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HARD WORK WILL BEAR BEAUTIFUL
FRUIT. A COMPARISON OF TWO
THINK-ALOUD PROTOCOL STUDIEST

RUTA JAASKELAINEN
University of Joensuu, Joensuu, Finland

Résumé

Cet article compare les résultats de deux études dont la méthodologie commande aux
sujets de traduire tout en exprimant leurs pensées a voix haute. Le but de cette comparaison
est de démontrer que 1) en traduction, I’ expérience ne rend pas nécessairement la pratique
plus facile et 2) que les traducteurs professionnels ne réussissent pas forcément de meilleures
traductions que les non-professionnels. La raison pour laguelle I’ auteur met I’ accent sur des
observations aussi peu rassurantes est qu’elles illustrent bien certaines hypothéses sur le
role des facteurs affectifs en traduction, ce qui se révéle important dans I enseignement de la
traduction.

Abstract

In this article some of the results of two think-aloud protocol studies (Gerloff 1988
and Jddskeldinen 1990) are compared. The purpose of the comparison is to illustrate two
findings: (1) that translation does not always get easier as professional experience increases,
and (2) that professional translators do not always succeed better than non-professionals.
The emphasis is on these somewhar disturbing observations because they are particularly
suitable for illustrating tentative hypotheses about the role of affective factors in translation.
These, in turn, have important implications for teaching translation.

1. INTRODUCTION

Empirical research on translation processes has reflected a relatively wide spectrum
of research interests. In some cases, apart from being generally aimed at illuminating the
contents of the “black box,” the think-aloud protocol studies have shared little else than
the methods of data collection. Thus, to mention but a few of the differences, we have
studies in which verbal reports hav: been collected from foreign language learners (e.g.
Krings 1986; Lorscher 1991), from translation students (e.g. Jisskeldinen 1987, 1989a,
1989b; Nagy 1989; Tirkkonen-Condit 1989), from combinations of students and profes-
sional translators (e.g. Konigs 1987; Krings 1988), or from professional translators (e.g.
Laukkanen 1993; Séguinot 1989a). Similarly, the languages involved have varied as well,
depending on where the research has been carried out, including German and French
(Krings 1986), English and French (Gerloff 1988; Séguinot 1989), German and English
(Lorscher 1991), German and Spanish (Konigs 1987), Finnish and English (Jiiskeldinen
1990; Laukkanen 1993; Pontinen and Romanov 1989; Tirkkonen-Condit 1989, 1992),
and Finnish and German (Nagy 1989). The kinds of tasks used in the experiments have
ranged from oral (Lorscher 1991) to written translation, and from monologic thinking
aloud to dialogic thinking aloud (e.g. House 1988; KuBmaul 1991). More importantly,
process investigators have approached translation from slightly different angles, thus
focussing on analysing different aspects of the process, such as problem-solving strate-
gies (Krings 1986; Lorscher 1991), cognitive planning (Holscher and Mdahle .1987),
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decision criteria (Tirkkonen-Condit 1989), or the focus of conscious attention
(Jaaskeldinen 1990). Consequently, the methods used in the analysis of the data have also
differed considerably.

These differences have very natural causes. The first process-oriented research pro-
jects were started in isolation, independently of each other; therefore, the studies reflect
very different backgrounds (see Krings 1986). In the absence of previous research, meth-
ods of analysis have been developed to describe a particular body of data. Applying the
methods of analysis to other kinds of data has resulted in modifications or the introduc-
tion of new methods of analysis.

The diversity of approaches can be regarded as an advantage: different studies shed
light on different aspects of different kinds of translation processes thus increasing our
understanding of the mechanisms underlying translation. Yet the multiplicity of interests
is not totally unproblematic. For example, the differences in the kinds of data collected,
the kinds of analyses carried out, and particularly the overall goals of research have made
it more difficult to test the methods employed in previous studies (see e.g. Jiiskeldinen
1993). Although the problem is to some extent understandable in a field that is still in its
infancy, not enough attention has been paid to testing and refining the methodology.

Due to the differences listed above, it has been somewhat difficult to compare the
results in order to be able to draw more generalisable conclusions. Due to the painstaking
methods of data collection and analysis involved in process-oriented research, the number
of subjects has remained relatively small. As a result, investigators have been (or should
have been) extremely cautious in generalising on the basis of the results.2 Particularly in
the early stages of process-oriented research, it is very important to be able to back up
one’s conclusions (or discard or modify them, as the case may be) with the results of
other studies. We are still looking for the relevant questions to be asked in protocol stud-
ies, as “no significant conclusions can be drawn from an experiment unless all the rele-
vant parameters, along with their relationships, have been identified” (Toury 1991: 182).
The search for the identification of relevant parameters is, yet another reason for not
increasing considerably the sample size in experiments. With masses of data, some rele-
vant parameters might go undetected.

In this article, I will compare some of the results presented in my licentiate thesis
(Jadskeldinen 1990) with those presented by Pamela Gerloff (1988) in her doctoral disser-
tation. Although our studies differ in several respects, I believe that there is sufficient
overlap to justify comparison. The purpose of the comparison is to provide a broader base
for further hypotheses and also to develop new ideas through the accumulation of knowl-
edge. After introducing the data in both studies and some of the early hypotheses in pro-
cess-oriented research, some of the results of these two studies will be discussed. Finally,
some tentative hypotheses which have a bearing on my doctoral dissertation will be taken
up for discussion.

2. DATA IN GERLOFF AND IN JAASKELAINEN

Both in Gerloff (1988) and in Jadskeldinen (1990), the think-aloud data was elicited
from twelve subjects who were asked to produce a written translation of a written source
text. Incidentally, both texts were articles dealing with health issues; Gerloff’s source text
was taken from the French magazine L’ Express and Ja#skeldinen’s from the British scien-
tific journal New Scientist. The subjects translated from a foreign language into their
native language (with the exception of the competent bilinguals in Gerloff’s study. See
below). Jddskeldinen’s subjects translated from English into Finnish and Gerloff’s from
French into English. In Jddskeldinen’s study the task performances were tape-recorded,
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while Gerloff used both audio- and videotaping. In both studies, the experimenter was
present during the sessions.

The subjects formed three groups in both studies. (For more detailed accounts, see
Gerloff 1988: 28-30; and Jaiskeldinen 1990: 71-76.) In Gerloff’s study, the subjects were
four college students learning French as a second language, four competent bilinguals
with little or no experience in translating, and four professional translators. In
Jaaskeldinen’s, the subjects were four translation students (two first-year and two fifth-
year students), four professional translators with 10-15 years of experience (three of them
were freelance translators at the time, and one was a business correspondent), and four
“educated laymen” whose age and level of education roughly corresponded to those of
the professional translators and who had a relatively good knowledge of English but no
experience in translating. The student data was collected first to be used in my pro gradu
thesis (Jadskeldinen 1987). The composition of subjects in the second set of experiments
was based on the assumption that the results of Jadskeldinen (1987), regarding novice and
more professional-like behaviour, could be tested by selecting genuine novices and gen-
uine professionals as subjects. That is, the aim was to acquire more information about the
features of processing in professional vs. non-professional translation.

Due to the underlying didactic purposes, the quality of the produced translations
was also assessed. The results were surprising: some of the professional translators did
rather poorly in comparison with some of the novices (first-year students and educated
laymen alike). As a result, I changed perspective and decided to look at those features
which the successful processes had in common. Within the context of my study, success-
ful processes were defined as those resulting in high-quality products as assessed by four
lecturers at the Savonlinna School of Translation Studies. In other contexts and for other
purposes successful translation has to be defined according to different criteria (see also
section 6). The unexpected results of the quality assessment were not the only reason for
the change. Preliminary analyses of the data had already indicated that, with this sample
of professional translators, hardly any traits of “professional behaviour” could be identi-
fied (the laymen’s behaviour was clearly more homogenous). That might simply have
resulted from unfortunate idiosyncracies. However, as the “success” of the professionals
was not homogenous, the change in perspective seemed justified.

As a consequence, in my licentiate thesis, the results are reported in terms of “qual-
ity groups” of subjects, i.e. those who produced good, mediocre, or weak translations,
instead of the original “occupational groups.” The success or failure of individual subjects
in the experimental task is obviously not intended as a label for their translation compe-
tence in general. (In what follows I will use, somewhat misleadingly, the terms
“good/mediocre/weak processes” instead of the more accurate but more clumsy “process-
es resulting in good/mediocre/weak products.”) In Gerloff’s study, on the other hand, the
results are reported in terms of the original “proficiency groups,” i.e. students, competent
bilinguals, and professional translators, although the results of quality assessment in her
study (see Gerloff 1988: 135-144) also showed that quality did not correlate with linguis-
tic or translational competence the way one might have expected. The results of transla-
tion quality assessments will be discussed in more detail in section 4.1.

3. EARLY HYPOTHESES

One of the most frequent hypotheses in the first protocol studies postulated that
many thought processes would be automatised in professional translators’ translation pro-
cessses (see Borsch 1986; Krings 1986). Consequently, as automatised thought processes
are inaccessible for verbalisation (see Ericsson and Simon 1984), it was assumed that
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professional translators would verbalise little, if anything, of their thought processes. In
addition, the highly automatised process would be fast and unproblematic. To make an
extreme interpretation of the automaticity hypothesis, it could be argued that it was
assumed that we need to acquire data from inexperienced translators, such as language
learners and translation students, to be able to know what is missing from the professional
translators’ automatised, hence silent, processes. This hypothesis is supported by
Candace Séguinot’s study (1989), in which a government translator was videotaped while
carrying out a routine translation task. The subject produced relatively few verbalisations
and her processing patterns had to be inferred by observing behaviour, such as pauses and
hesitations in typing.

However, as more research was carried out, the automaticity hypothesis proved to
be too crude. For example, in Sonja Tirkkonen-Condit’s study (1989), the more profes-
sional subjects made (and verbalised) more decisions than the less experienced subjects.
Similarly, in Hans-Peter Krings’ study (1988) with a professional translator as a subject,
the professional engaged in considerably more processing than the foreign language
leamners who had translated the same text earlier (Krings 1986). For example, he prob-
lematised more source text items and used reference material more often than most of the
language leamners in the earlier experiments. Similar results were obtained by Gerloff
(1988) and Jaiskeldinen (1990). It was found that professional translators did not neces-
sarily spend less time and effort on the experimental translation tasks than less profes-
sional subjects. Gerloff (1988: 54ff.) called this the “Translation Does Not Get Easier”
phenomenon.

The following comparison of Jadskeldinen (1990) and Gerloff (1988) is aimed at
demonstrating this phenomenon in two bodies of data. More specifically, the purpose is to
illustrate two points: (1) that not all translation processes are carried out more quickly and
more easily as professional experience increases, and (2) that the time and effort invested
in the process is likely to be reflected in the quality of the product (irrespective of how
experienced the translator is). These statements may appear to be exaggerated and yet
obvious. In fact, focussing on these points serves an ulterior motive. This perspective pro-
vides the relevant background for the discussion of the role of affect in the final sections
of this article.

4. COMPARISON OF THE RESULTS

4.1. Translation Quality Assessment

In both studies the translations produced were evaluated by a group of raters. (More
detailed accounts of translation quality assessment can be found in Gerloff (1988: 135-
144) and in Jagskeldinen (1990: 97-105).) In Gerloff there were three raters, one of whom
was the experimenter. In Jddskeldinen the raters were four lecturers at Savonlinna who
were not informed as to the transiators’ professional ability. In addition, the translations
were sent to the co-editor of the national newspaper for which the text was supposed to be
translated; his comments were very similar to those of the lecturers, except that he was
much more broadminded in what he would allow to be published in his column (*if
edited a little”).

Both quality assessments were general and impressionistic; the raters were asked to
give an overall rating with some comments. The assessment criteria differed slightly. In
Gerloff the raters were asked to take into account two central factors: “accuracy or faith-
fulness of meaning to the French text and readability of the final English product” (1988:
135). In Jaiskeldinen’s study, the raters were asked to pay special attention to how well
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the translations fulfilled the requirements set by the task description; for that purpose, the
raters were given copies of the target text. The task description required some editing of
the source text. For example, some totally irrelevant information was to be left out. (The
task description entailed some rewriting. For the more puristic this makes the task “a
rewriting task” instead of a translation task.) Semantic accuracy and linguistic fluency
were also used as criteria. Results of the translation quality assessments are presented in
Table 1.

Gerloff Jaiaskeliinen

BEST GOOD

3 translators 2 translators

1 bilingual 2 fifth-year students

VERY GOOD MEDIOCRE

1 bilingual 1 translator

1 student 2 first-year students
1 educated layman

GOOD

1 translator WEAK

2 bilinguals 1 translator

1 student 3 educated laymen

WEAK

2 students

Table 1: Results of the translation quality assessment.

In my opinion, the most striking observation in Table 1 is that official professional
status does not seem to be an automatic guarantee of success, at least not in all kinds of
translation tasks. Nor is better language proficiency. These results were dramatic enough
for me to reformulate my basic research question and look at features of successful pro-
cessing instead of features of professional processing. (The results of various analyses
were also examined for emerging patterns of professional behaviour; see Jadskeldinen
(1990: 210).) In Gerloff’s study, the professional translators on the whole succeeded bet-
ter than the competent bilinguals who in turn did better than the student subjects.
However, the slightly unexpected results led Gerloff, too, to look at the process features
shared by the successful processes (see section 4.2.).

In spite of the fact that the categories of subjects in Gerloff and in Jdsskeldinen, i.e.
proficiency vs. quality groups, are not wholly comparable, I will retain them in the fol-
lowing comparison of some other findings. The other two possibilities — reanalysing
data either in terms of quality groups in both studies, or in terms of Gerloff’s proficiency
groups and my original occupational groups — would not produce more easily compara-
ble categories of subjects.

4.2. External Behaviour and the Amount of Processing Activities

In this section three kinds of quantitative analyses will be looked at. Two of these
relate to the subjects’ external behaviour, i.e. the amount of time spent on the translation
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process (the time was not limited), and the number of times reference material was used.
The third aspect is the total amount of processing activities carried out by the subjects.
The results will be presented as mean figures for each of the three groups in each study.
These statistics should obviously be interpreted with caution as each group of subjects
only consists of four people. Furthermore, quantitative analyses can on the whole be
somewhat misleading and uninformative. For the present purposes, however, this form of
presentation seems most appropriate to illustrate significant similarities which can be
seen as manifestations of the “translation does not get easier” phenomenon.

Table 2(a) shows how much time each of the three groups spent on the process (see
* also Gerloff 1988: 58; Jadskeldinen 1990: 136-137). The length of the source texts was
181 words in Gerloff and 144 words in Jdidskeldinen. Table 2(b) shows the total number
of times dictionaries and other reference material were consulted by each group of sub-
jects (see also Gerloff 1988: 106-107; Jasskeldinen 1990: 147-162).

Gerloff (proficiency groups) Jaaskeldinen (quality groups)
TRANSLATORS: 43 min. GOOD: 74 min.
BILINGUALS: 58 min. MEDIOCRE: 65 min.
STUDENTS: 33 min. WEAK: 36 min.

Table 2(a): Time spent on the processes (mean).

Gerloff (proficiency groups) Jadskeldinen (quality groups)
TRANSLATORS: 24 GOOD: 20

BILINGUALS: 7 MEDIOCRE: 18
STUDENTS: 14 WEAK: 10

Table 2(b): Total number of dictionary consultations (mean).

The above figures indicate that professional translators do not always translate
faster than non-professionals. On the other hand, speed also seems to have an interesting
relationship to translation quality. For example, the professional translator in the ‘weak’
category in Jddskeldinen spent the least time (22 minutes) on the process (of all the sub-
jects). Professional translators also seem to be the most enthusiastic dictionary users in
Gerloff’s study. Furthermore, Jaaskeldinen’s results indicate that success seems to be
related to the intensity of research activities in the form of dictionary consultations.

Finally, the quantities of the main categories of processing are presented in Table 3.
In Gerloff (1988: 43), the main category of processing is called problem-solving
activities, which are described as follows: “The Problem Solving Activity coding includes
both strategies and behaviours used in problem solving.” The analysis covers both verbal-
isations and actual behaviours. In Jddskeldinen, the unit of analysis was labelled attention
unit, which I have called instances of marked processing. Those are defined as “those
instances in the translation process in which the translator’s ‘unmarked processing’ is
interrupted by shifting the focus of attention onto particular task-relevant aspects” (1990:
173). Unmarked processing refers mainly to reading the source text aloud or producing a
fluent, uninterrupted translation of a source text item or passage. The analysis covers the
subjects’ verbalisations and includes both problem-solving activities and unproblematic
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decision-making. Although these two categories do not cover exactly the same kinds
of processing, we can look at the inter-group differences in the amount of processing
activities.

Gerloff (proficiency groups) Jaaskeldinen (quality groups)
TRANSLATORS: 507 GOOD: 115

BILINGUALS: 402 MEDIOCRE: 113
STUDENTS: 330 WEAK: 53

Table 3: Total amount of processing activities (mean).

The figures in Table 3 show rather convincingly that translation does not get easier.
Moreover, it seems that the effort invested in the process bears fruit as higher translation
quality.

Gerloff (1988) includes the following processing features in her tentative profile of
successful translation: the best translators “spent a good deal of time on the translation —,
were moderately high to very high volume processors, [and] generated lots of translation
solutions.” In Jaiskeldinen, the features of the more successful (good and mediocre) pro-
cesses as opposed to the weak processes include the following features: spending more
time on the process, consulting dictionaries more often, and carrying out more processing
activities. In addition, in the “better” processes more attention was paid to refining the
target text by taking into account stylistic appropriateness and the needs of the target
audience (the differences in terms of source text analysis will be discussed in section 5).
In sum it seems that in both experiments those subjects who spent considerable time and
effort on the experimental tasks were the ones who produced the best translations, irre-
spective of their relative translation competence or level of language proficiency.

. However, we should not jump to any hasty conclusions. As Gerloff points out
(1988: 161), “it is important to keep in mind that this study did not find a complete and
direct relationship between specific translation processes and quality of the translation
product.” Neither did Jéiskeldinen’s study. Although “pronounced trends” are easily iden-
tifiable in the data, it is equally obvious that “some individuals do not fit the pattern”
(Gerloff 1988: 161). Furthermore, as regards the professional translators’ unexpected
behaviour, it seems very important to look for potential explanations for such discrepan-
cies partly because of the need to find sources of variability for identifying the relevant
parameters. One such attempt (Jazskeldinen, in print) indicates that there may be a rele-
vant relationship between the subjects’ role behaviour reflecting their self-image and the
process-product associations. Other potentially relevant phenomena will be discussed in
sections 5 and 6.

4.3. Discussion

The findings illustrated above seem to provide convincing evidence that translation
does not necessarily get easier with increasing professional experience. As was mentioned
in section 3, similar results were obtained by Krings (1988) and Tirkkonen-Condit (1989).
Translation quality appears to be closely linked with how much time and effort translators
are willing to invest in the process. These findings provide an opportunity to refine some
of the earlier hypotheses about automaticity in translation. The refinements relate to (1) the
nature of the translation task, and (2) the professional ability of the translator.
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The translation tasks used in Gerloff (1988), Jidskeldinen (1990), Krings (1988),
and Tirkkonen-Condit (1989) represented a non-routine task, i.e. a novel, untypical task,
for the professional translators. In contrast, the task in Séguinot (1989) was a routine task.
Now, it seems highly likely that professional translators will behave differently depending
on whether they are carrying out a routine task or a non-routine task. Furthermore, apply-
ing a routine approach to a non-routine task, or vice versa, may have undesirable
consequences.

On this basis, we could form the following hypotheses about “developmental
stages” in translation (see Jdiskeldinen 1990: 55-56). Genuine novices in translation
problematise relatively little. As a result, they translate quickly and effortlessly (and per-
haps wrongly, depending on the difficulty of the task), i.e. novices are blissfully unaware
of their ignorance. In contrast, semi-professional translators, such as translation students,
have become aware of their ignorance and grown sensitive to potential problems. As a
result, their processing can be very arduous and time-consuming. Finally, in relation to
professional translators, two alternatives seem plausible: When professional translators
perform routine tasks, their processing is likely to be highly automatised hence the pro-
cess is relatively fast and effortless and little is verbalised. When professional translators
encounter a non-routine task, they need to resort to conscious, non-automatised process-
ing which consumes lots of time and energy.

Another important observation, which will not be discussed in full detail in this
context, is that professional and non-professional processes differ qualitatively. That is,
while some kinds of processing gradually become automatised, other kinds of processing
will take up the released processing capacity in working memory (see Jazskeldinen and
Tirkkonen-Condit 1991: 105; Gerloff 1988: 54). Thus, there will be more processing
capacity to be used for, say, higher-level text production strategies than in the processes
used by novices.

At this point a frustrated reader might want to ask: What is the use of being a pro-
fessional translator, then, if there are no green pastures in sight, no laurels to rest on? The
picture is not that grim, however. First, routine task performances are likely to grow faster
and easier. In Johanna Laukkanen’s recent pro gradu thesis (1993), the purpose was to
examine the routine vs. non-routine distinction by asking one professional translator to
carry out both kinds of tasks. The subject spent 111 minutes translating the routine text
which was 168 words in length. The non-routine text, 65 words long, was translated in 97
minutes. (The translation tasks were from Finnish into English, and thus these figures
refer to the number of words in the Finnish source texts.) A very unorthodox, but highly
illustrative computation of Laukkanen’s data shows that in the routine task the profession-
al translator translated 1.5 words per minute, whereas in the non-routine task her “trans-
lating speed” was 0.7 words per minute. Although we obviously do not translate words
per minute, this can be seen as indicative of faster processing in the routine task.

Second, professional translators have the upper hand in that they know when to
employ the easier routine approach or the more demanding non-routine approach—and
they also have the opportunity to do so. For a novice there simply is no easy way out.
(See also Chesterman (in print) on alternating between conscious “actions” and uncon-
scious “operations” in translation.) Third, although non-routine tasks may demand con-
siderable time and effort to be completed successfully, professional translators have been
found to become more efficient in their processing. That is, professional translators carry
out more processing in less time than the less experienced translators. In Tirkkonen-
Condit (1989), the more advanced translation students were more efficient processors in
that they made more decisions per unit of time than the less advanced students. Similarly,
in Gerloff (1988: 147), the professional translators exhibited more problem-solving
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behaviour per unit of time than either the students or the competent bilinguals; hence they
could be regarded as more efficient processors. In sum, there are benefits to be gained
from professionality in translation, although the nature of these benefits may not be
exactly the same as was assumed in the less informed hypotheses.

5. WHAT DIFFERENTIATES “GOOD” FROM “MEDIOCRE” PROCESSES?

The tables in section 4 indicate that, in Jadskeldinen’s study (1990), the good and
mediocre processes are very similar to each other and distinctly different from the weak
processes. The same applies to other aspects of analysis as well. In fact, the only feature
where the good vs. mediocre processes seem to differ is the distribution of instances of
marked processing in the analysis of the source text (ST processing). Instances of marked
processing in ST processing are divided into two subcategories labelled (1) linguistic
analysis and (2) text comprehension (see Jadskeldinen 1990: 206-211). For the present
purposes, their difference can be described as (1) reliance on linguistic knowledge, and
(2) application of world knowledge. When subjects are translating into their native lan-
guage, the distinction between these two categories could also be roughly characterised as
looking for answers to questions “What is X in Finnish?” vs. “What is X?” (This chara-
terisation does not necessarily apply to all kinds of tasks, such as translating from one’s
native language into a foreign language; see Laukkanen 1993.)

The following excerpts from the subjects’ protocols illustrate the difference. The
first two excerpts show instances of linguistic analysis. Example 1 shows a professional
translator looking up unknown lexical items in a bilingual dictionary; in Example 2,
another professional translator wishes to find out how the medical term “triglyceride” is
spelt in Finnish. The excerpts have been translated into English as literally as possible.
The capitalised portions were in English in the original verbalisations.

Example 1. Professional translator (‘good’) looking up unknown lexical items in a
bilingual dictionary.

that DICKY HEART is (.) this word DICKY is unfamiliar to me [consults a bilingual dic-
tionary] (12.0) uhm so it’s the same as IF YOU HAVE A BAD HEART (7.0) and at the end
of the second paragraph is the word LIPIDS [consults a bilingual dictionary which offers
no help] (25.0) it’s not in here (sigh) (8.0) (sigh) (4.0) BUT ADDING GARLIC OIL TO
THE SAME HIGH-FAT DIET PREVENTED THE RISE OF THE FATTY CON-
STITUENTS (26.0) well some other source is needed for figuring out that word (1.0) it
could be found in that for instance (8.0) [taps on a monolingual dictionary of English]

Example 2. Professional translator (‘weak’) on the medical term “triglyceride.”

it’s presumably triglyceride in Finnish too but well its correct spelling is what (1.0) what
cannot be found at least (4.0) not in these (3.0) [referring to the available dictionaries]

Examples 3 and 4 illustrate those verbalisations which have been categorised as
instances of text comprehension. In example 3, a professional translator (the same as in
Example 1) comments on the modifier “safely” in the ST sentence “However, the search
for a miracle drug that could safely mop all the excess fats has been somewhat difficult...
but could garlic come to the rescue?” Example 4 shows yet another professional transla-
tor’s reactions to the medical term “triglyceride” (see also Example 2).

Example 3. Professional translator (‘good’) on the adverb “safely.”

finding such a miracle drug that (3.0) could (5.0) er that would be able (5.0) (sigh) SAFELY
safely or without danger (3.0) safely (1.0) here it’d be of course interesting to know what
(1.0) what does this mean this SAFELY what dangers could be involved (4.0)



HARD WORK WILL BEAR BEAUTIFUL FRUIT 69

Example 4. Professional translator (‘good’) on the medical term “triglyceride.”

triglyceride (.) what would that be in Finnish (4.0) triglyceride but what’s it then (2.0) what
is it as a substance because I don’t know these chemical (6.0) well it doesn’t really matter
that much in a translation whether you know what they include but out of interest always if
something should stick (1.0) stick to mind cos’ don’t know about these (1.0)

In relation to the inter-group differences in ST processing the mediocre and weak
processes resemble each other. The share of linguistic analysis in the mediocre and weak
processes is 65% and 73% respectively (the remaining 35% and 27% of ST processing
belonging to the text comprehension category). In contrast, in the good processes the ratio
is 38% vs. 62%; that is, in the good processes most of the attention is directed at text com-
prehension, at relating the text to the extra-textual world. The less successful processes
seem to remain more exclusively at the linguistic surface level.

However, the relationship between the kinds of processing illustrated in Examples 3
and 4 and the quality of the products is not as simple as it sounds at first. One might
expect that focussing attention on the linguistic surface features at the eéxpense of paying
attention to the contents will lower translation quality by introducing factual mistakes
into the text. However, in the present experimental task this did not happen. None of the
translations contained any significant factual misinterpretations. For example, the result
of either checking the spelling of “triglyceride” (Example 2) or doing a lengthy analysis
about its qualities (Example 4) is the same. The Finnish medical term is triglyseridi.

In this respect, then, a tentative hypothesis assumes that the key phrases in the
excerpts presented above are “it would be interesting to know,” and “out of interest.” That
" is, it seems to be the attitude conveyed in these verbalisations that differentiates between
the good and the mediocre results. The puzzling and extremely complex question of how
attitude is reflected in the translations, except as vague “quality,” will have to be
addressed later. Here I would like to draw attention to other observations that seem to
provide support for the impression that the translator’s attitude during the process con-
tributes to the quality of the product. More generally, it seems that affective factors, be
they personal involvement, commitment, motivation, or attitude, play a significant role in
translation as well as in other forms of human behaviour.

In Gerloff’s study, the competent bilingual group showed the largest intra-group
. variation in terms of quality. By way of offering a potential explanation for this variation,
Gerloff (1988: 153-154) points out:

Bilinguals may, for example, view some tasks as “important” and others as “insignificant”,
whereas a translator or a student may be more likely to give all school- or work-like tasks
roughly equal weight. In this study, Mark, the bilingual who spent only 12 minutes on his
translation, considered the article to be translated “unimportant”, because of its content. If it
had been, for example, a “biblical” translation that he had been asked to do, he would have
spent more time and effort on it.

To my mind, Gerloff’s observation also indicates that in comparison with the other bilin-
guals, Mark may have been considerably less motivated, or less involved, than, for
instance, Tina who produced the best translation (of all the subjects) and spent the most
time (111 minutes) on it.

In Laukkanen’s study (1993), there appears to be a clearly identifiable affective dif-
ference between the professional translator’s routine and non-routine processes which is
linked to the quality of the target texts. Confidence in the routine task resulted in a critical
attitude which in turn resulted in better quality. Insecurity in the non-routine task resulted
in too heavy a reliance on the source text which lowered the quality of the target text.
Furthermore, Paul Kumaul’s (1991) dialogue protocols indicate that for creative insights
to occur an atmosphere of positive encouragement is necessary.
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However, high involvement appears to be a double-edged sword; in the wrong
hands the results may be disturbing. Tirkkonen-Condit (1992) compares the processes
carried out by a professional translator with those carried out by a non-professional trans-
lator. The source text dealt with the non-professional subject’s field of expertise, of which
she naturally had very strong opinions and preconceptions. As a result, she was at times
so taken up with her emotional reactions to the contents of the source text that she ended
up distorting what it said. In other words, a delicate balance between personal involve-
ment and intellectual detachment seems to be necessary in some translating situations.

6. CONCLUSION

This article draws together some of the results of two different think-aloud protocol
studies in order to make more feasible generalisations about particular features of transla-
tion processes. The emphasis has been on looking at those features which show that (1)
translation may not get easier; (2) professionals may not always succeed; and (3) affect
may play a central role in success. Admittedly, the samples on which these generalisa-
tions are based are still very small, and with such small samples one needs to be very cau-
tious, particularly in terms of quantitative analyses. However, the findings discussed here
show that these phenomena merit further investigation. The aspect that most attracts my
attention is the role of affective factors in translation, particularly in relation to translation
quality. On the one hand, the evidence so far seems to indicate that affective factors may
be a relevant parameter in accounting for translational behaviour. On the other hand,
the prospect that affective factors influence translation quality has significant didactic
implications. :

The role of affect in translation (as in any kind of cognitive activity, see e.g. Izard,
Kagan, and Zajonc 1984) should be investigated more thoroughly and should not be
underestimated. Yet the role must not be overestimated either, as it is likely that not all
tasks or not all translators require similar levels of motivation in order to be successful. In
a slightly different context, in relation to particular motivational factors and productivity,
John W, Atkinson (1974: 217) points out:

— no work situation is optimal for everyone, no type of personality is most productive in all
situations, no single generalisation about the effects of strength of motivation will apply to
all tasks. It means, more specifically, that for every particular occupational role, there is a
different kind of most productive personality. And for every personality, the anxiety-prone no
less than the positively motivated, there is a particular role which offers an opportunity for
relatively greater productivity and relatively greater contribution than others as a solid foun-
dation for the individual’s self-esteem.

In other words, different kinds of personality traits are desirable for different kinds
of jobs. Similarly, considering the wide variety of occupational choices available for
graduates of translator training programmes, such as interpreters, technical editors, TV
translators, literary translators, Bible translators, legal translators, business correspon-
dents, or free lance translators in a field of their own choice, to mention but a few, it is
obvious that different occupations attract different kinds of personalities.

However, at least in my experiments, the experiment design and the subsequent
analyses were clearly biased towards a particular kind of translator. Therefore it does not
seem a coincidence that the weakest professional task performance in my study was that
of the only business correspondent among the three freelance translators. For one thing,
the experimental translation task represented a non-routine task for the professional trans-
lators.? In non-routine tasks interest, high motivation, and other similar qualities are
likely to be desirable for high quality products. These, in turn, are qualities that may be
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expected to be more salient in, say, freelance translators who, on the one hand, may have
more variety of commissions thereby more easily retaining their “mental flexibility” (see
Chesterman, in print; Toury 1984). On the other hand, in the case of freelance translators
their daily bread may depend more crucially on the quality of their work than in the case
of someone on a company payroll, particularly if the company measures successful trans-
lation in terms of quantity rather than quality. Such a company policy is precisely what
the business correspondent in my study revealed by her comment: “If I spent an hour and
a half on translating half a page, I would have been fired ages ago.”

The reason for drawing attention to the experimental bias is to stress that the pur-
pose of looking at success of a particular kind in a particular kind of situation is rot to
introduce yet another form of an “optimal translator” (Toury 1984; see also e.g.
Jadskeldinen, in print) into the discussion (hence the question mark in the headline of this
article). According to Gideon Toury (1984: 189), the goal of translator training “tends to
be one brand or another of an ‘optimal translator’.” The optimal translator seems to be the
invisible “hypothetical construct” (Toury 1984: 187) hiding between the lines of some
translation theoretical contributions. The optimal translator, as most mythical creatures,
has unlimited resources at his or her disposal (i.e. he or she operates under optimal work
conditions) and is therefore, naturally, able to produce optimal, perfect translations. The
“model” of the optimal translator who, after doing every kind of sophisticated analysis,
invariably produces perfect translations, can be very detrimental to translators’ self-
esteem.

In addition to being able to produce perfect translations, one brand of the optimal
translator may be the professional who spends little time and effort on translation tasks.
While under some circumstances this holds true, it does not apply to all situations or all
translators. The point is that the various brands of the optimal translator create false
expectations in students and professionals alike, which in turn can have harmful conse-
quences. Gerloff (1988: 155-156) formulates the danger as follows:

Although, upon reflection, this observation [that translation does not get easier] “makes per-
fect sense”, there is nonetheless — among teachers and students as well as the general popu-
lace — a strong ethos and a deeply ingrained expectation that foreign language tasks such as
translation should get easier; and that those engaged in such endeavours should get faster at
them. One unfortunate result of such a belief is that the expectation itself may in fact influ-
ence people’s processing and performance of language tasks in not altogether constructive
ways. Comments reveal subjects’ expectations about what the process should look like, as
well as underlying beliefs or suspicions about their own perceived inability to live up to
those expectations. They judged their process against standards which this research suggests
are inaccurate representations of the true nature of the translation process.

If professional translators, let alone translation students, constantly work under the
impression that they fail because they do not live up to the false expectations embodied in
some brand of the optimal translator, their confidence and self-esteem are seriously
undermined. Similarly, Hans G. Honig (1988; 1992) has drawn attention to the evaporat-
ing self-esteem of translation students, its causes and consequences. Since confidence and
positive attitudes seem to go together with high quality at least in some translating situa-
tions, it would be of utmost importance to enhance translators’ self-esteem instead of
making it disappear.

The optimal translator in translation studies has an interesting parallel in psycholo-
gy. According to Darlene Howard (1983: 424-425), decision theories, particularly in
economy, have been largely built on the notion that human beings are optimisers or
maximers. That is, in making decisions people weigh all the alternative actions and out-
comes and eventually choose the best possible alternative, i.e. the one with the optimal
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cost-effect ratio. However, Herbert A. Simon (1956, 1979) observed that instead of being
optimisers, human beings are satisficers; i.e. in making decisions “people accept a choice
that is good enough rather than continuing to search for one that is the best possible”
(Howard 1983: 424). The basis of this characteristic is in the nature of the human infor-
mation processing system with its limited capacity work-space. Therefore, “we are well
designed to be satisficers, but poorly designed to be maximisers” (Howard 1983: 425).

The myth of the optimal translator seems to reflect the same kind of thinking as the
view of human beings as optimisers, which also seems to explain the huge gap between
“the needs of translation pedagogy and that which is offered by a theory” (Toury 1984:
188). Or, for that matter, the huge gap between the theory and the practice of translation
that tends to frustrate translation students (Jidskeldinen 1990: 43ff.). Consider the pre-
scriptive branch of translation theory which aims at giving instructions about how to
behave in order to produce perfect translations. While we obviously need some kinds of
measures (i.e. norms) to be able to assess translation quality, to teach translation, and sim-
ply to be able to translate in the first place (see Chesterman, forthcoming), perfect transla-
tion as the goal places too high demands on translators. It seems to me that what we need
to do is to bring down the norms a little; instead of giving instructions about how to make
perfect translations, we should focus on what is humanly possible. This is where I think
process-oriented research on translation can offer help by looking at the not-so-perfect
processes which nevertheless yield products that are certainly good enough.

In conclusion, the ideas discussed in this article are intended primarily as food for
thought, as hypotheses about the complex phenomena involved in translating. It is obvi-
ous that these observations have managed to create more questions than provide final
answers. In fact, a lot more work needs to be done before we can even contemplate
answering the questions inspired by protocol studies. The more we learn about the mech-
anisms underlying translation, the more we come face to face with unexplored areas.
Pamela Gerloff’s observation that translation does not get easier applies only too well to
doing research on translation processes: it certainly does not seem to get any easier.

Notes

1. I am grateful to Tiina Puurtinen and Sonja Tirkkonen-Condit for their comments on an earlier version of
this manuscript.

2. Small samples are admittedly a problem in experimental translation studies as well as in other kinds of
empirical work, be it process- or product-oriented. However, the problem is not unique to translation studies
where, one might add, experimentation is still a novelty. In psychology, with its vastly longer history in
experimentation, the same problem still exists, which might help to alleviate the guilt of translation experi-
menters. For example, Guy Claxton (1980: 7-8) criticises the quality and quantity of subjects used in cogni-
tive psychological experiments. In many psychological experiments it is not specified who the subjects are;
yet the results are generalised to apply to all people. (In fact, many psychological theories are based on the
behaviour of undergraduate psychology students or mental patients or, in the behaviourist era, laboratory
rats.) In relation to the size of samples, Claxton (1980: 8) points out rather acidly: “Incidentally, the number
of subjects used is typically rather small. Eight to twelve is common, though in one of the three experiments
that Collins and Quillian [1969] report only three subjects produced usable data. I know that the statistics
are supposed to take this into account, but still three Americans (of unspecified age and experience) seems
rather inadequate as a sample from which to draw conclusions about humanity.”

3. The source text dealt with medical research, and one of the free lance translators had worked for a medical
company. As a result the topic of the target text represented a previous routine area for her. However, as the
source text was a popularised medical text, and the intended target text even more so, the task can be
regarded as a non-routine task. This mixture of a non-routine task and a routine area did in fact confuse this
translator in some rather unfortunate ways (see Jadskeldinen, in print).
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