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1. Introduction 

 

Research on English as a lingua franca (ELF) began in the 1990s, making it a relatively new 

field (Albl-Mikasa 2014: 294, Jenkins 2009: 43, Reithofer 2014: 43). However, it has attracted 

significant interest and produced countless publications over the past 30+ years, with Mauranen 

(2009: 2) describing ELF as “a vibrant field of study”. Several researchers from interpreting 

studies have looked specifically at the convergence of ELF and simultaneous interpreting, 

including Kodrnja (2001), Basel (2002), Reithofer (2014), and Katikos (2015). As a master’s 

student in interpreting and a prospective interpreter myself, as well as a native speaker of 

English, my goal is to add to the growing body of research at the intersection of these two 

exciting fields as well as to provide practical insights that could be helpful to interpreters.  

The aim of this paper is to examine interpreters’ perceptions of ELF speakers’ 

accentedness and interpretability, as well as the relationship between the two, using data from 

a corpus of authentic speeches delivered by ELF users at the United Nations (Zhao 2022). 

Chapters 2 through 4 will define and describe the key concepts that form the basis for my 

research questions and hypotheses. Chapters 5 through 7 will cover the empirical study I 

conducted, its results, and the implications for our understanding of ELF and SI.  

Chapter 2 is devoted to English as a lingua franca. Section 2.1 defines ELF, while 

section 2.2 describes the reasons for the rise of English as a lingua franca. Sections 2.3 and 2.4 

discuss the notions of lingua franca communication settings, native and non-native speakers, 

and ELF as a distinct variety of English. Finally, section 2.5 gives a brief overview of common 

features of ELF speech and how they diverge from native English speech, with a special focus 

on accent given its particular relevance for speaker intelligibility.  

Chapter 3 covers simultaneous interpreting. Section 3.1 defines and describes SI from 

both a practical and cognitive perspective, providing a basis for why unfamiliar speech patterns 

often prove challenging for interpreters. Sections 3.2 and 3.3 discuss the concepts of 

interpretability and the shared languages benefit, respectively, both of which play a key role in 

the empirical study conducted. Section 3.4 describes the impact of ELF speech output on 

interpreters’ cognitive load and discusses several factors that make understanding in SI settings 

different from understanding in dyadic ELF communication settings.  

Chapter 4 discusses three previous studies related to the convergence of ELF and SI. 

These include theses by Kodrnja (2001), who investigated information loss when interpreting 
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ELF speakers, and by Basel (2002) and Katikos (2015), who tested the presence of a shared 

languages benefit when interpreting ELF speakers.  

Chapter 5 provides an introduction to the present empirical study. Section 5.1 presents 

the research questions and hypotheses. Section 5.2 describes the corpus from which speech 

samples were selected as stimulus material, as well as the criteria for their selection and the 

linguistic deviations observed in the selected samples. Section 5.3 covers the study’s 

methodology, including the survey design, requirements for participation, demographic 

information about participants, and the methods used for quantitative analysis.  

Chapter 6 presents the results of the online survey. Section 6.1 provides descriptive 

statistics about the accentedness and interpretability ratings for each speaker in the data set. 

Section 6.2 compares the average scores of all speakers and examines the relationship between 

accentedness and interpretability as well as participants’ perceptions of native but non-standard 

English. Section 6.3 compares scores given to individual speakers by participants with different 

language backgrounds and examines how a shared L1 between interpreter and speaker impacts 

accentedness ratings as well as how the shared languages benefit impacts interpretability 

ratings.  

Finally, chapter 7 discusses the results presented in chapter 6 and considers possible 

reasons for the trends observed in the data. Section 7.2 addresses the limitations of the present 

study and provides recommendations for future research.  

Before beginning, I would like to address two ideological issues that often arise in ELF 

publications. The first is the implication of ELF research for English as a foreign language 

(EFL) teaching. As Katikos (2015: 2) notes, “[Many] ELF researchers are concerned about the 

pervasiveness of prescriptive, L1 English norms in the [English language teaching] industry, 

arguing that strict adherence to [English as a native language] norms is not always appropriate.” 

(cf. Dewey 2009; Jenkins 2000, 2009; Seidlhofer 2001, 2011) I take the view of Seidlhofer 

(2006: 48), Jenkins (2009: 144), and Katikos (2015: 20), who argue that this should ultimately 

be the decision of the learners and users of English. I believe that EFL teaching should be 

rooted in practicality and, where possible, tailored to the individual needs and goals of the 

students. For some students, this will include the need “to blend in with native English 

speakers” or the personal goal to achieve a native-like accent (Jenkins 2009: 144). As someone 

interested in foreign language teaching and who holds a certificate to teach English as a foreign 

language, these considerations are important to me. However, given that they are beyond the 

scope of this paper, they will not be addressed further here.  
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The second ideological issue is that of interpreters adjusting their English output to be 

better understood by ELF users in the audience. Both Albl-Mikasa (2010, 2011, 2014) and 

Katikos (2015: 40-44) have commented on this, noting both the interpreter’s professional 

obligation to cater to the needs of his or her audience, but also the possibility that such an effort 

to accommodate non-native listeners could be viewed as patronizing. Further, interpreters 

rarely know the ratio of native to non-native English speakers in the audience in the first place. 

Again, given that my research focuses on interpreting ELF users and not interpreting for ELF 

users, this issue is beyond the scope of this paper will not be addressed further. 

In conclusion, while this paper describes ELF speech from the perspective of posing a 

challenge for interpreters, I would like to express my agreement with Mauranen:  

 

Speakers should feel they can express their identities and be themselves in L2 contexts 

without being marginalised on account of features like foreign accents, lack of idiom, 

or culture-specific communicative styles as long as they can negotiate and manage 

communicative situations successfully and fluently. (Mauranen 2003: 517, qtd. in 

Reithofer 2014: 59) 
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2. English as a lingua franca 

 

The first two sections of this chapter define English as a lingua franca and give a brief overview 

of the reasons for its global rise and acceptance. Sections 2.3 and 2.4 wrestle with the questions 

of what counts as lingua franca communication and who counts as a native speaker. Finally, 

section 2.5 looks at ELF as a distinct variety of English and describes common features of ELF 

speech, including some examples from the corpus of ELF speech used in the present study 

(Zhao 2022).  

 

2.1 What is English as a lingua franca?  

 

‘Lingua franca’ is an Italian term meaning “Frankish tongue” that describes a now-extinct 

Italian-based pidgin language formerly spoken along the eastern Mediterranean by Crusaders, 

which included borrowings from Arabic, Greek, and Spanish (Asher 1994: 2211). The term’s 

meaning has since expanded to describe “A[ny] language which has been adopted by a speech 

community for such purposes as international communication, trade, or education, though only 

a minority of the community may use it as a mother tongue” (Crystal 1992: 35, qtd. in Reithofer 

2014: 41). Thus, ‘lingua franca’ refers in principle to the sociocultural role or status of a given 

language, rather than to its particular linguistic features. However, as shown later in sections 

2.3 and 2.5, English as a lingua franca specifically has come to refer also to the particular 

variety of English spoken by non-native speakers, albeit a variety that is “not codified and 

highly variable” (Katikos 2015: 17). One may also encounter the terms “English as an 

international language”, “English as a global language”, “English as a world language”, or 

“International English”, which all similarly capture this special communicative status of 

English (Seidlhofer 2004: 210). Since English as a lingua franca has established itself in the 

existing literature on the topic and was used by Katikos (2015), whose work greatly influenced 

the present study, this paper will continue the use of this term.  

While many laypeople may not be familiar with the term ELF, almost anyone will be 

familiar with the phenomenon it describes. It is common knowledge that in situations where 

discourse partners do not share the same native language, they will most often default to 

English in order to communicate. For example, English is widely recognized as the language 

of international travel; travel websites invariably have an English language version of their info 

pages, hotel and hostel workers must be proficient in English, and announcements on 
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international flights are often made not only in the languages of the countries one is leaving 

and traveling to, but also in English (provided English isn’t one of the two countries’ languages 

already).  

Before English, several other languages served as lingua francas. In the sixth century, 

Latin was the language of the educated and the clergy, in spite of the disintegration of the 

Roman Empire and the fact that Latin no longer had any native speakers (Grzega 2006: 81f, 

ctd. in Reithofer 2014: 41). In the late Middle Ages, French established itself as the language 

of the upper classes and of education. In the 17th century, it became the language of diplomacy 

and the default language for international treaties (Grzega 2006: 92f, ctd. in Reithofer 2014: 

41). Outside of the European continent, Swahili continues to serve as a lingua franca in many 

parts of Africa, including Tanzania, Kenya, Congo, and Uganda (Encyclopedia Britannica: 

Swahili language). China uses Mandarin Chinese as its language of governance, and Chinese 

people from different dialectal backgrounds usually use Mandarin to communicate with one 

another (Li 2006).  

The existence and relevance of the above-mentioned lingua francas was or is often 

limited by region or time period. By contrast, English has become undoubtedly the most 

dominant and globally ubiquitous lingua franca in world history. Ethnologue, an annual 

reference publication providing statistics on the living languages of the world, estimated that 

in 2021 there were 370 million native speakers of English worldwide, compared to 978 million 

non-native speakers (Eberhard et al. 2021). Thus, non-native speakers greatly outnumber native 

speakers; only one in four English speakers today is a native speaker, a statistic unprecedented 

for any other living language. Reithofer (2014: 44) notes that knowledge of English has 

basically become a prerequisite for conference delegates, businesspeople, politicians, and 

researchers. The following section presents a brief overview of the reasons for this dramatic 

rise of ELF.  

 

2.2 Why is English a lingua franca?  

 

The emergence of English as a globally dominant lingua franca depended on a confluence of 

factors starting as far back as the 17th century. British colonialism spread British English, along 

with British systems of governance and justice, across the world (Phillipson 2003: 64). Today 

English often still enjoys a special official status in these former colonies and serves as their 

language of governance and administration, sometimes alongside an ethnic language, for 

example in India (Jenkins 2009: 40). Aside from political colonialism, both Britain and the 
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United States began actively investing in the promotion of the English language starting in the 

mid-1950s (Phillipson 2003: 64).  

After World War II, the United States experienced a boom in the spheres of economics, 

politics, and research, which increased the significance of English worldwide (Mauranen 2003: 

513, Dollerup 1996: 26). This post-World War II boom also galvanized the US entertainment 

industry and led the US to become a global exporter of entertainment: think Hollywood films, 

television series, and pop music (Dollerup 1996: 26). This association of English with popular 

culture – and no doubt with the imagined exciting American lifestyle often portrayed in 

entertainment – contributed to the emotional desirability of English, indeed to its “coolness” 

and even sexiness. Phillipson (2003: 65) notes that “There is a popular demand for English that 

is strongly connected to a language that is projected in advertising and the media as connoting 

success, influence, consumerism, and hedonism”. As Katikos (2015: 26), who herself taught 

EFL in Austria for several years, notes: “Perhaps it is the sum of these very qualities which has 

prompted many of my pubescent students to quip that ‘English is ‘cool’.’” This is a trend that 

I have also personally observed in my time as a US-American in Europe, where European 

young adults are often thrilled to meet a “real” native English speaker and have plentiful 

questions about English slang and colloquialisms. (They have also, not infrequently, asked me 

to help them decipher American rap music lyrics, which I myself often don’t understand much 

better than they do).  

Van Parijs (2004: 24) notes that requiring English as a foreign language in schools 

served as both a cause and an effect of the adoption of English as a lingua franca. The increasing 

spread of English led more schools in more countries to require students to learn it, and in turn 

the increasing number of young people learning English solidified the language’s relevance 

and status as a means of international and intercultural communication. Eurostat, the statistical 

office of the European Union, reported that in 2019, 96.4% of EU students in upper secondary 

general education learned English as a foreign language (Eurostat 2021) – in other words, 

almost all of them. Compare that to the numbers for Spanish, the next most commonly studied 

foreign language, with only 26.4% of students having learned it in 2019 (Eurostat 2021).  

 

2.3 Lingua franca communication 

 

This section shifts the focus back to the linguistic side of things. As mentioned in the 

introduction, ELF as a field of research began taking shape in the 1990s. Early definitions of 

lingua franca communication exclude native speakers (Samarin 1987: 371, Firth 1996: 240). 
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For example, House (1999: 74) defines ELF interactions “as interactions between members of 

two or more different linguacultures in English, for none of whom English is the mother 

tongue.” However, contemporary researchers acknowledge that English native speakers often 

take part in ELF communication settings (Knapp 2002: 221, O’Grady/Archibald 2004: 532, 

Jenkins 2007: 3, Seidlhofer 2011: 7), and modern definitions of lingua franca communication 

have expanded to include the possibility of native speaker participation (Reithofer 2014: 42, 

Katikos 2015: 19).  

However, it is important to note that English native speakers, even when they are 

participating in ELF communication settings, are themselves not ELF speakers (Seidlhofer 

2004: 211). As mentioned in section 2.1, many researchers agree that ELF qualifies as its own 

distinct variety of English (MacKenzie 2014, Albl-Mikasa 2014, Katikos 2015). According to 

Crystal (2008: 509), a language variety is a “system of linguistic expression whose use is 

governed by situational variables”. While one might argue that this definition is rather broad 

and vague, ELF clearly meets these criteria. Enabling communication among speakers from 

various linguistic backgrounds is obviously a common situational variable that unites all ELF 

interactions. Further, as discussed in section 2.5, ELF speech is frequently characterized by 

systematic deviations from standard English that are often rooted in a speaker’s first language. 

One might further argue that the prevalence of ELF has led many people – certainly 

interpreters, as discussed in section 3.4 – to mentally place it in a category of its own in a way 

that differs from non-native speech of other languages.  

It should be noted that some researchers have pointed to ELF’s “highly variable” 

(Katikos 2015: 17) and “especially fluid” nature (Dewey 2009: 61) as making it slippery to 

classify as a variety, given that the term ‘variety’ is usually viewed as implying more linguistic 

uniformity and stability. However, as Katikos (2015: 19) puts it, “ELF’s fluidity and its 

classification as a variety do not have to entail mutual exclusiveness.” I think the argument for 

treating ELF as a variety of English in its own right is strong, and I will do so in this paper.  

 

2.4 What is a (non-)native speaker, anyway? 

 

Since the previous sections have made frequent mention of native and non-native speakers of 

English, it is time to pause and critically reflect on these terms. The terms ‘(non-)native 

speaker’, ‘(non-)native language’, and ‘mother tongue’ are often viewed critically in ELF 

literature. This is primarily a reaction against the terms’ ideological baggage, including notions 

of linguistic purity and superiority, normative language, and the tendency to pass judgment on 
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‘non-native speakers’ for making ‘errors’ – in other words, for producing speech that diverges 

from typical native speaker speech, even when it does not impede communication. Some ELF 

researchers, including Jenkins (2000) and Seidlhofer (2011), even place the terms ‘native 

speaker’ and ‘non-native speaker’ in quotation marks “in recognition of their ideological 

construction” (Holliday 2006: 385).  

Given that non-native speech is characterized as speech that deviates from the standard 

for a given language (Reithofer 2014: 78), one must raise the question of what counts as the 

standard in the first place. When English has countless varieties, dialects, and sociolects, and 

is spoken “natively” in multiple countries, what can be considered “standard” English? Jenkins 

(2009: 36) compellingly argues that the variety of English promoted internationally through 

the education system – that is, British and/or American English – can reasonably be considered 

to have acquired the status of standard English. At the same time, one should keep in mind that 

this status is based on circumstances and historical influences, as opposed to the linguistic 

properties of British or American English.  

Further, the great spectrum of proficiency among both native and non-native speakers 

of any given language (Rampton 1990, Jenkins 2000) leads some ELF researchers to resist 

these terms, given that ‘native speaker’ is often seen to imply perfect command of a language. 

However, Jenkins notes that “no one’s functional command is total” (2000: 2). Some non-

native English speakers exhibit few to no deviations from standard English. Many educated 

non-native speakers are comfortable discussing or writing about complex topics in English, 

while many less educated native speakers are unable to do so. Among non-native speakers, 

various factors can affect language proficiency and account for differences among individuals’ 

linguistic competence, including age of L2 learning, length of residence in an L2-speaking 

country, gender, formal instruction, motivation, language learning aptitude, and amount of L1 

use (Piske/MacKay/Flege 2000).  

I would add that classifying one’s native and non-native languages can get tricky when 

an individual grew up in a multilingual environment, for example speaking one language at 

home and another at school. Having grown up in Houston, Texas, the most ethnically diverse 

city in the United States, I have personally known many “heritage” speakers of languages 

including German, Mandarin, Hindi, and others, who were more comfortable and proficient 

communicating in English than in their home language, which they had technically learned 

before English.  

Despite ideological and practical disputes about the terms ‘native speaker’ and ‘non-

native speaker’, these terms are well-established in the existing ELF literature, and this paper 
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will use them for the sake of consistency, in the vein of Reithofer (2014) and Katikos (2015). 

Henceforth ‘native speaker’ will be abbreviated as NS and ‘non-native speaker’ as NNS. 

However, instead of using the term ‘native language’, this paper will refer to a speaker’s first 

language, or L1, as a more straightforward and appropriate alternative, and denote any further 

languages an individual has acquired as L2s.  

 

2.5 Common features of ELF speech 

 

As noted in the previous section, speech is characterized as “non-native” by virtue of deviating 

from the standard or norm for a given language. Section 2.3 also noted that ELF describes the 

variety of English spoken by non-native speakers, which is “not codified and highly variable” 

(Katikos 2015: 17). This variability is due in part to the fact that a given speaker’s particular 

deviations from standard English depend largely on their L1 (Reithofer 2014: 78). These 

“cross-linguistic influence[s] from the L1” (Hülmbauer 2009: 326) are often described as 

“interferences”, where features of the L1 sneak into the speaker’s English language production 

and mark the speech as non-native. While individual speakers may exhibit their own personal 

linguistic quirks, it is possible to make useful generalizations about the typical speech features 

of speakers from a given L1 background.  

Swan/Smith (1987) provide an overview of typical NNS deviations from standard 

English according to L1. However, as Reithofer (2014: 85) notes, their work is intended as a 

guide for EFL teachers and takes a distinctly prescriptive point of view. A more recent and 

description-oriented project is VOICE, the Vienna Oxford International Corpus of English, 

which was initiated by renowned Austrian ELF researcher Barbara Seidlhofer with the goal of 

learning more about how ELF is actually used. The corpus already contains more than one 

million words of speech from authentic ELF interactions. As Reithofer (2014: 61f) notes, some 

of the features of ELF speech observed in the corpus have already been added to the Oxford 

Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Current English (Seidlhofer 2005).  

There have also been some attempts to codify ELF, despite its variability. For example, 

with the help of a corpus of NNS speech, Jenkins (2000) created the Lingua Franca Core, a set 

of phonological rules intended to ensure mutual intelligibility among ELF users. While 

Jenkins’s rules may indeed prove useful as a guideline for ELF users who wish to maximize 

their intelligibility, and they may be a more realistic target for NNS than standard English 

phonological norms, and they may be grounded in descriptive data, it is interesting to see such 

a project in a field dominated by a resistance to prescriptivism.  
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To bring the discussion back to concrete features of ELF speech, there are four main 

categories of linguistic deviations: phonological (what listeners perceive as accent), 

morphosyntactic (what listeners perceive as grammatical mistakes), lexical (what listeners 

perceive as incorrect word use), and pragmatic (what listeners perceive as the sociocultural 

appropriateness of the speech). These four categories will be discussed further below. As there 

are too many subtypes of deviations – even for a single L1 background – to include them all 

here, the following sections will provide one or two examples of each. Where possible, 

examples were taken from the corpus used in the present study (Zhao 2022), which includes 

speeches delivered by delegates from 21 countries at a session of the United Nations 

Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space. Readers interested in a more detailed, but still 

concise, explanation of common features of ELF speech are referred to Katikos (2015: 29-37) 

section 3.3: Observable ELF phenomena.   

 

2.5.1 Phonological deviations 

 

Phonological deviations from the standard native reference norm are the root of what listeners 

perceive as non-native or foreign accents. As O’Grady/Archibald (2004: 519) put it, accent 

consists of the “[p]honetic qualities of a language variety which identifies it to speakers of other 

varieties as different from their own”. Phonological deviations can apply to the segmental 

properties of accents, that is the phonemes or sounds themselves, or to the suprasegmental 

properties, which include stress, rhythm, intonation, and features of connected speech (Jenkins 

2000: 32).  

One example of a segmental deviation is sound substitution (Jenkins 2000: 34), where 

a speaker replaces one phoneme with a different one. For example, in the corpus, the delegate 

from Pakistan replaces the English phoneme /w/ with /v/, pronouncing would as ‘vould’ and 

we as ‘ve’. Jenkins (2000: 133f) also notes that consonant clusters can prove difficult for NNS 

to pronounce, especially those whose L1s do not include them. This is evident in the speech of 

the Thai delegate, who sometimes deletes the /s/ phoneme from consonant clusters, for example 

in pronouncing industry as ‘indutry’ or exploration as ‘ekploration’.  

Suprasegmental deviations do not deal with individual sounds, but rather the flow of 

speech. For example, the Czech delegate frequently misplaces the stress of individual words, 

such as in saying ‘committee’ (instead of committee), ‘delegates’ (instead of delegates), and 

‘success’ (instead of success). In her speech, the Japanese delegate frequently exhibits 

unexpected placement of the nucleus, which is the syllable in a group of words that the speaker 



 

16 
 

emphasizes to draw the listener’s attention to it as being especially salient. Jenkins notes that 

“deviations in the placement of the nucleus have the potential to affect the listener’s ability to 

process entire chunks of the speaker’s message” (2000: 42).  

Phonological deviations are usually the most immediately obvious marker of non-

native speech and often pose the greatest challenge to intelligibility. As Jenkins (2000: 1) notes, 

“[s]ince it is in their pronunciation that […] L2 varieties [of English] diverge most from each 

other linguistically, it is arguably this linguistic area that most threatens intelligibility” and also 

that accent is “the area of greatest prejudice and preconception” (2000: 4). Thus, the present 

study focuses on the accent parameter of ELF speech and its relationship to interpretability.  

 

2.5.2 Morphosyntactic deviations 

 

Morphosyntactic deviations can deal with either morphology, such as incorrect case or tense 

marking, or syntax, such as unnatural word order and sentence structure. A speaker who 

exhibits many morphosyntactic deviations is usually perceived as having bad grammar.  

A common morphological deviation among ELF speakers is the unmarked plural form, 

where the speaker leaves off the plural ‘s’ suffix. The Italian delegate exhibits this deviation 

quite frequently, for example in greeting the “distinguished delegate” (where he likely wishes 

to greet all of the many delegates) or expressing his confidence that “the committee will 

achieve valuable result” (instead of results). He even leaves the -s suffix off of nouns in proper 

names, including the name of the committee itself, which he calls the “Committee on the 

Peaceful Use of Outer Space” (instead of Uses).  

A common syntactic deviation among ELF speakers is the lack of inversion in question 

word order, for example asking “How you are doing?” instead of “How are you doing?” 

(Björkman 2009: 234f), since questions in many other languages are marked solely with 

intonation and exhibit the same word order as statements.  

 

2.5.3 Lexical deviations 

 

Lexical deviations describe non-native-like word use. This can include using false friends, 

coining new words or phrases on the spot, or inventing or borrowing a word that does not 

actually exist in the target language (Hülmbauer 2009: 334, Pitzl 2009: 303f).  

Given that the speeches in the corpus were all prepared in advance and not delivered 

off the cuff, there are no examples of lexical deviations in the corpus. However, many examples 
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from my personal experience in two years of interpreting classes come to mind. For example, 

I have heard numerous L1 German speakers use the word ‘chef’ where they clearly meant boss, 

since the German word ‘Chef’ does in fact mean “boss”, and it is also a real English word – 

but one that describes a professional cook. A non-existent borrowing is illustrated in how an 

L1 German classmate of mine recently interpreted the German ‘Medikamente’ into English as 

‘medicaments’, which is of course not a real English word – we have the word medications.  

Some lexical deviations will be recognized as mistakes by many listeners (certainly by 

all NS listeners), but are unlikely to impair understanding, as with ‘medicaments’; upon hearing 

this word, I immediately know what meaning the speaker intends to convey, and I expect that 

most NS or high-proficiency NNS listeners would likewise. On the other hand, some lexical 

deviations can confuse listeners and hamper communication, as with the chef/boss example. 

This type of deviation, of course, poses a greater challenge for interpreters, who often do not 

have the opportunity to pause and work out what the speaker is trying to say given the time 

constraints of simultaneous interpreting. However, one might imagine that a listener who 

knows German and knows the German word ‘Chef’ might quickly understand based on the 

context that the speaker means to say boss. This is a good example of the potential 

understanding-repairing effect of the shared languages benefit, which will be discussed in 

greater detail in section 3.3.  

 

2.5.4 Pragmatic deviations 

 

Pragmatic deviations deal with using language in a way that does not correspond to cultural 

norms and etiquette (Anderman/Rogers 2003: 23, Melchers/Shaw 2003: 27f). Such speech 

might be perceived as grammatically correct, but socially inappropriate. In some cases, this can 

cause cross-cultural communication to break down and lead to what Thomas calls a “pragmatic 

failure” (1983: 22). For example, Ife (2005: 290) cites the cultural differences in the use of 

“please” and “thank you” between L1 English and Spanish speakers. While the L1 English 

speakers used the phrases frequently according to the politeness etiquette of their culture, the 

L1 Spanish speakers found their frequency of use to be excessive and contrived.  

Given the monologic nature of conference speeches as well as the formalized nature of 

conferences, which could be said to have their own cultural norms that all delegates are aware 

of and usually adhere to, pragmatic deviations are less likely to occur in communication 

settings with simultaneous interpreting. Further, they are unlikely to impair the interpreter’s 
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understanding of the speaker’s intended meaning and thus do not carry a significant impact for 

the interpreter’s cognitive load. No examples of pragmatic deviations appear in the corpus.  
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3. Simultaneous Interpreting 

 

The first three sections of this chapter will define and discuss simultaneous interpreting, 

interpretability, and the shared languages benefit, respectively. The final section will discuss 

how ELF speech can impact interpreters’ cognitive load and affect performance.  

 

3.1 What is simultaneous interpreting?  

 

While most readers of this paper are likely to be interpreters or interpreting students who 

already have a personal, experiential understanding of simultaneous interpreting, this paper 

will nonetheless seek to define all relevant terms precisely, regardless of how obvious they 

might seem. Thus, this section is devoted to describing simultaneous interpreting from both a 

practical and a cognitive perspective in order to understand why ELF speech can pose a 

challenge for interpreters. In particular, it draws on Daniel Gile’s efforts models to illustrate 

the cognitive demands of SI.  

 

3.1.1 The practical side of SI 

 

Simultaneous interpreting between two spoken languages involves receiving a spoken source 

text (ST) in the source language (SL) and simultaneously producing a meaning-equivalent 

spoken target text (TT) in the target language (TL); the interpreter is effectively orally 

“translating” the speech in real time as it is delivered (Russo 2010: 333). SI usually takes place 

in conference settings, such as international conferences or seminars, congresses, or sessions 

of international organizations (AIIC 2019a). Effective SI usually requires the availability of 

special technology at the conference venue, including sound-proof booths for the interpreters, 

microphones for the speakers so that the interpreters can hear them, and headphones for the 

conference participants so that they can hear the interpreters (AIIC 2007, Pöchhacker 2004: 

19).  

There is a second mode of interpreting called consecutive interpreting, where the 

interpreter listens and (usually) takes notes while the speaker is speaking. When the speaker is 

finished, the interpreter then delivers a meaning-equivalent rendition of the speech in the target 

language based off of their memory and their notes (Kalina 1998: 23). Given that consecutive 

interpreting is more time-consuming than simultaneous, since the same chunk of speech is 
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effectively delivered twice in a row, it is used mostly in dialogue settings such as negotiations 

or police hearings, where the technology necessary for simultaneous interpreting is not always 

available (Russo 2010: 333, Kadric et al 2007: 64). As the focus of my research is on 

simultaneous interpreting specifically, I will not discuss consecutive further.  

Interpreters must have at least two working languages, which can be classified as A, B, 

or C languages. An interpreter’s A language is the language that he or she has near-complete 

command of and is usually his or her first language or language of education. A B language is 

a working language that is not the interpreter’s first language, but he or she has a similarly 

strong command of and is able to produce interpretations in it. Because interpreters work into 

their A and B languages, they are considered active languages. On the other hand, a C language 

is an interpreter’s passive language; he or she understands the language fully, but does not 

produce interpretations in it. (AIIC 2019b).  

It should be noted that while I described SI between two spoken languages, SI can also 

occur between a spoken language and a signed language, or between two signed languages 

(Pöchhacker 2004). Sight translation, where an interpreter reads a written source text aloud in 

the target language, is also considered a special form of SI (Russo 2010: 333). However, as my 

research will focus solely on simultaneous interpreting between spoken languages, these cases 

will not be mentioned further.  

 

3.1.2 The cognitive side of SI 

 

Daniel Gile (2009), himself a conference interpreter and researcher in the field of interpreting 

studies, posits that SI is a complex cognitive process where multiple mental tasks, or efforts, 

must be carried out at the same time. These efforts include:  

 

1. A listening and analysis effort (L), where the interpreter listens to and analyzes the 

source text. This includes comprehending the meaning of the message as well 

determining its plausibility and the speaker’s intended effect. Additionally, the 

interpreter anticipates what the speaker might say next. (2009: 161) 

2. A speech production effort (P), where the interpreter produces the target text and 

monitors his or her own speech output. This includes self-correcting both meaning- and 

language-related mistakes in the interpretation, if time allows for it (which is not always 

the case during SI). (2009: 163) 
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3. A short-term memory effort (M), where the interpreter’s brain stores chunks of 

information to be interpreted. (2009: 160) 

4. A coordination effort (C), which describes the effort required to coordinate the first 

three efforts. (2009: 160) 

 

However, the interpreter’s brain possesses only a finite amount of what Gile calls mental 

energy, or processing capacity, or cognitive resources, which must be allocated among these 

four efforts. If the cognitive demands of the efforts exceed the total processing capacity 

available, or the cognitive resources are not distributed effectively among the efforts, the brain 

reaches the point of “saturation” (2009: 170). This leads to a deterioration in interpreting 

performance (2009: 158f). I would add that in such a case, the interpreter is likely to perceive 

the interpretation as difficult and stressful.  

Both internal and external factors may cause resource distribution to become 

unbalanced. An example of an internal factor might be if the interpreter “direct[s] too much 

attention to producing an elegant reformulation of a previously heard segment of the source 

speech, and may therefore not have enough capacity left to complete a Listening task on an 

incoming segment” (Gile 2009: 170). 

An external factor could be an unfamiliar accent or speech patterns on the part of the 

speaker, which might require the interpreter to expend more energy in order to listen to and 

analyze the source text effectively, leaving less energy left over for the remaining production, 

memory, and coordination efforts, and ultimately resulting in poor interpreting performance. 

As Gile himself puts it (2009: 173), “Bad pronunciation by a non-native speaker forces the 

interpreter to devote much processing capacity to the Listening and Analysis effort, and 

therefore slows down production.” This example obviously has special relevance for the topic 

of this paper. As Katikos (2015: 11) notes of Gile’s statement, “Use of the term “bad” to refer 

to L2 English pronunciation clearly shows that many interpreters are critical of ELF speakers’ 

output”, which will be discussed further in section 3.4. 

 

3.2 What is interpretability?  

 

The reader might notice that the title of this section does not refer to ‘intelligibility’, a term 

commonly used in previous studies related to non-native speech and understanding and also 

used in previous sections of this paper. Given that this term is subject to varying interpretations 

and is often understood in a more limited way than is intended in the context of the present 
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study, this paper will draw from Smith/Nelson (2006: 430), who describe three varyingly 

complex degrees of understanding: intelligibility, comprehensibility, and interpretability.  

Intelligibility is the least complex of the three and involves phonological competence, 

whereby the listener acoustically perceives the phonemes that make up a word or utterance 

(Smith/Nelson 2006: 429). Comprehensibility goes beyond this to include lexical competence, 

where the listener understands the meaning of the word or utterance (2006: 430). Finally, 

interpretability is the most complex form of understanding and requires pragmatic competence, 

where the listener recognizes the meaning or intention behind the word or utterance (2006: 

429).  

In the vein of Katikos (2015: 49), given that the present study focuses specifically on 

understanding ELF speakers in the context of simultaneous interpreting, this paper will use 

‘interpretability’ as an umbrella term that encompasses all levels of understanding an utterance, 

since this deep and complete understanding is what is required for effective interpreting 

(consider the aspects of the Listening and Analysis Effort from Gile’s efforts models of 

interpreting discussed in section 3.1). However, it will continue to use ‘intelligibility’ to 

describe understanding in non-interpreting contexts, or in the context of previous studies that 

themselves used this term.  

As noted in section 2.5, accents are usually the most immediately obvious marker of 

non-native speech and often pose the greatest challenge to intelligibility and/or interpretability. 

It should be noted that a strong accent does not necessarily make a speaker less intelligible for 

listeners, or equally as unintelligible for all listeners, as found in Katikos (2015), which will be 

discussed in more detail in section 4.3, where the ELF speaker who received the highest ratings 

for accentedness also received the best ratings for interpretability. Further, some studies have 

indicated that listeners are able to successfully adapt to and understand unfamiliar accents after 

as little as 2-4 sentences or one minute of listening, even when the subjects found the given 

accents nearly unintelligible at first (Clarke/Garrett 2004). As Munro/Derwing (1999: 305) 

note, accents are not a scale for understanding.  

It should also be noted that personal biases may also affect listeners’ perceptions of 

accented speakers’ interpretability.  As Jenkins (2000: 14) comments, “[…] intelligibility is 

not necessarily reciprocal and may be the result rather than the cause of negative social-

psychological attitudes which have, themselves, reduced the receiver’s motivation to make an 

effort to understand.” 
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3.3 What is the shared languages benefit?  

 

The present study seeks, in part, to investigate whether interpreters who have knowledge of an 

ELF speaker’s L1 find him or her easier to interpret than interpreters who do not have 

knowledge of the speaker’s L1. To describe this phenomenon, this paper adopts the concept of 

the shared languages benefit (SLB) from Katikos, who herself borrowed the term from Albl-

Mikasa (2013) as a more appropriate alternative to the interlanguage speech intelligibility 

benefit (ISIB) (Katikos 2015: 2f).  

Interlanguage is a concept proposed by Selinker (1972), who defines it as “a separate 

linguistic system based on the observable output which results from a learner’s attempted 

production of a TL [target language] norm” (1972: 214). In other words, language learners 

strive toward native-like speech in the L2, but their attempts are marked by “errors” in the form 

of L1 interferences, as discussed in section 2.5. As learners progress, they might overcome 

some of these errors, but eventually their L2 speech patterns become solidified in a process that 

Selinker calls “fossilization” (1972: 223), and their output is usually still marked by a failure 

to acquire some TL features (1992: 209).  

In the context of ELF, Bent/Bradlow (2003) proposed the existence of an interlanguage 

speech intelligibility benefit (ISIB), where ELF users find other ELF users more intelligible 

than native English speakers. They differentiate between two types of ISIB: a matched ISIB 

and a mismatched ISIB. In the case of a matched ISIB, ELF speakers who share an L1 find 

each other just as or even more intelligible than English native speakers (Bent/Bradlow 2003: 

1600). In the case of a mismatched ISIB, ELF speakers with different L1s find each other more 

intelligible than English native speakers (Bent/Bradlow 2003: 1606).  

Bent/Bradlow (2003) investigated the existence of the ISIB by asking participants from 

various L1 backgrounds to transcribe sentences from the Bamford-Kowal-Bench Standard 

Sentence Test, a test administered to American children to detect hearing loss, which were read 

aloud by English speakers from various L1 backgrounds (2003: 1602, 1604). Stibbard/Lee 

replicated their experiment in 2006 and found evidence of a matched ISIB, but no evidence for 

a mismatched ISIB (2006: 433).  

Katikos (2015: 46) notes that the auditory stimuli used in these experiments were unlike 

anything an interpreter would be likely to encounter, making the applicability of the results to 

an interpreting setting debatable. Further, she discusses the problematic assumption inherent in 

the concept of interlanguage that an L2 speaker’s ultimate goal is native-like speech (Katikos 

2015: 48f) and comments that many ELF researchers criticize the concept of interlanguage 
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because it makes native speech the benchmark for success and regards L1 interferences as 

errors or mistakes (Prodromou 2008: 73f). However, the basic premise of cross-linguistic 

influence from ELF speakers’ L1s is established, as discussed in section 2.5, and it is plausible 

that ELF users who can “decipher” each other’s interferences and have had a high degree of 

exposure to their own accent might find each other more easily intelligible than other listeners. 

Indeed, the SLB can be viewed as a specific aspect of the more general phenomenon that 

familiar accented speech is easiest to understand, a hypothesis supported by Tauroza and Luk 

(1997), Gass and Varonis (1984), and Pihko (1997) (ctd. from Major et al. 2002: 175).  

In order to apply the basic premise of the ISIB to her research while avoiding the 

problematic aspects of the notion of interlanguage, Katikos borrows the term shared languages 

benefit (SLB) from Albl-Mikasa (2013). Similarly to the matched versus mismatched ISIBs, 

Katikos differentiates between a Type 1 and a Type 2 SLB. The Type 1 SLB (T1 SLB) 

describes a situation where the ELF speaker and the interpreter share the same L1. The Type 2 

SLB (T2 SLB) describes a situation where “[…] the ELF speaker and the interpreter do not 

share an L1, however, the interpreter has knowledge of the speaker’s L1, be it in the form of 

either a B or C language, or a language the interpreter has knowledge of that is not officially a 

part of his/her combination.” (Katikos 2015: 66) Katikos’s own research found evidence for 

the existence of a Type 1 SLB, while evidence for a Type 2 SLB was inconclusive (2015: 115). 

Her experiment will be discussed further in section 4.3.  

 

3.4 The impact of ELF on SI 

 

Now that all relevant terms and concepts have been defined and discussed, it is time to address 

the main question that the present study seeks to investigate, namely: what impact does ELF 

have on simultaneous interpreting?  

There are two ways to frame this question. The first is to ask, what impact does ELF 

have on the field of SI? Some see ELF as a direct threat to the profession – after all, if everyone 

speaks English anyway, why bother recruiting and paying for interpreters and their services? 

(Which serves as an interesting parallel to the narrative within the field of written translation 

that machine translation will surely make human translators obsolete.) Reithofer (2014) 

addresses this question of ELF’s threat to SI in her dissertation by comparing the effectiveness 

of information transfer when listening to a speech delivered in ELF versus one delivered in the 

speaker’s native language and interpreted into the listeners’ native language. She finds that 

listeners who received the interpreted speech performed better on post-speech comprehension 
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tests, indicating better understanding and retention of the material presented. All readers 

interested in this topic are advised to read her work.  

However, it is the second way of framing the question of ELF’s impact on SI that is 

much more relevant for this paper, which asks: what impact does ELF have on the interpreter? 

Is interpreting ELF speakers more difficult – or more stressful – than interpreting native 

English speakers? What does this mean for interpreting quality?  

The idea that ELF speakers are, to put it bluntly, a pain to interpret is nothing new. 

Several translation studies researchers have asserted that NNS speakers require more effort to 

interpret (Gile 1995: 173, Mead 1996: 26, Baigorri Jalon 2011). Section 3.1.2 of this paper 

already made mention of Gile’s (2009: 173) assessment of non-native accents as overwhelming 

the Listening and Analysis effort and reducing interpreting quality. In her dissertation, 

Reithofer (2014), a professional AIIC interpreter herself, recounts anecdotes of colleagues 

bemoaning ELF speakers’ poor English and how it affects their interpreting work:  

 

In my personal experience as a conference interpreter, most of the complaints I have 

heard from colleagues in recent years about their working conditions relate to the fact 

that they must interpret difficult-to-understand, non-native speakers, who more often 

than not ostensibly turn interpreting into a form of torture. (Reithofer 2014: 15, my 

translation) 

 

Further, Reithofer notes the results of two surveys conducted among AIIC interpreters. The 

first, Cooper et al. (1982), received over 800 responses and found that 65% of respondents 

named unfamiliar accent as a significant source of stress when interpreting. Similarly, the AIIC 

Workload Study conducted by Mackintosh (2003), which received over 600 responses, found 

that respondents named difficult accents as a significant source of interpreting stress. This 

correlates with Jenkins’s (2000: 87f) findings that phonological deviations were the primary 

cause of low intelligibility in NNS, as mentioned in section 2.5 of this paper.  

However, we must note that it is not exclusively non-native accents that pose a 

challenge when interpreting ELF speakers. Some interpreters feel that non-phonological 

features of NNS speech, such as poor grammar and lexical choices, play a bigger role in 

interpretability than accent. Katikos (2015) mentions personal correspondence with two 

participants in her study, one of whom stated:  
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[T]he biggest problem with English as a Lingua Franca is that most speakers not only 

have an accent, they also use incorrect grammatical structures and therefore it becomes 

extremely difficult to anticipate in SI. The incorrect grammar steers your brain off the 

right track, so to speak. (Katikos 2015: 101) 

 

This comment highlights the importance of anticipation as a strategy in successful SI (Chernov 

2004), and how grammatical miscues can hinder an interpreter’s ability to anticipate 

effectively. Reithofer notes that interpreters must often start interpreting an utterance before it 

is finished in order to keep up with the pace of the speech, meaning they must negotiate the 

meaning of the utterance before hearing the full context. If an interpreter begins a sentence 

only to realize that the speaker is going in a different direction than anticipated, correcting the 

mistake after the fact costs time and can lead to the oversaturation of Giles’s efforts (2014: 

63f).  

Another participant in Katikos’s study (2015) wrote:  

 

I don’t understand this question. EN native speakers’ accents can be really difficult. 

However, with non-native speakers, it’s more about the WAY they speak EN, the 

syntax, the false friends, but I don’t think that has anything to do with ACCENTS. 

(Katikos 2015: 100) 

 

This participant mentions false friends, as discussed in section 2.5.3, as a potential source of 

confusion. Prodromou (2008: 220) and Katikos (2015: 38) also note the tendency of ELF 

speakers to coin new expressions on the spot and to translate idioms directly from their L1, 

such as to “mix frogs and grandmothers”, which can baffle interpreters.  

The above participant additionally notes not only that accent is not always the main 

source of difficulty when interpreting NNS, but also that English native speakers’ accents can 

similarly pose a challenge for interpreters. This sentiment is echoed by another participant in 

their comment that “[…] native speakers with thick regional accents that speak quickly and 

unclearly” are especially difficult to interpret (2015: 100f). Presumably, these participants are 

thinking of native speakers of non-standard varieties of English, such as Irish or Australian 

English. Similarly, Reithofer states that many interpreters prefer to interpret high-proficiency 

NNS more than NS who exhibit strong regional accents and use difficult idiomatic expressions 

(2014: 66, cf. Proffitt 1997: 41), citing an example from Stajic (2010), who reported that many 

of the interpreters at the Court for Bosnia and Herzegovina preferred to interpret NNS, who 
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mostly used relatively simple, uncomplicated English, than NS, who spoke complicated 

legalese.  

Two personal anecdotes of my own reflect this attitude as well. The first comes from 

one of the simultaneous interpreting courses that I took at as a graduate student, where we 

interpreted a speech by then-Prime Minister of New Zealand, Jacinda Ardern, from English 

into German. After the exercise, a native German-speaking friend from the course commented 

that she could barely understand Ardern’s accent and had been forced to guess at most of what 

she had said while interpreting her. Secondly, the professor of a conference interpreting course 

I took, who is herself a member of AIIC with years of professional interpreting experience, told 

our class that she struggles with interpreting certain native English accents, such as the South 

African accent, to the point of requesting a native-English-speaking booth partner to cover 

those speakers. These anecdotes sparked my interest in comparing interpreters’ perceptions of 

non-standard English native speakers and ELF users in my research, which will be discussed 

more in section 5.1. 

In addition to accent, grammar, and lexical choices, situational factors unrelated to ELF 

users’ output can also impact interpretability. The unidirectional nature of SI communication 

settings themselves does not allow interpreters to employ the cooperative communication 

strategies that help ELF users negotiate meaning in dialogue settings (Reithofer 2014: 65). 

Several researchers have noted that ELF users engaging in dialogue display cooperative 

behavior and flexibility (Hülmbauer 2009: 325), employing strategies such as repetition (Cogo 

2009: 260f) and providing additional clarification (Björkman 2009: 238) in order to ensure 

understanding and promote successful communication. Katikos (2015: 36) refers to this 

cooperative attitude as the “we’re-in-this-together principle”. However, conference speakers 

usually deliver monologues, and the interpreter cannot interrupt to ask the speaker to repeat or 

clarify his or her statements. Further, the interpreter cannot spend too much time processing a 

given unit of information, as he or she must keep up with incoming units of information and 

target text production.  

Clearly, many factors affecting interpretability are at play in SI communication settings 

involving ELF speakers, and their interplay can create a perfect storm that makes interpreting 

even more challenging than usual. But if interpreters have a problem with interpreting ELF 

users, it will not be going away anytime soon. Already in 1989, Taylor noted that “It is not 

unusual for the majority of speakers at a conference to speak English while the native speakers 

present are very much in the minority.” (Taylor 1989: 184) A survey conducted by Altman 

(1990) found that the interpreters surveyed reported that 80-90% of the interpreting situations 
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they took part in involved ELF. And this trend has only grown in the twenty-plus years since 

then. More and more ELF is being used at conferences, in politics, and in international 

institutions (Reithofer 2014: 44, 47). Thus, gathering more concrete data on interpreter 

perceptions of ELF speech and their impact on interpretability would be well-advised.  
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4. Previous studies 

 

This chapter highlights three previous studies that investigated the effects of ELF speech on SI 

performance, including the possible presence of a shared languages benefit. The final study in 

particular, Katikos (2015), has special relevance for this paper, as her survey design served as 

the basis for the present study.  

 

4.1 Information loss when interpreting ELF speakers 

 

Kodrnja (2001) became one of the first to link ELF and SI in her master’s thesis, where she 

conducted an experimental study investigating information loss when interpreting ELF 

speakers compared to English NS. Kodrnja asked 10 interpreting students from the Department 

of Translation and Interpretation (Institut für Übersetzen und Dolmetschen) at the University 

of Vienna to interpret a relatively easy 5-minute speech about language development from 

English into German. The speech was 591 words long and discussed the divergence of the 

English and German languages over time (2001: 33ff). Half of the speech was delivered by a 

British native speaker of English, and the other half by an NNS of “unknown origin” with a 

“thick accent” (2001: 33, translation from Katikos 2015: 57). Half of the students heard the NS 

first, followed by the NNS, and the other half heard the speakers in the opposite order (2001: 

39); participants were informed in advance that the speaker would change in the middle of the 

speech (2001: 41). The students all had English in their language combination (English as an 

A language: n = 1, as a B language: n = 7, as a C language n = 2, 2001: 40), and all students 

must have German as either an A or B language, in other words, as an active language. Some 

of the participating students were deemed advanced while others were deemed less 

experienced, allowing Kodrnja to compare the effect of experience on how well students cope 

with interpreting a speaker with a difficult accent.  

Kodrnja analyzed the students’ recorded interpretations and calculated information loss 

compared to the original speech in the form of propositions (2001: 44). Participants also filled 

out post-experiment questionnaires where they rated the difficulty of various aspects of the 

interpretation on a scale of 1 (easy) to 5 (very difficult), including: topic, terminology, speed 

of delivery, and accent/pronunciation (2001: 41). The subjects completed a separate 

questionnaire for each half of the speech, enabling a comparison between students’ ratings for 

the NS and the NNS. Additionally, Kodrnja conducted post-experiment interviews with the 
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students in which she asked them about their reactions to hearing and interpreting the NS and 

the NNS as well as any coping strategies they might have employed to deal with the thick NNS 

accent (2001: 42).  

Kodrnja found that overall, 28% more information was lost when both the advanced 

and the less experienced students interpreted the NNS compared to the NS (2001: 51). Further, 

she found a large gap in information loss between the two groups: the advanced students left 

out 15-25% of propositions, while the less experienced students left out 26-48% (2001: 54).  

The differences in how the students rated the difficulty of the speech for the two 

speakers was also noteworthy. The NS’s terminology was rated on average as “relatively easy”, 

while the NNS’s terminology was rated as “manageable”. The NS’s speed of delivery was 

similarly rated “relatively easy”, while the NNS’s was “manageable”. Especially interestingly, 

the NS’s accent/pronunciation was rated “easy” to “relatively easy”, while the NNS’s was rated 

“very difficult”. As not all participants rated the difficulty of the topic, Kodrnja did not include 

this criterion in her analysis (2001: 91). The interviews revealed that most subjects were 

irritated by the NNS’s accent (2001: 101) and increased time lag in order to cope (2001: 102). 

The NS was regarded as overall easier to interpret (2001: 102).  

As Katikos (2015: 58) notes, Kodrnja makes use of both quantitative (the information 

loss analysis and the questionnaire) and qualitative (the interviews) data, making her analysis 

quite comprehensive. Limitations of the study include the fact that all participants were 

interpreting students and not professional interpreters, as well as the lack of information 

regarding the NNS’s origins and accent. However, the relevance of Kodrnja’s results to the 

present paper are obvious, in particular regarding the participants’ perceptions of the NNS 

accent.  

 

4.2 SI information transfer and the SLB 

 

Basel’s (2002) dissertation was one of the first to link ELF and the SLB in the context of 

simultaneous interpreting, although Basel herself did not use the term ‘shared languages 

benefit’. She conducted an experimental study to investigate whether knowledge of an ELF 

speaker’s L1 facilitates information transfer in simultaneous interpreting as well as whether 

professional interpreters are better than interpreting students at dealing with ELF speech.  

Twelve interpreting students and six professional interpreters were asked to interpret 

two authentic speeches delivered at the 6th International Conference of the Basic Income 

European Network. Both speeches were delivered in ELF, one by an L1 Spanish speaker and 
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the other by an L1 French speaker. Basel reports choosing these two speeches in particular 

because they deviated strongly from standard English in terms of speaker accent, lexical 

choices, and syntax (2002: 58).  

All of the interpreting students had German as their A language and interpreted the 

speeches into German (2002: 86). Half of the students interpreted the Spanish speaker’s speech, 

one of whom had Spanish in his or her language combination (2002: 92); the other half of the 

students did the French speaker’s speech, one of whom had French in his or her language 

combination (2002: 98). All six of the professionals interpreted both speakers, and only two of 

the interpreters did not have Spanish or French in their language combination (2002: 95).  

Finally, Basel measured and compared the number of propositions conveyed in their 

entirety in the interpretations. She found that participants who had the speaker’s L1 in their 

language combination were able to successfully convey more complete propositions than those 

who did not, providing evidence of a shared languages benefit (2002: 104). Interestingly, since 

none of the students had Spanish or French as an A language, this indicates the presence of a 

T2 SLB. Further, Basel found that the professional interpreters on the whole exhibited more 

successful and complete information transfer in their interpretations than did the students 

(2002: 128).  

Strengths of the study include the use of authentic source texts delivered at a real 

conference by real ELF users. However, as the L1 Spanish speaker’s text was much longer than 

the L1 French speaker’s text, it is possible that participants experienced fatigue toward the end 

of interpreting that speech, which may have negatively impacted their performance. Further, 

as there was no control condition where participants interpreted a native English speaker, we 

cannot draw conclusions about whether participants would actually have achieved more 

successful information transfer when interpreting an English NS compared to an ELF user.  

 

4.3 ELF accents, SI, and the shared languages benefit 

 

Katikos’s (2015) thesis investigated the shared languages benefit (discussed in section 3.3) 

specifically in the context of simultaneous interpreting and sought to determine whether 

knowledge of an ELF speaker’s L1 makes him or her easier to interpret. She formulated the 

following three research questions: 1) Does a shared languages benefit exist?, 2) Is there a 

correlation between the inability to correctly identify a speaker’s L1 and judging the speaker 

to be difficult to interpret?, and 3) Does a thick non-native accent automatically entail a lower 

rating for interpretability? (2015: 65) Katikos originally intended to replicate Basel’s (2002) 
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experimental study; however, a lack of participants willing to interpret led her to conduct an 

online survey instead (Katikos 2015: 59). Her basic survey design consisted in presenting 

subjects with brief audio samples of ELF speech and subsequently asking them to guess the 

speaker’s L1 as well as rate each speaker’s accentedness and interpretability.  

When selecting ELF speech stimulus material, the author took the following factors 

into account. First, she decided to select three different speeches instead of having all three 

speakers from her study deliver the same speech, in order to avoid habituating participants to 

content (2015: 78). Further, the speeches should be something that an interpreter might 

realistically encounter in a formal setting. The topics should not be too specialized to avoid a 

situation where interpreters with greater knowledge of the topic assigned better ratings to those 

speakers on the basis of subject familiarity. Thus, she settled on looking for general speeches 

about politics and economics, which are common for interpreters in European institutions to 

encounter. Additionally, the speeches should be real-life speeches given by real ELF users. The 

author decided to select three speeches from the same ELF user to avoid inter-speaker variation 

as a confounding variable. She found that speeches delivered by then-president of the European 

Commission, Jean-Claude Juncker, fit all of these criteria nicely (2015: 79).  

And finally, “each speech should be as similar as possible in terms of the general nature 

of its content and its perceived difficulty” (2015: 78, my emphasis) to ensure that variable 

difficulty in the speeches was not confounding the results. To determine the difficulty of the 

speeches, Katikos used the Flesch reading test as a preliminary means of analysis, followed by 

a more comprehensive local analysis as described by Gile (2008: 60) using the sentence as the 

local unit. She chose to analyze the following factors: “information density distribution and 

number of information units, syntax, pauses, context recognition, the number of triggers, and 

lexis” (2015: 80) because of their influence on cognitive load and thus their applicability to SI.  

To find ELF speakers to deliver the speeches, the author initially recruited three native 

speakers each of French, Hungarian, Russian, German, and Greek and recorded them speaking 

freely about their experience learning English for one minute in their homes (2015: 70f). She 

then selected the speaker from each group who exhibited the most “representative” accent for 

the given L1 background, while acknowledging that no one speaker’s accent is truly 

prototypical (2015: 71).  

As she was unable to secure help of experts in determining which speakers’ accents 

were most prototypical, Katikos ultimately chose to limit the pool to speakers whose L1s were 

familiar to her – the French, German, and Greek speakers (2015: 71). She based her judgments 

of accent representativeness on personal experience, including growing up in a country with 
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French as an official language, having an L1 Greek-speaking parent, and living in a German-

speaking country for several years, as well as comparing their features to those observed in 

Weinberger’s Speech Accent Archive (Katikos 2015: 71f).  

In the end, her selection included a German speaker from Austria, a French speaker 

from Belgium, and a Greek speaker from Greece. Thus, she achieved her goal of representing 

multiple language families in the ELF speakers’ L1s (2015: 69). Katikos notes that all three 

speakers were male and in their 30s in order to control for gender and age as confounding 

factors (2015: 77). As is evident from the lack of an L1 English speaker among those selected, 

she compared the interpretability of L2 speakers to each other in view of the SLB without using 

an L1 speaker as a point of reference, as had been the case in previous studies (2015: 66).  

Finally, Katikos had the three speakers record themselves reading the speeches she had 

selected. In order to control for speed of delivery and to keep the speeches at a similar length 

to each other, she asked each speaker to read his speech within roughly one minute, which was 

also achieved. The speakers’ speeds of delivery, calculated in syllables per minute, were as 

follows: L1 German – 211 syllables/min, L1 Greek – 213 syllables/min, L1 French – 210 

syllables/min (2015: 78).  

Katikos conducted a pilot study with 12 interpreting students from the Centre for 

Translation Studies (Zentrum für Translationswissenschaft, ZTW) at the University of Vienna 

(2015: 86), followed by a main study with 47 professional interpreters from the International 

Association of Conference Interpreters (AIIC) (2015: 95). All participants, both the students 

and the professional interpreters, were required to have German as their sole A language and 

English as their sole B language (2015: 83f). Given that German was the A language of all 

participants, it was also used as the language of the survey (2015: 83). Of the interpreting 

students, 11 of the 12 had a C language, with French and Spanish being the two most common 

(2015: 86f). The students were on average in their mid-20s and nearing end of their master’s 

at the ZTW (2015: 87). Of the professional interpreters, 23 had at least one C language (2015: 

95), with French and Spanish similarly being the two most common (2015: 97). The 

interpreters were on average in their early 50s and had over 20 years’ experience working in 

the field (2015: 98f).  

At the beginning of the survey, participants were asked to specify their language 

combinations to ensure that only those with German as a sole A language and English as a sole 

B language were able to participate, as well as to gather information about C languages in order 

to investigate the potential presence of a T2 SLB (2015: 83). Additionally, the students were 

asked to estimate the percentage of ELF speakers they interpret in class (2015: 83f), while the 
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professional interpreters were asked to estimate the percentage of ELF speakers present at the 

conferences they worked at (2015: 99f). All participants were asked to enter any non-native 

English accents they found particularly difficult to understand and/or interpret (2015: 84, 

100ff).  

Next, participants were instructed to imagine that they had to interpret the speech 

samples they were about to hear. They were able to listen to each sample only once, as is the 

case in SI settings. Subjects listened to the one-minute clips in the following order: L1 German 

speaker, L1 Greek speaker, L1 French speaker. After each clip, they were asked to guess what 

the speaker’s L1 was as well as to rate his accentedness and interpretability (2015: 84). The 

rating questions used a rating scale of 1 (very easy to interpret) to 7 (very difficult to interpret), 

where a score ≥ 5 is considered difficult (2015: 67). Finally, participants were asked to rank all 

three speakers in terms of their interpretability relative to each other (2015: 84). At the end of 

the survey, demographic information was collected, including gender and age (2015: 84). The 

students were additionally asked to specify which semester of their degree program they were 

currently in (2015: 84), while the professional interpreters were asked to specify their years of 

experience working as an interpreter (2015: 85).  

Regarding her first research question, the author predicted that a T1 SLB did exist, 

indicated by higher interpretability ratings for the Austrian L1 German speaker compared to 

the L1 French and Greek speakers (2015: 66f). However, she predicted that a T2 SLB did not 

exist, and that interpreters with French in their language combination would not find the 

Francophone Belgian speaker more interpretable than the other two (2015: 67). (Given that 

none of the survey participants had Greek in their language combination, a T2 SLB for Greek 

was not possible.)  

Regarding her second research question, Katikos hypothesized that “there is a 

correlation between the inability to correctly identify a speaker’s accent and judging the 

speaker to be difficult to comprehend” (2015: 67). Further, she predicted that the L1 Greek 

speaker would be difficult for participants to identify as such based on his accent, while the 

Austrian and Belgian speakers would be correctly identified by most participants as L1 German 

and French speakers, respectively (2015: 67f).  

Finally, regarding her third research question, the author predicted that “a high degree 

of accentedness does not entail a lower ranking for comprehensibility”, arguing that the 

Austrian speaker might receive high accentedness ratings because of annoyance, while also 

receiving the highest interpretability ratings thanks to the T1 SLB (2015: 68).  
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Given that the results of the pilot study were very similar to those of the main study, 

with the main difference being that the professional interpreters were slightly less critical in 

their ratings of speakers’ accentedness and interpretability (2015: 105f), for the sake of brevity 

only the results of the main study are discussed here.  

The interpreters estimated the percentage of ELF users at the conferences they worked 

at on average at 72%, with a median of 80% (2015: 100). Among their responses about which 

ELF accents are most difficult to interpret, the most common responses were: Chinese, French, 

Italian, Japanese, and Spanish (2015: 102f).  

Of the 47 professional interpreters, all but one correctly identified the first speaker’s L1 

as German. His average rating was 5.21 for accentedness and 1.55 for interpretability (2015: 

105). Thus, he received the highest interpretability rating of the three speakers.  

Only two interpreters correctly identified Speaker 2’s L1 as Greek. His average rating 

for accentedness was 5.43 and for interpretability was 3.04 (2015: 106f). Thus, he received the 

highest accentedness rating overall.  

Thirty-nine interpreters correctly identified Speaker 3’s L1 as French. His average 

rating was 4.96 for accentedness and 2.81 for interpretability (2015: 108). Thus, he received 

the lowest accentedness rating overall.  

For the interpretability ratings among the speakers, the L1 German speaker received the 

most first-place votes by far. Additionally, as previously mentioned, he received the highest 

interpretability rating among the individual ratings. Thus, the data support the first aspect of 

Katikos’s first hypothesis, namely that a T1 SLB exists. The data in favor of the presence of a 

T2 SLB was inconclusive, and the author’s hypothesis that a T2 SLB does not exist could 

neither be confirmed nor rejected (2015: 109).  

The results of a Spearman correlation test indicated that there is no statistically 

significant correlation between the inability to correctly identify a speaker’s L1 and judging 

him or her to be difficult to interpret (2015: 111). Thus, the data did not support Katikos’s 

second hypothesis that such a correlation exists.  

Finally, given that the L1 German speaker received a high rating for accentedness (≥ 5) 

but a good interpretability score of 1.55 (in the “easy to interpret” range), the data supports the 

author’s third hypothesis that heavily accented speech not necessarily more difficult to interpret 

(2015: 111).  

The strengths of Katikos’s (2015) study include her very thorough and comprehensive 

overview of ELF, SI, and related studies and her careful attention to consistency in her use of 

terminology. Further, she provides meticulous documentation of her methodology, including 
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providing IPA transcriptions of the speeches used so that readers can draw their own 

conclusions about the speakers’ accentedness, while noting that transcriptions are always 

influenced by the transcriber’s personal perceptions and as such are never completely objective 

(2015: 68).  

However, the study also presents several limitations. The first is its relatively small 

scope; while the sample of 47 AIIC interpreters who participated in the main study was enough 

to make a statistical analysis possible, it still constitutes a relatively small sample size. Further, 

participants only listened to three samples of ELF speech, and the order of the samples could 

not be varied in the survey and was the same for all participants. (2015: 112f) 

Additionally, the author notes that her use of the German word ‘Verständlichkeit’ in 

the survey “may have been subject to a variety of interpretations” (2015: 49) that might have 

differed from interpretability, as discussed in section 3.2 of this paper. However, given that the 

survey instructions specified that the participants should “Imagine that you have to interpret 

this speaker” (2015: Appendix D), the use of this term does not strike me as especially 

problematic. At the same time, as Katikos herself notes (2015: 113f), merely listening to a 

speaker, even while imagining having to interpret him or her, might not provide an accurate 

sense of how difficult the speaker would actually be to interpret, given that listening alone does 

not mimic the coordination of multiple mental efforts that SI requires, as discussed in section 

3.1.  

Further, Katikos does not ask participants about possible coping strategies for dealing 

with ELF speakers, which would be of particular practical interest for interpreters (Reithofer 

2014: 275). However, there are two strong reasons for excluding this consideration: first, to 

keep the survey at a reasonable length and avoid taking up too much of participants’ time (2015: 

114). Secondly, given that participants did not actually interpret for this study, comments about 

coping strategies would be largely speculative.  

Another limitation of Katikos’s study is its Eurocentric bias, which she herself 

acknowledges (2015: 112). While her speaker selections did represent three different language 

families (2015: 69), no non-European accents were investigated. The present study seeks to 

balance out this European leaning by including samples from non-European ELF speakers.  

Katikos’s survey design served as a guideline for the design of the survey used in the 

present study, which is discussed in greater detail in section 5.3.1.  
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5. Research questions and methodology 

 

5.1 Research questions and hypotheses 

 

The following section discusses the research questions and corresponding hypotheses that the 

present study seeks to investigate. Question 1 addresses the relationship between accentedness 

and interpretability. Questions 2 and 3 relate to interpreters’ perceptions of non-standard native 

speaker accents. Question 4 examines how a shared L1 background between listener and 

speaker affects accentedness ratings. Finally, questions 5 and 6 deal with the shared languages 

benefit.  

 

Question 1: Does a higher accentedness rating correlate with a poorer interpretability rating? 

Hypothesis 1: No. While the intuitive answer might be that stronger accents are more difficult 

to understand and interpret, Katikos (2015) found that the two did not correlate. In her study, 

the Austrian speaker received both the highest accentedness ratings as well as the best 

interpretability ratings. 

 

Question 2: Do interpreters rate English NS who use non-standard varieties of English 

similarly to ELF speakers with regard to accentedness? 

Hypothesis 2: Yes. As mentioned in section 3.4, some interpreters report finding native English 

speakers with thick regional accents – i.e., those who speak non-standard varieties of English 

– just as or even more difficult to understand than ELF users. Thus, I predict that the native 

speaker of a non-standard variety of English will receive similar accentedness ratings to the 

ELF speakers in my survey.  

 

Question 3: Do interpreters rate English NS who use non-standard varieties of English 

similarly to ELF speakers with regard to interpretability?  

Hypothesis 3: Yes, according to the same line of reasoning described under Question 2.  

 

Question 4: Do interpreters assign higher accentedness ratings to ELF speakers from other L1 

backgrounds?  

Hypothesis 4: No. While the intuitive answer might be that listeners perceive unfamiliar 

accents as stronger than their own accent, Katikos found the opposite, as discussed in section 
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4.3. In her study, Austrian listeners gave the Austrian speaker higher accentedness ratings than 

either the Greek or French speakers, which Katikos attributes to annoyance (2015: 68, 111). 

Thus, I predict that my data will not provide support for a positive answer to Question 4.  

 

Question 5: Does a Type 1 shared languages benefit exist? 

Hypothesis 5: Yes. Given that several previous studies (Bent/Bradlow 2003, Stibbard/Lee 

2006, Katikos 2015) have indicated the presence of a Type 1 SLB, as discussed in section 3.3, 

I predict that my findings will further confirm its existence. The presence of a type 1 SLB 

entails listeners assigning better interpretability ratings to speakers who share their L1.  

 

Question 6: Does a Type 2 shared languages benefit exist? 

Hypothesis 6: No. Given that previous studies have produced inconclusive findings with regard 

to the presence of a Type 2 shared languages benefit (Stibbard/Lee 2006, Katikos 2015), I 

predict that my results will not provide statistically significant evidence in favor of it. This 

entails that listeners will not assign significantly better interpretability ratings to speakers 

whose L1s are known to them.  

 

5.2 Corpus 

 

Section 5.2.1 describes the corpus from which speech samples were selected as stimulus 

material for the online survey, while section 5.2.2 explains the criteria for their selection. 

Section 5.2.3 provides an analysis of the phonological and morphosyntactic deviations 

observed in the selected speech samples.  

 

5.2.1 Description 

 

The corpus material was recorded at a meeting of the United Nations Committee on the 

Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (COPUOS), part of the UN’s Office for Outer Space Affairs 

(OOSA). The sessions took place on June 9-10, 2016. The corpus contains speeches from 

delegates representing 22 countries: Canada, Japan, Pakistan, Sweden, Thailand, Austria, 

Brazil, Czech Republic, Indonesia, Iran, Italy, Romania, Slovakia, South Africa, Germany, 

India, Poland, United States, Japan, New Zealand, Sudan, and the United Kingdom (listed here 

in their order of appearance in the corpus, which follows the chronology of the speeches at the 
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meeting). All speeches were delivered in English and simultaneously interpreted into the other 

five UN languages. The interpretations are not included in the corpus. The speeches last six to 

seven minutes on average, with the briefest ones lasting around three minutes and the longest 

ones around 15 minutes. They cover a variety of topics that fall under the broad theme of space 

activity and cooperation. The corpus was created by Liuyin Zhao for her doctoral research at 

the University of Vienna (Zhao 2022), and my thanks goes out to her for allowing me to use it 

for my master’s thesis research.   

 

5.2.2 Choosing speech samples 

 

As stated in sections 4.3 and 5.1, this study sought to balance out the Eurocentric focus 

exhibited in the existing studies on ELF accents and compare interpreters’ perceptions of ELF 

speakers from a variety of L1 backgrounds. Additionally, as discussed in sections 3.4 and 5.1, 

I wanted to investigate how interpreters rate the difficulty of interpreting native speakers of 

non-standard varieties of English versus ELF speakers. Further, I wanted to include a control 

sample spoken by a native speaker of a standard variety of English. Finally, I wanted to avoid 

including too many speakers to keep the survey at a reasonable length for participants.  

Given the above considerations and the available corpus data, I decided to include a 

total of eight one-minute speech samples. Three were from European delegates representing 

the Czech Republic, Germany, and Italy. Thus, their L1s also represented three different 

language families. Three speakers were delegates representing non-European countries: India, 

Iran, and Japan. Thus, their L1s also represented three different language families. There was 

only one native speaker of a non-standard variety of English in the corpus, the delegate from 

New Zealand; thus, she was to serve as the non-standard NS sample. (The delegate from South 

Africa sounded to be a native speaker of an African language and not a native English speaker; 

this uncertainty about her L1 led me to exclude her from consideration.) Finally, I chose a 

speaker from the United States as the control sample of standard, native English.  

Given that this research focuses on the relationship between accent and interpretability, 

I sought to limit confounding variables that could affect survey participants’ interpretability 

ratings independently of accent. For example, if a speech sample contains a high density of 

unfamiliar technical terms and proper names, participants might struggle with comprehension 

and rate the speaker as very difficult to interpret regardless of the quality of the speaker’s 

accent. Given that I used a corpus of real-life data and did not design the stimulus material 
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myself, I could not manually control for confounding variables. However, I could control for 

such potential interference by means of my selection of samples from the available material.  

In identifying potential confounding variables, I considered the following three parameters: 

audio quality, delivery, and content. Based on these considerations, I formulated the following 

criteria for selecting speech samples from the corpus in order to control for these confounding 

factors as much as possible:  

 

1. Audio quality 

a. The audio quality should be good. If participants struggle to acoustically 

perceive the speaker’s message in the first place, they cannot meaningfully rate 

the speaker’s accent or interpretability. Fortunately, the audio quality of the 

corpus recordings was good throughout.  

b. The audio sample should be free from outside sounds. Outside sounds 

distract and interfere with comprehension.  

2. Speech quality 

a. The speaker should speak clearly (and not mumble). Poorly articulated speech 

is more difficult to comprehend, regardless of accent.  

b. The speaker should speak at a normal pace (between 3.5 and 5.0 syllables 

per second). Rapid speech has a major impact on interpreting difficulty.  

3. Speech content 

a. The content of the speech should be fairly general (the speech should not 

contain too many unfamiliar technical terms or proper names). Professional 

interpreters are not walking dictionaries or encyclopedias; they always do 

subject matter research and terminology preparation before an interpreting 

assignment. I cannot expect survey participants to know technical space-related 

terms or the names of niche UN subcommittees off hand. A high density of 

unfamiliar technical terms could lead to lower speaker interpretability ratings, 

regardless of accent.  

 

Of course, these criteria are inherently subjective and imprecise, but they nonetheless served 

as a useful guideline for selecting the most appropriate stimulus material possible given the 

constraints. 
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5.2.3 Analysis of speech samples 

 

This section describes the phonological and morphosyntactic deviations from standard English 

observed in the speech samples used as stimulus material in the online survey. For more detail, 

including additional examples and corresponding IPA transcriptions, please refer to the tables 

presented in Appendix A.  

 

Czech Republic 

The most prominent consonantal deviation for the Czech speaker was r-deletion, for example 

in the words ‘terms’, ‘international’, ‘regard’, and ‘members’. As with the majority of the 

ELF users in the data set, this speaker exhibited some consonant voicing, final obstruent 

devoicing, and non-aspiration, albeit inconsistently. Both examples of consonant voicing 

involved pronouncing the phoneme /s/ as its voiced counterpart /z/, concretely in the words 

‘uses’ and ‘basis’ (pronounced uzes and bazis). There was one instance of final obstruent 

devoicing in the sample used, with the Czech speaker devoicing the word-final /z/ in 

‘considers’, as well as one instance of non-aspiration, where the speaker failed to aspirate the 

word-initial /t/ in ‘technological’. The sample also contained a few examples of consonantal 

changes that might be readily identifiable even to those with no background in phonetics, 

including pronouncing an interdental fricative as a stop (‘the’ to de), a nasal velar as an alveolar 

(‘strengthening’ to strenthening), and an affricate as a stop (for example, ‘gradual’ as gra-doo-

el).  

The Czech speaker exhibited almost every possible type of vowel change at some point 

(with the exception of vowel backing), with the two most frequently observed types being 

vowel shortening (for example, pronouncing ‘development’ as dev-uh-lopment) and vowel 

raising (for example, pronouncing ‘satisfaction’ as seh-tis-fek-tion). Vowel lengthening (for 

example, ‘considers’ as cahnsiders) and lowering (for example, ‘uses’ as yo-zes) were also 

observed in two instances each, and vowel fronting in one instance (in ‘regard’).  

Moving beyond individual phonemes to lexical stress, the Czech speaker exhibited four 

instances of misplaced stress, in the words ‘delegates’ (pronounced delegates), ‘considers’ 

(pronounced considers), ‘success’ (pronounced success), and ‘obligations’ (pronounced 

obligations).  

In terms of morphosyntactic deviations, two instances of article deletion were also 

observed, in both cases of the definite article. Here the Czech speaker spoke of “cooperation 
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between _ legal and scientific and technical subcommittees” and described the Czech Republic 

“as a member of _ EU, _ UN…”.  

 

Germany 

The most frequently observed consonantal deviations for the speaker from Germany were final 

obstruent devoicing and r-deletion. Examples of final obstruent devoicing were observed in 

several words including ‘issues’, ‘effective’, and ‘needed’. Words including ‘importance’, 

‘long-term’, and ‘experts’ exhibited r-deletion. While there were two instances of non-

aspiration of /p/ in the words ‘space’ and ‘practice’, this was not a frequently recurring 

deviation. Similarly, the German speaker exhibited only two instances of consonant voicing, 

in ‘space-based’ (as space-bazed) and ‘guidance’ (as guidanz). She also exhibited one instance 

each of pronouncing an interdental fricative as an alveolar fricative (‘both’ as bos) and 

pronouncing a labial fricative as w (‘voluntary’ as woluntary).  

In terms of vowel deviations, vowel raising was observed frequently; for example, 

‘activity’ was pronounced ektivity, and ‘almost’ was pronounced olmost. Additionally, there 

were two instances of vowel fronting, in the words ‘but’ and ‘regard’.  

No morphosyntactic deviations were observed in the sample from the German speaker.  

 

Italy 

The most prominent consonantal deviation exhibited by the Italian speaker was a trilled ‘r’, for 

example in the words ‘products’ and ‘priorities’. Non-aspiration of /p/ was also fairly common, 

for example in the words ‘space’, ‘plan’, and ‘public’. Final obstruent devoicing of the 

phoneme /z/ was also observed several times, including in the words ‘systems’ and ‘orders’. 

This speaker also exhibited one instance each of several other consonantal deviations. R-

deletion was observed in the word ‘pre-commercial’, h-deletion was observed in 

‘harmonizing’, and cluster reduction was exhibited in ‘products’, which the Italian speaker 

pronounced as produts. He also displayed vowel insertion of the unstressed vowel schwa (/ə/) 

in the phrase “the plan will also act-uh on the public demand side-uh”.  

The Italian speaker exhibited almost all types of vowel deviations (with the exception 

of vowel backing), with the most frequently observed being vowel lengthening (e.g., 

harmonizing, market), vowel raising (e.g., systems, national), and vowel fronting (e.g., market, 

public). He also displayed vowel insertion of the unstressed vowel schwa (/ə/) in the phrase 

“the plan will also act-uh on the public demand side-uh”. 
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Additionally, this speaker exhibited three types of morphosyntactic deviations. In one 

case, incorrect word form was observed when he used infinitive instead of gerund forms of two 

verbs in the phrase “has been set with the aim of broaden_ the exploitation of space activities 

and foster_ development and use of space systems”. In another instance, he failed to pluralize 

the final noun in the list “space systems, products, services, and application_”. Finally, he 

displayed one instance of article deletion in the phrase “including in _ non-space market”.  

 

India 

The Indian speaker consistently exhibited two consonantal deviations: trilling his ‘r’s and 

pronouncing flaps (the phoneme /ɾ/) as a /t/. Examples of a trilled ‘r’ were observed in the 

words ‘chairman’, ‘space-faring’, and ‘strengthen’, while the flap-to-t change could be heard 

in words such as ‘outer’, ‘responsibility’, and ‘safety’. To those unfamiliar with phonetics, this 

deviation might sound like the speaker was “over-enunciating” the ‘t’ sound. This speaker also 

displayed some non-aspiration of the phonemes /p/ and /t/, such as in the words ‘space’, ‘long-

term’, and ‘support’. In one instance he pronounced a ‘w’ as a labial fricative in the word 

‘wide’ (pronounced vide), and in one instance he pronounced a nasal velar as an alveolar in the 

word ‘strengthen’ (pronounced strenthen).  

The Indian speaker also consistently exhibited vowel shortening of the diphthong /eɪ/ 

to the monophthong phoneme /e/, as in the words ‘space’, ‘places’, and ‘nations’, as well as 

vowel raising of the low back vowel /ɑ/ to the mid back vowel /ɔ/, as in the words ‘long-term’, 

‘responsibility’, and ‘contestation’.  

This speaker exhibited no morphosyntactic deviations. His speech displayed an easy 

fluency and facility with English and natural intonation patterns.  

 

Iran 

The speaker from Iran inconsistently exhibited several consonantal deviations, most notably 

final obstruent devoicing and pronouncing ‘r’ as a trill. For example, he devoiced the word-

final obstruents in ‘mankind’ and ‘purposes’ and trilled the ‘r’s in ‘reaffirm’ and ‘principle’. 

In one instance, he pronounced a labial fricative as a ‘w’ in ‘non-intervention’, pronounced as 

non-interwention. At the lexical level, the Iranian speaker displayed two instances of misplaced 

stress, in the words ‘non-discriminatory’ (pronounced non-discriminatory) and ‘non-

interference’ (pronounced non-interference).  
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This speaker also exhibited two morphosyntactic deviations, including one instance of 

an unmarked plural in the phrase “for future generation_ of all peoples”. Additionally, he 

displayed one instance of a lack of parallelism, leaving out “shall” three times in the sentence 

“It shall also be free for exploration… the principle of non-ownership… _ be fully respected, 

non-discriminatory cooperation… _ be promoted, and non-intervention and non-interference… 

_ be fully observed.”  

 

Japan 

The Japanese speaker exhibited consistent final obstruent devoicing of the phoneme /z/, for 

example in the words ‘issues’, ‘Japanese’, ‘purposes’, and ‘activities’. She also displayed many 

changes to the phonemes /l/ and /r/, most frequently pronouncing both word-internal and word-

final ‘l’s as an alveolar flap (/ɾ/), for example in the words ‘pleased’, ‘believes’, ‘peaceful’, and 

‘responsible’. In one instance, this speaker also pronounced an ‘r’ as a flap in the word 

‘respond’ and an ‘l’ as an ‘r’ in the word ‘non-proliferation’.  

The most prominent vocalic deviation for this speaker was vowel raising, as was 

evident in the words ‘chairman’, ‘all’, and ‘respond’. She also displayed three instances of 

vowel insertion, in each case inserting a schwa (the unstressed vowel /ə/) between a word-final 

obstruent and a word-initial alveolar fricative: “on behalf of-uh the Japanese delegation”, 

“Japan believes that-uh there are two issues”, “Japan take-uh the initiative”.  

While the Japanese speaker did not exhibit any morphosyntactic deviations, she had the 

most unnatural intonation patterns of all speakers in the data set and frequently exhibited 

unexpected placement of the nucleus, as discussed in section 2.5.1.  

 

New Zealand 

Unsurprisingly, the deviations from standard English exhibited by the speaker from New 

Zealand were consistent, given that they represent their own codified variety of English. The 

most prominent consonantal deviations observed in the speech sample were r-deletion and 

pronouncing a flap (the phoneme /ɾ/) as a /t/. R-deletion occurred for both word-final and word-

internal ‘r’s, for example in the words ‘other’, ‘clear’, ‘partners’, and ‘heart’. The flap-to-t 

change could be heard in words such as ‘party’, ‘treaties’, and ‘outer’.  

This speaker also consistently raised the vowel /e/ to /i/, as in the words ‘chairman’ 

(pronounced chee-yuh-man) and ‘fair’ (pronounced fee-yuh), as well as raising /ɛ/ to /ɪ/, as in 

the words ‘access’ (pronounced axis) and ‘rescue’ (pronounced rih-scue). The diphthong /eɪ/ 
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was lowered to /aɪ/, for example in pronouncing ‘space-based’ as spice-bised or ‘player’ as 

plier. The phoneme /ɑ/ was also fronted to /ɐ/, as in the words ‘partners’ and ‘heart’.  

The New Zealand speaker did not exhibit any morphosyntactic deviations, which is 

again unsurprising, given that the grammars of standard English and New Zealand English do 

not diverge significantly.  

 

5.3 Methodology 

 

Section 5.3.1 describes the survey instrument, while section 5.3.2 describes the target group 

and provides information about the survey participants, including gender, years of experience, 

and language combinations. Section 5.3.3 presents the methods used for quantitative analysis.  

 

5.3.1 Survey design 

 

The basic premise of the online survey was to present participants with audio speech samples 

from the corpus described in section 5.2.1 and collect their responses regarding the speakers’ 

accents and interpretability. The details of the survey design are described below. Screenshots 

of each survey screen can also be found in Appendix B.  

The survey began with a welcome page that gave a brief explanation of the task and an 

estimate of how long survey completion should take (20 minutes), as well as specifying to 

whom participation was open (practicing interpreters with English as a B or C language who 

met at least one of the eligibility criteria described in section 5.3.2 below). Additionally, the 

welcome page explained that responses would be anonymous, and no personal data would be 

collected or shared with third parties.  

In order to ensure participation by only the target group, the first question functioned 

as a sort of “eligibility test”. Participants were asked to check all of the following boxes that 

applied to them: English is my B or C language, I have a Master’s of Conference Interpreting, 

I am a member of AIIC or TAALS, I have passed the US State Department or European Union 

interpreter exams (see section 5.3.2 below for more detail). As long as participants checked the 

first box and at least one of the following three boxes, they were allowed to proceed with the 

survey. If a participant failed to check the necessary boxes, they were brought to a page that 

read “Sorry! You are not eligible to participate in this survey. Please exit this questionnaire. 

Your responses will not be processed.”  
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Next came questions about participants’ language combinations. Participants were 

required to specify at least one A language and one B or C language. If applicable, participants 

were able to specify multiple A, B, and C languages. If participants entered English as their A 

language, or if they failed to enter English as one of their B or C languages, they were brought 

to the “Sorry!” page described above and asked to exit the survey.  

Next came a page with instructions providing more detail about the task to be 

completed. This page explained that participants would listen to eight one-minute audio clips 

from speeches delivered at a meeting of the United Nations’ Committee on the Peaceful Uses 

of Outer Space. The context of the speeches was specified in order to prepare participants for 

hearing space-related words and eliminate surprise and confusion as a confounding variable. 

Further, participants were instructed to imagine that they had to simultaneously interpret each 

speaker they heard. They were told that after listening to each speaker, they would be asked to 

rate how strong the speaker’s accent was as well as how easy or difficult the speaker would be 

to interpret. This screen ended with a reminder that the audio samples could not be paused or 

replayed and advised participants to ensure that the sound on their devices was turned on and 

the volume was adjusted appropriately.  

The next eight screens presented participants with the audio samples one by one. The 

samples were presented in a random order for each participant. Each screen contained an audio 

bar with a play button and the instructions “Please listen to the following speech sample and 

answer the questions below.” Beneath the audio bar there were two questions: “How strong is 

this speaker’s accent?” and “How difficult is this speaker to interpret?” Beside each question 

participants saw a seven-point rating scale, where 1=no perceptible non-native accent while 

7=very strong non-native accent for accentedness, and 1=very easy to interpret and 7=very 

difficult to interpret for interpretability. This scale was taken from Katikos (2015: 67), who in 

turn took it from Reithofer (2011: 118). Participants were able to click one of the seven radio 

buttons to indicate their rating. A score ≥5 was considered “strong” for accent and “difficult” 

for interpretability. Please refer to figure 5.1 below for a screenshot of the rating scales as they 

appeared in the survey.  

The end of the survey collected information about participants’ professional experience 

in years and their gender. The next screen contained a large text box that allowed participants 

to share any comments they wished to make before submitting their responses. The final screen 

informed participants that they had successfully completed the survey and contained a note of 

thanks for their participation. 
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Figure 5.1: Rating scales for speaker accentedness and interpretability 

 

5.3.2 Participants 

 

Originally, I intended to first do a pilot study with graduate interpreting students, followed by 

a main study with practicing interpreters. The purpose would be twofold: both to do a “trial 

run” of the survey in order to discern and correct potential issues before disseminating the main 

survey, as well as to compare speaker ratings from interpreting students with speaker ratings 

from practicing interpreters. While the pilot survey was disseminated to over 100 interpreting 

students at three different universities, only seven participants completed the survey in full. 

Given this very small sample size, in the end I did not include an analysis of the pilot survey 

data in this thesis, and thus I will not describe the pilot study any further here.  

Participants in the main study were all practicing conference interpreters who fulfilled 

at least one of the following criteria: having a Master’s of Conference Interpreting (MCI) 

degree, being a member of either the International Association of Conference Interpreters 

(Association internationale des interprètes de conferénce, AIIC) or The American Association 

of Language Specialists (TAALS), having passed the US State Department or European Union 

interpreter exams. Participation was restricted to those meeting these criteria in order to ensure 

that respondents were serious interpreters with verified training and experience.  

Unlike Katikos (2015), who surveyed only participants with German as a sole A 

language (2015: 83, 85), I wanted to include subjects with a diverse variety of language 

combinations to enable a broader analysis with more potential for investigating the Type 2 

shared languages benefit. However, given that the survey simulated interpreting from English 

into another language and that native English speakers often report less difficulty with non-
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native accents, I excluded interpreters with English as an A language from participation and 

allowed only interpreters with English as a B or C language.  

Thus, English became the common denominator in participants’ language 

combinations. For this reason, I chose to use English as the language of the survey, given that 

I could not assume all participants would have knowledge of any other language.  

The survey was disseminated in a variety of ways. First, I posted the survey link on my 

personal LinkedIn account and asked several conference interpreters in my network to a) take 

the survey themselves, and b) interact with the post by liking, commenting, or sharing it in 

order to further spread the link to other interpreters’ LinkedIn networks. I also shared the survey 

link with around 250 interpreters from the AIIC Member Directory via email. Finally, one 

participant volunteered to post the survey link on the AIIC USA Twitter account.  

In total, 130 people participated in the main survey. Of those, 63 completed the survey 

in full. Of those, three completed the survey in spite of the fact that they did not meet one or 

more of the eligibility requirements. Thus, the number of complete survey responses by eligible 

participants was 60 (46.2% of total participants). The analysis presented in this thesis used only 

the data from these 60 participants.  

 

Participant demographic information 

Thirty-nine respondents (65%) reported their gender as female, 17 respondents (28.3%) 

reported their gender as male, and 4 respondents (6.67%) chose “no answer” in response to the 

survey question about their gender. On average, participants had 18.2 years of experience as a 

professional interpreter, with a median value of 19 years, a minimum of 1 year, a maximum of 

50 years, and a standard deviation of 11.82.  

 

Participant A languages 

Fifty-seven participants (95%) reported having a single A language, while the remaining three 

reported having two A languages: Arabic and Italian (n=1), Belarusian and Russian (n=1), and 

French and Turkish (n=1). The most commonly represented A languages were German (n=14) 

and French (n=13). Participants’ A languages are represented in figures 5.2a and 5.2b below.  
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Figure 5.2a: Participants’ A languages, A-G 

 

 

Figure 5.2b: Participants’ A languages, H-T 

 

Participant B languages 

Forty-eight participants (80%) reported having a single B language. Only one participant 

reported having no B language. The remaining eleven participants reported having two B 

languages, most commonly English and Spanish (n=4) and English and French (n=3), with the 
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others being English and Arabic (n=1), English and Mandarin Chinese (n=1), English and 

Polish (n=1), and one participant reporting both the Canadian and Parisian varieties of French 

as their two separate B languages.  

Fifty-three participants (88.3%) reported having English as their B language or one of 

their B languages – an overwhelming majority. Of the remaining six participants who reported 

a sole B language other than English, the languages represented were French (n=4), German 

(n=1), and Spanish (n=1). Participants’ B languages are represented in figure 5.3 below.  

 

 

Figure 5.3: Participants’ B languages 

 

Participant C languages 

Twenty-four participants (40%) reported having a single C language, 20 participants (33.3%) 

reported having multiple C languages, and 16 participants (26.7%) reported having no C 

language. Of the 20 participants who reported multiple C languages, 11 reported having two C 

languages, six reported having three C languages, and three reported having five C languages. 

In two of those cases, three of the five C languages reported were all varieties of German – 

German, Austrian, and Swiss German.  

Only seven participants (11.7%) reported English as one of their C languages, with 

three of those participants reporting English as their sole C language – a stark contrast to the 

53 participants who reported English as one of their B languages. This is unsurprising; given 

the prevalence of English in conference settings, including ELF users as both conference 
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speakers and audience members, interpreters who are not able to work into English presumably 

find themselves at a distinct disadvantage on the market.  

The most commonly represented C languages were French (n=24), German (n=16), 

Spanish (n=11), and Italian (n=10). The remaining nine C languages were reported by no more 

than three participants each.  Figures 5.4a and 5.4b below show participants’ C languages.  

 

 

Figure 5.4a: Participants’ C languages, A-Ga 

 

Figure 5.4b: Participants’ C languages, Ge-U 
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5.3.3 Data analysis 

 

Visual inspection of plots of the data revealed that distributions for most groups were not 

normal, and a comparison of standard deviations implied that variances were unequal. Thus, 

robust statistical tests needed to be applied when testing for statistically significant differences 

among groups. All tests were conducted in RStudio.  

Kendall’s τ was selected to test hypothesis 1, which proposes that there is no correlation 

between accentedness and interpretability scores. Given that the observations in the data were 

independent and capable of being ranked, all necessary assumptions were met for applying the 

test.  

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to test hypotheses 2 and 3, which assume that the 

speaker from New Zealand would receive similar ratings to ELF speakers for accentedness and 

interpretability, respectively. Welch’s F-test was selected thanks to its robustness to unequal 

variances as well as abnormal distributions for sample sizes >15. Welch’s F was applied to all 

eight speakers to determine whether the mean of at least one group differed significantly from 

the rest. Dunnett’s test was implemented for post-hoc testing to compare the mean score of 

each speaker to the control from the US and compare the statistical significance of the 

differences between the New Zealand speaker and the US speaker versus the ELF speakers and 

the US speaker.  

Similarly, Welch’s ANOVA was conducted to test hypotheses 5 and 6, which hold that 

a Type 1 SLB exists, while a Type 2 SLB does not exist, respectively. Welch’s F was applied 

to three groups for two different speakers: participants for whom a T1 SLB was present, 

participants for whom a T2 SLB was present, and participants for whom no SLB was present. 

Again, Dunnett’s test was applied as a post-hoc to test for significant differences between the 

T1 SLB and no-SLB groups and the T2 SLB and no-SLB groups to determine whether either 

type of SLB had a significant effect on interpretability ratings.  

A rank-transformed Welch’s t-test was used to test hypothesis 4, which states that 

interpreters who share an L1 background with a speaker will assign the speaker higher 

accentedness ratings than interpreters who do not share the speaker’s L1. This test was again 

selected thanks to its robustness to non-normal distributions and unequal variances. The test 

was applied to both groups, the shared-L1 group and the different-L1 group, to check for a 

statistically significant difference between the two.  
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6. Results 

 

This chapter presents the results of the online survey and uses the data collected to answer the 

six research questions posed in section 5.1. Section 6.1 provides an overview of the 

accentedness and interpretability ratings assigned to each speaker from the data set. Section 6.2 

presents a comparison of the average accentedness and interpretability ratings of all speakers 

and addresses research questions 1, 2, and 3. Section 6.3 examines the data through the lens of 

the shared languages benefits and deals with research questions 4, 5, and 6.  

 

6.1 Results by speaker 

 

The following section presents information about the accentedness and interpretability ratings 

assigned to each speaker. In particular, the rating distributions allow for a useful analysis of 

general tendencies.  

 

Speaker from the US (control sample) 

As expected, the vast majority of participants assigned the speaker from the US a score of 1 for 

accentedness, indicating that they heard “no perceptible non-native accent” (n=55, 91.7%) (see 

figure 6.1 below). There were a few outliers, with three people assigning a score of 2, and two 

people assigning a score of 4. One can only speculate as to what motivated these higher ratings: 

perhaps they came from participants who have more exposure to other varieties of English, 

such as British English, and thus perceive an American accent as atypical. The median 

accentedness score for the US speaker was 1, with an average of 1.15 and a relatively low 

standard deviation of 0.58.  

In terms of interpretability, all but nine participants assigned the US speaker a score of 

1 or 2: 32 (53.3%, over half) gave a 1, and 19 (31.7%, just under one-third) gave a 2. No one 

gave a score of 6 or 7. His median interpretability score was 1, with an average of 1.73 and a 

standard deviation of 1.02. Clearly, participants found the speaker from the US very easy to 

interpret.  
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Figure 6.1: Rating distribution for the speaker from the US 

 

 

Speaker from the Czech Republic 

A look at the rating distribution for accentedness (see figure 6.2 below) for the speaker from 

the Czech Republic shows that the majority of ratings (n=43, 71.7%) were clustered around 3, 

4, and 5 with a median score of 4, indicating that most participants found the speaker to have 

a middle-of-the-road accent in terms of strength, with a few outliers on either side. Twenty 

participants (33.3%, one-third) gave the Czech speaker a rating of 5 or higher, which is 

classified as a “strong” accent according to the scale used. This yielded an average of 4.05 with 

a standard deviation of 1.36.  

In terms of interpretability, the majority of participants assigned the Czech speaker a 

rating from 2 to 5 with a median score of 3, with 26 ratings (43.3%) between 2 and 3 and 25 

(41.7%) between 4 and 5 – an almost even split between “relatively easy” and “moderately 

difficult” to interpret. Nineteen participants (31.7%, about one-third) gave the Czech speaker a 

rating of 5 or higher, which is classified as “difficult” to interpret according to the scale. The 

resulting average was 3.47 with a standard deviation of 1.57.  
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Figure 6.2: Rating distribution for the speaker from the Czech Republic 

 

 

Speaker from Germany 

The accentedness ratings for the speaker from Germany were clustered around 2, 3, and 4 

(n=51, 85%) with a median score of 3, indicating that most participants found the German 

speaker to have a light-to-moderate accent. Only six participants (10%) assigned this speaker 

an accentedness rating of 5 or higher, showing that very few interpreters found the German 

speaker to have a “strong” accent. Interestingly, three participants (5%) gave this speaker a 

rating of 1, indicating they found her to have no perceptible non-native accent, despite her 

being an ELF user. This gave the German speaker an average accentedness score of 2.98 with 

a standard deviation of 1.14.  

The interpretability ratings for the speaker from Germany mostly fall in the range from 

1 to 3 (n=49, 81.7%) with a median score of 2, indicating that the overwhelming majority of 

participants found this speaker to be easy to interpret. The most commonly assigned score was 

a 2 (n=23, 38.3%), followed by a 1 (n=16, 26.7%), followed by a 3 (n=10, 16.7%). Only four 

participants (6.7%) assigned the German speaker a rating of 5 or higher, with zero instances of 

the highest possible rating, 7. This yielded an average interpretability score of 2.35 with a 

standard deviation of 1.23. Clearly, participants generally found the speaker from Germany 

both to have a light accent and to be easy to interpret.  
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Figure 6.3: Rating distribution for the speaker from Germany 

 

 

Speaker from Italy 

The accentedness ratings for the speaker from Italy cluster around the range from 4 to 7 (n=57, 

95%) with a median score of 5, indicating that most participants found the Italian speaker to 

have a moderate to very strong accent. Forty-four participants (73.3%, almost three-fourths) 

assigned this speaker a score of 5 or higher, which corresponds to a “strong” accent according 

to the scale used. Fifteen interpreters (25%, one-quarter) gave the Italian speaker a score of 7, 

constituting the highest number of 7s received by any speaker in the data set for accentedness. 

No participants assigned a rating of 1 or 2, and only three interpreters assigned a rating of 3. 

This yielded an average of 5.4 with a standard deviation of 1.22.  

The interpretability ratings for the Italian speaker were somewhat more moderate, with 

the majority of ratings in the range from 3 to 5 (n=40, 66.7%, two-thirds) with a median score 

of 3, indicating that most participants considered this speaker middle-of-the-road in terms of 

interpreting difficulty. Fifteen participants (25%, one-quarter) gave the Italian speaker a rating 

of 5 or higher, which corresponds to “difficult” to interpret on the scale used. However, there 

were also 15 participants who gave this speaker a score of 1 or 2, showing that they found him 

very easy to interpret. The resulting average was 3.42 with a standard deviation of 1.45. These 

largely moderate interpretability scores support the hypothesis that speakers who receive strong 

accentedness ratings do not necessarily receive poor interpretability ratings (cf. section 5.1).  
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Figure 6.4: Rating distribution for the speaker from Italy 

 

 

Speaker from India 

The Indian speaker’s accentedness ratings were clustered between 4 and 7 (n=50, 83.3%) with 

a median score of 5, indicating that most participants found his accent to be moderate to very 

strong. Forty participants (66.7%, two-thirds) assigned him a rating of 5 or higher, 

corresponding to a “strong” accent on the scale used, while only ten interpreters (16.7%) scored 

him between 1 and 3. The resulting average score was 5, with the highest standard deviation in 

the data set at 1.61. Here it is worth noting a possible point of confusion for some participants: 

the minimum score on the scale (1) was described as indicating “no perceptible non-native 

accent”. As one participant (ID 43) pointed out in their comment at the end of the survey, the 

speaker from India might actually have been a native speaker of English, albeit of a non-

standard variety. Clearly, the majority of participants did not perceive him as such, given his 

generally high accentedness ratings, but it is possible that those interpreters who gave him a 1 

or a 2 (n=12) might have done so not because they found him to have a light accent, but rather 

because they assumed him to be a native speaker. This issue was also apparent with the speaker 

from New Zealand. These cases will be discussed in greater detail in section 7.2, Limitations 

of the present study.  
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The Indian speaker’s interpretability ratings were more evenly distributed: twelve 

participants (20%) gave him a 1 or a 2, 19 (31.7%, just under one-third) gave him a 5 or higher, 

and the majority assigned a 3 or a 4 (n=29, 48.3%, almost half), yielding a distribution roughly 

corresponding to a bell curve. His median score was 4, with an average of 3.85 and a standard 

deviation of 1.53. Thus, most interpreters found this speaker to be only moderately difficult to 

interpret. The fact that the majority of interpretability ratings fell between 3 and 4 further 

supports the hypothesis that speakers who receive high accentedness ratings do not necessarily 

receive poor interpretability ratings, as with the speaker from Italy.  

 

 

Figure 6.5: Rating distribution for the speaker from India 

 

 

Speaker from Iran 

The Iranian speaker’s accentedness ratings fell mostly between 3 and 6, with both the median 

and most commonly assigned score being 4 (n=22, 36.7%, over one-third). Thirty-five 

participants (58.3%) assigned a 3 or a 4, corresponding to a moderate accent, and 20 

participants (33.3%, one-third) assigned a 5 or a 6, corresponding to a strong accent. By 

contrast, few interpreters assigned this speaker ratings at the extremes of the scale: no one gave 

a score of 1, four gave a 2, and only one person gave a 7. This yielded an average of 4.2 with 
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a standard deviation of 1.20. Thus, the general perception of his accent ranged from moderate 

to strong.  

The Iranian speaker received very favorable interpretability ratings, falling mostly in 

the range from 1 to 3 (n=45, 75%, three-fourths), with both the median and most commonly 

assigned score being 3 (n=20, 33.3%, one-third). Only seven participants (11.7%) gave a score 

of 5 or higher, with only one of those being a 7, resulting in an average score of 2.87 with a 

standard deviation of 1.41. Once again, we see that a speaker’s interpretability ratings were 

more positive than their accentedness ratings.  

 

 

Figure 6.6: Rating distribution for the speaker from Iran 

 

 

Speaker from Japan 

The Japanese speaker’s accentedness ratings were clustered between 4 and 7 (n=54, 90%) with 

a median of 5. Thirty participants (50%, one-half) assigned a 4 or a 5, indicating a moderate to 

strong accent, and 24 participants (40%) assigned a 6 or a 7, indicating a very strong accent. 

Thirteen people gave a score of 7, the second-highest number of 7s received by any speaker in 

the data set for accentedness, after the speaker from Italy. Only six people assigned scores in 

the range from 1 to 3, with none of those being a 1. The resulting average was 5.13 with a 

standard deviation of 1.37.  
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By contrast, the Japanese speaker’s interpretability ratings fell mostly between 2 and 5 

(n=54, 90%) with a median score of 3. Twenty-eight participants (46.7%, a little under half) 

assigned a score of 2 or 3, indicating they found this speaker relatively easy to interpret, and 

26 participants (43.3%) assigned a score of 4 or 5, indicating they found the speaker from Japan 

moderate to difficult to interpret. Almost no one assigned a rating at the high end of the scale: 

only two interpreters gave a score of 6, and nobody gave a score of 7. This yielded an average 

score of 3.3 with a standard deviation of 1.31. Thus, while interpreters’ perceptions of the 

Japanese speaker’s accent ranged from moderate to very strong, perceptions of her 

interpretability ranged from easy to moderate to difficult, but not extremely difficult. This 

reflects the previously noted pattern of speakers receiving moderate interpretability ratings in 

spite of strong accentedness ratings.  

 

 

Figure 6.7: Rating distribution for the speaker from Japan 

 

 

Speaker from New Zealand 

Most participants gave the speaker from New Zealand an accentedness rating of 1, indicating 

that they heard “no perceptible non-native accent” (n=45, 75%, three-fourths). This was 

surprising, given that in reference to research question 2, I hypothesized that interpreters would 

assign this speaker accentedness ratings similar to those of the ELF speakers in response to the 

New Zealand speaker’s non-standard variety of English. However, several participants (IDs 9, 
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51, 88, and 118) left comments revealing that they had felt uncertain about how to score this 

speaker on accent; for example, one participant (ID 9) said: “I found that the New Zealand 

woman had a very thick accent, I would’ve given her a six, but it was native.” It is possible that 

other participants experienced this same confusion, resulting in the high proportion of 1s 

assigned. This issue is discussed again in section 7.1 and section 7.2, Limitations of the present 

study.  

While the New Zealand speaker received lower accentedness ratings than expected, it 

is worth noting that she still received somewhat higher accentedness ratings than the speaker 

from the US, who spoke a standard variety of English. While 91.7% of participants assigned 

the US speaker a 1, only 75% of participants assigned the New Zealand speaker a 1. Further, 

15 participants (25%) assigned the New Zealand speaker a score from 2 to 5, compared to only 

five scores in the range from 2 to 5 for the US speaker. While both the US speaker and the New 

Zealand speaker had a median accentedness score of 1, the New Zealand speaker’s average 

score (1.5) and standard deviation (1.05) were both slightly higher than the US speaker’s (1.15 

and 0.58, respectively).  

The speaker from New Zealand also received very good ratings for interpretability, with 

a fairly even distribution of scores between 1 and 3 (n=55, 91.7%) and a median of 2, indicating 

that the majority of participants found this speaker very easy to easy to interpret. Interestingly, 

exactly the same number of participants gave the speaker from the US an interpretability score 

from 1 to 3; however, the distribution within the range was different: while 32 participants 

assigned the US speaker a 1, only 20 participants (33.3%, one-third) assigned the New Zealand 

speaker a 1. Three participants gave the New Zealand speaker a 4, and two gave her a 5, again 

paralleling the ratings of the US speaker. The resulting average score was 2.14 with a standard 

deviation of 1.05. These findings seem to refute the hypothesis from research question 3, 

namely that participants would rate the New Zealand speaker similarly to ELF speakers with 

regard to interpretability. Research questions 1 and 2 will be addressed further in the following 

section.  
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Figure 6.8: Rating distribution for the speaker from New Zealand 

 

 

6.2 Comparing speakers 

 

Figure 6.9 shows all speakers’ average ratings for both parameters, ordered from lowest to 

highest according to accent. This graph reflects the pattern previously noted in section 6.1 that 

the ELF speakers who received high average accentedness ratings still received moderate 

average interpretability ratings, indicating that having a strong accent does not necessarily 

make a speaker difficult to interpret. Indeed, all of the ELF speakers received higher 

accentedness ratings than interpretability ratings. This trend is reversed for both of the native 

English speakers, the speakers from the US and New Zealand: they both received higher (i.e., 

worse) interpretability ratings than accentedness ratings, though only by a fairly small margin.  

 In this section, sub-section 6.2.1 addresses research question 1 and the relationship 

between accent and interpretability. Sub-section 6.2.2 covers research questions 2 and 3 and 

focuses on how participants rated the native speaker of a non-standard variety of English (from 

New Zealand).  
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Table 6.1: Average ratings by speaker 

 

Speaker 

 

Accentedness 

Standard 

Deviation: 

Accent 

 

Interpretability 

Standard 

Deviation: 

Interp 

US 1.15 0.58 1.73 1.02 

Czech Republic 4.05 1.36 3.47 1.57 

Germany 2.98 1.14 2.35 1.23 

Italy 5.4 1.22 3.42 1.45 

India 5 1.61 3.85 1.53 

Iran 4.2 1.20 2.87 1.41 

Japan 5.13 1.37 3.3 1.31 

New Zealand 1.5 1.05 2.13 1.05 

 

 

 

Figure 6.9: Average ratings by speaker 

 

 

6.2.1 The relationship between accent and interpretability 

 

Kendall’s τ revealed that the data exhibit a modest positive correlation between accentedness 

and interpretability (p = 0.031, τ = 0.643), indicating that a higher (i.e., stronger) accentedness 

score does correlate with a higher (i.e., worse) interpretability score. Thus, hypothesis 1, which 

proposed that no such relationship exists, is refuted. It is worth noting that in the case of the 
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Italian speaker, the presence of a Type 1 shared languages benefit may have played a role in 

his moderate interpretability rating despite his very strong accentedness rating, which in turn 

could have weakened the appearance of a correlation, given that no SLB was present for the 

other speakers. Thus, the actual correlation might be even stronger. The shared languages 

benefit will be discussed further in section 6.3.2.  

 

6.2.2 Perceptions of non-standard native English 

 

As stated in section 6.1, the control speaker from the US received the best ratings of all speakers 

in the data set for both accentedness and interpretability, with an average just over 1 for 

accentedness (1.15) and just under 2 for interpretability (1.73). Surprisingly, as also discussed 

in section 6.1, the New Zealand speaker’s ratings for both parameters were very close to the 

US speaker’s, with differences of less than half a point each (+0.35 for accentedness, and +0.4 

for interpretability).  

A one-way Welch’s ANOVA across the accentedness ratings of all eight speakers 

revealed that the mean score of at least one speaker differed significantly from the means of 

the others (F[7.00, 199.36] = 177.99, p < 2.2e-16), with a very large effect size of around 72% 

(ω2 = 0.721). A post-hoc Dunnett’s test showed that the mean accentedness scores of all ELF 

speakers differed significantly from the mean score of the US speaker (all p-values < 0.01)1, 

while the New Zealand speaker’s mean score did not differ significantly from the US speaker’s 

mean score (p = 0.459, 95% CI [-0.2358466, 0.9358466]). Thus, hypothesis 2 is refuted, as the 

speaker from New Zealand did not receive accentedness ratings similar to those of the ELF 

speakers. However, the use of the wording “non-native” in the question about speaker 

accentedness might have influenced participant ratings, as discussed in the previous section.  

Similarly, a one-way Welch’s ANOVA across the interpretability ratings of all eight 

speakers revealed that the mean score of at least one speaker differed significantly from the 

means of the others (F[7.00, 201.86] = 23.335, p < 2.2e-16), with a more modest effect size of 

around 23% (ω2 = 0.229). A post-hoc Dunnett’s test showed that the mean interpretability 

scores of all ELF speakers except for the German speaker (p = 0.064) differed significantly 

 
1 CZ-US (p < 2e-16, 95% CI [2.314, 3.486]), DE-US (p = 8.8e-15, 95% CI [1.2475, 2.419]), IN-US (p < 2e-16, 

95% CI [3.264, 4.436]), IR-US (p < 2e-16,95% CI [2.464, 3.636]), IT-US (p < 2e-16, 95% CI [3.664, 4.836]), 

JP-US (p < 2e-16, 95% CI [3.398, 4.569]) 
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from the mean score of the US speaker (all p-values < 0.01)2, while the New Zealand speaker’s 

mean score did not differ significantly from the US speaker’s mean score (p = 0.408, 95% CI 

[-0.23877593, 1.038776]). Thus, hypothesis 3 is refuted, as the speaker from New Zealand did 

not receive interpretability ratings similar to those of the ELF speakers.  

 

6.3 Comparing the effect of participant language profiles 

 

As stated in section 3.3, one of the goals of this study was to examine the effect of the shared 

languages benefit on interpretability ratings. Research questions 5 and 6 specifically investigate 

the presence of a Type 1 and Type 2 SLB, respectively. Question 4, which asks whether 

interpreters assign higher accentedness ratings to speakers from L1 backgrounds different from 

their own, also depends on the shared languages benefit: for participants to share an L1 

background with a speaker is synonymous with the presence of a Type 1 SLB.  

As previously explained, a T1 SLB occurs when listeners have the same L1 (in this 

case, A language) as the speaker, while a T2 SLB occurs when listeners have the speaker’s L1 

as an L2 (in this case, as a B or C language). In this study, participation in the online study was 

open to interpreters with a diverse array of language combinations, and there was no way to 

ensure participation by a minimum number of interpreters with any given working languages. 

In the end, there were only two speakers from the data set with whom participants shared 

working languages: the speakers from Germany and Italy.  

Fourteen participants reported German as an A language, giving them a T1 SLB with 

the speaker from Germany, and 12 listed German as a B or C language, giving them a T2 SLB 

with the speaker from Germany. Similarly, seven participants reported Italian as an A language, 

giving them a T1 SLB with the Italian speaker, and ten reported Italian as a B or C language, 

giving them a T2 SLB with the Italian speaker.  

In this section, sub-section 6.3.1 addresses research question 4 and the effect of a shared 

L1 on speaker accentedness ratings. Sub-section 6.3.2 focuses on questions 5 and 6 and the 

presence of a Type 1 and Type 2 SLB.  

 

  

 
2 CZ-US (p = 1.9e-11, 95% CI [1.095, 2.372]), DE-US (p = 0.0635, 95% CI [-0.022, 1.255]), IN-US (p < 2e-16, 

95% CI [1.478, 2.755]), IR-US (p = 2.8e-05, 95% CI [0.495, 1.772]), IT-US (p = 4.2e-11, 95% CI [1.045, 

2.322]), JP-US (p = 1.7e-09, 95% CI [0.928, 2.205]) 
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6.3.1 The effect of a shared L1 on perceptions of accent 

 

Figure 6.10 shows the average accentedness ratings assigned to the speakers from Germany 

and Italy by two groups: those participants who shared an L1 with the speaker (i.e., who had 

either German or Italian as an A language), and those who did not. Figures 6.11 and 6.12 

compare the rating distributions of the two groups for the German speaker and the Italian 

speaker, respectively. As is evident from the data, in both cases interpreters who shared an L1 

with the speaker rated that speaker as having a stronger accent on average than interpreters who 

did not share the speaker’s L1.  

 

Table 6.2: Average accentedness ratings by L1 background 

Speaker shared L1 different L1 

Germany 3.21 2.85 

Italy 6.14 5.30 

 

 

Figure 6.10: Average accentedness ratings by L1 background 

 

 

The discrepancy is more pronounced in the case of the Italian speaker, where the average 

accentedness rating by shared-L1 participants was 0.84 points higher than the average rating 

by different-L1 participants; however, this difference is still less than one point. Figure 6.11 
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shows that ratings by the different-L1 group were much more evenly distributed across the 

scale and peak between 3 and 5, while five of the seven participants in the shared-L1 group 

assigned the Italian speaker a score of 7, the highest possible score. However, a rank-

transformed Welch’s t-test revealed that the difference in means was not significant (t[7.323] 

= 1.547, p = 0.164, 95% CI [-5.263, 25.694]).  

 

 

Figure 6.11: Distribution of accentedness ratings for the Italian speaker by L1 

background 

 

In the case of the German speaker, the difference in average ratings between the two groups is 

even smaller, with the average for shared-L1 participants being only 0.36 points higher than 

the average for different-L1 participants. Figure 6.12 reveals a roughly similar distribution 

pattern of scores between the two groups, with one main difference: the most commonly-

assigned score for the different-L1 group was a 2, while the most commonly-assigned score 

for the shared-L1 group was one point higher at 3. Again, a rank-transformed Welch’s t-test 

revealed that the difference in means between the two groups was not significant (t[29.01], p 

= 0.186, 95% CI [-2.702, 13.290]). Thus, while the general trends in the data from both the 

German and Italian speakers support hypothesis 4, namely that a shared L1 between listener 

and speaker has an effect on speaker accentedness ratings, the differences in the two groups 

are not found to be statistically significant for either speaker.   
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Figure 6.12: Distribution of accentedness ratings for the German speaker by L1 

background 

 

Here it is worth noting the limitation that for both the German and Italian speakers, the two 

groups contained differing numbers of participants, which is discussed again in sections 7.1.3 

and 7.2. The discrepancy in sample sizes was particularly stark in the case of the Italian speaker, 

where the shared-L1 group contained only seven participants, compared to 43 participants in 

the different-L1 group. Further, as Christopher Mellinger and Thomas Hanson noted in 

personal correspondence, comparison of a single Likert-type scale item can frequently fail to 

yield statistically significant differences, despite obviously different frequency patterns. This 

should invite some caution when interpreting these results.  

 

6.3.2 The shared languages benefit 

 

Table 6.3 and figure 6.13 below illustrate the differences in average interpretability ratings 

among three groups of participants: those for whom a Type 1 SLB with the speaker was present, 

those for whom a Type 2 SLB was present, and those for whom no SLB was present.  
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Table 6.3: Average interpretability ratings by SLB 

Speaker T1 SLB present T2 SLB present no SLB present 

Germany 2.43 2.58 2.24 

Italy 2 3.2 3.70 

 

 

Figure 6.13: Average interpretability ratings by SLB 

 

 

In this case, the data for the two speakers exhibit differing trends. The ratings for the Italian 

speaker show that T1 SLB participants assigned him the best interpretability ratings, T2 SLB 

participants the next-best interpretability ratings, and participants for whom no SLB was 

present assigned him the worst interpretability ratings of the three groups. With a difference 

of 1.7 points between the average rating from the T1 SLB group and the no-SLB group, the 

contrast seems stark. By contrast, the difference between the average rating from the T2 SLB 

group and the no-SLB group is only 0.5.  

 A one-way Welch’s ANOVA across all three groups revealed that the mean of at 

least one group differed significantly from the others (F[2.000, 14.664] = 7.2264, p = 0.007), 

with an effect size of around 17% (ω2 = 0.172). A post-hoc Dunnett’s test showed that the 

difference in mean scores between the T1 SLB group and the no-SLB group was significant 

(p = 0.0070, 95% CI [2.976578, -0.4187710]). This supports hypothesis 5, namely that a 

Type 1 shared languages benefit exists. Dunnett’s test also showed that the difference in 

mean scores between the T2 SLB group and the no-SLB group was not significant (p = 
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0.511, 95% CI [-1.599314, 0.6039656]). This result supports hypothesis 6: this study finds no 

evidence in favor of a Type 2 shared languages benefit.  

In the case of the German speaker, the no-SLB group assigned the best interpretability 

ratings of all three groups, with the T1 SLB group assigning the next best ratings and the T2 

SLB group assigning the worst ratings. Thus, this data does not support the existence of a 

Type 1 shared languages benefit according to hypothesis 5, even before checking for 

statistical significance. Further, the differences in average ratings among the three groups are 

fairly small, with the biggest being only 0.34 points. A one-way Welch’s ANOVA across all 

three groups revealed that there were no statistically significant differences among their 

means (F[2.000, 26.667] = 0.365, p = 0.698, ω2 = -0.022). This does support hypothesis 6, 

given that once again, no evidence in favor of a Type 2 shared languages benefit was found.  
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7. Discussion and conclusions 

 

Section 7.1 discusses the implications of the survey results presented in the previous section 

and considers possible explanations for the patterns observed in the data. Section 7.2 discusses 

several limitations of the present study.  

 

7.1 Discussion of survey results 

 

7.1.1 The relationship between accent and interpretability 

 

As revealed in section 6.2.1, the survey data support a modest positive correlation between 

speaker accentedness and interpretability, thus refuting hypothesis 1. This contrasts with the 

findings of Katikos (2015), where speaker accentedness and interpretability ratings do not seem 

to correlate; for example, survey participants assigned the Austrian speaker both the strongest 

accentedness ratings and the best interpretability ratings. In that study, however, two factors 

could have impacted the results. Firstly, all participants had German as their A language and 

thus had a Type 1 shared languages benefit with the Austrian speaker, which could account for 

the discrepancy in rankings for the two parameters for that speaker. Secondly, there were only 

three speakers in Katikos’s (2015) study. This combination of a small group where one speaker 

skews the pattern could have obscured the presence of a correlation.  

In interpreting the results from the present study, one must keep in mind the old adage 

that correlation does not imply causation. Indeed, numerous participants mentioned in their 

survey comments that the ease of interpreting any given speaker cannot be reduced to the 

strength of their accent. Six participants mentioned speed as another key factor influencing 

difficulty, while four mentioned that it is more difficult to interpret speakers who are reading 

from a manuscript as opposed to speaking freely. While the speeds of the speech samples used 

in the survey all fell within the range considered normal (3.5 to 5.0 syllables per second), given 

that the samples were taken from real speeches, there was some inevitable natural variation. 

Additionally, all of the speakers were reading from prepared statements, as is typical for events 

like UN committee meetings.  

Other obstacles noted by participants were strange grammar and syntax on the part of 

the speaker as well as the complexity of the speech itself. As noted in section 5.2.2, the author 

of this study strove to select general speech samples for the stimulus material to minimize 
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complexity as a confounding variable. The speakers used in the survey did exhibit varying 

degrees of grammar and syntax-related deviations from standard English, as described in detail 

in section 5.2.3.   

Yet another participant (ID 73) pointed out that with time, interpreters gain familiarity 

with non-native accents, which in turn leads to greater facility interpreting them:  

 

I based my rating mostly on the speed of the speaker. Working as an interpreter for 

decades subjects one to all kinds of accents and you get used to them. It ceases to be an 

issue after a while. 

 

Taken together, the large number of participant comments citing interpreting difficulties other 

than accent indicate that some of the negative bias toward ELF users by interpreters that 

Reithofer (2014) describes in her dissertation and that was reflected in Cooper et al. (1982) and 

the AIIC Workload Study (Mackintosh 2003) (cf. section 3.4) might have dissipated. However, 

it is worth noting that in this study, the speaker from the US received the best interpretability 

ratings by far of any of the speakers in the data set, despite other factors being more or less 

equal. The speaker from New Zealand was a close second, despite speaking a non-standard 

variety of English. This suggests that, while interpreters’ attitudes toward ELF speakers and 

their accents might have changed for the better in recent years, their ratings of speaker 

interpretability still reflect a discrepancy between native and non-native speakers of English.  

Whether accent is the main driver of this discrepancy, however, is unclear. In this study, 

accent seems to be a moderately good predictor of interpretability ratings among ELF speakers. 

However, it is possible that this correlation is spurious, and accent is simply acting as a proxy 

for another factor such as unnatural intonation patterns or frequent morphosyntactic deviations. 

A comparison of the speakers’ linguistic deviations and their interpretability ratings, however, 

reveals for example that the speaker from India received the worst average interpretability score 

of all eight speakers despite exhibiting a natural rhythm of speech and no grammatical errors 

in his speech sample. Similarly, while the Japanese speaker exhibited the most unnatural 

intonation pattern of all speakers, her average interpretability score was higher than that of the 

Italian, Czech, and Indian speakers. In all likelihood, it is impossible to isolate one feature of 

non-native speech that accounts for the majority of differences in interpretability ratings. 

Rather, the confluence of all of these variables in a particular speech sample, along with the 

other above-mentioned factors such as speed and speech complexity, results in a particular 

perception of interpretability by a particular interpreter.  
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7.1.2 Perceptions of native non-standard English 

 

Hypotheses 2 and 3 proposed that native speakers of non-standard varieties of English (in the 

case of the present study, New Zealand English) would be rated similarly to ELF users with 

regard to accentedness and interpretability, respectively. Several participant comments 

reflected the attitudes that motivated the inclusion of research questions 2 and 3 in the first 

place, as discussed previously in section 3.4. For example, two people stated that native 

speakers can often pose a greater challenge to interpreters than ELF users, with one participant 

(ID 54) reporting:  

 

In my experience native speakers tend to be a little more difficult than speakers with a 

comprehensible foreign accent unless the accent is too strong, unfamiliar or with 

unexpected intonation patterns. 

 

In a similar vein, another participant (ID 103) noted that even among native English speakers, 

there is a wide variety of accents that can sound just as “strong” as non-native accents:  

 

Just because someone is an EN native speaker does not mean his/her accent is easier to 

interpret. Quite the contrary. In my experience, some of the most difficult people to 

interpret are English native speakers because of the wide variety of very strong accents.  

 

However, the data collected did not support hypotheses 2 and 3: the speaker from New Zealand 

received ratings that did not differ significantly from the speaker of standard English from the 

US. As discussed in section 6.1, confusion over the wording of the question about speaker 

accentedness could have skewed ratings lower for this parameter despite participants 

perceiving the New Zealand speaker’s accent as strong, as mentioned in several respondent’s 

comments. However, it is unclear just how many participants were affected by this confusion. 

Further, no analogous confusion was present for the question about interpretability that could 

account for a similar downward skew in results. Thus, it seems that most participants genuinely 

found the New Zealand speaker easier to interpret than the ELF users, despite the variety of 

English being non-standard.  

This finding alone might suggest that native speech correlates with better 

interpretability, even when the speaker’s accent is unfamiliar or might be perceived as strong, 

which might lead one to the conclusion that some non-accent aspect of native speech, such as 
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natural intonation patterns or a lack of morphosyntactic deviations, accounts for this boost in 

interpretability. However, such a conclusion stands in contrast to the Indian speaker’s results, 

given that he exhibited native-level fluency and a lack of grammatical errors, yet received the 

worst average interpretability score of all speakers, as noted above in section 7.1.1. Thus, the 

exact reasons for the New Zealand speakers’ good interpretability remain unclear.  

 

7.1.3 The effect of a shared L1 on perceptions of accent 

 

As shown in section 6.3.1, a comparison of rating distribution patterns for the shared-L1 and 

different-L1 groups revealed somewhat different trends for the German and Italian speakers. 

On the one hand, the patterns for both speakers support the trend proposed by hypothesis 4 that 

interpreters who share an L1 with a speaker will assign higher accentedness ratings than 

interpreters who do not share the speaker’s L1. This correlates with the findings of Katikos 

(2015), where Austrian listeners assigned the highest accentedness ratings to the Austrian 

speaker, which Katikos attributes to annoyance. However, in this study, differences both in 

distribution patterns and in mean scores between the two groups were much more pronounced 

for the Italian speaker than for the German speaker. Given that the Italian speaker also received 

much higher accentedness ratings than the German speaker overall, both in terms of average 

score and distribution (cf. section 6.1), one might speculate as to whether the influence of 

annoyance increases as the speaker’s overall accentedness ratings increase.  

 

7.1.4 The shared languages benefit 

 

As described in section 6.3.2, the data from both the German and Italian speakers provided no 

statistically significant evidence in favor of the existence of a Type 2 shared languages benefit, 

thus supporting hypothesis 6. This correlates with the findings of both Katikos (2015) and 

Stibbard/Lee (2006). It seems that an interpreter’s L2 knowledge of a speaker’s L1 confers no 

significant benefit when interpreting.  

By contrast, the data from the German and Italian speakers paint two different pictures 

regarding the Type 1 shared languages benefit: the data from the Italian speaker support its 

existence, while the data from the German speaker do not. Thus, an answer to research question 

5 remains inconclusive. Given that the Italian speaker received worse interpretability ratings 

than the German speaker overall, both in terms of the total average and the distribution (cf. 
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section 6.1), one could wonder whether the effect of the T1 SLB might become more 

pronounced as speaker interpretability declines, similarly to the theory that annoyance might 

increase as a speaker’s overall accentedness ratings increase, as mentioned in section 7.1.3 

above. It is reasonable to think that if a speaker is already found to be easily interpretable in 

general, even by interpreters who do not share their L1, then sharing that speaker’s L1 might 

not significantly increase their interpretability even further. On the other hand, if a speaker is 

generally perceived as moderately or very difficult to interpret, one might imagine that sharing 

their L1 could indeed facilitate interpretability compared to other groups.  

One could make a similar case for a relationship between accentedness and the Type 1 

SLB: perhaps the effect of the T1 SLB increases as speaker accentedness increases. In this 

case, if a speaker has an accent generally perceived as strong, the impact of that accent on 

interpretability might be moderated by the interpreter sharing the speaker’s L1. Thus, speakers 

with stronger accents might be perceived as easier to interpret by interpreters who share their 

L1s. The above data leaves room for this possibility, since the Italian speaker also received 

higher accentedness ratings than the German speaker overall, both in terms of the total average 

and the distribution. Two participants left comments to this effect, with one (ID 4) noting: “I 

found the accents that I am more used to (e.g. Italian) easier to understand than others.” Another 

participant (ID 23) said:  

 

The last speaker, having an Italian accent, happens to be relatively "easy" for me to 

interpret as I am very familiar with said accent thanks to the fact that I have been 

living in Italy for a long while now. Other interpreters, who are less familiar with the 

accent, might find it a lot harder to understand and thus interpret.  

 

However, it is worth noting that the Japanese speaker received very similar ratings to the Italian 

speaker for both accentedness and interpretability, even though no participants had Japanese 

as a working language. Thus, interpreters in the study found the Japanese speaker just as easy 

to interpret as the Italian speaker, despite the lack of any shared languages benefit. This 

observation suggests caution in postulating a correlation between accentedness ratings and the 

T1 SLB’s impact on interpretability ratings.  

In general, the Italian speaker’s results might be taken with a grain of salt given the 

small sample sizes in the T1 and T2 SLB groups as compared to the no-SLB group (T1 SLB: 

n=7, T2 SLB: n=10, no SLB: n=43). If additional data supported the existence of a T1 SLB for 
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this speaker, it would strengthen potential theories about overall accentedness or 

interpretability ratings mediating the effect of a Type 1 shared languages benefit.  

 

7.2 Limitations of the present study 

 

The present study exhibits several limitations. Firstly, with only 60 full responses to the online 

survey by eligible participants, the total sample size used for data analysis was relatively small. 

Further, representative sampling was not used, as described in section 5.3.2; one of the means 

of survey distribution was posting the survey link on LinkedIn to recruit participants from the 

author’s personal network, as well as asking colleagues the author knows personally to share 

the survey link with their networks.  

 Additionally, while this study investigated interpreter perceptions of speaker 

interpretability, participants did not actually interpret and instead were asked to imagine they 

had to interpret the speakers they heard. One participant (ID 4) noted in a comment “… I 

believe I can only actually judge [interpretability] when really interpreting [the speaker], not 

only listening.” Technically, it would be possible to have participants come to an experimental 

booth, interpret the speech samples, and then ask them to rate each speaker’s interpretability. 

However, such a study design exhibits three major disadvantages. Firstly, it would significantly 

increase the time and effort required of both the researcher and the participants to complete the 

study, and many potential subjects might be unwilling or unable to participate. Secondly, it 

would limit the available pool of participants to interpreters able to travel to a specific location. 

Finally, data from experimental settings must be treated with caution, given that the artificial 

setting might itself affect interpreter performance and perceptions independently of the factors 

under investigation.  

Further, while one purpose of the study was to investigate the shared languages benefit, 

an analysis to that effect was only possible insofar as survey participants had the same working 

languages as the L1s of the speakers in the stimulus material. The survey was open to 

interpreters with a diverse variety of language combinations, and there was no way of ensuring 

participation by a minimum number of interpreters with any given A, B, or C languages. In the 

end, analyzing the data through the lens of the SLB was only possible for two speakers, those 

from Germany and Italy, as discussed in section 6.3. Additionally, the number of participants 

with Italian as an A or B language was quite small, resulting in large differences in sample 

sizes when comparing groups (T1 SLB: n = 7, T2 SLB: n = 10, no SLB: 43). Group sizes for 
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the speaker from Germany were also different, but somewhat more balanced (T1 SLB: n = 14, 

T2 SLB: n = 12, no SLB: 34).  

Additionally, the wording of the questions asking participants to rate the accentedness 

of the speakers proved confusing for some interpreters, as noted in section 6.1. The question 

presented a scale from 1 to 7, where 1=“no perceptible non-native accent” and 7=“strong non-

native accent”. The use of “non-native” in the question was an issue for some participants when 

rating the speakers from India and especially New Zealand: while participants felt that the 

speakers’ accents were indeed “strong”, they also knew that the speakers were technically 

native speakers, prompting them to assign them low accentedness ratings of 1. This issue was 

discussed in greater detail in section 6.2.  

This point leads to the next issue, namely the classification of the speaker from India 

as an ELF user as opposed to a native speaker of English, as discussed in section 6.1. One 

survey participant (ID 43) noted that the Indian speaker could be a native English speaker; this 

observation was presumably motivated by the knowledge that English is widely used within 

India in the spheres of politics and business, as well as by the easy fluency in English exhibited 

in the Indian speaker’s speech sample. Given that this speaker ended up representing India to 

the United Nation’s Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space, it seems probable that he 

comes from a reasonably well-off urban family and most likely learned English in school at a 

relatively young age or might even have had English as his main language of education at some 

point. It is also possible that he grew up truly bilingual in both English and one of the many 

languages spoken in India. In such a case, it might have been more appropriate to classify him 

as a native speaker of a non-standard variety of English, as with the speaker from New Zealand. 

However, it is impossible to know the actual circumstances of his English language acquisition, 

and thus his true L1 status remains a mystery. Further, it is worth noting that the accentedness 

and interpretability ratings assigned to the Indian speaker correlate much more closely with 

those of the other ELF users in the data set than with either the speaker from the US or from 

New Zealand.  

In the author’s eyes, the greatest limitation of this study is that the effect of interpreter 

experience on speaker accentedness and interpretability ratings was not analyzed, especially in 

light of the comment from one participant (ID 73) that “… Working as an interpreter for 

decades subjects one to all kinds of accents and you get used to them. It ceases to be an issue 

after a while.” Given the wide range of years of experience represented among survey 

participants, such an analysis would certainly be possible. The author strongly recommends 
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this topic for future research and intends to conduct an analysis according to experience using 

the data collected in this study after submission of this paper.  

In spite of the abovementioned limitations, I hope that this study nonetheless provides 

some useful insight into simultaneous interpreters’ perceptions of English as a lingua franca 

speakers, and that this paper will function as a stepping stone for further research in this 

relevant area of study.   
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Appendix A – Linguistic analysis of the speech samples 

 

Deviations from the speaker from the Czech Republic 

Feature Example 

consonant voicing uses (jusəz → jozəz) 

basis (beɪsɪs → beɪzɪs) 

final obstruent devoicing considers (kənsɪdɹz → kɔnsɪdɹs) 

interdental fricative to stop the (ðə → də) 

affricate to stop mutual (mjuʧuəl → mjutuəl) 

gradual (gɹæʤjuəl → gɹæduəl) 

nasal velar to alveolar strengthening (stɹeŋθɛniŋ → stɹenθɛniŋ) 

r-deletion terms (tɹmz → tɶmz) 

international (ɪnɹnæʃnl → ɪntənɛʃnl) 

regard (ɹəgɑɹd → ɹɪgad) 

members (mɛmbɹz → mɛmbəz) 

non-aspiration technological (tʰɛknəlɑʤɪkl → tɛknəlɑʤɪkl) 

vowel shortening chairman (ʧeɹmən → ʧɹmən) 

capabilities (keɪpəbɪlɪtiz → keɪpəbəlɪtiz) 

development (dəvɛləpmnt → dəvələpmɛnt) 

vowel lengthening industrial (ɪndʌstɹiəl → ɪndʌstɹiɐl) 

considers (kənsɪdɹz → kɔnsɪdɹs) 

vowel raising international (ɪnɹnæʃnl → ɪntənɛʃnl) 

satisfaction (sætɪsfækʃn → sɛtɪsfɛkʃn) 

academic (ækədɛmɪk → ækədimɪk) 

vowel lowering disciplines (dɪsɪplɪnz → dɪsɪplænz) 

uses (jusəz → jozəz) 

vowel fronting regard (ɹəgɑɹd → ɹɪgaʁd) 

misplaced stress delegates (delegates → delegates)  

considers (considers → considers) 

success (success → success) 

obligations (obligations → obligations) 

article deletion “cooperation between _ legal and scientific and 

technical subcommittees” 
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“as a member of _ EU, _ UN…” 

 

Deviations from the speaker from Germany 

Feature Example 

consonant voicing space-based (speɪs-beɪsd → speɪs-beɪzd) 

guidance (gaɪdəns → gaɪdənz) 

final obstruent devoicing issues (ɪʃjuz → ɪʃjus) 

effective (ɛfɛktɪv → ɛfɛktɪf) 

needed (niɾəd → nidət) 

systems (sɪstmz → sɪstɛms) 

actors (æktɹz → ɛktɶs) 

phased (feɪzd → feɪst) 

interdental fricative to 

alveolar fricative 

both (boʊθ → boʊs) 

non-aspiration space (spʰeɪs → speɪs) 

practice (pʰɹæktɪs → pɹɛktɪs) 

r-deletion importance (ɪmpoʊɹtns → ɪmpoʊtəns) 

more (moʊɹ → moʊ) 

long-term (lɑŋ-tɹm → lɔŋ-tɶm) 

experts (ɛkspɹts → ɪkspɶts) 

labial fricative to w voluntary (vɑlʌntɛɹi → wɑlʌntɛɹi) 

vowel raising manage (mænəʤ → mɛnəʤ) 

activity (æktɪvɪti → ɛktɪvɪti) 

actors (æktɹz → ɛktɶz) 

almost (ɑlmoʊst → ɔlmoʊst) 

established (ɛstæblɪʃd → ɪstɛblɪʃt) 

vowel fronting but (bʌt → bɐt) 

regard (ɹəgɑɹd → ɹɪgɐd) 

 

Deviations from the speaker from Italy 

Feature Example 

final obstruent devoicing systems (sɪstmz → sistɛms) 

priorities (pɹaɪoʊɹɪtiz → praɪoʊrɪtis) 

orders (oʊɹdɹz → oʊrdɛrs) 

non-aspiration space (spʰeɪs → spes) 

plan (pʰlæn → plɐn) 
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public (pʰʌblɪk → pɐblɪk) 

r to trill products (pɹɑdəkts → prɔduts) 

pre-commercial (pɹi-kəmɹʃl → pri-kəmɶʃl) 

priorities (pɹaɪoʊɹɪtiz → praɪoʊrɪtis) 

r-deletion pre-commercial (pɹi-kəmɹʃl → pri-kəmɶʃl) 

partnership (pɑɹtnɹʃɪp → pɐtnəʃɪp) 

h-deletion harmonizing (hɑɹmənaɪziŋ → _ɑrmoʊnaɪziŋ) 

vowel shortening space (speɪs → spes) 

agency (eɪʤɛnsi → eʤɛnsi) 

vowel lengthening application (æpləkeɪʃn → æplɪkeʃən) 

market (mɑɹkət → mɐrkɪt) 

harmonizing (hɑɹmənaɪziŋ → ɑrmoʊnaɪziŋ) 

vowel raising plan (plæn → plɛn) 

systems (sɪstms → sistɛms) 

act (ækt → ɛkt) 

national (næʃənl → nɛʃənl) 

products (pɹɑdəkts → prɔduts) 

vowel lowering strategic (stɹətiʤɪk → strəteʤɪk) 

vowel fronting market (mɑɹkət → mɐrkɪt) 

public (pʌblɪk → pɐblɪk) 

partnership (pɑɹtnɹʃɪp → pɐtnəʃɪp) 

cluster reduction products (pɹɑdəkts → prɔduts) 

vowel insertion “the plan will also act-ə on the public demand side-ə” 

misplaced stress innovative (innovative → innovative) 

incorrect word form “has been set with the aim of broaden_ the 

exploitation of space activities and foster_ 

development and use of space systems” 

unmarked plural “space systems, products, services, and application_” 

article deletion “including in _ non-space market” 

 

Deviations from the speaker from India 

Feature Example 

w to labial fricative wide (waɪd → vaɪd) 

non-aspiration space (spʰeɪs → spes) 
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long-term (lɑŋ-tʰɹm → lɔŋ-trm) 

support (səpʰoʊɹt → səport) 

r to trill chairman (ʧeɹmən → ʧɛrmən) 

space-faring (speɪs-feɪɹiŋ → spes-feriŋ) 

strengthen (stɹeŋθɛn → strenθɛn) 

flap to t outer (aʊɾɹ → aʊtr) 

responsibility (ɹəspɑnsɪbɪlɪɾi → rəspɔnsɪbɪlɪti) 

safety (seɪfɾi → sefti) 

nasal velar to alveolar strengthen (stɹeŋθɛn → strenθɛn) 

vowel shortening space (speɪs → spes) 

places (pleɪsəz → plesəz) 

nations (neɪʃnz → neʃnz) 

contestation (kɑntɛsteɪʃən → kɔntɛsteʃən) 

vowel raising long-term (lɑŋ-tɹm → lɔŋ-tɛrm) 

responsibility (ɹəspɑnsɪbɪlɪɾi → rəspɔnsɪbɪlɪti) 

contestation (kɑntɛsteɪʃən → kɔntɛsteʃən) 

vowel lowering chairman (ʧeɹmən → ʧɛrmən) 

 

Deviations from the speaker from Iran 

Feature Example 

final obstruent devoicing mankind (mænkaɪnd → mænkaɪnt) 

purposes (pɹpəsɛz → pɹpəsɛs) 

labial fricative to w non-intervention (nɑn-ɪntɹvɛnʃn → nɑn-ɪntɹwɛnʃn) 

r to trill reaffirm (ɹiəfɹm → riəfɹm) 

principle (pɹɪnsɪpl → prɪnsɪpl) 

misplaced stress non-discriminatory (non-discriminatory → non-

discriminatory) 

non-interference (non-interference → non-

interference) 

unmarked plural “for future generation_ of all peoples” 

lack of parallelism “It shall also be free for exploration… the principle 

of non-ownership… _ be fully respected, non-

discriminatory cooperation… _ be promoted, and 

non-intervention and non-interference… _ be fully 

observed.” 
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Deviations from the speaker from Japan 

Feature Example 

final obstruent devoicing issues (ɪʃjuz → ɪʃjus) 

Japanese (ʤæpəniz → ʤæpənis) 

purposes (pɹpəsɛz → pɹpəsɛs) 

activities (æktɪvətiz → æktɪvətis) 

l to flap pleased (plizd → pɾizd) 

believes (bəlivz → bəɾivz) 

peaceful (pisfəl → pisfəɾ) 

responsible (ɹəspɑnsɪbl → ɹəspɑnsɪbɾ) 

r to flap respond (ɹəspɑnd → ɾəspɑnd) 

l to r non-proliferation (nɑn-pɹoʊlɪfɹeɪʃn → nɒn-

pɹoʊɹɪfɛleɪʃn) 

vowel raising chairman (ʧeɹmən → ʧijəmɐn) 

all (ɑl → ɔl) 

respond (ɹəspɑnd → ɹəspɔnd) 

non-proliferation (nɑn-pɹoʊlɪfɹeɪʃn → nɔn-

pɹoʊɹɪfɛleɪʃn) 

vowel insertion “on behalf of-ə the Japanese delegation” 

“Japan believes that-ə there are two issues” 

“Japan take-ə the initiative” 

misplaced stress delegates (delegates → delegates) 

 

Deviations from the speaker from New Zealand 

Feature Example 

r-deletion other (ʌðɹ → ʌðə) 

clear (kliɹ → klijə) 

partners (pɑɹtnɹz → pɐtnəz) 

heart (hɑɹt → hɐt) 

flap to t party (pɑɹɾi → pɐti) 

treaties (tɹiɾiz → tɹitiz) 

outer (oʊɾɹ → oʊtə) 

vowel raising chairman (ʧeɹmən → ʧijəmən) 

fair (feɹ → fijə) 
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many (mɛni → mɪni) 

access (æksɛs → eksɪs) 

rescue (ɹɛskju → ɹɪskju) 

vowel lowering space-based (speɪs-beɪsd → spaɪs-baɪsd) 

player (pleɪɹ → plaɪjə) 

vowel fronting partners (pɑɹtnɹz → pɐtnəz) 

heart (hɑɹt → hɐt) 
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Appendix B – The online questionnaire 

 

 

 

Welcome page, top half 

 

 

 

Welcome page, bottom half 

 

 

Eligibility test 
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Language combination entry, A language selection 

 

 

 

Language combination entry, B language selection 
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Language combination entry, C language selection 

 

 

 

Language combination entry, specification of languages not listed above 
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Sorry! page, which appeared under either of two conditions: 1) participants did not pass the 

eligibility test, 2) participants did not specify English as a B or C language 

 

 

 

Instructions 

 

 

Presentation of speech samples and rating questions, top half 
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Presentation of speech samples and rating questions, bottom half 

 

Collection of demographic information 
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Opportunity to enter comments about the survey 
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Abstract (English) 

 

This paper examines simultaneous interpreters’ perceptions of English as a lingua franca (ELF) 

accents as they relate to speaker interpretability. The following research questions guided the 

study: 1) Does a higher accentedness rating correlate with a poorer interpretability rating? 2 & 

3) Do interpreters rate English native speakers who use non-standard varieties of English 

similarly to ELF speakers with regard to accentedness and interpretability, respectively? 4) Do 

interpreters assign higher accentedness ratings to ELF speakers from other L1 backgrounds? 5 

& 6) Does a Type 1 or Type 2 shared languages benefit (SLB), respectively, exist?  

An online survey open to practicing conference interpreters with English as a B or C 

language was conducted. Survey participants were presented with eight one-minute speech 

samples and asked to rate the accentedness and interpretability of each speaker on a seven-

point scale. Each of the eight speakers was from a different country – the Czech Republic, 

Germany, Italy, India, Iran, Japan, New Zealand, and the US – and exhibited a different accent. 

The speech samples were selected from a corpus of authentic speeches delivered at a meeting 

of the United Nations Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space.  

The data collected exhibit a modest positive correlation between accentedness and 

interpretability ratings, indicating that a stronger accent is associated with worse 

interpretability. There is no statistically significant difference between the average ratings of 

the New Zealand speaker and the US speaker for either accentedness or interpretability, 

whereas differences between the average ratings of the ELF speakers and the US speaker are 

significant, indicating that interpreters do not perceive native but non-standard English 

similarly to ELF speech.  

There were only two speakers in the stimulus material with whom some participants 

shared either a first or a second language – the speakers from Germany and Italy – thus giving 

those participants a Type 1 or Type 2 shared languages benefit, respectively. Participants who 

shared an L1 with the Italian speaker did assign him higher accentedness ratings than those 

who did not, while there was no difference in ratings between the two groups for the German 

speaker. Thus, the impact of L1 background on speaker accentedness ratings remains unclear. 

Similarly, participants who had a Type 1 SLB with the Italian speaker assigned him 

significantly better interpretability ratings than participants for whom no SLB was present, 

while there was no significant difference between the two groups for the German speaker. 

Thus, data for the Italian speaker support the existence of a Type 1 SLB, while data for the 
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German speaker do not. No significant differences were observed in the interpretability ratings 

assigned by the Type 2 SLB and no-SLB participant groups for either speaker. Thus, neither 

speaker’s data support the existence of a Type 2 shared languages benefit.  
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Abstract (Deutsch) 

 

Diese Arbeit untersucht die Wahrnehmung von Englisch als Lingua Franca (ELF) durch 

SimultandolmetscherInnen im Zusammenhang mit der Verständlichkeit und 

Dolmetschbarkeit. Folgende Forschungsfragen leiteten die Studie: 1) Hängt eine höhere 

Akzentbewertung mit einer schlechteren Dolmetschbarkeitsbewertung zusammen? 2 & 3) 

Bewerten DolmetscherInnen EnglischmuttersprachlerInnen, die nicht-normative Varianten des 

Englischen verwenden, gleich wie ELF-RednerInnen in Bezug auf Akzent bzw. 

Dolmetschbarkeit? 4) Geben DolmetscherInnen ELF-RednerInnen mit anderen Erstsprachen 

höhere Akzentbewertungen? 5 & 6) Existiert ein Typ-1 bzw. Typ-2 Shared Languages Benefit 

(SLB)?  

Es wurde eine Online-Umfrage durchgeführt, an der professionelle 

KonferenzdolmetscherInnen mit Englisch als B- oder C-Sprache teilnehmen konnten. Die 

TeilnehmerInnen hörten acht einminütige Redeausschnitte und bewerteten den Akzent und die 

Dolmetschbarkeit auf einer siebenstelligen Skala. Die acht RednerInnen waren alle aus 

verschiedenen Ländern – Tschechien, Deutschland, Italien, Indien, Iran, Japan, Neuseeland, 

und USA – und wiesen unterschiedliche Akzente auf. Die Redeausschnitte wurden einem 

Korpus authentischer Reden aus einer Sitzung des Ausschusses der Vereinten Nationen für die 

friedliche Nutzung des Weltraums entnommen.  

Die erhobenen Daten weisen einen leicht positiven Zusammenhang zwischen Akzent- 

und Dolmetschbarkeitsbewertungen auf, was darauf hinweist, dass ein stärkerer Akzent mit 

schlechterer Dolmetschbarkeit zusammenhängt. Zwischen den durchschnittlichen Akzent- und 

Dolmetschbarkeitsbewertungen der RednerInnen aus Neuseeland und den USA gab es keinen 

statistisch signifikanten Unterschied, wobei die Unterschiede zwischen den durchschnittlichen 

Bewertungen der ELF-RednerInnen und des amerikanischen Redners doch signifikant waren. 

Dies deutet darauf hin, dass sich die Wahrnehmung von muttersprachlichem, aber nicht-

normativem Englisch von jener von ELF-RednerInnen unterscheidet.  

Es gab nur zwei RednerInnen (aus Deutschland und Italien), mit denen einige 

TeilnehmerInnen eine Erst- oder Zweitsprache gemeinsam hatten, wodurch diese 

TeilnehmerInnen jeweils einen Typ-1- bzw. Typ-2 Shared Languages Benefit hatten. 

TeilnehmerInnen mit Erstsprache Italienisch gaben dem italienischen Redner höhere 

Akzentbewertungen als andere TeilnehmerInnen, wobei es im Fall der deutschen Rednerin 

keinen signifikanten Unterschied zwischen den Bewertungen durch die beiden Gruppen gab. 
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TeilnehmerInnen, die einen Typ-1 SLB mit dem italienischen Redner hatten, gaben ihm 

ähnlich bessere Dolmetschbarkeitsbewertungen als jene, bei denen dies nicht der Fall war, 

während es bei der deutschen Rednerin zu keinem signifikanten Unterschied zwischen den 

beiden Gruppen kam. Demnach sprechen die Bewertungen des italienischen Redners für die 

Existenz des Typ-1 SLB, jene der deutschen Rednerin aber nicht. In keinem der beiden Fälle 

gab es einen signifikanten Unterschied zwischen den Dolmetschbarkeitsbewertungen durch die 

Gruppen mit und ohne Typ-2-SLB. Daher liefert diese Studie keine Hinweise auf die Existenz 

eines Typ-2 Shared Languages Benefit.  


