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RÉSUMÉ

L’italien étant une langue marquée en genre de façon binaire, les seuls genres gramma-
ticaux possibles sont le masculin et le féminin. Une stratégie récemment mise en avant 
pour déconstruire cette dichotomie de genre et permettre aux personnes non binaires 
d’être linguistiquement visibles consiste à remplacer les terminaisons genrées (-a, -o, -e, 
-i) par un schwa (ə), à l’écrit comme à l’oral. Alors que cette solution commence à être 
employée dans des textes écrits, on pourrait s’interroger sur sa viabilité à l’oral, notam-
ment dans des modalités de traduction sujettes à de nombreuses contraintes comme 
l’interprétation de conférence. Si, d’une part, le schwa peut représenter une alternative 
aux périphrases non genrées, plus étendues et chronophages, d’autre part, un tel avan-
tage risque d’être contrebalancé par une charge cognitive accrue, puisque les déclinaisons 
non binaires en schwa impliquent des changements morphologiques non standard en 
italien parlé, et peuvent donc s’avérer trop onéreuses à gérer. Afin d’explorer cette ques-
tion, une étude expérimentale a été menée avec 12 étudiant·es interprètes avancé·es qui 
ont reçu pour instruction d’interpréter consécutivement un texte de l’anglais vers l’italien 
en utilisant des terminaisons en schwa pour désigner les individus. Bien qu’avec un cer-
tain nombre de disfluences, de mauvais usages de terminaisons en schwa et de rechutes 
occasionnelles dans le langage binaire, l’échantillon analysé a été pour la plupart capable 
de mettre en œuvre des stratégies linguistiques non binaires efficaces.

ABSTRACT

Italian is a gender-marked binary language with masculine and feminine as the only pos-
sible grammatical genders. One strategy that was recently put forward to deconstruct 
the gender dichotomy and to allow for non-binary individuals to be linguistically acknowl-
edged is to replace gendered endings (-a,-o,-e,-i) with a schwa (ə), both in writing and 
speech. While some authors and media outlets have started adopting this solution in 
written texts, questions may arise concerning its viability in the oral medium, particularly 
in constrained translation modes such as conference interpreting. If, on the one hand, 
the schwa could serve as a less time-consuming alternative to extended gender-neutral 
periphrases, on the other, such benefit may be outweighed by processing capacity 
overloads, since non-binary schwa declensions entail morphological changes that are 
non-standard in spoken Italian, and may thus prove too burdensome to control. In order 
to investigate this issue, an experimental study was conducted with 12 advanced trainee 
interpreters who were instructed to interpret consecutively a text from English into 
Italian using schwa endings when referring to humans. Although with a certain amount 
of non-fluencies, misuse of schwa endings and occasional relapse into binary language, 
participants were mostly able to implement effective non-binary language strategies.
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RESUMEN

Como el italiano es una lengua marcada en género de manera binaria, los únicos géneros 
gramaticales posibles son el masculino y el femenino. Una estrategia propuesta recien-
temente para deconstruir la dicotomía de género y permitir el reconocimiento lingüístico 
de las personas no binarias es sustituir las terminaciones de género (-a, -o, -e, -i) por un 
schwa (ə), tanto al escribir como al hablar. Aunque esta solución está empezando a utili-
zarse en textos escritos, cabe preguntarse por su viabilidad en el medio oral, sobre todo 
en modalidades de traducción constreñida como la interpretación de conferencias. Si, por 
un lado, el schwa podría constituir una alternativa a amplias perífrasis de género neutro 
que requieren más tiempo, por otro lado, tal ventaja podría verse contrarrestada por 
una sobrecarga cognitiva, ya que las desinencias no binarias en schwa implican cambios 
morfológicos no estándar en italiano hablado que podrían resultar demasiado gravosos. 
Para investigar esta cuestión, se llevó a cabo un estudio experimental con 12 estudiantes-
intérpretes de nivel avanzado a quienes se les pidió que interpretaran consecutivamente 
un texto del inglés al italiano utilizando terminaciones en schwa para referirse a personas. 
Aunque con algunas disfluencias, usos incorrectos de terminaciones en schwa y recaídas 
ocasionales en el binarismo lingüístico, la muestra analizada pudo en gran parte poner 
en práctica estrategias eficaces de lenguaje no binario.

MOTS-CLÉS/KEYWORDS/PALABRAS CLAVE

genre, langage non binaire, terminaisons en schwa, interprétation consécutive, de 
l’anglais à l’italien
gender, non-binary language, schwa endings, consecutive interpreting, English into Italian
género, lenguaje no binario, terminaciones en schwa, interpretación consecutiva, del 
inglés al italiano

1.	 Introduction

Every language is a rich and complex system which, on the one hand, adheres to fixed, 
precise rules and, on the other, evolves relentlessly to fulfil its users’ communicative 
needs. In the wake of second-wave feminism, research on the interplay between 
language and gender has drawn attention to the importance of linguistic choices in 
self-representation and representation of others as well as of avoiding expressions 
linked with sexist, discriminatory behaviours (Swim et al. 2004). Over the last few 
decades, disciplines such as Linguistics and Translation Studies have embraced con-
tributions from Gender Studies and explored how the androcentric matrix of our 
societies, i.e. the tendency to view cisgender, heterosexual masculinity as the norm, 
can be deconstructed through non-traditional and alternative language practices 
(Holmes and Meyerhoff 2003; Bergvall et al. 2011; Epstein and Gillett 2017; Baer and 
Kaindl 2018; Flotow and Kamal 2020). In time, the search for more egalitarian, gender- 
neutral and extended linguistic spaces has been further enriched by the spread of 
Queer Studies (Hall and Jagose 2013), which aims to problematise heteronormativity 
and reject the mechanisms of patriarchal discourse.

Recently, non-binary individuals, i.e. people who do not identify or express 
themselves in a way that conforms to the traditional norms of the rigid gender binary, 
have started demanding recognition and visibility, both in society and language 
(Cordoba 2023). In response to ever louder and shared social needs, attempts to cre-
ate new communicative strategies that elude the gender binary have surfaced. These 
innovations create a space in language for gender nonconforming people, even when 
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language is rarely fit to validate their existence. Such strategies can be conceptualised 
as acts of linguistic resistance, or linguistic disruption (Pauwels  2003), since they 
leverage the power of language to represent, yet at the same time to shape thoughts 
and reality (Lakoff and Johnson 1980; Lakoff 1987; Slobin 2003). As words are infra-
structures of thought, linguistic innovations play a key role in transforming reality. 
If we find the words to name something, we normalise it: that entity ceases to be 
hostile and alien. Yet, changing language can be an arduous task, as tradition—often 
imposed in a strictly normative manner—and conventions are often perceived as 
binding. To make matters more complicated, each language has its specific features, 
norms and conventions.

It might be difficult enough for a non-binary person to find linguistic forms to 
appropriately express their own gender nonconformity. In English, for example, the 
pronouns they/them referring to a single individual are now frequently used for this 
purpose. In Romance languages, however, there are many more binary forms than 
just pronouns, as most nouns, adjectives and past participles have bi-gendered end-
ings. A non-binary person, who is fully aware of their own identity and experience, 
may well have full control of the kind of language that best defines them regardless 
of whether that language is considered the norm or not. But a scenario where a non-
binary person, perfectly mastering non-binary English forms, delivers a speech that 
requires interpretation into a Romance language, where the representation of their 
identity would require many more non-binary forms, carries crucial implications. 
The availability of such forms to the interpreter, especially as they are non-standard 
in the target language, becomes a critical consideration.

In Italian, for example, a number of possible creative and experimental non-
binary linguistic strategies are currently being discussed in theory and have been 
applied in practice for over a decade now (Gheno 2019/2021: 191). In the face of such 
linguistic ferment, this paper aims to investigate the viability of one of such strategies 
when interpreting consecutively into Italian, i.e. the schwa (ə) in lieu of binary word 
endings, to reveal and maintain the transfeminist use of English adopted by a fictional 
conference speaker who identifies as non-binary and queer and whose pronouns are 
they/them. To this aim, an experiment with 12 participants was conducted to provide 
a first, tentative exploration of practical issues connected with the interpretation of 
gender non-binarism.

The aim of the experimental study was to investigate the feasibility of adopting 
schwa endings as a means to avoid, in general, masculine generics (a practice well-
spread in Romance languages such as Italian) and to translate, more specifically, 
non-binary language that would otherwise be translated into Italian with standard 
solutions such as binary gendered language, or with longer non-binary periphrases.

In short, the research questions (RQ) that will be addressed in this paper are:

RQ1: How frequent were schwa endings in trigger rendition compared to other transla-
tion strategies?
RQ2: How smooth was the use of schwa endings? Was the task performed with or 
without non-fluencies?
RQ3: Was the use of schwa endings perceived as a beneficial time-saving strategy by 
interpreters?

To provide some context for the experimental study, section 2 will expand on 
the differences in the possibilities offered by English and Italian in terms of non-
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binary gender expression. The effort of applying newer non-binary strategies under 
time constraint and cognitive stress that are typical of conference interpreting will 
be discussed in section 3. Furthermore, the methodology of the experimental study 
will be outlined in section 4. Finally, the main results of the study will be illustrated 
in section 5 and discussed in section 6.

2.	 Non-binary representation cross-linguistically

In the 1990s, alongside an increased visibility of LGBTQIA+1 movements, the rigid 
binarism of the gender system came under critical scrutiny and the need to overcome 
the male/female dichotomy emerged. Gender nonconforming people refused to be 
categorised within a polarised gender system and started advocating for a new ter-
minology. New terms started spreading from the 2000s because the language used to 
describe people who do not identify within heteronormative binary norms had proved 
inadequate and limiting (De Leo 2021: 214). Since hegemonic linguistic norms did not 
allow for “congruent self-expression” (Swamy and Mackenzie 2019: 2), parts of the 
LGBTQIA+ community started seeking new linguistic spaces that could denounce 
the invisibility some people were linguistically condemned to, making them victims 
of “discursive injustice” (Bianchi  2021: 15-20). Being able to name oneself means 
having the “linguistic privilege of self-representation and presence in [one’s] own 
language” (Sulis and Gheno 2022: 166). However, not all people enjoy such privileges 
(Gasparrini 2019; Gümüsay 2020/2022 translated by Gesche Ipsen). For this reason, 
in gender sensitive settings, the drive to be linguistically acknowledged has produced 
alternative linguistic practices with the intent of “queering” language (Gérardin-
Laverge 2020). Such practices do not aim at having prescriptive value, neither are they 
meant to standardise inclusive grammatical variations. Instead, their focus lies in 
the practice itself of a creative and subversive exercise, in order to show that different 
usages of language—just like identities that do not conform to gender norms—are 
possible (Pusterla  2019). Overall, solutions for circumventing linguistic binarism 
could be defined as “Do-It-Yourself Language Strategies” (Greco 2019: 11), given that 
they are experimental linguistic forms that originate as a result of grassroots pushes 
and not of top-down impositions (Gheno 2019/2021: 185).

Since they are produced outside the scope of linguistic authority, queer approaches 
to language follow different directions and are extremely varied, depending on the 
intentions of the speaker—e.g. gender visibility strategies vs. gender neutrality strat-
egies, which may be (and are often) blended in practice—and because they differ 
considerably across language typology. Based on linguistic gender, languages can 
be categorised as “natural gender languages,” “grammatical gender languages” and 
“genderless languages” (Stahlberg et al. 2007). In natural gender languages, that is 
languages where most words do not carry gender markers (e.g. English, Swedish, 
Danish), proposals have focused on pronouns since they are gendered, contrary to 
nouns which are usually gender-neutral (European Parliament 2018). For instance, 
the most commonly used gender-neutral strategy in English-speaking countries is the 
use of the so-called singular they, i.e. the use of they as an epicene singular pronoun 
(Baron  2018; Bradley  2020). Although not standardised, this alternative has been 
adopted quite seamlessly by English speakers. Using they/them to refer to a person 
with a non-binary gender identity is merely an extension of the rule that allows its use 
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when referring to an indefinite antecedent, or to a person whose gender is unknown 
or irrelevant (Corbolante 2020). Besides, singular they has been used for several cen-
turies (Balhorn 2004) and it is very common in oral communication (LaScotte 2016). 
In English, other linguistic experiments also employ new pronouns, such as xe/xem or 
ze/zir, to refer to genderqueer, genderfluid, gender nonconforming or agender people. 
However, their use is not as widespread (Lindqvist et al. 2019).

In contrast to natural gender languages, in grammatical gender languages, 
namely those where most words are assigned grammatical gender (e.g. German, 
Romance languages, Slavic languages), the experimental attempts at a more inclu-
sive language usage mainly concern overcoming binarism in noun, adjective and 
past participle endings. In Romance languages, the push towards non-binary gen-
der expression has focused on writing, probably due to the opportunity of written 
linguistic experimentation offered by the spread of social media (Sulis and Gheno 
2022: 167). This has led to innovative graphic solutions to break with bi-gendered 
structures which would seem to make non-binary gender representation impossible. 
In these languages, mixed-gender groups of people are usually represented through 
the so-called “generic masculine” or “overextended masculine” (Sabatini 1986; Gheno 
2019/2021), which supposedly encloses all genders, yet in fact erases all non-masculine 
genders and reinforces grammatical binarism. As revealed by numerous studies on 
cognition (Silveira 1980; Hegarty and Buechel 2006; Gygax et al. 2008; Stout and 
Dasgupta 2011; Prewitt-Freilino et al. 2012; Vervecken et al. 2013; Vainapel et al. 2015; 
Gygax et al. 2020), the use of generic masculine forms is not perceived as neutral.

In Italian, gender is marked grammatically in nouns, adjectives, articles, pro-
nouns and past participles. Possible alternatives to gendered endings include the 
asterisk (e.g. for dear all, car* tutt* instead of the standard generic masculine cari 
tutti), the ‘at’ sign (car@ tutt@), the ampersand (car& tutt&), the underscore (car_ 
tutt_), the apostrophe (car’ tutt’), the x (carx tuttx), the y (cary tutty) and the u (caru 
tuttu) (Sulis and Gheno 2022: 167). However, most of these experimental endings 
share one issue: they are unpronounceable in spoken language. In this respect, the -u 
ending would seem the best option, even though in some diatopic varieties of Italian, 
such as Sardinian, it is the vowel for the male suffix, which may thus be perceived 
by some as a relapse into binary language (Sulis and Gheno 2022: 167). Taking such 
limitations into account, the schwa has been proposed by activists and linguists alike 
(Gheno 2019/2021: 173), as it can be both written as a symbol and pronounced as an 
indistinct vowel sound.

The schwa (ə) is a symbol of the International Phonetic Alphabet denoting an 
unstressed vowel in many spoken languages and even in some regional varieties 
of Italian. Recently, in Italy, the proposal to adopt it as an alternative to traditional 
word endings (e.g. carə tuttə) has caught the attention of the general public, sparking 
a heated and polarised debate in the summer of 2020 (Gheno 2019/2021: 176). Since 
then, this experimental solution has been increasingly used not only in LGBTQIA+ 
settings, but by some publishing houses and major media outlets too (Cavallo et al. 
2021: 28).

The schwa is a means to include all genders in linguistic discourse and it can also 
be used to specifically address the issue of non-binary representation. Interestingly, 
schwa endings have been used to translate from non-gender-marked languages 
when referring to non-binary people or to a mixed-gender group to avoid the generic 

Meta 69.2.corr 3.indd   412Meta 69.2.corr 3.indd   412 2025-05-02   10:432025-05-02   10:43



non-binary language in consecutive interpreting    413

masculine. This has been the case particularly when translating texts that employ 
revolutionary forms outside binary linguistic norms (Boschetto n.d.). Therefore, 
schwa endings have been used to convey the same degree of linguistic neutrality or 
nonconformity of a gender-neutral or an explicitly non-binary source text, when 
such aspect is a salient feature of the message. Hence, the schwa could be applied in 
oral communication to interpreting, with implications that will be discussed in the 
following section.

3.	 Implications for cognitive load in interpreting

Gender bias has been quite extensively researched in (written) Translation Studies, 
with particular reference to machine translation (just to mention a few works about 
gender bias in machine translation into Italian: Savoldi et al. 2021; Lardelli and 
Gromann 2023; Piergentili et al. 2023). However, it is still largely ignored in inter-
preting research, with the exception of cognitive research and the sociology of the 
profession (Du 2020; Defrancq et al. 2021). To the best of our knowledge, no research 
has been carried out to this date about how non-binary gender identities can be lin-
guistically represented in interpreted talk, or if experimental non-binary solutions in 
interpreting are as feasible as they are in written translation2.

Arguably, however, non-binary individuals are a reality that an interpreter may 
encounter in their professional practice, for instance when interpreting an English 
non-binary speaker whose pronouns are neither he/him nor she/her. In order to avoid 
misgendering them (Ansara and Hegarty 2013; McLemore 2015) and thus perpetrat-
ing “discursive injustice” (Bianchi 2021: 15-20, see section 2), appropriate strategies 
must be deployed. As we have seen in section 2, explicit non-binary solutions are 
possible in spoken language—at least in theory—but since they are not part of the 
standard linguistic repertoire, they may not be readily available under the time and 
cognitive constraints posed by conference interpreting.

As is well known, under Daniel Gile’s Effort models (1995/2009, 2015), conference 
interpreters perform several tasks while interpreting and if one such task outweighs 
the others, the quality of the rendition may suffer and the interpreter may feel over-
whelmed. Arguably, on the one hand, the adoption of schwa endings may prove less 
time consuming than the duplication of male and female endings or longer gender-
neutral periphrases, but, on the other hand, the use of non-standard forms, which 
have not yet been automatised by the interpreter, may cause cognitive overload.

Gile’s Effort model for consecutive interpreting3 breaks down into two phases: 
a comprehension phase (Listening + Memory + Note Production + Coordination) 
and a reformulation phase (Note Reading + Speech Reconstruction + Production + 
Coordination).

In the En>It direction, the issues concerning the linguistic rendition of non-
binary gender identities affect the Memory and/or the Note Production efforts of 
phase one (depending on whether the non-binarism is fixed in memory or on paper) 
as well as the Speech Reconstruction and Production (and, possibly, Note Reading) 
efforts of phase two. Since most of the efforts are affected, the Coordination efforts 
must come into play, too. Several implications emerge in this scenario. The increased 
processing cost required to accommodate non-standard linguistic innovation may 
potentially overwhelm the capacity to effectively carry out the interpreting task. 
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Conversely, it may be possible that, under specific circumstances, interpreters could 
successfully handle this extra cognitive load.

The extent to which interpreters can manage this additional effort was probed 
with an experimental study under controlled conditions, which will be described in 
the following sections.

4.	 Methodology

To limit the variables in the investigation, the scope of the study was limited to con-
secutive interpreting in an experimental setting. Both objective results (quantitative 
data, in section 5.1 and section 5.2) and subjective results (quali-quantitative data 
about participants’ perceptions, in section  5.3) were collected in order to discuss 
aspects relating both to the renditions and to the interpreters’ perceived cognitive load.

4.1. Participants

Twelve students from the University of Bologna were recruited to participate in the 
experiment. All were second-year MA students in Conference Interpreting (CI): 11 
female and 1 male, reflecting the gender balance of the student population of the MA 
program, with a mean age of 24.4 (range: 24 to 26). By the time of the experiment, 
the participants had received at least four semesters of CI training courses. All par-
ticipants had English as a B (6 participants) or C (6 participants) language, meaning 
respectively a working language they interpret from and into, and a working language 
they only interpret from. Italian was everyone’s mother tongue, except for one inter-
preter. Nevertheless, all participants’ renditions were collected and included in the 
study since it was assumed that they were all equally highly proficient in Italian by 
virtue of having attended the two-year UniBo interpreting program, whose curricular 
A language is mandatorily Italian, and which can only be accessed after an entrance 
test. Therefore, as defined by AIIC4, Italian was every participant’s A language 
(mother tongue or strict equivalent) into which they work from their other working 
languages. Before the experiment, all participants signed an informed consent form.

4.2. Source material

An English source text (ST) was specifically designed for the experiment, by collating 
and adapting three original speeches on similar topics, i.e. art, activism and non-
binary activism. The speech to be interpreted in Italian was about being non-binary 
and about non-binary people. The ad hoc ST was manipulated in order to evenly 
distribute elements identified as problem triggers throughout the speech. Such trig-
gers were placed every 5 to 15 words. For the purposes of this experiment, a trigger 
will be defined as any word or phrase whose closest possible equivalent would not 
allow a gender-neutral translation in the target text (TT). For instance, people was 
not labelled a trigger since its two closest equivalents are the collective noun gente 
and the plural noun persone, both feminine from a purely grammatical standpoint, 
but including individuals of all genders from a semantic point of view. Conversely, 
everyone was considered a trigger since its closest equivalent is ognuno/a, a singular 
noun that is either masculine or feminine, both grammatically and semantically. 
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Therefore, we considered triggers all English words and phrases with an unexpressed 
grammatical and semantic gender which tend to be translated in Italian with nouns, 
adjectives, past participles, articles or pronouns that require both grammatical and 
semantic gender marking. The triggers include the three cases where the schwa can 
be used: words that refer to mixed-gender groups, to people whose gender identity 
is unknown or irrelevant and to non-binary people. As far as non-binary people are 
concerned, the speech contains both forms used by the speaker to self-identify and 
forms used for other non-binary individuals.

The ST was divided into two main sections with a transition between them. To 
examine whether and to what extent the degree of difficulty of the ST affects the abil-
ity to control schwa endings and the output, the two main parts were characterised 
by different levels of complexity. In the first half, simple and short sentences prevail, 
coordination is favoured and subordinating links are always clearly expressed. The 
second half is lexically and conceptually denser, with longer periods and more ele-
ments of difficulty, such as interpolated clauses, lists, names, numbers and direct 
quotations as well as a higher speech rate. Speech rates were decided based on findings 
from studies carried out by Gerver (1969/2002) and Lederer (1981) on comfortable 
speech rates in simultaneous interpreting and were adapted to the consecutive mode.

The source speech had a total duration of 7’20” (811 words in total), divided as 
follows: the first part, consisting of 352 words, was 3’30” long and read at 100 wpm; 
the transition contained 49 words, or 25” at 110 wpm; and the second part consisted 
of 410 words (3’25” at 120 wpm). The triggers were proportionally distributed: 28 in 
the first half (on average 1 every 12.6 words) and 33 in the second half (on average 1 
every 12.4 words). The transition contained 6 trigger occurrences.

Since the material was about non-binary people and included non-binary first-
person reference, the ST was recorded by a non-binary person, who followed reading 
directions.

The ST can be found in Appendix 1.

4.3. Procedure

The experiment was conducted on January 12th, 2022, remotely via ReBooth, a browser-
based platform for conference interpreter training, conceived and developed for the 
Department of Interpretation and Translation (DIT) at the University of Bologna 
(Carioli and Spinolo 2020). All participants were already familiar with ReBooth, which 
had been used for interpreting exams during the COVID-19 pandemic.

A week prior to the experiment, a mock email was sent to the participants from 
the fictional client, asking to refrain from using gendered endings when referring to 
humans and to use schwa endings instead, complying with the fictional speaker’s 
explicit request. In the same mock email, participants were also provided with 
materials containing information on how to decline words using schwas in order to 
encourage advance preparation (Gile 1995/2009: 144). This was deemed appropriate 
since it was assumed that participants would not necessarily be aware of the possibil-
ity of using gender-neutral schwa endings in Italian, or able to adopt them promptly 
in a last-minute preparation scenario. Shortly before interpreting, the participants 
were provided some additional input: they heard a few words with schwa endings 
pronounced orally, the mock email was summarised again, and two additional proper 
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nouns (Black Lives Matter and Amrou al-Kadhi) and a terminological clarification 
(the acceptable use in Italian of the term queer without translating it) were given, as 
they were mentioned in the text, and judged necessary to correctly understand the 
speech.

In order to avert connection drops, participants were divided into two groups, 
each consisting of 6. The source audio material was broadcasted to each booth at 
the same time and the TTs were digitally recorded via ReBooth. However, three 
students in group 2 were unable to access the platform due to technical problems in 
the network infrastructure, which were caused by a sudden power outage affecting 
the facilities where the ReBooth server is hosted. For this reason, they carried out the 
experiment using Zoom Meetings, a software program they were equally familiar 
with, so as to replicate the working conditions applied to group 1.

Finally, participants were asked to complete a post-experiment questionnaire cre-
ated using Google Forms in order to determine their backgrounds, prior knowledge 
and self-assessment of the task they performed.

4.4.	 Data analysis

The analysis of the data was carried out on the transcriptions of the deliveries. On a 
linguistic level, the TTs were transcribed orthographically. On a paralinguistic level, 
drawing on Tissi’s (2000) framework, the transcriptions comprised the following 
non-fluencies: silent pauses, filled pauses, syllable lengthenings (vowel and consonant 
lengthenings) and other non-fluencies (truncated words, mispronunciations, repeats, 
false starts). For the purposes of this study, silent pauses shorter than 0.4 seconds were 
not noted. For those longer than one second, the respective number was rounded 
off and annotated without decimals. To establish their exact duration, silent pauses 
were measured manually using Audacity, a software program that offers a graphic 
rendering of audio files.

These speech features were included in the transcriptions because, on the one hand, 
the presence of pauses and lengthened syllables helps identify any potential difficulties 
or hesitations by the interpreter in the rendition of the triggers. On the other hand, 
checking the number of non-fluencies makes it possible to measure whether there is 
a loss of control over the production of the TT near the triggers and to measure other 
possible complications in output planning, of which morphological changes entailed 
by schwa declensions are only one aspect. Therefore, the incidence of non-fluencies can 
be a useful tool to investigate cognitive strain because it may reflect process-related 
inefficiencies, although “the factors which trigger them are often not readily apparent” 
(Mead 2002: 74). In other words, non-fluencies might indicate an imbalance between 
the efforts put forth in Gile’s Effort model described at the end of section 3.

Utterances were classified and analysed according to Wadensjö’s (1998: 106-108) 
taxonomy, with particular reference to the definitions of “close rendition” and “zero 
rendition” to match text segments and corresponding items in the ST and TT. By close 
rendition, Wadensjö means instances where the content explicitly articulated in the 
preceding original can also be found in the rendition. Conversely, zero renditions 
are defined as “cases when ‘originals’ are left untranslated” (Wadensjö 1998: 107). 
The analysis of the transcribed audio recordings was complemented by the responses 
given to the questionnaire administered after the experiment.
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5.	 Results

In this section, we will focus on the research results that provide an answer to each 
of the three research questions formulated in section 1. The findings relevant to RQ1 
are detailed in section 5.1, those related to RQ2 in section 5.2, and those pertaining 
to RQ3 in section 5.3.

5.1.	 Trigger renditions

The breakdown of rendition choices in response to problem triggers is reported 
separately for each section and summarised in Figure 1. The aim of the analysis of 
the response to triggers was to verify the extent to which the suggested experimental 
language strategy was used throughout the TT.

Trigger renditions were classified into six groups: schwa endings, generic mas-
culine, generic feminine, standard gender-neutral periphrases, double forms, i.e. the 
duplication of words with male and female endings, such as in tutti e tutte, and zero 
renditions. Translations that fall under the heading of “gender-neutral periphrases” 
consist in solutions that include collective terms, relative and indefinite pronouns, 
impersonal and passive forms, or epicene words.

In the case of self-corrections, trigger renditions are identified with the term 
resulting from such corrections rather than the initial choice. However, non-fluencies 
caused by self-corrections were also noted and discussed in section 5.2 below.

Figure 1
Breakdown of trigger renditions

Overall, the main trends in trigger rendition comparing part one and part two 
are an exponential increase in zero renditions and a gradual decrease in gender-
neutral solutions as the speech progressed. As for the other types of close rendition, 
the use of generic feminine and double forms is almost nil, whereas schwa endings 
always exceed, albeit slightly, the use of the generic masculine. As the degree of dif-
ficulty of the source text increases, fewer schwa endings were used in response to 
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triggers (25% in part one, 14% in part two), but the same proportion was maintained 
in both halves of the text in relation to the use of gender-neutral periphrases (39% 
in part one, 17% in part two), overextended masculine (18% in part one, 12% in part 
two) and double forms (3% in part one, 1% in part two). If we look at the speech as a 
whole, 20% of the total number of triggers were translated with a schwa as required 
in the mock email described in section 4.3, while 16% were rendered with the overex-
tended masculine, 27% with gender-neutral periphrases, 2% with double forms and 
36% with zero renditions.

Looking more closely at the application of schwa endings, the cases where the 
schwa was used in compliance with declension guidelines were predominant. 62% 
of words and locutions ending with a schwa were properly inflected. In the remain-
ing 38%, trigger renditions containing schwa endings presented errors or deviations 
from the norms set out in the documents provided as preparation materials. The 
most frequent ones were the application of the schwa to semantically gender-neutral 
words and the lack of accordance between a noun inflected with a schwa ending and 
its accompanying articles and adjectives, which were often inflected without it.

5.2.	 Non-fluencies

Figure 2 shows the number of non-fluencies for each part of the text and for the text 
as a whole (in the fourth column). The upper part of each column shows the portion 
of non-fluencies that were produced in the range between 2 words before and after 
each schwa ending, whereas the number in the lower part indicates non-fluencies out-
side this range. Proximity was explored as a factor possibly indicating non-fluencies 
resulting from a) hesitancy before the output of words with a schwa ending (i.e. before 
schwa endings) and b) a carry-over effect of the cognitive load required to inflect 
words with a schwa ending (i.e. after schwa endings).

Figure 2
Non-fluencies occurring near and far from schwa endings
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The total number of non-fluencies slightly decreased in the second part of the 
text: from 1006 to 929, a reduction of 8%. Moreover, the share of non-fluencies pro-
duced in the proximity of schwa endings declined as well, from 28% (n = 285) in the 
first part to 18% (n = 165) in the second part. Although the incidence of schwa rendi-
tions on the overall number of non-fluencies may seem relatively small, a different 
picture emerges by reversing the perspective. Figure 3 compares visually, on the one 
hand, the occurrences in which the schwa was produced without non-fluencies in its 
proximity (in the range between 2 words before and 2 words after) and, on the other 
hand, the occurrences in which non-fluencies were present.

Figure 3
Schwa renditions occurring with and without non-fluencies in their proximity

As is clear from this graph, schwa renditions that are immediately preceded and/
or followed by non-fluencies of various kinds (86%) are significantly more numerous 
than those that are produced without any non-fluency in their proximity (14%). The 
words with schwa produced without non-fluencies in the first half amounted to 11% 
(n = 12), while in the second half the percentage slightly increases to 16% (n = 12).

Globally, the most common non-fluencies were silent pauses longer than 0.4 
seconds (41%), followed by filled pauses (23%), syllable lengthenings (18%) and other 
linguistic non-fluencies (18%) such as truncated words, mispronunciations, repeats 
and false starts.

5.3.	 Interpreters’ perceptions of costs and benefits of schwa endings (time 
saving vs. cognitive effort)

The post-experiment questionnaire revealed that the participants were moderately 
familiar with the idea of non-binary gender identities: they gave their knowledge of 
gender non-binarism an average value of 3, using a scale ranging between 1 and 5 (1 = 
not at all, 5 = extremely). Even though most of them (10 out of 12) did not personally 
know any non-binary people and did not practise non-binary language in their daily 
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lives, they were all aware of the proposal to use schwa endings in Italian. However, 
only one participant declared that they used the schwa in writing, while none stated 
using it orally. Moreover, 4 out of 12 participants had to check its pronunciation before 
taking part in the experiment.

All participants reported difficulties in declining words with the schwa and per-
ceived it as an additional cognitive effort to be juggled. These difficulties encompass 
uncertainty about which words to keep in their original form and which to modify 
with schwa endings, lack of awareness regarding binary gender markers, maintain-
ing consistency in translation choices, and apprehension about mispronouncing 
the non-standard sound associated with the schwa. In terms of cognitive load, they 
deemed that following the instructions and using the schwa were fairly demanding 
(on average, 3.9 on a scale from 1 = not at all to 5 = extremely). They also indicated 
that resorting to schwa endings was only moderately timesaving (on average, 2.4 
on a scale from 1 = not at all to 5 = extremely) compared to coming up with other 
gender-neutral periphrases. Some participants noted that the reported difficulties 
led to lengthier TTs or slowed down their consecutive interpreting, due to the more 
cumbersome and non-standard nature of the task, and to pauses needed to consider 
the appropriate pronouns and suffixes to use.

Therefore, according to participants’ average perception, the time gained using 
schwa endings, compared to other gender-neutral extended periphrases, was for the 
most part nullified by the time wasted in the speech planning processes due to high 
processing capacity requirements.

6.	 Discussion

The quantitative data analysis from this study suggests that the use of schwa endings 
was not particularly smooth or uncomplicated in the TTs of the 12 participants in 
the experiment. Indeed, 86% of the expressions with schwa endings in the deliveries 
were produced together with non-fluencies (Figure 3).

Looking at the data reported in Figure 1, schwa endings were quite a frequent 
solution to the problem triggers in the ST, as requested, but where not deployed in 
all the occurrences that triggered their use. While trigger omission was the most 
frequent type of rendition in the TTs, followed by gender-neutral circumlocutions, 
expressions declined with a schwa were used slightly more frequently than those 
with masculine endings which, although less common, were far from absent in the 
interpreters’ deliveries. Such inaccuracies and fluctuations are signs of inconsistency 
in morphological and stylistic choices in the interpreters’ renditions. They show that, 
although the instructions on how to apply schwa endings had been clear and precise, 
their actual implementation was not as straightforward. Presumably, the interpret-
ing task was challenging because the interpreters were not familiar enough with 
non-binary language usage and the oral application of the schwa, an experimental 
language strategy that was still poorly mastered by the 12 participants at the time of 
the experiment, as emerges from the analysis of the questionnaires (see section 5.3).

Although participants reported that the use of schwa endings was quite labori-
ous and cognitively demanding, this self-assessment is confirmed only to a certain 
extent by actual output analysis. As emerges from Figure 2 and Figure 3, while it is 
true that 86% of expressions with schwa were produced jointly with linguistic and/or  
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paralinguistic non-fluencies, such non-fluencies account for only 24% of the total 
number of non-fluencies found in the TTs, indicating that the actual use of the schwa 
is not the only factor responsible for the presence of non-fluencies. More generally, the 
cause (or concomitant cause) of pauses and non-fluencies may be the mere presence of 
an additional task, i.e. the request to adopt an experimental non-binary language tool. 
As reported by some of the participants, the whole output risks being slowed down 
and more syncopated just because of the presence of this additional task, regardless 
of whether schwa endings were actually used or not. The request to use non-binary 
language, which was not yet automatised by the participants, implied constantly 
monitoring the output and may have resulted in longer delivery times. However, 
despite the declared unfamiliarity with it, it is noteworthy that more than half of the 
words and locutions ending with a schwa (62%) were uttered correctly, i.e. in a way 
that complied with the suggestions contained in the preparation materials provided 
one week prior to the experiment (see section 5.1).

Another critical aspect is the presence of generic masculine terms, a tendency 
that is still deeply rooted in Italian when referring to a person or a mixed-gender 
group of people. However, aside from not being in line with the request and the 
intentions of this particular speaker (who used non-binary pronouns and asked for 
non-binary language alternatives in the TTs), there is empirical evidence that the 
use of the overextended masculine is a false generic that obscures other genders, as 
illustrated in section 2. Similarly, double forms, despite being less frequent than the 
use of masculine suffixes, make the TTs diverge from the gender neutrality of the ST. 
Although double forms are more inclusive, as there is also a feminine reference, they 
do not transcend the gender binary, undermining the equivalence to the ST. Overall, 
interpreters’ fluctuations between renditions of triggers, both binary and non-binary, 
reveal that making use of linguistic tools that are not yet fully automatised by the 
interpreter, such as the schwa, was not always easy.

Finally, the comparison between the first part and the second part of the text 
shows that the main change worthy of note is a general increase in omissions in 
response to problem triggers (Figure 1). It can be assumed that the higher share of 
omissions in the second part, whether deliberate or unintentional, may be ascribed 
to the higher speed of delivery and information density, which required a different 
distribution of cognitive efforts and did not allow a faithful transmission of every 
element of the ST. But such an increase in omissions did not necessarily have a detri-
mental effect on the TT, at least vis-à-vis the indications of the mock email. Looking 
at the data, the higher complexity did not lead the schwa to lose ground to other 
binary alternatives, but only to omissions, nor did it lead to a greater presence of 
non-fluencies—quite the contrary. As far as the use of the schwa is concerned, in part 
two it was deployed less than in part one, but it also involved fewer non-fluencies in 
its proximity in part two compared to part one. Therefore, by cross-referencing these 
data, what seems to emerge is that even if the translations of triggers through schwa 
endings decreased in number as the speech became faster and denser, they also tended 
to be used more and more seamlessly—i.e. with less hesitancy or carry-over effect 
surrounding them. The beginning of the text, conversely, seems to have proved more 
cumbersome, in terms of output planning, even if on average it was produced more 
faithfully and with less information loss. Taking into consideration the subjective 
perceptions that have emerged from the analysis of the questionnaires (section 5.3), 
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one might conjecture that the differences between the first and the second part of the 
text may be attributable to the fact that, as the text progresses, the interpreter may 
have already “warmed up” to the client’s instructions, and this may in fact help to 
implement them more smoothly.

7.	 Conclusion

The investigation into the applicability of non-binary language strategies in inter-
preted renditions arises from considering potential issues interpreters may encoun-
ter due to structural differences between languages, such as variations in how they 
convey grammatical and semantic gender. Apart from ensuring a closer interaction 
between Interpreting Studies and Queer and Feminist Sociolinguistics, the present 
research follows considerations that “any interpreter must cope with the fact that lan-
guage systems reflect human experience in different ways, including issues of male-
ness and femaleness” (Singy and Guex 2015: 170), hence also of gender non-binarism, 
and that an “interpreter must therefore make choices regarding women’s [or, more 
generically, non-males’] visibility in linguistic forms” (Singy and Guex 2015: 170). 
In addition to exploring new tools for conference interpreters to faithfully represent 
the reality of gender non-binarism, research of this kind might also have the effect 
of bringing about a more acute awareness of the subtle discriminatory mechanisms 
at work in language use.

The study described in this paper is a first attempt at exploring the use of the 
schwa in lieu of binary standard grammatical forms when interpreting consecutively 
from English into Italian. As seen in section 2, schwa endings are one of the possibili-
ties that interpreters have at hand to render speakers’ non-binary linguistic choices. 
The results presented in section 5, as such, do not seem to unequivocally conclude 
that schwa endings are, or are not, useful in consecutive interpreting from English 
into Italian, nor was it the authors’ intent to reach unproblematic conclusions about 
whether using schwa endings is beneficial or detrimental for TT quality, which was 
not analysed in the present paper. Conversely, experiment results seem to confirm 
that schwa endings as a strategy to subvert the gender binary grammatical constraints 
of Italian are in fact feasible in consecutive interpreting practice. Even though they 
were using the schwa for the very first time in Italian spoken language, trainee 
interpreters participating in the experiment were able to implement it in their TTs, 
although with variable degrees of precision, several difficulties as indicated by non-
fluencies in its proximity (which tended to decrease as the text unfolded) and a gen-
eralised sense of additional effort and stress. One further research step on the same 
set of data might be to see whether other non-binary strategies that the participants 
used (such as gender-neutral periphrases) were also surrounded by non-fluencies and 
to which extent. This would shed more light into whether the schwa is more or less 
difficult to use than other non-experimental linguistic forms.

It remains to be investigated whether the use of the schwa to avoid gender binary 
renditions can be effectively automatised by practising it in spoken language and/or 
during interpreting training, for longer stretches and with more resolve than a one-
week preparation period, during which there was no control over the time and dedica-
tion that each participant devoted to the preparation of the experiment. It takes time 
and practice to develop a “critical ear” for the generic masculine, and to acknowledge 
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that gender-neutral solutions (even standard ones) are not only more respectful of 
non-binary identities than masculine generics, but also keep interpreters safe from 
the risk of misgendering someone (Cioni et al. 2021: 211-214). 

One final remark needs to be made here. This study and its experimental setup 
focused on production rather than the reception of the schwa. It therefore remains to 
be proved with further studies whether schwa endings and other non-standard non-
binary language strategies in Italian—or, more broadly, in Romance languages—are 
actually comprehensible to the recipients of a speech. This is relevant also for inter-
preting, where intelligibility remains a primary concern. It may also be worthwhile to 
examine the extent to which such intelligibility depends on the audience’s awareness 
of gender issues.

NOTES

1.	 The acronym LGBTQIA+ stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, asexual and 
the plus sign holds space for the expanding to other non-cisheteronormative identities, to indicate 
greater inclusivity.

2.	 Notably, schwa endings have already been used in several Italian translations. For instance, in 
novels (Older 2018/2019; Lafferty 2018/2020—both published by Mondadori, one of Italy’s lead-
ing publishing houses), videogames (Bortolotti 2019), essays (Tíburi 2018/2020) and subtitles of 
TV shows (Diversity Media Awards 2022, which were aired on RAI, Italy’s national public service 
broadcaster).

3.	 We decided to opt for the specific Effort model for consecutive interpreting since this is the inter-
preting modality that was chosen for the experiment described in the present paper.

4.	 See aiic.org/site/world/about/profession/abc.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1—Source text of the experiment, with triggers in bold

[Part one]
Good morning everyone, thanks to the audience for the warm welcome and to anyone who’s 
watching us online. It’s a great pleasure to be here with all of you to talk about my recently 
published book. Before we begin, thank you for inviting me here in the first place. I would 
like to thank the organisers for giving me the opportunity to explore what it means to be an 
activist through art and literature today. As many of you already know, I am a queer black 
writer. And, even though I prefer avoiding labels, I identify as non-binary, and the pronouns 
I personally use are they/them. I believe that writing is a gift that I was given when I was 
born. But I also think of it as a choice that I made as a teenager. However, it was not an easy 
decision at all. Because I grew up in a world where writing was not really considered aspira-
tional. If one was doing well at school, as in my case, they were expected to either pursue a 
career in law or become a doctor. But, unlike a lot of my siblings, I wasn’t really interested 
in medicine, and being a lawyer was never an option for me. Instead, I was an avid reader, 
and deep inside I knew that I wanted to tell the stories of others. Because I actually believe 
that the role of literature is about educating people to understand others. Sometimes, of 
course, it’s really important to see yourself reflected in books. But that’s not why we read 
eventually. If you’re going to be a life-long reader, you don’t want to keep reading your own 
story. For example, if you are a white reader, I think you’re probably missing a trick if you 
only ever read about white people. You know, we talk about fiction generating empathy. And 
that’s because you’re stepping into someone else’s shoes. In fiction, you are surrounded by 
a reality that transcends your ordinary. So, you become so much more enlightened about 
the world as a whole through reading about a broader range of experiences. 
[Transition]
From Arabs to queer people, from people with disabilities to Asians, and working-class 
people, etc. And that brings me to my book. I was aware, when I started discussing about 
it with my publishers in 2013, that there weren’t enough queer authors writing fiction, let 
alone queer and black.
[Part two]
On top of that, I was really frustrated at the lack of diverse representation in adult novels, 
and I wanted to change that. But when I started writing the book, as some say, it wouldn’t 
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have hit the zeitgeist, at least in 2014. Only later, when protesters took to the streets in the 
wake of the Black Lives Matter movement, my publishers began thinking that my book 
was becoming highly topical. One could really see the impact this movement had on the 
world: a generation of teenagers, in particular people of colour, who were connecting glob-
ally, becoming determined and, for the first time, not being ignored by the mainstream 
media. And who were saying: “we want to be heard in this society, we want to participate 
in this society at every level, just like anybody else.” It was a major shift. These very claims, 
by mostly black activists in the US, have raised awareness about serious systemic issues. 
People have learned that more citizens than they expected have to face discrimination for 
who they are. Besides, since I am a queer writer, I wanted to address both of these things in 
my book: not only being black. So, coming to the point raised by the moderators, I don’t 
necessarily conceive my artwork as activism. But my dear friend Amrou al-Kadhi, who is 
also a writer, put it very well when they said, and I quote, “when you are non-binary your 
whole existence feels inherently political.” End of quote. And I agree with them. Sometimes 
it’s difficult to separate the two: my identity and activism are often entwined within myself. 
And therefore in my art. In a way, the creative sphere allows artists a space for things to be 
said in a freer way. In artwork we can all have nuance, complexity, contradictions that are 
hard to express in other spaces. No one can fully do that in political spaces, particularly in 
the media or with journalists or on tv debates, where you’re often put in a sort of defensive 
position where you, as a representative of a minority, have to debate your right to exist just 
like everyone else, basically your right to rights. In this framing we’re often dehumanized, 
which is why I’m so drawn to storytelling, I think. Because through the protagonists of my 
novels I’m truly able to reveal the humanity behind our stories and help readers empathize 
with us. That’s the potential of storytelling to me.
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