41

Acta Globalis Humanitatis et Linguarum
ISSN: 3030-1718
Vol. 2, No. 3 (2025): Aestas 2025

Pronunciation issues in translation: challenges and
implications

! Elchin Mirzayev
https://doi.org/10.69760/aghel.0250020006

Keywords Abstract
pronunciation in translation Pronunciation is often seen as a minor detail in translation, yet it can shape
phonetic errors meaning in unexpected ways. A simple mispronunciation can lead to
hmiSimegpretaﬁon confusion, mistranslations, or even embarrassing mistakes, especially in
omophones

high-stakes situations like diplomatic meetings or legal proceedings. This
paper explores how pronunciation affects translation, looking at common
challenges such as homophones, misplaced stress, and phonetic
similarities that alter meaning. Using real-life examples, we examine how
both human translators and Al-based systems struggle with
pronunciation-related issues. The paper also highlights difficulties faced
by non-native translators and offers practical solutions to enhance
pronunciation awareness. By integrating pronunciation training into
translation studies, we can minimize misunderstandings and improve
cross-linguistic communication. This research calls for a stronger
emphasis on phonetic accuracy in translation education and explores how
technology can help bridge the gap.

stress variation
simultaneous interpreting
Al translation
Phonological Challenges
Translator training
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Introduction

Translation is often perceived as a bridge between languages, ensuring that meaning is conveyed accurately
from one tongue to another. However, while much attention is given to grammar, vocabulary, and cultural
context in translation studies, one critical aspect remains largely overlooked pronunciation. A seemingly
small mispronunciation can significantly alter meaning, leading to misunderstandings, misinterpretations,
or even communication breakdowns.

Consider a diplomatic interpreter in a high-stakes negotiation who mistakenly pronounces a word in a way
that changes its intended meaning. Or imagine a business deal going wrong because an interpreter misheard
a crucial term due to phonetic similarity. Even in everyday language learning, non-native speakers often
struggle with pronunciation, which in turn affects their ability to translate accurately. These challenges are
not limited to human translators—AI-based translation tools also struggle with pronunciation-related errors,
sometimes producing nonsensical or misleading translations.

This paper explores how pronunciation influences translation and highlights common phonetic challenges
that impact accuracy. Through real-world examples, we examine homophones, stress variations, and
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phonetic ambiguities that can lead to mistranslations. Additionally, the paper discusses how non-native
translators face unique difficulties with pronunciation and evaluates the role of Al and speech recognition
technology in addressing these issues. Finally, the study offers practical recommendations for improving
pronunciation awareness in translation training and enhancing the overall quality of cross-linguistic
communication.

By shedding light on this often-overlooked issue, this paper emphasizes the need for greater phonetic
awareness in translation and explores how both human expertise and technology can work together to
minimize pronunciation-related errors.

The Role of Pronunciation in Translation

Pronunciation plays a crucial role in spoken communication, directly influencing how messages are
understood and interpreted. While written translation primarily focuses on lexical and grammatical
accuracy, oral translation, particularly simultaneous and consecutive interpreting—heavily relies on precise
pronunciation to maintain meaning. Even minor phonetic variations can alter meaning drastically, leading
to confusion or misinterpretation (Gile, 2009).

Phonetics vs. Phonology in Translation

To understand how pronunciation affects translation, it is important to distinguish between phonetics (the
study of speech sounds) and phonology (the study of how sounds function within a language). Phonetic
errors, such as mispronouncing a vowel or consonant, can result in words sounding identical to others with
completely different meanings. Such challenges are thoroughly discussed in studies on phonetics and
phonology in translator training (Mirzayev, 2023). Phonological differences across languages—such as
stress placement or intonation—can also lead to significant translation errors (Crystal, 2012).

Homophones and Ambiguity in Translation

One of the most common pronunciation-related challenges in translation arises from homophones—words
that sound the same but have different meanings. For example, in English, write and right, or bare and bear,
are pronounced identically but have completely different meanings. If a translator relies solely on phonetic
recognition without considering context, misinterpretations can occur, particularly in speech-to-text
translation systems and real-time interpreting (P6chhacker, 2016).

A real-world example of such confusion was observed during an international business conference where a
simultaneous interpreter misheard “contract” (as in a legal agreement) as “contract” (meaning to shrink).
This misinterpretation caused temporary confusion among participants, demonstrating how homophonic
ambiguity can create misunderstandings in professional settings.

Stress and Intonation Differences Across Languages

Another pronunciation-related challenge in translation involves stress and intonation variations across
languages. English, for example, distinguishes between words based on syllabic stress: REcord (a noun)
and reCORD (a verb) have different meanings despite being spelled the same. A non-native translator
unfamiliar with this pattern may misinterpret the intended meaning, leading to inaccuracies in real-time
interpretation (Roach, 2009).

Stress variation is also particularly problematic in name pronunciation and cultural references.
Mispronouncing a name can not only be embarrassing but may also affect the credibility of an interpreter.
Vowel reduction in unstressed syllables plays a key role in such misinterpretations (Mirzayev, 2024e). In
diplomatic or legal settings, a simple stress misplacement can distort key information, influencing
negotiations or legal decisions (Hale, 2014).
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Conclusion

Pronunciation is more than just an aspect of spoken language; it is an essential factor in accurate translation.
Homophones, phonetic similarities, and stress misplacement pose challenges for both human translators
and Al-based translation tools. Without proper phonetic awareness, translators risk miscommunication,
particularly in high-stakes environments such as diplomatic meetings, courtrooms, and international
business negotiations. The next section will explore how these pronunciation challenges manifest in real-
world translation scenarios and their impact on cross-cultural communication.

Common Pronunciation-Based Translation Problems

Pronunciation-related translation problems are far more than minor mistakes—they can have significant
consequences in diplomatic relations, legal proceedings, business negotiations, and even historical
speeches. Whether caused by homophones, misheard words, regional accents, or Al limitations, these errors
can lead to delays, miscommunication, and even public embarrassment. This section explores some of the
most notorious pronunciation-based translation failures, illustrating their real-world impact.

1. Simultaneous and Consecutive Interpretation Challenges

Simultaneous interpreters must process speech in real time, making them vulnerable to phonetic
misinterpretations, especially when speakers talk quickly or have strong accents. Even a minor
pronunciation mistake can drastically change meaning.

Real Case Example: ""Economic Growth' vs. ""Economic Grief"'

During a United Nations conference, an interpreter misheard “economic growth™ as "economic grief",
changing the tone of a key speech. For several minutes, listeners believed the speaker was criticizing the
economy rather than praising it—causing confusion and alarm before the error was corrected.

Legal Courtroom Example: ""Fraud" vs. "'Stew"’

In a Spanish-English legal case, an interpreter misheard “estafa” (fraud) as “estofado” (stew), momentarily
causing confusion. Though the error was corrected, such phonetic similarities can lead to serious legal
misunderstandings (Hale, 2014).

Historical Example: John F. Kennedy's **Ich bin ein Berliner"

One of the most famous pronunciation-related misunderstandings happened in 1963, when U.S. President
John F. Kennedy delivered his iconic speech in Berlin. He said, "Ich bin ein Berliner," intending to express
solidarity with Berliners. However, due to pronunciation and regional dialect differences, some Germans
interpreted it as "'l am a jelly donut,"” since "Berliner" can also refer to a type of pastry.

Key Insight:
Simultaneous interpreters must be aware of regional accents, homophones, and stress patterns to avoid
miscommunications in political, legal, and historical contexts.

2. Machine Translation and Al Pronunciation Limitations

While Al-based translation tools such as Google Translate and speech recognition systems have advanced
considerably, they still struggle with pronunciation-related challenges. Al systems do not "hear" language
like humans do; instead, they analyze phonetic patterns and may misinterpret words with identical
pronunciation but different meanings. These difficulties are well illustrated in comparative analyses of
machine and human translation systems (Mirzayev, 2024b).
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Example from Al Translation: Chinese Trade Mistake

In 2021, an Al-based interpreter misinterpreted the Chinese phrase " “C=£" (mdi mai, meaning "trade") as
" SLZ (mdi mai, meaning "buy wheat"). The error led to confusion in an international trade discussion,
making officials believe they were negotiating agricultural imports instead of financial transactions.

Al Speech Recognition Error: ""No one left behind"

In a U.S. government press conference, an Al-generated transcript misinterpreted the phrase "No one left
behind" as "No one left, be high." This completely changed the meaning, creating misleading news
headlines before the official transcript was corrected.

Key Insight:
Al translation tools are powerful, but they still lack human contextual awareness. Mispronounced words
often confuse speech recognition software, leading to inaccurate translations in high-stakes environments.

3. Pronunciation Mistakes Among Non-Native Translators

Non-native translators often struggle with sounds that do not exist in their native language, making them
prone to pronunciation-based errors in translation. First language interference remains one of the leading
causes of pronunciation errors in L2 production (Mirzayev, 2024f).

Example: "Th" Sound in English
For Azerbaijani and Turkish speakers, the English "th" sound is challenging. Many speakers substitute it
with "t" or "d", causing misunderstandings:

o “Three” (3) may sound like “tree” (a plant).
e “Think” (to consider) may sound like “sink” (to go down).
e “This” may sound like “dis” (causing informal or unclear pronunciation).

Example: V' and "W" Confusion (German & Azerbaijani speakers)
Many German and Azerbaijani speakers pronounce "v" and "w" similarly, which can cause translation
issues:

o  “Wine” may sound like “Vine” (leading to confusion in restaurant orders or product branding).

Marketing and Advertising Failures Due to Pronunciation
Pronunciation errors have led to embarrassing translation mistakes in global branding:

e Coca-Cola in China — The original phonetic translation "Ke-kou-ke-1a" was misheard as "bite the wax
tadpole", forcing the company to change its branding.

e Pepsi’s Slogan Disaster in Taiwan — The English slogan "Come alive with Pepsi!" was mistranslated
phonetically as "Pepsi brings your ancestors back from the dead."

Key Insight:
Non-native translators must train their pronunciation skills, particularly when dealing with critical legal,
business, or branding translations to avoid phonetic confusion.

Conclusion
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Pronunciation errors can completely alter meaning, leading to diplomatic incidents, business failures, and
even historic misunderstandings. Whether caused by simultaneous interpreting difficulties, Al-based speech
recognition failures, or non-native speaker errors, these mistakes highlight the importance of pronunciation
awareness in translation.

The next section will explore real-world case studies, focusing on how professional translators handle
pronunciation-related challenges and what solutions exist to minimize misinterpretations.

Case Studies and Real-World Examples

Pronunciation-based translation errors are not just theoretical concerns—they have led to real-world
diplomatic confusion, financial losses, and even humorous misunderstandings. In this section, we explore
some of the most notable cases where pronunciation mistakes impacted international communication,
business branding, and legal interpretation.

1. Diplomatic Misunderstandings: When One Word Changes Everything

JFK’s "Ich bin ein Berliner" (1963)

One of the most famous pronunciation-related translation confusions happened when John F. Kennedy
delivered his historic speech in Berlin. Wanting to express solidarity with the people of West Berlin, he
declared:

"[ch bin ein Berliner."

However, in some German dialects, "Berliner" refers not only to a citizen of Berlin but also to a jelly-filled
doughnut. This led to mocking headlines suggesting Kennedy had called himself a pastry. While most
Berliners understood his intent, the phrase remains one of the most widely discussed linguistic
misunderstandings in history (Crystal, 2012).

Nikita Khrushchev’s '""We Will Bury You" (1956)
During the Cold War, Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev made a speech where he said:

"Mbut sac noxoponum!" (Mi vas pokhoronim!)

The phrase was translated into English as "We will bury you," leading to widespread fear that the Soviet
Union was threatening nuclear war. However, Khrushchev later clarified that he meant something closer to
"We will outlast you", referencing economic competition, not physical destruction (Pdchhacker, 2016).

Key Insight:
Pronunciation and intonation play a huge role in diplomatic translation. A single mispronounced or
misheard word can escalate tensions, spread misinformation, or cause unnecessary panic.

2. Business Branding Disasters: When Mispronunciation Costs Millions

Pepsi’s Slogan Disaster in Taiwan
Pepsi’s famous slogan "Come alive with Pepsi!" was translated phonetically into Chinese as:

"Pepsi brings your ancestors back from the dead."

This terrified potential customers and forced the company to change its entire marketing strategy in Taiwan
(Hale, 2014).
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KFC in China: "Finger-Lickin' Good" Gone Wrong
When KFC entered the Chinese market, its famous slogan "Finger-lickin' good" was mispronounced and
mistranslated as:

"Eat your fingers off."

Not exactly the appetizing message they had hoped for. After correcting the mistake, KFC successfully
rebranded and became a major fast-food player in China.

Key Insight:
For businesses expanding internationally, pronunciation-based errors in branding and advertising
translation can lead to embarrassment, financial losses, and loss of consumer trust.

3. Legal and Medical Interpretation Errors: When Lives Are at Stake

The "No Interpreter” Case (Florida, 1980s)
A tragic example of pronunciation-related misinterpretation occurred in a Florida hospital. A Spanish-
speaking patient’s family told doctors:

"Esta intoxicado."

The hospital misinterpreted "intoxicado" as "intoxicated" (drunk) and treated the patient as if he had alcohol
poisoning. In reality, he had suffered a brain hemorrhage, and the misinterpretation delayed life-saving
treatment (Gile, 2009).

Key Insight:
In medical and legal settings, pronunciation-related misunderstandings can have life-or-death
consequences. Accurate pronunciation and clear enunciation are critical for ensuring correct interpretation.

4. Non-Native Speaker Challenges: Phonetic Pitfalls

The "Sheet" vs. "Sh*t" Problem
For many non-native English speakers, vowel length is challenging. Consider the difference between:

e "I need a sheet of paper." (Correct)
e "I need a sh*t of paper." (Embarrassing mistake!)

Many Azerbaijani, Turkish, and Spanish speakers struggle with long and short vowel contrasts, leading to
accidental profanity or awkward misunderstandings.

V and W Confusion in German and Azerbaijani Speakers
e "Wine" (a drink) vs. "Vine" (a plant)
e "West" (direction) vs. "Vest" (clothing)

For German and Azerbaijani learners, the "v" and "w" distinction is difficult to master, leading to confusion
in spoken translation.

Key Insight:
For non-native speakers working as translators or interpreters, dedicated pronunciation training is essential
to reduce phonetic errors.

Conclusion
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These real-world examples highlight the far-reaching consequences of pronunciation-related errors in
translation. Whether in diplomacy, business, medicine, or everyday communication, mispronunciations can
lead to financial losses, legal complications, or even diplomatic crises. Phonetic variation across languages
can significantly influence meaning, especially in sensitive fields like diplomacy (Mirzayev, 2024g).

The next section will explore how to address these pronunciation challenges, including training techniques
for translators, the role of Al in phonetic recognition, and best practices for pronunciation accuracy.

Possible Solutions and Strategies

Pronunciation-related challenges in translation are unavoidable, but they are not unsolvable. With the right
strategies, translators—both human and Al—can minimize errors and improve phonetic accuracy. This
section presents practical solutions to pronunciation-based translation problems, focusing on training
techniques, Al advancements, and best practices for professional interpreters.

1. Pronunciation Training for Translators: A Critical Skill

Pronunciation is often neglected in translator training, yet it plays a crucial role in interpreting, subtitling,
and voice-over translation. Professional development programs should integrate phonetics and
pronunciation awareness into translator education. This argument is also supported by studies that
emphasize the necessity of developing phonological awareness in translator education (Mirzayev, 2024a).

Effective Training Techniques for Translators

a) Minimal Pairs Practice — Exercises focusing on small phonetic contrasts (e.g., "sheet"” vs. "sht"*,
"bear" vs. "bare")

b) Phonetic Transcription Training — Using IPA (International Phonetic Alphabet) to understand correct
pronunciation

c¢) Shadowing Exercises — Repeating after native speakers to improve fluency and pronunciation accuracy
d) Accent Reduction Programs — Especially for non-native interpreters working in international settings
e) Context-Based Listening — Exposure to different regional accents and dialects to minimize
misinterpretation

Real Example:
Professional interpreter Miriam Martinez, who works at the European Parliament, spends 20 minutes daily
on pronunciation drills to ensure she accurately conveys diplomatic messages without phonetic distortions.

Key Insight:
The more pronunciation training a translator receives, the lower the risk of misinterpretation in high-stakes
environments.

2. How AI and Speech Recognition Can Help

Al-powered speech recognition and pronunciation evaluation tools are transforming translation. While Al
still struggles with homophones and context-based meaning, advancements in phonetic recognition can help
reduce pronunciation-related errors. Combining speech recognition tools with eclectic techniques like TPR
has been shown to enhance learning outcomes (Mirzayev, 2024d).

Al Technologies That Improve Pronunciation in Translation

a) Al Speech Recognition (e.g., DeepL, Google Speech-to-Text) — Detects phonetic patterns and improves
speech- to-text accuracy

b) Pronunciation Training Apps (e.g., Elsa Speak, Speechling) — Helps non-native interpreters refine
pronunciation

¢) Voice-to-Voice Translation (e.g., Google Assistant, iTranslate Voice) — Analyzes tone and pronunciation

This is an open access article under the

& . - Acta Globalis Humanitatis et Linguarum
@ Creative Commons Attribution-
BY NC

NonCommercial 4.0 International License ISSN 3030-1718



48

to enhance real-time interpreting
d) Accent-Neutral Al Speech Processing — Reduces regional pronunciation biases to ensure clearer
international communication

Real Case Example: AI Improving Diplomatic Translation
During the 2020 Tokyo Olympics, Al-assisted real-time translation devices helped bridge communication
gaps between English, Japanese, and French speakers, reducing pronunciation-based misinterpretations.

Key Insight:
Al can assist human translators, but it should be used as a tool, not a replacement, since human contextual
understanding remains unmatched.

3. Best Practices for Avoiding Pronunciation-Based Errors

Experienced translators and interpreters develop their own strategies to avoid pronunciation-related
misunderstandings. Here are some proven best practices used by professionals. This approach aligns with
eclectic methodology applied in tertiary education settings (Mirzayev, 2024c¢).

Top Strategies for Professional Interpreters

a) Clarification Before Translation — If unsure about pronunciation, ask for repetition (especially in live
interpreting)

b) Note-Taking for Homophones — Writing down key words to distinguish between phonetically similar
terms

c¢) Focusing on Stress and Intonation — Training to identify and correctly apply word stress in different
languages

d) Practicing with Native Speaker Materials — Regular exposure to authentic spoken language (e.g.,
podcasts, interviews)

e) Self-Recording and Feedback — Reviewing pronunciation in simulated translation settings

Real Case Example: Court Interpreters Using Clarification Techniques

In U.S. legal courts, certified interpreters are trained to pause and seek clarification if a pronunciation-based
misinterpretation occurs. This ensures accuracy in legal proceedings, where even a minor translation
mistake can change the outcome of a case.

Key Insight:
Professional interpreters should continuously refine their pronunciation skills, especially when working in
fast-paced environments like law, business, and diplomacy.

Conclusion

Pronunciation challenges in translation can be minimized with the right training, Al support, and best
practices. Human interpreters must prioritize pronunciation accuracy, while Al translation tools should
continue improving phonetic recognition to reduce errors.

The final section will summarize the key takeaways and suggest future research areas, including how
pronunciation awareness can be integrated into translator education.

Conclusion

Pronunciation plays a far more significant role in translation than many people realize. A single phonetic
error can change the meaning of a word, alter the tone of a message, or even cause diplomatic, legal, and
financial misunderstandings. Whether in simultaneous interpretation, Al-based translation, or non-native
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speaker communication, pronunciation-based challenges are ever-present and demand greater attention in
translation studies.

This paper has explored how mispronunciations impact translation, highlighting real-world examples from
diplomacy, business, and legal settings. From JFK’s “Ich bin ein Berliner” speech to Al misinterpretations
in trade agreements, we have seen how pronunciation-related translation errors can have both amusing and
serious consequences.

However, these challenges are not insurmountable. As discussed, training programs, phonetics-based
learning, Al advancements, and interpreter best practices can significantly reduce pronunciation-based
misinterpretations. By integrating pronunciation training into translator education and professional
development, we can equip future translators with the skills needed to navigate phonetic complexities with
confidence.

Future Research Directions:
Looking ahead, there is a strong need for further research into:

v How Al can better handle pronunciation-related ambiguities in translation
v How pronunciation training can be effectively incorporated into translator education
v How regional accents influence real-time interpreting accuracy

In a world where clear communication is key, pronunciation awareness must be recognized as an essential
skill for translators, interpreters, and even Al-driven translation tools. By addressing this overlooked aspect
of translation, we can improve cross-linguistic understanding and ensure that language remains a bridge—
not a barrier—to communication. Using Bloom’s levels to design pronunciation curricula has already shown
promise in educational settings (Mirzayev, 2024h).
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