Translators’ perspectives on machine translation uses and impacts in
the Swiss Confederation:
Navigating technological change in an institutional setting

Paolo Canavese
School of Applied Language and
Intercultural Studies
Dublin City University, Dublin, Ireland

paolo.canavese@dcu.ie

Abstract

New language technologies are driving
major changes in the language services
of institutions worldwide, including the
Swiss Confederation. Based on a defini-
tion of change management as a combi-
nation of adaptation measures at both the
organisation and individual levels, this
study used a survey to gather unprece-
dented quantitative data on the use and
qualitative data on the perceptions of
machine translation (MT) by federal in-
house translators. The results show that
more than half of the respondents use
MT regularly and that translators are
largely free to use it as they see fit. In
terms of perceptions, they mostly antici-
pate negative evolutions along five di-
mensions: work processes, translators,
translated texts, the future of their lan-
guage services and job, and the place of
translators within their institution and
society. Their apprehensions concern
MT per se, but even more the way it is
seen and used within their organisation.
However, positive perspectives regard-
ing efficiency gains or usefulness of MT
as a translation aid were also discussed.
Building on these human factors is key
to successful change management. Aca-
demic research has a contribution to
make, and the coming together of trans-
lation and organisation studies offers
promising avenues for further research.
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1 Introduction

Recent, fast-paced technological developments
in the language industry, notably the advent of
neural machine translation, are imposing
structural and organisational changes in the
language services of companies and institutions
worldwide. For example, the results of the ELIS
2024 survey indicate that more than 70% of
translation departments in national and local
agencies and almost all translation departments
in international public agencies that participated
in the survey have implemented or are
implementing MT (ELIS, 2024: 37)." Not
surprisingly, this wave of change has also hit the
Swiss Confederation (Nussbaumer, 2020).
Because Switzerland is a multilingual country,
the federal institutions rely on a network of
language services (LS) within the government
and Parliament to communicate in the four
national languages — German, French, Italian
and Romansh — as well as in English. These LS
employ a total of 481 staff members, including
translators, heads of service, legal drafters,
terminologists, language technology specialists,
and trainees.’

Initial, structured, large-scale attempts to in-
tegrate MT into the work processes of the Swiss
Confederation started in 2019, when 130 DeepL
Pro licenses were bought and a specific working
group was formed to carry out a test phase. The
working group produced an extensive report and
a set of recommendations, concluding that MT
can be a helpful tool, to be used according to the

! Although the actual use is lower, at 34% and 38% respec-
tively (ibid.: 38).

2 These statistics were provided by Franco Fomasi (Federal
Chancellery) in a private communication with the first
author. They refer to the year 2022.
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principle: “What you need for yourself, you can
machine translate, what you need for others, you
better give to a professional!” (Arbeitsgruppe
Maschinelle Ubersetzung, 2019; see also the
relevant press release: Federal Council, 2019).
Since then, all staff within the Swiss Confedera-
tion, including the LS, has had access to DeepL
Pro. At the same time, a Centre of Expertise for
Language Technologies (CoELT)® was set up in
November 2020. In addition to providing sup-
port and training on CAT tools, MT, and other
language technologies, it “keeps track of market
developments and, with user involvement, initi-
ates evaluation and procurement projects for
appropriate technologies” (ibid.) in order to find
the solutions that best meet the needs of the fed-
eral administration. In December 2023, after an
invitation to tender, the Federal Chancellery
confirmed that a new contract had been signed
with DeepL (see press release, Federal Chancel-
lery, 2023). As the data collected in this study
will show (see Section 4.2), MT is used in very
different ways within the LS and work processes
are still being adapted to maximise its benefits.

While studies exist on the use of MT within
Swiss corporate in-house language services (see,
e.g., Girletti, 2022, 2024; Battaglia, 2021), no
research has yet focused on the specific case of
the Swiss Confederation. This is the thematic
focus of SWIFT, a year-long research project
that aims to explore the profiles and needs of
Swiss federal translators in a rapidly changing
technological landscape. It is based on a variety
of methods, including the analysis of an ad hoc
corpus of job announcements, a large-scale sur-
vey distributed among the LS of the Swiss Con-
federation and interviews mostly with translators
and heads of service.

This paper is part of the SWIFT project and is
based on the results of the survey. It aims to
shed light, on the one hand, on how MT is cur-
rently being used within the LS. On the other
hand, it will also attempt to investigate transla-
tors’ perceptions of the impact of MT on their
work. A further broad aim of the project is to
produce preliminary findings that can serve as a
basis for supporting a successful change man-
agement process. We echo here a common view
in business and organisation studies of change

3 See
https://www.bk.admin.ch/bk/en/home/bk/organisation-der-
bundeskanzlei/zentrale-sprachdienste-sektion-
terminologie.html (last accessed 13.02.2024)
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management as an umbrella term encompassing
a wide range of dimensions where change is
necessary for an organisation to adapt and keep
pace with external developments and demands
(Lauer, 2021, 3-8; Jansson, 2008: 43-46). In
line with Kang (2015), a distinction can be made
between macro change management, which is
defined as a “[p]Jrocess or initiative for changes
of organizational directions, strategies, struc-
tures, processes, or capabilities” and micro
change management, which deals with “[t]actics
or guidelines for managing intervention imple-
mentation process and human factors”. There-
fore, a successful organisational change cannot
occur unless it is embraced at individual and
team levels (on individual, team and organisa-
tion change, see also Cameron and Green, 2020:
11-140). With regards to the specific case of
technological change within the LS of the Swiss
Confederation, apart from anecdotal reports,
such as Mjolsnes’s (2021) essay on the threat of
MT to Swiss multilingualism from his perspec-
tive as a translator at the Federal Chancellery,
the point of view of the actors involved has not
yet been the subject of academic studies, alt-
hough it is a crucial element in empowering

individuals and organisations to navigate
change.
2 Related research

MT and translation technology have been
objects of enquiry in institutional translation
research for more than a decade. A number of
large “translating institutions” (Koskinen, 2008)
have been settings for this research, including
various bodies of the European Union and
United Nations and especially the European
Commission’s Directorate-General for
Translation (DG  Translation). This is
unsurprising considering DG Translation’s
active role in the development and promotion of
its MT system eTranslation within and beyond
the Commission (Mavri¢, 2023). Recent studies
have also started to shed light on the potential
usefulness of MT in smaller institutional
contexts with “lesser-used language varieties”
such as the bilingual German-Italian South
Tyrolean administration (De Camillis et al.,
2023).

It is worth remembering that in institutional
contexts MT may not be deployed as a tool for
translators alone and may also function to pro-
vide public access or allow gisting by members
of the institution’s administration (see e.g.



Kluvanec, 2017). In addition, it is important to
note that some institutions contract significant
amounts of translation to external services (Svo-
boda and Sosoni, 2023). As a result, MT is usu-
ally not examined in isolation in institutional
studies and is more frequently seen in its broader
environment of other technologies, processes,
and workflows. In particular, authors remind us
of the importance of teamwork and the coopera-
tion of professionals to produce translations
collaboratively in these institutional environ-
ments (Ilja, 2023) and describe contexts in
which MT co-exists with other tools that offer
translation memories, terminology and back-
ground research, quality assurance, and style
guiding all in one environment (Lafeber, 2023a).

Early studies of institutional MT use exam-
ined the social context of the deployment of MT.
They discussed the social and economic con-
straints and explicit investment decisions that
led institutions to turn to MT (Rossi, 2017) and
examined ways in which the translators’ needs,
competences, and well-being factored in their
(non-)adoption of MT in their work (Cadwell et
al., 2016). They considered translators’ emo-
tional responses to change and acceptance of
new technologies (Koskinen and Ruokonen,
2017) and addressed perceptions of MT and
ways in which fear, a sense of threat, and under-
lying knowledge of MT influenced its perceived
usefulness and actual use among institutional
translators (Rossi and Chevrot, 2019). Many
studies were interested in issues of human agen-
cy and empowerment in the deployment and
adoption of MT (Ruokonen and Koskinen, 2017;
Cadwell et al., 2018; Rossi and Chevrot, 2019),
with some recommending the explicit involve-
ment of translators in technological development
and change processes (Cadwell et al., 2018;
Rossi and Chevrot, 2019).

More recent studies have focused on institu-
tional translators’ knowledge, skills, competenc-
es, and the training that is needed for them to
work effectively in increasingly technologised
environments. Broadly, they are concerned with
determining an ideal profile for contemporary
institutional translators and discovering the place
that MT literacy and technological skills occupy
in this profile (Lafeber, 2023b). Authors argue
that technological innovation and a need to de-
velop new competence profiles is nothing new
and is inevitable (Lafeber, 2023b; Svoboda and
Sosoni, 2023). However, it is suggested that the
evolution of MT from statistical to neural ma-
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chine translation has been particularly impactful
on the work of translators in large institutions
(Prieto Ramos and Guzman, 2023).

Knowledge, skills, and competences that have
been highlighted as particularly important to
institutional translators include critical aware-
ness and general MT literacy, the technological
competence and thematic knowledge that allow
translators to implement MT appropriately, and
flexibility and openness to change (Lafeber,
2023b; Prieto Ramos and Guzman, 2023; Svo-
boda and Sosoni, 2023). Authors point to chang-
ing role descriptions, dedicated training initia-
tives to prepare staff for greater role of technol-
ogy, and newly established user groups and in-
stitutional structures as evidence for these new
demands (Prieto Ramos and Guzman, 2023;
Svoboda and Sosoni, 2023; Ilja, 2023). Several
authors also suggest that a necessary institution-
al and individual response to these new compe-
tence requirements is an increasingly important
role for continuing professional development
among translators in these institutions (Ilja,
2023; Cadwell et al., 2018; Lafeber, 2023a).
Furthermore, authors argue that evolutions in
technology and competence profiles go hand-in-
hand with broader translation process and work-
flow change and must be accounted for (Mavric,
2023; Svoboda and Sosoni, 2023). Change man-
agement at institutions should benefit from care-
ful planning, sensitive communication, and ex-
pert guidance (Svoboda and Sosoni, 2023) and
could involve a role for academia to support
training (Biel and Martin Ruano, 2023). Overall,
making sure that institutional translators can
improve, adapt, and prepare for new tasks as
technologies evolve is key (Ilja, 2023).

3 Methodology

3.1 Research questions

Based on the background outlined in Sections 1
and 2, this paper sets out to answer the following
research questions using an online survey
methodology:

RQI: How widespread is the use of MT within
the LS of the Swiss Confederation?

RQ2: How do translators perceive the impact
of MT on their work?

As no data are yet available on the use of MT
within the Swiss Confederation, RQ1 will allow
the as-is situation to be documented within the
ongoing change process (see Section 1). These



findings will be used as background data to
frame users’ perception of MT, found through
answering RQ2, which may provide relevant
insights to sustain a successful change process,
both from the translators’ and institutions’ per-
spectives.

3.2 Survey description

The questionnaire was distributed in German,
French, Italian and English to all language
services of the Swiss Confederation using the
LimeSurvey platform. It was launched at the
beginning of November 2023 and closed two
months later. The invitation to take part in the
survey was sent out by a gatekeeper at a Swiss
federal institution, who used the mailing list of
the Interdepartmental Conference of Language
Services (CISL) to contact all heads of service
(around 40 recipients), asking them to complete
the questionnaire and distribute it within their
teams. After a month, a reminder was sent in the
same way. In the meantime, the authors
leveraged their existing links with federal
translators to inform them about the survey, e.g.
via email or LinkedIn.

A total of 217 full responses were collected,
corresponding to a response rate of 45%, and 12
partial responses were retained because they
included relevant information on at least one of
the topics covered by the questionnaire.

The questionnaire contained a series of open
and closed questions relating to:

(1) general  information  about  the
respondent, e.g. unit, target language,
position, mainly used as metadata;

(2) background, profiles and competences;

(3) tasks performed;

(4) use and perception of translation
technologies;

(5) pain points encountered in daily
practice.

This study was approved by the University of
Geneva’s Committee for Ethical Research
(CUREG-20230717-208-2) and by Dublin City
University’s Faculty of Humanities & Social
Sciences Research Ethics Committee (DCU-
FHSS-2024-008).

3.3 Description of data and methods of anal-
ysis

This paper will mainly report on the results of
part 4 of the survey, which included a first
closed question on the frequency of use of CAT,
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MT, project management tools and terminology
management systems, followed by a series of
open questions. Respondents who never or
rarely use CAT tools and MT tools were asked
to explain the reason for their choice, while all
other respondents were asked what MT tools
they use and how they use them. All respondents
were asked a final open question about the
perceived impact of MT on their work. The first
author carried out a qualitative, thematic
analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2012) of the
responses to this final question using NVivo to
organise and structure the analytical process.
Analysis resulted in the identification of
different areas of impact (themes) and, for each
area, a number of specific changes perceived by
respondents (codes). A reasonableness check
was subsequently carried out by the second
author, who checked part of the coded segments
against the rules for inclusion of each code.

4 Results

4.1 Participants background

The data collected have a good level of
representativeness. Responses were received
from all administrative levels of the Swiss
Confederation, i.e. from the language services of
the Federal Chancellery, Parliament, Federal
Departments  (or  Departments’  General
Secretariats) as well as Federal Offices and
administrative units within the Departments (see
Federal Chancellery 2012 on the organisation of
the federal LS). Moreover, the distribution of
participants by language (German, French,
Italian, English and Romansh) reflects the actual
linguistic composition of the LS.

14

. Departments
Federal Chancellery

93 Offices

. Parliament

27
Figure 1: Distribution of participants per unit
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Figure 2: Distribution of participants per language

In terms of employment with the LS, the vast
majority of respondents are employed as in-
house translators, followed by heads or vice-
heads (of LS or of language unit within a LS).
As the section on tasks showed, most heads and
vice-heads generally have translation and revi-
sion tasks in addition to management tasks. This
means that they are in a position to give their
views both on their own concrete use of MT and
on the organisational implications connected to
MT. The Federal Chancellery also employs legal
drafters, terminologists and technology special-
ists, who were also invited to take part in the
survey, as were trainees in the various LS, in
order to ensure the broadest possible variety of
views.

Translator -

Head or vice-head -

Legal drafter (and translator) -
Terminologist and translator =
Trainee =

Technology specialist -

Hybrid positions -

Figure 3: Distribution of participants per position
within the LS

4.2 Use of translation technologies and MT

General use of translation technologies

Overall, technology plays an important place
within the LS surveyed. In fact, as can be seen in
Figure 4, 93.93% of respondents indicated that
they use at least one of four broad categories of
translation technologies at least a few times a
week.

CAT tools are an integral part of the work of
federal translators. 80% of respondents indicated
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that they use them on a daily basis, and 9.30% a
few times a week. Only 3.72% never use them,
or use them a few times a year. The reasons for
not using CAT tools (N=2) or rarely using them
(N=20) are mostly related to ergonomic consid-
erations (which have already been well docu-
mented in previous studies, e.g. O’Brien et al.
2017), as well as a general dissatisfaction with
the CAT tool currently used. In addition, some
respondents mainly perform other tasks, such as
legal drafting, and therefore have less opportuni-
ty to use them.

MT is the second most frequently used tool,
with half of respondents (50.23%) indicating
that they use it on a daily basis and 22.33% us-
ing it a few times a week. Compared to CAT
tools, the percentage of respondents who never
use MT or use it only a few times a year is
slightly higher (15.81%). These figures are
higher than those reported in the ELIS 2024
survey, where only 38% of respondents from
language departments within national and inter-
national public agencies (ELIS, 2024: 37) re-
ported using MT.

Ways of using MT

All respondents who use MT at least a few times
a year were asked a question about how they use
it, which was intentionally formulated in a broad
way to allow details of individual uses to
emerge. The responses (N =140, 2710 words)
revealed a variety of ways in which MT is used,
mainly in terms of environment and purpose.
For the environment in which MT is used, the
most common scenario is direct use within the
CAT-tool with a plug-in, confirming the trend of
using MT in combination with other
technologies rather than in isolation (Lafeber,
2023a). In this case, MT is used to get a
suggestion if no matches are found in the
translation memory. In other cases, the online
interface of the MT system is also used,
although less frequently. This evaluation of
frequency is not only based on the higher
proportion of comments in which respondents
explain the MT-CAT tool integration scenario;
some participants also explicitly stated that they
prefer to use it in the CAT tool instead of the
online interface.

Regarding the purpose of use, several re-
spondents emphasised that they do not use MT
systematically and only do for selected text gen-
res. Some respondents use it only for single sen-
tences, while others use it for full texts.



Translation memories/computer-assisted translation tools -

Machine translation tools -

Technology

Project management tools -

Terminology management systems -

25

o-

Figure 4: Use of translation technologies.

The use of MT for full texts is often associat-
ed with urgent, less important translation jobs
(“to process ‘throw-away’ assignments”, R225)
in order to increase speed. In addition to being
used as a starting point, MT is sometimes also
employed after human translation to improve it,
for example to look for synonyms or good collo-
cations, as a further suggestion, or to check the
completeness of a text. These aspects are closely
related to the perceptions of how work processes
will change as a result of MT and will be there-
fore discussed in greater detail in Section 4.3.

Resistance factors

Respondents who never or rarely use MT (N =
15 and 37, respectively, for a total of 1030
words) were asked to briefly explain their
choice. The most frequently expressed resistance
factors (Cadwell et al., 2018) relate to the
perceptions of the impact of MT on translated
texts and translators, and will be dealt with in
more detail in Section 4.3. They concern the low
quality and reliability of the output, the lack of
time gain associated with PE, as well as reduced
satisfaction, increased effort and risk of error
when working with MT. Some respondents
expressed concerns about confidentiality, but
also ethical issues (“I want to deserve my
salary”, R291),* described MT as the enemy
(“[...]1 I do not intend to fraternise with the foe”,
R27),’ indicated that they are not allowed to use
it within their LS, or simply explained that they
do not perceive the need to use it. Finally, some
respondents have mainly legal drafting tasks and
MT is not suitable for their needs.

4 Original quote in French: “Je veux mériter mon salaire”.
3 Original quote in Italian: “[...] non intendo fraternizzare
con il nemico.”
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Frequency
1= Never
2 = Afew times a year
3 = A few times a month
. 4 = A few times a week

. 5 = Every day

1(|)0

o
S

Percentage

4.3 Perceptions of MT impact

After assessing the uses of MT, all participants
were asked a broad question about their
perception of how MT is impacting or will
impact on their work. This single question
allowed for the collection of a large amount of
data (N = 193, 6173 words), which yielded rich
information. Participants’ responses indicate five
macro-areas of impact, i.e. (i) changes in the
work processes within their LS, (ii) changes that
directly affect translators, (iii) changes in the
linguistic and textual characteristics of the
translated texts, (iv) important implications for
the future of the LS and the job more generally,
and (v) a different position of translators within
the institutional network and society.

For each macro area, the responses were
grouped into specific changes. Due to the quali-
tative nature of the analysis, we do not report on
the frequency of each code, as frequency is not
necessarily an indicator of qualitative signifi-
cance. Moreover, some codes are closely interre-
lated and it is not always possible to clearly sin-
gle them out. Nevertheless, in order to give the
reader a sense of the shape of the survey data,
rather than make any particular quantitative
claims, we use Table 1 to present the macro
areas of impact and specific changes in a de-
creasing order of frequency of mention in ques-
tionnaire responses.

In addition, each code was associated with a
positive, negative or neutral perception from the
respondents’ points of view. In general, negative
perceptions were expressed more often than
positive ones. Moreover, positive perceptions
tended to be expressed in a less detailed way.
While we discuss positive perceptions in this
section, negative perceptions were in the fore-
ground of survey responses.



Macro area | Specific change Perception (from
of impact (codes) the perspective
(themes) of individuals)
Work Increased efficiency Positive
processes Useful translation aid | Positive
Increased PE Mostly neutral
Centrality of humans | Neutral
Increased time pres- Negative
sure, volumes
MT vs. traditional Neutral/Positive
translation depending
on genre
Workflow changes Neutral/Negative
Less pressure, Positive
reduced volume,
more time for im-
portant tasks
Time loss Negative
Increased technical Negative
problems
Translators Barrier for creativity | Negative
Concentration, Negative
fatigue
Need to master new Neutral
skills, have a new
mindset
Intellectual laziness Negative
Less satisfaction Negative
Temptation to see Negative
MT as a shortcut
Loss of translation Negative
competence,
linguistic awareness
Translated Less rich language, Negative
texts poorer quality
More errors Negative
Same or higher Positive
quality
Decreased coherence | Negative
Different texts Neutral
Future of LS | Staff decrease, poorer | Negative
and job conditions
More boring job Negative
Death of the Negative
profession
Need of professional | Neutral/Negative
retraining
New roles, types of Neutral/Negative
translators
No threat Neutral
Translators’ Clients’ requests and | Negative
place within | expectations
institutional | Perception of transla- | Negative
network and | tors from outside
soclety

Table 1: Macro-areas of impact and specific changes
discussed by respondents.
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Work processes

The most important area of impact is seen in
changes to work processes. This is also the area
where the most positive developments are
perceived. In line with current uses of MT (see
Section 4.2), most of the respondents clearly see
an increase in speed, efficiency and productivity,
at least for specific text genres, such as simple
and non-technical ones (in R201’s words, MT is
useful “to spare my wrists for very simple
texts”).® For more complex texts, such as
legislative acts, some respondents expect that
traditional translation will continue to be used.
Only a minority of respondents highlighted loss
of time as a problem associated with the use of
MT. In general, MT is seen as a complementary
and helpful translation aid, “[i]f used correctly
and cum grano salis” (R174). For example, it
can be used as a source of inspiration to get new
ideas or to understand clumsy wordings in the
source text and, more generally, to better
understand a poorly written source text.
However, human translators, with their
knowledge and expertise, should keep a central
position in the workflow in order to ensure that
quality is maintained:

“It’s very useful but the translator has to be in the
driver’s seat. Staplers, pens, printers and machine
translation tools are all useful tools. I decide when to
use them and when not to use them”. (R51).

As a result of the increasing quality of MT,
some participants predict an increase in the im-
portance of PE tasks within their job. While this
job evolution is mostly presented in a neutral
way, some negative views are expressed about
this further technological shift in the workflow,
such as the need to deal with time-consuming
technical problems. More importantly, a number
of respondents anticipate increased volumes and,
consequently, higher time pressure and tighter
deadlines. At the same time, however, other
respondents see this as a potential way of reduc-
ing pressure, as some low-risk texts, such as
internal communications, will be dealt with di-
rectly by clients, leaving the LS with more time
to focus on important texts.

Translators

The second most frequently mentioned area of
impact concerns the translators themselves, and

. Lote i : ur & . .
¢ Original quote in French: “pour économiser mes poignets
pour des textes trés simples”.



includes almost exclusively negative
perceptions. For some respondents, using MT
reduces their creativity and leads them to adopt
the machine’s style, as they are unable to move
away from the machine’s suggestion, as stressed
by R92:

“given the natural human inclination for the easy
way out (in my opinion), it becomes difficult to move
away from it once it is displayed (the sentence ‘im-
prisons’, so to speak, and hinders the translator’s

creativity)”.”

Indeed, for some respondents, MT can lead to
a certain intellectual laziness; “we make less of
an effort to ‘rack our brains” (R270)® and, con-
sequently, a tendency to “think less” spreads.
This, combined with stressful situations, can
lead to the temptation to see MT as a shortcut
and therefore to rely on it too much, with a
greater burden on the part of the reviser. Two
respondents even see the risk of losing their
linguistic awareness and translation competenc-
es.

Not only can MT suggestions be a barrier to
creativity, but they can also increase the cogni-
tive effort required to post-edit, which was al-
ready described as a resistance factor for transla-
tors who are not yet using MT (Section 4.2). For
some respondents, in fact, a higher level of con-
centration is needed to identify and correct er-
rors, especially because of the elegant flow of
MT suggestions, leading to increased fatigue.
This can, ultimately, make the job less satisfying
(see Girletti, 2024 on satisfaction related to the
use of MT):

“The feeling of ‘coming after’ a machine is not
very gratifying”. (R209)°

“I feel like I am serving the system and not the
other way around!” (R90)'?

At the same time, using MT demands to adopt
a new mindset and to master new skills. Only by
developing an awareness of MT’s shortcomings
as well as strong PE competences is it possible

7 Original quote in French: “eu égard & l'inclination natu-
relle de I’humain pour la facilité (2 mon avis), il devient
difficile de s’en détacher une fois qu’elle s’est affichée (la
phrase ‘enferme’, pour ainsi dire, et nuit a la créativité du
traducteur)”.

8 Original quote in French: “on fait moins I’effort de ‘se
creuser les méninges’”

9 Original quote in French: “ Ce sentiment de ‘passer aprés’
une machine n’est pas tres gratifiant ™.

19 Original quote in Italian: “Mi sento come se fossi io al
servizio del sistema e non il contrario!”
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to use MT effectively. In this respect, the results
collected in part 2 of the survey, devoted to pro-
files and competences, reveals that training to
increase MT literacy (Lafeber, 2023b) is current-
ly being offered to federal translators, which in
the long term could have a positive impact on
their perceptions of MT.

Translated texts

Translated texts are another area of impact with
mostly negative views. Overall, once again in
line with some of the resistance factors
identified in Section 4.2, a number of
respondents fear that translations produced using
MT will be of poorer quality and reliability —
also in view of the increasing volume of
translations to be produced — and will have a less
rich language. In particular, they fear stylistic
impoverishment, a simpler language with a less
rich and varied vocabulary, and a more
standardised and artificial language. They are
also concerned about increased (risk of) errors,
for example undetected mistranslations,
terminological inconsistencies, flaws in logical
links and, more generally, errors that they
perceive would not occur if MT were not used.
It can also lead to reduced coherence, which is
exacerbated by the combination of MT and CAT
tools and the segment-based working method.
All in all, respondents who commented on this
area of impact expect that translated text based
on MT will display differences compared to
translations not produced with MT, in line with
the hypothesis of “post-editese” which has been
extensively researched over the last few years
(see, e.g., Castilho et al., 2022; Toral, 2019;
Volkart and Bouillon, 2023). Only a few
respondents were of the opposite opinion,
indicating that using MT does not impact on the
final quality, or can even improve it. As stated
by R238:

“[...] T achieve a significantly higher linguistic
quality than before, the Al gives me good ideas, 1
have reached a level of text readability and compre-
hensibility that was previously unthinkable, I have

reached a new dimension”.!!

1 Original quote in Italian: “[...] raggiungo una qualita
linguistica nettamente superiore rispetto a prima, I’IA mi da
ottime idee, ho raggiunto un livello di leggibilita e com-
prensibilita del testo impensato in precedenza, ho raggiunto
una nuova dimensione”.



Future of LS and job

Perceptions of the future of the language
services in particular and of the profession in
general are also rather sombre. The most
frequently mentioned aspect by respondents
concerns the potential reduction in the need for
translators due to the increased productivity
associated with MT, which could lead to a
decrease in staff and possibly a deterioration in
working conditions, e.g. in terms of salary. A
few respondents go even further and consider
that MT will lead to the death of the translation
profession, as R291 put it:

“Whatever the thurifers of progress may say, ma-
chine translation spells the death of professional
translation and the end of humans in communica-

tion”.!2

For these reasons, some respondents indicated
that they were considering a professional retrain-
ing, or that at least some translators would have
to consider this option. At the same time, a few
respondents do not see any threat to their profes-
sion. Some of them predict that the profession
will change and become more monotonous and
boring. Others believe that new roles or types of
translators will emerge, such as professionals
combining language and technological skills
(see, on this, Briva-Iglesias and O’Brien 2022).

Translators’ place within the institutional
network and society

Finally, a surprisingly recurrent theme
concerned the impact of MT on the place of
federal translators within their institutional
network. Since MT is available to all civil
servants within the federal administration, and
not only to the LS (see Section 1), translators
have noticed changes in the way they interact
with internal clients. Instead of using it just for
gisting purposes (Kluvanec, 2017), the latter
seem to be increasingly using MT themselves,
asking the LS for proofreading, sometimes even
without providing the source text.

“On a day-to-day basis, however, we also have to
contend with authors who increasingly produce their
own translations without any knowledge of transla-

12 Original quote in French: “Quoi qu’en disent les thurifé-
raires du progres, la traduction automatique marque la mort
de la traduction professionnelle et la fin de I’humain dans la
communication”.
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tion, terminology or post-editing, and in defiance of
the guidelines”. (R132)13

Despite existing guidelines on the use of MT,
the risk of unchecked machine-translated texts
being published is perceived as real, with poten-
tial reputational consequences if the LS partially
lose control over the translations produced with-
in their institution. This has also changed cli-
ents’ expectations in terms of productivity and
reasonable deadlines:

“Devaluation of translation by clients. Translators
are seen as bilingual secretaries, useful for eliminat-
ing the big mistakes that the machine translation tool
might make”. (R223)4

This trend was to be expected, given the find-
ings of the ELIS 2024 survey of declining ap-
preciation and unrealistic expectations on the
part of internal clients (ELIS, 2024: 24-26). In
this respect, there is a clear need to educate cli-
ents and inform them on the real potential of MT
and its limitations. At the same time, for some
respondents, this trend more broadly concerns
the image of translators in society. They fear that
translators are increasingly seen as dispensable
by non-specialists, and that efforts need to be
made to justify their role and the added value
they can offer.

5 Discussion and conclusions

This paper provides an overview of the use and
perception of MT within the LS of the Swiss
Confederation. The data on use showed that MT
is currently only one of the technologies federal
translators resort to in their daily work. Overall,
it turns out that each translator is largely free to
use, or not use, MT as they see fit. MT seems to
be rather seen as a tool, which is wused
extensively only for urgent, low-risk documents,
and as a suggestion in the other cases.

The data on how MT and its impact are per-
ceived within the LS revealed a variety of views
and experiences. For example, some respondents
anticipate or are experiencing increasing pres-
sure on productivity, while others see MT as a

13 Original quote in German: “Im Alltag aber auch Kampf
gegen die Autorenschaft, die vermehrt entgegen der Richt-
linien ohne Ubersetzungs-, Terminologie- oder Post-
Editing-Kenntnisse Eigeniibersetzungen erstellt”.

14 Original quote in French: “Dépréciation de la traduction
par les donneurs d'ouvrage. Les traducteurs/trices sont
vu/e/s comme de secrétaires bilingues utiles pour éliminer
les grosses fautes que pourrait faire l'outil de traduction
automatique”.



way of channelling their time and energy into
more important tasks. In contrast to the ELIS
2024 survey, in which the number of positive
and negative opinions about MT expressed by
public and private language departments was
virtually equal (ELIS, 2024: 24), respondents to
our survey tended to report more frequently and
in greater detail on their negative perspectives,
fears, resistance factors or unmet needs, which
can provide rich insights into what can be done
to promote successful change. This study, of
course, only provides a snapshot of the current
use and perceptions of MT. Tracking these as-
pects over time may prove useful to shed light
on the evolving role of MT and related needs
perceived by federal translators.

As emphasised in the introduction, focusing
on human factors is key to steering any organi-
sational change process, thus leveraging the
positive views of the actors involved and taking
measures to mitigate the negative ones. On the
one hand, this makes it possible to design func-
tional work processes in which technology is at
the service of the translators. On the other hand,
it ensures that individuals find meaning and
satisfaction in their work and are therefore will-
ing to embrace the necessary change (Herold et
al., 2007).

In this respect, two key elements that emerge
from the literature, i.e. training (Lafeber, 2023b;
Svoboda and Sosoni, 2023) and the involvement
of translators in change processes (Cadwell et
al., 2018; Rossi and Chevrot, 2019), seem to be
a reality in the surveyed context. Continuing
professional development provides translators
with the competences needed to successfully use
new technologies and develop a critical aware-
ness of them (Ilja 2023). The survey data sug-
gest that such training is currently being offered.
This finding is in line with the results of the
ELIS 2024 survey, where technology emerges as
the most frequent training topic in language
departments of both public agencies and private
companies (ELIS, 2024, 48). This trend can only
be encouraged. Along the same lines, the mis-
sion of the recently established CoELT to select
new technologies by involving users in the eval-
uation process is undoubtedly very positive.

However, promoting change at the individual
level is only one side of the coin and needs to go
hand in hand with organisational and strategic
change (see e.g. Cameron and Green, 2020).
Some of the problems identified by respondents
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do not concern MT per se, but rather the way it
is integrated, seen and used in the institutional
network. This concerns, in particular, issues of
volumes and deadlines, as well as the needs to
raise awareness among text authors of the work
carried out by the LS and the added value they
can bring, so as to strengthen the spirit of part-
nership. This is one of the aspects that are cur-
rently being explored in more detail in the
SWIFT project thorough in-depth interviews
with representatives of various federal LS.

Dialogue between universities and institutions
can certainly contribute to effective change. In
addition to cooperation in the training of transla-
tors (Biel and Ruano, 2023), institutions can
benefit from research projects that use different
research methods and disciplinary lenses. For
example, further explorations of theories and
approaches to change management may be a
promising avenue for further research. The
foundations have been laid for collaboration and
cross-fertilisation of ideas between organisation
studies and translation studies (Westney et al.,
2022). Not only translation studies can support
the current linguistic turn in organisational stud-
ies (Piekkari et al., 2020), but they can also find
in organisation studies a source of rich ap-
proaches to contextualise micro-aspects of in-
vestigation concerning translation (Tietze et al.,
2022). In this light, studying the role of new
language technologies from an organisational
perspective can ultimately enable institutions to
keep pace with technological developments and
leverage them to fulfil their mission (as laid
down in article 7 of the Languages Act)" of
providing citizens with high-quality multilingual
texts.
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15 See Federal Act on the National Languages and Under-
standing between the Linguistic Communities of 5 October
2007, status as of 1 January 2017 (CC 441.1,
https://www.fedlex.admin.ch/eli/cc/2009/821/en, last ac-
cessed 13.05.2024).
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