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The translation industry can change focus and direction owing to advances in technology (such as the development of translation memory tools), but the trends I believe will be most influential over the next few years are based on economics. Buyers or providers of translation services should be aware of these changes so they can make informed decisions. 

As the president of NCS Enterprises, a small translation firm in Pittsburgh, and a member of STC’s International Technical Communication special interest group, I’m in contact with both translation customers and vendors. In this article, I’ll discuss four trends that are already affecting the industry and that undoubtedly will continue to do so as the world economy finds its new stride.

Trend One: Web Site Translation

Companies are beginning to see that the cost of translating their Web sites is minimal compared to the return on investment.

Background

Over the past several years, many companies have debated the need to translate their Web sites. The return on investment was not always easy to see, and many believed that using English was sufficient. But the Internet is now truly an international community, and any company that markets its product or service outside its home country needs to do so in the languages of its customers.

In other words, in order to be competitive, international companies need international Web sites. Customers will go where they can most easily get all the information they need to make an informed purchase, which means that they will be attracted to sites that are correctly translated into their native languages and accessible through international search engines.

Effect

Being competitive in today’s—and tomorrow’s—market may depend to a large extent on presenting your company Web site in the languages of the countries where you do business. Web site localization work will increase as the international business and consumer communities continue to expand.
Trend Two: Language Sensitivity 

Companies are discovering that they need to be sensitive to language and cultural differences as they translate their Web sites, product literature, and promotional materials.

Background 

In the Internet’s youth, customers were grateful just to find something they could understand on a Web site. Now, however, competitive companies are finding that their marketing is much more effective if they use the appropriate versions of certain languages. They also must recognize that examples or ideas that work in one culture may be far less effective in another.

When selecting the language for your Web site and printed materials, you obviously need to know what countries you are marketing or communicating to, as well as the cultural orientation of your audience. For example, saying you need “Spanish” translation is not enough. Spanish is the official language of Spain, eight South American countries, six Central American republics, Mexico, Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and Puerto Rico; it is also spoken in the Balearic and Canary Islands, parts of Morocco, on the west coast of Africa, and in Equatorial Guinea. In the United States it is widely spoken in Texas, New Mexico (where it is co-official with English), Arizona, California, Florida, and the cities of New York and Chicago. The Spanish used in any one of these places can differ significantly from that used in the others. 
Although the usage and pronunciation of Spanish vary between countries, regional differences are not so great as to make the language mutually unintelligible, so many companies can use what the industry terms “universal Spanish” in highly technical fields or when marketing to Spanish-speaking Americans. Companies may choose to have three versions of a translation, for Latin America, Spain, and Mexico. However, if you are translating a company communication and your plant is located in Chile, then you need to have translators from Chile work on it. Also, if you are marketing to the consumer, cultural differences play a greater role, and in some cases multiple versions are essential.

Effect

Businesses need more than simple translations into various languages. More and more, they require translation agencies that can provide the specific versions of language that are appropriate for the company’s markets, as well as advice on cultural differences. Translation agencies need to have access to a wide range of native-speaker translators in order to provide the appropriate products and services.

Trend Three: Agency Management Strategies

Translation agencies are discovering that bigger is not necessarily better when it comes to providing the services their clients need.

Background 

For some time, the trend among translation providers was to become larger and more “corporate.” This trend arose because many public companies wanted to capitalize on an expanding industry by “buying into” the translation business. In addition, some translation companies went public to get the financial backing they needed to broaden the scope of their services. Large companies began to merge and acquire small and medium-sized translation companies—mega translation agencies appeared on the stock exchange. This is still a popular trend, as evidenced by the fact that translation agency acquisition “brokers,” who work to match agencies with the corporations that wish to acquire them, are advertising their services online and in trade publications.

Here I have to disclose my own bias: As the president of a small translation company, I’m naturally attuned to the advantages such an organization can offer. But let me share some of my observations—you may also see merit in my conclusions. 

The success of translation, unlike manufacturing and sales, is subjective. It is not a matter of simply making sure that a customer receives the product or service in a timely manner. Instead, the translation agency project manager must determine exactly which versions of languages are needed and how to advise the client on cultural matters. Where and to whom are the client’s products and/or services sold? 

These and other questions must be answered before the project manager can assign the appropriate staff and begin work, and often the agency must also educate the client about the translation service. Therefore, it is most productive if the same project manager can see each project through from beginning to end and can give full attention to the project. In a large, corporate environment, projects often get shuffled around among overburdened project managers.

Large size does offer some advantages. A large corporation with more financial backing can provide a wider range of services, such as having software localization staff on site, or offices open 24-7. But large corporations may bring in executives who do not understand how the translation industry operates. This practice has resulted in administrators with no language experience trying to manage employees from other cultures who know little about American business practices—the sort of cultural disconnect that translation services exist to prevent. Corporate management often focuses more on profit margins than on identifying clients’ needs, and may forgo essential steps in the translation process in order to meet deadlines. Some of the very large mega translation corporations are beginning to exit the translation business, and I believe will continue to do so if they do not make necessary changes.

These are generalizations, of course. A good agency may be independent and small, or it may belong to a large corporation that has made the effort to hire knowledgeable language managers and adequately support them. The important concerns are the attention paid to clients and the quality of the translations. The process must include determining the client’s needs, having the right person translate the material, proofreading carefully against the original language, and editing the final product to read appropriately in the new language. 
Effect

Clients may initially be drawn to large corporations, thinking that bigger is better. However, since many clients cannot directly evaluate the quality of the translations they receive, they will stay for the long term with agencies that give them a feeling of support and whose products they deem of consistent high quality, regardless of the agency’s size. Therefore, successful agencies must place very high priority on customer service and strict quality control.

Trend Four: New Players

Because demand for Web site and other international translation work grew more slowly than first predicted, there are now many agencies of all sizes competing for the existing work. Now that the market is expanding, more and more companies are offering translations, with a wider range of services, prices, and quality. Competition is stiff, and agencies are offering incentives to attract new clients.

Background

The prices of translation services differ for several reasons. First, a company may send work out of the country or may use in-house “generalists” instead of specialized translators to cut costs. (These practices can present problems if a translator in another country does not fully understand English, or if an in-house translator is not familiar with your industry.) Second, the agency’s services may not include a complete comparison of the translation against the original text. Most reputable agencies have a second native speaker review a translation, which adds to their price. 

Clients need to research prospective translation agencies and not just look at their Web sites. Any company can have an attractive Web site. Satisfied customers are what count the most, but even here some caution is advised: companies listed as references on the Web site may no longer have any association with these agencies. In short, to ensure that you get value for your translation dollar, do your homework.

Effect

Translation today is a buyer’s market, with more agencies offering discounts, matching bids, and other incentives to attract new clients. Clients should try to take advantage of this situation, but not at the expense of service quality or at the risk of jeopardizing good working relationships with their current translation agency. Shop around to begin with, but then stay with an agency if you are happy. Building a solid working relationship will mean that you are not re-inventing the wheel with each new project. 
Analysis

How can a prospective client identify a good translation company? In order to provide the wide range of skills and languages required without huge overhead costs, most translation companies use freelance translators and Web site designers. For instance, it is not enough to have someone on staff who speaks French: A project may call for someone who speaks Canadian French and is also knowledgeable about biotechnology. Clients should inquire about the translators who will work on their projects: While one in-house translator who speaks two or three languages and can handle “most” jobs is cost-efficient, an agency needs to identify projects that go beyond that person’s abilities and to have access to professional translators who can bridge the gaps.

Your agency’s project manager should understand what you need. If you are not asked questions about where the translation is going, who will read it, and what your company hopes to achieve through it, then your manager may not have the understanding necessary to give you a top-quality translation. The agency should also be able to answer your questions regarding the services you will need, and should be able to advise you on nuances of language and culture that will have an impact on your message. And your project manager should work with you throughout the process, answering your questions and obtaining any further information from your company that will enable the agency to give you the best possible product.

If the agency or translator for the project does not offer all the services described above, then it is not a bargain at any price. Clients should ask about all phases of the translation process as they shop to determine what they will really get for their money.

Conclusion

There are no shortcuts to good translation, and there are no shortcuts to making money in the field. Both require hard work, perseverance, and integrity. Choosing your translation partner is an investment in the success of your company. Once you are happy with a relationship, each new project can build on the knowledge and experience that your company and the agency have gained about each other’s products, services, and capabilities.
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