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There are situations when mistakes are easily 
correctable and do little or no harm, but writing 
for translation is not one of them! 

What approach generates easily-translated text? Carl Helbich introduces controlled authoring 
and its benefi ts, while Sophie Hurst emphasizes the importance of taking time to create a good 
source document and suggests how to do that. 

Robert D. Anderson tells how the DITA standard, which is growing in popularity, can be 
used for good localization practices.

In writing for translation, you must consider how you will handle documents and get them 
to your translators. Christine Bucher offers guidelines on this important handoff.

Sharon O’Brien writes about her research on the impact of controlled language authoring on 
the post-editing of machine translation output and the conclusions that can be drawn.

By realizing your text will be translated, you are ahead of many people. And by reading 
the advice in these pages, you will be ahead of many more. Take care and do it right, and you 
won’t be disappointed. You might even be rewarded. 
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When it comes to reducing the 
cost of localization, many client 
companies continue to focus on 

the translation process and translation 
pricing. These efforts often return only 
marginal savings. It’s becoming widely 
recognized that the greatest savings when 
creating multilingual documentation are 
still waiting to be realized when and where 
the content is created. This is a notion that 
every localization service provider (LSP) 
and translator have mumbled at one time 
or another: “If only the writers would con-
sider the translation requirements during 
the authoring process, then everyone’s life 
would be so much simpler and the localiza-
tion process so much less costly.”

In the January 2006 issue of this publi-
cation, Hans Fenstermacher, CEO of Archi-
Text, hit the nail right on the head when he 
succinctly described the localization en-
vironment as one with an artificial barrier 
between the authors and translators. This 
artificial barrier prevents cooperation and 
disconnects technology on opposite sides 
of the divide. 

The fact is that there exists an untapped 
wealth of savings to be found further up-
stream at the authoring stage. By using 
technology that links the authoring and 
translation processes together, we can fi-
nally access these savings and additional 
quality improvements. Controlled author-
ing is a solution that can bridge these two 
landscapes. 

What is controlled authoring?
It must be made clear that the con-

trolled authoring to which I refer should 
not be confused with more common or 
historical terms such as controlled lan-
guage authoring, controlled English or 
global English. These often synonymous 
terms usually refer to a set of language 
and authoring rules in which terminol-
ogy, grammar and syntax are tightly con-
strained for the purpose of preparing the 
authored text for machine translation 
(MT). Although this approach may be a 
successful solution for some of the larger 
companies, it is usually cost prohibitive 

and too challenging for most small to mid-
sized documentation groups. Also, MT is 
likely not suitable or adaptable to many 
types of publications. 

In the context of this discussion, con-
trolled authoring centers on a far more 
practical approach that can be quickly de-
ployed with minor investment in almost ev-
ery commercial writing environment. This 
type of controlled authoring can be called 
writing for re-use or writing for translation. 
It’s a process that integrates writing with 
localization so that the text can be written 
for re-use and at the same time written for 
efficient translation. 

The practice of writing for re-use is most 
applicable to environments where the 
need exists for a large quantity of similar 
documents such as user manuals for a 
long line of products from a single manu-
facturer, training information on a group 
of products or processes, technical docu-
mentation such as product repairs and 
maintenance, pharmaceutical documenta-
tion and so on.

The process of writing for re-use involves 
three basic elements: a set of practical au-
thoring rules (the controls); an authoring 
memory (AM) tool to quickly access and 
re-use the existing corpus of previously 

Controlled Authoring—
Writing for Re-use

CARL HELBICH
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Combined text Modularized text

Clipping Baggers Clipping Baggers

Your lawn tractor has a cutting deck size 
of 36 inches. DO NOT install an aftermarket 
bagger on this lawn tractor. The bagger can 
become clogged and damage your lawn 
tractor because the discharge chute is too 
narrow. Aftermarket baggers installed on a 
lawn tractor without the proper discharge 
chute can cause damage and possible injury. 

Your lawn tractor has a cutting deck size 
of 36 inches. DO NOT install an aftermarket 
bagger on this lawn tractor. 

The discharge chute is too narrow and may 
become clogged.

The installation of an aftermarket bagger 
when the discharge chute is too narrow may 
result in permanent damage to your lawn 
tractor. It may also cause you or others to 
be injured.

If you must use a bagger on a tractor with 
a cutting deck size of 36 inches, be sure 
to use only an approved bagger from your 
dealer and MAKE SURE that you install the 
appropriate chute adapter kit. See your 
dealer for factory approved baggers and 
adapter kits.

Use ONLY a bagger that is factory approved 
and BE SURE to install the appropriate chute 
adapter kit. See your dealer for factory-
approved baggers and adapter kits.

Figure 1: Text modularization.

Product-specific text Standardized text

The Commando APC-4260 has a ground 
clearance of 12.5 inches and an axle 
to ground clearance of 10 inches while 
maintaining a low silhouette and a low 
center of gravity.

This vehicle has a ground clearance of 12.5 
inches and an axle to ground clearance of 
10 inches while maintaining a low center of 
gravity.

Figure 2: Text standardization.
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authored information segments; and lastly, 
a translation memory (TM) system. I will 
first outline the four major rules required 
when writing for re-use. Then I will explain 
the importance of an AM tool and, finally, 
the results of the entire process on im-
proved leveraging of the TM system.

Authoring controls
Writing for re-use is a method that 

incorporates four authoring rules: text 
modularization, text standardization, text 
simplification and text reduction. All of 
these rules foster maximized re-use of ex-
isting information segments and promise 
the lowest possible translation costs.

Text modularization is the process of 
separating content that changes from 
content that doesn’t change or doesn’t 
change as often. When you combine 
both changing and non-changing content 
into the same segment (paragraph), this 
makes the segment impossible to re-use 
in another document without further ed-
iting. If it is re-used and edited to fit the 
current document, then it will also require 
some degree of translation. If, however, 
the changing information is separated into 
a different segment from the non-changing 

information, then both segments can be 
re-used, and only a small amount of text 
will require translation.

Figure 1 shows fictional sentences and 
paragraphs from a lawn tractor manual. 
You can see that the combined text seg-
ments on the left will always require ed-
iting and re-translation when re-used in 
similar documents because the cutting-
deck sizes will vary from one model of 
tractor to another. 

By reworking the segments, you now 
have four new modularized segments, 
shown on the right. The three lower seg-
ments can be re-used as is, without ad-
ditional translation. The first segment can 
also be re-used, requiring only minor edits 
based on the cutting-deck size of the spe-
cific tractor model for which this document 
serves. 

In this case of these segments alone, 
modularization of the information could 
reduce the translation cost across all of the 
documentation by several hundred dollars. 

Text standardization involves the omit-
ting of product-specific data from the 
information segment — model names, 
model numbers, marketing information 
and so on. Consider the example in Figure 

2 featuring text from a fictional military 
truck owner’s manual. The product-spe-
cific text on the left can only be used in 
the documentation for a specific product, 
the APC-4260 model. Considering that 
the manufacturer makes several different 
models of trucks with the same chassis 
(frame and suspension), the text could be 
written in a way for easy re-use across var-
ious models. In this case, the text on the 
left will always require editing and addi-
tional translation when re-used in another 
document of a similar vehicle. 

The text on the right shows standard-
ized text that can be used in every military 
truck with the same chassis without addi-
tional translation costs. Additionally, the 
ancillary information of “low silhouette” 
has also been removed.

Text simplification focuses on reducing 
wordiness, improving usability and remov-
ing ambiguity. How many times have you 
experienced an incorrect translation due 
to unnecessarily complex source text? If 
the thought isn’t written clearly, then both 
your source-language customers and your 
target-language customers may end up 
baffled by the information. Simplifying 
information in the document makes the 
message clearer to the audience and to the 
translator as well.

This can be seen in Figure 3 where the 
information cautions the customer on the 
use of a CD player. The text on the left is 
difficult to read and would lend to poor 
translation. The simplified text on the right 
has been separated into distinct thoughts. 
You should also notice that the word CD 
has been replaced with the word disc. This 
permits re-use of the text in documenta-
tion for DVD players, which are yet another 
product of this manufacturer.

Text reduction is the process of deleting 
irrelevant content or wordiness from infor-
mation segments. With fewer words and 
smaller segments, a strong focus on text 
reduction lowers the cost of translation 
for new information and can allow existing 
segments to be re-used more easily. 

Lengthy text Reduced text
The hose must be securely fastened in order 
to avoid leakage. Optimal connection can be 
verified through the controller PCi versus PTi.  
(22 words)

Fasten the hose correctly to avoid leakage. 
Verify by monitoring PCi versus PTi. (13 
words)

Figure 4: Text reduction.

Complex text Simplified text
If you add any label to a CD, insert more 
than one CD into the slot at a time, or 
attempt to play scratched or damaged CDs, 
you could damage the CD player. When 
using the CD player, use only CDs in good 
condition without any label, load one CD 
at a time, and keep the CD player and the 
loading slot free of foreign materials, liquids, 
and debris.

Do not apply paper labels to discs. The labels 
may get caught in the player.

Keep the loading slot free of foreign 
materials, liquids and debris.
 
Do not use scratched or damaged discs.

Figure 3: Text simplification.

Figure 5: Results of a search for matches of “trailer weight.”
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In Figure 4, you can easily see that the 
medical-device text on the left is unnec-
essarily lengthy. The rewritten text on the 
right uses 33% fewer words to express 
the same thought. Also, if the document 
is printed, text reduction will reduce the 
document size and the cost of printing.

Figure 6: Results of a search for matches of 
“trailer weight calculate.”

  Industrial Strength 
Translation

At SH3, we’re not afraid to roll up our sleeves 
and get our hands dirty. We have a knack for heavy 
industry and OEMs. We translate equipment labels, 
operator and service manuals, industrial product 
specifications and more. That’s been our specialty 
for 26 years, and it’s your assurance of quality and 
accuracy. 

 Learn more about translation. Sign up for our 
free online newsletter at www.sh3.com 

SH3 Translations
5338 E. 115th Street 

Kansas City, MO 64137
816-767-1117 • Fax: 816-767-1727
jrsmith@sh3.com • www.sh3.com

  TripleInk: Translations 
for Global Markets 

TripleInk is a multilingual communications agency 
that provides industrial and consumer products 
companies with precise translation and multilingual 
production services for audio-visual, interactive and 
print media. From technical documentation to 
advertising, we offer complete, integrated 
communication solutions. Employing a total quality 
management process along with state-of-the-art
technology resources, our knowledgeable project
managers and international communication
professionals deliver the comprehensive services 
you need to meet your global business objectives 
— on target, on time and on budget.

 TripleInk
60 South 6th Street, Suite 2600

Minneapolis, MN 55402
612-342-9800 • Fax: 612-342-9745

quote@tripleink.com • www.tripleink.com 

  Gateway to 
the Japanese Market

No quality, no success in the Japanese market!  

TechIndex Corporation (formerly THREE-A SYSTEMS) 
is Japan’s leading language service provider. Strictly 
focusing on its native language, quality is the primary 
motive that drives TechIndex to excellence. 

Services: translation and localization, technical 
writing, DTP, testing and localizability consulting, all 
supported by streamlined project management.  

Specialization fi elds: ICT, business and marketing 
commercial, fi nance, biotechnologies and more 

THREE-A SYSTEMS and Index Solutions merged on 
September 1, 2006, creating TechIndex Corporation. 

 TechIndex Corporation
5-4-3 Osaki, Shinagawa
Tokyo 141-8582 Japan

81-3-5487-2530 • Fax: 81-3-5487-2680
tech-loc-info@ml.tech-index.jp • www.tech-index.jp

 Prem Dan, s.l.u.
Plaza del Callao 5, P8
28013 Madrid, Spain

34-91-547-43-18 • Fax: 34-91-547-43-50
premdan@premdan.com • www.premdan.com

  ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 
• Translation
• DTP
• Voice-overs 
• Dubbing
• Subtitling
• Web pages localization
• Software localization
• Multimedia content localization
• Content management systems
• Website and multimedia design
• Multilingual e-learning platforms
• In-house recording studio
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The rules of text modularization, stan-
dardization, simplification and reduction 
have been illustrated as simply as possi-
ble in these examples. Investigation and 
review of your own documentation will 
reveal the applicability of these rules as 
well as the potential for improvement. No 
two environments are the same, even in 
the same industry. 

Use a comprehensive approach to re-
viewing how the rules can be applied in 
your writing groups and be sure to solicit 
input from all stakeholders, including 
authors and those involved with trans-
lation. If process changes are likely to 
face resistance, you may consider using 
an outside consultant for handling the 
process analysis, training and change 
management. 

Authoring memory (AM)
Writing for re-use is a great method to 

maintain content consistency and reduce 
translation costs. However, it may be ex-
tremely time consuming for an author to 
search for existing information. This te-
dious process and additional time can pos-
sibly outweigh the translation savings that 
come from text re-use and will certainly 
frustrate the author. 

It’s a real bottleneck that leads us to the 
second part of our solution: the use of an 
AM tool (Sajan’s Authoring Coach is one 
example). AM technology provides the au-
thor with instant access to existing infor-
mation segments.

Until the appearance of AM systems, an 
author who wanted to re-use previously writ-
ten segments had to use some type of search 
function within a database or, even worse, 
was relegated to searching from information 
within a file-based repository. Have you ever 
had to look for some memorable text using 
the Windows Search function? 

AM precludes this often frustrating 
search time by allowing the author to im-
mediately access and re-use information 
segments without leaving the authoring 
application. A good AM will help authors 
easily search previously used segments 
in real time for potential re-use. As seen 
in Figure 5 and Figure 6, the application 
should provide a common interface to 
present exact and fuzzy matches that the 
author can choose to replace or insert into 
any authoring application.

TM results
The last element in the process of con-

trolled authoring is the use of a TM system. 
The use of TM when creating multilingual 
publications is now commonplace and is 
a necessary part of controlling translation 
cost. The translation leverage that a TM pro-
vides can be dramatically increased when 
integrated with writing for re-use and an AM 
tool. Just the use of authoring an AM tool 
alone can easily pay for itself on the first proj-
ect and reduce translation costs by as much 
as 50%. Training and use of common sense 
authoring rules, as described above, can po-
tentially halve the translation cost again.

Multiple benefits
We must not forget a few other benefits 

that come from writing for re-use. 
When writing for re-use, the consistency 

of style and terminology is increased be-
cause authors are using previously approved 
content. In addition, it’s always faster to re-
use existing information segments than it is 
to write new content, thus saving time and 
increasing throughput. When you re-use 
many information segments, proofreading 
time can also be dramatically reduced be-
cause these segments have already passed 
through the editing stage. 

A decade ago, TM salespeople would 
say, “If you’ve translated it before, don’t 
translate it again.” Now, with writing for 
re-use and AM, one could say, “If you’ve 
written before, neither write it again nor 
translate it again.” This type of thinking 
inherently bridges the divide between the 
authoring and localization processes.   

Controlled authoring is part of a move-
ment that’s afoot in our industry — a 
growing trend to look for efficiencies and 
reduced costs further upstream in the doc-
umentation process. Whether the primary 
goal is reduced translation costs, more 
consistent source text or reduced author-
ing time, a controlled authoring process 
can be quickly implemented with little 
expense and provide all of these benefits. 
Not until we change the way we author and 
prepare text for translation will we be able 
to dramatically reduce the cost of creating 
multilingual publications.  G
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As the Slovenian proverb “What you 
build easily will fall quickly” ad-
vises, if the foundations are not 

laid correctly when an apartment block is 
built, structural problems inevitably will 
be associated with each of the different 
apartments later on. So it is with writing 
for translation — that issues in the source 
language add unnecessary time and effort 
when it comes to translating into multiple 
target languages.

This article will focus on examples 
where mistakes or style issues, technical 
inaccuracies, ambiguity and cultural refer-
ences inject inefficiencies into the transla-
tion process.

Issues in the foundations
“This button is enabled when there are 

two or more connected calls after clicking 
this button. All the calls will be placed in 
conference.” This sentence is somewhat 
confusing, the reason being that the writer 
has put the punctuation in the wrong 
place. This causes problems for the reader 
of the source language, but additionally, 
once this sentence reaches the translation 
stage, a translator has to correct the sen-
tence in English before it can be translated 
into multiple foreign languages. There 
should be a full stop after calls followed 
by a new sentence so that it reads, “After 
clicking this button, all the calls will be 
placed in conference.” 

The process of making the above changes 
can, however, be lengthy. The suggested 
alternative has to be sent back to the origi-
nal writer, probably via a chain of project 
managers and managers, to check that the 
translator’s interpretation is correct. It then 
has to be sent back to all translators via the 
appropriate communications channels. So, 
you can see how many additional people 
are touched by one incorrectly written sen-
tence. Paying attention to the use of punc-
tuation in the source language improves 
the text quality and reduces the amount of 
unnecessary work spent once the content is 
with the translators.

“Now you know what you need to do 
if you want to create a new group.” This 

looks suitable, doesn’t it? Well — may-
be, maybe not. An issue which occurs 
frequently when English is the source 
language is that, despite images of the 
Queen and top hats and tails, English as 
a language is rather informal compared 
to other languages. It can often be suit-
able in English to write in such a style. 
In French, German or Spanish, however, 
the sentence would have to be translat-
ed differently, so that it resembles more 
closely “Now you will be able to create a 
new group.” Avoiding use of the informal 
tone and using a more semi-formal tone 
will therefore enhance the efficiency of 
the translation process.

Acronyms, used so frequently in the 
modern world of business, can also con-
tribute to shaky foundations. “Work with 
GIGs, sales executive and sales leader-
ship to plan approach and prioritize target 
prospects.” Acronyms are an inevitable 
evil for translators, but it is important to 
be aware that if the full (spelled-out) form 
of the abbreviated name or term is not 
provided, the translator has to either do 
some research to find the meaning of the 
abbreviation or, if it is client-specific, the 
translator will have to go back to the client 
to understand its full form. Additionally, 
the question arises as to whether there 

is already an acronym in the target lan-
guage, whether the acronym is never used 
and only the full form, or whether it indeed 
should be left in the source language. As a 
rule it is most effective to use the full form 
of abbreviations.

Something else, a relatively new issue, 
relates to the growth in offshoring. Compa-
nies increasingly are deciding to have their 
documentation written where labor costs 
are lower. This can cause a growth in in-
accuracies in language because if authors 
are not writing in their mother tongues, it 
is difficult for them to be 100% correct in 
the content that is created. A recent article 
about the offshoring of medical typing il-
lustrates what can happen in other forms 
of writing. Incorrect medical terms were 
used because the writer did not fully un-
derstand the source language. Hyperten-
sion was written when hypotension was 
meant; known malignant was confused 
with non-malignant; and urological was 
confused with neurological. 

Equally, writers should pay attention to 
words which are often mistaken for other 
words, such as except and accept, compli-
mentary and complementary. These are 
all clearly serious issues in the source lan-
guage alone, but they will also have a sub-
stantial impact on the translation process.

Technical inaccuracies in the structure 
can cause cracks in the walls

“If you don’t mend a small crack in the 
wall, you end up re-building the entire 
wall,” says another proverb, this one from 
the Swahili. Similarly, technical inaccura-
cies must be fixed before the documenta-
tion reaches the translation process. 

 “Click ‘Add new announcement.’ The 
‘Edit announcement’ dialog appears.” In 
this example, there is an inaccuracy about 
what actually exists in the software. The 
author instructs the user to click on Add 
new announcement when, in fact, what 
is in the software for the user to click on 
is actually labeled Add announcement. 
Once again, the translator must ensure 
that what is referred to in the documen-
tation matches what is in the software. 

Solid Foundations
for Efficient Translations

SOPHIE HURST

Issues 
    in the source
      language have 
   a substantial 
      impact on the
         translation
     process.
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Additionally, the trans-
lator must check how 
the term is referred to in 
the localized version of 
the software and ensure 
that this matches the lo-
calized documentation.

When I read “Check the 
checkbox to view your 
content as HTML code,” I 
assume that a checkbox 
exists for me to check. 
In Figure 1 it was not the 
case, and this once again 
adds time to the transla-
tion process. A translator 
who has access to the 
screenshot or the soft-
ware will spot the mis-
take, but without that access he or she may 
translate the inaccurate text, and confusion 
will be the result across the world. If the 
translator does spot the error, once again, 
he or she has to go through the process of 
informing the client and ascertaining the 
correct instruction. Accurate documenta-
tion in the source language is crucial not 
only in the source but also when it comes to 
the translation process.

Rooting out linguistic ambiguity
Due to the nature of language, what is clear 

in one language is not necessarily clear when 
it comes to translating into another. English 

is particularly confusing in this area. Does 
“Name Display Method” mean “Provide 
the name of the display method” or does 
it mean “Method for displaying names”? 
It is a little bit like an advertisement I saw 
selling “Beautiful baby’s clothes.” Is the 
baby beautiful, or are the clothes beautiful, 
or are they both blessed with beauty? The 
translator needs to know the intention of 
the phrase because it will affect where to 
denote possession and how best to trans-
late into the target language.

An example of a different form of linguis-
tic ambiguity is something SDL translated 
in a computer game: “You come here.” If 

the translator cannot see 
who “you” is, it can be dif-
ficult to translate. In many 
languages, you has both a 
singular and a plural form 
— du and sie in German 
and tu and vous in French 
for example, whereas in 
English we do not distin-
guish between the two. In 
this example, no mistake 
was made in the source 
language, but time has 
been added to the trans-
lation process just by the 
nature of language.

Another example of this 
is “Move them out.” Once 
again, in English it is not 

specified whether them is masculine, fem-
inine or neuter. So, without context (and 
again in a computer game the context can 
be in the visual element not the words), it 
is unclear whether them refers to ladies, 
men, children, objects, animals or even 
monsters! In Spanish this could be sácalas 
(feminine) or sácalos (masculine) depend-
ing on who them actually is. In German, 
das, die and der all change their endings 
depending on whether they are used in a 
nominative, accusative or dative sense 
— so the ending of not only the pronoun 
but also the adjective will be affected by 
the context of the sentence.

Simplicity and clarity, then, are key aims 
of a writer — particularly when writing for 
a multilingual audience. In some cases 
not enough words are used, and in some 
cases too many words are used, and this 
too should be avoided.

Applying the right cultural 
perspective to the walls

Most of the people reading this article 
are involved in some way with the transla-
tion process and know of the importance 
of taking into account cultural sensitivi-
ties. It is important, and yet easy to forget, 
that something that is normal to me may 
be totally strange to someone in France or 
China, for example. That is why it is sug-
gested that writers try to avoid culturally 
specific material in their content. 

It is recommended to avoid political 
or religious references, names of places 
unrecognizable to people in other coun-
tries and calendar conventions that vary 
country by country. Even if translation is 
not involved, date formations vary be-
tween US and British English. When I, as 

Figure 1: The area in question is to the right of the screen where it says 
“<HTML> Design.” There is certainly no checkbox present.

07-09 Hurst w/SC.indd   807-09 Hurst w/SC.indd   8 9/20/06   9:11:23 AM9/20/06   9:11:23 AM

http://www.one-planet.net


 GETTING GETTING STARTEDSTARTED :Guide
WRITING FOR TRANSLATION

page 9October/November 2006 • www.multilingual.com/gsg

a UK English speaker, refer to the fourth 
day of July, I would write it as 04/07/06, 
whereas an American English speaker 
would write 07/04/06. Humor and collo-
quial language are also culturally specific 
and so do not port well into international 
documentation. 

An example of a cultural reference that 
we had to translate is “To set up Thanks-
giving, for example, put it on the fourth 
Thursday of November, then tap the De-
tails button.” This Thanksgiving holiday is 
US-specific. Other countries of the world 
do not celebrate Thanksgiving Day or cel-
ebrate a similar holiday on a different date 
— and this includes other English-speaking 
countries such as the United Kingdom and 
Australia. A more general example should 
have been given to help global users.

It is not only what is written that is impor-
tant culturally but also the images of what 
appear with the words. An example of this 
was an advertisement for some pet food 
that we had to translate. The pet owner was 
referred to as “mom.” While this may work 
for American audiences, who relate more 
emotionally to their pets, it would be inad-
equate for Spanish consumers, for whom at 
the end of the day, a dog is still a dog.

Building solid foundations 
that embrace linguistic diversity

In conclusion, issues to take into account 
when writing for global audiences include 
not only errors in the source language but 
also ambiguity or confusion when it comes 
to translating into other languages, as well 
as cultural references that can be specific 
to a certain area. 

It is important to apply, wherever pos-
sible, what we know to the authoring 
stage so that what is improved upstream 
impacts the process downstream. But in 
many cases it is not possible since lan-
guages differ by their very nature, and cul-
tural diversity and linguistic diversity are 
some of the joys of the multicultural world 
in which we live. 

In an apartment block, each owner will 
have the same fundamental structure but 
will impose his or her own personal tastes. 
Each apartment will therefore look differ-
ent. But if the foundations are laid badly or 
if the block is badly designed, all the inhab-
itants will suffer from the same problems. 
So it is with writing for translation — that 
each language has its own style and flavor 
— but if the groundwork is not done in the 
source content, all the languages will suf-
fer from the ensuing issues.  G
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The Darwin Information Typing Archi-
tecture (DITA), a topic-oriented XML- 
based document architecture managed 

by the DITA Technical Committee at the 
Organization for the Advancement of Struc-
tured Information Standards (OASIS), is 
growing in popularity among both small and 
large companies looking for a way to create 
and share content. This article gives a brief 
introduction to a few core DITA principles 
and explains how these principles aid the 
localization process.

Originally developed by IBM in 1999, 
the DITA architecture was published in 
2001 and grew to maturity through several 
years of user experience both within IBM 
and through an active user group outside 
of the company. It was donated to OASIS 
in 2004 and became a standard the follow-
ing year, virtually unchanged. The OASIS 
Technical Committee expects to publish 
version 1.1 of the standard in 2006.

The key principles of the DITA architec-
ture are described in detail in numerous 
other articles. Several of these principles 
directly impact the localization and trans-
lation process.

The most important feature of DITA 
is its topic orientation. Information is au-
thored as or broken apart into standalone 
topics. Each topic should be context neu-
tral, which means that it can be re-used by 
many authors in many situations.

Maps organize topics and provide 
the context for those topics. Topics can be 
shared in many different contexts without 
any updates – which also means no updated 
translations.

In addition to re-using topics, DITA 
allows authors to re-use portions of 
topics. For example, boilerplate text 
may be stored in one topic and re-used 
in many others. This is a best practice 
for localization because the boilerplate 
text is consistent and only needs to be 
localized once. Another good practice is 
for this text to consist of complete sen-
tences. Smaller units often cause gram-
matical problems in other languages 
because the grammar changes in differ-
ent contexts.

•

•

•

Specialization is probably the most 
talked-about feature of DITA. The advan-
tages and disadvantages of specialization 
— as well as the technical process — are 
described in other articles. With special-
ization, one can define a new set of XML 
elements based on existing DITA tags. Any 
tool that works with standard DITA con-
tent will recognize a new element based 
on its ancestry. For example, when they 
encounter a new type of paragraph called 
<my-paragraph>, tools will be able to edit, 
process and translate the new element us-
ing existing processing and display rules 
for paragraphs.

Many sources are available to learn 
about topic-oriented writing, specializa-
tion and general DITA best practices. 
The remainder of this paper addresses 
DITA features that relate specifically to 
localization.

Removing contextual 
information from topics

Writing topics with less regard for con-
text is one of the quickest ways to save 
time and money in the localization pro-
cess. When information is written in a 
narrative manner, repeated information 
is often adjusted slightly to fit into that 
narrative. Even small changes mean that 
the information has to be localized again. 
This extra expense can be avoided by stor-
ing the contextual information outside of 
topics.

• When information is broken down into 
small units, it often needs less context 
than originally imagined. For example, the 
setup sequence for five versions of a new 
computer will be very similar. A procedure 
may be performed for all five versions or 
only for the two high-end systems. In each 
case, the procedure is the same; the only 
contextual information is what to do next. 
By storing “what to do next” information 
outside of the topic, each procedure can 
be re-used as often as necessary. The in-
formation stays consistent and is only lo-
calized once.

The DITA language does allow sections 
of a document to be marked up for filter-
ing. At times, this is the only way to man-
age contextual information, such as when 
a variable product name appears inside a 
sentence. However, this capability should 
be used with caution when managing con-
text specific information. The topic may 
require updates for each new context, and 
each time the topic is re-used it must be 
examined to see which contexts apply. It 
also means that information for every con-
text must be translated together — which 
can be confusing for translators who have 
to translate or skip irrelevant information.

Using DITA maps for context
Topics are only the first half of the DITA 

architecture. The second, equally impor-
tant half is the DITA map. Maps are used to 
provide the context for topics. This context 
frequently begins with a table of contents 
(TOC) and context-specific links.

The contextual information for topics 
often consists of nothing more than a link 
to the next item or to related information. 
Maps are the perfect location to store this 
information. A map is often used to order 
topics, particularly sets of procedures in a 
larger task. DITA applications use this in-
formation to create links from one proce-
dure to the next.

Most other links in a topic are also 
based on its context, and these relation-
ships should be expressed in the map as 
well. If a troubleshooting topic links to 
information about the Windows Uninstall 
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routine, this relationship should be stored 
in the Windows version of the map. This 
allows the same topic to be freely used in 
the Linux map, without the need to change 
or remove links.

In addition to links, maps can and should 
be used to store other context-specific in-
formation. For example, while most index 
terms will not change based on the context 
of a topic, this is not always the case. As-
sume that an author has an introductory 
topic about The Beatles. When using that 
topic in a book about twentieth-century 
Britain, both the terms rock music and The 
Beatles should be indexed. When the topic 
is re-used in a book about rock music, only 
the term The Beatles should be indexed. 
When the topic is re-used in a book about 
The Beatles, it may not be indexed at all, 
or it may use a term such as Background 
information. As with any other information 
specific to one context, these index terms 
should be stored in the map.

This brings up one important point about 
maps. Links to external resources usually 
need text, even something as simple as 
“Click here for a PDF.” This text, like the 
sample index terms, is made up of human 
readable text and must be translated.

Do maps need to be translated? A 
map may need to be translated for many 
reasons.

As described above, maps may con-
tain link text and index terms.

Maps often include a title. In some 
contexts, such as the Eclipse help system, 
this title is required.

•

•

Maps used to create a TOC may in-
clude extra headings for grouping topics.

Topics that use long titles may need a 
shorter title in the TOC.

In each case, the map is the correct 
place to store the translatable information. 
Doing so is an important best practice for 
authoring in DITA. If such information were 
moved into topics, those topics would be 
specific to one context. They would need 
to be updated and translated before they 
could be used in another context. Doing 
so, of course, increases costs because 
each copy of the same information must 
be managed and translated individually.

Best practices for maps. Use the map 
to store all context-specific information, 
and do not worry about including translat-
able information in the maps. The map is 
just another DITA source file, unique to a 
specific deliverable, and should be trans-
lated with that deliverable. In a best case 
scenario, translations will already exist for 
each topic; the only cost for a new deliver-
able is to translate the map.

The xml:lang attribute
On a more technical note, the part of 

DITA most obviously associated with 

•

•
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  to specify 

  both a language
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      or dialect.
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translation and localization is the xml:lang 
attribute. This attribute is used in many 
XML vocabularies. Many readers may 
recognize it from XHTML. It is most often 
used to specify both a 
language and a region 
or dialect, both of which 
are important in the lo-
calization process.

What is the xml:lang 
attribute? The xml:lang 
attribute is included in 
the original XML Speci-
fication, which refer-
ences a growing list 
of valid languages, re-
gions and scripts. DITA 
relies on this same list 
to describe what values 
are allowed. A value 
will often indicate both 
a language and region, such as "fr-fr" 
for French (France), and "fr-ca" for 
French Canadian. The standard also al-
lows for simple two- or three-letter values, 
as well as more specific dialect or script 
information.

As with XHTML and most other vocabu-
laries that have this attribute, DITA does 
not limit xml:lang to a predefined set of 
values. This does not mean that any value 
is valid. On the contrary, the specifica-
tion references the legal values, which are 
defined by the Internet Engineering Task 
Force (IETF) in RFC 3066.

XML vocabularies leave this attribute 
open for several reasons. If the speci-
fication restricts the attribute to the 30 
most common languages or even to all 
currently defined languages and regions, 
it will not be legal to write in new lan-
guages until the specification is updated. 
The IETF maintains this list of languages 
and updates it periodically. Maintaining 
a copy in DITA would be error-prone and 
often out of date. Each application may 
choose what values to support and may 
also choose to warn users about unsup-
ported values.

When creating DITA specializations, it 
is legal to predefine the values allowed 
in xml:lang. However, the arguments 
against doing so are the same as those 
against limiting the values in DITA itself. 
A specialization that limits the values 
also has a smaller chance of being used 
by others.

How to use the attribute. The xml:lang 
attribute is already available on most 
DITA elements; in the upcoming DITA 1.1 

release, it is available for every element. 
However, this does not mean that it should 
be set everywhere.

Most topics are composed of only one 
language. In that case, 
the logical best prac-
tice is to set the xml:
lang attribute on the 
root element. Including 
only one language per 
topic is a good idea be-
cause it makes topics 
much easier to re-use 
in other deliverables.

In some cases there is 
a need to include multi-
ple languages in a single 
topic. One example is a 
set of warnings which 
need to appear together:

<note xml:lang="en-us">
Coffee is hot! </note>

<note xml:lang="ru-ru">
Кофе горячий! </note>

When multiple languages are needed, 
the xml:lang value should be placed on the 
highest possible element. In this example, 
each language is confined to one note, so 
xml:lang is set on the note element. If each 
language is confined to a table, set the at-
tribute on the table element rather than on 
each entry within the table. This is espe-
cially important when mixing languages 
that use different display rules such as 
reversing the English left-to-right column 
order in a table.

Generated text. Many sections of a DITA 
document need common headings in the 
output. For example, tables, figures and 
notes will usually be preceded or followed 
by a standard string of text. Like most 
XML vocabularies, the DITA architecture 
encourages authors to keep these strings 
outside of the source files. Authors should 
not enter a heading every time they create 
a warning. Instead, they identify the warn-
ing using markup, and output processors 
generate the heading. Automatically gen-
erating these strings, which are known 
simply as generated text, maintains con-
sistency in publications.

DITA applications will add generated 
text to various outputs based on the cur-
rent xml:lang value. In most cases, this 
means the value will be picked up from 
the root element. As an example, if a topic 
marked as US English includes a table and 
a set of links to tasks, the table caption 

Including only
       one language 
     per topic makes
   topics easier 
               to re-use.
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automatically includes the text Table, and 
the links are preceded by the text Related 
tasks. In the Swedish version of the topic, 
the root element will be marked with xml:
lang="sv-se". Based on this setting, the 
output transform will use the text Tabell in 
the table caption, and the text Närliggande 
uppgifter before the task links. This text 
does not appear in the topic or even in the 
standard stylesheet. Instead, stylesheets 
retrieve it from an external library based 
on xml:lang.

Best practices. As with any XML vocab-
ulary, set the xml:lang attribute as far up 
in the element tree as possible. In nearly 
every case, this should be at the root ele-
ment of a DITA document.

The translate attribute
Another of DITA’s important localiza-

tion features is the translate attribute. The 
attribute should be used sparingly. Most 
authors will never even set it. Used appro-
priately, however, it can be powerful.

Effect on localization. The translate at-
tribute has a very simple effect in the lo-
calization process. If the current element 
sets the translate attribute to "no", then 
its contents should not be translated. 
The contents should not be included in 
translation word counts, and translators 
should not modify the element. If the cur-
rent element sets the translate attribute 
to "yes", then its content should be in-
cluded in the translation word count, and 
the contents should be translated. The 
value inherits, so the most recently speci-
fied value is always in effect. If no value is 
specified or defaulted, ordinary DITA rules 
should determine whether to translate. 
This example shows how the value should 
be evaluated:

<topic xml:lang="en-us">
  <title>Introduction</title>
  <body>
    <section translate="yes">
      <p>The list is

 important</p>
      <ul translate="no">
        <li translate="yes"> 

This is a list of product 
names</li>

        <li>MyLittleProduct
</li>

        <li>MyBigProduct</li>
      </ul>
    </section>
  </body>
</topic>

The title element is translated be-
cause nothing says to do otherwise.

The p element inherits translate= 
"yes" from the section element and is 
translated.

The first list item specifies trans-
late="yes" and is translated.

The second list item inherits trans-
late="no" from the ul (unordered list) 
element and is not translated.

The third list item also inherits 
trans late="no" from the ul and is not 
translated.

The logic for evaluating when to trans-
late is always the same. The current value 
is always in effect.

Setting the translate attribute in source 
files. A decision on whether to use the 
translate attribute in source files often 
depends on a company’s relationship with 
its translation vendor. In the case where a 
company and translation vendor have an 
established relationship and the vendor 
is familiar with the content, there may be 
less reason to use the attribute. The ven-
dors are less likely to mistakenly translate 
a product name or trademarked phrase. 
Using proper markup to identify such 
phrases can also provide a guide for the 
translators.

In other cases the attribute may be nec-
essary. If the translator is unfamiliar with a 
product and a product name is translated 
by accident, it will be more expensive to 
find and correct the mistake than it was to 
find and mark the name initially. However, 
there are also risks associated with setting 
an item to translate="no". Translators 
may be unable to fix the word ending on 
a product name to ensure it uses proper 
grammar. The best solution may be to 
discuss the issue ahead of time with the 
translation vendor.

Combining the translate attribute with 
specialization. The translate attribute 
is most useful when creating specializa-
tions. When creating a specialized DITA 
document type, architects should consider 
whether each new element should be off 
limits to translators. Most new elements 
will be translated, but this will not always 
be the case.

In one such specialization, a new defi-
nition term may be created for program-
ming language commands. In this case, 
those terms should never be translated, 
but the definitions should be. If the 
specialized term provides a default of 
translate="no", then every term will 
automatically be skipped by translators. 

•

•

•

•

•
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The terms will also be kept out of word 
counts, which becomes significant over 
a large number of topics and languages. 
If a specialization contains larger blocks 
of non-translatable content, such as ta-
bles or sections, the savings add up even 
more quickly.

Best practices. Set the translate attri-
bute in source files as needed, and always 
keep the translate attribute in mind when 
creating specializations.

Summary
The DITA Architecture is designed to aid 

in the translation process. It makes use of 
many best practices created by localiza-
tion experts around the world.

A topic-oriented writing style makes 
each topic available for re-use in many 
situations. Re-use of topics means re-use 
of translations. A topic must only be local-
ized once, even when used in five or 100 
different locations. When topics can be re-
used, there are fewer of them to manage, 
and they stay consistent.

•

Maps are source files that organize 
topics and contain contextual information. 
Creating an entire new set of information 
based on existing topics will often require 

•

localizing only the map and a few new 
topics.

The xml:lang attribute should be used 
to identify language and region informa-
tion in DITA source files, as it is in other 
XML languages.

Generated text associated with com-
mon structures, such as tables or figures, is 
kept outside of topics in external libraries.

The translate attribute follows expert 
advice in allowing authors to place content 
off limits for translation. See the paper 
“Localisation Considerations In DTD Design” 
(http://xml.coverpages.org/IshidaDTD-
Paper.html) by Richard Ishida for a longer 
description of this practice.

DITA is not unique in advocating these 
best practices. What makes DITA different 
is that the language itself is built around 
those practices, thereby making it easier 
to discover their benefits. To find more 
in-depth articles about DITA, specializa-
tion or topic-oriented writing, see the re-
sources page of the OASIS DITA focus area 
at http://dita.xml.org  G

•

•

•

The DITA 
       Architecture 
    makes use 
     of many best 
   practices created   
    by localization 
      experts around 
         the world.

MultiLingual 
 is now available 

online. 

For more information
go to

www.multilingual.com/digital 

A new window is now open 
on the world of localization.
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Although much has been written about 
how to effectively write content for 
translation, another aspect of writing 

for translation has not received quite as much 
press — best practices in usage of authoring 
tools. Just as employing principles 
of good writing in English documen-
tation helps to allow the translation 
to be correspondingly well written, 
good habits of electronic document 
creation help ensure that the final 
formatted translated document ac-
curately reflects the English. This ar-
ticle, a brief look at some technical 
issues of preparing files for efficient 
translation and the repercussions if 
this is not done, focuses primarily 
on FrameMaker.

Auto-generated files
Best practices in document prep-

aration dictate that you re-gener-
ate auto-generated files before 
finalizing your documents to send 
to print. In reality, a writer will of-
ten make last-minute corrections or 
changes directly in auto-generated 
files, rather than risk the possibil-
ity of introducing larger errors by 
re-generating the entire files. This 
approach, while it has immedi-
ate expediency in the English-only 
world, can have significant ramifi-
cations if the document is handed 
off that way to the translation provider. 

Auto-generated lists
There are two main types of generated 

files in Adobe FrameMaker. The first type is 
based on visible elements in the document. 
Examples of this type of auto-generated file 
include tables of contents (TOC) and lists of 
figures (LOF). The second type is created by 
manually inserting invisible markers in the 
body of a document. The primary example of 
this type of auto-generated file is the index.

One of the great benefits of modern-day 
text processors is the ability to auto-gen-
erate lists from elements within a docu-
ment. For example, one can automatically 
generate a TOC from heading styles that 

are assigned to headings within the docu-
ment. FrameMaker can also generate a 
LOF from a style that the user applies to 
figure captions within a document. When 
one auto-generates a TOC, FrameMaker 

creates a new file in the book and auto-
matically appends TOC to the file name. 
When an LOF or list of tables (LOT) is auto-
generated, FrameMaker creates the file in 
the book and automatically appends LOF 
or LOT respectively to the file name.

If one uses FrameMaker to automatically 
generate these kinds of front matter files 
for a document, the same process can be 
used when foreign language translations 
are formatted. If heading styles have been 
applied correctly and TOC styles assigned 
in the English manual, the process will be 
relatively seamless in the foreign-language 
manual. On the other hand, if the English 
heading styles have been applied incorrectly 
or incompletely in the English document 

and/or the user manually tweaks the TOC 
file in order to correct it, the same process 
will be required for foreign-language trans-
lations. If last-minute changes are made to 
the TOC and the corresponding change is not 

made to the actual heading where 
it appears in the body of the docu-
ment, not only will one lose the 
change in the English file the next 
time he or she generates the TOC, 
but the change in the translated file 
will also be lost because the trans-
lated TOC is generated from the 
translated headings in the body of 
the document.  

Of course, one can still create 
the TOC manually, but that route 
is becoming less common. When a 
TOC is created manually, it is much 
more difficult to keep consistency 
between the name of a section as it 
appears in the TOC and the name as 
it appears in the body of the docu-
ment. Any inconsistencies in the 
English will be duplicated in the 
translation. When we’re perform-
ing quality assurance checks on a 
manual that has been handled that 
way and we ask the translator why 
the title of a particular section in 
the manual doesn’t match the title 
in the TOC, the answer is usually 
“That is how it is in the English!” 

Indexes
The second type of auto-generated list 

in FrameMaker is created by manually in-
serting invisible markers in the body of 
a document. FrameMaker index files are 
generated from this type of marker. For ex-
ample, the author inserts an index marker 
on a page that is to be referenced in the 
index and types the index entry text in a 
special index marker dialog box. The au-
thor then uses a separate process to gen-
erate the actual index page. FrameMaker 
automatically adds the new index file to 
the book and appends IX to the file name.

When a file containing index markers is 
prepared for translation using translation 
memory (TM) software such as SDLX, the 

Preparing Files 
for Translation
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Figure 1: Index markers in English file.

Figure 2: Index markers in French file.
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index marker text is extracted and put into 
a separate file. After translation, when the 
translation file is converted back to Frame-
Maker file format, SDLX inserts the foreign 
language into the marker text in the appro-
priate places in the foreign language Frame-
Maker manual. The foreign language index 
is then generated from the marker text. 

Therefore, if one manually types an index 
entry and page number in an English index 
file, it will not show up in the foreign language 
index. Likewise, if one deletes an index entry 
in an English index file but does not delete 
the corresponding marker, it will auto-magi-
cally reappear in the foreign-language trans-
lation. Of course, a user who doesn’t read the 
language won’t know it is there!

Checking a foreign-language index against 
the English is inherently difficult. Foreign lan-
guages are sorted alphabetically according 
to the translated terms, not according to the 
English. In addition, there is not necessar-
ily a one-to-one correspondence between 
an English entry and foreign language entry 
because a single English word may be trans-
lated in different ways in the foreign lan-
guage and vice versa. So, if the user counts 
the number of index entries in the translation 
and compares it to the number of entries in 
the English, the numbers won’t necessar-
ily match. Failure to provide the translation 
provider with an up-to-date auto-generated 
index will compound the difficulty of check-
ing index files. 

Note that although European languages 
can take advantage of the automatic alpha-
betization capabilities of text processors 
such as FrameMaker or Word, this capabil-
ity does not necessarily extend to languages 
that use non-roman fonts. Languages such 
as Chinese or Russian usually must be man-
ually sorted by a translator. FrameMaker has 
the capability to specify sort order, for exam-
ple, of Japanese kanji, but you have to know 
how to pronounce the kanji to do so.

Variables
Users of sophisticated features of text 

processing software such as FrameMaker’s 
variables are aware of the benefits of con-
sistency that variables bring to documents, 
as well as the time savings of not having to 
re-type long strings of repeated text. When 
documenting a new product whose name 
changes several times during the devel-
opment cycle, by using variables one can 
quickly and consistently change the prod-
uct names across several documents. 

As beneficial as variables are in English, 
they can present problems on the translation 

side due to different grammatical rules in 
other languages. For example, variable 
text that would have the same ending in 
English regardless of whether it is used as 
the subject or object in a sentence might 
have a different ending in another lan-
guage depending on whether it is in the 
nominative or accusative case. 

 TM software extracts and re-inserts vari-
able text from FrameMaker files in the same 
manner as it extracts and re-inserts index 
marker text. Variable text is first extracted 
into a separate file for translation. When 
the translated variables are re-inserted into 
the translated document, the exact same 
text string will be inserted, regardless of 
whether its placement in the sentence re-
quires a change of case. Unfortunately, this 
is not something that can be remedied by 
making sure that one has properly updated 
auto-generated fields in the documents. 
But users should be aware when deciding 
to use variables in a document that the ef-
ficiency gained on the English side is coun-
terbalanced by the complexity that may be 
added on the translation side. A linguistic 
review will be necessary after the text is 
converted back from the translation file 
format to the native file format to identify 
potential linguistic problems.

Hidden text
In a similar vein, one should be careful 

when using commonly used features of 
Microsoft Word, such as hidden fields or 
Tracked Changes — for example, applying 
the hidden text property for text that one 
wasn’t sure he or she wanted to delete and 
then forgetting to delete it later or turning 
off “viewing Tracked Changes” but forget-
ting to remove the Tracked Changes before 
sending the file to your translation provid-
er. Tracked Changes left in the document 
will usually be spotted immediately, but 
hidden text may be extracted along with 
the rest of the text into the file for transla-
tion. If the hidden text causes the sentence 
or fragment to be confusing, the transla-
tor may question it; otherwise, it might be 
translated along with the rest of the text. 
When the translation file format is con-
verted back to Word, the part of the trans-
lation that corresponds to the hidden text 
will be hidden again in the translated file, 
but the remaining translation may be un-
clear or ungrammatical if it depends upon 
the hidden text for part of its meaning.  

Hidden columns or rows in a Microsoft Ex-
cel spreadsheet present a similar situation. 
Although they may be easier to spot, one 

should still communicate to the translation 
provider that the hidden text does not need 
to be translated, if that is the case.

Other considerations
A couple of other considerations in pre-

paring electronic files for translation will 
make it easier for a translation provider to 
work with the documents.

Clean directories. Remove any old files, 
duplicate files and backup files from direc-
tories before sending files for translation. 
If one does not take the time to do this, 
the translation provider must pick through 
the files to determine what needs to be 
translated. Since the translation provider 
is not as familiar with the files as the cli-
ent is, this process will not be as accurate 
as if the client had done it. The translation 
provider may only be able to identify obvi-
ous duplicates and unneeded files may be 
sent for translation, which the client may 
end up paying for unnecessarily.

File naming conventions. Create and 
adhere to standard naming conventions 
for documents. A short descriptive English 
name is best, but if numbering schemes 
are needed to identify documents, it helps 
a great deal if the scheme can be consis-
tent. Think of how new writers on staff 
may struggle with cryptically named files 
until they internalize the file names. It is 
the same struggle for a translator who 
does not have the advantage of working 
closely with the client’s team. If the trans-
lation project manager is handling a large 
volume of files into many languages, he or 
she can process documents with meaning-
ful file names much more efficiently. 

Summary
The best way to ensure consistency in 

English documents and streamline the 
translation portion of the process is to en-
sure that automatically generated files are 
re-generated immediately prior to finaliz-
ing the files and that no manual edits have 
been introduced in auto-generated files.

In the past, overburdened and time-
crunched technical writing departments 
may have sometimes found it necessary 
to make manual edits to auto-generated 
files, knowing they could fix them with 
the next release. Now that translation has 
become part of the documentation cycle, 
it is important to hand off files that are as 
clean as possible to the translation provid-
er. A better understanding of the impact 
downstream will, we hope, make the extra 
effort worthwhile.  G
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Recently, I was asked, “Hasn’t the 
question of whether controlled lan-
guage (CL) improves machine trans-

lation (MT) already been answered?” My 
answer is, “No, it has not.” At least, it has 
not been proven in a sound, empirical man-
ner, or, if it has, the sound, empirical results 
have not been shared with the translation 
community. It was for that reason that I de-
cided to embark on an empirical investiga-
tion relating to CL and MT.

Many practitioners in the translation in-
dustry assume that everyone knows what 
CL is, but I have found this to be untrue. 
So, for the sake of clarity — after all, that’s 
what CL is about — let’s define it: CL refers 
to a set of rules, sometimes strict, some-
times loose, on how a technical writer 
should construct sentences in a text. For 
example, a strict rule would be Do not use 
noun phrases with more than three nouns, 
while a loose rule would be Do not use un-
necessary words. 

The objective of a CL is to improve the 
readability/comprehensibility of a text and/
or its translatability. The latter can refer to 
translatability for humans and/or for MT 
systems. Perhaps the best known CL is 
Simplified Technical English (STE), which 
was previously known as Simplified English 
and which is used in the aviation industry 
(www.simplifiedenglish-aecma.org). CLs 
have been discussed in great detail in the 
several Controlled Language Applications 
Workshops (CLAWs) that have been held 
since 1996. Since my focus here is not to ex-
plain CLs in detail, I would refer any reader 
interested in learning more to the CLAW 
proceedings listed in the references.

While the CLAW proceedings provide 
ample evidence showing that MT output 
can be improved if CL rules are applied to a 
text, no research had been carried out on 
the subsequent impact on the post-editing 
of MT output. It was simply assumed that by 
applying CL rules for a particular language 
pair and MT system, the MT output would 
improve, and, therefore, post-editing ef-
fort for that MT output would decrease. For 
translators, it will come as no surprise that 
the technology was tested extensively, but 

that the impact on translation or post-edit-
ing effort was “assumed.” 

The research
I decided to probe this question in more 

detail, and this inevitably led to the ques-
tion – how do you measure post-editing 
effort? The obvious answer is to measure 

the effort according to time, and this is 
what the somewhat sparse research in 
post-editing has previously done. One 
exception was the work of Hans P. Krings 
(2001), reviewed by Jeff Allen in this pub-
lication in 2002. Krings’ substantial in-
vestigation of post-editing effort argues 
that post-editing effort has to be mea-
sured along three dimensions — tempo-
ral, technical and cognitive — in order to 
get the full picture. 

What is involved in temporal (time) mea-
surement is self-evident. Technical measure-
ment involves counting the number of 
additions, deletions, cuts and pastes that 
the post-editor makes. The measurement 
of cognitive effort is the most problematic. 
How do we measure how much brain power 
is used to solve a particular translation prob-
lem? Krings used think-aloud protocols for 
this. He asked his research subjects to talk 
out loud about what they were thinking and 

doing while they post-edited. By classifying 
the number and type of problems identified, 
he was able to come to conclusions about 
cognitive effort in post-editing. 

As many know, this methodology is not 
without its failings, and Krings discovered 
that using it causes the post-editing pro-
cess to slow down by around 30%. For that 
reason, my own measurement of cognitive 
effort involved a different “tool” called 
Choice Network Analysis (CNA). The mea-
surement of both temporal and technical 
effort was carried out using Translog, a 
keyboard logging tool that is well-known 
in translation process research. Translog 
records all deletions, insertions and so on, 
as well as the time taken for the transla-
tion or post-editing task. 

To measure the correlation between 
post-editing effort and CL rules, the rules 
to be examined first had to be isolated. 
The process of choosing rules for English 
as a source text proved to be more com-
plicated than at first envisioned because 
of a lack of overlap in rules across CL rule 
sets, though eventually we settled on an 
approach promoted by Arendse Bernth 
and Claudia Gdaniec because this seemed 
to be the least language-specific and MT-
system-specific approach. Bernth and 
Gdaniec provide a list of linguistic features 
which are known to be problematic for MT 
and which many CLs aim to eradicate via 
their rules such as long sentences, long 
noun phrases and the use of the gerund in 
English. 

The source text used in the research 
was a user manual, written in English and 
translated into German by the IBM MT 
system, WebSphere. The source text was 
edited so that some sentences contained 
no linguistic features known to be prob-
lematic for MT and others contained the 
linguistic features that CL rules try to elim-
inate. Nine professional post-editors who 
work for IBM in Germany and who were 
as homogeneous as possible in terms of 
their age, experience, attitude to MT/post-
editing and so on, were asked to post-edit 
the text using the Translog tool and, for 
the sake of comparison, three translators 

Controlled Language 
and Post-editing

SHARON O’BRIEN

Post-editing 
       effort has to be
   measured along 
three dimensions 
— temporal, technical 
and cognitive — 
     in order to get 
             the full picture. 

W
R

IT
IN

G
 F

O
R

 T
R

A
N

S
L

A
T

IO
N

17-19 O'Brien.indd   1717-19 O'Brien.indd   17 9/20/06   9:15:29 AM9/20/06   9:15:29 AM



Guide: GETTING STARTEDGETTING STARTED 
WRITING FOR TRANSLATION

The Guide From MultiLingualpage 18

were asked to translate the text, rather 
than post-edit it.

Results 
Let’s start with a simple temporal com-

parison. When the throughput rate of me-
dian words per minute is compared across 
translation and post-editing, post-editing 
is faster (Table 1).

No surprise here! This confirms that, 
over a two-hour period, post-editing can 
be done at a faster rate than translation.

Another temporal measurement we 
looked at was the processing speed, that 
is, the total number of source words in any 
segment, divided by the time required to 
process that segment. A “segment” can 
be a sentence or an entry in a bulleted list, 
table heading, table entry and so on. This 
measurement is an indicator of speed. 
Therefore, the higher it is, the better it is 
from a throughput point of view. 

When we compare the median process-
ing speed across the two segment types 
— those with no perceived translatability 
problems and those with translatability 
problems — we see that the sentences 
where the linguistic problems have been 
removed can be processed, on average, 
at a faster speed and that there is a sig-
nificant difference between the two from a 
statistical point of view.

These data suggest that when CL rules 
are applied to sentences which are subse-
quently machine translated and post-ed-
ited, the post-editing speed is faster than 
for sentences where CL rules have not 
been applied. However, a word of caution 
is required here: if you look at individual 
cases, you can see that this is not true for 
all sentences. Even if CL rules have been 
applied and linguistic problems removed, 
processing speed can sometimes be rela-
tively low for those sentences. We’ll come 
back to this problem later.

For the measurement of technical effort, 
we counted all cut and paste actions, dele-
tions and insertions and compared them 
over our two sentence types (Table 2).

Although the differences between the 
two sentence types for deletions and in-
sertions do not look astounding, there 

are statistically significant differences 
between the two – suggesting that the 
segments where linguistic problems have 
been removed require fewer deletions and 
insertions. As shown in Table 3, cuts and 
pastes present us with a more mysteri-
ous picture. The number of recorded in-
stances of cutting and pasting was so low 
that we could not make any generaliza-
tions about this type of activity. Post-edi-
tors preferred to re-type whole words and 
clauses rather than cut them from one part 
of a sentence and paste them into another 
part of the same sentence. I can put this 
down to one of two explanations – either 
the post-editors need more training in how 
to effectively recycle MT output and/or it 
is cognitively and physically less demand-
ing to re-type words than to cut them and 
paste them elsewhere.

So far we are presented with a fairly 
straightforward picture. For this particu-
lar research, post-editing was faster than 
translation, and the temporal and technical 
effort involved in post-editing sentences 
where CL rules have been applied is lower 
than for sentences where rules have not 
been applied. So far, so good for CL! The 
picture gets murkier, however, when we tri-
angulate cognitive effort with temporal and 
technical effort.

In cognitive science, it is generally ac-
cepted that pauses are very good indica-
tors of cognitive effort, so we used pauses 
as one of our measures. In trying to dis-
cover correlations between our two sen-
tence types and the position and duration 
of pauses, we came to the conclusion that 
there were no obvious correlations. We 
also looked at the pause ratio – the length 

of time spent pausing versus the time 
spent actively editing a segment. Table 4 
shows the results.

As we can see, the pause ratio for both 
sentence types was identical. From a cog-
nitive point of view, then, we cannot iden-
tify any significant differences between 
the two sentence types.

The next measurement of cognitive ef-
fort we applied was CNA. We cannot delve 
into the intricacies of this here, but suffice 
to say that it involves an analysis of the 
number of different solutions provided 
by post-editors for different parts of a 
sentence. CNA focuses our attention on 
what the post-editors decided to change 
— in other words, on their focus of atten-
tion. We looked at what each post-editor 
changed in all sentences and correlated 
those changes with the previously men-
tioned linguistic features known to be 
problematic for MT (taken from Bernth and 
Gdaniec’s list of translatability indicators). 
This allowed us to drill down into a more 
fine-grained analysis of post-editing effort 
and specific CL rules. Our finding was that 
some linguistic features generate more 
temporal, technical and cognitive effort 
than others. When all results were trian-
gulated, several indicators appeared to 
be the most problematic. These were the  
gerund; proper noun; problematic punctu-
ation; ungrammatical construct; use of (s) 
for plural; non-finite verb; incomplete syn-
tactic unit; long noun phrase (more than 
three nouns); and short segment (fewer 
than four words).

 We also found that some linguistic fea-
tures cause significantly lower post-editing 

Subject Type Median Words 
Per Minute

Post-Editors 17.59

Translators 13.63

Table 1: Median words.

Segment Type Median 
Processing Speed

Segment Type 1 - with 
linguistic problems .3500

Segment Type 2 – 
without linguistic 

problems
.4350

Table 2: Median processing speeds.

Segment Type Median 
Deletions

Median 
Insertions Median Cuts Median Pastes

Segment Type 1 - with 
linguistic problems 4.00 4.00 .00 .00

Segment Type 2 – 
without linguistic 

problems
3.00 3.00 .00 .00

Table 3: Technical effort.

Segment Type Median Pause Ratio
Segment Type 1 - 

with linguistic 
problems

.5000

Segment Type 2 – 
without linguistic 

problems
.5000

Table 4: Median pause ratio.
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effort, when temporal, technical and cogni-
tive indicators are taken together. These were 
abbreviations; demonstrative pronouns; mis-
sing in order to; and contractions.

What was somewhat surprising — and 
we hinted at this earlier — was that when 
sentences had problematic features re-
moved, this did not guarantee that those 
sentences were free of post-editing ef-
fort. A number of additional linguistic 
features presented themselves as being 
problematic for post-editors. For exam-
ple, despite best efforts to “code” all un-
known terms in the MT dictionary prior to 
MT, the MT dictionary clearly did not have 
or did not use the appropriate terminol-
ogy in all cases, and post-editing effort 
was required for those cases. In addition, 
considerable post-editing effort occurred 
around verb forms. For example, the data 
illustrate several changes made to verbs 
such as have, be, appears, includes and 
opens, to name just a few, and such 
changes were implemented by several 
post-editors. In such cases, the MT-gen-
erated verb is not incorrect, that is, the 
meaning is correct, and some post-edi-
tors accepted the verb proposed by the 
MT system (such as haben for have). 
However, other post-editors instigated 
changes that could be motivated by sty-
listic preferences and/or the compulsion 
towards alternative TL collocations. 

Another example of features that gener-
ated post-editing effort was what I might 
call formulaic phrases, phrases that are 
common to a particular type of text in a 
particular domain. An example in the text 
we used was See “X” for more information 
on . . . . (where X refers to a heading or sec-
tion located elsewhere in the document). 
The rather literal MT for this (Sehen Sie “X” 
zwecks weiterer Informationen zu . . . . ) 
was unacceptable for all post-editors who 
changed the phrase to the formulaic Weit-
ere Informationen zu “X” finden Sie in . . . .

Conclusions
The empirical research presented here 

suggests that the application of CL rules to 
a text can reduce post-editing effort from 
a temporal, technical and cognitive point 
of view. However, we must sound some 
warning notes in relation to this claim. 

First, for reasons of time restrictions, 
the study did not involve any compara-
tive analysis of the quality of the trans-
lated text vis-à-vis the post-edited text. 
In addition, we have not investigated the 
additional effort required on the part of 

authors who have to write texts according 
to CL rules.

Second, we have presented the general 
trend here. When we look deeper, we can 
see that post-editing effort may still be re-
quired even when sentences have no prob-
lematic features. On the other hand, there 
are sentences where we still have prob-
lematic linguistic features (according to 
specific CL rule-sets) that do not demand 
post-editing effort. So, to make productiv-
ity gains using CL and MT, we need to do 
more than just apply the rules and press 
“Translate.” We need to analyze the effect 
that rules are having on different language 
pairs and MT systems, and we need to tune 
our rule sets and texts accordingly.

We have also noted a compelling need 
by post-editors to replace unacceptable 
translations of domain-specific formulaic 
phrases with their acceptable forms. Obvi-
ously, post-editing effort could be reduced 
if the MT system could handle such formu-
laic phrases.

We are duty-bound to highlight the limi-
tations of the research presented here. Ev-
ery effort was made to ensure the validity, 
generalizability and transparency of the 
research. Nevertheless, the project was 
limited to one language pair and direc-
tion, one MT system and text-type and, 
due to limitations on time, to 12 subjects. 
It is beyond the ability of one researcher 
to investigate all language pairs and direc-
tions, MT systems and domains, using a 
vast number of subjects. That being said, 

we feel that we have contributed to the de-
bate on the question of CL and MT, particu-
larly in relation to post-editing effort.

One final thought: although the post-
editors completed their tasks faster than 
the translators, many of them related that 
they were quite tired afterwards in com-
parison to when they translate. This is not 
something that was investigated in detail, 
but it is worth considering that perhaps 
the post-editing task is more cognitively 
demanding overall on the human transla-
tor than translation. It would be interest-
ing to investigate this further, and the first 
studies using an eye-tracker to measure 
cognitive demand on translators have al-
ready begun.  G
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This guide is a component of the magazine MultiLingual, for-
merly MultiLingual Computing & Technology. With a new look 
and a new sense of purpose, MultiLingual continues to lead 

the world in keeping track and informing its readers of the latest in 
the electronic universe.

In addition to the coverage that it provided before, the new mag-
azine provides more insights from industry leaders, an improved 
news section and expanded calendar, as well as basic industry ter-
minology and references.

MultiLingual’s eight issues a year are filled with news, technical 
developments and language information for people who are inter-
ested in the role of language, technology and translation in our 
twenty-first-century world. A ninth issue, the Resource Directory 
and Index, provides listings of companies in the language industry 
and a key to the previous year’s content.

Four issues each year include Getting Started Guides like this 
one, which are primers for moving into new territories both geo-
graphically and professionally. 

The magazine itself covers a multitude of topics.

Translation
How are translation tools changing the art and science of com-

municating ideas and information between speakers of different 
languages? Translators are vital to the development of interna-
tional and localized software. Those who specialize in technical 
documents, such as manuals for computer hardware and soft-
ware, industrial equipment and medical products, use sophisti-
cated tools along with professional expertise to translate complex 
text clearly and precisely. Translators and people who use transla-
tion services track new developments through articles and news 
items in MultiLingual.

Language technology
From multiple keyboard layouts and input methods to Unicode-

enabled operating systems, language-specific encodings, systems 
that recognize your handwriting or your speech in any language 
— language technology is changing day by day. And this technol-
ogy is also changing the way in which people communicate on a 
personal level — changing the requirements for international soft-
ware 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 will affect you and your 
business.

Global web
Every website is a global website, and even a site designed for one 

country may require several languages to be effective. 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 and worldwide web 
for e-mail, 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 

a multilingual website? How do you know who’s doing what and 
where? How do you respond to customers and vendors in a prompt 
manner and in their own languages? The growing and changing 
field of content management and global management systems 
(CMS and GMS), customer relations management (CRM) and other 
management disciplines is increasingly important as systems 
become more complex. Leaders in the development of these sys-
tems explain how they work and how they work together.

Internationalization
Making software ready for the international market requires 

more than just a good idea. How does an international developer 
prepare a product for multiple locales? Will the pictures and col-
ors you select for a user interface in France be suitable for users 
in Brazil? Elements such as date and currency formats sound like 
simple components, but developers who ignore the many inter-
national variants find that their products may be unusable. You’ll 
find sound ideas and practical help in every issue.

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

another country for users of that language and culture? How do you 
choose a localization service vendor? Developers and localizers 
offer their ideas and relate their experiences with practical advice 
that will save you time and money in your localization projects.

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

language industry and explain its financial side, describe the chal-
lenges of computing in various languages, explain and update 
encoding schemes and evaluate software and systems. Other 
articles focus on particular countries or regions; translation and 
localization training programs; the uses of language technology in 
specific industries — a wide array of current topics from the world 
of multilingual computing.

MultiLingual is a critical business asset in our electronic world. 
Readers of MultiLingual explore language technology and its appli-
cations, project management, basic elements and advanced ideas 
with the people who are building the future. G
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