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Abstract

Against the backdrop of rapid advances in artificial intelligence (Al), this
qualitative study investigates how professional translators perceive the benefits,
challenges, and likely future trajectories of Al-assisted translation. We conducted
semi-structured Zoom interviews with 20 translators (>3 years’ experience) from
diverse specializations and professional contexts. Interviews were transcribed
verbatim and analyzed thematically following Braun and Clarke’s procedures, with
code-checking by an experienced colleague to enhance credibility. Participants
reported four prominent benefits of Al-enabled workflows: (1) efficiency gains
through pre-drafting and automation of repetitive segments; (2) cost-effectiveness
for large or time-sensitive projects; (3) improved consistency and terminological
control, particularly in technical domains; and (4) smoother collaboration via shared
memories and glossaries. Equally salient, however, were perceived risks and
frictions: AI’s persistent difficulty with cultural-pragmatic nuance and rhetorical
effect; over-reliance that can deskill practitioners and inflate client expectations;
post-editing fatigue stemming from unnatural or ambiguous output; ethical concerns
regarding data privacy, confidentiality, authorship, and job security; and technical
limitations in low-resource languages or complex genres. Synthesizing convergent
and dissonant evidence, we propose a human-in-the-loop “personalization and
productivity” model in which Al serves as a co-pilot embedded within a human-led
pedagogical and professional envelope. Within this model, human expertise remains
decisive for problem framing, audience adaptation, quality assurance, and value-
laden decisions. Implications include (a) targeted professional development in Al
literacy, post-editing strategies, and bias awareness; (b) curricular redesign in
translator education to foreground hybrid competencies and critical evaluation of Al
outputs; and (c) organizational and sector-level policies for data governance,
transparency, and fair remuneration. Limitations concern the modest, predominantly
Iranian sample and reliance on self-report interviews; future research should
incorporate longitudinal designs, task-based performance data, and comparative
studies across languages and domains. Overall, our findings caution against both
technological pessimism and automation hype, arguing instead for calibrated
human—AI collaboration that leverages automation where it adds value while
safeguarding cultural depth, ethical integrity, and the creative agency that defines
professional translation.
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1. Introduction

Translation sits at the intersection of linguistic expertise and cultural mediation, and recent advances
in artificial intelligence (Al) have reconfigured both its opportunities and risks. Neural machine
translation (NMT) and large language models (LLMs) now deliver fast, fluent drafts across many
domains, promising gains in throughput, consistency, and cost (Bailey, 2023). Yet professional
translators stress that the hardest parts of their work—handling culture-bound meaning, pragmatic
nuance, humor, stance, and ethics—remain stubbornly human (Belda-Medina & Calvo-Ferrer,
2022). This qualitative study explores how experienced translators understand the benefits,
challenges, and likely futures of Al-assisted translation. We focus on two questions: (1) What
advantages and constraints do professionals perceive when integrating Al into their workflows? (2)
How do they imagine viable human—Al configurations going forward? By centering practitioners’
narratives, the study moves beyond system benchmarks to the lived realities of post-editing, client
expectations, data governance, and the emotional/motivational contours of tech-mediated work.

2. Literature Review

Machine translation has progressed from rule-based systems to statistical approaches and, most
recently, to NMT architectures with attention and transformers, markedly improving fluency and
context handling (Koehn & Knowles, 2017; Vaswani et al., 2018). Contemporary evaluations
suggest that state-of-the-art LLMs can rival junior translators in resource-rich language pairs and
formulaic domains, though persistent gaps remain in low-resource settings and in culturally saturated
genres (Yan et al.,, 2024). In education and professional training, Al tools have been shown to
scaffold language production, offer immediate feedback, and enhance engagement, but over-reliance
and shallow processing are recurrent concerns (Dizon & Tang, 2020; Song & Song, 2023).Benefits
commonly reported in translation workflows include speed, term consistency via translation
memories/glossaries, and lower unit costs for repetitive or technical content (Bailey, 2023). At the
same time, limitations cluster around cultural-pragmatic adequacy, idiomaticity, and genre
sensitivity (Kirchhoff, 2024). Post-editing introduces new cognitive demands and fatigue; quality
assurance must expand beyond lexical overlap metrics (e.g., BLEU) to include discourse, register,
and audience fit (Bojar et al., 2017). Ethical and governance issues—privacy, bias, opacity of
training data, and accountability for harms—are increasingly foregrounded (Drugan & Tipton, 2017;
Moorkens, 2022). Gendered and cultural biases in output illustrate how data and ideology leak into
translation, prompting calls for transparency and auditability (Prates et al., 2020).A converging
thread in the literature is the promise of hybrid models that combine AI’s efficiency with human
judgment—particularly for high-stakes, creative, or culturally dense content (Costa-Jussa &
Fonollosa, 2015). What remains under-described are the micromechanics of sustainable human—Al
collaboration: when and how to orchestrate machine drafting, human intervention, quality controls,
and client education; how to price and value post-editing labor; and how translators’ emotions,
agency, and professional identities shift in Al-mediated workplaces. These underexplored
dimensions motivate our qualitative design.

3. Materials and Methods

We adopted an interpretivist qualitative design to elicit translators’ situated understandings
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Twenty professional translators (>3 years’ experience) working across
technical, legal, medical, marketing, and literary domains were recruited via professional networks
using purposive sampling to maximize variation in specialization, gender, age, and Al familiarity.
Semi-structured Zoom interviews (20-40 minutes) probed tool adoption, perceived benefits/risks,
post-editing practices, client dynamics, ethics/privacy routines, and views on future human—Al
arrangements. Interviews were audio-recorded with consent, transcribed verbatim, anonymized, and
stored securely.Analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) reflexive thematic approach:
familiarization; inductive coding at segment level; candidate theme construction; review against the
dataset; and naming/defining themes. Two researchers discussed code—theme coherence and
resolved discrepancies by returning to data excerpts; memos documented analytic decisions.
Trustworthiness was supported through an audit trail, negative-case analysis (attending to counter-
examples), and member checks with a subset of participants for resonance. The aim was depth and
transferability, not statistical generalization.
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4. Discussions and conclusion

Across accounts, participants framed Al as a productivity amplifier with specific, circumscribed
strengths—and equally specific liabilities. Four benefit themes recurred. First, efficiency: MT/LLM-
assisted first drafts accelerated throughput, especially for repetitive segments and large technical
corpora, enabling tighter turnaround without proportionate quality loss. Second, cost-effectiveness:
faster cycles lowered per-project costs for clients and made smaller jobs viable for freelancers,
though many warned against a race to the bottom in fees. Third, terminology consistency: integrated
termbases and translation memories stabilized usage across long documents and multi-translator
teams. Fourth, collaboration: shared glossaries/workspaces improved alignment and transparency
with clients and peers. These gains mirror prior reports of Al’s strengths in speed, consistency, and
scaling (Bailey, 2023; Costa-Jussa & Fonollosa, 2015).

Balanced against these were five constraint themes. Cultural-pragmatic nuance remained the chief
friction: humor, metaphor, stance, politeness, and audience design routinely required human
reframing beyond surface fluency (Kirchhoff, 2024). Over-reliance—by clients and some novices—
produced uncritical acceptance of machine output and mismatched expectations of “instant perfect”
translation. Post-editing fatigue emerged as a distinct cognitive load: fluent-looking but subtly
misaligned drafts demanded vigilant, sentence-by-sentence recalibration—effortful in ways unlike
translating from scratch. Ethics and governance concerns were salient: confidentiality when pasting
sensitive texts into cloud tools; uncertainty over data retention; bias and representational harms; and
blurred lines of responsibility for errors (Drugan & Tipton, 2017; Moorkens, 2022; Prates et al.,
2020). Finally, technical limits persisted for ambiguous, legalistic, or literary prose, and for low-
resource language pairs (Yan et al., 2024).Looking forward, translators converged on hybridization
as the sustainable path: Al as a co-pilot that drafts, suggests, checks terms, and surfaces alternatives,
nested within a human-led envelope that does the culturally consequential work—
recontextualization, risk assessment, narrative voice, and accountability. They anticipated role
differentiation, with human expertise concentrating in creative, domain-critical, and high-risk genres
(marketing, law, health, literature), and in quality assurance and client education. They also
advocated for ethical rails—clear data-handling standards, disclosure norms for Al use, bias audits,
and assignable accountability—and for professional formation that includes Al literacy, post-editing
ergonomics, and pricing that recognizes the cognitive complexity of revision.These positions
triangulate with the literature’s call for “both/and” configurations: leverage Al for what it is good at
(speed, recall, consistency), but keep human translators in charge of meaning, ethics, and audience
effects (Costa-Jussa & Fonollosa, 2015; Drugan & Tipton, 2017). Our contribution is to specify the
everyday mechanics that make such hybridity workable: (a) gating—deciding ex-ante which content
types can safely be machine-drafted; (b) layered QA—term checks, discourse-level reviews, and
cultural read-throughs; (c) client calibration—contractual clarity about AI’s role and data security;
and (d) humane workflows—breaks, rotation of post-editing with from-scratch tasks, and tooling
that highlights uncertainty rather than over-confident fluency.In conclusion, Al is neither an
existential threat nor a panacea. It is a powerful accelerant whose value depends on the social and
ethical infrastructures around it. When embedded in well-designed, human-led workflows, Al can
raise consistency and throughput, freeing translators to concentrate on the irreducibly human work of
judgment, creativity, and responsibility. When used uncritically, it can erode quality, mask bias,
exhaust editors, and compromise privacy. Pragmatic hybrid models, strengthened by governance and
professional learning, offer the most credible route to harnessing Al’s benefits while safeguarding
translation’s cultural and ethical core (Bojar et al., 2017; Moorkens, 2022; Yan et al., 2024).
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Participant Screening Form

Full Name
Email Address

Years of Experience in Professional Translation

Select an option -

Are you familiar with using Al tools in your translation work?

Select an option w

If yes, please describe the Al tools you have used and how you use them in
your work:

Why are you interested in participating in this study?

| agree to participate in this study and understand that my responses will
remain confidential.
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