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Introduction

This Guide was created to help anyone new to translation get up to speed on 
the workflows, terminology, relevant technology, and other project management 
issues unique to the translation and localization process. Here at Language 
Intelligence, we understand that this process can be a little confusing for someone 
new to it, especially if you or your team are tasked with managing translation and 
localization of complex content into multiple target languages. This guide should 
help, however we encourage you to contact us with any questions you may have.

A note about translation and localization

Translation is the literal rendering of content from its original source 
language to a target language, i.e. English to Mandarin Chinese. 
Localization is the adaptation of that content to the culture of 
the target language so that it makes sense in their context. These 
processes can be separated, however the reality of most situations 
is that they go hand in hand. Effective translation and localization 
are necessary to ensure a quality translation that reflects the original 
intent of the content.

Translation Basics Guide:
A No-Nonsense Guide to Translation Terminology, 
Workflows, and Translator Qualification

https://www.facebook.com/Language-Intelligence-422607577775904/
https://twitter.com/langint
https://www.linkedin.com/company/117119
mailto:sales%40languageintelligence.com?subject=Tell%20me%20more%20about%20Language%20Intelligence%27s%20services%21
http://www.languageintelligence.com


eBook:
Translation Basics

eBook:
Translation Basics

eBook
Translation Basics Guide

T:  1 (585) 244-5578  |  E:  sales@languageintelligence.com  |  W:  www.languageintelligence.com

Table of Contents
Translation Basics Part One: 
What If You’re Asked To Manage a Translation and Localization Process? 4

Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind 4
What You Need to Know 5
Machine Translation 6
Hire a Translator 6
Language Service Providers (LSPs) 6
Localization 7
Translation Workflows 7
Transcreation 7
Internationalization 8
Audio-visual Elements and Text Expansion 8

Translation Basics Part Two: 
Translation Workflows 9

Getting from initial quote to final localized deliverables 9
Choosing a vendor: look for a fully integrated approach 9
Getting a quote 10
Delivering your content 10
Managing the relationship 11
Translation Memory 11
Machine Translation (MT) stage 12
Preparation for translation 12
Translation and text expansion 12
Review 13
Edit 13
Publish to required media format(s) 13

Translation Basics Part Three: 
Translator Selection and Vetting Standards 14

Who qualifies as a translator? 14
Native speaker vs. non-native speaker? 14
Translator experience and certifications 14
What is a subject matter expert (SME) and why does it matter? 15
Software used by translators 15

In Conclusion 16

https://www.facebook.com/Language-Intelligence-422607577775904/
https://twitter.com/langint
https://www.linkedin.com/company/117119
mailto:sales%40languageintelligence.com?subject=Tell%20me%20more%20about%20Language%20Intelligence%27s%20services%21
http://www.languageintelligence.com


eBook:
Translation Basics

eBook
Translation Basics Guide

T:  1 (585) 244-5578  |  E:  sales@languageintelligence.com  |  W:  www.languageintelligence.com

4

eBook:
Translation Basics

Translation Basics Part One:
 

What If You’re Asked To Manage a Translation and Localization Process?

You’re new to the translation process. Let’s look at how it works.

Hundreds of languages and hundreds of cultures– they all represent opportunity. 
Whether your company creates eLearning courses, does market research, or you’re 
tasked with writing technical documentation, translation into other languages is a subject 
you should understand. It can be a complex process, one you have to get right. A great 
translation, properly localized to resonate with another culture, can make your entry 
into new global markets much easier. On the other hand, a poor translation sends a big 
message about your lack of commitment to that culture…

Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind
In this guide, I’m going to enter what is known in Zen as ‘beginner’s mind’, a mindset that 
resets perception of how the translation and localization process works. By learning or 
revisiting the basics, you can ensure a quality translation experience, while maintaining 
cost controls and making your deadlines. Like most businesses these days, translation 
and localization (T&L) is constantly evolving with major breakthroughs in tech like 
Neural Machine Translation (NMT) and project management workflows that can really 
streamline every step of the process.

Let’s start at a hypothetical beginning: Your company has never developed products for 
a different language from your native language (I realize that this is increasingly unlikely 
but maybe you as an individual have never been exposed to the process. This is for 
you too.) Management or marketing has determined that you are going global, starting 
with China; a market too large to ignore. And you’ve been tasked with translating your 
product information into Chinese, including finding vendors, getting estimates, setting 
timelines (scope), and implementing a quality control system to make sure that your 
translation is culturally relevant. Unfortunately you don’t speak Chinese, have no one 
around who does, nor are you aware of what might offend people or simply confuse 
them if the translation isn’t correct.
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What You Need to Know
Start by understanding the factors mentioned above (and a few other things you need to 
think about):

• Machine Translation. Can’t we just run it through Google Translate?

• Hire a translator. How do you find them and qualify them?

• Language Service Providers (LSPs). These are the vendors that provide translation 
and localization services (like Language Intelligence).

• Localization. What exactly is it, and why is it important?

• Translation Workflows. How do we get from the beginning to a successful end 
product?

• Transcreation. There is content, like marketing content, that works well in your 
language but may be meaningless in the language of a different culture  (or be 
actually offensive or unintentionally humorous). Transcreation is the process 
of making this content work in another cultural context. Consider it a subset of 
Localization.

• Internationalization. Writing your content with translation in mind. This is a step in 
the workflow that can save time and money later.

• Audio Video. Voiceovers, text, and interviews need to be translated. Subtitles or 
rerecording with native speakers and syncing? Who actually does the voiceovers and 
who does the editing, etc.?

• Text Expansion. The same sentence in different languages can be much longer or 
shorter. This impacts design, layout, timed things like voiceovers in AV, etc.

Yes, this is getting a little more complex. Let’s take a quick overview of these factors.
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Machine Translation

This is a big deal in the translation world and it gets better every day (Google uses 
neural machine translation or NMT, which actually learns every time it is used). But it is 
nowhere near being a viable alternative to review by native speakers. What it does offer 
is a starting point. Translate the text with MT at the beginning and the entire process can 
move ahead faster.

Hire a Translator
Yes, you could hire a translator directly, and for smaller jobs in a single language that 
may be a viable option. But are you capable of finding and qualifying a good one:

• Are they native speakers of your target language (a necessity)?

• Do they know your subject matter?

• Who have they worked for and how long have they been a professional translator?

• How do you review their work?

• Can they work with your technology platforms?

• What if you need more languages?

This gets complicated pretty fast. We’ll go into detail about translator selection in 
Part Three of the Guide.

Language Service Providers (LSPs)
These are vendors which manage the Translation and Localization process end-to-end. 
They have qualified translators, project managers, linguists, and technology designed to 
streamline the process, eliminate duplication of effort, and ensure quality and accuracy. 
And they can manage your move into multiple languages and cultures. Here at Language 
Intelligence, for example, we’ve worked in over 100 languages across a variety of 
industries and disciplines.
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Localization
We’ve all seen bad translations of things like manuals, either unintentionally funny or 
incomprehensible. That is because they have not been properly localized to the culture 
of the target market. Things like colloquialisms can’t be literally translated to cultures 
where they don’t have context. How do you take a phrase like ‘he hit it out of the park’ 
and adapt it to a country (like most) where the rules of baseball are a mystery?

Translation Workflows
How exactly does this work? How do I write an RFP for my project? How do I know how 
long it will take and how much it should cost? What do I need to provide and in what 
format? Who manages quality control? All of these things fit into the workflow of an LSP. 
I’ll be covering that in Part Two of the Guide.

Transcreation
Let’s see what Wikipedia says about this:

“Transcreation is a term used chiefly by advertising and marketing 
professionals to refer to the process of adapting a message from 
one language to another, while maintaining its intent, style, tone 
and context. A successfully transcreated message evokes the same 
emotions and carries the same implications in the target language 
as it does in the source language. Increasingly, transcreation is used 
in global marketing and advertising campaigns as advertisers seek 
to transcend the boundaries of culture and language. It also takes 
account of images which are used within a creative message, ensuring 
that they are suitable for the target local market.”

Transcreation is localization of creative writing as opposed to technical writing.

Confused yet?
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Internationalization
In the translation world, internationalization in the process of creating content designed 
for translation from the beginning, as opposed to translating existing content. If you 
have the option of starting out with the knowledge that your work will be translated into 
other languages, there are best practices for internationalizing your content. Eliminating 
colloquialisms, slang, understanding what acronyms mean in other languages, and 
whether they will mean anything- these things, when considered during creation of the 
originals, will save you time and money down the road.

Audio-visual Elements and Text Expansion
Video, podcasts, recorded interviews, embedded media…all of these things need 
translation too. An LSP should provide transcription, subtitles or voice-over narration 
recorded by native speakers, and other multimedia content, in context. This can get 
complex because the same meaning in two different languages can take more time 
and space (a translation into German from English, for example, can be 30% longer). 
This affects narration, editing and synchronization, design, and desktop publishing in 
significant ways.

Ok, I’ll stop for now. 

It’s a lot to take in. But all of these factors impact the success of your translation project. 
And that effect multiplies outward, impacting profitability and reputation. 

It’s worth your time to get this right early on.
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Translation Basics Part Two: 
 

Translation Workflows

Getting from initial quote to final localized deliverables
If you or a teammate are new to the translation process, understanding the workflows 
involved can make a big difference in managing and tracking the progress of a project. 
This applies to virtually any translation and localization project from documentation to 
market research and training, just to name a few.

While there are variations in the process (eLearning, for example often requires 
translation and editing of voiceover tracks in video), generally speaking the workflow 
covered here fits most cases. Obviously, certain aspects of the process take on greater 
importance for larger, more complex projects.

Choosing a vendor: look for a fully integrated approach
Given the complexities of many translation processes, we recommend focusing on LSPs 
who can handle all aspects of the process from initial content evaluation to delivery of 
the final reviewed translation in your preferred format. This integration helps eliminate 
errors and version control issues, and should mean faster turnaround.

When you look for a vendor, don’t solely consider cost. Vendor experience, reputation, 
and quality might mean a possibly higher cost but less problems, on-time delivery, and 
a better end product. How do you evaluate these things if you’ve never worked with the 
vendor before? Ask for references with contact information, look at who else they have 
done work for, and if possible, have a native speaker in the target language to evaluate 
the quality of a sample translation (more applicable to larger scale projects).
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Getting a quote
The first step, after the determination of need, is to solicit quotes from translation 
and localization vendors, known as language service providers or LSPs (like Language 
Intelligence). Most quotes are based on word count and complexity, and whether there 
is a requirement for transcreation (adapting projects like marketing content to fit a 
different culture). The LSP employs linguists and project managers who work together 
to provide the quote. They also have a roster of translators, usually freelancers, who 
should be native speakers of the target language, and, preferably, subject matter experts 
(SMEs) with experience with similar projects. When you are soliciting quotes you will 
be asked the scope of the project, timeframe, and to provide the content, any unusual 
requirements, languages you are targeting, and desired timeframe.

Delivering your content
The LSP cannot give you an accurate quote without having the complete set of content 
or a representative part of it (for projects that may be on-going). Having the content 
gives them a word count and helps them identify any special requirements like custom 
formatting, translation of audio-visual elements like voiceover tracks in video, and 
situations where text expansion may affect desktop publishing design. Depending 
on your vendor, delivering your content may mean attaching it to an email (for small 
projects), using a file transfer service like Dropbox™, or interacting with their cloud 
systems. We provide all of our clients with access to our intelliportal® cloud-based 
management application to upload content, track quotes and project progress, 
communicate with your project manager, and generate reports. Having everything in a 
centralized portal ensures that version control is not an issue and your team has easy 
access to your projects.

After receiving these parameters, your LSP will run your content through their 
translation memory application (more on that below) to determine word count and any 
complexities. Based on these factors they will generate a quote.
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Managing the relationship
Communication is the key to effectively managing your translation projects. Typically, 
there are project managers on your side and the LSP side who work together. At 
Language Intelligence, you are assigned a Project Manager who is a linguist with subject 
matter expertise in the particular nature of your project, whether it is a training course or 
a marketing piece.

We also use technology designed to preserve the format of the content, whether it 
is a market research survey, a brochure, website, or a training course. If the training 
course, for example, was created in software dedicated to course creation, like Articulate 
Storyline™, the vendor should be able to accept the files in that format and deliver the 
translation in the same format.

For smaller projects, an email attachment can work but care must be taken to manage 
version control because every time that email is shared a new version is created. 
Changes to one version won’t be reflected in another, which can cause issues when 
multiple people are handling the same file.

Translation Memory
Translation memory (TM) is software used in the translation business as the working 
environment for your project manager and the translator(s) doing the actual translation.  
It breaks your content down and evaluates it based on any previous translations you may 
have done on similar content with your LSP. This might be pieces as small as a commonly 
used term or entire paragraphs of commonly used language like safety warnings or 
legal disclaimers. It eliminates redundant translation of common phrases and previously 
translated content. It then becomes a filter that future translations ‘pass through’, saving 
time and money.
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Machine Translation (MT) stage
Machine Translation, like Google Translate, has had an impact on the translation 
business, one that may mean savings for you. As part of the set-up process, your project 
manager may run a project through MT to evaluate the complexity of the translation, 
subject matter, etc, (we always do this). This is usually done in tandem with adding it to 
the translation memory tool and helps the translator with context, early in the process. 
Can it substitute for human translation? It is a useful tool, but machine translation is in 
its infancy and often fails to convey nuance, accurately adapt acronyms, or it simply gets 
things wrong in the cultural context of the target language.

Preparation for translation
One issue that can slow this process is having content that has not originally been 
created with translation in mind. If the content is very colloquial, filled with metaphors 
that only make sense in the original language, or contains acronyms whose meaning 
changes when translated, the translator is going to spend more time going back and 
forth to determine intent.

Writing content with a translation in mind, known as ‘internationalization’ is a best 
practice, if you know that translation is a possibility. 

Translation and text expansion
Once the content is prepped for translation it is sent to the appropriate translator(s). 
They translate the content and return it in the same format. It should be noted that 
different languages will return different amounts of content when translated. For 
example, a translation from American English to German may expand text length by 
up to thirty per cent! This materially affects the future publishing of this content from a 
design and compatibility perspective. Once the translation is received by the LSP vendor, 
it goes through a review step.
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Review
Review is conducted by a native speaking linguist to determine accuracy and cultural 
relevance. This step is important and is often aided by review software that keeps the 
content in context and allows the reviewer to work on the content remotely, eliminating 
version control issues, and speeding up the process. Here at Language Intelligence we 
have developed our own review application, intellireview®, that provides a centralized 
location for content to be reviewed that is accessible to the original translator, the 
reviewing translator, your project manager, and your team, while maintaining version 
and quality control.

Edit
Once the translated content has been reviewed, any necessary edits are made and the 
content translation is complete.

Publish to required media format(s)
The final step, which may be handled by the client or the vendor, is publishing the 
content to the required digital medium for delivery. This may involve desktop publishing 
for print, html for web, PDF, etc. Your quote should clarify who is handling this important 
step, in particular because of the text expansion or contraction that can take place when 
moving between languages. The LSP, assuming they provide these services, will be 
experienced in managing these kinds of changes when publishing.

While this process may seem complex to someone inexperienced in translation 
and localization, the reality is that a competent and technically up-to-date language 
service provider is going to manage the lion’s share of the process. It will be assigned 
to a dedicated project manager who, ideally, should be an experienced linguist. 
Understanding this workflow will help you communicate with your counterpart at the LSP 
to ensure an accurate and timely translation project.
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Translation Basics Part Three: 
Translator Selection and Vetting Standards

Note: This guide focuses on translation for documentation and other business or organizational 
purposes. Literary translation, for example, is not within the scope of this guide.

Who qualifies as a translator?
Generally, for our purposes, translators should have two or or more years of experience, 
be native speakers of the target language, and preferably be subject matter experts 
and certified by a translation organization in their native country, if applicable. Other 
language service providers may have different standards for translator selection.

One advantage of using a translation company is their experience with quality translators 
and their ability to find and qualify translators across a wide range of languages and 
expertise. This article looks at some of the standards we look for here at Language 
Intelligence.

Native speaker vs. non-native speaker?
It is preferable for a translator to be a native speakers of the target language. As a 
rule this means it is the language they learned as a child or speak at home. This offers 
an advantage in that language and vocabulary are more sophisticated when we are 
speaking our native tongue and we understand things like metaphor and culturally 
sensitive subjects or phrasing, both important when localizing content to a different 
culture.

Translator experience and certifications
Is it necessary to use a Certified Translator? There are number of certifications for 
translators, and the requirements and testing can be quite rigorous. Because we 
recommend the use of native speaking translators wherever possible, a certification 
originating in their country of origin can be a strong indicator of competence. 
However, many language combinations don’t have certification processes because 
they lack certifying bodies in those languages, especially those that have smaller native 
populations or less demand for translation. So, requiring a certification is not always 
possible.
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What is a subject matter expert (SME) and why does it matter?
Subject matter experts or SMEs, in the translation world, are translators with specific 
expertise in specialized kinds of translation. For example, a SME in documentation might 
not be the best choice for translating content like marketing materials, which require a 
higher degree of localization skills and an understanding of marketing goals. Sometimes 
certain types of translation, like the aforementioned documentation, may require skill in 
tools designed for the purposes such as structured Component Content Management 
Systems (CCMSs) that require the translated output to maintain certain structural 
characteristics.

Software used by translators
Translation today employs sophisticated software, often designed for specific kinds of 
translation such as eLearning or market research surveys, where maintaining the original 
formats and context is critical. In addition to specialized software, there is software for 
delivering, receiving, review, publishing, and other common translation functions. One 
reason for utilizing SMEs for example, is that they are likely to be familiar with software 
and workflows unique to their chosen area of expertise. However, every professional 
translator should be versant in the most commonly used translation tools, especially in a 
world where distance may be defined by how many clicks it takes to share information.

Selecting and vetting a translator is important to maintaining quality and accuracy and 
speed and cost effectiveness. For projects that go beyond a basic document being run 
through Google Translate, working with a Language Service Provider is the easier way to 
find and manage qualified translators who know your field.
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In Conclusion

We hope this Basics Guide has been useful in helping you and your team get up to 
speed on the world of business content translation. Like most new processes, once you 
have been through it, the logic and flow make more sense. At Language Intelligence 
we pride ourselves on helping our clients have high quality translation and localization 
experiences. We encourage you to reach out to us with any questions you may have 
regarding any aspect of creating and delivering quality global content. All trademarks are  
the property of their respective owners.
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