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ABSTRACT 
In this qualitative study we have compared the reflections and decisions of two groups of interpreters 

on ethical dilemmas: one group of deaf interpreters (DIs) and one of hearing interpreters (HIs). We 

wanted to explore how DIs and HIs reacted when confronted with the same ethical dilemmas, and to 

investigate if there were differences between them. The survey is not representative of the 

interpreting community in Denmark, and can therefore only be used for creating hypotheses, which 

would have to be validated through quantitative survey(s). 

The study showed that there were detectable differences between the two groups, most notably that 

DIs more often seemed to take on responsibility for more than just a linguistic interpretation: They 

tended to act more as Bilingual-Bicultural Mediators, whereas the HIs generally adhered more to the 

role of the Conduit Interpreter. Furthermore, the specific position of the DIs in a deaf-hearing-

interpreter-team (DHI-team) seemed to push the traditional boundaries between neutrality and 

responsibility.  

Keywords Sign language Interpreting, Ethics, Values, Code of Professional Conduct, Deaf Sign 

Language Interpreters 

1 INTRODUCTION 
DIs’ recent entry into the interpreting community in Denmark appears to have revived discussions of 

ethics in sign language interpreting. HIs question the ethical decision-making of DIs, and vice-versa, 

and disagreements between DIs and HIs often seem to revolve around ethical issues.1 This is 

compounded by the fact that Denmark does not have any common code of professional conduct (CPC) 

or even written values for the profession. The discussions have entailed an initiative by The Danish 

Deaf Association (DDA) and the two Danish NASLI’s2, exploring if it is possible to develop a common 
set of ethical guidelines or values for the profession. 

An extensive literature already exists on sign language interpreting and ethics, with interesting studies 

into interpreters’ decision-making processes and reflections. (Mendoza 2010; Dean 2015; Sheneman 

2016.) However, deaf interpreting is still a relatively new profession, and there is limited research that 

deals specifically with DIs and ethics. We have not found any published studies comparing DIs’ and 

HIs’ reflections in ethical decision-making processes. 

1. Compliance with HIs’ ethics was raised as a specific point of concern by HIs when discussing whether DIs should be allowed into the 

Danish Association of Sign Language Interpreters, ethics have repeatedly been discussed by the DI’s in Denmark, and a complaint  has 

been made by a HI about a DI’s ethical conduct during an interpreting assignment. 

2. National Associations of Sign Language Interpreters: FTT and SKOPOS. 
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With this study, we wanted to explore if there were differences between the DIs and the HIs in 

Denmark when it came to ethical decision making, and - if found - what the underlying reasons behind 

those differences were. We anticipated that the findings in our study could be beneficial when 

developing new ethical guidelines or values for the profession. 

1.1 Background 

1.1.1 Training 

All sign language interpreters in Denmark must have graduated from the official 3,5-year BA sign 

language interpreter (SLI) education.3 This SLI education was first established in 1986 in a 

collaboration between DDA and KC, a private sign language research and training institution, and 

started as a 2-year training program. KC was approved by Ministry of Education to train and examine 

sign language interpreters, but still maintained an independent status with its own board and the 

competence to decide the content of the training. In 1997 the training was extended to 3,5 years.4 

In 2008, KC was closed and the SLI training was moved to University College Copenhagen (UCC) and 

subsequently transformed to a professional bachelor program in ‘Danish Sign Language and 

Interpreting’5. This meant that the close connection to the deaf community (up until then DDA had 

been represented on the board) came to an end. The transition meant mainstreaming the education 

with other professional bachelor programmes. Even though DDA still had a seat in a committee 

discussing the content of the training, influence was reduced, compared to the time when DDA was 

the major stakeholder. 

Because the consolidated act of the BA education states that interpreting into spoken Danish is one of 

the core graduate competences, deaf people cannot become sign language interpreters through the 

formal Danish educational system.6 In 2012, DDA started a 3-year project, funded by the Ministry of 

Social Affairs, training 12 DIs through a series of theoretical modules and practical work experience. 

The interpreters had to complete 8 theoretical modules, totalling 172 hours, and work on various 

interpreting assignments in between the modules. Upon completion the DIs were granted a certificate 

from the National Interpreting Authority (DNTM), allowing them to interpret only in specific situations 

and for certain target groups. Apart from interpreting between different sign languages (and/or 

International Signs) DIs only interpret for consumers who need language adaptation. In these cases, 

DIs work together with HIs in relay teams. 

1.1.2 Ethics   
In the 80’s Denmark had its first CPC for Sign Language Interpreters, which was developed in 

cooperation between the DDA and the sign language interpreters. The CPC was rule-oriented, and 

with inspiration from the US, the ideal behind the CPC was the Conduit Model,7 which emphasised 

that the interpreter should be neutral (especially concerning political and religious issues), invisible, 

and not allowed to interact with clients during interpreting assignments. The interpreter should ‘just 

interpret’ – nothing else. 

One tenet required interpreters ‘to adapt to the environment’. Thus, interpreters should try to fit 

into the setting as well as they could by behaving and dressing in accordance with the surroundings 

(Bergmann 2016: 212).  

3. Interpreters graduated during earlier training programs can be granted exemption. 

4. The consolidated Act no. 683. 1997 

5. In Denmark there is a distinction between a professional bachelor, which qualifies for a specific profession, and a university bachelor, 

which tends to be more theoretical. 

6. Several deaf persons applied for exemption from the Ministry of Research and Education but were declined. 

7. The ‘Conduit Model’ is one of four models that Gish (1990) identifies in the development of interpreting ethics in the US. We will go 

over these four models in Section 2. 



3 

A couple of tenets revolved around neutrality, one of them explicitly reminding interpreters that they 

were interpreting for both parts in the communication – also for the hearing counterpart. Finally, a 

few tenets addressed the skills and competences of the interpreter. Lifelong learning and further 

training were encouraged, and the importance of being aware of one’s own competences and 

limitations was stressed.  

As time went by, the CPC became obsolete, but it has never been updated or replaced. Today there is 

no written understanding or agreement on how sign language interpreters should conduct themselves 

or which values are important for their work. One of the reasons why the CPC has not been updated 

can undoubtedly be found in the changes that the market has undergone in the intermediate period. 

Since the CPC was developed, the interpreting scene in Denmark has changed drastically. There used 

to be only one institution that employed all interpreters: The Institution for the Deaf.8 The DDA was on 

the chair of the board for many years, and FTT was the only organisation for Sign Language 

interpreters. Thus, it was very easy to impose the CPC on all working interpreters. 

Today we have a much more diverse scene, the market has been taken over by private companies, and 

sign language interpreters today are either self-employed or employed by small or medium-sized 

companies. It is a highly competitive market, and even if several attempts to establish a trade 

association have been made, they have all failed. No attempts have been made to renew the CPC until 
the current initiative mentioned above. 

When looking at the differences in ethical decision-making, differences in training backgrounds are 

important and influential factors. Thus, it is important to note that DIs received different training 

than HIs, and even all HIs did not receive identical training. At KC the training in ethics was practically 

based and (at least in the beginning) based upon the CPC of the 80’s. At UCC the training has become 

more theoretical and aims at providing the students with academic competences such as “insight into 

ethical theory and various models of reflection as a tool to analyse complex interactions between 

consumers” “and thereby enabling them to reflect upon dilemmas that can arise in practice” 

(Curriculum 2017: 6). 

In the training of the DIs, although shorter, ethics played a major part. The NAD-RID Code of ethics 

(2005) was highlighted as an example of CoE that could serve as ethical guidelines for their work, but 

DIs were generally taught a critical approach to rigid rule-based CPC’s. Apart from the tenet of 

confidentiality, which was stressed, DIs were taught to assess and analyse situations and making 

decisions based upon values rather than following rules. 

2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
Gish (1990) has described how interpreting in the USA has transformed over time and identifies four 

distinct models in this development. The first model is called the Helper Model, which dates back to 

the time when sign language interpreting had not yet been established as a profession, and when 

interpreting was done primarily by families and friend. With the establishment of the RID (Registry of 

Interpreters for the Deaf) in 1964 the Helper Model was no longer deemed an appropriate model for 

interpreters.  

In the 70s came the Conduit Model, which in many ways was the opposite of the Helper Model. The 

Conduit Model regarded the interpreter as a professional, and deaf consumers as equal, autonomous 

citizens, capable of making their own decisions. The model conceived interpreters as ‘invisible’, not 

allowing them to interact with consumers, even if questions were posed directly to them. Their task 

was ‘just interpreting’. In the 80’s, the model changed to the Communication Facilitator, which 

allowed the interpreter to have interactions with the consumers. The focus on interpreting was still – 

as with the Conduit Model – solely on the linguistic aspect, and the Communication Facilitator was not 

8. Later the institution changed its name to Centre for the Deaf, and later again to CFD. 



4 

allowed to incorporate cultural mediation in the interpreting. The current model, the 

Bicultural/Bilingual Model, allows interpreters to interact with clients and to add cultural adjustments 

to the interpretation to enhance understanding between the consumers. The development in 

Denmark has obviously not been the same as in the US, although we are indirectly influenced by it. 

But we will use Gish’s terminology to frame the various perceptions of how to conduct oneself as a 

professional interpreter, when we analyse the reflections of the interpreters. 

Newer theories have pointed out that all models are inadequate, and suggests the interpreter should 

not have a fixed, predefined role, dictated by rules, but instead be able to take on different roles 

depending on the situation (Llewellyn-Jones and Lee. 2014) and that interpreters must be guided by 

values rather than rules. (Meckler. 2014)  

Mindess (2014) emphasizes that sign language interpreters must culturally mediate. The interpreter 

must understand cultural differences to be able to render the intended meaning of the source 

message. Mindess stresses that interpreters must study not only deaf culture, but also be aware of the 

hearing culture: “In order to successfully function as bicultural mediators, not only must we be familiar 

with the elements of deaf culture, but also we must pay equal, if not greater attention to the other 

half of the bilingual-bicultural seesaw” (Mindess 2014: 4).  

For decades the concept of deaf culture has been explored (Padden 1990; Ladd 2003; Mindess 2014) 

and deaf culture has become recognised as a concept used worldwide. Most commonly deaf culture 

is characterized as collectivistic as opposed to individualistic. In a collectivistic culture the individuals 

subordinate their personal goals to the goals of the group, as opposed to a culture, where each 

individual follows his or her own personal goals. Mindess (2014) lists a number of characteristics of 
deaf culture such as group decision making, information sharing, pooling resources, and reciprocity. 

Some researchers have pointed out, that DIs make use of ‘extra linguistic knowledge’ when 

interpreting. As deaf persons and members of the deaf community DIs have extensive knowledge of 

the deaf community. The term DELK (Deaf Extra Linguistic Knowledge) is commonly used to describe 

this and refers to the knowledge “gained first-hand from these first-hand deaf world experiences” 

(Adam et al, 2014: 8). It has also been described how DIs through their deaf experiences can identify 

with deaf consumers, and how they are able to connect with the them in a way that HIs cannot 

(Sheneman 2016; Stone 2009) and as Boudreault (2005) says “They share the same Deaf experience 

with the Deaf Consumer, this sameness is an important factor in establishing rapport and 

communicating effectively” (Boudreault 2005: 335). Mindess (2014) lists several areas, where DIs have 

competences, techniques, or abilities, that are superior to those of their hearing colleagues, such as 

being able to make more adequate cultural adjustments, have a more direct approach to the 

consumers, enlarge the perspective for the consumer through empathy, have the ability to put the 

deaf consumer at ease, and have a deeper understanding (of the language and the culture). In our 

analysis we investigate if these abilities are being used by the interpreters in our survey, and if they 

are: which part they play in their reflections and ethical decision-making processes.  

In recent years, the concept of deaf culture has been questioned and challenged, as studies from 

researchers such as Friedner and Kusters (2015) have pointed out, that in a world where 

opportunities, economic and social context differ, deaf people differ too. Kusters, De Meulder and O’ 

Brien (2017) discuss how deaf people’s positionalities and ontologies change with more variation in 

educational and socio-economic backgrounds, where conditions such as gender, ethnicity, age, and 

added disabilities also are determinative and influential factors. They question the concepts: Deaf 

Culture, Deaf identity, and Deaf Community, which often have been used in singular forms. They argue 

there is not just one way of being deaf, instead they introduce the concepts of ‘sameness and 

differences’. ‘Sameness’ that represents some shared experiences of being deaf, and ‘differences’ 

which emphasizes the diversity in the deaf worlds (Kusters and Friedner 2015). We will have these 

reflections in mind, when we discuss how/if DIs are influenced by their deaf-world background(s). 
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Dean and Pollard (2013) have adapted Karasek’s (1979) demand–control theory to examine the 

complex profession of sign language interpreting, and they have developed a system to help identify, 
categorize and prioritize all salient factors (called demands) that affect the work of the interpreter.  

Dean and Pollard divide the demands into four main categories: environmental, interpersonal, 

paralinguistic, and intrapersonal. Environmental demands are those that originate from surroundings 

or the setting where the interpreting takes place; interpersonal demands are those demands that 

have to do with relations between persons; paralinguistic demand are factors that affect the language, 

the way it is being signed/spoken or the way it is being perceived; and intrapersonal demands are 

demands within the interpreter him- or herself. The methodology likewise focusses on the 

corresponding controls (i.e. the various resources the interpreters use as responses to the demands). 

We have used Dean and Pollard’s (2013) terminology in our focus group interviews as well as in 

discussions with interpreters about ethical reflections and decision-making. 

Sheneman (2016) focusses on DIs’ ethics, while not comparing DIs’ and HIs’ reflections, she states that 

her “results indicate that information sharing, providing optimal services to Deaf Consumers, and 

cultural mediation are all common ethical choices that DIs make” (Sheneman 2016: 2). In the 

discussion we compare our findings to those of Sheneman.  

3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Our research questions are:  

1. How do the participating DIs and HIs react when confronted with the same ethical 

dilemmas?  

2. Are there any differences between them when it comes to their decisions?  

3. Do they undergo the same thought processes and reflections – or are there any differences 

between the two groups at this level?  

Furthermore: What explanations or values underlie their decisions and to what extend will it be 

possible to detect causal links to the interpreters’ various backgrounds? 

4 METHODOLOGY 
Our study is based upon two focus groups with 16 (eight deaf and eight hearing) Danish SLIs. One 

focus group for HIs and one for DIs. Afterwards, we conducted a joint session for all participants 

where the preliminary findings were disclosed and discussed. As a focus group study, the goal is not to 

be generalizable.9 Our research is qualitative and explorative, to know more about the interpreters’ 

reflections, their explanations and possible causal links. Findings of this qualitative survey could enable 

hypotheses generation which could in turn be investigated further in a larger scale representative 

(quantitative) survey. 

The participating interpreters were recruited by advertising at the Danish Deaf Association’s website 

and Facebook page. It was ensured that the two groups each consisted of both new and experienced 

interpreters.10 Both groups included self-employed or freelance interpreters as well as those employed 

by companies of different sizes. In the group of HIs, one interpreter was deaf parented, and one 

interpreter had a deaf spouse. In the group of DIs, there were both deaf parented and hearing 

parented interpreters.11 

9. Although 8 DIs is a representative sample of the DIs in DK, (there are 12 DIs in DK) 8 HIs are not representative of the approximate 300 

HIs in DK. The concern was to have a sufficient number of interpreters in each group to encompass contrasting in opinions. (Krueger 

and Casey 2015) 

10. Although the group of DIs – for obvious reasons – did not have the same diversity in this area. The HIs had an average of 10 years of 

work experience, while the DIs only had 2,5 years. DIs had all completed their training at the same time, but since then, some had 

worked part time, while others had worked full time. 

11. Deaf parented: when we use this term, we mean a person that has been brought up by at least one deaf parent. 
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We used DCS (Dean and Pollard 2013) to ensure a common frame of reference for the discussions. 

Prior to the focus group, a moderator gave the interpreters a ‘crash course’ in the DCS approach and 

an introduction to the concept of ethics. We found the DCS approach suited the purpose of providing 

interpreters with tools to analyse a situation and to make conscious choices when deciding which 

‘controls’ to use in response to certain ‘demands’. Furthermore, the DCS approach proved useful not 

only for the participants to frame their thought, but also for us to structure the discussion. 

We presented the interpreters with 19 different case scenarios - each representing a unique ethical 

dilemma. Some of the cases were inspired by Dean and Pollard’s textbook (2013), while others were 

taken from the moderator’s own experience as a SLI. Each time a case was presented, the participants 

were told to write down how they would respond if faced with this specific dilemma. They were asked 

to take their decisions instantly, as in real life, and write it down. Afterwards, a discussion took place 

where participants elaborated on their decisions and the reflections that led to them. All responses 

and the following discussion were recorded on video and later transcribed.  

The final session was a joint workshop for both groups where the preliminary findings were disclosed 

and discussed. This session proved particularly interesting, since participants actively debated the 

different responses among them. The purpose was not to determine if responses were ‘right’ or 

‘wrong’, but to have an open discussion and exchange of viewpoints, which was not only suitable for 

the exploration of different reflections in our study, but also seemed to be rewarding for the 

participants. 

After analysing responses and reflections concerning all 19 case scenarios, we have chosen to focus on 

six in the following analysis. The six scenarios, that we have chosen to go over in this article, all show 

considerable differences between HIs and DIs, and they explore different angles and aspects of the 

topic. The 13 other cases were left out of this study; some because the findings were similar to the 

ones in the chosen six cases, and some because they did not show any clear differences between the 

two groups.  

5 FINDINGS 
We found that in these six cases, there were detectable differences between how the two groups of 

interpreters would (re-)act, when facing the same ethical dilemmas. The differences are nuanced; not 

all 8 DIs choose different options than all 8 HIs. There are also similarities; some DIs choose the same 

controls as the HIs and have similar reflections. 

When describing the responses to the six case scenarios, we go over the points we found most 

interesting, so this is not an exhaustive analysis of all components in the study. Instead we have 

chosen to highlight those points that contribute to the overall scope of exploring the differences. 

5.1 Findings from case scenario 1 

Scenario # 1 

Your co-worker is sick, and you are asked to take her interpreting assignment. You are told 

to interpret at ‘a small event’. You arrive at the place wearing jeans and a shirt. You notice 

that others are very formally dressed wearing suits and gowns.  

All eight HIs and five DIs choose not to mention or make excuses for how they are dressed. Three of 

eight DIs would apologize and explain the reason by mentioning they had taken over somebody else’s 

assignment. From the reflections we can see that most of the interpreters –both deaf and hearing – 

consider the Conduit Value of ‘just interpreting’ (e.g. not interacting with the consumers) to be very 

important, and for most interpreters it overrules other considerations. Interpreters (both deaf and 

hearing) who choose to ignore the fact that they did not fit into the setting all explained that they do 

not want to attract attention to themselves by making excuses.  

By these interpreters, apologizing or explaining the wrong dress code, is considered less important 

than the tenet of ‘just interpreting’. One of the DIs explicitly equals this with professionalism:  
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I want to be professional. Attract as little attention to myself as possible. (DI) 

It is worth noticing that all of the three interpreters who choose to apologize for how they are 

dressed, are deaf. One of them explicitly states that ‘fitting into the setting’ overrules other 

considerations for him/her: “I prioritize fitting into the setting higher than other concerns.” (DI) 

Interestingly, ‘fitting into the setting’ can also be identified as derived from the old CPC (the tenet of 

‘adopting to the situation’). Among the interpreters who choose to apologize, their reflections reveal 

that they use their own experiences as deaf consumers in their decision-making process:  

I recognize the situation from my own experience. How I have been embarrassed by an 

interpreter’s inappropriate dress. (DI) 

As mentioned previously, the use of DELK (Adam et al. 2014) by DIs has been described by several 

researchers. In this case at least one DI brings up specific experiences that (s)he has had with 
interpreters that (s)he found embarrassing, for not fitting into the setting.  

Another reflection in favour of apologizing is the urge to ‘defend the interpreting service’. One of the 

DIs wanted to make sure the consumer was aware that there were specific reasons for the mishap (i.e. 

a sick co-worker) and that it was not due to indifference or negligence on the part of the interpreting 

firm or the interpreter. This argument seems to relate more to an urge to defend oneself (or the 

interpreting firm) against possible criticism from the consumer and may arise in part from labour 

market-oriented reasons. Further on in the analysis we will point out how other reflections from the 

DIs seem to point in the same direction. 

5.2 Findings from case scenario 2 

Scenario # 2 

You are interpreting in a class room in college. During the lesson the deaf person is 

sitting in the front row and he is asking untimely questions without putting his hand up. 

The picture from scenario 2 is a little more diverse and complex than from scenario 1, but there is still 

a visible difference between the two groups. The majority of the HIs (6/8) would interpret the 

questions, whereas the responses from the group of DIs, as in the first scenario, is more diverse. Three 

agree with the majority of the HIs and choose to interpret the questions, three would (like one of the 

HIs) ask the deaf student if his questions should be interpreted. One interpreter from each group 

would ignore the deaf consumer’s questions, and one of the DIs would take it up with him during the 

break. 

Looking at the reflections from the three DIs and the six HIs who choose to interpret the questions, 

they all seem to favour the Conduit Model, where the emphasis is on ‘just interpreting’ and not to 

deviate from this task.  

It’s the interpreter’s task to translate everything (HI) 

The responsibility is with the deaf person and the teachers (DI) 

Just as in the first scenario, most HIs choose to act in accordance with the Conduit Model. The values 

of the Conduit Model are to regard the consumer as an autonomous, capable person who is 

responsible for his/her own actions. We see these values explicitly expressed in the reflections of both 

DIs and HIs who choose this option.  

However, like in the first scenario more DIs (4) than HIs (1) would choose to communicate directly with 

the consumer, either during or after class. Apparently, identification - constructing sameness (Kusters 

and Friedner 2015) - with the consumer and DELK play an important part for the DIs who would 

address the issue directly. As one of the DIs states: “I identify with the deaf person and recognise the 

situation from my own experience as a deaf person”. The other reflections further reveal two reasons 
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for asking the consumer directly if he wants to be interpreted. One reason is asking for clarification (I 

am not really sure if he wants me to interpret or if he is just ‘talking to himself’) and the other one is 

that the interpreter indirectly wishes to let the deaf student know that he is breaking the norms in the 

classroom. Some of the DIs argue that it is part of the interpreter’s role to act as a mediator of culture:  

It's a joint responsibility to make the deaf person aware of teaching culture (DI)  

Mediation of culture is the same as joint responsibility (DI)  

These arguments are in line with the understanding of the interpreter’s role, such as it is expressed in 

the Bicultural/Bilingual Model. Witter-Merithew (2014) gives an example from a courtroom where the 

deaf consumer is signing while the judge is speaking. Instead of telling the deaf person to hold those 

remarks, the DI asks: “The judge is talking now, do you want to interrupt him?” Witter-Merithew 

notes that it might be tricky for a HI to be as distinctive without appearing condescending. Although 

not verbalised by the HI, this may also be one of the reasons why only one HI gives this information to 

the consumer. 

The reflections of the HI, who chooses to ignore the questions, show that this is done out of 

consideration for the hearing consumers:  

I have experience with same kind of deaf person. It disturbs too much in the class. 

Therefore, I would not interpret what he’s saying. I prioritize the class situation higher. (HI) 

The DI who chooses to ignore the questions, explains that (s)he “would leave it to the HI to decide if 

the questions should be voiced or not.” (DI) The reflection shows, that being part of an interpreting 

team, presents other options and challenges: The DI is not working alone and a decision to voice 

needs to be accepted by the co-interpreter. We note a shift in position as compared to the, for lack of 

better term, ‘traditional’ interpreter position, who interprets directly between two consumers12, and 

who must balance the consideration for the deaf consumer with the hearing consumers. We will 

return to this issue later, as more responses seem to point in this direction.  

5.3 Findings from case scenario 3 

Scenario # 3 

During class, students are working on their own and you are just waiting for when you are needed. 
The deaf person is asking you some personal questions like: Do you have children? Do they have the 
same father? Where is he living? Are you married? 
 
 
 
In this case there is quite a distinct difference between the two groups. While most DIs (5) (and no HIs) 

would ask the consumer to wait, the majority of the HIs (5) (and no DIs) would answer the questions 

without reservation. Three DIs and two HIs would answer briefly, and one HI would not answer but 
divert the conversation to other topics.  

The reflections from the five DIs, who will ask the consumer to wait, show that they do not want to 

small-talk because it might be regarded as unprofessional behaviour.  

Small-talk can injure the perception of the interpreter’s professional role. (DI) 

Attention to other’s perception is important. (DI) 

 

12. The shift in position is only present when the DI interprets together with a HI as part of a deaf-hearing-interpreting team (DHIteam) 
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The emphasis is on appearing professional and protecting oneself (and the profession) against possible 

allegations of being unprofessional. Thus, the reasons for choosing to decline small-talk appears to be 

labour market-related concerns, similar to what we saw in case scenario 1. 

It is interesting to note that the HI who agrees with this option (of not answering the questions) but 

who chooses a slightly different approach (e.g. to divert), has very different reasons for not wanting to 

answer. For him/her it is not fear of appearing unprofessional, but instead a concern for protecting 

his/her boundaries. It is not the small-talk in itself that causes the problem, it is the fact that it is of 

such a personal nature.  

To divert the conversation is an indirect way of declining, as opposed to the five DIs, who tell the 

consumer directly that they do not want to answer his questions. As in case 2, this may reflect the 

differences in communication style, where DIs – as Witter-Merithew (2014) shows - are able to be 

much more direct than HIs. This would explain the different approaches. 

The reflections of the three DIs and the two HIs who choose to answer briefly, show that they balance 

their consideration for the deaf student against other considerations. For the DIs it is primarily a 

concern of not appearing professional, but for the HIs it is a consideration for the rest of the students, 

since the small-talk might disturb them. 

From the DIs’ reflections, we see that they prioritize having a good rapport with the consumer, and 

(for some of them) use their sense of sameness with the consumer: 

I prioritize the good relationship – created by small-talk. (DI) 

Deafhood-feeling, part of deaf culture. (DI) 

One of the DIs explicitly states that (s)he feels responsible for the deaf consumer, because he does not 

have the same options of small-talking or socializing as his hearing classmates have: 

I feel socially responsible for the deaf person. The hearing students have multiple options to 
small-talk. A deaf student does not have that. (DI) 

Interestingly, the HIs who choose to answer the question, do so for other reasons.  

As an interpreter you get a lot more information about the deaf person than the other way 

around. So, it’s only fair to answer his questions about me. (HI) 

They do not regard the consumer as someone with limited access to small-talk, (at least this does not 

play any part in their decision-making process) and they do not feel socially responsible for him. 

Instead they seem to regard him as an equal, and they choose to answer from a reciprocity point of 

view. 

5.4 Findings from case scenario 4 

Scenario # 4 

Later the hearing students noticed that the deaf person is making a grunting sound. They 

are making fun of him by copying the sound  

DIs’ and HIs’ choices are quite different in this case scenario. Six DIs choose not to do anything, and 

only one of them would explain that the hearing students make fun of him. The HIs react differently: 

six of them chooses to let the deaf student know about the situation around him, while only one 

would ignore it. 

Looking at the reflections for not interpreting, some of the DIs seem to be taken aback by the 
awkwardness of the situation. As one of them puts it: 
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I would be paralysed – and simply don’t know what to do (DI) 

Limited experience is obviously a factor for the DIs who do not seem to have come across a similar 

episode before, and they do not know how to (re-)act. Reflections show that other reasons for not 

interpreting are wanting to avoid the awkward situation, and/or to spare the consumer the 

embarrassment.  

This is the same argument the HI uses: 

I want to avoid hurting the deaf person. (HI) 

The reflections from several interpreters (HI and DIs) show that they want to protect the consumer, 

and therefore says nothing. There is no doubt from the reflections of these interpreters, that they 

leave out the information due to the empathy they feel with the consumer. Interestingly, choosing to 

leave this information out of the interpretation is in accordance with the Helper Model, when the 
interpreter decided what to interpret (and what to leave out) without consulting the deaf consumer.  

The only DI who would convey this information to the consumer, states that (s)he will do it ‘in a nice 

and discreet way’ which shows that (s)he balances the empathy with the obligation to ‘interpret 

everything’. In contrast, the reflections from the HIs who choose to interpret, all point to the same 

reasoning: I am the ‘invisible’, neutral interpreter who does not interfere: I interpret everything, I 

respect the deaf consumer’s autonomy: He is a capable individual who has the right to know what is 

going on around him:  

By interpreting for him, he gets the possibility of doing something about it. (HI)  

These are all notions from the Conduit Model. When choosing how to react in this situation, working 

in a DHI-team may also play an important part. Some DIs use the strategy of double-checking with the 

HI, both to make sure what is going on, and at the same time (indirectly) letting the deaf consumer 

know that an awkward situation has arisen, as opposed to interpreting it directly to him. 

5.5 Findings from case scenario 5 

Scenario # 5 

You are interpreting at a business meeting where most participants are men in suits. You 

have been introduced to the deaf person and the chairman. You’re standing next to the 

chairman and his PowerPoints and you are about to start interpreting, when the 

chairman says to you: The deaf person is sitting there in the back. Please go and sit with 

him. 

In this case there is also a distinct difference between the two groups. Most HIs (6/8) would stop 

interpreting and speak directly to the chairman, only one of the DIs would do this. Three DIs and no 

HIs would go and sit with the deaf consumer. Four DIs and two HIs would choose to interpret what the 

chairman says and thereby leaving it to the consumer to decide. 

When we look at the reflections, it seems that the three DIs, who would do as the chairman says, 
seem a little less assertive than the others. They would simply trust others to know better: 

I would accept what the chairman says, and trust that he knows what works best. (DI) 

This could be regarded as a sign of less experience in the field. However, other reflections show that 

some DIs choose to do as the chairman says, because of their past experiences, feeling embarrassed 

when an interpreter made a ‘fuss’ about the working conditions, thereby attracting everyone’s 

attention to him/her. Such experiences seem to make DIs more flexible in terms of their requirements, 

when on the job. 



11 

Interestingly, this is the only case where most HIs would abandon the act of interpreting and answer 

directly; and their reflections show that they would not trust the consumer(s) with the decision. As 

interpreters, they themselves know what the best working position is. This is something they have 

been taught during their training, and furthermore they feel that it is their own responsibility - not the 

consumer’s.  

It’s my responsibility how I can interpret in the best possible way. (HI) 

The DIs and HIs who choose to interpret the question to the deaf consumers all give the same reasons: 

They trust the consumer to know what works best in the situation. It does not mean that they would 

always leave such a decision to the consumer, but in this case they would, since he is a capable 

person, who is expected to know what is best, and can balance the consideration for an optimal 

interpreting position against a possible dispute with the chairman. They also state that deaf 

consumers are a heterogeneous group and therefore there is no ‘one size fits all’ solution.  

5.6 Findings from case scenario 6 

Scenario # 6 

You are called to interpret for a deaf adult who is terminally ill and his family members at 

a meeting with the doctors and the health-care workers. You have never seen them 

before. When you start interpreting you notice that the deaf consumer has difficulties in 

understanding you. You find out that his little sister (15 yrs. old) who is also attending 

the meeting, knows some homemade signs which the deaf person understands. 

The reactions here are interesting, because there is a stark difference between the two groups. All 

eight DIs would choose to continue interpreting, incorporating the sister’s homemade signs, only one 

of the HIs would do this. The reaction that three HIs would choose, is to continue interpreting 

although the consumer does not seem to understand. Two HIs would let the sister add or adjust signs, 
and one would let the sister interpret to the degree that is necessary. 

That all DIs choose to adapt their language to the deaf consumer, is no surprise, considering that this is 

what DIs do. It’s part of their job description and it lies well within their competences; being native 

signers with a higher command of the language, they are more able to adjust it to fit the needs of 

consumers with various language codes. Being trained in this field of work DIs will be constantly 

evaluating if the consumer understands. HIs do this as well, but with a higher command of the 

language, the ability to read the signals from the consumer will be more advanced (or as Mindess 

(2014) puts it: “DIs are much more sensitive to subtler signs demonstrated by facial expressions and 

body language (or lack thereof)” (Mindess 2014:293)) and they are trained to modify their language to 

the specific language code required in various situations.  

What is surprising, though, is that the reflections show that one of the DIs does not regard this 

modification of the language code as proper professional conduct: 

I would rely more on personal ethics than professional ethics in this situation. (DI) 

Other reflections from the DIs are similar to those that we have seen in the previous cases: They 

empathize with the consumer, use their own personal experiences, and give priority to getting the 

message through: 

The most important is the deaf person getting the message. (DI) 

I had a similar experience myself. (DI) 

Putting the deaf person at ease is important. (DI) 

The majority of the HIs, regardless of choosing to continue interpreting without any help or letting the 

sister add signs, give priority to their role as ‘professional interpreters’. Reflections show that even if 

they are aware that they do not possess adequate competences for the assignment, none of them 
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chooses to convey this in the situation and ask for another interpreter. Instead the decision is left to 

the consumers:  

They have to order another interpreter, if it doesn’t work. (HI)  

Even if the consumer does not seem to understand, the HIs would still try undertaking the assignment, 

rather than opting out. 

One of the HIs chooses to let the 15-year old sister interpret, arguing that the sister is ‘old enough’ to 

take on the responsibility of interpreting for her brother. This interpreter also gives priority to ‘getting 

the message through’, but obviously in a different way than the interpreters who choose to adopt 

their language to the consumer. 

6 DISCUSSION  
Generally, we found that DIs adhered more to the Bicultural/Bilingual Model than the HIs. DIs 

would assess if a deaf consumer needed certain information regarding norms and rules in the 

hearing context in order to conform, and they would tend to offer that information (directly or 

indirectly) during the interpreting. DIs’ reflections show that they consider this ‘information sharing’ 

to be cultural mediation and part of the interpreter’s role.  

Their reflections revealed that they often experienced identification and empathy with the deaf 

consumer and used their own experiences (DELK) in their decision-making processes. In contrast, 

some of the HIs sometimes expressed a need to distance themselves from the deaf consumer, 

protecting their own boundaries. 

DIs seemed to be more attentive to the deaf consumers’ well-being and would place more emphasis 

on establishing a good rapport with the consumer, putting him/her at ease, and in one instant some 

DIs would omit environmental information in the interpretation to spare the feelings of the consumer. 

DIs also used their own consumer experiences to determine how to (re-)act in certain situations. A 

general concern that was verbalised several times was prioritising ‘to blend in’ or ‘not making a fuss’. 

Negative experiences as a consumer seem to influence some DIs to be more flexible, and to prioritize 

adapting to the environment - in some cases to the point where it might affect the quality of the 

interpreting.  

HIs seemed to adhere more to the Conduit Model and their reflections showed that they often 

equalized neutrality and ‘just interpreting’ with professionalism. Furthermore, their reflections show 

that they generally considered the consumer to be an equal, with no need for special considerations. 

When choosing to small-talk with deaf consumers this was done based on reciprocity, and not 

because they felt responsible for their social well-being.  

The different perceptions of the interpreter’s role might stem from differences in educational 

backgrounds. At least some HI’s were trained when the Conduit Model of interpreting was still 

favoured at KC, whereas in the training of the DIs, the Bicultural/Bilingual Model was favoured. We 

have gone over the explicit differences in training backgrounds earlier in this article, but from an 

‘outside point of view’ is impossible to know exactly what the training at KC and UCC have 

encompassed, so this causal link remains a hypothesis. The fact is, however, that many of the tenets 

from the old CPC are still verbalised by the HIs and identified as being ‘professional’.  

Another influential factor might be different interpreting experiences. Because of the specific 

conditions for DIs in Denmark, they interpret almost exclusively for particularly vulnerable consumers, 

who generally need more cultural mediation. HIs, on the other hand, interpret for a wide variety of 

deaf consumers, and not all of them need the same degree of cultural mediation.  

In some of the reflections, we have seen that the specific position of the DIs in the DHI-team plays an 

important part in the decision-making process of the DIs. In the DHI-team the DIs interpret between 

the HI and the deaf consumer(s), and this specific position in ‘the interpreting chain’ seems to cause 
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the DIs to feel greater responsibility towards the deaf consumer(s). This is perhaps no surprise, 

considering the tasks that DIs are supposed to undertake in the interpreting. It lies in the job 

description of the DIs, that they are supposed to adapt their linguistic code to that of the deaf 

consumer. As there is no standard language, the DIs can rely on, the nature of the job is to be 

adaptable, flexible and attentive to the needs of the deaf consumers. In the study we have noted how 

this position influences the DI’s perception of neutrality and responsibility. In many cases, 

considerations for the deaf consumer played a major part in the decision-making processes of the DIs, 

while considerations for the hearing consumers played a much smaller part among the DIs than 

among the HIs. 

Another difference found between the two groups, was that DIs – in some cases - tended to be less 

assertive and confident in their role as interpreters compared to their hearing colleagues. We noted in 

the analysis that DIs were more concerned with defending the interpreting service, with not appearing 

unprofessional, and would tend to make excuses for themselves. HIs generally seemed to rely more on 

their own knowledge of knowing best, when it came to picking the best suitable working position, 

while some of the DIs trusted others to know best. This may stem from the fact that DIs had shorter 

training and less work experience than the HIs, who participated in the survey. Several studies show 

differences between interpreters with a greater experience and newly educated interpreters, so-

called expert and novice interpreters (Mendoza 2014; Sheneman 2016).  

In some of the scenarios we found that DIs chose certain options which seemed to relate to their own 

or the interpreting company’s insecure position in the market, and we did not find similar concerns in 

the reflections of the HIs. That deaf interpreting is a new profession in Denmark, and that it has not 

yet been fully recognized (by authorities, consumers, or HIs) are also factors that might contribute to 

this insecurity. 

As mentioned earlier, Mindess (2014) highlights several areas where DIs have superior competences 

and abilities. In our study we have seen differences between HIs and DIs occur in all the areas that she 

lists: DI’s tend to use more cultural mediation, they are more direct in their approach, they do 

empathise more with the deaf consumer, and they do prioritize putting the deaf consumer(s) at ease. 

Our study confirms that DIs do this (more often than HIs).  

Sheneman (2016) found that cultural mediation characterises the work of DIs, which our study 

confirms. Her notion of ‘giving optimal service to deaf consumers’ likewise concurs with our findings. 

Giving optimal service to the deaf consumer might be regarded as juxtaposed to giving optimal service 

to all consumers (regardless of their hearing status). Like Sheneman we found that the deaf consumer 

is the first priority for the DIs.  

The third characteristic that Sheneman points out is ‘information sharing’ and in our analysis we have 

shown that this is certainly something DIs do. However, when analysing the reflections of the DIs, we 

have seen that ‘information sharing’ is not linked to ‘Deafhood feelings’ but considered to be cultural 

mediation and part of a professional interpreter’s role. 

6.1 Limitations of the study 

As mentioned earlier, this study cannot be used to generalize the differences found between DIs and 

HIs in ethical decision-making, neither has this been the intention. This is a ‘snapshot’ from a specific 

time and place context, where 16 Danish interpreters (8 deaf and 8 hearing) have shared their 

reflections with us, but who are not necessarily representative of the entire interpreting community in 

Denmark.  

All interpreters are influenced by various factors: their upbringing, their educational background, their 

interpreting experience, and in this light specific ‘deaf experiences’ are only part of it. Besides, these 

deaf experiences are diverse, and prioritized and used in different ways, as this study indicates.  

So even though we found some differences between the two groups, they must be treated cautiously, 

and one should bear in mind that in almost every dilemma, we found similarities among some DIs and 

HIs, as well as differences. (And in some of the cases, that we chose not to include here, there were no 
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clear differences between the two groups.) The findings from this study could be used as hypotheses, 

and in order to assess if (or to what extent) the differences that we found are representative of the 
entire group of DIs vs. HIs, a larger quantitative survey must be undertaken. 

7 CONCLUSION 
The study showed that there were detectable differences between the groups of DIs and HIs, when 

facing some of the dilemmas, we presented. The most notable difference was a difference in how the 

two groups prioritized responsibility versus neutrality in the interpreter role. DIs seemed (in more 

situations than HIs) to take on the responsibility for other aspects of the situation besides interpreting, 

along the lines of the Bicultural-Bilingual Model. HIs generally seemed to stick to a narrower definition 

of the interpreter’s role, often emphasizing that the task is “just interpreting”, along the lines of the 

Conduit Model. 

As shown above, some of the differences between HIs and DIs might stem from different training 

backgrounds, and/or different interpreting experiences, and this only underlines the importance of 

dialogue and discussion of ethics in the interpreting community in Denmark - such as has been 

initiated recently.  

The study also highlights some areas that need to be investigated further. One of the hypotheses 

derived from the findings of this study, is that working as a DI in a DHI-team, affects the role of the DI 

in such a way that it influences his/her sense of responsibility and neutrality in relation to the 

consumers. A more largescale survey should be conducted to validate this hypothesis. 

Based on our findings we recommend that the different positions in the DHI-team must be debated 

among interpreters and consumers as part of the current process in Denmark, and that it be 

considered when the new CPC/CoE is being developed. 
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