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White paper What is the ideal 
content for translation?
Getting your content ready for translation is like going on a journey – it’s best to plan 
ahead if you want to reach your chosen destination in good shape.
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Language is alive

Good copywriting relies on the colloquial and the idiomatic to bring it to life. Without 
it, we might as well be reading instruction manuals. Think for a minute about some 
of the great advertising straplines. “They’re Gr-r-r-reat” says Tony the Tiger about 
Kellogg’s Frosties – the oh-so-simple message that mimics the big cat’s roar while 
appealing to fun-loving instincts of young breakfast-eaters. But it’s unlikely this would 
ever have passed a plain English test.

Whether it’s “Finger lickin’ good” for KFC or “I’m lovin’ it” for McDonalds, the catchiness 
of the spoken word – complete with its natural contractions – is often at the heart of a 
truly memorable strapline. Advertisers love to juggle concepts and contradictions - think 
“Beauty outside. Beast Inside.” for the Mac Pro or “Impossible is nothing” for Adidas. 
Rhyme is another favourite – “Grace, space, pace.” is the catchy tagline for Jaguar. “Fly 
the friendly sky” by United Airlines combines alliteration and rhyme. Sometimes brevity is 
everything: “Think small” said Volkswagen in its classic campaign for the Beetle.

Whose standard is it anyway?

A standard one-size-fits-all approach can help avoid potential pitfalls. But, crucially, it 
could seriously jeopardise the quality of your finished product in target markets. 

So what is this standard approach? Typically, when a translation agency advises 
a client on how best to prepare their source materials, they will talk about applying 
certain editorial standards. For a start, use “plain” language which avoids over-complex 
vocabulary, jargon or slang. Keep sentences short and active, rather than passive. Avoid 
confusing and lengthy sub-clauses. In particular, content creators are encouraged to 
steer clear of the colloquial or idiomatic. And a test run in Google translate to spot any 
potential banana skins is usually advised.

However, could this be described as the “fast-food” approach to translation? In certain 
global food outlets, you know exactly what you’re going to get wherever you walk 
indoors – from Delhi to Dublin and everywhere in between. That can be reassuring when 
you want a bite to eat in a hurry, but when you’re talking about language, variety is the 
spice of life.

In fact, applying a standardised and simplified approach to your source content means 
that your translation will be equally bland and uninspiring. Something of a damp squib, 
we might say (if we were allowed to use idioms).
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Text in context

As the examples above illustrate, language can be at its most effective when it is playful, 
imaginative and colloquial. Cultural context is often crucial for meaning. The “Think small” 
campaign mentioned above was so successful because it was specifically written for 
the American market. When it first appeared in 1959, the US car market was dominated 
by ever-bigger “muscle” cars, and Volkswagen was challenging the very notion of what 
motoring should be – in fact the campaign is often ranked as one of the most successful 
in 20th century advertising.

The importance of cultural context and the natural rhythms of language is not just 
true for straplines. Audiences need to be engaged whatever the length of the text, 
and content writers should use all their linguistic tools to achieve this. Cultural 
appropriateness is often at the heart of what makes the message work.

Getting the tone right

So, once this is achieved, how do we ensure that translations continue to convey this 
core message without losing authenticity or impact? First it is important to establish the 
tone of voice in meetings with the translators from each country. This places a critical 
importance not just on what is being said, but how it is being said. Is the language 
playful and colloquial? Authoritative and business-like? Goal-oriented or nuanced? 
Content can be a variety of these styles and many more. A full briefing with translators 
for each target market ensure that the style of writing is clearly defined from the outset.

It is also essential that translators are not just truly bilingual but also bicultural. This 
means understanding the cultural implications of the message in the target market. 
Rather than translation, the term “transcreation” is used to describe the successful 
cultural adaption of content for a new regional audience. Effective transcreation 
involves a knowledge of local markets and a flair for copywriting alongside more 
traditional translation skills. 

Transcreation: blunders and benefits

When these skillsets are not applied, the results can be disastrous. In 2001, Honda 
introduced a new automobile called the “Fitta” into the European market. Unfortunately, 
to Swedish  ears, this word sounded like a vulgarity meaning female genitalia.
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It wasn’t long before the car was renamed the Honda Jazz, but clearly this was not a 
flying start in Scandinavia.

On the other hand, good transcreation uses the creativity employed in one market to 
achieve an equal effect in a different one. In the US, the car manufacturer Saab had a 
campaign with the line “Saab vs. Oxygen bars”. In the 1990s, oxygen bars were popular 
in the US – places where customers could go to “consume” oxygen for pleasure. The 
ad was playfully contrasting the seemingly secluded world of the oxygen bar with the 
great outdoors that Saab drivers could experience. But in Sweden, oxygen bars were 
non-existent. So how to translate the line? Transcreators came up with “SAAB vs. 
klaustrofobi” or “Saab vs. claustrophobia”. It neatly communicated exactly the same 
creative concept, but in a language which the Swedes could understand immediately.

Effective transcreation is very much a process. And technology plays an important 
part in this process. Computer-aided translation (CAT) tools map source text against 
target text and offer huge benefits in terms of speed, accuracy and consistency. 
Translation memory (TM) tools help to build a base of technical or product-specific 
terms that can be drawn on to help improve the consistency of translations – 
particularly useful when working on larger projects with teams of translators.

However, while offering significant benefits, there are also drawbacks in relying solely on 
CAT or TM tools. The transcreator can work with these technologies but also needs some 
creative licence to make sure the message is culturally appropriate and matches the tone of 
the original. Having direct contact with the original copywriter is very important to achieving 
this end. Working together, they can resolve any ambiguities and explore any important 
cultural connotations which the text conveys. Ideally, a copywriter and translator working in 
the same organisation is the most effective method for successful transcreation.

Be original

In our digital world, we are overloaded with information. Only the content that really 
resonates with us will stand out and, hopefully, inspire us to action. So what is the 
ideal content for translation? Very simply, it is the ideal content for the original target 
audience. Because if it matters in the original, it should matter in the translation. 
It is the job of the transcreator to make that meaning relevant in new cultural 
surroundings. A collaborative approach brings real dividends and brings a message to 
life – your audience will know the difference.

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.

http://www.thisisalpha.com
mailto:marketing%40thisisalpha.com?subject=

