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forwarded individually to an agency. 
This is obviously both labour-
intensive and limited to office hours.

Taking a platform online
Online platforms are different. They 
mean that calls are automatic, are 
taken 24 hours a day and don’t need 
internal administration. 

The technology involved isn’t the 
kind that you would install and 
maintain in your own office or your 
home. It connects all telephone calls 
to highly intelligent computer and 
data-processing systems. In the case 
of the set-up provided by the 
company I work for, the screens and 
the system are really easy to use, but 
they are backed up by very 
sophisticated hidden technology. As 
a result, language service providers 
(LSPs) are able to expand their 
existing telephone services, or add 
new ones if they only provided face-
to-face interpreting before.

Setting a platform up
The platform is based in the cloud, 
which means all the screens or 
interfaces that the LSP uses to monitor 
and/or control its interpreting are 
accessible via a web browser.

The LSP starts by supplying a 
spreadsheet with a list of its clients 
and interpreters, which is imported 
into the platform. On the platform 
we use, it takes around a week to set 
up the ‘branded environment’; that 
is, to set up the area on our platform 
which the LSP will use, complete 
with their logo and all their client 
and interpreter information.

Once it’s all set up, the LSP logs 
into the platform via a web browser, 
which takes them to their branded 
environment, where they manage all 
of their clients and interpreters and 
can also access the screens with 
information about billing and 
statistics. They can also operate the 
‘operator control screen’ if they wish; 
it’s a useful way to get to know the 
system, but it’s not essential. 

The day-to-day workings
Interpreters register their availability 
for work and then when a call comes 
in they can accept or reject it. They 
can use either a landline or a mobile, 
although some LSPs may have issues 
with the confidentiality and/or 
reliability of a mobile connection. 

Clients dial in from a landline or 
mobile, enter a code that identifies 
them, and then another code for the 
language in need of interpreting. The 
system can either check for an 
available interpreter, and then 
connect to one, or it can be set to 
identify the client and automatically 
call and connect them to an 
interpreter for their usual language. 

T elephone interpreting services 
originated in the early 1970s, 
but it’s only in this century 

that they have really picked up in 
popularity. Today they are being 
increasingly used especially in the 
public sector – not least because they 
are often seen as a cost-effective 
alternative to face-to-face 
interpreting services. 

 However, this boom has tested 
the limits of the existing processes. 
Innovation in this field has been 
slow, partly because providers that 
specialise in face-to-face interpreting 
have often been working with local 
interpreters, matching them to local 
businesses. Their office systems have 
often been quite low-tech too. 
Usually a request would be handled 
by someone in the office and 

Telephone interpreting services are booming. But 
how do they actually work? Sue Quelch, who works 
for one of the technology providers, explains

Sue Quelch is the director 
of communications at 
MITON Systems Ltd.

Call waiting

The screens and the 
system are really easy to 
use, but they are backed 
up by very sophisticated 

hidden technology

FEATURE

 Setting up a system
The InterpreterLine experience
MITON is a technical company 
that provides systems that 
connect telephones to intelligent 
computers. We were approached 
by an expert in the telephone 
translation field and were asked to 
build a platform. At that time, 
most platforms used technology 
which had already become quite 
outdated so there was a lot of 
potential for improvement.

The first iteration turned out to 
be too complex to be easily 
usable. It had too many 
unnecessary features and was 
tailored too precisely to specific 
purposes. After that we involved a 
real customer, who told us exactly 
how they wanted a system to 
work. That was five years ago, and 
since then, we have worked with 

and consulted a lot more 
customers about what they 
require and how they’d like to see 
this incorporated into a platform. 

Over the years, as more and 
more people started using it, 
we’ve adjusted the features and 
the flexibility to accommodate 
most of the things that a 
telephone interpreting service 
needs. Not all LSPs use all the 
features, but when they do need 
something, we may well already 
have been told that we need to 
build it in and be working on it. 
For instance, a recent customer 
raised the issue of jobs that need 
extra degrees of security, and for 
which the system should only be 
able to use landlines. 

The other thing we had to 
think about was that if we wanted 

to build a platform LSPs could rely 
on and make central to their work, 
we needed to minimise any 
likelihood of the system or 
systems crashing. That meant 
building in ‘multiple redundancies’, 
or systems that mirror each other; 
so we have a main system and a 
backup system that are exactly the 
same. They operate next to each 
other, and any data changes on 
the main system are immediately 
replicated on the backup system. 
So if the main system has a 
problem, we can switch over 
immediately to the backup system 
without losing any client data. 
They’re also hosted at a very 
secure location – and they even 
have battery-powered backup 
available in case there is a full 
power failure. 
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they put through the platform and to 
see how efficiently they are being 
handled. For example, they can 
download the details of how many 
calls a client has made, which 
languages they requested, how 
quickly the call was answered by an 
interpreter, which interpreter 
answered the calls and how long the 
calls lasted. (This also means they 
know how much to charge the 
customer to the second – depending 
on other variables, including the rate 
for that specific language.) They can 
also download reports on how often 

an interpreter is available to accept 
calls, how many calls they took and 
for how long, and how much they 
should be invoicing for. 

 In fact, all the LSP needs to do is 
download a monthly spreadsheet 
that details the monthly transactions 
in any format. If they allocate a code 
to each client on the accounting 
system, they can then add this code 
to the client’s details on the platform, 
so it’s easy to match them up when 
they are due to issue invoices. 

The whole system means that if 
an LSP wants to expand, all it needs 
to do is add a client and/or add 
interpreters from different languages. 
None of the calls go through the 
LSP’s own office telephone system, 
so there’s no particular limit. It’s a 
technological expansion that looks 
extremely simple, but is in fact quite 
complicated. However, the whole 
point is that users do not need to 
understand the technological 
minutiae. Instead, they can focus on 
the business of interpreting.

If they prefer, they can be connected 
to an operator instead – and this can 
be done automatically too.

Once an interpreter is connected, 
the client can dial a third party and 
add them to the call with the 
interpreter, to create a conference of 
three or more people – there are no 
limits to the total number of people 
that can be added. If they wish, they 
can press a key to connect to an 
operator at any point. If no 
interpreter is available, the system 
can redirect to an operator or 
alternatively to a backup agency. 

Clients can do this at any time of 
day. They also have the option of a 
mobile app, which they download 
from the platform. This means they 
can then make calls and select their 
preferred interpreter without needing 
to enter a PIN code. 

The LSP perspective 
The platform has a built-in reporting 
facility that allows the LSP to 
download the statistics from the calls 
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