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In-house translation teams — 

still worth the investment?

Leona Frank

I
It is hard to imagine today what the transla-

tion industry was like just 20 years ago. Did 
people go to the library to research obscure 
terms? Did they type out their translations on a 
typewriter? Did companies courier source texts 
to freelancers? The answer is probably yes to 
all of these questions. So it’s not surprising that 
in those times, an in-house translation team 
seemed to be a much more convenient solution 
for businesses with ongoing translation needs.

Fast forward to 2013, and it becomes obvious how much 
technological advancements have transformed the industry. It’s 
still growing year over year even during times of economic 
uncertainty in the traditional markets. However, benefting from 
that growth are less the in-house translation teams and more 
those who support an outsourced translation approach such 
as freelancers and language service providers (LSPs). Granted, 
LSPs offer a strong value proposition: they are specialists in 
localization, project management and translation technologies; 
their services are often available 24/7 with as many or as few 
freelancers on call as necessary, businesses only pay for the 
services they use (as opposed to an in-house team that is a 
fxed cost); and increasingly LSPs specialize in a feld — a single 
language, market, technology or industry — that makes them 
true subject matter experts.

So why would a company still invest in an in-house transla-
tion team? How can it get a better return on investment than if 
it had partnered with an LSP? Looking at our translation team at 
Vistaprint, I believe there is an incremental value to be gained by 
having translation teams in-house, but they need to be carefully 
managed in order to succeed. The following steps give a good 
overview of the different aspects that we considered at Vistaprint 
to get the most of our in-house translation talent. 

In many cases in-house translators fnd themselves in rather 
unusual reporting lines. Their managers are often responsible for 
sales and marketing, online content or software engineering. At 
Vistaprint we used to operate in a similar setup but quickly real-
ized that marketing managers knew very little about the transla-

tion profession and missed out on important opportunities to fully 
develop their in-house talent. It also limited the interaction with 
other departments, especially the creative team — a collaboration 
that is key when translating marketing communications (Figure 1).

We consequently had the team report to the creative director, 
which proved to be an ideal setup for a number of reasons. 
Translators were involved in the creation of new advertising 
concepts and could fag potential localization issues right 
from the beginning. Their service level agreements (SLAs) and 
processes were closely matched to those of the copywriters, 
allowing them more time for creative translations, and it also 
helped set expectations to marketing partners that transla-
tion is an expertise, just like graphic design or copywriting. 

Leona Frank is the international communications 
manager at Vistaprint, leading the in-house transla-
tion and copywriting teams for the European Union. 
She holds an MA in bilingual translation (English, 
German) from Westminster University, and previously 
worked as a lead project manager at a top LSP. 

Figure 1: Being part of the same team facilitates collaboration  
between designers and translators.
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Aside from these larger advantages, the 
teams benefted from a close interaction 
between design, copy and translation on 
a daily basis, with many ad hoc meet-
ings to clarify the idea behind a message 
or brainstorm sessions for the next big 
campaign. There were also discussions at 
someone’s desk about how a translation 
can be adapted to ft into the design.

Of course, this setup also helps us 
attract the right talent: translators who 
see themselves as creative writers, who 
like to interact with others and enjoy 
being stimulated in this way. 

Self-promotion is key for in-house 
translation teams. Colleagues who are 
not involved in day-to-day interna-
tional marketing communications often 
have no idea what the translation team 
does and how it’s different from using 
Google Translate. We spent a lot of time 
giving ourselves more visibility, attend-
ing meetings or organizing training ses-
sions to show colleagues the difference 
between what they think a translation 
is and what we actually do every day. 
This is an ongoing process, and just 
last week we had to explain to a group 
of designers why the phrase “Wishing 
you peace and joy” is problematic in a 
number of languages. Especially when 
you don’t know how many people send 
the wishes, and how well they know the 
person receiving the message (should it 
be a formal or an informal you?). This 
is beside the fact that in many cultures, 
peace and joy wouldn’t be frst on the 
list of things you’d wish another person 
at Christmas. On the upside, however, 
many people are fascinated once we 
share some language oddities we come 
across every day. So, we make use of our 

internal communication tools to share 
short stories of interest that sensitize 
colleagues to our profession. 

Translators aren’t just experts in their 
language, they’re also experts in their 
culture and how it compares to other 
cultures. Consequently, we can offer a lot 
of valuable information for marketers, 
designers, the research or the product 
team about how a nation ticks, what is 
typical, what is celebrated and so on. 
The designs in Figure 2 show an example 
where translators created a mood board 
of typical types of breads for their region, 
which the designer then used as a basis 
for business card and postcard templates.

 
Hiring and promoting talent
Something every translator needs to 

confront on a regular basis is a certain 
lack of education among the general 
public that translation is an acquired 
expertise that needs to be studied. Com-
panies need to learn this, too. When 
looking to hire in-house translators, 
a degree in translation should be an 
absolute must. Sometimes this meant 
we had to push back on recruiters who 
presented us with CVs of candidates 
who had studied something unrelated 
but claimed to have been working as a 
freelancer for a number of years. To us, 
it was about more than just the degree. 
People who decide to study translation 
have other things in common. First of 
all, they haven’t become translators 
because it was the lesser of all evils, they 
chose to become a translator. That makes 
them feel passionate about it. They also 
love to do research, to keep learning 
and to pay attention to the details. In 
the microcosm of a translation team, 

someone who does not share the same 
values may be a source of disruption, 
aside from the fact that it also tends to 
show in that person’s work. To make 
our point we tried to draw comparisons 
with a graphic designer: no one would 
consider hiring a graphic designer on 
the basis that the guy may not have a 
formal degree in it, but he has a Mac at 
home. So why would we hire someone 
whose only qualifcation for the job is 
that they are a native speaker of the 
language we’re hiring for?

Being a translator at Vistaprint is 
not for everyone. We share a large open 
offce with dozens of designers, so it can 
get loud sometimes, or people may have 
a quick meeting right next to you, which 
can be distracting. A lot of emphasis is 
placed on collaboration and team spirit 
— how we got there is just as important 
as the result. We need to hold many pre-
sentations where we talk about localiza-
tion or explain the translations we chose. 
This is not everyone’s cup of tea. Some 
translators prefer to work on their own 
without having someone to report to, 
and to focus their attention exclusively 
on their translation with little interest in 
the choices other translators are making 
for their language.  

Equally, the marketing nature of our 
texts requires us to transcreate many of 
our communications. This means trans-
lators need to be critical of the source 
text and always bear the target reader 
in mind. That’s why we have created 
translation tests that specifcally look 
for these qualities. A line in a previous 
test talking about customized checks 
used to read: “While they pay the bills, 
checks also show recipients what your 
company is like. For example, if you’re 
a dog walker, create puppy checks to 
show that you’re passionate about what 
you do.” Attached to the text was a brief 
that instructed the translator to really 
localize the text, so it would sound 
natural to their readers, with full liberty 
to move away from the English source 
text. If then, despite those instructions, a 
Spanish candidate translated dog walker 

literally, their application would not be 
taken any further. While there are some 
dog walkers in Spain, it would certainly 
not be the most common use case. The 
translator we eventually hired replaced 
it with the example of a vet.

Once the right talent has been hired, 
it is another challenge to retain it. People 
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who are attracted to marketing transla-

tions enjoy the challenge of having to 

translate different texts every day. If the 

work gets monotonous or they feel there’s 

nothing more to learn, they’ll leave. We 

therefore spent a lot of effort on creating 

competencies and career paths to show 

our translators how they can grow and 

where they can specialize while pursu-

ing a career at Vistaprint. We conduct 

regular one-on-ones, team meetings and 

brainstorm sessions to learn from each 

other and to provide feedback on the 

areas in which we can grow.

Tools, process, quality
Once the right team is in place, it 

needs to be able to work with the right 

tools. Initially we compromised on this 

and worked with a computer-aided 

translation tool that was built in-house. 

However, we realized that we could 

never develop new features as quickly as 

we’d need to in order to keep up with 

the industry. It took some diplomacy to 

get our software engineers on board to 

support the purchase of a third party tool 

without discrediting their efforts, but 

effectively they had better things to do 

themselves than to be updating an old 

tool over and over again.

Working in a customized workfow 

with MemoQ and its server for two years 

now has led to signifcant productivity 

and cost savings. This is not to mention 

the fact that we now work with the latest 

technologies on the market, while before 

we did not even have a spellcheck. Know-

ing what we know now, we would not 

make any compromises on tools again. 

They are part of setting up a translation 

team. After all, who would hire graphic 

designers and then have them work using 

Microsoft Paint?

One of the biggest challenges for 

translators is that the localization process 

always comes at the end, so that every 

deadline missed along the way effectively 

eats into the translators’ time. And that’s 

still a good-case scenario. Frequently, 

translation is forgotten altogether or 

project managers are unaware how long a 

translation takes. During my frst week at  

Vistaprint, the team was asked to trans-

late 40,000 words for a new product that 

was going to launch seven days later. 

With just one translator per language, no 

backup and no advance notice whatso-

ever, this clearly wasn’t going to happen. 

Eventually, the European product launch 

had to be postponed by several releases — 

not the best way to start a new job. How-

ever, looking back, I believe this was the 

best thing that could have happened, as it 

clearly highlighted the need to integrate 

translations into project planning and to 

educate the business on our capabilities. 

Having an actual example of what hap-

pens when people do not follow the pro-

cess was a great incentive for everyone 

Figure 2: Translators create boards that designers use as a base for market-relevant template designs. 
In this case, localizing an idea for a gluten-free bakery includes featuring regional bread products.
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to cooperate and support our integration 
into the business’ core processes.

While there will always be projects 
that haven’t been planned, we aim to 
get advance notice on at least the big-
gest ones. Any major business projects 
that now launch in our European mar-
kets need a translation sign-off (along 
with all other supporting functions) on 
the scope and preliminary timelines 
before they are approved by the business 
leadership.

In teams where there is only one trans-
lator per language, quality is a risk that 
needs to be managed. This risk manage-
ment begins with hiring the right people, 
setting up SLAs and processes that allow 
enough time for translators to check their 
work and having in-country reviews for 
the most important translations. Addition-
ally, we have set up a process where ran-
dom sample translations are being assessed 
by affliated freelance translators to get a 
peer-to-peer reading on their quality.

Although translations that have 
not been checked by an independent 
reviewer have a higher risk of contain-
ing mistranslations or other mistakes, we 
believe that with the precautions above 
this can be minimized to an acceptable 
level — given that we do not deal with 
medical or technical translations where 
one tiny error can have consequences 

of massive proportions. In fact, because 
our translations are used for marketing 
purposes, the risk that an LSP-managed 
translation does not fully convey the 
marketing message, brand, tone of voice 
and other specifc localization elements 
is signifcantly higher. 

However, the big advantage of LSPs 
is that they are never closed. Even if a 
freelancer is sick or on vacation, there 
will be another one available as a backup. 
With an in-house translation team these 
scenarios need to be planned in advance. 
We decided to recruit a number of care-
fully vetted freelancers to help out in such 
cases. By always working with the same 
ones we can ensure a level of consistency 
that we feel we wouldn’t be able to con-
trol or police when working with an LSP.

This network of backup freelancers is 
also invaluable to guarantee increased 
capacity at any moment should there be 
an unannounced project. Knowing that 
a reliable freelancer is taking care of the 
day-to-day translations enabled us to 
branch out into more areas of the busi-
ness where our local expertise can add 
value, which makes the translation job 
at Vistaprint in general more varied and 
challenging — a great way to retain talent.

Having freelance back-ups allows us 
to focus on other projects while the day-
to-day translations are still being taken 

care of, and this in turn allowed us to 
offer more services to more departments. 
Vistaprint operates across 25 locations 
worldwide, so there is also a large internal 
translation demand. It also employs over 
4,100 people, operates more than 25 local-
ized websites globally and ships to more 
than 130 countries around the world. To 
support the various functions, we created 
a network of freelancers and interpreters 
who are on call to provide translation ser-
vices to departments such as legal, internal 
communications, public relations and cus-
tomer services. By doing this, we created a 
single point of contact for the business to 
reach out to when they have a translation 
need. At the same time we help facilitate 
smooth communications across all the dif-
ferent languages and cultures that make 
up Vistaprint.

These collaborations did not hap-
pen overnight and it took a lot of self-
promotion, fexibility and high quality 
service to educate and encourage other 
departments to reach out to us for help. It 
is rewarding though, because it allows us 
to work with numerous colleagues across 
the globe and gives the team a feeling of 
being at the heart of the business

Most recently we leveraged the experi-
ence of individual team members to also 
support the business with interpretation 
during focus groups or video shoots and 
subtitling and voiceovers for tutorial vid-
eos. This allows different team members 
to specialize, mentor others and ensure 
that we have an expert for each localiza-
tion service.

Brand
In a challenging market environment, 

businesses need to distinguish their prod-
ucts by more than just features and price. 
A strong brand can actually liberate busi-
nesses from having to follow the prices 
set by the competition and helps ensure 
customers will return again and again. 
Additionally, strong brands can beneft 
greatly from the promotion satisfed cus-
tomers will do on their behalf.

Global companies face multiple chal-
lenges in the matter of brand: they need 
to ensure their brand remains consistent 
across all locations and various consumer 
(and employee) touch points. Their brand 
also needs to be locally relevant while 
maintaining an overall brand essence. 
And the bigger a company gets, the harder 
it is to control all its communications. 
Especially when different value points 
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are being called out in different markets, 
pan-European campaigns can get very 
complex. It is here where we see an in-
house translation team as invaluable. 
The translators can be the link between 
the global communications team and 
the country experts, working with both 
sides to develop strong communication 
strategies, tone-of-voice documents and 
style guides. This will allow them to take 
a source text and adapt it confdently to 
suit their individual target market.

And there’s another powerful factor: 
when you invest in in-house talent, 
you allow people an equal voice at the 
table, which leads to more balanced, and 
ultimately better, decision making. More 
importantly, you give them ownership. 
Once people take ownership of their 
work and their careers, they will strive 
to excel. They will always take pride in 
what they do and be prepared to go the 
extra mile. This creates a unique work-
ing environment that cannot be matched 
with third-party vendors.

These steps took time to implement 
and we haven’t completed the journey yet. 
Some of these points are far along; others 
still need a lot of work. But it’s an exciting 
journey and it’s rewarding to see our peo-
ple grow while we’re on it. We’re all happy 
to be able to work in our profession, and 
yet get to indulge in our sociable nature, to 
experience the comfort of being in a team 
of likeminded individuals (and have geeky 
discussions about the use of future tenses 
in the different languages) while working 
in a multicultural corporation that requires 
more from us than “just” being excellent 
translators. It is very fulflling to work in 
a company where our colleagues see us 
as cultural experts, and where we get the 
chance to work with different nationalities 
and expand this expertise on a daily basis.

We wouldn’t have been able to get 
here without the top-down support by the 
business leadership. We’re very lucky that 
our CEO, Robert Keane, feels passionate 
about accurate translations and speaks 
several languages himself. This has cer-

tainly infuenced Vistaprint’s decision to 
build an in-house translation team during 
a time when most other businesses shut 
theirs down and began to outsource all 
their work. It also gave us the opportu-
nity to prove to ourselves that with the 
right support and leadership, an in-house 
translation team is still worth the invest-
ment, even in today’s digital age.

Of course, it has to be added that this 
setup works for Vistaprint, but is unlikely 
to work for everyone. Businesses that 
just start out on the international market 
may not be able to afford the fxed cost 
of an employed translator. Large corpo-
rations may have such a high volume 
of translations that they’d need to hire 
an entire brigade of people to manage 
it. Others may work to such tight release 
schedules that they’d need ten people 
during release week and zero people on 
the other days. However, that still leaves 
hundreds of companies that could ben-
eft from keeping translations in-house. 
At least it’s worth thinking about.  M
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Localization vendor  

management

Anna Maya Tomala

W
When considering localization management, 

what is the frst thing that comes to your mind? 
Is it managing assets, adjusting pipelines, imple-
menting technological solutions, applying auto-
mated tools, incorporating cloud modes and 
testing machine translation engines? Probably, 
but the human factor cannot be overlooked.

Oh yes, there are project managers and coordinators who 
pull strings and make sure timelines are met, prevent budgets 
from blowing out and deliver top-notch quality in a timely 
manner despite project slippage. Additionally, depending on the 
localization process, the language testing and quality assurance 
resources need to be incorporated into workfows for the suc-
cessful launch of products. However, what in fact brings some 
extra spice to clients’ everyday fast-paced communication 
environment are people on the other side of the wire actually 
creating the localized content. The graceful term localization 

service provider (LSP) refers to an extremely diversifed pool 
of resources, including multilingual agencies and freelancers, 
and all of them require some amount of localization vendor 
management. 

The main duties of vendor management are dedicated to 
vendor relations, focused on balancing linguistic quality and 
fnancial effciency, ultimately aiming at the satisfaction of the 
end users. Video game localization provides a great battleground 

opportunity to deal with creative mindsets, even though, the 
whole process is subject to automation, machinery takeover and 
the cost consciousness objective. 

What makes a difference are the people striving to deliver 
the highest standards of culturally adapted translations under 
constant time pressure. Localization vendor management 
involves dealing with various nationalities and personalities, 
as well as facing different territories’ specifcs and development 
trends. Vendor allocation and project preparation are crucial 
aspects of the localization management responsibilities and 
require thorough execution for shifting schedules, skyrocket-
ing volumes and last-minute content refurbishment. Due to 
the basic features of game localization, including culturally 
sensitive elements with the challenge of simship release for 
16 languages, the real challenge is to cram a bunch of diverse 
individuals, not only in terms of national specifcs but in terms 
of different lifestyles, into one sack, if you will — and nowadays 
into one cloud.

 
Localizing cultural sensitiveness 
In fact, nothing can be more enriching in the volatile local-

ization environment than working with an army of creative 
people, letting your cultural sensitivity grow vigorously and 
at the same time merging it into your localization framework 
to ensure accomplishment of the project’s fnancial goals. In 
everyday communication, translators tend to make you laugh. 
Vendor management can become less about business-oriented 
facts, and instead involve knowing people’s holiday plans, 
favorite travel destinations, arrival of new family members and 
even the names of their pets. You may be very surprised at this, 
but some translators do not speak fuent English, and even a 
standard phone conversation can pose unforeseen challenges. 
However, the extra effort of getting to know them and ensuring 
proper setup pays off in the end, as they master their respective 
country and culture specifcs, which result in top-notch localized 

Anna Maya Tomala is an independent industry expert 

with linguistics and American studies degrees. She 

is a computing science and video games localization 

specialist, acting as a translator, reviewer and analyst.
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products. In-depth knowledge of your 

human resources leads to incremental 

accomplishments without compromising 

on quality. You may, for example, be 

able to shoot off the top of your head 

the French translator’s whereabouts and 

the reasons for his delayed reply to your 

e-mail. In the twinkling of an eye, you 

recall he has a dentist check-up this 

morning, because yes, you have already 

discussed his toothache and its potential 

infuence on his ongoing project.

It may seem that vendor management 

is a never-ending chat with translators 

and reviewers, including sharing family 

photos and holiday postcards. In fact, 

this is the most pleasant part of the job, 

and although these details do not fall 

into the trackable category, you tend to 

remember them. However, managing the 

extensive vendor pool for highly diversi-

fed content would not be possible with-

out applying some special tools. Without 

developing robust database tracking 

solutions and applying online tools, ven-

dor management could turn into a state 

of commotion, especially as decisions 

need to be made instantly and there is 

often little time to scan your memory to 

search for the proper translator for the 

task. The set of accordingly adjusted 

project management tools is used to take 

advantage of the stored data: language 

combinations, working hours, including 

weekends and bank holiday availability 

schedules, emergency coverage options 

and related fnancial expectations. In 

order to maintain effciency, the records 

of each individual must cover all nec-

essary contact details and particular 

strengths, as well as the results of quality 

checks run systematically to monitor the 

vendors’ performance.

Other types of detail tracked by ven-

dor management cover genre preferences 

and the outcomes of corresponding test 

translations, any additional service types 

included in the portfolio, major achieve-

ments and accomplished titles. When a 

10,000-word legal assignment needs to 

be returned in seven languages by the 

end of the day and it is already lunch 

time, meticulously stored data allows for 

swift action. After an appropriate period 

of time, certain facts happen to be also 

automatically stored in your memory, 

but to achieve smooth coordination, eas-

ily accessible data is crucial. Therefore, 

exploitation of the latest technological 

solutions for tracking and coordinating 

and reporting purposes become the bread 

and butter of vendor managers.

Regional trends and dynamics 
Localization vendor trends are not 

only about mapping availability and 

adjusting working hours across the time 

zones, like in case of South America, 

they’re about introducing industry 

newcomers to the complexities of local-

ization content and business culture 

requirements. 

From behind the commercial spectrum 

lurk surprising peculiarities, such as a 

great challenge for some Middle Eastern 

vendors related to working on a project 

with female counterparts. Working with 

freelancers can pose its own pitfalls. For 

example, there appear to be traceable 

patterns pertaining to Nordic countries, 

where freelance translating is not pur-

sued as a long-term business venture 

and the intrinsic liberties of the working 

scheme are strictly guarded. Freelancers 

may enjoy going to the gym or massage 

classes, or they may simply log off to 

indulge in scarce sunny moments, and 

they often cherish this unconstrained 

way of life. 

The real fun starts once bank 

holiday coverage is required, as game 

development timelines do not know 

the term unavailable, and despite the 

fact that all Norwegians may be wav-

ing their fags and parading along the 

streets, the Norwegian job still needs 

to be done. If you’ve planned ahead, 

you’ll know about these holidays and 

hunt for people who will be available 

anyway. Owing to appropriate vendor 

mapping, the publishing demands of 

timely launch into new territories is 

not affected. 

Evolving localization markets never 

cease to unveil new resources offering 

unlimited availability and unmatched 

eagerness to act. The contrast between 

“I am at Pilates class and cannot 

accept the task; talk to you later” and 

“No problem, we will skip Carnival 

this year” is striking. In fact, very 

few freelancers can afford the luxury 

of refusing assignments in the highly 

competitive localization environment, 

especially with the constant pressure 

of keeping up with the pace of techno-

logical advancements. 

Whatever the medium, whatever the message: Skrivanek.

▪ Concept to print localization solutions 
▪ Multilingual design specialists for both PC and MAC platforms    
▪ Culture specific artwork with character or alphabet typesetting
▪ Preservation of original layout in all formats
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In-depth knowledge of 

your human resources 

leads to incremental 

accomplishments without 

compromising on quality.
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Although nobody can chain free 

spirits to their computers, mobile com-

munication devices help to ensure fast 

reactivity, which means a new working 

pattern is emerging. In the business dic-

tated by the rule of swift responsiveness 

and unlimited availability, those who are 

not taking long lunch breaks and can 

meet the most important requirement of 

same-day turnaround thrive, especially 

as focus on cost consciousness does not 

cease. The utmost quality excellence 

attributed to the localization veterans is 

replaceable by this new wave of avail-

able industry buffs.

Another interesting localization ven-

dor management case is related to the 

24-hour localization coverage endeavor. 

Due to the growing demand of round-

the-clock localization support, one of the 

golden vendor management rules needs 

to be stretched and the task not neces-

sarily handled by in-country resources.

Freelance vs. agencies
The diversity of the LSP setup allows 

unlimited constellation options. Choos-

ing to work with freelancers rather 

than agencies provides a variety of 

advantages, but at the same time may 

cause some headaches. There are many 

pros to working with freelance transla-

tors, mostly due to the beneft of direct 

contact with the actual content creators. 

This ensures they know the product by 

heart and avoids the additional link in 

the chain of dealing with a project man-

ager, who often only slows down the 

process and negatively impacts process 

effciency. There are a few LPSs that can, 

however, ensure smooth communication 

and excellent production workfows due 

to their robust solutions. 

Granting full ownership to freelance 

experts is a big win for localization 

efforts. As a result, the translator’s subject 

matter expertise can also be propagated 

for projects that require localization of 

audio content and assistance during 

recordings, for example.

To prompt evolution of the freelance 

solution, vendor management develops 

backup setups dedicated to enhancing free-

lance networking. Linking together free-

lancers results in operational optimization 

and service profciency. Benefting from a 

higher level of fexibility means that even 

large localization volumes can be handled 

by groups of independent translators with-

out involving LSP structures. Of course, 

working with freelancers can get very 

complex. Applying the freelance model 

for localization efforts of 30 million-word 

volumes annually into 30 languages turns 

into a roller coaster thrill, and real juggling 

skills are highly recommended.

However, there are still territories where 

agencies prosper. Russia, the ffth largest 

European localization market, serves as 

the prime example. Some clients still keep 

outsourcing localization undertakings, 

vesting their projects with the large local 

agencies or even acting via other multi-

lingual middlemen to save themselves the 

additional trouble. The Translation Forum 

Russia that took place in Kazan in Septem-

ber 2012 proved that the local localization 

market is highly monopolized by large 

agencies that generate about 97% of the 

business profts. It requires massive effort 

from vendor managers to incorporate 

young, inexperienced translator-wannabes 

into the process. 

Fresh translation studies graduates 

explaining their visions for the future 

mentioned fear of direct interaction 

with western clients, complexities of the 

internal fscal and legal policy and lack 

of familiarity with the required localiza-

tion tools. As a result, the mighty agen-

cies incorporate focks of overwhelmed 

translators and absorb the lion’s share 

of the localization projects, including in 

their offer extensive engineering support 

and impressive automated asset integra-

tion solutions. At the same time, the large 

conglomerates fail to ensure the desired 

level of visibility into their internal pro-

cesses and adversely affect confdence of 

business partners that may even lead to 

canceling localization efforts. 

A similar pattern is traceable in 

growing South American markets, 

especially in Brazil, where in order to 

keep up with the increasing demand, 

global multilingual localization play-

ers set up local entities lured by 

tempting profts. For overseas com-

panies, the road to establishing direct 

contact and benefting from freelance 

resources is mostly affected by bureau-

cratic corruption and lack of suffcient 

technological industry insight among 

localization amateurs. 

The examples of Brazil and Russia 

show that the freelance vendor pool 

requires evolving together with customer 

expectations and awareness. Development 

turmoil hampers other localization related 

undertakings, such as in-country review, 

measuring end-user satisfaction and eval-

uating reception of the localized product. 

The developing markets defnitely require 

extra effort from localization vendor 

management, and not necessarily the 

same tools and approaches can be applied 

to create the desired production outcomes 

in every situation.  M
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Wordbee
Portland, Oregon USA • London, U.K.  

Esch/Alzette, Luxembourg
info@wordbee.com • www.wordbee.com

Take It To the Next Level
Go Faster –

Handle mid-cycle document revisions or any type 
 of content change without tearing a muscle. Auto-
mate administrative tasks. Organize your workflow 
around a single platform. Save a ton of time.

Make Your Life Easier –
Use the customer portal,  machine translation 

integrations, crowd assignments and invoicing.

Make Better Decisions –
Track client satisfaction, managerial and supplier 

performance with business analytics and ratings.

Invest –
Money you save by upgrading to Wordbee is 

money you can spend generating new business.

Professional Solutions for 
Turn-key Translations 

Your translation partner since 1997 for the 
following subject fields and more:  

• Medical/Pharmaceutical 
• Technical/Automotive 
• IT/Telecommunication 
• Marketing/Websites  
Experienced linguists + engineers = 100% 

efficiency and quality.  

Our services are certified according to   
NEN EN 15038:2006 and ISO 9001:2008.  

Interested in our full translation services? 
 Please contact us for a free quote. 

Global textware B.V.
Groningen, The Netherlands

info@globaltextware.nl 
www.globaltextware.com

High-quality MT  
for International Success
SYSTRAN is the market-leading provider of 

machine translation (MT) solutions for the 
desktop, enterprise and internet, covering 52+ 
language pairs and 20 domains. Powered by 
our new hybrid MT engine, SYSTRAN Enterprise 
Server 7combines the predictability and 
consistency of rule-based MT with the fluency 
of the statistical approach. The self-learning 
techniques allow users to train the software 
to any domain to achieve publishable-quality 
translations. SYSTRAN solutions are used by 
Symantec, Cisco, Ford and other enterprises to 
support international business  operations. For 
more information, visit www.systransoft.com.

SYSTRAN

San Diego, California USA • Paris, France
info@systransoft.com • www.systransoft.com

WordPilots — Your Danish 
Localization Partner

WordPilots is a Danish localization agency 
focusing on translations and LQAs. Our in-house 
team of pilots has many years of experience 
in the localization industry. We can assist you 
with reviews, third-party LQAs, localization, 
post-editing, terminology management and 
language validation within the fields of medical 
devices and pharmaceutical texts. In addition to 
life science, our fields of expertise include IT (UA 
and UI), telecommunication, marketing/copy/
transcreation, e-learning, tourism, automotive 
and energy.

WordPilots
Hinnerup, Denmark

info@wordpilots.com • www.wordpilots.dk

Customized Game 
Localization Management
XLOC’s benefits include: 
• A highly adaptable technology that does not 

require developers or translators to use a 
specific file format and enables simultaneous 
localization development 

• Gaming industry-specific 
• Robust technology and support allows for 

client-tailored use
• Significant localization expertise from a team 

of industry veterans
• Established and continually enhanced 

technological development with stellar 
industry reputation 

• XLOC API for seamless integration of 
developers' tools and processes  

• Huge game titles and industry leaders as 
long-term clients

XLOC, Inc.
Raleigh, North Carolina, USA

info@xloc.com • www.xloc.com

Multilingual
Localization Services

Xlated is a young and dynamic localization 
service provider, founded and managed by 
translators with 15+ years of specialization.

Thanks to a proven know-how of internation-
alization and localization processes, a highly 
skilled team, and an intelligent use of translation 
technologies, we offer a wide range of services in 
most European languages for small to large and 
complex software localization projects:

• translation of GUI and user documentation
• linguistic and functional QA
• terminology management
• engineering
• DTP 
• consulting

Xlated Ltd.
Kells, Co. Meath, Ireland

info@xlated.com • www.xlated.com
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Managing localization while 

ensuring your global image

Jeremy Coombs

E
Entering the global arena is an exciting step 

for any enterprise, but it inevitably requires an 

in-depth focus on localization. Too many orga-

nizations confuse localization with translation. 

While translation does play a signifcant role in 

localizing a product, it’s only one step. Localiza-

tion is a much more comprehensive approach, 

one that is sometimes referred to as transcre-

ation, whereby a product and other technical 

materials are adapted to both the language and 

culture of a specifc locale.

In most cases, localization attempts lead to frustration and 

heavy costs. Simply adapting a product for launch in mul-

tiple countries and languages can be demanding, particularly 

for software products. Additionally, website localization and 

the adaptation of marketing content have stymied even large 

multinational industry leaders. Issues with localization arise 

primarily because the process involves several moving parts. 

To effectively manage the localization process and ensure the 

integrity of an enterprise’s global brand, it is essential to iden-

tify these parts and how best to adapt them for local markets. 

Successful localization management can be broken down 

into three considerations. The frst is obtaining an understand-

ing of the target country and culture, not just the target lan-

guage. Translation deals strictly with the language of a region. 

As previously defned, localization is the means whereby a 

product or content is adapted to both the language and culture 

of a specifc locale. This goes beyond word-by-word translation 

and adds other factors to the equation such as local attitudes, 

customs and culture.

The second is knowing what to localize. Common questions 

asked by companies as they draft a localization strategy include 

how far to go with localization efforts and how to determine 

what to localize and what to leave out. The answer is that 

localization should occur wherever culture intersects with your 

product. This pertains particularly to the localization of market-

ing content. Marketing is intended to inform a target audience 

why they need this product and how it can be useful to them. 

Answering these questions is impossible without an intimate 

understanding of the target culture.

Along with this, of course, is knowing what not to localize. 

The localization process isn’t only limited to the components 

that must be adapted. Enterprises should also determine which 

aspects of their brand cannot change from country to country. 

There are fundamental elements that form an organization’s 

corporate identity. Flexibility is needed for localization, but 

such are brand boundaries. Localization should render the prod-

uct such that it appears as if it originated in the target country. 

The core messaging, however, should remain intact.

The third consideration involves identifying the qualities of 

a professional localization team. Many localization concerns 

can be alleviated through the use of an experienced localization 

company. Due to the proliferation of translation and localization 

services, it is necessary to know the best practices and qualities 

that set professional localization teams apart from all the others.

 

Target language, target culture 
Relying on an across-the-board translation approach can 

risk damaging an enterprise’s global brand. Simple translation 

doesn’t take into account the distinctions that exist between 

countries that share a language. For example, although Portu-

guese, Spanish and English are spoken on multiple continents, 

a mere translation doesn’t address the cultural differences that 

distinguish the Brazilian from the Portuguese market; El Sal-

vadoran Spanish from Mexican Spanish; or US English from 

Canadian or British English. Even within countries, regional 

dialects and cultures can lead to even further differences.

Localization is so fraught with risk that an entire category of 

urban legends has sprung up around the unfortunate translation 

errors allegedly committed by companies that didn’t do their 

homework. Here are two examples that aren’t folklore. They are 

Jeremy Coombs is the senior vice president of 

operations at MultiLing. He holds a degree in 

linguistics with an emphasis on computer science 

and Scandinavian studies from  

Brigham Young University.
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genuine mistakes made by companies that 

thought translation equals localization.

IKEA, the world’s largest furniture 

retailer, found itself all over the German 

news when it released its new furniture 

catalog. The cause of the sensation was 

the name of a new candelabrum: Arm-

leuchter Söder. In Swedish, the word 

Söder means south. In Germany, Söder 

is the last name of the Bavarian fnance 

minister. Unfortunately, the word arm-
leuchter also had a double meaning. It 

can refer to either a candelabrum or a 

bonehead. Needless to say, the Bonehead 

Söder made quite a splash; just not in the 

way IKEA intended.

In Street Fighter II, a popular Japanese 

video game, one of the characters, Ryu, 

says to a defeated enemy: “If you cannot 

overcome the Rising Dragon Punch, you 

cannot win!” The translator read “Rising 

Dragon” and thought it was the name of 

a new character being introduced in the 

game, so the line was changed to: “If you 

cannot overcome Shen Long, you cannot 

win!” When the game was released in the 

United States, gamers went wild trying to 

unlock the Shen Long character and beat 

the game. In 1992, Electronic Gaming 
Monthly even played a cruel April Fools’ 

joke by publishing an elaborate series of 

diffcult instructions intended to unlock 

Shen Long. The magazine didn’t reveal 

the hoax until that December, after gam-

ers had wasted countless hours trying to 

reach the elusive Shen Long level.

What can be gleaned from these 

examples? First, tailor your localized 

products to the expectations of your 

target audience. Consider age range and 

subculture, as well as the nature of your 

product. Second, be aware of cultural 

differences and linguistic peculiari-

ties that may impact your localization 

efforts. Are there any taboo topics, or 

distinct aspects to the culture’s humor? 

Third, consult local experts and localiza-

tion professionals early on in the process 

so localization isn’t performed as a hap-

hazard last-minute step.

Knowing what to localize 
Localization entails an incredible 

amount of translation, research and test-

ing. The scope of this process not only 

extends to the product’s documentation, 

but also to the entire marketing campaign 

and service network surrounding the 

product, from online help to CD labels. 

Your website plays a signifcant role 

when it comes to customer interaction. 

Many localized websites following the 

transcreation vs. translation rule func-

tion more as individual sites rather than 

as extensions of an original company 

site. Here is a list of website components 

that often require localization:

■■  Content Management System 
(CMS). Since some languages can take 

up 30% more room than English text, it’s 

important to use a CMS, or a web pub-

lishing platform, that is fexible enough 

to accommodate the extra space require-

ments. Your CMS should also be capable 

of handling accented and double-byte 

characters.
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■■  Content. It should be translated, 
yes, but that doesn’t mean all of it all at 
once. Limit your initial content translation 
to texts that support your product and 
address customer needs. Avoid the use of 
jargon or slang.

■■  Time and date format. Not every 
country uses the same time and date 
stamp. Many countries rely on military 

time. Others put the day before the month 
when recording the date.

■■  Phone number and address layout. 
Contact information can be a key factor in 
the customer experience. Phone numbers 
and address layout can vary from country 
to country, even if they share a language.

■■  Navigation. Some languages, like 
Hebrew and Arabic, require right to left 
layout, which can affect text, menus and 
buttons.

■■  Images. Your website images should 
refect the culture you are trying to reach. 
Image titles and alt text should also be 
localized.

Something else to consider is search 
engine optimization. According to Search 
Engine Watch, 73% of all internet users 
search the web in a language other than 
English. It is also important to note that 
Google is not the principal search engine 
in other parts of the world. Russia and 
China have their own local search provid-
ers (Yandex and Baidu, respectively) that 
follow different rules than Google. Finally, 
remember that local search engines always 
give preference to local sites, which is why 
your localized website should feature a 
country-specifc domain name. 

No doubt you’re familiar with the usual 
lineup of social media channels: Facebook, 
Twitter, Google+ and LinkedIn. Despite the 
worldwide popularity of these networks, 
they have local rivals in other countries 
that can provide valuable social media 
streams for multinational organizations. 
Localized websites that are optimized for 
these resident social networks provide 
international users with a simple and 
straightforward means to share offers and 
content.

Localizing software can be every bit as 
tricky as website localization. Very often 
it requires the combined efforts of both 
translators and engineers. To avoid the 
garbled text and fonts usually associated 
with faulty localization, you should imple-
ment localization efforts in the early stages 
of your software development and rigor-
ously test your localized software through-
out development. Produce a localized help 
guide or user’s manual along with your 
software localization. This helps guarantee 
consistency between your documentation 
and your software.

Technical documents require a slightly 
different approach. Since they describe 
complex topics and technologies, cultural 
localization isn’t as essential as technical 
localization. This documentation must be 

clear and accurate for end users, requiring 
translators who not only possess linguistic 
skills, but also intimate knowledge of the 
technology involved.

Localizing audio and visual products 
is usually a matter of transliteration along 
with translation. The basic challenge is 
maintaining the accuracy of the content 
while also capturing the feel of the original 
message. Localization professionals should 
employ translators and narrators who are 
native speakers of the target language 
and whose delivery betrays no accent. 
Matching program length and lip synchro-
nization can also prove challenging when 
localizing media products.

There are cases when you may not want 
to localize. Debuting on the global stage 
is as much about introducing your brand 
to the world as it is about adapting your 
content to new markets. Too much local-
ization can deprive you of your corporate 
identity and erode the value of your brand. 
There are elements of your enterprise’s 
core that should transcend localization and 
remain constant from country to country. 
Pinpointing those central principles is a 
deeply individualistic exercise for every 
company, but it is part of the balancing act 
involved in the localization process. 

McDonald’s global strategy provides 
one example of how a brand established 
this balance, along with the choices the 
process entails. The fast-food giant had 
to do some soul searching as it expanded 
into global markets. It had to determine 
whether the McDonald’s brand identity 
relied on its signature menu items, like 
the Big Mac or on some other quality they 
wanted to maintain. 

In the end, McDonald’s decided that its 
brand’s core identity was that McDonalds 
was a fun place to eat. It launched an 
aggressive localization campaign, offer-
ing customers a menu of localized foods 
to enjoy in the signature McDonald’s 
environment, with McMolletes in Mexico 
and Chicken SingaPorridge in Singapore. 
The Big Mac is still available in just about 
every restaurant worldwide, but in places 
like India, it is made from chicken.

Gaining a professional  
localization team
The localization process can be daunt-

ing for any organization, so don’t tackle it 
alone. Professional localization teams spe-
cialize in localizing technical and market-
ing materials, as well as software, manuals, 
website content and audio/visual products. 

USA (East) salesuseast@net-translators.com

USA (West) salesusca@net-translators.com

Argentina salessoutham@net-translators.com

UK saleseu@net-translators.com

Israel salesil@net-translators.com
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To begin with, it’s not enough to hire 

translators with linguistic skills. Local-

ization teams should employ culturally 

and technically adept native speakers to 

provide accurate translations in even the 

most specialized contexts. Teams should 

combine the efforts of terminologists, 

translators, engineers and linguists to pro-

duce localized products.

You should also consider your tools. 

Quality translations incorporate transla-

tion tools into the localization team’s 

efforts. Translation memory is one such 

tool, allowing translators to leverage past 

translations and formatting in order to 

streamline future translation turnaround 

times.

In software localization, your team 

should master various operating systems 

and platforms. Whatever the software’s 

stage of development, a quality localiza-

tion team can provide language support 

for products, documentation and websites. 

A professional team is also able to handle 

a variety of formats, including java, C++ 

and HTML, in addition to multimedia edi-

tors and operating systems like Microsoft 

Windows, Mac OS, Linux and UNIX.

Keep in mind that neglecting terminol-

ogy management can lead to errors and 

omissions in different versions of highly 

technical translated documents. A central-

ized terminology system used across all 

countries and languages keeps an enter-

prise’s internal vernacular consistent. The 

localization team should coordinate the 

development of glossaries and dictionar-

ies, research and develop terminology 

databases, and develop and implement 

style guides.

Finally, a stringent localization provider 

will subject itself to rigorous and redun-

dant quality control measures, using both 

technology and team members to provide 

oversight. Clients should also be kept up 

to date on their product’s progress through 

the localization process, preferably through 

a client checklist or dashboard.

No two enterprises undergo localiza-

tion in the same manner. More than just 

a balancing act, it is a highly customized 

undertaking for companies, requiring dif-

fcult choices that force an enterprise to 

defne the qualities that constitute its iden-

tity and brand. However, by implementing 

a localization approach and hiring transla-

tion teams early on in product develop-

ment, you can bypass many frustrations as 

you bring your products to market faster, 

with higher quality and less risk.  M

Tools & Services Showcase

Omnia Group
 USA • UK • Italy • Germany • France • Norway

info@omnia-group.com • www.omnia-group.com

 Technical Publications

 Full Content Life Cycle 

 At Omniatext we manage every step of the 
content life cycle, from technical writing using 
controlled English, to translation, DTP and 
multi-channel publishing. We draw on a tight 
integration of best-of-breed technologies, service, 
and premium language professionals who know 
their industry domain inside out and can clearly 
communicate complex, technical concepts, 
allowing our customers to deploy technically 
accurate and culturally sensitive content in the 
global marketplace.   

Your Polish  
Competence Center

Since 2000, Ryszard Jarża Translations has 
been providing specialized Polish translation, 
localization, marketing copy adaptation, 
and DTP services. We focus primarily on life 
sciences, IT, automotive, refrigeration and 
other technology sectors. 

We have built a brilliant in-house team made 
up of experienced linguists and engineers who 
guarantee a high standard of quality while 
maintaining flexibility, responsiveness and 
accountability. Our services are certified to EN 
15038:2006. 

Ryszard Jarża Translations
Wrocław, Poland

info@jarza.com.pl
www.jarza.com.pl 

EuroGreek Translations Limited
London, UK • Athens, Greece 

production@eurogreek.gr • www.eurogreek.com

Europe’s No. 1 
Greek Localizer

Since 1986, EuroGreek has been providing high-
quality, turnkey solutions, encompassing a whole 
range of client needs, for the following language 
combinations:
•	English	into	Greek
•	Greek	into	English
•	German	into	Greek
•	French	into	Greek
All EuroGreek’s work is produced in our Athens 

production center and covers most subjects:
•	Technical
•	Medical/Pharmaceutical
•	IT/Telecommunications
•	Economics/Legal
All EuroGreek’s work is fully guaranteed for 

quality and on-time delivery.

MediLingua BV
Leiden, The Netherlands

simon.andriesen@medilingua.com
www.medilingua.com

Medical Translations
MediLingua	is	one	of	Europe’s	few	companies	

specializing in medical translation. We provide 
all European languages and the major languages 
of Asia and Africa as well as the usual translation- 
related services.

Our 450-plus translators have a combined 
medical and language background. 

We work for manufacturers of medical 
devices, instruments, in-vitro diagnostics and 
software; pharmaceutical companies; medical 
publishers; national and international medical 
organizations; and medical journals.

Call or e-mail Simon Andriesen or visit our 
website for more information.
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Exploring TMS 

pricing structures

Benjamin B. Sargent

T
Today’s translation management systems 

(TMSs) handle structured translation processes 
but are poised for much broader usage across 
the enterprise. Here, we explore the expanding 
scope of TMS and consider the pricing and busi-
ness implications of sharing language tools and 
assets among the entire knowledge workforce.

Translation is fundamental to any global enterprise. Viewed 
from one angle, information moves from one language to the next 
in a formal process, wherein the company’s messages get com-
municated and products are documented. A trained, professional 
staff manages this fow of words, projects and assets in a durable 
business process, often coordinated by a centralized team.

Viewed from another angle, translation is needed every-
where, every day and probably gets dealt with on an ad hoc 
basis using whatever resources are close at hand. In this decen-
tralized context, disparate business units, functions and regions 
call up their own language resources to conduct their day-to-
day activities. As the needs of global markets, supply chains and 
operations affect more functional groups within the enterprise, 
enterprises will grant access to centralized translation tools and 
processes to ever wider swaths of employees. From drivers to 
shop foor assembly workers, today’s workers are all knowledge 
workers, and knowledge workers need language tools.

We expect TMS to play a central role even as shallower inter-
faces and simpler processes crawl out to an ever broader set of 
users, eventually achieving ubiquity in the enterprise stack. What 
does “ubiquity” mean in this enterprise context? It’s when trans-

lation tools become an assumed part of any information system. 
This means authoring and software development interfaces, con-
tent management systems and production information systems, 
marketing automation and social management, customer rela-
tionship management and enterprise resource planning, e-mail 
and messaging, as well as proprietary information systems such 
as recipes, process documentation and service manuals.  

This anticipated level of ubiquity poses a pricing and deploy-
ment challenge for enterprises. The transition of TMS from a tool 
used by a small cadre of specialists to an enterprise-wide deploy-
ment accessible by anyone with a language need will cause 
headaches for planners, procurement staff and the software sup-
pliers they buy from. Negotiating the price for this ubiquitous 
service will be a challenge as both parties assign value to the 
resource. Common Sense Advisory research has shown a trend 
toward value-based or usage-based pricing models that charge a 
fee against metered volume, whether measured as words, bytes 
or transactions in the system. Curiously, the ubiquity argument 
can be used both for and against value-based pricing in TMS. 

Let’s look at the “for” argument, that translation is a utility that 
must be metered. Every knowledge worker may need translation, 
but how much and what they need will differ. Many buyers will 
want to associate the cost of translation directly to the business 
function to which it is applied. For these users, value-based pricing 
makes the most sense. Functions that require more volume, higher 
quality and faster speeds will pay more. As with water or electricity, 
such translation can be metered — externally to optimize volume-
based discounts or internally to optimize expense allocation.

Let’s also consider the “against” argument, that translation is a 
core function that should not be metered. Ubiquitous usage should 
drive costs low enough to grant universal access via site licenses. 
As a core technology exposed through any number of other con-
tent interfaces and business applications, it becomes a cost of doing 
business. Enterprises will simply buy a site license and allocate cost 
just as they do for payroll processing, human resources or facilities 
management. Metering merely creates unnecessary overhead.

Which of these pricing models will work best for you? It 
depends. Metered use schemes allow TMS buyers to allocate 
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internal and external costs (for deprecia-
tion, amortization, IT management and 
maintenance costs) to internal depart-
ments according to the norms estab-
lished for value or usage. Companies 
focused on cost containment may prefer 
this method, as will companies with 
disparate business units or brands where 
costs need to be separately managed.

Companies focused on growth or uni-
fed around a single fagship product or 
brand may prefer the simplicity of the fxed 
cost approach. If translation management 
is a permanent requirement in the enter-
prise information stack, many companies 
will view site licensing as the lowest total 
cost option for software acquisition. More 
experienced TMS users should buy a site 
license as a capital expense (CAPEX) but 
allocate maintenance and support tariffs. 
The metering function offered by more 
and more TMS suppliers lets savvy buyers 
achieve the lowest total cost that comes 
with a site license while still managing to 
produce variable-cost charges internally 
for each business unit, functional depart-
ment and project.

In conclusion, the tough decision 
between value-based pricing and CAPEX-
style purchasing will not end anytime 

soon. Metered usage, even at companies 
that have bought a site license, continues 
to have an appeal as companies attempt 
to allocate charges. This value-based 

pricing requirement will have a last-
ing effect on how TMS is confgured, 
independent of how buyers pay for the 
software.  M

Expense type What it is Tax effect

CAPEX 
(Capital Expenditure or Capital 

Expense)

Capital expenditures are investments that 
create future benefts. A capital expenditure is 
incurred when a business spends money either 
to buy fxed assets or to add to the value of an 
existing asset with a useful life that extends 
beyond the tax year.

Such expenditures cannot be fully deducted in the 
period when they were incurred. Tangible assets are 
depreciated, and intangible assets are amortized 
over time.

OPEX  
(Operating Expense, Operating 

Expenditure or Revenue Expenditure)

OPEX refers to expenses incurred in the course 
of ordinary business, such as sales, general and 
administrative expenses, excluding cost of goods 
sold, taxes, depreciation and interest.

Operating expenses are fully deducted in the 
accounting period during which they were incurred.

Funding software acquisition by CAPEX versus OPEX. CAPEX purchases often require annual service contracts, an OPEX 
component. TMS usually carries a 15-30% annual maintenance fee, meaning over a three to fve year period you are 

adding as much OPEX as your original CAPEX investment. Source: Common Sense Advisory, Inc. and diffen.com

Expense Type Pros Cons

Fixed OPEX
Set by budget cycle; good balance of 
predictability and fexibility; better price 
negotiation; upside if usage increases. 

You’ve overspent if usage decreases; an annual 
subscription commitment creates a temporary lock-in 
if you decide to change your process mid-year.

Variable OPEX 
Maximum fexibility; costs can go to zero 
in a period; no lock-in.

Higher unit costs; higher long-term costs.

The rationales of fxed versus variable OPEX. TMS pricing schemes may combine these expense types, using a fxed monthly base rate 
plus a variable amount calculated on monthly volume of words, gigabytes or transactions. Source: Common Sense Advisory, Inc.
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Quantifying and measuring 

linguistic quality

Jason Arnsparger

E
Even with all the tools, technology and auto-

mation available today, we still rely on people to 
perform translation. And as we know all too well, 
people make mistakes. Furthermore, people inter-
pret language differently.

As with any human process, translation can be subjective. 
Some aspects of translation are objective. Yes translated as no is a 
clear mistranslation, for example. However, translation quality is 
often judged upon subjective criteria such as style, terminology or 
how the core concepts have been articulated in another language.

Quality is a word that is thrown around rather loosely, in many 
different contexts. It has become a buzzword of sorts. What one 
person would consider quality, another might not. How can you 
objectively determine if something is, in fact, quality? Further-
more, how can you quantify the level of quality? Asking ten dif-
ferent people would likely get ten different defnitions. Let’s start 
with a few. The Project Management Institute, in A Guide to the 

Project Management Body of Knowledge (4th Edition), defnes it as 
“The degree to which a product meets the specifed requirements.” 
The Six Sigma Handbook calls it the “Number of defects per million 
opportunities.” The International Organization for Standardization 
says it is “Determined by comparing a set of inherent character-
istics with a set of requirements. If those inherent characteristics 
meet all requirements, high or excellent quality is achieved. If 
those characteristics do not meet all requirements, a low or poor 
level of quality is achieved.”

All of these defnitions are from highly regarded organizations 
in the quality management feld. There are two common attributes. 
First, there is a scale of degrees of quality. Second, there is a set of 
defned specifcations to provide a point of reference on the scale.

A translation that accurately conveys the intended meaning of 
the source may still not necessarily meet the criteria of high qual-

ity. Due to the subjective nature of the particular needs of the end 
user or customer, a quality translation is more than just maintain-
ing the meaning. Sure, in many instances quality can be black or 
white, but quite often there is a lot of gray area when talking about 
linguistic quality.

Quality is in the eye of the beholder. A linguist cannot know 
the individual preferences of all of their target audience. If quality 
is measured in part on preference, then the translator needs to 
know what quality really entails in any given instance to each 
individual. This is where specifcations become so critical.

Defining and measuring specifications
From project to project, the needs and expectations of the cus-

tomer may change. This is why defned specifcations become so 
critical. For example, does the translation need to be concise? Does 
it need to use specifc, preferred terminology (red blood cells or 
erythrocytes)? Does it need to portray a certain tone? The list of 
specifcations can go on and on.

Additional considerations of context need to be outlined at 
the start of an individual project as well. Is the translation for a 
lawsuit? Then it needs to be fairly literal. Is it for a marketing 
campaign? Then the translator may be doing creative rewriting or 
transcreation. If the translation is done in the setting of a regulated 
industry, then it needs to meet regulatory standards. One aspect of 
a quality translation is that it meets the purpose for which it will 
be used. So to ensure quality, the customer needs to provide the 
linguist a detailed description of the target audience and setting in 
which the target content will be used. The bottom line is, a quali-
fed translator can and should deliver exceptional quality transla-
tions, but without specifcations the translation still might not be 
good enough to meet the customer’s expectations. Therefore, the 
expectations must be formulated into specifcations, which will in 
turn be the measuring stick for linguistic quality.

Once the expectations are well established and formulated into 
specifcations, an error can be objectively identifed. Counting 
errors leads to a measurement method. There are several ways to 
measure the quality of a product by counting the number of errors. 
Take Six Sigma, for example. The Six Sigma quality level is 3.44 
errors per million opportunities, which calculates to a 99.99966% 
yield. The Four Sigma quality level is 6,210 errors per million 
opportunities, which calculates to a 99.38% yield. These methods 
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are useful because they make quality very 
black and white — the translation either 
meets the Six Sigma quality level or it 
doesn’t. We can use a tool such as Six 
Sigma to verify and quantify once we have 
clearly defned an error in the translation 
process.

Measured quality means objectively 
assessing the quality level of the trans-
lated product for its conformance to 
defned requirements and specifcations. 
As requirements vary from project to 
project, company to company, and even 
supplier to supplier, the assessment needs 
to be customized to meet each individual 
set of requirements.

Without specifcations against which to 
measure quality, subjectivity can tend to 
derail translation projects, leaving them at 
the mercy of individuals’ preferences. This 
has a signifcant impact on an organiza-
tion’s bottom line.

Five whys
The “fve whys” of measured quality 

is an iterative question-asking technique 
used to explore the cause-and-effect rela-
tionships underlying a particular problem. 
The primary goal of the technique is to 
determine the root cause of a defect or 
problem. Along those lines, there are fve 
main arguments for the use of measured 
quality: proactive process, saving cost, 
reducing timelines, regulatory compliance 
and driving business. 

Let’s consider the proactive process. 
Quality assessment tends to be overly 
reactive. Most organizations determine 
linguistic quality late in the localiza-
tion process through in-country review, 
depending on individuals that may or may 
not be qualifed to make the ultimate deci-
sion on the quality of translated content. 
That approach may seem suffcient to most 
organizations, even if it puts an undue 
amount of pressure on those validating 
linguistic quality. 

In any process there is a series of 
checks and balances: execution, inspec-
tion and acceptance. It is tricky to fnd 
the right amount of checks and balances. 
Some are necessary, but if there are too 
many checks and balances, there could 
be diminished returns. Diminished returns 
occur when there is a “pass the buck” 
mentality. One resource will depend on 
the next in line to catch errors. Such a 
process of checks and balances typically 
does result in quality translations, but the 
process is ineffcient. Excessive quality 

control steps can paralyze a project and 
add questionable value.

There is an important distinction 
between quality control (QC) and quality 
assurance (QA). QC is essentially inspection. 
QC simply validates tasks. By nature, QC is 
reactive, while QA is more proactive. QA is 
the active pursuit of quality, engrained in 
the overall process and in the mind-set of 
an organization. QA likely includes a sub-
set of QC steps within the process, but QA 
expands to the actual design and execu-

tion of a process. Part of QA is the ongoing 
measurement of quality. The ultimate goal 
is that no errors or non-conformances are 
found during QC, or inspection. Eventually 
QA reduces dependence on QC, driving 
effciency and leaning out the process.

As far as the cost of good quality is 
concerned, there are costs for prevention. 
There are costs for inspection. There are 
costs for detection, costs for rework and 
there are human resource costs. Ask your 
language service provider how much you 
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are paying for QC, but also consider the 
cost of poor quality. Poor quality can com-
promise the reputation of the organization 
from the customer’s perspective, which in 
turn could result in lost revenue. In extreme 
cases like a recall, the cost could be huge. 
You should also consider your internal QA 
staff. Could those resources be working on 
other things if you knew incoming transla-
tion quality was exceptional — if it could 
be quantifed? 

Measured quality can have a direct 
impact on the bottom line. Put into the 
context of Six Sigma, this impact can be 
exponential. Using the previous example, 
a Four Sigma quality level means there 
are approximately 6,210 errors per million 
transactions or opportunities. In the context 
of translation, let’s say that’s 6,210 out of one 
million words. A Six Sigma quality level, 
however, would mean approximately three 
and a half errors per million words. What is 
the cost of preventing, inspecting, detecting 
and fxing 6,210 errors versus three and a 
half errors? Remember that seemingly min-
ute difference between 99.38% quality and 
99.99% quality? When put into the context 
of translation, the impact to the bottom line 
is not minute at all.

Saving time is another consideration. 
Wouldn’t it be great to receive a translation 
from your service provider that didn’t need 
to go to in-country review or any other 
internal verifcation, but just went straight 

on the shelf for distribution? Think about 
the time saved and how quickly you could 
get localized products to market. Measured 
quality is the gateway to such a lofty goal.

In the translation industry, there is 
constant pressure to reduce cycle times 
to get products to market faster. Analyze 
how much of the time incurred during a 
translation project is on actual execution 
of work versus QC (inspection, detection 
and correction of errors). How much time 
could be saved on a schedule if QC steps 
were reduced and quality levels were 
known and quantifed along the way? 
Add up the time associated with current 
QC steps and estimate how much sooner 
products could get to the market if those 
tasks could be scaled down. This alone 
could justify the investment in the pursuit 
of measured quality.

The need to meticulously meet global 
and regional regulatory requirements is 
a major factor in the costs and extensive 
timelines for many organizations, espe-
cially medical device and pharmaceutical 
translations. Mistakes in translations that 
compromise regulatory compliance put 
an organization at high risk. Risks can 
range from minor non-conformances 
during audits, requiring resubmission of 
product labeling for approval, to major 
non-conformances resulting in product 
recalls and even affecting patient/user 
safety. Language service providers with 

intimate knowledge of the regulatory land-
scape fully understand the risks involved 
and the need for accurate and consistent 
translations. Organizations should align 
regulatory compliance requirements with 
the quality specifcations they provide to 
the language service provider. By compil-
ing all requirements into the specifcations 
document, the language service provider 
can ensure compliance in tandem with 
other quality requirements. Deploying 
measured quality can help regulated com-
panies reduce risk and increase confdence 
that their multilingual content is compliant 
with global and regional regulations. 

Lastly, there is driving business. Now 
more than ever, maximizing revenue and 
getting to market quickly are critical busi-
ness goals. It is commonplace to have to 
“do more with less.” Not only can measured 
quality be used for quantifable, continuous 
improvement of translations, it truly can 
help drive business by helping to reduce 
costs and timelines. It can help organiza-
tions free up critical resources so they can 
focus on other areas that directly impact 
the business. Unlike the typical QC-driven 
process, measured quality provides organi-
zations with a predictable, repeatable out-
come with their localized content, allowing 
the business to focus on critical goals.

Linguistic quality  
measurement systems
A handful of linguistic quality measure-

ment systems have emerged in the last ten 
to 15 years. The goal of these measurement 
systems is to quantify translation quality. 
These systems have many commonali-
ties: categories of error types are defned 
(mistranslations, omissions, additions and 
more) and severity of the errors is defned.

The goal is to fnd a way to objectively 
measure the translation quality. Once an 
evaluation of a translation has been com-
pleted the errors are aggregated, resulting 
in a quality score. Here are a few quality 
measurement standards that are used to 
measure linguistic quality.

SAE J2450: Originally released in 
2001 by the Society of Automotive 
Engineers (SAE), J2450 is a statistical 
method used to classify translator errors 
for automotive translations. It has since 
been expanded to other industries. It is 
intended as a consistent standard against 
which the quality of translation can be 
objectively measured.

The standard has seven error catego-
ries, including misspelling or omission, 
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with two subcategories for severity 
(minor and major). A numerical weight is 
assigned to each of these error categories 
and subcategories. SAE does not dictate 
how the weighting should be done. Each 
company implementing J2450 must 
determine acceptable versus unaccept-
able translations, based on the ultimate 
purpose of the translated content. It does 
not include a way of measuring style 
errors, and so is not well suited for mar-
keting materials, for instance. The focus 
on nonstylistic error classifcation does, 
however, make J2450 a viable system for 
measuring the quality of technical content.

LISA QA model: This model was 
developed and released by the now-
defunct Localization Industry Standards 
Association (LISA). The principles of the 
quality standard are still widely used in 
the industry. Error categories are jointly 
defned by the language service provider 
and the customer. The categories also 
include subcategories of severity (minor, 
major and critical). Custom approaches for 

software, online help and documentation 
are included in the standard as well.

Canadian Language Quality Measure-

ment System: The Canadian government’s 
Translation Bureau released the Canadian 
Language Quality Measurement System 
which it uses to assess translation qual-
ity. Translation and language errors are 
captured, with distinctions made between 
major and minor errors.

When this system was initially 
released, errors from a 400-word pas-
sage were tallied, leading to a quality 
rating (quality level A, or superior, had 
zero major errors and no more than 
six minor errors). This has since been 
modifed to zero tolerance of errors 
for fnal delivery of translations (from 
Translation Quality Assessment: An 

Argumentation-Centred Approach by 
Malcolm Williams).

METRiQ: Originally released in 
2009 by ForeignExchange Translations, 
METRiQ is a statistical method used to 
classify linguistic errors for medical 

translations. It is intended as a consis-
tent standard against which the quality 
of translation can be objectively mea-
sured, both during and at completion of 
a translation project. The system has four 
error categories, each with its own sub-
categories. There are three categories of 
severity (critical, major and minor).

Errors are counted for a 3,000 
word sample of text and entered into 
the METRiQ online system. Numeri-
cal weightings are assigned to each of 
these error categories and subcategories. 
These weightings are modifed based on 
the point in the translation process at 
which the text is being evaluated (after 
initial translation, after edit, prior to fnal 
delivery) and depending on what type of 
project it is. If a frst pass translation is 
being evaluated, more minor errors are 
accepted, as compared with an evaluation 
being completed prior to fnal delivery. A 
medical marketing brochure would have 
higher weighting of stylistic errors than 
a technical manual. These weightings are 
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set by the linguistic quality team, and can 
be customized per customer.

Implementing measured quality
Creating effective and effcient linguis-

tic quality management systems that inte-
grate quality standards and automated QA 
tools may seem overwhelming. That alone 
is why many organizations often fail to 
implement such a process. How then can 
you approach creation of a quality mea-
surement system? By taking a systematic, 
methodical approach and using the tools 
we’ve covered, it is an attainable goal. 

Step one is to set your corporate 
quality objectives. This should be done 
at an enterprise level. The corporate 
quality mission should cascade down 
to programs, departments, projects and 
employees. Everyone in the organization 
has a stake in quality assurance. Align-
ing measured quality to the company’s 
overall quality objectives will help ensure 
buy-in from stakeholders. The quality 
objectives should be customer focused, 
measurable and aligned with the com-
pany vision. The linguistic strategy can 
then be defned to support these goals.

Step two is to defne quality. As demon-
strated earlier, there are varying defnitions 
of quality. That is why it is so important 
for each organization to clearly articulate 
what quality means to them and formulate 
that defnition into project requirements, 

specifcations and acceptance criteria. This 
helps to minimize the subjectivity of qual-
ity assessments. To defne quality, start by 
answering what quality means to you and 
your end users. Identify consistent themes, 
integrate regulatory and legal require-
ments, and formulate them into a single, 
consistent quality defnition. 

Companies should also partner with 
their LSP to ensure alignment between 
their defnition and procedures and the 
LSP’s. Compare to be sure that the LSP is 
benchmarking to the same standards that 
you are. Ideally there should be no dis-
agreement as to whether quality require-
ments have been met.

Step three involves analyzing your 
current quality levels. Rather than just 
assessing one recent project, it’s recom-
mended to take a more comprehensive 
approach. Sample current or recently 
delivered projects against the new qual-
ity defnition. Capture information about 
any non-conformances and issues with 
fnal project deliveries. Collect feedback 
from in-country reviewers on current and 
historical quality, and how it has trended 
over time. Some of this feedback might 
be subjective; however, consistent sub-
jective feedback from many individuals 
could indicate a more systemic problem, 
which should not be discounted. Even 
subjective information can be developed 
into objective measurements.

You might also assess the quality 
of source content and support materi-
als. If there are quality issues in the 
source language content, it increases 
the risk that those issues are perpetu-
ated in the translations. High-quality 
source content facilitates the delivery 
of high-quality translations.

Assess the quality of linguistic assets 
such as translation glossaries, locale-
specifc style guides and translation 
memories. It is common for linguistic 
assets to degrade over time, especially 
before a measured quality system is 
in place. Linguistic assets are liv-
ing, breathing entities and should be 
assessed and maintained accordingly. 
Document which tools are being used 
now and what measurements are cur-
rently performed.

The end result should be your base-
line quality metrics, which will be used 
to measure improvements once the 
quality measurement system is in place. 

Step four is creating or updating your 
linguistic support materials. If source 
language and translation glossaries and 
style guides are not already in place, 
create them. They are key inputs to the 
content development and localization 
life cycle. If these materials already 
exist, use the results from the quality 
assessment to update and revalidate 
them. Determine what improvements 
are needed to the source language con-
tent to drive effciency in the translation 
process. Determine what modifcations 
are needed to the specifcations, style 
guides, translation memory, translation 
glossaries and reference materials to 
make them more effective.

Step fve is to deploy the measured 
quality system. This step is one that 
requires buy-in from all relevant team 
members to be successfully accom-
plished. Ensure everyone is aligned to 
the understanding of the current state, 
as determined in the analysis stage. The 
stakeholders should all be aligned to 
the overall quality objectives. Only then 
can the team form an effective strategy. 

Determine what measurement sys-
tems/standards will be used. Consider 
using an out-of-the-box standard, such 
as J2450, LISA QA or the others dis-
cussed previously. If none of the exist-
ing standards suit your specifc needs, 
create a custom measurement system 
and use it consistently. You should 
clearly defne: 
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■■  Error types or categories 

■■  Error severities and what consti-

tutes a given severity

■■  What weightings will be applied 

to different error categories — may vary 

based on the type of project or content 

being translated

■■  Resource requirements for those 

performing evaluations 

■■  When in the process evaluations 

should take place 

■■  Quality thresholds and acceptance 

criteria — may vary based on the type of 

project or content being translated

In addition, QA tools can be lever-

aged to automate the process. There are 

many effective tools in the industry 

that can be deployed out-of-the-box 

or customized to meet specifc require-

ments. Partner with language service 

providers to understand how these 

tools can help. Remember, however, 

that the tools are only as effective as 

the underlying process and the people 

evaluating the work.

Managing the results
Once the measured quality system 

is deployed, what do you do with the 

data? This again is for each organiza-

tion to decide. Diligently perform root 

cause analyses to truly understand the 

underlying issues. Use approaches such 

as the “fve whys” to ensure the actual 

root cause is uncovered, not just the 

symptoms. Determine the actions that 

need to be taken based on the results. 

Are there issues with linguists? Are 

there issues with source content, sup-

port materials or linguistic assets? Is 

the process not optimal?

Set ongoing targets for quality met-

rics. Be realistic in your targets. Clearly 

a target of zero defects is the ultimate 

goal, but it might be hard to measure 

improvements if the target is zero defects 

and you consistently fall short. 

Adjust the tools or measurement 

system as necessary. Organizational 

dynamics, project types, products and 

deliverables may change over time. 

Ensure the quality system is fexible for 

a changing environment.

There are several misperceptions 

about implementing measured quality. 

First, that it is too expensive. Second, 

that it slows down the process and causes 

delays. Third, that to increase quality, 

you need to add process steps. What is 

actually needed is a paradigm shift that 

can change the way localization projects 

are managed. Despite misperceptions, 

measured quality, as a tool, can be used 

to increase quality and drive effciency. 

In fact, the cost-time-quality trinity can 

coexist through smart implementation of 

a measured quality program. Measured 

quality allows for focused, surgical 

improvements rather than siege-style QC 

processes. 

Defning and quantifying translation 

quality is the most effective answer to 

the quality challenges and ineffcien-

cies common in the industry. It can help 

companies go from assuming quality is 

good to knowing quality is good.  M
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Core Focus: Localization

     ver-growing, easy international access to information 
         and goods underscores the importance of language and  
        cultural awareness. What issues are involved in reaching 
an international audience? Are there technologies to help? Who 
provides services in this area? Where do I start?

Savvy people in today’s world use MultiLingual to answer 
these questions and to help them discover what other questions 
they should be asking.

MultiLingual’s eight issues a year are filled with news, techni-
cal developments and language information for people who are 
interested in the role of language, technology and translation in 
our twenty-first century world. A ninth issue, the annual Resource 
Directory and Index, provides valuable resources — companies in 
the language industry that can help you go global. There is also an 
index to the previous year’s magazine editorial content.

Two issues each year include a Core Focus such as this one, 
which are primers for moving into new territories both geo-
graphically and professionally. 

The magazine itself covers a multitude of topics including 
these shown below:

Translation
Translators are vital to the development of international and 

localized software. Those who specialize in technical documents, 
such as manuals for computer hardware and software, industrial 
equipment and medical products, use sophisticated tools along 
with professional expertise to translate complex text clearly and 
precisely. Translators and people who use translation services track 
new developments through articles and news items in MultiLingual.

Localization
How can you make your product look and feel as if it were 

built in another culture for local users? Will the pictures and 
colors you select for a user interface in France be suitable for 
users in Brazil? How do you choose what markets to enter? 
What sort of sales effort is appropriate for those markets? How 
do you choose a localization service vendor? How do you man-
age a localization project? Managers, developers and localizers 
offer their ideas and relate their experiences with practical advice 
that will save you time and money in your localization projects.

Internationalization
Making content ready for the international market requires 

more than just a good idea. How does an international developer 
prepare a product to be easily adaptable for multiple locales? 
You’ll find sound ideas and practical help in every issue.

Language technology
From systems that recognize your handwriting or your speech in 

any language to automated translation on your phone — language 

technology is changing day by day. And this technology is also 
changing the way in which people communicate on a personal 
level — affecting the requirements for international products and 
changing how business is done all over the world.

MultiLingual is your source for the best information and 
insight into these developments and how they affect you and 
your business.

Global web
Every website is a global website because it can be accessed 

from anywhere in the world. Experienced web professionals 
explain how to create a site that works for users everywhere, 
how to attract those users to your site and how to keep the site 
current. Whether you use the internet for purchasing services, for 
promoting your business or for conducting fully international  
e-commerce, you’ll benefit from the information and ideas in 
each issue of MultiLingual.

Managing content
How do you track all the words and the changes that occur 

in your documents? How do you know who’s modifying your 
online content and in what language? How do you respond to 
customers and vendors in a prompt manner and in their own 
languages? The growing and changing field of content man-
agement, customer relations management and other manage-
ment disciplines is increasingly important as systems become 
more complex. Leaders in the development of these systems 
explain how they work and how they interface to control and 
streamline content management.

And there’s much more
Authors with in-depth knowledge summarize changes in the 

language industry and explain its financial side, describe the 
challenges of communicating in various languages and cul-
tures, detail case histories that are instructional and applicable 
to your situation, and evaluate technology products and new 
books. Other articles focus on particular countries or regions; 
specific languages; translation and localization training pro-
grams; the uses of language technology in specific industries 
— a wide array of current topics from the world of multilingual 
language, technology and business.

If you are interested in reaching an international audience 
in the best way possible, you need to subscribe to MultiLingual.  

An invitation to subscribe to 

Subscribe to MultiLingual at
www.multilingual.com/subscribe 
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