
‘USER EXPERIENCE’ SOUNDS LIKE THE 
kind of phrase that should be at the heart of 
every product development, but it’s not as 
simple as it seems. For consumer giants such 
as Apple and Samsung, it is the stuff of vast 
budgets and focus groups, while in the humble 
world of audio, it more often refers to a well 
informed  nger in the air. All of which is  ne, 
until you realise that your customers aren’t at 
all happy with their own experience, and that 
the consumer giants might be onto something.

For Bart Deschodt, general manager of Televic 
Conference, that moment of realisation came 
with some bad news. ‘The interpreting service 
of a major international organisation informed 
us that they wanted to initiate the process of 
developing a new ISO standard for interpreting 
equipment – the current standard was made 
in an analogue era and we have a completely 
different world now,’ he explains. ‘But at the 
same time they let us know that interpreters 
were pretty unhappy with all interpreter consoles.’

To be clear, that sweeping statement applied 
not just to the products represented by Mr 
Deschodt, but everything. ‘They asked us if we 
were interested in being part of the solution or 

if we were going to stay part of the problem,’ he 
declares. ‘It was pretty straightforward!’

It was the kind of conversation that every 
manufacturer dreads, but to the credit of 
Mr Deschodt and his colleagues, they not 
only accepted the criticism but immediately 

looked beyond the industry for a radical 
solution. ‘We had already been working 

with a design company from outside of the 
industry,’ continues the GM, ‘and at the same 
time we were talking about user-centric design 
and which development could  t into that 
approach.’ The interpreting service’s revelation 
settled the issue, and a process was set in 
motion which continues to change the company 
still. Most of its effects are yet to be seen, 
but the  rst example is impressive enough 
to have won Televic its  rst iF Design Award, 
despite being unlike anything the company 
expected to produce. Known simply as the 
Televic Interpreter Desk, the unit is the result 
of six months of intensive research not just 
into technology, but into the people who will 
ultimately use it – the interpreters themselves.

‘At  rst we observed interpreters at work, 
then we interviewed them and conducted 
workshops,’ explains Cedric Melange, an 
engineer whose enthusiasm for the project 
is infectious. ‘We interviewed several groups 
– freelance interpreters, a rental company, 
some staff interpreters, visually impaired 
interpreters and an education group based 
around a university. They all had some speci  c 
requirements.’

Indeed, as a  rst step, Televic simply went 
out and observed its customers at  rst 
hand, seeking to understand their common 
challenges. Examples included the need for 
a small footprint, for intuitive operation, and 
tactile use. The rental company asked for it 
to be lightweight, while the staff interpreters 

made it clear that when a button is pushed on 
the desk, it should be obvious that it has been 
pushed. ‘If I press the mute button,’ says Mr 
Melange, ‘I want to be sure that it’s muted!’ 

One of the most important observations 
was that all of the information offered by the 
desk should be easy to absorb. ‘In one glance, 
they need to know everything,’ continues 
the engineer, relating the requirement to the 
dashboard of a car. ‘When you’re driving, with 
one glimpse of the dashboard you can instantly 
pick up all of the information you need.’

Meanwhile, a visually impaired user 
helped the company to uncover a previous 
model’s design  aw – to activate an audio 
support function it was necessary to push a 
combination of buttons. ‘We thought it was 
okay because the function was there, but it was 
not okay,’ acknowledges the engineer. The new 
desk requires just one button push. Later, the 
same interpreter helped to clarify the project 
when she described the ideal desk as, Mr 
Melange recalls, ‘an evolution, not a revolution, 
so that she could easily  nd the controls.’ That 
proved true not just for visually impaired users, 
but everyone. An example is the fact that the 
three main control knobs are positioned in line 
with the left-hand jack so that they can easily 
be located by touch alone.

Asked now which part of the process was 
the most enlightening, Mr Melange points to a 
series of workshops that took place after the 
initial observations, all focused on empathising 
with end-users. During the sessions, Mr 
Melange found himself gluing cardboard 

For Televic Conference, the development 
of its new interpreter desk has transformed 
the way it thinks about R&D, writes 
Barney Jameson 
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An early design sketch    The Televic team discussing insights during the design process Key insights were prioritised via sticky notes

The Televic Interpreter Desk is the result of intensive research into how interpreters work

Bart Deschodt, GM of Televic Conference



buttons together in search of the 
perfect design, while Mr Deschodt 
squeezed into a tiny booth to feel 
how cramped working conditions 
can be. Other members of staff were 
blindfolded.

‘One of the things that was said 
most was that the microphone 
button was not big enough,  re ects 
Mr Melange. ‘It’s very important to 
have tactile feedback, even for those 
who are not visually impaired. They 
use the desk like you or I use a PC 
keyboard – I look at my screen but 
I never look at my keyboard. I can 
always nd the space bar, and for 
an interpreter that’s like nding the 
microphone button.’ Accordingly, the 
button on the new desk was made 
more prominent.

Another key development offered 
stark illustration of how effective 
it can be to involve voices from 
outside of the audio world. ‘We put 
the speaker on the back of the unit!’ 
declares Mr Melange. ‘We learned 
that interpreters don’t really use 
their monitor speaker for high quality 
sound reinforcement, they use it just 
to hear what’s going on. The speaker 
has been on the front for decades, 
taking a very important position on 
the desk and to a certain extent 
de ning its scale, but in fact it’s not 
that important.’

‘For us, putting a loudspeaker on 
the back is almost like blasphemy!’ 
adds Mr Deschodt. ‘You need people 
who have no inhibitions in proposing 
things like that.’

It is but one of many radical 
features which make the desk unique 
– also on-board is the company’s 
Plixus networking architecture. 

owever, in the early stages, the nal 
shape of the interpreter desk was far 
from certain, with proposed designs 
even including a jog-wheel. Perhaps 
the best example of the degree to 
which the company listened to its 
users was its decision to dismiss 
an all too common reference point. 
‘Some people believed we had to 
make it look like an iPad,’ recalls Mr 
Deschodt, ‘but we decided that we 
couldn’t do that because if you really 
listened to what the interpreters said, 
they didn’t want a touchscreen, they 
wanted to it to be tactile.’ Ultimately, 
the screen of the desk is just that, 

with no touch control at all.
Looking back, Mr Deschodt 

admits that at the beginning of the 
process he was unsure of what 
it would yield, but now he nds 
himself convinced. ‘We are now 

investigating how to make 
this a systematic part of 
our design process,’ he 

con rms, adding that the act 
of creating an evolved interpreter 
desk has in fact delivered an 
evolving Televic. ‘It is an evolution 
that is underway. We are going to 

institutionalise this.’
Meanwhile, for both the general 

manager and Mr Melange, the 
triumph of winning an iF Design 
Award was, the engineer says, ‘like 
an immediate return on all of the 
effort.’ He adds, ‘with the positive 
feedback that we have had now, it’s 
an encouragement to keep going, to 
continue on the road we’ve chosen. 
I think it’s a good road. For new 
products, we will always start from 
the perspective of the stakeholders, 
and try to make their lives easier.’

As for the new desk, Mr Deschodt 
hesitates for a moment when he is 
asked whether the new design has 
won the approval of the interpreter 
community, but then he breaks out 
into a grin, unable to stop himself as 
he declares, ‘They absolutely love it’.

www.televic-conference.com
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Members of the Televic team were blindfolded to 
better understand the user experience of visually 
impaired interpreters

As part of a series of ‘empathasing’ sessions, 
Herman Geerinck and Bart Deschodt squeezed into 
a makeshift interpreter booth to experience its 
cramped conditions 

In a bold design choice, Televic 
positioned the loudspeaker on the 
rear of the unit

Televic Conference system 
architect Cedric Mélange
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