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Localizing Your Website
How Not to be Invisible to Most of the World

With over 3.5 billion internet users worldwide (nearly 50% of the world’s population), even the 
predominant language, English, accounts for just 26% of internet users (source: World Internet 
stats). Taking that as an example, an English-language only website risks being invisible to over 
70% of world internet users. For other languages, the percentage of users who cannot find or 
view the site will be higher still. 

While this fact may present a challenge, it also presents a huge opportunity. Providing site 
content in the world’s 10 most widely-spoken languages would enable you to reach and be 
visible to nearly 80% of world internet users (source: World Internet stats). 
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The Case for Website Localization

More and more of the sales process is now undertaken online. 89% of B2B purchase 
decisions start with online research (source: Google B2B Path to Purchase Study 2014), 
and as much as 57% of decision-making in purchases is now taken before they ever 
make contact with a company (source: CEB MLC Customer Purchase Research Survey).

This has made a company’s website fundamental to its ability to secure sales. Put this 
alongside the fact that consumers are four times more likely to buy from a website in 
their own language (according to research firm IDC), and it is hard to argue against the 
case for website localization. 

Beyond the straightforward sales figures, there are also a large number of considerations 
around website authority. Statistics from Common Sense Advisory show that 37% 
of online users spend more time on sites in their own language than they do on just 
English-language sites, while 19% avoid English-language URLs altogether. Common 
Sense Advisory surveyed 2,430 web consumers in eight countries to learn about how 
language affected their purchasing behaviors. They found that:

 � 72.1% of consumers spend most or all of their time on websites in their own 
language.

 � 72.4% of consumers said they would be more likely to buy a product with 
information in their own language.

 � 56.2% of consumers said that the ability to obtain information in their own 
language is more important than price.

On top of this, a Gallup survey of language preferences among European consumers 
found that 42% said they never purchase products and services in other languages.

The size of the potential opportunity is evident from the continued rise in worldwide 
retail sales. Total retail sales, including in-store and internet purchases, reached  
$22 trillion in 2015, up 5.6% from 2014. Retail ecommerce sales (those purchased 
over the internet) made up 7.4% of the total retail market worldwide, or $1.671 trillion.  
By 2019, that share is predicted to have jumped to $3.578 trillion. 

According to the U.S. Bureau of Statistics, the translation industry is expected to grow 
by 42% between 2010 – 2020. This indicates the demand from companies looking into 
new global markets rising inexorably as demand from consumers for products bought 
online continues to rise.

It is therefore not surprising that the translation industry is growing at a rapid rate, 
with predictions of a 42% increase between 2010 and 2020 (source: U.S. Bureau of 
Statistics). As retail sales increase, so does the demand from businesses to be able to 
reach customers in multiple territories. 

http://www.thisisalpha.com
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Localizing Websites in Practice

Planning target markets

Any company wishing to localize needs to have an understanding of who they are 
targeting and where they are found. It is only if a product or service is suitable to meet 
the needs of customers in new markets around the world that localization becomes an 
option.

Consideration also needs to be given to the channels companies are using to engage 
with consumers, and into which languages to localize. If, for example, you are simply 
selling through your website into different countries, it is often possible to research the 
demand for your product online to help you understand what customers are looking for. 

E-marketplaces also provide an alternative channel. These portals now account for 
a sizeable chunk of world retail sales, and are set to hit $370 bn in revenue by 2017 
(source: Adobe CMO survey). 

International Domains and Site 
Structure

International domain strategy is an important part of the localization process for any 
website. Decisions need to be made about whether to target by language first, or by 
specific countries. There are several options when it comes to international domains: 

Generic top-level domains 

Many companies choose to have an overall .com domain for their site. This 
remains constant when the site is viewed from different locations. It gives a 
certain global brand message, but it does require further work when it comes to 
localization. 

Sub-domains or sub-directories are needed for different countries in order to 
ensure that each site appears to be local, both to users and to search engines. 
Sub-domains can be set up on separate servers, meaning that you can point them 
to a local country server, which Google will then list more highly in those countries 
when users are searching. 

Sub-domains would take the format www.de.example.com. 

The alternative sub-directory option - www.example.com/de/ - is operated from 
a single server. This makes separation of sites by country, etc. much harder, but 
does allow the site to appear in multiple languages. 

http://www.thisisalpha.com
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Local country domains 

It is possible to use multiple domains with the same company name, but with  
a country-specific extension. These would be www.example.fr in France, and 
www.example.de for Germany. This enables geo-targeting within a specific country. 

Some companies will choose to go a step further, and to translate all the page 
links so that they appear as per the target language. So www.example.de/
contact-us might become www.example.de/kontakt. The second of these options 
is substantially better for SEO, as Google will see it as a thoroughly German site, 
rather than a semi-translated one. 

The major disadvantage of local country domains is that it is more expensive 
to run multiple sites. The whole site will have to be duplicated, in the target 
language, with all the technical sides to it. Moreover, any changes to one site will 
then have to be carried through to all the others, making a site refresh or rebrand 
much more costly. 

To rank highly in multiple languages, it is essential to have a fully translated site. Search 
engines bring up relevant content in the search language, and all the SEO pointers that 
function for the source language will function equally in another language. That means 
that keywords, title tags, meta-descriptions, etc. all need to be translated.

International SEO

A low-cost way of doing this could be to consider using free machine translation 
such as Google Translate. However this has a number of drawbacks that must be 
considered. Google’s own webmaster guidelines warn against using “Text translated by 
an automated tool without human review or curation before publishing.” The message 
is that the search engine penalizes those who use its own translation tool in place of 
human translation. It is no more than an extension, in reality, of its determination to 
provide high-quality content. All sites are analyzed for their readability, and penalized if 
there are frequent errors or pieces of content which do not make sense. 

Some consideration also needs to be given to infographics or video content. In some 
countries, subtitles are acceptable. In others, there is an expectation of full localization, 
which means recreating the video. This can be expensive, but given the power of video 
content (which research by insivia shows to be an 80% greater likelihood of conversions 
on a page), it could well be worth the expense. 

If a company has spent time and money developing a professional website in one 
language, it would be a strange decision to provide a much less professional experience 
for someone browsing in another language. The company needs to engage each and 
every audience, and that means coming across as professional and aware of the culture. 

It is also worth remembering, at this point, that Google isn’t always the leading search 
engine in some countries. In some regions, very specific tools have come to be 
predominant, and research – or the aid of a good LSP – is key here.

http://www.thisisalpha.com
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International Keywords

One frequent assumption amongst businesses is that translating all the relevant 
keywords from one language into another will be sufficient. Yet it is clearly flawed. 
Different countries will use different phrases and search terms, and this needs to be 
recognized when choosing the keywords that the site will feature most strongly. 

An ideal solution here is to enlist the help of an LSP or a native speaker who has 
knowledge of search marketing. It is possible for them to find, afresh, all the keywords 
used in the relevant region and for the site to be optimized around these.

Localizing the Message

Successful international websites go a step beyond translating and keyword-targeting. 
They localize the message of the site, in addition, structuring their content to include 
key messages in ways that are relevant to the cultures and languages they are trying 
to reach. 

It would not be helpful, for example, to present a heavily technical product which 
has only just been launched in a new territory as if it were an upgrade. The message 
needs to be made afresh to account for the lack of awareness that such technology 
exists. Equally, comparisons to other very culturally-specific products are unhelpful. 
References need to be rewritten for the culture that is being sold into.

Structure Your Localized Content

Even with a fully localized site, it is still possible to miss a few very fundamental parts 
of an international user’s experience. One of these is how the content fits the design 
of the web pages. Some languages may provide a greater or lesser volume of content. 
Russian, for example, provides up to 60% more words for the same message as English. 

There are also considerations when it comes to selling through the site. Companies 
setting up ecommerce to sell directly into their target countries may need to consider 
offering different payment options than just credit/debit cards. Some countries prefer 
to pay through bank transfer or mobile payment methods.

Links to a company’s site from other sites within the target country are important if they 
wish to show their relevance to search engines, and so rank highly. This is where a good 
network of copywriters can be of huge help. Creating blogs and white papers in the 
target languages, and then sharing these on other sites, will create backlinks, and if the 
topics are interesting, they will be shared, meaning more visitors to your site. Language 
Service Providers are increasingly offering this service to those who do not have their 
own networks of copywriters in place.

http://www.thisisalpha.com
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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.

Localizing Social Media Activity

Not every country has the same social media channels. In China, for example, WeChat 
has become such a dominant force in networking that it is often used in place of 
business cards and email in order to complete business, and generated over $1.8 billion 
in revenue last year. It allows purchases and interactions with live TV, and yet is little 
known outside the country. Similarly Weibo is used by over 30% of internet users in 
China, and is equivalent to Twitter – with some similarities to Facebook. 

Reaching large numbers of users via social media within China is therefore dependent 
on accessing the right channels. 

The same is true of many other countries, where social media usage varies, even over 
the same channels. Where Twitter is used by 30% of internet users in the USA, versus 
Facebook’s 59%, in Indonesia Twitter is used by a huge 69% of the internet-using 
population. (Source: Statista)

Return on Investment

The greater affinity of customers for sites in their own language has a direct effect on 
the revenue of those companies localizing. Common Sense Advisory found in a 2011 
survey of Fortune 500 companies that those who invested in translation were 150% 
more likely to experience an increase in total revenue. If a business is serious about 
reaching a global audience, it seems that localization is the only realistic decision. 
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