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BACKGROUND

Interpreting as a socially situated practice (Angelelli 2004, 2006)



COMMUNICATING IN DAILY OPERATIONS

DOCUMENT & EXPLORE

1a What means do police officers use to communicate when

a language barrier exists?

1b Which factors shape the decision-making process?

2 Officers’ views of interpreter-mediated communication





Breakdown of the top 10 

most popular languages 

(July 2019)

 Polish – 42% 

 Romanian – 15% 

 Arabic – 11% 

 Urdu – 7% 

 Russian – 6% 

 Chinese Mandarin – 5% 

 Lithuanian – 4% 

 Bulgarian – 3% 

 Bengali – 3% 

 Kurdish – 2%

Police Scotland (July 2019)

Interpreting, Translation & BSL 

18/19 - £699,510

17/18 - £874,381



Renfrewshire and Inverclyde division 

Population of 264,000 

3683 officers

Local officers 664 

 Police Scotland officer numbers: 17,250

 Local police

 Community policing teams

 Response policing teams

Divisional road policing teams





Response officers: “professional problem solvers”

Community officers: “engaging with the local c.”

Aims of communication

• Gathering information

• Getting the message across

• Establishing trust

• Giving instructions

• Educating members of the public (prevention)

Strategies

• Non-verbal communication, tone, voice

• Showing respect and emphatising

• Adjusting language to communication needs

• Knowing your audience: (CO) face-to-face vs e-mail / age



MEANS OF LINGUISTIC SUPPORT
PURPOSE/SCENARIO

GOOGLE TRANSLATE AND

OTHER APPS

Information requests from members of the public (at airports, on the

street, directions)

To establish the initial circumstances

To establish initial contact while waiting for an interpreter

To assess what is going on

In “less formal” situations

When the urgency of the situation makes it necessary

TELEPHONE INTERPRETING

To take a statement for someone to report something

At charge bar

To “sarf” someone (inform of their right to a solicitor, as per the Solicitor

Access Recording Form or SARF)

Instead of an app, when the matter is not urgent

FACE-TO-FACE INTERPRETING 

In formal situations and legal requirements (interview someone under

caution, take a statement, if someone has been arrested, someone is getting

processed)

In serious situations

When the urgency makes it necessary

At the police station

In interviews

When availability and time make it possible



PURPOSE/SCENARIO

Bilingual police officers
“Not ideal”, but a good choice for people who request information or

need immediate assistance until an interpreter arrives.

Family and friends

Calls about neighbour disputes

Not adequate if the situation becomes serious or potentially risky for

anyone involved

Only if no data protection issues are at stake

Communicating in broken

English

If the person can communicate in broken English, it is a useful resource

to establish common ground and try to establish what happened -

before calling an interpreter or not.

Poster with flags and

language names and card

written in different

languages that says “I am

an officer at Police

Scotland and I am here to

help you”

Used to establish which language and dialect they talk and so that

people know that assistance is coming.



FACTORS

 PURPOSE

 URGENCY

 SERIOUSNESS

 LEGAL REQUIREMENTS

 LOGISTICAL ISSUES

I think everything has to be done fairly to everybody and in that case the 
way to do it is via an interpreter. Obviously, the apps make it -we type 
phrases there, and we get them back in whatever language, but we 
don’t know, don’t, if that’s exactly what we are- so, in fairness, I think in 
that case it has to be done via an interpreter.



PERCEPTIONS

TELEPHONE INTERPRETING

 Sometimes the only way (lack of resources and/or time)

 “A bit of a palaver”

 Impotence: 

Broken interactional flow

Difficulties to convey/understand emotions

Difficulties to build rapport

Lack of access to contextual information (interpreter)



PERCEPTIONS

FACE-TO-FACE INTERPRETING

 “The proper way” but…

 Limitations: effective interviewing techniques

 Rapid-firing questions

 Using pauses

 Difficulties:

 To convey/understand emotions

 To build rapport

 Managing the interactional flow & eye contact



 Multiple solutions, factors.

 Limitations: officers’ awareness, bias

 Impact of officers’ experience and training?

 Applied nature: mutual impact of research and data collection?

 EU Directives (transposition not unproblematic) + projects

Final remarks


