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A few days ago I received a

message from a reader of this column

here in the U.S. who is also a fellow

legal interpreter. He is under the

(correct) impression that conference

interpreting is an intriguing field 

and asked me how to begin. I am

delighted to try to answer his ques-

tion here to the best of my ability.

Please note that this advice is based

on the U.S. market for conference

interpreting.

First things first. Let’s talk logis-

tics and details:

• I have never met an interpreter

who does not love conference

interpreting work. It is often-

times exciting and a nice change

of pace for medical and legal

interpreters. I do know quite a few

full-time conference interpreters

who are not medical/legal inter-

preters, but they are mostly in

Europe and tend to work with the

European Union (and other inter-

national organizations). Here in

the U.S., I know few freelancers

who can make a living just doing

conference interpreting work, but

there are certainly exceptions (in-

house at the U.S. Department of

State, United Nations, etc.).

• Getting conference interpreting

assignments can be challenging.

They require a lot of legwork. Do

not expect to get a conference

interpreting assignment every

week (or even every month).

Every interpreter I know would

like to have more conference

interpreting assignments,

including me.

• You do not get paid to prepare

for the assignment, so you need

to factor that into your price

quote. You should not accept an

assignment to interpret at the

annual meeting of the American

Association of Ventriloquists

unless you know something about

the field. 

• There are more conference inter-

preting assignments available in

cities. Not all conferences are

large and not all conferences

happen in Los Angeles, Miami,

New York, Chicago, or Las Vegas,

but as a general rule, you have a

better shot at being a conference

interpreter if you live in a larger

city. Most conference organizers

are usually not willing to fly in

interpreters from Boise to Omaha

when there are perfectly good

interpreters in Omaha.

• Conferences are planned well in

advance, but proper equipment

can be rare. I have yet to

encounter a single hotel in Las

Vegas that has permanent inter-

preting booths installed. Most

hotels rarely work with booths

and equipment, so it is oftentimes

a struggle to get this all organized.  

Now, how do you get these

assignments? Let’s start with a few

basics.

• Many conference interpreting

assignments come through agen-

cies. Language services providers

that specialize in conference inter-

preting are relatively easy to find,

and you can contact those in your

area by consulting various profes-

sional online directories.     

• Other conference interpreting

assignments come from tourism

bureaus, convention centers,

individual hotels, and destina-

tion management companies.

Market your services to them. Get

out in the community and talk to

the decision-makers.

• Team up with a good equipment

provider who can take care of

the A/V and all of the equipment

so you can recommend someone

you trust to the client. Being able

to recommend someone will
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make you more attractive to

clients, and the person you recom-

mend will probably refer business

your way.  

• Find a top-notch booth partner.

Conference interpreters always

work in pairs, so nothing is more

essential than a superstar booth

partner. Remember that you will

be sharing a small space for

extended periods of time, so make

sure you choose wisely.

• Request documents ahead of

time. Many conference organizers

struggle to get the presenter’s

PowerPoint files or even the out-

line, but trust me, you do need

some material to prepare properly.

If nothing can be found, you

should still spend several hours

compiling vocabulary based on

the client’s website and general

company information that is avail-

able to the public. I usually

include a disclaimer in our price

quotes that I cannot guarantee our

usual quality if I do not receive

pertinent materials X days before

the event. Sometimes I still do not

get any material, but the show

must go on.

• Finally, the best way to get con-

ference interpreting clients is to

do a great job at any inter-

preting you do and to let clients

know that you are also inter-

ested in conference interpreting

assignments. Get the word out.

Happy conference interpreting! n
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ATA offers two guides
developed by ATA volunteers to assist
interpreters and translators in review-
ing and drafting contracts. These free
online guides offer practical explana-
tions and commentary for standard
terms, conditions, and clauses.

Interpreting 
www.atanet.org/business_
practices/interpreting_agreements.php

Translation
www.atanet.org/business_
practices/translation_agreements.php

Check Out
ATA’s

Guides to
Services

Agreements

Facebook 
http://tinyurl.com/38xqgsm

Follow Us
LinkedIn

www.atanet.org/linkedin.php
Twitter

http:// twitter.com/atanet




