Questionnaire on “Artificial Intelligence and Interpreters: What lies in store for us?”1
EMCI Projects Committee
Artificial intelligence (AI) is the discipline studying the planning, development and realization of
systems able to simulate human skills, reasoning and behaviour. In the past two years, AI has seen
wider diffusion and development; the Covid-19 pandemic has undoubtedly accelerated AI applications.
At present there is no area of human activity where AI cannot be harnessed. Interpreting is no
exception, although so far machine interpretation, for example, has not had the same impact on the
profession as machine translation has had on translation over the past ten years. Nevertheless, the
situation for the interpreting profession, in particular for simultaneous interpreting, seems to indicate
that in a not-too-distant future AI may play a greater role in our profession. It is not yet clear where
changes will occur and to what extent or in which circumstances interpreters may be replaced by AIbased interpreting devices. New technologies already on the market do however give some idea of
possible future scenarios. To investigate opinions on the impact of machine interpreting and AI on the
future of conference interpreting, a questionnaire was prepared for the students and interpreter
trainers/professional interpreters of the 15 EMCI member institutions. The purpose was to identify
their experience to date with machine interpreting and AI-based computer assisted interpreting tools.
The expectation is that their answers may indicate in which direction the profession is moving and also
possible consequences for training.
Artificial intelligence in our questionnaire is understood as 𝘵𝘩𝘦 𝘢𝘣𝘪𝘭𝘪𝘵𝘺 𝘰𝘧 𝘮𝘢𝘤𝘩𝘪𝘯𝘦𝘴 𝘢𝘯𝘥 𝘴𝘺𝘴𝘵𝘦𝘮𝘴 𝘵𝘰
𝘪𝘮𝘪𝘵𝘢𝘵𝘦 𝘩𝘶𝘮𝘢𝘯 𝘪𝘯𝘵𝘦𝘭𝘭𝘪𝘨𝘦𝘯𝘤𝘦 𝘸𝘩𝘪𝘭𝘦 𝘶𝘴𝘪𝘯𝘨 𝘥𝘦𝘦𝘱 𝘯𝘦𝘶𝘳𝘢𝘭 𝘯𝘦𝘵𝘸𝘰𝘳𝘬𝘴. 𝘔𝘢𝘤𝘩𝘪𝘯𝘦𝘴 𝘢𝘳𝘦 𝘵𝘩𝘦𝘯 𝘢𝘣𝘭𝘦 𝘵𝘰 𝘵𝘩𝘪𝘯𝘬
𝘢𝘯𝘥 𝘸𝘰𝘳𝘬 𝘪𝘯𝘥𝘦𝘱𝘦𝘯𝘥𝘦𝘯𝘵𝘭𝘺, 𝘵𝘰 𝘮𝘢𝘬𝘦 𝘥𝘦𝘤𝘪𝘴𝘪𝘰𝘯𝘴, 𝘵𝘰 𝘴𝘰𝘭𝘷𝘦 𝘵𝘩𝘦 𝘮𝘰𝘴𝘵 𝘷𝘢𝘳𝘪𝘦𝘥 𝘵𝘺𝘱𝘦𝘴 𝘰𝘧 𝘤𝘰𝘮𝘱𝘭𝘦𝘹 𝘵𝘢𝘴𝘬𝘴,
𝘵𝘰 𝘭𝘦𝘢𝘳𝘯, 𝘵𝘰 𝘣𝘦 𝘤𝘳𝘦𝘢𝘵𝘪𝘷𝘦, 𝘵𝘰 𝘢𝘥𝘢𝘱𝘵 𝘢𝘯𝘥 𝘤𝘩𝘢𝘯𝘨𝘦 𝘵𝘩𝘦𝘪𝘳 𝘣𝘦𝘩𝘢𝘷𝘪𝘰𝘶𝘳 𝘣𝘢𝘴𝘦𝘥 𝘰𝘯 𝘵𝘩𝘦 𝘦𝘷𝘢𝘭𝘶𝘢𝘵𝘪𝘰𝘯 𝘰𝘧 𝘵𝘩𝘦
𝘤𝘰𝘯𝘴𝘦𝘲𝘶𝘦𝘯𝘤𝘦𝘴 𝘰𝘧 𝘵𝘩𝘦𝘪𝘳 𝘱𝘳𝘦𝘷𝘪𝘰𝘶𝘴 𝘢𝘤𝘵𝘪𝘰𝘯𝘴, 𝘤𝘰𝘯𝘴𝘵𝘢𝘯𝘵𝘭𝘺 𝘵𝘰 𝘢𝘣𝘴𝘰𝘳𝘣 𝘢𝘯𝘥 𝘴𝘶𝘣𝘴𝘦𝘲𝘶𝘦𝘯𝘵𝘭𝘺 𝘶𝘴𝘦 𝘯𝘦𝘸 𝘥𝘢𝘵𝘢
(𝘢𝘵 𝘱𝘳𝘦𝘴𝘦𝘯𝘵, 𝘧𝘰𝘳 𝘵𝘳𝘢𝘯𝘴𝘭𝘢𝘵𝘪𝘰𝘯 𝘢𝘯𝘥 𝘪𝘯𝘵𝘦𝘳𝘱𝘳𝘦𝘵𝘪𝘯𝘨: 𝘵𝘦𝘹𝘵 𝘢𝘯𝘥 𝘴𝘱𝘦𝘦𝘤𝘩 𝘤𝘰𝘳𝘱𝘰𝘳𝘢, 𝘢𝘴 𝘸𝘦𝘭𝘭 𝘢𝘴 𝘴𝘱𝘦𝘦𝘤𝘩
𝘳𝘦𝘤𝘰𝘳𝘥𝘪𝘯𝘨𝘴 𝘰𝘧 𝘷𝘢𝘳𝘪𝘰𝘶𝘴 𝘴𝘱𝘦𝘢𝘬𝘦𝘳𝘴 𝘦𝘵𝘤). 𝘓𝘪𝘬𝘦 𝘩𝘶𝘮𝘢𝘯𝘴 𝘵𝘩𝘦𝘺 𝘩𝘢𝘷𝘦 𝘵𝘩𝘦 𝘤𝘢𝘱𝘢𝘤𝘪𝘵𝘺 𝘵𝘰 𝘪𝘮𝘱𝘳𝘰𝘷𝘦 𝘢𝘯𝘥
𝘪𝘯𝘤𝘳𝘦𝘢𝘴𝘦 𝘵𝘩𝘦 𝘦𝘧𝘧𝘪𝘤𝘪𝘦𝘯𝘤𝘺 𝘰𝘧 𝘵𝘩𝘦𝘪𝘳 𝘣𝘦𝘩𝘢𝘷𝘪𝘰𝘶𝘳.
The questionnaire distinguishes between 𝘱𝘶𝘳𝘦 𝘮𝘢𝘤𝘩𝘪𝘯𝘦 𝘪𝘯𝘵𝘦𝘳𝘱𝘳𝘦𝘵𝘪𝘯𝘨 𝘢𝘯𝘥 𝘪𝘯𝘵𝘦𝘳𝘱𝘳𝘦𝘵𝘪𝘯𝘨 𝘸𝘪𝘵𝘩 𝘵𝘩𝘦
𝘩𝘦𝘭𝘱 𝘰𝘧 𝘈𝘐.
The questionnaire was developed in March 2021 by the EMCI Projects committee following a
suggestion from Ivana Čeňková who had presented the results of a previous survey on ‘Artificial
Intelligence in Conference Interpreting’ in the Czech Republic during the CIUTI Conference in
December 2020. Following that presentation, several colleagues suggested that it would be useful to
conduct a similar survey with the EMCI.
The questionnaire was delivered at the end of March. The deadline for submission of answers was
April 25.
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Although the text is a result of joint discussion, Alessandra Riccardi worked out the questions 1-5; Clare
Donovan: question 6; Małgorzata Tryuk: questions 7-10; Alina Pelea: questions 11-14; Ildikó Horváth: questions
15-18 and Ivana Čeňková: questions 19-22 and the final comments from the questionnaire.

111 answers were received from 55 interpreting students and 56 trainers/interpreters.
The majority of the students (32, 28.8% of all interviewees) were aged between 21-25 and 26-30 (14,
12.6%). Of the remaining 9 students, 7 were between 31-39 and 2 belonged to the 40-49 range. Among
professional interpreters/trainers 3 were aged 26-30, 19 were in the 31-39 group (17.1 %) and 18 4049 (16.2%), 10 were in the 50-59 range and 6 were over 60 years old.
Items 3-5 elicited answers to the use of machine interpreting.
The third item examined subjects’ previous experience with machine interpreting: “As a client, have
you ever used what is known as ‘machine interpreting’ (Google Assistant, Skype translator, MS
Translator Live feature of other “pocket interpreters” or what is known as voice translators)?” The
majority of the respondents (90, 81,1%) had not used machine interpreting and of the ones who had,
numbers were equally distributed between students (11) and trainers (10). The same proportion could
thus be confirmed also for the negative answers.
Question 4 “Did machine interpreting meet your expectations?” received 7 positive (33.3%) and 11
negative answers (52.4%). Among the 21 respondents, there were 8 comments, mainly giving a
negative evaluation of what their experience had been, for example: ‘It was essentially useless’; ‘the
bar was so low that it helped my expectations to be met’; ‘I didn't expect much, to be honest’.
Finally, question 5, the last about machine interpreting, aimed at ascertaining the degree of reliability
of machine interpreting for specific areas of human activity where interpreting may be needed. The
list included seven areas:
 communication in hotels
 transport (how do I get to…?)
 restaurants
 medical emergency
 basic communication with locals
 a travel guide’s presentation during a visit to a castle, museum etc.
 theatre performance / film in a foreign language
The question was answered by all respondents and multiple answers were possible.
The most frequently occurring answer was Transport (how do I get to...?) with 94 approval ratings
(84.7%) followed by Communication in hotels with 87 ticks (78.4%) and Basic communication with
locals 82 (73.9%). There were 76 ticks for Restaurants (68.5%). The lowest number of choices fell upon
Theatre performance / film in a foreign language, 7 ticks (6.3%) and Medical emergency with 21
(18.9%). The Travel guide’s presentation scored 30 (27%). The nine comments to this item ranged from
more generic negative positions: “At the moment only for very basic contexts”; “they should be
avoided, always!’ to more elaborated answers: “I think it can be useful in more situations than I chose
here, but I definitely would not like to rely upon such machine interpreting in most of them. I do not
think it would be reliable enough for a medical emergency for example”; “Overall, something quite
basic, where the context doesn’t affect much the meaning and where the questions/answers are
simple”; “Just for simple interactions where interpreters would be too expensive in the costopportunity”; “as regards use in restaurants it could be relied upon only for very basic information - but
what happens in case of local traditional menues?”
Answers to Items 3-5 illustrate a fairly critical opinion to the use of machine interpreting, which at
present, in their opinion, offers a very limited and basic application only in specific areas of human
activity. Both students and professional interpreters/interpreting trainers alike share this position.

This part was followed by Question 6 – the only open question: “What do you personally understand
by AI in interpreting? “, which was positioned in the questionnaire in such way that it was not possible
to see the wording of the next questions.
The responses to this question resist concise analysis. Firstly, this is an open question which explicitly
seeks a “personal” view. As such, the answers vary considerably. Another difficulty is that it is often
unclear whether respondents are describing the current situation or referring to expected future
developments. This explains why a number of respondents give two or more seemingly conflicting
assessments. Furthermore, respondents understood the question in different ways, with some giving
a technical definition and others a personal viewpoint.
The replies can be analysed from different angles. One approach is to look at the content of replies.
The other is to consider what they reveal, firstly regarding the level of knowledge about AI in
interpreting and secondly regarding attitudes to these new technologies.
Content of replies
4 respondents said that they did not know the answer to the question and two simply did not answer.
There are thus 105 answers, varying considerably in approach, length and tone.
The answers given can be sub-divided into several broad categories as follows:
- many understood the question as a request for an objective definition of the workings of AI as applied
to interpreting. Their replies vary on the basis of their knowledge and experience, sometimes with an
emphasis on the underlying technology (neural networks, algorithms etc) and sometimes more on
the actual processes (text to speech, for instance);
- others focused more on the applications of AI to interpreting.
- finally, some commented on the consequences of AI for interpreters.
These categories are not mutually exclusive. Many respondents covered two of these facets, or even
all three.
The first category – answers focusing on the technologies or processes involved – comprises 46
responses. Some only cover a small segment of the actual range of applications. For instance, many
respondents simply state that AI in interpreting is “speech to text” without further specification. Other
replies are very general in nature: “the same as AI in translation” or are tautological: “AI applications
to interpreting” or “use of AI tools by interpreters”.
Those definitions that focus on the technology contain references to “a lot of data”, “neural networks”,
“machine learning” or “algorithms”. Such answers are given mainly, but not exclusively, by students
of interpreting. Many of the answers show patchy understanding about how the technologies involved
actually work. The terms are used quite loosely. Thus, answers include “algorithms providing artificial
translation of a given text” or “the use of computer-generated language to provide interpreting
services”. As such answers are given more frequently by students, it may be that they are rendering
partially assimilated information acquired from lectures or classes on the subject. However, the most
complete technical definition provided is one given by a student in his/her twenties:
- Machine translation based on similar systems as Google Translate/Reverso (i. e. using large databases
of human-produced dual-language texts to generate most statistically likely word combinations)
evolving sufficiently alongside voice recognition and voice production software to replace human
interpreting.
Other definitions focus on the processes involved, with the frequent mention of three distinct steps:
speech to text conversion, translation, oral output of the translated text. Regarding the crucial middle

phase of “translation”, about half the respondents do not explain further the nature or object of this
process. However, 9 respondents mention the notion of translating the “message” rather than the
“words” (and in one case the “meaning”). Most of those who introduce the notion of conveying the
“message” do not explain further. But some make this more explicit: “a system able to understand the
circumstances and to adapt to the situation” or giving a reference to non-explicit content, cultural
references or humour.
The second category of replies describes AI-assisted technology in terms of its applications. These
applications can be broadly categorised as tools to assist human interpreters, tools to replace human
interpreters and devices for specific, limited communication situations (mostly for tourists). By far the
largest number of respondents here consider that AI in interpreting means tools to assist human
interpreters. 36 respondents provided this reply (19 interpreter/trainers and 17 students). The
applications mentioned include display of numbers, names or technical terms, assistance with glossary
compilation and management and provision of a transcript of the speech. There are mixed feelings
about how helpful such applications are, but the overall view is that interpreters will learn to use them
as appropriate.
However, 12 respondents felt that AI tools could or would eventually replace human interpreters.
Many respondents actually gave both replies, considering that AI could be used either to assist human
interpreters or to replace them.
Finally, 9 respondents consider that AI can be used to develop devices or applications to assist in
specific, limited communication situations.
Knowledge about AI in interpreting
Answers indicate very different levels of knowledge about AI in interpreting. This is only to be
expected. From the replies to other questions in the survey, it is clear that most respondents, whether
interpreters or students of interpreting, do not have first-hand experience of AI interpreting tools.
Their replies are presumably based on second-hand accounts, demonstrations and reports and, clearly
in the case of the students, on lectures/classes on the subject.
Given this, it is striking to note that only 4 respondents state that they are unable to answer the
question at all and only two do not answer. Interestingly, all of these were interpreter/trainers rather
than students.
Attitudes to AI
Given the nature of the replies and the fact that many respondents make two or more sometimes
conflicting statements, it is no easy task to classify the attitudes to AI presented in the survey. But
three broad categories can be identified: AI works well or will work well in the future and can replace
human interpreters; it works to some degree and it can be an adjunct to human interpreting or be
used in specific, limited circumstances; it does not work. The replies would then – very roughly – divide
up as follows: 13 respondents think that AI can/will replace human interpreting; 45 consider that it can
be used for limited purposes or can provide tools to assist human interpreters; 5 indicate explicitly that
AI cannot replace human interpreters (“not useful in real speech”, “I have my doubts”, “cannot replace
me”). However, no respondents rule out the possibility of a limited role for AI in interpreting. Perhaps
the overall tone and sentiment of the answers to this question can best be summarized in two quotes:
“an opportunity and a threat” and “be critical but embrace it as it is the future”. Interestingly, the first
opinion is expressed by a student is his/her early twenties and the second by a trainer/interpreter in
her/his fifties. This view thus cuts across age groups and trainer/student categories.
And indeed, more generally, attitudes to AI do not seem to differ significantly between students of
interpreting on the one hand and trainers/practitioners on the other nor across age groups.

The question 7 focussed on the possibility of the use of AI as a form of interpreter’s assistant in the
practice of interpreting. 71 respondents out of 111 (64%) expressed a positive view in that respect,
with only 9% of negative responses (10 respondents) but as many as 27% (30 respondents) had no
precise opinion in this matter. Interestingly, although the majority of the respondents consider that
AI can be useful in the practice of interpreting, the comments gathered in this part of the questionnaire
show quite an opposite opinion, i.e. the respondents claim that:
- I am not sure it is not a hindrance instead of being a help.
- It will always be too slow.
- I don’t think it applies to all fields and contexts.
- Theoretically, I find it difficult to imagine in practice.
- I don't know if I would be very good at using it.
- I don't know, but I rather think no.
- I feel this added source of information may be a distraction rather than a help.
And finally:
- We already have a lot of devices that help us no need for AI.
Only two persons stressed the possibility of using AI while interpreting figures and names in the
conference interpreting. Those who are in favour of AI did not show their arguments in this part of the
questionnaire.
The next question (question 8) focussed on potential areas of interpreting where AI could be
used. This question was followed by the next one concerning the impossibility of using AI in
practice (question 9). Multiple answers were possible and so the figures obtained in this part
show a varied picture of the views of the respondents. The comparison of data gathered in
response to these two questions show the complexity of the issue and different convictions of
respondents. The data obtained in these two parts are as follows:
Areas of interpreting

Possibility of the use of AI
YES to AI
Community interpreting
34,2% = 38 respondents
Bilateral
consecutive 35,1% = 39 respondents
interpreting
Consecutive
conference 29,7% = 33 respondents
interpreting with note-taking
Simultaneous interpreting
45,9 %= 51 respondents
Court interpreting
23,4% = 26 respondents
None
28,8 % = 32 respondents

Impossibility of the use of AI
NO to AI
38,7% = 43 respondents
43,2% = 48 respondents
48,6% = 54 respondents
40,5% = 45 respondents
54,1% = 60 respondents
24,3% = 27 respondents

There are no significant differences in the opinions concerning the possibility/impossibility of the
use of AI in community interpreting. Also the number of those who are undecided does not differ
significantly in these two matters.
However, it is interesting to note different approaches to the use of AI in consecutive conference
interpreting with note-taking (33 persons in favour contra 54 respondents with opposite views).

Also, it is worth considering more closely answers given about simultaneous conference
interpreting on the one hand and court interpreting on the other.
First, it is not surprising to find that almost half of the respondents (51 persons) consider that AI
is of a use in simultaneous conference interpreting. However, as many as 45 respondents
expressed an opposite opinion.
As for use of AI in court interpreting, the views of the respondents are more straightforward: 26
respondents are in favour of the use of AI, but many more, - 60 - are of the opposite opinion.
The comments expressed by respondents to these two questions show two contrary analyses.
For one group, as formulated by one respondent almost anything is possible in theory, for the
second one Those are situations where we need the human intelligence. Some of the comments
stress the ethical dimension of the use of AI (i.e. confidentiality in court interpreting and accuracy
in interpreting more generally) as well as non verbal communication and psychological issues in
interpreting such as empathy which could be lost while using AI. Also, as one respondent claims,
dangerous misunderstandings could happen while using AI.
The use of AI in different components of conference interpreting (before, during and after the
assignment) was discussed in the next question 10. Here again multiple answers were possible.
Before interpreting, the potential of AI in the preparation of terminological glossaries (on the basis of
documents provided and of digital database research) was stressed by 102 respondents out of 109
persons (93,6%). Also the preparation of summaries on the basis of electronic documents was
indicated by 81 persons (74,3%).
As explained by one respondent in his/her comment AI would extract terminology from previous
comparable meeting.
Again, although the positive answers were preponderate, the comments provided by the respondents
also betray misgivings. There were 5 comments and all stressed that the drawing up of glossaries by
an interpreter is a key element to preparation and a crucial part of the job, as expressed by one person:
- Preparing them [glossaries] myself is a big part of my preparation, so I don’t think I would like it for AI
to do it for me.
An another one pointed that
- Humans have to do that [prepare the glossaries] to internalise the vocabulary and the topic.
Regarding use of AI while interpreting, respondents indicate that AI tools would simultaneously
research necessary terminology and display it on screen in all working languages of the interpreter for
85 persons out of 108 (78,7%) and would display on screen names mentions, numbers, abbreviations
and documents titles for 104 respondents (96,3%).
However, those who make comments, express doubts about the potential of AI in this respect due to
problems with the correct recognition of words, names, numbers. It is also felt that the displays could
distract the interpreter. One of the respondent made a very clear statement in this regard:
- Interpreters have to get a meaning across, it goes beyond words, so although sometimes you need
precise terminology, I think it would be a mistake to think AI could help in that regard. The other
use that I did tick is indeed interesting, although I think so far, interpreters can sometimes get help
from the other interpreter in the booth for these things. Maybe interesting for remote
interpreting...

Finally, after interpreting, for 79 respondents out of 91 (86,8%), AI could process new terminology
employed during the conference and prepare a summary of the most important points of the
discussion and of the conclusions of the meeting. For 55 persons (60,4%) AI can be used while
preparing minutes of the meeting for organisers in all working languages of the meeting.
According to the comments of the respondents (4 comments) both activities would require human
post-editing and go beyond the practice of interpreting as such.
The answers to question 11 “Have you ever heard about the ongoing projects Speech Recognition
or Speech to text or ELITR (European Live Translator) that deal especially with simultaneous
transfer of a source spoken speech to written text (subtitle) in a target language by means of AI?”
reveal that a majority of respondents (57.7%, 64 persons) were not aware of the existence of such
projects. Still, 37.8% (42 persons) were aware of them even if they did not know they are specific
projects. One respondent adds the useful information that “such projects exist in the U.S. because
subtitling for news programs is obligatory for the deaf.”

When asked about whether AI is “capable of displaying subtitles in a target language(s) on meeting
participants’ screens simultaneously to a speech spoken in a source language (Simultaneous
subtitling or Simultaneous translation)” (Question 12), slightly more than half (50.5%, 56 persons)
answered “yes”, 36.9% (41 persons) “no” and 12.6% (14 persons) “I don’t know”, which may indicate
a certain optimism or, at least, an open mind. The comments add nuance to the affirmative answers,
with varying degress of doubt being expressed. Among the proven or potential limitations
mentioned, there are: the number of languages covered, the delay, the lack of accuracy, the tiring
effect on the audience. One respondent does not comment on quality, but points out that it “would
be one of the most desired features to be applied in conference interpreting”.

There is a high degree of consensus with respect to the problems AI “could encounter that would
cause its subtitling or simultaneous translation to fail” (Question 13). While only 45.9% (51
persons) consider “a specific speaker (too fast pace of speech)” as a difficulty,








91% (101 persons) mention “a specific speaker (non-native speaker and strong accent)” and
“a specific speaker (jokes, wordplay, irony, allusion to literary characters, historical events,
political affairs, sports results, quotations etc.)”;
90.1% (100 persons) mention “a specific speaker (idioms, wrong or monotonous intonation,
unfinished sense units, reformulations, corrections and repetitions, insufficient coherence
etc.)”;
82.9% (92 persons) mention “communicative situation (lack of knowledge about context and
implicit meaning, origin and background of individual speakers)”;
78.4% (87 persons) mention “technical issues (poor internet connection, microphone
switched off, etc.)” and 65.8% (73 persons) mention “background noise and other
isturbances in the transmission or in the room”.

Comments highlight that, as a rule, creativity, spontaneity, polysemy, irony/sarcasm and context are
the main basic obstacles to reliable subtitling or simultaneous translation. Two respondents say that
language similarity and read speeches would improve the efficiency of such tools.
Not surprisingly, after having seen the answers to question 13, respondents prove to be reluctant
when it comes to the progressive implementation of AI to replace human interpreters.
The areas of interpreting where respondents expect implemention to occur include (question 14):








36.9% (41 persons) think this will happen in community interpreting;
33.3% (37 persons) consider it will not happen in any type of interpreting;
27% (30 persons) mention simutaneous conference interpreting;
24.3% (27 persons) indicate bilateral consecutive interpreting;
12.6% (14 persons) mention consecutive conference interpreting with notes;
11.7% (13 persons) indicate court interpreting.

But comments indicate less homogeneity in the opinions expressed. On the one hand, there are
those who indicate AI will more or less have a chance to replace humans: “In some cases it will take
longer than in others, but as AI improves, it will eventually achieve the same or even superior
quality as human interpreters in all domains”, “In my opinion, it is not related to a specific type. We
could use it in all situations.” One respondent who believes it would be implemented first in
community interpreting points out the worrying causes of such a possibility: “a) there is a race to
the bottom in remuneration b) there is a lack of interpreters and c) the immigrant client has low
status and little possibility to complain. Also, I should say this is probably the area where AI
interpreting can cause most damage.” (our highlight) Others are more reserved (“I would consider
it useful (if well-developed) as a support to the interpreter but not to replace the human
interpreter.”) or express a nuanced opinion (“Replacement might depend less on the actual state
of AI interpreting and more on the need of organizers to save money - conferences with smaller
budgets / fewer foreign guests might implement it sooner”). One respondent goes a little further
and addresses the type of text to be interpreted as a factor in what will happen next: “as long as a
human delivers the speech, we would need a human to interpret. But for completely machinegenerated speech, maybe a device fed with enough quality relevant data could deliver a satisfactory
result.” And there are those who do not trust AI at all: “I don’t think anyone would benefit from
removing the human factor” and “Really hope that none. Especially in the case of court interpreting.
We would be doomed”, “definitely not when health is at stake.”
Question 15 asked respondents “for which type of interpreting could we NOT expect the
progressive implementation of AI instead of the human interpreter?” Multiple answers were
possible and we received 335 answers from 111 respondents.
As can be seen from the chart below 85 (76,6%) out of the total number of answers identify court
interpreting, 65 (58,6%) consecutive conference interpreting with note-taking, 64 (57,7%)
simultaneous conference interpreting 64, 63 (56,8%) bilateral consecutive interpreting and 58
(52,8%) community interpreting.

Out of the 11 comments received, four say they would have ticked ‘none’ but there was no such
option among the answers; two emphasize the issue of responsibility in court interpreting saying
that AI developers are unlikely to take responsibility; one underlines the importance of the human
component such as trust, support and empathy; and two say that it is hard to predict AI
developments. According to one comment,
- traditional consecutive with notes will die out. Nobody has the patience anymore to listen to
someone speaking in a foreign language for 6 minutes. I’m not sure I would have any (interpreter
trainer, professional interpreter, age group: 40-49).
Question 16 focussed on situations / interpreted events in which we can expect the progressive
implementation of AI instead of ‘live’ conference interpreters in simultaneous. Respondents were
asked to rank ten event types on a scale of five (‘very unlikely’, ‘unlikely’, ‘neutral’, ‘likely’, ‘very
likely’). Once again, court hearings (in various national or international instances contexts) received
the most negative answers (a total of 92 ‘very unlikely’ and ‘unlikely’ responses), followed by
European Parliament plenary sessions and political conferences and conferences in social sciences
(both 81 answers), simultaneously interpreted press conferences (75), expert working groups in EU
institutions (69), participation of foreign guests in discussion shows on TV (68), meetings and general
assemblies of multinational organisations and international institutions – formalised parts of these
sessions (adoption of annual reports, reports on accounts, budget voting etc.) (59), specialised
technical and medical international conferences (53), and finally presentation of new products and
technologies (42).
From the nine comments received three assert that AI will not replace human interpreters in the
short or mid-term and three say that it is more likely that AI will be used in more formalized, more
repetitive interpreted events. One comment emphasizes the fact that “AI could be used as an
assistance system to help efficiency and easing the burden of preparation”, while another
respondent underlined that
- progressive arrival of AI [is] more likely in venues where I see a potential edge of AI if well developed
over interpreters because interpreting in these venues is less about prestige and requires maybe
slightly less knowledge of cultural context, or less working out what [speakers] mean instead of
what they say and require above all correct terminology, where listeners (experts) understand quite
well what the speaker (another expert) means and the wording or style is less of a factor (student
of interpreting, age group: 26-30).
Question 17 asks respondents “to estimate when AI could possibly be launched at simultaneously
interpreted multilingual conferences (with interpreters on the spot or working remote)”.
As can be seen from the pie chart below, 45% (50 respondents) think that AI could be used at such
events before 2030, 20,7% (23 respondents) do not think it can be used before 2030, 8,1% (9
respondents) say not before 2035 and 6,1% (7 respondents) not before 2040 while 19,8% (22
respondents) do not know.

On the basis of five out of six comments to this question it seems that perhaps the wording was not
straightforward enough, as one of the respondents notes:
- What do you mean by ‘this use of AI’? As a tool for real life interpreters or completely replacing
interpreters? Your statement in parenthesis seems to suggest that human interpreters are still part
of the picture and then I would say that it is already happening, although on a small scale. Also several
conferences have offered machine AI interpreting instead of live interpreters already (interpreter
trainer, professional interpreter, age group: 50-59).
One of the respondents mentions economic reasons for preferring remote to on-site interpreters:
- Considering the current situation, on the spot interpreters will be too expensive if there is an
alternative with and interpreter working in remote. Who will enrol in a 5-year-course should this
scenario come true? Less interpreters will be needed. Interpreters using technology would replace
tech-avert interpreters. However, our soft skills are very precious (student of interpreting, age group:
21-25).
Question 18 referred to the relationship between AI in interpreting and multilingualism, asking
respondent whether they felt “the deployment of artificial intelligence in interpreting would lead to
the development of multilingualism (i.e. if speakers would use their mother tongue more often)”.

From the pie chart above it seems that respondents are quite divided on this question: 27% (30
respondents) say that speakers will use their mother tongue more often because they will have an AIenabled interpreter to help them, 34,2% (34 respondents) say we will not use our mother tongue more
often while 38,7% (43 respondents) don’t know.
This uncertainty is also reflected in four out of the eight comments to this question. One of the
comments highlights the essence of the debate and underlines the importance of funding in terms of
the impact of AI on multilingualism:
- [it] depends if research and employment of AI is sufficiently funded for other languages than English
(depending on EU/UN contexts, business world, China’s influence, internet governance, etc.)
(interpreter trainer, professional interpreter, age group: 40-49).
Question 19 asked whether the respondents perceive the use of artificial intelligence in interpreting
as a positive challenge and a turning-point, or as a threat?

As we can see from the pie chart, almost 50% perceive the application of AI to interpreting rather as a
challenge and something positive. The breakdown of replies between interpreter-trainers and
students is interesting. 23 trainers out of 56 gave this reply, whereas 32 students out of 55 did.
Contrariwise 20 trainers and 15 students perceive AI as a threat. We can only speculate as to whether
this is due to personal experience, professional position or age. The answer „don’t know“ was chosen
by 13 trainers and 8 students. Some respondents added comments to their answer – 14 in total, some
indicating that the answer is not straightforward, others on the other hand being very cut and dried.

Some examples:
- I guess both. On the one hand, it's a threat for the interpreter, but I also believe it is an opportunity to
make our job easier (student).
- Both. It depends on how our clients perceive it. Most clients don't perceive quality, they only want to
attain their objective: to communicate. They are not linguists and if they are satisfied with a product
that delivers lower quality than a human interpreter, that would be a problem. But, on the other hand,
certainly AI is helpful and positive for interpreters as well, so a third option more than "I don't know"
would be "both of them" (interpreter-trainer).

- It will at first be useful to human interpreters when it helps us with terminology and texts. But later
on it will become a threat when it eventually is capable of replacing human interpreting altogether
(interpreter-trainer).
- I would tend to see it as a tool and not a threat but AI and robotics are definitely going to change the
rules in the near future for many professional fields, and we are not excluded... we will have to be
flexible, open-minded and proactive (interpreter-trainer).
- I think that it can be quite positive as a tool, helping us to do our jobs better. However, as many clients
and institutions think with their budgets, it can quickly become a threat (student).
- I don't think it could ever replace humans (interpreter-trainer).
- I think it will be like the introduction of Trados. It is a good tool for translators and so will AI in
interpreting (interpreter-trainer).
The next two questions addressed training of future interpreters, specifically whether and how AI
could or should be used in interpreter training, and whether the respondents think it is necessary for
future generations of interpreters to be prepared for changes on the market, and whether universities
are able, in terms of staffing, technically and financially, to achieve this.
Let us look at the answers in more detail.
Question 20 was „Do you have a clear idea of how AI could be introduced into interpreter
training?“
Almost 50% of respondents answered „no“ (of which 26 trainers and 34 students), the remaining
answers being split almost equally between „yes“ and „don’t know“, and that in both groups of
respondents.

Some specified their replies in further comments, of which there were eight. For example:
- By showing the tools available on the market, by raising awareness of students of the underlying
issues such as AI ethics (interpreter-trainer).
- I've recently asked my students to record their interpretation and then use MS Word Online feature
to transcribe their performance. AI is deadly precise. It'll show them where they could improve
(interpreter-trainer).

- Students/Interpreters could learn to use and rely on AI for parts of the speech they miss (figures,
names,etc.). It would just be another technique to include to interpreting learning (student).
- I guess part of our job will be to "fine-tune" the machine's proposals/solutions while interpreting,
and also teaching how to manage the support offered by the machine,training students to make the
most of speech recognition and IT applications while interpreting (interpreter-trainer).
- It can be taught the same as working with a partner in a booth is taught. (student).
Question 21 „The future use of AI in interpreting training could be as follows: (multiple answers
possible)“
Question 21 asks very specifically what the use of AI in interpreter training could be, a selection of
answers being proposed and multiple answers being possible. For the proposal: ‚AI could, during the
source speech, search for terminology and show it on the student’s display in the booth‘, there were
74 positive replies; for: ‚AI could, during the speech, display numbers and acronyms‘, 82 positive
replies; ‚AI could sub-title the source speech on the display, while the speaker can still be seen and
heard‘, 50 positive replies; ‚AI could simultaneously sub-title the speech in the target language, so that
students can monitor their own output‘, 22 positive replies. Further, there were three statements
phrased as a negation: a) ‚No – it would be too expensive for universities‘ – 34 respondents agreed; b)
‚No – it would be technically too demanding for universities‘ – 25 agreed; and lastly c) ‚No – it would
require further skills of the interpreter-trainers and supplementary expert technical and back-up staff‘
– 29 agreed.

There were 15 comments to this question, some were very contradictory, some in favour, others very
much against. It is interesting that these attitudes are distributed across both groups of respondents.
Those who are rather against point out that students must first master basic interpreting skills and
strategies, and only then could they, perhaps, use AI, for example for noting numbers, acronyms and
names. The majority, as we can see from the number of possible uses, do not agree with simultaneous
sub-titling in the target language, i. e. simultaneous translation or so-called speech to text.
Again some examples:
- I did not want to tick anything, the questions of this questionnaire are sometimes badly structured. I
don’t think these tools should be used by students as they still need to learn the core skills of
interpreting (preparing a meeting, dealing with numbers, relying on themselves only, that’s what
makes a professional interprete) (interpreter trainer, age group 31-39 years).

- Universities should by no means stop investing in AI. Very few courses offer high-level training in
interpreting. For the next centurie, we do not want to lose this wonderful know-how. We are in dire
need of innovation to keep afloat (student).
- Numbers and abbreviations could be introduced in training from an intermediate phase of our cursus.
But subtitles and terminology should be used only occasionally in an advanced phase of training, in
selected exercises to show the benefits of good use of AI - for a particular type of speech or speaker,
or in certain conditions - and the dangers of inappropriate use (when the human interpreter forgets
to analyse the speech and becomes more like a parrot, thinking that the work should be done by the
AI, for example). We can't forget that our objective is to train good interpreters who are able to work
well with and without a machine's help (interpreter-trainer 31-39 years).
- Funds and personnel... good point... A network like the EMCI with its expertise and leadership should
serve as an example of embracing new technologies (interpreter-trainer: 40-49 years).
- There is no one way of interpreting something (interpreters use a number of strategies), so checking
the output would not be very helpful, except for names and numbers (student).
- I think that if AI made it easy for students to do all that, we wouldn't really learn the profession and
we would end up depending on it and wouldn't know how to do anything without it. It’s a very bad
idea (student).
- I consider that all options are possible. The first 4 ones seem a plausible way to go. However, budget
is always part of the deal (student).
- I believe adding terminology, numbers and abbreviations during the interpreting training process is
not helpful. As students we would not be making the effort of processing information, and relying too
much on AI could be negative if we don't have access to it when the training process is over(student).
- Introduction of AI can only come when students already have very solid SI skills. They must be able to
work without AI (interpreter-trainer 40-49 years).
- If the technological infrastructure were available and affordable, I can see how it would be useful, but
for our situation I do not see this as a possibility (student).
- I don't think that it would require supplementary skills from trainers and further technical personnel
(student).

In conclusion we asked a speculative question: do you think that AI could turn against us,
interpreters, and rise up against us as in various science-fiction novels or films?

It is reassuring to see that a majority (55%) of respondents, be they students or interpreter-trainers,
reply no, but still one quarter say yes. Of course interpretation of these responses is not so
straightforward, as can be seen from the comments, of which there were 19. Some of these say that
AI will lead to a drop in demand for interpreters, that there will be less work; others welcome the fact
the AI may help in situations where a „human“ interpreter is not available for a given language
combination, or may replace interpreters in dangerous contexts - war zones, inaccessible regions,
pandemics, natural disasters etc. Some are opposed to AI whatever the circumstances:
- We tend to overestimate AI. By now, there is only narrow AI, able to execute one single task. For
interpreting, we need general AI and we need TRUST towards AI for a lot of day-to-day tasks. It's very
easy to lose confidence in an interpreter when the first mistakes come up. Then, your audience will
stop listening to you (student).
- I think it’ll rather limit the number of positions available to interpreters (student).
- No, but it is indeed an excellent argument for a science fiction novel! (interpreter-trainer).
- Not against us but it will bring precarity (student).
- In my opinion, it could be a very useful tool to support the human interpreter, especially in situations
where it is not possible to work with a booth mate (ex. during a pandemic) but I don’t think it will
replace human interpreters nor that humans will want to use machine interpreters only (student).
- I repeat what I have said before: I am totally against this! A machine will never replace a human being
(interpreter-trainer).
- I'd rather see it as a possibility to replace human interpreters in dangerous scenarios (conflict zones)
or in routine conversations (changing an appointment for a medical visit) (interpreter-trainer).
- But hackers would be more than happy to break into international events, which is way too realistic a
threat (student).
That question (number 22) was the last one.

However, respondents were given the opportunity to express themselves on the questionnaire as a
whole, or parts of it, or more generally: „Please feel free to share any other views or comments on
this topic.“
Twelve respondents availed themselves of this possibility and we include below some representative
answers, some of which were very lengthy, including thanks from the participants, or on the other
hand their criticisms of the questionnaire and its format and content. It was gratifying to see a
reference to the EMCI, which, according to the view of one respondent, should play a leading role
when it comes to technological change regarding AI in interpreting.
- AI is an interesting tool if used as a terminology resource, to have the name of the speaker/detailed
item/acronyms displayed in real time. But in the current situation, it is in my view a huge threat to
human interaction, which is already hugely undermined by RSI. Let’s not forget that we are human
beings and that we are the most qualified to deal with human affairs. The argument of cost
effectiveness does not hold water. Money is meant to be spent.
- EMCI should lead the way towards developing AI in interpreting. We cannot wait for IT-engineers to
develop AI and lose control of the future careers of students. Never stop technology development, but
try to keep up to date with what the market needs. We will need a master in AI interpreting and online
conference management. Maybe a 1-year master with internships in business and institutions in need
of AI interpreting and translations. Let us not lose this opportunity. It is a chance to raise awareness
in the general public on interpreters, to raise the attractiveness of this wonderful profession which is
able to bridge gaps and connect people who would have never met.This questionnaire was really
necessary. Thank you for this.
- I think part of the role of AI in interpreting is also coming from the client's side. What are they willing
to pay? Will they be happy with a "mediocre" not so precise interpretation, but a cheaper one? Maybe,
as long as they're able to communciate, they'll be happy about it. If they need top-of-the-art
communication, then they will keep paying for a human interpreter. That's something to take into
account as well. Also, AI will keep improving, as we're seeing with translations.
- I had problems with understanding question 12, and I don't agree that only 22 was a speculative
question, many more were in fact, certainly those referring to the future uses of AI..
- I think that the cooperation of human beings and AI represents the best option :-) Machine interpreting
allows /will allow communication in scenarios where people don't have the money or the intention to
pay for an interpreter anyway. It's not necessarily business competition for us. Maybe even I will use
it on vacation..
- The basic rule of translating is that we do not translate *words*, but what they *mean*. (And in
interpreting, there's also obviously the additional layer of situational context.) All the current "AI"
translation systems, however, merely translate words; they are simply incapable of anything else.
Understanding the meaning of words is very, very far beyond the reach of the most advanced
algorithms we currently have. A "general AI", i..e. a machine that would be actually capable of
understanding meaning, is in all probability at least decades away. What we have today are just very
good simulacra that are in no way reliable and simply cannot be reliable by design because they
literally do not know what they are doing. And once we have a true general AI, it's not just interpreters
who will lose their job; pretty much everyone will. The sudden take-off of RSI due to Covid shows that
all predictions are unreliable.
- Thank you for this thought provoking exercise!

