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Abstract

Beyond terminology systems for simultaneous interpreters:
moving cognition upsptream in the workflow of professional conference interpreters 

Interpreter glossaries contain more than words and their equivalents in other lan-
guages. While some research has been made into how interpreters prepare or should 
prepare for conferences (W. Kutz 2000), how computers are used in interpreting (A. 
Drechsel 2004, M. Honegger 2006, C. Valentini 2002) and whether linguistic theories 
of knowledge activation can be applied (M. Will 2000), the workflow of practitioners 
in conference interpreting has hardly absorbed these academic advances. The only 
monography on the subject so far (A. Rütten 2007a) makes some attempts to woo the 
professional community into implementing a workflow that is less ad lib and based on 
sound theoretical models.  

This study adopts the reverse approach. Electronic tools (LookWord.dot, DolTerm,
MindManager, LookUp Professional) were used to map the workflow of colleagues 
observed and interviewed at more than a thousand conferences. Collective input on 
techniques of preparation and the use of resources was then organized into a system of 
tools and techniques which reflect the current mainstream approach of preparing tech-
nical conferences. These include terminology programs to retrieve words during si-
multaneous (Glossary/Interplex, Terminus, TermDB), electronic dictionaries, mono-
lingual dictionaries, encyclopedias and equivalence and collocation verification tools 
such as InfoRapid Search and Replace (N. Keller 2009).

The author wishes to take credit for organizing the multitude of suggestions into mod-
ules supporting the different phases of the workflow, however acknowledges the work 
and contribution of ideas and techniques to the project by what must have been several 
hundred colleagues over the years.

The project started with a lexicographic approach in 1993. Private market conferences 
tended to become increasingly technical in nature with concomitant increases in the 
number of terms to be managed.  

The first computer programs for retrieval of terminology during simultaneous were 
simple term lists (Glossary, DolTerm) designed by practitioners for other professional 
interpreters. They worked well enough and are still being used by parts of the commu-
nity, mainly for their ease of use.

Interplex and LookUp Pro constituted the next evolutionary step towards supporting 
the entire workflow in conference interpreting, offering multi-glossary searches, pro-
ject cascades and document management functions. LookUp Pro was designed as a 
test bed to verify hypotheses derived from interdisciplinary research. It goes to show 
just how important reality checks are for academic research that the state-of-the-art 
lexicographical entry structure of LookUp Professional was largely ignored by profes-



sionals. It became obvious that lexicography and knowledge management were insuf-
ficient to map interpreters’ needs.

Improvements in terminology management and retrievability and the sine qua non fea-
ture of looking up terminology during simultaneous came at the price of sacrificing 
most non-lexicographical content: While hand-written glossaries contain a plethora of 
information beyond word equations, such as word fields and concept systems, expla-
nations, the use of symbols and layout to organize the information, most of this is lost 
in simple electronic glossaries. The same holds true of the chronology of the entries, 
which reflects the line of argument in the prepared manuscript, and the allocation of 
term groups to the session or speaker to be interpreted next, for the purpose of reacti-
vating terms just before your turn. 

To develop a workflow-support system that delivers the best of both worlds, it is nec-
essary to determine what categories of information are found in hand-written glossa-
ries and manually prepared speaker manuscripts, when that information is collated and 
noted and how it is reactivated.

It also also helps to understand why this information is researched and noted, which 
requires a detailed model of the workflow of the preparation for a technical confer-
ence, and an interpreting model that covers the whole process, not just the situation 
during simultaneous, for these purposes. Such models exist (F. Pöchhacker 2000), but 
need to be adapted and combined with elements of cognitive psychology, psycholin-
guistics and interpreting models such as process analysis (B. Moser 1978) and the ca-
pacity model (D. Gile 1985). It goes without saying that interpreting strategies (S. Ka-
lina 1998) are central to any attempt to understand the process. 

By combining the approaches of some of the fundamental models of interpreting, the 
overall process becomes graphic: D. Gile’s capacity model, which looks at the alloca-
tion of cognitive resources to different massively parallel processing operations during 
simultaneous; B. Moser’s process analysis, which looks at the sequence of cognitive 
processing steps; Kalina’s strategies, which explain a lot of the overarching and pre-
emptive strategic decisions and reflexes and sub-competences in interpreting.   

A learner’s cognitive situation could be visualized as follows: In a classic case of an 
interpreting student at the University of Heidelberg, a cognitive tsunami builds up due 
to the lack of conceptualization during the listening phase. Words are transliterated, 
compression and efficiency strategies (I. Kurz, S. Kalina) are neglected, B. Moser’s 
discard current input for logically anticipated content is rendered ineffective. D. Gile’s 
meta strategies for concentration resource allocation are likewise not employed. The 
resulting volume of non conceptualized input builds up and exceeds the 100% total 
concentration capacity line.

D. Gile uses the formula E+M+P+C=T where E = hearing analysis, M = memory, P = 
production (formulation), c = contrôle and T = total capacity.



If learners tend to procrastinate conceptualization, i.e. push it downstream along B. 
Moser’s process chain with the detrimental effects on interpreting quality shown by 
the bow wave of cognition forming when shown from Gile’s capacity perspective, 
could not the reverse be true of professional conference interpreters?

D. Gile himself, while arguing for a local analysis in a recent article (Gile 2008: 3) 
speaks of imported cognitive load across sentence boundaries. His adaptation of his 
model to include shifts of cognition up- and downstream during simultaneous within 
the confines of short term memory (décalage) bodes well for the direction in which 
this study has been evolving: In a bold attempt of applying his model to the subject 
under review, could we extend his formula to E+M+P+C=T<D+Kv, adding pre-
recorded cognition (Kv) to the currently needed trunk capacity during simultaneous 
(D) which would make D+Kv>T?  

To verify this hypothesis, the workflow of conference interpreters was detailed and 
analized for pre-recorded, importable cognitive load in the fields of 1) terminology 2) 
discourse analysis and 3) interpreting strategies.

All three were extensively found in hand-written notes of both glossaries and manually 
prepared speaker’s notes. The derived professional conference interpreting workflow 
model was detailled and used as a basis for the blueprint of the interpreter’s work-
bench which moves cognition systematically upstream, automates many of the repe-
tetive activities during preparation, re-organises the workflow along a best practice 
approach and develops the structure and user interface of the next generation inter-
preter’s workbench.  
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