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The definitions of trans-
lation are varied and numerous. There
is general consensus among members
of the language services field that
translation entails the process of con-
verting written words from one lan-
guage to another while retaining the
original intended meaning. When
defining translation, the focus tends to
be on linguistic elements; however, it
has long been known that meaning is
closely tied to and/or grounded in 
culture.

Culture normally refers to patterns
of human behavior, as well as to the
symbols and structures that give
meaning to those behaviors. The
fields of sociology, cultural anthro-
pology, and cultural studies are rich in
attempts to define culture. In basic
terms, culture can be defined as
simply “a way of life.” Further com-
plicating the matter is the notion of
“high culture” and “low culture.” The
former is often used to refer to elite
groups, while the latter is often used
to refer to the masses. For the pur-
poses of this article, the definition of
culture “as a way of life” will be used.

To those interested in analyzing the
intersection of translation and culture,

numerous publications are available.
Drawing largely on linguistic theory,
numerous academics from within the
field of translation theory have
stressed that culture must be taken
into consideration in the translation
process, arguing that it is essential to

understand the context and meaning
of source-language concepts in order
to render them accurately in the target
language.  

This is especially true in the field
of literary translation. For example,
Michael Herzfield writes that literary
translation is a device of art used to
release the text from its “dependence
on prior cultural knowledge.”1 This
enables readers from other cultures to
understand the meaning without nec-

essarily having the cultural knowl-
edge implicit in the source text.

Another important contribution to
the field, Sociocultural Aspects of
Translating and Interpreting, explores
connections between the fields of
translation studies, cultural studies,

and sociology in a range of settings in
which interpreters and translators
actively work.2

While the content of this article
focuses primarily on the role of culture
in translation, it is important to point
out that much of the theory on this sub-
ject indicates that both interpreters and
translators have roles as cultural medi-
ators. For example, when describing
intercultural mediation in community
interpreting and translation in Spain,
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Dora Sales Salvador points out that,
“...the cultural-linguistic mediator not
only takes on the role of interpreter-
translator, but is something more than
this, and must be capable of translating
not just the words, but the cultural
details that are implicit in all commu-
nicative interactions.”3

Sales Salvador also points out that,
“...those who mediate must have an
(ongoing) education in cultural
aspects of the groups with whom they
work, documenting this in a con-
trasted and specialized manner.”4 This
idea is reinforced by the findings 
and recommendations of another
researcher, Claudia Angelelli.5

The translation industry is often
informed by academia; however, it
sometimes takes a slightly divergent
path. Currently, localization is the
term of choice in the industry for con-
veying that culture is taken into
account when material from one lan-
guage is adapted for use in another.
The definition provided by the
Localization Standards Industry
Association (LISA)6 states the fol-
lowing: “Localization involves taking
a product and making it linguistically
and culturally appropriate to the
target locale (country/region and lan-
guage) where it will be used and sold”
[emphasis ours].

A less widely known term has also
emerged recently in response to the
need to recognize culture’s role in the
process of converting materials into
other languages. While not yet granted
official status as a word by most dic-
tionaries, “transcreation” (developing
materials that are culturally relevant) is
a term that is gaining in popularity.
While this concept may seem novel to
laypersons from outside the translation
industry, “transcreation” is unlikely to
be seen as innovative within academic
fields or among professional practi-
tioners, especially those involved with

translating literature and advertising.
These individuals have long been
acquainted with the practice of incor-

porating cultural elements throughout
the translation process. Until more
information emerges about how “tran-
screation” is defined, it remains
unclear how it differs from localiza-
tion, or from translation as practiced
throughout history in various fields.

In the discussion that follows, we
will use the term “translation” in its
broadest and most all-encompassing
sense, inclusive of cultural elements
and not limited to simple linguistic
transfer. We will also argue that cul-
ture is an essential part of each step of
the translation process to ensure
quality control.

Model Quality Process
In order to understand the role of

culture in quality assurance for transla-
tion, it is important to provide a model
process. Figure A offers a visual repre-
sentation of the translation process
used by NetworkOmni Multilingual
Communications, a provider of trans-
lation services. The process was devel-
oped and informed by more than two
decades’ worth of experience in the
translation industry, and was shaped by
international standards and best prac-
tices in the fields of translation and
localization. In the sections that follow,
each step of the process will be dis-
cussed in more depth.  

Step 1: This is when the original
source document is selected. Clients

are advised to “write for translation,”
which means following a set of cultur-
ally sensitive guidelines that will facil-

itate the transfer of meaning. These
guidelines include formatting con-
cepts, such as:

• Leaving ample white space to allow
for target-language expansion in
the final print version; 

• Optimizing graphics text length for
target-language expansion; 

• Creating flexible templates and
macros to allow for syntax and
print format transfer; and 

• Limiting the number of fonts and
styles used, as well as maintaining
their consistency throughout.  

Other guidelines are content-related
and include:

• Choosing culturally appropriate
graphics; 

• Providing absolute final versions
of the source documents; 

• Commissioning terminology man-
agement work to ensure a complete
understanding of all terms in the
context, as well as adequately
researching and producing target-
language equivalents; 

• Avoiding slang, cultural and lin-
guistic figures of speech, with
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the exception of literary and adver-
tising texts (see references to “tran-
screation” elsewhere in this article); 

• Avoiding cultural and gender
biases; 

• Keeping acronyms to a minimum
and spelling them out the first time
they appear in the source text; and 

• Authoring texts with an interna-
tional audience in mind (con-
stantly asking whether a reader in
a particular culture will under-
stand a specific concept once it is
translated).  

Step 2: All materials are reviewed
during this stage. The elements listed
in Step 1 are checked in the source
materials received for translation. A
deep-level cultural and linguistic
analysis is conducted and a report is
sent to the clients with the results.
Cultural and linguistic analysis for
translation includes:

• Identifying the target audience(s); 

• Identifying the subject matter and
any knowledge subsets (so that
translators with the right skills and
knowledge may be assigned the
translation); 

• Identifying text that should not be
translated (e.g., brands, acronyms
without published equivalents); 

• Identifying text that will very
likely require adaptation in the
target language; and 

• Identifying concepts that may be
inappropriate in the target culture,
or that may not translate well
because the concept may not exist
in that culture.

Step 1: Original Source Document Selection
Client collects and sends final original format source files and reference documents along with other materi-
als, such as graphics.

Step 2: Translation Analysis
A careful review of materials is conducted to determine translation challenges, schedules, word counts, and
final output parameters. Issues are discussed with the client before work begins.

Step 3: Quotation/Scheduling
A detailed cost and schedule quotation is issued. The process and assumptions of the job are detailed.
Production does not begin without approval of our quotation, pricing, and process.

Step 4: Translation Team/Project Setup
A dedicated team is assigned, including a project manager, translator, editor, desktop publisher, and proof-
reader. The project manager reviews glossaries, style guides, schedules, issues, processes, and status reports.
Reviewers are notified of upcoming projects.

Step 5: Production
A native linguist transforms source material into the first target-language version. A second expert linguist (edi-
tor) works on “fine tuning” and verifying the translation against any preexisting translation, glossaries, and
style guides.

Step 6: Target Audience and Client Review
The in-country or in-community staff is invited to review translation work before it is typeset and to request
any changes or make suggestions. Guidelines are provided to ensure an effective review.

Step 7: Review Validation
The reviewed documents are sent back to the original translator for incorporation of changes. Whenever a
change is requested that alters the original content of the source document, the client is advised and a deci-
sion is requested.

Step 8: Desktop Publishing (DTP)
A localization desktop publishing expert begins generating a formatted version of the final document in each
chosen target language, including graphics and any regional settings. 

Step 9: Review of Typeset Materials
All final materials are proofread by a third linguist who checks formatted files to ensure that no format-related errors
have been introduced into the documentation during the publishing process. The proofreader will also check to
ensure that all reviewers’ requests for changes were properly input into the files.

Step 10: Final Formatting
After any DTP issues are identified and corrected, a DTP specialist begins the final processing, publishing edits,
and PDF generation as applicable to create the final file. 

Step 11: Final Delivery and Post-Production Analysis
A dedicated project manager wraps up the final version(s) of the target deliverable and delivers it in the
agreed upon method. After final delivery, the project and production managers conduct a final comprehensive
review of the project, and then archive and catalog it for security and easy future access if required.

Translation ProcessCulturally Capable Translations: 
The Essential Role of Culture in 
Translation Quality Processes Continued 

Figure A
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Step 3: Once the client/content author
has responded to the cultural analysis
report (by modifying the source text
and formatting or deleting portions of
it) and all questions regarding a spe-
cific project have been answered, a
quotation is issued detailing the scope
of the project. The intent is to antici-
pate any cost items related not just to
translation, but to transcreation and
reformatting the target materials.

Steps 4-5: At this point, a team of pro-
fessional linguists is selected based on
the analysis conducted in Step 2.
Terminology management, style guide-
lines, and existing tools (e.g., translation
memories) are incorporated into pro-
ducing a translated, edited, and proof-
read target-language version of the
material received. Culture is accounted
for throughout the production and
inherent quality assurance process. The
linguists adapt any text as necessary and
point out, via a query form, any lin-
guistic and/or cultural issues that they
feel should be included in the cultural
analysis and that may require action
from the source text author or client.

Step 6: The translated, edited, and
proofread target materials are sent to a
target audience reviewer (a target-lan-
guage speaking end-user, subject matter
expert, or internal reviewer designated
by the client) to ensure that the final
translated content is appropriate for its
intended audience and conveys the orig-
inal message of the source language. 

Step 7: The project’s lead linguist
(typically the editor) reviews any
changes made by the target audience
reviewer for validation to see if these
changes meet quality standards and do
not effectively change the original
content. The validation results are sent
back to the client for a final decision
on the recommended actions.

Steps 8-10: The final materials are
formatted as applicable for the target
languages. Graphic elements are once
again reviewed for cultural appropri-
ateness, and, in some cases, graphic
sizes are optimized for web pub-
lishing. A proofreader performs a final
quality assurance check, which

includes a check for completeness and
integrity (e.g., proper hyphenation).
Any corrections to formatting are
made, and the localized materials are
prepared for delivery.

Step 11: During the final step,
depending on the scope of a project, a
post-production analysis is conducted to
prepare for a future project and/or the
next set of project-related translations.

Now that we have outlined a model
process, we can analyze the role of
culture during each step in the
process. Figure B shows how culture
is accounted for in each step.

When Culture is Not Taken into
Account: Decreased Quality

Communication at its most basic
level involves both sending and
receiving a message. Translation and
interpreting are enormously complex
tasks in that they require the translator
or interpreter to ensure that the message
is both sent and received in the way that
was intended. The problem with this, of

course, is that the translator/interpreter
is a human being and brings into the
equation his or her own perception of
the message being conveyed. 

All individuals who are highly
experienced in the profession of trans-
lation have seen (or performed) trans-
lations in which the clarity, flow, and

grammar of the translation was supe-
rior to that of the source document.
Likewise, many of us are familiar
with interpreters who have a tremen-
dous ability to parse complex source-
language phrases in order to make
them easier to understand in the target
language. While this outcome is often
desirable from the client’s perspec-
tive, the original message still had to
be modified to achieve clarity. For this
reason, an interpreter or translator can
never be truly “invisible,” as he or she
will always have an impact on the way
the message is delivered.

The “visibility” of the translator
has been documented and described
by various academics, including Jiang
Tianmin, a researcher from the
Sichuan International Studies Univer-
sity. Tianmin writes, “Translation as a
product communicates more and at
the same time less than the source text
intended to.”7

In stark contrast to the impact of
influencing the message by “cleaning
up” the language, as describe above, or
conveying “more than the source
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When culture is not taken into account, the final
translation is less likely to convey the original intended
meaning and, as a result, is less likely to be understood

by the target audience. 
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text intended to,” as described by
Tianmin, most editors of translations
are extremely familiar with the result of
a translator who fails to consider cul-
tural elements. When culture is not
taken into account, the final translation
is less likely to convey the original
intended meaning and, as a result, is less
likely to be understood by the target
audience. Such translations are often
rendered with such a degree of cultural
inaccuracy that the end result proves to
be entirely inappropriate for the target
audience, in spite of the fact that, lin-
guistically, the translation may be per-
fectly accurate and complete. Accuracy
and completeness are the two most
important tenets of translation quality. 

Perhaps the best way to make the
strongest argument for why culture
should be considered throughout the
translation process is to analyze what
happens when translation is treated as
“linguistic transfer” exclusively and
culture is removed from the equation.
The examples in the boxes on page 26
provide insight into why simple lin-
guistic transfer is insufficient for a high-
quality translation.

Case Studies in Culturally
Appropriate Translation

Large companies with an interna-
tional consumer base have a major
interest in ensuring that the messages
they send to target audiences (poten-
tial customers) are rendered in a cul-
turally appropriate manner. Otherwise,
the expense of a multimillion-dollar
advertising campaign could be in vain.
The following are examples of two
companies that benefited from a cul-
turally capable translation process for
international advertising campaigns,
in which an in-depth understanding of
the target culture was essential.

Study 1: Major Telecommunications
Company: One of the world’s largest

telecommunications companies cre-
ated an advertising campaign based on
multiple personae to whom several
very diverse target audiences, English-

and/or language-speaking, could
easily relate. To this end, materials
already developed in English, with
end-user intellectual as well as

Culturally Capable Translations: 
The Essential Role of Culture in 
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Translation Quality Process Flow
How is culture accounted for in each step?

Step 1: Original Source Document Selection
Writing for international audiences: Avoiding English-centric texts and cultural biases.

Step 2: Translation Analysis
Target audience, cultural and linguistic needs are assessed. Content is reviewed for cultural 
appropriateness.

Step 3: Quotation/Scheduling
Does the client require a simultaneous release of source and target materials?

Step 4: Translation Team/Project Setup
Team members are selected based on subject matter, skill level, and target audience. Appropriate refer-
ence materials are identified per the target audience and distributed. Translation memories, glossaries,
and style guides are prepared. 

Step 5: Production
Culture is taken into account in every step of the process.  “Meaning for meaning” translation is conducted
to ensure cultural accuracy. Cultural issues are identified and adaptation is conducted as necessary.

Step 6: Target Audience and Client Review
In-country or in-community reviewers ensure cultural and terminological appropriateness.

Step 7: Review Validation
The editor reviews the changes requested for accuracy and validity. Valid changes are entered.

Step 8: Desktop Publishing 
Culturally appropriate color graphics and settings are applied per initial content assessment.

Steps 9-11: Changes Incorporation, Reformatting, and
Final Verification

A final review is conducted, taking into account cultural and linguistic appropriateness for target 
audiences. 

Figure B
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NetworkOmni Culturally CAPABLESM:
A Mnemonic for Developing Culturally Capable Materials

You can pose these questions to focus group members to ensure that the materials you are 
testing are culturally competent and appropriate for the audiences you are trying to reach.

Colors Certain colors may convey different meanings for different groups, religions, cultures, and communities.
1. Do the colors in the document have any cultural significance (positive or negative) for you or members of your community?
2. Do you feel that the colors in this document should be changed?

Certain images may or may not be appropriate for the target audience. Ideally, images should be used
that are reflective of the readers.
3. Are the pictures and artwork representative of the community served?
4. What message does this art/picture/logo convey to you?

Some groups may have a hard time reading information on certain colors and holding certain paper types.
Some paper sizes and binding formats are also more or less common for specific groups.
5. Is the paper easy to handle/read?
6. Is the paper size appropriate for your community?

Materials should be placed in locations that can be easily accessed, and at physical distribution points and
height placement that will enable easy access for all members of a community.
7. Where should we place these materials for ease of access?
8. Should we make these materials available electronically, and if so, what is the best way to distribute them?

It may be helpful to have multiple members of the community review the materials to create buy-in and
awareness. If the reviewers grant permission to be acknowledged on a final version of the material that
has been reviewed by them, their status within the community may in turn increase the level of buy-in
from the community at large. 
9. Would other individuals/organizations be willing to review the materials?
10. May we print an acknowledgement directly on the final version of the material to enable other individuals from your

community to see that you have supported us?

Words should be easy to read and understand, and the content should be written in a way that is most
appropriate for the target community.
11. Are the words easy to read, in a font size that the majority of readers will be able to read?
12. Is the content easy to understand, appropriate for the community being served, and written at a reading level that will

be understood by the majority of readers?

To make a final assessment regarding materials, it is important to understand the impact of the changes
proposed by the reviewers.
13. What would be the consequences of the material being distributed “as is?”
14. Would you be willing to evaluate the material again after changes have been implemented?

C
A
P
A
B
L
E

Art

Paper

Access

Buy-In

Language

Evaluation
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cultural diversity in mind, were sub-
mitted for cultural analysis, termi-
nology extraction, management
(including multi-language glossaries),
and style guide creation prior to trans-
lation. Once final decisions were made
regarding the appropriateness and

effectiveness of the source messages,
translation and adaptation for several
specific locales were performed fol-
lowing the production/quality assur-
ance steps outlined earlier in this
article. The result was a successful lin-
guistically and culturally appropriate

global campaign with a regional focus.

Study 2: Major Cosmetics Company:
The team in charge of creating the
labels and all packaging messages for
this company’s products took great
pride in painstakingly writing, after
thorough market research and many
review cycles, a message that set them
apart from other, better known brands.
Maintaining brand identity was obvi-
ously the deepest concern for the cre-
ative team. 

After an unsuccessful round of
translations by a different vendor,
where no pre-translation cultural
analysis or preparations were made,
the company asked us to translate
these materials from scratch and to
ensure that their brand identity was
preserved and equally distinctive in
any language. Part of the cultural
analysis process involved an interview
with a representative from the creative
team to get an understanding of his
expectations and to hear firsthand the
intent of the message. Was there an
underlying meaning in the source
content that the client wanted trans-
ferred to the target languages? Was
transcreation necessary in some
instances? We found the answers to
these and other important questions
before the translation was commis-
sioned to expert translators who were
also creative writers. 

In the end, much of the labels and
packaging needed to be written
directly in the target language, as no
translation could possibly carry the
meaning the creative team intended
and at the same time achieve the
results expected with the consumers
in other cultures and languages. 

The Role of the Client: A
Collaborative Approach

Perhaps one of the greatest chal-
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Example of Culturally Inappropriate Translation

Target audience: U.S. Spanish-speaking population (culturally diverse)

Source sentence: “If you wish to enroll in the program, grab a pen and paper, and dial the toll-free number.”

Si desea inscribirse en el programa, coja papel y pluma, y marque el número de teléfono gratuito.

In the example above, we have highlighted the conjugated version of the verb “coger,” which is culturally inap-
propriate due to the fact that in various cultures where Spanish is spoken, it is a slang term for sexual inter-
course.

Si desea inscribirse en el programa, agarre papel y pluma, y marque el número de teléfono gratuito.

In the second example, we have highlighted the conjugated form of the term “agarrar,” which could be seen as
culturally inappropriate for many readers, since this term is used as a slang term for sexual intercourse as well,
although generally not in the same countries or cultures where “coger” would be offensive.

Since the target audience for the translation above is quite large (Spanish speakers living in the U.S.) and encom-
passes a wide array of cultures, it is important that various individuals who are familiar with the cultures of the
potential members of the target audience be involved in the quality assurance process to ensure that the views
of a wide variety of cultures may be accounted for in order to improve the quality of the translation. Additionally,
a glossary should be created and distributed where a culturally neutral equivalent, or the term used and accept-
ed by the majority in the target population, is defined as the best terminological choice.

Example of Culturally Appropriate Translation

Si desea inscribirse en el programa, consiga papel y pluma, y marque el número de teléfono gratuito.

The highlighted term in this example is the imperative form of the verb “conseguir,” which is closer in meaning
to the English word (“obtain”) than the original source word (“grab”). However, if the term “grab” is translated
in a word-for-word manner, without taking into account the connotations and meanings associated with the term
in the target culture or cultures, it will likely be offensive to some members, if not the majority, of the 
target audience. 

Logic dictates that the greater the level of attention devoted to cultural elements throughout the translation
quality process flow, the higher the level of quality.
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lenges is helping the customer under-
stand the role and importance of cul-
ture in translation and having them  act
as a key partner in the process. For this
reason, our company, with the support
of its cultural competence training
division, created a mnemonic device
in order to help its customers partici-
pate in a process to ensure culturally
capable translation. The tool serves
both to educate clients on the impor-
tance of culture and to place a focus on
the development of culturally capable
materials (see page 25).8

Summary
The concept of taking culture into

account throughout the translation
process has a long tradition and history,
especially in the fields of literary and
advertising translation. Yet, this essential
component of communication between
two groups or two individuals is often
overlooked by practitioners of transla-
tions, largely due to the complexity
involved in managing a comprehensive
process in which it is possible for cul-
tural elements to be factored in at every
step. However, it is essential to develop
a methodical process, like the one dis-
cussed in this article, of factoring in
such elements into the translation. Such
a process is only possible if the culture
of the organization that provides the
translation services embodies the under-
lying philosophy and approach to
quality control that are required to facil-
itate its proper execution. Only then will
it be possible to develop, implement,
and follow processes that enable transla-
tion of the highest possible quality.
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