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Working with Interpreters
in Social Work

Rebecca Jones and David Westlake

Rough translation: “Bladder inflammation has returned” 

“I am not in the office at the moment. Send any work to be 
translated”

Introduction

• Ongoing project exploring communication skills in 

social work practice

• Lots of interest in how interpreters affect work with 

service users

• Little research on interpreters in social work 

generally

• Even less on how to work with them effectively
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Introduction

• Nested study of cases involving interpreters

• Focus groups with workers

• Recordings of practice

• It boils down to:

• Managing the session assertively

• Communicating clearly

Aims

Use research to:

1. Consider how using interpreters affects

communication and relationship building

2. Learn how to communicate effectively 

through an interpreter

3. Explore practical strategies for managing 

interpreter meetings

Scope 

Focus on:

• Interpreting not translation

• Face-to-face not telephone interpreting

• Spoken language interpreting not sign 

language

• Communication not cultural competence

Background
• Anecdotally workers told us it was challenging

• Backed up by research:

• Language barriers can result in poorer service 
(NSPCC, 2008; Kriz & Scrivens, 2010)

• No established national guidelines/standards

• The social work role is complex and multi-faceted
(involves relationship building, support, evidence 
gathering)

Timings for the day:

Part one: communication skills 13:00 – 14:30

Coffee 14:30 – 14:45

Exchange feedback 14:45 – 15:00

Part two: practical strategies 15:00 – 16:00

Part one: communication skills

• How does using an interpreter affect 

communication and relationship building skills?

• How can we communicate effectively through an 

interpreter?
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Activity 1: back-to-back drawing

• Drawing in pairs

• One person describes, the other draws

• The “draw-er” cannot ask questions

Activity 2: back-to-back drawing
• Drawing in threes

• One person describes, the other draws 

• The “drawer” still cannot ask questions

• The “drawer” and the “describer” cannot speak to 
each other directly 

• You must communicate through the third person 
without overhearing one another

Discussion

• How did that go?

• How far did you get?

• How did it feel being the “interpreter”?

The interpreter: a difficult role

• Worth reflecting on the role of the interpreter

• Similar conceptions across public services

• Widespread criticism of interpreters e.g. in health 

(Hsieh, 2010) and legal settings (Morris, 1999)

• Reflected in how interpreters themselves describe 

perceptions of the role

Question: role of the interpreter

How might the professional’s view of the interpreter 

differ from the client’s view?

Question: role of the interpreter

How might the professional’s view of the interpreter 

differ from the client’s view?

“Interpreter is a potential 

saviour”

“Interpreter is a 
humble technical 

instrument”

(From a study of court interpreters – Morris, 1999)
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The interpreter: a difficult role

Two main ways of thinking about the role of the 

interpreter:

1. Mechanical conduit

2. Co-professional

The “mechanical conduit” interpreter

• Seen as a tool to be used by other professionals

• Expected to provide word-for-word interpretation

• Low in the “professional hierarchy” (Hsieh, 2010)

Words exit (unmodified) 
in target language 

Words enter in source 
language

The co-professional interpreter

Halliday’s social-semiotic theory of language:

“a system of meanings where  language not only 

reflects and transmits the values and 

relationships of a society: it actively creates and 

maintains them”

(Roberts, Davies and Jupp 1992: 67).

• Seen as an equal professional with experience to 

draw upon that goes beyond language 

• Co-constructing meaning and co-facilitating 

discussion

The co-professional interpreter

Meaning co-constructed 
in target language 

Words enter in source 
language

• Social worker is the lead professional 

• Interpreter has valid contextual knowledge

• Flexible approach to transmitting meaning as 

faithfully as possible

A middle ground What does the research say?
What are the experiences of…

1. Interpreters (in public service settings) 

2. Social workers

3. Service users 
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What do interpreters say?

Outsourced

interpreting is stressful
There are conflicting 

ideas about what is 

expected of an 

interpreter

They feel 

disrespected

Quality of training is 

variable

Visits are arranged at 

the last minute

What do service users say?

An on-going 

relationship with an 

interpreter is key

Interpreters need to 
show empathy

Confusion around the 

role of the interpreter: 

advocate, friend etc.

Need to be able to 

trust their interpreter 
Language proficiency 

in both language is 

important

What do social workers say?

Families may receive 

sub-optimal service

Practice may be more 

directive

Using interpreters is 

time consuming

Building relationships is 

challenging

Quality of interpreting 

is variable

Interpreting services 

are expensive

Questions?

Summary of research: methodology 

Existing research

Focusses on:

• The problem 

interpreter

• The difficult context in 

which interpreting 

services are delivered

Interviews
with social 

workers

Focus
groups

Summary: focus of research

• This is useful and important to acknowledge

• But it is hard to change the wider context

• And it doesn’t tell us what happens in practice

• What  can social workers do to work effectively 

within this less-than-optimal context?
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Summary of research: methodology 

Existing research Current research project

Interviews
with social 

workers

Focus
groups

Practice 
observations

Focus
groups
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Methodology

Focus groups with social workers (n=10)

Informal conversations with social workers & managers

Quantitative & qualitative analysis of recordings (n=11)

Observations of practice

Focus groups
Four key communication challenges

1. Reflective statements do not work as well

“I’ve had interpreters where I’ve reflected something and they 
don’t interpret it because they think you’re just repeating…so
you say ‘oh can you interpret that?’, and they look confused.”

2. Open questions are difficult to use

“I had to clarify more and more and I was becoming more 
closed… and I just ended up saying ‘was it like this?’”

“It’s more about getting the information than how you get it…if 
you try to be open with your questions it causes a lot of confusion”.

Focus groups
Four key communication challenges

3. Social workers struggle to probe

“One of the things in this job is looking out for inconsistencies in 
what people say and they might be really subtle, and that’s difficult 
to do  through somebody else.”

“And sometimes I feel a bit protective of my families, and 
sometimes it can stop me from digging a bit deeper…”

4. Social workers may avoid clarifying 
misunderstandings

“Sometimes I think ‘right we’ve just lost that point there, let’s move 
on’  - something quite big could get lost there, it’s a bit of a 
risk.”

Discussion:

1. Does your experience match what these social 

workers described? 

2. Can you describe good and bad experiences?

Methodology

Focus groups with social workers (n-10)

Informal conversations with social workers & managers

Observations of practice

Quantitative & qualitative analysis of recordings (n=11)
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Methodology: categorising tapes
Seven practice skills rated from 1 (low) to 5 (high)

1 2 3 4 5

More skilled practice

Less skilled practice

Methodology: coding for practice skill

• Coding system based partly on the Motivational  
Interviewing Treatment Integrity (MITI) 
framework (Moyers, Martin, Manuel, Miller and 
Ernst, 2010) 

• Measures competence in Motivational 
Interviewing

• MI is a directive, client-centred approach that 
attempts to elicit intrinsic motivation (Miller and 
Rollnick, 2012)

Methodology: coding for practice skill

Seven practice skills rated from 1 (low) to 5 (high)

1. Evocation 

2. Collaboration

3. Autonomy

4. Empathy

5. Purposefulness

6. Clarity about concerns

7. Child focus

Motivational 
Interviewing 

skills

Methodology: coding for practice skill

Seven practice skills rated from 1 (low) to 5 (high)

1. Evocation 

2. Collaboration

3. Autonomy

4. Empathy

5. Purposefulness

6. Clarity about concerns

7. Child focus

Child 
protection 

specific skills

Methodology: coding for practice skill

Seven practice skills rated from 1 (low) to 5 (high)

1. Evocation 

2. Collaboration

3. Autonomy

4. Empathy

5. Purposefulness

6. Clarity about concerns

7. Child focus

Qualitative analysis of recordings
Workers who demonstrated less skilful use of interpreters 

1. referred to the parent in the third person

2. allowed the interpreter to answer for the parent

3. did not pause to allow time for interpreting

4. used stacked, closed questions 

5. abandoned misunderstandings
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Qualitative analysis of recordings
Workers who demonstrated less skilful use of interpreters 

1. referred to the parent in the third person

2. allowed the interpreter to answer for the parent

3. did not pause to allow time for interpreting

4. used stacked, closed questions 

5. abandoned misunderstandings

SW: How is the relationship? Is it good?

Parent: Yes

Qualitative analysis of recordings
Workers who demonstrated less skilful use of interpreters 

1. referred to the parent in the third person

2. allowed the interpreter to answer for the parent

3. did not pause to allow time for interpreting

4. used stacked, closed questions 

5. abandoned misunderstandings

Qualitative analysis of recordings
Workers who demonstrated less skilful use of interpreters 

1. referred to the parent in the third person

2. allowed the interpreter to answer for the parent

3. did not pause to allow time for interpreting

4. used stacked, closed questions 

5. abandoned misunderstandings
SW: I am going to talk about Adam, Fraser’s brother, now. How is Adam?

Parent: Who is Adam? Are you talking about his father?

SW: No, no, not his father…anyway have you seen the doctor?

Qualitative analysis of recordings
Workers who demonstrated skilful use of interpreters 

1. used the interpreter to involve the parent in “chit-chat”

2. clarified misunderstandings

3. ensured that reflections were interpreted

4. took control of the session

5. probed parent’s responses

Qualitative analysis of recordings
Workers who demonstrated skilful use of interpreters 

1. used the interpreter to involve the parent in “chit-chat”

2. clarified misunderstandings

3. ensured that reflections were interpreted

4. took control of the session

5. probed parent’s responses

SW: I don’t want to talk about the violence because the kids are here…

Interpreter: [silence]

SW: Could you interpret that please?

Qualitative analysis of recordings
Workers who demonstrated skilful use of interpreters 

1. used the interpreter to involve the parent in “chit-chat”

2. clarified misunderstandings

3. ensured that reflections were interpreted

4. took control of the session

5. probed parent’s responses
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Qualitative analysis of recordings
Workers who demonstrated skilful use of interpreters 

1. used the interpreter to involve the parent in “chit-chat”

2. clarified misunderstandings

3. ensured that reflections were interpreted

4. took control of the session

5. probed parent’s responses
SW: How are you feeling about working with Amy?

Parent: It helped

SW: What kind of things are helpful?

Parent: She taught me to ignore the tantrums and to stay calm, to not give in…

Summary: communicating effectively

 Speak in the first 
person

 Be proactive and 
take control

 Work with the 
interpreter to clarify 
miscommunications

× Avoid professional 
jargon

× Avoid using idioms
and figures of speech

× Sarcasm, cynicism & 
jokes are hard to 
interpret 

Questions? Coffee break

Timings for the day:

Part one: communication skills 13:00 – 14:30

Coffee 14:30 – 14:45

Exchange feedback 14:45 – 15:00

Part two: practical strategies 15:00 – 16:00

Part two: managing the session
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Question: managing the session
• What is good/bad about the way the 

professional and the interpreter managed the 
session? 

• What could they have done differently?

Part two: managing the session
• Power dynamics

• Interpreter presence can signal escalation

• Implications of a 3rd party 

• Allegiances

• Who is the interpreter for?

• Side conversations alienate service users

Discussion: “dos and don’ts”
• Before the session

• During the session

• After the session

Before the session

Before the session

Use a 
professional 
interpreter

Gender 
matching

Book the same 
interpreter if 

possible

Allow more 
time

Be aware of 
different 
dialects

Brief the 
interpreter 

Briefing the interpreter
• Meet outside the home 5 mins before

• Explain the purpose of visit

• Make interpreter aware if you are planning to use 
a particular technique 

• e.g. MI or Cognitive Interviewing techniques 

• Share materials that could be difficult to interpret

• Agree “rules of engagement”
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“Rules of engagement”
• Agree how to work together

• Some useful things we have seen/heard:

• Time out signs

• Resolving misunderstandings

• “The interpreter would like to note…”

During the session

During the session

Introduce the 
interpreter: ask 
them to explain 

their neutral role

Be clear about 
confidentiality

Check 
interpreter/client 

do not know each 
other socially

Talk directly to 
the client

Be aware of 
positioning

Conduct session 
in one language 

(avoid side 
conversations)

Positioning
• Interpreter should take a lead on positioning 

themselves appropriately

• Depends how many people are present

• The interpreter and service user should sit next 
to one another

During the session

Introduce the 
interpreter: ask 
them to explain 

their role

Be clear about 
confidentiality

Check 
interpreter/client 

do not know each 
other socially

Talk directly to 
the client

Be aware of 
positioning

Conduct session 
in one language 

(avoid side 
conversations)

Avoiding chaos
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After the session

Check in with 
the interpreter 
and how they 

are feeling

Offer positive 
and constructive 

feedback (if 
appropriate)

If it has gone 
well, try to book 

the same 
interpreter

Summary: managing interpreter 
sessions 

 Work collaboratively

 Clarify confidentiality 

 Brief interpreter 
before and check in 

 Be aware of power 
dynamics

 Consider positioning

× Don’t use family 
members, especially 
children

× Avoid side conversations

× Avoid using multiple 
languages

Questions? Final thoughts
• Lots to think about…

• Often have to think on your feet – situations vary

• Not a perfect world

• Be flexible

• Be mindful of the interpreter

• Be clear about their role

• Reflect on each session

• Accommodate complexity 

Final thoughts
• Interpreter may seem like a necessary evil

• But the service users whole experience of you and 
the service is filtered through them

• So it important that you make the best use of their 
expertise by being proactive and assertive

For more information please contact:

rebecca.k.jones@beds.ac.uk

westlaked@cardiff.ac.uk


