, could be problematical for a general audience.  (Of course here we refer not to the nationality of the interpreter, but rather the localized nature of his or her speech.  Many Cuban, Canadian, or Indian interpreters control a prestige variety of their language that is acceptable anywhere.) 

In some languages there may be more than one prestige variety based on a geographical standard, as in British vs. American English, or Continental vs. Brazilian Portuguese, and here a dialect difference between the audience and the interpreter(s) is more important perhaps than a difference between the interpreters.  While an American audience is rather tolerant of a prestige British dialect, maybe even in awe of it, a Brazilian audience may be so irritated by Continental Portuguese that they will actually prefer to tune in to the Spanish channel, as we have actually seen in conferences. (It is notable that the reverse is rarely the case:  a Portuguese audience, while preferring a Continental interpreter, will readily accept well-spoken Brazilian, even if it does sound like the many Brazilian soap-operas that fill the airwaves in Portugal).  
Dialectal difference are not limited to accent, which is easily adjusted to.  More serious problems arise with lexical differences, which can lead to serious misunderstandings.  Brazilians may not know that a cimeira in Portugal is what they call a cúpula or “summit meeting.”  The common Portuguese expression used in speeches se calhar ‘if appropriate’ has led even experienced Brazilian interpreters running to the dictionary or making up something to cover it.  Names of fruits and plants, technological processes, governmental entities, as well as idiomatic expressions may vary greatly from country to country and leave both interpreters and audience frustrated and tired.  

C.  Differences in preparation and professionalism

A serious interpreter, who respects his or her own ignorance, will prepare as carefully as time and materials permit before doing a conference.  The interpreter who shows up with a five-page computerized glossary gleaned from conference materials, dictionaries, and Internet research, may be stymied by the partner who hits the booth cold and simply asks to use the materials prepared by the other.  Cooperation here is the norm:  no one will deny access to such work by the less-prepared, but resentment can run high, and the quality suffer, especially in a highly technical meeting.  
Early in my career I had prepared for a three-day conference on diesel motors.  When I showed up for the Portuguese booth, the lead interpreter, the owner of the company working in Spanish, had come unprepared and poured over my work to try to get a hold on the technical vocabulary he would need.   At that point in life, I was flattered and hoped the man would appreciate my work and call upon me more.  However, that was not to be:  not only did he not acknowledge my work and thank me for it, he hardly ever called me again.

In a strategic partnership, the two work together in preparing a glossary, or share their work by e-mail as it progresses.  They arrive in the booth equally ready for the job.  If one happens to have an appropriate glossary on file, he or she will willingly send it off to the partner well before the conference.  
Other matters of professionalism involve punctuality, dress, modesty of behavior, demeanor before the client, willingness to work under difficult conditions, promptness and readiness in taking turns, etc.  If any of these are out of balance between the interpreters, the work will suffer.  

D.  Differences in psychology

Personality, attitude toward life and work, and even one’s “Emotional Intelligence” can have a serious bearing on the interpreters’ relationship.  People may simply dislike each other through a basic personal incompatibility.  Fortunately, these matters are probably the easiest to overcome, since they are not directly connected to the interpretation act.  It takes a positive attitude on the part of both of them:  “I can do this.”  Sometimes these problems may have produced serious conflict in the past that both must put aside if work is to continue.  When facing a disliked partner, one must decide first to be cordial, then make it stick throughout the event.  Sometimes such an occasion will actually bring people back together who may have been battling in the past.  

The first step in creating a good strategic relationship is for the interpreter to look at himself or herself seeing what one may do first to BE a good partner.  Here are some basic points:

1)  A healthy attitude toward oneself.  Somehow, modesty and humility must be balanced with a good dose of self-confidence.  Too much humility and not enough confidence will result in a shy, retiring interpreter who may not hold up his or her side of the booth, or who constantly apologizes to the partner or even to the client, or one who hesitates to take on a new assignment.  On the other hand, an interpreter over-imbued with self-confidence and lacking modesty and humility becomes the detested “prima-donna” that others fear working with or who find themselves constantly left aside because no one wants to work with them.  

For the beginning interpreter new to the booth, the greatest challenge may be gaining self-confidence.  Perhaps that is best attained through successful experience.  Each satisfactory performance leads to an increase not only in one’s ability, but in one’s recognition of that ability and readiness to face the next one.  But before one can begin to gain successful experience, it goes without saying that one must prepare.  No one in her or her right mind would simply sit down and attempt to interpret, although I have seen plenty of cases where that was done, particularly by volunteer “community” interpreters pressed into service by their churches, clubs, community groups, or even low-balling clients looking to save a buck by avoiding professionals.

The finest preparation comes through university-level courses or the equivalent.  In a course lasting several months or even years, interpreters are given tips, techniques, and, most importantly, hours and hours of practice with headphones, microphones, and recordings of their work evaluated by themselves and instructors.  However, the great majority of aspiring conference interpreters, however, have little access to such courses, and are therefore self-taught, like virtually anyone in the field for over ten or fifteen years in this country. Fortunately, in many areas of the country there are seminars and short courses available, but most new interpreters rely most heavily on practice alone, often “graduating” from written translation and consecutive interpretation.   
Maintaining confidence may be another challenge, particularly for an interpreter who has an infelicitous experience, as we all do occasionally.   One thing that helps is to realize that not all interpreting situations are the same:  many represent easy work, with clear, well-paced speakers giving presentations on familiar topics.  Others create an enormous challenge even to the most experienced. During and after a perceived “failure” or less-than-top performance, the experienced interpreter just puts it in perspective, convinced that he or she has done the best possible under the circumstances, and goes on to the next speech or job, but may respond to the “wake-up call” and put in some extra time in preparation or practice.
For the experienced interpreter with the opposite problem, over-confidence or feelings of superiority, a spirit of congeniality and tolerance must be nurtured.  When one works with a less experienced interpreter, or even someone practically incompetent, it may be difficult not to show ones feelings of frustration or even contempt, but one must remember that we have all been there, and that part of the professional duty of any interpreter is to help the next generation along.  Even one considers a poor interpreter has some excellent qualities and ideas, and perhaps even translation solutions that we can learn from. 
The key is to treat any pairing as one of equals and thus build a relationship that may become a very positive one in the future.

2)  A spirit of teamwork:  The two of us are in this together, whether for a two-hour or a two-week job.  We need to approach the task as one of cooperation.  This means full respect and negotiations as equals.  If that proves to be impossible, then the option may be to withdraw, rather than to engage in negative behaviors.  Withdrawing (leaving the booth, avoiding conversation with the partner) may be the lesser of two evils, but is not the first option.  
3)  Cheerfulness and understanding.  One may not like the work or the attitude of the partner, but this dislike must be subsumed and overcome so far as possible.  The old advice about putting on a happy face, making the best of, etc., may seem trite, but can do wonders in a difficult situation.  Not to do so brings everyone down.  

 Negotiating in the Booth.  When two partners work together for the first time, there are a number of points that must be negotiated.  Even those who have worked together before may have to make certain decisions.  The major points of negotiation are these:

A.  When to switch off.  Most interpreters choose to switch every thirty minutes, although twenty minutes is not unusual, especially on very tiring material.  That must be decided before you start, realizing that it may be easily renegotiated.

B.  How to time the switches.  Some interpreters measure clock-minutes of actual performance, so that if one is only five minutes into his or her turn when a break is called, that person takes the remaining fifteen or twenty-five minutes after the break.  Others find it easier to break at a predesignated time, such as on the hour and half-hour, regardless of when meeting breaks occur.  That way, one who has a break during his turn works less, but it is much easier to keep track of when the switch off will occur, thus making it easier for the off-mike interpreter to leave the booth and know when to return.   

Part of timing the switches is also to decide how accurately to measure it.  Some interpreters take a cooking timer into the booth and want to switch the moment it goes off.  Others, perhaps most, take a more flexible approach, and will easily go five minutes either way to do the break at a more convenient moment, such as between speakers.  
Whatever is decided about timing, the actual switch must be smooth and done according to plan.  Normally it is the on-mike interpreter who controls the time to switch, giving a signal to the partner that the switch is about to come.  When the acting interpreter fails to note the time and does not yield the mike, the other one will usually make some appropriate gesture to remind the active one that time is up:  a tap to the watch or a scissors motion with the fingers are the usual ones.  

Three “sins” may occur in doing the switch:  the active interpreter may simply fail to relinquish the mike, in spite of reminders.  This happens most when the work is going really well and the person is so involved in what he or she considers to be a stellar performance that he simply does not give notice to the break time or message.  This situation may lead to the second sin:  the inactive interpreter simply takes the make away by pushing the appropriate switch and taking over.  This is extraordinarily disconcerting, and even quite offensive to the active interpreter, who may take it as a sign that the other felt his work was flagging.  The third sin is for the inactive interpreter to leave the booth and fail to return on time.  Any one of these sins will generate resentment and will be extremely deleterious to the strategic partnership.  See the results of the survey, below.
C.  Whether and how to give help.  In a successful partnership, the off-mike interpreter stays in the booth, except for necessary short breaks, and follows what is being said on the floor.  He or she will also manage the dictionaries, and will look things up if it is clear that the other does not have a good solution, or will offer one without having to consult a dictionary.  Some wait until the on-mike partner asks for help by writing the unknown work on a pad with a question mark or making gesture.  Others take it upon themselves to monitor and look up.  The approach depends on the maturity of the partnership and the confidence that the members feel with each other.
How the answer is provided may also vary.  Some interpreting partners actually like the off-mike interpreter to mouth or whisper the answer, while most prefer that he or she write it down on the pad or hand the dictionary over with the answer pointed out with the finger.   Personally, I cannot deal with anyone saying anything to me while I am on mike, and must have it in writing.  That will be a point of negotiation.

D.  Who will relate to the client.  In a situation where there is a designated “lead interpreter,” as in a large team with several languages, only that lead interpreter talks to the client’s representative, covering such vital topics as asking for written material, complaining about poor sound, or even negotiating overtime.  (“We are scheduled to leave at five; what do you want us to do if you go over?  There will be an overtime charge after the first fifteen minutes")  

In the common situation of a single pair of interpreters where neither has been designated as lead, it must be decided between them, although some simply take a practical approach:  whoever is not on the mike will leave to secure materials or complain.  Nonetheless, problems can develop if both take up that responsibility, or if no one does.  Sometimes one member of the pair feels closer to the organizer and more comfortable in taking on that role.  In other situations, one is particularly technically cognizant and can confidently talk to the technician about a sound problem, even suggesting a solution for a less-than-wonderful technician.  

There are many other points of difference between interpreters, although usually not negotiated:  eating and drinking in the booth, using a laptop to finish a translation not related to the event, keeping the cell phone on, spreading out one's bills to pay while at rest, etc.  These points may be quite troublesome to some partners, and then may become points of contention, and could lead to discrete negotiations:  “Why don’t we go out to eat?  You know, we really need to keep the cell phones all the way off.  I don’t know how you can actually switch gears like that and work on a translation.”  Less diplomatic interpreters let their disdain be known, and may even make disparaging comments.  

A Preliminary Survey

In order to find out what experienced interpreters feel about many of the points discussed here, I conducted a limited written survey, including thirteen interpreters.  Below are the results.

The Respondent:

Age:  


46-73,  av. 51; median  54

Gender:       

7 Females, 6 males

Languages:

English, Spanish, Portuguese, French


Experience:    

8-40 years;   average 18;  median  16.5

Formal Training:
Yes   7

No  4     (no information on the amount or nature of the training; probably mostly seminars, at least one degree was mentioned)

Regarding the Booth Partner:  (answers listed in order of greatest preference)
1.  As a partner, I prefer working with


11
Either gender


  2
A woman


  0    
A man

2.  If paired with a partner of significantly different ability, I prefer


  7
It makes no difference


  6
A partner with ability superior to me


0   
Inferior to me

0   
Uncomfortable with a superior partner, but refuse to work with one

 inferior

3.   When I am on the mike, I prefer that the partner


8    
Stay and help


2    
Leave the booth


1    
Stay and remain attentive

 
0    
Stay, mind own business

4.  When I seek help from my partner, I prefer that:

11   
Write a note


  2    
Whisper to me


  0   
I do not accept help

5.  I generally prefer to switch off


11
Every 30 minutes


  2
At natural division without timing


  0
Every 20 minutes


  0
Every 10 minutes


  0
By which language is being used

6.  Manner of making switch


  9
Approximate, at natural breaks


  2
Strict, perhaps with a mechanical timer


  1
No timing of breaks

7.  The initiative for the switch-off belongs to:


  8
The interpreter on the mike


  2 
Whoever thinks of it


  1
The lead interpreter


  0
The off-mike interpreter

8.  I find the following behaviors from my partner annoying while I am on mike (name the top three):


  8
Not returning on time


  7
Cutting me off by taking the mike


  5
Making faces


  3
Sending me notes to correct my work


  2
Eating


  2
Sleeping


  2
Doing personal hygiene


  1
Doing other work


  1
Playing games


  0
Reading outside material

9.  I find the following behaviors from my partner annoying while I am at rest and he or she is working:


10
Prima-donna attitude:  don’t get in my way


  6
Poor oral translation


  5
Being nervous and fidgety


  4
Having poor technique


  3
Giving up turn early


  1
Coughing, losing voice, turning over the mike


  0
Asking for help with words

10.  Annoying behaviors when out of the booth


7
Criticizing the work of other interpreters


5
Gossiping


4
“buddying-up” with the client


3
Criticizing the technician, speakers, or agency


3
Bragging about own work


3
Inappropriate dress


1
“Pigging out” on food served


0
Discussing fees


0 
Talking about family, showing pictures


0 
Talking about personal distress, weight, etc.


0
Telling bad jokes or stories

11.  What do you do when asked to work with an undesirable partner?


8
Nothing; I work with everyone


3
Hint to agency that the partner may not be the best


1
Tell agency outright that you can't recommend the person


1
Turn down the assignment


0
Bad mouth the person
Other Annoyances (open question)

no materials; no info


people that talk non-stop about how wonderful they are and their being essential to the success of the conference


interpreters talking too loud on or off mike


talking with someone else while in the booth


when my partner speaks too loud on the mike


late payments


the one thing that really annoys me is when a colleague makes comments about my work behind my back (negative comments);  that is malicious gossip to me


taking over part of my space; criticizing me


coughing, talking, making noise in the booth while I’m no the mike


people making fun of speakers or engaging in “conversation” with the audience

Qualities I admire or seek in a booth partner:


promptness and an honest effort in providing assistance when called for.


an attitude of not disputing with each other;  the idea that all that matters is to communicate as best as possible, no matter what, no matter who does it


competence, flexibility, mutual respect


control, calm, good knowledge of subject matter


good spirits, good gossips, well versed in other subjects


courtesy, diplomacy, tact, harmony, kindness, honesty, straightforwardness


willing to help you out; friendly


adaptability, pleasant, honesty, good disposition, prepared knowledge


smooth switch-off, teamwork, can talk about personal & professional experiences w/o bragging


professionalism, being prepared, common courtesies also go a long way, sharing materials and/or knowledge about the subject at hand without lecturing

