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Abstract: Inmulti-lingualworkplace interaction involvingL2-speakerswithdifferent

levels of proficiency, L1-speakers can be seen to use self-translation of their own prior

contributions as a repair-practice to restore intersubjectivity. This paper shows that

self-translations are produced in three environments: (a) in response to repair-

initiation by recipients, (b) in response to inadequate or missing responses, (c) after

disaffiliative responses in order to elicit a more favorable uptake. Self-translations

therefore are not only used to deal with linguistic understanding problems, but can

also use linguistic diversity as a resource for dealing with lack of affiliation and

alignment. Self-translations are produced by a switch to the addressee’s L1 or to a

lingua franca. They are only partial, being restricted to a translation of the core

semantic content of the turn to be translated, thus relying heavily on a shared un-

derstanding of the pragmatic context and beingdesigned so as to support interactional

progression. Data come from video-taped meetings in Finland involving Finnish and

Russian L1-speakers and various kinds of professional trainings in Germany involving

instructors with German as L1 and refugees with various linguistic backgrounds.

Keywords: conversation analysis; second-language conversation; self-translations;

multilingual practices; workplace interaction

1 Introduction

Globalization, digitalization andmobility have transformedwork life in recent years.

One key change, at least in Western societies, has been the expansion of linguistic

diversity: workplaces are increasingly multilingual environments, where several
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languages can be used, and the main working language is spoken by employees at

different proficiency levels. This may cause challenges for interaction, however, if

the language skills of one or more participants are clearly limited. For example,

troubles in understanding and turn-construction can hinder opportunities for

participation and negatively affect the performance of professional tasks.

In this paper, we discuss an interactional practice that can be used to tackle

problems arising from asymmetric or restricted skills in L1-L2 professional inter-

action: speakers’ self-translations of their prior utterances. In particular, we will

focus on self-translations as a response to interactional troubles, as becoming

evident by repair initiations or insufficient responses by the recipient. Our questions

are: When do participants use self-translations as a means to solve problems related

to asymmetric language skills in multilingual workplace settings and what do such

self-translations look like? Prior research on non-professional interpreters inter-

preting during social interaction (starting with Wadensjö 1998) has focused on

translations carried out by third parties, whose main or only role in the interaction

consists of language-brokering. Our paper, in contrast, focuses on interactions in

which the primary participants performing the professional tasks act as interpreters

of their own speech (Harjunpää and Mäkilähde 2016). We will argue that

self-translations are overwhelmingly used to maintain intersubjectivity. Inter-

subjectivity in our context means shared understanding, as it is displayed by

participants in social interaction by the ways in which they respond to others’

actions, which, in turn, must be (at least implicitly) confirmed by the producers of

the original action (Schegloff 1992; Sorjonen et al. 2021). Intersubjectivity in thisway

is a prerequisite for successful joint action, as joint action builds on sufficiently

shared understandings. However, self-translations can also be employed to over-

come disaffiliation and resistance, which may not necessarily arise from problems

of (linguistic) understanding. Thus, not all problems in L1-L2 interaction that are

treated as linguistic problems do actually stem from language limitations.

Our methodological starting point is Conversation Analysis (CA; see, e.g., Sid-

nell and Stivers 2013). CA is designed to analyse the situated, moment-to-moment

unfolding interaction. Its emic principles – i.e. the categories applied in the analysis

should capture what the participants orient to as being relevant for their

exchange – are well suited for uncovering interactional practices in their naturally

occurring contexts. The data of this study come from two countries: Finland and

Germany. The Finnish data have been collected within a non-governmental orga-

nisation (NGO); the German data are from various professional training settings.

In Section 2, we review conversation analytic studies on multilingual work-

places, on interpreting and on repair practices in interaction. Section 3 introduces

our data. The main body of this paper is the analytical part, Section 4. We start with

cases in which the L2 speaker initiates repair because they have a (language)
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problem with the L1 speaker’s prior turn (4.1), followed by cases in which the L1

speaker’s self-translation is preceded by an insufficient response by the L2 speaker

(4.2), ending with examples in which the L1 speaker uses self-translation for dealing

with a disaffiliative move of the L2 speaker, who, however, displays that they did not

have an understanding problem (4.3). The paper ends with a discussion and con-

clusions in Section 5.

2 Literature review

2.1 Multilingual workplaces and Conversation Analysis

Multilingual workplace interaction has been the focus of research of diverse tradi-

tions, such as International Business research (more specifically, language-sensitive

research in International Business; e.g., Piekkari et al. 2022; Śliwa and Johansson

2014), Interactional Sociolinguistics (e.g., Kim and Angouri 2023; Roberts 2010),

Discourse Analysis (Vine and Holmes 2023), and Conversation Analysis (e.g., Spencer

and Svennevig 2018) (see also the special issue “Multilingualism in the workplace”,

Angouri 2014). Since we are interested in uncovering interactional practices, our

choice ofmethod is Conversation Analysis (CA), which has already been used to study

social interaction in a wide range of institutional settings (e.g., Arminen 2005; Drew

and Heritage 1992; Heritage and Clayman 2010).

Within CA, an increasing interest in multilingual workplace settings has

emerged recently. The role of second-language speakers and participants’ language

skills in workplace contexts have been subject to study, especially in view of work-

based immigration. Interactional practices in multilingual workplaces have been

studied in meeting contexts (e.g., Kurhila et al. 2021; Markaki et al. 2012; Mondada

2004, 2012; Oittinen 2022; Vöge 2011) and in manual work contexts (e.g., Deppermann

and Cindark 2018; Svennevig 2018; Urbanik 2021). In multilingual meetings, ad hoc

interpreting has been studied by Traverso (2012), and the role of language brokers in

construction sites has been examined by Kraft (2020). However, self-translations

have yet to be investigated in work contexts.

Multilingual workplace interaction can also be approached from the point of

view of language learning, especially in the current societal situation in which

employers in many Western countries are recruiting large numbers of second-

language speakers, whose language skills are expected to develop while working.

A key moment for language learning at work is professional training (cf. the

approach of ‘Content and language integrated learning’ (CLIL), e.g., Coyle et al.

2010). A traineeship often is the first workplace environment in the new society for

second language speakers. Earlier CA studies have explored data from training
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interaction or instructional interaction in vocational education to uncover, for

instance, mechanisms of conveying meaning through different linguistic and

multimodal resources (e.g. Lehtimaja et al. 2021; Lilja and Piirainen-Marsh 2022). In

this article, we zoom in on the achievement of intersubjectivity and the challenges

that employees’ limited language skills pose to mutual understanding and the

progress of the interaction. However, although not being the focus of our study,

the aspect of (professional) language learning is also occasionally oriented to by the

participants.

2.2 Repair and self-translations

Repair is one of the main orders of conversational organisation that CA has iden-

tified. Together with turn-taking and sequential organisation, it provides the

infrastructure of social interaction (Schegloff et al. 1977). Repair organisation offers

participants resources to identify and remedy moments in which intersubjectivity

between the participants is (potentially) broken. Previous research has identified a

wealth of repair practices that participants use to overcome interactional trouble

(see, e.g., Drew 1997; Haakana et al. 2021; Hayashi et al. 2013; Robinson 2006;

Schegloff 1992, 1997). Since repair practices are the participants’ mechanism to

address problems of speaking, hearing and understanding, such practices have

often been investigated in L1-L2 interaction (e.g., Kurhila 2006; Lilja 2014; Sven-

nevig 2004; Theódórsdóttir 2018).

CA distinguishes between initiating and performing repair, on one hand, and

between self and other as the relevant parties in repair sequences, on the other

hand. Self-repair is performed by the speaker of the trouble turn, and other-repair

by the recipient of the trouble turn (Schegloff et al. 1977: 364). Repair practices have

been shown to be universal to a large degree. Different types of other-initiations of

repair indicate the nature of the trouble-source figure similarly even in typologi-

cally unrelated languages (Dingemanse and Enfield 2015). For example, a (partial)

repeat focuses specifically on the repeated item, whereas open-class repair initi-

ations (such aswhat?, huh?; see Drew 1997) leave open inwhichway the prior talk is

problematic. The latter types are typically treated as indexing a hearing problem;

and followed by a repetition of the previous turn (Drew 1997; Enfield et al. 2013) -

but they can also be treated as indexing a semantic or an acceptability problem.

Other-initiations of repair function as first pair-parts, projecting repair as the

next relevant turn. However, repair can occur systematically without repair initia-

tions as well. Schegloff (1992) has investigated cases which he terms “third-position

repair”. These can be schematized as follows:
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Speaker A: trouble turn T1 (produced by A and received by B as non-problematic)

Speaker B: response to trouble turn T2 (T2, however, shows to A that B has misunderstood T1)

Speaker A: third-position repair (A repairs B’s interpretation of T1 by way of self-repair)

Third-position repairs differ from other-initiations of repair in that speaker B does

not display having trouble in hearing or understanding T1, whereas speaker A sees

the need to repair B’s understanding of T1.

In our data, A’s self-translation occurs both after B’s initiation of repair (Section

4.1) and as third-position repair after B’s responses that are somehow insufficient or

otherwise contrary to the expectations of A (Sections 4.2 & 4.3). Our focus sequence

can be described schematically as follows:

Speaker A: trouble turn

Speaker B: other-initiation of repair / insufficient response

Speaker A: translation (of part) of the trouble turn

2.3 Self-translating as interactional activity

Research on self-translations goes back to early work on code-switching by Gumperz

(1982: 59), defining it “as the juxtaposition within the same speech exchange of

passages of speech belonging to two different grammatical systems or subsystems”. It

fulfils various functions in conversation and can be used as a contextualisation cue.1

One use of code-switching is repetition of content and/or action: “Often a message in

one code is repeated in another code, either verbatim or in modified form. In some

cases such repetitions may serve to clarify what is being said, but often they simply

reinforce or emphasise a message” (Gumperz 1982: 78). Five out of six examples of

repetitions in Gumperz (1982) are self-translations. However, they are not shown in

their sequential context and lack the representation of embodied actions to which

self-translations respond.

Auer (1984a, 1984b) discusses self-translations in bilingual interaction between

Italian adolescents in Germany. He was the first to analyse code-switching in

interaction with the method of CA. Auer (1984a) notes that code-switches often occur

after repair initiation and for recycling thefirst parts of an adjacency pair (repetition

of a question, request, etc.). Regarding self-translations of a first pair-part that was

not responded to, he calls them “code-switching on non-firstfirsts” (1984a) or “second

attempts” (Auer 1998). Auer (1984a) shows self-translations in third position, after an

“open-repair initiation” (‘I don’t understand’), and after a missing verbal response.

1 A contextualization cue is “any feature of linguistic form that contributes to the signalling of

contextual presuppositions” (Gumperz 1982: 131).
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There are many reasons why interactants fail to produce a next action: “the other

party couldn’t hear or understand it, […] doesn’t knowhow to respond, doesn’t know

how to interpret the first pair part, etc.” (Auer 1984a: 98). Auer underscores that

competence and preference play an important role for code-switches to occur. A first

pair-part of an adjacency pair is mostly self-translated if it was not produced in the

preferred language; otherwise it is repeated in the same language. Auer (1984b)

analyses self-translations within a turn as same-turn self-initiated self-repairs. He

distinguishes between reformulations (Auer 1984b: 52–55) and repetitions (Auer

1984b: 86–92). In his terminology, other-language reformulation annuls the repar-

andum, while repetition is not a correction but a specification, elaboration or

summary.

Heller (1982) also sees lack of competence and different preferences as reasons

for using self-translation. She studied encounters between strangers at a hospital

in Montreal (Canada). Since many of the residents are French-English bilinguals,

implicit language negotiation often takes place. Heller found self-translation to

be often used when first actions are not responded to. In interactions among

Puerto Rican children in New York and with their parents, Zentella (1997: 96) finds

self-translation to be the primary strategy to respond to ‘What?’ (¿Que?) repair-

initiations. Later research on everyday communication in bilingual communities

worldwide showed cases of self-translations in third position in reaction to repair

initiations and missing responses: for example, among Dominican Americans

(Bailey 2000: 185), bilingual Rwandans in Belgium (Gafaranga 2012: 510–511) and

Russian-American immigrant families (Bolden 2012: 101–103). Greer (2008) finds

that translations in Japanese-English multiparty interactions can serve to include

interlocutors who may have been excluded from a previous conversation con-

ducted in their weaker language. Interestingly, self-translations are used in

Greer’s data, even though recipients had displayed their understanding of what

was said. Greer argues that speakers in this way present themselves as experts for

both languages, while recipients are positioned as novices of the translated lan-

guage. Self-translations are pervasive in foreign-language classes. For example,

Üstünel and Seedhouse (2005: 313–314) found that teachers use self-translations to

reformulate unanswered questions or to encourage learners to produce turns

in L2.

One of the most recent works on self-translations or reiterations (Harjunpää

and Mäkilähde 2016) analysed (Brazilian) Portuguese-Finnish everyday conversa-

tions versus drama texts. They show that self-translations do not only occur in

repair sequences. In only one of their four examples, when a Finnish question was

answered inappropriately, the question was subsequently self-translated into the

lingua franca (English). In two of their examples, reiterations occurred in teasing
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sequences, repeating the punchline or provoking a reaction. Self-translation was

also used as a sequence-closing summary.

Our study is the first to study self-translations in the context of task-related ac-

tivities of various kinds. It goes beyond prior research in analysing in more detail the

kinds of actions (other than repair initiations) that give rise to self-translations.

Importantly, we also take into account bodily actions, both when occasioning and

when implementing self-translations, and focus on the linguistic details of self-

translations, which often donot amount to a full translation of the trouble-source turn.

3 Data

Our analyses are based on complementary L1-L2 workplace interaction data

collected in Finland and Germany. The data represent employees at white-collar and

blue-collar jobs and extend from professional training to work meetings. All data

have been recorded with written informed consent by all participants to use videos

and transcripts in scientific contexts; names in the extracts are pseudonyms.

The Finnish data were video-recorded in a FinnishNGO operating in the field of

immigration. The recordings include online and face-to-face meetings held either

internally within the NGO or with the NGO staff and various collaborators and

stakeholders. The organisation under study is extensivelymultilingual (see Kurhila

et al. 2021). The employees have either a Russian or Finnish background. Most of

them are able to communicate in both languages, their second-language skills

varying between elementary knowledge and fluent bilingualism. In the meetings

with external collaborators, English is also used as a lingua franca. In total, the data

amount to 65 h.

The German data come from the research project “German at Work: The

Linguistic-Communicative Integration of Refugees” started in 2016 at the Institute

for the German Language (IDS Mannheim). Ethnographic field studies and video

recordings were made in occupational trainings in metal-working, wood-working

and cooking, in which more than 30 refugees participated. The video recordings

total nearly 32 h. Only about one third of the refugees could speak German at a

level that allowed them to follow conversations and instructions at the workplace

without major problems. The vast majority of them had only been in Germany for

a few months and took part in the measures without a previous German course.

There are some notable differences between the two sets of data. In general, the

work contexts in the Finnish data are more linguistically demanding than those in

the German data. The Finnish data include more talk-dominated activities, such as

argumentation and decision-making, whereas the German data include mainly

practical and manual activities, such as instructional sequences. Thus, the L2
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participants in the Finnish data are more advanced in their respective second lan-

guages than the L2 participants in the German data. Despite these disparities, we

maintain that using two data sets is advantageous for the aims of our study. First,

incorporating diverse data ensures comprehensive coverage of a wide range of

activities and work contexts. Secondly, although the two data sets stem from

different workplace settings, countries, and languages, our focus phenomenon oc-

curs in both. The same self-translation practices can be found across all interaction

types and participation frameworks that we investigated.

4 Analysis

In this paper, our analytical focus is on instances where one participant translates

their previous turn or part of that turn in order to overcome an interactional

problem. These cases share some sequential commonalities: they all contain a turn

by the proficient speaker A, followed by the second language speaker B’s action,

which then triggers the self-translation by A. In the following, the analysis is

organised according to the interactional actions by Speaker B to which the

self-translation responds.

4.1 Translations after repair initiation

We start by discussing cases of self-translation as a response to a repair-initiation by

the L2 speaker. The repair initiation indexes an understanding problem, which the

self-translation tries to solve. We provide two examples in which the self-translation

is triggered by different types of repair initiation; these self-translations also serve

slightly different functions (Data are transcribed according to Jefferson (1984), see

Appendix for the notation system. Utterances in a language that is not the base-code

of the interaction (Russian, English, and Spanish in our data) are marked with bold

letters.).

Example 1 illustrates a case in which a partial repeat by the L2-speaker is treated

by their interlocutor as indicating trouble of understanding. Katja, Suvi and Jegor are

having a video meeting; their cameras are switched off, so no one is visible on the

screen. Suvi and Katja speak Finnish fluently, while Jegor’s Finnish skills are more

restricted. The topic of the discussion is a publication by the NGO. The extract begins

with Katja’s longer turn, reflecting on the suitable writing style: how “kevyesti”

(‘lightly’, line 9; in this context ‘simply’/’superficially’) they should write. The word

kevyesti, however, turns out to be problematic for Jegor.
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Example 1: Lightly (Publication 3, 2:24–2:57)

01 Katja:   kuulosta (0.3) hyvältä, (0.2) et [se voi olla,

sounds         good           so  it can be

02 Suvi:                                     [(--)

03 Katja:   .hhhh se vähän (0.5) sellainen et (0.5) mmm,

it a little like      that

04          (1.3) mä oon niinku itse miettinyt (2.4)

I have like myself thought

05          a:: hhh (1.6) .hhh se tietysti me etsitään

it of course we are looking for

06          se se (.) sävy (0.4) .hh [et miten, .hhhhh

the the   tone        so how

07 Suvi:                             [nii;

yeah

08 Katja:   (0.6) miten niinku hhhm (0.5) ((smack)) (0.4)

how   like

09          kevyesti me #kerrotaan#. 

lightly we tell

10          (0.4)

11 Suvi:    nii-[i;

yeah

12 Jegor:       [°kevyesti°,

lightly

13          (0.5)

-> Katja: kevyt, (0.8) ljohkij;

light light

15          (0.8)

16 Jegor: m-h[m,

17 Katja:      [miten (.) kevyesti me kerrotaan #asioista#;

how       lightly we tell about things

18          (.) vai (.) mennäänks me joissakin #asioissa

or      do we go     in some things

19          (0.2) jotenkin niinku#; 

somehow like

20          (0.9)

21 Suvi: syvään [päähän,

to the deep end
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After Katja’s longer turn (line 9), Jegor repeats the word “kevyesti” in a soft voice

(line 12) with level intonation. Partial repeats, especially when accompanied by

questioning prosody, typically implement repair initiation (Dingemanse et al. 2014;

Schegloff et al. 1977; for Finnish conversation see Kurhila and Lilja 2017). Jegor’s

repeat is indeed treated as a sign of language trouble by Katja: She first provides the

adjective (“kevyt”, line 14), from which the adverb kevyesti is derived, and after that

utters the Russian translation of the adjective. Jegor receives the translation with an

acknowledgement token (line 16).

As Example 1 shows, using a translation can be an efficient way to achieve

intersubjectivity. As the repair initiation points out the problematic item, the

co-participants can exploit the resources of the other language they share; the

repair operation can be accomplished through a single adjective. Explaining

the word in the original language (Finnish) would take more time and effort. Using

translation as a repair thus helps keep the repair sequence short and thereby

concurs with the preference for the progressivity of the talk (Stivers and Robinson

2006).

Previous research has shown that in L1-L2 conversations, L2-speakers’ repeats

are generally treated as indicating the speaker’s unfamiliarity with the repeated

word (Lilja 2010). It is worth noting, however, that in this case the more proficient

speaker A does not produce a straight translation, which would resolve the unfa-

miliarity problem, but instead provides the Finnish adjective (kevyt, ‘light’) that is

the root for the target adverb (kevyesti, ‘lightly’). In other words, she does not act

just as an interpreter, translating the repeated word verbatim. Instead, she offers

speaker B linguistic resources to analyse the unfamiliar word linguistically by

relating the adverb (that was used) to the adjective root morpheme. As Russian

translation, she also provides the basic adjective (лёгк<=), not the adverb (легко).

Thus, while the more proficient speaker A resolves the trouble by giving a trans-

lation, she does so pedagogically by giving linguistic information to speaker B,

encouraging him to engage in learning rather than simply equipping him with the

verbatim translation.

The next example illustrates an instance of a more indeterminate other-initiation

of repair. Instead of focusing on any specific linguistic item, speaker B produces an

open-class repair initiation (Drew 1997). The extract comes from professional training

in a metal workshop in Germany. The instructor (WS) is building a bicycle stand with

the trainee (DE). They have just welded two tubes together and now have to check that

the metal bars are straight.
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Example 2: Red waterlevel (Geschnitten_Perfplus_Metall_5.8._teil8; 00:49-01:12)
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ws-h       +points in front of him²

Figure 1: Instructor asks and looks

at trainee, who is still gazing at

welded pipe.

Figure 2: Instructor points, trainee gazes at

him.

518 Deppermann et al.



After welding two pipes, the instructor announces “here we have to be flush”

(line 01), meaning that they have tomake sure that the two pipes have the same height.

To check this, they need a water level. The trainer stands up, scans the environment

(lines 09–12) and asks the trainee if they have a water level (line 12). The trainee does

not respond to the question, but continues to look at the welded pipes (Figure 1). Since

the two interactants are standing very close to each other, it is not likely that the trainee

did not hear the instructor. Rather, it seems that the trainee does not react because he

did not understand the instructor’s question. In order to get the trainee’s attention, the

instructor addresses him by name (line 14, Figure 2) and tells him that they now need

the red water level (line 14). He points towards a domain of scrutiny in the trainee’s

back, making clear that he requests the trainee to fetch the object. The trainee now

indexes his lack of understanding with an open-class repair-initiation “uh” (line 15,

Figure 3). The trainer’s continuing point in the direction of the trainee’s backmakes the

latter turn around (lines 12–15, Figure 4). Yet, only when the trainer resorts to a partial

self-translation of line 14 into the lingua franca English, saying “the red (.) the red”

(line 16), the trainee recognizes the targeted object and walks off in the right direction

to fetch the water level lying on the workbench (lines 18–24). In this case, a minimal,

Figure 3: Trainee stands up still facing the

instructor, who continues pointing.

Figure 4: Trainee turns around into

direction designated by instructor’s point.
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partial self-translation, containing only the colour adjective specifying the desired
object, is sufficient to lead the addressee to a proper understanding of a request that
was not understood in two earlier versions in German. It may be noted that the choice
of precisely only the colour term is a way of most economically securing reference
concerning the requested item, as the action meaning as a request can be taken as
understood, while the technical term water level to be used for object-identification is
probably known neither by the instructor nor the apprentice in English.

In the examples in Section 4.1, self-translations are produced by Speaker A as
a potential remedy to the interactional trouble that Speaker B has signalled by his
other-initiation of repair. Speaker B’s repair initiation can be specific, pointing out the
exactword that causes trouble (Example 1), or an open initiation (Example 2) that signals
that Speaker B is at a loss as to how to respond to Speaker A’s previous talk. It is worth
noting that the self-translations in our data are very minimal. In Example 1, Speaker A
merely translates the root of the problematic word repeated in the repair initiation
(kevyesti vs. kevyt); in Example 2, the translation repeats just the content word (red) of
the original request, which most economically allows for identifying the problematic
referent. In other words, self-translators aim to resolve the interactional problem as
economically as possible, making use of their shared linguistic repertoire so as to
provide just enough linguistic elements to secure intersubjectivity and the progressivity
of the course of action. In our cases, notwithstanding the specificity of the repair
initiation, Speaker A treats the trouble as stemming from restricted language skills, and
attempts to repair the trouble by exploiting linguistic elements from other languages.

Next we will discuss instances where the self-translation is not preceded by a

repair-initiation. Nevertheless, in these cases the translation still serves as ameans to

resolve problems of understanding.

4.2 Translations after inadequate responses

In this section, we examine cases inwhich the self-translation comes after a response
by the L2-speaker B that is somehow inadequate (from Speaker A’s point of view)
with regard to what A’s turn has projected. There is thus amisalignment between A’s
turn and B’s response. Problematic responses may be verbal or embodied. In the
latter case, it is Speaker B’s physical action that indicates to Speaker A that there has
been a lack of understanding. In both cases, Speaker A uses self-translation to elicit a
more appropriate response by Speaker B; hence, these self-translations can be seen
as performing a third-position repair.

The first example of a self-translation after an inadequate response comes from
the German data. It is from a catering course for refugees. In this course, the
instructor (FR) stages mock job interviews for the benefit of the refugees. Before the
extract, the instructor asked the apprentice about his dream job in the gastronomic
domain. In the extract, the instructor shifts to the apprentice’s professional CV,
asking where he worked before.
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Example 3: have you worked (Gastro_2.Kurs_1.Phase_3.Tag_00035; 04:48–05:02)

ˀ

The instructor first asks the apprentice an open wh-question about where he

worked (line 01). Since they had talked about the apprentice’s wishes for a future job

before, the instructor puts particular stress on the perfect auxiliary “HAST” in order

to indicate the topic shift to the apprentice’s professional biography. As the latter

does not answer, the instructor reformulates his question, now using a thematically

narrower polar interrogative (see Svennevig 2013), which inquires if the apprentice

worked in a restaurant or at a hotel (line 03). The apprentice confirms (line 04). The

instructor initiates repair, however, again highlighting the auxiliary (line 05). The

prosodic design of his partial self-repeat indexes that he assumes that the apprentice

has not understood the grammatical/topical shift to the past and therefore has

confirmed erroneously.2 After a short lapse, the instructor self-translates his ques-

tion from German into English, again using the analeptic short variant “HAVE you

2 From prior training and from his CVs, FR knows that AT did not work in a hotel before. FR’s

question is therefore a sort of known-information question (Davidson 1984).
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worked” (line 07), thus presupposing that the apprentice has understood and

retained the object reference (hotel). The apprentice now disconfirms (line 08). With

a particle response, the instructor treats the apprentice’s self-correction as con-

forming with his expectations (line 09). After the apprentice’s reconfirmation (line

11), the instructor indexes that the communicative task has been successfully

completed and closes the sequence (line 12).

The next instance of self-translation after an inadequate response represents a

case where the L2 speaker B produces an answer that does not fit the formal ex-

pectations of the question by Speaker A. The example comes from the Finnish NGO

data. The extract is from a remotemeeting, where Risto, the head of the organization,

asks the employees to describe their ongoing projects. Jegor has just reported in

Finnish that their newsletter has received 330 new subscribers during the weekend

due to a publicity campaign they launched earlier. The extract starts with Risto’s

follow-up question (lines 01–05).

Example 4: Three hundred now or during the weekend (IMM1805, 5:51–6:23)

↑č č ↑

č
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č

After giving positive feedback (line 01), Risto asks a specifying question: did Jegor

mean 300 new subscribers during the weekend or since the launching of the

campaign (lines 02–05)? As a response, Jegor quietly produces a very minimal

response particle (line 06), which could function as a continuer. However, since Risto

has just asked an alternative question, the particle does not fit as a type-conforming

answer (cf. Raymond 2003): It does not determine which one of Risto’s propositions

was correct. Jegor’s insufficient response is followed by a lengthy pause (line 07),

after which Risto asks whether his question was difficult (line 08). He thus makes

explicit that Jegor’s answer was inadequate. After another pause, Risto begins

translating the question into Russian. Doing so indicates that he has interpreted the

problem as Jegor’s limited skills in Finnish. When Risto has reformulated the al-

ternatives in Russian, Jegor begins answering the question (lines 20–21). The self-

translation by Speaker A has thus resolved the understanding problem and allows

the conversation to progress.

Responses that attest to a misunderstanding or non-understanding can also

be embodied. This is particularly relevant in the case of requests and instructions

that call for embodied compliance, as in Example 6. It comes from the German

catering course. The instructor (FR) has started rolling dough for cookies. He asks

the apprentice (AP) to continue his work, getting the dough even thinner (lines

03–04).
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Example 5: much thinner (Gastro_1.Kurs_2.Phase_1.Tag_00006; 00:12-00:50)
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The instructor asks the apprentice to take over rolling the dough until it is much

thinner (lines 03–04). He accompanies his directive with a distance gesture (Streeck

2008). The apprentice grasps the cookie cutter, presents it looking at the instructor

(line 05, Figure 5). In this way, he produces an embodied candidate understanding

(Antaki 2012) of the next action that the instructor’s request makes relevant

(i.e., cutting the cookies). Obviously, this understanding does not depend on linguistic

comprehension of the instructor’s turn, but on pragmatic inferencing. It seems to

build on knowledge about the workflow of baking cookies, mistaking the instructor’s

distance gesture as referring to the cookie cutter, expecting the apprentice to

perform the next step of the procedure. Yet, this attempt at replacing a lack of

linguistic knowledge by pragmatic (professional) competence fails. The instructor

takes the cookie cutter and puts it aside (Figure 6). He treats the apprentice’s inad-

equate response as caused by an insufficient knowledge of German and switches to a

lingua franca: He self-translates his request from lines 03–04 from German into

Spanish “MAS fino” (line 06). This third-position self-repair is followed by the

instructor continuing his code-switch into Spanish, instructing the apprentice how to

roll the dough properly (lines 08–14). The instructor only switches back to German

(lines 16/18) when AP executes the task properly. In this case, the apprentice’s

embodied response attests a misunderstanding that obviously rests in not having

understood the instruction. The self-translation resorts to a lingua franca (Spanish),

Figure 5: Instructor makes distance

gesture, apprentice grasps cookie cutter,

while looking at instructor.

Figure 6: Instructor takes cookie cutter

from apprentice (and lays it down).
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the choice of which is based on specific personal knowledge about the other’s lan-

guage proficiencies. In other cases in the German data, English is used as a default

lingua franca in the absence of specific information about the addressee’s language

proficiency (cf. Extract 2).

In Section 4.2, we have presented three examples in which Speaker A produces a

self-translation after an inadequate response by Speaker B. We have referred to

three different types of responses as “inadequate”: in Example 3, Speaker B produces

a turn that is unlikely to be true; in Example 4, Speaker B’s answer is not type-

conforming and does not deliver the projected information; in Example 5, Speaker B

produces an embodied candidate understanding that makes a misunderstanding of

the projected action available. In all these cases, Speaker B’s response contradicts

either the known facts or the projections created by the previous turn. The examples

in this section resemble those presented in Section 4.1, as self-translations are used to

secure intersubjectivity. However, self-translations after inadequate responses seem

to belong to amore restrictive environment; they only occur after a strong normative

expectation of a response has not been fulfilled (e.g., after first pair-parts of adja-

cency pairs). In such contexts, understanding must be demonstrated by a suitable

verbal or embodied response. If Speaker B does not respond in a projected way, an

understanding problem becomes obvious and Speaker A responds with a self-

translation.

In the final section of our analysis, we will examine cases where a self-

translation by Speaker A follows Speaker B’s turn that somehow fails to show affil-

iation with the preceding talk.

4.3 Translations after disaffiliative responses

While Speaker A’s self-translations can deal with inadequate responses by Speaker B

that rest on non- or misunderstandings (4.2), self-translations can also be a resource

to deal with a lack of affiliation. Affiliation (in our data) concerns the endorsement of

speaker’s deontic, epsietmic, or affective stance, and acting in accordance with prior

speaker’s preferences for next actions (Lindström and Sorjonen 2012). In these cases,

self-translations are not somuch used to solve an understanding problem, but rather

produced in pursuit of a preferred response. Typical environments are requests that

are not complied with, or proposals, advice, suggestions and similar actions that are

not accepted.

Example 6 from the German catering course is a case of non-compliance with a

request, which is pursued by self-translation. A large public dinner is about to be

served. The dishes have been prepared in the kitchen and are to be distributed.
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Example 6: go go go (Gastro_1.Kurs_2.Phase_2.Tag_00033; 05:44–06:13)
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The instructor (FR) asks the apprentices to start serving the dishes (line 02), specif-

ically addressing the apprentice Alim (AL) again in line 06. However, the instructor at the

same time realises that some of the dishes are not yet ready to be served and need some

adjustments, which he requests from the apprentices (lines 02–03 and 08). He hands a

plate to Alim (Figure 7), but then adjusts the items on the plate himself (Figure 8). In this

way, a complex, possibly contradictory expectation of immediately serving versus first

Figure 7: FR (right) hands plate over to AL

(left).

Figure 8: FR adjusts items on plate.

Figure 9: Alim has put down the plate

again.
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improving andonly then serving thedishes is created for theapprentices. In otherwords,

it might not be clear to them if the dishes are already ready to be served or not. Alim

confirms (line 09), but does not grasp theplate again,whichheput down in themeantime

(Figure 9). In line 11, FR responds to AL’s inaction with an upgraded, repeated request to

dispatch thedishes.Hefirst uses a repeatedGerman imperative (“GEHGEHDUKOMM,”),

then switches to an English self-translation in a fast and loud voice, again repeating the

imperative (“>GO GO GO,<”; Figure 10).3 This turn-design conveys urgency of the

requested action (Mondada 2017). Already in overlap with the instructor’s repeated

request, Alim accounts for his inaction by asking “nicht zusammen” (‘not together’, line

12). He thus indexes that his inaction rests on a discrepant expectation concerning the

serving procedure: While the instructor asks the apprentices to serve each dish as soon

as its preparation is finished, Alim (who is an experienced servant) expects that several

plates should be served at once. This implies that hewaits untilmore plates are ready for

serving. His account makes clear that his inaction was not caused by any problem of

linguistic understanding concerning the instructor’s requests, but wasmotivated by the

assumption of a different prodecure for distributing the food. In line 13, the instructor

rejectsAlim’s alternative logic, claiming that itwill take too long.However, Alim still does

not comply with the request and instead asks to wait for still another plate (line 17). The

instructor responds with another upgraded request to start serving immediately, again

using repetition, loud and fast prosodic delivery, and self-translation (line 18).

In this extract, self-translation does not solve the action coordination problem.

While by using self-translation, Speaker A treats Speaker B’s lack of compliance as a

Figure 10: Instructor points at plate.

3 Although “go go go”may also be used in non-English speaking environments to speed upwork, this

is the only sequence in which it is used in our entire corpus. Therefore we have to assume that it is

used here as a self-translation of the German imperative.
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linguistic problem, B’s responsesmake clear that there is no linguistic understanding

problem, but a mismatch of expectations concerning the task-related workflow,

which is at issue. However, even when Speaker A’s and B’s different conceptions

have become obvious to both of them, A still uses self-translation as away to insist on

his directive, as B continues not to comply.

Our last example also illustrates a case in which the L2 speaker rejects the need

for self-translation, claiming explicitly that she has understood the previous turn.

Example 7 is from the Finnish NGO data, a bit later on in the same conversation as

Example 1. The participants have talked (switching between Finnish and Russian)

about different ways of collecting feedback at an event. Before the extract, Risto has

proposed distributing a questionnaire to the participants, after which Jelena has

posed a question (in Russian) about the relevance of filling out a form on the spot. In

the extract, Risto explains in Finnish why he thinks it is a good solution.

Example 7: Everybody participates (Museum planning 1, 234, 5:50–6:29)
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Risto gives reasons for his opinion in lines 01–08, summarising his point of view

(‘getting everybody to participate’) in lines 12–14. Katja acknowledges this summa-

rising turn verbally (line 15), but Jelena does not say anything. She produces a series

of slight head nods (line 14), similar to the ones she produced earlier, while Risto

explained his reasoning (lines 05, 06, and 12). At the end of Risto’s turn, Jelena shifts

her gaze from Risto, first towards Katja (line 14), then down (line 15) and then

forward, looking somewhere between Risto and Katja (line 16).

Jelena’s participation is thus fairly minimal after Risto has summarised his

point of view. Given that Risto has provided an explanation for why they should do

the action Jelena has questioned earlier, it seems that Risto is waiting for a more

substantial response from Jelena. When no response follows (line 16), Risto

explicitly asks Jelena if she has understoodwhatwas said (line 17), now switching to

Russian, which is Jelena’s strongest language. Both his question and his code-switch

imply that he treats Jelena’s minimal participation as potentially signalling

some trouble of understanding. Almost at the same time, Jelena responds with the

particle “okei” (line 18). The particle indicates ‘no problem’ and could also be

interpreted as accepting Risto’s suggestion (Koivisto and Sorjonen 2021). Right

afterwards, Jelena glances at Risto and produces a minimal response accompanied

by several nods (line 20). However, Risto does not treat Jelena’s actions as a

sufficient response: He switches to Russian and starts translating his prior turn

(lines 22–23). In response, Jelena makes explicit that she understands, using a

prosodically prominent (high onset) verbalisation of understanding (line 25). Risto

acknowledges Jelena’s turn by reduplicated confirming particles (line 27); he leans

backwards, displaying nonverbally that he withdraws from his prior action, and

does not continue his translation.

Jelena’s position as a second language-speaker of Finnish makes it possible for

Risto to treat herminimal responses as a sign of an understanding trouble. It is worth

noting, however, that Jelena and Risto have had different opinions of how to perform

the action in question; therefore, Jelena’s minimal participation may also index

reservations against Risto’s proposal. Jelena’s restricted language skills in Finnish

offer Risto an additional opportunity to promote his idea; by switching to Russian,

Risto manages to verbalise his opinion once more and thereby pursue a (positive)

response from Jelena. However, Jelena treats Risto’s Russian turn as specifically

targeting a trouble of understanding – she does not comment on the content of the

turn, but verbalises that the translation is not necessary.

In Examples 6 and 7, Speaker A uses self-translation to deal with Speaker B’s lack

of affiliation concerning A’s prior action, such as a request (Example 6) or a proposal

(Example 7). As in the cases of inadequate responses (4.2), self-translation is used as a

third-positioned resource to repair a problem of intersubjectivity. However, the

cases in Section 4.3 do not concern problems of (linguistic) understanding, but rather
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problems of non-shared expectations concerning the organisation of an activity

(Example 6) or a difference in opinion (Example 7). That is, it is not so much the

notional-epistemic side of intersubjectivity that is at stake here, but the more

practical-normative side concerning consensus about appropriate procedures and

(joint) actions. Sometimes, the L2 speaker clearly indexes that their response to A’s

action is not caused by a lack of understanding (as in Example 7), but, for example, by

a different idea of how to perform a task in a joint activity (see Example 6). Never-

theless, A’s choice of self-translation as a resource for redoing a first action and

eliciting a modified, more acceptable response from B exploits the possibility of

treating B’s response as indexing a linguistic understanding problem. In otherwords,

self-translation is used here as a resource for pursuing affiliation that specifically

builds on affordances created by the particulars of a participation framework

involving an L2 speaker. However, since proficiency-related understanding prob-

lems of the L2 speaker occur repeatedly (to a varying extent), there seems to be a

continuum between:

(a) cases in which self-translation is used in response to an action by B that A

considers to be insufficient because of B’s linguistic non- or misunderstanding,

while in fact B has understood correctly, but does not affiliate; and

(b) cases in which A uses self-translation as a resource that strategically treats B’s

dispreferred response as seemingly based on a linguistic problem.

5 Discussion

This paper has reported on uses of self-translations in Finnish and German multi-

party workplace interactions involving L2 speakers. In contrast to interpreter-

mediated interactions, in our data translations are used by the producers of the

original turns as a resource to deal locally with problems of accomplishing inter-

subjectivity. While such self-translations have been studied earlier in the context of

code-switching in private conversations and in classroom interaction in various

languages, our study is thefirst to study them in task-orientedworkplace interaction,

crucially involving practical activities and embodied actions. The particular focus of

our study has been on the actions and interactional events that occasion self-

translation in the workplace context. We found three recurrent sequential envi-

ronments in which self-translations are used as a resource to deal with problems of

accomplishing intersubjectivity. Self-translations are produced:

– in response to repair-initiations by an L2 speaker,

– when an L2 speaker has failed to produce an adequate response when some

reaction was conditionally relevant, or

– in response to disaffiliative responses by the L2 speaker.
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In all cases, self-translation works as repair, redoing the original action of the more

proficient speaker. In particular after inadequate or disaffiliative responses, the self-

translation is used to elicit a more appropriate or affiliative action from the L2

speaker.

It is important to note, however, that these distinctions are not always clear-cut.

Vocalisations and particle responses produced by L2 speakers are sometimes inde-

terminate in the sense that it is not clear if they are produced as repair-initiators or

rather as hesitation phenomena that index a problem in selecting a response (see

Example 2). Such phenomena can be used tomake the first speaker redo their turn in

order to preempt the projectable disaffiliative response (see Davidson 1984).

Self-translations treat problems of intersubjectivity as arising from linguistic

non-understanding due to a lack of proficiency. This attribution of the cause of the

problem can be compared with what has been observed in L1 interaction. Open

repair initiations usually are preferentially treated as indexing a hearing problem

(Svennevig 2008). However, when produced by L2 speakers, they are over-

whelmingly treated by L1 speakers as indexing a linguistic problem of understanding

(Overath 2023; see Lilja 2010 specifically for responses to other-repeats by L2

speakers). Similarly, while third-positioned self-translations treat a prior response as

exhibiting a lack of understanding, the prior turn may actually have displayed

disaffiliation, in which case no linguistic problem was in play. The use of self-

translation as a resource to treat the problem as a linguistic issue and not as an issue

of affiliation can be a means to try eliciting a more favourable response, while

avoiding making discrepant preferences or expectations overt and accountable.

Our study is not concerned with interpreter-mediated talk, but with self-

translations being used as a local resource of code-switching by the primary partici-

pants themselves. The fact that translation is not a default mode in these interactions

but rather a locally occasioned resource is also reflected by the linguistic design of the

self-translations. As has been demonstrated in the analyses of the examples, they do

not necessarily amount to a full translation of the turn that is the source of trouble.

Rather, they are very selective, delivering a summary or condensed paraphrase of a

multi-unit turn or even restricting themselves to translating just the most important

content word that is crucial for eliciting a proper response by the L2 speaker (e.g., for

identifying an intended referent or the intended action unambiguously). These

reduced varieties of self-translations are produced for all practical purposes and in

keepingwith a preference for progressivity (Stivers and Robinson 2006). Yet, their lean

design can additionally bemotivated by a lack of proficiency of the self-translator and/

or the addressee in the language of the translation.

In contrast to prior studies, our paper focuses on task-based workplace inter-

action. The different kinds of settings we have studied allows us to better understand

how activity-types and characteristics of the participants occasion and affect
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practices of self-translation. In workplace interaction, “let it pass” (Firth 1996) is

much less an option to respond to non-understanding and insufficient responses

than inmundane interaction, because proper understanding is a prerequisite for the

accomplishment of joint projects. Failures of understanding here would inevitably

cause cooperation problems. This is particularly evident in the case of instructions

and requests, which prevail in the German data. In the practical activities of cooking,

metal work, and wood work, non- and misunderstandings become unambiguously

manifest by missing or inadequate responses, because a proper response is crucial

for progressing or completing the task at hand. Mostly, the relevant response is not

verbal, but consists of an appropriate manual action.

In terms of participants, the relationship between participants’ levels of profi-

ciency in L1, L2 and available lingua francas is crucial for when and how self-

translations are produced.

Finnish L2 speakers in our data generally exhibit a much higher level of profi-

ciency (approximately from A2 to B2, according to CEFR) than the L2 speakers in the

German data (from A0 to A2).

Therefore, in the German data, most basic problems concerning understanding

referential terms and expected actions prevail; in the Finnish data, in contrast,

problems are rather caused by the use of specialised terminologies (language for

special purposes) and by multi-unit turns that put forward some complex argu-

mentation. While in the Finnish data mostly a switch to Russian is used, being the L1

of the participant who has exhibited (or is ascribed to) an understanding problem, in

the German data it is English (ormore seldom Spanish) that is used as a lingua franca

for implementing the self-translation. This choice, however, is not only motivated by

the missing language proficiency of the self-translator of the addressee’s L1. The use

of a lingua franca also importantly motivated by the multi-party participation

framework of group interaction, which requires using a language that is most likely

to be shared by everybody present, that is, in just this local, transient community of

practice.

Appendix: Transcription symbols (Jeûerson 1984)

word utterances in Finnish/German

word utterances in Russian/Spanish/English

word English translations of the utterances

[ ] starting point and end point of overlapping talk

= latching between two utterances

(.) silence measured in seconds

(.) micro pause (less than . s)
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(continued)

. falling intonation

? rising intonation

, level intonation

; slightly falling intonation

word emphasis of the underlined sounds

WORD loud voice

°word° quieter than the surrounding talk

↑↓ raise or fall in pitch

<word> slower speech rate than surrounding talk

>word< faster speech rate than surrounding talk

wo:rd stretching of the preceding sound

wo- cut-off of the preceding word

#word# creaky voice

(()) transcriber9s comments

(word - - ) unclear segment of talk

.hh inhalation

hh exhalation

££ smiley voice

-> line of interest

Embodied conduct:

# location of the figure in relation to talk and non-verbal action

* 4> gesture or action described continue across subsequent lines

4>* gesture or action described continue until the same symbol is reached

3> gesture or action described continue until the line mentioned

…. action9s preparation

„„ action9s retraction
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