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industry overview: 
 where is translation today?
an IntrODuCtIOn tO Human tranSLatIOn

translation is commonly misunderstood as a simple process involving the word-for-word localization of written text from one 

language into another. as one of the single most important investments to multinational organizations of all sizes, translation is, in 

fact, a complex process requiring the adaptation and interpretation (vs. the literal conversion) of written text from one language into 

another.

Human translation is performed by “live experts” that have dedicated education and training in translation from one language to 

another as well as a unique passion for the intricacies of language, dialect, and culture. those interested in human translation have 

three main options [1]:

Despite innovation in the translation market and the introduction of machine learning and algorithmic powered solutions, human 

translations remain the most accurate option[5]. providing a higher standard of precision than most translation options[6]; human 

translation, chiefly human translation by a traditional agency, freelancer or an independent resource, is the most widely-used method 

to this day [1].

1. traditional agencies: usually comprised of small 

groups of freelancers, full-time translators or individuals, 

translation agencies manage individual projects and 

files for businesses. Boutique agencies, on the other 

hand, offer this as well with more exclusive service and 

dedicated customer care.

2. crowd Platforms: Crowd platforms host a mass of 

translators (sometimes thousands of translators at once) 

to work simultaneously on a given file or project. Through 

this option, there is never any one-on-one contact with 

the translators involved, and inconsistencies due to 

the stylistic preferences of each translator tend to run 

rampant.

3. individual freelancers: Freelance translators have 

received their training and certifications, and work 

exclusively through online forums and directories to 

connect with businesses looking for work. translators who 

are operating independently typically offer lower rates, 

but with added risk involved, as these service providers 

don’t generally provide quality assurance resources.
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2. statistical Machine translation: these systems produce translations through statistical models that consist of words and 
phrases learned automatically from bilingual parallel sentences. through this algorithmic process, the computer creates a “database” 
of translations, making it the most automated and expensive way to translate text.

 3. hybrid Machine translation: With a combination of rules-Based and Statistical translation systems, this hybrid system uses the 
core technology of each to provide higher quality translations overall. However, combining systems can be very costly and infinitely more 
complex to manage simultaneously.

 4. augmented neural Machine translation: the newest form of translation systems have evolved beyond the limitations of  
rules-Based and Statistical translation systems. these augmented neural systems introduce sophisticated data pre-processing, along 
with terminology management solutions, to produce high-quality and multilingual solutions.   

machine-produced translations attract organizations and individuals with projects that have very tight budgets and require super-fast 
results. However, despite having greatly evolved over the last decade, these systems can produce results of varying degrees of accuracy 
that can cause costly consequences when improperly used.

there are a few main classes of machine 

translation solutions [4]:

1. rules-Based Machine translation: 
these systems use large collections of 
rules based on the source language and 
target language, which is developed by 
real, human experts over time. Due to 
the manual element, this type of machine 
translation can be costly and time-
consuming to maintain and improve upon.

Since the discovery and implementation of machine 

translation in 1956 [2], several studies published by a 

variety of highly-regarded institutions have evaluated the 

practical applications of machine translation, as well as 

the actual vs. perceived value that these translations can 

provide. machine translation is powered by computational 

linguistic rules and automated technical processes that 

can translate source content into its target languages. 

machine translation is preferred by some organizations 

primarily for expediency, as opposed to accuracy. most 

machine learning translation solutions are able to provide 

nearly instantaneous results for the vast majority of 

translation projects [3].

an introduction 
 to Machine 
 translation



huMans vs. Machines: 
the current state of 
the translation industry
Due to the vast and changing landscape of the translation industry, the greater reliance on machines to provide translation output is 

raising questions about the role that people play in the field. Executed in some capacity by both humans and machines, there are two 

major methodologies to producing translations from one language to another:

1. rule-Based translation is a system that relies on 
inherent knowledge of the grammatical structures of 
both languages. a bilingual dictionary system allows 
the system to translate one word at a time after the 
words are rearranged into “correct sentences” [5] . 

2. Experience-Based Translation leverages a database 
of past materials across previous translation projects. 
Often referred to as a “Knowledge Base” by human 
translation solutions, this system operates under the 
assumption that phrases and sentences produce a 
general understanding of the meaning, but are only 
useful to the casual reader [5]. For machine translation, 
results are vulnerable to errors that a live professional 
with experience and capabilities of understanding 
context and tone couldn’t make. 

When selecting machine translation over human translation, the 
sentence structure of the source document is often reviewed 
and re-architected. However, despite taking time-consuming 
additional steps, the translation output is consistently lower 
than that which an experienced human translator can produce. 

there are a few major machine limitations that lead to this 
discrepancy in accuracy: 

Barriers to communication
Human translation services and processes are consistently 
adapted to communicate across international borders. 
Supported by Cat (Computer assisted translation) tools and 
digital dictionaries, human translators have made long-distance 
working and communication easier than ever [5].

Post-editing
Despite boasting advanced capabilities provided by machine 
translation, businesses often subject language projects to 
budget cuts. In the commonly misheld view that machine 
translations provide comparable outputs at a fraction of the 
price, many businesses overlook the incurred cost of revisions 
and post-editing activities [5].

“

“

when you learn words and phrases, 
you also learn cultural values. Many  
words do not have a direct translation 
because the concepts simply do not 
exist in another culture. there is simply 
no replacement  for learning a foreign 
language.
Nataly Kelly   
Author of Found In Translation[6]



The appeal of affordability can often impede on 

the desire to attain seamless, culturally-accurate 

translations. Implementing translation outputs with 

questionable accuracy into an organization’s processes 

and workflows can have an extremely negative impact 

on business, including:

Damaging the brand due to public cultural mishaps 

that could be construed as inappropriate or insensitive.

promoting and using phrasing that contains cultural 

inaccuracies or failure to understand nuances.

receiving embarrassing publicity surrounding the 

improper use of language and cultural insensitivity, 

among other errors.

Increasing the overall risk of customers and/or 

employees, due to public company mistakes and 

cultural inconsistencies.

the real world 
 implications 
of  “cut-rate” 
 translations

regarding more high-risk industries, such as legal and medical/pharmaceutical, poorly-translated texts can also directly impact the 
health and well-being of their customers and patients. It only takes a single translation mishap to severely damage a brand in the 
public’s eye. Choosing language services providers that are reliable and accurate should always supersede the desire to save money.

“ “too many companies involved in localization think in terms of supply chain, 
speed, and efficiency, and tend to forget that to a large extent most localization 
processes still rely on very skilled linguistic resources.
Teresa Marshall, Sr. 
Director of Localization & Globalization at Salesforce



Machine translation: 
GoinG fully-autoMated 
in a diGital world
tHe prOS anD COnS OF maCHIne tranSLatIOn

Pros

cons

easy to produce and access online, through many various 
websites and services.

Extremely cost-effective, with many free services available on 
the market.

Immediate - often instant - turnaround of translations are 
created using a simple text input/text output format.

algorithms are ever-evolving and improving, including the 
implementation of advancements in artificial intelligence and 
machine learning.

Low accuracy is often an issue, with a 60 - 80% accuracy rate 
in most cases [7].

Inability to understand cultural context, despite advances in 
algorithmic technology.

available languages to translate to/from are often not 
representative of the complete global language footprint.

High probability of the translation being incorrect in terms of 
cultural nuances, field terminology, spelling errors, etc.

High potential for costly mistakes due to syntax errors or 
cultural inaccuracies.



costly Mistakes in  
the translation world
A recent study indicates that there is a global footprint of 6,909 distinct, officially-recognized languages worldwide. Google Translate, 

as an example, has a database of just 103[8]. these limitations, along with the other negatives of machine translation, lead to a myriad 

of problems. From a business perspective, the most harmful errors that technology-produced translations fall victim to are:

For every language and dialect, there are rules 

related to syntax that must be understood and 

integrated into the translation process. When 

this isn’t done properly, the intended meaning 

can be easily confused.

example 1: pepsi’s slogan “pepsi Brings You Back 

to Life” was debuted in China as “pepsi Brings You 

Back from the grave” [9].

example 2: KFC also made Chinese consumers 

a bit apprehensive when “finger licking good” was 

translated as “eat your fingers off ” [9].

1. Pure verbatim 
 translation



costly Mistakes in  
the translation world Certain words and phrases are incredibly 

difficult to translate from one language to 

another, and some cannot be translated 

at all. So much of language is cultural; 

every culture has their own phrases, 

sayings, and words that are a part of their 

history and heritage.

2. inaccurate   
interpretations of
“Language-Specific” 
 terminology

the tone and meaning of the message is 

a key consideration when translating text 

from one language to another. 

Because machine translations cannot 

process nuance in language, such as 

implied changes in tone, the essence 

of each translated message executed 

by machine translations can become 

distorted. to convey messages 

appropriately, a mastery of tone is critical 

to accuracy [10].

example 1: Clairol launched a curling 

iron called “mist Stick” in germany. In 

german, “mist” is commonly understood 

slang for “manure” [9].

example 2: Puffs tissues marketed under 

that brand name in germany without 

realizing that “puff” is German slang for a 

brothel [9].

those organizations familiar with the risks 

of implementing inaccurate translations 

are then presented with a paradox:

3. culturally inappropriate 
translation outputs

“ “how do we, as an organization, ensure that 
translations are not negatively impacting business 
if we do not have any familiarity with the output 
language?

machine-based localization solutions will translate these words literally - without understanding the emotion, tone or the true meaning 

behind the source text. an expert human translator that is not only trained in the grammatical challenges of translation, but also the 

cultural context, is infinitely less likely to make these mistakes. It is for this reason that highly-qualified translators always translate into 

their native language (versus out of it).



huMan translation:   
usinG PeoPle to Build   
Greater connection
tHe prOS anD COnS OF Human tranSLatIOn

Pros

cons

High overall accuracy when compared to machine-generated 
translations, with most agencies guaranteeing 99% accuracy 
or higher.

A rich understanding of both the field-specific terminology 
and cultural context involved.

greater depth of creative knowledge, cultural understanding, 
and the application of both within translation.

Inclusive, standardized editing and quality assurance processes 
to ensure accuracy.

Fluent language speakers hold skills in providing word and 
phrasing alternatives that machine translation cannot.

typically longer turnaround time for projects when compared 
to machine-generated translations.

greater costs associated due to a combination of human 
resources, Cat tools, and a series of quality checks.

Depending on the resource utilized for language services, 
there are limitations with in the languages that translators 
speak fluently.



Barriers Broken:  
wins for universal translation

example 1

example 2

example 3

Unger and Kowitt, a traffic ticket law firm based Florida, 
understands that its customers are from all cultural 
background and languages. to better serve their customers, 
they translated their website into Spanish, portuguese and the 
commonly unsupported Creole to ensure that their website 
for visitors have an easier time navigating their pages [11].

rpmC, a renowned partner for marketing engagement, 
events, and sponsorship that deliver amazing experiences 
for brands (like Disney, shown to the left) around the world, 
has a deep knowledge of the people and communities they 
service. In order to make branded events a more inclusive and 
authentic space, the organization often utilizes translation 
and live expert interpretation [12].

With over 3,100 stores in 30 countries outside of its native 
home in the united States, Dunkin Donuts has successfully 
evolved and fully-translated its menu to satisfy the sweet 
tooth of its global customers [11].

While machine translations may have people beat in terms of price and turnaround time, human translators and proofreaders will 

always have the upper-hand when it comes to quality and true cultural understanding. When fluent language-speakers and cultural 

intelligence are combined, businesses can flourish by being able to reach their target audience in their language, in their voice.

http://rpmc.com


findinG the Most effective   
translation solutions
Knowing and understanding the type of translation or localization work that your business needs is the first step to finding the best 

solution. If higher accuracy, quality, and cultural adaptability are what you’re aiming for, consider leaning on the help of human 

translation. Some language service providers exist that utilize the best of both worlds - using machine translation for a first pass, with 

expert proofreaders doing the final clean up.

Real, human translators have a true passion for language and have studied for years in order to have fluent, comprehensive knowledge 

of the intricacies and nuances that no computer program will ever be able to emulate. true writers at heart, expert translators have 

the unique benefit of understanding the use of words and phrasing as well as the specialized skills needed for professional work.

Do you know what to look for when finding 
an effective translation solution? 

ask yourself…
 
Does the translation project require that 
actionable goals be understood and met? 

Does the translation require cultural context and 
nuance? 

Are the timelines flexible or inflexible?

 How much does skill and reliability matter? 

How mission critical are visible mistakes and 
cultural inaccuracies? 

How much does one-on-one care and 
communication impact the final translation?  

Here’s another thing to consider: How much 
does trust make a difference?

 
trust, care, and quality go hand-in-hand where 
translations are concerned. How people are 
treated and the quality of the work they receive are 
the most important things that any organization 
can consider.

When working with translations for medical, legal, 
corporate, and other high-stakes and high-security 
fields, the requirement for trust is paramount.



findinG the Most effective   
translation solutions

Language Department has achieved a “best of both worlds” scenario, offering the major advantages 

of both larger translation agencies and individual freelancers, with none of the uncertainties.

Lower risks of hiring fake translators that often use stolen CVs 
 and poor machine translation. 
Higher overall quality with a personal touch.
Straight-forward, “translate more, save more” pricing.
reliable and experienced translators and proofreaders.

Strict quality assurance and editing processes. 

Outsourcing translations to a boutique agency such as this, rather than using machine translation 

alone, will ensure that every project and campaign is culturally accurate, precise, timely, and  

cost-effective.

Smaller, more effective translation agencies that 

utilize networks of expert translators along with 

the help of technology have recently surfaced. 

language department is one such boutique agency 

that understands the immense power of combining 

translation technology solutions to save time and 

curb costs with human language experts to ensure  

world-class accuracy.

with the main focus on language services by humans for 
humans, language department understands that translations 
have no substitute in the final quality provided-especially 
where more complex, clever, technical, cultural, or field-specific 
language  is  required.

the Best of Both worlds: 
 Boutique Translation 
services



“ “Even today’s most efficient software cannot master 
a language as well as a native speaker and have by no 
means the skill of a professional translator [11].

conclusion: Better connections 
with Better lanGuaGe services
While both machine translations and human translations have earned their places in the language services industry, purely 

technology-based translations have an impossible journey to catch up. 

we live in a world built on relationships and connection - two things that humans can only ever really understand. for 
businesses and organizations with a focus on building better connections, the only true solution is to tap into language 
services focused on being better, too.

tackling and getting ahead of translation issues that can tarnish companies, bankrupt organizations, and even put customers at risk 

takes the help of an effective, accurate translation service. Language Department has a mission to provide unrivaled customer care, 

produce high-quality content, and build the trust and reputation with trained translators that foster a loyal community.

With a team of language experts in all specialties, straight-forward pricing, accurate results, and always-reliable work, it’s the most 

effective way to access language services utilizing human translation and translation technology solutions strategically.
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conclusion: Better connections 
with Better lanGuaGe services
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