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Abstract: This paper explores the market demand for conference interpreting in 
South Korea by examining the signals that users perceive as important for 
professional conference interpreting services. The findings are based on a 
questionnaire-based survey of 109 participants who have experience using conference 
interpreting services. The results indicate that quality of interpreting, domain-specific 
interpreting experience, and certification of interpreting competence are important 
signals, suggesting that users are aware of the importance of quality. However, 
academic degrees in interpreting are found to have relatively weaker signaling power, 
suggesting the presence of information asymmetry—meaning users have less 
information about interpreters’ qualifications than suppliers do. The findings are 
discussed in relation to users’ price perceptions. The paper also addresses the service 
aspect of conference interpreting, shedding light on the “interpreting as a service” 
approach, based on an end-to-end service concept in both training and practice. The 
findings suggest future directions both in terms of market development and interpreter 
training.  
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1. Introduction  
 
Conference interpreting serves the market demand for multilingual 
communication. The market demand often determines the skillsets and qualities 
required for the job and also affects the perception of an interpreter’s status. 
Interpreters have been known to have access to high profile people and 
privileged places, enjoy a high level of remuneration, and perform extremely 
difficult and intellectual tasks (Jones, 2002, p. 128; Pöchhacker, 2011, p. 322; 
Setton, 2010). However, Dam and Zethsen (2013) reveal a different perspective, 
based on a survey they conducted. Dam and Zethsen (2013) found that, although 
interpreters are satisfied with their salaries and the high level of expertise 
required for their jobs, they believe that their occupational prestige depends on 
the assessments of people from outside the profession such as clients and the 
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general public, who, unfortunately, often present negative views on the 
importance of the interpreting profession.  

There may be a range of reasons for these negative perceptions, but some 
might derive from unfavorable experiences users may have had with 
interpreting services provided by unqualified interpreters. Negative perceptions 
of the profession are problematic because they may lead to lower levels of 
expectation which in turn may result in lower-quality service. Clients who are 
unfamiliar with interpreter services lack awareness of appropriate selection 
criteria due to their inexperience with interpreting tasks and the working process 
(Mikkelson, 2009). Furthermore, not all markets have interpreter certification 
systems that provide standard selection criteria that are readily available to 
users. While conference interpretation is highly competitive due to clients being 
highly selective, this may be confined to cases where clients, accustomed to 
working with interpreters, require a demonstration of competence, such as 
membership of associations for professional interpreters and an academic 
degree in interpreting and translation (Mikkelson, 2009). Clients’ inability to 
select quality interpreters makes it possible for interpreters without formal 
interpreter training to enter the market, thereby producing a vicious cycle of low 
pay, low status, and fewer incentives for interpreters to invest in building 
competence (Pérez-González & Susam-Saraeva, 2012).  

Against this backdrop, this paper aims to explore the market demand for 
conference interpreters in South Korea. The paper focuses on the key elements 
that users perceive as important for professional conference interpreting 
services in the South Korean context. These key elements are examined based 
on the concept of ‘signaling mechanisms,’ in which overall signals are explored 
encompassing not only interpreting quality but also credentials, work 
experience, business approach, ethics, and Public Relations (PR). The 
researcher conducted a survey among interpreting service users and asked them 
about the signals they would consider important when looking for professional 
interpreting services. The results of the survey were analyzed to examine their 
understanding of the interpreting service, the criteria they would adopt in their 
choice of interpreters or interpreting services, and what they would expect from 
professional conference interpreting services. The findings are expected to 
provide an insight into current users’ demands, in terms of interpreter 
qualifications, and to propose future directions for serving market needs in the 
South Korean context. The paper is organized as follows. I will review the 
literature on signaling mechanisms in the job market, before relating these to 
the various aspects of interpreting. Next, I will introduce the design of the 
survey on signaling, before describing survey findings in more detail, and 
analyzing these further in section 5. I will then present my concluding remarks 
and suggestions for future directions. 
 
 
2. Literature review 
 
2.1. Signaling mechanisms 
In the job market, employers do not have a complete understanding of an 
individual’s productive capabilities at the time of hire, which makes hiring an 
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investment decision (Spence, 1973, p. 356). Employers often make decisions 
without certainty, which is akin to buying a lottery ticket (Spence, 1973, p. 356). 
To minimize the uncertainty factor, employers need reliable information that 
credibly convinces them of a job candidate’s qualifications, such as an academic 
degree or occupational certification. Economic theory refers to this information 
as a “signal”, which is a message denoting credible information about a 
worker’s competence, productivity, or quality (Chan, 2009, p. 156).  

In contrast with employing an individual over a more extended period, 
hiring a conference interpreter for a one-off event can be considered a high-
stakes investment decision because the limited timeframe will not allow for the 
correction of bad selection decisions. In this case, the signaling power of the 
interpreter’s qualifications becomes very important. When hiring a freelance 
conference interpreter for an event, clients may be interested in the overall 
productivity of the interpreter (Han, 2013, pp. 77-87; Viaggio, 2016). 
Interpreting quality would be the most crucial element, but other elements might 
also be considered if we take into account that interpreting involves pre-process, 
peri-process, in-process, and post-process activities (Kalina, 2005). Signals of 
interpreters’ productivity may therefore include, but not be limited to, their 
educational background, job experience, and certification. For the purpose of 
the present research, signals for professional conference interpreting services or 
simply “signals” can be defined as information that users perceive will convey 
critical information about the professional interpreting service that they may 
expect from conference interpreters. In the sections that follow, I will discuss 
the various signals for professional conference interpreting services that require 
attention to understand the market demand for conference interpreting.  
 
2.2. Signals and credentials for conference interpreting  
In South Korea, notwithstanding the presence of a total of 12 graduate 
interpreting programs, an influx of untrained semi-professionals with bilingual 
capabilities, added to the absence of a conference interpreting certification 
system, is creating market disorder, where end-users find it challenging to 
identify the right signals to distinguish qualified interpreters from unqualified 
ones (see Huh, 2016; Park, 2010; Park, 2019)1. Research into the translation 
market presents a similar impression, albeit in markets outside of Korea. In 
Chan’s (2009) research on the translation signaling framework, an academic 
degree was perceived as a more reliable signal than job experience and 
certification. Certification in Chan’s (2009) survey is unfortunately regarded 
only as add-on information due to a misunderstanding of the professional 
translation certification systems. I would argue that the under-functioning 
signaling mechanism is giving rise to new commercial platforms such as 
Proz.com, where professional experience is more valued than academic 
credentials (Pym, Orrego-Carmona & Torres-Simón, 2016). The Proz.com 

 
1 Clients also resort to their in-house bilingual staff. Interpreters with no professional 
training background or “self-made interpreters” often take on interpreting and 
translation tasks in-house because clients believe that these tasks only require subject 
knowledge and bilingual capabilities (Kwak, 2004; Park, 2016). 
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platform even established its own certification system - the Certified PRO 
Network - where certification is awarded based on translation quality, business 
reliability, industry credentials, peer revision, professional training in 
translation, and translation experience (Pym et al., 2016).  

For professional conference interpreting jobs, clients set high standards 
and require candidates to demonstrate their interpreting competence through 
exams or membership of professional interpreter associations, which helps the 
profession maintain its high status, at least in some markets (Mikkelson, 2009). 
Unfortunately, the realities in the broader market may not always work to the 
benefit of qualified professional interpreters. Lacking knowledge of the 
profession, such as interpreting mechanisms and qualifications for competence, 
naïve users might select unqualified interpreters because they prioritize the 
wrong signals (Chan, 2009; Mikkelson, 2009). User knowledge, perception, and 
appreciation of the profession are important when it comes to selecting a 
conference interpreter.  

In that regard, the issue of signaling is related to the professionalization of 
interpreting as well, because it denotes the process of an occupation reaching 
the highest levels of competence and integrity (Jewell, 2014). Professional-
ization of a profession can be assessed based on a set of traits, such as 
credentials, a code of ethics, salary, continuing professional development, and 
culture (Witter-Merithew & Johnson, 2004), or occupational status indicators, 
such as remuneration, education, expertise, visibility, power or influence, and 
value to society (Dam & Zethsen, 2013). The more professionalized a 
profession, the more reliable the signals for qualifications and the fewer 
variations between standards. Reliable signals facilitate users’ selection process 
and help filter out unqualified practitioners.  
 
2.3. Signals and interpreting quality  
As clients recruit interpreters, one the most important considerations aside from 
credentials would be around the crux of the interpreting service: the quality of 
interpreting. In this context it is useful to discuss users’ quality expectations 
here. Building on Bühler’s (1986) study on the evaluation of conference 
interpretation and interpreters where the author assumed user expectations from 
interpreters’ responses, Kurz (1993) employs eight of Bühler’s criteria when 
she surveyed interpreting service users to test Bühler’s hypothesis. Of the eight 
criteria, content items, such as logical cohesion, sense consistency, and correct 
terminology are perceived as important by users, while fluency, completeness, 
grammar, voice, and accent are considered less important. Other researchers 
came to similar conclusions. Marrone’s (1993) case study found that users 
focused more on information completeness and fidelity than prosodic or 
linguistic features. Kopczynski’s (1994) survey on users also revealed that 
content was preferred over form, and content and terminology were the two 
most important features for them. Moser (1996) reported that listeners 
overwhelmingly expressed a preference for faithfulness to the original, while 
clarity of expression and terminology were also considered important criteria. 
The aforementioned user survey results favoring content items present an 
interesting comparison with interpreters’ criteria as presented in Bühler’s 
(1986) study, which tend to underline the importance of both content and form. 
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In this paper, I think it is worthwhile to explore whether the criteria preferred 
by users in the previous studies also serve as important signals for conference 
interpreting service users in South Korea.    
 
2.4. Signals and interpreting as a service  
Having focused on the core element of interpreting performance, I will now 
view interpreting from a wider perspective. Interpreting is basically a “service” 
delivered using an interpreter’s skills and expertise. A service can be 
characterized by its intangibility, simultaneity, inconsistency, and perishability 
(Lovelock & Gummesson, 2004; Shostack, 1977). A service is provided by 
people, which makes it difficult to maintain consistent quality, especially during 
peak demand, and furthermore, service quality cannot be assured through 
measuring, testing, or verifying ahead of delivery, and evaluation of quality 
tends to be subjective (Du Tertre, 1999, pp. 24-27; Hirschman, 1980; Lin, 2015; 
Zeithaml, Parasuraman & Berry, 1985, pp. 33-35).  

Consumers perceive that the quality of an interaction, the service delivery 
process, and physical environment play important roles in addition to the quality 
of an output (Dagger & Sweeney, 2007; Lee, 2014, p. 97; Ryu, Lee & Gon Kim, 
2012; Shostack, 1977). In that regard, looking at the interpreting industry 
through a service-oriented lens, instead of focusing on interpreting output alone, 
might bring added value. If interpreting is understood as a service, business and 
market values have to be created to satisfy both parties in the exchange, which 
will require considering elements such as supply and demand, quality, 
credentialing, and training (Eser, 2020). In interpreting, a service-based 
approach can encompass the interpreting process end-to-end, from searching 
for providers, comparing with alternatives, receiving consultation, and 
purchasing, to after-purchase actions such as handling feedback. In taking a 
service-based approach, the abstract nature of a service should be taken into 
account. Doing so makes it important to focus on the tangible evidence and 
integrate this into service realities to positively impact the service perception, 
instead of marketing an already abstract concept with abstract associations 
(Shostack, 1977, p. 78). In the case of the interpreting services, examples of 
tangible evidence may include (i) environment as evidence, such as forms used 
for quotations and invoicing, (ii) media as evidence, such as websites and social 
media platforms, and (iii) people as evidence, such as a profile or packaging of 
the person providing the service. Based on Kalina’s (2005, pp. 779-781) 
parameters for quality assurance, it would be worthwhile to explore pre-
processing steps related to environment as evidence—such as, inquiry, 
advisory, and quotation—and media as evidence.  

Media as evidence, such as promotion and marketing efforts for 
interpreting, deserves particular attention as online and social media has 
recently been increasingly integrated into the marketing strategies of many 
businesses recently in an attempt to raise brand trust, affect, and loyalty (Orzan, 
2016). Influencer marketing is riding on the trend, with popular personalities 
shaping attitudes of consumers through their postings and interactions on social 
media channels (Freberg, Graham, McGaughey & Freberg, 2011). This may be 
well-aligned with service businesses, where consumers tend to rely on word-of-
mouth referrals from private sources or independent organizations due to the 
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intangible and inconsistent nature of service (Bansal & Voyer, 2000; Berry, 
1980; Zeithaml et al., 1985). However, credibility remains a thorny issue. 
Porter, Anderson & Nhotsavang (2015) report low confidence levels of senior 
managers on social media content. Moreover, for individual professionals, in 
particular, credibility can be raised when social media content is presented from 
indirect sources such as organizations or news media outlets rather than from 
the individual directly (Na, Kunkel & Doyle, 2020). With these views in mind, 
it would help to explore the views of users on what counts as an effective public 
relations (PR) and interpreter sourcing method.   
 
2.5. Price signals 
Price is another critical factor in the service industry. When consumers associate 
price with quality, it is because they are left with very little information on the 
outcome of the service (Ding, Ross & Rao, 2010; Lambert, 1972; Rao & 
Monroe, 1988; Stiglitz, 1987). Consumers with little interpreting service 
experience may suffer from severe information asymmetry, where interpreters 
hold more information with regards to expected interpreting quality and 
interpreter qualifications than service users. This may lead to adverse selection, 
with consumers ending up purchasing low quality interpreting services. With 
repeated events of adverse selection, consumers may begin to make price-
quality associations to avoid adverse selection (Lee, 2014).  

The amount users are prepared to pay, however, would be influenced by a 
reference price, which is defined as a standard price which buyers compare 
other prices against (Monroe, 1973). The reference price offers a glimpse into 
users’ perception of the value of the interpreting service, which may also denote 
the status of interpreting as an occupation. The reference price has an anchoring 
effect that serves as a point of departure for any price negotiations in the future 
(Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). The reference 
price is divided into an external reference price, informed by the standard price 
or the competition’s price, and an internal price, which is based on personal 
sources or experience (Mazumdar & Papatla, 2000). Whether consumers 
perceive an offered price as expensive or not is usually determined based on the 
external reference price (Biswas, Pullig, Krishnan & Burton, 1999; Kopalle & 
Lindsey-Mullikin, 2003). In this paper, I will explore how users perceive the 
external reference price of interpreting services to see how users’ perceived 
value of interpreting services translates to the acceptable price range that they 
are willing to pay.  
 
2.6. Signals and aesthetic quality  
As discussed in the previous sections, conference interpreting is a highly 
intellectual activity requiring language proficiency, subject matter knowledge, 
multitasking, memory, analysis, and judgment, to name a few. However, in 
recent years, self-made, semi-professionals without an interpreter training 
background have entered the market in South Korea (Park, 2010; Park, 2019). 
These self-made interpreters are, in some cases, better known than qualified 
conference interpreters, due to the celebrity status of the formers (Huh, 2016; 
Park, 2019). This is also related to the rise of “good-looking interpreters,” as 
reported by Cho (2017). With an oversupply of interpreters in the market, 
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personal aesthetics have emerged as an alternative method to add value (Cho, 
2017, pp. 151-153). In addition, in a gendered employment structure, where 
clients are predominantly male and interpreters are mainly female, ageism 
concerns are raised as younger interpreters are perceived to be favored (Cho, 
2017, pp. 159-161). The trend can be explained using the concept of “aesthetic 
labor” which is presented by Warhurst, Nickson, Witz, and Cullen (2000) and 
denotes employers’ efforts to transform workers’ aesthetically geared 
competencies through recruitment and training. This trend is observed in many 
other fields, including the hospitality and media industries. In Cho’s (2017) 
research, interpreters describing how they engage in aesthetic labor to deliver a 
“perfect package,” complain that the prioritization of aesthetics devalues the 
fundamental professional qualities of interpreters (Cho, 2017, p. 157). Also, 
with the recent rise of social media as a PR and marketing platform, some 
interpreters are using these platforms to share their interpreting activities and 
enhance their visibility. The visual focus of these platforms has the potential of 
reinforcing the trend towards aesthetic qualities. Although the trend presents 
concerns, considering Cho’s (2017) interviewee profile—which consists only 
of interpreters—and the dearth of research in this area, it would be worthwhile 
to listen to users’ opinions, which I will present and discuss in the following 
sections. 
 
 
3. Study method  
 
3.1. Study design  
In order to explore the signals for professional conference interpreting services, 
I conducted a questionnaire-based survey involving participants who had used 
professional interpreting services. The questionnaire covered potential signals 
based on previous studies on signaling, interpreting quality, interpreter status, 
professionalization, service industry, social media, and aesthetics qualities, 
which I discussed in the literature section. Table 1 below presents information 
on the design of the questionnaire. The same set of questions about potential 
signals was asked for both simultaneous interpreting and consecutive 
interpreting to allow for comparisons between the two different interpreting 
modes. The questionnaire included (i) thirty-two closed-ended questions, (ii) 
one open-ended question, and (iii) ten questions on basic demographic 
information. Most of the closed-ended questions used a five-point scale, with 1 
indicating “strongly disagree” and 5 indicating “strongly agree” (See English 
translation of the questionnaire in Appendix).   
 
3.2. Procedure 
The author designed the questionnaire and outsourced the implementation of 
the survey to Macromill Embrain, an online market research company in South 
Korea. The survey was conducted between February 15 and February 19, 2019. 
The invitation to the survey with a weblink was sent out to 11,150 potential 
respondents, and a total of 109 participants completed the survey. All 
participants were 20 years or older, employed or self-employed, had at least 1 
year’s work experience, and had experienced conference interpreting service in 
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their work in the previous 5 years, resulting in a response rate of 0.98%. 
Interpreters and students were screened out to specifically target users of 
interpreting services. The author analyzed the data using IBM SPSS Statistics 
25. The survey was carried out in Korean and the excerpts were translated into 
English by the author.      
 
Table 1: Questionnaire design 
 

Category 
(No. of 
questions) 

Items Response type 

Signals (26) � Credentials (academic degree, certification) 
� Professional experience (general, domain- 

specific, organization-specific, high-profile) 
� Quality (content accuracy, completeness,  

fluency, terminology, grammar,  
pronunciation) 

� Sourcing method (personal source, agency  
recommendation) 

� Ethics 
� Professional conduct 
� Interpreting as a business service (fast  

response to inquiries, systematic quotation a
nd invoicing, communication of service  
details, customer-friendly attitude, speedy  
recruitment process) 

� Promotion (website, social media) 
� Others (appearance, celebrity interpreter) 

Five-point scale 

� Age Multiple choice 
Potential 
needs (1) 

� Assessment of interpreting service needs Multiple choice 

Certification 
(3) 

� Certification requirements Multiple choice 

Price (2) � Preferred price for simultaneous interpreting 
and consecutive interpreting service 

Sliding scale  

Demographics (10) Multiple choice 
Comments (1)  Open-ended 

 
 
3.3 Participants 
A total of 109 participants responded to the survey. The profile of the 
participants was fairly evenly distributed in terms of gender, age, work 
experience, job title, organization size, and sector. The summary of the 
participant demographic data is presented in Table 2.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Translation & Interpreting Vol. 13 No. 1 (2021)                                                        
                                                        
 
 
 
 
 
 

79	

Table 2: Participant data  
 

Item Breakdown N % 
Age 20–29 

30–39 
40–49 

26 
39 
44 

23.9% 
35.8% 
40.4% 

Gender Female 
Male 

49 
60 

45.0% 
55.1% 

Employment by 
sector 

Government, public sector 
ICT, game 
Manufacturing, logistics, sales 
Accounting, business, finance, Law 
Media and entertainment 
Construction, architecture, civil 
engineering 
Healthcare 
Research & Education 

13 
12 
23 
11 
3 
10 
10 
9 
18 

11.9% 
11.0% 
21.1% 
10.1% 
2.8% 
9.2% 
9.2% 
8.3% 
16.5% 

Work experience 1–5y 
6–10y 
11–15y 
≥ 16y  

32 
35 
19 
23 

29.4% 
32.1% 
17.4% 
21.1% 

Position Staff 
Assistant Mgr. 
Section Chief 
Department Head 
Executive 
CEO  
Others 

22 
31 
26 
19 
4 
5 
2 

20.2% 
28.4% 
23.9% 
17.4% 
3.7% 
4.6% 
1.8% 

Number of 
Employees 

< 30 
≥ 30, < 100  
≥ 100 

32 
27 
50 

29.4% 
24.8% 
45.9% 

Total   109 100% 
 
 
4. Data Analysis 
 
This section presents an overview of the survey data. While no significant 
difference was found between participants’ perceptions of potential signals 
between simultaneous interpreting (hereafter, “SI”) and consecutive 
interpreting (hereafter, “CI”), the overall results based on signal items and 
participants’ demographic data presented an interesting landscape. I will discuss 
the results in more detail in Section 5.  
 
4.1. Educational background  
Generally, the career path towards becoming a professional conference 
interpreter in South Korea entails completing a training program at a graduate 
school of interpreting and translation. Even so, when asked whether interpreters 
need to possess a Master’s degree in interpreting, the average ratings stood only 
at 3.1560 (SD = 1.0468) for SI and 3.1468 for CI (SD = 0.9509), respectively—
indicating that participants did not set a particularly high value on an academic 
specialty background in interpreting.  
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4.2. Certification  
The survey asked if participants would like to request certificates in professional 
interpreting to ensure an interpreter’s competency. The responses were positive, 
with a mean score of 3.7156 (SD = 0.8508) for SI and 3.6147 for CI (SD = 
0.8267), which shows that participants put more value on certification of 
interpreting competency than academic background.  

When asked whether an official certification system should be put in place, 
most of the participants (n = 100, 91.7%) responded favorably. The breakdown 
for their preferred type of certification system is shown in Table 3:  
 
Table 3: Preferred types of certification (Single select multiple choice) 
 

Necessity Breakdown N % 
Necessary Certification issued by representative 

interpreter association  
42 38.5% 

National Certification 25 22.9% 
Domain-specific certification issued by relevant 
government agency/public agency 

23 21.1% 

Certification from commercial organizations  10 9.2% 
Subtotal 100 91.7% 

Not necessary 9 8.3% 
Total 109 100% 

 
The most preferred type of certification was one overseen by a representative 
interpreter association. A certification system established by commercial 
organizations was the least preferred one. Nine participants responded that a 
certification system was not necessary. The reasons for the negative opinions 
were as follows: Five out of the nine respondents said that they could not place 
their trust in the validity of any certification; three out of the nine respondents 
said a master’s degree in interpreting was enough to prove interpreting 
competence; and another three responded that, unless all interpreters joined the 
system, the certification system would not gain traction. Comments from the 
open-ended question underlined the importance of the validity and reliability of 
a certification system. Excerpts from the comments are presented below:  
 

I could trust the quality of all interpreting services if there was a widely 
recognized organization that proves and guarantees interpreting quality. 
(Participant 67) 
 
We need a reliable system that can distinguish and verify quality interpreters. 
(Participant 80) 

 
4.3. Interpreting experience  
Participants placed high importance on interpreting experience and, in 
particular, on interpreting experience in subject areas related to their field, i.e., 
domain-specific interpreting experiences (see Table 4). While domain-specific 
interpreting experience, general interpreting experience, and organization-
specific interpreting experience were perceived as important for both SI and CI, 
having experience in high profile conferences was not valued highly, scoring 
only a mean of 3.3303 for both SI and CI. 
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Table 4: Interpreting experience 
 

Item SI 
Avg. (S.D.) 

CI 
Avg. (S.D.) 

General  3.9541 (0.7744) 3.8807 (0.7419) 
Domain-specific  4.1743 (0.8372) 4.1560 (0.6828) 
Organization-specific  3.7156 (0.8933) 3.7706 (0.7892) 
High profile  3.3303 (0.8395) 3.3303 (0.7941) 

 
The importance of a domain-specific interpreting experience was stressed 
further in participants’ comments. Many underlined the importance of 
interpreting terminology accurately and having relevant subject knowledge. 
Excerpts from the comments from the open-ended questions are presented 
below:  
 

Some young interpreters seem to have a misconception that interpreting is only 
about having good language skills. Yet, good interpreting entails not only 
language competence but also domain-specific knowledge or cultural 
understanding. I hope interpreters gain basic domain knowledge when they do 
their work. (Participant 6) 
 
We need more interpreters with specialized knowledge. There are some cases 
when interpreters interpret terminology inaccurately. (Participant 8) 
 
Interpreting faithfully is important. But we also need interpreters who study and 
understand the business objective, topic knowledge, and business contexts of a 
given situation. (Participant 17)  

  
The perceived importance of interpreting experience was more pronounced 
among groups with longer work experience. The Kruskal-Wallis test revealed 
that respondents with more than 16 years of work experience placed more 
importance on general interpreting experience, particularly when compared to 
the least experienced group (see Table 5).  
 
Table 5: Importance of interpreting experience by respondents’ work 
experience 
 

Item Work experience 
Avg. (S.D.) 

1-5y 16y +  
General interpreting 
experience (SI) 

3.6563 (.9020) 4.3043 (.6350) 
Significant difference: c2=8.82, p=.032, df=3 
Pairwise comparison: 16y+ > 1-5y (p=.018) 

 
4.4. Interpreting quality 
Interpreting quality was perceived as a very important signal by participants. 
For both SI and CI, mean scores for content accuracy, completeness, and 
terminology were all very high (see Table 6), and the correlations between these 
three variables were also high (see Table 7). Mean scores for linguistic qualities 
such as fluency, grammar, and pronunciation were also high but below the 
ratings for content accuracy, completeness, and terminology. This indicates that 
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participants most valued the interpreting qualities of accurate and complete 
delivery of meaning and terminology.  
 
Table 6: Interpreting quality 
 

Item SI 
Avg. (S.D.) 

CI 
Avg. (S.D.) 

Content Accuracy 4.4862 (.6179) 4.4128 (.7723) 
Terminology 4.4771 (.7277) 4.4128 (.7480) 

Completeness 4.4037 (.7087) 4.4128 (.7228) 
Fluency 4.1376 (.7132) 4.0000 (.8165) 

Grammar 3.7156 (.8061) 3.8991 (.8159) 
Pronunciation 3.6881 (.7900) 3.8716 (.7341) 

 
Table 7 lists significantly correlated item pairs related to quality. 

Interestingly, “content accuracy” and “celebrity interpreter” were negatively 
correlated, suggesting that the more participants valued quality, the less they 
were interested in whether an interpreter was widely known either through 
mainstream media or a social media presence.   
 
Table 7: Highly correlated quality item pairs 
 

Item pair Correlation coefficient 
Terminology (SI)-Completeness (CI) .643 (p<0.01) 

Completeness (SI)-Content Accuracy (CI) .606 (p<0.01) 
Grammar (SI)-Pronunciation (SI) .528 (p<0.01) 
Grammar (CI)-Pronunciation (CI) .627 (p<0.01) 

Content Accuracy (SI)-Celebrity Interpreter (SI) -.423 (p<0.01) 
 
Participants working for larger organizations were more demanding in terms of 
interpreter quality. Respondents working for organizations with 100 or more 
employees placed higher importance on accuracy, terminology, and grammar 
compared to those working for organizations with less than 30 employees (see 
Table 8).  

Participants offered a more detailed view on the importance of interpreting 
quality for overall communicative experience and what constitutes quality 
interpreting. Most of the comments were on terminology, domain knowledge, 
accuracy, and language skills. 
 

I happened to listen to simultaneous interpreting many times at seminars and 
conferences. I found that individual interpreter’s competence actually 
determines the quality of the seminar itself. For conferences dealing with 
specialized topics, I think having an in-depth knowledge of that field is a must 
for quality interpreting. I often see some interpreters interpret terminology using 
ambiguous words. (Participant 82)   
 
Based on my experience with simultaneous interpreting, there were too many 
omissions. Moreover, terminology was interpreted inaccurately. (Participant 52) 
 



Translation & Interpreting Vol. 13 No. 1 (2021)                                                        
                                                        
 
 
 
 
 
 

83	

A good interpreter should provide accurate interpreting. Then, he/she should 
have a good command of language, using the right wording based on the 
situation and context. (Participant 97)  

 
Table 8: Importance of interpreting quality by organization size 
 

Item SI/ 
CI 

Number of Employees (Organization Size) 
Avg. (S.D.) 

<30 ≥ 30, <100 ≥100 
Accuracy SI 4.3125 (.6445) 4.3704 (.6293) 4.6600 

(.5573) 
Significant difference: c2=8.16, p=.017, df=2 
Pairwise comparison: 100+ > 1-29 (p=.029) 

CI 4.3125 (.7803) 4.1481 (.9074) 4.6200 
(.6354) 

Significant difference: c2=7.21, p=.027, df=2 
Pairwise comparison: 100+ > 1-29 (p=.039) 

Terminol
ogy 

SI 4.2188 (.7507) 4.4444 (.8006) 4.6600 
(.6263) 

Significant difference: c2=9.35, p=.009, df=2 
Pairwise comparison: 100+ > 1-29 (p=.007) 

CI 4.0938 (.8175) 4.4444 (.8473) 4.6000 
(.5714) 

Significant difference: c2=8.91, p=.012, df=2 
Pairwise comparison: 100+ > 1-29 (p=.011) 

Grammar SI 3.5000 (.6720) 3.5926 (.8884) 3.9200 
(.8041) 

Significant difference: c2=7.33, p=.026, df=2 
Pairwise comparison: 100+ > 1-29 (p=.026) 

 
4.5. Interpreting as a business service 
Aside from interpreting quality, participants also valued their experience with 
interpreting as a business service. For the participants, fast responses to 
inquiries, systematic quotation and invoicing, communication about service 
details, a customer-friendly attitude, and a speedy recruitment process were all 
important considerations (see Table 9). This indicates that users saw 
interpreting as a business service that required not only quality interpreting 
performance, but also an efficient and pleasant administrative process, in other 
words, an end-to-end service.  
 
Table 9: Interpreting as a business service 
 

Item SI 
Avg. (S.D.) 

CI 
Avg. (S.D.) 

Fast response to inquiries 4.0367 (.5762) 4.0000 (.7071) 
Systematic quotation and invoicing 4.0367 (.6794) 4.0092 (.6871) 
Communication of service details 4.1009 (.6519) 4.0275 (.7386) 
Customer-friendly attitude 3.9633 (.7191) 3.9083 (.7396) 
Speedy recruitment process 3.9541 (.6720) 3.8716 (.7214) 
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Respondents with more than 16 years of work experience had a clear 
preference for interpreting-as-a-service approach compared to the group with 6-
10 years of experience. Table 10 shows a statistically significant difference 
between the two groups using Kruskal-Wallis test.   
 
Table 10: Preference for interpreting-as-a-service by work experience 
 

Item 16y + 
Avg. (S.D.) 

6-10y 
Avg. (S.D.) 

Communication of service 
details (SI) 

4.3913 (.5830) 3.9429 (.5913) 
Significant difference: c2=8.03, p=.045, df=3 
Pairwise comparison: 16y+ > 6-10y (p=.046)  

Customer-friendly attitude (SI) 4.3043 (.7029) 3.8000 (.5841) 
Significant difference: c2=10.43, p=.015, df=3 
Pairwise comparison: 16y+ > 6-10y (p=.030) 

Systematic quotation and 
invoicing (CI) 

4.3478 (.5728) 3.8571 (.7334) 
Significant difference: c2=8.04, p=.045, df=3 
Pairwise comparison: 16y+ > 6-10y (p=.046) 

 
Significant differences were also found between participants from large 

and small organizations. Respondents from organizations with 100 or more 
employees placed more importance on interpreting-as-a-service items 
compared to those from smaller organizations with less than 30 employees, 
suggesting the larger organizations’ preference for systematic service provision 
(see Table 11 below).  
 
Table 11: Preference for interpreting-as-a-service by organization size 
 

Item Number of Employees 
Avg. (S.D.) 

<30 ≥ 30, <100 ≥100 
Fast response to 
inquiries (CI) 

3.7813 (.7064) 3.8889 (.8006) 4.2000 (.6061) 
Significant difference: c2=8.43, p=.015, df=2 
Pairwise comparison: 100+ > 1-29 (p=.015)  

Systematic 
quotation and 
invoicing (CI) 

3.7188 (.7289) 4.0000 (.7338) 4.2000 (.5714) 
Significant difference: c2=9.40, p=.009, df=2 
Pairwise comparison: 100+ > 1-29 (p=.007) 

Communication of 
service details (SI) 

3.8125 (.5923) 4.2222 (.6980) 4.2200 (.6158) 
Significant difference: c2=9.80, p=.007, df=2 
Pairwise comparison: 100+ > 1-29 (p=.011) 

Customer-friendly 
attitude (CI) 

3.6875 (.8206) 3.7037 (.6086) 4.1600 (.6809) 
Significant difference: c2=11.48, p=.003, df=2 
Pairwise comparison: 100+ > 1-29 (p=.019),  
100 + > 30-99 (p=.012) 

 
Excerpts of the comments from the open-ended questions are presented below:  
 

I wish there were an integrated site where we can find and recruit professional 
interpreters based on detailed information. (Participant 29) 
 
A consultancy network focusing on interpreting service is necessary. (Participant 
88) 
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We are seeing the rapid advance of machine translation technology. If users still 
prefer human interpreters, that’s because they expect customer friendly and 
quality service from them. (Participant 99) 

 
4.6. PR  
An end-to-end service clearly did not include online PR efforts, in the view of 
the participants. When asked whether PR efforts, in terms of operating a website 
or promoting one’s services through social media channels, were important 
signals, respondents offered negative views. Mean scores for website operation 
were 2.7339 (SD = 0.9194) for SI and 2.7615 (SD = 0.9898) for CI. Mean scores 
for social media promotion channels were 2.5229 (SD = 0.9963) for SI and 
2.6606 (SD = 1.0020) for CI. While participants valued any business efforts 
related to the core activities of interpreting (see Section 4.5), the above results 
clearly show that website and social media platform-based PR efforts were not 
perceived as important signals. Participants seemed to be quite pragmatic in 
their choices for interpreters, focusing on signals directly related to interpreting 
quality or administrative efficiency. Considering that postings on social media 
channels and websites advertise self-proclaimed competencies, users may not 
have perceived these assertions as direct proof of a quality interpreting service.   
 
4.7. Interpreter sourcing 
Receiving a recommendation would be one of the common ways to recruit an 
interpreter when clients do not have direct access to an interpreter network. 
However, participants of this survey were neutral as to whether 
recommendations are important signals, whether they be recommendations 
from their personal networks or commercial interpreting agencies, or head-
hunters (see Table 12).  
 
Table 12: Interpreter sourcing 
 

Item SI 
Avg. (S.D.) 

CI 
Avg. (S.D.) 

Recommendation from personal sources 3.0917 (.8771) 3.2385 (.8596) 
Recommendation from commercial 
interpreting agencies, headhunters, etc. 

2.9817 (.7815) 3.1193 (.8358) 

 
4.8. Other non-quality factors 
In stark contrast to the participants’ preference for signals of interpreting 
quality, non-quality signals such as the appearance and celebrity-status of the 
interpreter did not garner much attention from the respondents. When asked 
whether interpreters should have good looks and a mainstream or social media 
presence, participants responded negatively in relation to both items. Mean 
scores for appearance were 2.5872 (SD = 0.9927) for SI and 2.6514 (SD = 
0.9849) for CI. Mean scores for celebrity interpreters were 2.3303 (SD = 
1.0097) for SI and 2.4771 (SD = 0.9487) for CI. 
While the mean scores were low, the correlations between appearance, celebrity 
interpreter, and social media promotion were high, indicating that participants 
perceived these non-quality factors to be closely related (see Table 13). 
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Table 13: Correlation between non-quality items 
 

Item pair Correlation coefficient 
Celebrity interpreter (CI)-Social media promotion (CI) .630 (p<0.01) 

Appearance (CI)-Social media promotion (CI) .601 (p<0.01) 
Appearance (CI)-Celebrity interpreter (CI) .715 (p<0.01) 
Appearance (CI)-Celebrity interpreter (SI) .601 (p<0.01) 

Celebrity interpreter (SI)-Social media promotion (SI) .674 (p<0.01) 
Appearance (SI)-Celebrity interpreter (SI) .636 (p<0.01) 

Website promotion (SI)-Social media promotion (SI) .730(p<0.01) 
Appearance (CI)-Appearance (SI) .817(p<0.01) 

 
Age is another non-quality factor that presented a peculiar landscape. 
Participants were asked to check all the age groups of interpreters they 
preferred. The results indicated that respondents most preferred the 30–39 age 
group for both SI and CI, followed by 40–49 age group, and the group with no 
age preference. The preference for the 20–29 age group was low and for the 50–
59 age group was even lower (see Table 14).  
 
Table 14: Age preference (Multiple answers allowed) 
 

Age SI CI 
Number of 
responses 

(N=109) 

% of total 
participants 

Number of 
responses 

(N=109) 

% of total 
participants 

20–29 16 14.7% 17 15.6% 
30–39 71 65.1% 64 58.7% 
40–49 43 39.4% 44 40.4% 
50–59 3 2.8% 4 3.7% 

No preference 
(Age doesn’t 

matter) 

25 22.9% 31 28.4% 

 
By gender, male participants’ preferences were more concentrated on the 30–
39 age group for both SI and CI, while female participants’ responses were 
spread almost equally between 30–39 and 40–49 groups. Both genders’ 
preferences for the youngest and oldest age groups were low.  
 
Table 15: Age preference by gender (Multiple answers allowed) 
 

Age 
SI CI 

Male (N=60) 
No. (%) 

Female 
(N=49) 
No. (%) 

Male (N=60) 
No. (%) 

Female 
(N=49) 
No. (%) 

20–29 9 (15.0%) 7 (14.3%) 11 (18.3%) 6 (12.2%) 
30–39 46 (76.7%) 25 (51.0%) 40 (66.7%) 24 (49.0%) 
40–49 19 (31.7%) 24 (49.0%) 21 (35.0%) 23 (46.9%) 
50-59 2 (3.3%) 1 (2.0%) 2 (3.3%) 2 (4.1%) 

No preference 
(age doesn’t 

matter) 
9 (15.0%) 16 (32.7%) 13 (21.7%) 18 (36.7%) 
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4.9. Ethics and professional conduct  
Participants perceived ethics and professional conduct as important factors. 
When asked whether professional ethics2 was an important consideration in 
interpreter recruitment, respondents gave mean scores of 4.0642 (SD = 0.6565) 
for SI and 4.0734 (SD = 0.7291) for CI. The mean scores for professional 
conduct, such as good attitudes and social skills, were 3.8807 (SD = 0.7543) for 
SI and 3.8532 (SD = 0.7555) for CI. Interestingly, the perceived importance of 
ethics grew with the length of the participant’s career (see Table 16).  
 
Table 16: Perceived importance of ethics by length of career  
 

Career 
length 

SI (SD) CI (SD) 

1–5 years 3.8438 (.6278) 3.8750 (.7513) 
6–10 years 4.0286 (.5681) 3.9429 (.6835) 
11–15 years 4.1579 (.6883) 4.1053 (.6578) 

16 years 
and longer 

4.3478 (.7141) 4.5217 (.6654) 

 
The Kruskal-Wallis test revealed statistically significant differences in ethics 
perception by career length (SI: c2=8.62, p=.035, df=3, CI: c2=13.04, p=.005, 
df=3), and a pairwise comparison showed differences between the “16 years 
and longer” group and the “1-5 years” group for SI (p=.027) and for CI 
(p=.005). Significant differences were also found between the “16 years and 
longer” group and the “6-10 years” group for CI (p=.012). Significant 
differences were also found based on organization size (CI: c2=8.26, p=.016, 
df=2). A pairwise comparison revealed significant differences between 
participants working for organizations with 100 or more employees and those 
with less than 30 employees (p=.012). 
 
4.10. Price preference  
The mean prices for SI and CI that participants were willing to pay were close 
to the standard rate in the South Korean market, with an average rate of 951,468 
KRW [788.62 USD] per day for SI and 871,927 KRW [722.69 USD] per day 
for CI. 3  The distribution of rate preference is presented in Figure 1. Price 
preferences between SI and CI were also highly correlated (r = .837, p < 0.01). 
 

 
2 This, in this context, refers to professional ethics in general, and does not refer to a 
specific professional code of conduct.  
 
3 This is based on the currency exchange rate as of March 12, 2020 (1 USD = 1206.50 
KRW).  
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Figure 1: Price preference 
 
Most participants chose the rate bracket around the standard rate (900,000 KRW 
[745.96 USD]) for both SI and CI. However, there were subtle differences in 
the price choices between SI and CI. Regarding SI, while 26.6% (n = 29) of the 
participants were willing to pay at standard rates of 900,000 [745.96 USD]–
990,000 KRW [820.56 USD], more participants, (44.0%, n = 48) were willing 
to pay more than the standard rate. On the other hand, 29.4% (n = 32) of 
respondents wanted to pay less than the standard rate. For CI, 36.7% (n = 40) 
of the participants, which was higher than the number for SI, were willing to 
pay the standard rate. But only 24.8% (n = 27) of respondents were willing to 
pay more than the standard rate, while 38.5% (n = 42) of participants wanted to 
pay less than the standard rate. While, for CI, participants’ responses were 
concentrated on the standard rate, in the case of SI, more respondents were 
willing to pay higher than the standard rate band. This suggests that respondents 
perceived SI to be a higher-value service than CI. 
 
4.11. Assessment of interpreting service needs 
Participants were asked which type of events would require a professional 
interpreting service. An overwhelming percentage of respondents chose 
international conferences and seminars (n = 98, 89.9%), which was followed, 
albeit distantly, by business meetings with other organizations (n = 69, 63.3%) 
and escort interpreting (n = 68, 62.4%). Many respondents also chose academic 
conferences (n = 44, 40.4%), negotiations (n = 42, 38.5%), and video 
conferencing and conference calls (n = 41, 37.6%). The results suggest that 
participants viewed large, formal events (international conferences), escorting 
high-profile figures (escort interpreting), events requiring expert domain 
knowledge (academic conferences), and high-stakes business meetings 



Translation & Interpreting Vol. 13 No. 1 (2021)                                                        
                                                        
 
 
 
 
 
 

89	

(meetings with external organizations, negotiations, or conference calls) as 
important events that would require professional interpreters (see Table 17).  
 
Table 17: Assessment of interpreting service needs (Multiple answers allowed) 
 

Needs  Number of responses 
(N=109) 

% of total participants 

International 
conferences/seminars 

98 89.9% 

Business meetings with external 
partners 

69 63.3% 

Escort interpreting 68 62.4% 
Academic conference 44 40.4% 
Negotiations 42 38.5% 
Conference call, video 
conference 

41 37.6% 

Press conference/interview 37 33.9% 
Training, workshop 32 29.4% 
IR (Investor relations) 30 27.5% 
Field trip 28 25.7% 
Executive meeting 22 20.2% 
Courtesy visit 21 19.3% 
Luncheon, gala dinner 21 19.3% 
Internal business meetings 11 10.1% 

 
 
5. Discussion 
 
This paper has explored signals related to professional interpreting services 
based on the results of an online questionnaire. The findings of the survey 
indicated that respondents were highly interested in searching for competent 
interpreters capable of delivering quality interpreting based on domain-specific 
experience and an adherence to professional ethics. Respondents particularly  
placed very high importance on quality factors relating to the faithfulness of 
meaning, such as content accuracy, completeness, and correct use of specialized 
terminology. They also highly valued language skills, such as grammar and 
pronunciation, albeit to a lesser degree. Participants working for large 
organizations were noticeably more interested in interpreting quality, such as 
content accuracy, terminology and grammar, than those from small 
organizations. Furthermore, respondents were overwhelmingly interested in 
whether interpreters possessed domain-specific experience and knowledge, and 
these were valued more than whether they had interpreted for high-profile 
individuals or at prestigious conferences. In other words, what mattered most to 
respondents was how well interpreters were able to interpret at “their” events, 
not those of “others.” Such an attitude reflected respondents’ keen focus on 
interpreting quality, the key ingredient for successful communication. Based on 
my survey findings, the kinds of events that require professional conference 
interpreters were international conferences and seminars, high-stakes business 
meetings, high-profile escort interpreting, and academic conferences. 

Quality interpreting, however, cannot be achieved only with extensive 
knowledge of the subject matter and terminology. It requires a diverse array of 
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interpreting skills including linguistic skills, comprehension, reproduction 
skills, coordination, and memory. The problem is that it is not easy for users to 
identify these multifaceted competency features, which is why they look for 
straightforward and easily comprehensible evidence. Since users focus on direct 
signals, even word-of-mouth referrals, which usually provide useful signals in 
the service industry, are not helpful. Naturally, users search for signals that 
might be able to guarantee the minimum level of professional service that they 
can expect from interpreters, one of which would be interpreter certification. 
Although the types of preferred certification systems vary, participants 
generally expressed a preference for a certification system operated by a reliable 
organization with authority, such as a widely recognized interpreters’ 
association, the state, or government departments.  

However, an academic degree in interpreting was not particularly valued 
by survey participants, even though the general path to becoming a conference 
interpreter in South Korea is completion of an interpreting program at a 
graduate school for interpretation (Kim, Park & Hong, 2019; Korea Research 
Institute for Vocational Education & Training, n.d.). Earning a master’s degree 
in conference interpreting is not an easy task—requiring two years of intensive 
skills development in consecutive and simultaneous interpreting. Due to the 
high competition, it is difficult to pass the entrance exam, and this is especially 
true for prestigious programs in South Korea. Despite the efforts that 
interpreters invest in acquiring professional interpreting skills, the survey 
results revealed that respondents did not regard a master’s degree in interpreting 
as a strong signal. Judging by the participants’ preference for direct signals, an 
academic degree might be associated with a variety of indirect information 
which makes it too complicated for them to set priorities. Still, considering that 
it requires years of training and practice to acquire good interpreting skills, the 
value of training should be promoted to a wider audience so that interpreters’ 
training background will function as a useful and tangible signal that users can 
rely on. This is also important for interpreting as a profession, since education 
and training are important elements that determine the degree of professional-
ization (Dam & Zethsen, 2013, p. 233). 

Again, the importance of quality is echoed in participants’ lack of interest 
in social media publicity and appearance. Interpreters’ social media activities 
appear to be a new trend for marketing interpreting services, and this has raised 
concerns about aesthetic labor. However, these features do not seem to serve as 
useful signals for users in the study reported on here because they are not direct 
indicators of professional interpreting services. Unfortunately, participants’ 
preference for an interpreter’s age seems to run counter to their high level of 
concern with interpreting quality. Participants appeared to overwhelmingly 
prefer interpreters in their 30s, and to a lesser degree, those in their 40s. 
Preference for interpreters in their 50s or older was low in comparison. This 
pattern was more pronounced among male as opposed to female participants, 
adding concerns of ageism and a gendered market structure. This finding can 
also be understood within a larger context of the Korean labor market, where 
the preference for younger workers is prominent. Korean firms perceive that 
worker productivity peaks at 40, which is earlier than the peak age perceived in 
other countries (Ji, 2017). The worker age distribution for high added-value 
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service sectors, such as ICT, professional services, science and technology 
services, financial services, and education services, is concentrated around 
workers between the 25-44 age group in South Korea (Kim et al., 2019).  

The results raise some concerns for the profession. While participants’ 
emphasis on competency and experience is a welcome sign in terms of 
professionalization of the interpreting profession, the extremely low preference 
for interpreters aged 50 years or older presents a concern. Considering that 
interpreters, like other professions, acquire knowledge and expertise with 
experience, the higher age groups’ expertise is invaluable. However, the lower 
demand for interpreters in the higher age bracket might lead to a decline in the 
supply of competent interpreters in that age group—contributing to a shorter 
life span in the profession. This contrasts with the situation in DG SCIC 
(Directorate-General for Interpretation of the European Commission), where 
the average age of their interpreters is around 48, and their imperative is to 
recruit younger generations to continue the service (Duflou, 2016, p. 127). 

The findings present a rather complex landscape. While participants 
reported being eager to recruit highly qualified interpreters, some of the signals 
that they preferred or not show that they may not be looking for the right 
selection criteria. This apparent inconsistency may be, in part, due to the lack 
of information regarding proper qualifications for professional interpreting 
services. The price range preferred by participants is a case in point. In this 
study, many participants reported being willing to pay more than the reference 
price for simultaneous interpreting services. In the service industry, where 
advance verification of service quality is difficult, lack of information can lead 
to a price-quality association (Ding, Ross & Rao, 2010; Lambert, 1972; Rao & 
Monroe, 1988; Stiglitz, 1987). In other words, because it is difficult for users to 
predict the level of professional interpreting services by another means, they 
may resort to price as the key criterion associated with service quality. At the 
same time, this finding also indicates that users value interpreting as a 
professional service and that many appear willing to pay a fair price.  

The strong demand for quality signals and the lack of information for users 
bring us back to the need for establishing an adequate interpreter certification 
system to guarantee a minimum acceptable level of interpreting quality. Other 
signals, such as domain knowledge, interpreting experience, and academic 
background can be considered in combination in the search for users’ interpreter 
of choice. Furthermore, it would be worthwhile to also consider developing a 
service process approach to interpreting. The participants’ reported demand for 
fast responses, systematic quotation and invoicing, communication of service 
details, a customer-friendly attitude, and speedy recruitment process suggests 
that a systematic service-based approach is required. Such a preference was 
more pronounced among participants with lengthy work experience and those 
working for large organizations. In fact, these groups of respondents reported 
being interested in the overall end-to-end excellence, placing high expectations 
on ethics, general interpreting experience, and interpreting quality. If 
interpreting were to be understood and provided as an end-to-end service—
encompassing service inquiry, quotation, consultation, assignment, preparatory 
work, delivery (interpreting), quality assessment and management, feedback, 
post-job operations, and invoicing—service providers would be able to better 
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serve user demand and facilitate the development of a systematic signaling 
process. Continuous quality assessment, feedback, and consultation steps will 
help build a virtuous signal-building cycle. This may also produce more 
interaction between clients and interpreters, helping them understand each 
other’s needs for a better outcome, thereby creating a collaborative relationship. 
Such an approach may help create better business opportunities and foster 
entrepreneurial endeavors, expanding the market for all and building a 
sustainable industry.  
 
 
6. Conclusion  
 
This paper explored key signaling factors affecting user demand, such as 
interpreter credentials, interpreting quality, and service elements. The findings 
indicate that interpreting quality, such as content accuracy, completeness, and 
terminology, are the most important considerations. This suggests that users’ 
awareness of the importance of quality and the main function of interpreting as 
a communicative act is very high. The weak signaling power of an academic 
degree in interpreting, however, casts concerns of information asymmetry and 
calls for more efforts to keep users informed of the importance of professional 
training for nurturing quality interpreters.   

The findings also point to the changing demand for interpreting. It is 
imperative that we consider the “interpreting as a service” approach based on 
an end-to-end service concept in both practice and training. Curriculum design 
should also reflect the changing demands in terms of the type of conference or 
meeting settings that require professional interpreting service, enabling situated 
learning activities beyond the traditional mock conference settings.  

This study was conducted using a limited sample size and findings thus 
cannot be generalized. The quantitative approach to the survey left room for 
further investigation on certain topics, such as ageism and relationship building 
between interpreters and users, and calls for a follow-up study based on the 
qualitative approach to explore the in-depth details behind the results of this 
study. Despite the limitations mentioned above, this paper is meaningful 
because it explored concrete elements of the user demand in the South Korean 
context and identified key qualification signals, which are important for users 
as they search for professional interpreters.  
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