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Introduction

Current developments throughout the world and in specific regions have 
made asylum one of the key topics of today. Although Europe only hosts 
a small percentage of the millions of people who had to flee from their 
homes,1 asylum seekers and reception conditions have been in the focus of 
European mass media and societal debates. As this book perfectly illustrates, 
social researchers too have started to explore many different aspects of this 
complex phenomenon. The administration of asylum claims is one of these 
crucial topics that has become a separate field of investigation. Embedded in 
the context of the legal procedure, this contribution sets out to highlight the 
fundamental role interpreters play in enabling communication between asy-
lum claimants and representatives of the state. Most asylum hearings, often 
the key moment in an asylum procedure, could not take place without the 
work of an interpreter.
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I adopt a sociological perspective to first explore the relationship between 
public official and interpreter in asylum interviews. The basic assumption, 
based on existing literature, is that the relation is more complex than a sim-
ple contractee-contractor relation and, as a part of that, interpreters are 
often in a more powerful position than officials would want them to be. 
Meanwhile, it seems to be common understanding in the literature that 
interpreters are active agents rather than passive transmitters of utterances 
from one language into another (Rycroft 2005; Angelelli 2014). This eth-
nography hints at the complexity and contours of the power imbalance in 
asylum interviews. As a consequence, I argue that both researchers and prac-
titioners need to focus more on professionalism and ethics in community 
interpreting, especially in the context of international protection. While it is 
no doubt vital to not only talk about interpreters, but also hear their opin-
ion (as well as that of claimants), in this contribution I will focus on the per-
spective of decision-making officials.2

Since the turn of the century at the latest, there has been increasing soci-
ological interest in translation and interpreting. The development of a soci-
ology of translation, often a conceptual and theoretical endeavour, is based 
on works such as those of Pierre Bourdieu, Bruno Latour, Bernard Lahire, 
Anthony Giddens (Tipton 2008 in the context of asylum) and Niklas 
Luhmann, as the anthology edited by the Austria-based researchers Wolf and 
Fukari (2007) shows. One of the issues, which has nevertheless received too 
little attention to this date concerns professionalism and professional eth-
ics. Among the few works are those by Wadensjö (1999, 2007) and Grbić 
(2010), who address the topic of professionalism in interpreting, or by 
Rudvin (2007), who focuses particularly on professionalism and ethics in 
community interpreting. Both the sociological perspective and the issues of 
professionalism and professional ethics are at least briefly mentioned in two 
recent introductory publications in the field of translation and interpreting 
studies (TIS) (Pöchhacker 2016; Munday 2016). This chapter aims to con-
tribute to this area of research by exploring the relevance of professionalism 
and professional ethics in the context of asylum administration.

Since the asylum procedure takes place in a legal context, the perspec-
tive of legal interpreting and its particular challenges also provides valuable 
insights. Key works (Morris 1995; Colin and Morris 1996; Berk-Seligson 

2Due to the institutional perspective of this study, interviews with non-institutional actors were not 
included. Quotes from interviews with interpreters originate from earlier research (Dahlvik 2009a, b).
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2002) have identified a number of issues relevant to interpreting in this spe-
cific field, such as the controversial neutrality of the interpreter, which is 
connected to an inherent role ambiguity, or questions of power. In relation 
to professionalism and ethics, power in the interaction represents a key issue 
in this contribution, which connects to research on interpreter-provider col-
laboration and conflicts of control in the interpreter-mediated interaction 
(Hsieh 2010 in the medical context).

Interpreting in the field of asylum has increasingly become an object of 
research (Inghilleri 2007; Maryns 2013; Lee 2014), including a focus on the 
role of interpreters in this specific context (Barsky 1996; Rycroft 2005; Gibb 
and Good 2014; Good 2007). In the Austrian context, a number of studies 
have been carried out, investigating, for example, conflicting role expecta-
tions (Pöllabauer 2007), the interpreter’s key role in co-producing the inter-
view transcript (Pöchhacker and Kolb 2009), or mutual understanding and 
intercultural misunderstanding (Rienzner 2011). While such research is 
often undertaken from the perspectives of TIS, communication or linguistic 
studies, researchers are increasingly taking into account sociological aspects. 
Nevertheless, I argue that more in-depth empirical sociological research is 
necessary to investigate the interpreter-mediated asylum interview, a com-
plex communication situation characterised by an important power imbal-
ance, and its connection to interpreters’ professionalism and ethics.

This chapter adds to existing research by providing new insights from 
an institutional perspective. First, it explores public officials’ perception of 
interpreters and cooperation with them. Second, this contribution sheds 
new empirical light on interpreters’ active role and room for manoeuvre in 
doing interpreting in the asylum hearing as well as its conditions and conse-
quences. Building on this, the implications of the analysis for the practice of 
interpreting in asylum hearings with regard to professionalism are discussed.

The findings discussed in this contribution are based on an institutional 
ethnography (Smith 2006) case study of a branch of the former Austrian 
Federal Asylum Office3 (FAO). Through a short-term internship at this 
institution I was able to investigate processes that are otherwise not acces-
sible to the public. The larger study, which focused more generally on the 
social practices and processes at the FAO, was based on the ‘crystallisation’ 
(Richardson 2000) of semi-structured interviews with decision-making offi-
cials, participant observation of asylum hearings and office life, as well as 
analysis of records and other internal documents. For this study, I observed 

3Since the 1 January 2014, ‘Federal Office for Immigration and Asylum’.
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six asylum hearings, which usually lasted several hours; all but one of them 
took place with an interpreter. In addition to conversations during field 
research, I carried out 14 semi-structured in-depth interviews with different 
actors, among them decision-makers at different levels of the Asylum Office 
(frontline workers as well as supervisors), staff of one of the Initial Reception 
Centres as well as a judge of the (former) Asylum Court. The analysed arte-
facts include internal documents, such as work instructions or training pro-
grammes, as well as three individual records of former asylum claimants. 
Data was generated mainly between 2010 and 2012. The analysis of obser-
vations, interviews and internal documents first focused on thematic coding 
(Strauss and Corbin 1990) and subsequently followed the approach of inter-
pretive social research as outlined by Froschauer and Lueger (2009).

In the following, I provide a brief overview of the Austrian asylum sys-
tem and illustrate how interpreters are typically involved in the procedure.  
In the second section I explore officials’ perspectives on working together 
with interpreters, including the process of commissioning interpreters, 
quality considerations regarding the rendered services and officials’ use of 
interpreters’ ‘expert’ knowledge. This is followed by an analysis of interpret-
ers’ active interventions in the interaction which discusses them from the 
perspec tive of professionalism in interpreting. These interventions include 
manag ing the communication situation, taking over control of the situation, 
and undermining the official’s authority as the leader of the hearing. I con-
clude by highlighting the importance of professionalism and professional eth-
ics in dealing with power relations in such situations of what I call ‘proxy 
communication’, especially in the delicate context of international protection.

The Asylum Procedure in Austria and the 
Interpreter-Mediated Interview

An asylum application can be lodged with the police. The asylum claimant is 
then registered and brought to one of the Federal Care Facilities throughout 
Austria where she lives (at least) for the duration of the admission procedure. 
In the admission procedure, the Federal Office for Immigration and Asylum 
(FOIA) assesses whether Austria or another EU member state is responsible 
for the procedure. If Austria is not responsible, the country through which 
the claimant entered the EU first is responsible for the procedure (accord-
ing to the Dublin Regulation). A claimant can lodge a complaint against the 
decision with the Federal Administrative Court, which will either  confirm 
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the decision of the FOIA or judge that Austria is responsible. If no com-
plaint is lodged or the Court does not decide differently within seven days, 
the claimant is transferred to the responsible EU country and can be taken 
into pre-deportation detention before that. If Austria is responsible, the asy-
lum claimant is assigned an accommodation in a regional facility in Austria. 
The Länder are then responsible for the basic care. After admission, the 
FOIA assesses in the substantive procedure whether the asylum claimant is 
entitled to international protection. If the person is granted asylum and is 
thereby a recognised refugee, she can stay in Austria and has almost the same 
rights as an Austrian. However, if there are no flight reasons according to 
the Geneva Refugee Convention (GRC), but the claimant will be in danger 
in her country of origin, she receives subsidiary protection. If neither flight 
reasons nor danger in the country of origin exist, the person may still be able 
to remain in Austria. Reasons can be that the person has been in Austria 
for many years already, is well integrated or has family members in Austria. 
The asylum claim is rejected if no flight reasons according to the GRC are 
found and the claimant does not have to fear a severe violation of human 
rights in the country of origin. The claimant can lodge a complaint with 
the Federal Administrative Court, and subsequently a complaint against the 
Court’s decision with the Constitutional or Higher Administrative Court. If 
no complaint is lodged with the Federal Administrative Court or the nega-
tive decision is confirmed, the claimant has to leave Austria. If she does not 
do that voluntarily she can be deported to her country of origin. A com-
plaint or revision with the Constitutional or Higher Administrative Court 
is possible but these options are non-suspensive, meaning that a deportation 
will not necessarily be postponed until they have been concluded.

Interpreters can be involved at any stage of the procedure where face-to-
face communication between asylum claimant and representatives of the 
authority is necessary, for example in the admission procedure, during legal 
counselling, or, if another interview is deemed necessary, in the complaints 
procedure at the Federal Administrative Court. This contribution focuses on 
the interview in the substantive procedure, which represents a cornerstone 
of the procedure. These interviews take place in caseworkers’ offices, where 
claimant, official and interpreter are supposed to sit in a triangle. The official 
leads the interview and types the transcript at the same time. At the end of the 
interview, which follows a specific structure, the interpreter sight-translates the 
transcript back into the original language so that the asylum claimant has the 
possibility to make corrections before verifying the completeness and correct-
ness of the transcript with her signature. The transcript is the key outcome of 
the interview and serves as a basis for future decisions. One of the  interpreters 
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explains why she likes to sit in a place where she sees the computer screen 
(a seating constellation which tends to ignore the prescribed triangle), 
‘Eventually, I’m liable for the transcript and the back translation. For many 
years I’ve been watching what the official is typing; it has become a habit.’

There are procedural rules on the involvement of interpreters as well as 
norms on the nature, extent and manner of interpretation, the exclusion 
(due to partiality) and liability of interpreters (Kadrić 2009) However, the 
concrete form of the interpreter’s role and a delimitation of her duties are not 
legally defined (Maurer-Kober 2006). The Act on expert witnesses and court 
interpreters regulates the administration of oath and registration of court 
interpreters, but not their implementing power. At court, it is legally the 
judge’s and not the interpreter’s decision, what is interpreted and what is not. 
According to Kadrić (2009), however, interpreters are usually not prevented 
from acting independently. In addition, interpreters are often understood 
as experts and assistants and thus as advisors of the court (ibid.). The study 
findings suggest a similar situation at the authority. It is, however, impor-
tant to note that in the administrative asylum procedure court- certification 
of interpreters is recommended but not legally required (Pöllabauer 2005). 
In addition, there are several languages for which no certified interpreters are 
available. Although it is possible to swear-in interpreters ‘ad hoc’ at court, 
Berk-Seligson (2002) points out that not even an oath sworn before court 
can guarantee sufficient qualification. Concerning the role of the interpreter 
in the Austrian asylum procedure, UNHCR Austria (2015) has recently 
edited a training handbook for interpreters in this context.

Discussion of Findings4

Officials’ Perspectives on Working Together 
with Interpreters

This section explores how caseworkers perceive and relate to interpreters, 
who are not members of the government institution but externally commis-
sioned. Decision-makers do not only have legal discretion; they also have 
room for manoeuvre in a broader sense, for example, regarding the choice 
of the interpreter. While officially they should commission different inter-
preters, as an official explains, the reasons for this rule are not quite clear; 
it might be regarded as a measure against coalition-building. According to 

4Parts of this chapter are based on an earlier publication (Dahlvik 2018).
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the official, however, the rule is rarely implemented since ‘that’s just diffi-
cult […] because if you work well together with one [interpreter], are satis-
fied with him, he knows how you work, I have the feeling he’s neutral, why 
should I then appoint another one?’. Considering her good and bad experi-
ences with different interpreters, it makes more sense for her to re-appoint 
an interpreter with whom she already works well together. Commissioning 
interpreters is one of the areas where officials’ individual approaches and 
strategies in dealing with asylum claims are visible.

A key issue regarding the cooperation between caseworkers and interpret-
ers that emerged from the data is the quality of interpreters’ work, which 
relates to issues of professionalism. Since court-approved interpreters exist 
only for a limited number of languages, for other languages uncertified 
interpreters need to be commissioned who may still have a university degree 
or other interpreting training. In addition, officials point out that whilst for 
some languages there is a larger pool of interpreters to choose from, for less 
common languages it is often difficult to find an ‘appropriate’ interpreter. To 
facilitate the commissioning process, there is thus an internal list of uncerti-
fied interpreters in addition to the official, publicly available list of certified 
interpreters. Again, this illustrates the coexistence and complementarity of 
formal and informal norms in the institution and is an example of legal plu-
ralism (see Gill and Good, this volume).

Quality of Work as an Aspect of Professionalism

Some officials point out that the lack of competences of untrained inter-
preters can lead to specific problems in the interpreting situation affecting 
the other participants. A caseworker explains that some interpreters are not 
more than ‘stopgap solutions which you don’t [commission] anymore’. She 
adds, however, that sometimes there are no viable alternatives to commis-
sioning problematic interpreters, ‘for some countries [that is, languages] 
there are no good interpreters, but you still have to recourse to them time 
and again’.5 Untrained interpreters are stopgap solutions esecially if they 
do not speak German properly. Officials are aware of this highly problem-
atic situation, ‘because you don’t know, does he translate it correctly? Or 
when writing the transcript: you have to turn the sentence around three 
times and then you can be sure that it’s not as the asylum claimant said it’, a 

5The quote also highlights the problem that countries of origin tend to be equated with one specific 
language, indicating a certain (deliberate) ignorance of the complexity of reality such as language varie-
ties (Angermeyer 2013; Maryns 2017).
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 caseworker explains. This translation of ‘her [the interpreter’s] German into 
my German’, as another official puts it, can obviously have profound conse-
quences. The official, Gabi, remembers a ‘catastrophic’ interview ‘with a des-
perate asylum claimant, all in tears, and an interpreter in quotation marks 
who doesn’t speak German, who can’t express herself ’. It is needless to say 
that commissioning unqualified interpreters in these crucial communication 
situations, decisive for the granting of international protection, can have 
dreadful consequences. The communication between two parties who do 
not understand each other is necessarily bound to fail when the interpreter 
does not possess the required language and interpreting skills.

The cooperation between official and interpreter is also connected to 
the relation between interpreter and asylum claimant. Officials often men-
tion that some interpreters may be biased which is regarded as problem-
atic since it deviates from the idea of the neutral interpreter.6 A potential 
bias, however, only seems to be a problem when it is oriented towards the 
claimant. In contrast, caseworkers typically tolerate or even appreciated it 
when  interpreters act as their assistants in the intevriew. In particular when 
‘former asylum claimants’, as recognised refugees, are commissioned for 
 interpreting—which is sometimes the case if no certified interpreters are 
available for a certain language—‘you don’t know on which side they are’, 
a caseworker highlights. Officials point out that interpreters sometimes also 
take sides against the claimant, which is often related to ethnic group con-
flicts (see also Scheffer 2001). In other cases, however, when asylum claim-
ants and interpreters share experience, for instance, from the same country 
of origin, officials argue that claimants hope to get support from interpret-
ers; this, they say, is reinforced when the latter have also gone through the 
procedure as claimants before. Interpreters are thus potentially also in the 
position to do advocacy. As Inghilleri (2003: 259) points out, ‘the decision 
to serve as conduit or advocate may result from interpreters’ qualifications, 
experiences or cultural understandings of the applicants or what is at stake 
for the applicants in the proceedings’. But even if officials find biased inter-
preters problematic, there are often no alternative choices.

6While the position of intepreters as neutral language transmitters can still be found in some of the lit-
erature, this role definition has been challenged for some time now in TIS (Gile 2009).
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The Interpreter as a Resource and Cooperation as a Game 
of Power

The idea that interpreters should be neutral seems to conflict with the fact that 
they sometimes take—or are brought into—the role of being officials’ work 
colleagues. Since the official is the one who commissions the interpreter—the  
claimant generally does not have a say in this decision (except regarding 
gender)—it is in her interest to find a person she is able to work with. As 
mentioned above, the official, Gabi, finds it natural to re-commission an 
interpreter if they ‘work well together’. The official describes her relation 
to an interpreter in the ideal case as a good team, that is, two persons who 
are well attuned to each other and know each other’s expectations. If an offi-
cial is satisfied with an interpreter’s work she will thus commission her again 
instead of looking for another person (the same is true for commissioned 
experts). Continuous good cooperation may, however, provoke the appear-
ance vis-à-vis an asylum claimant that official and interpreter work together 
in an alliance—and this might not only be an appearance. Consequently, 
the question of the interpreter’s neutrality or bias arises again, since the 
interpreter might be seen as or even start to act like a member of the insti-
tution, especially if she is not professionally trained. This might be the case, 
for instance, when the interpreter starts questioning the claimant without the  
official having asked a question.

The observation that officials and interpreters cooperate—to a smaller 
or larger extent—suggests that interpreters do more than ‘just’ translate, as 
previous studies have also shown (Angelelli 2004; Llewellyn-Jones and Lee 
2014). While one of the caseworkers first holds that interpreters ‘are there to 
translate and do nothing else’, he then admits that this does not correspond 
to reality by adding that ‘for countries [of origin] where [he is] not really 
sure’ he will also consult the interpreter for expertise. The official explains 
that he sometimes uses the interpreter’s knowledge in order to verify the 
information provided by the claimant (see also Kadrić 2009). Although offi-
cials cannot know how up-to-date or valid an interpreter’s knowledge is, this 
kind of information can feed into decisions on asylum claims. The fact that 
interpreters often also possess expert knowledge additionally makes them a 
valuable resource and partner for cooperation. In the asylum procedure, in 
order to decide upon an application, officials mostly depend on information 
from ‘outside’ the institution (such as independent expert opinions), and 
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interpreters represent one such source.7 Many interpreters who grew up or 
spent a long time in the country in question are hence regarded as knowl-
edgeable concerning the local circumstances. ‘Because some things you 
don’t think of as an official because you’re not from that cultural area […]; 
sometimes there have been really good ideas or hints, which I’d never have 
thought of. I just think in a Western way and how it is here’, the official 
Sabine explains. Due to their specific backgrounds interpreters can some-
times provide officials not only with additional knowledge but also with new 
perspectives, pointing out differences to life in Europe, as illustrated in the 
passage from an observed interview.

Official: Street names? House numbers? Do they exist there?
Interpreter: They don’t exist.

Although officials depend on the interpreter for communicating with 
the asylum claimant, they are eager to manipulate the power balance to 
their benefit by trying to keep control of the situation. Officials can decide 
whether to ask an interpreter for advice but they also have the power to 
decide how to proceed with the information provided. Even if the official 
has recourse to the interpreter’s knowledge, Veronika highlights that ‘the 
decision is eventually mine’. On the other hand, the interpreter has the 
power to decide which information to give the official and which to with-
hold. An official remembers an interview situation where the claimants’ chil-
dren started to cry and the interpreter told him afterwards that the mother 
had told the children to cry. Hence, in some aspects the interpreter is always 
one step ahead, which puts her in a powerful position in relation to the offi-
cial. This will become even more obvious in the following analysis of situa-
tions in interpreted asylum hearings.

Active Interventions in the Interaction

In line with existing research, the findings show that interpreters do not 
‘only’ translate what other interaction participants say but often act in a 
proactive way. According to Wadensjö (1999), the interpreter’s active par-
ticipation is ‘part and parcel of all interpreting’. The author thus also regards 
coordination as one of the interpreter’s tasks, this includes both ‘implicitly 

7An official explained that some interpreters are even commissioned as experts to produce reports on 
specific topics.
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co-ordinating or gatekeeping contributions’ and ‘explicitly co-ordinating 
contributions’ (ibid.). Similarly, Turner and Brown (2001) argue that man-
aging and negotiating the communication situation is one of the inter-
preter’s responsibilities. In her analysis of court interpreters’ behaviour, 
Berk-Seligson (2002) identifies different kinds of active intervention such as 
interrupting, explaining, silencing and ‘controlling the flow of testimony’. 
Similar actions could also be observed in the present study; in this section 
they are analysed in the light of professional behaviour.

The statement of one of the trained interpreters highlights their room for 
manoeuvre regarding active interventions in the interaction as well as the 
unequal power balance among the actors:

If something seems contradictory to me […] then I ask [the claimant] what he 
means. Although that’s also bad; actually the official should do that. When I 
think, ‘that’s impossible‚’ for instance, when [the claimant] mentions three dif-
ferent birth dates, then I make a comment to the official. Otherwise he might 
think that my translation is wrong […]. Sometimes, I have to ask a spontane-
ous question of understanding [to the claimant]; then I explain that [to the 
official …]. Often when there are longer passages … it can be difficult to bring 
the translation to an end because the official says, ‘we know that already’ […] 
Then I have little chance to complete the interpretation. But I rarely tell the 
asylum seeker that I haven’t interpreted everything. That’s a bad situation.

The quote illustrates different ways the interpreter can manage the com-
munication situation, and that, in this case, they tend to be to the disad-
vantage of the asylum claimant. The interpreter feels that she has to justify  
her—seemingly inappropriate—behaviour in front of the official, but not 
vis-à-vis the claimant. At the same time, she knows and acknowledges that 
her action does not correspond with professional ethics, mentioning twice 
that the situation is ‘bad.’ She seems to find herself in a dilemma since she 
knows what would officially be the right thing to do but feels the urge to act 
differently. Professionalism and professional ethics immediately come into 
play and it seems difficult for the interpreter to make them compatible with 
the pressures of a real-life interpreting situation.

In a similar vein, the following scenes from observed asylum hearings 
show how the interpreter actively structures the interaction and thus—
at least for a moment—takes control of the situation. In these situations, 
often a conversation between interpreter and official takes place while the 
claimant is left out of the conversation or talked about in the third person.  
I will discuss three key aspects: first, situations in which the interpreter’s aim 
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is to manage and clarify the communication situation; second, situations in 
which the interpreter tries to take over control of the communication situa-
tion; and third, situations in which it is questionable whether the interpreter 
takes her job seriously. While the first section includes situations where the 
interpreter demonstrates professional behaviour, the other two sections high-
light problematic situations, where the interpreter acts in an unprofessional 
way. The analysis suggests that the interpreter’s problem awareness and reflex-
ivity about her own role and action—that is professional ethics—represent 
key issues that need to be tackled.

Professional Attitudes: Managing the Communication Situation

In some situations, the interpreter feels that she needs to clarify the com-
munication situation because something is unclear, misunderstood or simply 
wrong. In one situation, for instance, the interpreter feels the urge to untan-
gle the communication and prevent any misunderstanding. In the following 
example from an observed hearing, the interpreter is unable to follow the 
asylum claimant and keeps asking the claimant for clarification. This is what 
happens next:

Interpreter to claimant: I don’t know the story, so tell me the way that  
I understand it.

Interpreter to official: I can only translate something when I understand him; 
otherwise you’ll be confused too.

Official: Please just translate anyway.
Interpreter: Okay, I’ll tell you what he says, but it won’t make any sense.

(interview 3)

Since the interpreter does not understand what the claimant is trying to 
say he asks him to explain it in a way that he will be able to understand what 
he means. In the same moment, the interpreter explains to the official why 
he just made an intervention and what the content of this intervention was 
in order to justify his unexpected behaviour. Aiming at preventing a misun-
derstanding, the interpreter takes the initiative to ask the claimant for clarifi-
cation. The official, however, does not approve of this intervention and asks 
him to translate what the asylum claimant says without any further clarifica-
tions. He obviously does not want to lose control of the situation and wants 
to be able to judge the claimant’s assertion himself without being patronised 
by the interpreter. The interpreter accepts the official’s attempt to re-establish 
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the formal power relation but warns him that the translation will not make 
much sense. In order to save his face, he thereby makes sure that the offi-
cial knows that it is not his translation which is confusing but the claimant’s 
assertion. The fact that he warns the official that misunderstandings might 
arise can also be interpreted as a measure to ensure his professionalism.

The following passage illustrates a situation in which the interpreter reacts 
to an odd, unexpected situation. While the interpreter is retranslating the 
interview transcript the claimant normally has the possibility to announce 
mistakes in the transcript, for example, when she said something different 
in the interview than what now appears in the transcript. In the current 
context, however, the claimant seems to fall asleep while the interpreter is 
back-translating the transcript:

Interpreter to official: She [the claimant] is sleeping. Do you want me to 
 continue to read?

The official does not react to his question.
Interpreter to claimant: Do you hear?
Claimant: Yes.

(interview 2)

Since the claimant’s eyes are closed, the interpreter regards her service as 
unnecessary and asks the official whether she wants her to continue with 
the retranslation although the claimant seems not to be listening. But the 
official does not react; presumably because she does not listen and does not 
expect to be addressed in this moment. Since the official does not seem to 
care whether the claimant pays attention to the translation in order to verify 
the transcript’s correctness, the interpreter takes the initiative and asks the 
claimant herself whether she is listening. When the claimant affirms that 
she is listening to the interpreter, the situation is clear and the interpreter  
continues with the back-translation.

Unprofessional Attitudes: Over-Cooperating with the Official

While sometimes interpreters need to manage a communication situation in 
order to establish clarity and prevent misunderstandings, in other observed 
interview situations the interpreter behaves like an assistant official; this is 
a well-known phenomenon (Donk 2016[1994]; Scheffer 2001; Pöllabauer 
2005). The following scenes are examples of situations in which the interpreter 
seizes the power of definition concerning the course of the interview:
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The claimant says something.

Interpreter to official: That’s completely off-topic. (o.i. 6)

***
The claimant tells something.

Interpreter to official: She now continues to talk about her sisters. Do you 
want to…?

Official: How does it relate to the departure?
(interview 7, same interpreter)

In these two situations the interpreter does not translate what the claim-
ant says but instead makes a comment to the official. Due to his experience 
regarding asylum hearings the interpreter claims to know what is relevant 
for the procedure and what is not. Instead of leaving the judgement to the 
official the interpreter judges himself that what the claimant says is not rele-
vant. The interpreter does not translate the claimant’s statement but presents 
his own conclusion, namely that the statement is off-topic. Only then, after 
his comment, he leaves it open to the official to decide whether she wants to 
hear the translation or not. In the second situation, the interpreter provides 
a summary instead of a translation, again taking over control of the com-
munication. Before directly translating what the claimant says, he asks the 
official if she wants to know what the claimant is saying. The official, instead 
of listening to the translation, asks another question. The same is true for the 
following scene, where the interpreter again provides a summary instead of a 
translation:

Interpreter to official: He’s now talking about the flight reason.
Official: No, I just want to know what’s with the house.

[…]

Interpreter to official: Now he’s repeating himself.
(interview 4)

The interpreter makes a comment to the official, assuming that what the 
claimant said is not what the official wanted to know. Instead of translat-
ing what the claimant said, the interpreter anticipates the official’s reaction 
because he knows what he is expecting. The official confirms the interpreter’s 
premonition by dismissing the translation and repeating the intention of his 
previous question. Also in the second observed instance the interpreter does 
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not translate but provides a summary to the official. The interpreter refuses 
to translate what the claimant said because he has already translated it before 
since the claimant is allegedly repeating herself. Another scene focuses on a 
situation where the interpreter comments on the claimant’s assertion and his 
in/credibility. During the interview the asylum claimant shows a big wound 
on the arm, explaining that a man bit her:

Official: Why do you think he [the perpetrator] bit you?
Claimant (Interpreter): Because I cried and maybe people heard it.
Interpreter to official: If someone bites me I’ll cry even more.

(interview 1)

At this point the interpreter does not only translate the claimant’s state-
ment but subsequently adds his own opinion on this statement, instead of 
leaving the judgement to the official. The interpreter calls the claimant’s 
credibility into question, assuming that what she said is not true. In addi-
tion, his judgement originates from a comparison with his own potential 
behaviour, thus measuring the claimant’s assertion by his personal standards. 
In this case the interpreter does not provide specific expert knowledge to the 
official as discussed before but a personal opinion. Even if the official decides 
to ignore the interpreter’s comment such interfering behaviour does not 
convey professionalism and strongly questions his alleged neutrality.

Unprofessional Attitudes: Not Taking the Job and the Asylum 
Claimant Seriously

The third aspect to discuss in the context of interpreters’ practices relates to 
their general attitude and behaviour in doing their job, which can be under-
stood as key elements of professionalism. For instance, an interpreter who 
demands that the claimant be interviewed without her children because she 
cannot concentrate otherwise (o.i. 7) shows that there are certain precon-
ditions for her to be able to work properly. In contrast, there are interpret-
ers who seem not to take their job seriously by not acting adequately for 
the context of an asylum interview. In the following scene, for example, the 
interpreter behaves in a disrespectful way towards the asylum claimant:

The interpreter is leaning backwards with stretched legs. The claimant 
keeps leaning forward when the interpreter translates what the official says.

During the interview the interpreter’s mobile phone rings; he picks it up.
The official excuses the interpreter in front of the claimants.
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Interpreter: It was only concerning my car.
Official: Can we continue?

The interpreter agrees by humming (‘mhm’).

[…]

Official: How far is it to the Indian border?
Interpreter: Not so far.
Official: Ask the asylum claimant please!

[…]

Official: Where are you living? Basic care, right, a guesthouse.
Interpreter: He says, he’s living completely privately now.
Official: I’ll check what’s registered in the computer.

The interpreter does not interpret the official’s comment.

Official to interpreter: Would you be so kind to tell it to him? (o.i. 5)

On the one hand, the interpreter shows disinterest through his body lan-
guage, leaning backwards with stretched legs. In order to understand the 
interpreter, the asylum claimant seemingly has to lean forward as he does 
so every time the interpreter translates what the official says. On the other 
hand, the interpreter also behaves impolitely und disrespectfully when he 
picks up his mobile phone and starts talking during the interview. Without 
hesitation and without a comment to the asylum claimant or the official he 
interrupts the interview. Instead, the official, who seems to be embarrassed 
by the interpreter’s behaviour, excuses the interpreter in front of the claim-
ant. The official, however, does not sanction the interpreter’s behaviour, 
for instance, by reprimanding him and reminding him of the official set-
ting. After the interpreter finished his call and explained that it was noth-
ing important, the official asks him whether they can now carry on with 
the interview.8 In the course of the interview, the interpreter continues to 
disregard the claimant by not translating certain statements. At one point, 
he seems to believe that the official addresses him with a question, which is 
actually aimed at the claimant. Since the interpreter answers the question in 

8The official is generally rather reluctant to criticise the interpreter’s unprofessional behaviour in this 
interview, possibly to save the interpreter’s face in front of me, the observer. Another explanation for 
why the interpreter is so powerful here could be that there are few alternative interpreters available for 
the required language, or other unknown dependencies.
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lieu of asking the claimant, the official requests the interpreter to translate 
his question for the claimant. At a later point, this situation is repeated since 
the interpreter does not find it necessary to translate the official’s comment 
for the claimant, but the official does, prompting the interpreter to translate 
his comment. The interpreter obviously did not deem it necessary to inform 
the asylum claimant of the official’s intention. If the official were not so per-
sistent in this communication situation (maybe due to my presence), the 
claimant would not have a serious chance to participate in this interaction. 
In sum, this interview is far away from a fair communication situation with 
equal participants.

Conclusion: Learning to Handle Power 
Responsibly

The empirical data discussed in this chapter illustrate that interpreters 
do more than ‘just translate’: while in some cases they provide the official 
with ‘expert’ knowledge, in other situations they influence or manipulate 
the communication between asylum claimants and officials. This influence 
can be in favour of the official or the interpreter themselves; but interpret-
ers sometimes also actively try to help the claimant (Gill et al. 2016). The 
analysis reveals that instead of being neutral mediators, interpreters influence 
the interaction and thus the development of the further asylum procedure; if 
interpreters act unprofessionally, this can be to the detriment of a fair proce-
dure. Professional action can be drawing the officials’ attention to important 
issues, such as real and potential misunderstandings or mistakes in the tran-
script, or explaining their own behaviour to the official in order to prevent 
misunderstandings. In contrast, problematic and unprofessional behaviour 
can be summarising instead of translating, making judgements in lieu of 
the official or commenting on a claimant’s account’s credibility. Interpreters’ 
work attitude, which is sometimes expressed through disrespectful, disin-
terested or lazy behaviour, such as deciding on the relevance of a statement 
by not translating it or not even listening to claimants’ assertions, can have 
important consequences. In sum, this ethnography highlighted the dynam-
ics of power in a situation of distinct power asymmetry. While interpreters’ 
actions and decisions are influenced by different (social, professional, institu-
tional) norms, they dispose of significant room for manoeuvre in the social 
interaction of asylum hearings, which calls for responsible agency and han-
dling of power (see also Gibbels and Schmitz 2015).
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Professionalism and professional ethics influence how interpreters per-
form their role and thus also how they handle power. This in turn affects 
their relation to officials and asylum claimants. Professionalism and pro-
fessional ethics promote consciousness and reflexivity of the interpreter’s 
own role. A professional role performance does not imply passive neutral-
ity, it means conscious and reflexive—that is professional—active interven-
tion. Although many authors have already insisted on the impossibility of 
the interpreter’s neutrality (Rycroft 2005), the question continues to be 
discussed: Do neutrality and professionalism presuppose or complement or 
exclude each other? Gill et al. (2016) point out that ‘interpreters who do 
not carry out the role of neutral facilitators of communication may not only 
confuse appellants as to their capabilities, but also lose their professional 
credibility in the eyes of other actors’. It is, however, still unclear what this 
neutrality is. I would argue that the same could happen if they try to pro-
vide a ‘verbatim’ translation—a requirement that seems to be a widespread 
legal fiction (Good 2011)—or do not take sides when it would be ethically 
necessary. In my view, a complete translation that contains all details is more 
important and can be more useful than a verbatim translation, which the 
official might not understand. Professional ethics should help to make the 
right decisions in order to reach a complete translation. For example, as 
mentioned in the first section, is it more professional to stick to the rule of 
sitting in a triangle or to make sure that the official produces a correct tran-
script? Ideally, a situation should be created where both are possible.

With this contribution I reiterate that neutrality is not generally 
desirable—setting aside the question whether it is principally possible  
or not—by bringing forth two points. First, neutrality is sometimes  
understood in the sense of impartiality; the question of taking sides is pri-
marily a political one. Here, professional ethics should provide orientation 
for interpreters. If an asylum claimant is treated unfairly, it can be unethical 
not to take sides. Second, if neutrality means being someone else’s (passive) 
mouthpiece—usually in the sense of verbatim translation—such action can 
be unprofessional and unethical. Professionalism and professional ethics may 
require the right intervention at the right time: Sometimes it would simply 
be unprofessional or unethical for an interpreter not to intervene.9

In sum, the importance of ‘well qualified, experienced and profession-
ally ethical interpreters provided with appropriate working conditions’ (Gill 

9Rycroft (2005), for example, discusses the frustrations an interpreter may face due to the limitations 
placed on her behavior. If she knows that a misunderstanding may be occurring but is officially pre-
vented from clarifying this because of the rules of conduct she is required to observe, this in my view, is 
not the right understanding of professional and ethical action.
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et al. 2016) cannot be stressed enough. A professional approach to dealing 
with power, which is related to professional ethics, is necessary in order to 
prevent situations such as in the examples discussed above. While the issue 
of professionalism is also pressing in other domains of community inter-
preting such as communication between physicians and patients, the asy-
lum procedure puts claimants in a particularly vulnerable situation. As basic 
human rights are at play, it is essential that interpreters can deal with their 
power in a competent and responsible way. Although it was not possible to 
systematically collect data on the education or qualifications of the inter-
preters who interpreted in the observed hearings, the analysis clearly reveals 
elements of unprofessional behaviour. The findings discussed in this chapter 
suggest that it is highly problematic to employ interpreters without profes-
sional training in asylum hearings.

It is likely that such behaviour is connected to the lack of professional 
training and might be preventable otherwise. In Austria, the introduction 
of a voluntary qualification measure for interpreting in the asylum proce-
dure (QUADA) provided by adult education centres in cooperation with 
UNHCR, introduced in 2015, is a first important step in the right direc-
tion.10 The curriculum includes, among others, classes on the basics of inter-
preting as well as its techniques and ethical principles. As the importance of  
professionalism in interpreting, which includes knowledge of the techniques 
and ethics of interpreting, cannot be underestimated, especially in the delicate 
context of asylum applications, I would argue that such training should be 
compulsory and paid for by the state who is legally responsible for providing 
a fair hearing. Asylum claimants have a right to a professional interpretation.

The often observed fact that power plays such a crucial role in the inter-
preted asylum hearing calls for more attention by scholars and practitioners, 
especially with regard to professionalism and professional ethics.
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