
Localising HR Materials: 
Why it’s about more 
than accuracy
HR materials are often, understandably, not a top priority for translation. Where 
customer-facing materials obviously have to be perfect in tone, message, and hook, 
internal communications are generally seen as needing only factual accuracy. 

While it is absolutely true that accuracy is required, there is a great deal more to 
communication with international employees. The attitudes and the understanding 
that are communicated can make or break a firm’s morale. So whether it’s an employee 
handbook, a training manual or video, a contract, a code of conduct or a newsletter, 
HR translation should be as specialised as any other form.
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The case for localising

The level of care taken to translate and localise is, in itself, telling. Even where there 
are no legal requirements to translate (more on this later), your staff inevitably feel 
more valued when the time is taken to communicate with them effectively. This is 
particularly important in firms where whole production offices are based in countries 
with a different main language to the one the company uses in general. Those 
employees need to feel like part of the whole in order for them to retain loyalty and 
work hard.

A frequent issue in firms that bridge multiple countries with a common language is 
a feeling that no translation is necessary. Many firms, however, have demonstrated 
that this is not the case. In particular, a large Spanish manufacturing firm that sent 
out HR materials to Peru and Argentina which at several points referred to a worker 
as an obrero. The problem is that, in those countries, an obrero is not a simple worker, 
but an indentured servant. The reaction was understandably negative. Those staff-
members felt they were considered little more than slaves. 

Problems can even occur between US and British English. There are obvious amusing 
faux pas over pants and trousers, but more significantly, time and date formatting 
needs to be observed. Where training schedules are being handed out, getting this 
wrong means that sessions will be missed. Not everyone, after all, uses synchronised 
calendars.

The legal side

There are, in addition, significant legal elements to translation that can be costly 
to ignore. French law requires that all employee communications be in the local 
language, and recently fined a US multinational almost $700,000 for publishing its 
internal communications in English alone. 

France is not alone in their requirement for translation. Portugal, Chile, Belgium, 
Poland and Quebec all have their own local-language requirements for international 
firms. In other countries such as Costa Rica, Israel, Spain and the Netherlands, 
foreign-language work rules are not enforceable in the same way that local-language 
versions would be. 

Since 2000, it has also been a legal requirement for any federal or federally-funded 
organisations in the US to provide translations for their content. So even working 
within an English-speaking country can have its localisation requirements.
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How to make translation work

Once the decision has been made to translate, there are numerous potential pitfalls 
for an HR department. Key amongst these is the impact of tone. Different cultures 
have very different traditions concerning the formality of communications, and this 
can have a marked effect on the way that HR materials are received. An international 
firm that seeks to communicate across very different geographies needs to take this 
into account, particularly between Japanese and Chinese business and the more 
informal Scandinavian or US parts of the firm. 

It is only right that tone should be a consideration. Firms spend between thousands 
and millions on tailored brand guidelines that seek to pin down the culture and 
message of a company, and then to ensure that these aspects resonate across all 
the company’s communications. For that to be lost in translation is not only a waste: 
it goes against the whole reasoning behind having invested in it.

Culture fit

Tied in with tone is cultural awareness. There is no quicker way to cause dissatisfaction 
than by sending company-wide messages that offend a local sensitivity. An article 
that references the Wright Brothers as the inventors of the plane is not going to go 
down well in Brazil, where Santos Dumont is lauded as inventing the first plane. 

Cultural sensitivity also means being aware of national holidays (not sending out 
important things whilst offices are closed) and any difficult times a nation or city is 
going through. It means not using colours that have different meanings in a different 
culture (for example, boxing photographs in a black border when sending to China, 
which implies that the person in it is deceased).

Jargon

The final slip-up which often occurs is the assumption that all countries will use 
the same language to describe work issues. Literal translation of these terms is 
unhelpful. A “floating holiday” doesn’t exist if literally translated into most languages; 
the Thai term for an employment tribunal can be literally translated as a hiring court; 
and hiring someone who calls themselves “an engineer” in Chinese can be disastrous 
unless you know that the phrase means “technician” in China. 
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The solution

The answer is to have translators who are specialised in HR translation. With knowledge 
of the field – plus its terminology and its needs – comes the ability to recognise points 
of difference or contention. Recognising them allows the experienced translator to 
fit their translation to the new culture, keeping both employers and employees happy 
with the communications that are shared internationally.
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Found that interesting?

If you’re not already signed up to our newsletter, email marketing@thisisalpha.com 
to receive lots more great articles that will help you on your journey to going global.
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