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Abstract: How to assess interpreting quality in conferences remains a question not yet
satisfactorily answered. When disputes arise upon interpreters’ performance in conferences, the
related parties do not have a consistent ground to base their assessment on. This research,
completed under the sponsorship of the University of Languages and International Studies (ULIS,
VNU) in the VNU research grant No QG.15.35 “Models for English-Vietnamese translation
assessment”, has piloted Kurz’s model in 1989 with eight criteria in assessing simultaneous
interpreting quality in three conferences. The findings show that this model allows comprehensive,
accurate and objective assessment of interpreting quality. They also help pointing out interpreter’s
strengths and weaknesses. However, there are certain limitations in the model, especially regarding
large scale applicability and the incorporation of external quality factors.
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1. Introduction

The era of globalization generates an
increasing need for exchange between local
people and foreigners. In Vietnam, interpreting
has become a profession that is ever more
important. This is reflected in a large number of
international  conferences  which  require
interpretation service organized every day in Ha
Noi and Ho Chi Minh City - the two hubs of the
country. The number of interpreters has also
increased to meet this demand.

However, how to assess interpreting quality
in conferences remains a question not yet
satisfactorily answered. In fact, when disputes
arise upon interpreters’ performance in
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conferences, the related parties do not have a
consistent ground to base their assessment on.
Most of the time, the complaining party only
bases on their subjective, arbitrary “feelings” on
the interpreter’s output. This method of
assessment is of course not acceptable to
professional interpreters. But these interpreters
themselves, in their turns, may not be able to
defend their position with convincing
arguments [1:768].

While translation has been done for
thousands of years, simultaneous interpreting
has only appeared since 1927 and become more
popular after 1945 [2:30]. That partly explains
why there has been intensive research on the
quality assessment of translation, “the quality of
interpreting services is an issue which confronts
interpreters, interpreting trainers, users and
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researchers with  considerable
[1:768].

This research is part of a larger project
(QG.15.35) to recommend a model that is
reliable, valid, and feasible in assessing
simultaneous interpreting quality for English-
Vietnamese language pair. In this research,
Kurz model [3:143-148] will be piloted to
assess the quality of interpreting at three
different conferences.

problems”

2. Quality and quality assessment in
simultaneous interpreting

According to the European Organization for
Quality Control, quality is defined as “the
totality of features and characteristics of a
product or service that bear on its ability to
satisfy a given need” [cited in 5:404]

Marketing experts also claim that customer
satisfaction depends not only on the
product’s/service’s performance but also on that
customer’ expectations. There may be different
degrees of satisfaction. The customer is
dissatisfied if  the  product’s/service’s
performance is lower than expectations, is
satisfied if it matches, and is highly satisfied if
it exceeds his/her expectations [4:553].

From this definition, Kurz [5:405] came up
with the following formula on quality:

Quality of service (customer satisfaction) =
service quality delivered — service expected

In other words:
Quality = Actual Service — Expected Service

This  formula even increases the
complication of interpreting quality assessment
and proves that interpreting quality is highly
subjective [5:405].

Besides user expectations, interpreter
quality is also influenced by external factors
such as low voice quality, lack of documents
for preparation, speakers’ speed of delivery,
view obstruction from interpreters’ booth to
projector screen, non-native speaker accent,
speakers telling personal stories or highly

contextual jokes, strange idioms, etc. However,
it is hard to explain these difficulties to those
who are not familiar with the interpreting
profession [6].

3. Some assessment model of simultaneous
interpreting quality

Despite difficulties in assessing interpreting
quality, especially simultaneous interpreting, a
lot of authors have tried to propose a number of
models.

According to Chiaro and Nocella [7:279],
“although there is considerable agreement in the
literature regarding criteria that are involved in
assessing quality in this field, there appears to
be little harmony concerning which perspective
to take when undertaking research: whether it is
best to explore the success of an interpretation
from the perspective of the interpreter or from
that of the user is a debatable issue.”

The development of a model to assess
conference  interpreting  quality  started
somewhere in the 1980s with efforts led by
Buhler [8: 231-235]. She came up with 16
criteria and conducted a survey on members of
International Association of Conference
Interpreters (AIIC). These criteria range from
linguistic factors, such as “sense consistency
with original message”, “correct grammatical
usage”, “fluency of delivery”, “native accent”
to extra-linguistic factors, such as “pleasant
voice”, “thorough preparation of conference
documents”, “pleasant appearance”, and
“positive feedback of delegates”. Professional
interpreters were asked to rank the importance
of these criteria from their own perspective.

In his model, Viezzi [cited in 13:123]
included four goals: equivalence, accuracy,
appropriateness and usability. Quality is
defined as the level of which these four goals
are achieved.

Pdchhacker [9:97] came up with a model of
quality standards ranging from lexico-semantic
core to socio-pragmatic sphere of interaction.
He defined good interpreting quality as accurate
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rendition of source, adequate target language
expression, equivalent intended effect, and
more  broadly: successful communicative
interaction.

Late 2008, Pdchhacker was commissioned
on another AIIC member targeted Survey on
Quality and Role as part of a larger research
project on Quality in Simultaneous Interpreting.
His findings share some points in the ranking of
quality criteria with the earlier model by
Biihler.

Among these models, Viezzi’s may provide
overall view on interpretation quality. However,
model users may have difficulties in
quantifying interpretation quality as his criteria

SERVICE

are relatively broad. The one by Buhler really
established the ground for many researchers
later looking into assessing interpretation
quality. However, her survey may have
problems with reliability and validity as the
sample size is very small (47 interpreters).
Basing on Biihler’s work, Péchhacker was able
to produce a much more reliable model with
much larger sample size (704 interpreters).
However, both Pdchhacker and Bihler have
only looked at interpretation quality from
professional interpreter’s perspective while it is
not yet clear if that can represent the opinion of
other important target groups, including the
audience.
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Figure 1. Pochhacker’s model of quality [9:97].
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Figure 2. Rating of Quality Criteria, N=704 [10:311].
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4. Kurz’s model

While Biihler focused on interpreter’s
perspective, Kurz conducted a survey on the
expectation of interpretation service users in
1989.

Relating to the assessment approach from
service user perspective, Kalina [11:123]
claimed that “the content of the ST can be
judged only by listening to it in the original
language. If the user listens to the TT,
equivalence between ST and TT can be
assessed only on the basis of general criteria,
such as logical coherence and plausibility.
These factors alone, crucial as they are for
interpreting quality, are not enough to allow a
broader assessment of quality examining the TT
in relation to the ST. Users' understanding of
ST content is at best vague, since they would
not need interpreters if they could understand it
without difficulty.”

In an attempt to be comparative to Bhler,
Kurz [3:143-148] also used eight criteria from
the former’s research, including “sense
consistency with original message”, “logical
cohesion of utterance”, “correct grammatical
usage”, “completeness of interpretation”,
“fluency of delivery”, “correct grammatical
usage”, “native accent”, and “pleasant voice”.
In her research in 1989, Kurz deployed the
survey questionnaire to 47 delegates in a
medical conference and asked them to rate the
importance of different quality criteria on a four
level scale (4 = most important, 1 = least
important). She continued her research in 1993
on 19 delegates from a quality control
conference and 48 delegates from a European
Council meeting [12:13-21].

It is interesting that the ranking of criteria
by both groups are mostly similar in terms of
importance order. Linguistic-semantic criteria
are given higher importance than extra-
linguistic ones in both research findings. The
differences are only in the last criteria:
interpreters attach higher importance to
“grammar” and “terminology” than delegates
do [7]. This is relatively explainable as

professional interpreters may be more
technically critical towards their own quality.

Kurz’s model is selected for this pilot for
the following reasons:

Firstly, this model is based on user’s
perspective. This approach should be prioritized
as, to sell a product/service, the
producer/supplier has to satisfy the user. If the
user is not satisfied and willing to pay, the
product/service cannot be viable despite the fact
that it may be acceptable to researchers.

Secondly, Kurz’s model includes eight
criteria which are rather easily quantifiable.
This is very important, because an assessment
model does not only need validity and accuracy
but also feasibility.

5. Data sources and methodology
5.1. Data sources

Data for analysis is recorded from
interpreters in three international conferences.
Each recording extends to 10-15 minutes,
approximately the length of one interpreting
turn.

Conference 1: Experience of Non-
Governmental ~ Organizations in  policy
advocacy for gender-based violence issue

Conference 2: Developing green house gas
emission mitigations in building sector

Conference 3: Improving budget revenue
collection from natural resources

5.2. Methodology

In this research, the quality criteria that
Kurz recommended in 1989 and piloted in 1989
and 1993 are used. To make scoring and
comparison more consistent, the significance of
the least important criterion (“native accent”) is
used as the base point (it is assigned the
weighting of 1). In other words, the significance
of seven other criteria reflects they are how
many times more important than “native
accent”.
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Table 1. Criteria weighting

No Criteria Significance (out of 4) Weight
1 Sense consistency with original message 3.69 1.6

2 Logical cohesion of utterance 3.458 15

3 Correct terminology usage 34 1.4

4 Completeness of interpretation 3.2 14

5 Fluency of delivery 3.1 1.3

6 Pleasant voice 2.6 1.1

7 Correct grammatical usage 2.6 11

8 Native accent 2.365 1

Note: Weight = Significance/2.365 (2.365 is the significance of the least important criterion: “native accent”; Weight is

rounded to 0.1 for convenience)

Conference recordings are assessed basing on these eight criteria on the scale of 10.

Score for each criterion is converted to Weighted score.

Average (scale of 10) = total Weighted score /10.4 (10.4 is the sum of Weight).
Results are calculated using a Microsoft Excel table with given formulas (see appendix for further details).

Table 2. Recording scoring sheet

No Criteria Significance Weight score weighted average (10
(out of 4) score scale)
1 Sense consistency with 3.69 1.6
original message
2 Logical cohesion of 3.458 15
utterance
3 Correct terminology usage 3.4 1.4
4  Completeness of 3.2 1.4
interpretation
5 Fluency of delivery 3.1 1.3
6 Pleasant voice 2.6 1.1
7 Correct grammatical usage 2.6 1.1
8 Native accent 2.365 1
TOTAL 24.413 10.4

Recordings, including source speech and
interpretation, are transcribed precisely to each
pause or sound produced. Transcriptions of
source speech and the relevant interpretation are
put into a table with two parallel columns for
easier comparison. Highlighted criteria (number
one — ‘“sense consistency with original
message”’, number three — “correct terminology
usage”, and number four — “completeness of

interpretation”) are assessed by comparing
transcriptions  of  source  speech  and
interpretation. The other criteria can be assessed
on the basis of the interpretation alone.

Assessment steps:

Step 1: Listen and precisely transcribe the
source speech, enter it into the left column.

Step 2: Listen and precisely transcribe the
interpretation, enter it into the right column, in
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parallel to the left column for easier
comparison. While transcribing, the assessor
also marks (using New Comment and Text
Highlight Color tools in Microsoft Word) the
noticeable details, including mistakes and/or
errors made by the interpreter.

Step 3: Review the interpretation to scan
for any noticeable details that have not been
marked.

Step 4: Aggregate noticeable details
(evidence) in a Microsoft Excel template.

Step 5: Make comments on each quality
criteria, score each criteria, calculate the
average score and make overall quality
conclusion.

6. Assessment result

6.1. Interpreter at conference 1: Experience of
Non-Governmental Organizations in policy
advocacy for gender-based violence issue

- Average (scale of 10): 8.356

- Criteria score (detailed comments and
evidence are provided in Appendix 10.1):

- Criteria score (detailed comments and
evidence are provided in Appendix 10.2):

Criteria 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Score 75 85 85 7 75 85 85 7
(scale
of 10)

Criteria 1 2 3 45 6 7 8
Score (scaleof 85 8 8 8 7 9 9 1
10)

0

- General comment: Basically, the
interpreter ensures sense consistency between
source speech and interpretation. The
interpretation is also clear and cohesive. Most
of the details are interpreted. Target language
terms are used accurately. Fluency is relatively
good. The voice is at moderate volume and
pleasant. Grammar use is correct and the accent
is exactly native-like. However, the interpreter
should improve further on fluency, minimizing
“fillers” such as “ah”, “uh”, etc.

- Conclusion on quality: The interpreter at
conference 1 well completed her job.

6.2. Interpreter at conference 2: Developing
green house gas emission mitigations in
building sector

- Average (scale of 10): 7.875

- General comment: The interpreter
basically ensures sense consistency between
source speech and interpretation. The
interpretation is relatively clear and cohesive.
Details are interpreted relatively fully but quite
a lot of details are missed (partly because the
speaker spoke too fast and repeated himself
sometimes). Most of the target language terms
are used accurately. Fluency is relatively good
but there were segments when the interpreter
was a little bit struggling (partly because of the
“interpreter unfriendly” way of presenting by
the speaker. The voice is at moderate volume
and pleasant. Grammar use is correct most of
the time. However, the accent is not exactly
native-like. In addition, two other weaknesses
in this interpretation are completeness of
interpretation and fluency. It is worth noted,
however, that in the source speech recording,
the speaker spoke too fast. His ideas were also
clumsy and unintentionally repeated for many
times. Without cooperation from the speaker, it
is very hard for the interpreter to improve these
two issues.

- Conclusion on quality: In general, the
interpreter at conference 2 completed her job at
good quality.

6.3. Interpreter at conference 3: Improving
budget revenue collection from natural
resources

- Average (scale of 10): 7.794

- Criteria score (detailed comments and
evidence are provided in Appendix 10.3):

Criteria 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Score (scaleof 8 8 8 8 75 9 8 7
10)

- General comment: The interpreter
basically ensures sense consistency between
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source speech and interpretation. The
interpretation is also clear and cohesive. Most
of the details are interpreted. Target language
terms are used accurately most of the time.
Fluency is relatively good. The voice is at
moderate volume and pleasant. Grammar use is
relatively correct but the accent is not native-
like. The interpreter should improve further on
terminology use. Besides, fluency should also
be improved. However, this would require
cooperation from speakers (speakers need to
speak more slowly, clearly and limit their self-
repetition).

- Conclusion on quality: In general, the
interpreter at conference 3 completed her job at
good quality.

7. Comments on the applicability of
Kurz’s model

From the piloted analysis of interpretation
in the three conferences, it can be seen that the
criteria in Kurz’s model helps make quality
assessment clearer and less subjective. The
assessment result is also in line with audience’s
preliminary  observation (in all  three
conferences, interpreters were complimented
and highly appreciated by service users). The
result partly helps interpreters identify their
strengths and weaknesses.

There are also limitations to the use of this
model. Firstly, the assessor needs recordings of
both speakers and interpreters. This is not
always available if the conference organizers do
not intend to have quality assessment or do not
want to disclose it to a third party for a variety
of reasons. However, this limitation may not
exist if this model is used in an interpreter
training or recruitment test. In these cases, the
organizers often pro-actively keep and provide
recordings needed for assessment.

The second limitation is that the assessment
is very time-consuming. The steps that take
most of the time are precisely transcribing
speaker and interpreter (transcriptions are very
long: the content of the first conference

amounts to 4700 words, the second conference
4000 words, and the third conference 3000
words). In this research, it took on average four
working hours to finish the assessment of 10
minutes recording (step 1: 1 hour, step 2: 1.5
hour, step 3: 0.5 hour, step 4: 0.5 hour, step 5:
0.5 hour). Although the time needed may be
shortened when the assessor becomes more
familiar with the procedure, it is still too time-
consuming to be applied on large scale.

Thirdly, the assessor needs to master both
languages and be knowledgeable about the
conference technical topic and about the
interpretation profession. These conditions help
the assessor to make accurate and objective
observations on interpreting quality, especially
for criterion 1 (sense consistency), criterion 3
(accurate term usage), and criterion 4
(interpretation completeness).

The last limitation of Kurz’s model is that it
has not taken into account external factors that
may influence interpreting quality. There is no
mechanism of “score compensation” in the
model when the presenter speaks too fast,
unclearly and clumsily, the presenter’s accent
and/or pronunciation is too difficult, documents
are not provided in advance, the sound system
encounters technical issues, the interpreter’s
booth is not convenient for seeing presentation
screen, or the conference’s time is prolonged,
etc. Among others, this limitation is the hardest
to be resolved as there are so many such factors
of which the influence quantification is not easy.

8. Conclusion

This research has piloted Kurz’s model
(1989) with eight criteria in assessing
simultaneous interpreting quality in three
conferences. The findings show that this model
allows comprehensive, accurate and objective
assessment of interpreting quality. They also
help pointing out interpreter’s strengths and
weaknesses. However, there are also limitations
in the model, especially regarding large scale
applicability and the incorporation of external
quality factors.
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After this research, further works are
recommended in the following directions:

(1) Combining Kurz’s model (assessment
from user perspective) with Podchhacker’s
model (assessment from interpreter perspective)
to have more comprehensive observations.

(2) Assessing more samples, including
conferences where interpreters do not well
perform. This is to see if the recommended
model can help distinguish different levels of
performance by interpreters.

(3) Shortening the time needed to assess
each sample.

(4) Recommending a mechanism to
quantify the influence of external quality
factors, e.g. speaker’s delivery speed and
accent, availability of reading materials, sound
equipment  problems,  obstruction  from
interpreters’ booth to projector screen, etc.
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Thir nghiém mé hinh danh gia chat luong
phién dich dong thoi

Nguyén Ninh Bic

Khoa Su pham tiéng Anh, Triwong Pai hoc Ngoai ngit, PHOGHN,
Pham Van Pong, Cau Gidy, Ha Noi, Viét Nam

Tém tat: Van dé danh gia chat luong phién dich tai cac hoi thao van 14 cau héi chua cé cau tra 1oi
thoa dang. Khi co bat dong xay ra vé chat luong phién dich, cic bén lién quan thuong khong c6 mot
co sé chung dé dua ra nhan dinh caa minh. Nghién ctru nay, dugc hoan thanh véi sy bao trg cua
Trudng Pai hoc Ngoai ngit - Pai hoc Qubc gia Ha Noi (PHQGHN) trong dé tai cap PHQGHN mai s6
QG.15.35 “Nghién ctru mo6 hinh danh gid dich thuat Anh-Viét”, da thir nghiém viéc danh gia chét
lwong phién dich tai ba hoi thao khac nhau sir dung mé hinh caa Kurz (1989). Két qua thir nghiém cho
thiy mo hinh ciia Kurz cho phép danh gia toan dién, chinh xac va khach quan chat lwong phién dich.
Bén canh d0, két qua danh gia con gitip chi ra nhitng diém manh va diém can cai thién cua phién dich.
Tuy nhién, mé hinh ciing c6 nhiéu diém han ché, nhat 1a ¢ kha ning ung dung dai tra va viéc tinh t6i
cac yéu t6 khach quan anh huéng t6i chit lwong cua phién dich.

Tir khéa: Phién dich, chét luong, danh gia, Kurz, mé hinh.

APPENDIX - ASSESSMENT DATA

10.1. Conference 1: Experience of Non-Governmental Organizations in policy advocacy for
gender-based violence issue

Source speech recording: https://goo.gl/3pbkbE

Interpretation recording: https://goo.gl/SKBHda

Transcription of source speech and interpretation: https://goo.gl/oQudLP

Excel file containing detailed comments and evidence: https://goo.gl/R3tSx9
10.2. Conference 2: Developing green house gas emission mitigations in building sector
Source speech recording: https://goo.gl/NtjoQQ

Interpretation recording: https://goo.gl/902Zy1

Transcription of source speech and interpretation: https://goo.gl/hplqCC

Excel file containing detailed comments and evidence: https://goo.gl/r80ojt
10.3. Conference 3: Improving budget revenue collection from natural resources
Source speech recording: https://goo.gl/NSejhL

Interpretation recording: https://goo.gl/whrup]

Transcription of source speech and interpretation: https://goo.gl/itftGVw

Excel file containing detailed comments and evidence: https://goo.gl/3IMHyf



