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From controversy to complexity. Replicating research and extending the evidence on language 
choice in note-taking for consecutive interpreting 

 

Helle V. Dam 
Aarhus University 
 

Abstract 

A replication of previous research, this study sets out to re-examine language choice in note-taking for 
consecutive conference interpreting – a topic that is widely believed to be subject to conflicting evidence. 
Extending the existing database considerably, the study draws on data from seven different consecutive 
interpreting tasks involving five different languages and both interpreting directions (B into A and A into B) 
performed by ten participants with seven different language combinations. Interpreters’ notes from these 
performances served as the main data of the study, which was complemented by questionnaire data to 
form a mixed-methods design. Analyses of the interpreters’ notes identified the A language as by far the 
strongest determinant of language choice, above and beyond other language categories; this confirmed the 
results of the replicated research. The questionnaire data, however, did not mirror the patterns found in 
the interpreting data consistently, suggesting a complex interplay of behavior and norms. The article 
concludes with a discussion of these and previous findings, arguing for the topic of language choice in note-
taking to be reframed as one of complexity rather than contradiction. 

Keywords: note-taking; consecutive conference interpreting; language of least effort; replication; 
complexity 

 

1. Introduction 

In the field of conference interpreting, the topic of note-taking for consecutive interpreting has attracted 
much attention over the years. The large volume of literature bears testimony to the sustained interest of 
practitioners and researchers alike, from publications by the pioneers of the mid-20th century onwards 
(Herbert 1952; Rozan 1956; van Hoof 1962; Ilg 1980, 1982, 1988; Matyssek 1989), over the first theoretical-
empirical oeuvres (Paneth 1957/2002; Seleskovitch 1975; Kirchhoff 1979) and, stretching into the twenty-
first century, numerous stand-alone articles (Thiéry 1981; Paneth 1984; Allioni 1989; Gran 1990; Gile 1991; 
Schweda-Nicholson 1993; Alexieva 1993; Ahrens 2001) and literature reviews (Ilg & Lambert 1996; Chen 
2016), to in-depth, empirical analyses of particular aspects of note-taking (Andres 2002; Dam 2004a, 2004b, 
2007; Szabó 2006; Chmiel 2010; Abuín González 2012; Cardoen 2013; Chen 2017, 2020), with many other 
significant contributions along the way (e.g. Albl-Mikasa 2008; Orlando 2010). The topic has also received 
extensive coverage in textbooks (e.g. Jones 2002; Setton & Dawrant 2016; Gillies 2017) and has found its 
way into handbooks and encyclopedias of translation and interpreting (studies), either as a topic in its own 
right (Ahrens 2015; Albl-Mikasa 2019) or as an essential sub-topic under entries on ‘consecutive 
interpreting’ or ‘conference interpreting’ (Dam 2010; Pöchhacker 2011; Russell & Takeda 2015). The 
importance attached to note-taking in conference interpreter training is evidenced by the steady 
production of Master’s theses on the topic (see the listings in the CIRIN Bulletin at www.cirinandgile.com). 

A review of the literature readily shows general agreement on the fundamentals. It is, for example, widely 
agreed that analysis precedes note-taking, which is to be conceived of as a mere aide-mémoire, a 
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mechanism of external storage which complements the interpreter’s memory and supports the primary 
operations of source-text (ST) comprehension and target-text (TT) production. There is also widespread 
agreement about the usefulness of the note-taking principles proposed by Rozan (1956) (see Section 4.1 
below), which surface in almost all textbooks and handbook articles about consecutive interpreting. An 
issue of apparent disagreement concerns the form of consecutive notes, notably the use of symbols vs 
natural language. Rozan’s seminal proposal is based mainly on words and abbreviations represented in a 
natural language, whereas his repertoire of symbols is limited to 20 signs, of which only ten are considered 
indispensable. In contrast, Matyssek (1989) – another highly influential author on note-taking – proposes 
an elaborate system of symbols which bears much resemblance to a code language or, as it has been 
labelled, an “interpreter’s shorthand” (Ilg & Lambert 1996: 72; see also Dam 2004a: 252). Upon closer 
scrutiny, however, the principles underlying the two methods, or schools, turn out to be highly similar 
(Ahrens 2005). The difference, it seems, is one of degree rather than type.  

One issue continues to divide the waters: the language of notes. Again, there is much agreement that, 
apart from symbols, consecutive interpreters’ notepads generally display a mixture of source language (SL), 
target language (TL) and often also one or more third languages (e.g. Jones 2002: 60–61; see also 
Seleskovitch 1975; Kirchhoff 1979; Andres 2002). The main controversy lies in whether TL or SL is 
preferable. In theory, there are good reasons for both choices. As the authors who recommend the TL 
argue, this option forces the interpreter to process the incoming speech prior to note-taking, thus avoiding 
reliance on surface form, and it facilitates reformulation (e.g. Herbert 1952; Rozan 1956; Seleskovitch 1975; 
Mikkelson 1983; Jones 2002). As other authors argue, the SL can be a good alternative to TL as it postpones 
language conversion and hence saves time and effort in a particularly critical phase in the consecutive 
interpreting process (e.g. Kirchhoff 1979; Ilg 1988; Alexieva 1993). As opposed to the reformulation phase, 
the comprehension and note-taking phase is speaker-paced and, according to Gile’s effort model of 
consecutive interpreting (e.g. Gile 2009: 175–179), the cognitively more demanding of the two because it 
comprises more capacity-consuming operations, that is, efforts. Consequently, it has been suggested that a 
reasonable alternative to a one-language strategy could be writing in the TL when the pressure is not too 
intense and falling back on the SL when working close to saturation point (Gile 2009: 179; Setton & 
Dawrant 2016: 151), a proposal that posits the TL as the ideal and the SL as the less-than-ideal emergency 
choice (for empirical evidence of such a pattern, see Section 2 below). 

Beyond the more theoretical or prescriptive literature, recent decades have seen some empirical studies on 
language choice in note-taking. These have been few and far between, however, and, short of settling the 
scholarly dispute, they have revealed the full complexity of the topic; moreover, in some cases, they have 
blurred the picture more than necessary. What I suggest has in fact been convergent evidence across 
studies has sometimes been interpreted as contradictory findings. With this article I hope to contribute 
some clarity. Based on a review of the existing research and new evidence from a replication study, I shall 
argue for a reframing of the topic of language choice in note-taking as one of complexity rather than 
contradiction. 

 

2. Previous research on language choice in note-taking 

In a first attempt to study language choice in note-taking for consecutive interpreting in a systematic way, 
Dam analyzed the consecutive notes of five professional interpreters (2004a) and four advanced students 
(2004b) working between Spanish and Danish. She found that, beyond an apparent preference for the TL, 
much evidence pointed to a tendency to take notes in the A language. Drawing on the reflections of 
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Matyssek (1989) and Gile’s effort model of consecutive interpreting (1995), this result was interpreted as a 
preference for the better-mastered A language as the faster and easier option with a view to reducing 
efforts in the critical note-taking phase (Dam 2004b). In other words, the A language was suggested as a 
good candidate for representing “the language of least effort” (Dam 2010: 78). Based on her findings, Dam 
proposed that the task-based categories traditionally used to describe and explain language choice in note-
taking – that is, SL and TL – could be less significant determinants of the language of notes than the 
categories of (native) A language and (foreign) B language, indicating the status of the language in the 
interpreter’s language combination. Still, notes in the SL were found to occur more frequently in the B-into-
A condition than in A-into-B (retour), whereas notes in the TL displayed the opposite pattern. This suggests 
a complex interplay between the A–B and SL–TL distinctions, with SL as the occasional fallback choice when 
the contingency option of A/TL is unavailable or less efficient (Dam 2004b), probably coinciding with 
temporal or cognitive pressure (Dam 2004a). 

In a replication of Dam’s research, Szabó (2006) analyzed the notes of eight advanced students or near-
professional interpreters working between Hungarian (A) and English (B). Based on four different tasks in 
both interpreting directions, she found a predominance of notes in English, the participants’ B language. If 
this result is interpreted as a “preference for the B language”, as suggested by Szabó, it clearly “does not 
corroborate Dam’s results” (Szabó 2006: 137). Upon closer analysis, however, the decisive factor in Szabó’s 
data turned out to be the nature of the two languages involved in the tasks, beyond the A–B distinction. 
Hungarian belongs to the Uralic language family and is an agglutinative and therefore a morphologically 
long language. This is as opposed to English, an Indo-European and non-agglutinative language, described 
by Szabó and the interpreters in her study as particularly short, concise and economical – and therefore 
highly suitable for note-taking in the Hungarian–English language constellation. The main thrust of Szabó’s 
research is therefore that it identified an additional factor in language choice for note-taking: typological 
differences between the languages involved. Yet, the basic rationale of the language of least effort as a 
main determinant of note-taking choice comes across as valid for Szabó’s results, too. Other findings by 
Szabó were also consistent with Dam’s findings, including the occasional choice of SL (Hungarian/A) over TL 
(English/B) when a TL equivalent is not readily available or the pressure is high. 

Similar findings were obtained by Chen (2017, 2020) for the English–Chinese language pair. In a study on 
the form, language, efficiency and cognitive load of notes, first five (Chen 2017) and then 22 (Chen 2020) 
interpreters with Chinese (A) and English (B) performed two tasks each, B to A and A to B, using digital pen 
technology. Despite the different apparatus used, this research drew on the basic categories and 
procedures of previous research, and the results are therefore comparable. Interestingly, typological 
differences surfaced in Chen’s research, too. Chinese, like Hungarian (but unlike English), is a non-Indo-
European language; it belongs to the Sino-Tibetan language family and, unlike both English and Hungarian, 
it is non-alphabetic. Like Szabó, Chen found a preference for English, that is, the B language, in the notes of 
the interpreters studied. In her 2017 article, Chen’s explanation of this finding was that “the interpreters 
chose English for note-taking because it was easier and faster to write than Chinese characters” (Chen 
2017: 16). Her 2020 study, based on stricter measurements, showed that the temporal demands of writing 
notes in Chinese and English were in fact similar, but also that the ear-to-pen span for Chinese was longer 
than for English. This suggested that whereas English may not be faster to write than Chinese, it could be 
cognitively less demanding (Chen 2020: 130–131, 134). Chen’s data thus corroborate the language-of-least-
effort hypothesis evidenced in previous research. The specific SL effect observed by Dam and replicated by 
Szabó was also confirmed by Chen’s study, as were several other patterns, including a preference for 
language-based over symbolic notes. Nevertheless, Chen concludes that her research, in particular her 
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participants’ preference for English over Chinese, “contradicts” the findings of Dam (Chen 2017: 16, 2020: 
133). 

Abuín González (2012) also analyzed language choice in note-taking, drawing on the methodology of 
previous research but looking at the topic from a different angle. With the aim of examining the effect of 
expertise on choice of note language, she studied the distribution of the SL and TL notes of three groups 
with different levels of training or experience (ten beginner students, ten advanced students and ten 
professional interpreters) who interpreted one speech from English (B) into Spanish (A). Overall, she found 
that the share of TL notes increased with the degree of expertise. Abuín González further concluded that 
her data displayed an overall “B-language orientation”, which was interpreted as consistent with Szabó’s 
findings but not with the A-language preference found by Dam (Abuín González 2012: 66). The alleged B-
language preference, I suggest, is a consequence of the design and is open to interpretation: two-thirds of 
the participants were students, who turned out to show a preference for the SL, English, which happened 
to coincide with the B language in the one task analyzed. Which category applies, then? Myriad 
interpretations are possible. An alternative reading of the data would, for example, be that the ten 
professional interpreters, with their 63% notes in TL (= A), displayed a preference for A. 

As illustrated by this literature review, and notably in the two consecutive studies by Dam (2004a, 2004b), a 
particular pitfall when studying language choice in note-taking is that of false categories – especially if the 
categories are intended to be not only descriptive but also explanatory. What appears to be, say, a TL 
preference may well turn out to be an A preference: unless both interpreting directions are taken into 
consideration, it is impossible to tell which category applies. Along the same lines, a preference for a 
particularly economical language in a given language constellation may easily, but perhaps erroneously, be 
construed as a preference for the B language as a category. 

 

3. Introduction to the study 

The main aim of this study is to revisit the topic of language choice in note-taking for consecutive 
interpreting. In particular, it sets out to re-examine the relevance of the A–B distinction introduced by Dam 
(2004b), with a special view to replicating, if possible, the large A preference which was found in this 
research but which has not been corroborated by later research. For the sake of completeness and 
comparison, the more traditional set of categories for descriptions of language choice in note-taking – SL 
and TL – will also be considered. 

As shown, past studies have brought valuable new insights but have also suffered from limitations, 
especially of scale and variation: few participants, only one or few tasks, only one interpreting direction 
and, notably, only one language pair. In view of the apparently substantial effect of specific languages, the 
last of these is a major limitation. Moreover, the bulk of research to date has been based on tasks with 
English as one of the languages in the studied pair, even though English has repeatedly been singled out as 
a language with a special status in note-taking due to its economy of expression and omnipresence, thus 
limiting the potential range of insights. This study attempts to circumvent as many of these limitations as 
possible by extending the database considerably. 

Methodologically, the study draws on the data types, categories, procedures and methods of analysis 
introduced in Dam (2004b), with some elements added. In particular, questionnaire data were included in 
the design upon inspiration by Szabó (2006). Quantitative analyses of interpreters’ notes, the main 
component of the research, were thus complemented with analyses of qualitative questionnaire data to 
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form a mixed-methods design. The database is considerably larger and covers four language pairs with and 
beyond English but limited to Indo-European languages. On the whole, sampling followed a principle of 
maximum inclusion and variation, the rationale being that if analyses of a large and diverse dataset were to 
show regularities in the choice of language for note-taking, such patterns are unlikely to be attributable to 
chance. The chosen methodology defies the control and reductionism inherent in experimental designs, the 
predominant method in research on note-taking, calling for a more open and organic approach, as 
described below. 

 

4. Data and methods 

In the context of a Master’s program in Conference Interpreting in Denmark, the main data of the study 
were collected in connection with all the consecutive classes taught in the course of one week, a total of 
seven sessions involving English, German, French, Spanish and Danish in various constellations. One task 
per consecutive class was selected as the source of data collection, and this task was performed by as many 
interpreters as were available and willing to participate, advanced students and professionals alike. As a 
result, the study is based on data drawn from seven different tasks involving five different languages and 
both interpreting directions (B/C to A and A to B) performed by ten participants with seven different 
language combinations (As, Bs and/or Cs), yielding a sample of 22 consecutive performances, as described 
in detail in the following subsections. 

 

4.1 Participants 

As indicated, the study comprised ten participants who formed two main groups of five participants each. 
The first group was composed of students enrolled in the 2018–2019 version of the interpreting course 
mentioned above. This particular course is a post-graduate, one-year, full-time continuing-education 
program to which admission is subject to a previously acquired Master’s degree (in any subject) and a strict 
admission test. Data collection took place three weeks before graduation, at a time when the students 
were at a highly advanced level. All the enrolled students participated in the research but only the 
performances of the five students who passed their final examinations three weeks later were included in 
the final sample. A pass entails a jury of five professional interpreters unanimously assessing the 
candidate’s level as being compliant with professional standards. As the selected students were very close 
to professional level at the time of data collection, this group of participants is referred to as near-
professionals (NPs) in the following. These interpreters all had Danish as their native language (A language) 
and English, Spanish, French and/or German as foreign languages (B or C languages). 

In the Master’s course mentioned above, the classes were taught by two trainers who were also 
professional interpreters, one covering the SL (speaker) and the other the TL (assessor). The assessing 
interpreters took notes along with the students, and a selection of these also form part of the sample. 
Some visiting interpreters also participated in classes during the week of data collection and contributed 
data to the study. These interpreters – referred to as experienced professionals (EPs) – made up the second 
group in the sample. Their backgrounds vary: they had different A languages (Danish, Spanish, English or 
German) and had received their Master’s degree in conference interpreting at different universities in 
various countries (Denmark, Finland, Spain). What they had in common was their long experience in the 
field, which ranged from 17 to 34 years, with an average of 27.2 years. They were all accredited to work for 
the European Union’s institutions, and three of them were members of AIIC. Their language combinations, 
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comprising between four and six languages, were broad and varied but – with the exception of one 
participant with a Finnish C – limited to Indo-European languages. They all had Danish in their combination, 
whether as A, B or C language.  

The group of NPs had received more or less the same training in note-taking for consecutive prior to the 
study. As in many conference interpreting programs, teaching had been based largely upon the classic 
principles of Rozan (1956): noting the idea rather than the word, abbreviating long words, noting links 
between ideas, indicating negation, adding emphasis, arranging notes vertically and using indentation to 
create a diagonal structure. Attention had been drawn to decontextualized and informationally dense items 
(e.g. names, numbers, enumerations), and the group had been introduced to a series of symbols as 
suggested by Rozan (1956), Matyssek (1989), Jones (2002), Gillies (2017) and others. In addition, they had 
been encouraged to select and develop a set of symbols that worked well for them individually. They had 
been given no specific instructions concerning language choice for note-taking, but the topic had been 
discussed in class and they had read the research literature and were therefore familiar with the various 
options (SL, TL, A, B and particularly economical languages) and their pros and cons. On the other hand, the 
group of EPs had (probably) not received uniform training in note-taking due to their different educational 
backgrounds, and they may or may not have been familiar with the literature on language choice. Still, the 
notes they produced in the context of the present study displayed consensual use of many of the note-
taking principles proposed in the literature. 

The two-group structure of the sample was not a design choice but a result of the open sampling approach. 
As will be seen in the Results section, however, there are few systematic quantitative differences between 
the two groups with respect to note-taking patterns, and in the analyses their performances will be treated 
both separately (individually and at group level) and collectively. 

 

4.2 Procedures 

One particular week in May 2019 was selected for the data collection, mirroring the methodology of Dam 
(2004b). The seven consecutive practice sessions held during the selected week involved the following 
languages and directions: (1) French to Danish; (2) Danish to French; (3) German to Danish; (4) English to 
Danish; (5) Danish to English; (6) Spanish to Danish; (7) Danish to Spanish. After a first warm-up task, the 
second task of each session was used as the source of data collection. Tasks reflected the type and level of 
difficulty of examination speeches, which again mirrored the EU institutions’ accreditation test material. All 
the speeches were presented live by native speakers on the basis of notes or manuscripts prepared by the 
speakers themselves, providing maximum variation. There was no advance preparation in connection with 
the tasks, but short introductions of speakers and speeches were given on site, followed by a few minutes 
of collective brainstorming by the participants. Consecutive interpreting was then performed in the 
classroom or in interpreting booths in the same room, depending on the number of interpreters 
performing the task. As participation was based on availability (presence at sessions), fitness for purpose 
(interpreter with a relevant language combination) and willingness to participate, not all of the tasks were 
performed by the same number of interpreters, and the two groups contributed an unequal number of 
performances. The NPs performed three tasks each (B to A, C to A and A to B), and the EPs performed one 
or two each (B or C to A and/or A to B), yielding 15 NP performances and seven EP performances.  

During the sessions, STs and TTs were recorded, and upon completion of the tasks the participants handed 
their notes over to the researcher, who was present throughout the sessions. The 22 sets of notes collected 
constitute the main data of the study. The STs and TTs were subsequently transcribed, and the 
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transcriptions served as a basis for some basic measurements of tasks and performances (see Tables 1 and 
2) and aided the analyses of notes. 

As Table 1 shows, the tasks were highly diverse with respect to languages, topics, length, duration, speed 
and interpreting directions, in line with the principle of maximum variation.  

Table 1. Overview of tasks 

Task No. SL TL Topic ST 
length 
(words) 

ST 
duration 
(minutes) 

ST 
speed 
(wpm) 

Interpreting 
direction(s) 
(× performances) 

Task 1 French Danish Les enseignants 
en Europe  

689 6.88 100 B/CA (×2)  

Task 2 
 

Danish French Svineavl-1 
[pig farming-1] 

613 4.88 126 AB (×1) 

Task 3 German Danish Die Agrar-politik 
der EU 

487 5.78 84 B/CA (×2) 
AB (×1) 

Task 4 
 

English Danish Ostrich farming 746 5.90 126 B/CA (×5)  
AB (×2) 

Task 5 Danish English Svineavl-2 
[pig farming-2] 

644 4.83 133 AB (×3) 
B/CA (×2) 

Task 6 Spanish Danish El café -
variedades y 
cultivo 

865 6.17 140 B/CA (×2) 

Task 7 Danish Spanish Arktis 
[The Arctic] 

484 3.92 123 AB (×1) 
B/CA (×1) 

Note. wpm = words per minute 

Complementary data were collected through a questionnaire on language choice in note-taking for 
consecutive. The questionnaire was administered electronically to the participants the week after the 
interpreting sessions so as to avoid over-consciousness that could potentially influence their note-taking 
behavior. Prior to the interpreting sessions, the participants were informed about the project in general 
terms, as a project focused on note-taking, but not about the specific interest in language choice. 

Two questions with open comment fields were included in the questionnaire: (1) Which language do you 
normally use for note-taking in consecutive? and (2) Which factors, do you believe, influence your choice of 
language for note-taking – in general and in connection with specific tasks? The first question was intended 
to help ascertain the interpreters’ awareness of their note-taking behavior, enabling a comparison between 
their actual language choices (behavioral data) and out-of-context reports. The second question was meant 
to enrich the explanatory component of the research with the perspectives of practitioners. Interpreters’ 
self-reports can also potentially reveal a great deal about the prevailing norms of the professional field, 
which was an additional rationale for including them in the research. 

 

4.3 Analyses 

All the note units in the 22 sets of notes – a total of 4,708 units – were categorized manually by the 
researcher (the author) following the principles proposed by Dam (2004a, 2004b) and adopted in later 
studies (e.g. Szabó 2006; Abuín González 2012; Cardoen 2013; Chen 2017, 2020). For this analysis, the 
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transcribed STs and TTs proved to be immensely useful for deciphering notes that were sometimes less 
than easy to read.  

The categorization consisted of three steps. First, all the note units were identified: a unit was determined 
to consist of any scribble with space around it. ‘LG’ (for ‘ladies and gentlemen’) would, for example, count 
as one unit, whereas ‘L + G’ would be registered as three units. 

Secondly, all the note units were categorized according to their form as either language-based notes or 
symbols. Language-based notes comprise any manifestation of natural language, including full words – with 
or without morphemes of inflection (e.g. ‘problem’, ‘problems’ or ‘problems’) – and abbreviations. The 
latter category includes true abbreviations, that is, notes in which only part of a word is represented, with 
or without a full stop (e.g. ‘prob.’ or ‘prbl’ for ‘problem’), standard acronyms (e.g. ‘EU’ for ‘European 
Union’) and other short forms of a more hybrid nature but with clear traces of natural language. Ad hoc, 
acronym-like notes such as ‘LG’ (again, for ‘ladies and gentlemen’) would, for example, count as 
abbreviations. Symbols comprise any notation that is not based on natural language, including signs such as 
pluses, colons, quotation marks and parentheses, but also underscores, arrows, lines, drawings, etc. Some 
note units turned out to be hybrids, of course, showing features of both natural and symbolic language. The 
Greek ‘ε’ (for ‘economy’ and similar), for example, is a mathematical sign in some contexts but is also 
language-based. Notes of this kind were categorized as language-based when they were linguistically 
connected, in sound and writing, to the words they represented (such as the ‘ε’ for ‘economy’). If there was 
no relationship between sign and language, they were registered as symbols. Numbers, for example, were 
categorized as symbols. 

As a third step, the language-based notes were sub-categorized according to the language chosen. Each 
language-based unit was first marked for its status in the task, that is, as SL or TL, and then for its status in 
the interpreter’s language combination, that is, as a native language (A language) or a foreign language (B 
language). Following the methodology in Dam (2004a, 2004b), all foreign languages were categorized as B 
languages, even if some of them are formally C languages. Such a nomenclature is evidently an 
oversimplification, but it mirrors the replicated research and reflects the major distinction between ‘native’ 
and ‘foreign’, which is the main object of interest in this study. 

A separate category labelled ‘notes in a third language’ captures language-based notes which do not 
coincide with the SL or the TL nor with the interpreters’ A or B language. This is an infrequent category, and 
for some tasks no third-language items were identified (see Table 2). Notes in a third language were mainly 
in English, which is why most occurrences of this category were registered in connection with tasks that did 
not involve English. Especially short connectives such as ‘so’, ‘as’ and ‘but’ were frequent. However, the 
interpreters also regularly used non-English third-language abbreviations for countries. For example, the 
German ‘DE’ (for ‘Deutschland’) was used in tasks that did not involve German, even by interpreters who 
did not have German in their language combination. A further category of ‘notes in a non-identifiable 
language’ caters for units that were clearly language-based but for which the language could not be 
identified as it would be identical across the languages of the task and/or any third language. A word such 
as ‘problem’ is a case in point. Particularly if abbreviated, it could in principle belong to the vocabulary of 
Spanish, English, Danish, French, German (despite the capital letter required) and beyond. The same is true 
of most proper names, written in full or abbreviated (e.g. ‘Churchill’ or ‘Rus’ for ‘Russia’). 

Based on this categorization, the quantitative distribution of notes over the different categories was 
calculated at individual, group and sample levels, with an analytical focus on the note units that could 
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clearly be identified as SL or TL and A or B. Owing to the heterogeneity of the data, the calculations relied 
on descriptive statistics alone, and no statistical tests were included.  

The questionnaire data (self-reports) were analyzed for content and correspondence with the interpreting 
data (behavioral data) by means of basic theme analysis. 

 

5. Results 

Table 2 provides a detailed account of the analyzed data. Organized per participant and task, it shows the 
distribution of notes over the categories described in Section 4.3 at the individual level, with aggregated 
results at the group and sample levels. 

Table 2. Choice of note form and language at individual, group and sample levels 

Participants and tasks Results 
 
Language-based notes Sym-

bols 
Total 
notes 
(notes :  
ST-words 
ratio) 

  
Participant 

 
Task 
no 

 
Lan-
guages 

 
Direc-
tion 

 
SL/A 

 
SL/B 

 
TL/A 

 
TL/B 

 
3rd L 

 
? L 

EP-1 1 FRDA BA – 40 
(22%) 

44 
(24%) 

– 5 
(3%) 

23 
(13%) 

72 
(39%) 

184 
(0.27) 

EP-1 4 ENDA BA – 21 
(10%) 

65 
(32%) 

– 3 
(1%) 

30 
(15%) 

84 
(41%) 

203 
(0.27) 

EP-2 5 DAEN BA – 17 
(9%) 

89 
(45%) 

– 0 10 
(5%) 

83 
(42%) 

199 
(0.31) 

EP-3 7 DASP BA – 8 
(5%) 

63 
(36%) 

– 17 
(10%) 

22 
(18%) 

64 
(37%) 

174 
(0.36) 

EP-4 5 DAEN BA – 11 
(5%) 

139 
(59%) 

– 0 16 
(7%) 

68 
(29%) 

234 
(0.36) 

EP-4 4 ENDA AB 168 
(58%) 

– – 1 
(–) 

2 
(1%) 

26 
(9%) 

91 
(32%) 

288  
(0.39) 

EP-5 3 GEDA AB 72 
(45%) 

– – 13 
(8%) 

13 
(8%) 

14 
(9%) 

48 
(30%) 

160 
(0.33) 

Total EPs    240 
(17%) 

97 
(7%) 

400 
(28%) 

14 
(1%) 

40 
(3%) 

141 
(10%) 

510 
(35%) 

1442 
(0.32) 

NP-1 4 ENDA BA – 18 
(8%) 

104 
(44%) 

– 1 
(–)  

26 
(11%) 

86 
(37%) 

235 
(0.32) 

NP-1 6 SPDA BA – 5 
(2%) 

93 
(46%) 

– 10 
(5%) 

19 
(9%) 

77 
(38%) 

204 
(0.24) 

NP-1 7 DASP AB 50 
(36%) 

– – 16 
(11%) 

4 
(3%) 

31 
(22%) 

39 
(28%) 

140 
(0.29) 

NP-2 6 SPDA BA – 4 
(2%) 

102 
(42%) 

– 12 
(5%) 

21 
(9%) 

102 
(42%) 

241 
(0.29) 

NP-2 4 ENDA BA – 43 
(17%) 

78 
(30%) 

– 2 
(1%) 

29 
(11%) 

104 
(41%) 

256 
(0.34) 
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NP-2 
 

5 DAEN AB 70 
(32%) 

– – 27 
(12%) 

4 
(2%) 

33 
(15%) 

84 
(39%) 

218 
(0.34) 

NP-3 3 GEDA BA – 1 
(1%) 

98 
(60%) 

– 3 
(2%) 

9 
(6%) 

51 
(31%) 

162 
(0.33) 

NP-3 4 ENDA BA –  4 
(2%) 

104 
(52%) 

–  2 
(1%) 

11 
(5%) 

80 
(40%) 

201 
(0.27) 

NP-3 5 DAEN AB 105 
(53%) 

– – 14 
(7%) 

0 5 
(3%) 

75 
(38%) 

199 
(0.31) 

NP-4 3 GEDA BA – 3 
(2%) 

84 
(50%) 

– 3 
(2%) 

16 
(10%) 

62 
(37%) 

168 
(0.34) 

NP-4 4 ENDA BA – 13 
(6%) 

102 
(47%) 

– 2 
(1%) 

19 
(9%) 

81 
(37%) 

217 
(0.29) 

NP-4 5 DAEN AB 15 
(9%) 

– – 73 
(43%) 

1 
(1%) 

13 
(8%) 

67 
(40%) 

169 
(0.26) 

NP-5 4 ENDA BA – 166 
(57%) 

9 
(3%) 

– 1 
(–) 

25 
(9%) 

89 
(31%) 

290 
(0.39) 

NP-5 1 FRDA BA – 169 
(53%) 

8 
(3%) 

– 12 
(4%) 

30 
(9%) 

101 
(32%) 

320 
(0.46) 

NP-5 2 DAFR AB 124 
(50%) 

– – 8 
(3%) 

10 
(4%) 

6 
(2%) 

98 
(40%) 

246 
(0.40) 

Total NPs    364 
(11%) 

426 
(13%) 

782 
(24%) 

138 
(4%) 

67 
(2%) 

293 
(9%) 

1196 
(37%) 

3266 
(0.32) 

Total 
EPs + NPs 

   604 
(13%) 

523 
(11%) 

1182 
(25%) 

152 
(3%) 

107 
(2%) 

434 
(9%) 

1706 
(36%) 

4708 
(0.32) 

 

Note. EP = Experienced professional; NP = Near-professional; FR = French; DA = Danish; EN = English; SP = 
Spanish; GE = German; SL = source language; TL = target language; A = A language; B = B language; 3rd L = 
third language; ? L = language-based notes for which the language cannot be determined 

Before proceeding to examine the results concerning language choice, it is worth noting that the 
performances of the two groups, EPs and NPs, are quantitatively similar in many respects, justifying analysis 
at sample level. In particular, two variables have been shown or assumed to increase with experience: 
quantity of notes (Abuín González 2012) and share of symbols (Paneth 1957/2002). The average quantity of 
notes, shown in parentheses in the last column of Table 2, is identical for the two groups: the mean notes-
to-ST-words ratio is 0.32 for both groups. This means that, on average, the EPs and NPs alike wrote almost 
one note unit per three ST words. Outlier performances seem to be partly task-induced, as in the case of 
NP-1, who wrote only 0.24 notes per word for the relatively fast Task 6 (140 wpm, see Table 1) but reached 
the mean of 0.32 for the slower Task 4 (126 wpm). The proportion of symbols in notes is also similar across 
the groups: the average share of symbols is 35% for the EP group and 37% for the NP group. Beyond-
average performances are found among the EPs and NPs alike: the maximum share of symbols in any 
performance is 42%, which is registered in the notes of EP-2 but also in a set of notes produced by NP-2 
(Task 6). Interestingly, language-based notes dominate in all 22 performances, as has been shown in 
previous research (Dam 2004a; Szabó 2006; Chen 2017, 2020) but contrary to what is sometimes suggested 
in the literature (e.g. Paneth 1957/2002).  

In what follows, I will zoom in on the four columns of Table 2 that show the distributions of the language-
based notes for which the language could unmistakably be identified as two of four possible constellations: 
SL/A, SL/B, TL/A, TL/B. For any given task and performance, two of these constellations were activated, 
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whereas two were not. In the table, bold typeface is used to indicate the single language constellation that 
dominates each individual performance. 

For the group of EPs, the boldface figures in Table 2 show that any language constellation with A dominates 
their performances independently of interpreting directions (B into A or A into B), of languages (French, 
Danish, English, Spanish, German) and of the status of the language in the task (SL or TL). The A preference 
is reflected in all seven individual EP performances (with some variation of degree; see the performances 
of, e.g., EP-1 vs EP-4) and in group averages, as discussed further below, suggesting that A could be the 
strongest determinant of language choice in note-taking among the EPs, even stronger than the other 
seemingly popular choice: the TL, dominant in five of seven EP performances and with lower group 
averages.  

Task 4 is particularly illustrative because this same task was performed by two interpreters, EP-1 and EP-4, 
with different language combinations – and different outcomes. EP-1 wrote predominantly in Danish, the 
TL, whereas the language of choice of EP-4 was English, the SL. In both cases, however, the preferred 
language was the interpreter’s A language (EP-1: 65 units in TL/A vs 21 in SL/B; EP-4: 168 units in SL/A vs 1 
in TL/B). As a further case in point, EP-4 performed two tasks, one in each interpreting direction. In the B-
into-A condition, the language constellation of choice was TL/A (139 units vs 11 in SL/B), but in the A-into-B 
condition, the pattern changed to SL/A (168 units vs 1 in TL/B). Again, the recurrent pattern across 
conditions is the use of the A language. 

This pattern is seen repeated in the performances of three of the NP interpreters: NP-1, NP-2 and NP-3. In 
the B-into-A condition, TL/A dominates; in the A-into-B condition, the language constellation of choice is 
SL/A. Their preferred language for note-taking is therefore again the A language, independently of its status 
in the task (SL or TL), of the interpreting direction and of the languages involved (English, Danish, Spanish 
and German). Two NP interpreters, NP-4 and NP-5, however, exhibit different patterns. The performances 
of NP-4 are dominated by the TL, independently of interpreting direction and language pair. The notes of 
NP-5, on the other hand, are predominantly taken in the SL, interpreting direction and languages 
notwithstanding. The language choices of these two participants, then, seem to be governed by the status 
of the language in the task rather than by its status in their language combination. Interestingly, they 
adhere to two different strategies (TL or SL) within the same task-based paradigm. These findings are 
discussed further in Section 5.1. 

Overall, the high incidence of figures in bold in the SL/A and TL/A columns of Table 2 points to the A 
language as a major determinant of note language in individual performances, with A dominance in 19 of 
22 note sets. In comparison, the TL is dominant in 14 of 22 performances – see the results in the TL/A and 
the TL/B columns. Conversely, recourse to the B language is highly infrequent, as shown by the results in 
the SL/B and TL/B columns in Table 2 (again, NP-4 and NP-5 are exceptions). Interestingly, the B language 
tends to occur more frequently in notes when it coincides with the SL than when it assumes the status of TL 
– a highly unpopular constellation. Here, the performances of EP-4 are illustrative: when B = SL, 11 note 
units (5%) are in the B language; when B = TL, only 1 unit (0.35%) reflects the B language. This pattern 
recurs in all means (at group and sample levels), but it is not reflected in all the individual NP performances 
(exceptions are NP-1 and NP-4, whereas patterns in NP-2’s performances are unclear). 

As A-into-B and B-into-A tasks are not evenly distributed in this sample and the individual performance 
patterns are not completely consistent, no conclusions regarding the SL/B vs the TL/B distribution can be 
drawn. But the reader is referred to Section 2, and specifically to Dam (2004b), for an account of results 
pointing towards a B-cum-SL over B-cum-TL preference and a discussion of its theoretical foundations. 
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Incidentally, the higher frequency of notes in the B language in B = SL tasks than in B = TL tasks noted in 
previous research leads us to expect a relatively high proportion of B/SL notes in the sample of the present 
study due to its bias towards B-into-A performances: 15 interpretations were performed in this direction 
and only seven were rendered in the A-into-B condition. 

Table 3 synthesizes the results concerning language choice. Organized around the two dichotomies of SL–TL 
and A–B and drawing exclusively on the occurrences of language-based notes for which the language could 
unmistakably be identified as either SL or TL and, conversely, as either A or B (n = 2,461), it shows the 
results at the aggregate level. 

Table 3. Aggregated results concerning language choice 

Group SL notes TL notes  A notes B notes 
EPs 45% (n = 337) 55% (n = 414)  85% (n = 640) 15% (n = 111) 
NPs 46% (n = 790) 54% (n = 920)  67% (n = 1,146) 33% (n = 564) 
Total  46% (n = 1,127) 54% (n = 1,334)  73% (n = 1,786) 27% (n = 675) 

 

Table 3 shows that TL occurs more frequently than SL at group and sample levels and that A is selected 
more often than B at all levels too, but with considerable differences between values in the two pairs. The 
distribution of notes over SL and TL is close to even at the sample level (46% vs 54%), with only small 
differences between EP and NP performances. The gap between notes in the A and the B language is much 
larger, with almost three times more units in the A category overall (73% vs 27%). The differences in the 
values of the A–B pair are particularly salient in the case of EPs and less marked in the case of NPs. 
However, when considering only the data from the three NP participants who adopted strategies based on 
language combination rather than on task language – NPs 1–3 – these near-professionals produced a total 
of 804 note units (86%) in their A language and 132 (14%) in their B. This pattern is completely consistent 
with the A–B distribution in the notes of the experienced professional (85% vs 15%), suggesting that NPs 1–
3 and EPs relied on similar strategies, privileging the A language over any other option. 

Overall, the large differences in the values of the A–B pair and the much smaller differences in the SL–TL 
pair evidenced in Table 3 suggest that the former pair more strongly determines language choice than the 
latter. However, the small but systematic differences in the values of the SL–TL pair indicate that this 
dichotomy also plays a role. Moreover, Table 3 points to the A language as the strongest single determinant 
of note language in this sample, with much higher selection frequencies at all levels than any other option. 
Interestingly, the predominance of A is salient despite the presumed bias of the sample towards B (as the 
main SL). 

 

5.1 Questionnaire results  

The questionnaire responses to the first question about choice of language for note-taking differ between 
the two groups. 

Answers by experienced professionals were generally long and winding, and most of them stressed the 
hybrid nature of notes, foregrounding the mixing of languages and the large number of symbols they also 
tend to use. They mainly drew on the traditional categories of SL and TL to describe their language choice in 
note-taking, whereas they rarely, and much less vigorously, deployed the concepts of A, B and C. English 
was mentioned by most as a special case: EPs said they use it often, even in tasks that do not involve 
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English (i.e. as a third language), owing to its conciseness and economy of expression and because of its 
frequent usage in international contexts and in discussions of cross-national topics. The stated preference 
for third-language notes in English is completely in line with the behavioral data. In general, there is 
alignment between the language EPs say they normally use for note-taking and their actual note-taking 
behavior – but not always. As mentioned, the main message in EPs’ wordy explanations was that they 
resort to a mixture of languages (and symbols) for note-taking. Thus, they rarely pointed to one main 
language preference, whereas the results summarized in Tables 2 and 3 paint a different picture. There are 
also some discrepancies between self-reports and behavioral data at intra-subject level. EP-2, for example, 
stated that he mainly uses the SL for notes (with the proviso that language mixing is a major feature of his 
notes), whereas Table 2 points to a large preference for the TL/A constellation, showing – once again – that 
behavior cannot be studied through self-reports alone. 

The near-professionals navigated all the language categories virtuously, drawing on the A-B-C classification 
as frequently as the SL–TL dichotomy; and, in line with the EP group, NPs made specific reference to English 
as a particularly brief and accessible language for notes. Notably, the NP group showed a high awareness of 
language choice for note-taking across the board. In short, concise answers to the first question, they 
indicated their language preference, which turned out to be completely consistent with their actual 
behavior in all cases. Accordingly, NPs 1, 2 and 3 did not hesitate to indicate the A language as their 
preference for note-taking, whereas NP-4’s response to the first question was ‘the target language’, and 
NP-5 replied ‘the source language’ without further ado. 

The high level of awareness of the NP group is probably due to (recent) training. As mentioned in Section 
4.1, the topic of language choice for note-taking had been discussed with the NP group in class, and they 
were familiar with the research literature. In their responses to the second question (about the factors 
influencing their choice of language for notes), some NPs in fact commented on their learning process. NP-
5, for example, explained her choice of the SL for note-taking as a result of much experimenting with both 
SL, TL and A. It turned out, she explained, that the SL choice systematically allowed her to take more 
detailed notes (see the high notes-to-ST-words ratio of NP-5 in Table 2) and it therefore enabled her to 
achieve a higher degree of accuracy in her TT renditions than any other language option did. The reports of 
particularly the NP group thus point to the contribution of (research-based) training to enhancing meta-
level reflection and awareness as well as to facilitating informed choice. 

The second question in the questionnaire – which was concerned with factors believed to influence the 
choice of language for note-taking – yielded consistent responses across the groups. All the participants 
explained their language choices as being a function of either ‘time’ or ‘effort’. Recurring keywords were: 
speed, difficulty, density, time pressure, stress, ease, fastness, shortness, efficiency, availability of 
equivalents. Completely in line with the literature, note-taking – and consecutive interpreting more 
generally – was thus described as a task requiring management of limited resources but also continuous 
trade-offs between desirability and necessity. Actual language choices notwithstanding, the ideal of most of 
the participants, especially the EPs, came across as the TL as a vehicle for seamless reformulation, whereas 
real-life choices were described as depending on the abovementioned factors of time and effort, 
sometimes resulting in the less-desired SL option for notes. Beyond the SL–TL dichotomy, some of the 
participants – both NPs and EPs – mentioned the A language as their main instrument for analysis and 
understanding, both in general and in connection with interpreting, and therefore as the fastest and most 
efficient medium for representing thought. 
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6. Discussion and conclusion 

This study set out to re-examine the relevance of the A–B distinction for language choice in note-taking for 
consecutive interpreting, with a particular view to replicating the large A preference which was identified in 
Dam (2004b) but presumably not corroborated or even contradicted by later research (Szabó 2006; Abuín 
González 2012; Chen 2017, 2020). 

Analyses showed, first, that the A–B classification played a large role in language choice in note-taking, 
more so than the SL–TL dichotomy. Secondly, findings pointed to the A language as the strongest single 
determinant of note language, much stronger than B but also stronger than TL, the other popular option. 
The A-language dominance in the interpreting data found resonance in some of the self-reports by the 
interpreters, who explained that their native A language was their main instrument of analysis and 
understanding and so the fastest and most efficient medium available for notation. The findings of the 
replicated research therefore stand corroborated, lending renewed evidence also to the reflections offered 
by Matyssek (1989), who foregrounded the value of the A language to consecutive note-taking as early as 
some 30 years ago (see also Gillies 2017: 19). 

The language categories that appeared to determine language choice less strongly in the analyzed sample 
are by no means irrelevant. Data showed a small but consistent preference for the TL over the SL, indicating 
once again a complex interplay between the two dichotomies of A–B and SL–TL, yet to be fully explored. 
Moreover, two of the near-professional interpreters deliberately chose to follow a task-based strategy, 
opting mainly for the TL (NP-4) or the SL (NP-5). It remains to be seen whether they change their approach 
as they gain practical experience. 

The research was limited to typologically similar languages within the Indo-European language family and 
the possible effect of linguistic differences was not studied. The tendency to select the shorter and less 
demanding language found by Szabó (2006) and Chen (2017, 2020) is, however, completely consistent with 
the preference for the A language as the language of least effort observed in the current and previous 
research (Dam 2004b). Moreover, consistent with the findings of Szabó (2006), Abuín Gónzález (2012) and 
Chen (2017, 2020), the present research showed occasional evidence of the special status of English in 
note-taking. English was thus identified as a particularly short, economical and top-of-mind language in the 
interpreters’ reports and turned out to be a frequent choice for the category of ‘notes in a third language’. 

It is my contention that all the existing studies on language choice in note-taking for consecutive conducted 
to date, including the present research, display a large degree of consistency. In contrast, the widespread 
discourse of disagreement and contradiction surrounding the topic is ill conceived and, I suggest, counter-
productive. Introducing the object of study as ‘controversial’ and ‘subject to disagreement’ is indeed a 
genre convention in research texts (which I myself used in Section 1); but we should be aware of the 
dangers it entails, notably when research is translated into textbooks and manuals aimed at explaining the 
state of the art and guiding students and practitioners. An article in a recent handbook serves as an 
illustration. Foregrounding that empirical studies on language preferences in note-taking “indicate mixed 
results”, Russell and Takeda (2015: 106) present the choice of A (cf. Dam 2004b) as a contrast to opting for 
English (cf. Szabó 2006). To Russell and Takeda, “[t]hese results suggest the diverse and ultimately personal 
nature of note-taking methods” (2015: 106). I beg to differ. Much research on note-taking, including the 
present study, has identified surprisingly consistent patterns and regularities beyond individual variation 
(see Dam 2007: 192), patterns that can meaningfully be researched and passed on to the next generation 
where appropriate. If we relegate note-taking to the sphere of the individual, we also surmise that there 
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are no patterns to be researched or taught beyond the anecdotal. Ultimately, such a proposition would 
leave the responsibility for success – and failure – in the hands of the individual (student). 

Rather than disagreement and contradiction, I suggest, we are confronted with complexity. From a 
behavioral perspective, studies have consistently shown that language choice in note-taking is governed, to 
a very large degree, by a principle of minimal effort in the note-taking phase. In some contexts, the 
language of least note-taking effort is the A as opposed to the B language; in other contexts, and for 
specific language pairs, it would be the more economical (Indo-European) language as opposed to the 
longer and more complex (non-Indo-European, non-alphabetic) language; in others again, it could be the 
source language or perhaps simply a particular national language such as English, over and above all other 
options. What is more, behavioral patterns do not necessarily coincide with norms and ideals, adding to the 
complexity. The comparisons of behavioral data and interpreters’ self-reports in Section 5.1 showed that 
the two are not consistently aligned, indicating that what interpreters say does not reliably mirror what 
they do. Self-reports can indeed offer useful explanations, as they did in this research, but their main value 
lies in what they can reveal about the norms of the professional field. The present study showed that, 
inconsistent with behavioral preferences, participants’ reports revolved around the desirability of the 
target language for note-taking, viewed as a guarantor of seamless reformulation; in contrast, the source 
language surfaced as the language of necessity, the fallback option reserved for demanding texts and 
contexts. The target language thus comes through as the all-encompassing norm for note-taking. This was 
reflected in the participants’ self-reports but is certainly also mirrored in the textbook literature; there the 
superiority of the target language is stressed time and again, leaving an imprint also on the research 
literature. Behavior, norms, research and practice are intertwined in complex ways and difficult to 
disentangle, but it is the researcher’s task to do just that. 

Recent years have seen a replication crisis in science at large, which in itself constitutes a rationale for 
attempting to replicate past research findings. In interpreting studies, an additional motivation is that many 
studies, for good reason, rely on small samples with few variables, whereas interpreting practice is highly 
diverse, with the many languages and possible language constellations adding layers of complexity to an 
already complex field. Replication can also entail reinterpreting past findings and reframing past 
understandings in the light of new insights or new ways of thinking. Interpreting, in all its complexity, 
stands to benefit from such an exercise. In that vein, I would like to view this article as a contribution to a 
renewed understanding of the topic of language choice in note-taking as one of complexity rather than 
contradiction, let alone controversy. 
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