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Emotional and Psychological Impact of 

Interpreting for Clients with Traumatic 

Histories on interpreters: a review of 

qualitative articles 
 Aasia Rajpoot[a]*, Salma [a] Rehmanௗ  , Parveen [a] Aliௗ   

Abstract 

Interpreters play an important role in the health and social care system. The aim of this review is to synthesize 

available qualitative studies exploring experiences of interpreters when working with individuals and groups who 

have experienced domestic violence and abuse or other traumatic situations. A comprehensive literature search 

of databases helped identify 18 studies including 3 quantitative and 15 qualitative studies published between 2003-

2017. The studies were conducted in various countries and data analysis resulted in the development of 5 themes 

which included: Ǯrole and impact of interpreterǯǢ Ǯpsychological and emotional impact of interpretingǯǢ Ǯworkplace 

challenges faced by interpretersǯǢ Ǯcoping strategies used by interpretersǯǢ and Ǯinterpretersǯ support needsǯǤ 
Themes are discussed in relation to the available literature and gaps in the literature are identified. 

 

 

Introduction  

Language plays a central role in making people underǦ
stand and consequently meet each otherǯs needsǤ When 
it comes to provision of health and social care servicesǡ 
practitioners and services users need to have appropriǦ
ate communication channelsǢ howeverǡ this requires 
practitioners and the service user to speak the same 
languageǤȏͭȐ This is not always possible in the present 
age where migration and immigrationǡ within and outǦ
side countries is historically high and where people 
speak varied languagesǤ A Google search reveals that 
there are presently ͳͭͭͳ living languages in the worldȏͮȐ 
and the number of spoken languages exceeds ͮͬͬ in 
some countriesǤȏͭȐ The population in many countries is 
becoming increasingly diverse and there is no single 
country with only one spoken languageǤ While a counǦ
try may have only one official languageǡ several lanǦ
guages may be spokenǤ 

The United Kingdom ȋUKȌ census of ͮͬͭͭ suggests the 
use of more than ʹͬ languages in England and WalesǤȏͯȐ 
While English is the official language of the UKǡ the 
other top ten languages include Polishǡ Panjabiǡ Urduǡ 
Bengali ȋwith Sylheti and ChatgayaȌǡ Gujaratiǡ Arabicǡ 
Frenchǡ Chineseǡ Portuguese and SpanishǤȏͯȐ The results 
of the census also revealed that ͰǤͮ million people ȋaged 
η ͯ yearsȌ in England and Wales spoke a main language 
other than EnglishǤ Among this groupǡ approximately 
ͮͬά indicated an inability or difficulty in speaking EngǦ
lishǤȏͯȐ Such individuals or groups are identified as those 
who have limited English proficiency ȋLEPȌ which 
means that theyǣ ǲǥ are not able to speakǡ readǡ write 
or understand the English language at a level that perǦ
mits them to interact effectively with health care proǦ
vidersǳ ȋpǤ ͳͮʹȌǤȏͰȐ )ndividuals who are unable to speak 
the predominant language of a country require health 
and social care services andǡ thereforeǡ they need either 
a practitioner who can speak the same language or a 
person who could help bridge this gap and help them 
communicateǢ for exampleǡ an interpreterǤ )nterpretersǡ 
are individuals who intervene in such situations and 
help practitioners and service users to understand each 
other and communicate effectivelyǤ The issue of lanǦ
guage barriers and use of interpreters is not limited to 
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the UK or English speaking countriesǤ )ncreasing immiǦ
gration and the use of multiple languages in most counǦ
tries makes the use of interpreters an international conǦ
cernǤ 

Interpreter and the need for an interpreter 

The word Ǯinterpreterǯ is derived from the Latin ǮinterǦ
presǯ which means Ǯexpounderǯǡ or Ǯperson explaining 
what is obscureǯǤ Some scholars believe that the second 
part of the word is derived from partes or pretium 
ȋmeaning Ǯpriceǯǡ which fits the meaning of a ǮmiddleǦ
manǯǡ Ǯintermediaryǯ or Ǯcommercial goǦbetweenǯȌǡ but 
others believe the word is from the Sanskrit languageǤȏͱȐ 
)nterpretation is identified as a translational activityǡ 
but one that is done immediatelyǡ on the spotǤ )nterpreǦ
tation is not a new concept and has existed for centuries 
as humans have travelled and needed to communicate 
with individuals who may not understand their lanǦ
guageǤ )nterpretation is different from translation as it 
means interpreting the spoken words of someone and 
presenting it in another languageǡ whereas translation 
often refers to translation of written documents from 
one language to anotherǤȏͱȐ 

The need for interpretation services in the UK was first 
identified in the ͭ͵ʹͬs and ͭ͵͵ͬsǡ when a series of seriǦ
ous court cases were conducted using untrained interǦ
preters with limited proficiency in the language they 
were interpretingǤȏͲȐ For exampleǡ the case of )qbal 
Begumǡ a woman from Pakistan who was tried for the 
murder of her husband and was sentenced to life imǦ
prisonmentǤ Mrs Begum suffered years of domestic viǦ
olence and abuse ȋDVAȌ from her husbandǤ Following 
sentencingǡ four years into her imprisonmentǡ serious 
problems with the interpretation provided for Mrs 
Begum during the trial process were identifiedǤ SpecifiǦ
callyǡ the interpreter provided was not trained and altǦ
hough he spoke a similar language to MrsǤ Begumǡ he 
did not speak the same dialectǤ Consequentlyǡ he failed 
to provide clear instructions to Mrs Begum who did not 
understand the difference between the charges of a 
murder and manslaughter and could not clarify her poǦ
sitionǤ (er case review resulted in nullifying the charges 
and she was subsequently released in ͭ͵ʹͱ though she 
committed suicide a few years laterǤȏͲȐ 

Another high profile case was that of Victoria Climbieǡ a 
ͳ year old girl from the )vory Coast who came to the UK 
in ͭ͵͵͵ with her aunt and legal guardianǤ (er Aunt beǦ
gan a relationship with Carl Manning and moved to 
Manningǯs home in London in July ͭ͵͵͵Ǥ Manning 
abused Victoria resulting in her visit to hospitals for inǦ
juriesǤ Victoria died soon and her postǦmortem revealed 

a total of ͭͮʹ injuries and scarsǤȏͲȐ The case review highǦ
lighted a failure of health and social care and police serǦ
vices to provide Victoria and her family with appropriǦ
ate professional interpreters on at least two occasions 
before her deathǤ A family member ȋher auntȌ was used 
as an interpreterǤ She herself struggled to communicate 
in English and was later found jointly responsible for 
Victoriaǯs deathǤȏͳȐ 

An interpreter ensures that a message is understood by 
a service user and a service providerǤ Evidence suggests 
that services use informal interpreters ȋfamily and 
friends of service usersȌ and formal or professional inǦ
terpretersǡ although it is always better to use profesǦ
sional interpreters to avoid biasǡ provide appropriate inǦ
terpretationǡ and minimise the risk of misunderstandǦ
ingǤȏͰȐ An interpreter may use three processesǣ simultaǦ
neous interpretations where the speaker and the interǦ
preter speak at the same time and the interpreter has 
less time to workǢ consecutive interpretationǡ where the 
speaker says something and pauses for the interpreter 
to interpretǢ and whispered interpretation where the 
speaker whispers the message to the interpreter who 
then interprets it and shares with the audienceǤ )n the 
health and social care settingǡ consecutive interpretaǦ
tion is often usedǤȏͰȐ 

)nterpretation can be done in various waysǡ includingǣ 
face to faceǢ telephoneǢ and video interpretationǤ Face 
to face interpreting requires the person and the interǦ
preter to be available at the same placeǡ whereasǡ for 
telephone and video interpretingǡ the interpreter does 
not need to be physically present in the same place as 
the service userǤ )n the UK̹s health care systemǡ the use 
of telephone interpreting is commonǤȏͰȐ 

While interpretation is clearly an important taskǡ it has 
not really developed as a professionǢ thereforeǡ the 
qualifications and preparation of interpreters varyǤ )n 
the UKǡ there is a voluntary National Register of Public 
Service )nterpreters ȋNRPS)ȌǤ )t is a public register of 
professionalǡ qualified and accountable interpreters acǦ
cessible online and free of chargeǤ According to the 
NRPS)ǡ by the end of ͮͬͭʹǡ there were ͭͳͯͬ registered 
interpreters who could offer interpretation for ͭͬͰ lanǦ
guages ȋͱͰ of which are registered as Rare Language 
statusȌ in the UKǤȏʹȐ )nterpreters appear in a wide variety 
of settings and are unlikely to be employed by a single 
organisationǤ They may be employed by public sector 
organisationsǡ privately fundedǡ selfǦemployed andȀor 
registered with a telephone interpreting agencyǤ As 
most public service interpreters work across settingsǡ 
mostly on a freelance basisǡ there appears to be a lack 
of professional regulation for interpretersǤ The NRPS) is 
a voluntary register and it is not necessary for interpretǦ
ers to register with NRPS) or complete a specific course 
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in interpretingǤ )nterpreters work in a range of settingsǡ 
including courtsǡ police stationsǡ health care settingsǡ 
conferencesǡ and with international delegationsǤ )n adǦ
ditionǡ there are sign language interpreters who interǦ
pret for people with hearing disabilitiesǤȏ͵Ȑ )n the UKǡ inǦ
terpreters are known as public service interpreters as 
they work with professionals in the public servicesǤ )n 
that contextǡ an interpreter is one who possess a nationǦ
ally accredited qualificationǡ is registered as a public 
service interpreterǡ complies with the code of profesǦ
sional conduct for interpreters and is associated with a 
recognised and identifiable professionǤȏͲȐ 

Interpreters and Vicarious Trauma 

)nterpreters may have to interpret regularly for individǦ
uals with traumatic experiences such as those who have 
experienced sexual abuseǡȏͭͬȐȏͭͭȐ tortureǡ DVAȏͭͮȐȏͭͯȐ or 
similar traumatic experiencesǤȏͭͰȐ This means that interǦ
preters are exposed to emotionally demanding and burǦ
densome situations that may make them prone to viǦ
carious trauma which refers to the situation whereǣ ǲthe 
ȏpractitionerȐ is vulnerable through his or her empaǦ
thetic openness to the emotional and spiritual effects of 
vicarious traumatizationǤ These effects are cumulative 
and permanentǡ and evident in bothǤǤǤprofessional and 
personal lifeǳ ȋpǤ ͭͱͭȌǤȏͭͱȐ Experiencing vicarious trauma 
can have psychological consequences such as posttrauǦ
matic stress disorder ȋPTSDȌ whereby the practitioner 
may experience concentration difficultiesǡ nightmaresǡ 
anxietyǡ depressionǡ and selfǦdoubtǤ Practitioners may 
also experience secondary traumatic disordersǡ comǦ
passion fatigueǡ and burnout symptomsǤ Most of these 
conditions are similar and result from being exposed to 
traumatic situations either to self or by indirect expoǦ
sureǡ such as through listening to or supporting those 
affected by such issuesǤ Dealing with such situations 
and prevention of vicarious trauma requires appropriǦ
ate opportunities to express feelings and clinical superǦ
visionǤȏͭͲȐ (oweverǡ interpreters are generally selfǦemǦ
ployed and do not have appropriate organisational supǦ
portǤ While there is a growing interest in this topicǡ we 
still do not understand the related issues around the inǦ
terpretation and interpretersǤȏͭͲȐȏͭͳȐȏͭʹȐ There is limited 
understanding about how interpreters see their role in 
supporting individuals with traumatic historiesǡ the imǦ
pact of such exposure on the health and wellǦbeing of 
interpreters and ways whereby they cope with such sitǦ
uationsǤ There is also a need to understand the positive 
and negative impact of interpreters on service users̹ 
ability to share their views and how interpreters share 
their stories with the practitionersǤ 

While some research is conducted to determine the efǦ
fectiveness or the importance of provision of language 
concordant care through interpretersǡȏͰȐȏͭ͵ȐȏͮͬȐȏͮͭȐ reǦ
search exploring the use of interpreters in the context 
of DVA or the experiences of interpreters when providǦ
ing interpretation services to clients with difficult and 
traumatic histories is scarceǤ We do not know much 
about how interpreters cope with the difficult situations 
they often encounter and what coping strategies they 
use to protect themselves from traumaǤ The initial aim 
of this review was to explore the role of interpreters 
with regards to service provision of victims of gender 
based violenceǤ (oweverǡ research on this specific asǦ
pect does not existǤ Most of the research exploring inǦ
terpretersǯ experiences or perspectives is qualitativeǢ 
howeverǡ no serious attempt has been made to aggreǦ
gate studies to generate conclusions to then develop 
future research questionsǤ An extensive search of comǦ
mon databases including MEDL)NEǡ C)NA(Lǡ Cochrane 
and Joanna Briggs Library of Systematic Reviewsǡ did 
not identify any review conducted to explore interpretǦ
ersǯ experiences of providing services to individuals and 
communities with traumatic historiesǤ No review exǦ
ploring coping mechanisms of interpreters providing 
services to vulnerable groups such as those experiencǦ
ing violence and abuse could be identifiedǤ )t was conǦ
sidered important to explore this area to aggregate 
available literatureǡ to identify gaps in the literature and 
to improve our understanding of the role of interpretǦ
ersǤ Findings from this review may also help identify reǦ
search questions to be explored through future reǦ
searchǤ 

Aims of Review 

The aim of this review is to synthesise available qualitaǦ
tive studies exploring experiences of interpreters when 
working with individuals and groups who have experiǦ
enced DVA or other traumatic situationsǤ The aims and 
review question were developed using the P)CO ȋPaǦ
tientǡ interventionǡ Comparison and OutcomeȌ frameǦ
work and the specific review questions wereǣ 

• What are the interpretersǯ experiences of dealing with 
individuals and groups with traumatic historiesǫ 

• What impact do such encounters have on health and 
wellǦbeing of interpretersǫ 

• What coping strategies do interpreters use to protect 
themselves from negative experiencesǫ 
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Methods 

Eligible Studies 

Empirical studies on the interpreter̹s experience of 
working with clients with traumatic situationsȀhistories 
and studies exploring the emotional and psychological 
impact on interpreters were considered for inclusionǤ 
For studies to be includedǡ they had toǣ explore the exǦ
periences of spoken language interpretersǢ empirical 
ȋquantitativeǢ qualitativeǢ literature reviewȀsystematic 
reviewȌǢ written in English and published in peer reǦ
viewed journals during ͮͬͬͬǦͮͬͭ͵ȌǤ Studies that exǦ
plored experiences of bilingual workersǡ sign language 
interpretersǡ and informal interpreters were excludedǤ 
Studies that did not explore the emotional or psychoǦ
logical impact of interpretingǡ case reportsǡ case studǦ
iesǡ scholarly or theoretical papersǡ opinion pieces and 
commentaries were also excludedǤ The initial focus of 
the review was interpreters and their experiences of 
working with victims of gender based violenceǢ howǦ
everǡ no studies were available on this particular issueǡ 
thereforeǡ the scope was broadened to include particiǦ
pants with traumatic histories and sensitive issuesǤ 

Search Process 

A comprehensive literature search using search engines 
including engines MEDL)NEǡ Cumulative )ndex to NursǦ
ing and Allied (ealth Literature ȋC)NA(LȌǡ Psych)NFOǡ 

Excerpta Medica Database ȋEmbaseȌǡ Scopusǡ Web of 
Scienceǡ the Cochrane Libraryǡ and The Joanna Briggs 
)nstitute was performedǤ Keywords includingǣ ǮinterǦ
preterǯǢ Ǯvicarious traumaǯǢ Ǯsecondary traumaǯǢ emoǦ
tional impactǯǢ and Ǯpsychological impactǯ were usedǤ 
Various combinations of search terms and Boolean opǦ
erators ȋǮANDǯǡ ǮORǯǡ and ǮȗǯȌ were used to help specify 
the searchǤ A search was also conducted using Google 
and Google Scholar to identify studies not published in 
indexed journalsǤ )n additionǡ the reference list of each 
article was reviewed to identify studies not listed in the 
searched databasesǤ 

Study selection 

The initial search identified ͯͬͭʹ potentially relevant 
studiesǤ Following removal of duplicatesǡ ͮͰͱͮ studies 
remainedǤ A scan of titles helped reduce this to ͭ͵ͯ poǦ
tentially relevant articlesǤ A careful review of abstracts 
and a scan of papers resulted in excluding a further ͭͱͭ 
articles which did not meet the inclusion criteria resultǦ
ing in Ͱͮ articlesǤ The full texts of all Ͱͮ articles were 
printed for further reading and assessmentǤ (oweverǡ 
only ͭʹ studies that met full inclusion criteria were fiǦ
nally included in the reviewǤ Figure ͭ provides a 
flowchart of the literature search strategyǤ 

Quality Examination 

To explore the quality of qualitative studies and to perǦ
form a robust analysisǡ the Critical Appraisal Skills ProǦ

gramme ȋCASPȌ checklist for 
qualitative study was usedǤ For 
quantitative studiesǡ the CASP 
checklist for cohort studies was 
usedǤ 

Data Extraction 

A data extraction form was develǦ
oped and usedǤ Appropriate inforǦ
mation includingǡ author detailsǡ 
country of studyǡ purposeǡ reǦ
search design related information 
such as samplingǡ sample characǦ
teristicsǡ data collection and data 
analysisǡ study findingsǡ limitaǦ
tions and recommendations were 
recordedǤ Appropriate inforǦ
mation is summarised and preǦ

 ĞĐŽƌĚƐ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ
ĚĂƚĂďĂƐĞ ƐĞĂƌĐŚŝŶŐ

;Ŷ с Ϯϵϴϴ Ϳ

 ĚĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů ƌĞĐŽƌĚƐ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚ
ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ

;Ŷ с ϯϬͿ

 ĞĐŽƌĚƐ ĂĨƚĞƌ ĚƵƉůŝĐĂƚĞƐ ƌĞŵŽǀĞĚ
;Ŷ с ϮϰϱϮͿ

 ĞĐŽƌĚƐ ƐĐƌĞĞŶĞĚ
;Ŷ с ϭϵϯ Ϳ

 ĞĐŽƌĚƐ ĞǆĐůƵĚĞĚ
;Ŷ с ϭϱϳ Ϳ

 ƵůůͲƚĞǆƚ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞƐ ĂƐƐĞƐƐĞĚ
ĨŽƌ ĞůŝŐŝďŝůŝƚǇ

;Ŷ с ϯϲͿ

 ƵůůͲƚĞǆƚ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞƐ ĞǆĐůƵĚĞĚ͕
ǁŝƚŚ ƌĞĂƐŽŶƐ

;Ŷ с ϭϴ Ϳ

 ƚƵĚŝĞƐ ŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚ
;Ŷ с ϭϴͿ

Figure ͭ ȁ Flowchart of the literature 
search strategy 
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sented in relevant tables and figures in the following 
sectionsǤ Findings from the qualitative studies are synǦ
thesised and analysed using Noblit and (are̹s method 
of metaǦethnographyǤȏͮͮȐ Table ͭ shows this process 
and how these papers contributed to the synthesisǤ 

Findings 

Eighteen studies were finally included in the reviewǤ 
These included three quantitative and ͭͱ qualitative 
studies published between ͮͬͬͯ and ͮͬͭͳǤ Various asǦ
pects of studies are explored belowǤ 

Purpose of the studies 

Five studies explored the role and experiences of interǦ
preters working in different settingsǤȏͮͯȐȏͮͰȐȏͮͱȐȏͮͲȐȏͮͳȐ 
Some studies explored professionals̹ experiences of 
working with interpretersȏͮͲȐȏͮʹȐȏͮ͵ȐȏͯͬȐȏͯͭȐ and interpretǦ
ersǯ impact on the process of psychotherapyǤȏͮͲȐȏͯͮȐȏͯͯȐ 
Other studies explored the psychological and emoǦ
tional impact of interpretingǤȏͮͲȐȏͯͮȐȏͯͯȐȏͯͰȐȏͯͱȐȏͯͲȐȏͯͳȐ 

Geographical location 

Most studies originated from western and developed 
countriesǡ including AustraliaǡȏͭͯȐȏͮͰȐ DenmarkǡȏͯͳȐ 
UKǡȏͮͳȐȏͮ͵ȐȏͯͬȐȏͯͰȐȏͯͲȐȏͯʹȐȏͯ͵Ȑ and the USAǤȏͮͯȐȏͮͲȐȏͯͭȐȏͯͮȐȏͯͯȐȏͯͱȐ 

Study designs 

Most studies used a qualitative approach with only few 
studies using a quantitative approachǤȏͯͬȐȏͯͰȐȏͯͱȐ )n addiǦ
tion to qualitative exploratory approachesǡȏͭͯȐȏͮͳȐȏͯʹȐ 
other commonly used methodologies included 
grounded theoryǡȏͮͯȐȏͯͳȐȏͯʹȐ ethnographyǡȏͯͮȐ phenomeǦ

nologyǡȏͮʹȐȏͯͭȐȏͯͲȐ interpretative phenomenological analǦ
ysis ȋ)PAȌȏͮͰȐȏͮͱȐȏͮ͵Ȑȏͯ͵Ȑ narrative methodsǡȏͮͯȐȏͮͲȐ and pracǦ
tice based evidence methodologyǤȏͯͯȐ 

Study settings 

Studies were conducted in community settingsǡȏͮͯȐȏͯͭȐȏͰͬȐ 
health centresǡȏͮͲȐȏͯͳȐ torture treatment centresǡȏͮͲȐȏͯͮȐȏͯͯȐ 
rehabilitation centresǡȏͮʹȐ mental health clinicsǡȏͮͱȐȏͮͲȐ 
sexual health clinicsǡȏͯ͵Ȑ translating and interpreting serǦ
vicesǡȏͯͰȐȏͯͱȐȏͰͭȐ or other therapeuticȏͯͲȐ and criminal jusǦ
tice system related settingsǤȏͭͯȐ 

Sampling approaches 

Most studies used a purposive sampling approachǡ with 
only few studies using convenienceǡȏͯͰȐȏͯʹȐ snowballȏͮͯȐȏͯͱȐ 
or random sampling approachesǤȏͰͮȐ 

Participants 

The focus of all studies was interpretersǡ thereforeǡ 
most of them included professional interpreters in their 
sampleǢ howeverǡ some studies also included psychoǦ
therapistsǡȏͮͲȐȏͯͭȐ mental health professionalsȏͮ͵ȐȏͯͮȐ or 
other professionals such as police officersǤȏͭͯȐ )n most 
studiesǡ the main focus was to explore the role or imǦ
pact of interpreters on the therapeutic processǡ altǦ
hough the interpreters were specifically questioned 
about the impact of interpreting on their mental and 
emotional wellǦbeingǤ The sample size of the studies 
ranged from ͯǦͯͬ in qualitative studies and ͭͭ͵Ǧͮͳͭ in 
quantitative studiesǤ )n totalǡ the number of particiǦ
pants contributing to the studies was Ͳͭʹ which inǦ
cluded ͱͯͰ interpretersǡ Ͳʹ other professionals and ͭͲ 
refugeesǤ This sample included ͭʹʹ male and Ͱͱͱ feǦ
males and ͮ other participants where gender was unǦ
specifiedǤ Some studies did not provide information 
about the gender composition of the sampleǤȏͮͳȐȏͯͰȐ 

Table ͭ ȁ Noblit and (are̹s methods and its application 

Noblit and Hareǯs Steps Application to this review 

)dentify a research question and develop inclusion criteria )mpact of interpreting on interpreters 

Perform a comprehensive literature search and identify apǦ
propriate studies 

Search conducted using relevant databases and by reviewing reference list 
of each study 

Review the selected studies Review identified studies meeting the eligibility criteria 

Assess studies as to how these are related with regards to 
themes and arguments 

)dentified codes from each article and develop themes 

Compare and contrast concepts from different studies Analysed themes coming from each article and compare and contrast with 
themes coming from other studies 

Synthesize results and develop overarching themes and to 
identify underlying message 

Developed overarching themes 

Report the results of the metaǦsynthesis Reported findings from metasynthesis 
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Table ͮ ȁ Characteristics of the included studies 

Author Country Design Setting Sampling Data Collection Data Analysis 

(olmgren et al 
ȋͮͬͬͯȌ 

Denmark QualitativeǢ Grounded theory Danish Red Cross ȋDRCȌ asylum reception 
centre ȋ(ealth CentresȌ 

Purposive Semi structured interviews Grounded theory 

Miller et al ȋͮͬͬͱȌ USA Qualitative narrative research 
method 

ͭͬ Torture Treatment centres and four 
refugee mental health clinics 

Purposive Semi structured interviews Qualitative analysis 

Butler ȋͮͬͬʹȌ UK QualitativeǢ )PA N(S sexual health services Purposive Semi structured interviews )PA 

Pugh Ƭ Vetere 
ȋͮͬͬ͵Ȍ 

UK QualitativeǢ )PA Two adult mental health services Purposive Face to face interviews )PAȀ Thematic analysis 

Doherty et al ȋͮͬͭͬȌ UK Quantitativeǣ cross sectional 
survey 

Translating and )nterpreting Service Convenience Online survey 
 

Engstrom et al 
ȋͮͬͭͬȌ 

USA QualitativeǢ Ethnography Torture treatment centre Purposive Face to face interviews Qualitative analysis 

Splevins et al ȋͮͬͭͬȌ UK QualitativeǢ Phenomenology Therapeutic setting ȋ(ospitalǡ GP surgerǦ
iesǡ prison and courtsȌ 

Purposive Face to face interviews )PA 

Yakushkoǡ ȋͮͬͭͬȌ USA Qualitativeǣ Phenomenology Diverse settings Purposive Telephone interview Thematic analysis 

McDowell et al 
ȋͮͬͭͭȌ 

USA Feminist narrative approach Community settings PurposǦ
iveȀsnowball 

Face to face interviews Thematic and constant 
comparison 

O̹(ara Ƭ 
AkinsulureǦSmithǡ 

USA Qualitativeǣ PracticeǦbased 
evidence methodology 

Program for Survivors of Torture ȋPSOTȌ 
 

Focus group Thematic analysis 

Butow et al ȋͮͬͬʹȌ Australia Qualitativeǣ )PA (ealth care interpreter services Purposive Semi structured interviews )PAȀ Thematic analysis 

Green et al ȋͮͬͭͮȌ UK Qualitativeǣ )PA Mental health services UK Purposive Face to face interview Qualitative analysis 

Mirdal et al ȋͮͬͬͱȌ Denmark QualitativeǢ Phenomenology Rehabilitation centre for traumatized refǦ
ugees 

Purposive Face to face interview Qualitative analysis 

Prentice et al ȋͮͬͭͰȌǡ UK Qualitative Outpatient setting of a regional cancer 
centre 

Purposive Face to face interviews Thematic analysis 

Resera et al ȋͮͬͭͱȌ UK Qualitative Community settings Convenience Focus group Constant comparison 

Laiǡ et al ȋͮͬͭͱȌ Australia Online SurveyǢ Quantitative )nterpreting and translating agencies Random Survey Descriptive Statistics 

Mehus Ƭ Becherǡ 
ȋͮͬͭͲȌ 

USA Online SurveyǢ Quantitative Online Snowball Questionnaire tǦtest 

Powell et al ȋͮͬͭͳȌ Australia Qualitative Criminal justice assistance setting Purposive Face to face interviewsǢ telephone inǦ
terviewǢ group interviews 

Thematic analysis 
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The participants had different ethnic backgrounds and 
spoke various languagesǤ 

Data collection 

Most studies used a qualitative approachǡ thereforeǡ 
face to face interview was a common data collection 

methodǤ Only a few studies used focus group discusǦ
sionǤȏͭͯȐȏͮͰȐȏͯʹȐ One study used telephone interviewsȏͯͭȐ as 
a sole data collection method and another used it in 
combination with face to face interviewsǤȏͭͯȐ A semi 
structured interview guide was reported to be used in 
all qualitative studies and the quantitative studies used 
questionnairesǤȏͯͰȐȏͯͱȐȏͰͮȐ Only one quantitative studyȏͯͱȐ 

Table ͯ ȁ Process of developing themes 

Themes Concepts from studies Contributing Studies 

Role and impact of 
interpreter 

Complex and invisible work Butow et al ȋͮͬͭͮȌǢ McDowell 
et al ȋͮͬͭͭȌǢ Green et al ȋͮͬͭͮȌǢ 
Splevins et al ȋͮͬͭͬȌǢ Butler 
ȋͮͬͬʹȌ 

Requiring to concentrate on more than one party ȋvocabulary meaning and inǦ
tent of the languageȌ juggling multiple tasksǡ skills and knowledge required 

Multitasking 

Work involves much more than knowing two languages 

Being the voice 

Paying attention to nonverbal cues 

Empathetic understanding of othersǯ needs 

Cultural broker 

Neutral conduit 

Unrealistic expectations 

Providers judge them unfairly 

Psychological and 
emotional impact of 
interpreting 

Emotional stress (olmgren et al ȋͮͬͬͯȌǢ McDowǦ
ell et al ȋͮͬͭͭȌ Butow et al 
ȋͮͬͭͮȌǢ Green et al ȋͮͬͭͮȌǢ ButǦ
ler ȋͮͬͬʹȌǢ Splevins et al ȋͮͬͭͬȌǢ 
Doherty et al ȋͮͬͭͬȌǢ Mehus Ƭ 
Becher ȋͮͬͭͱȌǢ Miller et alǤǡ 
ȋͮͬͬͱȌ 

Feelings of exhaustion and burnout 

Pressure from colleagues 

Low recognition and respect 

No right to breakǡ restricted access to patients̹ notesǡ low wagesǡ no incentives 
to work on weekendsǡ spoken in degrading toneǡ lack of respect for refusal 

Workplace chalǦ
lenges faced by inǦ
terpreters 

Not regarded equal (olmgren et al ȋͮͬͬͯȌǢ McDowǦ
ell et al ȋͮͬͭͭȌǢ Butow et al 
ȋͮͬͭͮȌǢ Green et al ȋͮͬͭͮȌǢ ButǦ
ler ȋͮͬͬʹȌǢ Splevins et al ȋͮͬͭͬȌ 

Seen only as a technical toolȀ black boxȀ translation machine 

Not invited to staff meetings or informed about current events and decisions 

Expected to be invisible 

Coping strategies 
used by interpreters 

Detachment ȋCognitive withdrawal from the situationȌ (olmgren et al ȋͮͬͬͯȌǢ McDowǦ
ell et al ȋͮͬͭͭȌǢ Butow et al 
ȋͮͬͭͮȌǢ Green et al ȋͮͬͭͮȌǢ ButǦ
ler ȋͮͬͬʹȌǢ Splevins et al ȋͮͬͭͬȌǢ 
Dohertyǡ et al ȋͮͬͭͬȌǢ Mehus Ƭ 
Becher ȋͮͬͭͱȌ 

SelfǦcontrol ȋregulation of feelings and actionsȌ 

Flight avoidance 

Wishful thinking 

Social support 

SelfǦmedication 

Interpretersǯ supǦ
port needs 

Lack of appropriate support Butow et al ȋͮͬͭͮȌǢ McDowell 
et al ȋͮͬͭͭȌǢ Prentice et al 
ȋͮͬͭͰȌǢ Doherty et al ȋͮͬͭͬȌǢ 
Miller et al ȋͮͬͬͱȌ 

No briefing or debriefing sessions 

Lack of clinical supervision 

Lack of appropriate training opportunities 

Suggestions Peer support 
 

Clinical supervision 

Training about coping strategies 

Shorter working hours 

)mprove wages 

Taking breaks 

Working with same professionals 
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reported the use of a validated instrument to assess the 
degree of secondary traumatic stressǡ burnout and 
compassion satisfactionǤ The study also looked at the 
impact of other factorsǡ including genderǡ history of 
trauma and refugee status of the participantsǤ The reǦ
maining quantitative studies did not report using valiǦ
dated measuresǤȏͯͰȐȏͰͮȐ 

Data analysis used in studies 

Most studies ȋnγͭͲȌ used a qualitative approachǡ the 
specific data analysis approaches included interpretive 
phenomenological analysisǡȏͮͰȐȏͮͱȐȏͯͲȐ grounded theǦ
oryǡȏͯͳȐ thematic analysisȏͮͳȐ and narrative analysisǤȏͮͯȐȏͮͲȐ 
)n quantitative studiesǡ data were analysed using deǦ
scriptive and statisticsǤȏͯͰȐȏͯͱȐ Table ͮ presents detailed 
information about the data collection and analysis 
methods used in each studyǤ 

Key themes emerging from the 

study 

Five themes emerged includingǣ Ǯrole and impact of inǦ
terpreterǯǢ Ǯpsychological and emotional impact of inǦ
terpretingǯǢ Ǯworkplace challenges faced by interpretǦ
ersǯǢ Ǯcoping strategies used by interpretersǯǢ and ǮinterǦ
pretersǯ support needsǯǤ These themes are presented in 
the following section and appropriate quotes are used 
to illustrate the pointsǤ Table ͯ presents the process of 
developing these themes and the contribution of inǦ
cluded papers to each themeǤ 

Role of the Interpreter 

This theme describes how interpreters and other proǦ
fessionals perceived and understood the role of interǦ
pretersǤ )t explores the concepts related to ǮselfǦpercepǦ
tion of the interpreterǯs roleǯǡ Ǯprofessionalǯs perception 
of role of interpretersǯ and the impact of interpreter on 
the therapeutic processǤ As all of these concepts are inǦ
terrelatedǡ the analysis is presented as oneǤ 

Most studies explored interpreters̹ selfǦperceptions 
about their roleǤ )nterpreters considered their broader 
role or job was to facilitate and enhance communicaǦ
tion between the service user and practitionerǡ who did 
not speak the same languageǡ by conveying their mesǦ
sagesȀinformation to each otherǤ They considered they 
were a voice of their service user and practitioners and 
tried to convey their message as accurately as possibleǤ 
This is illustrated in the following quote from Resera et 
alǣȏͯʹȐ ̹You are just an interpreter there and you areǥ we 
say Ǯtongueǯ of that person because youǯre going to 
speak on behalf of that personǡ cause youǯre going to 

translate everything from that language to the counselǦ
lorǯs languageǤ ǥ )n a wayǡ youǯre just a language beǦ
tween two peopleǡ because you are the communicatorǡ 
you are the one who passes one information from one 
to anotherǤ We are messengersǥ ̹ȋpǤ ͭ͵ʹȌǤ 

While it may seem a simple act of translating messages 
from one language to anotherǡ in realityǡ it is not easy 
and the role is quite complexǤ They considered that to 
become a Ǯvoiceǯǡ they may also have to act as a service 
userǯs advocate to ensure that the practitioner and serǦ
vices meet their service related support needs as effecǦ
tively as possibleǤ 

)nterpreters considered that they also play the role of a 
Ǯcultural brokerǯ as languages and the process of comǦ
munication are affected by the culture and norms of the 
speakerǤ Simultaneouslyǡ understanding or interpretaǦ
tion of a message is also affected by culture and orienǦ
tation of the listenerǤ Thereforeǡ the interpreter not 
only must make sense of the message and associated 
verbal and nonverbal cues and expressions ȋwhich can 
also have very different meaning in different culturesȌ 
but to convey it to the practitioner in a way that they 
get a comprehensive understanding of the issueȏͮͰȐȏͮͳȐ as 
illustrated in the following quoteǣȏͮͰȐ ̹ǤǤǤto make sure 
both sides understand each otherǤǤǤ for the patient to 
understand everything and of course for the healthcare 
provider to understand what the patient is suffering and 
to make the right decision to help this patient̹ ǥȋpǤ ʹȌǤ 
Another example is where the interpreter has to take a 
role of cultural broker for the service user as well as a 
practitionerǣȏͮͰȐ Ǯ) mean to the patients ȋitȌ isǤǤǤ critical 
because in our culture it is really cruel to tell the patient 
that he is or she is diagnosed with cancerǤǤǤmaybe it can 
cause him to be depressed or maybe diminish his ability 
or willingness to surviveǤ So we ǤǤǤ can find some code 
wordǡ like instead of saying you have cancerǡ we can use 
the word tumourǤǤǤ and weǯre going to ǤǤǤ treat you for 
that tumourǡ but knowing that a tumour will be treated 
the same way as cancer would be treatedǤ So we can get 
around that and use code words just toǡ you knowǡ just 
to make it easierǤǤǤjust to alleviate the situation and 
make it acceptableǡ more acceptableǯ ȋpǤ ͭͬȌ 

)nterpreters considered that their workǡ while seen as 
Ǯinvisibleǯǡ requires a wide range of complex linguisticǡ 
critical thinking and processing skillsǢȏͮͲȐ The findings 
stress that the interpreterǯs role is demanding as it reǦ
quires concentration on the message provided by both 
service users and service providerǤ They essentially have 
to share the messageǡ and the Ǯintent of the messageǯ 
ȏͮͯȐ which requires more from the interpreters than 
simply understanding the two languagesǤ This is exǦ
plained by the following quoteǣȏͮͯȐ Ǯ)n translatingǡ itǯs not 
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just saying the literal ȏequivalent ofȐ what theyǯre sayǦ
ingǤ )nterpreting is making some sense of itǤ Ǥ Ǥ Ǥ Those 
are two different thingsǯ ȋpǤ ͭͰͬȌǤ 

)nterpreters and professionals considered that interǦ
preters need to be able to multitask asǡ unlike conferǦ
ence interpreting ȋwhich requires only oneǦway interǦ
pretationȌǡ they need to be attentive to both service 
user and practitioner and should have the skills to be 
able to switch between both languages promptly and 
accuratelyǤ They have to balance between conveying 
accurate translation or interpretation and accurate 
translation of the meaning of the messageǤ )t is possible 
that interpreters may be unaware of many technical 
terms that they encounter and therefore have to ascerǦ
tainǡ quicklyǡ ways of communicating and capturing the 
underlying meaning of the wordsȏͮͯȐȏͮͰȐ as indicated in 
the following quoteǣȏͮͯȐ 

Ǯǥ Youǯve got to have your resources as available as 
possibleǤ There have been times ) have saidǡ ǲAll rightǤ ) 
am just really stuck on this oneǤ (ang on just one secǦ
ondǡ ) will go ask somebody or try to look it upǤ̺ )t used 
to be that without a computerǡ you would have to sit 
there and have a glossaryǤǤǤ and actually leaf through it 
to find ȏa wordȐǤǤǤ ) would have two copies of the glosǦ
saryȄ one sorted by Spanishǡ the other sorted by EngǦ
lishǤǤǤBut with the computerǤǤǤyou can find it within 
about five secondsǤǤǤAnd alsoǡ of courseǡ being in a 
medical facilityǡ ȏtoȐ be on top of all the medical termiǦ
nologyǡ all the patient rightsǡ all the protections that 
you ȏandȐ the provider needs and the patient needs̹ ȋpǤ 
ͭͰͬȌǤ 

)nterpreters considered thatǡ at timesǡ they had to play 
the role of neutral conduit and had to engage actively in 
the discussion as one interpreter mentionedǣȏͮͯȐ Ǯasking 
questions that are difficult or too openǦended makes it 
difficult for the client to answerǤ And also by being 
openǦendedǡ then )ǯve got to sit there and write a lot of 
things on paper and then hope ) remember them allǤ 
What ) often do when openǦended questions are asked 
is to sayǡ ǲCould we just go with that one at a timeǫǳ For 
exampleǡ if it is a dietician sayingǡ ǲ(ow many portions 
of starches are you servingǫǳ and that sort of thingǡ )ǯll 
suggestǣ ǲLetǯs go over the specific kind one by oneǯ ȋpǤ 
ͰͭȌǤ 

This workǡ while importantǡ can cause tension between 
the interpreter and the practitioner who may see this as 
an interference or inappropriate interjection of opinion 
on the interpreterǯs partǤ While practitioners generally 
valued the role of interpretersǡ there were occasions 
when they felt angry and frustrated due to interpreterǯs 
inappropriate interference as exemplified by Miller et 
alǣȏͮͲȐ Ǯthere ȏwereȐ a few times when ) was working with 

an interpreter and ) was asking about a particularly senǦ
sitive topicǡ and the interpreter stopped me and saidǡ 
ǲPlease donǯt ask her about thatǡ that is going too farǡ 
you are going too deepǡ she is not ready for thatǡǳ and ) 
said essentiallyǡ ǲwell you are going to have to trust me 
as the therapist here that ) will handle this in a delicate 
wayǡ but ) think it is important that we take this to the 
next levelǤǳ And ) had to convince the interpreter to acǦ
tually do what ) thought was therapeutically indicatedǯ 
ȋpǤ ͯͯȌǤ 

Practitioners also considered that interpreters do not 
always interpret accurately andǡ at timesǡ in a desire to 
help the service user they either give wrong or incomǦ
plete informationǤ They also articulated thatǡ at timesǡ 
service users may not want to disclose issues with an inǦ
terpreter as they share their cultureǡ and this can be a 
problemǤ Overallǡ both interpreters as well as practiǦ
tioners perceived interpreterǯs role as positive and recǦ
ognised their contributionǤ 

Psychological and emotional impact of in-

terpreting 

This theme illustrates the psychological and emotional 
impact of interpreting on the interpretersǤ All studies 
described significant emotional and psychological imǦ
pact on interpretersǡ resulting in the development of 
emotional distress and burnoutǤȏͯͳȐ Findings suggest 
that such issues could often become unbearable and 
overwhelming for the interpretersȏͮͯȐȏͮͱȐ and may result 
from listening to the traumatic stories armed attackǡ asǦ
saultsǡ tortureǡ persecution or other traumatic experiǦ
ences of the service users or breaking bad news during 
health care encountersǤȏͮͯȐȏͮͰȐȏͮͳȐ While interpreters 
found such instancesǡ at timesǡ ǮintenseǯȏͯͲȐ or Ǯtoo diffiǦ
cult to handleǯǡȏͮͱȐ they were required to listen and abǦ
sorb these stories and relay these back to the practiǦ
tionerǤ One participant in a studyȏͯͲȐ statedǣ ǮYou have to 
visualize you knowǡ when you do the interpretingǡ the 
interpreting process is not just about wordsǤ When 
youǯre telling a storyǡ itǯs complexǡ itǯs set in a place and 
you have to process all thatǤ So youǯre hearing the story 
but youǯre also saying the story and imaginȏingȐ what it 
was like for the personǤ You know the emotionsǡ they 
can never be as strong as what the client feelsǡ but you 
get a sense of the way they might have feltǯ ȋpǤ ͭͳͬ͵ȌǤ 

Such emotions heighten when the interpreters themǦ
selves had a traumatic history and interpreting for the 
service user reminded them of their emotions and past 
experiencesȏͮͱȐȏͮͲȐ or it may have made them worried 
about their family members living in the affected counǦ
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tryǤ (oweverǡ Mehus and BecherȏͯͱȐ found no relationǦ
ship between trauma history or refugee status with secǦ
ondary traumatic stressǡ burnout or compassion satisǦ
factionǤ Such impacts were reported to have a variable 
length as interpreters continued to work in demanding 
environmentsǤ The studies reported that the emotional 
and psychological impact was not limited to the work or 
professional life of interpreters but also affected their 
personal lifeǤ )nterpreters often felt it hard to move on 
to the next jobǤȏͯͰȐ The studies used terms such as vicarǦ
ious traumaǡ PTSD and secondary PTSDǤ Table Ͱ deǦ
scribes various psychological and emotional reactions 
reportedǤ The following quoteȏͯͲȐ also illustrates some 
of the manifestations as experienced by an interpreterǣ 
Ǯ) would perhapsǡ you knowǡ miss my stopǡ or ȏbeȐ forǦ
ever checking where are the car keysǡ and keep waking 
up and feeling still tiredǤ Maybe ) was taking my emoǦ
tions outside with my own emotions and ) found no anǦ
swer to itǤ ) went to bed with it and wake up and theyǯre 
still thereǯ ȋpǤ ͭͳͭͬȌǤ 

Another powerful illustration isǣȏͮͯȐ Ǯgetting drawn into 
itǤ Wishing ) could do somethingǤ You want to sayǡ 
ǲWellǡ just come home with meǤǳ ǤǤǤ You canǯt do someǦ
thing for all of them Ǥ Ǥ Ǥ you do have to maintain your 
distance and be professional ǤǤǤ but ǤǤǤ you want to pick 
those kids up and hug ǯemǤ You have to worry because 
those kids are terrified of youǡ tooǤǤǤ That kind of makes 
you feel badǯ ȋpǤ ͭͰͯȌǤ 

The fact that they had to keep this confidential and 
there is usually no other support availableǡ increased 
the impactǤ )n additionǡ unlike other health and social 
care practitioners such as doctorsǡ nurses or other proǦ
fessionalsǡ interpreters are not trained to deal with 
emotional issuesǤ Other factors at the workplaceǡ such 
as the feeling of not being valued or recognised by pracǦ
titioners and employing organisations manifested as 
not being allowed to have breaksǡ restricted or no acǦ
cess to appropriate notesǡ lack of acknowledgement of 
the roleǡ and underestimation of the impact of the work 
of interpretersǤ All these issues contributed to the physǦ
icalǡ psychological and emotional impact on interpretǦ
ersǤ (oweverǡ two studies identified positive impacts of 
such experiences resulting in post traumatic growth 
where interpreters felt that they became more empaǦ
thetic towards service usersǡ improved selfǦunderstandǦ
ing and understanding of the world around themǤȏͮͱȐȏͯͲȐ 

Workplace Challenges 

This theme explains the findings of the study regarding 
workplace challenges that interpreters face daily and 
consequently experience negative impact on their 
health and wellǦbeingǤ Most studies explored or adǦ
dresses concerns related to workplace challenges and 
these included heavy workloadsǡ unrealistic expectaǦ
tions and lack of appreciationǡ lack of appropriate orǦ
ganisational supportǤ )nterpreters stated that their 
workload was too much and sometimes they had to 
work up to ͭͰ hours without appropriate breaksǤ The isǦ
sue of long hours is expressed by one of the participants 
in a study asǣȏͮͯȐ Ǯ)f we have to do an allǦday conferenceǡ 
two people workingǡ they switch off and on all dayǤ We 
canǯt do that when weǯre interpreting in the medical setǦ
tingǤǤǤ We complain about the hours we workǤǤǤ the 
amount of concentrationǤǤǤ You get to the point where 
you just physically cannot do it anymoreǤǤǤ )ǯve had so 
many calls at ͮ ǣͬͬ or ͯ ǣͬͬ in the morning from interpretǦ
ers who have been ȏat the hospital Emergency DepartǦ
mentȐ all nightǡ and theyǯre likeǡ ǲYou have to come in 
and take overǤ )ǯm sorry to wake you upǡ but ) just canǯt 
do it anymoreǤ My brainǯs just not workingǤǳ )tǯs because 
we keep switching languagesǤǤǤ ) have to work Spanish 
Englishǡ EnglishǦSpanishǤ So it skips back and forthǡ 
back and forthǡ back and forthǤǤǤ When youǯre doing 
medical interpreting you keep switching languages all 
the timeǤ )t gets confusingǡ and it gets to the point 
thatǤǤǤ you speak English to the (ispanic patient and 
Spanish to the doctor because you are so tiredǤǤǤ or you 
paraphraseǯ ȋpǤ ͭͰͯȌǤ 

Other issues such as need for frequent language switchǦ
ingǡ attentiveness and the need to travel for outside asǦ
signmentsǡ long waiting times and connection difficulǦ
ties and delays added to the pressure contributing to 
physical and psychological stress on interpretersǤȏͯͳȐ 
More recentlyǡ most services are moving towards teleǦ
phone interpretation creating additional challenges as 
a participant in one of the study statedǣ Ǯ)tǯs harder beǦ
cause you canǯt see the person face to faceǤ Youǯre tellǦ
ing somebody something really bad on the phone and 
they canǯt even handle ȏitȐ face to faceǯȋ pǤ ͮͰͬȌǤȏͮͰȐ 

)nterpreters thought that there were too many expecǦ
tations from too many peopleǡ including the practitionǦ
ersǡ the service userǡ their family and the organisationsǤ 

Table Ͱ ȁ Manifestations of Vicarious trauma 

Psychological manifestaǦ
tion 

Exhaustionǡ insomniaǡ anxietyǡ depressionǡ tirednessǡ difficulty in concentrationǡ not being able to move on or 
not being able to forget interpretation encountersǡ intrusive thoughtsǡ nightmaresǡ mood swingsǡ cryingǡ 
withdrawal from the family 

Physical manifestations (eadacheǡ dizzinessǡ heartburn and acidityǡ back painǡ tiredness 
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They considered that it wasǣ Ǯtoo difficult to keep everyǦ
one happyǯȏͮͯȐ and remain aware of every term used by 
the practitioner and the service userǤ )nterpreters also 
considered they were not valued by their colleagues 
and often seen as a technical tool or a Ǯtranslation maǦ
chineǯ with no feelings or viewsǤ 

They are often not invited to team meetings or events 
and decisions made at workǤ This then has an impact on 
interpretersǯ feelings of integrationǤ )n additionǡ they 
are often spoken to in degrading tonesǤ They considǦ
ered that their needs for information about the clients 
are often ignored andǡ as a resultǡ they do not feel fully 
prepared for an assignment resulting in apprehension 
and stressǤ For instanceǡ one interpreter statedǣȏͮͱȐ Ǯ) 
think it would also be better if for all mental health 
casesǥ to have five minutes with the professional beǦ
fore you go into the interview roomǯ ȋpǤ ͮͯͯȌǤ 

)n the absence of formal training for interpreters ȋreleǦ
vant for many interpretersȌ interpretersǯ frustration and 
lack of trust on organisations can be easily understoodǤ 
)n additionǡ lack of provision for appropriate supervision 
opportunities for interpreters also conveys a lack of 
recognitionǤ 

Coping strategies 

This theme explains the coping strategies that interǦ
preters used to cope with the psychological and emoǦ
tional impact of interpretingǤȏͯͰȐȏͯͲȐȏͯͳȐ )nterpreters said 
that they really needed various strategies to be able to 
continue to work effectively and to be normal in their 
lifeǤ As a participant in one of the studiesȏͯͲȐ reportedǣ 
ǮBecause they are so emotionally chargedǡ these sesǦ
sionsǡ you have to find your own ways of dealing with itǡ 
and if you donǯt have a wayǡ you donǯt have this protecǦ
tionǡ then ) donǯt know how you can do interpreting in 
those contextȏsȐ reallyǤ ) think it would be hard because 
) would be crying every sessionǯ ȋpǤ ͭͳͭȌ 

Most common strategies included selfǦcontrolǡȏͯͲȐȏͯͳȐ 
selfǦmedicationǡȏͯͳȐ detachmentǡȏͮͱȐȏͯͲȐȏͯͳȐȏͯ͵Ȑ accessing 
social supportǤȏͮͯȐȏͮͱȐȏͯͳȐȏͯ͵Ȑ Regarding selfǦcontrolǡ interǦ
preters reported using various strategiesǡ essentiallyǡ to 
regulate themselves and ensure that the emotional imǦ
pact of interpreting was limitedǤ Examples included neǦ
gotiating and taking a break from interpreting activiǦ
tiesǡ getting involved in a different activity was menǦ
tioned by one of the interpretersǣȏͯͳȐ Ǯ) tried to swallow it 
and keep it downǯǢ ǮAfter workǡ ) went into the countryǦ
sideǤ ) concentrated on something quite differentǡ like 
fishingǢ sometimes when ) felt sickǡ ) just drove around 
in my carǯ ȋpǤ ͮͲȌǤ 

The same studyȏͯͳȐ also reported use of selfǦmedication 
as a coping strategy as one participant reportedǣ ǮWhen 
) get headaches while interpretingǤ ) take some mediǦ
cine right awayǤ When ) canǯt stand it anymoreǡ then ) 
need some headache pillsǯ ȋpǤ ͮ ͲȌǤ A very common stratǦ
egy reported in most studies was the act of detachǦ
ingȀdistancing or distracting themselves from the issueǤ 
Participants in another studyȏͯͲȐ reportedǣ Ǯ) try to find 
something that can distract me or move me on to someǦ
thing elseǯ ȋpǤ ͭͳͭͭȌǤ 

Another participant from (olmgren et alǤ ȋͮͬͬͯȌ reǦ
portedǣ ǮWhile interpreting ) had to tell myselfǣ This is 
just workǡ rememberǨ ) have not been exposed to thisǤ 
One has to switch off part of the brain and look at it as 
workǯ ȋpǤ ͮͲȌǤ Such strategies were used as a defence 
mechanism and to help them to not to think about trauǦ
matic and distressing experiences encountered while 
interpretingǤ Accessing appropriate social support was 
another common strategy used by many interpretersǤ 
They felt that it helped them share their feelings with 
colleagues or friends andǡ consequentlyǡ helped to take 
it out of their mindǤ One participant in (olmgreen et 
alǤǯs studyȏͯͳȐ statedǣ Ǯ) spent many evenings together 
with my Albanian friendsǢ we talked about our worriesǢ 
our situation was the sameǢ many of my friends had no 
idea where their families were or if they were still aliveǢ 
we found strength in one anotherǯ ȋpǤ ͮͲȌ Use of various 
coping strategies helped interpreters to carry on with 
their daily personal and professional lifeǤ 

Interpreters' support needs 

This theme presents interpreters̹ views about the existǦ
ing support systems available and recommendation to 
improve support systemǤ Nearly all of the studies exǦ
plored the interpreters̹ view about available support 
system and commented on the lack of appropriate 
structuresǤȏͮͯȐȏͮͰȐ )nterpreters in many studies reported 
the need to have debriefing sessions to talk about the 
impact of interpreting traumatic stories as these often 
shocked interpretersǤȏͮͳȐ )nterpreters said that there was 
not appropriate provision of debriefing and support sesǦ
sionsǤ As most interpreters are selfǦemployedǡ formal 
arrangement of clinical supervision are often unavailaǦ
bleǤ Another important aspect raised by interpreters 
was a lack of appropriate training and preparation as 
suggested by Butlerǣȏͯ͵Ȑ ̹)tǯs all supposed to be a certain 
way when you study interpretingǡ then when you are in 
the fieldǡ itǯs not at all as thorough as that because of 
time constraints or people just canǯt be bothered or 
they just donǯt know̹ ȋpǤ ͵Ȍ 
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Most interpreters either had none or very minimal trainǦ
ing for their jobǤ )n contrastǡ they had to deal with a vaǦ
riety of traumatic and difficult situations which require 
not only an understanding of how to translate or interǦ
pretǡ but how to support vulnerable and distressed peoǦ
pleǡ deal with situation and protect themselves from 
emotional and psychological impact of the traumatic 
storiesǤ All of these aspects are often missing and there 
is none or minimal provision of education and training 
for interpreters during their careerǤ As one of the interǦ
preters in a study explainedǣȏͮͯȐ ̺The most difficult 
thingsȄ) would think emotionallyǤ We donǯt have the 
training like nurses or other health care personnel haveǤ 
(ow to deal with the very intense situations youǯre in as 
far as lifeȀdeath situationsǡ ȏlikeȐ having to tell parents 
that their child has a terminal disease or something like 
thatǤ So thatǤǤǤ we have these debriefing sessions back 
in the officeǤǤǤ very informallyǤǤǤ within ȏthe guidelines 
ofȐ obeying ()PAAǤ But it makes it very difficult because 
you knowǤǤǤlegally someone canǯt go tell their husband 
this is what happened todayǤ So we have to have these 
sessions where basically sometimes you come in that 
office and you just have to vent because this or that 
happensǤ So that is one major problemǤǤǤ̺ȋpǤ ͭͰͯȌ 

)nterpreters believed that appropriate peer supportǡȏͯͰȐ 
clinical supervision opportunitiesǡȏͮͲȐ briefing as well deǦ
briefing sessions may helpǤȏͮͱȐ One interpreterȏͮͰȐ statedǣ 
̹Unfortunately that is a problem that we all have that 
there is no debriefing for interpretersǤ So ) can walk out 
of an appointment feeling veryǡ very bad and there is no 
one that you can talk toǤ )n all the years that ) have been 
working as an interpreter only once have ) been offered 
debriefing and that was at the Coronerǯs CourtǤ Never in 
any other situationǤǳ ȋpǤ ͭͱȌ 

)nterpreters also considered that training in coping 
strategies would be usefulǤȏͮͰȐ Other suggestions inǦ
cluded shorter working hoursǡ improved wagesǡ and obǦ
servance of breaksǣȏͮͯȐ ̺) think itǯs very difficult for interǦ
preters to interpret for hours at a timeǤǤǤ )ǯve had a call 
as long as two and a half hoursǡ and thatǯs very difficult 
on an interpreterǯs voice physicallyǡ because youǯre sayǦ
ing everything twiceǤ And it takes a lot longer so it tires 
you outǤǤǤ )tǯs very drainingǤ Doing it for hours can be 
very drainingǤǤǤ )ǯve been called at homeǤ )ǯve been 
called on the weekendsǤ )ǯve been called on a holidayǡ 
after hours̺ ȋpǤ ͭͰͯȌǤ )n additionǡ interpreters considǦ
ered that working with the same professionals may help 
increase familiarity with each other andǡ thereforeǡ 
would help make interpreters̹ work easierǤ 

)n summaryǡ the findings of this review suggest that 
while the role of an interpreter is important in helping 
service users and practitioners communicate with each 

other effectivelyǡ it has its own challengesǤ The interǦ
preters may themselves have experienced difficult situǦ
ations in their life and working as interpreter means 
that they have interpreted and relayed traumatic stoǦ
ries of service users with whom they workǡ and this may 
make them remember their own traumatic experiǦ
encesǤ The findings of the studies revealed that interǦ
preting for people with traumatic histories can have a 
serious emotional and psychological impactǤ (oweverǡ 
there appears to be a lack of appropriate support sysǦ
tems to help interpreters perform their job effectively 
and protect them from the negative impacts of their 
jobǤ 

Discussion 

The need for interpretation and interpreters is increasǦ
ing owing to internal and external migration within and 
between countriesǤȏͭͲȐ (ealth and social care and other 
professionals such as those working inǡ for exampleǡ 
criminal justice system or other professions cannot proǦ
vide appropriate services to those unable to communiǦ
cate in the mainstream language of the countryǤ )t is imǦ
portant to recognise that interpretation or language 
barriers are not only relevant to an English speaking 
countryǡ but any country where there is a problem with 
provision of language concordant servicesǤ The role of 
interpreters is important asǡ without their helpǡ service 
users and practitioners could not understand each other 
appropriatelyǢ howeverǡ it is not always acknowledged 
and recognisedǤ While research related to interpreters 
and their needs is an emerging fieldǡ there are many arǦ
eas that have not yet been exploredǤ For instanceǡ the 
impact of interpreters on womenǯs ability to disclose 
their domestic violence experiencesǡ preparedness or 
interpreters in supporting women ȋand menȌ to disclose 
their experiences of gender based violence andȀor doǦ
mestic violence and abuseǡ perceptions of men and 
women with domestic violence historiesǡ about the role 
and impact of interpreters on the processǤ One of the 
reasons to embark on this project was to identify availǦ
able literature on this particular topicǢ howeverǡ we did 
not manage to find any studies on the topic andǡ thereǦ
foreǡ broadened the topic area to look at interpreters 
and their work with people traumatic histories and 
emotional and psychological impact of such exposure 
on interpreters and their health and wellǦbeingǤ 

The narrative analysis of the concept discussed in the 
studies is presented in five themes includingǣ Ǯrole and 
impact of interpreterǯǢ Ǯpsychological and emotional imǦ
pact of interpretingǯǢ Ǯworkplace challenges faced by inǦ
terpretersǯǢ Ǯcoping strategies used by interpretersǯǢ and 
Ǯinterpretersǯ support needsǯǤ The first theme explored 
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the role of interpreters as perceived by themselves and 
by other professionalsǤ )nterpreters and other profesǦ
sionals agreed that interpreters play very diverse and 
important roles when helping service users and profesǦ
sionals to communicate with each otherǤ Many studies 
explored this particular aspect and various roles identiǦ
fied included that of communicatorǡ voice boxǡ cultural 
brokerǡ advocate and a neutral conduitǤȏͮͯȐȏͮʹȐȏͯ͵Ȑ The 
findings of the study reveal thatǡ although the role of an 
interpreter appears simpleǡ it is complex and demandǦ
ingǤ An interpreter needs to pay attention to both parǦ
ties to communicate and this requires multitaskingǤ 
Professionalsǡ while recognising the role of interpretǦ
ersǡ also articulated their frustration as they considered 
that interpreters do not always interpret all information 
relayed by the professional to the service user or vice 
versa or that they interject inappropriatelyǤ There apǦ
pear to be issues with the development of trust and rapǦ
port with the service user and many a timesǡ professionǦ
als thought that their position was not maintainedǤ )nǦ
terpreters consider that professionals and others do not 
always understand the role of an interpreterǤ This findǦ
ing is consistent with many studiesǤȏͰͯȐȏͰͰȐȏͰͱȐ The next 
theme explored the psychological and emotional imǦ
pact of interpreting on the interpreterǤ The findings of 
the review suggest that interpreters are required to inǦ
terpret the traumatic experiences of those they are inǦ
terpreting forǤ This is a complex task and requires interǦ
preters not only to listen to the experiencesǡ but to relay 
it back to the professional and to so they have to imagǦ
ine that experiencesǤ Neverthelessǡ repeated listening 
to traumatic situations can produce negative emotional 
and psychological symptomsǤ Symptoms reported inǦ
clude sadnessǡ angerǡ feeling upsetǡ insomniaǡ depresǦ
sion and anxietyǤȏͮͱȐȏͯͲȐȏͯͳȐȏͰͲȐȏͰͳȐ Such symptoms are reǦ
ported in previous researchǤ Our findings suggest that 
interpreters considered that such experience had a very 
negative impact on interpreters and that there is not 
much support available to help interpreters cope with 
the such negative impactsǤ 

)n addition to exposure to traumatic situationsǡ studies 
also explored workplace challenges faced by interpretǦ
ersǤ )nterpreters identified many different workplace 
stressors such as a feeling of not being treated as 
equally as their professional colleaguesǡ not being inǦ
vited to meetings and not being involved in decisions 
making at the workplaceǤ They also considered that 
working conditions for interpreters are not goodǡ as 
they are required to work long hoursǡ often do not get 
breaks during work and their requests for change in 
work are not listened toǤȏͮͯȐȏͮʹȐ 

The next themes explored coping strategies used by inǦ
terpreters to deal with the negative impacts of interǦ
pretingǤ Various strategies were used including detachǦ
ing themselves from the situationǡ selfǦregulationǡ selfǦ
medication and accessing social supportǤȏͮͰȐȏͮʹȐȏͯͳȐ StudǦ
ies also explored the interpreters̹ views about their supǦ
port needs and how these can be metǤ )nterpreters sugǦ
gested various ways that may help them cope with the 
negative impact of interpreting and improve their workǦ
ing conditionsǤ These included provision of peer supǦ
portǡ the opportunity to have briefing and debriefing 
sessionǡ opportunities to talk to counsellors and profesǦ
sionalsǡ availability of clinical supervision sessionsǡ and 
shorter working hoursǤ 

)n summaryǡ this review has identified many issues with 
regard to interpreting and interpretersǤ While most 
studies conducted on this topicǡ there are many differǦ
ent aspects that still need to be exploredǤ For instanceǡ 
research needs to be conducted on the role of interpretǦ
ers with regards to provision of services to victims of 
gender based violenceǤ Views of womenǡ menǡ profesǦ
sionals as well as interpreters could be exploredǤ PreǦ
paredness of interpreters with regards to provision of 
services to such vulnerable groups should be exploredǤ 

Implications 

The findings of the study have implications for profesǦ
sionalsǡ clinical practiceǡ and future researchǤ Present 
findings clearly highlight that interpreters̹ roles need to 
be recognised by organisations and professionalsǤ With 
regards to interpretersǡ better education and training 
opportunities should be made available for interpreters 
to prepare them better for their roles and especially to 
provide appropriate services to those with traumatic 
historiesǤ )nterpreters should also have education and 
development opportunities to learn about coping stratǦ
egies to enable them to cope with negative impacts of 
interpretingǤ Many universities now offer degree proǦ
gramme in interpretation and it may be useful to arǦ
range specific continuous professional development 
programmes for the interpreters by their employing 
agencies with regards to interpretersǯ field of practiceǤ 
While it may be difficult to cover every eventualityǡ 
helping interpretersǯ principles of practiceǡ self careǡ 
recognition of when to seek support may be usefulǤ Use 
of problemǦbased learning may also be usefulǤ )n addiǦ
tionǡ provision of clinical supervision sessions may be 
usefulǤ 

There appears to be a lack of clear boundaries and role 
definitions among interpreters as well as professionalsǤ 
Further work involving interpreters and professionals is 
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required to develop a clear understanding of the role 
boundaries and their mutual rolesǤ This may help reǦ
duce tensions between interpreters and professionalsǤ 
)t is also important to help interpreters prepare for their 
assignments by providing them with some information 
about the service user they are going to provide services 
toǤ Workplace conditions for interpreters need to be imǦ
provedǡ so that interpreters feel valued and not alienǦ
ated in their workplaceǤ Appropriate service structures 
should be developed for interpreters for progression in 
their roles and for better job satisfactionǤ 

Research exploring the role of interpretersǡ impact of 
qualification and accreditation on service provision by 
interpreters and factors affecting interpretersǯ perforǦ
mance should be conductedǤ Research should also be 
conducted to explore similar issues among sign lanǦ
guage interpretersǤ Further research should be conǦ
ductedǡ using validated measures to explore psychologǦ
ical and emotional impacts of interpretingǤ Finallyǡ furǦ
ther research to explore the impact of telephone interǦ
preting or online interpreting should be explored 

Conclusion 

)nterpreting is an important part of the provision of apǦ
propriate health and social care services to those with 
limited language proficiency in the mainstream lanǦ
guageǤ (oweverǡ research related to psychological and 
emotional aspects of interpreting is scarceǤ This review 
was conducted to explore the psychological and emoǦ
tional impact of interpretingǤ The findings revealed that 
interpreting has significant impact on interpretersǯ perǦ
sonal and professional lifeǤ )nterpreters develop and use 
various strategies to cope with the impacts of psychoǦ
logical and emotional impacts of traumaǤ Further work 
needs to be done to improve working conditions for inǦ
terpreters and to support them to provide appropriate 
services to those affectedǤ 
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