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Abstract

We conducted a survey to understand the
impact of machine translation and post-
editing awareness on comprehension of
and trust in messages disseminated to
prepare the public for a weather-related
crisis, i.e. flooding. The translation direc-
tion was English—Italian. Sixty-one par-
ticipants—all native Italian speakers with
different English proficiency levels—
answered our survey. Each participant
read and evaluated between three and six
crisis messages using ratings and open-
ended questions on comprehensibility
and trust. The messages were in English
and Italian. All the Italian messages had
been machine translated and post-edited.
Nevertheless, participants were told that
only half had been post-edited, so that we
could test the impact of post-editing
awareness. We could not draw firm con-
clusions when comparing the scores for
trust and comprehensibility assigned to
the three types of messages—English,
post-edits, and purported raw outputs.
However, when scores were triangulated
with open-ended answers, stronger pat-
terns were observed, such as the impact
of fluency of the translations on their
comprehensibility and trustworthiness.
We found correlations between compre-
hensibility and trustworthiness, and iden-
tified other factors influencing these as-
pects, such as the clarity and soundness
of the messages. We conclude by outlin-
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ing implications for crisis preparedness,
limitations, and areas for future research.

1 Introduction

Societies are becoming increasingly multicultural
and multilingual, mainly as a result of economic
migration and displacement (O'Brien and Federi-
ci, 2019). In Ireland, for example, there are more
than 500 thousand non-Irish nationals, the major-
ity of whom come from a country where English
is not the official language, e.g. Poland, Lithua-
nia, Brazil, and Italy (Central Statistics Office,
2016). Non-native speakers of a language—and
especially those with limited proficiency—need
to overcome considerable communication chal-
lenges in the contexts of crises (Santos-
Hernandez and Morrow, 2013; Sherly et al.,
2015).

Taking again Ireland as an example, flooding
is the most common hazard that the country
needs to manage (Jeffers, 2011). When substan-
tial, flooding poses a threat to infrastructure,
business, and also people’s health (Major Emer-
gency Management, 2016). In order to be safe
and act upon the messages sent by emergency
responders, linguistically diverse communities
need to be able to comprehend and trust those
messages (Alexander and Pescaroli, 2019). Ma-
chine translation (MT) and post-editing (PE) can
play a role in crisis communication but their ap-
plication needs careful consideration.

This paper describes the results of a survey
whose goal was to address two important gaps in
relation to the role of MT and PE as enablers of
multilingual communication in crises. Specifical-
ly, we set out to gather empirical evidence on the
impact of MT and of PE awareness on compre-
hension of and trust in messages disseminated by
emergency responders to prepare the public for a



specific weather-related crisis: flooding. The
translation direction under analysis was English
to Italian (see Section 3 for our research ques-
tions). The choice of this translation direction
was motivated by the substantial number of na-
tive speakers of lItalian living in English-
speaking countries where flooding is common,
such as the United Kingdom and Ireland (Central
Statistics Office, 2016).

It is worth underlining the lack of clear dis-
tinctions between the concepts of crisis, emer-
gency, disaster, or hazard. For the purpose of
this study, we adopted a broad definition of cri-
sis, understood as a non-routine and disruptive
event, that poses a threat, and that usually in-
volves the phases of preparation, response, and
recovery (Alexander, 2002; Cadwell et al.,
2019).

The remainder of this paper is organized as
follows: Section 2 reviews and summarizes relat-
ed work on MT, PE, comprehension, and trust,
with a special focus on crisis contexts. Section 3
presents our research questions and the method-
ology that we adopted in order to answer them.
Section 4 reports on the results of our survey,
which are then discussed in Section 5, along with
implications, limitations, and avenues for future
research.

2 Related Work

Translation of crisis information into the first
language of the target audience facilitates com-
prehension, as has been shown, for example, in
the case of the 2014 Ebola outbreak (O'Brien and
Cadwell, 2017). However, the importance of
translation in crises is still either not acknowl-
edged or discussed only superficially in policy
documents and institutional checklists (O'Brien
et al., 2018; O'Brien and Federici, 2019). This is
surprising when considering that misunderstand-
ings due to lack of translation have often resulted
in increased vulnerability and loss of lives (San-
tos-Hernandez and Morrow, 2013; Alexander
and Pescaroli, 2019).

In addition to comprehension, the language in
which information is conveyed can influence
trust in the message, particularly in crisis situa-
tions (Translators without Borders, 2019). Previ-
ous research on trust, translation, and crises has
mainly focused on how translation influences
reasoning about trust among people affected by a
crisis (Cadwell, 2015), with trust emerging as
one of the challenges in the communication ef-

forts of humanitarian organisations, along with
low literacy levels and cultural sensitivity
(Federici et al., 2019).

In crisis situations, MT has been a component
of some communications, as shown, for instance,
during the Haiti earthquake (Lewis, 2010) and,
more recently, in refugee settings (Translators
without Borders, 2016). MT is particularly help-
ful when large quantities of texts need quick
translations into multiple languages (Cadwell et
al., 2019). The utility of MT in crisis settings
involving low-resource languages has also been
empirically tested (Cadwell et al., 2019).

The relationship between MT and trust has re-
ceived some attention since machine-translated
outputs are far from flawless and fully accurate,
even after the quality improvements introduced
by the neural paradigm (Toral et al., 2018), thus
often requiring PE. Research has revolved
around approaches to identify machine-translated
words, sentences or documents that pass a prede-
termined quality threshold and are therefore
more trustworthy (Soricut and Echihabi, 2010).

The availability of these confidence, or trust,
scores seems to be welcomed by translators
(Moorkens and O'Brien, 2013), but the scores
should be accompanied by an explanation of how
they were obtained (Cadwell et al., 2017). Atten-
tion has also been given to the level of trust that
professional translators attribute to machine-
translated outputs and specific MT engines
(Guerberof, 2013; Teixeira, 2014; Cadwell et al.,
2017). Furthermore, lack of trust in MT has
emerged as one of the reasons for its non-
adoption among language service providers (Por-
ro Rodriguez et al., 2017). Previous works have
also focused on students, with mixed results—
from a general lack of trust (Koponen, 2015;
Briggs, 2018), to a tendency to almost uncritical-
ly trust the output (Depraetere, 2010).

More relevant to our research, a limited num-
ber of studies have focused on end users of
MT—who often read translations for gist under-
standing (Specia and Shah, 2018)—and on their
reliance on MT to locate information on websites
(Gaspari, 2007), as well as on their tendency to
use MT to translate from languages or documents
of which they already have some knowledge,
which might indicate a lack of complete trust in
the output (Nurminen and Papula, 2018).

Research has also focused on the broader areas
of acceptability, usability, readability, and com-



prehensibility of machine-translated texts among
end users, and on how these aspects are influ-
enced by different PE levels (Castilho and O'Bri-
en, 2016; Screen, 2019). However, most of the
research so far has focused on technical docu-
ments.

Accordingly, there is a lack of empirical evi-
dence on: (i) the potential benefits of MT (as op-
posed to lack of translation) for end users’ com-
prehension of and trust in crisis communication;
and (ii) the potential impact on comprehension
and trust of being aware that crisis messages
have been post-edited. We set out to fill these
research gaps.

3 Methodology

3.1 Research Questions

Having in mind the research gaps outlined in
Section 2.2, we conducted a survey to address
the following research questions (RQ):

RQ1. What is the impact of machine transla-
tion on comprehension of and trust in messages
disseminated to prepare the public for a weather-
related crisis?

RQ2. What is the impact of post-editing
awareness on comprehension of and trust in
messages disseminated to prepare the public for
a weather-related crisis?

As specified in Section 1, the translation direc-
tion under analysis was English to Italian.

3.2 Survey Setup and Circulation

All of the survey questions and instructions were
in Italian. The survey received approval from
Dublin City University Research Ethics Commit-
tee (DCUREC/2019/209). It was preceded by a
plain language statement and an informed con-
sent form (also in Italian) describing the research
in lay terms for the participants.

Initially, the survey targeted native speakers of
Italian living in English-speaking countries, as
they would represent a realistic audience for cri-
sis messages delivered by emergency responders
in English. However, an initial analysis of the
responses from this pool of Italian participants
showed that their self-reported level of English
was very high (Section 4.1). Accordingly, to
gather data from ltalian speakers with lower lev-
els of English proficiency—thus gaining a
broader range of perspectives—we also circulat-
ed a slightly modified version of the survey

among native speakers of Italian living in Italy
(see Section 3.3 for details on the slightly modi-
fied version). These participants were also a real-
istic audience considering the high number of
Italians who travel from Italy to English-
speaking countries for tourism, school- or busi-
ness-related purposes (Tourism Ireland, 2018).

The survey in both its versions was circulated
online through word-of-mouth; social media; and
newsletters from universities, ltalian embassies,
and organisations promoting Italian culture in
English-speaking countries (from the United
States, to Ireland, to New Zealand).

3.3 Survey Structure and Experimental De-
sign

The survey began with two questions to check
participants’ eligibility, namely: (i) that their na-
tive language was Italian; and (ii) that they lived
in an English-speaking country. In the version of
the survey targeting Italians in Italy, the second
eligibility question was not present.

The survey then continued with a series of
questions on the participants’ demographic char-
acteristics and background, namely their age,
gender, self-reported level of English proficien-
cy, frequency of use of English, familiarity with
MT systems, and reasons for their use. With re-
gard to the questions on self-reported English
proficiency and on the frequency of use of the
English language, these questions were taken
from Anderson et al. (2018), and they involved
asking participants: (i) to rate their English con-
versation, writing, reading, and listening skills on
a scale from 1 (low) to 5 (high); and (ii) to indi-
cate how often they spoke, wrote, listened, and
read in English. Native speakers of lItalian in
English-speaking countries were also asked
about how much time they had lived abroad, and
the frequency of flooding in their country of res-
idence (Section 4.1).

The participants were subsequently presented
with information and instructions regarding the
experimental tasks. Specifically, they would first
be shown three messages dealing with prepara-
tion for a flooding crisis: one message would be
in English, while the other two would be Italian
translations of two different messages. They
were also told that, of the two translations, one
had been produced by Google Translate and had
not been corrected by anyone, while the other
had also been produced by Google Translate but
then corrected by a native speaker of Italian. We



used corrected (rather than post-edited) because
our participants might not have been familiar
with the concept of PE. We also specified that
we would let them know which MT output had
been post-edited/corrected beforehand.

At this stage, we used deception since both
machine-translated messages had actually been
post-edited by the first author (see Section 3.4 for
details on PE level). We used deception for two
reasons. First, if we had not post-edited one of
the two machine-translated messages, we would
have introduced MT quality as a confounding
variable—in other words, the different quality of
the two machine-translated messages would have
been likely to influence comprehensibility and
trust scores. By post-editing both outputs, we
ensured quality was comparable, and this al-
lowed us to determine whether awareness of PE
in itself influenced scores of comprehensibility
and trust given by end users. Secondly, due to the
critical nature of the messages, we deemed it
risky to circulate unedited content with potential
errors.

We adopted a within-subjects design whereby,
for each of the three messages (one in English
and two Italian translations), each participant was
instructed to answer the following questions:

(i) How much do you trust this message on a
scale from 1 (don’t trust it at all) to 4 (trust it
completely)?

(ii) How likely are you to comply with these
instructions on a scale from 1 (very unlikely) to 4
(very likely)?

(iii) How comprehensible do you find this
message on a scale from 1 (totally incomprehen-
sible) to 4 (easily comprehensible)?

All participants read and evaluated the same
messages, and each message was always seen in
the same condition. We added a question on
compliance as an additional measure of trust (Liu
et al., 2018). We used four-point scales to avoid
mid-point bias. For each of the three questions,
participants were also given the option to explain
the reasons behind their scores as answers to
open-ended questions. Finally, after reading and
scoring the first set of three messages, partici-
pants could either conclude the survey, or read
and evaluate a set of three more messages. To
counterbalance a potential fatigue effect, the or-
der in which the English message and the two
Italian translations were presented to participants

varied between the first and the second set of
messages, but not within set.

3.4 Experimental Materials

We took the crisis preparedness messages from
the Irish website Be Winter Ready. The PE ap-
plied to the machine-translated messages can be
classified as full PE since we aimed to produce
outputs that were both fluent and accurate
(TAUS, 2010). Average BLEU score based on
comparisons between raw and post-edited mes-
sages was 55.76. However, as the extracts in Sec-
tion 4.2 show, a few participants believed that
the fluency could have been improved further.

Since the readability level of the English
source messages—both the one that we kept in
English and the ones that we machine translated
into Italian—might have represented a confound-
ing variable influencing comprehensibility
scores, we selected messages with a similar or
almost similar readability level. Specifically, ac-
cording to the Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level for-
mula, all English messages could be understood
by readers between 11 and 16 years of age.

To further ensure comparability, the three
messages in each of the two sets (Section 3.3)
began with the same introductory sentence. The
three messages in the first set all began with “If
you find that you are in a flood prone area, there
are a number of steps that you can take to make
your property more resilient to flooding. For ex-
ample...”, as they dealt with property protection.
On the other hand, the three messages in the sec-
ond set revolved around people protection and
began with the introductory sentence “If you find
that you are in a flood prone area, there are a
number of steps that you can take. For exam-
ple...”. These introductory sentences were then
followed by specific instructions, such as “As-
sess if your property is at risk from flooding” in
the first set, or “Have medication to hand (if
needed)” in the second set. To avoid a learning
effect, the three instructions in each set were dif-
ferent.

4  Results

4.1 Participants’ Background

A total of 61 participants took part in the survey.
All the participants were native speakers of
Italian, with 48 of them living in an English-

! The Be Winter Ready website is available here:
https://www.winterready.ie/en
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speaking country and 13 living in Italy. Most
participants were aged between 29-39 (46%),
followed by participants aged 40-50 (29%). We
achieved good balance between male (52%) and
female (46%) participants—2% of the
participants did not specify their gender.

Among the 48 participants based outside Italy,
most of them reported having lived in an
English-speaking country either between five and
ten years (N=13), or between ten and 20 years
(N=13), with seven also stating that they had
lived in an English-speaking country for more
than 20 years. Unsurprisingly, when asked to
self-report their level of English proficiency in
terms of conversation, reading, writing, and
listening, most participants within this cohort
reported five out of five. Furthermore, the vast
majority of them stated that they spoke, wrote,
read, and listened in English either always or
most of the time.

In contrast, most participants based in Italy re-
ported having a lower level of English proficien-
cy—most of them selected one (out of five) to
rate their English conversation skills, and three
(out of five) to rate their listening, writing, and
reading skills. In line with these scores, most of
the participants based in Italy stated that they
spoke, listened, and wrote in English only rarely.
However, most of them reported reading in Eng-
lish sometimes. In other words, our two cohorts
of participants—namely, Italians living in Eng-
lish-speaking countries and Italians living in Ita-
ly—were different enough in terms of English
proficiency, which allowed us to gather data
from a broad range of potential users of crisis
communications (Section 4.2).

42% of the 48 participants living in an Eng-
lish-speaking country stated that flooding—
namely, the weather-related crisis that is the fo-
cus of our study—was common where they
lived, with 14% not knowing, as shown in Figure
1.

IS FLOODING COMMON IN THE COUNTRY
WHERE YOU LIVE?

I don't know
14%

Yes
2%

No
44%

Figure 1. Percentage of participants (not) familiar
with flooding

With regard to the use of MT systems, of all
the 61 participants, 48 reported using MT
systems. The reasons for their use of MT are
reported in Figure 2, where the number of
selections is higher than the number of
participants because participants could select
more than one option. Assimilation was the most
common reason, followed by dissemination. This
result was relevant as it showed that these end
users could potentially use MT to translate crisis
messages delivered in a language with which
they were not familiar.

WHY DO YOU USE MACHINE TRANSLATION SYSTEMS?

35
30
25
20
15
10
> B =
0

Tounderstand To communicate
information  in languages that |
written in don't know
languages that |
don't know

Unspecified To learn new

languages

Figure 2. Participants’ reasons for use of MT

4.2 Comprehensibility and Trust

The tables below contain descriptive statistics—
mean and standard deviation (SD). Table 1 re-
ports the comprehensibility scores. Table 2 con-
tains the trust scores, and Table 3 shows the trust
as compliance scores. In each table, we first re-
ported the scores provided by all 61 survey par-
ticipants combined, and then by Italians living in
English-speaking countries and by Italians living
in Italy separately, as these two groups differed
substantially in terms of English proficiency
(Section 4.1). We combined scores assigned by
participants to both sets of messages (Section
3.4). In the interests of clarity, in the tables and
elsewhere in this paper we used raw messages
for those MT outputs that had also been post-
edited even though participants thought that they
had not been—our deception condition (Section
3.3). The highest scores are highlighted in bold.

With regard to comprehensibility (Table 1), it
can be observed that: (i) the messages labelled as
post-edited received the highest average scores
by all three cohorts of participants; (ii) partici-
pants living in Italy—and having a lower level of
English proficiency—seemed to benefit more
from the translations labelled as raw, compared
with the English messages, than participants liv-
ing in English-speaking countries. As far as trust



is concerned (Table 2), results were more varied:
(i) the messages labelled as post-edited were not
associated with highest average scores; but again
(if) differently from participants in English-
speaking countries, participants living in ltaly
showed higher trust in the messages labelled as
raw, compared with the English messages. With
regard to trust measured in terms of compliance
(Table 3), we observed that, regardless of their
level of English proficiency, participants showed
higher compliance with the message in English,
compared with the Italian translations. It should
be noted, however, that the differences in scores
reported in Tables 1-3 are slight, and a series of
repeated measures ANOVAs run in SPSS found
these differences to be not significant (p>.05).

Comprehensibility

English Raw Post-edited

messages messages messages
Total par-
ticipants 3.45 (.83) 3.54 (.75) 3.64 (.64)
(N=61)
Italians
abroad 3.66 (.62) 3.64 (.63) 3.74 (.51)
(N=48)
Italians in
Italy 2.71(1.04) 3.18 (1.01) 3.29(.92)
(N=13)

Table 1. Comprehensibility scores
Trust

English Raw Post-edited

messages messages messages
Total par-
ticipants 3.36 (.80) 3.29 (.82) 3.35(.90)
(N=61)
Italians
abroad 3.49 (.74) 3.34 (.77) 3.46 (.78)
(N=48)
Italians in
Italy 2.88(.85) 3.12 (.99) 2.94 (1.19)
(N=13)

Table 2. Trust scores
Trust (compliance)

English Raw Post-edited

messages Messages messages
Total par-
ticipants 3.53(.75) 3.35(.90) 3.38(.95)
(N=61)
Italians
abroad 3.67 (.59) 3.46 (.80) 3.56 (.78)
(N=48)
Italians in
Italy 3.00 (1.0 2.94 (1.14) 2.76 (1.25)
(N=13)

Table 3. Compliance (trust) scores

Using SPSS software, we also examined
potential correlations between comprehensibility
scores and trust scores. The results, reported in
Table 4, showed that comprehensibility scores

and trust scores had a statistically significant
linear relationship for all three types of messages
(p<.01). The direction of the relationship was
positive, and the strength of this association went
from moderate to fairly strong (.5 < rs <.7). In
other words, regardless of how the messages
were labelled (i.e. raw MT vs. PE) and regardless
of translation, greater comprehensibility was
often associated with greater trust.

Trust

Trust (compliance)

English messages | English messages
69* .66*

Raw messages Raw messages

Comprehensibility .53* .66*
Post-edited  mes- | Post-edited  mes-
sages sages

.55* .62*

Table 4. Results of the Spearman Correlation?

The qualitative data collected through the
open-ended questions in the survey (Section 3.3),
and coded with the NVivo software, comple-
mented these scores and guided their interpreta-
tion. We used thematic analysis (Braun and
Clarke, 2012) to identify the main reasons behind
the comprehensibility and trust scores that the
participants assigned. Our analysis identified
seven themes in the participants’ responses,
namely: clarity; soundness; helpfulness; fluency;
style; source; and individual differences.

Figure 3 shows how many times each reason
was mentioned per message and per each object
of investigation among native Italian speakers
living in English-speaking countries. Figure 4
reports the same data for the cohort living in Ita-
ly. Again, we counted and analysed the answers
given by the participants when evaluating both
sets of crisis messages (Section 3.3). Participants
could indicate more than one reason for each of
their scores.

In line with the moderate to fairly strong cor-
relations in Table 4, Figures 3 and 4 show that
clarity (defined as simplicity and comprehensi-
bility of language) was regarded by numerous
participants as a reason to trust the messages. For
participants living in Italy and having lower Eng-
lish proficiency, clarity was needed to trust the
messages particularly when the messages were in
English, which might explain the slightly lower
average score that they assigned to the trustwor-
thiness of English messages (Table 2).

2 Statistical significance (*) is at the .01 level.
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Figure 3. Mentions of themes by participants in English-speaking countries, cross-referenced with
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Figure 4. Mentions of themes by participants in Italy, cross-referenced with experimental conditions

As would be expected, clarity also emerged as
a common reason influencing comprehensibility
scores. A few participants mentioned the features
that rendered a message clear, such as the ab-
sence of technical terms, simple noun and verb
phrases, or the use of common words. It should
be remembered that our experimental materials
could be understood by readers between 11 and
16 years of age (Section 3.4).

When evaluating their level of compliance,
clarity seemed to be less relevant to participants.
In contrast, the soundness, the helpfulness, and
the source of the messages seemed to be deter-
mining factors. Often, the soundness and help-
fulness of the messages also determined the par-
ticipants’ level of trust in the messages. See, for
examples, extracts below® in which participants
explain why they would trust and comply with a
specific crisis message:

P10: Logical and reasonable explanation.

P20: It’s reasonable, and the task can be carried out
easily, and it’s for my benefit.

3 The answers in Italian were translated into English by the
first author.

P09: In general, if it [the message] comes from emer-
gency managers, it means that the information provided
is accurate.

Another aspect occasionally influencing trust
seemed to be style—this theme included the tone
and register of the message. Specifically, several
participants mentioned the authoritative tone, the
directness of the message, and the sense of com-
petence emerging from the messages—especially
those in English—as reasons to trust them.

Individual differences, and especially previous
experience of a weather-related crisis, also
emerged as a reason for compliance among lItal-
ians living in English-speaking countries. This is
not surprising considering that almost half of
them reported living in a country where flooding
is common (Figure 1).

Considering the specific focus of this paper on
the impact of MT and PE (Section 3.1), as well
as on how messages were labelled, it is interest-
ing to notice that the theme of fluency—
capturing participants’ mentions of how
(un)natural the language of the translated mes-
sages was—emerged as one of the reasons be-
hind participants’ trust and comprehensibility



scores. See, for instance, the following explana-
tions for assigning a specific score:

P14: The translation is correct, but it could be improved.

P22: Even though the message is clear, it’s obvious that
it’s a raw translation.

P26: Message clear and simple, with no errors.

PO5: Because it contains no errors, and you can’t tell
that it’s an automatic translation.

P0O7: The message has been translated clearly and cor-
rectly, with no obvious grammar or syntactical errors.

P27: Convoluted, not fluid.

Despite these mentions of translation, Figure 3
and Figure 4 show that the other themes—and
especially clarity, soundness, helpfulness, and
source—had a stronger impact on participants’
reported comprehensibility and trust. Interesting-
ly, this observation on the somewhat lower im-
pact of translation, and of how translation was
labelled, is in line with the slight differences re-
ported in Tables 1-3 between the scores assigned
to English messages, to messages labelled as raw
MT, and to those labelled as post-edited. Fur-
thermore, participants’ responses to the open-
ended questions seemed to cluster around the
same themes depending on whether the question
was on trust, compliance, or comprehensibility,
and regardless of whether they were reading the
English message, the purported raw translation,
or the post-edited translation. For instance, the
importance of the source (i.e. emergency manag-
ers) was mentioned by several participants when
indicating the reasons behind compliance, but
was absent when they discussed their compre-
hensibility scores (Figures 3-4).

5 Discussion and Conclusions

With this survey, we set out to investigate the
impact of MT and PE awareness, in the English
to ltalian direction, on comprehension of and
trust in messages disseminated to the public in
the context of preparation for a specific weather-
related crisis, i.e. flooding (Section 3.1).

Overall, we found slight and non-significant
differences in terms of scores between English,
purported raw, and post-edited messages. How-
ever, some interesting trends emerged, namely:
(i) some beneficial effect of MT on comprehen-
sion and trust among end users with low English
proficiency; (ii) a tendency to comply more with
messages in English, possibly as a result of their
authoritative tone/style (Section 4.2); and (iii)
labelling of messages as post-edited resulting in

some improvement in comprehension, but not in
trust. The absence of a beneficial effect of PE
awareness on trust might be due to: (i) the pur-
ported MT outputs having also been post-edited
and, therefore, appearing equally trustworthy; (ii)
the fact that the fluency of the declared post-edits
could have been improved further (Section 4.2).
In line with these points, the fluency of the trans-
lations had some impact on how comprehensible
and trustworthy the messages appeared to be to
our participants. Interestingly, after comparing
the influence of different PE levels among end
users, Van Egdom and Pluymaekers (2019)
found that full PE led to positive judgements in
terms of language use and style, but did not re-
sult in a significant improvement of the percep-
tions (including trustworthiness) of the sender of
a product.

Regardless of how the messages were labelled,
several aspects of crisis messages were recog-
nized as particularly important by participants,
especially the clarity, the soundness, the helpful-
ness, and the source of the messages. The im-
portance of clarity for comprehension could be
expected. On the other hand, results regarding
trust are particularly interesting as they align
with models of trust (Mayer et al., 1995) accord-
ing to which the decision to trust is determined
by, among others: the competence of the trustee
(e.g. their ability to provide accurate and sensible
information), corresponding to soundness in our
study; their intentions (e.g. to help the public af-
fected by a crisis), corresponding to our helpful-
ness theme; and their adherence to a set of ac-
cepted principles, e.g. as imposed by the profes-
sion on emergency managers, who were the
source of our messages. Furthermore, trust mod-
els discuss the trustor’s propensity to trust (May-
er et al., 1995), which, in our study, seemed to be
mainly determined by previous experience of
flooding.

A final interesting finding from this study was
the demonstration that greater comprehension is
associated with greater trust. This finding pro-
vides empirical evidence of the role that clear
crisis communications—through plain language
and/or translation—can play in establishing a
relationship of trust between emergency manag-
ers and the public, thus leading to higher compli-
ance with instructions for crisis preparedness. A
similar result, although related to advertisement
disclaimers, is reported in Herbst et al. (2013).



This study has several limitations, particularly
the high level of English proficiency of most par-
ticipants, and the limited number of messages
that were evaluated. Larger-scale experimental
studies with different setups are warranted. Addi-
tional research should focus on: the impact of
different PE levels; the impact of labelling hu-
man translations as post-edits; different language
pairs; and end users less familiar with MT (Fig-
ure 2). It might also be interesting to observe end
users’ interactions with MT and to explain them
using a trust and credibility lens (see e.g. Gao et
al. 2014). Finally, future qualitative research
could help determine the directionality of the
relationship between comprehension and trust.
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