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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Community interpreters (or public service interpreters) work in Received 15 December 2020
a variety of contexts, including health, legal, and governmental Accepted 25 October 2022
service provision. Although the field is characterised by diversity, KEYWORDS

community interpreters may be unified by the relevant professional Interpreters; community
code of ethics. Previous studies have shown that case deliberation interpreting; public service

in educational settings can be valuable to practitioners in develop- interpreting; ethical
ing the skills to resolve ethical dilemmas in practice. This study dilemmas; professional
explored ethical dilemmas experienced by community interpreters ethics

working in policing and other contexts. Transcripts of interviews

with 20 Australian community interpreters were analysed to docu-

ment the types of ethical dilemmas discussed and the salience of

ethical principles in resolving them. Participants referred to all

ethical principles from the Australian Code of Ethics. Four themes

were identified in the types of dilemmas that participants reported:

wanting to help one of the parties, not wanting to say what the

parties said, pressure to take on another professional’s role, and

disagreeing with another interpreter’s choices. Participants’ resolu-

tions of ethical dilemmas mostly aligned with principles from the

Code. The study highlights the significance of professional ethics to

community interpreters and provides examples from practice that

may be valuable in community interpreter education, training and

professional development contexts.

Introduction

Internationally, community interpreting (or public service interpreting, PSI) is attracting
attention in research, as an area distinct from conference interpreting and translation
(Vargas-Urpi 2012). Community interpreting involves the interpretation of interactions
between two people in two or more languages and respective dialects (Colley and Guéry
2015; Remael and Carroll 2015). It is characterised by a range of work settings, such as
health and medicine, legal and governmental service provision (Remael and Carroll
2015), as well as differences in practitioners’ background cultures, formal credentials,
and certification levels (Hlavac 2013). Some of this diversity can be attributed to
historical patterns of migration and the availability of formal credentials and certification
levels. For example, fewer courses are available for languages associated with emerging
communities of refugees or humanitarian entrants than those with long-established
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communities (Hlavac 2013). Part of the agenda in research and practice among leaders in
community interpreting has been to develop greater consistency through professionali-
sation. This is associated with a service orientation, specialised skills based on a body of
knowledge (with associated education and professional development), a sense of public
trust, and the exercise of discretion and application of skills in situations that are hard to
standardise (Molander and Terum 2008, as cited by Skaaden 2019).

Professions are also characterised by the availability of - and adherence to — a code of
ethics. Codes of ethics can act to unify members of a diverse profession (Colley and
Guéry 2015). Given that codes of ethics are publicly available, they can also educate
service providers and the community about what can be expected of interpreters
(Skaaden 2019). In Australia, following a report about improving the quality of stan-
dards, testing and assessment (Hale et al. 2012), changes to interpreter certification
processes were made in 2018. As part of the pathway to certification, prospective
interpreters are required to meet ethical competency standards. For those who complete
post-secondary training at university or TAFE (technical and further education), ethical
competence is likely to be part of the curriculum. Applicants for all levels of interpreter
certification are required to take an ethical competency test along with meeting require-
ments in English language proficiency, interpreter training, cultural competency, and
thematic knowledge relevant to the certification level (https://www.naati.com.au/infor
mation-guides/certification-pathways/).

Deliberation of ethical dilemmas may be used to help prepare prospective practi-
tioners to engage in ethical problem-solving in their careers. To contribute examples of
ethical dilemmas to interpreter training, education, and professional development pro-
grammes, this article draws from interviews with Australian community interpreters
about their work with police and other service providers. First, the article discusses
ethical dilemmas, ethical codes, and the methodology of the study. It then reports
findings from interviews about the ethical dilemmas, and how the principles of the
Australian Code of Ethics can guide the resolution of them. The examples presented
illustrate the complexity of dilemmas because they often require consideration of multi-
ple ethical principles. The article highlights the value of reflecting upon ethical dilemmas
and ethical reasoning as part of education and training, not only for current and future
interpreters, but also for professionals who work with interpreters, so that they can
contribute to preventing and resolving dilemmas when they arise.

Ethical dilemmas

Ethical dilemmas may not always be conspicuous. Rather, they may appear as problems
in professional situations that are better described as ‘messy indeterminate situations’
(Schon 1987, 4) for which there is no clear right or wrong solution. In such situations,
more than one possible course of action can be envisaged, each of which may transgress
an ethical principle (Banks and Williams 2005). Researchers have explored ethical
dilemmas in a range of professional contexts. Findings from educational contexts suggest
the importance for members of different professions who work together (such as
principals and school psychologists) to understand each other’s role orientation (e.g.,
as focused on the broader school community or the individual student) (Boccio 2017;
Kimber and Campbell 2014). Studies in speech pathology have highlighted that new
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graduates tend to be rule bound in their ethical decision-making in comparison to
experienced practitioners who are more likely to consider the broader context and
consequences of their decisions (Kenny et al. 2009). Further, studies from social work
have highlighted the benefits to practitioners of engaging in moral case deliberations as
a professional development activity (Spijkerboer et al. 2017, 2016). The use of rules and
guidelines, as well as deliberation with others and reflection on their own were helpful to
practitioners in making ethical decisions (Spijkerboer et al. 2016). Teams that partici-
pated in a series of moral case deliberations found it beneficial to hear others’ viewpoints,
with half anticipating that it would influence their future practice, and most in favour of
further use of case deliberation in their workplace professional development (Spijkerboer
et al. 2017).

The need for case deliberation and consideration of ethical principles in community
interpreting in the legal sphere is highlighted by troubling occurrences in cases. For
example, cases in which interpreters accused or blamed sexual assault survivors have
been documented (Association of Professional Engineers, Scientists and Managers,
Australia (APESMA) 2013). Cases that failed because interpreters avoided using words
such as ‘penis’ and ‘vagina’ in interpreted renditions have also been reported (APESMA
2013). Rudvin (2007) discusses one such court case in which a female Iranian interpreter
would not use words that she deemed improper. She substituted euphemistic expressions
such as ‘disrespectful to her body’ words when the word ‘rape’ was used. As a result,
despite strong evidence against him, the defendant was acquitted. In a statement, the
interpreter explained that had she used the selected words, she would have brought
shame upon herself, her husband, and his business; she would have been socially
ostracised (Rudvin 2007). Although Rudvin (2007) takes care to remind us that
Western conceptions of ethical practices are not universal, the interpreters in these
cases allowed their own views to influence their practices.

Exploring the teaching about ethical dilemmas to students of sign language commu-
nity interpreting, Dean (2014) found that model responses to three main groups of
dilemmas presented in textbooks and a webinar on ethical dilemmas conformed to
a prescriptive approach, reflecting a view of an invisible interpreter. The model responses
did not incorporate consideration of contextual factors that may impact on practice in
the real world (Dean 2014). For example, in choosing the term ‘illness’ over ‘cancer’,
there was no provision for considering whether the Deaf person was a child or had
a cognitive impairment. In general, the model responses reflected the morality of law and
duty to the social order, rather than the higher stages of moral reasoning that seek to
work towards consensus among interested parties (Dean 2014). The model responses did
not account for inter-language differences in expressing ideas, nor did they recognise the
subjective component to interpreters’ decisions about expression (Dean 2014).

The use of ‘direct’” (conduit/machine) versus ‘mediated” (advocate/gatekeeper)
approaches to community interpreting has been a topic of much debate (Skaaden 2019,
707; Clifford, 2004). Many scholars have argued against the idea that an interpreter
should be entirely ‘invisible’, reflecting a conduit model, because it is inaccurate in its
characterisation of the role of the interpreter (Clifford 2004; Hale 2014; Nakane 2009;
Skaaden 2019; Wadensjo 1998). Interpreting is a complex endeavour and the need for
interpreter discretion in enacting rules and guidelines is apparent (Skaaden 2019).
Notably, Jiang (2013) suggests that interpreters are influenced by their own personal
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moral code and must adhere to a professional code of ethics for community interpreting.
Additionally, specific ethical and procedural guidelines may apply in the contexts of
health, legal, and government service provisions in which interpreters work. Therefore,
interpreters need to be aware of these professional requirements and operate at the
intersection of all three ethical spheres (Jiang 2013).

Codes of ethics and differing expectations

Certain key principles are common in the ethical codes for community interpreting
internationally (Ozolins 2014). In a survey of sixteen professional codes of ethics, Hale
(2007) found that the most prominent ethical principles were confidentiality, accuracy,
and impartiality/conflict of interest. Additional considerations included accountability,
role definition, professional solidarity and working conditions. Although the presence of
these commonalities may suggest consensus, many aspects of interpreting are contested;
they are subject to ongoing debate. For example, views differ as to whether the same code
of ethics can (or should) be applied in medical and legal contexts. Some scholars regard
the adoption of universal or near universal ethical codes as problematic (see e.g., Rudvin
2007). Others provide medico-legal examples that illustrate the potential for ethical
dilemmas when interpreters must work with separate ethical codes for health and legal
matters, for example, if they become privy to information in one sphere that would be
relevant in the other (Zimdnyi 2009). Current ethical codes reflect differing viewpoints
about whether medical and legal interpreting fall under a shared umbrella of community
interpreting (Bancroft et al. 2013).

For example, in some countries and interpreting contexts, the idea of impartiality has
been disputed — most notably in health contexts — where some prefer an advocacy role for
interpreters (Ozolins 2014). In fact, previous versions of interpreting guidelines for
health contexts such as the US National Council on Interpreting in Health Care and the
California Standards for Healthcare Interpreters explicitly noted four roles of interpreters:
message converter; message clarifier; cultural clarifier; and patient advocate (Bancroft
2005; Ozolins 2014). In South Africa (Smith et al. 2013) and southern Spain (Aguilar-
Solano 2015), researchers found that interpreting in health contexts was associated with
a partial — rather than impartial - role; one of advocacy for the non-dominant-language-
speaking person. According to researchers, this advocacy or cultural brokerage role was
not viewed as a contravention of ethical principles, but rather an expectation as part of an
ethic of care, compassion, and empathy.

By contrast, the 2007 Canadian National Standard Guide for Community
Interpreting Services explicitly advises against adopting the role of cultural broker
or bridge (Bancroft 2005; Ozolins 2014). Similarly, Skaaden (2019) argues against
community interpreters taking on an advocacy or gatekeeping role, as they have
duties to both parties in the communication. Further, an ethic of advocacy is
associated with instances in which bilingual communication assistants or bicultural
workers and volunteers are used to fill gaps in service provision (see e.g., Angelelli
2004). Thus, there may be a conflation of the role of a qualified interpreter and
a patient advocate (Skaaden 2019).

Further issues with impartiality are associated with the boundaries of the interpreter’s
role. In a study in England on interpreted interactions with probation officers, de Vries
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(2008) found that interpreters provided cross-cultural information without being asked,
potentially compromising impartiality. Indeed, interpreters who share a language do not
necessarily share ethnicity or culture (Hale 2014; Hale and Liddicoat 2015). They may
come from opposite sides of an ethnic, religious, or political conflict — and this could
seriously impede neutrality and the appropriateness of cultural information provision
(Berthold and Fischman 2014). However, the findings of an Australian study suggested
that judges expected that interpreters would provide information about cross-cultural
issues if they were qualified to do so (Hale 2014). By contrast, interpreters were con-
cerned about the ethical implications of overstepping their role and reported needing
guidance about when and how to inform the court of information about potential cross-
cultural miscommunication (Hale 2014).

The Australian code of ethics

In Australia, the Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators (AUSIT) is
the national association responsible for publishing the Code of Ethics and Code
of Conduct (Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators 2012). The Code
was developed via a consultative process (Ozolins 2014). It is used by interpreters
in Australia and New Zealand (Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators
2012, 3). It does not contain separate provisions for health and legal contexts but
notes the need to respect the requirements of different contexts (Australian
Institute of Interpreters and Translators 2012, 4, 15). The Code follows
a format relatively typical of deontological (rule-based) approaches to ethics,
which is often associated with greater diversity, or less similar professional
socialisation, amongst members (Ozolins 2014). This is appropriate for the
Australian context, where great differences in the availability of education and
training are evident by language and region, and most community interpreters
work in a range of service contexts. While the Code does not use the word
‘discretion’, it does refer to ‘professional judgment’ (Australian Institute of
Interpreters and Translators 2012, 5, 10), implicitly acknowledging complexity
and the need for flexibility.

The Code (Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators 2012) is a 15-
page document with three main sections. First, it offers a statement of the nine
ethical principles each followed by a brief paragraph explanation. The principles
are professional conduct, confidentiality, competence, impartiality, accuracy,
clarity of role boundaries, maintaining professional relationships, professional
development, and professional solidarity. Next, the Code of Conduct section
makes explicit the obligations of interpreters towards recipients of their services,
providing 3-6 numbered points for each ethical principle. Finally, the document
provides specific conduct issues for translators (10 items - T1-T10) and inter-
preters (15 items; Intl-Intl5) respectively. As an example, consider the ethical
principle of accuracy in Table 1. As the table shows, although the Code is
relatively concise (and does not claim to be exhaustive, 4); it is also relatively
prescriptive.
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Table 1. The principle of accuracy in the AUSIT code of ethics.
Code of Ethics ACCURACY

Interpreters and translators use their best professional judgment in remaining faithful
at all times to the meaning of texts and messages.

Explanation:

Accuracy for the purpose of this Code means optimal and complete message transfer
into the target language preserving the content and intent of the source message or
text without omission or distortion. (Australian Institute of Interpreters and
Translators 2012, 5)

Code of Conduct Obligations towards recipients of services
5. Accuracy
5.1 Interpreters and translators provide accurate renditions of the source utterance or text

in the target language. Accurate is defined for this purpose as optimal and complete,
without distortion or omission and preserving the content and intent of the source
message or text. Interpreters and translators are able to provide an accurate and
complete rendition of the source message using the skills and understanding they
have acquired through their training and education.

5.2 Interpreters and translators do not alter, add to, or omit anything from the content or
intent of the source message.

53 Interpreters and translators acknowledge and promptly rectify any interpreting or
translating mistakes.

54 Where circumstances permit, interpreters and translators ask for repetition, rephrasing

or explanation if anything is unclear. (Australian Institute of Interpreters and
Translators 2012, 10)
Conduct issues specificto  Completeness in interpreting

interpreters
Int 2 In order to ensure the same access to all that is said or signed by all parties involved in
a meeting, interpreters relay accurately and completely everything that is
communicated.
Int 3 Interpreters interpret in the first person.
Int 4 Interpreters maintain the emotions of the speakers in their interpreting and do not

soften or enhance the force of messages conveyed or language used. In specific
contexts such as in court or psychometric assessments, incoherence, hesitations and
unclear statements are maintained in the interpretation.

Int 5 If obvious untruths are uttered, interpreters convey these accurately in the same
manner as presented. (Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators 2012, 14)

The present study

It can be difficult for training materials to capture adequately the messiness of ethical
dilemmas. As Dean (2014) noted, the cases presented in educational materials may be too
clear cut in their resolution and fail to take into account real nuances and issues. By
documenting examples of ethical dilemmas reported by interpreters in research, it is
possible to provide resources from which educators can draw examples for case-based
ethical deliberation and discussion in their courses. This study drew from a larger project
about the challenges faced by police officers and interpreters in working with each other
in police investigative interviews and other policing contexts. The focus of the present
study was exclusively on challenges that appeared to cause moral or ethical distress to
participants, which may require engagement with multiple ethical principles (as opposed
to frustrations about the practicalities of working conditions, such as appointment length
or hourly rate).

Methodology

Ethical approval (H0015444) for the study was received from the Social Sciences Human
Research Ethics Committee (Tasmania).
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Sampling and participants

The Translating and Interpreting Service (TIS National) agreed to facilitate the research.
TIS National is part of the Australian Government Department of Immigration and
Border Protection (www.tisnational.gov/au) and offers interpreting services in many
languages around Australia. Potential participants received an email providing informa-
tion about the study either from TIS National directly, or from a fellow interpreter who
thought the study may be of interest to the recipient.

Twenty community interpreters in Australia (11 female; 9 male) participated in semi-
structured interviews about their work as community interpreters. Participants had an
average of 16 years’ experience in community interpreting (range 3-40 years); only three
had experience of 5 years or fewer. Participants spoke English and one or more other
languages and had professional accreditation (now known as certification), with profes-
sional (certified) interpreter or paraprofessional (provisional certified) status. One inter-
preter had recognised interpreter status, because proficiency testing was not (yet)
available in her language. Many participants reported that they were registered with
more than one interpreting agency and therefore had diverse experience across a range of
interpreting contexts.

Procedure

Confidential interviews were conducted via telephone (n = 18) or in person (n = 2) and
recorded with participants’ consent. They lasted between 26 and 62 minutes
(M= 39 minutes). Participants were asked to comment on: 1) their experiences of
interpreting work; 2) their education and training; 3) their role and influences on it; 4)
their strategies for effective communication: 5) their perceptions of rapport development
in police interviews; and 6) their suggestions to improve the effectiveness of interpreting.
Before concluding, participants were asked for any additional comments they wished to
make. They were not asked explicitly about the Code of Ethics or its principles so as not
to influence responses; however, once mentioned, clarification was sought via a follow-up
question where necessary. Interviews were transcribed verbatim and participants had the
opportunity to review their transcripts for accuracy and completeness. Minor changes
were made to two transcripts following participant review.

Data analysis

Two phases of data analysis were undertaken. In the first phase, using a deductive
approach (Braun and Clarke 2006), transcripts were coded according to the topics
associated with each of the nine ethical principles outlined in the Code of Ethics
(Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators 2012). In the second phase, record-
ings were listened to closely and transcripts were read and re-read to locate instances of
messy or uncomfortable situations that appeared to cause moral or ethical distress to
participants. Once identified, the challenges and ethical dilemmas reported by partici-
pants were grouped together to form themes. The Code of Ethics (Australian Institute of
Interpreters and Translators 2012) was then used to identify relevant principles and the
guidance they provide that might contribute to resolving dilemmas.
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Findings and discussion

Participants discussed the challenges faced in their work with police and other contexts,
such as immigration and border security, health and medical, or government services. All
participants made multiple references to principles from the Code of Ethics, whether
explicitly or implicitly. As shown in Table 2, all nine principles were mentioned, and
those referred to most commonly were: accuracy, maintaining professional relationships,
and impartiality. In fact, every participant referred to accuracy — and most participants
did so multiple times. Most principles were mentioned by at least half of the participants,
with confidentiality and professional solidarity mentioned by about one third of partici-
pants. Four groups of ethical dilemmas arose in participants’ accounts. The dilemmas
and associated examples are discussed below.

Dilemma 1 - wanting to help one of the parties

Participants’ accounts highlighted that they were conscious of the need for professional
detachment, which is associated with professional conduct and impartiality (Australian
Institute of Interpreters and Translators 2012). However, several participants reported
that it was sometimes challenging not to become emotionally involved in their work. One
participant’s transcript was particularly striking in this regard and her raw and honest
story is worthy of discussion, although other participants’ accounts of this issue were less
extensive.

An experienced participant recounted having experienced anguish during and after
assignments that involved interpreting police interviews with suspects. She had not been
able to assist suspects in the way she or they had wanted. In each case, the participant’s
view was that the police had wanted to charge the person and had been overly harsh or
unfair in their dealings. The participant empathised with the suspects in each case, seeing
them as people who were making a life in a new country and making some mistakes in
the process. She regarded each suspect as resembling a member of her own family - her
father or her grandmother or even herself. She responded to the suspects’ perceptions of
the interpreter as someone with a shared cultural and linguistic background who was
there to help them.

The participant’s personal moral stance may have been influenced by the weight of
perceived expectations. Traumatised clients may perceive the interpreter as a friend,

Table 2. Ethical principles mentioned by interpreters in interviews.

Ethical principle from AUSIT (2012) Code of Ethics Present in transcripts (n=20)  Total number of mentions
Accuracy 20 57
Maintaining professional relationships 19 45
Impartiality 18 42
Professional conduct 16 24
Clarity of role boundaries 14 36
Competence 10 30
Professional development 10 14
Confidentiality 7 9
Professional solidarity 7 9

Note. The prevalence of references to some principles may have been influenced by questions. Specifically, accuracy,
maintaining professional relationships, professional development may be influenced by questions on effective commu-
nication, working with police, and training, respectively.



272 (&) L. M.HOWES

protector, or advocate and that this can make it difficult for interpreters to maintain
appropriate boundaries (Berthold and Fischman 2014). However, by identifying with
suspects and demonstrating bias against police, the participant’s stance was not aligned
with the principle of impartiality. As such, one option would be to withdraw from the
assignment, which would be consistent with professional conduct (Australian Institute of
Interpreters and Translators 2012). However, this solution would be realistic only for an
interpreter aware of her own bias.

The participant mentioned instances in which she had stepped in and made
comments on the client’s behalf to police or a defence lawyer (e.g., suggesting that
the police interview was unfair). Doing so, without that message having come from
the client, violates the principle of clarity of role boundaries, which explicitly states
that interpreters’ ‘focus ... . is on message transfer’ (Australian Institute of
Interpreters and Translators 2012, 5) and that ‘practitioners do not ... . engage in
other tasks such as advocacy’ (Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators
2012, 6). The same participant also reported having experienced great distress when
interpreting in court ‘for’ an alleged perpetrator of abuse. At that time, the parti-
cipant reported that the victim looked at her with hatred and disbelief that she
would help someone like that. Finally, after describing cases and her anguish over
them, the participant stated that she had reached a conclusion:

You cannot help people in police and legal cases. You will get into a lot of trouble . . .. If you
want to help people, you can do it in other community interpreting with service providers,
but not the police or the lawyers.

The dilemmas in this case were largely the result of a disjuncture between the Code of
Ethics and a personal moral code. The ultimate resolution of this disjuncture was
evident in that the participant was able to continue work in the field. Having
experienced many instances of anguish over cases over the years, the participant
reflected on her current stance. She had developed and reframed her desire to help
people, now expressing it through providing high-quality interpreting, because poor
quality interpreting by someone less qualified might negatively impact the case
outcomes. This view is consistent with professional ethics and the principle of
professional conduct, which is explained in part as ‘committed to providing quality
service in a respectful and culturally sensitive manner’ (Australian Institute of
Interpreters and Translators 2012, 4).

This position reflected the views of other highly qualified and experienced partici-
pants — specifically, that high-quality interpreting was important to achieving just out-
comes. For this reason, two other participants mentioned having studied law, specifically
to offer high-quality interpreting in the legal sphere. Several other participants stated that
they did not accept assignments that involved court interpreting, due to its complexity.
Without the requisite skills, declining court assignments is appropriate, and consistent
with the ethical principle of competence.

Dilemma 2 - not wanting to say what the parties said

Interpreters repeatedly highlighted the importance of accuracy and impartiality. Three
interpreters gave the example that if a client swore in front of police, they would state that
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everything, including swearing, would be interpreted to police, and vice versa in both
directions. Sometimes this would have the effect of getting the young person to stop
swearing; other times the young person would elect to continue swearing. The practice of
informing clients of the need to interpret everything said is consistent with the principles
of accuracy and impartiality — ‘not [to] soften, strengthen or alter the messages being
conveyed’ (Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators 2012, 5). Doing so is
consistent with the principle of professional development and is associated with qualified
and experienced interpreters (Hale et al. 2020). Recognising this aspect of her role, one
interpreter reported that she had had to learn all the swear words in both of her languages
as she had not known them previously.

Additionally, reflecting the case of the Iranian interpreter discussed by Rudvin
(2007), several interpreters reported that it was often very uncomfortable to inter-
pret what police were asking of suspects in interviews, particularly about crimes of
a sexual nature. Rather than using a term such as ‘sexual intercourse’, some reported
that a euphemistic expression such as ‘do bad things’ seemed more culturally
appropriate. One interpreter suggested saying the euphemism and hoping that the
client would understand what was meant. Alternatively, another interpreter reported
saying what was specified by police but apologising to the suspect, with words to the
effect of ‘forgive/excuse me [for saying it]’. Given that records of police interviews
can be used as evidence in court cases, the Australian Code requires that inter-
preters adhere to the principle of accuracy or ‘complete message transfer ... without
omission or distortion” (Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators 2012, 5).
The consequences of not doing so were highlighted by Rudvin (2007) when an
alleged offender was acquitted.

Most people would likely find it difficult to discuss cases of a sexual nature in the
detail needed for evidence in court. Similarly, most people may find it difficult to
discuss personal health-related matters or financial matters in a public forum.
However, in some cultures, this discomfort may be heightened by strong taboos
that prevent such discussions or limit word choices to euphemistic expressions. The
sex of the interpreter may be a relevant consideration if a belief exists that certain
things should only be discussed among members of the same sex. Additionally,
small communities may face the problem of the person knowing the interpreter
(Howes 2019). The desire for privacy may mean that people endeavour to speak the
dominant language (in this case, English) so that an interpreter would not become
privy to their situation. Alternatively, a person may request an interpreter of
a related language or dialect to reduce the chance of knowing them. Additionally,
the person may prefer a telephone interaction to maintain a greater feeling of
anonymity (Howes 2019). Thus, the issue of discussing taboo topics presents some
challenges for accuracy and impartiality of interpretation.

The potential for court and other outcomes to be hampered by inaccurate
interpreting due to taboos suggests a need for interpreters and service providers
to share a clear understanding of the expectations associated with their roles,
consistent with the principles of maintaining professional relationships and clarity
of role boundaries. Additionally, procedures should be in place so that interpreters
can raise concerns about the primary speakers’ choice of terms, if there are any
issues with interpreting them into the target language.
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Dilemma 3 - pressure to take on another professional’s role

In medical (e.g., psychiatric consultations) and legal contexts (e.g., police interviews),
participants reported that they had been asked to provide their own opinion. For
example, they had been asked about whether a patient seemed to have a mental illness,
or a suspect seemed to be lying. Receiving such a request was met with shock or surprise
by several participants. Providing an opinion is clearly at odds with the principle of
impartiality, for which the code of conduct explicitly states that interpreters ‘do not voice
or write an opinion, solicited or unsolicited, on any matter or person during an assign-
ment’ (Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators 2012, 9). In such instances,
according to the principle of clarity of role boundaries, it would be appropriate for
interpreters to draw attention to any situation where other parties misunderstand the
interpreter role or have inappropriate expectations (Australian Institute of Interpreters
and Translators 2012, 10). Furthermore, in the Australian Code of Ethics, Conduct Issue
‘Int 11° suggests that the onus is on interpreters to do this (Australian Institute of
Interpreters and Translators 2012, 15).

One participant reported an instance of interpreting in a hospital and the patient had
become very upset about her diagnosis. The doctor did not offer the patient any words of
comfort, and the participant felt compromised because she perceived a gap in service
provision. The participant did not see it as her role to offer comfort to the woman; only to
relay messages between the patient and the medical staff. Yet as the only person who
could understand the woman’s direct speech, the participant reported feeling that both
the medical staff and the patient thought that she should be the one to act. In the absence
of a response from the doctor, she felt obliged to respond. While the ethical principle of
maintaining professional relationships allows for variations in professional contexts, the
participant felt uncomfortable to be stepping outside her perceived role. In a similar
situation, another participant reported that while she would not compromise the pro-
fessionalism of her interpreting, at the end of a medical assignment, if a diagnosis had
been given, she might offer words to the effect of ‘God Bless’, which she regarded as
culturally appropriate.

There is an important distinction between an interpreter closing with words of
comfort or care and doing so during an assignment. This is clearly articulated by
Wadensjo (1998) who used Goffman’s (1981) notion of ‘role’. Wadensjo describes
interpreters’ roles as ‘animator’, ‘author’, and ‘principal’. As an animator, the interpreter
interprets faithfully without being responsible for the message. As an author, the inter-
preter modifies the source utterance, becoming partly responsible for the message. As
a principal, the interpreter steps out of the neutral role completely, taking full responsi-
bility for the message. Thus, in medical contexts an interpreter is ordinarily the animator,
but by making her own comments to comfort the patient, she steps into the role of the
principal. Switching in and out of principal and animator roles may lead to confusion for
the parties, as it may become unclear when interpreters are making their own comments.

The issue of taking on another professional’s role also occurred in another way in the
context of police interviews. Some participants reported concern that their clients could
not understand what police were saying (in the interpreted rendition). This was
explained by the fact that the people interviewed by police sometimes had low educa-
tional attainment, having spent a long time in refugee camps prior to entering Australia
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on humanitarian grounds. Another reason was a lack of familiarity with the justice
system, processes, and associated terms. One participant reported that she had to modify
the language substantially for communication to flow. For example, if the police said:
‘your case is adjourned’, it would not be sufficient to say: ‘it has been postponed’ or ‘it has
been delayed’; she may need to say: ‘it has been changed’. According to the participant,
some police officers would leave it entirely to her to rephrase the message.

Interpreters may indeed have a better understanding of an interviewee’s level of
linguistic competence than the service provider. They may therefore be better placed to
determine suitable re-wording of expressions. Doing so seems to be consistent with the
principles of impartiality (facilitating communication) and accuracy (complete message
transfer). However, it does not necessarily align as well with the principle of clarity of role
boundaries because responsibility for a client’s understanding does not rest with the
interpreter in every sense. Specifically, for instance, ‘Int 12’ states that interpreters ‘do not
testify to [primary speakers’] understanding of messages; this remains an issue for
[primary speakers]’ (Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators 2012, 15).
Rudvin (2007) suggests that an interpreter who views their role as group-based may be
more open to evaluating needs on a case-by-case basis, as opposed to following a general
code of conduct that is more in keeping with a conduit model of interpreting.

It may well be that the participants who spoke of this dilemma had taken assignments
in which both clients (service provider and receiver) were new to interpreted interac-
tions. Interpreters may feel pressure from clients and service providers to assist in ways
that are beyond the scope of the interpreter’s role. In such cases, the principle of clarity of
role boundaries is important. What seems apparent in this case, is that for communica-
tion to occur between the police officer and interviewee, it might be valuable for them to
discuss (via the interpreter) something of the interviewee’s background, so that this key
understanding of communicative context rests not only with the interpreter, but that
linguistic accommodation is the responsibility of the primary service provider.

Dilemma 4 - disagreeing with other interpreters’ choices

Some participants reported having been in situations where they had heard other
interpreters’ renditions of dialogues between clients and service providers (e.g., at off-
shore immigration detention centres). In such cases, according to the principle of
maintaining professional relationships, interpreters could request a more suitable space
where they can hear clearly and ensure that conversations are confidential. However,
changing the set-up may not be possible in the immediate circumstances of an inter-
preting assignment. Participants also spoke of instances in which they had been involved
in reviewing other interpreters” work (e.g., for court cases where interpreted content was
in dispute). Some of the issues mentioned by participants were cases in which the original
interpreters had not selected words that adequately reflected intended nuances.
Participants recognised that making optimal word choices was sometimes challenging
in the moment and that some subjectivity was inherent in making such choices.
However, in some instances, the original interpreters had not used the same register of
language as the client (e.g., rendering a less formal and/or less polite interpretation),
potentially altering the message or the way the primary speaker was perceived.
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Further, interpreters witnessed practices that they could not agree with. For example,
participants reported that sometimes interpreters in disputed transcripts had inserted
themselves too much into the proceedings. They had provided cultural information
without having been asked to do so and without being a cultural expert. This was seen
to overstep the bounds of the interpreter’s role, reflecting concerns discussed by Hale
(2014) and Hale and Liddicoat (2015). It may be that the interpreter had been asked to
provide cultural information or was used to a different way of working in another host
country; however, this practice was at odds with participants’ perceptions of professional
practice in Australia. While interpreters should provide information if it appears that not
doing so will lead to a misunderstanding, the primary aim is to facilitate communication
(Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators 2012).

One participant reported having witnessed an interpreted interaction in immigration
detention, in which the interpreter and the client spoke different dialects, and the client
did not appear to understand the interpreter. The participant felt very uncomfortable
because he could understand both parties and believed that he could easily clarify the
misunderstandings that had occurred. However, the participant decided that ethically, it
would be best for him to say nothing. He would have to trust the other interpreter to
know the Code of Ethics and to withdraw from the assignment, if it were beyond his
competence, and not possible to resolve the miscommunication. The participant was of
the view that had he stepped in, his own professional conduct would have been compro-
mised. This principle requires ‘dealing honestly and fairly with other parties and collea-
gues and dealing honestly in all business practices’ (Australian Institute of Interpreters
and Translators 2012, 4). The participant did not wish to be perceived as someone who
would try to take an assignment for himself or embarrass a colleague. Professional
solidarity is also a relevant principle as it incorporates the notion of ‘loyalty to the
profession that extends beyond their individual interest’ (Australian Institute of
Interpreters and Translators 2012, 7).

In the medical context, wanting to give a more fluent rendition than what had been
provided could have other consequences. One participant reported that another inter-
preter had told her that she just summarises when patients ‘babble on’. The participant
was concerned that this may result in the medical practitioner missing out on vital
information: The style of speech including incoherence may reveal something about
the nature of the illness or mental state of the person. Indeed, related to the principle of
accuracy, ‘Int 4’ notes that ‘in specific context such as in court or psychometric assess-
ments, incoherence, hesitations and unclear statements are retained in the interpretation’
(Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators 2012, 14). It might therefore be
appropriate, according to the principle of professional development, to encourage collea-
gues to undertake courses or make them aware of relevant resources. This is also
consistent with the principle of professional solidarity as it helps to strengthen and
advance the profession overall.

General discussion

The purpose of this study was to ascertain the nature of ethical dilemmas that occurred in
Australian community interpreters’ accounts of their work, how they resolved them and
to what extent the Code of Ethics (Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators
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2012) would be helpful in resolving them. The principle of accuracy was most prominent
to participants in this study, which may be explained in part by the focus on police
interviews. Other key principles were maintaining professional relationships, impartial-
ity, clarity of role boundaries, and professional conduct. The prominence of certain
principles to interpreters based elsewhere may differ depending on the code in use (see
e.g., Hale 2007; Ozolins 2014).

Regarding ethical dilemmas, four themes emerged from participants’ accounts.
Following Dean’s (2014) critique that the dilemmas used for teaching purposes
required only a limited level of moral reasoning (Dean 2014), the intention was to
provide contextualised accounts of ethical dilemmas that reflected the ambiguities
and messiness of interpreters’ experiences in practice. The intention was not to
provide prescriptive responses, but rather, illustrative ones. Developing a resolution
to the dilemmas identified in the present study often required consideration of more
than one ethical principle. For interpreters, considering multiple ethical principles at
the time a dilemma arises is likely to be very challenging, if not impossible,
particularly in the early stages of an interpreting career. Indeed, in their research
with speech pathologists, researchers found that experienced practitioners demon-
strated greater familiarity with the contexts in which they work (compared with
recent graduates) and flexibility in their ethical reasoning (Kenny et al. 2009; Kenny,
Lincoln, and Balandin 2010).

In general, the principles in the Code (Australian Institute of Interpreters and
Translators 2012) provided helpful direction for interpreters. This was evident not only
in that the interpreters in this study mentioned ethical principles when discussing their
work, but also in that the resolutions to dilemmas that were ultimately reached could be
arrived at by drawing from the ethical principles. Some interpreters in this study had
been involved in sustained deliberation of ethical dilemmas over time before a resolution
was reached. As illustrated in the first theme of wanting to help one of the parties, there
was a misalignment of personal values with the professional code. This was also evident
in the second theme of not wanting to say what the parties’ said, although in this theme
the misalignment was often due to perceived cultural taboos of certain topics and
words. It can take time to resolve tensions between personal moral views and inter-
preting ethics. By engaging in ethical deliberation early in the career, new practitioners
may be assisted in aligning professional and personal stances earlier. This may help to
limit or avoid the experience of certain types of dilemmas. This example highlights the
importance of professional development, professional solidarity, and the role of the
professional organisation in facilitating discussion and deliberation amongst practi-
tioners, educators, and scholars.

Several ethical dilemmas in this study appeared to have arisen due to service
providers’ or clients misunderstanding of the interpreter role. This was the case for
the third theme, which centred on being asked to take on another professional’s
role, for example, by being asked to provide an opinion on a speaker’s truthfulness
or expected to provide comfort to a patient when delivering a medical diagnosis.
The Code of Ethics (Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators 2012)
suggests that the onus is on interpreters to clarify any such misunderstandings of
role. While it is important for interpreters to be aware of the dilemmas faced in
practice, it may also be valuable for service providers to be aware of these kinds of
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issues, as several benefits would follow. First, by making service providers aware of
ethical dilemmas in interpreting, they may be better placed to help prevent dilem-
mas in the first place and alleviate them when they do arise. Second, making
service providers aware of ethical dilemmas faced by interpreters distributes more
evenly the burden of responsibility for ensuring that communication flows well
(Hale and Liddicoat 2015). Finally, the fourth theme of disagreeing with another
interpreter’s choices reflected dilemmas brought about by fellow practitioners and
suggested not only a role for formal bodies to assist in developing a shared vision
for the profession, but also one for informal discussion between practitioners to
develop shared expectations in line with ethical codes.

Limitations and future research

The study was based on interviews with 20 experienced community interpreters who
volunteered to participate in the study. Their views and experiences may not reflect
those of the broader profession and caution is therefore warranted in generalising the
findings. The ethical dilemmas were self-reported instances that had occurred in the
past and had mostly been resolved. Participants may have chosen not to mention
dilemmas that were of current concern to them. Additionally, the participants were
experienced and engaged practitioners. It is possible that the nature and frequency of
dilemmas experienced may differ across a larger sample, and for those new to the
profession. It would be valuable to undertake cross-national comparisons of practi-
tioners’ experiences of ethical dilemmas and to identify the similarities and differences
in their resolution depending on the ethical codes that are invoked, particularly where
separate codes are used for different contexts.

Conclusion

Opverall, this study highlights some themes in the ethical dilemmas with which inter-
preters must grapple in practice and how the Code of Ethics supports decision-making
about solutions to those dilemmas. Spending time deliberating about ethical dilemmas
has clear value. During an interpreting assignment, there is little time for such delibera-
tion. Practice in grappling with ethical dilemmas may assist practitioners when faced
with similar challenges in the field. This study highlights the importance of the Code of
Ethics (Australian Institute of Interpreters and Translators 2012) to community inter-
preters in Australia, not only for unifying the profession (Colley and Guéry 2015), but
also in identifying and justifying courses of action to resolve the dilemmas. It is hoped
that the article may be helpful to Australian community interpreters in considering their
own responses, to Australian interpreter educators in providing examples drawn from
practitioners’ recent experiences, and to international colleagues for making cross-
national comparisons. Additionally, it may be helpful for the other professionals who
work with interpreters to become aware of these kinds of dilemmas, to contribute to
preventing them from occurring.
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