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Abstract

Analysing both linguistic and non-linguistic strata in dialogue interpreting (DI) studies 
sheds new light on the dynamic interaction where meanings are also constructed both 
verbally and non-verbally. Most existing literature in DI has focused on linguistic descrip-
tion, calling for the need to explore interpretative and explanatory frontiers. DI between 
English and Chinese involves linguistic and cultural complexities; albeit they impose sig-
nificant difficulties, these complications provide useful data for analysis beyond descrip-
tion as the multimodal semiotic resources of DI work in an integrated entirety. Under-
pinned by the stratification theory in Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL), we propose 
a multi-layer analytic framework (MAF) that integrates with the multimodal approach 
to DI, empowers the corpus techniques and enables DI researchers to investigate the ‘how’ 
and ‘why’ questions cross-modally, in particular when distant language pairs (such as 
English and Chinese) entail investigation into visual and contextual data. This article, 
though exploratory in nature, raises important methodological issues for future DI stud-
ies involving linguistically and culturally distant languages. 
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Introduction

Dialogue Interpreting (DI) practice with the English and Chinese language pair 
is nothing akin to such interpreter-mediated communication with cognate lan-
guage pairs (or many European language pairs) (Su 2009) which share linguistic 
and cultural phylogenies. The immense distance between Asian languages and 
European languages stems from not only linguistic divergences but also cultural 
complexities (e.g. Ra/Napier 2013). In this study, we attempt to investigate such 
complication with a focus on DI encounters taking place in China. The focus al-
lows us to contrast the two languages and the cultures embodied by semiotic rep-
resentations in the generally homogenous Chinese context. The complications 
involved in DI, both linguistically and culturally, provide intriguing research av-
enues for DI researchers who embrace the corpus-based approach. 

Corpus technology today has immensely enhanced accessibility to data in 
corpus-based translation studies (CTS) (Laviosa 1998), ranging from exploring 
translation universals (e.g. Baker 1993, 1995), translation norms (e.g. Munday 
1997) to socio-cultural contexts (e.g. Munday 2002) and ideology (Kemppanen 
2004; Munday 2012a, 2012b). The incorporation of the corpus approach to inter-
preting studies has also propelled corpus-based interpreting studies (CIS) (Set-
ton 2011; Bendazzoli 2018) with academic interests in linguistic phenomena (e.g. 
Wang/Li 2015; Bendazzoli et al. 2011), interpreting norms (Wang 2012; Wang/
Qin 2015), stance-taking (e.g. Wang/Feng 2014; Szczyrbak 2016) and interpret-
ing ideological discourse (Beaton 2007). Corpus techniques could be effective in 
describing linguistic features in CTS and CIS. These corpus-enabled descriptions, 
however nuanced they be, still rely safely on transcribed products, without cap-
turing the elusive context or non-verbal dynamics, thus restraining CIS within 
the confinement of description that “means an absence of evaluation and thus 
isolation from social and political aspects of interpreting” (Mason 2006b: 105) 
and shelving the ‘why’ questions. 

The problem we have identified in DI studies, analogous to the contributions 
of CIS, still lies in the reliance on the written (or transcribed) text for analytical 
purposes. Nonetheless, DI is essentially embedded in a socio-cultural situation 
where participants have different beliefs and values. The socio-cultural and ide-
ological vectors constitute pivotal meaning-making constituents that require 
more than linguistic descriptions of transcribed texts to interpret and explain 
what Wadensjö (1998) delineates as a joint face-to-face interactivity. Studies of 
DI thus would require not only linguistic interrogations but also semiotic inves-
tigations, which entails the combination of multimodal corpus methodologies 
with linguistics-informed theoretical frameworks. While the corpus approach 
may capture the semiotic dynamism of DI on one hand, linguistic theories may 
account for the interwoven semiotics on the other.

Our aim in this article is to offer an analytical framework that can be utilised 
for comprehensive description and interpretation of multimodal corpus data in 
DI studies. The utility of the framework is exemplified with corpus techniques 
applied to a distant language pair (English-Chinese) that poses complications 
(e.g. Qian 2012; Wang/Gu 2016). We deem the complexities involved in such 
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language pair as a ‘bonus’ where not only the “live dimension of face-to-face in-
teractive communication” can be preserved (Setton 2006: 375), but also shifts 
in verbal renditions could be interpreted and explained through triangulation 
from other semiotic means in the live communicative activity as an integrated 
entirety. In other words, the interpreter’s attempt to reproduce the intended 
communication effect can be contemplated via the complementarity of the lin-
guistic lens and the non-linguistic prism, such as gestures, gaze, body posture, 
and object manipulation, which have been studied sparingly by DI researchers 
(e.g. Pasquandrea 2011; Davitti 2013; Davitti/Pasquandrea 2017). We argue that 
the complications of the English and Chinese language pair could be elucidated 
through this multimodal exploration. By engaging the multimodal data in the 
corpus approach, it could greatly contribute to describing and analysing the con-
figuration of meanings in DI. Meanwhile, our theoretical discussion attempts to 
construct a framework from the school of Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) 
that could accommodate and account for the complexities of multimodal data. 

Nevertheless, empiricism is neither the means nor the end of this article that 
focuses on the theoretical side of DI investigations. There are two reasons for our 
choice of the focus. First, there is a lack of empirical corpus-based investigation 
in the Chinese context. Globalisation has brought English or other European-lan-
guage speaking countries’ immigrant populations who necessitate DI in their 
multi-racial communities or public service institutions. Empirical studies of DI 
in these places may constitute the bulk of corpus-based contributions. DI inves-
tigation in the Chinese context, however, may encounter some obstacles on the 
empirical avenue at this stage of globalisation that has brought few immigrants 
in the same sense but some English-speaking expatriates. The immigrant com-
munity is a rarity in the Chinese context; the expatriate group in China have their 
corporate in-house interpreting services and the data is not accessible. In consid-
eration of the scarcity of empirical corpus-based research into DI in the Chinese 
context and the inaccessibility of the data, we argue for the necessity of develop-
ing theoretical frameworks that will enable researchers to analyse the empirical 
data more systematically, especially when distant languages and cultures create 
more linguistic and non-linguistic complexities in DI. Therefore, our choice of 
focus for this article may differentiate it from other corpus-based empirical stud-
ies in this special issue, but we hope it will contribute to corpus-based DI inves-
tigation theoretically.

This article starts with a review of the relevant literature (§1), which is fol-
lowed by constructing a multi-layer analytic framework that has general appli-
cable utility for research into distant language pairs in DI studies (§2). With the 
aim to seek potentially applicable research tools in the Chinese context, we then 
illustrate the operational nuts and bolts for applying the proposed framework 
to a multimodal corpus approach to DI studies (§3). The article concludes with a 
summary and a caveat for the utility of the framework in future DI studies (§4).
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1. 	 Taking stock of evolutions in DI studies: towards multimodality 

1.1 	 Linguistic-oriented approaches to DI studies

DI, being largely face-to-face, immediately interpersonal and crossing cultural 
differences, has lent itself to distinct research orientations. The complex inter-
play of socio-cultural factors shaping and constraining the communicative inter-
action has been probed predominantly through linguistic-oriented frameworks 
such as Conversation Analysis (CA) (e.g. Wadensjö 1998; Mason 2001, 2006a; Da-
vidson 2002; Pöchhacker/Schlesinger 2007), Discourse Analysis (e.g. Roy 2000; 
Wadensjö 2001; Hale 2004), Critical Discourse Analysis (e.g. Barsky 1994; Pölla-
bauer 2005; Inghilerri 2005; Monacelli 2016), and pragmatics-based frameworks 
like Relevance Theory (e.g. Mason 2006a; Blakemore/Gallai 2014). These contri-
butions exemplify how well-established linguistic theories enable DI research-
ers to manoeuvre socio-cultural dimensions in live communicative interaction. 
Synthesis and adaptations of these theoretical frameworks have been made to 
better suit the purposes of DI studies. The “dialogic discourse-based interaction” 
paradigm (Pöchhacker 2004: 79), for example, synergised Conversation Analysis 
(CA) and Discourse Analysis (DA), and still inspires the DI community today. 

The reliance on the transcription of video or audio data is “particularly endur-
ing in the literature” (Mason 2006a: 359). Few DI contributions, nevertheless, 
address the interwoven semiotic resources other than the transcribed written 
text. Technical issues such as inadequate video-recording tools or limited access 
to videos may contribute to the reliance on transcription for analysis. In addi-
tion, ethical hindrances like confidentiality in personal and sensitive issues in-
volved in DI encounters and anonymising video data are contributing factors 
(Bendazzoli 2016). These constraints are observed by Mason (2006a), who makes 
the point of the difficulty of sustaining the “real-time on-line nature of face-to-
face dialogue interpreting” (ibid.: 360).

1.2 	 Multimodal approaches to DI studies

The multimodal approach is not new, yet the difficulties on this avenue render its 
application rather scarce. Lang (1978) trail-blazes the non-verbal route by inves-
tigating gaze in courtroom interpreting. The time gap then persists until around 
the late twentieth century, when Apfelbaum (1998) examines the rhythmic syn-
chronisation of interpreter-mediated interaction; whilst Wadensjö (2001) in-
vestigates the interpreter’s proxemics during psycho-therapeutic sessions. Both 
studies establish close links between rhythmic regularities and “communicative 
radius” (Wadensjö 2001: 82-83) of participants’ body positioning. Also, in medi-
cal scenes, ad-hoc interpreters use non-verbal signals to trigger dyadic sequences 
during medical examinations (Ticca 2010). Then, the foci on gaze and bodily se-
miotics seem to have attracted a few DI researches. Bot (2005) probes gaze and 
gestures in relation to turn organisation in therapeutic scenarios. Mason (2012) 
describes the intricate relations between bodily position and identities in inter-
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preter-mediated asylum seeker interviews. Pasquandrea (2011, 2012) and Krystal-
lidou (2014) explore the negotiation of inclusion and exclusion via analysing how 
gaze and gestures play their part. Davitti (2012, 2013, 2015) focuses on the role of 
gaze and body orientations for triggering, eliciting and elucidating conversation 
moves in parent-and-teacher encounters. This line of enquiry, though still at the 
embryonic stage, culminated in a workshop on Integrating Multimodality in the 
Study of Dialogue Interpreting in Surrey in 20151, when many fresh ideas and interim 
findings were presented and inspired some later researches. Among them, Davitti 
and Pasquandrea’s (2017) endeavours into the “ecology of action”, that is, how the 
surrounding environment and objects affect participation of the speaker and the 
interpreter in a semiotic entirety (ibid.: 105). Recently, unpublished PhD research, 
based on simulations of interpreter-mediated dialogues, has investigated multi-
modal semiotics (including audio, visual and contextual resources) with an aim at 
constructing the role played by the dialogue interpreter (Bao-Rozée 2016). 

The initial efforts in the multimodal approach to DI have been encouragingly 
fruitful, albeit with some weaknesses. First, the multimodal approach remains a 
general perspective. The existing analytical methods render these studies large-
ly descriptive. Therefore, the interpretation and explanation of the integrated 
semiotic resources in DI encounters are left out. The methodological frames of 
multimodal conversation analysis (MCA) used by, for example, Davitti (2012), 
Pasquandrea (2011, 2012) and Davitti/Pasquandrea (2013), prove feasible, yet still 
leave researchers unassisted when there is a need to integrate different layers of 
semiotic resources for the DI studies involving distant languages and cultures. 
These contributions utilise a semiotic approach to the holistic interplay of “con-
currently relevant semiotic fields” (Goodwin 2000: 1499) with an aim to account 
for “the complexity of naturally-occurring communicative events” (Davitti/
Pasquandrea 2017) in DI. Their methodologies of “combining diverse resourc-
es (such as language structure, categories, prosody, postural configurations, the 
embodied displays of a hearer, tools, etc.)” (Goodwin 2013: 21), or integrating lay-
ers of these semiotics to avoid the dichotomy of verbal and non-verbal analyses 
(Mondada 2014: 138), are utilitarian in describing the complexities of DI encoun-
ters, yet fail to help cross the descriptive boundaries in DI studies. Second, most 
of the contributions examine multimodality partially (probably due to different 
research focuses or limited article space), not as an entirety; some complemen-
tarities nestled in semiotic resources are largely missing from the analysis. Bao-
Rozée’s (2016) attempt to account for fuller multimodal resources fails to analyse 
DI multimodality as an integrated whole, leaving her analysis of individual cat-
egories only descriptive. Third, research findings are tentative in that most of 
them rely on one or several encounters, forsaking the possibility of arriving at 
generalisable discoveries. Fourth, these contributions overwhelmingly investi-
gate cognate or not so distant language pairs, such as English and Italian (e.g. 
Davitti 2012, 2013), whereby the non-verbal side of communication would be dif-
ferent from distant language pairs (such as Chinese and English) in terms of how 
interlocutors and interpreters utilise non-verbal means of communication. 

1 	 See http://www.ias.surrey.ac.uk/workshops/interpreting/index.php
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2. 	 Constructing a multi-layer analytic framework for the analysis

2.1 	 Stratifying linguistic resources

The investigation of DI encounters in this study involves complexities, which 
can be approached with analytical tools from linguistics. The existing contribu-
tions using the multimodal approach are largely descriptive of what happens in 
DI, yet do not explain what contributes to the “amoralities” (unexpected shifts) 
in the rendition. Translation shifts, i.e. “departures from formal correspondence 
in the process of going from the SL (source language) to the TL (target language)” 
(Catford 1965: 141), along with what has been reduced or added in the interpreted 
rendition (Wang 2012), constitute our starting point for constructing the frame-
work. The shifts studied in the T&I literature describe lexical or structural alter-
ations, i.e. changes in form, with the aim of identifying the shifts in meaning 
between SL and TL. The corpus approach also relies on formal linguistic data (ma-
chine-recognisable forms of language) as the mechanics to uncover meanings 
embodied in the formal data (Baker/McEnery 2015). The analysis of meaning in 
either T&I studies or corpus studies is incomplete without including relevant 
references to the context. Therefore, T&I studies and the corpus approach share 
three analytical vectors: linguistic forms, meanings and context. The corpus ap-
proach to DI studies in this article can capitalise on this accordance, yet is still 
in need of systematically structured linguistic theories for the synthesis of T&I 
studies and the corpus approach. 

Informed by the linguistic theories of SFL, in this section we wish to con-
struct a framework that can enable the interpretation and explanation of mul-
timodal corpus data. With a linguist’s hat, we find that the Hallidayan hierar-
chical stratification (Halliday 1978, 1994, 2014) can be operationalised for the 
analysis of multimodal data in the corpus study, whereby the corpus techniques 
work with lexis and phraseology at the linguistic level (e.g. Baker 2006; Baker 
et al. 2008; Baker/McEnery 2015). Linguistic perspectives, therefore, provide the 
toolkit for the corpus study of DI. As portrayed by Figure 1 below, the linguistic 
resources are taxonomised in five layers, from the micro level to the macro level: 
phonetics, phonology, lexicogrammar, semantics, and the context of situation 
and culture, the last one going beyond language proper (Halliday 2001: 15). This 
stratified framework is capable of not only capturing the multimodal resources 
of DI interactions, but also accounting for what descriptive interpreting studies 
fail to explain. For example, the interpreting shifts at the lexicogrammatical or 
semantic stratum might find explanation at the contextualised cultural stratum; 
the instance of old in DI is a case in point (also see §3.3), where the term old is 
associated with being well-established in the Chinese language. Therefore, the ren-
dition of the old system from English to Chinese can be shifted lexically into经
久不衰的体制 (a system of long trial). The lexical shift here contributes to the 
functional equivalence since a positive connotation is attached to this cultural-
ly-loaded term (Munday 2012a).

We therefore argue that the strata of lexicogrammar and semantics are most 
prone to interpreting shifts; contextual meaning in DI communications super-
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sedes the lexical or semantic equivalence. Our contention is backed up by Halli-
day’s view towards “good translation”, where he proposes a generalised hierarchy 
of equivalence priority:

[...] equivalence at different strata carries differential values; […] in most cases the val-
ue that is placed on it goes up the higher the stratum – semantic equivalence is valued 
more highly than lexicogrammatical, and contextual equivalence perhaps most highly 
of all; (Halliday 2001: 15)

Hallidayan hierarchical stratification can be substantiated in the analysis of con-
textualised DI interactions, whereby, matching the relations of cultures over-
rides the need for finding an exact lexical correspondence. Halliday’s view of 
contextual superiority coincides with what we propose for DI studies. Our argu-
ment on the primacy of contextual data is also supported by T&I researchers. Ma-
son (2006a) points out the importance of contextual analysis since the context 
is mutually accessible by the speakers and the interpreter in DI. The magnitude 
of cultural context is also felt in that “interpreters cannot avoid functioning as 
intercultural mediators” (Wadensjö 1998: 75) and in seeing DI interpreters as 
“mediating across boundaries of language and culture” (Pöchhacker/Shlesinger 
2002: 1). The need for theorising context in DI studies is voiced by Setton (2011: 
37) with the call for the “theoretical prism for […] processing and access to con-
text”. Thus, our theoretical prism with the contextual layer may explain the inter-
preting shifts occurring at lexicogrammatical and semantic strata. One problem 
still remains in our attempt to construct the analytical framework: how does the 
stratification model fit the multimodal approach? The next section matches the 
two and offers an analytical model. 

Figure 1. Stratification in a semiotic entirety.
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2.2 	 Integrating the multimodal approach with the theory of stratification 

The construction of our analytical framework also incorporates the multimod-
al approach into the Stratification Frame for DI studies. The immense diversi-
ty of multimodal resources discussed in mono-lingual CA (e.g. Goodwin 2013; 
Mondada 2014; Hazel et al. 2014) inspires the multimodal approach to DI studies, 
where some recent contributions, based on the corpus approach, like Bao-Rozée 
(2016) and Davitti/Pasquandrea (2017) exploit multimodal conversation analysis 
(MCA) (Deppermann 2013; Hazel et al. 2014). Their findings point to recurring 
patterns like projecting next action or speaker (Davitti/Pasquandrea 2017: 124) 
and the use of gaze or body orientation for turn-taking (Bao-Rozée 2016: 214). 
These multimodal findings complement what could be shifted on the verbal lay-
ers of DI interactions, and thus serve as pointers for us to identify multimodal 
resources that go into the corpus and into DI researchers’ scope of analysis.

Summarising from existing literature on the multimodal approach to DI stud-
ies, albeit meagre as it may be, helps us identify audible and visible resources that 
go into the construction of our framework. Audible resources are largely verbal 
(including the written transcripts and the phonological properties of utterances), 
and the written transcript of utterances matches onto the linguistic strata of lexi-
cogrammar and semantics, whilst the auditory properties2 (such as pitch, intensity 
and duration) correspond with the strata of phonetics and phonology. The visual 
resources constitute gaze, gesture, body orientation, proxemics, and object manip-
ulation. These multimodal resources are as important as the linguistic resources 
as parallel meaning-making semiotics, since they all work together as an integrat-
ed entirety of multimodal semiotics, rather than an ensemble of individual cat-
egories. The correspondence between the multimodal resources and SFL strata 
is pivotal in operationalising the corpus approach that entails machine readable 
data and clear annotation schemes (for details see §3.3). More importantly for DI, 
multimodal semiotics construe meanings within certain contexts of situation and 
culture. Therefore, these four categories of semiotic resources are summarised as 
the Multi-layer Analytic Framework (MAF) shown below in a formula where they 
carry equal weight in constructing the meaningful interaction in DI.

Written 
transcript 
of utterances 
(Lexicogrammar+ 
Semantics)

+

Auditory 
properties 
(Phonology + 
Phonetics)

+

Visual semiotics 
(Gaze, gesture, 
body orientation,
proxemics, 
and object 
manipulation)

+
Context 
of situation 
and culture

=

Multimodal 
resources 
for DI 
analysis

Figure 2. A Multi-layer Analytic Framework (MAF) for a multimodal approach to DI studies. 

2 	 The auditory properties also include sound / noise produced by participants with their 
body (e.g. finger snapping) or with objects, though we have not been able to explore 
them in the present study.
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The operationalisation of the formula above enables DI researchers to better 
capture and integrate these multimodal resources in the fuller-canvas analysis. 
It assumes the integrated sum of multimodal semiotics comes from adding the 
breakdown of different taxonomies. Therefore, if the researcher wants to explain 
what leads to the interpreting shifts identified at the written transcript vector, he 
or she can explore other vectors (auditory, visual and contextual) for possible ex-
planations. The utility of this formula is the strongest when DI studies involves 
distant language pairs (such as English with Chinese, or with some other Asian 
languages), where, for instance, the differences in the context of culture can ex-
plain the non-equivalence at the semantic level. Hopefully, the formula makes it 
possible to explore the ‘why’ questions, in particular when probing the utterance 
transcripts fails to explain interpreting shifts or some other un-expectancies, 
which otherwise could be unravelled by auditory, visual or contextual data. The 
operationalisation of this framework with the corpus approach to DI analysis is 
described in the next section. 

3. 	 Operationalising the analytical framework

3.1 	 Data collection in the Chinese context

One of the gravest obstacles in doing DI studies derives from data collection and 
data quality, in particular for a multimodal approach that necessitates video-re-
cording of the whole event. This hindrance is not uncommon since DI studies 
cannot escape the delicate nature of the interactional scenarios being studied, 
such as “healthcare, courtrooms, pedagogy, police stations, and immigration 
offices¬all of which pose serious problems in obtaining permission to video-
tape and study such data” (Pasquandrea 2011: 456). Monacelli (2016) echoes the 
challenges of data accessibility in her research on confidential settings for DI en-
counters. This quandary is similar in China, where the doors of e.g. hospitals, 
educational institutions, corporations, and courts are mostly closed to outsiders, 
even to researchers like us (e.g. Su 2009; Deng/Wen 2012).   

Nevertheless, the obstacles described above should not hinder the growth 
of DI studies on the English-Chinese language pair in China: they could rather 
compel researchers to explore niches of possibilities. Two areas have been found 
promising in this respect, namely educational encounters and business promo-
tional events. Universities and research institutions in China are witnessing in-
creasing academic collaboration with the Western world (e.g. Hammond 2016) 
and interactional communication that ensues necessitates professional DI medi-
ation. Fortunately, academic staff and “practisearchers” (Gile 1994), who often in-
terpret for the local management-board of these institutions, have access to these 
cross-cultural and cross-language encounters. Video-recording some non-confi-
dential conversations mediated by an interpreter is thus possible for academic 
research. Another feasible access comes from business-related events that do not 
involve business confidentialities but only aim at advertising. Some of the mul-
timodal resources (text information, photos and videos) are occasionally put on-



26 Fei Gao and Binhua Wang 

line. Additionally, student interns interpreting for business communication pro-
vide another form of access to authentic DI data. Some of them may record their 
own performance, after getting consent from their clients, for the purpose of ob-
servation and practice, thus their data can also be utilised for research purposes. 

We do not attempt to be exhaustive in identifying all niches of data access 
for DI studies in this paper, yet provide some degree of focus and potentiality. 
The two areas of data source introduced here are bound to grow in terms of ac-
cessibility in future, though obtaining consent for use from participants might 
continue to be a challenge. 

3.2 	 Data presentation in the multimodal form

The presentation of multimodal corpus data is a major issue due to its innate 
nature of multi-layered complexity. Efforts are made to capture multimodal data 
(audible and visible semiotics) (Bao-Rozée 2016), and the reliance on the tran-
scription conventions from monolingual CA indeed provides tools to record 
multimodal data in corpus form. McNeil’s (2006) transcription method for cod-
ing multimodal information helps the synchronisation of gesture movements 
with co-occurring utterances. His hyper-phrase symbols such as ♯ (for an audible 
breath pause), / (for a silent pause), * (for self-interruption), italics (for gaze), and 
drawings and screenshots (for bodily actions) might be useful in DI studies. Mc-
Neil’s (2006) transcription methods helps Bao-Rozée (2016) in capturing com-
plicated gaze and bodily semiotics in simulated DI interactions and are proved 
to be suitable for displaying the synchronicity of gestural movements with their 
co-occurring speech.

However, the field of interpreting studies (DI included) lacks agreed conven-
tions for transcription and presentation of multimodal corpus data; it is not real-
istic to aim at a “universal” one (Setton 2011: 53). Therefore, DI researchers either 
rely on transcription conventions of CA or DA, which are prone to over-marking 
and over-analysis (ibid.). Alternatively, they create their own conventions that 
suit the purpose of their study (e.g. Davitti 2013; Davitti/Pasquandrea 2017). We 
suggest the combination of both approaches could be a possibility. We also need 
to bear in mind the suitability of the research design since transcription should 
be limited to the features to be subsequently analysed (O’Connell/Kowal 1994).

ELAN3 is a corpus software tool with multiple functions to annotate and re-
trieve multimodal data. Its effective data presentation utility is seen in some DI 
studies with the multimodal (auditory, visual and textual data) corpus approach 
(see, Davitti 2013, 2015; Bao-Rozée 2016; Davitti/Pasquandrea 2017). The intuitive 
vertical layers enable the clear presentation of multimodal resources, from lay-
ers of written transcript, auditory features (like pitch and intensity), to layers of 
visual dimensions (such as gaze and body orientation). Contextual data can be re-
corded in parallel layers, but it is advisable to have file-headers or separate files to 
enter the meta-data (e.g. Setton 2011). The beauty of using ELAN lies with its em-

3	 ELAN 4.9.2 (available for downloading at https://tla.mpi.nl/tools/tla-tools/elan/download/)
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powering synchronisation of all the multimodal resources (with an annotation 
scheme geared to research purposes) and its structured multi-layer search. For 
example, the ELAN screenshot below shows the synchronised seven layers where 
the researcher transcribes the SL and TL, gaze and gestures of the interlocutors, as 
well as the eye contact between them. The structured multi-layer search function 
can bring up the video in which all the multimodal semiotics take place. There-
fore, with the synchronised presentation of data, the multimodal analysis of DI 
becomes possible when researchers need to analyse what happens there and then. 

Figure 3. ELAN screenshot of the synchronised multi-layer transcription (Bao-Rozée 2016: 158).

Total reliance on ELAN is not sufficient though, because data preparation and 
analysis need to be supplemented with additional corpus tools. The discussion 
on corpus methodologies in the following section (§3.3.2) demonstrates how the 
corpus techniques contribute to further analytical procedures.

3.3 	 Data analysis with MAF

3.3.1 	Understanding data linguistically and cross-culturally

The analysis of DI data in the Chinese context entails a researcher’s full under-
standing of linguistic and cross-cultural divergences before feeding data into 
corpus tools. The linguistic and cultural differences between the distant Eng-
lish-Chinese language pair are known for posing great challenges; nonetheless, 
we discern potentialities for the multimodal approach to DI studies. The wealth 
of literature on linguistic and cultural differences cannot find space in this article 
but enables us to offer something genuinely pertinent to DI studies involving 
these two languages and cultures.

Linguistic differences between English and Chinese, most relevant to our DI 
studies, come from the broader Translation and Interpreting Studies, which per-
ceive linguistic differences as pivotal since “language-pair-specific differences 
can indeed have an impact on the difficulty of interpreting” (Gile 2011: 213). First, 
pronouns pose vast disparities in language use. For instance, “what is expressed 
by a subject pronoun in English is conveyed by other means in what are known as 
‘pro-drop’ or ‘null subject’ languages” such as Chinese, Japanese and Arabic (Mun-
day 2012a: 73). The DI interpreter, therefore, may need to infer from the context 
what the subject is when s/he is working from Chinese into English. Second, Eng-
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lish is hypotactic while Chinese is paratactic; this distinction engenders a crucial 
structural difference that has been noted by T&I researchers in China (e.g. Qian 
2012). Hence, connectives (i.e. formal cohesive words or phrases) are added when 
working into English, and vice versa (e.g. Wang/Qin 2015). DI interpreters may 
thus better organise what goes into their renditions based on their understand-
ing of this language-pair-specific difference. Third, the structural asymmetry in 
the English and Chinese language pair is identified as language pair specificity, 
which is “exemplified by right-branching structures in English and left-branching 
structures in Chinese” (Wang/Gu 2016: 1). This language-pair specificity could re-
sult in interpreters’ strategic waiting, pausing and segmenting (ibid.). 

More elusive than linguistic differences are the cultural differences of the 
English-Chinese language pair. The analysis of utterances in cross-cultural com-
munication is not feasible without the knowledge of cultural differences. As 
Nida (2001: 13) famously puts it, “the role of language within a culture and the 
influence of the culture on the meanings of words and idioms are so pervasive 
that can scarcely any text be adequately understood without careful considera-
tion of its cultural background”. Halliday (1999: 19) further explains the relations 
between language and culture by defining culture as the “semiotic construction” 
of reality “that results from the particular use of language by members of a com-
munity”. Both attest to the complementary nexus between language and culture. 
Hence, we argue that explanations of the interpreting shifts from lexicogram-
matical or semantic layers could be sought from cultural differences when verbal 
renditions seemingly fail to provide equivalence in their complementary nexus. 
Cultural awareness equips people with cultural empathy and sensitivity (Tom-
linson/Masuhara 2004), DI interpreters with the tools to bridge cultural barriers 
(Deng/Wen 2012) and researchers with the explanatory power to uncover what 
verbal texts fail to provide an answer for. One example may help substantiate 
what we mean by the term “explanatory power”. Old is an example of “a culturally 
loaded word” and could be “at the heart of the debate over the values” projected 
onto people or entities (Munday 2012a: 55). In Chinese culture, a person being 
老 (old) equates to connotations of “经验和权威” (experience and authority); a 
system being 老 (old) connotes “久经考验” (of long trial). Whereas, in the Eng-
lish-speaking culture, a person being old suggests some degree of invalidity; a 
system being old implies out-dated. If the DI interpreter is able to provide what 
the term old really implies instead of rendering old verbatim, his or her cultur-
al knowledge about the positive-and-negative contrast might well explain what 
contributes to the verbal shift in rendition. 

Some generalisations on the cultural differences between the East and the West 
have been made in cross-cultural studies, albeit with a grain of circumspection. 
They are important in our contextual analysis for DI studies. Hall’s (1976) seminal 
work distinguishes high-context culture (such as in China) and low-context cul-
ture (in English-speaking countries). DI researchers like Mindess (1999) and Lee 
(2009) both identify Asian languages (such as Chinese or Korean) as “contextual” 
languages in DI encounters. In a similar fashion, collectivism (for the East) versus 
individualism (for the West) is described by culture scholars (e.g. Hofstede 2001). 
Mindess (2006: 179) observes the avoidance of “loss of face” in the more indirect 



29A multimodal corpus approach to dialogue interpreting studies

communication styles within the collectivist culture. DI researchers, in this sense, 
need to take into account the two facets of cultural divergences in their analysis.

These linguistic and cultural disparities indeed pose challenges for DI inter-
preters working between English and Chinese. Nonverbal cues along with cul-
tural factors are crucially important in understanding the full messages in DI. 
The nonverbal side of communication is more salient in distant language pairs 
than is the case in cognate pairs that may pose fewer challenges at the verbal lev-
el. The multimodal approach can hence be more fruitfully exploited and be more 
explanatory when analysing distant languages and cultures (English and Chi-
nese in our case) because it is more likely to come across major differences and 
mismatches at multiple levels. These differences and mismatches offer potenti-
alities to construct MAF (§2) and we demonstrate the utility of this framework 
for corpus procedures in the next section.

3.3.2 	Analysing multimodal data with the corpus approach

The corpus approach can benefit DI studies in a number of ways. The (semi) au-
tomatic tools render the analysis of corpus data more efficient (e.g. Partington 
2003). It reduces researcher bias where discursive events (such as DI interac-
tions) are analysed in favour of empiricism and objectivity (Baker 2006). It also 
“reveals patterns of use previously unthought-of” (Partington 2003:12). In ad-
dition, triangulation is feasible by running multiple corpus procedures (Baker 
2006). The deployment of a corpus approach to DI studies supersedes a non-cor-
pus approach by its efficiency, objectivity and the power to interpret data via 
identifying patterns and triangulating results.   

The multimodal data we have attempted to analyse with corpus techniques 
could enable DI researchers to explain shifts or non-expectancies in one layer 
of semiotic configuration with the answers triangulated from other layers. This 
framework we have constructed (in §2) is particularly pertinent when DI inter-
preters mediate between distant languages (like Chinese and English), where 
non-verbal meaning making semiotics, like gaze and gestures, could compensate 
what is missing or shifted verbally. The effectiveness of the framework is demon-
strated by some relevant corpus techniques, which forge synergy between the 
corpus techniques and the multimodal approach to DI studies.

Machines only recognise forms, not meanings; annotation is one way of mak-
ing machines understand meanings. Opinions are divided when it comes to an-
notating corpus data, in that annotation is laborious, however, fruitful in subse-
quent findings (e.g. Baker 2006, 2010). We therefore offer two analyses with the 
corpus-based method using annotated data (Analysis 1 and 2) and then another 
analysis with no annotation using the corpus-driven methods (Analysis 3). 

Analysis 1

One type of annotation scheme for our parallel corpus focuses on interpreting 
shifts at the verbal level. Refusing or declining (by saying no) is one area that 
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draws lexicogrammatical shifts between Chinese and English-speaking cultures. 
In one interpreter-mediated education scene (though we failed to get permis-
sion to video record the encounter, we were allowed to use this instance), the 
director of the student-exchange-programme office with a Chinese university 
is talking to his UK counterpart in his office. The Chinese director is not hap-
py with the proposed programme and declines by an elongated pause followed 
by the utterance “这个学生交换项目，可能，大概，不行吧。” [This student-ex-
change programme, possibly, roughly, not possible]. The interpreter then unexpected-
ly renders “This programme stands no chance.” Annotation alone could uncover the 
lexical shift (tagged) at the verbal layer, yet leave the researcher wondering why 
this shift occurs. Observation of the synchronised visual data could then enable 
the researcher to identify the speaker’s hesitation by a long pause and frowns 
(facial expression) in the ELAN video data. The contextual data (recorded as me-
ta-data) specifies the cultural differences in context: indirectness in the Chinese 
culture vs. directness in the English-speaking culture, which could also help 
the researcher understand the unexpected shift in the contextualised analysis. 
Therefore, by applying the proposed framework, we are able to uncover what is 
behind the shift by identifying how the multimodal data (visual and contextual) 
complements the verbal data. 

Analysis 2

Annotation of gestures (visual data) helps extracting relevant footage from ELAN. 
This enables researchers to analyse how gestural deixis is rendered (e.g. pointing 
at certain people and objects as demonstrated by picture “A” in Figure 4; indicat-
ing directions as demonstrated by picture “B” in Figure 4). 

Figure 4.  Images of gestural deixis

Does the Chinese interpreter emulate the gestural deixis of the speaker, ignore 
the gestures or render cross-modally into corresponding verbal deixis (such as 
this/这, that/那, these/这些, those/那些, this way or here/这边, that way or over there/
那边 etc.)? Equally worth investigating is language direction to see how the in-
terpreter renders from Chinese (being paratactic, where connectives are con-
ventionally non-existent in oral communication) into English (being hypotactic 
with formal connectives to assist in the logical flow of ideas). We therefore show 
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how cross-modal interpretation occurs in a DI interpreter-mediated cross-cul-
tural encounter, that is, how much gestural deixis is rendered to verbal ones in 
the following example. 

This is an instance we have observed at a trade-fair in a major city of China. A 
British businessman, accompanied by a Chinese interpreter, approaches a Chi-
nese staff member about the whereabouts of the exhibition hall. The Chinese 
staff member describes the way to the hall with rich and clear accompanying ges-
tural deixis:

Chinese speaker: “这边转弯到那边 (with accompanying gesture B pointing to the left 
then to the right direction)，往上走两层(with gesture A pointing to the stair-
case，过走廊就是。”

	 (Gloss: This way, turn that way, climb up two stories, across the corridor, there is.)

Interpreter: “You first turn left, next make a right turn, then go along the stairs to the 2nd 
floor, on the other side of the corridor is the exhibition hall.” (No accompanying 
gestures)

Listening to the utterances alone does not make any sense. Analysis for this in-
stance entails taking the multimodal semiotics as an integrated entirety within 
our MAF. The annotation of the gestural deixis could also utilise the synchro-
nised visual data (showing how the Chinese speaker relies on gestures in com-
municating the location) and the written transcript data of ST and TT. Gesturing 
and changes of gaze are observed on the part of the speaker but not at all on the 
interpreter; the gestures used by the Chinese speaker to convey directional mes-
sages are omitted kinetically in the rendition, whereas verbal compensations are 
made by the interpreter not only in terms of deixis (marked in bold) but also in 
terms of sequential connectives (first, next and then underlined). This cross-mod-
al rendition could be explained by the fact that meaning construing is highly de-
pendent on the context in China (Hall 1976); the gestural meaning embedded 
in the Chinese “high-context culture” is explicated with verbal compensation in 
deixis and connectives for the more explicit English rendition. This example of 
cross-modal interpreting demonstrates the way verbal and non-verbal semiotic 
means are utilised in DI encounters involving distant languages and cultures, 
and MAF can be effectively deployed for analysing multiple semiotic means at 
play in DI. 

Analysis 3

In the two analyses above we use the corpus-based approach with assumptions 
before we start the corpus procedures. Assumptions on lexicogrammatical shifts 
(in Analysis 1) and gestural deixis (in Analysis 2) are embedded in the annotation. 
The third example of corpus approach to the multimodal data in DI studies we 
wish to introduce here is data-driven, in that it starts with exploratory corpus 
procedures without any assumption. Though without authentic data for oper-
ational demonstration, it may reveal synergy via mobilising other corpus tools 
and techniques to complement analysis with ELAN. 
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Baker/McEnery (2015: 10) justly point out the usefulness of multiple corpus 
techniques, such as frequency, concordance, collocation, and keyness, which 
are often adopted to give “a much more detailed insight into the working lan-
guage in use”. Lexis and phraseologies at the lexicogrammatical layer are the ma-
chine-readable linguistic items in the absence of annotation. We subsequently 
harness the utility of keyness and collocation with words or phrases to comple-
ment multimodal corpus analysis. The analysis of machine-readable lexis could 
start with other corpus tools for mono-modal text analysis. Antconc4, Word-
smith5 or Sketch-Engine6 (on-line interface) could produce keywords that high-
light lexical saliency (Baker 2006, 2010). Topical information is often revealed in 
forms of nouns and verbs (ibid.). When the keyword procedure is run in both 
ST and TT, the topical shifts can be identified. What follows could be the analy-
sis of collocates of identified keywords in GraphColl7, which shows how strong 
the keywords are associated with others “in terms of frequency and exclusivity” 
(Baker 2010: 24). Comparing collocates with their node keywords in the parallel 
corpus is revealing, since “[i]dentifying the collocates around a word gives us an 
indication about subtle meanings and connotations that a word possesses” (ibid.: 
25). Areas of cross-cultural subtlety and nuances are most prone to interpreting 
shifts between STs and TTs (e.g. Munday 2012a), which then could be observed 
with the parallel corpus tool Paraconc8, which juxtaposes text strings in two lan-
guages (English and Chinese in our case) for comparison. The lexical shifts iden-
tified from text-based corpus procedures, before multimodal analysis with ELAN, 
can then be aligned with visual and contextual data that could possibly provide 
an explanation. Analysis with this proposed framework could hence triangulate 
explanations of shifts (at the verbal layer) from the synchronised auditory and 
visual modes, with the triangulation from the contextual data. 

The three examples illustrated using MAF with the corpus approach to DI stud-
ies are demonstrative of how corpus techniques can be empowered within the 
proposed framework. Different corpus techniques or tools could be used to ac-
count for interpreting shifts or unexpected renditions that occur in one mode 
with explanations found in another among the synchronised layers. This best 
illustrates how utilitarian the proposed framework is, or in other words, how 
complementary these multimodal semiotics (across-layers) are in unravelling 
the ‘why’ questions that the pure linguistic description fails to achieve in Inter-
preting Studies. 

4	 http://www.laurenceanthony.net/software/antconc/
5	 http://www.lexically.net/wordsmith/
6	 https://www.sketchengine.co.uk/
7 	 http://corpora.lancs.ac.uk/lancsbox/download.php
8	 http://www.paraconc.com/
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4. 	 Conclusion 

This article ventures with confidence into a new line of DI studies inspired by 
theories and methodologies from different domains. The MAF we have proposed 
for DI studies is inspired by the well-established linguistic theory of stratification 
from SFL and by the previously limited application of the multimodal approach 
to DI studies, from both of which we discern potentialities of complementary 
utility for the corpus approach to DI investigations. The stratified linguistic lay-
ers in the former remedies the fuzziness of multimodal resources in the latter; 
the stratum of context of situation and culture, beyond the language proper (Hal-
liday 2001), compensates what DI researchers (such as Mason 2006a; Setton 2011) 
deem vital for the analysis of real-life DI encounters. The corpus approach is also 
enabling for DI studies whereby the machine-readable formal data (linguistic 
data at the lexicogrammatical strata or manual annotations) are combined with 
corpus techniques to seek more meaningful multimodal data, which provide in-
terpretation, explanation or triangulated results to demystify what descriptive 
interpreting studies alone are unable to explain. 

Built on a well-established linguistic theory, we intend to propose MAF as 
a theoretical framework with heuristic utility in analysing multimodal corpus 
data for DI studies. With this contribution, we hope that our accounts on the 
difficulties and differences with respect to DI studies involving the English-Chi-
nese language pair in China may provide a glimpse into the gap in the literature, 
while being aware that our analyses call for greater empirical strength. The con-
struction of the framework seems robust with theoretical underpinning, yet it 
necessitates empiricism in the analysis of authentic video data for DI studies. 
The corpus procedures in the analyses with the proposed framework offer hands-
on usefulness for researchers, albeit further trials are needed with authentic data.

The future of the multimodal corpus approach to DI studies looms large; in 
particular, the complexities of distant language pairs (English and Asian lan-
guages) entail the observation of synchronised live auditory and visual data in 
addition to the investigation of contextual data. The pointers this article raises 
methodologically can, hopefully, accommodate these shortcomings. We end 
with a word of hope for future research. The much coveted authentic video data 
of cross-cultural DI encounters will be obtained however difficult it is now to 
obtain them in Asian countries like China. This could be achieved through the 
future researchers’ effort in expanding niches and opening up the dialogue be-
tween DI practising venues and academic towers in the DI community. 
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