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Abstract 

This study tested the effects of the consecutive and simultaneous interpreting modes in a 

simulated police interview, addressing four research questions: (1) Does the consecutive 

interpreting mode lead to more accurate interpreting than the simultaneous interpreting 

mode? (2) Do language combinations moderate the performance of similarly qualified 

interpreters? (3) Does experience in simultaneous interpreting in legal settings increase 

interpreting accuracy in SI? and (4) Which mode of interpreting do interpreters perceive to 

require more mental effort? A total of 70 interpreters interpreted a live simulated interview 

between an English-speaking interviewer and an Arabic-, Mandarin- or Spanish-speaking 

suspect. Mode was varied within participants, and the order of the mode was counter-

balanced across participants. Interpreters rated their perceived mental effort after the task. 

Independent assessments of performance showed better results for the simultaneous 

interpreting mode, regardless of language. This effect held for accuracy of style, verbal 

rapport markers, and interpreting protocol. 
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Introduction 

Modes of interpreting are commonly associated with particular settings: simultaneous is 

the default mode for international conference settings and short consecutive is the default 

mode for domestic settings (Pöchhacker 2011b; Russell and Takeda 2015). This association 

has generally been due to the nature of the settings. Conference interpreting settings are 

typically formal and monologic, where interpreters sit at a distance from the speakers in a 

booth with simultaneous interpreting equipment, interpreting speeches unidirectionally 

(generally from language B to language A). Domestic settings, on the other hand, are mostly 

dialogic and less formal, with the interpreter present in the interaction, interpreting each turn 

from each of the speakers bidirectionally (from and into languages A and B). There are 

exceptions to these trends. The classic long consecutive mode is still used in some 

conferences, primarily dinner speeches and the like (Pöchhacker 2004; Seeber 2015). 

Simultaneous interpreting is used in some community interpreting settings such as courts and 

mental health sessions, often without equipment, in what is called the whispering or 

chuchotage mode (Hale 2007). These two types of instances are also monologic. For 

example, when a witness is giving evidence in the language of the court, the interpreter sits 

next to the accused, interpreting simultaneously into the accused’s language to make them 

linguistically present in their own proceedings (Judicial Council on Cultural Diversity 2017). 

In mental health settings, interpreters interpret simultaneously to avoid interruptions to the 

mental health patient’s train of thought. A different type of simultaneous interpreting takes 

place in international courts and tribunals (Stern 2012) where interpreters interpret 

bidirectionally for the question and answer sequences as well as for monologic segments 

using standard simultaneous interpreting equipment. This type of technology-assisted 

interpreting is not common in domestic courts and tribunals (Hale and Stern 2011), although 

it has been used in high profile trials as a one-off practice (Martin and Taibi 2012). A hybrid 
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type of simultaneous interpreting is used in some domestic courts, in particular in the USA, 

where interpreters carry their own hand-held radio equipment in order to interpret what is 

normally interpreted in the whispering mode to the defendant. The use of this portable 

equipment allows the interpreter to sit anywhere in the courtroom rather than having to sit 

adjacent  to the defendant, whispering in their ear (Stern, Ozolins, and Hale 2015).  

The Australian Recommended National Standards for Working with Interpreters in 

Courts and Tribunals (RNS) (Judicial Council on Cultural Diversity 2017) recommended 

simultaneous interpreting with the use of adequate equipment for long trials. If these 

recommendations are implemented, simultaneous interpreting in courts in Australia may 

increase. There are noticeable benefits associated with the simultaneous mode: the 

interpreting does not add to the duration of the proceedings; the speech is not interrupted by 

the interpreting; and the speakers are less likely to get distracted by the interruptions and by 

the presence of the interpreter. The major disadvantage of consecutive interpreting is that it 

requires the interpreter to interrupt the speakers in order to interpret. These interruptions 

disrupt the flow of questioning and double the duration of the information exchange (Ewens 

et al. 2014; Hale et al. 2017). This process is also ill-suited to questions that yield a lengthy 

narrative response, or questioning techniques that rely on uninterrupted narrative responses 

(Powell et al. 2017). For the sake of accuracy, in consecutively interpreted interviews, 

interpreters need to interrupt the speaker who is delivering a narrative, so as to interpret the 

answer in manageable chunks, rather than wait for the end of the narrative in progress 

(Licoppe, Verdier, and Veyrier 2018). This means that turn-taking concerns and management 

issues may become relevant to the interpreter as the answer unfolds (Hale, Goodman-

Delahunty, and Martschuk 2020), and that specialized interviewing techniques may be 

compromised (Goodman-Delahunty, Martschuk, Hale and Brandon, 2020; Powell et al. 

2017). 
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Simultaneous interpreting, by contrast, permits the exchange between interviewer and 

interviewee to proceed more smoothly and rapidly, without these interruptions. Previous 

research showed that the simultaneous interpreting mode is more conducive to interpreters 

achieving their aim of placing the non-mainstream language speaker in the same position as a 

mainstream language speaker, with minimal interference by the interpreter. An experimental 

study (Hale et al. 2017) compared the effect of consecutive and simultaneous interpreting on 

juror evaluations of witness credibility, yielding no significant differences between perceived 

credibility in the simultaneously interpreted and the monolingual control conditions, but 

significant differences between the consecutively interpreted and the monolingual control 

conditions. The same study showed that the consecutive condition interfered with the ability 

of the mock jurors to remember case facts accurately, as well as to concentrate.    

Simultaneous interpreting in police settings has not been a common practice and has 

received very little research attention. A survey of 299 U.S. law enforcement practitioners 

revealed that 71% had conducted interpreted interviews in the consecutive mode, 12% in the 

simultaneous mode, 2% in both modes, and as many as 15% were unaware of the meaning of 

these terms (Shaffer and Evans 2018). In a field experiment on police interpreting, while the 

consecutive mode was the default mode used, some interpreters resorted to simultaneous 

whispering interpreting as an interactional management strategy when they encountered 

overlapping speech to maintain greater interpreting accuracy (Hale, Goodman-Delahunty, 

and Martschuk 2020).  

This paper reports the results of a section of a larger experimental study about 

interpreting in police settings (Goodman-Delahunty et al. 2018), concentrating on the 

differences in interpreter performance according to interpreting mode. To our knowledge, this 

study is the first to explore the effects of simultaneous versus consecutive interpreting modes 

in the context of a police interview.  
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Cognitive differences between consecutive and simultaneous interpreting 

Among interpreting scholars, the widely-held belief is that simultaneous interpreting 

(SI) is cognitively more complex than consecutive interpreting (CI) (Gile 1995; Köpke and 

Nespoulos 2006; Meuleman and Van Besien 2009; Moser-Mercer 1997; Rinne et al. 2000; 

Yamada 2019). Interpreters themselves also perceive SI to be more stressful and more 

difficult (Korpal 2016). The reason for this view is that interpreters perform multiple complex 

tasks simultaneously: listening, understanding, memorising, converting and interpreting 

(Murphy and Myors 1999). 

Gile advanced the interpreting Effort Models in the 1980s, which he revised and refined 

over the years (2009, 2018). The efforts are functions that compete for limited attentional 

resources or processing capacity. The models are based on the tightrope hypothesis that 

“Interpreters tend to work close to saturation” (Gile 2018, 10) especially in SI, in which all 

required conditions need to be met in order to perform at optimal levels. When one or more 

conditions fail to be met, “errors, omissions and/or infelicities” (EOIs) (Gile 2018, 10) can 

occur. EOIs can occur, not necessarily because of the interpreter’s “insufficient knowledge of 

the working languages or the topics or insufficient technical skills but because attentional 

resources required to perform adequately were not available for a particular comprehension, 

memory storage or retrieval or production task” (Gile, 2018, 9). 

The effort model for SI involves the Listening and Analysis Effort, the Short-term 

Memory Effort, the Speech Production Effort and the Coordination Effort. The CI Model 

involves Comprehension and Reformulation Efforts. However, although CI includes fewer 

steps, the CI model includes note taking and note reading, which are absent from the SI 

model. Whereas the efforts in SI compete with each other temporally in a concurrent way, in 

CI, the efforts compete with each other in a linear way, with intricate note taking creating the 
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highest cognitive challenges during the comprehension phase, leading to potential errors and 

omissions, rather than infelicities. Notably, however, this type of CI is the long, classic 

interpreting mode, rather than the short consecutive mode used in dialogue interpreting.  

Research on the cognitive load associated with interpreting has mostly concentrated on 

the work of simultaneous interpreters ( Barik 1973; Gerver 1969; Moser-Mercer 1997), 

whereas scholarly work on consecutive interpreting has concentrated mostly on note taking 

issues (Pöchhacker 2011a). This fact may indicate that assumptions about greater cognitive 

load for SI may not be empirically substantiated. Russell and Takeda (2015) contend that CI 

may be just as complex as SI. This opinion was empirically corroborated by a recent study of 

remote interpreting in a police interview via video link, which compared the visual attention 

of interpreters interpreting in the CI and SI modes, using eye-tracking technology. Doherty et 

al. (Doherty et al. forthcoming-a) found that simultaneous interpreters fixed their gaze on the 

speakers significantly more than did consecutive interpreters, whose visual attention was 

divided between their notes and the speakers, resulting in significantly more shifts of 

attention and arguably more cognitive load as a result of these shifts (see Henderson 2011). A 

significant correlation emerged between interpreter performance and interpreter gaze time: 

the longer the interpreters focused their visual attention on the speaker, the better their 

interpreting performance, and the more likely multisensory integration was to occur (see 

Doherty et al. forthcoming-a). A further finding was that the simultaneous interpreting mode 

was more conducive to longer fixated gaze on the speakers, thereby producing more accurate 

results, whereas the consecutive mode forced interpreters to divide their gaze between their 

notes and the speakers, producing less accurate interpreting outcomes (Doherty et al. 

forthcoming-a). In a separate study (Doherty et al. forthcoming-b), the authors used two 

physiological measures of higher cognitive load, pupillometry and blink rate, to compare 

modes.  The percentage change in median pupil size and blink rate relative to individual 
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baselines were elevated in consecutive interpreting. These results were consistent in remote 

interpreting via video link and via audio.  

These recent findings add to the evidence-based discussion on interpreting mode and 

performance. Moreover, there is also an element of habituation to a particular mode in which 

the complex language process becomes more efficient with practice. Consequently, the 

cognitive load in the mode with which an interpreter is most accustomed may reduce while 

that of the mode with which an interpreter is not accustomed may increase (see Kruger and 

Doherty 2016). Performance accuracy, of course, would need to be taken into account as 

higher cognitive load does not always correlate with better performance and vice versa.  

Differences in accuracy between consecutive and simultaneous interpreting 

Regardless of which mode requires more cognitive effort, an important aspect that has 

not yet been determined is whether the same level of interpreting accuracy can be achieved 

irrespective of mode. The findings of the few studies on the impact of mode on interpreting 

accuracy are contradictory (Berk-Seligson 1999; Gile 2001; Hale et al. 2017; Russell 2002), 

with some suggesting better outcomes for CI and some for SI. For example, in a US study of 

the interpretation of 945 authentic recorded coercive courtroom questions, CI elicited more 

accurate interpretations into Spanish, with its accuracy level reaching 71% compared to only 

33% for SI (Berk-Seligson 1999). A similar result was observed in an experimental study of 

video recorded mock trials where certified American Sign Language interpreters used the two 

different modes. Despite the fact that the simultaneous mode is the default mode for signed 

language interpreting, the interpreters in this study consistently performed better in the 

consecutive mode (Russell 2003). By contrast, in two other studies, SI produced the most 

accurate results. In a healthcare setting, an experimental study showed that SI on the 

telephone produced more accurate renditions than CI either by telephone or face-to-face 

(Gany et al. 2007). In a study of 20 professional conference interpreters, in which half 
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interpreted in the simultaneous mode and half in the consecutive mode, a panel of judges 

assessed the performance of the simultaneous interpreters to be more accurate to the 

speaker’s delivery and style, whereas the consecutive interpreters tended to omit many of the 

speakers’ paralinguistic features and to offer a more concise version of the content, which is 

to be expected in the classic consecutive interpreting mode, for which interpreters must rely 

on intricate notes and their short-term memory to deliver the interpretation (Gile 2001).  

Interpreting training programs have traditionally taught consecutive interpreting before 

simultaneous interpreting, based on the assumption that simultaneous interpreters first need to 

master the consecutive interpreting mode before moving on to the more difficult mode of 

simultaneous interpreting (Yamada 2019). Arguably, the order in which these modes are 

taught in the curriculum may have something to do with the historical and chronological 

development of the modes, with CI being the first professional mode, followed by SI, which 

was only introduced with the advent of equipment. The professional interpreters of the time 

needed to be trained to use the new mode, and training proved to be successful in achieving 

better outcomes (Seeber 2015). Yamada (2019) argues that novice interpreters may not need 

to be trained in CI before being introduced to SI. In a study of 20 beginner English to 

Japanese interpreting students, in a one-semester course in which all the modes were taught 

concurrently, at the end of the semester, the students were able to interpret simultaneously 

relatively well, without substantial prior consecutive interpreting training (Yamada 2019).  

This finding may indicate that both modes are equally complex for different reasons.  

The Present Study 

In light of the inconclusive results of previous research on the effect of interpreting mode 

on interpreter performance, and in order to fill the knowledge gap in police settings, our study 

aimed to answer the following four questions: 
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1. Does the consecutive interpreting mode lead to more accurate interpreting than the 

simultaneous mode?  

2. Do language combinations moderate the performance of similarly qualified 

interpreters?  

3.  Does experience in simultaneous interpreting in legal settings increase interpreting 

accuracy in SI? 

4. Which mode of interpreting do interpreters perceive to require more mental effort?  

 

Based on the foregoing literature review, our hypothesis for the first question was that 

accuracy in the consecutive interpreting mode would exceed that in the simultaneous mode. 

This is because the consecutive mode is the default mode for police interpreting, is the 

predominant mode taught in training programs and is perceived by theorists and practising 

interpreters to be less complex than simultaneous interpreting.  

Our hypothesis for the second question was that language would not make a meaningful 

difference in the performance of interpreters by interpreting mode (when their training, 

qualification and experience were controlled), but that differences between languages by 

mode would be negligible.  

Our hypothesis for the third question was that practitioners with simultaneous 

interpreting experience in the field in legal settings would perform better than interpreters 

without this field experience in SI (Wong 2020).  

Our hypothesis for the fourth question, was that interpreters would perceive 

simultaneous interpreting as the more cognitively challenging mode.  
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Method 

Research Design  

The experimental study employed a 3 x 2 mixed design. Language had three levels 

(Spanish vs. Arabic vs. Mandarin) and was varied between-participants. Interpreting Mode 

had two levels (simultaneous vs. consecutive) and was manipulated within participants.  

Participants  

Participants were recruited via a call for participants in the relevant languages sent to 

AUSIT1 members and all NAATI2 accredited interpreters. The educational institutions that 

teach Interpreting also distributed the call among their final year students. Although there is 

no way of knowing exactly how many interpreters received the call for participants, the 

current NAATI directory lists 268 certified Mandarin interpreters, 152 certified Arabic 

interpreters and 46 certified Spanish interpreters in the state of New South Wales. However, 

not all of the interpreters can be assumed to be graduates of formal tertiary interpreting 

programs.  

A total of 70 qualified interpreters participated in the study (32 Mandarin-, 25 Spanish-, 

and 13 Arabic-speaking), of whom 80% were women and 20% were men. Their mean age 

was 41.39 years (SD = 14.20), with an age range between 21 and 73 years. Mandarin-

speaking interpreters were on average younger (M = 35.60, SD = 11.05) than Arabic- (M = 

43.50, SD = 11.12, p = .035) and Spanish-speaking interpreters (M = 46.91, SD = 15.95, p = 

.001; F(2, 102) = 7.71, p = .001). Forty percent of the participants had completed a Master’s 

degree or a Graduate Diploma in interpreting, and a further 15.7% had completed a 

Bachelor’s degree in interpreting; 24.3% reported completion of a Vocational Education and 

Training (TAFE) diploma or advanced diploma (12.6% and 16.5%, respectively). Seventeen 

 
1 AUSIT is the Australian Institute for Interpreters and Translators, the national professional association. 
2 NAATI is the National Accreditation Authority for Translators and Interpreters. At the time of the study, 
interpreters were accredited by NAATI. The system changed in 2018, after which interpreters become certified. 
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percent had not received any formal interpreting educational training but had passed the 

NAATI professional accreditation test, and a further 3% had attended short professional 

development or university non-award courses. Sixteen percent were interpreting students, of 

whom most (11.4%) had finished their coursework and were graduating in the same year. 

Interpreters’ practical experience was on average 7.81 years (SD = 8.70), ranging between 

zero for the graduating students and 33 years.  

The majority of the interpreters had received training in both modes. One hundred 

percent of the Arabic, 96% of the Spanish and 85% of the Mandarin interpreters had received 

formal training in CI. Simultaneous interpreting training was not as common, although still 

very prevalent for Spanish (83%) and less frequent for Arabic and Mandarin interpreters 

(69%). The Spanish interpreters were the most experienced in SI (64.0%), followed by the 

Arabic (53.8%) and the Mandarin (37.5%) interpreters. Close to half of Spanish and Arabic 

interpreters (48.0% and 46.2%, respectively) and 31.3% of Mandarin interpreters reported 

having used SI in legal settings, such as in court, police interviews, and/or tribunals. Table 1 

provides an overview of the interpreters’ professional background by language group. 

Table 1 

Demographic Characteristics of Participant Interpreters (%) 

  Spanish  
(n = 25)  Mandarin  

(n = 32)   Arabic  
(n = 13) 

Formal interpreting training*       
None  20.0  15.6  17.1 
Short courses/non-award courses  4.0  --  2.9 
TAFE diploma / advanced 
diploma  20.0  21.9  38.5 

University degree  56.0  62.5  38.5 
Specific interpreting courses       

Consecutive  95.7  100.0  84.6 
Simultaneous  82.6  69.2  69.2 

NAATI accreditation*        
None or not specified  20.0  --  -- 
Paraprofessional  20.0  21.9  46.2 
Professional   60.0  78.1  53.8 
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Interpreting experience       
Simultaneous interpreting*  64.0  37.5  53.8 
M  [years]  10.72   6.44  5.62 
SD [years]  11.40  6.75  5.50 
Range [years]  0-33  0-30  0-18 

Gender       
Female  76.0  87.5  69.2 

Note. * significant differences between language groups (p <.05); M = mean; SD = standard deviation. 
 

Interview Simulation Materials 

Interview script. A script depicting an investigative interview between an English-speaking 

police interviewer and a non-English-speaking suspect who was charged with financing a 

terrorist organisation was developed in consultation with police practitioners and experts in 

interpreting to ensure that the content tested a series of realistic interpreting challenges. The 

interview was approximately 2,000 words in length in English. The script was divided into 

two halves. Each half contained equivalent interpreting challenges, e.g., formal legal 

language used by the detective, colloquial Australian expressions, such as the professed 

occupation of the suspect (“brickie” i.e., bricklayer), and profane language in the responses of 

the suspect (see Hale et al. 2020 for the results of the study on the interpretation of profane 

language). The master script was written in English and translated into three languages by 

NAATI accredited, trained translators. Professional actors performed the roles of police 

interviewer and Arabic-, Mandarin- and Spanish-speaking suspects. The actors were 

instructed to follow the script but to adapt it in response to the interpreters’ interpretation. 

Post-interview questionnaire.  Participants responded to brief questions about their 

professional and educational background as interpreters, and their perceived mental effort in 

the interpreting task. The participants rated their mental effort on a scale (1 = very low, 7 = 

very high), when interpreting consecutively, simultaneously, from English, into English, and 

while taking notes (if they did). Further, they rated the difficulty of the interpreting task in 
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general (1 = not at all, 7 = very), and their impressions of the interactions between the parties 

and the interviews. Here we report only on the interpreters’ perceived mental effort in 

performing the simultaneous and the consecutive interpreting tasks.  

Procedures  

The research was approved by the Federal Bureau of Investigation Institutional Review 

Board (378-16), the Charles Sturt University Human Research Ethics Committee (H16164), 

and the University of New South Wales Human Research Ethics Committee (H16164). 

Before commencing the simulated interview, interpreters were instructed that they would be 

interpreting between an English-speaking police interviewer and an Arabic-, Mandarin-, or 

Spanish-speaking suspect who did not speak English. Half of the participants were instructed 

to start interpreting using the simultaneous mode; the other half were instructed to start 

interpreting using the consecutive mode. The order in which the interpreting mode was 

administered was counter-balanced across participants to control for any potential order 

effects caused by the experimental condition. After the interview concluded, the participants 

completed a brief written questionnaire.  On completion of the questionnaire, interpreters 

were debriefed and received a $100 gift voucher to compensate them for their time.  

The interviews were video- and audio-recorded and transcribed for later analysis. The 

transcriptions were conducted by professional transcriptionists according to detailed 

guidelines prepared by the researchers. The transcriptions included the propositional content 

as well as other relevant features such as hesitations, corrections, backtrackings, overlapping 

speech, side comments, and marked for mode of interpreting (consecutive or simultaneous).  

Data Analysis 

Assessment of interpreting performance. Each transcript was coded by trained coders in each 

language.  
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Each transcript was assessed for interpreting performance using a set of weighted 

criteria routinely applied in oral interpreting examinations to assess legal interpreting students 

by one of the authors (see Table 2). The same assessment criteria used in a previous study 

(Hale, Goodman-Delahunty, and Martschuk 2020) reliably distinguished trained interpreters 

from ad hoc bilinguals. 
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Table 2 

Coded Variables and Interpreting Performance Assessment 

Element of 
competence / coded 
variable 

Criterion descriptors Mark Weight 

Accuracy of 
propositional content 

The interpreter maintains the content of the 
utterance, 'what' the speaker said. 

10 30% 

Accuracy of style The interpreter maintains stylistic features, the 
'how' of the utterance. This includes pragmatic 
force (tone, intonation, stress, hesitations, fillers, 
hedges, repetitions, etc.) and maintenance of 
register (formal/informal, technical/colloquial). 

10 15% 

Maintenance of verbal 
rapport markers  

The interpreter maintains the rapport features of 
the original. These include use of first name, 
acknowledgement markers such as ‘OK’ at the 
start of a response, politeness markers such as 
‘please’ and ‘thank you’, expressions of solidarity 
and comfort. 

10 15% 

Use of correct 
interpreting protocols  

The use of the direct approach (1st  & 2nd 
grammatical persons), interpreting everything that 
is said regardless of what it is, seeking repetitions 
when needed in the right way, transparency 
(keeping everyone informed if a repetition or 
clarification is required). 

10 10% 

Legal discourse and 
terminology 

Maintaining institutional phrases and grammatical 
structures, correct use of strategic question types, 
legal formulas and correct legal terminology. 

10 10% 

Management and 
coordination skills 

This includes setting the contract by establishing 
the interpreter's role and modus operandi, knowing 
when to interpret and how to manage the 
interaction. 

10 10% 

Language competence Grammatical correctness, correct pronunciation, 
fluency in both languages 

10 10% 

Total mark  70 100% 

 

The assessment distinguished seven weighted criteria, as shown in Table 2, summing to 

100%. To compare the level of accuracy by mode each half of the transcript was assessed 

separately out of 100. Each transcription was scored by two trained raters using detailed 

descriptors for each criterion (Table 2). The average inter-rater reliability score was good 

(Krippendorff α = .85). When the agreement between two raters was low (i.e., below 

Krippendorff α = .7), a third independent rater assessed the transcripts. The final assessment 
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score was the average value between two coders. If a third coder was involved, the average 

between the results from the two raters who achieved the highest interrater reliability scores 

was used. 

Results 

Performance by Interpreting Mode Using the Seven Assessment Criteria 

A mixed between-within participants ANOVA with interpreting mode as a within-

participant variable and language as a between-participant variable revealed a main effect for 

interpreting mode (Wilks’ Λ = .905, F[1, 67] = 7.03, p = .010, ηp2 = .10), showing better 

interpreting performance when the simultaneous mode was used (M = 69.15, SD = 10.71, 

95% CI [66.44, 71.87]) than the consecutive mode (M = 67.03, SD = 11.08, 95% CI [64.21, 

69.86]). This effect held across the three languages for the overall performance scores out of 

100 (Wilks’ Λ = .965, F[2, 67] = 1.22, p = .302, ηp2 = .04). The minimum-effect hypothesis 

that language accounts for less than 1% of the variance in outcomes was confirmed: The 

approximate F value Fapprox(2, 67) = 3.37 was below the critical F value Fcritical(2, 70) = 4.14 

(Murphy and Myors 1999). 

When the different criteria to measure interpreting performance were considered 

separately, the analyses revealed statistically significant differences between the simultaneous 

and the consecutive modes for three of the criteria listed in Table 2: interpreting style (Wilks’ 

Λ = .925, F[1, 67] = 5.46, p = .022, ηp2 = .08); maintenance of verbal rapport markers (Wilks’ 

Λ = .930F[1, 67] = 5.04, p = .028, ηp2 = .07), and use of correct interpreting protocol, Wilks’ 

Λ = .906, F[1, 67] = 6.94, p = .010, ηp2 = .09), with SI producing statistically significantly 

better outcomes. The interactions between interpreting mode and language were not 

significant on any of the dependent measures. Figure 1 shows the weighted scores for each 

criterion combined for all interpreters, by interpreting mode. 
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Figure 1. Mean weighted scores by interpreting mode (error bars are 95% confidence 

intervals). 

 

Figure 2 shows the mean difference between the accuracy scores for SI and CI for all 

interpreters on each assessment criterion. A positive value means that interpreters performed 

better in SI than in CI. A value of 0 indicates no differences between the modes, while a 

negative value indicates better performance in CI than in SI. As can be seen in Figure 2, all 

values on all assessment criteria are positive, showing that performance scores in SI exceeded 

those in CI on all seven measures.  
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Figure 2. Mean weighted difference between the simultaneous and the consecutive 

interpreting modes (error bars are 95% confidence intervals). 

 

In response to research question 1, whether CI leads to more accurate interpreting than SI, 

our results showed that interpreters performed better in the simultaneous mode, contrary to 

hypothesis 1. In response to research question 2, whether language combinations moderate 

the performance of similarly qualified interpreters, our results of negligible differences across 

languages confirmed hypothesis 2.  
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The Impact of Experience in Legal Simultaneous Interpreting on Performance 

While the analyses above contrasted SI and CI, in this section we further explored 

performance of interpreters in the simultaneous interpreting mode as a function of their 

experience. Therefore, interpreters were divided in two groups: (a) interpreters with no SI 

experience in legal settings; and (b) interpreters with SI experience in legal settings, such as 

police interviews, criminal trials, or tribunals.  

Analysis of covariance on the overall interpreting performance score  assessed the 

difference between interpreters experienced in SI in legal settings and those who lacked SI 

experience in legal settings, while controlling for years of interpreting experience. 

Interpreters experienced in SI in legal settings performed significantly better at SI (M = 

72.44, SD = 10.85, 95% CI [68.38, 76.49]) than those who lacked SI experience in legal 

settings (M = 65.94, SD = 9.86, 95% CI [62.66, 69.22], F[1, 67] = 5.86, p = .018, ηp2 = .08). 

A one-way multivariate analysis of covariance assessed interpreting performance on the 

seven different assessment criteria as a function of SI experience in legal settings, while 

controlling for years of interpreting experience. Results revealed statistically significant 

differences between interpreters with and without SI experience in legal settings (Wilks’ Λ = 

.776, F[7, 61] = 2.52, p = .024, ηp2 = .22). When the assessment criteria were considered 

separately, statistically significant differences emerged for three performance criteria: 

interpreting style, F(1, 67) = 5.60, p = .021, ηp2 = 08; accurate interpreting of verbal rapport, 

F(1, 67) = 9.43, p = .003, ηp2 = .12; and the use of correct interpreting protocols, F(1, 67) = 

9.27, p = .003, ηp2 = .12. As hypothesised (H3), interpreters with SI experience in legal 

settings were more likely to accurately render the style of the source utterance (M = 10.63, 

SD = 1.54, 95% CI [10.00, 11.26]), accurately interpret verbal rapport features (M = 10.92, 

SD = 1.58, 95% CI [10.28, 11.56]), and use the correct interpreting protocol (M = 7.80, SD = 

1.28, 95% CI [7.27, 8.34]), than interpreters without this experience (Interpreting style: M = 
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9.64, SD = 1.68, 95% CI [9.13, 10.15]; verbal rapport maintenance: M = 9.62, SD = 1.73, 

95% CI [9.10, 10.13]; correct interpreting protocol: M = 6.72, SD = 1.54, 95% CI [6.29, 

7.16]). The differences between interpreters with and without SI experience in legal settings 

were not statistically significant for the remaining assessment criteria. Figure 3 shows the 

weighted scores for each criterion combined for all interpreters, by SI experience in legal 

settings. 

 

 

Figure 3. Mean weighted scores by SI experience in legal settings (error bars are 95% 

confidence intervals). 

 

In response to research question 3, whether experience in simultaneous interpreting in legal 

settings increases interpreting accuracy, our results showed that experience made a positive 

difference in performance, confirming hypothesis 3.  
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Post-experiment Interpreter Survey 

In rating their perceived mental effort interpreters reported greater mental effort in SI 

(M = 4.74, SD = 1.71) than in CI (M = 3.83, SD = 1.93). The perceived mental effort exerted 

in the two modes was not significantly correlated (r = .20, p = .098). Interestingly, greater 

perceived mental effort in SI was not matched to interpreting performance measures, which 

did not show an association (r(69) = -.12, p = .345). Similarly, the lesser perceived mental 

effort in CI was not significantly associated with overall interpreting performance (r(70) = -

.02, p = .902). These results indicated that the interpreters’ subjective perceptions of effort 

exerted were unrelated to their interpreting scores as assessed by independent raters. This 

result is unsurprising given the cognitive bias associated with complex judgement tasks when 

one’s cognitive capacity is already exhausted by the task itself, thereby limiting the ability 

and accuracy of one’s appraisal of one’s own performance (Razon, Hutchinson, and 

Tenenbaum 2012). In response to research question 4, which interpreting mode interpreters 

perceive to produce the highest level of mental effort, the results confirmed our hypothesis 

that interpreters perceived SI as more cognitively demanding, although  their performance 

was unrelated to their perceptions.  

 

Discussion  

This study investigated the impact of mode (consecutive vs simultaneous), language 

pair (English and Arabic, Mandarin or Spanish) and interpreting experience on interpreting 

performance in a simulated interpreted police interview. It also explored interpreters’ self-

perceptions of mental effort exerted according to mode. To avoid a possible artefact of 

sample bias, the study compared the consecutive and simultaneous interpreting performance 

scores of each individual interpreter (within-participant design). The results showed that 

overall, the interpreters in our sample performed better in the simultaneous mode on three of 
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the seven assessed criteria, with those experienced in legal settings achieving the best 

performance assessments. The results emerged irrespective of the language combination, 

although the magnitude of the observed differences using this conservative experimental 

procedure was modest, i.e., the effect sizes were small. This result can be attributed to the 

within-participant design, which compares the performance of the same interpreter in 

different modes. All interpreters were trained on both CI and SI modes. Thus, the same 

interpreter is likely to exhibit a similar level of core competencies and skills, regardless of 

mode. Arguably, although the observed effect sizes are small, our study used a very stringent 

test to detect the difference that mode makes in an individual interpreter’s performance. 

The statistically significant differences found within-participant performance related to 

three assessment criteria: accurate interpreting of style, of rapport features, and use of the 

correct interpreting protocol. The fact that these three features are essential in contemporary 

police interviewing techniques make the results particularly important. The finding on style 

replicated that  in the performance of conference interpreters, in which the judges assessed SI 

as more accurately rendering the style of the source speaker, compared to CI, which tended to 

summarise and omit the source speaker’s paralinguistic or stylistic features (Gile, 2001).  

Notably, through their self-assessment on the Likert-type scale, the interpreters in our 

sample expressed the long-held view that SI requires a higher cognitive load than CI (Köpke 

and Signorelli 2012). Our findings, however, indicated that this viewpoint may reflect a 

common misconception, as corroborated by recent and consistent empirical findings (see also 

Doherty et al. forthcoming-a).  

This study’s main finding that SI overall leads to  better or equally good interpreting 

performance in police settings is heartening in light of other widely-acknowledged 

advantages of this mode, such as the shorter duration of the interaction time, and fewer 

interruptions of the speakers. By systematically comparing the two major interpreting modes, 
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the study contributed to the resolution of prior conflicting outcomes on advantages of one 

interpreting mode over another (Berk-Seligson 1999; Hale and Stern 2011; Russell 2002), in 

the absence of any controlled comparison of the two interpreting modes (Hornberger et al. 

1996). However, it is important to stress that our sample comprised trained interpreters and 

that specialised experience in legal settings led to better performance in SI.  

Strengths and Limitations 

A particular strength of this study is the multi-pronged analysis undertaken to assess 

interpreting performance, which enabled a robust analysis in a realistic simulated interview. 

In comparison to other simulations, this interview was lengthier than those used in many 

prior studies, thus allowing a more robust assessment of performance. The experimental 

context was high in ecological validity compared to other simulated law enforcement 

interviews. It included a series of question-answer exchanges between the speakers and was 

modelled on an authentic transcript of an investigative interview conducted with a non-

English-language suspect in a real Australian criminal case. 

The study also has limitations. One limitation was the difficulty in ensuring that exactly 

the same script was followed. Using trained actors minimised the differences. However, to 

ensure ecological validity, the actors were required to adapt the script according to the 

interpreters’ renditions. This inevitably led to slight differences across the participants.  

Although our study is larger than most others to date, the sample is still relatively small, 

assessing only three different language combinations from only one geographical location, 

thus limiting the generalizability of the results. Further large studies using different language 

combinations should be conducted. 

Other limitations of the study that must be considered are features of the research 

design and the measures of interpreting accuracy. As was noted above, the small effect sizes 

obtained in comparing SI and CI performance accuracy were likely attributable to the within-
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interpreter comparisons applied in this research design. Greater differences may emerge when 

comparing two different groups of interpreters performing either in the consecutive or the 

simultaneous mode and averaging the results, as there would likely be more variability in 

group performance ratings on average than differences between one individual’s performance 

in each of the two modes. However, a difficulty in interpreting the results of between group 

differences is the extent to which they are attributable to differences in the interpreters’ base 

interpreting skills, rather than to the mode. An advantage of our within-participant design is 

that it controlled for base interpreting skill differences.   

  The small effect sizes observed may also be attributable to the nature of our 

interpreting performance measures. Although seven discrete criteria of interpreting 

performance were assessed, the rating scheme applied to each of those criteria was somewhat 

impressionistic. These dependent measures may have been less sensitive to fine distinctions 

in interpreting skills by the same interpreter in different modes than they would be to 

differences in modes between different interpreters, using a between-participants design. 

Unless an individual interpreter exhibited considerable differences in skill between modes, 

we would not observe great differences, yielding larger effect sizes using these accuracy 

measures.  

A further limitation of our study is the single measure used to assess perceived mental 

effort. The focus of this paper was not interpreters’ cognitive effort according to mode. We 

simply reported the interpreters’ post-experiment perceptions of the mental effort exerted to 

ascertain whether their perception matched their performance. More in-depth analyses of 

cognitive load and mental effort have been undertaken (Doherty et al., forthcoming – a, b).    

Conclusions and Recommendations 

This study provided further insight into the debate about the difference that mode of 

interpreting can make on interpreter performance. The first central finding of this study was 



 25 

that SI produced better performance than CI in a number of ways, specifically accurate 

interpreting of style and rapport features, and use of correct interpreting protocols, which are 

especially critical in investigative interviews. The second central finding was that 

performance in different modes was unaffected by language combination, as revealed by our 

comparison of interpreting performance in three major global languages. Our study also 

confirmed that specialised experience in legal settings produced better performance in SI. 

Finally, the interpreters who participated in our study held the well documented perception 

that SI is more cognitively challenging than CI, even though they were assessed to have 

performed better in SI than in CI. These findings are important considering the many added 

benefits of SI, as expressed in our introduction. However, it is important to stress that in order 

to ensure high levels of performance, competent interpreters who are trained in SI should be 

employed, giving preference to those experienced in legal interpreting. The following 

suggestions flow from these findings: 

1. Interpreting training courses should prepare interpreters to work in the simultaneous 

mode in legal contexts, and not only in the consecutive mode; and   

2. Simultaneous interpreting equipment should be available in legal settings to facilitate the 

simultaneous mode and the independent recording of the different inputs. 
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