Exploring ethical dilemmas encountered
by public service interpreters and their
effect on job satisfaction

Anni-Kaisa Leminen and Sari Hokkanen
Tampere University

In this paper, we investigate the stressors that affect interpreters working in
public service interpreting (PSI) in Finland and the ethical dilemmas these
stressors indicate. Our data derives from a survey carried out among public
service interpreters in Finland in 2018. We identified three categories of
stressors: content-related stressors, interactional stressors, and stressors
related to the organisation of the work. Through these, we identified six
ethical dilemmas. Our analysis indicates that, to solve ethical dilemmas in a
sound manner, interpreters have to exercise agency in addition to being
familiar with professional codes of conduct. Furthermore, many ethical
dilemmas interpreters face are emotionally challenging and therefore also
require affective labour. Unfortunately, interpreters often seem to be left to
their own devices in dealing with emotionally challenging situations. This
study calls for increased professional support for interpreters and further
research on the link between ethical dilemmas and job satisfaction.
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Introduction

Public service interpreting (PSI) is a precarious profession with unstable working
conditions, low pay, and relative lack of appreciation (Hubscher-Davidson 2020;
Karinen et al. 2020), yet many interpreters nevertheless find their work highly
meaningful (Vuori et al. 2022). PSI, also called community interpreting, can be
defined as a form of interpreting that “enable[s] individuals or groups in society
who do not speak the official or dominant language of the services provided by
central or local government to access these services and to communicate with the
service providers” (Hertog 2010, 49). PSI work often involves situations that are
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significant for the client of the public service in question, such as in the context of
immigration, health care, and legal services. In addition, because the interpreter
is an active participant in these situations (Wadensj6 1992), their work requires
ethical consideration. In Finland, among many other countries, PSI work is gov-
erned by professional codes of ethics (SKTL 2021). However, many situations in
PSI are complex by nature, and so are the possible solutions, and the codes of
ethics are rarely enough by themselves to offer sufficient guidelines for success-
fully navigating these situations in an ethically sound manner (Phelan et al. 2019).
Even though interpreters find their work meaningful, their job satisfaction may
suffer when they come under excessive stress due to facing difficult ethical chal-
lenges without sufficient support.

In this study, we investigate the stressors that affect interpreters working in
PSIin Finland and the kinds of ethical dilemmas these stressors indicate. Our data
derives from a survey carried out among public service interpreters in Finland
in 2018. The survey explored interpreters’ views on their working conditions and
profession (other results published in Rinne 2019; Vuori et al. 2022; Hokkanen
etal. 2023). A total of 134 interpreters responded to our survey. In the present
paper we mainly focus on two open-ended questions. The survey did not directly
address ethical dilemmas, but by analysing the stressors identified by the respon-
dents, we aim to explore how these stressors indicate ethical dilemmas in PSI.
Ethical dilemmas are a permanent feature in the work of any public service inter-
preter (Phelan etal. 2019) and, therefore, an undercurrent in a dataset such as
ours that consists of interpreters’ views on their work. In what follows, we first
review the previous research related to interpreters” job satisfaction and ethical
dilemmas and other key concepts we draw on in our analysis. Then, in Section 3,
we describe the data and method of our study, followed by the main findings of
our analysis in Section 4. Finally, we summarise the contribution of this study in
Section 5, along with recommendations for future practice and research.

2. Previous research

Previous research on job satisfaction among translators (Dam and Zethsen 2016)
and public service interpreters (Hale 2011) highlights positive experiences and
high satisfaction despite the frequently reported downsides such as low remuner-
ation, low appreciation, and contradictory expectations of particularly the inter-
preter’s role (Colley and Guéry 2015; Dong and Napier 2016; Pollabauer and
Topolovec 2020). Hale’s study (2011) set out to find a positive view on inter-
preters’ job satisfaction, as most previous (and recent) studies focus on the neg-
ative aspects of the work, and, indeed, she discovered that interpreters find their
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work meaningful. Hale also points out (ibid., 244) that her respondents were all
self-selected and trained, professional interpreters who had positive experiences
to report. Hale suggests (ibid.) that since the level of job satisfaction is particu-
larly high among trained, accredited interpreters, a certain level of professional-
ism leads to job satisfaction.

Arguably, interpreters find their work meaningful because the ultimate goal
of the work is to support clients’ linguistic and other societal rights and equality
(Koskinen et al. 2018). This invites us to pay closer attention to the ethical dimen-
sions of PSI. As professional ethics and ethical dilemmas have been studied to a
much greater extent in the related field of nursing (e.g., Koirala et al. 2021; see also
Hubscher-Davidson 2020), we would like to begin our discussion there. In nurs-
ing, cases often involve questions of life and death, and nurses and other medical
staff are responsible for the best possible care for their patients even at times when
they are overworked, understaffed, and otherwise unable to resort to simple solu-
tions to the arising ethical dilemmas. Similarly to interpreters, nurses are also pro-
vided with ethical codes that guide their work. Often, these codes do not provide
sufficient guidelines, and as Benjamin and Curtis elaborate (1992, 8), some ethical
(moral) dilemmas are such that ethical codes can be used to justify either one of
two possible solutions. Therefore, the medical staff members will have to be able
to use other resources to solve such dilemmas.

All of this is directly applicable to PSI as well. As Pollabauer and Topolovec
(2020, 211) state, public service interpreting, too, “often involves high-stake
encounters which may possibly entail life-changing decisions for public service
users’ futures”. Therefore, the need for ethically sound work has also been central
to research into public service interpreting since its beginnings (Wadensjo 1992),
and the provision of codes of ethics for practising interpreters has been an essen-
tial part of the professionalisation of the field. However, as Phelan et al. (2019)
explain, these codes should not be treated in a deontological fashion; rather, the
ability to exercise discretionary power in a way that is in line with the code is an
essential part of the professionalisation of individual interpreters. Furthermore,
in PSI as well as in nursing, professionals often work under great pressure, and
the work requires empathy (Bontempo and Malcolm 2012, 111). The decisions that
these professionals must make are often highly complicated and affect another
person’s life or societal rights and frequently require ethical consideration. Such
complex problems in professional situations may be defined as ethical dilemmas
when “there is no clear right or wrong solution” available (Howes 2022, 2).

Ethical dilemmas in PSI have been explored in the framework of professional
codes of ethics. Howes (2022) interviewed 20 practising public service inter-
preters and identified four types of ethical dilemmas that coincided with the Aus-
tralian code of ethics. The types were wanting to help one of the parties, not
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wanting to say what the parties said, pressure to take on another professional’s
role, and disagreeing with another interpreter’s choices. Howes (ibid., 15) con-
cludes that her study “highlights the importance of the Code of Ethics [...] to
community interpreters in Australia [...] also in identifying and justifying courses
of action to resolve the dilemmas” In addition, the respondents in Hale’s (2011)
survey consider the code of ethics useful: “Almost all of the respondents (96.7%)
stated that the code of ethics was useful to them. 80.9% stated that they turned to
the code of ethics when confronted with an ethical dilemma, and only 4.4% stated
that ethical dilemmas forced them to breach the code often or very often”

Sometimes, however, such dilemmas are or seem to be unresolvable, which
may cause ethical stress. Séverine Hubscher-Davidson (2020, 415) describes eth-
ical stress more generally in the translation and interpreting profession and
explains that while a healthy level of stress can enhance performance, ethical
stress or “occupational stress that results from disparities between one’s ethical
values and expected behaviours [...] can have nefarious consequences for indi-
viduals and even lead to burnout” This is also evident in Maitta (2015, 32) as he
explains that “the consequences of the interpreter’s decisions do not only affect
the migrant but also the interpreter in the form of increased ethical stress, general
work stress, and potential vicarious trauma.” Therefore, recent PSI studies have
also looked at the importance and means of self-care for interpreters (Bernardi
2022; Korpal and Mellinger 2022) and the vital importance of professional sup-
port for interpreters to offload the emotional and ethical strain they are put
under due to demanding jobs (Bontempo and Malcolm 2012; Ndongo-Keller
2015; Maittd 2018; Maatta et al. 2019; Lai and Costello 2021). As Lai and Costello
(2021, 70) aptly state, “Professional development is needed to clarify the limits
of confidentiality, explain trauma and its vicarious possibilities, and to establish
interpreters’ professional entitlement to briefing and debriefing.” For a literature
review on interpreters’ experiences of vicarious traumatisation and the need for
support and supervision, see Darroch and Dempsey (2016).

As Viljanmaa (2018, 121-122) states, interpreters face all kinds of emotions in
their work while having to find ways to manage their own emotions. Viljanmaa
(ibid.) concludes that most of the emotions that arise in the work of an interpreter
do so during the interpreted interaction and immediately afterwards, as opposed
to during the preparation or other dimensions of the work not directly related to
the situation. The need for interpreters to manage their own emotions in order
to do their work has previously been conceptualised as part of affective labour
(Koskinen 2020). For public service interpreters, affective labour involves not
only the management of their own emotions but also the navigation of primary
speakers’ affects (Bontempo and Malcolm 2012; Theys et al. 2022). This invites
us to acknowledge the crucial role of embodiment, since affect has been defined
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as embodied meaning-making (Hokkanen and Koskinen 2016). However, even
though embodiment is a relevant perspective in any study of stress, it is not at the
core of the present paper.

A further dimension that warrants discussion in the context of ethical dilem-
mas is agency (Abdallah 2010; Kinnunen and Koskinen 2010; Baraldi 2023).
Agency can be defined as “willingness and ability to act” (Kinnunen and
Koskinen 2010, 6). It should be noted that individuals’ ability to act is often con-
tingent on the affordances offered by the (working) environment (see also Maatta
etal. 2014). It follows that, similarly to what Abdallah found in her study on
translators’ working conditions in production networks, individual public ser-
vice interpreters’ agency is also to a great extent determined by the quality of
cooperation. Abdallah (2010, 41) concluded that “[t]he factors that discourage the
emergence of true cooperation and the creation of quality outcomes (translations)
according to this research are (a) lack of mutual trust between principals and
agents, (b) lack of support for the translator, and (c) lack of necessary informa-
tion” Abdallah (ibid., 41-42) also reports that five of the translators she inter-
viewed had also experienced quality-related ethical stress that is “due to the fact
that the translators would like to do their work well, i.e. to act in the best interests
of the primary principal by fulfilling the requirements of their professional ethics,
but they do not receive support from the intermediary principals in this task.”

Even though the different aspects of PSI work discussed through previous
research above are intuitively linked, there seems to be a lack of studies that would
establish clear causalities, especially in terms of job satisfaction. As Spector (2022)
points out, previous research in job satisfaction in general “is based on survey
methods that do not clearly indicate direction of effects.” In other words, job satis-
faction appears to coincide with various job characteristics, but as Spector (ibid.)
further explains, it may be that people who are satisfied with their work may have
a more positive perception of it overall. In addition, the existing literature on job
satisfaction does not seem to cover ethical stress, per se (see Jex and Britt 2014;
Judge et al. 2017; Spector 2022), even though high ethical standards have been
linked to job satisfaction and stressful conditions in general have been linked to
job dissatisfaction (Spector 2022). Furthermore, what would warrant dedicated
research is the possible positive effect that ethical dilemmas, when resolved, have
on job satisfaction. Our present study focuses on the ethical dilemmas indicated
by stressors that the interpreters have identified in their work, and because it
is also based on a qualitative analysis of survey data, it does not yield evidence
of causality between ethical dilemmas and job satisfaction. However, identifying
these dilemmas specifically in PSI is a crucial first step towards further analysing
the link between ethical dimensions and job satisfaction.
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3. Data and method

Our data is drawn from an electronic survey administered in 2018 to public ser-
vice interpreters working in Finland.! The survey was administered in Finnish,
and the questions as well as the responses that have been included in the current
article have been translated by the authors. At the time, it was estimated that there
were approximately 1000 interpreters in the country (Maattd 2017). The survey
consisted of 72 questions exploring interpreters’ views on their working condi-
tions and profession. We reached out to potential respondents through interpret-
ing agencies, professional Facebook groups, interpreter trainers and professional
organisations. Of the 134 respondents, 9 were interpreters of signed languages
and the rest (125) were interpreters of spoken languages. The respondents did not
include any other professionals in the field of PSI, such as coordinators or trainers.
Only about one-sixth (15.5%) of the respondents had up to two years of working
experience in PSI, while roughly half (48.1%) had 3 to 10 years and the remain-
ing (36.5%) 11 or more years of experience. A total of 23.7% of the respondents
reported to have learned PSI on the job while the vast majority had received some
level of training. In previous publications, we have examined this data through
the lens of ethnic inequality, looking at the effects of interpreters’ ethnic-linguistic
background on their experiences of the positive and negative sides of the profes-
sion (Rinne 2019; Vuori et al. 2022). We have also used it to explore how public
service interpreters embody societal superdiversity in terms of linguistic and eth-
nic diversity (Hokkanen et al. 2023).

In this study, the main focus of our qualitative analysis is on two open-
ended questions: (1) “Are there any interpreting jobs you decline or would want
to decline? If so, which and why?” and (2) “Do you have to compromise the
quality of your interpreting due to factors out of your reach?” The responses
were examined with qualitative content analysis (Graneheim et al. 2017) through
which we identified three categories of stressors, in other words, factors causing
stress, in PSI work. These categories are content-related stressors, interactional
stressors, and stressors related to the organisation of the work. Each was further
divided into subcategories. Following the tradition of qualitative content analysis
(Graneheim et al. 2017), the categories of stressors represent the manifest content
in the data. Furthermore, through the stressors we have identified six ethical
dilemmas that represent the latent content in the data. As stated by Graneheim
et al. (2017), the manifest content often requires less interpretation than the latent
content. The latent content here requires a relatively high degree of interpretation

1. No ethical approval was sought, in line with local research ethics requirements.
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also because we have not explicitly asked the respondents to name ethical dilem-
mas, as opposed to Howes (2022).

In addition to the open-ended questions, we have also analysed three Likert-
scale questions where the respondents were presented with various statements
about the work. Of these statements, we focused on the following six: (1) “I
receive professional support from my supervisor when the work feels challeng-
ing’, (2) “I receive professional support from my colleagues when the work feels
challenging’, (3) “I feel appreciated as a member of my working community’, (4)
“I feel satisfied when I am immersed in my work’, (5) “I am satisfied with the con-
tent of my work”, and (6) “To what extent are you satisfied with your current work
in PST”,

When looking into this survey data, it is useful to keep in mind that the data
was collected pre-pandemic, which means that some of the realities of PST work
have since changed. Practices such as remote interpreting are now more common,
and as with the rest of the world, interpreters have had to adapt to notable changes
in their working conditions (Viljanmaa 2022).

4. Analysis

In this section, we present the three categories of stressors affecting PSI work
reported by our respondents and we discuss the ethical dilemmas indicated by
these stressors. Before taking a closer look at the stressors and ethical dilemmas
we have identified in the open-ended questions, we begin by presenting some
of the findings from the Likert-scale questions we have included in our dataset.
These findings indicate that our respondents experience a high degree of satis-
faction with their work in general. A total of 52% (N=66) fully agreed and 37%
(N=47) partially agreed with the statement “I feel satisfied when I am immersed
in my work”, while only one of the respondents disagreed with it to some extent.
In addition, 18% (N=22) reported being extremely satisfied and 63% (N=79) rel-
atively satisfied with the content of their work tasks. Similarly, 12% (N=15) were
extremely satisfied and 57% (N =71) relatively satisfied with their work as public
service interpreters. Only three respondents reported being extremely dissatisfied
with PSI work. This tells us that regardless of the challenges we analyse below, a
majority of our respondents are clearly satisfied with their work.

4.1 Content-related stressors

Here, ‘content’ refers to the content of the interpreted speech. We first examine
content-related stressors that have to do with a contradiction between the inter-
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preted speech and the interpreter’s own morals since, as pointed by Bontempo
and Malcolm (2012, 107), interpreting assignments that on some level “conflict
with personal goals, values, or beliefs can cause intense stress”. Our respondents
mostly brought up this type of stressor in response to the question of whether
they would or would like to decline specific interpreting jobs. This would indicate
that interpreters support their occupational wellbeing by protecting themselves
from situations involving possible disparities between their own ethical values
and what is expected of them (Hubscher-Davidson 2020, 415).

Interpreters are expected to faithfully render the content of the source speech
into the other language. As can be seen in Examples (1) and (2) below, this expec-
tation can sometimes pose an ethical dilemma if the content is in clear contradic-
tion with the interpreter’s personal ethical views.

(1) [Iwould like to decline interpreting jobs with] speech that goes against my
own morals, for example, a lecture with racist content or something other that
contradicts my morals. So far nothing like that has come up.”

(2) Religious situations, for example, in churches and mosques. [...] I have once
had to interpret a priest who was preaching to a person how homosexuality
was a sin, and I do not want to end up in such a situation again where I would
have to be a mediator in something that goes against my own sense of justice.

In addition to these examples, our data also includes mentions of highly culturally
sensitive situations involving religion and an interpreting job that the respondent
deemed unethical due to the content involving mind-manipulation. Two respon-
dents also mentioned that they feel uncomfortable interpreting in situations
where they suspect that the client is being untruthful.

The second content-related subcategory encompasses affective aspects of the
source speech. This subcategory also mainly arises from responses to the question
of whether an interpreter would or would like to decline an interpreting job. As
has been established in interpreting studies, “[i]nterpreters’ professional perfor-
mance revolves around the management of affects”, both those of their clients and
their own (Koskinen 2020, 114). As Koskinen explains, interpreters are expected
to render faithfully the affective content of the source speech while controlling
their own affects (see also Viljanmaa 2018; Theys et al. 2022). This is illustrated by
Example (3), which (unlike the majority of instances in this subcategory) was a
response to the question of whether an interpreter has to compromise the quality
of their work due to factors out of their reach.

2. All examples are translated from Finnish by the authors.
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(3) What has, however, felt the worst, is if the public service provider has had an
inhospitable, amused or contemptuous attitude towards the client, but I have,
of course, tried to convey this in my interpreting.

As the interpreter explicitly states, they would have preferred not to convey the
negative affect of the public service provider but felt they had to do so in order to
render faithfully the source speech.’ A similar ethical dilemma was identified by
Howes (2022), namely, not wanting to say what the parties said.

The awareness of this expectation for affective labour (Koskinen 2020) might
lead interpreters to consider whether they are willing and able to accept an
interpreting job they deem emotionally too demanding. In our data, interpreters
report anticipating, encountering or experiencing highly negative affects espe-
cially when the content is related to mental health, child welfare, various levels of
violence or other situations that the respondent finds frightening or unpleasant
(Examples (4) and (5), in response to the question of declining or wanting to
decline interpreting jobs).

(4) Centre for Torture Survivors, emotionally too heavy.
(5) Childbirth and prison, too scary.

Furthermore, as Bontempo and Malcolm (2012, 108) point out, “what may not be
traumatic to interpret one day may be problematic at another time if the inter-
preter is fatigued or overworked or has had a recent personal experience that is
triggered by the content of the interpreted interaction” The more the challeng-
ing content resonates with the interpreter’s personal history or current situation,
the greater the affective labour required to manage their own emotional reactions.
This is evident in Example (6).

(6) For personal reasons, jobs in child welfare come too close at the moment; I am
not able to maintain professional distance.

Examples (4)-(6) indicate an ethical dilemma that arguably derives from the
interpreter’s wish to support their clients’ linguistic and societal rights (Dam
and Zethsen 2016, 182; Koskinen et al. 2018, 8) and the clashing need to instead
prioritise their own occupational and personal wellbeing. Interpreters differ in
terms of the techniques they employ in order to process work-induced emotions
(Viljanmaa 2018) and build their resilience (Korpal and Mellinger 2022).

3. As can be seen in Example (3), some of the instances in our data could represent more than
one category, in this case, not only content-related but also interactional stressors. We cate-
gorised Example (3) as content related because the respondent seems to highlight the difficulty
in interpreting the content accurately.
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Content-related stressors may become particularly problematic if interpreters
lack opportunities for debriefing or other forms of professional support especially
when the content comes close to the interpreter on a personal level, as in Exam-
ple (6) above. Bontempo and Malcolm (2012, 121) state that “[o]rganizations
should offer training and professional development opportunities for interpreters
specifically on dealing with emotionally challenging material” Even though the
need for professional debriefing has thus been recognised for some time, the sit-
uation has not been rectified. For example, public service interpreters in Finland
have explicitly voiced the need for professional debriefing in settings such as men-
tal health interpreting (Vuori 2013, 150-153), but such practices are still not avail-
able to all.

Besides such opportunities being unavailable due to cost issues, interpreters
often work as freelancers, and therefore do not necessarily have established pro-
fessional relationships that would enable such support. Many of our respondents
have multiple employers. Our survey included statements about whether the
respondents receive professional support and encouragement from their supervi-
sors or colleagues when the job feels challenging. As many as 15% (N=19) stated
that the question of receiving support from a supervisor was not applicable to
their work, and as many as 18% (N=23) stated the same to a similar statement
about receiving support from colleagues. In addition, 11% (N=14) responded that
the statement “I feel appreciated as a member of my working community” is not
applicable to their work. This indicates that not all interpreters view themselves
as belonging to a working community.

4.2 Interactional stressors

Interactional stressors stem from the interpreted situation as opposed to the
content of the source speech. The subcategories of interactional stressors we
identified were communicative challenges, interpersonal challenges, and affective
strain. As has long been recognised in interpreting studies as well as in the field,
the interpreter is an active part of the interaction (Wadensjo 1992); therefore, it
is only natural that the respondents should recognise stressors within the interac-
tion itself.

The first subcategory of interactional stressors comprises communicative
challenges, such as overlapping turns (Example 7). The respondents also reported
disparities in the primary speakers’” language registers and communicative skills
(Example 8). These issues were mostly reported as causes for compromised qual-
ity, not as reasons for declining interpreting jobs. A specific challenge that con-
cerns languages commonly used as a lingua franca (e.g., English and French)
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arises from some public service providers assuming that their clients are fluent in
these languages (Example 9).

(7) You often have to compromise quality when one of the speakers does not wait
for their turn until the interpreter has finished.

(8) If the topic is too complicated, and the client is slow or underprivileged, I have
to compromise the quality of interpreting. In other words, I try to avoid
explaining all the difficult terminology and if the client still does not under-
stand, it is the public service provider’s duty to move the discussion forward.

(9) Inamedical interpreting context, where doctors usually have good command
of English, I have also come across a situation where the doctor wanted to
speak English to a Japanese patient who probably does not, in fact, know all
that much English.

While these challenges might hinder the interaction and the quality of the inter-
preting, we would argue that they do not appear to pose an ethical dilemma
because they are relatively easy to resolve. However, in order to resolve these kinds
of issues, the interpreter has to exercise their agency as also prescribed by the
Finnish code of ethics, which states that the interpreter should report on matters
that make interpreting difficult (SKTL 2021, Section 10). Even though our focus is
not on differences between more and less experienced interpreters, it should be
pointed out that more experienced interpreters are more skilled in and quicker to
react to anything compromising their performance (Viljanmaa 2020). This is in
line with what we discussed in Section 2 above regarding the professionalisation
of individual interpreters and how the ability to exercise discretionary power is
essential to this process.

The second subcategory of interactional stressors consists of interpersonal
challenges and moves from issues that are fully external to the interpreter to issues
that are relational between the interpreter and the participants; as the issue moves
closer to the interpreter, its significance seems to grow in the sense that these
issues were only reported as reasons to decline jobs. In other words, the respon-
dents perceive that these issues not only jeopardise the quality of interpreting
but cause them to avoid the situation altogether. The interpersonal challenges
reported by the respondents include cases where the interpreter knows the client
(Example 10).

(10) Ifthe client is a close acquaintance, I recuse myself even though the commis-
sioner of the job would not necessarily demand it of me (it is sometimes hard
to draw the line, so I use my own consideration).
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The interpreter in Example (10) demonstrates awareness of the code of ethics
and exercising their agency by making sure that the interpreting is not compro-
mised even though the commissioner fails to see the risk in the interpreter being
acquainted with the client. Compared to the previous subcategory, this cannot
be resolved by correcting or changing something in the interpreting situation.
Rather, the interpreter has to prevent the ethical dilemma of knowing the client
and risking impartiality by avoiding the situation altogether, if possible. Unfor-
tunately, as is evident in our data, interpreters are not always given the name of
the client beforehand which makes it impossible for them to know whether they
would need to recuse themselves.

Examples (11) and (12) bring us to a crossover between subcategories as the
stressors stem from interpersonal challenges but also manifest affective strain
(explored in detail below).

(11) Home visits by child welfare services because I have bad previous experiences
even regarding safety, and the atmosphere has been hostile.

(12) Thave refused to interpret certain people because, through the things I have
learned during previous interpreting jobs, I find them so unpleasant and I feel
[so] threatened that I could not guarantee a professional interpreting.

As illustrated by Examples (11) and (12), in order to prevent the stressful situation
of having to interpret for someone who seems aggressive or in an otherwise hos-
tile environment, the interpreter has to decline the job beforehand, and in some
cases, their decision is based on previous experience. This means that their occu-
pational and personal wellbeing has been threatened. The ethical dilemma they
resolve pre-emptively by not accepting similar jobs is the choice between safe-
guarding the client’s linguistic and societal rights and ensuring their own personal
safety and occupational wellbeing. The option of opting out is not necessarily
available to those interpreters whose livelihood depends on accepting all work
offered to them.

The third subcategory of interactional stressors, affective strain, also includes
issues that stem entirely from an internal experience, rather than a concrete exter-
nal or interpersonal problem in the situation. In Example (13), the interpreter
explicitly explains that due to their own emotional reactions, they decline certain
kinds of jobs related to death.

(13) Idon’tinterpret at funerals or situations like that. I get too emotional and that

feels uncomfortable, and I can’t be as neutral as I think an interpreter should
be.

As Koskinen (2020, 102-103) explains, an interpreter’s neutrality is a performance
that requires affective labour, and as Examples (12) and (13) show, sometimes that
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performance is impossible to carry out. Since the stressor in these cases is at least
partly internal, the interpreter might more easily experience that they have to deal
with it by themselves. This combined with the lack of sufficient professional net-
works and possibilities for debriefing places the interpreter in a greater risk of eth-
ical stress.

4.3 Stressors related to the organisation of the work

Many of the stressors identified by our respondents revolved around issues in
the organisation of the interpreting work. This is unsurprising since it has been
a recurrent theme both in discussions in the field and in academic research
(e.g., Dong and Napier 2016). Stressors related to the organisation of the work
include the following subcategories: issues with schedules, preparation, and tech-
nical constraints. These issues frequently came up as both reasons for declining or
wanting to decline certain kinds of jobs (Examples (14)-(15)) and factors due to
which interpreters have to compromise the quality of their work (Examples (16)

and (17)).

(14) Thave declined jobs for which I wouldn’t have had time to prepare and once a
phone interpreting job I would have needed to do while I was on the bus.

(15) Too demanding situations with a short preparation time.

As illustrated by Examples (14)-(15) above, interpreters have schedule-related
issues between different commissions since they often work for several commis-
sioners. Interpreters have to rush from one job to another, they are not paid for
transfer time, nor are they provided with sufficient time for breaks and prepara-
tion between commissions.

Examples (16) and (17) present one of the most frequent problems reported in
our data but one that is also widely discussed in the field: not obtaining sufficient
information on upcoming commissions.

(16) TIam not always told what the interpreting is about; if it is a medical consulta-
tion, what part of the body is discussed?

(17) The public service providers do not disclose the topic of interpreting in
advance, some not even the name of the client.

The underlying ethical dilemma in the above examples is that interpreters wish
to do their work to the best of their abilities but due to factors beyond their reach
are unable to. This is closely related to what Abdallah (2010, 24) has said about
conflicts of quality: when the expectations towards high quality clash with work-
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ing conditions that do not support high-quality work, translators and interpreters
alike may experience ethical stress.

The final subcategory of stressors related to the organisation of the work
comprises issues related to technical constraints in remote interpreting. Remote
interpreting has long been a part of public service interpreters’ work, and in
our data, collected in 2018, the most frequently used device for remote interpret-
ing was the telephone. What changed over the pandemic was the technological
development that made video-remote interpreting more accessible. The stressors
related to the organisation of the work that interpreters reported in this subcate-
gory include technical issues (Example 18), problems with hearing (Example 19),
and increased strain (Example 20). Examples (18) and (20) were responses to
the question of declining jobs, and in particular Example (18) illustrates that the
interpreter would like to decline a future commission based on past experience,
whereas Example (19) was given as a case of having to compromise quality.

(18) In phone interpreting everything has not always been possible to interpret due
to a bad connection.

(19) Ifyou are doing phone interpreting and the primary parties use the loud-
speaker, this can lead to worsened clarity.

(20) Phone interpreting for over two hours because it is particularly strenuous.

According to our interpretation, the examples above indicate that some recurrent
issues in phone interpreting, such as the increased strain, give rise to concrete
reasons to decline jobs, whereas the possibility of a bad connection certainly
hinders the quality of interpreting but does not necessarily lead to interpreters
declining jobs. Moreover, as reported by Maittd (2018), due to the obvious lack of
non-verbal elements of communication, also the empathic connection support-
ing communication suffers in phone interpreting. There is one possible example
of this in our data where the respondent explicitly mentions that they want to
decline phone interpreting jobs where the client is told about the diagnosis of a
serious illness. Such a situation would benefit from access to all possible elements
of interaction, and being aware of the negative effect of the restricted communi-
cation on quality may cause ethical stress. It should be noted that this subcategory
overlaps with the communicative challenges discussed above under interactional
stressors (Section 4.2). However, here the challenges originate in technical prob-
lems that are linked to the way PSI work is organised.
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4.4 Discussion

The preceding subsections have presented the findings of our analysis in terms of
the three main categories we identified in the two open-ended questions of the
survey data. These categories were content-related stressors, interactional stres-
sors and stressors related to the organisation of the work, which were further
divided into subcategories. Furthermore, we argue that these stressors indicate
certain types of ethical dilemmas that require ethical reasoning. We identified
six ethical dilemmas: (1) having to interpret content that goes against the inter-
preter’s personal morals, (2) not wanting to convey the negative affects of a pri-
mary speaker (but feeling that one must), (3) knowing the client and risking
impartiality, (4) having to resort to excessive affective labour in order to maintain
sufficient neutrality, (5) needing to prioritise personal and occupational wellbeing
at the expense of supporting clients’ rights, and (6) wishing to do the work to the
best of the interpreter’s abilities but not being able to due to factors beyond their
reach. In this subsection, we discuss the findings presented above in more general
terms.

When the three categories are juxtaposed with one another, a few observa-
tions can be made. First, the ethical dilemmas seem to be distributed between the
categories so that not all dilemmas appear in all categories. For example, a con-
tradiction between the work and the interpreter’s own morals only came up in the
category of content-related stressors. In other words, issues in the organisation of
the work or in the interaction were not conceptualised as giving rise to this kind
of contradiction. It could be that there simply are no stressors in the other two cat-
egories that involve this contradiction, or that the contradiction is more clearcut
or more easily observable in relation to the topic of the interpreted speech. Of
course, when the interpreter relays content they have personal moral issues with
in the first person, the contradiction resides very literally inside the interpreter’s
own skin (cf. Bontempo and Malcolm 2012).

Another observation worth mentioning when taking an overall look at our
three categories has to do with the role of affect. We identified affectivity as a
subcategory of content-related and interactional stressors, but it is clear from our
examples in the previous three subsections that affect runs through our entire
dataset. Stressors related to the organisation of the work also involve affects on
many levels: in the case of phone interpreting, the lack of access to non-verbal
elements of communication and the restricted means of communicating empa-
thy are clearly related to affects. The other stressors in this category are not as
clearly affect-related, but, for example, the frequent challenge of not receiving suf-
ficient materials or information for preparation causes strong negative affective
responses in the interpreters.
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A third overall observation about our findings regards the interpreter’s
agency. Due to the potential influence of the survey questions (which we discuss
in more detail below), the situations in which interpreters are able to exercise their
agency seem to be limited to decisions of refusing jobs. To contrast PSI with nurs-
ing, as we did in Section 2 above, nurses may have more freedom to choose the
content of their work tasks on the basis of personal moral values (e.g., religious
convictions related to abortion), whereas interpreters in Finland can very rarely
choose to work in one particular field of PSI without it affecting their income.
As we mentioned above, however, interpreters may also have influence over the
interactional factors affecting the quality of their work, even if such opportunities
may be determined by the interpreter’s experience (Viljanmaa 2020).

It should be noted that the two open-ended questions we have analysed shed a
certain kind of light on the stressors related to PSI as well as on the types of ethical
dilemmas these stressors may indicate. By asking which jobs interpreters would
(like to) decline, the survey implicitly mirrors the notion of recusing oneself as a
resolution to ethical dilemmas. As we have mentioned above, this notion is also
reified in interpreters’ code of ethics. We do not wish to question the soundness of
this principle in general. However, it may be asked if avoidance has become one
of the main methods of dealing with ethically stressful situations for some inter-
preters simply because it is one of the few concrete measures that is mentioned in
the code of ethics. In the absence of (the awareness of ) other ways to resolve these
issues, individual interpreters risk losing income and the industry risks losing the
input of professionals who are aware of ethical questions.

In addition, by asking which factors have contributed to interpreters having to
lower their standards due to reasons beyond their control, the survey foregrounds
situations in which interpreters have not been able to resolve the ethical dilemma
of knowing how they could do their work to the best of their ability but being
prevented by the circumstances to do so. What is eclipsed are situations in which
interpreters may have found a resolution and been able to balance contradicting
requirements to an extent that they have found satisfactory. This also eclipses a
more nuanced understanding of how interpreters exercise their agency in situa-
tions that have the potential to affect their performance.

Even though the survey did not explicitly touch upon the code of ethics,
the question of declining a job or considering it encourages ethical reasoning in
itself. The code of ethics for public service interpreters in Finland (SKTL 2021)
clearly states that an interpreter should not accept a job for which they do not
have sufficient competence. While the code is clear enough, the concept of suf-
ficient competence is not. This leaves the interpreter with the responsibility of
making the judgment of whether they are competent. Due to the complex and
uncertain nature of PSI work and insufficient prior information, the interpreter
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might not have a comprehensive understanding of an upcoming interpreting task,
and therefore, the interpreter may only realise upon arriving at the site that the
task is more demanding than they thought. Given that the monetary compensa-
tion hardly ever covers interpreters’ preparation for commissions, the interpreters
who are unsure of their competence but whose livelihood depends on accepting
as many jobs as possible face an ethical dilemma. In these cases, adhering to the
code of ethics becomes a luxury not everyone can afford.

5. Conclusions

In this paper, we set out to investigate the stressors that affect interpreters working
in PSI in Finland and the kinds of ethical dilemmas these stressors indicate. By
ethical dilemmas, we refer to complex problems in professional situations with-
out a clear right or wrong solution (Howes 2022, 2). The stressors we identified
from our survey data were categorised as content related, interactional, and those
related with the organisation of the work. Our analysis of these stressors revealed
six ethical dilemmas. The most difficult dilemmas seem to be ones that for some
reason come closest to the interpreter themselves or are intrinsic (e.g., a clash with
personal moral values) and therefore require more ethical competence in order
for the interpreter to protect themselves from long-term ethical stress. In our data,
these kinds of dilemmas stem from content-related and some interactional stres-
sors. This also seems to be in line with what Hale (2011) points out about intrinsic
and extrinsic motivators and their relation to job satisfaction: the more intrinsic
factors also seem to have a stronger effect on the potential risk of ethical stress. For
this reason, future professionals need to be aware of the significance of both per-
sonal and professional ethics in PSI work. Personal ethical competence is needed
when professional codes of ethics do not provide sufficient guidelines to resolve
ethical dilemmas (Phelan et al. 2019).

Fortunately, the professional associations in PSI in Finland are aware of the
challenges of the field and work actively to make things better. However, partly
due to the fragmentation of the field, interpreters often have to take care of their
occupational wellbeing and resolve ethical dilemmas without support. This lack
of professional support is also evident in our analysis. There is a clear need for
the development of systematic briefing and debriefing opportunities as well as
cross-professional collaboration to support interpreters. As Korpal and Mellinger
(2022) point out, it would also be beneficial for interpreters to adopt sustainable
self-care practices. Even though there is no clear evidence of a causal link between
ethical stress and job satisfaction, it stands to reason that such measures alleviat-
ing ethical stress would improve interpreters’ job satisfaction. Furthermore, more
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in-depth research is needed to explore the links between ethical stress, general
occupational wellbeing, and interpreters’ mental health, particularly in a post-
pandemic world. Preferably, this could be done through methods other than sur-
vey research, such as interviews or ethnography, that would better enable the
examination of aspects such as affect and embodiment in job satisfaction.
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