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The views expressed in these contributions are those of the individuals concerned and do not necessarily represent the views of CIOL. We would like to thank the University of Surrey Centre for Translation Studies for convening many of the contributors represented 
here, as well as delegates and speakers from CIOL’s own Conference season, who have added their voices to those of CIOL Council and our Educational Trust Board who inspired and initiated this collection

About Linguists’ Voices
Linguists are living through a period of profound change. Advances in 
technology and AI, shifting market demands, new ways of working and 
downward pressure on remuneration are reshaping the work of linguists. 
Industry consolidation and outsourcing of contracts, combined with cuts in 
languages education and research, and changing public expectations and 

attitudes towards languages all frame the context linguists now work in.

These changes are being experienced differently across different sectors and 
languages. There is no single story. Linguists are affected in different ways 

and are responding in different ways too.

Over six months we have listened to linguists from a variety of backgrounds, 
sectors and contexts as well as academics, educators and industry experts; 
and asked if we could share their perspectives. The result is this collection 
of linguists’ voices. These are personal reflections on the challenges, 
opportunities and realities of working in languages today. We thank everyone 

who has contributed for being prepared to share their voices.
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Chair’s Foreword 
When we met at our Council Strategy Day in January 
2026, what struck me most was not just the pace 
of change facing our profession, but the range of 
different ways in which linguists are responding to it. 

The “Linguists’ Voices” gathered here reflect that 
same spirit. They are diverse, thoughtful, pragmatic and cautiously 
optimistic. They show a profession that is adapting, broadening its 
skills, redefining roles, and continuing to make a distinctive contribution 
wherever language matters. 

Unsurprisingly, AI runs through many of these perspectives. As a Council, 
we have been clear-eyed about both the opportunities and the real risks it 
brings. What comes through strongly here is a shift in mindset: from asking 
whether AI will change our work, to asking whether, when and how we use 
it responsibly, and we assert that professional linguistic judgement must 
remain firmly in human hands. 

Again and again, contributors return to the same point: what distinguishes 
professional linguists is not simply language competence, but judgement, 
personal responsibility, accountability and trust. Those qualities matter 
most precisely where language carries risk, sensitivity or consequence and 
they are not diminished by technology – they are heightened by it.

I was also struck by the emphasis on resilience and relationships: on 
building careers that are sustainable, outward looking and rooted in 

real client needs. These are not new ideas, but they take on renewed 
importance in a changing landscape for linguists. 

For CIOL, this provides both renewed purpose and direction. Our role is 
to support our members and linguists in all walks of life in the UK and 
internationally through these changes, to uphold professional standards, 
and to continue making the case calmly and constructively for the enduring 
value of languages and those who work with them.

Above all, this collection of contemporary real-world voices is a reminder 
that language is, and will remain, the defining human achievement and 
working in languages is a deeply human endeavour. Technology will 
continue to shape how we work, but not why our work matters.

My thanks to all those who have shared their experiences and insights at 
events, conferences and in conversation with us. Our world is enriched by 
hearing your voices.

Anita van Adelsbergen
Chair of CIOL Council 
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Introduction: CIOL Council’s reflections on 
AI in the context of languages 
The key question is not whether AI will affect languages work, but 
whether, when and how it should be used responsibly. The onward 
advance of AI tools and technologies is, in all probability, inevitable and 
unavoidable. They can help linguists in their work, but not everyone 
will choose to use them. And we need to highlight and confront the 
downsides: mistakes, hallucinations, data risks, lack of transparency and 
accountability, and the very real environmental costs.

AI makes linguists and language skills more critical: As it becomes 
increasingly hard to detect machine translation at the superficial level, the 
skills of linguists will be even more valuable. Skilled linguists will make the 
difference to the end-product, by avoiding the well-hidden errors, stylistic 
and dialect ‘fails’, and reputation and legal risks inherent in unsupervised 
use of AI translation. 

More content will be AI-translated, needing oversight from linguists: Most 
content produced worldwide is still not translated. Whilst AI will enable 
much more content to be translated globally, high-stakes content – legal, 
medical, creative and commercial – will need to be translated with skilled 
human oversight and accountability; creating with it opportunities for 
linguists who can ensure and validate content is fit for purpose.

Professional linguists play a critical role in assuring quality, evaluating 
risk, interpreting nuance, navigating cultural and contextual complexity, 
and exercising professional judgement. As AI systems become more 
capable, the value of these human skills increases rather than diminishes. 
Linguists are not merely reviewers of machine-generated outputs, they 
are responsible professionals whose expertise is essential to ensuring that 
language services are accurate, appropriate, ethical and fit for purpose.

New AI models can create new opportunities for linguists: As AI 
technologies improve and become ubiquitous, they will also become 
more useful and accessible for some aspects of the work of linguists. From 
helping draft client communications, to versioning and terminology, there 
will be increased possibilities for efficiency and productivity; new business 
models and ways of working will become possible for individual linguists, 
freelancers and small businesses.

CIOL promotes the standards and qualifications that help evidence the 
value of professional linguists, and advocates for the conditions that 
enable skilled linguists to be properly valued in their work. Sustaining 
this means investment in language education, early-career opportunities, 
and the contractual, business and freelancing arrangements that sustain 
a properly rewarded workforce of linguists with this most vital of human 
skills, and all the more so given AI.
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CIOL Council’s concerns 
Machines being left to their own devices – If AI is seen to produce ‘good 
enough’ content, then companies, public services and governments 
may be tempted to cut corners and take risks in its widespread and 
insufficiently monitored use. Without meaningful human oversight and 
the involvement of skilled linguists, we could see a downward spiral 
in translation, interpreting and intercultural skills. AI systems cannot 
themselves be held accountable for the consequences of their outputs; 
responsibility remains with the organisations and individuals who deploy 
them. This makes professional judgement and accountability more 
important, not less.

“As long ago as 1979, IBM warned that computers must not be allowed to 
make management decisions because they cannot be held accountable. 
That famous quote seems eerily prescient today, because however AI 
is used, ultimately it is humans that will be held accountable for the 
outcome.” CIOL Council Member working in business.

Data runs out of control – Society, organisations and individuals need to 
be alert to the data we ‘give away’ when we input it into freely available 
translation tools and generative AI. We all need to be more alert to where 
data goes, into which jurisdictions, what use is made of it and who profits 
from it. More and more linguists are becoming concerned about the 
ethics, environmental costs and societal risks inherent in the uncontrolled 
use and uploading of text and voice conversations into AI and mainstream 
translation tools.

AI gives a whole new meaning to ‘fatal errors’ – The errors that 
translation tools and AI make are more severe in less well-resourced 

languages. In better-resourced languages, errors also become harder 
and harder to spot as AI improves (especially in English), and apparent 
fluency hides mistakes with numbers, names, technical terms and more 
which are crucial in legal, health, public service, government, diplomacy, 
security and defence contexts, as well as in marketing, commercial 
and contractual settings. This makes it vitally important that AI is only 
used with the oversight of skilled linguists, especially in high-stakes 
interpreting or translating contexts. This continues to need government, 
public service and regulatory attention.

“AI introduces completely different errors than a human would. Minor 
lexical shifts – dosage, acronyms, negation, ‘false friends’ can cause 
devastating real-world consequences. It is not about more or fewer fatal 
errors, the reality is that a single fatal error is all it takes.” CIOL Council 
Member working in interpreting and Higher Education.

An ongoing ‘digital divide’ for less well-resourced languages – Given the 
overwhelming advantages English has in the amount of digital content 
and the focus of commercial digital and AI players, there is an ongoing 
risk that English and the most widely spoken languages will continue 
to dominate in an AI-led languages paradigm, to the detriment of many 
other world languages and language communities.

AI hype undermines the value we place on languages and linguists 
– How languages function, and how linguists work, is often poorly 
understood in the English-speaking world. The impact of ‘AI hype’ risks 
persuading people and organisations that algorithms can reliably do 
things which they can’t, or that we can afford to cut corners for certain 
languages and language communities. We cannot.
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“Avoidance is not an option. Nor is 
unthinking adoption. As linguists, we 
need to develop informed, reflective 
practices that allow us to harness 
technology without surrendering 

professional judgement or ethical responsibility.”

There is arguably no issue more divisive in translation circles today than 
the use of AI. I have every respect for naysayers, but as an educator, it is 
my firm belief that, as with any technology, responsible use is the way to 
go. Machine translation is here, it will remain here, and it will continue to 
evolve. The real question is not whether we use AI, but how we use it and 
whether we do so responsibly.

If students are not given space to experiment with AI use openly and 
transparently in a controlled environment and to critically evaluate and 
discuss outcomes, then we are failing to prepare them for what lies ahead. 
AI literacy is a necessary skill in today’s world and not just for translators, 
but for all linguists and knowledge workers.

If AI or machine translation is used at any stage of the translation process, 
that use should never be hidden or misrepresented. Passing off machine-
generated output as wholly human work undermines trust: with clients, 
with institutions and within our profession as a whole.

Learning to work well with AI, rather than repeatedly prompting and 
re-prompting, is not just a matter of productivity. It is also a matter of 
sustainability. As linguists, we cannot afford to ignore the environmental 
cost of the technologies we adopt.

Knowing how to ask the right questions: succinctly, precisely and critically, 
can help reduce bias, improve output quality and limit unnecessary 
resource use. More importantly, it keeps the human firmly in the loop as an 
active decision-maker rather than a passive recipient.

AI will change how we work, it already has. But it does not have to change 
who we are as professionals. We need to be transparent, ethical and 
mindful of the environmental and social costs of our actions. I believe 
educating the next generation well means preparing them to make 
appropriate, ethical and sustainable choices in their blending of their 
technical and linguistic skills for public benefit. 

Dr Mariam Aboelezz
Vice Chair of CIOL Council and a Lecturer in Arabic Translation Studies at the 
University of Liverpool

A
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“Human expertise is indispensable 
wherever language carries an ethical, 
political and social weight. In human 
rights work, translation shapes how 
communities understand their rights 

and how findings are received, whether people feel 
included or excluded.”

Language is not just a service – it is part of how human rights impact 
happens. Working in this space means navigating constant change. 
Technology has always shaped this profession, and what we are seeing 
now with AI is part of our ongoing evolution. The key question for me is not 
whether AI will change translation, it already is, or has. The question is how 
we position ourselves within that change. 

The language industry needs to focus more on risk assessment and the 
professionalism factor, it is a key component if we are to move forward as a 
sector. Otherwise, we are just getting stuck in the same discussions all the time.

This is actually an opportunity to evolve into what I often call language 
intelligence specialists: professionals who combine strong linguistic expertise 
with the ability to work effectively with technology or within a technology-
driven environment, while retaining human judgement at the core.

The human expertise of linguists is indispensable wherever language 
carries an ethical, political and social weight. In human rights work, 
translation shapes how communities understand their rights and how 
findings are received, whether people feel included or excluded.

Translation is not just about transparent meaning; it is about establishing 
trust across languages. And AI cannot take responsibility for that. It does 
not understand power dynamics. It does not understand historical context, 
sensitivity, risk.

Lucio Bagnulo
Head of Translation and Language Strategy, Amnesty International

B
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“The transferable value of language 
education can be expressed as the 
development of a ‘linguistic mindset’. 
Language subjects are ideal for 
cultivating modes of thinking that AI 

cannot do for us, and they offer a critical perspective 
that is needed in navigating and deploying these tools 
effectively.”

The rapid growth in the capability and accessibility of AI tools since 2022 
underlines the fact that the skills and attributes needed for future work are 
evolving rapidly. Pinpointing the unique contributions and value of human 
input is no longer a mere thought experiment, but a central question for 
education, skills and public policy.

Languages might initially seem an unpromising candidate for a futuristic 
curriculum. If AI-enhanced tools can seemingly automate translation and 
streamline the language learning process, what place does the study of 
ancient and modern languages have? However, a question framed like that 
mistakenly reduces language-learning to a process of training students 
to ‘convert’ one language into another. Language education is better 
articulated in terms of the ‘linguistic mindset’. While some elements of the 
cognitive discipline that languages instil, such as the memorisation of a 
high volume of information, may be valued less in an AI-enabled context, 
the study of languages inspires human creativity and is essential for 
cultivating modes of thinking that AI cannot do for us.

For example, close reading and fine-grained analysis sit at the heart 
of language learning. Understanding sentences or passages in a target 
language, whether as a beginner or at an advanced level, necessitates 
problem-solving with a high level of attention to detail. It means picking up 
on grammatical distinctions and syntactical structures, being observant of 
subtle clues and not relying on assumptions and guesswork. This process 
of careful deduction offers transferable benefits for all kinds of high-level 
analysis.

Critical thinking is also essential in response to the growth of AI. Assessing 
claims, skilfully deploying evidence and identifying logical flaws are all 
central to the study of languages. Since translations generated by LLMs 
can reiterate human biases, including misinformation or the censorship 
of authoritarian regimes, critical expertise in languages is more important 
than ever.

A linguistic mindset also makes the learner more attuned to semantic 
nuances. Language students are in the habit of reflecting carefully on why 
a particular word or construction has been chosen, its wider connotations 
and tone, and on the avoidance of ambiguities or miscommunications. This 
level of linguistic clarity, precision and nuanced expression stands out as a 
future-facing skill, and as a crucial ‘human’ contribution.

Intercultural awareness is another crucial element of language study 
that cannot be superseded by machine translation. Studying a language 
involves engaging thoughtfully with its surrounding culture, traditions, 
history, politics and current affairs. Language disciplines develop 
competence in effective cross-cultural communication and international 

B
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engagement, facilitating a deeper understanding of social norms and 
values. Gaining new perspectives and cultivating a ‘linguistic mindset’ in 
this way encourages empathy, self-awareness and emotional intelligence.

In short, a detailed and contextualised understanding of languages and 
cultures promotes intellectual habits which are essential for navigating this 
age of technological revolution. 

Megan Bowler is a DPhil student and Lecturer in Classics at the University 
of Oxford. She also works on languages policy and advocacy and wrote an 
influential recent report for the Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI) 

B
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“AI has no agency, no professional 
agency. AI doesn’t have intentionality. AI 
models are not reliably culturally or 
situationally aware. And AI doesn’t have 
any accountability. Those are not minor 

technical limitations; they are fundamental differences 
from human interpreters. That means our methods for 
evaluating interpreting quality need to make those 
differences visible rather than obscure them. A related 
but different question is: should we always evaluate AI 
interpreting performance against the same standards we 
use for human interpreting? I think that is a serious 
ethical question, not a technical or methodological one.”
Quality in interpreting will always be complex and situation dependent. 
I don’t think you will ever find a single definition, but we cannot narrow 
it down to just accuracy. I emphasise that, because when technology is 
evaluated, the focus is very often on accuracy alone. For interpreting, that 
simply doesn’t capture everything. 

The problem becomes particularly important when automated metrics are 
used to measure interpreting performance. The issue is not just that these 
metrics were developed for translation rather than interpreting. A key issue 
with many automated metrics is that a sentence can score highly simply 
because it has strong structural overlap with the source, even if it contains an 
error that any human expert would immediately pick up. While these metrics 

have their place, high similarity is not the same as good interpreting quality.

At the same time, numbers have a huge appeal when it comes to funding 
decisions. Numbers speak. That’s why we need to be really clear about what 
different evaluation methods actually do under the bonnet: what does 97% 
correct mean and what will it mean for different stakeholders? This leads to 
the broader question of whose definition of quality gets heard and adopted. 
Whose perspective are we taking? Is it the perspective of the large language 
service providers? The tech providers? The interpreter? Or the witness, the 
victim or the patient? Users want clarity and fluency. Commissioners focus 
on efficiency. Trainers are concerned with standards. These are all legitimate 
perspectives. That’s part of what makes quality so difficult to define. For that 
reason, human evaluation remains absolutely indispensable. 

These developments also have important implications for the profession. 
There will be new roles as the language services landscape shifts; roles 
in managing and overseeing workflows rather than interpreting or 
translating directly. And who is best placed to do those roles? Linguists. 
But that requires linguists to have a real understanding of these quality 
and evaluation questions. I would consider that quite an important area 
of professional development for anyone building a career in interpreting 
and translation: understanding quality and how we evaluate and assure it 
will be central to the added value that professional linguists bring in an AI-
enabled language services landscape.

Professor Sabine Braun
Professor of Translation Studies; Director, University of Surrey Centre for 
Translation Studies, Co-Director, Surrey Institute for People-Centred AI.

B
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“The decline in language learning is not 
a story about what students want. It is a 
story about what they were offered. 
Across many education systems, the 
opportunity to learn languages has been 

concentrated in particular kinds of schools, particular 
kinds of communities. That is not falling demand. It is 
restricted access.”

Something shifts when you look at the languages ‘crisis’ as a supply 
problem not a demand problem. Look closer and the familiar story of 
empty classrooms and closing language departments, starts to look less 
like a demand problem and more like a structural one. Students are not 
turning away from languages; in many cases, they were never seriously 
pointed towards them.

This is not a challenge unique to the UK. In education systems across the 
world, language learning can tend to follow existing lines of privilege. The 
young people who arrive at university or enter professional training without 
a language qualification, are disproportionately those whose schools 
lacked the capacity to make languages a real option. The absence of 
linguists later is not an accident. It is the downstream consequence of lack 
of opportunity much earlier on.

What gives me genuine optimism is that we know what part of the answer 
looks like. For example, beginners’ pathways into university language study 
(sometimes known as ab initio) clearly work. When students are given 
the opportunity to start a new language as part of their university studies, 
many take it up. That includes students who came through schools that 
never offered them a language, and also Home, Heritage and Community 
speakers of languages who have never had their skills formally built on or 
recognised by the education system. When we make provision for budding 
linguists, they come forward.

The pipeline of linguists is narrower than it needs to be, and it narrows 
early. Advocating for languages means advocating for the conditions in 
which young people can actually access them. The next generation of 
linguists will only be as diverse, as skilled and as representative of world 
languages as the access we collectively help to create for them.

Marcela Cazzoli is Professor of Spanish and Applied Linguistics at Durham 
University and a member of CIOL Council. This piece draws on research 
developed with Ana de Medeiros, Director of the Language Centre at King’s 
College London, published in Wonkhe. 

C
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“Even when working with AI technology, 
the most important thing I bring is 
what’s in me that the machine cannot 
reproduce. That is the main ingredient 
clients seek. The tools are accelerants. 

They are not the point. Furthermore, as linguists, many 
of us already care about sustainability in other parts of 
our lives. It is worth carrying that care into how we use 
these tools, and which ones.”

Looking back at how the profession’s relationship with AI has shifted 
year by year, from my perspective, in 2023, the keywords were “fear” and 
“suspicion”. In 2024, it became “curiosity”. In 2025, “hallucination” was the 
term on everyone’s lips. This year, for me it’s “experimentation”.

Experimentation has shown me where the tools genuinely help and where 
they remain far less impressive than the marketing suggests: Do they speed 
up or slow down the process? It has also shown me something that the 
wider conversation on AI has not yet covered effectively: the tools have a 
homogenising effect. Anyone who uses them a lot starts to notice recurrent 
phrases, predictable structures, linguistic tics that betray AI-assisted 
output. The trained eye seems to pick them up immediately. Now, does it? 
Or are we going to the other extreme where we determine that something is 
AI output when in fact it’s been produced by a human? Where does a hybrid 
production fall?... The terrain gets a bit sandy here…

Experimentation has also confirmed something that as of today remains 
very valuable. Even when working with the technology, the most important 
contribution I make is whatever it is in me that the machine cannot 
quite reproduce. That’s the main ingredient clients seek. The tools are 
accelerants. They are not the point.

There is a bigger shift happening underneath the headlines about which 
AI model is best this month. For most of the history of computer-assisted 
translation, individual professionals were consumers of tools built by larger 
players. That is changing. Retrieval-augmented systems, small language 
models that run locally on a laptop, custom agents that take from a few 
moments to a few hours to be up and running, all of this is becoming 
accessible to users who are not developers. I am starting to see colleagues 
build their own applications and plugins for their own actual workflow, 
rather than adapting to whatever the big platforms have decided to offer. 
The mid to long-term implications for individual professionals, for small 
businesses, and for the shape of the linguistic market as a whole remain a 
mystery, but they are worth thinking through.

There is a further dimension that the wider conversation underplays, which 
is the environmental cost, which may be addressed by exploring new 
approaches. We’ve heard or read of it occasionally: Every interaction with 
a large cloud-based model consumes water and energy and produces a lot 
of heat at a data centre somewhere. No matter how commonplace, a drop 
of water from any one of us is not much. Multiplied by millions of users 
and their tokens every day, it is huge. In this sense, as one possibility, small 
language models (SLMs) running locally on our own machine can perform 
quite impressively and use a fraction of those resources. Plus, an added 
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layer of confidentiality thanks to the possibility of doing all the interaction 
locally. While this may still be a complex topic for the end-user, it offers an 
opportunity to explore new horizons and capabilities. As linguists, many 
of us already care about sustainability in other parts of our lives. It is worth 
carrying that care into how we use these tools, and which ones.

And there is the question of trust, which I don’t think many of us have 
fully worked through. The honest answer about how these models 
produce what they produce is that no one entirely knows. They do what 
they know how to do, and how they know it remains, even for the people 
building them, a mystery. Sometimes the output sounds too good to be 
true. Sometimes it is. The trained eye trains and re-trains themselves to 
recognise both. The harder problem is what happens when the trained eye 
becomes rare, because the work that builds it has been automated away. 
That is a question for the profession, not for the tools.

I do think we are yet to arrive at a settled period. The conversation has 
moved a long way in many directions in three years and shows no sign 
of slowing down. What I would hope for, more than anything, is a clearer 
sense of what AI is actually for in our daily work, beyond doing more, 
faster. A shared understanding of where it helps and where it harms, as 
technology keeps evolving. The more interesting question is whether we, as 
professionals, can develop a stable, mature, ethical relationship with it. 

Martin Chamorro is a translator, reviewer and facilitator based in Buenos 
Aires, with a focus on the practical application of AI for individual language 
professionals. Largely self-taught, he is a board member of the Asociación 
Argentina de Traductores e Intérpretes (AATI), a member of the ATA and 
CIOL, and collaborates with translators’ organisations and universities. He 
translates mainly on maritime affairs and writes and speaks regularly on AI 
tools for translators.

C



Linguists’ Voices © 2026 CIOL 14

 “AI is a great tool when you know what 
the outcome should be. If you don’t 
know what the outcome should be, you 
can’t judge whether the output is 
acceptable, risky or even dangerous.”

Languages have always been somewhat undervalued in the Anglosphere 
because English is a lingua franca, and in more monolingual contexts, 
languages can often be viewed as something alien, or “elsewhere”. Outside 
the Anglosphere, where learning another language, at least English, is often 
a fundamental life skill, languages can be undervalued because of the 
ubiquity of the skill.

The question often used to be: since “everyone” speaks English, what’s the 
point of having a text or product in other languages, why do we need to 
translate this at all? Increasingly, as machine translation makes multilingual 
capability more broadly accessible, the first translation question now is 
more likely, “Why not use AI?”

People still can be guilty of thinking, “We want to go into this market, it’s easy, 
we’ll just click a button”. Then suddenly they’re looking at a market (to take 
obvious examples) with a right-to-left language or a language that doesn’t 
use the Latin alphabet, and there are impacts to consider on language, on 
dialects, on design, on the technical implementation and more. There’s 
reputational risk. There’s intellectual property risk. There is often a general 
lack of appreciation of the risks involved, and sometimes it’s very attractive 
not to worry about that when you have cost imperatives to meet.

AI is powerful and can help, but it needs to be used professionally by people 
who understand the nuances of languages, cultures and target audiences. 
If you learn to use a tool – a power drill, say – you’re not going to start 
drilling holes indiscriminately in everything you see, just because you can. 
Expertise is not just about how to use something, but when to use it and 
when not to use it. Gradually, the conversation about AI is shifting from: 
“How can we use it everywhere?” to “What is the best way to use it?”.

Many experienced translators have historically tended to do CPD in their 
“lane”. Some have gone straight from training into project management 
and are brilliant project managers, but they haven’t had the day-to-day 
opportunity to practise and maintain their language and translation skills. 
The ones who’ve maintained their language skills and have a broader range 
of skills too – technical skills or teaching qualifications, for example – they 
really stand out. 

And let’s not forget that “grunt work” is only grunt work if you’re 
experienced enough for it to be easy and routine. AI might take away what 
experienced linguists see as grunt work. But if you haven’t got that deep 
experience and knowledge, that’s the “learning curve” gone; those crucial 
initial years where you learn your craft. A lot of fields are beginning to 
realise this. If all the entry-level jobs go, where are the seniors in five to ten 
years’ time? Companies, and indeed wider society, will need to watch this. 
With AI, we may be surfing a wave of skills which will hollow out if we don’t 
pass them on to the next generation of linguists.

Emma Gledhill FCIL CL is Head of Localization at Avaloq and an experienced 
business linguist working from German, Dutch and French into English, 
specialising in localisation, UX, governance and strategy. A long standing CIOL 
member, Council member and Fellow, she is active as a conference speaker, 
panellist and is Chair of the CIOL Membership Committee.
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“Clients don’t buy words, they buy 
outcomes: clarity, trust, reduced risk, 
growth. The shift for linguists is from 
delivering language as a product to 
applying it as a strategic resource.”

The global language industry is not shrinking. According to the 2026 Nimdzi 
100 report, it was estimated at around US$72.6 billion in 2025 and is 
projected to grow further in 2026. Demand for multilingual communication 
remains strong. What is changing, and changing fast, is the definition 
of value. We are not just delivering words anymore, we are delivering 
outcomes: clarity, communication efficiency, trust, compliance, risk 
reduction, growth and market impact. Clients don’t buy translated text 
alone, they buy results. That is what it means when we say we need to 
speak the same language as our clients.

The hidden challenge is the mismatch between the value we create and 
the way we present our services. High-value linguistic expertise is too often 
sold as a commodity, with per-word pricing, task-based workflows and 
reactive service models where we enter the process at the end of it rather 
than at the beginning. The risk of not addressing this is that we become 
interchangeable, replaceable and disconnected from the high-value work.

Diversification needs reframing. Most of us diversify because income 
from one service is unstable and that is real. But diversification is often 
interpreted as just doing more, adding more services, rather than 
repositioning where value really is. Strategic diversification is different. It 

creates a clearer niche, a more resilient income, a sustainable career and 
a stronger professional identity. There is a mindset shift here: when we 
see ourselves as translators, we wait for the text and the request to come 
in. When we see ourselves as communication experts, we engage with the 
client a lot earlier, at content creation, market entry, brand positioning, 
technology implementation. Fundamentally we are doing the same work, 
but the value we communicate is different.

The best position, in my experience, is hybrid: deep specialisation in one 
sector, combined with broader services around that expertise. Where risk 
is high, expertise is valued. The real question is not ‘should I specialise or 
diversify?’ It is ‘how can I add value?’, or put another way, ‘how can I be 
difficult to replace?’.

Technology scales output. Humans secure outcomes. As AI continues to 
grow, human expertise becomes more valuable, not less, in the places 
where it matters most: risk review, quality decisions, cultural nuance, 
brand tone, compliance and final accountability. Linguists are well placed 
to lead in those spaces, as expert guides, strategic partners and the human 
oversight that makes the use of AI usable and ‘safe’.

There is a UK food company inspired by the culinary traditions of Puglia 
whose packaging carries the line ‘non per tutti’, meaning ‘not for everyone’. 
At first glance, it sounds like a bold claim. Why deliberately exclude part of 
your market? Yet the message is not about superiority; it is about clarity. 
The company knows what it stands for, the quality it delivers and the 
customers who value that proposition. 

G



Linguists’ Voices © 2026 CIOL 16

There is a lesson in that for linguists. Our services are not for everyone, and 
that is not a statement of exclusivity. Organisations have different levels of 
global and localisation maturity. Some view language services as a cost to 
minimise, while others recognise multilingual communication as a strategic 
investment that supports growth, trust, compliance and market success. 

A clearer professional identity helps us identify where our expertise creates 
the greatest impact and which clients are most likely to value it. The goal is 
not to serve every possible client, but to build partnerships with those who 
understand that language is a business asset. 

Ilenia Goffredo MCIL CL is co-founder and Managing Director of LingBox, a 
London-based multilingual translation business specialising in law, finance 
and other regulated sectors. A Chartered Linguist with more than 15 years’ 
experience as a translator, conference interpreter and public service interpreter, 
with a background as a senior editor and localisation specialist in luxury and 
fashion, she is also Chair of the CIOL Translating Division Steering Group. 

G



Linguists’ Voices © 2026 CIOL 17

“Work has changed. I’m not purely 
translating or interpreting.  I’m also 
advising clients, letting them know what 
solutions are more effective for their 
communication problems.”

In 18 years of translating and interpreting there have always been lots 
of ups and downs, periods without work and a stable income. But in the 
last 12 months I’ve found continuity. I have regular clients and a constant 
pipeline, and I think it’s because of the personal brand I’ve built as a 
linguist, and the effort I’ve put into that brand.

Because of the nature of the requests I’ve been receiving, I started focusing 
on project management and business development, while contracting and 
collaborating with other colleagues in translation and interpreting tasks. 
I’ve been developing new systems and policies, setting up agreements, 
guiding clients in their decision-making processes, solving operational and 
technical questions, building new partnerships.

I consider that client acquisition and retention is more complex than 
receiving a translation or interpreting project, doing it and delivering 
it.  When you work as a freelancer for an LSP, the client has already been 
acquired by the agency, the project has been shaped. When you are the 
business, there is more admin, more negotiation, more expenses and risks, 
more responsibility.

In my opinion, a willingness to collaborate, to think win-win, to be 
accountable for errors and, of course, to solve problems quickly for anyone 
who requires our help can increase our opportunities in this market.

When I started out almost 20 years ago, we didn’t have AI, we didn’t have 
Google search. I was manually writing my CV and contacting agencies 
through the Yellow Pages, or through ProZ directory. Now we have so 
many tools that can simplify those steps. Making the most of the resources 
available creates an advantage.

Many changes are taking place and change builds resilience. It forces you 
to adapt, learn and become stronger. Going through change is part of the 
growing process especially in times of uncertainty.

So, the message to linguists – more than ever given the rise of AI – is to 
invest in personal relationships and be ready to adapt. People do not 
choose us only for our languages and qualifications, but also for our 
judgement, trustworthiness, flexibility and professionalism: how we 
communicate, and how we respond under pressure or when things don’t go 
as planned and how accountable we are for our actions. 

These are our real strengths and the key factors that can set linguists apart.

Jaquelina Guardamagna FCIL CL is a Chartered English and Spanish 
translator, interpreter and founder of Translator in London Ltd, a UK-based 
consultancy specialising in high-value communications for the corporate, 
education, media and sustainability sectors. 
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“The real question isn’t whether AI can 
translate. It’s whether people can trust 
the translation enough to act on it – 
especially when the stakes are high.”

When I began working in international peace and security, most 
conversations about language focused on access: could people actually 
understand each other across cultures, institutions and borders? That 
question still matters. But now, with AI everywhere, trust matters just as 
much.

In the work that I do today, people make real decisions based on 
translated information – negotiators, humanitarian agencies, technical 
experts, communities affected by conflict, governments and international 
organisations. The challenge isn’t simply producing words in another 
language. It’s making sure people can trust that what they’re reading or 
hearing reflects the original meaning, context and intent.

AI can certainly help. It’s fast, it supports multilingual communication at 
scale, and it can process vast amounts of information. In humanitarian 
settings, that’s really valuable. But faster isn’t always better. In sensitive 
situations, speed is only part of the equation. Credibility, accountability and 
getting the cultural context right matter just as much.

I’m particularly concerned about less well-resourced languages. Many 
communities already face barriers to participating in international 
conversations. If AI systems perform less effectively in those languages, 
there’s a real risk that existing inequalities become embedded in new 
technologies. The people who most need to be heard could become the 
least well served.

What reassures me is that linguists have always adapted to change. We’re 
not just language specialists. We’re bridge-builders, risk managers and 
trusted intermediaries. Technology will continue to evolve, and we should 
use it where it genuinely adds value. But in the areas where I work, from 
peacebuilding to nuclear safety, trust remains fundamental. And trust 
ultimately depends on human judgement and accountability.

Bokani Hart is a French/English translator and interpreter, Chartered 
Linguist and terminology specialist working in nuclear safety and 
international environmental law, drawing on a background in international 
peace and security and humanitarian action.
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“Skilled linguists bring something AI 
doesn’t have: intercultural and 
contextual understanding. They read the 
room, the speaker, the cultural register, 
what isn’t said.”

This isn’t an argument against any use of AI in language work. 
Technological progress can’t be stopped, and the reality is more mixed than 
the marketing. For some kinds of work AI is genuinely useful. For others 
it’s wholly negative: the client sees a polished draft and assumes the job is 
most of the way done, so it should be quick and cheap to finish, while the 
linguist ends up spending as much time or longer than they would have 
without it. For many linguists this is the day-to-day reality: pressure to be 
faster and cheaper, against work that takes the time it takes.

In translation, that’s often the difference between a version that’s 
technically accurate and one that actually works for the reader. A sentence 
can be correct ‘word-for-word’ and still land wrongly in the target culture, in 
the wrong register, or miss what the author was trying to do. The linguist’s 
judgement is what catches that.

The real risk isn’t ‘good enough’ becoming the maximum anyone 
demands. It’s that ‘good enough to pass a non-expert glance’ becomes 
indistinguishable from the real thing. Present day AI is overconfident, giving 
polished, plausible answers based on inadequate data. It adds things which 
weren’t there and misses things which were. When the source is unclear, 
whether a difficult passage or a poor transcript, AI fills the gaps confidently 

and silently instead of flagging the uncertainty. So, AI output looks fine, the 
trained eye gets phased out, and errors stop being caught. And the question 
is how the next generation develops that sixth sense for quality if the 
opportunities to learn it disappear.

Translation and intercultural communication is, and always was, a process 
of judgement. Once you’ve cast the die with any text, the style and much 
of the content is embedded and hard to undo. So, there’s a balance to 
strike between outsourcing intellectual endeavour and injecting the best 
of yourself. With AI you have to be careful not to disengage the intellectual 
gearbox and just let it freewheel. That’s where professionalism and ethics 
sit, in what we will and won’t do with AI, especially under pressure to 
produce. 

Language is fundamentally human, and linguistic excellence will never 
go out of fashion. Languages are how we communicate, but also how we 
mark out who we are. We use them to explain, confuse, obfuscate, amuse, 
inspire, attract, repel, buy, sell, enlist and enlighten, sometimes all at once. 
Languages and dialects are constantly moving, sharing and borrowing, 
evolving to describe new problems and solutions. AI will always have its 
work cut out to keep up.

However much AI adds to our toolkit, we will always need linguists to 
translate this evolving variety between languages, people, organisations 
and cultures. ‘Good enough’ might look good enough. But it isn’t.

Dom Hebblethwaite
Head of Membership, Chartered Institute of Linguists 
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“If AI can translate, what does that make 
us? I would argue that it makes us more 
essential, not less. Speed, volume and 
repetition increasingly go to AI. What 
remains human is judgement, context, 

meaning and responsibility. We are moving from 
translating words to making decisions.”

Two years ago, my then fourteen-year-old daughter asked me, very 
seriously: “Dad, do you think AI is taking your job?” My instinctive answer 
was no. Not because I underestimate technology, but because humanity 
has always evolved through change. And as linguists, adaptation is part of 
our professional DNA.

As an interpreter, I often think about this very literally. Every time I step 
into a simultaneous interpreting booth, I survive. Every speech, every fast-
moving discussion, every unexpected turn requires adaptation in real time. 
Evolution is not an abstract concept for linguists; it is something we practise 
every day. We have seen machine translation, CAT tools, neural MT and now 
generative AI. Each wave has changed our profession, but each wave has 
also pushed us to evolve. So, is this extinction, or is it evolution? How we 
frame the conversation matters. Yes, AI is reshaping workflows. Yes, some 
segments of the market are changing rapidly. Yes, there is uncertainty. 

What is changing is value. I often think of a doctor analogy: AI can assist 
with diagnosis, but it does not replace doctors. When responsibility matters, 
humans remain essential. The same is true of translation and interpreting.

I have seen this shift directly in my own work. Clients are increasingly 
asking for human review of AI-generated content, and I have also seen 
a growing number of high-stakes projects where the use of AI tools is 
explicitly prohibited. There is a segment of the market, and it is growing, 
that genuinely values human expertise. I recently had a project that initially 
appeared to be a straightforward translation assignment. But the more 
questions I asked, the more I realised it involved localisation, platform 
management, quality assurance, document generation and consultancy. I 
told the client: “This is not simply a translation project. This is a consultancy 
project.” I was slightly nervous about pushing back, but they came back 
and agreed. By taking the time to understand the full value chain, I was 
able to articulate the value I was bringing. Sometimes value is not merely 
discovered; it is created.

Value is a two-way street. Clients recognise it, but we must also define 
it, communicate it and stand behind it. Our clients are evolving too. 
Their workflows, expectations and pressures are changing. The more we 
understand their world, the better we can position ourselves within it. If we 
do not define our value, someone else will define it for us. I have an image 
that lives rent-free in my head: when the winds of change begin to blow, 
there are two kinds of people. Those who build walls. And those who build 
windmills to harness the power of change. This is not the end of linguists. 
This is evolution.

Ibrahim Kadouni is a conference interpreter, translator and business 
owner working between Arabic and English, with more over twenty years of 
experience across international conferences, diplomacy, media and corporate 
sectors. 
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“We have always been adaptable. 
We’ve always been skilled users of 
technology as well as specialists in 
languages and cultures, but now we do 
need to up our game.”

Not much of what we’re experiencing right now in the industry is very new, 
because as a profession, we’ve transitioned to language technology and to 
machine translation a long while ago. For translators and interpreters, the 
idea of combining linguistic expertise with the use of technology is really 
nothing new. We were one of the first sectors to use AI.

What has most definitely changed is the speed of development. In the past, 
we have had more time and space to develop, implement and integrate 
these solutions. With the AI revolution now, that relative luxury of time is 
not really there, and to me, this is the biggest shift. 

The urgency and pressure is not just coming from inside the industry, from 
ourselves, it’s also coming from the outside. And that is totally different. 

Raisa McNab
Chief Executive, Association of Translation Companies & European Union of 
Associations of Translation Companies

“It’s an exciting time for research and for 
current translation graduates. But for 
our current graduates, the role of 
language professionals is gradually 
shifting from pure production to a 

broader spectrum of language-related services.”

Our graduates have moved into roles at the intersection of languages, of 
cultures, of humans and technology – and with increasing concerns about 
ethics.

We increasingly design for higher-level skills and critical thinking but also 
balance practical tasks for context and good pedagogy. We’ve moved 
towards more practice-based modules, and we try to incorporate theory, 
technological basics, creativity and ethics. The importance of ethics: in 
trying to foster the ability for students, as they graduate and progress 
through their career, to exercise their ethical agency, to recognise decisions 
as ethical decisions, and think about what the repercussions of those might 
be, is really important.

Translation has been the canary in the coal mine for AI integration, so we’ve 
learned a lot from how things have gone so far, what’s worked well, what’s 
not so well – and maybe this is where other professions could learn from us.

Joss Moorkens
Associate Professor of Translation Studies, Dublin City University 

M



Linguists’ Voices © 2026 CIOL 22

“If you’re looking for a person who will 
demonise AI, I’m not that person. If 
you’re looking for a person who says AI 
is the solution to every single problem, 
that’s not me either. What I try to do is 

bring real world cases out into the open and think 
carefully about the questions we need to be asking.”

There is a practice in frontline public services that is quite prevalent, but it 
goes under the radar. There’s a certain taboo about it. One social worker 
described it to me as ‘whispers in the corridor’ – oh, so-and-so does this 
with Google Translate. And the framing was: if you have nothing else, that’s 
what you should do, because what else are you going to do?

About a third of public service professionals we surveyed in 2024 had used 
machine or AI translation tools at work. I would expect that figure to be 
higher now in 2026. Most often it was Google Translate; not the app, but the 
browser version on their personal phones, which means everything they 
translated went into their browsing history. There is very little guidance on 
this, and almost no open discussion of it.

There will be situations – telling someone the time, explaining how to get 
to the hospital canteen – where it would perhaps be unrealistic to expect 
professional interpreters to be involved. But formal patient consent forms? 
Why is AI being used to translate a consent form? It has legal implications, 

it’s the same text you reuse every time, and it is relatively straightforward to 
get it translated properly once and get it right.

 We can’t just put situations into boxes – this is low risk; this is high risk. You 
can’t go by roles, either. A food services worker was taking orders from an 
in-patient. She used a translation app to check for allergies – trying to be 
personal, to actually communicate with that patient. But in doing so, she 
could have overridden previously recorded allergy information. Risks are 
dynamic. Things change very quickly in public service contexts.

 One argument I hear is: humans make mistakes too, therefore let’s accept AI. 
I think we need to be very careful not to end up in downward harmonisation 
– lowering standards for everyone while allowing important human skills 
to atrophy in the long term. As widely discussed in Sociology, the way we 
value a language is the way we value its speakers. Every aspect of social 
inequality affecting a language community will be apparent across services, 
from museum tours to what you can study at university, to the quality of AI 
translations you get. If we value people, we have to value their languages. 

Dr Lucas Nunes Vieira
Professor of Translation and Technology, University of Bristol 
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“Professional judgement is worth 
dwelling on, because it’s precisely what 
AI cannot replicate. A machine can 
produce output that looks fluent and 
indeed plausible. What it cannot do is 

weigh up competing considerations, recognise when 
something feels wrong, understand the consequences of 
a mistranslation in a particular context, or take 
responsibility for a decision.”

The widespread availability of AI translation tools has absolutely changed 
the market in a very practical way. Many people who would previously have 
commissioned a professional translator now believe they could produce a 
serviceable translation themselves. In doing so, they’re often making a false 
equivalence between generating a piece of text in the target language and a 
professionally delivered service that offers a tailored solution.

Professionalism is at the heart of the case. Professional translators and 
interpreters hold specialist knowledge and expertise; they hold formal 
qualifications or recognised credentials; they adhere to a code of professional 
conduct; they maintain and update their knowledge and skills; they exercise 
independent professional judgement; they place their client and public 
interest above self-interest; and they take responsibility for their work.

These aren’t abstract ideals, and they haven’t changed despite the rise 
of AI. They are simply the practical and measurable behaviours that 
distinguish a professional from someone who simply has some language 
skills and access to a translation tool. And they matter more, not less, in an 
environment where AI can produce a plausible, if not necessarily correct, 
output very quickly and cheaply.

Professional judgement is worth dwelling on, because it’s precisely what 
AI cannot replicate. A machine can produce output that looks fluent and 
indeed plausible. What it cannot do is weigh up competing considerations, 
recognise when something feels wrong, understand the consequences of a 
mistranslation in a particular context, or take responsibility for a decision.

Those are human qualities and capabilities, and they’re developed through 
training, experience and ethical reflection. They are what a client is actually 
buying when they commission a professional. Technical skills and AI 
literacy are necessary, but so is the capacity to reason ethically, exercise 
judgement and take responsibility for the quality and integrity of our work. 
A machine can produce output, but a professional takes ownership of the 
solution offered.

Sara Robertson
Chief Executive, Institute of Translation and Interpreting (ITI)
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“I’ve told all my clients I’m not going to 
use AI. I don’t want to do any post-
editing. That’s not something I enjoy 
doing. I can still survive, and I think 
that’s worth saying, because other 

linguists can too. I don’t talk figures, but I’m still doing 
well. I’m confident this year is probably going to be 
better than last year.”

Why do people use translators? Why do people use interpreters? If we’re 
not thinking about that, we’re thinking about ourselves. We’re not thinking 
about our clients. 

The phone call late at night, from a person very worried about a family 
member who needs medical records translated – she said to me: I don’t 
want to use AI, this cannot leave our hands. The reason we translate is to 
meet the often very human needs of our clients. 

As a sector, we’ve faced challenges before. When I started in 2008, everyone 
said you can’t become self-employed, there’s a financial crisis. Then CAT 
tools came in and people said computers are taking translators’ jobs. 
Then Google Translate came along. Then AI. Every time, translators are 
apparently going extinct. But I’m still here. We’re still here. I think that’s a 
reason for optimism – we adapt and survive and sometimes quietly thrive.

Specialist translation sectors are indeed surviving – and I’d say booming. 
You can’t stand out nowadays if you just offer translation. So does Google. 
So does ChatGPT. But they don’t do expert medical or legal translation very 
well. And people don’t feel comfortable putting sensitive data and medical 
records into an AI system. That client concern for confidentiality is the key.

I’ve been in a hospital bed in another country being treated in another 
language. That’s what gave me the passion and desire to ‘double down’ on 
medical translation. I turned that hardship into my expertise.

When you’re marketing yourself as a linguist, it’s about marketing what 
the client wants – not what you want. That’s the biggest lesson I have 
learnt. The woman with her daughter’s medical diagnosis doesn’t care if 
I’m passionate about translation or an expert on Term Bases. She wants to 
know I’m good, I understand, I will not disclose what I’m given to anyone, 
and that I’ll get it done right first time for her medical team. The paradox 
is sometimes we have to stop leading with our passion for translation and 
start with why someone needs us. 

Andrew Simpson FCIL CL works full-time as both a translator and interpreter 
in the legal and medical sectors as well as teaching interpreting on the T&I 
programme at Newcastle University. 
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“When I started studying languages, 
I thought I was choosing a profession, 
which was translation. But little did I 
realise that you actually choose a lens 
through which you are going to build 

your entire career.”

Languages are a fantastic intellectual and cognitive gymnasium. Because 
with languages we build that agility, that mental expansiveness that is 
necessary in today’s world.

Even if all knowledge professions in a couple of decades’ time were nothing 
but a lot of people at screens doing AI prompt engineering, just tweaked 
and applied to different fields – even in that somewhat drab and colourless 
scenario, having language skills is a fantastic ace for any professional. You 
can prompt in different languages. You understand the language subtleties 
that LLMs need in order to function and produce a worthwhile output.

For me the future for linguists is bright – it’s just about ensuring that we 
stay strong and consistent in how we show up, make our contribution, and 
ensure that an educational background in languages is truly a valued lens 
through which we see the careers and the jobs of tomorrow.

Industry understands that AI generates content that creates new risks. It 
does not only create efficiencies. Errors are harder to detect, especially to 
someone who is not a language professional. And meaning can drift across 
languages.

Language professionals are seen by industry – and will increasingly be seen 
– as the ones who can identify and mitigate these risks. Being a linguist 
becomes a risk management job to a certain extent. Brand and reputation 
are fragile across markets. The message that is technically correct but 
culturally wrong can really make or break a brand. 

If it matters to your brand and your reputation, why would you take the risk 
of not using a professional linguist? That’s the question we shouldn’t be 
frightened to ask business decision makers in the era of AI. 

Giulia Tarditi
Head of Function, Localisation, Revolut.
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“More than half the world’s population is 
bilingual. The question has never been 
the human ability to acquire languages. It 
has always been about opportunity, 
practice and hours of exposure. And the 

people who have thousands of hours of exposure to 
languages banked – in whatever language and for 
whatever reason – are holding something that AI cannot 
replicate: the living, responsive, trusted human voice.”
Languages take a long time to acquire. Not a few weeks or months, but 
hundreds to thousands of hours of real exposure and practice before 
genuine communicative competence begins to settle in. This is true 
whether you are a child growing up among several languages at home, 
a student working through formal language study, or an adult trying to 
restore or maintain the languages your parents spoke to you. The hours are 
what does it. There is no shortcut.

For many professional linguists, those hours arrived through circumstance 
as much as design: a childhood in a multilingual household, a heritage 
language kept alive across generations, years living or working in another 
country, a community that spoke something other than the majority 
language. This is not unusual. At least half of the world’s population is 
bilingual, according to UNESCO. 

Across much of Europe, Africa, Asia, Latin America and beyond, speaking 
more than one language is simply normal life. The outliers, in global terms, 

are the monolingual anglophone countries, where the accident of English 
as the world’s current dominant lingua franca has reduced the opportunity 
and pressure to invest in other languages. The latent linguistic ability was 
and is always there. The hours of exposure often are not.

This matters more now, not less, because of what is happening with AI.

There is a widespread and understandable anxiety in the language 
professions about what AI means for the future of work in languages, and 
some of that anxiety is justified. AI is already changing the landscape of 
text-based translation, and the change will likely continue. But what AI finds 
hardest, and what will remain hardest for the foreseeable future, is not text 
on a page. It is language as a human communicative act in real time.

A conversation requires reading a person, catching what is implied as well 
as what is said, adjusting in the moment to the emotions of a speaker and 
much more. A conference interpreter working between three languages 
across a full day of diplomatic negotiation is not doing a more arduous 
version of what an instant translation tool does. They are doing something 
else entirely. The same is true in a medical consultation, in a courtroom, a 
business meeting or at a moment of crisis or emergency. 

These are acts of interpersonal communication involving human, 
professional and personal judgement, not algorithmic pattern-matching 
across a corpus of text. The many many hours of human exposure to 
languages that make that possible, are usually the scarcest thing in any room.

John Worne
CEO, Chartered Institute of Linguists
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“As AI can increase productivity in some 
contexts, translators are often expected 
to deliver more in less time. This can 
create pressure and raise concerns 
about workload, professional 

recognition, and translators’ health and well-being.  It is 
sometimes assumed that faster work should cost less – 
but this is a misunderstanding of the profession.”

The biggest shifts involve changes to workflows, the evolving role of 
translators, expectations of increased productivity, and the need to master 
new skill sets, with growing emphasis on hybrid human/AI collaboration.

AI can support speed and volume in suitable workflows, while humans 
remain essential for nuance, quality, accuracy, judgement and risk 
management. The hybrid model of machine translation with human 
post-editing and human quality assurance is already widely used in many 
sectors.

Translators are increasingly acting as revisers, post-editors and quality 
controllers, rather than being seen only as text producers.

As AI can increase productivity in some contexts, translators are often 
expected to deliver more in less time. This can create pressure and raise 
concerns about workload, professional recognition, and translators’ health 
and well-being.  It is sometimes assumed that faster work should cost less – 
but this is a misunderstanding of the profession.

The translators who thrive in the AI era will be those who shift from being 
seen primarily as language producers to being recognised as language 
experts. AI may assist with the bulk work, but humans handle the nuance, 
the risk, the creativity and the strategy.

This is not the end of translation. It is the beginning of a more specialised, 
more intellectually demanding version of the profession.

Xiaojie Zhang
Director, Conference Division, International Maritime Organization (IMO) 
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Context, Concerns and Opportunities  

1.	 Overstated claims about AI risk undermining public understanding of 
the value of languages, linguists and professional standards.

2.	 Professional human judgement, accountability and trust must remain 
at the heart of language services, particularly where language carries 
legal, medical, commercial, diplomatic or societal consequences.

3.	 Inevitably AI will be used in language contexts; but the key question is 
when it is used - and as importantly when it should not be - and how it 
is used responsibly.

4.	 As AI becomes more capable, human linguistic expertise becomes 
more, not less, valuable in assuring quality, interpreting nuance and 
managing risk.

5.	 Professional linguists should play a central role in shaping, developing, 
deploying, governing and evaluating AI-enabled language services, not 
just reviewing their outputs.

6.	 AI is changing the nature of language work, opening new roles for 
linguists and opportunities in quality assurance, risk management, 
language technology, governance and multilingual communication.

7.	 AI can create new opportunities for linguists, new services, new 
business models and greater multilingual access to information.

8.	 Realising these benefits will require continued investment from 
governments and universities in language education, sustainable 
rates of pay and working conditions for linguists, a commitment to 
professional standards and support for the next generation of linguists 
to launch their careers and navigate these changes.

9.	 Contracts, remuneration, attitudes to risk and approaches to 
sustainability all need to evolve to maintain a skilled workforce of 
linguists across the many languages needed to sustain multilingual 
communication and cross-cultural understanding at a time of major 
global challenges.

10.	 Governments, businesses and public services must invest in linguists, 
alongside their investment in AI and technology and contracted 
language services. There is no sustainable route to the benefits of 
international trade, diplomacy, and domestic and international 
prosperity or security without the linguists who enable genuine mutual 
understanding. 
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Risks, Responsibility and Regulation

1.	 AI systems cannot be held accountable for their decisions or mistakes; 
responsibility always remains with the humans and organisations that 
deploy AI tools. 

2.	 Organisations may increasingly rely on apparently “good enough” AI 
outputs, reducing scrutiny, professional oversight and investment in 
linguistic expertise. 

3.	 Meaningful human oversight is essential in high-stakes translation and 
interpreting, where a single error can have significant and major real-
world consequences. 

4.	 AI can produce fluent and convincing output that conceals errors 
in names, numbers, terminology, acronyms or meaning - making 
mistakes harder to detect.

5.	 Traditional remuneration approaches do not reflect that finding and 
checking AI errors, the “needle in a haystack” problem, is often harder 
than translating a text from a clean source. 

6.	 AI and contract-driven downward pressure on rates and remuneration 
for linguists makes it increasingly difficult for many linguists to make a 
living.

7.	 Data privacy, transparency, ownership and control remain significant 
concerns when information is entered into AI systems. 

8.	 Less-resourced languages risk being left further behind in an AI-driven 
world, widening existing inequalities between language communities. 

9.	 The environmental, ethical and wider societal impacts of large-scale AI 
deployment require ongoing scrutiny. 

10.	 Governments, regulators, businesses and public services all have a role 
in ensuring AI is used safely, responsibly and in the public interest in 
language services. 
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