The Interpreter’s Survival Guide:
Mastering Stress in the Booth

Moving from panic to control in
simultaneous interpreting.
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The High-Wire Act
of Simultaneous
Interpreting

T
O S
-

Active
Listening

Processing external
sourcing of the
message.

— Short-Term
Memory Storage

Holding previous chunks
of information to prevent
syntactic incongruity.

Speaking —

Producing target
language output
continuously.

The Linearity
Constraint:

No control over speaker pace.
No revision phase. The first
version is the final one.




Decoding the Body’s Alarm System

The Trigger:

Brain detects danger or high pressure
(The “Fight or Flight” mechanism).

The Chemical Release:

Adrenaline and Cortisol flood the system.

The Physical Result:

Faster heartbeat, tense muscles, shallow
breathing, and _
hyper-focused attention.

Short-term, this helps focus. Long-term, it exhausts the mind and degrades processing capacity.



The Stress Spectrum:
Eustress vs. Distress

Eustress (Positive) Distress (Negative)

- Healthy level of stress. - Demands feel too heavy to handle.

- Motivates, energizes, and sharpens focus. - Leads to anxiety, fatigue, or critical mistakes.

- Example: Feeling alert and primed before - Example: Panic and loss of focus during a
the microphone turns on. dense, fast-paced speech.
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Distinguishing Stress from Anxiety

Stress

- Response to an external
pressure or demand.

- Usually short-term and task-
related.

- In the Booth: Caused by task
load, time pressure, or dense
specialist knowledge.

Anxiety

- An internal emotional state,
often without a clear external
cause.

- Can persist even when the
situation is over.

- In the Booth: Driven by fear of
failure, classroom anxiety, or
fear of negative evaluation.
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The Top 3 Triggers in the Booth

standard 110-120 wpm) combined with high information
density.

1 f / Source Delivery Rate: External pacing (even at

Lexical Search Under Time Pressure: Retrieving
equivalents from long-term memory while managing
current cognitive load.

Past Failures (The Domino Effect): Dwelling on a previous
error, which mismanages processing capacity and ruins
subsequent segments.

Data Insight: Trainees report significantly higher stress when working in the retour (into a B
language) due to elevated cognitive load.

1

.
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The Linguistic “Tells” of Stress

Hesitation Markers:
Non-lexical fillers and
prolonged meaningless sounds
(e.g.' “Uh," “um'" llyyy”).

14

Word truncation—producing
part of a word and restarting,
or abandoning it entirely

due to insufficient delay.

False Starts:

Word truncation—producing
part of a word and
restarting, or abandoning it
entirely due to

Anomalous Pauses:

Unfilled silent pauses exceeding
2 seconds (the threshold where
audience trust breaks down).
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The Coping Matrix: A Holistic Toolkit

Linguistic Cognitive Behavioral / Prep &
Tactics Shifts Emotional Recovery

(Economy of (Building (In-the- (The critical
expression & psychological moment bookends of
flow armor) physical the task)

management) regulation)
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Linguistic Tactic 1: Economy of Expression

Omission

The most reported stress-
prevention strategy.
Intentionally dropping non-
critical information to survive
a cognitive bottleneck.

Condensation /
Generalization

Reducing cognitive load by
condensing the message
while preserving the core

meaning.

Syntactic
Simplification

Breaking complex,
convoluted source structures
into short, manageable target

sentences to ease mental
tracking.
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Linguistic Tactic 2: Time & Flow Management

\\")._

Calque (Borrowing)

When cognitive capacity is maxed out by
specialist knowledge or high speed,
temporarily cling to the source language's
syntactic structure to survive the segment.

Lack of Self-Correction

When an error occurs under intense
time pressure, do not go back. Ignore the
mistake to maintain fluency, preserve

‘ \\__/ rhythm, and prevent stress from multiplying.
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Cognitive Shift: Building Psychological Armor

T

“Threat” Mindset “Challenge” Mindse

~

e Sense of Self-Efficacy: Actively cultivate the belief in your own capacity to carry out the task.

« Reframe the Narrative: Transform the internal dialogue from "This speech is a threat" to "This
" Is an opportunity to demonstrate my competence."

Activate Personal Resources: Approach the booth not with student anxiety, but with
< professional maturity and responsibility.
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In-the-Booth Regulation (Behavioral & Emotional)

Regulate Breathing

Combat shallow “fight or flight”
breathing with intentional, deep
respiration to lower the heart
rate.

-

Pace & Tone Control

Actively force your speaking
pace to slow down and lower
your vocal pitch; sounding calm

tricks the brain into feeling calm.

Iy

Deploy Self-Compassion

Replace internal self-criticism
(“l ruined that sentence”) with
positive self-talk (“I survived that
segment, focus on the next”).
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The Bookends: Preparation & Recovery

Phase 2: Recovery
NERW (After)

\/ / Step away from the
' booth.

Phase 1: Preparation
(Before)

- Simulate similar high-stress
conditions in practice.

PR ‘—*.-’—f“—-'iﬁ&!\
D P ies » P < Ay
b

o ‘th}"

1 9 Engage in physical
L\ )= relaxation to allow
A\ cortisol levels to drop.

- Master the topic and
terminology in advance.

- Build confidence to
mitigate “fear of
negative evaluation.”

Reflect objectively on
performance rather than
dwelling on mistakes.
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The Trainee vs. Professional Mindset

The Reality:

Real-life assignments carry heavier burdens
(client retention, ethics, lack of shared context).
Yet, professionals often display lower anxiety
than trainees in mock settings.

The Difference;:

Professionals are “consistent performers.” They
have developed highly efficient adaptive
responses and situation-dependent control.

The Takeaway:

Stress resistance is not an innate talent. It is a
learned soft skill forged through repeated
exposure and intentional coping strategies.
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The Interpreter’s Cheat Sheet

¢ - Simplify syntax and condense

meaning when overwhelmed.

> - Keep moving forward; leave minor

mistakes behind.

4 -Breathe deeply and deliberately

control your pitch.

> - Reframe the high-speed speaker as a

challenge, not a threat.

DON’T:

- Attempt to translate every single
non-critical word (avoid cognitive
bottlenecks).

- Stop to self-correct during a
high-speed segment.

- Let a 2-second anomalous pause

develop; use a calque or omission to

keep flowing.

- Dwell on the previous sentence—the
linearity constraint demands your focus

be on the now.
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