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Abstract

The study presented in this article aimed to determine whether Polish sworn translators 
experience emotional distress in relation to their work and to identify risk factors and 
protective factors against emotional distress. This study was conducted using semi-
structured interviews with 28 sworn translators – 16 women and 12 men. During the 
interview, the respondents were asked seven main questions that were not shared in 
advance, allowing for spontaneous responses. From the translators’ responses, three risk 
factors for emotional distress, i.e. individual sensitivity to demanding communication 
situations, frequency of participation in difficult cases as well as sense of responsibility, 
and three protective factors, including assertiveness, mental toughness and professional 
experience, were identified.

1.  Introduction

The profession of sworn translator and interpreter1 is governed by the Act of 25 No-
vember 2004 on the Profession of Sworn Translator and Interpreter. The right to 
practice is obtained by persons who have fulfilled a total of three conditions: pass-
ing a professional examination, taking an oath and being entered on a list kept 
by the Minister of Justice, which means that only translators with proven high 

1 In the Polish language, the term “tłumacz” means both a translator and an interpreter. In this 
article, the terms “sworn translator” and “translator” are used.
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qualifications and adequate translation competence are currently admitted (Nar-
towska 2018). This profession is widely regarded in the literature as one of public 
trust. While not explicitly stated in the law, as Kubacki (2018) rightly points out, 
it follows from the jurisprudence of Polish courts, including the Constitutional Tri-
bunal. Sworn translators are primarily authorized to provide certified translations 
and interpreting services to natural and legal persons, primarily to Polish judicial 
and public administration authorities. Thus, the vast majority of documents relat-
ing to proceedings conducted by Polish courts, the police and prosecutor’s offices 
are commissioned precisely to sworn translators. They also largely participate in 
the activities carried out by the procedural authorities in criminal, civil, family 
or commercial cases. 

Due to the specific nature of the cases in which a sworn translator is involved, 
they are not infrequently confronted with crisis moments in other people’s lives, 
as they are involved in, for example, cases of theft, battery, disappearance, murder, 
psychological evaluations involving adults and children, identification of corpses, 
divorce and child custody hearings, international protection hearings or activities 
such as searches and seizures. All of these cases can be a source of difficult emo-
tions for the translator, which can result in distress and even emotional overload, 
understood as a state in which a person feels strong emotions that are difficult to 
deal with and deplete their energy resources (Murphy 2014; Gembalska-Kwiecień 
and Żurakowski 2016) – such a state can lead to professional burnout in the long 
term (Yin et al. 2023). Emotional distress is seen as an integral part of social occu-
pations (Załuski and Makara-Studzińska 2023). Previous research on emotions in 
translation and interpreting conducted largely in relation to community interpret-
ers, primarily those working in healthcare, indicates that working in a demanding 
environment where one is confronted with human misery and suffering is a source 
of both negative and positive changes in the psychological functioning of interpret-
ers (McDowell et al. 2011). The interpreter has to work with people with different 
personalities, attitudes, expectations and goals who, in difficult situations, feel 
strong emotions that have to be conveyed in the interpretation (Guntienė 2014). 
Thus, the interpreter is like a sponge into which the suffering of others is soaked, 
as they have to listen, understand, process and convey extremely difficult content 
(Wiegan 2000). At the same time, the interpreter may feel sadness, helplessness or 
compassion while feeling that neutrality and professionalism must be maintained 
(Hsieh and Nicodemus 2015). In addition, the interpreter also has to cope with time 
pressure and situational tension while ensuring that the communication situation 
in which they are involved is calm (Kara and Nordberg 2023). In the case of sworn 
translators, additional sources of stress may be interpreting conditions that are 
inadequate for reliable interpreting or documents that are not carefully prepared 
(Kubacki 2014; Zieliński 2016; Liber-Kwiecińska 2021). Given the difficult emotions 
that translators and interpreters may experience in relation to their work, translation 
studies are increasingly discussing the problem of translator/interpreter burnout 
caused by excessive stress, handling demanding cases and being too involved in the 
work (Garcés 2015; Schwenke 2012; Courtney and Phelan 2019; Chen 2023), and even 
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the experience of secondary trauma understood as a symptom of trauma occur-
ring in those in contact with victims of trauma (Lai et al. 2015; Moser-Mercer 2015; 
Kilpatrick 2016; Rajpoot et al. 2020).

Bearing in mind the specific nature of the work of sworn translators in Poland and 
the tasks they perform, the author conducted a study to determine whether sworn 
translators perceive their profession as emotionally taxing, what emotions they feel 
and how they cope with them, as well as to isolate factors causing emotional distress 
and protective factors against difficult emotions caused by work.

2.  Survey description

The survey was conducted in December 2024 and January 2025. A total of 28 par-
ticipants took part, including 16 women and 12 men. Data were collected through 
telephone-based semi-structured interviews. This format was chosen due to the 
sensitive and complex topics addressed in the study. In the author’s opinion, during 
the interview, it is possible to obtain a more comprehensive picture of how individual 
translators react to difficult situations and exactly what emotions they experience. 
This data could not have been obtained during a questionnaire survey. Telephone 
interviews were selected given the nature of the translators’ work, who often travel 
and participate in activities in different locations, it was easier for them to find time 
for this type of conversation. The interviews were recorded, and notes were extracted 
for subsequent analysis. Respondents were recruited using the volunteer method. 
No criteria were adopted for the selection of respondents other than the qualifica-
tion of being a Polish sworn translator. The interlocutors were translators of various 
European languages, including English, French, Russian, Czech, etc. The shortest 
declared length of professional experience as a sworn translator was 1.5 years, and 
the longest was 26 years.

In order to gain as much insight as possible into the experiences of the interviewed 
sworn translators, they were asked seven main questions:
1.	 In your opinion, is the job of a sworn translator emotionally charging? If so, what 

emotions are triggered and in what situations?
2.	 Give an example of an emotionally charging situation that was particularly 

memorable for you.
3.	 How do you deal with your emotions after a difficult translation/interpretation?
4.	 Do you have periods in your professional practice when you feel overwhelmed, 

discouraged, and think about changing your profession?
5.	 In your opinion, is working with emotionally charging situations a disadvantage 

or an advantage of working as a sworn translator?
6.	 Do you find it easier to deal with difficult work-related emotions with time 

(more seniority)?
7.	 In your opinion, should there be systemic solutions that would provide support 

for sworn translators in dealing with difficult emotions (at the stage of profes-
sional training or during professional practice)?
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The above seven questions were asked to each respondent as an interview outline, 
while additional questions that arose during the interview were designed to clarify 
the answers and encourage a more extensive response to the main questions in order 
to better understand each respondent’s point of view. The material obtained from the 
interviews was analyzed according to answers given to the individual questions and 
then subjected to open coding. Based on the data grouped into themes, categories 
were identified as risk and protective factors, which are discussed in section 4.

The term “difficult emotions” used in the text refers to emotions that are com-
monly described as negative, i.e. sadness, fear, anger, embarrassment, etc. On the 
other hand, the term “charging” or “demanding situation” denotes such an inter-
preting or translation situation that may provoke difficult emotions due to contact 
with human misfortune.

3.  Survey results

According to almost all the respondents, the work of a sworn translator is emo-
tionally charging to varying degrees and with varying frequency due to the situa-
tions the translator has to deal with and the nature of the work. In their answers, 
respondents most frequently mentioned interpreting, during which one is deal-
ing with dynamic communication situations and with various people in crisis or 
unusual life situations. In addition, some statements mentioned the translation 
of documents concerning difficult cases (e.g. medical records, accident reports, 
suicide notes). The frequency of emotionally-charging cases varies greatly from 
one translator to another: it can be several times a year, but it can also be 30% of 
the cases handled by an individual.

The primary source of emotional difficulty arises from the nature of the cases 
handled by sworn translators. Each respondent recalled at least one particularly 
challenging case that stood out. These experiences varied widely, with cases cited 
including severe battery, rape, murder or suicide proceedings, identification of 
corpses, divorce and child custody cases, complex business cases. For each translator, 
a different type of case was difficult and charging: for several people, family cases, 
especially those involving children, are highly unpleasant, while others stated that 
family conflicts do not leave an impression on them, as they experience much more 
emotion during the criminal cases as they relate the experience of the victims to 
themselves and their loved ones (In my mind, I’m thinking that the victim of this 
rape could have been my daughter 2). The most frequently mentioned emotions felt 
by respondents when dealing with difficult cases were sadness, sympathy, a sense of 
horror and injustice, a sense of helplessness, and anger towards the perpetrator or 
one of the parties to the proceedings. Respondents also talked about the effects of 
participating in charging cases, such as headaches, sleep disturbances, nightmares, 
irritability, feelings of threat, and generalized anxiety. One respondent stated that 

2 Quoted answers of respondents are in italics in the text.
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there are times when he feels psychological discomfort from being part of a state 
apparatus that crushes people. Respondents also mentioned the reflections they have 
after interpreting, considering what led to the person’s difficult situation, what went 
wrong to cause the misfortune, and why someone acted so recklessly – as several 
people emphasized, they take this as a kind of life lesson.

Difficult emotions arise not only from the subject matter of the cases translators 
handle, but also from interpreting conditions and participants’ behaviour during pro-
ceedings, including representatives of the procedural authorities. The emotion most 
frequently mentioned in this context is the stress that accompanies them while they 
are interpreting. Working conditions, including courtroom acoustics, the rushed 
pace of proceedings, and strict time demands, were mainly cited by the respondents 
as lighter stressors. One translator called this technical stress. A second, more seri-
ous stress can be caused by the behaviour of the persons conducting the proceed-
ings and the participants. Factors causing discomfort may include restrictions on 
drinking water during hearings, standing for long periods of time during hearings 
in court, difficulties in communicating with a foreigner due to the use of a specific 
dialect, speech impediments or age. Respondents also spoke of the competence of 
the sworn translator being questioned by, for example, a legal representative when 
the proceedings do not go their way. One translator indicated that this situation 
made her feel guilty that she had not lived up to her role and that she had let down 
the people she was supposed to help as an interpreter. Interruption of the inter-
preting process by participants in the proceedings, be they judges, lawyers, police 
officers or the persons concerned, was also cited as a source of tension – interference 
with the broadcasting of the interpretation causes cognitive overload and results in 
more fatigue for the interpreter. Contact with the judicial authorities and the need 
to perform the service at different times of day and on different days of the week, 
including public holidays, can also be a source of stress.

Not ensuring the safety of the translator by leaving them alone with the suspect 
or defendant or failing to protect them while the suspect is being detained can also 
be a source of considerable stress, even fear. Any attempt to influence the translator, 
put pressure on the translator, drag the translator into the case and force them to 
take a position was also cited as problematic by the respondents. Almost half of the 
respondents mentioned behaviours of foreigners involved in cases, such as asking 
for help or advice, confiding in them about life problems. As one of the respondents 
pointed out, the sworn translator works at the meeting point of various interests. 
Opposing aspirations, e.g. the trial authority strives to establish the truth, while the 
perpetrator of the act wants to hide this truth, divorcing spouses sometimes want to 
obtain the best possible divorce terms at the expense of the other spouse, conflicting 
entrepreneurs want to prove the guilt of the other party – such a situation will always 
give rise to tensions. The sworn translator is, in fact, between different interests. 
As some respondents mentioned, they find it difficult to separate their subjective 
emotions and desire to help (not only in terms of efficient communication) from 
their role as a neutral intermediary. One respondent even claimed that this state is 
basically a ping-pong between impartiality and professionalism, and the desire to 
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help and the feeling that something needs to be done. This rift between emotional 
involvement and the obligation to remain impartial was mentioned by almost half 
of the respondents, at the same time as the more experienced translators said that 
they had managed to develop the ability to focus as much as possible on interpreting 
and not think about the substance of the case, and to allow difficult emotions only 
after the activity had been completed.

Six respondents mentioned occasionally experiencing positive emotions after 
interpreting: above all, satisfaction from a task well done or the fact that they had 
had the opportunity to explore a topic of interest to them, as well as satisfaction that 
they were able to bring an issue to a conclusion, that a difficult situation for a foreigner 
had improved or that the conflicting parties managed to reach an agreement.

When asked about coping with emotions, respondents most often mentioned 
sports (running, cycling, walking) as a way to relieve tension and talking to a trusted 
person, which, according to respondents, helps them deal with difficult emotions more 
quickly. Some translators indulge in non-intellectually engaging entertainment (films, 
series, books) after a demanding case. For some of the respondents, the solution is to 
throw themselves into their work and get busy with other translations, while for others, 
it is important to organize their working time in such a way that after a demanding 
case, they have time to rest and have the opportunity not to get involved in another 
project. The majority of the respondents (60%) admitted that difficult emotions and 
thinking about the case simply need to fade away. Within a day or two, they are able 
to come to terms with the situation – they just give themselves time to “digest”.

One translator mentioned that she is trying to learn to distance herself by ob-
serving police officers, while another admitted that she is learning to set boundaries 
all the time because she tends to get overly involved and overanalyze everything. Thus, 
the tension takes longer to subside than she would like. Another respondent admitted 
that she has learnt to set boundaries and to refuse to interpret topics that overload her 
emotionally. In her view, this approach avoids the emotions that flood the translator 
for days – her awareness of her own vulnerability has led her to protect herself and 
her mental health. Several translators declared that they are able to separate work 
and private life very well and leave the case behind as soon as the activity is over. These 
individuals maintain a professional distance from proceedings and difficult situations, 
leaving their emotions behind and requiring no specific coping strategies.

The majority of respondents said that they have moments when they feel over-
whelmed by their work, but that the source of discouragement and lower well-being 
is mainly due to the volume of work and paperwork or the lack of liquidity caused 
by the untimely payment of remuneration by state authorities, and less often due 
to emotionally charging situations. Half of the respondents stressed that they enjoy 
their work, so they can easily cope with feelings of doubt and a sense of loss of con-
trol over the situation, mainly due to the pressure of deadlines (juggling deadlines), 
above all, those imposed by the judicial authorities.

Almost half of the translators (46%) said that working in demanding situations 
is an advantage of a sworn translator’s job, as they have the opportunity to help 
people in difficult life situations. Thus, difficult cases give satisfaction and a sense 



Emotional distress in the work of a sworn translator – Risk and protective factors	 221

of empowerment. As respondents emphasized, in this way, they learn how to deal 
with unusual situations, and they can face their weaknesses, time and environmental 
pressures and feel the adrenaline. One respondent pointed out that one cannot have 
only positive experiences in life, another added that through work, one can verify 
one’s idealistic views on reality. The translators also added that it is an interesting 
job because they can participate in real time in situations that other people only 
know from the media. At the same time, respondents signalled that if they only had 
to deal with difficult cases, they would quickly burn out professionally and emo-
tionally, so variety is important. Only two people stated that this was a weakness 
of the profession. The rest of the respondents (47%) felt that it was impossible to say 
whether this was a plus or a minus – in their view, it is rather an intrinsic part of 
the job, even its essence – it is not easily earned money, but it certainly presents an 
interesting challenge.

When asked about possible forms of support for sworn translators, several people 
mentioned that proper preparation for the profession would be necessary. In their 
view, translator/interpreter training should include discussion of emotionally difficult 
cases, ethically questionable situations, so that future students of the profession know 
how they should behave and, above all, are aware of the contexts in which they will 
be working. One translator stressed that he regretted that no one had trained him 
on what a translator can do, what he is allowed to do, and what exactly the limits 
of his competence are. Most respondents, however, pointed to solutions that could 
help translators in their daily practice. A few mentioned psychological support, 
especially after very difficult translation/interpreting, which can leave a mark on 
the psyche because, as one respondent mentioned: the translator takes on difficult 
subjects. Supervision along the lines of what is used by psychotherapists was also 
mentioned, where the sworn translators could talk about their experiences, discuss 
specific cases, find weaknesses in their behaviour and establish a plan of action for 
the future. For some respondents, psycho-education in the broadest sense would 
be a good option, i.e. training and workshops on assertiveness, stress management 
and relaxation, through which they could learn to overcome their limitations and 
deal with difficult emotions more easily. Respondents also mentioned that they find 
it helpful to have live meetings with sworn translators to share their experiences. 
Two people mentioned Facebook groups for translators as a form of support, espe-
cially those for sworn translators, where one can talk to fellow professionals about 
nagging doubts and ask about their experiences in similar cases. Several people 
said that individual psychotherapy is important to gain more insight into one’s own 
emotions and to work on oneself, looking for relaxation techniques that can help to 
shake off difficult experiences and that can prevent negative effects resulting from 
contact with human misfortune.

At the same time, the respondents stressed that, fortunately, sworn translators 
have periods of rest from difficult cases when dealing with simpler, routine transla-
tions. Most of the respondents also stated that with experience, the translator learns 
to act professionally without showing emotional involvement (keeping a cool head). 
Professional experience also gives greater confidence in the quality of the translation/
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interpreting as well as predictability and routine, so that the translator knows what 
to expect in a given situation. One respondent rightly pointed out that everyone 
should develop the ability to focus as much as possible on the translation/interpreting, 
to put their thoughts and feelings aside, and that possible emotions and reflections 
can only emerge after the activity is over:

When you’re interpreting, you have to stay impartial. You have to keep your cool. You 
have to focus on doing it to the best of your ability and not be preoccupied with the 
fact that you’ve just told the story of someone cutting someone’s stomach open with 
a knife – you have to somehow separate yourself from that and do it dispassionately. 
And thinking about it comes later.

4.  Discussion and conclusions

Some translators participating in the study perceive their profession as emotion-
ally charging, while others as very emotionally charging. The emotions they most 
often feel in relation to cases are sympathy, sadness, anger and a sense of powerless-
ness. They also experience moments of doubt and a feeling of being overwhelmed 
with work, but their main cause is more likely to be an overload of assignments 
and paperwork. Although dealing with difficult emotions can be a challenge for 
the respondents, for the majority, the charging issues are an interesting challenge, 
a needed life lesson and a source of professional satisfaction. Most of the respond-
ents are reconciled to the fact that difficult emotions occur in their work, and they 
have developed or are developing methods to cope with their effects by talking to 
trusted people, doing various forms of activity, and organizing their working time 
appropriately. None of the respondents showed symptoms of professional burnout – 
most emphasized that they enjoy their work and want to continue doing it.

On the basis of the respondents’ answers, three risk factors contributing to emo-
tional distress in the sworn translator profession were identified: sense of responsibil-
ity, individual sensitivity and frequency of difficult cases. The first of these appeared 
from the translators’ statements in two ways:

•	 responsibility for the quality of the translation/interpreting so that everything 
is translated faithfully and conveys the meaning of the source message; in this 
context, the translators most frequently mentioned vulgarisms, jargon or special-
ist expressions, the specific accent of foreigners. Additional factors that increase 
stress are the working conditions, such as the attitude of the representatives of 
the procedural body towards the translator, interruptions in interpreting, haste, 
acoustics in the interpreting venue,

•	 responsibility for the situation, which should be understood more broadly than 
the translation/interpreting itself, as translators often feel caught up in the re-
lationships between the participants in a communicative situation, thus falling 
on them – as one participant said – unexpected responsibility, i.e. the feeling of 
having to act in such a way that the difficult situation of the person in question 
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(the victim, the accused, the litigant) is resolved fairly and appropriately, the feel-
ing of being in some way responsible for the human fate. In this context, transla-
tors sometimes feel torn between the obligation to remain impartial and the desire 
to help a foreigner who is lost, expects support, or asks for specific assistance.

As far as sensitivity is concerned, notably every sworn translator finds different 
subjects difficult and charging. Vulnerable people sometimes experience psycho-
somatic symptoms as a result of the stress and difficult emotions caused by the case 
in which they were involved. Those who were less emotionally resilient particularly 
perceived the need to provide sworn translators with support, whether in the form 
of consultation with a psychologist or through supervision.

The frequency of demanding cases can also be a risk factor, so the respondents 
appreciated that their work is varied with simple and emotionally uninvolving 
translations and interpreting. Most of the respondents noted that if difficult commu-
nication situations occurred too often, it would negatively impact their psychologi-
cal well-being. The variety of texts and situations is, at the same time, a protective 
factor, as the translators have the opportunity to gain distance and forget what has 
burdened them.

According to the respondents, protective factors are mainly professional seniority 
and life experience. According to the answers given, the first difficult translation/
interpreting (e.g. identification of a corpse in a dissecting room, activities involving 
the victim of rape or a severe beating) is usually more shocking and emotionally 
charging. In addition, according to the translators, as one gets older, one is less 
surprised by the evils of this world and is aware that people around us experience 
harm, thus it is easier to separate one’s life from the cases one is dealing with while 
performing the duties of a sworn translator. As one respondent noted, over time the 
translator learns that the cases they are involved in are just a piece of other people’s 
lives and that, in fact, we all experience different misfortunes in life. From the in-
terviews, it appears that colleagues with a shorter tenure dealing with difficult cases 
for the first time have a greater problem with professional distance.

It can also be inferred from the respondents’ answers that a protective factor 
is a personality construct that allows one to look at socially difficult cases from 
a distance, making it easier to draw the line between personal ruminations and 
professional involvement. Such people do not develop overly deep emotions, such 
as compassion, that cause them to want to help and take responsibility for the cause. 
As one such person said, what they feel is empathy, i.e. they are able to imagine what 
the participant in the activity is feeling at that moment, but this empathy does not 
turn into sympathy. People with this mental construction declare that the cases 
unfolding at the police station or in court end for them when the interpreting is 
finished. As one translator pointed out, he puts on professional armour before go-
ing to activities so that he is able to clearly demarcate official matters and does not 
relive each case once it is over. Several people also commented that this is probably 
a matter of aptitude for the profession and mental toughness, which every transla-
tor should have. Those who do not have this natural distance express doubts about 
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whether they should go into this profession, as they feel that they should do better 
and protect themselves more. Based on the data collected, it is not possible to de-
termine which personality or temperament traits are conducive to greater profes-
sional distance – this would need to be established in a separate study. According 
to the author, variables such as temperament traits, e.g. perseveration according 
to the Regulative Theory of Temperament as measured by the Formal Character-
istics of Behaviour – Temperament Questionnaire – FCZ-KT(R) test (Cyniak-Cie
ciura et al. 2016), personality traits such as openness to experience and neuroticism 
according to the five-factor model of personality by Costa and McCrae (2008) as 
measured by the NEO Personality Inventory test, as well as coping styles according 
to the Transactional Theory of Stress by Lazarus and Folkman which is measured 
by the CISS – Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations questionnaire (Endler and 
Parker 1993), should be taken into account.

Another protective factor is assertiveness, which empowers translators to de-
cline cases that may pose excessive psychological burdens, sets clear limits to their 
responsibility, so that they do not allow themselves to be drawn into the conflicts 
and private affairs of the participants in the activity or the expectations of repre-
sentatives of the judicial authorities. An assertive attitude is also useful when the 
translator’s competence is questioned (e.g. questioning the interpreting by a lawyer) 
or when a way of working is imposed that undermines the dignity of the profes-
sion or prevents reliable interpreting. It is worth mentioning that the translators 
themselves raised that training in assertiveness would be useful to help them relieve 
themselves of excessive responsibility for the case and to set limits to the transla-
tor’s competence.

Given the fact that almost all respondents recognised the need for systemic sup-
port for sworn translators to help them cope with difficult emotions and challenging 
situations, as well as previous publications on interpreter/translator well-being indi-
cating the need to implement specific psychological support solutions (Hetherington 
2012; Valero-Garcés and Tipton 2017), translation organisations should promote the 
creation of a support network for sworn translators through regular live meetings 
(which is currently implemented by Polish translation organisations) and through 
supervision, which is successfully implemented in the psychotherapy community. 
Although the introduction of regular psychological support offered by psychological 
professionals will undoubtedly be a challenge in Poland, making a concrete effort 
in this regard would benefit the psychological functioning of sworn translators and 
their motivation to cooperate with the judiciary.
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