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The following study shows the main qualitative results obtained by means of a two 
follow up study with a group of telephone interpreters who previously participated in 
an ad hoc emotional regulation program designed according to their specific needs.
The study aimed to evaluate the impact of the intervention program in the long term.
The results demonstrated the positive effect of the program on the interpreters’ lives 
and on their emotional management. 
The need of verifying the effect of this kind of programs in order to totally measure 
their impact through the time is discussed.

El siguiente estudio muestra los principales resultados cualitativos obtenidos 
mediante un estudio longitudinal de dos años con un grupo de intérpretes telefónicos 
que participaron previamente en un programa de regulación emocional ad hoc 
diseñado según sus necesidades específicas.
El estudio pretendía evaluar el impacto del programa de intervención a largo plazo.
Los resultados demostraron el efecto positivo del programa en la vida de los 
intérpretes y en su gestión emocional. 
Se discute la necesidad de verificar el efecto de este tipo de programas para medir 
totalmente su impacto a través del tiempo.
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1. Introduction

Over the past few years, various research studies have highlighted the existence of a positive correlation 
between high levels of emotional intelligence and professional success (see Jamali, Sidani & Abu -Zaki 
2008; O’Boyle, et al. 2011; Obradovick et al. 2013; Maqbool et al. 2017), physical and psychological well-

being (Mayer et al. 2008; Fiori & Antonakis, 2011; Guerra-Bustamante et al. 2019) and life satisfaction (Urquijo, 
Extremera &Villa 2015; Ruvalcaba-Romero et al., 2017; Kong et al., 2019). 

Therefore, in recent years more and more emotional regulation intervention programs have been promoted 
and implemented as a way to help people to acquire or improve their socioemotional skills and to learn how to 
properly face difficult situations. On the other hand, several studies have been conducted to evaluate the impact 
and the effects of these programs on people who attended them (Gregersen et al. 2014; Aguaded-Ramírez & 
González 2016; Campo, Laborde, Mosley 2016; Domitrovich, et al. 2016, among others).

Although these studies have shown the benefits of emotional management intervention programs (Celdrán 
& Ferrándiz 2012; Pérez-González 2012) it should be considered than most studies (most of them) have been 
implemented in the education field to foster teachers’ and students’ socioemotional skills (Arguís, Bolsas, 
Hernández & Salvador 2012; Body et al 2016; Cabello et al. 2016), while they are still scarce in other professional 
contexts where there is a large demand for this kind of interventions (Hen & Goroshit 2011; Flowers et al. 2013; 
Jiménez Castaño 2015; Oden et al. 2015; Shakir et al. 2017, among others).

Furthermore, it is also important to emphasize that most of the studies measuring the impact of such 
intervention programs are based on a pretest-posttest designs which don’t include a follow up stage, (Gilar-Corbi 
et al. 2018; Shahbazi et al. 2018; Mattingly & Kraiger 2019; Fernández-Hawrylak, Heras-Sevilla, & Cepa-Serrano 
2020; among others), thus they don’t evaluate the effects of the programs over longer periods of time.

2. The current Study
Since there are still few studies that evaluate the impact of emotional regulation intervention programs over 
time, (for example: Gullone et al. 2009; Garaigordobil & Peña Sarrionandia 2015; Campo, Laborde, & Mosley 
2016; Taylor, et al. 2017; Viguer, Cantero & Bañuls 2017; Mirsamiei et al. 2021) and a follow up phase seems to be 
essential to us in order to have a more complete vision of their benefits, the present study aimed 1) to explore the 
influence of an ad hoc emotional regulation intervention program on a group of telephone interpreters (Bruno / 
Iborra, in preparation; Bruno & Iborra 2021; Bruno 2021), two years after the end of the intervention program 
and 2) to evaluate by a qualitative analysis its effects on the participants in the long term.

Our starting hypotheses were as follows:
The telephone interpreters which participated in the ad hoc intervention program will report, in the follow 

up phase, that they continue to benefit from what they initially learned in the program in their professional and 
personal lives.

Participants will refer that they have better emotional management as a result of their participation in the ad 
hoc emotional regulation intervention program.

Participants will maintain the results obtained immediately after the intervention program (posttest), that 
is, they will declare to have a better empathetic concern, more stress tolerance, they will maintain healthier 
interpersonal relationships and they will feel happier than before the training (for more information Bruno & 
Iborra, not published yet).

Before proceeding with the rest of the sections of the study, it seems worth mentioning the main points of the 
previous research, from which we have developed the follow-up study.

2.1 Study I (previous study) 
In Study I (Bruno & Iborra, in preparation; Bruno 2021), the main authors aimed to design an ad hoc emotional 
intervention program based on the special needs and characteristic of a group of nine Spanish telephone 
interpreters. Previously they had created an ad hoc emotional intervention program for Public Service Interpreters 
who carried out their work at the Public Healthcare System in the region of Madrid in Spain and they evaluated 
the effects of the program. In the study (Bruno & Iborra 2021) on that emotional education program designed 
on the real needs of a group of Public Service Interpreters the results showed the positive impact and effects 
that such kind of interventions have on the participants who voluntarily adhered to the project. Participants, in 
fact, improved their empathy’ skills, something very important for people who practice this profession (Valero & 
Alcalde 2021), but so little considered in interpreting and translation studies. They also improved their emotional 
intelligence skills, and all these improvements positively affected the quality of their work and personal lives. 
Through that study (Bruno &Iborra 2021), the authors intended to shed light on a relevant problem in the field of 
interpreting, showing the urgent need to insist on fostering better emotional management of these professionals, 
through the creation of specific programs that take into account their real circumstances and problems due to 
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the development of their profession (for a review of the subject, see Bruno & Iborra 2021; Valero & Alcalde 2021; 
Roberts 2015; Valero Garcés 2006, among others).

The situation of telephone interpreters is similar, although not quite the same as that of the Public Service 
interpreters who work face-to-face with the users. The former usually carry out their work not in person, but 
rather through a telephone that allows them to communicate simultaneously with two interlocutors who need 
their linguistic and cultural mediation to understand each other. Generally, telephone interpreters are required 
to be available twenty-four hours a day and they can deal with different situations quickly and efficiently, without 
the additional aid of nonverbal communication. In addition to possessing certain linguistic and cultural skills, 
they must also be versatile and mentally agile, to adjust their tone of voice depending on the situation they are 
facing. They should know how to manage time, distinguish between their own private and professional lives, 
as they telecommute and often face difficulty in keeping these spheres of their lives separate from one another 
(Jiménez Castaño 2015). According to Lee “telephone interpreters often work in isolation from the other parties, 
and have to interpret without seeing their interlocutors, relying solely on audio input. They may not have advance 
information on such matters as the nature of the discussions and the length of the task” (Lee, 2007 p. 232).

Telephone interpreting has been introduced as one of the eight tests for NAATI (National Accreditation 
Authority for Translators and Interpreters) certified interpreter qualifications in Australia, since January 2018 
(Wang 2018a).

Telephone interpreting (TI) first emerged in Oceania and the Americas, and only subsequently became 
widespread in Europe, where it is now expanding rapidly (Amato 2020). Amato (2020) points out that in a recent 
survey undertaken in Italy, Spain, and the United Kingdom (Veasyt 2018), 199 users of interpreting services in the 
public and private sectors were asked how often they used telephone interpreting services compared to face-to-
face and videoconferencing services. 15.5% of all respondents reported using it always or often, 29.6% stated that 
they used it occasionally, and 31% said they had never used it, but were opened to trying it out. Even though this 
service has some potential for growth, there is still little research on telephone interpreting and on the problems 
that telephone interpreters face daily, their coping strategies and how they are affected by them.

According to a study carried out in Spain (Jiménez Castaño 2015), 51% of the interpreters at
one of the two most recognized telephone interpretation companies in the country, admitted suffering from 

problems relating to stress and anxiety due to the conditions of their work.
A recent study (Wang 2018b), carried out in Australia, collected the results of a survey conducted with 465 

telephone interpreters. In the survey, participants described what they liked and disliked about telephone 
interpreting, their perceptions of the associated challenges of this job as well as their coping strategies. Among 
the unfavorable aspects of this profession, participants pointed to problems of communication and understanding 
when performing their work, low pay for their work, work-related stress, and the occasional nature of their work. 
They also reported self-care coping strategies to deal with their work-related problems.

Unfortunately, low attention is put to date on these professionals and their needs. scarce studies focus on 
telephone interpreters’ wellbeing.

In Study I the initial situation of the telephone interpreters who voluntarily joined it was like what Jiménez-
Castaño (2015) found out. If fact, our participants experienced symptoms of an anxious depressive nature and 
who had low socioemotional skills and low empathetic concern toward their clients, due to their work conditions 
and the stress accumulated in their professional lives. They felt depersonalized and burned out before the 
intervention program was carried out and their interpersonal relationships were compromised because of the 
aforementioned problems. 

The study also included a control group made up of nine telephone interpreters, working in the same company 
as the former, who did not receive any intervention.

The study developed a quasi-experimental pre-test-post-test design, performing T-tests on related samples for 
both groups.

The Spanish versions of the Bar-On ICE (Ugarizza & Pajares 2005), the BCSQ-36 (Montero-Marín, et al. 2011) 
and the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) (Pérez et al. 2003) were used as instruments to evaluate the Emotional 
Intelligence factors, the Burnout syndrome and the Empathy processes before (pretest) and after(posttest) the 
intervention program.

The ad hoc emotional regulation program was carried out with a process-experiential approach (John 
McWhirter 2000a, 2000b, 2001a, 2001b, 2002, 2011), with collaborative and dialogic nuances (Iborra, García, 
Margalef & Pérez, 2009). It was also based on a constructionist paradigm of emotions based on the ‘Conceptual 
Act Theory’ (see Barrett 2013, 2017; Lindquist 2013).

A discussion group prior to the beginning of the intervention program was carried out in order to understand 
the specific needs and circumstances of the participants. It took place at the beginning of September of 2018, a 
month before the start of the course which was developed during the months of October, November and December 
of 2018. There was a total of 10 sessions which lasted 4 hours each. The training consisted of 40 in-person hours 
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and 80 hours of reflection work outside of the classroom. Participants completed the questionnaires on the first 
and final days of the course, in order to compare their pre and post-test results.

The group of telephone interpreters arrived at the intervention program presenting the following initial 
picture:

Problems related to stress management, due to their work schedule and not having a clear distinction between 
their personal and professional life, since the interpreters with whom we intervened, had to be attentive to the 
work phone 24h a day, guaranteeing their service at anytime and anywhere they were; if they did not, with high 
probability, they would have not been called back on the following occasions or they would have been called less 
frequently, due to the strong competition that exists in the sector.

Low levels of empathy towards the users of their services and towards the rest of the professionals they 
usually worked with over the phone, as they felt depersonalized and burned out and, in addition, as they did 
not offer face-to-face work, there was a role ambiguity on the part of the users who complained or got angry 
with them on different occasions, They were often confused with the other person they were talking to, and the 
other professionals often treated them as if they were colleagues and asked them, when they were overworked, 
to do their job instead of them. As we know, interpreters only know the technical vocabulary of the contexts in 
which they practice their profession but have neither the knowledge nor the skills to perform the work of the 
professionals they work with to mediate their telephone communications. 

Problems of communication and interpersonal relations, due to the aforementioned.
This group was used to working in front of a screen or with a telephone in hand, without having direct and 

face-to-face contact with the users of their services. Over time, they had become depersonalized, not connecting 
with their own emotions or those of others but behaving like translation machines or problem-solving tools.

With the interpreters in each session, after working in pairs on the different experiential learning exercises, 
a dialogue was always opened where the large group could work on individual experiences, generating a new 
meaning to them and thus promoting, in a subtle way, processes of change, at all times.

In the first sessions, the group had difficulty in connecting with their own emotions and physiological 
sensations. It is a group that, due to the conditions of their work, is used to rushing and solving problems on the 
spot, totally disconnecting with their emotional world. The group in question, as we have already mentioned, 
learned to protect themselves in the face of difficulties, on the one hand by depersonalizing themselves and on the 
other by depersonalizing their clients as well, focusing only on their words to interpret them in another language, 
without paying attention to the broader meaning of the words or what was behind them.

We also worked, in detail, on aspects related to transitions, roles, changes and context generation so that they 
could learn to improve their time and stress management and to distinguish their private and professional lives.

In the last sessions, we focused on relational and communication aspects, so that they became increasingly 
aware of the importance of reconnecting with themselves and with others, attending to differences in perspectives 
and positions on a problem. 

After the intervention program, the interpreters reported significant improvement in their private and 
professional relationships, learning to manage time in a more balanced way and to distinguish the personal from 
the professional.

The scores obtained by the participants who attended the training sessions showed statistically significant 
differences between the pre-test and the post-test, in favor of the latter, in most of the emotional intelligence 
and empathy factors. Participants improved their problem-solving ability, their stress tolerance and stress 
management. They also became more optimistic and happier. They also enhanced their empathetic concern, so 
that they improved their interpersonal relationships, after the course. 

The control group maintained the same results as in the pre-test.

3. Method

3.1. Design
The present research consisted of two years follow up study (Powell / Iassen 2013) with a qualitative design. The 
qualitative information, obtained twenty-four months after the ending of the training sessions and collected in 
the current study, offered additional significant information to the one acquired in the previous study (Bruno / 
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Iborra in preparation) in order to properly evaluate the impact of the ad hoc emotional regulation intervention 
carried out.

3.2. Participants
A group of seven telephone interpreters belonging to a Spanish well-known company providing linguistic 
mediation services, constituted the convenience sample of our study. Participants, who voluntarily joined the 
study, were from Spain and Morocco. Their average age was 37 years old.

3.3. Instrument and data analysis
We proceeded with a qualitative methodology of an inductive nature, carried out through a content and thematic 
analysis (Riessman 2008) of a subjective open ended questions survey. Participants explicitly manifested their 
wish to fulfil a survey instead of being interviewed because of their limited time availability and due to their 
difficulty to meet at the same time, even online (because of the Pandemic situation), for an interview. 

This thematic analysis is completely centered on the content of ‘what’ is said instead of focusing on ‘how’, ‘to 
whom’ or ‘for what purposes’ something is said.

3.4. Procedure
Participants were contacted by telephone in December 2020. We manifested to them our willingness to conduct 
a longitudinal study on the intervention carried out in 2018.

Seven out of the nine total participants in Study 1 expressed their willingness to participate in the study. Two 
of them did not answer.

The telephone interpreters participating in the study expressed their desire to conduct a survey rather than 
an interview or discussion group because of their limited time availability and the difficulty of coinciding for a 
group interview.

At the beginning of January 2021, the survey was designed. The latter is made up of eight open ended questions 
regarding the impact, effects and benefits attributed to the ad hoc intervention program carried out in 2018. 

The survey asked participants to comment on concrete examples from their professional and private lives 
where they had been able to notice a better emotional management directly related to the course. Participants 
had also to answer about situations in which they could apply what they had learnt through the course itself. In 
addition, the questions were also designed to check whether the results obtained at the time of the post-test could 
be confirmed in the two years follow up phase. Participants received in mid-January 2021, a link to answer the 
survey online, by using the free Google Forms tool. The responses were analyzed in February of 2021.

4. Results
After the content and thematic analysis of the surveys completed by the participants two years after the end of the 
intervention program, the following main results have been found:

• Improved empathic concern and perspective taking.
• Enhanced interpersonal relationships.
• Better emotional management in both professional and personal situations.
• Better stress management and tolerance.
• Frequent use of deep breathing and relaxation as strategies of emotional regulation.
• Awareness of their emotional events and of their active role in the construction and deconstruction of the

same.
Plenty of participants referred to be more empathetic with their clients and to have a better understanding 

of other people’s points of view after the ad hoc emotional regulation intervention program. By having a better 
empathic concern and perspective taking, they also noted an improvement in their professional and personal 
relationships: 

“If I have a problem with a client because the translation was not to his/her liking, instead of getting very angry 
and upset, I think that he/she values different things than I do, and I make a note that next time I have to be clearer 
in my communication”. 

“It is evident that I am more tolerant with the way people are and I feel less affected by events. I also empathize 
more with other people, which allows me to have better relationships with them”.

“It has been very useful for me to learn that not everyone perceives reality as I do and that there are several 
points of view and several ways of looking at the same fact”.

“Sometimes my clients tell me sad and disturbing stories. I manage to understand their situations, although I 
achieve not to take those problems home with me”.

“At the work level, the course has allowed me to better understand my clients, and therefore, to provide them 
with a more personalized service, adjusting to their specific circumstances. On a personal level, it has allowed me 
to strengthen my social bonds with my environment, in all senses”.
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“I no longer argue with people to assert my point of view, because I understand that, faced with the same fact, 
each person has a way of interpreting it and it is as valid as mine”.

“As for my relationship with my partner or friends, I have healthier relationships. In fact, I might not be able to 
be with my current partner if it weren’t for the course”.

Participants also declared that they noted a better emotional management at work and in their personal lives. 
They provided also some practical examples:

“I manage my emotions in a better way at work. For example, I have learnt not to answer emails when I am 
angry, but to leave it for when I am calmer”.

“I think that it was precisely in a very emotionally intense period at work that I realized that I have taken 
an important step forward compared to how I would have handled these same situations before attending the 
program”.

“I have realized that I have better emotional management in any moment of anger or emotional crisis or in any 
tense situation that I may have faced and in which I have remained calm”.

“I have observed that there have been times when I have managed my emotions properly and, by taking my 
distance, I believe that I have contributed to transmitting a bit of calm and balance to the rest of the work team. 
For example, it happened when there was an emergency due to the Covid-19 outbreak. I also noted that I had a 
flexible attitude when I faced with unforeseen situations”.

Furthermore, participants reported having better stress management, having become more resilient, and 
being more tolerant toward stressful situations:

“I have learned to manage stress and “unpleasant” situations much better, as well as to better understand 
other people’s attitudes and behaviors”.

“I have the example of resilience. I now take any event that happens with a lot of inner peace, and I don’t judge 
so much if something is bad or good, but I let it be as it is, I accept what comes without “resistance”. I look for 
my moments of joy, of peace, of comfort, and I am able to find all that for myself in the midst of chaos. I refuse 
to let others decide for me to live in a state of permanent fear and chaos. It is true that I have some moments of 
uncertainty, but I live it without attachment, I just observe the emotions that pass by and let them show me what 
moves me inside”.

Several participants affirmed that they usually used deep breathing and relaxation as strategies to manage 
their emotions in different stressful or complex situations:

“In social cases that are difficult to deal with, I usually work fully, but at times I find it difficult [...] what I learnt 
in the course, especially the relaxation technique, has helped me a lot”.

“By means of the intervention program I have learned to give importance to breathing[...]”.
Finally, different participants referred that they have more and better awareness of their emotional events:
“It has been very important to start paying attention to emotions, not just occasionally, but on a day-to-day 

basis, both at work and in my personal life”. 
“There are several things that I have learnt in the course and that I put into practice in my day-to-day life. I 

think I have very good emotional management; I am more aware of my emotions, and I identify people who do not 
have good emotional management”.

“I have begun to make an emotional reading when analyzing what happens to me and I have begun to consider 
emotions as a field in a constant training process, feeling the need to know and delve deeper into what I have 
learned”.

“I have realized that I am more aware of my emotional state and that of the people around me”.

5. Discussion
In recent years, several studies have shown the importance of having proper emotional management and 
socioemotional skills to successfully face stressful and complex situations and to be satisfied both in the 
professional context and in the private sphere (Wang et al. 2011; Koydemir & Schutz 2012; Donoso et al. 2015). 

For this reason, recently we have assisted a strong proliferation of emotional management programs designed 
to help participants to cope with different professional problems or situations (Cabello et al. 2016; Gilar-Corbi et 
al. 2018; Li et al. 2019,).

 Several studies with a pretest-posttest design have been carried out, showing the benefits of such programs in 
the immediate aftermath of the programs. However, longitudinal studies measuring the impact of these programs, 
months or years after their end, remain scarce.

The current study arose from the need to evaluate in the long-term the effectiveness of an ad hoc emotional 
management intervention program, created by the authors of the current study according to the needs and 
specific circumstances of a group of telephone interpreters who joined the research project.

The results obtained through qualitative analysis have demonstrated the effectiveness of the program and 
confirmed the quantitative results obtained at the time of the post-test, in the previous study (Bruno& Iborra, in 
preparation).
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Participants, who before attending the ad hoc intervention program suffered from symptoms of anxious-
depressive character due to the circumstances and characteristics of their work, referred, in the follow up study, 
to have enhanced their emotional management since they attended the training sessions.

They also noticed having better stress management and greater tolerance towards complex and stressful 
situations. Most of them declared having healthier interpersonal relationships with their clients and friends. They 
directly attributed this improvement to the course, were they increased their empathic concern and perspective 
taking. 

In fact, these professionals, before attending the course had learned to depersonalize themselves by creating 
a barrier between themselves and their clients and by focusing only on their oral translation performance, in 
order to protect themselves from the stress situations of work. Over time, they had managed to escape from their 
own emotions by not paying attention to what they felt or what their clients needed beyond a translation. On the 
other hand, in the follow-up phase, many of them emphasized that they had learned to connect with their own 
emotions, to become aware of what they were feeling and to understand the emotional processes underlying 
the manifestation of an emotional event. They seem to have enhanced their relationship with their clients, as 
they have learned to understand that there are different ways of acting or seeing the same event and that the 
important thing is to understand that there are different perspectives on the same reality.

These results contribute to support the studies that have demonstrated the existence of a positive correlation 
between having the ability to effectively regulate one’s own emotions and developing a more empathic concern 
(Eisenberg 2000; Konrath & Grynberg 2013). 

In his study, in fact, Eisenberg (2000) showed that people who couldn’t properly regulate their emotions were 
less likely to experience empathic concern. On the contrary, they seemed to experience relatively high levels of 
adverse effect when exposed to another’s problem. 

In the case of the telephone interpreters, indeed, two years after the training sessions, they not only were able 
to witness their own improvements but also, they demonstrated to have a deep comprehension of the cause of 
these positive changes.

Finally, it should be noted that the participants not only learned how to manage their emotions, but also, they 
appropriated what they have learned throughout the course and adapted it to their own circumstances and needs.

6. Conclusions
Through the ad hoc intervention program, participants seemed to start to evaluate their lives and the reality around 
them in a qualitatively different way with respect to how they saw the world before starting the intervention 
program.

The two years follow up study has highlighted the long-term benefits and effects of the ad hoc intervention 
program on the telephone interpreters who attended it. At the same time, it aims to serve as evidence of the 
importance of measuring the impact of the different emotional regulation programs in the long run in order to 
have a clearer and more objective evaluation of the same and to prove their effectiveness over time.

Based on this experience, we concluded that it is relevant to further work with this specific collective of 
professionals. Processes such as the management of transitions from formal to informal contexts and the 
objectification of perspective-taking processes may not have been worked on ordinarily, but they were shown to 
be relevant for telephone interpreters. Over and above these specific processes, this group needs specific support 
in carrying out their work. 

7. Limitations and future directions
One limitation of the present study was the small sample of subjects. This is because telephone interpreters need 
to be available to practice their profession for a substantial number of hours per day, as a result of the type of 
work they perform and its conditions. That is why, while many professionals initially intended to participate in 
the research, when the research began, they were no longer able to guarantee their availability.

This research is part of a larger project, where we aim to evaluate different kinds of courses in emotional 
management based on the needs of different professional groups in order to test the effectiveness of these types 
of intervention programs.
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Annexes

Online survey:
Please, answer the following open-ended questions honestly and thoroughly. Thank you for your participation.
1. After two years since the end of the course in emotional management, could you highlight which specific

aspects of the intervention have been most useful to you in your daily life?
2. Have you noticed any differences in your way of interpreting reality and acting during these years after the

course?
3. Could you indicate some situations in your professional life in which you have put into practice what you

have learned in the course?
4. Could you tell me some situations in your personal life in which you have put into practice what you have

learned in the course? what you have learned in the course?
5. In what way and in what moment or circumstances have you realized to have a better emotional management

or to act in a better way / or to act differently by means of the course?
6. How has the course influenced your professional and private life? Tell me by giving concrete examples.


