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Abstract: Simultaneous interpreting is widely recognized as one of the
most cognitively demanding forms of bilingual language processing, requiring
interpreters to comprehend, process, and reproduce messages almost
instantaneously. In high-pressure professional environments such as diplomatic
summits, international conferences, legal proceedings, and live media
broadcasts, interpreters are exposed to intense psychological and emotional
demands that may significantly affect performance quality. This article
investigates the relationship between stress, emotional regulation, and
interpreter effectiveness in high-pressure simultaneous settings. Drawing on
cognitive psychology, interpreting studies, and emotional intelligence research,
the study explores how stress influences working memory, attention control,
and processing speed, all of which are crucial for accurate interpretation. The
paper further examines the role of emotional regulation strategies in helping
interpreters maintain composure, accuracy, and resilience under pressure. The
findings indicate that although moderate stress may increase alertness and task
engagement, excessive stress often causes cognitive overload, resulting in
omissions, reduced fluency, and semantic distortions. The study concludes that
emotional regulation training should be systematically integrated into
interpreter education in order to enhance both professional performance and
psychological endurance.
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Introduction

Simultaneous interpreting is a highly sophisticated linguistic and
cognitive activity in which interpreters listen to a source speech while almost
simultaneously rendering it into the target language. Unlike other forms of
translation or consecutive interpreting, simultaneous interpreting leaves
virtually no time for conscious reflection, revision, or extended analysis. As a
result, interpreters must rely on rapid information processing, highly efficient
working memory, divided attention, and advanced linguistic competence.

In high-pressure contexts, the complexity of this task increases
considerably. Situations involving diplomatic negotiations, international
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organizations, political summits, emergency broadcasts, and legal proceedings
place interpreters under enormous psychological strain. Time pressure,
unfamiliar terminology, speaker speed, audience expectations, and the fear of
making irreversible errors often generate substantial stress. Such stress can
directly interfere with cognitive functioning and linguistic precision.

At the same time, not all interpreters are affected equally by stressful
conditions. One of the key variables explaining performance differences is
emotional regulation, understood as the ability to monitor, manage, and modify
emotional responses in challenging situations. Effective emotional regulation
allows interpreters to remain calm, focused, and cognitively flexible even when
exposed to pressure. This article seeks to examine how stress shapes interpreter
performance and how emotional regulation contributes to sustained
effectiveness in demanding simultaneous interpreting environments.

The cognitive complexity of simultaneous interpreting has long been
discussed within interpreting studies. Gile’s Effort Model (1995) remains one
of the most influential theoretical frameworks for explaining the mental
demands of the process. According to this model, simultaneous interpreting
consists of several efforts occurring in parallel, including listening and analysis,
short-term memory, speech production, and coordination. Because these efforts
share limited attentional resources, any additional burden such as stress can
lead to cognitive saturation and performance failure.

From the perspective of cognitive psychology, working memory plays a
particularly central role. Baddeley (2000) argues that working memory is
responsible for temporarily storing and manipulating incoming information,
which is essential in tasks requiring real-time language transformation. Under
stressful conditions, however, working memory capacity may decline, reducing
the interpreter’s ability to retain phrases, anticipate upcoming structures, and
monitor output quality.

The relationship between stress and performance can also be understood
through the Yerkes-Dodson Law, which suggests that moderate levels of
arousal improve task performance, whereas excessive arousal impairs it. In
simultaneous interpreting, a moderate degree of stress may sharpen
concentration and responsiveness, but when stress exceeds manageable levels,
it disrupts attention control, increases lexical retrieval difficulties, and leads to
omissions or mistranslations. Moser-Mercer (2000) emphasizes that sustained
stress in simultaneous settings may also contribute to interpreter fatigue and
long-term professional burnout.

Emotional regulation theory provides additional insight into how
interpreters can maintain performance under such pressure. Gross (1998)
identifies emotional regulation as a process through which individuals
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influence the emotions they experience, when they experience them, and how
they express them. Strategies such as cognitive reappraisal, positive reframing,
mental rehearsal, and controlled breathing can help interpreters reduce anxiety
and maintain stable performance. In particular, cognitive reappraisal has been
found to support better attentional control and emotional resilience in
high-demand communicative settings.

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative analytical approach based on an extensive
review of interdisciplinary literature  from interpreting studies,
psycholinguistics, and cognitive psychology. The analysis synthesizes
theoretical frameworks and empirical findings related to stress, emotional
regulation, and performance in simultaneous interpreting. Special attention is
given to studies examining cognitive load, anxiety, working memory
limitations, and coping strategies among professional interpreters and trainees.

In addition to published academic sources, observations from interpreter
training contexts are considered to illustrate how stress-related phenomena
emerge during live simultaneous tasks. These observations provide pedagogical
relevance and connect theoretical findings to real classroom and booth
conditions.

Results and Discussion

The analysis demonstrates a strong correlation between elevated stress
levels and reduced interpreter effectiveness. Excessive stress negatively
influences working memory by limiting the interpreter’s ability to temporarily
store source-language segments while formulating the target-language output.
As memory resources become strained, interpreters are more likely to omit
details, simplify structures excessively, or lose coherence in longer stretches of
discourse.

Stress also disrupts attentional control. Because simultaneous interpreting
requires constant switching between listening, processing, and speaking, even
minor emotional disturbances can fragment attention and reduce processing
efficiency. This often results in delayed reformulation, lexical hesitation, and
syntactic fragmentation. Furthermore, high anxiety levels may interfere with
automaticity, forcing interpreters to consciously monitor processes that are
usually effortless, which further slows down performance.

At the same time, the findings strongly suggest that emotional regulation
functions as a protective mechanism against these negative effects. Interpreters
who employ techniques such as controlled breathing, cognitive reframing,
self-monitoring, and mental rehearsal demonstrate greater fluency, accuracy,
and composure. These strategies appear to preserve cognitive resources by
reducing intrusive anxious thoughts and stabilizing attention.
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Professional experience also emerges as a major moderating factor.
Experienced interpreters tend to possess stronger emotional resilience due to
repeated exposure to stressful environments. Over time, many core interpreting
processes become automatized, reducing the cognitive cost of task execution
and allowing greater mental capacity for stress management. This explains why
novice interpreters are generally more vulnerable to performance breakdowns
under pressure.

These findings carry significant pedagogical implications. Traditional
interpreter training often prioritizes language competence, note-taking, and
terminology acquisition while devoting insufficient attention to psychological
preparedness. However, since emotional self-regulation directly influences
cognitive performance, training institutions should integrate stress-management
techniques, simulated pressure tasks, and resilience-building exercises into
their curricula. Such an approach would better prepare trainees for authentic
professional environments where emotional demands are unavoidable.

Conclusion

Stress remains an inevitable component of simultaneous interpreting,
particularly in high-stakes professional settings where speed, precision, and
public visibility are critical. This article has shown that excessive stress can
impair working memory, divide attention, and reduce overall interpreter
effectiveness. At the same time, emotional regulation strategies significantly
enhance performance by preserving cognitive stability and reducing the
disruptive effects of anxiety.

The study underscores the need to reconceptualize interpreter competence
as not only linguistic and cognitive, but also emotional and psychological.
Integrating emotional regulation and stress-management training into
interpreter education may improve both immediate task performance and
long-term professional sustainability. Future research may benefit from
experimental designs measuring physiological stress indicators alongside
interpreting outcomes in real-time settings.
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