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Sign Language Interpreters: Access & Attitudes

Introduction: Defining the Scope and Importance of Interpreting Services

The study of attitudes toward the access to and use of sign language interpreters (SLIs) is a critical
area within applied psychology, sociology, and disability studies, directly impacting the life
outcomes, autonomy, and civil rights of Deaf and hard of hearing individuals globally. Attitudes are
multifaceted, encompassing the psychological dispositions, beliefs, and emotional reactions held
by three primary stakeholder groups: the Deaf consumer, the hearing service provider or
institution, and the interpreter themselves. These attitudes profoundly influence the quality,
availability, and effectiveness of communication access in crucial settings such as healthcare, legal
proceedings, educational environments, and employment. Understanding these dynamics is
essential because while legislation often mandates access, the actual implementation and quality
of service are often mediated by the implicit and explicit attitudes held by those involved. A positive
attitude supports the view of interpreting as a necessary, professional service ensuring linguistic
equity, whereas negative or ambivalent attitudes can lead to systemic failures, communication
breakdowns, and ultimately, the denial of equal opportunities, resulting in significant psychological
distress and social marginalization for the Deaf consumer.

The perceived value of interpreting services varies widely depending on the context and the level
of cultural competency present within the setting. In environments where Deaf culture is respected
and communication access is viewed as a fundamental human right, attitudes tend to be
collaborative and proactive, focusing on scheduling qualified professionals and utilizing best
practices. Conversely, in settings characterized by audism or a lack of understanding regarding
linguistic minority rights, interpreting is often viewed merely as a burdensome compliance
requirement, leading to the selection of unqualified providers, reliance on inappropriate
technologies like poorly implemented video remote interpreting (VRI), or attempts to bypass the
service entirely. These varying attitudes create a complex psychological landscape where Deaf
individuals must often expend significant cognitive and emotional energy advocating for their
mandated rights, rather than focusing solely on the primary task at hand, whether it is receiving
medical information or participating in a classroom discussion. Therefore, analyzing attitudinal
barriers is foundational to developing effective policies and training programs aimed at achieving
genuine linguistic and cultural inclusion.

Furthermore, the concept of attitude extends beyond mere acceptance or rejection of the service; it
incorporates beliefs about the interpreter's role and function. Historically, interpreters were
sometimes seen as advocates, companions, or even passive conduits simply replacing one word
with another, reflecting a misunderstanding of the complex linguistic and cultural mediation
required. Modern professional standards, however, define the SLI as a neutral communication
facilitator bound by strict ethical codes of confidentiality and impartiality. Attitudes that fail to align
with this professional model--such as expecting the interpreter to offer opinions, provide legal
advice, or act as a caregiver--can create ethical dilemmas for the interpreter and undermine the
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autonomy of the Deaf individual. This introductory overview establishes the necessity of examining
the distinct attitudes of all three parties involved in the interpreted interaction, recognizing that the
success of communication access hinges on mutual respect, professional understanding, and a
shared commitment to equity.

Historical Context and Legislative Foundations

The evolution of attitudes toward sign language interpreting is inextricably linked to landmark civil
rights legislation, particularly the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) in the United States and
similar anti-discrimination laws internationally, which mandated that public and private entities
provide effective communication access. Prior to these legislative mandates, access was largely
discretionary, often resulting in inconsistent or nonexistent services, forcing Deaf individuals to rely
on family members, non-qualified staff, or written communication, all of which compromise effective
communication, confidentiality, and accuracy. The passage of the ADA shifted the institutional
attitude from one of optional benevolence to one of legal obligation. However, while the law
provided the necessary framework for access, it did not instantaneously change underlying societal
attitudes. Many institutions initially viewed the provision of interpreting services through a lens of
legal compliance and financial burden, rather than as an ethical responsibility to ensure equal
participation. This perspective often resulted in a focus on the minimum required standard,
sometimes leading to the use of minimally qualified interpreters or the development of cost-cutting
measures that inadvertently reduced the quality of service.

The legislative foundation also necessitated the professionalization of interpreting. As demand
surged following legal mandates, there was a rapid growth in training programs and credentialing
bodies, such as the Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf (RID). This movement toward
professionalization aimed to solidify the SLI's role as a skilled expert, thereby influencing positive
attitudes among both consumers and providers. When interpreters are certified and adhere to
rigorous standards, their perceived credibility and trustworthiness increase substantially, which in
turn fosters greater institutional acceptance and consumer confidence. Conversely, the continuing
presence of uncertified or unqualified individuals filling interpreting roles--often due to budget
constraints or lack of availability--perpetuates negative attitudes, particularly among the Deaf
community who bear the consequences of communication errors and cultural misunderstandings
caused by inadequate service.

Furthermore, the legal definitions surrounding "effective communication" continue to shape and
challenge institutional attitudes. The legal standard requires communication to be as effective for
the Deaf individual as it is for the hearing individual, a high bar that demands more than just basic
linguistic substitution. Institutions that embrace this standard tend to develop proactive policies,
allocate appropriate resources, and foster a culture of inclusion. Those institutions that resist,
viewing the costs associated with qualified interpreters as excessive, often demonstrate negative
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attitudes rooted in fiscal conservatism or ignorance regarding the true cost of communication
failure (e.g., medical malpractice, legal errors, or poor educational outcomes). The historical shift
from charity-based access to rights-based access has fundamentally altered the discourse, but the
enforcement of these rights remains highly dependent on the attitudinal openness of the service
providers and the unwavering advocacy of the Deaf community.

User Perspectives: Deaf and Hard of Hearing Attitudes

Attitudes within the Deaf and hard of hearing community toward interpreters are complex and
deeply influenced by personal experiences with quality, availability, and cultural sensitivity. The
primary attitude is one of necessity and appreciation; interpreters are recognized as the essential
bridge allowing full participation in the hearing world. However, this appreciation is often tempered
by caution and critical evaluation. Deaf consumers hold strong attitudes regarding interpreter
qualifications. They rightly demand interpreters who are not only linguistically fluent in both source
and target languages but also possess deep cultural fluency, understanding the nuances of Deaf
culture, communication norms, and the specific context (e.g., medical, legal, mental health). A
negative past experience--such as an interpreter breaking confidentiality, misinterpreting crucial
information, or displaying inadequate signing skills--can lead to long-lasting distrust and reluctance
to utilize services in the future, fostering an attitude of guarded skepticism toward new providers.

Consumer attitudes are also heavily influenced by the interpreter's perceived adherence to
professional ethics, particularly neutrality and impartiality. Deaf individuals often express frustration
when interpreters attempt to take control of the interaction, inject their own opinions, or
inadvertently disclose personal information. Maintaining appropriate professional boundaries is
paramount for building consumer trust. Furthermore, the selection process itself impacts attitudes.
When Deaf individuals are given agency in selecting or vetting interpreters--especially for highly
sensitive or long-term assignments--their attitude toward the service is significantly more positive,
reflecting respect for their autonomy and expertise in judging communication effectiveness.
Conversely, being assigned an unknown or unqualified interpreter without consultation often
generates an immediate, negative attitude based on the fear of communication risk.

The rise of technology, specifically Video Remote Interpreting (VRI), has introduced new attitudinal
challenges. While VRI offers rapid access in certain situations, many Deaf users hold negative
attitudes toward its routine use, especially in complex or intimate settings like medical
consultations or therapy sessions. Their concerns center on potential technical failures, limited
visual fields (which can impede the clarity of signing), and the inherent reduction in human
presence and rapport. These negative attitudes are not a rejection of technology itself, but rather a
reflection of the belief that VRI often compromises the standard of effective communication
guaranteed by law. Therefore, Deaf consumer attitudes are fundamentally rooted in a desire for
high-quality, ethical, and culturally competent access that minimizes the inherent power

Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com



https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=23633
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

Sign Language Interpreters: Access & Attitudes

differential present in interpreted interactions and maximizes their ability to self-advocate and
participate fully.

Provider Perspectives: Attitudes of Hearing Professionals and Institutions

Hearing professionals (e.g., physicians, educators, corporate managers) and the institutions they
represent hold attitudes toward interpreters that range from enthusiastic acceptance to outright
resistance, largely determined by institutional culture, budget allocation, and personal experience.
Positive attitudes are characterized by the recognition that the interpreter is a vital member of the
communication team, essential for providing quality service and mitigating legal risk. Professionals
with positive attitudes often proactively seek interpreter services, understand the need for clear
sightlines, and respect the interpreter's professional boundaries, understanding that the SLI is
facilitating communication, not acting as an employee or a conversational participant. These
attitudes are often found in organizations that have dedicated disability resource offices or have
undergone specific cultural competency training regarding Deaf individuals.

However, widespread negative or ambivalent attitudes persist, often stemming from three core
misconceptions: cost, role confusion, and the belief that other communication methods suffice. The
perception of the interpreter's fee as an excessive operational cost is a significant driver of
negative institutional attitudes, frequently leading to delays in scheduling, attempts to use
unqualified staff, or pressure on the Deaf consumer to accept VRI when in-person service is clearly
preferable. This cost-averse attitude fundamentally frames access as a liability rather than an
investment in equity. Furthermore, role confusion is common; many hearing professionals treat the
interpreter as a passive tool, failing to acknowledge their professional status. They may attempt to
speak directly to the interpreter rather than the Deaf person, or ask the interpreter to perform tasks
outside their scope, such as scheduling appointments or explaining institutional policy.

A patrticularly challenging attitudinal barrier is the pervasive belief among some providers that they
can "get by" without a qualified interpreter, relying instead on rudimentary written notes, lip-
reading, or the assumption that the Deaf consumer understands enough spoken English. This
attitude, often rooted in audism (the systemic prejudice against individuals who are deaf or hard of
hearing), demonstrates a failure to understand the profound linguistic differences between English
and American Sign Language (ASL) or other sign languages. This resistance to utilizing
professional services not only violates legal mandates but also significantly compromises the
guality of service delivery, leading to misdiagnoses in healthcare, poor educational outcomes, and
unfair treatment in legal settings. Overcoming these entrenched negative attitudes requires
targeted, mandatory training that shifts the institutional focus from grudging compliance to genuine
inclusive practice, emphasizing the benefits of clear, professional communication for all parties
involved.
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Interpreter Perspectives: Professional Identity and Boundary Issues

Sign language interpreters themselves possess distinct attitudes regarding their role, professional
identity, and the dynamics of access, which are heavily shaped by ethical codes and working
conditions. The prevailing professional attitude among certified interpreters is one of dedicated
neutrality and fidelity to the message, viewing themselves as linguistic and cultural mediators. This
attitude is crucial for maintaining the trust of both the Deaf consumer and the hearing professional.
However, interpreters frequently grapple with the psychological strain of managing conflicting
expectations and navigating environments where their role is misunderstood. For instance, an
interpreter may hold a strong attitude that they must maintain strict impartiality, yet face pressure
from a hearing provider to offer advice or from a Deaf consumer to advocate on their behalf,
creating significant ethical tension and emotional fatigue.

Interpreter attitudes toward professional development and certification are overwhelmingly positive,
recognizing that ongoing training is essential to maintain high standards and combat professional
isolation. There is a strong collective attitude that only certified interpreters should be utilized,
reflecting a commitment to protecting the integrity of the profession and ensuring user safety.
Conversely, interpreters often express frustration and negative attitudes toward institutions that
consistently misuse their services, such as assigning them excessively long shifts without breaks
(leading to cognitive fatigue and error risk) or placing them in physically unsafe or emotionally
fraught situations without adequate support. These negative experiences can erode professional
morale and lead to burnout, impacting the long-term availability of highly skilled professionals.

Furthermore, attitudes surrounding the shift from the traditional "conduit” model to the modern
"ally/cultural mediator" model influence practice. While the conduit model emphasized mechanical
translation, the mediator model acknowledges the interpreter's visible presence and the necessity
of managing cultural gaps. Most contemporary interpreters embrace the mediator role, holding the
attitude that effective interpreting requires cultural competence and sensitivity. However, navigating
the boundary between mediation and advocacy is a constant challenge. Interpreters must maintain
an attitude of self-reflection and ethical vigilance, ensuring they facilitate communication effectively
without inadvertently taking agency away from the Deaf individual. The interpreter's attitude toward
their own self-care and professional boundaries is, therefore, critical not only for their personal
well-being but also for the sustainable provision of quality access services.

Barriers to Effective Access: Systemic and Attitudinal Challenges

Effective access to sign language interpreting is frequently impeded by a combination of systemic
failures and deeply ingrained attitudinal challenges. Systemic barriers include chronic underfunding
for interpreting services, particularly in public sectors like education and small healthcare clinics,
leading to long waiting periods or the assignment of unqualified providers. Geographical disparity is
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another major systemic issue; in rural or remote areas, the lack of locally available certified
interpreters forces reliance on less effective methods like VRI or expensive travel costs, which
institutions are often reluctant to bear. These systemic flaws are often underpinned by an
institutional attitude that minimizes the importance of immediate, high-quality communication
access, viewing it as a secondary concern rather than a primary operational necessity.

Attitudinal challenges often manifest as microaggressions and institutional reluctance.
Microaggressions occur when hearing professionals exhibit subtle, often unintentional,
discriminatory behaviors, such as speaking loudly to the Deaf individual despite the presence of an
interpreter, or expressing surprise that the Deaf person is highly educated or employed. These
actions stem from negative implicit attitudes rooted in stereotypes about disability and competence,
undermining the Deaf individual's sense of dignity and requiring them to constantly educate their
communication partners. Institutional reluctance, on the other hand, is a conscious choice to
prioritize convenience or cost over compliance. For example, a hospital may have a policy that
defaults to VRI for all emergency room visits, reflecting an attitude that speed and cost reduction
outweigh the necessity for the most effective communication method in a high-stakes medical
scenario.

A particularly insidious attitudinal barrier is the lack of cultural humility among hearing
professionals. Cultural humility involves a lifelong commitment to self-critique and addressing
power imbalances, recognizing that the Deaf consumer is the expert in their own life and
communication needs. Without this attitude, providers often default to paternalism, making
assumptions about what the Deaf person needs or wants, or dismissing their requests for a
specific type of interpreter (e.g., gender-matched or certified Deaf interpreter). Overcoming these
barriers requires a concerted effort to shift organizational attitudes from passive compliance to
active inclusion, viewing the Deaf community not as recipients of charity, but as linguistic and
cultural minorities whose rights must be proactively protected and respected at every level of
service delivery.

Promoting Positive Attitudes and Best Practices

Shifting entrenched negative attitudes toward sign language interpreting requires a multi-pronged
strategy focused on education, policy reinforcement, and promoting best practices across all
sectors. Education is paramount; targeted training programs for hearing professionals must move
beyond simple awareness and delve into the principles of Deaf culture, the linguistic structure of
sign language, and the professional ethics governing interpreters. Such training should emphasize
the financial and ethical risks associated with poor communication access, demonstrating that
investing in qualified interpreters ultimately saves resources by preventing errors, litigation, and
poor outcomes. Furthermore, promoting the concept of the interpreter as a highly skilled
professional--similar to a specialized lawyer or medical consultant--elevates their status and
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encourages respectful engagement from institutional partners.

Policy reinforcement must ensure that institutions not only meet the minimum legal standards but
actively adopt best practices. This includes developing clear internal protocols for scheduling and
vetting interpreters, guaranteeing consumers the right to request specific qualifications or types of
interpreters (including Certified Deaf Interpreters for complex or visually inaccessible situations),
and establishing robust feedback mechanisms that allow Deaf consumers to report negative
experiences without fear of reprisal. When institutions adopt transparent, consumer-centric
policies, they communicate an attitude of respect and commitment to quality, which in turn fosters
positive user attitudes and greater utilization of services.

Finally, promoting positive attitudes involves fostering direct collaboration between all
stakeholders. Workshops and seminars that bring Deaf consumers, hearing providers, and
interpreters together in non-crisis environments can dismantle stereotypes and build mutual
understanding. For example, exercises that allow hearing professionals to experience
communication barriers firsthand can create empathy and solidify the understanding of why high-
quality interpreting is non-negotiable. Best practices must also include supporting the interpreting
profession itself, ensuring competitive wages, providing professional development opportunities,
and establishing mentoring programs, all of which contribute to a stable, highly skilled interpreting
workforce capable of meeting the diverse needs of the Deaf community with competence and
professionalism.

Conclusion: Future Directions in Interpreting Access

The psychological and social landscape surrounding attitudes toward sign language interpreting
remains dynamic. While legislative mandates have secured the right to access, the quality and
effectiveness of that access are continually negotiated through the attitudes and beliefs held by
consumers, providers, and interpreters. Future efforts must focus intensely on moving institutional
attitudes beyond mere compliance toward genuine inclusion. This involves recognizing that the
provision of a qualified interpreter is not a special accommodation but a fundamental requirement
for linguistic parity, ensuring that Deaf individuals can navigate the world with the same ease and
confidentiality as their hearing counterparts. Research should continue to explore the psychological
impacts of communication failure and the long-term effects of positive versus negative interpreting
experiences on Deaf consumers' mental health and educational attainment.

A key direction for the future involves addressing emerging technological influences. As VRI and
Al-driven communication tools become more prevalent, the attitudes toward their usage must be
carefully scrutinized. While technology offers convenience, it must never be accepted as a default
substitute for in-person, human interpreting in sensitive contexts unless explicitly preferred by the
Deaf consumer. Future training programs must equip all stakeholders to critically evaluate new
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technologies, maintaining a firm attitude that the standard of "effective communication" must
always dictate the method of service delivery, not cost or technological novelty. Ultimately,
fostering positive attitudes requires a collective commitment--from policy makers, institutional
leaders, and individual professionals--to uphold the dignity and linguistic rights of the Deaf
community, ensuring that interpreting services are viewed universally as an indispensable
cornerstone of an equitable society.
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