
 

 

How to work with a Face to Face Interpreter 

Good Practice Guidelines  

           

 

For more information please visit the „Dedicated Client Area‟ section on our 

website www.language-empire.com 

  

http://www.language-empire.com/
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1) Introduction  
 

Language Empire was established in 2001 with the aim to 

provide both private and public sector organisations with a 

full range of professional language services, including 

face-to-face and telephone interpreting. Over the last 

decade we have helped hundreds of nationally based Public 

Sector organisations communicate with their clients and 

their non-English and limited English speaking customers. 

We have been able to provide our services in over 400 of the 

main languages and dialects of the world.  

We are optimistic that these guidelines will help you to work effectively and confidently with our 

Interpreters. Every process, from deciding whether an interpreter is needed through to the completion of an 

interpreting assignment, is included in these guidelines. 

 



 

Page 4 of 23 
Copyright © 2010 Language Empire Ltd.      

 

 

2)  Who Needs an Interpreter?  

2a. Abiding by the Law  
 

It is required by law that most organisations and statutory bodies communicate in an appropriate manner in 

the provision of their services. For many organisations the only way to meet these standards when they are 

working face-to-face with people who do not speak or understand English, may be through the use of 

interpreters.  

These are some of the pieces of legislation that may be applicable to your organisation:  

 The Disability Discrimination Act 1995  

 The Human Rights Act 1998  

 The Race Relations Act 1976 and the Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000  

 The NHS and Community Care Act 1990  

 The Health Act 1999  
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To discriminate against anyone on racial grounds, either directly or indirectly, is against the law in the UK. It is 

therefore essential that all public bodies take active steps to eradicate racial discrimination and promote 

equality. These anti-discrimination laws also incorporate private or voluntary bodies which serve a public 

function.   

The failure of an organisation to communicate appropriately with black and ethnic minority families and 

individuals can have serious consequences as shown by the cases of Stephen Lawrence in England and the 

Chokar family in Scotland. The use of professional qualified interpreters to communicate with those who do 

not speak or understand English can ensure that your organisation demonstrates a commitment to 

non-discriminatory practice. 
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2b. Practical Needs  
 

You should always book an interpreter if there is any uncertainty about your ability to 

communicate appropriately or effectively with your client or customer in English.  

In most cases it will be quite apparent when your client has little or no fluency in 

English and requires an Interpreter.  

However, there will also be occasions when your client speaks some English, but you should still think about 

booking an Interpreter. In particular, you should consider booking an interpreter if the bulk of the interview or 

meeting will involve using complicated or technical language. It is often the case that a person speaks 

enough English to be able to arrange an appointment and talk through basic information, however, during an 

interview or meeting they are unable to provide detailed information or understand the complex explanations 

that arise.  

It is advisable that you book an Interpreter if in doubt about your client’s level of English.  
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3)  Prior to the Assignment  
 

Before a meeting takes place, there are three key steps to adhere to:  

 Booking an Interpreter  

 Setting up the meeting room  

 Briefing the Interpreter  
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4)  Booking an Interpreter  
 

It is preferable that you give us as much notice as possible when you need to book an Interpreter. A general 

rule that many of our clients find useful is to book the Interpreter at the same time as you arrange the 

interview or meeting with the other parties involved.  

When you contact us (by telephone, fax or email) to book an Interpreter the following information is required:  

 Your organisation‟s name (and also address if this is your first booking)  

 Your name and contact number 

 The date, time and location of the assignment  

 Your reference or purchase order number (if you require this) 

 Your client‟s name 

 The language required (and dialect if relevant)  

 Approximate length of the appointment (if known)  

 Any other relevant information or specific requirements we need to know about when organising an 

Interpreter for you  
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We have outlined a few a few simple steps that you may find useful in order to gather some of this 
information:   

Step 1: Identify what Language is required  

After you have determined that an Interpreter is needed you need to identify your client‟s native language 

and, if relevant, their preferred dialect. If it is difficult to obtain this information verbally you can use our 

Language Identification Guide – a simple guide that allows your client to point to the language they need. 

If you know which country your client comes from you may find it useful to view a list of all the main languages 

spoken in each country. This can be found on our website at: http://www.language-empire.com in the 

'Dedicated Clients Area' section of our website.   

Step 2: Decide whether the gender of the Interpreter is of importance  

In most cases the gender of the interpreter is of no relevance.  

However, there are a few situations where the gender of the Interpreter may be an important consideration. 

For example, in a situation where intimate information will be discussed, such as a medical appointment, 

your client may be more at ease with an Interpreter of the same gender.   

Remember to let us know when making a booking if you require your interpreter to be of a specific gender. 
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Step 3: Remember that a meeting involving an interpreter will always be longer than usual  

When arranging an appointment where an Interpreter will be involved you can expect the interview or 

meeting to last as much as twice the time of the usual meeting. Remember the Interpreter has to repeat 

everything you say and everything your client says during the appointment.  

It may also be useful to allocate a few extra minutes at the beginning of the meeting to brief the Interpreter 

and a few minutes at the end to complete paperwork and debrief the Interpreter.  

Step 4: Identify other relevant information  

There can be a whole range of other relevant information depending on the circumstances of the meeting.  

In particular, it is always useful for us to know if the interview is going to be of a sensitive or difficult nature, so 

the interpreter is aware of this and can prepare for the situation in advance.  
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5)  Arranging the Meeting Room  
 

The arrangement of the meeting room can affect the productivity of the meeting and a good arrangement can 

often make the interpreter‟s job easier. These are some of the things you may want to consider: 

 The size of the room and accessibility, i.e. for disabled people to get in and around the building, and have 

accessible toilets. 

 How background noises can be minimised. This may be of particular interest for people with a hearing 

disability. 

 The lighting of the room. A well lit room will be needed so that those with a hearing disability can lip-read 

and/or see the BSL interpreter. 

 Furniture should be moveable to help people with a disability and also allow the interpreter to set up the 

room for best results. 

 It is preferable that you choose a quiet interview space or private room.   

 The seating should be arranged so that the Interpreter can maintain eye contact with both you and your 

client  
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 Where possible you and your client should face each other as in a normal meeting with the Interpreter 

seated to the side between you like this:  

 

 

 

 

 For group meetings, make sure there is adequate seating for everyone involved. Your client and the 

Interpreter should be seated close to each other and be able to see everyone at the meeting:  
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6)  Briefing the Interpreter  

 

If you feel that the Interpreter should be aware of some background information prior to the 
meeting, it may be helpful to provide the Interpreter with briefing notes in advance. You 
should send these to us as early as possible as this will save both you and the interpreter 
time on the day of the meeting.  

For meetings where you feel briefing notes or background information are not relevant or 
appropriate, it is advisable that you still spend a few minutes prior to the meeting to brief 
the Interpreter on the day of the appointment. 

You should:  

 Give the Interpreter a short summary of the reasons for the appointment and what is going to happen 

during the meeting.  

 Highlight the key issues or information you require from the client or want to convey to the client.  

 Discuss any specialised vocabulary or jargon that will be used during the meeting to make sure the 

Interpreter understands it.  

 Warn the Interpreter of any potential problems that could arise during the meeting.  
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 Let the Interpreter know if you are happy for him or her to offer helpful information either to you or to your 

client that goes beyond what either you or your client say. This may be most suited to a situation where you 

and the client both want the same result from the meeting. However, you should insist that the Interpreter 

lets you know when he or she is going to offer additional information.  

 Give the Interpreter a few minutes to look over any documents that he or she will have to translate during 

the meeting.  

 Give the Interpreter time to help the client complete any forms or documents required for the meeting.  

 Let the Interpreter ask any questions he or she has before the meeting starts.  

You should try to avoid giving your client the opportunity to speak with the Interpreter outside your presence 

either before or after the meeting.   

 
 

7)  During the Assignment  



 

Page 15 of 23 
Copyright © 2010 Language Empire Ltd.      

 

7a. Opening the Meeting   

There are some guidelines that you can use at the beginning of 
any interview or meeting to ensure that the meeting progresses 
effectively.  

Once the client and Interpreter have joined you in the meeting 
room you should:  

 Check that your client and the Interpreter speak the same 

language.  

 Check the seating arrangements are to everybody‟s liking.   

 Welcome your client.  

 Explain your role.  

 Introduce the Interpreter to your client and anyone else at the meeting.  

 If you have not already done so, explain the structure and the procedure of the meeting or interview. 
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 Explain the Interpreter‟s role. Make it clear to everyone at the meeting that the Interpreter plays an 

impartial role in the meeting and is only there to help you and your client communicate with each other. He 

or she is not there to provide information or advice to anyone except on language matters, and they are not 

there to be an advocate or offer emotional support to your client.  

 Point out that anything discussed at the meeting will be kept strictly confidential.  

 Check that everyone can hear everyone else at the meeting. 
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7b. Conducting the Meeting  

Conducting an interview or meeting through an Interpreter can be very simple if you remember a few simple 

rules:  

Speak directly to your client in the first person. You should speak exactly as you would to someone who 

did not require an Interpreter.  

For example, when speaking to your client, “What is your name?” would be correct, whereas addressing the 

Interpreter with “Ask him what her name is” would be incorrect.   

Another example would be; (speaking to your client): “You have slightly higher than normal pressure in your 

left eye. We will need to organise an appointment for you to come back so I can administer some eye drops” 

is correct. On the other hand, (speaking to the Interpreter): “Tell her that she has high pressure in her left eye. 

Ask her when she can come back again for some eye drops” is incorrect.  

Use simple, clear language. Try to avoid the following as they can make the interpreter‟s job unnecessarily 

difficult: Jargon, questions in the form of statements, double negatives, slang or colloquialisms and figures of 

speech. 
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For example, this would be incorrect: “Little point in beating around the bush. Because our system crashed 

and we haven‟t got any info that hasn‟t corrupted we‟ll have to reinvent the wheel a bit and get your details 

and financial circs recorded again before the JSA team will do the business on your claim. Do you see where 

I‟m coming from? Nightmare!”  

It would be correct to say: “I‟m sorry but because our computers stopped working properly, we lost your 

personal and financial details. We will need you to provide this information for us again. Then the people who 

deal with your benefit will process your claim. We realise this is frustrating for you. We feel the same way.”  

Pause frequently to allow for the interpretation of manageable segments of speech and do not speak too 

quickly. The above paragraph might be broken down like this:  

Listen actively to the Interpreter and your client.  

Remind the Interpreter to keep you informed about what is being said if you feel the Interpreter and the 

client are speaking to each other rather than interpreting your conversation with the client.  
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Ask questions to check your client has understood, for example if the interpreter seems to say a lot less 

than you or vice versa. 

Encourage the Interpreter to interrupt the meeting if:  

 They do not understand what you have said or particular words  

 The language used does not have an equivalent expression in the other language  

 The client or the Interpreter needs a break  

 They notice a cultural reference which may lead to a misunderstanding  

 It is clear that there has been a misunderstanding on either side  

 They need to clarify something that has been said  

 Only interrupt if necessary. Do not let more than one person speak at one time so that the interpreter can 

keep up. 
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Allow a break of 10-15 minutes for every hour of interpreting time.  

Ask the client directly if you need clarification on any point, including guidance on cultural issues.  

Avoid long discussions that exclude your client from the conversation. 

 

 

7c. Closing the Meeting  
 

Before concluding the meeting you should:  

 Give your client the opportunity to summarise and/or clarify 

any matters.  

 Allow your client to ask any questions or give feedback.  
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8)  Following the Assignment  
 

At the end of the meeting or interview, allow your client to leave the premises before debriefing the Interpreter 

and completing the necessary paperwork.  

8a. Debriefing the Interpreter  

You may want to discuss the meeting with the interpreter. You may find that: 

 He/she wants to tell you things that he/she could not say during the interview. 

 You want to clarify particular points 

 There are cultural questions to be considered. 

 You need to discuss any problems or misunderstandings there may be between you. 

 The interpreter has suggestions about how best to conduct an interview with an interpreter. 

 You want to ask for general or specific feedback from the Interpreter about how the meeting went. Were 

there any problems? Make a note of all feedback and take any necessary corrective action.  

 You want to give the interpreter some feedback. 
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It is such discussions that will allow you to raise the standard of your work by working more effectively with 

the interpreter. You can use these discussions to develop alternative strategies to overcome any problems 

you faced whilst communicating with the interpreter.  

Working with the same interpreter allows a close working relationship to develop, therefore, if the meeting 

went well, arrange for the same interpreter to be present at the next interview with that client. 

There are a few final steps before ending you meeting with the interpreter: 

 Complete and sign the Interpreter‟s Job Sheet  

 Complete the 'Quick Feedback Section' of the Job Sheet  

 You should have received the 'Interpreter Quality Check' feedback form with your booking confirmation. Or 
alternatively the interpreter may give you a copy at the start of the assignment.   
 

Please spare a few minutes to complete the 'Interpreter Quality Check' feedback form as this enables us to 

strictly monitor the quality of services being delivered by the Interpreter. Your feedback is always greatly 

appreciated and highly valued.  Every month copies of the 'Interpreter Quality Check' forms completed by 

professionals i.e. doctors, nurses, probation officers, etc. are submitted to the contract manager at your 

organisation so it is very important that we receive regular feedback.  
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9)  Providing Feedback to Language Empire  
 

Whether you have positive or negative feedback for us, please 

feel free to contact us at any time. Remember to make a note of 

any point you would like to raise about the assignment. You may 

want to give us a call to discuss the assignment, or if you prefer 

you can also write to us or email.  

If for any reason you have a concern or complaint about an interpreter, please email on 

complaints@language-empire.com where your complaint will be thoroughly investigated.  


