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Creating translation-oriented

source documents 

Nicole Keller

H
Here are some tips for optimally preparing 

source documents for translation during their 
initial creation. A well-prepared and cleanly-
formatted source document can save a lot of 
time and money during translation with a trans-
lation memory (TM) system since the recogni-
tion capabilities of the TM system only make 
sense if the segments to be translated are actu-
ally identical or similar. These rules are derived 
from practical experience. At first glance they 
may appear insignificant to the author of a text, 
but for the translator, some of these things pres-
ent considerable problems.  

PDF files vs. original file formats 
Whenever possible, avoid using PDF files as the source 

document format for translation. Always try to provide the 
original file format that served as the basis for the creation of 
the PDF files since PDF files cannot currently be edited in some 
programs and instead have to be transformed into another for-
mat (usually Word) before translation. The transformed docu-
ments must generally be edited again before translation since 
the converted text usually contains too many formatting errors 
to be able to translate it sensibly with a TM system. This editing 
is always associated with additional time and cost and delays 
the start of the translation. 

Hard line breaks 
Avoid hard line breaks (paragraph marks) within sentences; 

otherwise, no sensible segments can be offered for translation. 
Line breaks should only be used if a new paragraph is actually 
started. TM systems decide using segment end limiters where 
a translation unit (normally a sentence) ends. These characters 
are generally ., !, ? and ¶. A line break is always detected as a 
segment end, and manual editing is required if the line break 
is within a sentence and subdivides it into two segments as a 

result. Manual adaptation by the translator requires additional 
time, and the initial analysis will find fewer hits in the TM 
(matches), which will make the translation unnecessarily expen-
sive. Frequently, hard line breaks in PowerPoint or in desktop 
publishing programs are put in the wrong place because transla-
tors do not have sufficient knowledge about how to work with 
these programs. Below is an example of a sentence that contains 
an incorrect line break (Figure 1) because the text was copied 
from a PDF file. The sentence is subdivided into two illogical 
segments as a result, and manual adaptation by the translator 
is required.  

Soft line breaks 
Soft line breaks (Ctrl+Enter) should also be avoided. TM sys-

tems do not interpret them as segment ends, which is why such 
units are not detected correctly and they have to be re-worked 
manually by the translator. Below is a text sample that contains 
a soft line break at the end of each bullet point (Figure 2), which 
causes the whole text to be offered as a single unit for transla-
tion. Soft line breaks are frequently inserted unintentionally by 

Nicole Keller, a university lecturer and freelance 

Across trainer, specializes in English > German 

translation and the training of translation 

memory tools as well as terminology databases. 

In • the • middle • of • this • first • sentence •  
there • is • an • incorrect • line • break

Please • check • the • following: 

- • spell • check 

- • formatting 

- • dates • and • numbers 

- • terminology

Figure 1 (top) and Figure 2 (bottom).
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copying texts from various applications 
into source documents. This happens quite 
frequently if the text to be translated is 
copied from an e-mail into a Word docu-
ment, for example.  

Manual page break 
Very often manual page breaks are 

inserted for formatting purposes — 
because a headline falls at the bottom 
of a page, for example. To improve the 
layout and the readability of the text, 
the author inserts a manual page break 

at a specific location. However, during 
translation, texts usually grow or shrink 
in length depending on the language 
combination, so it is very unlikely that 
the manual page breaks from the source 
text should be placed in the same loca-

tion as in the target text.  Usually the 
manual page breaks are not “translated,” 
but are skipped during translation. They 
are inserted into the final version of the 
text after the translation is finished and 
the text is converted back into its origi-
nal document format.

Blank spaces and tabs
Try to use tabs or indents to indent 

texts and do not use a series of blank 
spaces to do this. After reading the 
document into a TM system, these char-
acters are all displayed. In 99% of cases, 
the translation with the same blank 
spaces will look different than it does 
in the source document. The text then 
has to be reworked after the translation 
in nearly every case. Compare a sample 
text as it might appear in Word (Figure 
3) with similar sample text as it might 
appear in crossDesk (Figure 4). While 
working, a translator can only assess 
with difficulty whether the blank spaces 
actually have a particular function or 
whether they only serve formatting pur-
poses. If we assume, for example, that 
the translator does not delete the blank 
spaces from the translation and tries to 
put them in the same place in the target 
text as in the source document, then 
after the export, the translation would 
look like the data in Figure 5.

Date, time and number formats 
For the detection of date, time and 

number formats, TM systems orient 
themselves according to specified rules. 
Thus, in the Across system settings, it 
is specified whether date formats in 
German have the format DD.MM.YYYY 
or DD.MM.YY. If there is a blank space 
between the numbers, the date is no 
longer recognized as a coherent number 
group, and it cannot be checked for cor-
rect usage in the translation. This hap-
pens frequently with dates and numbers 
in the thousands. See, as an example, 
08. 10. 2011 vs. 08.10.2011 (Figure 6) 
and 5.000 vs. 5 000 (Figure 7). The red 
lines indicate to the translator that there 
is a number and which number areas 
have been detected as coherent units. If 
the red line is interrupted, several units 
were detected. In this case, no sensible 
checking can be done to ensure the cor-
rect takeover of the number formats. It 
is therefore recommended that for texts 
that contain a lot of date, time and 
number formats, you specify a uniform 
format and use it consistently.  

Uniform spelling  
of specialized terminology 
The uniform spelling of specialized 

terminology is essential for correct 
terminology detection. In German, for 
example, writing a term as one word 

Bulleted · list · with · a · series · of · blank · 
spaces · instead · of · tabs · or · indents ¶
-···· This · sentence · is · to · demonstrate · 

what· a · text · looks · like  

······if · a · series · of · white · spaces · is · 
inserted · instead · of · tabs · or · indents ¶

-···· This · sentence · is · to · demonstrate · 

what · a · text · looks · like  

······if · a · series · of · white · spaces · is · 
inserted · instead · of · tabs · or · indents

Aufzählung mit Leerzeichen statt Tabula-

toren oder Einsügen

- Dieser Satz soll zeigen, wie eine Text 

aussieht, wenn man mehrere Leerzeichen 

statt Tabulatoren oder Einzügen verwen-

det.

Der • erste • Satz • enthält • die • korrekte • 

Schreibweise • von • „Diabetesbehandlung“. 

Im • zweiten • Satz • werden • zwei • andere 

• Schreibweisen • verwendet: • Diabetes • 

Behandlung • und • Diabetes-Behandlung. 

Datumsangabe: · 08.·10.·2011 ·  

vs. · 08.10.2011

Beispiele: · 5.000 · vs. · 5· 000

Figure 3 (top) and Figure 4 (bottom).

From top, Figures 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9.
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(Diabetesbehandlung), as two words 
(Diabetes Behandlung) or connecting two 
words with a hyphen (Diabetes-Behand-
lung) is a frequent cause of inconsistent 
translation since the automatic terminol-
ogy detection is not activated in these 
cases.

Figure 8 shows an example of cor-
rect spelling. The red marking indicates 
that the term is present in the crossTerm 
terminology database. The stored trans-
lation is suggested to the translator. 
The translator can then take over this 
suggestion directly into the translation. 
Figure 9, however, shows two examples 
of alternative or incorrect spelling. The 
system does not recognize the special-
ized term, and the terminology window 

remains empty. Thus, the translator does 
not know that there is existing terminol-
ogy information and may translate the 
term inconsistently or incorrectly.  

Usage of correct abbreviations 
Always use the correct spelling of 

abbreviations. If you use different spell-
ings for one and the same word, the 
segmentation of the sentences will be 
incorrect. For example, if you look up 
the word approximately, you will find 
app., approx. and apx. as abbreviations. 
In Across, app. and approx. are defined 
as abbreviations for approximately, but 
if you use apx. the sentence will be 
subdivided in two segments and manual 
adaptation by the translator is required. 

Superfluous formatting 
If you work frequently with colored 

marking in the text in order to visually 
emphasize text passages, you should 
make sure that this has been removed 
completely before translation and that 
there are only line breaks and blank spaces 
remaining. Otherwise, this “invisible” 
formatting is offered to the translator 

as possible formatting and may result 
in the translator writing directly in the 
wrong font or color.

 
Hyphenation 
If you want to use hyphenation in 

your text, make sure that you either use 
the “automatic hyphenation” function or 
insert an optional hyphen manually. Many 
people just insert a normal hyphen instead 
of using the automatic hyphenation or the 
manually inserted optional hyphen. In this 
case the translator and the TM system face 
the following problems: standard hyphens 
are recognized as normal characters and 
add an additional character to the word in 
which they are placed. This means that the 
translation unit stored in the TM will not 
be a 100% match even if exactly the same 
sentence appears again without hyphen-
ation. Addtionally, terminology recogni-
tion for this specific term will not work 
since the term is separated by an incor-
rect character. Compare the first sample 
sentence with correct hyphenation in 
Word (Figure 10) with the second sample 
sentence, with incorrect hyphenation in 
Word (Figure 11).  M

The • first • sentence • contains • an • 

optional • hyphen– • ation • that • was • 

inserted • manually. •¶

The • second • sentence • just • contains 

• a • hyphen • in • the • middle • of • the • 

word • hyphen-ation.¶.

Figure 10 (top) and Figure 11 (bottom).
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Technical Translations
Since 1971, Teknotrans has delivered millions 

of words in many different technical areas such 
as automotive, IT, engineering and automation. 
Based in Sweden, we specialize in Scandinavian 
languages such as Swedish, Danish, Finnish and 
Norwegian. We are certified according to ISO 
9001:2000 and 14001:2004. Please visit our 
website for more information.

Teknotrans AB
Gothenburg and Malmö, Sweden

mail@teknotrans.se • www.teknotrans.com

High-quality MT  
for International Success
SYSTRAN is the market-leading provider of 

machine translation (MT) solutions for the 
desktop, enterprise and internet covering 52+ 
language pairs and 20 domains. Powered by 
our new hybrid MT engine, SYSTRAN Enterprise 
Server 7 combines the strengths of rule-based and 
statistical MT. The self-learning techniques allow 
users to independently train the software to any 
domain to achieve publishable-quality translations. 
SYSTRAN solutions are used by Symantec, Cisco, 
Ford and other enterprises to support international 
business operations. For more information, visit 
www.systransoft.com.

SYSTRAN
San Diego, California USA • Paris, France

info@systransoft.com • www.systransoft.com

Global Social Media  
Content Strategy

The Content Wrangler exists to serve global 
organizations that value content as a business 
asset worthy of being managed efficiently  
and effectively. We help content-heavy  
organizations develop content strategies 
designed to optimize and streamline their 
content creation, management and delivery 
processes by adopting content manufacturing 
techniques, technologies, standards and best 
practices. Services include content analysis, 
strategy development, tools selection, and 
processing reengineering, as well as social 
media campaign planning, content creation  
and curation.

The Content Wrangler, Inc.
Palm Springs, California USA

scottabel@mac.com • www.thecontentwrangler.com
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Managing variable text 
in translation
Peter Argondizzo

II recently took a summer vacation to Disney 
World in Orlando, Florida, and a specific scene in 
the Spaceship Earth ride in Epcot really caught 
my attention. The ride is centered on a voyage 
through time and space to explore how humans 
have communicated throughout the ages. It cov-
ers everything from ancient cave drawings to 
today’s internet age. The scene that really stuck 
with me involved monks painstakingly copying 
manuscripts with quills in intricate penmanship. 
It took days or even weeks to create a single copy 
of a book. The ride quickly progresses to the mod-
ern age with the creation of the printing press 
and then the advent of the personal computer.

I am sure those aforementioned monks would have loved to 
have had any type of shortcut to get through the creation of 
their books, which were undoubtedly tedious despite the original 
craftsmanship put into them. Fortunately, most popular authoring 
environments offer some shortcuts for technical writers creating 
user documentation — possibly the digital equivalent of copy-
ing manuscripts. This help comes in the form of conditional text, 
variables and cross-references.

I believe the original intent of these tools was to promote con-
sistency through multiple documents and to allow the author to 
change small bits of text once in order to update many instances 
of the same text. Sounds simple enough. The problem occurs 
when the text needs to be translated into multiple languages. 
Other languages have different grammatical and capitalization 
rules and generally give technical writers migraines.

If technical writers and 
translation project managers 
keep a few suggestions in  
mind, however, I think both 
parties can peacefully coexist 
and still use all three forms 
of generated text success-
fully. My goal is to illustrate 
how a writer sees each of the 
three types of text and how a 
linguist sees the same text. It 
is important to keep in mind 
that most translation envi-
ronments separate this type 
of text into a distinct file or 
distinct part of the file (Figure 
1). Linguists typically do not 
get to see the completely-
built sentence in context 
from within their translation 
environment.

The easiest way to plow 
through this discussion is to tackle each of the three text types 
individually.

Variables 
Variables are typically numbers, product names, company 

names, dates, version numbers or anything that might change 
from release to release. The obvious advantage is that some-
thing as simple as a revision letter or software version can be 
changed once and quickly applied across an entire manual or 
help system. See Figure 2 for an example of a variable used for 
a company name. The translator sees the term XYZ Corporation 
as a standalone segment as in Figure 3, and the actual sentence 
appears as in Figure 4.

Most customers use variables in a way that is easy enough 
to understand. Just as long as linguists can properly understand 
what text will be inserted into each sentence, they can typi-
cally make any appropriate adjustments in the copy to properly 
handle the inserted text. As you can see, clearly-named variables 
are extremely helpful.

Peter Argondizzo has spent the last 
16 years as the managing director of 
Argo Translation, Inc., in Chicago.

Figure 1: Example of how variables, 
cross-references and numbering for-
mats are segregated in a document 

in a translation environment.
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Cross-references 
Cross-references are intended to accurately cite other sections 

of a document or help system. These references are meant to 

assist users by pointing them to different sections that might be 

applicable to the information they need. Obviously, link-enabled 

PDFs and HTML-based help systems make this type of text useful, 

since users are just a click away from the information they need.  

This is where things start to get a little tricky for the linguist. 

Cross-references are typically used inside of sentences as in 

Figure 5. In the translation environment, the sentence appears 

as in Figure 6. It is important to note how the linguist has to 

change the order of the sentence and move the cross-references 

to the end of the sentence. 

The actual heading looks something like Figure 7 in the 

translation environment. The actual cross-reference structure 

is seen in Figure 8. As you can see, there is nothing to trans-

late here other than confirming that you want the dash to 

appear between the page number and the chapter number. The 

linguist could choose to invert the codes or add something if 

required, but in this case we don’t need to do anything.

In thinking of this type of text you can see a pattern emerg-

ing. We started with the smallest building block, variables, and 

moved to cross-references, which can be longer phrases or even 

sentences that are sometimes made of multiple variables. Now, 

we move on to what I would consider the largest of the three 

types of text, even though some people conditionalize tiny 

Left column, top down: Figure 2 (example of a variable used for 
a company name), Figure 3 (the company name as a standalone 
segment), Figure 4 (the sentence using the company name in the 
source and target languages) and Figure 5 (cross-references in a 
source language sentence). Right column, top down: Figure 6 (cross-
references in the source and target languages), Figure 7 (translation 
environment heading), Figure 8 (cross-reference structure), Figure 9 
and Figure 10 (incorrect handling of conditional text), and Figure 11 
and Figure 12 (correct handling of conditional text).
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chunks of text, which I don’t agree 
with.

Conditional text 
Conditional text is typically used 

when an author needs to cover multiple 
requirements for a given block of content. 
An example would be a series of prod-
ucts that start with a basic model with 
few features and moves up to a higher 
end product with many features. As you 
can imagine, much of the documentation 
would be identical in all models. Typi-
cal product warnings, caution statements 
and some of the user instructions would 
be the same across all models.

Conditional text, if handled properly, 
would be a handy thing for the author to 
use. Let’s start with the incorrect way of 
handling conditional text by looking at an 
example (Figure 9).

This seems easy enough — the Model 
400 has the ability to store 50 sets of 
pre-configured settings, and the Model 
450 can store 100 sets. However, in a 

translation environment that same sen-
tence is a little murky (Figure 10). It is 
really difficult to tell which condition 
goes with which number. The risk here is 
an incorrect translation. Conditionalizing 
complete sentences or thoughts is a far 
better way to handle this, as shown in 
Figure 11. Now the linguist will have an 
easy understanding of the content as well. 
You can see in Figure 12 that the segments 
are now two distinct sentences.

Some might argue that this will 
inflate the word count and the cost of 
the final translation. I don’t believe this 
would be a significant cost. Once the 
first sentence is translated and in the 
translation memory, subsequent ver-
sions of the sentence will come up as 
fuzzy matches, resulting in discounts. 
Also, this simple change in how you 
build your conditional text will prevent 
errors in the final translation.

The examples I provided were some-
what simplistic in nature and didn’t 
even come close to all of the uses of 

variables, cross-references and condi-
tional text in your documentation. But 
this article should give you the abil-
ity to speak to your language service 
provider (LSP) about how to provide 
your content in a way that works with 
their translation environment and their 
linguists.

I would suggest these key points to 
remember when working with this type 
of text and your translation projects:

■■ Keep your content as flexible as 
possible. Understand that your linguist 
may need to move the tags around in 
the structure of each segment to make 
the generated text work properly in a 
given language. Some languages may 
even need to add declensions to the 
end of some variables but not others. 
The linguist must have the ability to 
understand how the content will come 
out of your system. Post-formatting 
checks of the documents are essential, 
especially in the beginning of your 
relationship.

■■ Remember the one-to-many re-
lationship. I can’t tell you how many 
times I have heard “Well, there should 
be some sort of workaround to make the 
generated text work properly in transla-
tion.” Yes, if a problem presents itself in 
step 1, the LSP can open the target files 
and make a manual adjustment. But let’s 
say a specific issue occurs ten times per 
manual, and your project is in 28 lan-
guages. Do you really want to have your 
LSP make 280 manual adjustments? 
What does that do to your timeline and 
cost? It is far better to make things work 
properly in step 1.

■■ Don’t include your development 
notebook. We have seen many clients 
include content in conditional text that 
is not meant for translation. In one 
instance we found conditional content 
that was in development for the next 
product release and not intended for 
translation at all. I would make it a 
practice to prepare your files for trans-
lation by excluding that type of content 
entirely so that it doesn’t get included 
in the scope of your project.

■■ Communicate regularly about how 
projects are going. It is important to 
have an open line of communication 
between the LSP and the client. Rather 
than struggle through issues it is far 
better to discuss what types of changes 
can make the process smoother for 
either party.  M
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Core Focus: Localization

The ever-growing, easy international access to informa-
tion, services and goods underscores the importance 
of language and cultural awareness. What issues are 
involved in reaching an international audience? Are 

there technologies to help? Who provides services in this area? 
Where do I start?

Savvy people in today’s world use MultiLingual to answer 
these questions and to help them discover what other questions 
they should be asking.

MultiLingual’s eight issues a year are filled with news, techni-
cal developments and language information for people who are 
interested in the role of language, technology and translation in 
our twenty-first-century world. A ninth issue, the annual Resource 
Directory and Index, provides valuable resources — companies in 
the language industry who can help you go global. There is also a 
valuable index to the previous year’s magazine editorial content.

Two issues each year include a Core Focus such as this one, 
which are primers for moving into new territories both geo-
graphically and professionally. 

The magazine itself covers a multitude of topics including 
those below.

Translation
Translators are vital to the development of international and 

localized software. Those who specialize in technical documents, 
such as manuals for computer hardware and software, industrial 
equipment and medical products, use sophisticated tools along 
with professional expertise to translate complex text clearly and 
precisely. Translators and people who use translation services track 
new developments through articles and news items in MultiLingual.

Localization
How can you make your product look and feel as if it were 

built in another culture for local users? Will the pictures and 
colors you select for a user interface in France be suitable for 
users in Brazil? How do you choose what markets to enter? 
What sort of sales effort is appropriate for those markets? How 
do you choose a localization service vendor? How do you man-
age a localization project? Managers, developers and localizers 
offer their ideas and relate their experiences with practical advice 
that will save you time and money in your localization projects.

Internationalization
Making content ready for the international market requires 

more than just a good idea. How does an international developer 
prepare a product to be easily adaptable for multiple locales? 
You’ll find sound ideas and practical help in every issue.

Language technology
From systems that recognize your handwriting or your 

speech in any language to automated translation on your 

phone— language technology is changing day by day. And 
this technology is also changing the way in which people com-
municate on a personal level — affecting the requirements for 
international products and changing how business is done all 
over the world.

MultiLingual is your source for the best information and 
insight into these developments and how they affect you and 
your business.

Global web
Every website is a global website because it can be accessed 

from anywhere in the world. Experienced web professionals 
explain how to create a site that works for users everywhere, 
how to attract those users to your site and how to keep the site 
current. Whether you use the internet for purchasing services, for 
promoting your business or for conducting fully international  
e-commerce, you’ll benefit from the information and ideas in 
each issue of MultiLingual.

Managing content
How do you track all the words and the changes that occur 

in your documents? How do you know who’s modifying your 
online content and in what language? How do you respond to 
customers and vendors in a prompt manner and in their own 
languages? The growing and changing field of content man-
agement, customer relations management and other manage-
ment disciplines is increasingly important as systems become 
more complex. Leaders in the development of these systems 
explain how they work and how they interface to control and 
streamline content management.

And there’s much more
Authors with in-depth knowledge summarize changes in the 

language industry and explain its financial side, describe the 
challenges of communicating in various languages and cul-
tures, detail case histories that are instructional and applicable 
to your situation, and evaluate technology products and new 
books. Other articles focus on particular countries or regions; 
specific languages; translation and localization training pro-
grams; the uses of language technology in specific industries 
— a wide array of current topics from the world of multilingual 
language, technology and business.

If you are interested in reaching an international audience 
in the best way possible, you need to subscribe to MultiLingual.

An invitation to subscribe to 

Subscribe to MultiLingual at
www.multilingual.com/subscribe 
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