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Mediating identities: Sign language interpreter 
perceptions on trust and representation

Jemina Napier, Robert Skinner, Alys Young and Rosemary Oram

Abstract

Deaf people’s lives are frequently predicated on working with interpreters. Identity 
becomes known and performed through the translated self in many interactions with 
hearing, non-signing people. Taking an interdisciplinary approach in combining 
interpreting studies, deaf studies, applied linguistics and social research, the ‘Trans-
lating the Deaf Self ’ project, funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council 
(UK), sought to explore the experience of deaf people and other stakeholders of the 
lived experience of being translated. Drawing on discourses of identity, representa-
tion and trust, this paper gives an overview of the findings from two focus groups 
with sign language interpreters (n = 7) on their perspectives of the experiences of 
deaf signers being ‘known’ through interpreting. Social constructionism underpinned 
our approach to data analysis and the dominant theme of ‘trust’ was examined with 
reference to a framework for trustworthiness developed by Alan Jones and Samantha 
Sin. In particular, we focus on the issue of trust in relation to representation, rela-
tionships, ability and boundaries. The main findings demonstrate that sign language 
interpreters are acutely aware of the responsibility they have to represent deaf signers, 
especially at work, and thus represent their professional-and-deaf identities, and the 
important role of trust for deaf professionals to feel represented through interpreters.
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1 Introduction
Sign language interpreting as a professional practice is situated within the wider 
disciplines of applied sign linguistics and interpreting studies, and sign language 
interpreters (SLIs) engage in communicative mediation between deaf and 
hearing interlocutors in a range of contexts (Napier and Leeson 2016). Studies 
that have explored the relationship between SLIs and deaf people (e.g. Napier 
and Rohan 2007; De Wit and Sluis 2014; Haug et al. 2017) have not considered 
in depth the issue of representation: the fact that SLIs not only have to mediate 
communication, but that deaf signers are largely ‘known’ through the SLIs, par-
ticularly when the interpreter is (literally) the ‘voice’ of the deaf person.

Representation is both ontological (how the other might be present to us) 
and epistemological (how another’s point of view and knowledge is conveyed). 
SLIs can be agents of representation in both of these senses. Therefore, the 
extent to which SLIs actively engage in processes of the social construction of 
the deaf self – through, for example, their lexical choices, their tone of voice, 
the choice of register in representing the deaf person – is of interest.

The ‘translated deaf self ’ (Napier et al. 2019; Young et al. 2019; Young et 
al. in press) is a regular feature of everyday experience. Although deaf signers 
are typically bilingual to some extent (in for example British Sign Language 
and spoken and/or written English), and engage in multilingual practices (De 
Meulder 2016), their linguistic relationship with the world is often predicated 
on working with SLIs. Crucially, identity becomes both known and performed 
through the translated self in many interactions.

The ‘Translating the Deaf Self ’ project1 sought to explore deaf identities and 
representation through the perspectives of deaf signers, hearing colleagues of 
deaf people and SLIs, to examine how translation/interpreting may be consti-
tutive of deaf culture(s) in their formation, projection and transformation, and 
the nature of the impact of consistently experiencing existence to others as a 
translated (interpreted) self on personal identity, achievement and wellbeing. 

Drawing on discourses of identity and trust from social identity theory and 
applied linguistics, this paper details focus group discussions with SLIs and 
offers a new theoretical perspective on the relationship between SLIs and deaf 
signers in relation to the notions of representation and trust. The focal point of 
analysis is the extent to which SLIs recognise that they represent, and therefore 
to some extent co-construct, deaf identities, and the central role of trust in 
ensuring representation. Our specific research questions for this sub-study are:

 1. Do SLIs recognise their responsibility in mediating deaf-and-pro-
fessional identities?;

 2. What role does trust have in enabling SLIs to represent deaf-and-
professional identities?; and
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 3. What do SLIs feel are the necessary components of their working 
relationship with deaf service users in order to mediate language, culture 
and identities?

This paper initially provides an overview of the relevant literature in order to 
contextualize the study, giving consideration to the key concepts of identi-
ties, interpreter-mediation, representation and trust, before describing the 
methodology used in arranging, conducting and analysing semi-structured 
interviews. We then report our findings, discussing notions of representation 
and trustworthiness, before acknowledging the limitations of the study and 
concluding with recommendations for further research.

2 Literature review
2.1 Identities, interpreter-mediation, representation
From a social identity theory perspective (Joseph 2004), identity is dynamic 
and constantly evolving, context dependent (Bucholtz and Hall 2004) and (to 
some degree) a learning process (De Clerck 2017). So, we enact and present 
alternate identities in different contexts, and identities are perceived, in part, 
through our linguistic and communicative choices (Marra and Angouri 2011; 
Howarth 2016). Professional identity is a self-concept based on attributes, 
beliefs, values, motives and experiences (Ibarra 1999), and professional roles 
and identities are performed at work on a daily basis (Sarangi 2010; Marra 
and Angouri 2011). Social interaction presupposes the existence of relatively 
stable identity types as a response to ‘the need for legitimating one’s presence 
while remaining other-oriented’ (Sarangi 2010: 30). Thus professional identity 
is actively constructed, but only partly stable, and perceptions of professional 
identity validate role performance (Sarangi 2010). 

Slay and Smith (2011) suggest that although professional roles are typi-
cally defined as prestigious and confer the role holder with varying degrees of 
autonomy, stigmatised persons are not accorded the same level of prestige and/
or privilege, because their identities could be perceived as tainted. Thus, deaf 
professionals need to ensure that their professional identities are not compro-
mised by the potential ‘stigma’ of being deaf, so mediation and representation 
of their professional rather than deaf identity, or their ‘deaf-and-professional 
identities’, is crucial in order to succeed in the workplace (Napier et al. 2019). 

If, however, one’s identity is mediated through another person, i.e. an inter-
preter, and that interpreter makes linguistic choices in a different language on 
your behalf, it is their linguistic choices that impact on others’ perceptions of 
their identity. This situation is one that is the lived experience of deaf signers, 
particularly in professional settings. 
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Various backgrounds lead deaf people to deaf communities and sign lan-
guage use, so linguistic and cultural diversity is evident within signing com-
munities; and deaf people may have more than one identity depending on 
the context in which they are interacting with others (Bat-Chava 2000; Leigh 
2009). Increasing provision of SLIs in universities has led to more deaf people 
gaining professional qualifications and employment (Boutin and Wilson 2009) 
and thus increasing presence of SLIs in professional workplaces (Dickinson 
2014; Miner 2017). 

Feyne (2015, 2018) has delved deeper into the representation of identity 
through SLIs by examining museum tour guide trainers’ evaluations of inter-
preted gallery talks delivered by deaf museum guides. The deaf guides were 
well established in their practice and had experience in delivering museum 
talks in sign language to deaf members of the public. All of the evaluators 
were hearing, non-signing, museum trainers, so they could only judge the 
deaf guides’ abilities based on the quality of the spoken English interpretation. 
Feyne found a misalignment between an understanding of the interpreter’s 
task and the recipient’s assumptions about the way SLIs function. Essentially, 
Feyne suggests that, in line with positioning theory (Van Langenhove and 
Harré 1994), no matter how much a person tries to convey their own identity, 
it is the recipient of the message who assigns identity. Our study brings a new 
perspective by considering the perceptions that SLIs have about how well they 
can represent the deaf signers with whom they work. In particular, we make a 
contribution by considering the relationship between representation and trust.

2.2 Trust
Trust is socially constructed and accomplished through everyday interaction 
(Gillespie 2008). It is more than an expectation; it is relational (Markova et al. 
2008). Actions, including speech acts, produce trust, and once produced, trust 
becomes a fact of the relationship as it makes people feel safe, and therefore 
influences future actions. So, trust structures interaction and is intimately 
connected to the self (Weber and Carter 2003). A relational – communica-
tive, rather than behavioural – view of trust is that it is a process, and that 
people mitigate the potential violation of trust through having faith that trust 
is reciprocal.

As such, trust-related and trust-bearing issues are ‘central to our under-
standing of how the conduct of professional practices impacts on human rela-
tionships in social life’ (Candlin and Crichton 2013a: 1). Further, ‘[w]hen we 
say that we trust someone or that someone is trustworthy, we implicitly mean 
that the probability that he will perform an action that is beneficial or at least 
not detrimental to us is high enough for us to consider engaging in some form 
of cooperation with him’ (Gambetta 1988: 217). Thus for SLIs working with 
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deaf professionals, trust relates to whether the deaf professional trusts that 
the interpreter performs the action of interpreting that is beneficial to their 
professional interactions (Napier and Leeson 2016).

The relationship between those who trust and are trusted raises ques-
tions of how trust is to be guaranteed and what ontological status to ascribe 
to trustors and trustees (Candlin and Crichton 2013b). Essentially, trust is 
associated with the behaviour of others; perception of the trustworthiness of 
others is associated with ontological security and mutual trust is a condition 
of cooperative behaviour. Trust is socially and discursively constructed, which 
as a practice manifests as a form and condition of social action. Mayer et al. 
(1995) suggest a model for examining trust-related issues in professional (and 
organisational) contexts based on clients’ perceptions of the ability, integrity 
and empathy of the person that is being trusted (the trustee); that is, their 
trustworthiness. For the purposes of this paper, then, the client is the deaf 
professional and the trustee is the interpreter; and our interest is in how SLIs 
perceive that they are trusted by deaf professionals.

Jackson (2013) observes that mutually beneficial relationships rely on 
people making positive evaluations of each other’s’ actions and interactions, 
which then lead to the development of confidence and trust in one another 
– i.e., interpersonal trust. Developing such trust is a time-consuming process 
requiring commitment, but in the case of deaf professionals and SLIs, if the 
relationship works then the deaf professional will get to interact with hearing 
people at work, and the interpreter will get offered more work.

Sin and Jones (2013) define workplace trust as trusting that a service will be 
delivered. In relation to professional trustworthiness and identity work, they 
found that accountants are trusted to add value to a firm’s bottom line, but are 
simultaneously trusted to adhere to the high ethical standards of their profes-
sion while complying with stringent government regulations. Accountants 
adopt a range of communicative functions, which are key to successful practice 
and allow them to cope with the competing expectations and obligations of 
their role while constructing and maintaining a trustworthy persona. Sin and 
Jones’s model can be applied to interpreting, in that a deaf individual trusts 
that the SLI will turn up, conduct themselves ethically and professionally and 
interpret accurately. This could be considered as a form of ‘anticipatory trust’; 
that is, trust as a prerequisite rather than trust enacted through interaction 
of trust gained through experiences. However, we are not interested in the 
service provision alone. Rather, we here also focus on whether SLIs feel that 
deaf professionals trust them to represent their professional identity.

Sin and Jones’s interviewees identified a number of ‘inferred attributes/
dispositions’ that they refer to as ‘indexes of trustworthiness’; the terms used 
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include (1) being accurate/correct (the authors interpret this as being ethical), 
(2) giving and deserving respect, (3) being competent (having expert abilities), 
(4) being benevolent and (5) being in control. All of these attributes are also rel-
evant to the trustworthiness of interpreters. In the case of accountants, Jones 
and Sin suggest that communicative expertise in particular is needed to estab-
lish trust. However, while this requirement can also be applied to interpreting, 
as communication is at the heart of what they do, a more important factor may 
be how they empower the deaf professional and how deaf professionals per-
ceive they are viewed through the communicative expertise of the interpreter.

Although an under-researched area, it has been found that minority-lan-
guage service users perceive trust as a critical component in relationships with 
interpreters (Edwards et al. 2005; Edwards et al. 2006; Napier and Rohan 2007; 
Hsieh et al. 2010; Tipton 2010; Napier 2011; Holcomb 2018), and that it has 
a direct bearing on their comfort with particular interpreters and confidence 
in the interpreting process. Also, Edwards (2013) has discussed the role of 
interpreters in enabling her to do her job as a researcher when interviewing 
minority-language speakers, and identified trust as a critical element in pre-
venting a sense of powerlessness in communicating her needs in her role. Yet 
no prior work has given in-depth consideration to issues of representation 
and trust in relation to the interpreter-mediated professional identity of deaf 
signers and the perception of SLIs on the role of trust in communicating the 
needs of deaf professionals. Thus we were interested in examining whether 
SLIs recognised their responsibility in mediating deaf-and-professional iden-
tities, the role of trust in enabling SLIs to represent these identities and what 
SLIs felt were the necessary components of their working relationship with 
deaf service users in order to mediate language, culture and identities.

3 Method
A social constructionist ontology underpins this exploratory study. We 
acknowledge that both experience and interaction construct and co-construct 
realities, that meaning is inter-socially produced, and that diverse social 
discourses occupy varying degrees of authority in influencing meaning pro-
duction (Burr 2015). Thus we declare that Napier and Skinner, who were the 
primary data collectors and led on the analysis of this data, are both sign lan-
guage interpreters and that they bring their lived experiences as interpreters to 
the study. Young, who contributed to the interpretation of the data and its pre-
sentation, is hearing, has worked alongside deaf people as a sign language user 
for nearly 30 years and with Napier was the originator of the project and the 
concept of the translated deaf self. Oram is deaf with the lived experience of 
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being regularly interpreted in professional and non-professional roles. Ethics 
approval was received from both the University of Manchester and Heriot-
Watt University School of Social Sciences Research Ethics Committees.

3.1 Participants and process
Participants were recruited using network sampling: that is, via personal 
contacts, professional interpreter distribution lists and e-list groups and social 
media. The only selection criteria were that respondents had to be qualified 
SLIs. Individuals who responded were provided with information about the 
date, time and venue of focus groups. 

Seven SLIs participated in two focus groups in Scotland (n = 4) and England 
(n = 3). The sample included five females and two males, and were aged 34 
to 59. Four participants have deaf family members; two learned BSL before 
the age of 12, and five learned BSL as a second language in their late teens 
or early to mid-twenties. Three are employed by an interpreting agency and 
the remaining four all work as freelance SLIs. All participants have higher-
education qualifications in interpreting studies and regularly work with deaf 
professionals.

The seven participants were provided with the questions to consider in 
advance. Each focus group lasted 1.5–2 hours and were both carried out by 
Napier and Skinner, in order to ‘match identities’ of researchers and partici-
pants. We believe this peer approach to data collection encouraged a deeper 
exchange of views because the participants knew that the researchers would 
understand from both professional practitioner and researcher perspectives. 

3.2 Analytical procedure
The focus groups were conducted in spoken English but included the spontane-
ous use of signed expression. The groups were video-recorded and afterwards 
transcribed and anonymised. The first stage of thematic analysis involved 
generic coding for key themes, and was co-analysed by Napier and Skinner 
using N-Vivo qualitative analysis software.2 Through our thematic review of 
the data, ‘trust’ emerged as a recurring theme. To better understand this theme 
we reviewed the applied linguistics literature for existing trust analysis frame-
works, which led us to Sin and Jones’s (2013) indexes of trustworthiness as 
discussed above, which we then used to interrogate the data further, looking for 
collocations of frequently used terms in relation to trust. This led to the iden-
tification of four sub-themes: (1) representation, (2) relationships, (3) ability 
and (4) boundaries. Table 1 shows how these themes relate to the index terms 
identified by Sin and Jones. The data was then re-analysed in relation to these 
indexes, and checked and confirmed by other members of the research team.
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Table 1: Analysis themes

Sin and Jones’ indexes of trustworthiness Our sub-themes Overall theme

Give and deserve respect Trust and representation

Representation

Benevolent Trust and relationships

Competent (expert abilities)
Trust and ability

Accurate, correct (ethical)

In control
Trust and boundaries

Accurate, correct (ethical)

4 Findings: Notions of representation and trustworthiness
The initial focus of the analysis is on how SLIs feel they can best represent deaf 
signers and their professional identities and how they understand the concept 
of ‘representation’. It became clear, however, that trust and relationships, ability 
and boundaries are all central to whether representation can be achieved. Thus 
we begin by discussing the role of trust in relation to representation, followed 
by the other categories.

4.1 Trust and representation
Both focus groups discussed why trust was an important part of enabling 
representation. The need to develop trust was not just considered in terms of 
being sensitive towards someone’s privacy and using that trust as a symbol of 
confidentiality. The SLIs noted that deaf signers have to trust the interpreters 
to represent them, but also trust that the SLI understands how they want to be 
represented, as explained by Heidi:

I think not only trusting that you will represent them well but also trusting that you 
understand how they want you to do it. Sometimes you kind of have to know what they 
want to portray.

This was also highlighted by Linda, who discussed how she had not represented 
a deaf person’s mood correctly, and how it had impacted on the interaction:

I think a lot of time it’s just through making a lot of mistakes so actually having an angry 
voice when this deaf person looks like they are angry where you could have maybe slightly 
softened it, and it’s only through those mistakes and getting yourself in a situation that 
you are like oh my God, what the hell happened there? I never want that to happen again. 
Then, when you sort of reflect back on it, you think if I had of done that it would have 
went a bit better.

All of the SLIs noted a tension between representing the deaf person’s iden-
tity and ensuring one’s own identity as the interpreter did not interfere. An 
example was given by Karen:
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I’m always very concerned about me bleeding through. I remember doing a court case, 
which was about a fight in a pub… The deaf guy was incredibly clear about what had 
happened in the corner of this pub, he was quite expressive and I chose to use the word 
‘fracas’, which wasn’t him at all; that was me. I think they must have gone, ‘Oh, it was all 
this fracas!’ which is funny but it’s not because they are not being represented properly. 
It may be that if I’d represented him properly there might have been different ways that 
he was treated. 

What Karen describes is the fact that SLIs have to make decisions concern-
ing how to articulate the utterance of a person into another language, and 
that they ultimately make subjective choices about how to do that. What is 
interesting is that the choices made by the interpreter, whether lexical or not, 
can potentially portray the deaf person in a different light. The representation 
of that deaf person might be skewed, who consequently might not be ‘seen’ in 
the same way. SLIs are confronted with a choice: do I interpret that utterance 
in a way that I would say it, or how I think s/he would say it? That is, how much 
of my own self (as an interpreter) do I let ‘bleed through’? And if one does not 
know the deaf person well, how easy is it to make that choice? Based on the 
stance taken by this interpreter, it would seem that the interpreting product is 
wholly dependent on conscious decisions made by the interpreter about how 
they represent ideas/events/people. Implicit within that decision-making is 
the trust from deaf signers that SLIs make appropriate choices to portray their 
identity – a task which cannot be easy, as noted by Sharon:

It’s so important that you always remember you are… representing the deaf person and 
their professional capabilities and their character and their personality. Not that you’re 
responsible for it, but that you feel this responsibility for portraying it in some way, 
although people can obviously see a deaf person and see how they are and make their 
own mind up in that respect. In terms of their communication skills and how they present 
themselves through their voice, it’s such a responsibility to do that and some deaf people 
are more trusting than perhaps they should be? 

As Sharon states, both the interlocutors can see each other and formulate 
opinions of each other through other means. The interpretation produces 
many information streams that are used to formulate an understanding and 
impression of one another. Seemingly, our participants were aware that not 
only were they ‘auditioned’ prior to being selected for an assignment, but they 
were also being auditioned throughout an assignment. The notion of ‘monitor-
ing’ the work of SLIs is a key component in how deaf signers assess how they 
are being represented. Sharon continues:

Because deaf people have to trust that you’re representing them as they wish to be repre-
sented. Trust from the deaf person, from your point of view, that they trust that you will 
do that and you can see it in the way they respond to you that they like the way that you’re 
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signing, they understand the way you’re signing. So they then trust that you will voice-
over for them in a way that represents them well, even though they might not be able to 
monitor that… so I think trust is a very big part of that relationship.

We also consider representation in the other direction: how hearing interlocu-
tors are represented to the deaf person through the interpreter. In our data 
we found examples of mediation by SLIs to support the deaf person to gain a 
better understanding of the context and/or to represent him/herself better in 
the interaction, especially when there are power asymmetries – for example, 
by providing information on how a hearing person is saying something so 
that the deaf person can respond to in the appropriate way. As noted by Heidi:

One thing I have noticed is my one day a week doing [video remote interpreting] is the 
fact that a lot of that information about the hearing person and what they might be 
doing, the tone of their voice, because I think sometimes deaf people can see for themselves 
how it’s going. They can see from the way the hearing person is reacting, how they’re react-
ing to you, but when you just have a face and a voice that awareness is actually expanded 
because I’m now having to say, ‘Just to let you know, they sound really, really unhappy’. 
‘They sound in a rush’, or it’s all the extra things that you have to add on top that they’re 
not able to see for themselves. 

This example given by Heidi captures the importance of deaf signers needing 
to trust that representation is occurring in both directions, in order that the 
deaf and hearing interlocutors can exchange information on an equal footing.

4.2 Trust and relationships
The sub-theme of trust and relationships is concerned with how the feeling or 
development of trust between individuals can contribute to better relationships, 
and therefore representation, either in a personal capacity that later benefits the 
interpreted interaction, or solely in a work context. For SLIs this means ‘if we 
fit well together and understand each other, trust will emerge between us’, or 
alternatively, ‘if we have trust between us this will enable us to understand each 
other better’. The opposite can also occur, though, in that ‘if the relationship 
between us does not improve, trust may diminish or fail to grow’.

The central notion of ‘trust’ emerged out of discussions about what con-
stitutes a good relationship between interpreters and deaf signers. The two 
concepts of trust and relationships were interconnected in various ways by dif-
ferent interpreters, but all agreed that it was foundational to effective practice. 
Martin remarked:

You have got to develop trust with the communities. It’s probably the strongest part of an 
interpreter’s identity isn’t it with the community? If you’ve got that level of trust, then all 
else is possible. If you have got genuine trust between your clients and yourself then you 
can do a lot more as an interpreter because they will trust you. 
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One of the ways in which trust was built up was through the development 
and maintenance of good networks within deaf communities. Networks are 
important because they are the mechanism for developing positive relation-
ships, which in turn are seen as essential to trust, as noted by Sharon:

[There are] people that I work with, quite a lot of people who I’ve known for a long time, 
so I feel that that’s a very positive relationship. We work very well together. A lot of trust 
has been built up between us and I think that’s important. Then of course when you meet 
new deaf people, it’s also a challenge hoping that they can immediately trust you to do a 
good job for them and [have] some mutual respect and mutual liking…

SLIs felt that the character of their networks reflected their own individual 
characteristics and styles in relationships: some were more visible than others, 
some smaller than others, and they were considered an important element in 
establishing and maintaining trust, as noted by James:

For trust to exist you have to have a relationship with deaf people outside of the interpret-
ing relationship. Now, however that takes form, but it’s obviously easier for people who 
have got a deaf family for that to happen on a semi-regular or regular basis.

However, Karen, who has deaf parents, felt differently:

I probably have a better connection with deaf people when I’m working as an interpreter 
professionally than I do out in the community in the social world, because I’m naturally 
quite shy. I find that I avoid that. So my relationship with communities is very profes-
sional. Of course I have deaf friends but that’s one-to-ones and I quite often observe 
other interpreters who are very entrenched in the community. They often go to big deaf 
events and I think should I be doing that? I don’t know. I’m confused! I’m doing a good 
job professionally, but do I need to be seen more out and about? So I think in terms of 
that trust… I think sometimes there’s a sense that you are trusted more if you are seen out 
doing things with deaf people, not just in that working space. 

So, although the close proximity (including the frequency of contact) between 
deaf signers and SLIs was an important consideration, and was seen to influence 
how relationships are formed, trust and relationships are not therefore auto-
matic just because of growing up in a deaf community. It is common for a deaf 
person to see the same interpreter in different contexts, and also cross paths in 
social, non-interpreted, community contexts. James gave the following example:

I’m amazed how magnanimously deaf people accept us because I mean we’re there on 
a Monday when they’re getting a disciplinary at work, we’re there on a Tuesday when 
the doctor is giving them cream for their piles, we’re there for their couples’ counselling 
because their marriage is falling to bits on a Wednesday and then we see them on Satur-
day at the theatre and they are delighted to see us! I wouldn’t be.

This frequency of contact, in interpreted and non-interpreted contexts, means 
deaf individuals and SLIs both have to carefully consider how to maintain 
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good relations and formulate a type of trust that applies to both interpreted 
and non-interpreted encounters. For deaf people the risk is higher because 
they are relying on SLIs, and exposing their lives to them, as James noted:

I’ve spoken to a deaf person who’s had interpreters in very difficult situations who were 
great interpreters, really good interpreters, but she said, ‘I wouldn’t use them in everyday 
situations because they were there at a difficult time in my life. I don’t want them there 
for my kids’ parent’s evenings’, and it’s no criticism of the interpreter, they were wholly 
professional and skilled, but just I would choose not to have them. 

This example highlights the fact that trust is formed by visible exposure of the 
self in multiple contexts; therefore, if one is seen out of professional role this 
means that their behaviour out of that role is also a component of how trust is 
built, because it is visible too. This wish to not mix different parts of a person’s 
life is no different to a patient not wanting to see their counsellor at a dinner 
party, but deaf signers and SLIs experience simultaneity of roles and therefore 
relationships, and so multiple contexts need to be held in balance, and trust is 
an integral part of that. The example from James also relates back to another 
facet of trust and working relationships, which is that trust has to be mutual, 
which was expressed as such by Heidi: 

It’s really important – a working relationship, so I really appreciate it when I feel like 
somebody is working with me instead of just throwing a bunch of stuff out and thinking 
I’m a machine. They can just turn me on and I can just get everything… So I see it more 
as a working relationship and I think trust is important, but I think that also it really 
needs to be a two-way street. 

Doing a good job technically – that is, having the ability to interpret – is also 
the basis of trust, and therefore a deaf person feeling represented.

4.3 Trust and ability
All of the SLIs acknowledged that deaf people need to be able to trust that 
interpreters have the ability to do the job and to do it well. Karen recounted a 
situation where SLIs felt that they did not have the ability to represent the deaf 
person accurately, leading to tension:

I did a conference recently for somebody where I really felt that I struggled so much to 
represent that person exactly as they were that I’d let them down. I wasn’t doing a poor 
job, I just wasn’t able to find the words that were them [speaker’s emphasis] and I felt 
disappointed, and I had worked for them a lot that day. It wasn’t working. I felt a great 
sense of responsibility because they were in a public space and they were being listened to 
by lots of people and I let them down. 

Needing to have competence is something that the SLIs reported being cogni-
sant of, and Jen gave a specific example of how she tried to extend her skills to 
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be better able to interpret more generally, but did not have the ability to work 
in that specific context:

I have situations that in order to stretch myself I’ll put myself into [for example]… I do 
not want to do theatre. It’s not something that interests me, and I think because of that I 
would panic and drown, so I’ve put myself in a situation where I’ve gone along and I’ve 
volunteered… because I thought right, okay, that’s standing on stage, I have to learn how 
to [do that]… standing on the stage doing a little bit of theatre interpreting, and that just 
put the nail on the head, that is not an area that I want to touch. I know that now, but 
you’ve got to do that to know that.

One of the salient points that emerged in relation to trust and ability was that 
the SLIs expected to develop their competence over a period of time, and they 
were thankful to deaf people for supporting them on that journey. They recog-
nised that without the trust and support from deaf communities, they might 
not reach the required level of expertise, as James described:

When you’re a guest in someone’s house, you are not part of the family, but you’re made to 
feel very welcome. You are made to feel a part of things… I thought it was a great way of 
describing our relationship with deaf people, as guests in the community… when I started 
as a trainee… I didn’t have the language skills that I really needed to be an interpreter… 
and the deaf community were so kind and so encouraging… I feel that I owe them so 
much for their patience and support and kindness in helping me to get confidence… 

4.4 Trust and boundaries
Interpreters are bound by a Code of Conduct, which requires them to retain 
confidentiality, act impartially and to interpret accurately and faithfully. 
Therefore, there are clear boundaries of what should be expected of an inter-
preter in their professional role, and part of that role is to take responsibility 
to represent people to others, and not to insert their own self over and above 
the identities of others. Interpreters are participants in the interaction and co-
constructors of meaning, so our understanding of role boundaries has moved 
on from rigid notions of invisibility and neutrality, as evidenced by Martin’s 
comment:

We’re there for communication and if our little bit of extra work helps the communication 
to move better… And so it’s making ourselves visible to make it almost like we weren’t 
there, if that makes any kind of sense… Because before we’ve tried to be invisible and just 
let stuff happen, and now we’re more active participants so the result in the end as if we 
hadn’t been there.

The crux of Martin’s comment is that interpreters, in giving recognition to 
their own presence, rather than trying to pretend they are not there, they are 
more likely to blend in and thus enable communication to happen. An impli-
cation of Martin’s comment is that boundaries are understood as being more 
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fluid, and that allowing interpreters to manage communication (do that ‘little 
bit of extra work’) means that interlocutors trust that interpreters perform 
within the boundaries of their role appropriately. What becomes particularly 
awkward is when hearing people do not understand the boundaries of the 
interpreter, in that although the interpreter can be active in interpreting inter-
actions, they are not there in their own right – they are only present to mediate 
between deaf signers and others. Sharon reported how she found it difficult 
when people addressed her directly:

One thing I sometimes find difficult to deal with is that fascination [that] extends to the 
interpreter. They’re fascinated by what you do. ‘How do you do that? Wow, that’s amaz-
ing. You did a great job! That’s amazing that you know!’ A lot of times those questions, 
because they can communicate directly with you, a lot of those questions and those fas-
cinations get directed towards you as the interpreter when really the focus shouldn’t be 
on the interpreter. So that’s always difficult to navigate in a polite way, but also try and 
re-shift the focus where necessary. 

Sharon then noted that, in order to establish trust with deaf people in relation 
to boundaries, her response needed to be explicitly agreed:

I do work with some deaf people who I discuss that with: how do you want me to oper-
ate if people come and ask me questions? Some say, ‘Oh, that’s fine.’ They know that I’ll 
say the right thing, I hope! So again, it goes back to that trust thing, but you don’t want 
it to happen too much because then [hearing] people become too used to talking to you.

The underlying issue is how one’s behaviour as an interpreter can be regarded 
as a reflection of the identity of a deaf person. In the example above Sharon is 
aware of her boundaries and agrees with the deaf person on where and when 
it is appropriate to be a visible participant. The key is that the deaf person 
allows Sharon to have a presence, for her self to be seen, by allowing her to 
respond to a hearing person who may try to engage directly with her in a side 
conversation. The deaf person is secure enough in their own identity for that 
to happen. In relation to the notion of representation, it may be that the deaf 
person feels that Sharon is an extension of their own identity, and as Sharon 
herself notes, the deaf person trusts her to ‘say the right thing’. The deaf par-
ticipant shows signs of trust and has granted the interpreter some leverage 
with how and when she can interact with other hearing participants. James 
provides a similar example, but does not consult; he makes the active decision 
to establish clear boundaries and reduce his presence by shifting the focus to 
the identities of deaf people:

And the one [ethical tenet] that I thought about was impartiality strangely, not because 
I want to be impartial, but it’s about empowerment. I don’t want to be taking control of a 
situation that doesn’t belong to me. I don’t want people looking at me. I don’t want to be 
taking control, my voice. For me it’s all about the people that are communicating because 
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of the history of deaf oppression, and paternalism and the missioners and for me that’s the 
most important thing to empower other people. 

5 Discussion and conclusion
It becomes clear from our analysis that trust is a significant component in 
ensuring the representation of deaf-and-professional identities. The interpret-
ers in this study were highly cognisant of the fact that deaf-and-professional 
identities were known, represented and co-constructed through interpretation.

In terms of trustworthiness, the different examples we have discussed illus-
trate that trust is developed through SLIs making it clear that deaf signers 
are (or at least should be) in control of how they are being represented. The 
interpreters in this study identified that minimising their potential for a 
discordant impact on the representation of deaf people’s professional iden-
tity was as important as doing a good job technically. We suggest that these 
considerations relate to Sin and Jones’s (2013) category of benevolence on the 
trustworthiness index. We have highlighted examples that illustrate how SLIs 
are well-meaning towards their clients in trying to do their best for them, in 
focusing on developing relationships and therefore trust.

There is a clear link between our categories of ‘trust and relationship’, and 
‘trust and ability’, in that there is benevolence from deaf communities towards 
SLIs in order to support them in developing their competencies and expert 
abilities, which Sin and Jones (2013) also identify as a measure of trustwor-
thiness. If SLIs display competence in terms of technical interpreting skills, 
provision of accurate interpreting and ethical behaviour, deaf signers are more 
likely to trust that the SLIs will also have the ability to represent them when 
they interact with non-deaf people. Trusting SLIs’ ability has two dimensions: 
in addition to trusting their competence to make linguistic decisions, there 
is also a need to trust their professional decisions, and whether they know, 
understand and perform within the boundaries of the role of the interpreter.

Boundaries are also an aspect of effective representation in that if an 
interpreter transgresses these it can problematise the extent to which their 
representative function is recognised and effective. To non-signing hearing 
people not used to working with interpreters, stepping out of role boundaries 
can be confusing, thus affecting perceptions of the identity of the deaf person. 
Our data reveal that SLIs have some control over boundaries so that they can 
do their job accurately, correctly and ethically, in alignment with the elements 
identified by Sin and Jones (2013); but rather than the trust coming from the 
client to interpreter in trusting that the interpreter is in control, it is the deaf 
client who trusts the interpreter to let them lead, and that the interpreter will 
make it clear that the deaf person is in the lead, so that there is a balance 
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of control. Our data also reveal that there are many channels to gaining an 
impression of the other, but that not all are equal or are afforded equal status – 
the voice and the spoken word remain asymmetrically powerful (Batterbury et 
al. 2007; Young et al. 2019), and interpreters are acutely aware of this.

In applying the indexes for trustworthiness identified by Sin and Jones 
(2013), it can be seen that SLIs feel that, essentially, deaf people deserve 
respect in their identities, that SLIs can give respect to deaf signers by thinking 
carefully about how to represent them and that deaf signers can in turn give 
respect to SLIs by trusting them. One way to ensure that trust of representa-
tion is possible is through the development and maintenance of relationships.

In revisiting the specific research questions, the data also confirm that 
SLIs recognise their responsibility in mediating deaf-and-professional identi-
ties, that they feel that good relationships are important in representing deaf 
signers and that trust has an essential role in their working relationship with 
deaf signers in order to mediate language, culture and identity.

The SLIs in our study are cognisant of the impact on both deaf and hearing 
people in not knowing each other: deaf signers rely on SLIs to represent them 
and give them voice, but SLIs also need to represent hearing people to deaf 
people as part of the process of mediation between two languages and cul-
tures. However, they feel more of a responsibility towards making sure that 
deaf signers are known, as they perceive that deaf people experience so many 
more barriers, and trust is an integral part of the relationship to ensure that 
representation is achieved. Thus it could be argued that the deaf cultural 
experience, in the eyes of interpreters, is comprised of a state of being that 
incorporates a translated self.

In conclusion, this study has provided an exploration of seven sign language 
interpreters’ perceptions of how they represent the identities of deaf people, 
and the role of trustworthiness in relation to mediation and representation 
of identities. Discussion of the key themes of representation, relationships, 
ability and boundaries reveal that the indexes of trustworthiness highlighted 
by Jones and Sin (2013) can be applied to interpreting and the interpreter’s 
role in ensuring that deaf signers are ‘known’, but that there are particular 
subtleties in identifying who is the trustor and who is the trustee. 

The extent to which interpreters explicitly understand and consciously 
think about representation has opened up an interesting area of new practice 
considerations. How should interpreters be educated and professionally pre-
pared to understand this aspect of their role? However, there is an ambiguous 
border crossing between professional responsibility for good representation 
of the person and inappropriate exercise of control and responsibility ‘for’ the 
deaf person. 
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We would like to acknowledge some limitations of the study. We recognise 
that the data corpus in the form of two focus groups is a small sample, so 
although the groups produced similar discussions, it would have been inter-
esting to conduct more focus groups in different parts of the country to see 
if the themes were consistent, or if they were influenced by local contexts in 
different ways.3 We believe that conducting more groups would give further 
insight into this topic. In hindsight, we also recognise that it would have been 
beneficial to have given the SLIs the opportunity to reflect on the discussion 
and whether/how they benefited from sharing their views and experiences. 
This may be relevant for purposes of education or professional training, and 
will be taken into consideration for any future studies.

This is an area of practice that would benefit from further exploratory 
research with deaf people and with other language minority groups as well as 
professional interpreting communities. Further work here would also be add 
to our understanding of how perceptions of representation may impact on 
wellbeing for minority language users and interpreters.

Notes
1. The Translating the Deaf Self project was funded through an Arts and 

Humanities Council Translating Cultures Theme Research and Innovation 
Grant (Ref: AH/M003426/1).

2. See https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo/what-is-nvivo

3. We have presented these results to several conference audiences of sign lan-
guage interpreters, and as audience members have commented on how much 
they can relate to the findings we feel that the comments from these seven 
interpreters are representative.
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