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Abstract

The rapid emergence of AI-driven sign language systems, highlighted at the SLxAI
Summit 2026, reflects a market accelerating faster than the governance structures de‐
signed to evaluate, classify, and control it. The issue is not whether AI can generate or
interpret signed communication. The issue is that these systems are entering a legally
sensitive, culturally anchored communication domain before foundational guardrails
such as standardized system classification, cost transparency, accuracy benchmar‐
king, and accountability frameworks have stabilized or been operationalized at the po‐
int of procurement. Current offerings are frequently grouped under broad labels such
as "AI avatars" despite representing materially different technical architectures with
distinct risk profiles, creating immediate challenges for due diligence and vendor com‐
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parison. At the same time, early governance efforts, including emerging risk and eva‐
luation frameworks, remain fragmented and inconsistently adopted across vendors,
institutions, and buyers. This misalignment introduces measurable exposure across
compliance obligations, reputational integrity, and operational reliability, particularly
in environments where communication accuracy carries legal or safety consequences.
Organizations engaging with these systems are therefore not evaluating mature acces‐
sibility infrastructure, but rather participating in an active standard-setting phase
where adoption decisions can shape, or outpace, the guardrails that are still being bu‐
ilt.

The Market Is Moving Faster Than Its Definitions

At the SLxAI Summit 2026, vendors presented a series of polished demonstrations
under a shared label: "AI signing avatars." The repetition of that term created the im‐
pression of a defined category. In practice, no such standard exists.

What was presented under that label consisted of fundamentally different technical
systems. Some platforms generated sign language output synthetically from text or
audio inputs. Others relied on motion capture or human-driven input to animate a di‐
gital figure. Additional systems transformed existing video into signed output, while
others used fully animated 3D character pipelines. Each approach carries its own as‐
sumptions about how language is represented, how timing is handled, and how accu‐
racy is produced or degraded under real conditions.

Those differences are not cosmetic. They directly affect how a system performs once it
leaves a controlled demo environment and enters a real communication setting. A sys‐
tem that appears fluid in presentation may struggle with linguistic precision. A system
that produces visually coherent output may rely on limited or non-representative tra‐
ining data. Timing, which is critical in signed communication, may vary significantly
depending on architecture. These variables are not consistently disclosed or differen‐
tiated when systems are grouped under a single term.

This becomes consequential at the point of evaluation. When buyers encounter multi‐
ple vendors presenting "AI signing avatars," the expectation is that they are compa‐
ring variations of the same solution class. In reality, they are often comparing systems
with different capabilities, limitations, and risk profiles. Without clear classification,
evaluation criteria become unstable. Accuracy cannot be assessed against a consistent
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The result is not simply
confusion. It is a struc‐
tural gap between what
is being presented and
what is being evalu‐
ated.

standard, performance cannot be benchmarked meaningfully, and vendor compari‐
sons lose analytical validity.

The result is not simply confusion. It is a
structural gap between what is being presen‐
ted and what is being evaluated. Procurement
decisions begin to rely on surface-level indica‐
tors such as demo quality, perceived fluency,
or pricing signals, rather than a grounded un‐
derstanding of system behavior. In a domain
where communication carries legal, medical,
and operational consequences, that gap intro‐
duces immediate exposure.

This is how the "faster than guardrails" dynamic manifests. The market has advanced
to the point where systems can be demonstrated, marketed, and positioned as deploy‐
able solutions. The underlying definitions required to evaluate those systems in a con‐
sistent and defensible way have not matured at the same pace. Until classification sta‐
bilizes, every downstream control: accuracy validation, cost comparison, and com‐
pliance review rests on an incomplete foundation.

Key risk conditions emerging from this gap:

Multiple system architectures are being presented under a single, undefined
category

Evaluation criteria are applied without accounting for differences in system
design

Vendor comparisons are conducted across technically incompatible solutions

Performance assumptions are derived from demonstrations rather than vali‐
dated benchmarks

Procurement decisions are made without stable definitions to anchor due di‐
ligence

Cost Signals Are Already Misaligned

At the SLxAI Summit 2026, pricing surfaced in fragments rather than as a structured
signal. In at least one publicly referenced case, AI avatar usage was priced in the tho‐
usands of dollars per hour. That places it well above typical human interpreter cost
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ranges and immediately disrupts the baseline assumption that AI introduces cost effi‐
ciency.

This is not simply a matter of early-stage pricing volatility. It reflects a market that
has not yet established a shared framework for how value is defined, measured, or
compared. Some systems are priced based on compute intensity. Others are priced ba‐
sed on output duration, licensing structures, or bundled platform access. These mo‐
dels are not aligned, and they are not consistently disclosed in a way that allows buy‐
ers to normalize cost across vendors.

The result is that pricing loses its function as a decision tool. Instead of acting as a
comparable metric, it becomes another variable that must be interpreted without con‐
text. A higher price may reflect greater technical complexity, or it may reflect an unop‐
timized model. A lower price may indicate efficiency, or it may signal reduced accura‐
cy, limited training data, or constrained use cases. Without standardization, cost can‐
not be tied reliably to performance.

This creates two simultaneous distortions. The first is the persistence of the assump‐
tion that AI inherently reduces cost, even when early signals suggest the opposite in
certain implementations. The second is the inability to perform meaningful vendor
comparison because pricing structures do not map cleanly to comparable outputs or
service levels.

For organizations attempting to evaluate these systems, this gap is immediate. Return
on investment cannot be calculated against a stable baseline. Budgeting becomes spe‐
culative. Procurement decisions risk being anchored to incomplete or misleading cost
signals rather than a grounded understanding of total value and exposure.

This is another expression of the "faster than guardrails" condition. Pricing is being
introduced into the market before the standards needed to interpret it have matured.
Until cost transparency and normalization develop alongside the technology, financial
evaluation will remain unstable and difficult to defend.

Key risk conditions emerging from pricing misalignment:

Pricing models vary across vendors with no standardized structure for com‐
parison

Cost signals are disconnected from consistent measures of performance or
accuracy
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Assumptions about AI-driven cost reduction are not supported by early mar‐
ket data

ROI calculations cannot be grounded in stable or comparable inputs

Procurement decisions may rely on incomplete or misinterpreted pricing in‐
formation

This Is Not a Technology Problem. It Is a Liability Problem

Sign language interpretation does not operate in a low-risk environment. It sits inside
contexts where communication carries legal, medical, and regulatory consequences.
Accuracy is not a preference. It is a requirement tied directly to outcomes such as in‐
formed consent, due process, workplace compliance, and access to federally funded
programs.

Within those settings, errors are not neutral. A misinterpreted instruction in a medi‐
cal environment can alter treatment decisions. In legal proceedings, it can affect testi‐
mony, record integrity, or case outcomes. In the workplace, it can create exposure un‐
der disability law if communication access is deemed insufficient or ineffective. These
are established risk conditions that already exist with human interpretation and are
managed through professional standards, certification structures, and accountability
mechanisms.

The introduction of AI systems changes the structure of that accountability without
yet replacing it with a stable alternative. When a system generates or intermediates
communication, responsibility becomes less clear. The question is no longer limited to
whether an interpretation was accurate, but extends to how the system was designed,
what data it was trained on, how it performs under different conditions, and whether
its limitations were known or disclosed at the time of use.

At present, those questions do not have consistent answers across the market. There
is no widely adopted standard that defines acceptable accuracy thresholds for AI-ge‐
nerated sign language in different contexts. There is no uniform requirement for pre-
deployment auditing or validation. Disclosure practices vary, and in some cases may
not be explicit enough for end users to understand when AI is involved in communica‐
tion that affects their rights or decisions.

This creates a shift from a known risk model to an undefined one. Organizations de‐
ploying these systems are not only responsible for selecting a tool, but also for inter‐
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preting its reliability and limitations without a mature framework to guide that asses‐
sment. In regulated or high-stakes environments, that gap introduces exposure that
cannot be easily mitigated after deployment.

This is why the issue is not primarily technical. The underlying technology will conti‐
nue to improve over time. The immediate concern is how responsibility, validation,
and accountability are defined while that improvement is still in progress. Until those
elements are established in a consistent and enforceable way, the use of AI in sign lan‐
guage interpretation carries unresolved liability that organizations must account for
before adoption.

Key liability exposures emerging in current conditions:

Responsibility for inaccurate output is not clearly assigned across vendors,
deployers, or operators

No standardized accuracy thresholds exist for different use cases such as me‐
dical or legal settings

Pre-deployment validation and auditing practices are inconsistent or undefi‐
ned

Disclosure to end users regarding AI involvement is not uniformly required
or enforced

Organizations assume risk without a stable framework for assessing system
reliability

The Governance Gap Is Now Visible

What surfaced at the SLxAI Summit 2026 is not a failure of innovation. The technolo‐
gy is progressing as expected for an emerging field. The issue is that the structures ne‐
eded to guide its evaluation and deployment are still forming while the market is alre‐
ady moving.

The gap becomes visible the moment organizations attempt to translate demonstra‐
tions into decisions. Systems are being positioned for real-world use, yet the underly‐
ing guardrails that would normally support procurement, validation, and accountabi‐
lity have not reached a level of consistency that buyers can rely on. As a result, organi‐
zations are being asked to evaluate tools in a space where the rules are still being defi‐
ned.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Page 6 of 13



Several foundational elements remain underdeveloped. There is no standardized taxo‐
nomy that clearly distinguishes between different types of AI sign language systems,
which makes classification inconsistent from the outset. Independent validation fra‐
meworks that assess accuracy, reliability, and potential harm are emerging but are not
yet broadly implemented or required. Procurement guidelines have not been fully ali‐
gned with the regulatory exposure associated with communication in medical, legal,
or workplace environments. Disclosure and consent practices vary, leaving uncertain‐
ty around how end users are informed when AI is involved in communication that af‐
fects their decisions or rights.

These are not missing because the field has ignored them. They are incomplete becau‐
se the field is new and evolving. However, that does not reduce the risk created by the‐
ir absence at the point of adoption. Organizations engaging with these systems are do‐
ing so in a space where governance is still being constructed, which requires them to
assume a greater role in defining their own controls.

Early-stage frameworks and risk models are beginning to take shape, but they are not
yet standardized, enforceable, or embedded into procurement processes in a way that
provides consistent protection. Until that integration occurs, adoption decisions carry
a level of uncertainty that cannot be fully mitigated through vendor claims or surface-
level evaluation.

The practical implication is straightforward. Organizations that move early are not
simply adopting new technology. They are operating within an environment where
the guardrails are incomplete and must be supplemented internally to reduce exposu‐
re.

Where the governance gap is most visible:

No consistent taxonomy to classify system types before evaluation

Validation frameworks for accuracy and harm risk are emerging but not wi‐
dely implemented

Procurement standards are not aligned with the regulatory sensitivity of use
cases

Disclosure and consent practices are inconsistent across vendors and deploy‐
ments

Internal controls are required to compensate for incomplete external gover‐
nance
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Why This Matters for Business Leaders

For SMBs, nonprofits, and enterprise buyers, the implications are immediate and ope‐
rational, not theoretical. AI adoption in accessibility contexts is often positioned as a
compliance enhancement. In practice, without defined governance, it can introduce
new exposure into areas where communication is already regulated and scrutinized.

Sign language interpretation is not a peripheral function. It is embedded in interac‐
tions that determine access to services, workplace inclusion, and, in some cases, legal
or medical outcomes. When an organization introduces AI into that layer without a
structured evaluation framework, it is not simply testing a new tool. It is altering how
critical communication is delivered without a fully defined understanding of how that
system performs under real conditions.

This shift often happens quietly. A system appears effective in a controlled demonstra‐
tion and is then moved into use without clearly defined limits, validation criteria, or
oversight. Over time, reliance increases while the underlying assumptions about accu‐
racy and reliability remain untested. If a failure occurs, the organization is left to acco‐
unt for a system it did not fully evaluate against the standards required by its opera‐
ting environment.

The risk is not limited to technical performance. It extends to whether the organiza‐
tion can demonstrate that it exercised reasonable care in selecting and deploying the
system. In regulated contexts, that distinction matters. The question is not only whe‐
ther communication was effective, but whether the organization can show that it took
appropriate steps to ensure it would be.

Organizations deploying AI signing systems without documented evaluation criteria,
defined use-case boundaries, and human oversight protocols are effectively transfer‐
ring undefined risk into functions that require a high degree of reliability. This is par‐
ticularly relevant in environments governed by disability law, federal funding require‐
ments, or public service obligations, where communication failures can trigger com‐
pliance review, funding implications, or legal challenge.

Where business risk becomes immediate:

AI is treated as a compliance enhancement without validation against regula‐
tory standards
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Systems are deployed without documented criteria for evaluation or accep‐
tance

Use cases expand beyond initial scope without defined boundaries

Human oversight is reduced or removed without clear justification

Organizations cannot demonstrate due diligence if communication failures
occur

The Near-Term Reality: Hybrid Systems Will Dominate

[Inference] Based on current technical capability and the state of emerging governan‐
ce, fully autonomous AI interpretation is unlikely to become the dominant model in
the immediate term. The limiting factor is not only performance. It is the absence of
consistent validation standards, accountability structures, and regulatory alignment
required to support fully independent deployment in high-stakes environments.

In practice, the most viable pathway is hybrid. AI systems can assist with elements
such as translation, drafting, or pre-processing, while human interpreters remain re‐
sponsible for validation, correction, and final delivery of communication. This structu‐
re preserves a clear line of accountability while allowing organizations to explore effi‐
ciency gains without transferring full responsibility to an unproven system.

The hybrid model also reflects how risk is currently managed in adjacent domains.
Automation is introduced in a controlled capacity, with human oversight retained in
functions where accuracy has legal or operational consequences. This allows organiza‐
tions to evaluate system performance in real conditions while maintaining the ability
to intervene when output does not meet required standards.

From a compliance perspective, this approach aligns more closely with existing expec‐
tations. Human involvement provides a defensible control layer, particularly in envi‐
ronments governed by disability law, regulated services, or public accountability requ‐
irements. It also creates a framework for documenting how AI is used, where its boun‐
daries are set, and how quality is maintained.

This does not position AI as a replacement for human interpreters in the near term. It
positions AI as a supporting system within a controlled workflow. Until accuracy
benchmarks, validation protocols, and accountability standards mature, maintaining
that structure is the most stable way to integrate emerging capabilities without intro‐
ducing unmanaged risk.
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Why the hybrid model is the most defensible near-term approach:

Human oversight preserves accountability for final communication output

AI can be evaluated in real-world conditions without full operational depen‐
dence

Risk is contained within a defined workflow rather than transferred entirely
to the system

Compliance expectations are easier to meet with a retained human control
layer

Organizations can document boundaries, usage, and validation processes
more effectively

What Governance Should Look Like Now

Organizations evaluating AI sign language systems cannot defer to future regulation
and assume it will resolve current uncertainty. The systems are already being positio‐
ned for use in environments where communication accuracy carries legal and opera‐
tional consequences. In that context, waiting for external standards to mature is not a
neutral decision. It is a decision to operate without defined controls.

A defensible approach begins by treating governance as part of the adoption process
rather than a downstream compliance exercise. Before procurement, organizations
need to establish how different system types are identified and separated. Without
classification, evaluation criteria cannot be applied consistently, and any assessment
of performance becomes unreliable.

Accuracy must then be defined in relation to the intended use. A system used for gene‐
ral informational content does not carry the same requirements as one used in medi‐
cal, legal, or workplace compliance contexts. Without documented thresholds tied to
specific use cases, performance cannot be measured in a way that supports accounta‐
bility.

Human oversight remains a necessary control in higher-risk environments. Retaining
a human-in-the-loop structure provides a mechanism for validation and correction,
and it establishes a clear point of responsibility for final communication. Removing
that layer without an alternative accountability framework introduces exposure that
cannot be mitigated through vendor claims alone.
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Vendor transparency is another critical component. Organizations need visibility into
how systems are trained, where limitations exist, and how performance may vary
across contexts. Without that information, risk cannot be assessed with any degree of
precision, and reliance on the system becomes speculative.

End-user awareness completes the structure. When AI is involved in communication
that affects decisions, rights, or access to services, individuals must be informed in a
clear and consistent manner. Disclosure is not only an ethical consideration. It is part
of maintaining trust and ensuring that individuals understand the nature of the inte‐
raction.

These elements form a baseline, not an advanced framework. They establish the mini‐
mum conditions under which organizations can begin to evaluate and deploy AI sign
language systems with a defensible position. Without them, adoption decisions are
made on incomplete information, and the resulting exposure extends beyond techni‐
cal performance into compliance, accountability, and reputational risk.

☐ Establish a system classification process prior to procurement

☐ Define and document accuracy thresholds aligned to specific use cases

☐Maintain human oversight in contexts where errors carry legal or operational con‐
sequences

☐ Require vendor transparency on training data, system limitations, and performan‐
ce variability

☐ Implement clear, consistent disclosure to end users when AI is involved in commu‐
nication

NCG Position

AI in sign language is not a question of capability. It is a question of control.

As soon as a system generates or mediates communication on behalf of a person or or‐
ganization, it takes on representational authority. That authority is not symbolic. It
carries direct legal, ethical, and operational consequences because the output is no
longer treated as system behavior. It is treated as communication attributable to the
organization using it.
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In established interpreting models, that authority is bounded by professional stan‐
dards, training requirements, and clear lines of accountability. With AI systems, those
boundaries are still forming. The technology can produce output that appears fluent
and complete, but the structures that define how that output is validated, limited, and
attributed are not yet consistently in place.

This creates a gap at the point of deployment. Organizations are not simply adopting a
tool. They are delegating a portion of their communicative function to a system whose
behavior may vary across context, input quality, and underlying data. Without defined
controls, that delegation occurs without a stable framework for accountability.

The core risk is not that the technology exists. It is that systems are being introduced
into real-world use without being clearly defined, classified, and governed in a way
that supports responsible deployment. Capability without control shifts responsibility
onto the organization using the system, regardless of how the system was marketed or
presented.

Organizations that move early without governance are not establishing advantage.
They are positioning themselves as the point of accountability for outcomes they do
not fully control. In environments where communication affects access, compliance,
or decision-making, that exposure is immediate and difficult to unwind after the fact.

The Gap That Will Define the Market

The most important takeaway from the SLxAI Summit 2026 is not that AI has advan‐
ced. That trajectory is expected.

What is emerging more clearly is the gap between what the technology can produce
and what the current systems can reliably evaluate, validate, and govern. The market
is reaching a point where demonstration, promotion, and early adoption are moving
ahead of consistent standards for classification, accuracy, accountability, and disclosu‐
re.

That gap is not theoretical. It defines how decisions are being made today. Organiza‐
tions are being asked to assess systems without stable definitions, compare vendors
without normalized benchmarks, and assume responsibility without fully developed
accountability structures.
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This is where the next phase of the market will be shaped. Not by who can produce the
most advanced output, but by who can establish the most defensible frameworks for
evaluating and deploying it.
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