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Situated act of professional translation

• human cognition extends beyond internal processes to 
individuals’ physical and social situation 
(cf. Hutchins 1995; Clark & Chalmers 1998/2010)

• translation can be considered a type of situated cognition
Translation is done not only by the brain, but also by complex 
systems, systems which include people, their specific social and 
physical environments and all their cultural artefacts. 
(Risku 2002: 529)

• competence in language technology (e.g. CAT, MT) now a 
prerequisite for professional translation 
(EN15038 2006; Gouadec 2007/2010)

• professional translation can be considered
“a form of human-computer interaction” (O’Brien 2012: 101)

3

Situated act of professional translation

• memory has been extended by technology and CAT tools 
(Pym 2011)

• nature of translation task altered by language technology 
(Hansen-Schirra 2012; Jiménez-Crespo 2009)

• multiple applications and resources can increase mental load 
(Désilets et al. 2009)

• emotional state and concentration affected by technology
(Beale & Peter 2008; Szameitat et al. 2009)

• ergonomic perspective on translation as new paradigm 
(Lavault-Olléon 2011)

 Realities of professional translation with language technology?

 Effects of ergonomic issues on cognitive (over)load?
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Ergonomics: definitions

• Greek (ergon=work; nomos=laws) on analogy to “economics” 
(Jastrzebowski 1857/2006) 

• synonymous with “human factors engineering” and “human 
factors” (Stramler, 1993, p. 148): 
That field which is involved in conducting research regarding 
human psychological, social, physical, and biological 
characteristics, maintaining the information obtained from that 
research, and working to apply that information with respect to the 
design, operation, or use of products or systems for optimizing 
human performance, health, safety, and/or habitability. 

• human side of usability, with a focus on the user rather than on 
machines or tools (ISO 9241-210; Norros & Savioja, 2007)
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(IEA - International Ergonomics Association)
http://www.iea.cc/whats/index.html
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Ergonomics (or human 
factors) is the scientific 
discipline concerned with the 
understanding of interactions
among humans and other 
elements of a system, and the 
profession that applies theory, 
principles, data and methods 
to design in order to optimize
human well-being and overall 
system performance.

Ergonomics: definitions
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Physical ergonomics
is concerned with human anatomical, anthropometric, physiological 
and biomechanical characteristics as they relate to physical activity.

Cognitive ergonomics
is concerned with mental processes, such as perception, memory, 
reasoning, and motor response, as they affect interactions among 
humans and other elements of a system.

Organisational ergonomics
is concerned with the optimization of sociotechnical systems, 
including their organizational structures, policies and processes.

Ergonomics: definitions

(IEA - International Ergonomics Association)
http://www.iea.cc/whats/index.html
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Ergonomics matters

Performance 8
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Physical aspects

(CCOHS 2011) (SUVA 2016) 9

Physical ergonomics is concerned with human anatomical, 
anthropometric, physiological and biomechanical characteristics as 
they relate to physical activity.

(IEA - International Ergonomics Association)

• design of equipment (desks, chairs, keyboards, mice)
• distortions of hand and wrist when keyboarding
• extended periods sitting in one position, resulting in stiffness in 

the neck or back, and leg pain
• context factors (noise levels, lighting, temperature)
 … consequences for concentration and health

Risks: accuracy; translation quality; absenteeism

Physical aspects
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• QWERTY (English) keyboards arranged to prevent mechanical 
typewriters from jamming, not for ergonomic reasons 

→ hand distortions, frequent finger extension, and 
imbalances between the use of the two hands

• repetitive movements from typing, clicking, scrolling 
→hand and wrist tendonitis, Carpal Tunnel Syndrome, 

and Cubital Tunnel Syndrome 
(de León 2007; Lavault-Olléon 2011)

Physical aspects of translation

11
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Physical aspects of translation
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Cognitive aspects
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Cognitive aspects

Cognitive ergonomics is concerned with mental processes, such as 
perception, memory, reasoning, and motor response, as they affect 
interactions among humans and other elements of a system.

(IEA - International Ergonomics Association)

• human-computer interactions (HCI) 
• computer responsiveness
• digital resources
• over-crowded screens
• disturbances and interruptions
• time pressure 
 … consequences for efficiency and concentration

Risks: accuracy; translation quality; productivity

14
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Cognitive aspects of translation

• translation requires concentrated text reception in one language 
and production in a different language

• language technology tools and information resources are an 
integral part of professional translation (ISO 17100)

• sophisticated degree of computer and information literacy 
required (Choudhury & McConnell 2013; DGT 2005)

• slight delays in computer responsiveness 
can negatively affect task performance and
potentially contribute to stress 
(Szameitat et al., 2009)

• cognitive effort required to evaluate risks and take appropriate 
decisions (Canfora & Ottmann 2015; Pym 2015)

15

Organizational aspects

(Risku 2014: 344)
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Organizational aspects

Organizational ergonomics is concerned with the optimization of 
sociotechnical systems, including their organizational structures, 
policies and processes.          

(IEA - International Ergonomics Association)

• sociotechnical issues (cf. Doherty & King 2005)

• teamwork, communication (Vink & Kantola 2011)

• self-concept and professional identity
• job satisfaction
 … consequences for autonomy and decision-making

Risks: company loyalty; organizational development
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Organizational aspects of translation

• complex system of ‘translational action’ (Holz-Mänttäri 1984) 

• constraints imposed by own organization as well as client-related 
tools and resources (e.g. style guides, parallel texts, websites, 
concordances, and translation memories)

• staff translators have little self-determination 
over their workload and workflow

• little say in infrastructure and procurement 
decisions (e.g. furniture, offices,  technology)

• introduction of new language technology may be disorienting to 
the translators involved because “the human and organizational 
aspects are not addressed at all, or only implicitly, or in an ad-hoc 
fashion, when the system is being developed.” (Olohan 2011, 345)

18
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Ergonomics matters for translators

Performance 19

Ergonomics matters to translation act

Performance

Translation as a 
cognitive act 

20
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(Chesterman 2013/2015; Toury 2012)

Ergonomics matters to translation act + event

Translation as a 
cognitive act 

Translation as a 
sociological event
involving various 

actors and factors

21

Translation as a 
sociological event
involving various 

actors and factors

Ergonomics matters to translation act + event

Translation as a 
cognitive act 

22(Chesterman 2013/2015; Toury 2012)
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Cognitive

Ergonomics matters for knowledge workers

Societal 
expectations

Discourse

Education

Performance

23

24

Ergonomics matters!

• Research reports

• Hands-on workshop

• Poster presentations

• Round-table discussions

• Coffee breaks, lunches, workshop dinner
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Participants: Commercial, institutional, and freelance translators

ErgoTrans project team
Translation Studies: Maureen Ehrensberger-Dow (PI), Gary Massey, 
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Further information: www.linguistik.zhaw.ch/ergotrans/en
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