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I. Introduction 

On July 1, 1997, Hong Kong becomes a Special Administrative Region of the 

People's Republic of China. The shift in power results in major changes within the 

Hong Kong's legal system. English has been the language of common law since Hong 

Kong first became a British colony in 1842 (陳弘毅 2009). After the handover of 

sovereignty, under Article 9 of the Basic Law, Hong Kong is transformed from a 

purely monolingual English legal system under British rule to a bilingual legal system 

(English and Chinese) under Chinese sovereignty (Cheung 1997).  

 

Hong Kong’s legal system in particular is heavily relied on the professional 

services provided by legal translators. Hong Kong’s legal system is bilingual. While 

English is the language of common law, majority of the Hong Kong citizens are 

Chinese. To abolish the "legal linguistic apartheid" which has alienating Hong Kong's 

local population from the legal system due to the exclusive use of English in 

legislation and judicial proceedings (Klein 1995), it is imperative that the Hong Kong 

legal system to balance its language usage in both Chinese and English. The Hong 

Kong common law should be completely, not partially translated into Chinese, which 

facilitate the local population to have a better understanding of the law. 

 

However, the demand on legal translation is complex and legal translators have 

to perform a variety of tasks in order to achieve cross-linguistic and cross-cultural 

equivalence. Broadly speaking, their mission as agents of languages and cultures may 

either lead to success of the communication process or communication breakdown 

(Keratsa 2005). Hence, the success of the Hong Kong bilingual legal system is largely 

depended on the standards and competency of legal translators. 

 

Besides, legal translators who are not sufficiently qualified could be 

detrimental to the legal process. Legal proceeding should lead to “Justice to be done.” 

Any mistakes or misunderstandings aroused due to mistranslation would severely 
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hinder a fair and unbiased legal procedure, which is extremely important to the “Rule 

of Law”. 

 

Legal translation is not merely a mechanical process. It is an art form that 

conveys legal concepts and ideologies. Thus, Hong Kong needs qualified and 

professional legal translators to maintain a professional legal proceeding and to 

successfully implement its bilingual legal system. 

 

Despite the importance of legal translators in the legal process, Hong Kong 

does not have a recognized credentialing1 system for legal translators. This paper 

reviews and evaluates the credentialing of translators (especially legal translators) in 

other countries and international organizations. The comparative study aims to 

facilitate Hong Kong on implementing a recognized credentialing of legal translators.  

 

The paper is structured as follows. Section II is a literature review of the 

research on profession principally in translation perspective; and the significance of 

credentialing in the development of profession. It then reviews the recent development 

on credentialing of translators along with the current status on translators (legal 

translators) credentialing in Hong Kong. Section III presents the research objectives, 

methodologies and explains the research design. The objectives of this research, 

documentary research procedures and questionnaire design are discussed. The data 

obtained from the research include documentary analysis and questionnaire is 

described in Section IV. Following the research findings, Section V discusses the 

implications of the present study; the limitations of this study and possible avenues for 

further research are outlined. 

 

 

 
1 A number of different terms are used to designate the manner in which individuals document their 

authorization to practice a profession: licensure, certification, accreditation, and registration. In this paper, 
credentialing is used to describe all these practices. 
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II. Literature Review 

The Context of Profession in Legal Translation 

Sociologists and economists have done numerous researches on the 

development of professions (Burrage 1990). These studies not only develop a much 

more thorough definitions of profession, the analyses of various professions have 

resulted in a better understanding on how a profession developed from an occupation. 

 

The definition of profession differs according to the type of profession and is 

highly subjective and context controlled. Brante (1990) concluded that in general, 

“Professions are non-manual full-time occupations which presuppose a long 

specialized and tendentiously also scholarly ... training which imparts specific, 

generalizable and theoretical professional knowledge, often proven by examination.” 

Within an economic context, Savage (1994) defined a profession is a network of 

strategic alliances across ownership boundaries among practitioners who share a core 

competence. Definitions of profession commonly agree that professionals develop a 

specialized knowledge base from which professionals have the ability to apply that 

knowledge in individual, non-routine circumstances; and that they have a strong 

ethical to do what is best for their clients. In addition, professionals usually work 

together to determine the standard of credentialing (Wasley 1991). 

 

Although definition is essential in defining a profession and in distinguishing a 

profession from an occupation, it is the characteristics, traits and standards of a 

profession that are imperative for the general public to recognize and accept it as a 

profession. 

 

Carter (1990) devised a list of traits that characterize professions that include 

but not limited to theoretical knowledge, autonomy, ethical code, service mission, 

formal training, professional association and credentialing. 
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Referring more specifically to the translating and interpreting profession, 

Witter-Merithew (1990) identifies the following standards that must be met for an 

occupation to be considered a profession: 

1. A profession is an established field of expertise governed by standards of 

performance and behavior to which practitioners comply. 

2. A profession is a field of expertise that consists of a body of knowledge and 

skills that require academic pursuit to master. 

3. A profession has a mechanism for testing and determining who is qualified 

to function as a practitioner and assumes responsibility for monitoring 

conformance to standards. 

4. A profession has a mechanism for self-examination, contrast of 

perspectives, evolution of theory and practice and a system for 

publishing/disseminating this information. 

From all these studies, it is obvious that credentialing is a critical factor in the 

development of a profession. Recent studies on information economic also suggested 

that a properly designed translator credentialing system could act as an effective 

signaling parameter to differentiate between competent translators and non-competent 

translators (Chan 2009). Thus credentialing not only helps to prevent information 

asymmetry in the translating profession, but should also facilitate the general public to 

recognize translation as a profession. 

 

As compared with other professions or even semi-professions, the research on 

legal translation as a profession is extremely limited. Schreiber (1999) stated “Many 

people still look upon us [professional translators] as, at best, semi-professionals, at 

worst non-professionals”. Bell (2000) further distinguished between a pseudo-

profession (one that resembles or imitates another profession), para-profession (one 

that bears a subsidiary and supporting relationship to a “true” profession), and proto-
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profession (one that is at an early and primitive stage of professional development). In 

conclusion, he pointed out that translators should “reject out of hand the ‘pseudo-’ 

label, resist the servile implications of the ‘para-’ label and focus on the ‘proto-’ to 

develop more sophisticated organization which will grow, in time, to a fully fledged 

profession” It was not until recent years that more attention was paid to the social 

context in which legal translation activities take place; such as the research done by 

Witter-Merithew (1990) and Mikkelson (2000) on the development of legal translation 

profession. This may reflect the fact that the legal translation profession is at an early 

stage of professional development. However, the characteristics, traits and standards 

that is essential for other professions are still crucial for legal translation to develop 

into a profession. 

 

Translators Credentialing System 

In recent years, translators credentialing has attracted much more attention 

among professional translators. According to a survey done by the International 

Federation of Translators in 2005 (Stejskal 2005), many countries have developed or 

are in the process of developing their own translators credentialing systems. Even 

more mature credentialing systems offered by well-established professional translators 

associations such as the American Translators Association (ATA) and the Chartered 

Institute of Linguists (IoL), United Kingdom have introduced a number of new 

initiatives to strengthen and further develop the existing system (Chan 2009). 

 

In general, there has been an increasing awareness of the need to ensure the 

quality of legal translation services. However, legislatures have not taken action to 

impose standards. In United Kingdom, the police and the courts are encouraged to 

employ certified legal translators, but the law does not require them to do so (Collins 

1996). In many civil law countries (especially in Eastern European and Latin 

American) where there is traditionally an occupation of public translator or sworn 
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translator, legislatures have simply declared that these translators are by definition 

qualified in legal proceedings, even if they have never had any training (Tybulewicz 

1997). 

 

The impetus to credentialing comes from professional associations. In many 

countries, the credentialing examinations are administered either by the associations 

themselves (such as Canada, United States and U.K.) or by an independent body that 

works closely with the professional association (as NAATI in Australia). In Australia 

and Canada, a multi-tiered program of credentialing has been established.  

 

An additional sign of the growing legal translators’ professional status is the 

emergence of professional associations. In United States, the Court Interpreters and 

Translators Association (CITA), was founded in New York in 1978. In 1988 the 

organization changed its name to the National Association of Judiciary Interpreters 

and Translators (NAJIT). Meanwhile, the American Translators Association (ATA), 

founded in the 1950s, began attracting more members, and many of its regional 

chapters and affiliated organizations have large contingents of legal translators among 

their membership (Mikkelson 2000).  

 

According to the FIT survey, most countries do not have legislation requiring 

legal translators to be credentialed; rather, credentialing tends to be voluntary schemes 

established and administered by professional associations. In Canada, the Society of 

Translators and Interpreters of British Colombia (STIBC) first developed a 

credentialing examination for legal translators and court interpreters in the early 1980s, 

and eventually the credentialing was adopted for the entire country (STBIC 2010). It 

is now the Canadian Translators, Terminologists and Interpreters Council (CTTIC) 

overseeing the credentialing (CTTIC 2010). In United Kingdom, The Institute of 

Translators and Interpreters (ITI), which also represents court and legal translators, 

administers proficiency credentialing in various fields of specialization. Despite the 

lack of legislation requiring the use of ITI-tested legal translators, the organization is 
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striving to ensure that courts throughout the United Kingdom implement such 

regulations (Mikkelson 2000). 

 

Translation Credentialing in Hong Kong 

 

Institute of Linguists (IoL) 

 

Currently, the Chartered Institute of Linguists (IoL) is the only association 

offering credentialing for translators in Hong Kong. IoL is the UK based body serving 

all professional linguists, whatever their country of residence or specialisms. It also 

acts as a respected language assessment and accredited awarding body. Founded in 

1910, the Institute now has around 6,500 Fellows, Members and Associate Members. 

 

In 2005, the IoL Educational Trust made a decision to review the Final 

Diploma in English and Chinese (FDEC) qualification to make it fit more closely with 

the needs of its candidates and their employers in today’s fast-changing world. From 

this revision emerged the International Diploma in Bilingual Communication (IDBC), 

a qualification for those wishing to test, on a bilingual basis, their written and spoken 

fluency in both English and Chinese within a contemporary professional and business 

context. 

 

The IDBC is modular and is designed to test candidates in both receptive and 

productive skills. There are a total of 4 Modules and an optional Module 5 (IoL 2010). 

 

 

IDBC Detail 

Module 1: 

Summary in Chinese - 2½ hours 

Focused summary/report in Chinese based on 

specific brief in Chinese and using dossier of 

3-5 authentic texts in English. 
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Module 2: 

Business Writing and Communications in 

English - 2½ hours 

 

Report/summary/outline in English based on 

a brief in English and material in Chinese.

Written business communications in English.

Module 3: 
Translation - 3 hours 

Translation into English and Chinese (1½ 

hours for each translation). 

 

Module 4: 
Interpreting - 50 minutes 

Consecutive Liaison Interpreting: 10 minutes 

preparation time and 20 minutes interpreting.

Sight Translation: 5 minutes preparation 

time, 5 minutes sight translation, in each 

language. 

 

 

ALL MODULES PASSED: CERTIFICATE AWARDED 

 

Module 5: 

WRITTEN PROJECT OR PRESENTATION 

MODULE [Optional] 

Written Project (c.3000 words) or 10 minute 

Oral Presentation on work-related topic 

followed by a question and answer session of 

5 minutes. Certificate endorsed with topic of 

project or presentation. 

 

 

Hong Kong Translation Society (HKTS) 

 

Founded in 1971, the Hong Kong Translation Society (HKTS) is the only body 

for translators and interpreters in Hong Kong with an objective to enhance the 

standard and professionalism of translation in Hong Kong. The HKTS launched 

Diploma and Advanced Diploma Examinations in Translation in 1991. Although the 

examinations ceased to operate in 1994, the detail of the examinations is included for 

reference. The Diploma examination was a bilingual test of translation skills with the 
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following objectives: 

 

1. To test written fluency in English and Chinese within a contemporary context; 

2. To test accurate translation of the written language from and into each 

language; and  

3. To demonstrate an awareness and knowledge of areas of cultural and topical 

relevance within Hong Kong, China and the broad spectrum of international 

affairs. 

 

It was set at a level of translation skills commensurate with the level attained 

by an undergraduate at the end of the first year of a translation degree or diploma 

course. There are three modules in this examination: -  

 

• Module 1: Translation from Chinese to English (3 hours): Candidates are 

required to translate two texts into English. One text reflects an area of current 

interest in Hong Kong. The other reflects an area of current interest in China. 

Traditional or simplified Chinese characters may be encountered. Each passage 

contains about 500 Chinese characters.  

 

• Module 2: Translation from English to Chinese (3 hours): This model has an 

identical structure to that of Module 1. The source texts are in English. Each 

passage reflects an area of current international interest and contains not more 

than 500 words. Candidates may use both traditional and simplified Chinese 

characters. 

 
The Advanced Diploma examination is a highly specialized test of a 

candidate’s specific translation skills. The objective is to test performance at an 

advanced level in an area of specialist knowledge of skill involving translating from 

Chinese to English and English to Chinese.  
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The examination offers a choice of eight modules enabling candidates to 

choose one as their own area of specialization: 

 

• Module 3:  Translation from Chinese to English (Arts)  

• Module 4:  Translation from Chinese to English (Social Sciences)  

• Module 5:  Translation from Chinese to English (Science and Technology)  

• Module 6:  Translation from Chinese to English (Business and Management)  

• Module 7:  Translation from English to Chinese (Arts)  

• Module 8:  Translation from English to Chinese (Social Sciences)  

• Module 9:  Translation from English to Chinese (Science and Technology)  

• Module10: Translation from English to Chinese (Business and Management) 

 

Each module lasts for three hours and tests translation skills at an advanced 

level. Candidates are expected to demonstrate their familiarity with the subject matter 

and to produce translations which accurately reflect the content and style of the 

original passages. Both the traditional or simplified Chinese characters could be used. 

The passages contain about 1,000 Chinese characters or not more than 1,000 English 

words. Dictionaries are permitted in the examination. 

 

On successful completion of both modules in the Diploma examination, 

candidates are eligible to apply for Associate Membership of the HKTS. Those who 

pass the Advanced Diploma examination are eligible to apply for Membership. From 

1991 to 1993, a total of 204 and 219 candidates took Module 1 and Module 2 of the 

Diploma examination respectively, but only 39 diplomas were awarded. For the 

Advanced Diploma examination, between 1992 and 1994, a total of 49 candidates 

took the test; the pass rate was around 55–60%. These two examinations ceased to 

operate in 1994 due to insufficient number of candidates and the cost incurred was not 

justified (Liu 1999). 
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Hong Kong Judiciary 

Hong Kong Judiciary has no legal translators per se (Judiciary 2010). The 

Judiciary recruits Court interpreters to perform court interpreting work and 

certifying/translating documents for court use.  

 

The entry requirements for court interpreters are 

 

• A Hong Kong degree plus 

• Level 2 in use of English and use of Chinese and a pass result in the 

Aptitude Test in the Common Recruitment Examination.  

 

Newly recruits will undergo trainings during the probation period. Training in 

the probation period includes induction training and on-the-job training. Performance 

appraisal is competency-based with performance indicators set for various aspects like 

court interpreting skills, performance on written work, etc.  Court interpreters' 

performance will be monitored through performance inspections conducted through 

the year.  

 

 Despite the facts that many countries have developed or are in the process of 

developing their own legal translators credentialing systems (such as Australia and 

United States); or introducing a number of new initiatives to strengthen and further 

develop the existing credentialing system (such as United Kingdom and Canada), 

Hong Kong has done virtually nothing on legal translators credentialing. The only 

credentialing in Hong Kong is offered by IoL, a United Kingdom linguists association. 

However, IoL does not have any competency tests on the legal aspects of translation. 

 

Since language is an inextricable part of the law. Like many other specialized 

fields, the law uses ordinary words in a special sense, employing jargon, foreign 

words and abbreviations (Colin 2001). The translation of these terminologies has to 

Page 11 of 23 



 
A Comparative Study on the Credentialing (Certification) of Legal Translators 
Johnson TC Wong  
 
  

                                                

convey the implicit legal concepts and ideologies. Therefore, legal translation is 

different from other forms of translation. As mentioned, Hong Kong has a bilingual 

legal system. Its legal languages are Chinese and English, which are two totally 

distinct languages and unrelated in languages family. Hence it imposes a greater 

challenge in legal translation due to the differences in language syntax and linguistic 

structure. Thus, without a credentialing system specifically designed to examine the 

competency of legal translators, the standard and professionalism of the legal 

translators could not be established. 

 

 

III. The Research 

 

The objective of this research is to conduct a preliminary comparative analysis 

on the existing credentialing of translators/legal translators aims to have a better 

understanding on the implication of credentialing on the development of legal 

translation profession. 

 

The comparative study will focus on the credentialing of legal translators of 

two international organizations, the United Nations (UN) and European Union (EU) 

and four countries, namely, United States of America (USA), People’s Republic of 

China (PRC), Canada, and United Kingdom (UK). 

 

 The credentialing practice of UN and EU will be used as a referential point as it 

is internationally recognized. Some may argue that UN and EU are different 

organizations compared to the translators associations; and they have no credentialing 

practice. However, the UN and EU recruitment practice of legal translators could be 

studied as a credentialing process. Moreover, it is imperative to include UN and EU in 

the comparative study as they are two of the largest employers of legal translators2; 

 
2 EU recruits lawyer linguists to deal with legal aspects of translation. UN lowers its language requirement if 

the candidate has legal background. However in recruiting, UN does not specifically recruit legal translators. 
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and their credentialing practice are much more refined due to their long established 

role in the field of legal translation. 

 

The countries chosen in this research mirror its close economic and judicial ties 

with Hong Kong. Therefore, a comparative study on the credentialing of translators in 

these countries will facilitate Hong Kong adopting a credentialing practice that could 

be mutually recognized. 

 

 To gain a better understanding of the credentialing practice, a self-administered 

questionnaire survey is used to collect additional information from the selected target 

population and samples. The data acquired from the survey would complement with 

those from documentary research method. 

 

Research methodologies 

 

A triangulation method is employed in this study to investigate the 

credentialing practices from selected organizations and associations, using data 

mining from Internet and documentary research from existing publications as well as 

questionnaire survey. Triangulation is a multi-method approach used to investigate the 

subject-matter under research. Its purpose is to obtain confirmation of the results 

through different research methodologies. The convergence of the findings from 

different methodologies could indicate a representation of the reality. This approach 

has the advantage of enhancing the validity of research findings. 

 

Data acquired from the documentary research will be subject to factorization 

and categorization. These processes will result in a clearer representation of the 

credentialing specifications. Moreover, these qualitative data can be used in the design 

of the questionnaire. 

 
In both UN and EU, although translators have to deal with various fields of translation, majority of the 
translation involved a fair amount of legal translation 
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The questionnaire is designed using closed-ended questions. The main 

statement of each question only requires a simple Yes/No response. Depended on the 

response, the looping will direct the respondent to the appropriate subsequent 

questions. 

 

The target population of this survey is the two international organizations (UN 

and EU) and six professional translators associations namely; China Aptitude Test for 

Translators and Interpreters (CATTI) and National Accreditation Examinations for 

Translators and Interpreters (NAETI) of China; American Translators Association 

(ATA) and National Association of Judiciary Interpreters and Translators (NAJIT) of 

USA; Canadian Translators, Terminologists and Interpreters Council (CTTIC) of 

Canada and Institute of Translation & Interpreting (ITI) of United Kingdom. Most of 

the selected participants are either responsible or involved in the credentialing process. 

Nearly all of the selected participants are committee members of the associations. The 

sampling method is target specified and the sampling procedure is not random. Instead, 

non-probability convenience sampling is used. This sampling method, as known as 

accidental sampling, is a non-probability sampling procedure that involves the 

selection of the most readily available people for a study (Gillham 2008). 

 

Due to the nature of this survey, the small-scale sample and population size 

could be a problem. There could have some usability problems with surveys with a 

small sample size, and their statistical significance should never be overestimated. 

However, the selected target sample is high validity in nature and their knowledge in 

credentialing should ensure data reliability. The other solution for this problem is data 

triangulation which is incorporated in this research design. 

 

 

IV. Research findings 
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The listings on the standard of credentialing of legal translators are under 

Appendix. It also categorizes the qualification and competitive testing. The survey of 

professional translators contains both quantitative and qualitative data. It needs to be 

stressed that the results from this relatively small survey are to be compared with the 

qualitative data from documentary research in the following discussion. 

 

 Credentialing by a professional association is customary in common law 

countries, such as USA, UK and Canada whereas credentialing by a government body 

or quasi-government body is usually employed in civil law countries like China. 

 

 Frequently, an academic credential serves as a prerequisite for membership in a 

professional association such as ATA, CITTIC and ITI. Credentialing by professional 

associations is usually tied to membership in the given organization. The main 

qualification assessment of the candidates is then usually performed via stringent 

testing. In most cases, other requirements apply in addition to membership and the 

successful completion of a credentialing examination. Eligibility requirements are far 

more common and include the following (in various combinations): 

 

• Membership, either in the organization offering the certification or in another 

Translation & Interpreting (T&I) organization;  

• Education;  

• Experience;  

• Mandatory seminar on ethics or best practices;  

• Screening tests in the language of the given country; 

• References or referrals from peers, clients, or employers; and 

• Mandatory mentoring program. 

 

The first three are the most common eligibility requirements enforced 

throughout the Translators Associations. Education and experience are usually 
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coupled on a sliding scale, where more education requires less experience and vice 

versa. For some professional associations like ITI, references are mandatory (Stejskal 

2005).  

 

Credentialing by the international organization (such as UN) or government 

(like EU) is mostly through competitive testing. This type of credentialing process is 

typically governed by a rigid set of regulations. Most government or official programs 

require a college degree, and include a stringent examination of the candidate’s 

competence in the given language combination(s). Eligibility requirements imposed 

by the government like EU are very different from those of professional associations. 

This is because the purpose of a government-backed credential is quite different from 

that of a credential bestowed by a professional association. Whereas an international 

organization or government-backed credential focuses on the moral integrity of the 

candidate and his or her capability to serve as an “assistant to justice,” the professional 

association’s credential focuses on the candidate’s linguistic competency. 

 

As a side note, credentialing by academic institutions appears to be the 

strongest in the countries that are either lacking any other form of credentialing, or 

those in which other forms of credentialing have not achieved the desired level of 

credibility. An important aspect of this type of credential is that it is geared toward 

candidates who are just beginning their translation or interpretation careers (District of 

Columbia 2005). Credentialing by professional or governmental organizations, on the 

other hand, serves the needs of accomplished translators and interpreters. It should 

also be noted that credentialing by academic institutions is often a prerequisite for 

credentialing by professional or governmental organizations (Stejskal 2005). 

 

All organizations and associations in this survey adopt credentialing 

examinations. The most common form of these credentialing examinations is the 

translation of passage(s) of text from the source (mother) language to target language 

or vice-verse. However, NAJIT and CATTI also adopt a multiple choice test format 
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similar to that of the Graduate Record Examination (GRE). NAJIT credentialing 

examination also includes test on reading comprehension, grammar, idiomatic 

expressions, and general as well as specialized legal vocabulary. The NAJIT 

examination differs from other credentialing examinations in that “...at least 60% of 

the examination reflects the language of the courtroom (NAJIT 2010)”. 

 

In this survey, a one-off examination is by far the most common method to 

obtain translator credentialing. However, as it is a form of summative assessment 

given an artificial context, its validity, reliability and authenticity are often criticized. 

It might be true to say that the traditional credentialing examination provides only a 

snapshot of the translator’s abilities and achievements, which may not suit the needs 

of a dynamic world (Chan 2009). 

 

All respondents of the questionnaire specified that credentialed translators have 

to maintain their credentialed status through a mandatory Continuing Professional 

Development (CPD). The findings of the questionnaires indicate that CPD ranges 

from attending approved seminars and conferences, university courses, internal 

training, and supervision by mentors. 

 

The introduction of a mandatory CPD in credentialing may play a role in 

enhancing the reputation of professional association membership, as the maintenance 

of the credential involves more than passing a standardized examination and paying a 

regular membership fee. In the long run, these efforts may correct some of the 

misconceptions the general public have regarding the translation profession and in 

turn enhance the signaling effect of credentialing, and ultimately improve the status of 

translators. 

 
V. Discussion and implications 
  

In this section, a more holistic view of the various findings will be discussed 
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and their implications will be highlighted. In the context of profession, it will discuss 

why professional associations aid the development of a profession and their role on 

credentialing. It then reviews the role of academic institutions in establishing a 

publicly recognized credentialing practice. Lastly, the limitations of the studies and 

possible avenues for future research will be discussed.  

 

Roles of Professional Associations 

 

An important sign of an occupation growing into a profession is the emergence 

of professional associations. In the United States, the California Court Interpreters 

Association is the first judiciary interpreting to be established. It was founded by a 

group of interpreters in Los Angeles in 1971 (CCIA 2010). (Sign-language interpreters 

founded the RID in 1964, but the CCIA was the first professional association of court 

interpreters.) The CCIA played a key role in pushing through the legislation that led to 

the first credentialing examination in California in 1979. Independently, the Court 

Interpreters and Translators Association (CITA), was founded in New York in 1978. In 

1988 the organization changed its name to the National Association of Judiciary 

Interpreters and Translators.  

 

In countries (such as USA and Canada) where legal translators are striving for 

official and/or public recognition, there is at least one powerful association. The 

reason is that practitioners of an occupation need the cooperation of others to 

achieve monopoly power in their market (Burrage, Jarauscg & Siegrist 1990). The 

main resource they use to obtain this cooperation without sacrificing their 

autonomy is: - 

 

1)  Organization (forming learned societies, lobbies, labor negotiation groups, 

and accrediting agencies); 

2)  Ideology (developing a sense of identity, loyalty, collegiality, consciousness, 
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and values); 

3)  Proximity (acquiring an intimate familiarity with procedures in their market, 

the "tricks of the trade"), and  

4)  Persistence (pursuing consistent goals). 
 

In studies on powerful professions, the most significant characteristic of 

these professions is that practitioners usually have formed alliances with the state, 

their clients, and universities to gain power. Lobbies and interest groups persuade 

the government to enforce the rules of play in a given market, thus ensuring the 

practitioners' monopoly power. Clients contribute by adhering to and reinforcing 

the restrictions on entry into the occupation, implicitly accepting the credential 

qualifications that reinforces the elitism of practitioners. Universities play a key 

role by contributing to the body of knowledge on which the occupation bases its 

elitism, and by producing a cadre of practitioners imbued with a strong sense of 

identity. University professors also reinforce the credentialing process by serving 

on advisory boards or acting as examiners, and by preparing their students to take 

credentialing examinations (Mikkelson 2000). 
 

Credentialing 

 

Credentialing has received much attention in studies of professions. All 

professional associations in this survey have credentialing practices. However, 

credentialing is meaningful only when it can act as an effective signal to the market 

and the standard is publicly recognized.  

 

Shapiro (1983) concludes that markets that are divided by quality of service 

may benefit more from credentialing than other types of market. In economics this is 

called a “separating equilibrium”. In such equilibrium, those who voluntarily 

participate in the credentialing process reveal themselves as “good” types, whereas 

those who do not participate are revealed as “bad” types. Of course, a critical mass or 
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threshold of participants is needed so that the end-users or clients will view those legal 

translators who do not want to go through the credentialing process (for whatever 

reason) as “bad”. In fact, a credentialing process that cannot generate sufficient 

interest from legal translators is doomed to fail as an effective signal (Chan 2009). Liu 

(1999) chronicled a sad (yet interesting, as it provides some empirical support to this 

claim of critical mass) experience of how the translator certification examinations 

organized by the Hong Kong Translation Society which started in 1991 were forced to 

terminate three years later. 

 

Nowadays, academic institutions are having an increasingly important role in 

establishing credentialing standard for profession. Legal translators associations are 

forging alliances with universities on establishing the credentialing standards. For 

example, the National Association of Judiciary Interpreters and Translators (NAJIT) 

take a major step toward establishing links with academic institutions in forming the 

Society for the Study of Translation and Interpretation (SSTI), which is intended to be 

a vehicle for promoting legal translators and interpreters training, test development, 

and research. One of its priorities is to develop a NAJIT credentialing examination, 

which will also give the profession more control over the credentialing process. Also, 

SSTI persuades legislatures and court systems to adopt this credentialing as the 

minimum standard of proficiency. 

 

In United States, the National Court Reporters Association (NCRA) offers its 

own credentialing examination, which has been evaluated by the American Council on 

Education and deemed the equivalent of 21 credits towards a bachelor's degree. 

NCRA also has a continuing education requirement for its members, and its 

educational programs are accredited by the Accrediting Council for Continuing 

Education and Training (NCRA 2010). These are examples of the alliances that 

professions forge to wield greater influence with academic institutions. 

 

In conclusion, legal translators and legal translators association must emulate 
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other professions by forging alliances with government agencies (court systems, 

government agencies, and legislative bodies), clients (the legal professions and 

advocacy groups), and universities to establish a recognized credentialing standard. 

Legal translators must make every effort to convince the legal professions that having 

credentialed legal translators are beneficial to the legal process. Once these powerful 

professionals realize that it is in their best interests to employ credentialed legal 

translators, the professional status of the legal translators will be reinforced. 

 

Limitations of the study and recommendations for future research 

 

Although the quantitative and qualitative research instruments in this study 

reveal a number of interesting findings about legal translators, there are limitations 

and biases, some of which can be seen as indicating fruitful avenues for future 

research. One of the major problems of this research is the low response rate, which 

reduces the statistical significance of the survey. Although the triangulation method is 

used with the intention to improve the reliability and validity of the study, caution still 

needs to be taken when making claims that involve generalization and 

representativeness. 

 

Possible avenues for future research of legal translators credentialing may be 

aimed at collecting panel data and more cross-section data on the legal translation 

market in Hong Kong, the clients’ requirement on legal translation in general and 

more specifically, how credentialing affect the clients’ decision in recruiting legal 

translators.  
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