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This Getting Started Guide: Europe helps you understand the issues involved in doing business with 
European customers or partners. Is this really so difficult? After all, if you are reading this, you are at least 
familiar with Western European culture, right? Well, yes, you could just swagger in with your customs, docu-
mentation and user interface as they now exist. But we’d like you to be successful at this! And so we have 

put this Guide together to give you an idea of the complexities of entering the European market.
First of all, just what is Europe? The answer to this varies depending on who is talking and what topic he or she is talking about. Janaina 

Wittner gives us a good overview of the amazing cultural and linguistic diversity that we group into the noun Europe. 
The European marketplace is, of course, more than a destination for goods — it can be a source of language services. Kevin Fountoukidis 

writes about choosing Western and Eastern European translation and localization companies for your language needs.
Freddy Nurski moves us from a language focus to a business one, describing different ways business can be successfully accomplished 

in Europe. 
An important aspect of entering any market is observing the legal language requirements. This topic has become particularly important 

in the newly expanded European Union. Sophie Hurst’s outline of legal requirements for general consumers as well as specific markets 
gives us a good idea of what is needed, as well as resources for further information.

What is it like to do business in a particular European country? How does the culture 
affect business processes and transactions? Jeff Allen draws on his fifteen years of doing 
business in France to write about the intricacies of working with the French. 

This is a getting started guide and is intended to help you determine what questions to 
ask and where to find answers as you enter the European marketplace. Bon voyage! 
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If you ask Europeans which countries 
are included in Europe, you may get 
many different answers. The definition 

of Europe depends on whether you look 
at Europe from a geographical, political or 
cultural point of view. One thing, however, 
is widely accepted: Europe is composed 
of many countries that have different lan-
guages, cultures, religions, institutions 
and customs. To penetrate the European 
market and to meet the need to localize 
products for the specific needs of all these 
countries, one has to understand that Eu-
rope is a complex area of the world.

Geographical definitions. Europeans 
themselves have difficulties defining Eu-
rope and its boundaries. The geographi-
cal concept of the area called Europe, the 
subcontinent forming the western part of 
Eurasia, is bounded to the north by the 
Arctic Ocean, to the west by the Atlantic 
Ocean, to the south by the Mediterranean 

Sea and to the east by the Ural Mountains. 
However, if we take these landmarks 
into consideration, the Ukraine, Belarus 
and Turkey would be considered within 
Europe, whereas in reality the eastern 
boundary is often subject to discussion.  

The complexity of the question “Where 
does Europe end?” is well illustrated by 
the current negotiations concerning the 
entry of Turkey into the European Union 
(EU). Geographically speaking, Turkey has 
territories in Europe and in Asia. The ques-
tions as to its being a European country 
therefore concern mainly shared values, 
systems and norms.

Political-cultural definitions. The po-
litical concept of Europe cannot be fully 
understood without remembering its 
historical evolution. The movement for 
European unity that began after 1945 
contained an important dimension aim-
ing to remove the ultra-nationalistic at-
titudes which had fueled World Wars I 
and II. In 1946, Winston Churchill gave a 
famous speech at Zurich calling upon Eu-
ropean nations to “recreate the European 
family.” The necessity of some type of Eu-
ropean integration became evident. The 
EU as we know it today is a result of this 
integration.

Defining Europe
Janaina Wittner
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Until recently, the EU included 15 mem-
bers, but another 10 countries have joined 
since May 2004. Others aspire to become 
EU members. Romania and Bulgaria are 
likely to join in 2007, and both Turkey and 
Croatia would like to join before the end of 
this decade. 

Political integration alone, however, 
might not be sufficient to avoid conflict 

in Europe in the long term. As the former 
president of the European Commission 
Jacques Delors stated, “future conflicts will 
be sparked by cultural factors rather than 
economic or ideological ones.”  

European diversity
Countries. The 34 European countries 

listed in this article are drawn from a political 

and cultural concept of Europe rather than a 
geographical one.

The total population of these countries 
amounts to 520 million inhabitants. Cen-
tral Europe includes 160 million individu-
als, Southern Europe 120 million, North 
Western Europe 90 million and South 
Eastern Europe 57 million. Other regions 
are slightly smaller but nonetheless could 

Basic statistics of European Union members and nonmembers 

 
Surface 

(000’s km2) 
Population

(Mils.)
GDP 

growth rate
Currency Geographical region EU members

Albania 29 3.6 5.6% ALL - lek South Eastern Europe

Austria 84 8 1.9% EUR Central Europe Members

Belgium 30 10 2.6% EUR North Western Europe Members

Bosnia - Herzegovina 51 4 5.0% BAM - marka South Eastern Europe

Bulgaria 111 7.5 5.3% BGN - Leva South Eastern Europe

Croatia 57 4.5 3.7% HRK - kuna South Eastern Europe

Czech Republic 79 10 4.4% CZK - Koruna Central Europe New

Denmark 43 5.4 2.1% DKK - Danish krone Northern Europe Members

Estonia 45 1.3 6.0% EEK - kroon North Eastern Europe New

Finland 338 5 3.0% EUR North Eastern Europe Members

France 547 61 2.1% EUR Western Europe Members

Germany 357 82 1.7% EUR Central Europe Members

Greece 132 11 3.7% EUR Southern Europe Members

Hungary 93 10 2.1% HUF - forint Central Europe New

Ireland 70 4 5.1% EUR North Western Europe Members

Italy 301 58 1.3% EUR Southern Europe Members

Latvia 65 2.2 7.6% LVL - Lat North Eastern Europe New

Lithuania 65 3.6 6.6% LTL - Litai North Eastern Europe New

Luxembourg 2.6 0.5 2.3% EUR North Western Europe Members

Malta 0.3 0.4 1.0% MTL - Maltese lira Southern Europe New

The Netherlands 42 16 1.2% EUR North Western Europe Members

Norway 324 4.6 3.3% NOK - Norwegian krone Northern Europe Members

Poland 313 38 2.9% PLN - zloty Central Europe New

Portugal 92 10.6 1.1% EUR Southern Europe Members

Republic of Cyprus 9 0.8 3.2% CYP - Cypriot pound Western Asia New

Republic of 
Macedonia 25 2 1.3% MKD - Macedonian 

denar South Eastern Europe

Republic of Serbia 102 11 6.5% YUM - Yugoslav dinar South Eastern Europe

Romania 237 22 8.1% ROL - Lei South Eastern Europe Ongoing 
Negotiations

Slovakia 49 5 5.1% SKK - Koruna Central Europe New

Slovenia 20 2 3.9% SIT - tolar South Eastern Europe New

Spain 505 40 2.6% EUR Southern Europe Members

Sweden 450 9 3.6% SEK - Swedish krona Northern Europe Members

Switzerland 41 7.5 1.8% CHF - Swiss franc Central Europe

UK (Great Britain) 245 60 3.2% GBP - British Pound North Western Europe Members
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play an important role in the near future. 
For example, the three Baltic countries 
— Latvia, Estonia and Lithuania — repre-
sent no more than 7.1 million inhabitants, 
but their economies are booming with an 
average growth rate of 6%. 

Central European countries such as the 
Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slo-
vakia have a strong position in Europe, 
great prospects for the future and rep-
resent a whole new market with a high 
growth potential. Together these coun-
tries represent 63 million inhabitants.

Languages. Thirty-two languages are spo-
ken in Europe. Finnish, Estonian and Hungar-
ian are Finno-Ugric languages, and Maltese 
is Afro-Asiatic; all others are Indo-European 
languages. Of course, there are variants 
among these Indo-European languages.

We find Latin languages (French, Spanish, 
Catalan, Italian, Portuguese), Germanic lan-
guages (German, Dutch, Swedish, Danish, 
Norwegian), Slavic languages (Czech, Pol-
ish, Slovak, Slovenian, Bosnian, Croatian, 
Serbian, Bulgarian, Macedonian), a number 
of Baltic languages (Latvian and Lithuanian) 
and finally Greek (Greek) and Celtic (Irish). 
English is derived from both Latin and Ger-
manic languages, and Romanian is derived 
from Latin and Slavic languages. Albanian is 
a language composed of Latin and Slavic but 
has also Greek and Turkish roots.

Some European countries such as Lux-
embourg, Malta, and Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina have more than one official language. 
Switzerland has four official languages 
and four distinct geographical regions 
where these languages are spoken.  

Europe is not a melting pot like the Unit-
ed States, where people of different cul-
tures and religions have blended together 
far from their native lands. Europe is com-
posed of individual countries, each with 
a different history, religion and values. 
Many of the countries aspiring to political 
integration within Europe remain strongly 
attached to their national languages, cul-
tures and heritages. Nonetheless, there 
is a widespread belief in the reality of a 
European Cultural Community which is 
promoted by the European Council with 
shared values such as democracy, human 
rights and fundamental rights. Pluralism 
— Europe’s cultural traditions and nation-
al identities — is recognized, reinforced 
and considered one of Europe’s strongest 
assets, and diversity is probably one of its 
prime characteristics. Europe has been 
likened to an orchestra. There are certain 
moments when some of the instruments 

European languages by family and encodings

Official language Language family Encoding

Albania Albanian Indo-European, Latin, Slavic, 
Greek, Turkish Latin-1

Austria German Indo-European, Germanic Latin-1

Belgium French (Walloon) 
Dutch (Flemmish)

Indo-European, Latin, Celtic
Indo-European, Germanic Latin-1

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

Bosnian 
Croatian 
Serbian

Indo-European, Slavic 
Indo-European, Slavic 
Indo-European, Slavic

Latin-2 
Latin-5

Bulgaria Bulgarian Indo-European, Slavic Latin-7

Croatia Croatian Indo-European, Slavic Latin-2

Cyprus Greek 
Turkish Indo-European, Greek Latin-7 

Latin-5

Czech Republic Czech Indo-European, Slavic Latin-2

Denmark Danish Indo-European, Germanic, 
Scandinavian Latin-1

Estonia Estonian Finno-Ugric Latin-4

Finland Finnish Finno-Ugric Latin-1

France French Indo-European, Latin, Celtic Latin-1

Germany German Indo-European, Germanic Latin-1

Greece Greek Indo-European, Greek Latin-7

Hungary Hungarian Finno-Ugric Latin-2

Ireland English 
Irish

Indo-European, Germanic, Latin 
Indo-European, Celtic Latin-1

Italy Italian Indo-European, Latin Latin-1

Latvia Latvian Indo-European, Baltic Latin-4

Lithuania Lithuanian Indo-European, Baltic Latin-4

Luxembourg French 
German

Indo-European, Latin, Celtic   
Indo-European, Germanic Latin-1

Malta Maltese 
English

Afro-Asiatic, Semitic 
Indo-European, Germanic, Latin

Latin-1 
Latin-9

The Netherlands Dutch Indo-European, Germanic Latin-1

Norway Norwegian Indo-European, Germanic, 
Scandinavian Latin-1

Poland Polish Indo-European, Slavic Latin-2

Portugal Portuguese Indo-European, Latin Latin-1

Republic of Macedonia Macedonian Indo-European, Slavic Latin-5

Republic of Serbia Serbian Indo-European, Slavic Latin-2 
Latin-5

Romania Romanian Indo-European, Latin, Slavic Latin-2

Slovakia Slovak Indo-European, Slavic Latin-2

Slovenia Slovenian Indo-European, Slavic Latin-2

Spain Spanish (Castilian) 
Catalan

Indo-European, Latin 
Indo-European, Latin Latin-1

Sweden Swedish Indo-European, Germanic, 
Scandinavian Latin-1

Switzerland

German 
French 
Italian 

Rhaeto-Romanic

Indo-European, Germanic 
Indo-European, Latin, Celtic 

Indo-European, Latin 
Indo-European, Latin

Latin-1

UK (Great Britain) English Indo-European, Germanic, Latin Latin-1

http://www.multilingual.com/gsg
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play a minor role or even fall silent alto-
gether, but the ensemble exists. 

Traveling through Europe
You will easily notice the differences as 

you are moving from one country to anoth-
er. The language, currency and the type 
of food you order are different from one 
place to another. There are other experi-
ences that can be quite surprising. Here 
are a few examples.

Emergency calls. In the United States, 
you can dial a single emergency call num-
ber (911) and receive emergency support 
in English. There is no equivalent single 
number for all European countries. For EU 
member states it should be possible to call 
the single European 112 emergency num-
ber from any fixed or mobile phone. How-
ever, a recent article on emergency calls 
in Europe states that “in practice the 112 
number is ‘not working as well as it should.’ 
Problems include some countries not put-
ting in place the resources to handle the 
number of languages required. In other 
states the right technology is not in place 

to locate cell phone callers geographically, 
and in many countries people are simply 
not aware that the service exists.” The EU 
is spending a fortune to finance the intro-
duction of “eCall” in 2009.

Television. If you are traveling in The 
Netherlands or Scandinavian countries, 
you might notice that films and televi-
sion programs are shown in the original 
language with subtitles. If you go to other 
European countries such as France or Aus-
tria, however, films are usually dubbed. It 
can be surprising for an American to hear 
Brad Pitt’s voice and language changed. 
The most astonishing of all, however, is to 
watch a movie in Poland, where you may 
be driven mad by the Polish practice of us-
ing one person to dub all the voices in a 
film (regardless of gender) while the origi-
nal English rumbles on incomprehensibly 
in the background. Polish people are used 
to it and seem to like it this way. 

Currencies. When you travel around 
Western European countries that are mem-
bers of the Monetary Union, you can buy 
anything using euros. But as soon as you 
pass the border of a country that is not a 
member, you have to change currency and 
calculate what goods are actually worth. 
The conversion rate differs from country to 
country (10 euros = 6.80 British pounds or 
39.14 Slovak koruna). So, better take out 
your calculator.

Plugs. If you need to charge your mobile 
phone and/or your laptop during your trip 
to Europe, don’t expect it to be as easy as 
plugging it in. Be aware that there are sev-
en different types of plugs in Europe. 

Driving. In England, Ireland and Malta, 
you drive on the left-hand side of the road, 
while in all other European countries you 
drive on the right. It takes a while to get 
used to it when driving, and it can be dan-
gerous for pedestrians crossing the roads 
because they tend to look the wrong way 
for oncoming cars. When you pass the bor-
der between certain European countries, 
you are struck by another problem. Mo-
torways are indicated by green road sig-
nals, and national roads are indicated by 
blue road signals. In some countries these 
colors are inverted, which causes great 
confusion. 

Business culture. In many European 
countries, companies have a tradition in 
which decisions are taken from the top. 
Hierarchy is well marked, and businesspeo-
ple wear suits and use formal titles when 
dealing with business partners. In other 
countries, company structure is rather flat, 

and communication can be informal, with 
businesspeople calling each other by their 
first names.

In some Southern European countries it 
is common for everyone to speak simulta-
neously at gatherings. This applies to busi-
ness meetings as well as social events. Such 

France and Belgium

Used in most European countries

Great Britain and Ireland

Germany, Austria, The Netherlands, 
Sweden and Norway

Denmark

Switzerland

Italy

http://www.mirora.com


 GETTING STARTED :Guide
EUROPE

behavior would be considered as rude and 
unacceptable in some northern business 
contexts. As a result, business deals may not 
be concluded simply because one party is 
put off by the other’s way of doing business.

Localization issues
Need and opportunities offered by local-

ization. In all European countries, there are 
rules and regulations obliging companies 
to provide certain documents and installa-
tion information in the native language.

In The Netherlands and in Scandinavian 
countries, more than 75% of the popula-
tion speaks English. Even only partly lo-
calized products have a chance of finding 
a buyer in these countries. If you look at 
the remaining EU member states, how-
ever, around 30% of the overall popula-
tion speaks English as a foreign language. 
Rules and regulations aside, speaking Eng-
lish does not mean that people will feel com-
fortable buying a product that is not fully 
localized. There is a strong national identi-
ty. Potential buyers are rather protective of 
their native languages and will not be satis-
fied with a partially localized product.

English as a foreign language is less 
spoken in Central and Eastern Europe. For 
example, fewer than 15% of the people 
speak English in Slovakia and in Hungary. 
For geopolitical reasons, German and/or 
Russian were the foreign languages most 
taught in schools until 1990.

Taking into consideration that more than 
60% of Microsoft revenue originates from 
international sales and that 80% of all web 
pages today are still in English, we can eas-
ily conclude that there is a huge potential 
to make revenue by localizing products in 
order to reach new European markets. 

Selection of your localization partner. 
Knowledge of the appropriate linguistic, 
cultural, technological and strategic fac-
tors is essential in providing exactly the 
services you require from a localization 
partner, for any target market.

It is a commonly accepted practice in 
Central and Eastern Europe to use non- 
native speakers for translation. This results 
in translations that are sometimes difficult 
for the native speaker to understand. How 
would you understand this excerpt from 
an expensive glossy brochure promoting 
foreign investment in Slovakia?

“No work may be performed under a 
brigade work of students agreement to an 
extent exceeding in the average one half of 
the prescribed weekly working hours. The 
scope of the work above shall be exclusive 

of any work emergency for this the employ-
ee shall not entitled to any fee, and of any 
work emergency in the employee’s house.” 

The situation has become worse for the 
countries that entered the EU in May 2004 
because many available translators and 
interpreters for these languages are in Stras-
burg working for the European Parliament.

Internationalization – product design 
stage. It is not enough to take into account 
cultural and language diversity at the lo-
calization stage. This should be done dur-
ing product design and development. 

Product design – cultural issues. It is im-
portant to bear in mind when designing 
software products, especially games, for 
the European market that different coun-
tries and cultures within Europe have dif-
ferent attitudes towards the depiction of 
violent acts. For example, Germany has a 
federal authority, the Bundesprüfstelle für 
jugendgefährdende Schriften (BPS), which 
aims to protect minors from harmful publi-
cations, including computer programs. It 
has the power to place publications on an 
index, which restricts their advertising and 
sale to minors. It determines whether a 
game is either excessively violent, if vio-
lence is graphically impressive and/or ana-
tomically correct (for example, whether 
blood is realistically red) or if violence is re-
petitive and enforced or encouraged. You 
have to ensure that a product meets the 
various regional specifications, complies 
with the local environment and corre-
sponds to the local needs.

European countries have also different 
educational systems, which may mean 
that an educational software product will 
not be suitable for one European market 
while it is for another. 

Another example that may impact on any 
commercial software product is the way a 
name is displayed. Hungarians, for exam-
ple, expect to see their family name first 
and their first name in second position. A 
Hungarian called Zoltan (first name) Kiss 
(family name) would thus expect to see his 
name displayed as Kiss Zoltan. In Germany 
and in The Netherlands, however, as in the 
United States, the first name is displayed 
first: Christian Meier. Adapting a product 
to foreign markets requires more than 
translating the interface, help and docu-
mentation. Adaptation must ensure that 
the product meets the various regional 
specifications.

Concatenation. Using text concatenation 
(putting individual words or phrases to-
gether to form sentences) is not advisable 

for localization. When localizing from Eng-
lish into French, it is possible to overcome 
the difficulties. However, it becomes partic-
ularly difficult and costly when dealing with 
Eastern and Central European languages, 
which are radically different from English in 
terms of grammar and syntax. 

Encoding. Products that are designed 
for English Latin-1 input may fail to comply 
with the needs of the European market, es-
pecially with Central and Eastern European 
markets that have extended characters 
not included in the Latin-1 code page. 
Wherever possible, internationalization de-
sign should make use of Unicode to re-
solve these problems.

Europe, as I have defined it here, includes 
34 countries and 32 languages. Each of 
these countries has its own identity, cul-
ture, needs and potential in terms of sales. 
Thirty-two languages are a lot to think of in 
terms of localization, but there is no other 
way to enter these individual markets and 
profit from their potential than to localize 
the product in these languages with the 
help of an experienced vendor partner.  gsg
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Because I am the American CEO of a 
localization company in Eastern Eu-
rope and because I have lived in the 

region for more than 13 years, you might 
expect a unique perspective. My observa-
tions will, however, probably seem quite 
standard and will actually apply to trans-
lation/localization companies all over the 
world. The arguments I present here are 
typical of discussions related to offshor-
ing and basing production operations in 
low-cost versus high-cost countries. This 
article aims to address the state of the 
translation industry in Eastern Europe, so 
from here on in, by “high-cost countries” 
I mean those in Western Europe and by 
“low-cost countries” I mean those in East-
ern Europe. 

One disclaimer before I begin: There is a 
big market out there. Even if I suggest that 
some companies need to change if they 
are to survive, every well-run company, no 
matter where it is based, can not just sur-
vive, but thrive.

Old Europe is changing
Before we look at “New Europe,” we 

need to see what’s been going on in the 
so-called “Old Europe.” I often hear com-
plaints from Western European companies 
such as “Prices are coming down,” “Our 
clients are squeezing us all the time” or 
“Turnaround times are dropping — it’s 
tougher than it used to be.” Most good 
Western European translation companies 
are comfortable businesses. They are ex-
cellent companies providing high-quality 
services into a growing market. They have 
had a good ten to fifteen years of relatively 
high margins in high-cost countries doing 
predominantly French, Italian, German and 
Spanish, as well as a handful of other lan-
guages. I think a change that is occurring, 
though, is that the market has become 
more competitive, more companies are out 
there, and many West European translation 
companies are not geared toward more 
aggressive sales and marketing. Added to 
this, due to the phenomenon of offshoring 
translation work, prices are coming down, 
and it’s harder to offer competitive pricing 
in high-cost countries. Here, the issue of 
sales becomes important.

It must be rocket science
Sales is relatively simple in theory, but 

doing it is hard work. It’s not (and never 
was) just about putting an advertisement 
in a trade magazine or setting up a stand 
at an industry event and waiting for things 
to happen. It’s grunt work. It’s cold-calling 
people systematically by the thousand. It’s 
doing niche market trade shows (well and 
thoroughly), making lots of personal visits 
and tracking everything meticulously. It’s 
educating the market about why localiza-
tion matters and not just selling to the 
converted. 

There has been a tendency in the trans-
lation industry for companies to rely too 
heavily on fat cats (big, rich localizers). 
Many companies get one or two such cli-
ents, lock them in by deeply understand-
ing their business and documentation 
processes, and over time come to expect 
that they can live happily ever after off of 
such stable high-price clients. 

Well, folks, times have changed. The 
“New Europe” has arrived (and not only 
the New Europe, but the New China, the 
New and Improved Argentina and develop-
ing countries everywhere). A more mature 
market with more competition is develop-
ing. The big localizers are the most mature 
purchasers of translation services and 
often have global sales and the need to 
localize into developing countries’ lan-
guages. They are among the first to move 
their business to low-cost countries (it’s 
already happening) when they realize they 
can get the same quality as in more devel-
oped countries. 

Often, the sales/marketing angle among 
translation/localization companies is about 

how hard our job is, how very complicated 
and difficult it is. As much as everyone in 
our industry wants to make what we do 
look like rocket science, unfortunately it’s 
not. Sure, it’s hard, but every business is 
hard these days. We need — like every-
one else — to have the right processes in 
place and to add value. This is where the 
real problem lies with Old Europe.

Being a good translator used to be enough
Every business needs to ask itself whether 

or not it is adding value through its proces-
ses. A business shouldn’t exist if it doesn’t 
add value. The value added in a translation 
business is first and foremost a proven 
business process to handle the complex 
task of multilingual translation or software 
localization. This translates into a need for 
excellent project management, top-quality 
resource recruitment and the technical 
skills of localization engineers and desktop 
publishing (DTP) experts who can work un-
der pressure and excel at troubleshooting 
problems that occur in the process. 

The differentiator here is operational 
efficiency. The translation company that 
provides the well organized, efficient pro-
cesses and the experienced resources at 
the lowest possible cost will prevail. The 
main problem that many Western Euro-
pean translation companies have to face 
now is the ability to offer their clients cost 
savings. The business process of provid-
ing high-quality translation/localization 
services is quite simple (there are many 
more complicated business processes 
out there). This is not to say that it’s easy. 
And yes, there are many, many companies 
out there that have bad processes in both 
high-cost and low-cost countries. The bad 
news for high-cost service providers is that 
an increasing number of companies do this 
well or very well in low-cost countries, and 
this number will grow. This is where the 
problem really lies for Western European 
translation/localization service providers, 
and an important question arises from this 
difficulty.

What do I do when my clients keep ask-
ing for cost savings?

Well, here are some obvious choices for 
Western European translation companies.

How Eastern Europe Fits  
Into the European Translation Market

Kevin FountouKidis
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A more mature   
     market with 

     more competition  
              is developing.
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Reduce costs. Cut what I pay my vendors, 
hire cheaper employees and lower my in-
frastructure costs, but all this really does is 
lower quality. This is a recipe for disaster. 

Scream at my clients about the impor-
tance of quality, how much money it costs 
to guarantee it and the risk they are put-
ting their businesses in when outsourcing 
their work to cheaper countries. This might 
work for a while, but sooner or later clients 
will wise up to the fact that cheaper does 
not necessarily mean lower quality. 

Shut down my Western European office 
and set up a new office in Eastern Europe. 
Why hire cheap labor in London when I can 
hire the top flight labor in Moscow? This is 
clearly the best of the three options. It’s 
logical, it isn’t easy, but it isn’t impossible 
either. It will take a lot of work, which no-
body really wants, and the truth for most 
translation owners is very simply, “I don’t 
want to spend half my life in Moscow.”

What can Western European companies do?
In my opinion, the only production facili-

ties in Western Europe that can survive are 
the ones that process very high volumes of 
work. But even the larger players will have 
their production facilities in China and 
other low-cost countries. Nobody needs to 
see the so-called back office, and the ma-
jor players can keep sales offices in all the 
strategic locations. 

I believe there will always be room for 
smaller “boutiques” that specialize in niche 
sectors. Smaller projects in niche sectors 
can be less price sensitive, and these lo-
cal companies should thrive by offering 
high-quality local customer service. This 
is exactly what I would do if I were running 
a translation company in Western Europe. 
I’d make sure I am not doing everything. 
I’d become highly specialized in a certain 
field and focus all my sales and marketing 
energy on that. In addition, I would try to 
service the smaller and medium-sized com-
panies in my local market that are just start-
ing to think about going global. Stick with 
local markets where no one can talk to your 
neighbors as well as you can. 

Doesn’t quality matter at all?
This may sound like I am arguing that all 

that matters is price, but that is not what 
I think. Quality is a default element that 
every company needs to provide in order 
to succeed. I am not even thinking about 
companies that do not offer a high-quality 
translation service, on time and on bud-
get. They are doomed. I am talking about a 

more troubling phenomenon where really 
good companies with excellent processes 
are having trouble competing due to their 
location and their cost structure. 

So what’s so great about Eastern Europe?
Many of these arguments apply just as 

well for China and Argentina as they do for 
any country in Eastern Europe. So, what are 
the main advantages of having your produc-
tion facility in Eastern Europe, apart from 
price? Here are three important factors.

People. Eastern Europe is a hotbed of 
young talent. These countries boast a 
highly qualified and well-educated work-
force of people who are both ambitious 
and fluent in foreign languages. We are 
in Europe and are used to dealing with 
European cultures. It is much easier to do 

business and create productive work envi-
ronments when one doesn’t have to tackle 
the issue of major cultural differences. 

Location. With the advent of low-cost 
airlines ($100 roundtrip to most major Eu-
ropean cities), Eastern Europe is one to two 
hours away from a large number of very 
attractive markets. The compactness of 
Europe in comparison to the United States 
makes the client acquisition process much 
more efficient. We operate out of the same 
time zone as most of Europe, and we can 
be there tomorrow (if not today). With the 
right organization in place, a company can 
have a low-cost production facility teamed 
with a Western European sales force. It’s 
compelling, isn’t it?

Technology. Many people don’t realize 
how technically advanced Eastern European 
countries are. Many Eastern European com-
panies are more technically advanced than 
their Western European counterparts. East-
ern European countries leapfrogged with 
regard to technology, from having nothing 
to having the most modern IT infrastructure 
available. A big part of this is also psycho-
logical. The massive changes that have taken 
place in these countries may have some neg-
ative consequences from a sociological point 
of view, but the fact that people are generally 
willing to accept change is key when imple-
menting new technology.  

What are the challenges?
If I have made it sound like operating out 

of Eastern Europe is just plain wonderful, 
with only benefits and no drawbacks, here 
are some of the poison pills you’ll have to 
swallow with your cake.

No local clients. This is one of the main 
disadvantages to operating out of Eastern 
Europe. The local market for translation 
and localization services is just plain ter-
rible. There is no culture of being ready to 
pay for high-quality translation. Translation 
is looked upon as a secretarial task that 
anyone can do, and the key is to choose the 
cheapest. I have been to many meetings 
with the Eastern European management of 
Global 100 companies and have felt about 
as important to their business as a garbage 
man (oops, “waste disposal specialist”). 
This means that we have to sell abroad to 
make a living. 

Some turnover of staff is inevitable. It is 
just part of the game, and you have to deal 
with it. The truth is there has been and will 
continue to be a large “brain drain” exodus 
of skilled workers to the West. We’ve lost 
some good people, but fortunately, thanks 
to the job market, we have had relatively 
little problem with staffing.

Try competing against €0.03 per source 
word. If you think price competition is stiff 
in Western Europe, check out what it’s like 
here in Eastern Europe. You can’t get qual-
ity for that price, but it is a market reality, 
which means more money and effort to ed-
ucate the local market if you go after any 
local business. 

Bureaucracy is a nightmare. People all 
over the world complain about bureau-
cracy, but I can’t imagine it gets much 
worse than Eastern Europe (maybe China, 
but I can’t even imagine that). There are 
so many crazy rules to run a company ac-
cording to regulations. I can’t speak for 

Cost per word in euros

Medium-sized 
translation company 
infrastructure with a 
turnover of 16 million 
words annually (staff 

salaries, project 
managers, engineers, 

legal software licenses, 
IT infrastructure, rent 

and so on) 

€a0.05- 0.06

Linguistic costs 
(translation + review 
+ quality assurance, 
professional transla-
tors with translation 
memory experience). 

Price varies depending 
on language.

€a0.05-0.11

Total cost €a0.10-0.17
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all Eastern European countries, but I can 
speak for Poland and say that the commer-
cial code was written for manufacturing 
facilities, not office work. Can you imagine 
that we have to pay to have people train 
us on office safety? If we don’t, we can be 
fined or closed down. We are a translation 
company, not a factory, and this is only 
one small example.

How about some cold hard facts?
How much do things really cost in East-

ern Europe? The accompanying table pro-
vides an estimate of the costs for a 
translation company in Eastern Europe. 
Please take this as no more than a very 
rough indicator; costs change from country 
to country. For example, Slovene is far more 
expensive than Bulgarian. It is useful, 
though, as a point of reference. Most seri-
ous Eastern European service providers 
would probably agree with these figures.

If we look at these figures in Western 
European terms, €0.05-0.06 per word for 
infrastructure and fixed costs is quite a bar-
gain. It is important to be aware that some 
costs are the same in Western and East-
ern Europe. You can’t get legal TRADOS or 
SDLX licenses any cheaper in Poland or the 
Czech Republic than in Western Europe. 
Every computer has to have an operating 
system and other basic software as well. 
Linguistic costs also tend to be the same 
for everyone. We may be able to negotiate 
a bit better being based in Eastern Europe, 
but the figure to focus on here is the cost of 
infrastructure per word. 

A bold prediction
The next big player will come from Eastern 

Europe, and it will be Moravia Worldwide 
in the Czech Republic, which is currently 
ranked fifteenth in Common Sense Advi-
sory’s ranking of the top 20 translation com-
panies in the world. I’d be willing to bet that 
Moravia Worldwide moves into the top five 
within the next five years (providing they 
don’t get bought out), and then who knows? 
Look out Lionbridge and SDL! I like their 
strategy and their approach to sales. 

Why would I be promoting a competitor? 
First, I think it’s good for Argos to draw at-
tention to other successful organizations 
from our region. And as I have mentioned, 
there is plenty of market out there for all of 
us to share. I don’t see anyone cornering 
the market in the translation industry. I just 
have a feeling that a much larger share of it 
will be located in Eastern Europe five years 
from now.  gsg

Where Nothing Is Lost in 
CEE Translation

From one-sentence translations to large scale projects, 
including copy-editing and desktop publishing. High  
quality and reliability with exceptional customer service. 

We offer:
• Translations into CEE languages
• Expertise in a variety of fields
• Experienced and proficient language and DTP team 
• Skilled and dedicated project management
• Quality, cost-effective and fast turnaround
• 12 years experience
Delivery on time, every time.
To request a quote for your next CEE language 

project, please visit www.lexika.sk 

Europe at Your Doorstep
A Silicon Valley company with strong ties to Europe, 

HighTech Passport combines local presence with 
in-depth knowledge of European cultures, markets 
and languages. During 13 years of localizing into 23 
European languages, HighTech Passport’s engineering 
and linguistic excellence has been reaffirmed by our 
clients’ loyalty and continuous business.

• Internationalization 
• Localization of software, help, on-line/printed 
documentation, web content
• Multilingual DTP 
• Linguistic/functional testing
• Consulting
Our mission: Make Europeans feel that your product 

was created for them. 

HighTech Passport, Ltd.
1590 Oakland Road, Suite B202

San Jose, CA 95131 
408-453-6303 • Fax: 408-453-9434

info@htpassport.com • www.htpassport.com

Lexika 
Dobrovicova 10

811 09 Bratislava, Slovak Republic
421-2-5263-3661• Fax: 421-2-5292-5965

info@lexika.sk • www.lexika.sk

Your Ultimate  
Translation Partner 

CONTRAD.COM specializes in translation into  
Eastern European languages. Our major scope is 
translation into Polish. Among the subjects we  
support, you will find IT, telecommunications,  
internet, consumer/office electronics, games,   
automotive and sports. We translate documentation, 
user guides, manuals and marketing material. We 
localize software, websites and help systems.

We work with carefully selected native professionals 
who have the linguistic, cultural and technical  
competence needed for particular projects.

For more information, visit our website.

Portuguese Translation 
and Localization

• Technical and general translation
• Software localization
• Website localization
• Terminology management
• Linguistic consultancy
• Quality assurance
• Style guide creation
• Project management
• Windows, Mac and Linux
We specialize in automotive, banking, electronics, fin- 

ance, games, hardware, mechanics, marketing, medicine, 
multimedia, software and telecommunications. For 
further information about our services, please contact us. 

Paulo José
Rua Casal de São Vicente, 7, 1º Dto

2700-170 Amadora, Portugal
351-965518368 • Fax: 351-214942548

info@paulo-jose.com • www.paulo-jose.com

CONTRAD.COM
ul. Metalowa 6

10-603 Olsztyn, Poland
48-89-5321148 • Fax: 48-89-5321149

info@contrad.com.pl • www.contrad.com.pl

http://www.lexika.sk
http://www.htpassport.com
http://www.contrad.com.pl
http://www.paulo-jose.com
http://www.multilingual.com/gsg
mailto:info@htpassport.com
http://www.htpassport.com
mailto:info@lexika.sk
http://www.lexika.sk
mailto:info@paulo-jose.com
http://www.paulo-jose.com
mailto:info@contrad.com.pl
http://www.contrad.com.pl
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Europe is a highly profitable market  
but very different from North America 
or Asia. To market your products and 

services successfully in Europe, you need 
someone who knows the markets, who un-
derstands the languages and the local cul-
tures — someone who knows how people 
think and buy and who can work closely with 
you on your European expansion plans. You 
want your money spent wisely, with less risk 
and more results in a shorter time frame than 
you could achieve on your own.

A market called Europe
Initially, the European Union (EU) con-

sisted of just six countries: Belgium, Ger-
many, France, Italy, Luxembourg and The 
Netherlands. Denmark, Ireland and the 
United Kingdom joined in 1973, Greece in 
1981, Spain and Portugal in 1986, Austria, 
Finland and Sweden in 1995. 

In 2004 the biggest ever en-
largement took place with 10 
new countries joining: Esto-
nia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, 
Czech Republic, Hungary, Slo-
vakia, Slovenia, Cyprus and 
Malta. 

This new EU-25 market 
counts more than 425 million 
inhabitants, and its 2001 GDP 
is reaching an astonishing 
$10,000 billion. 

Furthermore, the 10 new 
countries (P10) are fast grow-
ing markets with on average 
a 3% GDP annual growth. 

There are many reasons 
why US companies prefer to 
expand to Europe in the first 
place, but some of the most important 
ones are convenience related: the short 
travel distances between EU countries; 
the vast majority of EU countries are in the 
same time zone; excellent rail and air con-
nectivity between capitals and economic 
centers; tax incentives from local, region-
al, national or European authorities; and 
most of the time US companies consider 
Europe as being the natural gateway to the 
Middle East and Africa. 

Of course, we should not forget some 
risk factors that require specific atten-
tion, such as cultural differences, lon-
ger payment cycles, laws favoring local 
competitors, credit risk and higher levels 
of payment fraud, legal and regulatory 
restrictions, currency exchange rate fluc-
tuations, higher costs — and last but not 
least, diverting of management attention.

Often, it is forgotten or not realized that 
Europe consists of many local markets 
that are still dominated by national in-
cumbents and have their own tax and VAT 
regulations. Countries have different reg-
ulations, even if the European Commission 
tends to impose harmony in the regulation 
and standardization of the market.

Many US companies have wasted enor-
mous amounts of time and money by try-
ing to enter the single European market as 
a result of not understanding these par-
ticular situations. 

It is important to work with a partner 
who understands this complex European 
environment and offers ready-to-use and 
cost-effective assistance such as com-
pany-in-residence services in the country 
of choice with performance-based opera-
tional support.

Two traditional ways of  
expanding into Europe

Traditionally, there were two ways to 
enter a foreign market to set up opera-
tions or work with local distributors (di-
rect or indirect). Both approaches have 
their merits and deliver results only after 
a certain period. Many companies do not 
want to take the risk any more of invest-
ing nine months to two years in this ad-
venture; results are wanted within the 
next quarter.

New: A European  
performance-based operator

In response to this market requirement, 
a new typical package of business develop-
ment services is today made available on 
the European market, allowing the greatest 
flexibility in European expansion efforts.

A local partner will provide relevant in-
formation on European countries and their 
economic environments, such as specific in-
dustry development programs and investor 
relations to help with financing needs. On top 
of this, a team of locally based entrepreneur-

managers will open doors 
at strategic accounts and 
build the best sales chan-
nels to achieve immediate 
sales growth.

A very first action is the 
assessment of the Euro-
pean market, which will 
give you immediate and 
tangible benefits. In order 
to allow you a carefully 
planned, more important 
and cost-effective Euro-
pean presence, a number 
of initial actions will be 
performed that will allow 
you to focus on your cus-
tomers, prospects and 
partners.

A nonexhaustive list of 
possible tasks includes an understanding of 
the client’s existing solutions/products that 
could be marketed in Europe and recommen-
dations as to any necessary enhancements; 
competitive analysis of industry players and 
evaluation of barriers to entry into the Euro-
pean market; recommendations for estab-
lishment of suitable office locations, sizing 
and priority; investigation of potential for ad-
ditional distribution (reseller, system integra-
tion, value added, consultancy) or technology 
partners; identification of additional sales 
prospects with whom contact needs to be 
established; preparation and organization of 
visits to selected prospects in close coordi-
nation with the client company; organization 
and support of your existing relationships to 
strengthen additional sales potential; and 
hosting of European start-up at existing 
premises (company-in-residence). 

Doing Business Requires 
Local Know-how

Freddy Nurski
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An example of cultural differences presented at a 
Global Climate Change conference in Washington, DC, in 2001
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Find additional funding in Europe the right way
J. Putzeys — Associate Partner N2EURO
Coming to Europe is a watershed event in the 

life of a US company. The financial consequences 
of this decision are enormous, and creating an 
additional European funding base is desirable. 
This article’s aim is to merely set forth a few prin-
ciples that, if observed, are likely to significantly 
increase the probability of achieving a successful 
European presence and funding base. 

Finding a good European funding base carries 
with it consequences that endure for years as it 
creates long term relationships with local inves-
tors that can help open doors in the development 
of the European business. Looking for a Euro-
pean funding base should not be undertaken as 
a financing alternative of last resort. If a company 
is unable to secure private capital in its home 
market, management should carefully consider 
the reasons why and whether moving into Europe 
is a good plan. 

Select the right adviser. Ultimately, the 
success of raising money in Europe can easily 
open the way for an IPO on one of the European 
stock exchanges. Selection criteria for a corpo-
rate finance advisor should include, among other 
things, reputation, industry expertise, strength 
of industry analysts, distribution channels. Also 
choose your law and accounting firms carefully. 
In many cases, the law firm that has served the 
company well in the United States has a corre-
spondent in Europe. 

Prepare early and set appropriate expecta-
tions. The secret of a success lies in good 
preparation and a realistic understanding of the 
process by all concerned. An example — the 
need or desire to reincorporate in a more favour-
able jurisdiction.

The European business plan should tell the 
company’s story well, but it must do more. It 
must adequately and completely convey the risks 
associated with an investment in the company. 
Most frequently made mistakes done  
by US companies when starting in Italy 

M. Ammannato – Associate Partner N2EURO
— to address firstly the large enterprises 

market while more than 80% of Italian GDP 
comes from SME (small and medium enterprises) 
market

— to address target market with direct sales 
force (better instead to start with indirect sales 
channels, closing agreements with local/regional  
well-recognized companies and to add direct 
sales force when business has seriously started)

— to open offices in the capital (Rome) instead 
of Milan (north of Italy represents the 60% of IT 
spending, while central Italy represents 30% and 
the south the remaining).
Scandinavia: The “waterfall” 
approach to enter into Europe

H. Enocson – Associate Partner N2EURO
In global expansion a strategy to use a so-

called “waterfall” approach is considered very 
valuable – pouring products first into markets 
where you can learn and you are likely to achieve 
early results, then spreading sales further as 
demand picks up and you have been able to 
make modifications.

The Swedish market is considered an excel-
lent test market. It is a small, technologically 
very advanced market. Sweden has cutting-
edge expertise in a multitude of ICT sectors and 
a widespread use of internet and e-commerce.  

Mobile phone usage, % of population 90% 
Internet usage, % of population 78% 
Broadband access, % of population 28%
Computer density, % of population  75%
Introduction can be made without translation. 

Start with an English version of  the software.
By entering Sweden you can gain very valu-

able experience on how export markets react 
to your offering. You can implement necessary 
adjustments to “European” practice before 
entering the larger markets where market 
feedback is much slower to obtain and poten-
tial damage may be significantly more costly.
Things to know about 
Spain for high-tech business

O. Fraile – Associate Partner N2EURO
Various tax incentives attract new overseas 

investments to Spain: 
1. Holding companies 
These are Spanish companies whose main 

activity is directing and managing their owner-
ship interests (direct or indirect holdings of at 
least 5%) in nonresident entities and the finan-
cial resources directly related to such invest-
ments. Their business activity may also include 
the rendering of services (including financial 
services) to the companies in which they invest 
and to companies in the same corporate group. 
The main characteristics differentiating the 
special regime for holding companies from the 
general code are:

Capital gains on share transactions within the 
holding company are tax-exempt.

Dividends that the holding companies pay 
their nonresident investors are tax-exempt, as 
long as those investors are not based in so-called 
tax havens.

Spanish resident individuals who perceive 
dividend payments from holding companies will 
not be able to deduct all dividends but rather 
only those taxed abroad.

2. Canary Islands Special Zone (ZEC) 
Business entities located within determined 

areas in the Canary Islands can be subject to a 
reduced corporate tax rate, varying from 1% to 
5% of the profits derived from the ZEC activities. 
The ZEC special regime has some requirements, 
among others: the entities may only carry on 
stipulated business activities, certain minimum 
investment must be made by certain deadlines 
and a specific number of jobs are created.

Quite a few really virtual companies (from 
financial services to real estate to online gaming) 
have anchored in Spain due to such incentives. 
And for anyone doing business, a study of The 
Economist might be interesting. It names a fine 
climate, abundant recreational and leisure facili-
ties, and a rich cultural and social life that make 
for envied living conditions. In a recent study by 
The Economist, the quality of life in Spain ranked 
third in the world by social, political, cultural and 
economic measures. gsg

Further advice on going to Europe 
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Your CEE  
Language Experts

We provide translation and localization between 
EFIGS and CEE languages, DTP, business consulting and 
interpreting services.

• Only native speakers
• Decades of experience
• Terminology checked by experts
• Latest industry tools
• Accredited by and working for European Union 

institutions
• ISO 9001 or equivalent stringent QA systems

Eupharia – the one-stop shop for quality 
multilanguage translations.

Get Your Message 
Across the World

To expand your business into the global market, you 
need to meet your customers’ cultural, linguistic and 
business requirements — an experienced partner who 
can deliver your products and documentation to your 
customers globally in most fields and in all languages. 
Word Map offers: 

• Technical translations
• Software localization
• Website globalization
Word Map combines the latest technology,  

experienced project managers and hand-picked qualified 
translators to deliver high-quality translations on time 
and within budget. 

Localization for Eastern  
European Markets

Studio Gambit, a regional vendor of choice for 
many renowned global companies, has helped clients 
to get their message across to Eastern Europe for 
the past 13 years — always on time, on target 
and within budget. Streamlined ISO 9001:2000-
certified processes, advanced engineering capabilities 
and value-added project management create a solid 
foundation of our services which go far beyond 
translation. We provide a full range of quality 
localization services that yield tangible benefits to 
our customers’ bottom line.

Studio Gambit Sp. z o.o. 
ul. Matejki 6  

80-952 Gdánsk, Poland
48-58-345-3800 • Fax: 48-58-345-1909

gambit@stgambit.gda.pl • www.stgambit.gda.pl

Word Map Translations Ltd.
48 Coombe Lea, Grand Avenue

Hove BN3 2NE, UK
44-1273-206086 • Fax: 44-1273-778644

sales@wordmaptranslations.com
www.wordmaptranslations.com

Eupharia
44-1970-880777
www.eupharia.or

ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 
• Translation of documents and videos
• DTP
• Voice-overs
• Dubbing
• Subtitling
• Web pages localization
• Software localization
• Multimedia content localization
• Content management systems
• Website and multimedia design
• Multilingual e-learning platforms
• In-house recording studio

Your Balkan  
Languages Partner

Commit was founded in 1997 and is a leading 
localization services provider with offices in Athens, 
Greece. We deliver our services to both vendors and 
clients at the most competitive local market prices. 
After nine years of successfully providing Greek and 
Turkish localization services, Commit is now offering  
a complete portfolio of services in five additional 
Balkan languages (Albanian, Bulgarian, Macedonian, 
Serbian, Romanian), thus establishing the company  
as your ideal Balkan languages provider and partner.

15 Years of Well-managed 
Brazilian Translations

This is what you get:
• Quality in customer service, deliverables and open 

communication 
• Responsiveness and ability to adapt to ever chang-

ing requirements
• Customized service with no compromise to  

translation quality, even in challenging volumes 
• Promptness to raise issues and prevent any  

disruptions to project quality 
This is what we get:
• Extremely satisfied customers
If you’re not one of them yet, experience the difference!

Follow-Up
Av. Presidente Wilson 165 / Sala 1308
Rio de Janeiro, RJ, Brazil 20030-020

55-21-2524-2994 • Fax: 55-21-2210-5472
info@follow-up.com.br • www.follow-up.com.br

Commit
139, Plapouta Avenue, GR 141 21, N. Irakleio

Athens, Greece
30-210-8056930-2 • Fax: 30-210-8056935

info@commit.gr • www.commit.gr

Prem Dan, s.l.u.
Plaza del Callao 5, P8
28013 Madrid, Spain

34-91-547-43-18 • Fax: 34-91-547-43-50
premdan@premdan.com • www.premdan.com

http://www.eupharia.or
http://www.wordmaptranslations.com
http://www.stgambit.gda.pl
http://www.premdan.com
http://www.commit.gr
http://www.follow-up.com.br
http://www.multilingual.com/gsg
mailto:gambit@stgambit.gda.pl
http://www.stgambit.gda.pl
mailto:sales@wordmaptranslations.com
http://www.wordmaptranslations.com
mailto:info@follow-up.com.br
http://www.follow-up.com.br
mailto:info@commit.gr
http://www.commit.gr
mailto:premdan@premdan.com
http://www.premdan.com
http://www.eupharia.or
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This is a great way to accelerate sales  
efforts and gain valuable time in pene-
trating the European markets: from dedica-
ted sales effort to targeted 
prospects and engagement 
with partners and distribu-
tors to the final contract  
negotiation and closing.

You, as the client, will 
then be in a position to bet-
ter validate additional prod-
ucts and technology and 
determine the appropriate 
location for your European 
headquarters and/or coun-
try branches.

Your customers often are 
already in Europe. Serving 
them globally is not a “nice-
to-have.” Indeed, it is a 
business requirement.

European expansion will 
require you to review your 
current global account management pro-
cesses and supporting systems, including 
Key Account Plans and use of supporting 

customer relationship management sys-
tems and to adapt them to the local cul-
tures. Companies are taking advantage of 

this exercise to identify, select, implement 
and share best practices across the busi-
ness to add value beyond the products. 

This way they can optimize interfaces 
with country organizations and support 
or animate cross-border cooperation in 

order to gain commitment to 
form a true global team.

Going to Europe also means 
that you have to identify, sell and 
implement strategic sales alli-
ances with large system integra-
tors in the larger countries.

Companies have often identi-
fied and engaged with strategic 
partners in their local market and 
have invested time and money to 
make an alliance work success-
fully in that domestic market.

Why doesn’t that alliance deliver 
the same results in Europe?

Successful alliances most often 
depend on relationships between 
individuals rather than corpora-
tions. Therefore, it is important to 
work in Europe with people who 

have built an in-depth experience in creat-
ing and operationalizing strategic alliances 
and partnerships for US-based companies 
in Europe in complex business environ-
ments. They have the contacts and the abil-
ity to establish networks and to manage 
them effectively; they build speed and 
flexibility into an alliance; they prevent con-
flicts that can potentially undermine a suc-
cessful alliance; and they establish rules of 
engagement that will keep the alliance run-
ning smoothly.

You should not aim only for short-term 
results; you need to deliver sustained val-
ue to your customers, to your organization 
and to the marketplace.

Ambitious, mutually desirable objectives 
need to be set and an action plan created 
to go after appropriate opportunities.

Alliances don’t manage themselves. Fo-
cusing on the effective sharing of ideas and 
communication of information is a must, 
and best practices should be captured and 
built into the alliance infrastructure. 

Doing business in Europe requires local 
know-how and attention to local cultures. 
Working with local partners, therefore, 
is critical for success, but what is local 
in Europe? Is it Central, is it Northern, or 
is it Southern Europe? A truly European 
partner will advise you on the best start-
ing point in Europe. While London seems 
a logical choice, Scandinavia has proven 
to be a better place for ICT; Spain is your 
gateway to South America; and Belgium is 
the heart of the European Community. 

Don’t make your choice too early. gsg

http://www.ncs-pubs.com
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Localization Is  
More Than Translation

Global challenges require flexible and professional 
service providers. Take advantage of our experience 
and know-how and make your product a worldwide 
success! SAM Engineering was established in 1994 
and provides localization services to IT organizations as 
well as translation and engineering services to vertical 
industries through their network of translation partners, 
specializing in the translation of business applications 
and technical documentation. SAM Engineering GmbH 
is located in Muehltal, near Frankfurt, Germany. For 
more information, see www.sam-engineering.de

Scientific, Technical and 
Business Translations 

Since 1992 Coup de Puce has been providing 
translation services to major companies and 
organizations in the fields of space research and  
applications. Our strategy is based on establishing  
long-term partnerships with clients. Through our 
internet terminology forum Aplikaterm, clients can 
intervene to validate terminology, thus accelerating 
the work and improving the final result. Clients get 
a validated glossary along with the translation,  
which can be used for a website or when drafting  
new documents. From initial order to delivery, our  
quality management system ensures high-quality 
service. Free quotes available. 

Localization Management 
Excellence

Your partner in Europe for expanding your global 
presence. Highly scalable, multilingual localization and 
translation services.

Our advantages:
• clear structures and low overheads – cost and 

time savings
• reliable service – fast response times and no 

“surprises”
• excellent quality – the best people for your 

product within clearly defined processes
Let us know your requirements.

RS_Globalization Services 
GmbH & Co. KG

Ganghoferstr. 40 b
83098 Brannenburg, Germany

49-8034-70-78-41 • Fax: 49-8034-70-78-42
info@rs-globalization.com
www.rs-globalization.com

SAM Engineering GmbH 
Kirchstrasse 1, D-64367 Muehltal, Germany 
49-6151-9121-0 • Fax: 49-6151-9121-18 

sam@sam-engineering.de
www.sam-engineering.de

Coup de Puce Expansion
27 allée Édouard Branly
31400 Toulouse, France

33-5-61-14-77-17 • Fax: 33-5-61-52-18-50
ian.margo@coupdepuce.fr • www.coupdepuce.com

ISO 9001:2000-certified 
Translation Services

Idem Translations, Inc., is a full-service translation/ 
localization company, specializing in the life sciences, 
legal and IT industries since 1983. Our expert translation 
teams combine linguistic excellence with strong back-
grounds in a variety of fields. We maintain specialized 
client glossaries and memory databases to ensure 
consistent terminology. Our ISO 9001:2000-certified 
translation and quality processes guarantee a service 
that meets the highest industry standards. We offer 
a unique combination of industry-specific experience, 
knowledgeable translation teams and friendly, client-
oriented service. 

Powerful Dictionary and 
Language Software

Ultralingua offers the most robust bilingual and 
monolingual dictionary engines and grammar/spell- 
checkers for Windows, Mac, Palm, PocketPC and  
the web. Satisfied customers include McGraw-Hill, the 
Canadian government and Hachette Multimedia.  

Ultralingua dictionary databases include hundreds of 
thousands of entries, verb conjugations and stemming. 
APIs, wordlists, XML-RPCs and web versions are available.

Grammatica grammar and spell-checking programs 
(English, Spanish, French and German) feature  
powerful algorithms for accuracy. COM components, 
APIs and .NET versions are available. 

Visit www.ultralingua.com today! 

TripleInk: Translations for 
Global Markets 

TripleInk is a multilingual communications agency 
that provides industrial and consumer products  
companies with precise translation and multilingual  
production services for audio-visual, interactive and 
print media. From technical documentation to  
advertising, we offer complete, integrated  
communication solutions. Employing a total quality 
management process along with state-of-the-art 
technology resources, our knowledgeable project 
managers and international communication  
professionals deliver the comprehensive services  
you need to meet your global business objectives 
— on target, on time and on budget.

TripleInk
60 South 6th Street, Suite 2600

Minneapolis, MN 55402
612-342-9800 • Fax: 612-342-9745

quote@tripleink.com • www.tripleink.com 

Ultralingua, Inc.
 1313 SE Fifth Street, Minneapolis, MN 55414

612-929-1400 • Fax: 612-929-1401
info@ultralingua.com • www.ultralingua.com

Idem Translations, Inc.
550 California Avenue, Suite 310

Palo Alto, CA 94306
650-858-4336 • Fax: 650-858-4339

info@idemtranslations.com
www.idemtranslations.com

Ultralingua
Dictionaries and Grammar Software

http://www.tripleink.com
http://www.ultralingua.com
http://www.idemtranslations.com
http://www.rs-globalization.com
http://www.sam-engineering.de
http://www.coupdepuce.com
http://www.multilingual.com/gsg
mailto:info@rs-globalization.com
http://www.rs-globalization.com
mailto:sam@sam-engineering.de
mailto:ian.margo@coupdepuce.fr
http://www.coupdepuce.com
mailto:quote@tripleink.com
http://www.tripleink.com
mailto:info@ultralingua.com
http://www.ultralingua.com
mailto:4339info@idemtranslations.comwww.idemtranslations.comUltralinguaDictionaries
mailto:4339info@idemtranslations.comwww.idemtranslations.comUltralinguaDictionaries
http://www.sam-engineering.de
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Much has been written on the topic 
of the values and behavior of 
Americans, which I have used for 

giving seminars and classes on that topic 
to the French over the years. During the 
past fifteen years I have lived, studied and 
worked in the corporate and business world 
in France, and I have been fully integrated 
into French culture through family, social 
groups and professional networks. This has 
allowed me to view the French society from 
inside, yet with an outsider’s perspective. 
Based on this experience, I will identify and 
describe some key elements that can often 
be perceived in different areas of French 
culture, ranging from the business world to 
volunteer associations to sports groups. 

This article takes the perspective of a mul-
ticultural working environment, especially 
since this is typical for worldwide supplier/
customer relations, local/international team 
supply chains and multinational projects. 
The intent is two-fold: 1) to present to dif-
ferent cultures the potential strong and 
weak points of working with the French, es-
pecially understanding why the French act 
or behave as they do; and 2) to help French 
people understand underlying values in 
their culture that result in actions and be-
havior which seem to impact their ability to 
participate in collaborative efforts and 
teamwork with other cultures, especially 
within the context of international business 
relations.

There is no single perfect culture, nor 
would an attempt to create a perfectly 
unique harmonized one be reasonable. 
There will always be differences (social, re-
gional, cultural and so on) to deal with. My 
aim here is to describe characteristics that 
tend to be found in French culture, and this 
can help others to determine how to work 
better with the French. What could be per-
ceived as “weak” points in one culture can 
be seen as “strong” in another. 

Strong points
Technically competent. The French fo-

cus on their degrees and diplomas and in 
many instances prefer to stay on unem-
ployment or take additional training pro-
grams and wait to find a job rather than 
take just any job, as being unemployed can 
be quite lucrative. So, when working with 
the French, you tend to work with people 
who know their fields very well. In project 
working committees or even steering com-
mittees, representatives of French compa-
nies will usually be strong and competent 
technically and will be able to defend the 

technical aspects of the issues at hand. 
The underlying reasons for this will not be 
addressed here for reasons of space.

Independent. All job advertisements ask 
for two points, right? The applicant should 
be 1) autonomous and 2) capable of working 
in a team. Well, the French are good at work-
ing independently. This goes hand-in-hand 
with their technical competence. Working 
alone, in fact, comes from the French edu-
cational system, which from the early years 
of primary school instructs children to work 
by themselves and even against others 
competitively. Collective group activities 
are rarely conducted, and there is often a 
focus on independent and individual tasks 
and projects. 

Deep thinking. The French are good at 
thinking deeply on a topic and are usually 
not comfortable with just scraping the sur-
face of topics and issues. All students going 
through the French secondary education 
system are required to take a philosophy 
course during the last year before receiv-
ing the Baccalaureat diploma, which is the 
equivalent of a high school diploma in the 
United States or O and A levels in the British 
system and so on and which contributes to 
this perspective of deep thinking. Children 
also specialize in a field of study for that de-
gree starting around age 15 or 16, so they 
learn to focus on depth from an early age. 

Creative. The French are creative, prob-
ably influenced by a long history of artists, 
and possess an avid interest to visit muse-
ums and artistic expositions. Their cook-
ing, even among close friends, family and 
good acquaintances, nearly always demon-
strates one’s ability to be creative. Inviting 
friends over for a simple, basic meal on a 
weekend for lunch or dinner is hardly ever 
practiced (except last-minute emergency 
situations) because one is evaluated on the 
presentation of the meal, even by friends. 
In many cases, people schedule such a 
meal well in advance to allow time to plan 
and prepare it. This can have an influence 
on the workplace in positive and less posi-
tive ways. The tendency to go in directions 
sparked by creativity, rather than stated 
requirements or necessity, will need to be 
managed, and the production energy will 
need to be channeled in optimal ways. It is 

important, however, to keep in mind that 
“intensive channeling” is easily perceived 
as a constraint.

Project documentation review. If you 
present the French with project documen-
tation and ask them to read it, they will not 
just read it but will usually come back with 
detailed comments. This critique-based 
mentality can be positive when asking 
them to make a proposal or to prepare a 
presentation, since they are accustomed 
to having their ideas being analyzed and 
picked apart to the nth degree, which 
stems from the education system.

Shoestring budget approach. The French, 
in general, are used to working with shoe-
string and low budgets since much is govern-
ment subsidized with the focus on making 
everything free and available for everyone. 
So, for the most part they are not often used 
to trying to obtain large budgets nor spend-
ing them; nor are they used to working with 
them on a regular basis. A commonly used 
expression, Système D(ébrouille) — the 
equivalent of the do-it-yourself (DIY) and 
do-it-your-own-way (DIYOW) mentality — is 
often even “expected” of senior person-
nel and managers at all levels to use. This 
can result in their being able to more easily 
adapt to and work with substandard bud-
getary conditions and restraints that other 
cultures might not accept. 

Relational people. Once a business or 
team relationship has already been estab-
lished, the French are very relational. Much 
discussion among them happens during 
a meal, and so the meals tend to be long. 
This is very different from other cultures in 
which the meal is for eating food and then 
the parties go somewhere else to get on 
with work and business. Meals are taken 
very seriously. It is not a good idea to rush 
French people through their habitual one- 
to two-hour lunch period. Business deals 
among the French are often discussed and 
signed over a meal. 

A piece of advice: if you do not like wine 
and if someone offers it to you during a 
business meal, do not refuse to drink it, 
but rather just pretend by lifting the glass 
to your mouth and touching the wine to 
your lips. This will bring you more success 
with the French than refusing outright to 
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drink one of the primary national prod-
ucts. They also prefer face-to-face or at 
least verbal phone communication when 
they work together in existing teams. In 
other words, e-mail communication will 
not be sufficient to get your point across. 
If you want to make sure that the person 
really understands, you will probably have 
to use the phone.

Issues in multicultural communication
Accountability and responsibility. The 

English word accountability is without a 
culturally and semantically equivalent word 
in French. Responsable and responsabilité 
only reflect the aspect of being responsible 
for something. The term rendre des compt-
es does exist, but if you use this term, you 
can see people recoil because having to 
state and justify the status of commitments 
and actions is not something they like to do, 
nor do they force themselves to do it. This is 
likely because this expression is used in le-
gal areas and in the armed forces, which are 
usually not positive experiences for the ma-
jority who have participated in them. 

A new term, être redevable, has entered 
into the French language in certain contexts 
over the past few years, and it reflects the 
meaning of the English word accountability, 
as in accountability groups. But in discus-
sions in recent years with promoters of ac-
countability-based initiatives in France, I 
have the impression that they are constantly 
presenting a countercurrent concept within 
the French culture. They all say that it takes 
several years to evangelize and cultivate 
the concept among the French within social 
groups and semiprofessional settings.

For the French, accountability is only to 
one’s boss and not toward peers or horizon-
tally based teams. So, in a product or ser-
vice life cycle with codependencies in many 
directions, the lack of delay warnings from 
teams early in the cycle(s) can easily lead 
to a snowball effect throughout the chain. 
Belonging to several associations and so-
cial groups in France over the years, I have 
seen that this behavior permeates French 
culture in general, not just in the profes-
sional workplace. 

Despite commitments made in meet-
ings and on paper toward fellow associa-
tion members, it is common for the French 
to change their minds and not warn others 
that they have chosen to do something 
otherwise. I know several French people 
(outside of the family circle) on whom I can 
count when they make a decision, howev-
er, but they are few. This seems to go back 

to the independence that they learned in 
primary school. 

No sanctioning. The principle of sanction-
ing people for not fulfilling their responsi-
bilities is not regularly practiced in France. 
This is particularly evident in volunteer and 
social groups and can also be seen in pro-
fessional contexts.

Fear of failure. The French have a general 
fear of failure and try to avoid failure hap-
pening at all costs. When it does happen, a 
blame shift cycle starts up. This fear is most 
likely conditioned through the education 
system. And when a failure has occurred in 
the past, they try to hide it as much as pos-
sible, rather than being able to say “Well, 
trying to start up a new company during that 
period was not the right window of time” 
or “It was a bad decision to take on that 
position” and so on. As students, they are 
publicly humiliated when they incorrectly 
answer questions aloud in class, and their 
exam scores and class grades are gener-
ally posted on a bulletin board for all to see.  
This may provide an explanation as to why 
they often do not indicate missed (commit-
ted) delivery schedules or forewarn of off-
schedule deadlines without being prodded 
for the information. This also may indicate 
why they are not favorable to putting into 
place sanctioning mechanisms for dealing 
with commitments which are not met. 

The opposite of failure is success. In 
France, success is a concept that promotes 
jealousy, competition and division. In other 
cultures, success can be one way of dem-
onstrating to others how to reproduce the 
same results. So, maybe the fear of failure 
is linked closely to a fear of success within 
the French culture. 

Rewards and recognition. These are not 
an inherent part of the culture. They can be 
found in early childhood school years, but 
not later in the educational cycle and the 
workplace. One reason is that France, as 
a socialist state, is generally not inclined 
to embrace methods that stem from capi-
talistic-oriented cultures. Although “Em-
ployee of the Month” rewards can be found 
displayed in McDonald’s restaurants in 
France, the idea is commonly criticized by 
the population in general. Therefore, us-
ing that type of incentive will not normally 
have a positive effect. 

Teamwork. In general, the French have 
a very restricted notion of the concept of 
teamwork. When they do decide to col-
laborate on a project, it rarely goes beyond 
working in groups of two or three. This is 
the result of being autonomous and can 

be evidenced in programs of study in uni-
versities and engineering schools. When 
a group of two or more people is set up, 
one participant ends up doing 90% of the 
work. And the French view teamwork as 
dividing up the different task areas and 
working individually on them (such as one 
person designing the motor and the other 
designing the interface) and then merging 
the work at the end of the cycle. This obvi-
ously does not always function well due to 
integration issues when trying to deal with 
design and development modules which 
have been performed in isolation and ac-
cording to different (and even contradic-
tory) perspectives.

The notion of commitment is less formal 
and understood with the French than in 
other cultures. They tend to not like leav-
ing e-mail traces or signed documents of 
a commitment to something. They can say 
yes to and commit to a task or project and 
not follow it through with rigor nor provide 
warning signals when actions and projects 
are off schedule or off track. I have expe-
rienced several times the situation where 
they completely changed their minds with 
regard to something that had been agreed 
upon previously and documented in meet-
ing minutes, and their later personal deci-
sion was not communicated to the rest of 
the group. This led to significant conflicts 
in group management. 

One close friend in France who works in a 
worldwide software company says that the 
developers and other team members in his 
company purposely do not respond in writ-
ten format (e-mail or otherwise) to requests 
for commitment because this locks them 
into a formal commitment. They prefer to 
keep everything verbal in order to not have 
any written trace of what was said. This can 
be seen in other contexts in French culture. 

Not go-getters. The French do not tend to 
be “go-getters.” They may express the need 
of having a leader, yet do not often propose 
themselves to be that leader and drive a 
new initiative to its end. Much of this comes 
from growing up in a state-subsidized envi-
ronment in which the population in general 
claims its rights and will not give up advan-
tages which have already been obtained. 

Many outsiders tend to see the French as 
lacking initiative. Much of this can probably 
be attributed to the education system lack-
ing incentive-based methodologies.  This is, 
however, changing, as many new MBA pro-
grams have begun to be offered in France 
in recent years. Yet few French people, even 
recruiters, know what an MBA is.

http://www.multilingual.com/gsg


Guide: GETTING STARTED 
EUROPE

The Guide From MultiLingualpage 20

Taking initiatives is not usually part of 
French mentality, and in the workplace it 
results in being exploited to do more work 
rather than being rewarded for spearhead-
ing a new idea and leading it to completion. 
This seems to be combined with the ob-
served preference not to take risks. There is 
more effort to put the brakes on risky ideas 
than to put them into place. One underlying 
contributing factor may be the dual ideas of 
formalism and conformism which lead the 
French to avoid sticking out in the middle 
of a crowd because they say to themselves, 
“What would others say if I do that?”

Nonconformist. Although the French ad-
here to conformism at a deep level, they 
often have a nonconformist attitude at the 
surface level. They do not like to conform 
to established rules and guidelines. For ex-
ample, the locations of highway/freeway/
motorway speed detectors are published, 
so the majority of drivers slow down in ap-
proaching the unit, then immediately speed 
up and bypass the stated speed limit. In 
conversation, they mock the implementa-
tion of such units as an infringement upon 
their personal liberty and freedom. 

Although they seem to act against rules 
and guidelines, they are actually more 
conformist than one thinks. This can have 
positive results in that they will seek to do 
and find things outside of prescribed pro-
cesses. This can be beneficial for software 
testing. On the other hand, it can also have 

negative results if the minimal necessary 
requirements are not followed. They would 
like to fancy themselves as independent 
thinkers, but the conformist practices they 
have been taught since infancy are deeply 
instilled.

Dependent on the boss. The French tend 
to want to have someone to tell them what 
to do — someone who will be responsible 
for the action if things don’t go right. Orga-
nizational hierarchy is important in all set-
tings. They are often uncomfortable working 
in environments that lack a formalized verti-
cal leadership structure. In contexts lacking 
such organizational structure or demon-
strated guidance, the lack of commitment 
is even more noticeable. They are used to 
clearly identified authoritative persons — 
teacher, doctor, supervisor and so on.

Escalations. A university professor in 
France said during my graduate studies 
that the French have had a long history of 
revolutions, which continue today with 
frequent strikes of the mass transport and 
postal services. So, the main way to get 
an issue resolved in multiteam contexts is 
to escalate issues to higher levels and to 
involve several layers of management in 
e-mail communication on issues that are 
not of critical urgency. In my experience of 
program management with French custom-
ers and partner companies, this escala-
tion culture has led to much intervention 
to calm down issues that could have been 

ironed out horizontally and at lower levels. 
This can be a model of a problem rising to 
explosive levels with no (or few) models of 
intermediary calm solutions.  

Negative perspective. The French often 
have a perspective that shows that some-
thing is impossible to do or a negative view 
of the matter. One major software com-
pany in France merged with another com-
pany in North America over the past year. 
A decision had to be made regarding which 
source code version control software would 
be kept, since the two companies used dif-
ferent ones. Senior management called for 
evaluation reports from both R&D centers. 
The French criticized the software they 
had been using, pointing out all its prob-
lems. Their colleagues from North Amer-
ica highlighted all the good points about 
the software they had been using. It isn’t 
hard to guess which software program the 
management committee decided to keep. 
This reminds one of the “tear it down” at-
titude that goes back to the revolutionary- 
focused way of thinking.

Customer service. Tourists often criticize 
the manner in which the French approach 
customer service. Tourists and French resi-
dents receive the same treatment at the 
post office and the train/metro station. The 
French say that they are not “customers” of 
the public train and transit system, but just 
“passengers” and “users.” This has tainted 
their view of customer service in other ar-
eas, even affecting the restaurant business. 
Customer satisfaction is not a common 
objective, even for shop owners. Tourists 
coming from more customer-service-type 
backgrounds are often driven away from 
purchasing in a store where the shopkeeper 
or salesperson is cold and uninviting. 

There has been much improvement in 
this area over the years, but there is often 
a risk in multinational teams of cultural con-
flict about what constitutes minimal and 
higher levels of customer service. Service 
level agreements (SLAs) and service level 
objectives are foreign concepts to many of 
the French, who are used to simply receiv-
ing what happens to be ready and available 
at a given moment. And they risk portraying 
the same attitude with their own custom-
ers, even in different sectors.

Money. Finance-related topics such as 
one’s salary, the value of one’s car, bo-
nuses, donation plans and so on are taboo, 
and asking about them is considered very 
rude. Even asking a businessperson about 
his or her company’s revenue turnover is a 
delicate issue. 

http://www.one-planet.net
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In a French church, a fundraising pro-
gram will avoid mentioning financial value 
and will focus on objects — for example, 
putting up a design plan of a window pur-
chase project and coloring in the number of 
window panes which have been purchased, 
rather than displaying a thermometer with 
financial threshold levels. The positive as-
pect can be ways of describing achievement 
levels without portraying them simply in 
terms of money. Yet, the inherent allergic re-
action of the French to financially impacting 
discussions can be interpreted by outsiders 
as lack of interest, motivation and incen-
tive. This is not the view of other business-
dominating cultures today where money = 
success = good. It is again a noncapitalistic, 
rather socialistic way of thinking. 

Paperwork. The French seem to be fa-
mous for their paperwork. I have found this 
to be true in general administrative issues, 
in dealing with government-related issues 
and in transactions that include long audit 
trails of transactions, such as the purchase 
of a house as the fourth owner. 

If you are interested in starting up a com-
pany, yes, there is much initial and ongo-
ing administrative paperwork. This is not 
necessarily true, however, of new business 
deals nor of project-related information and 
documentation in small businesses, where 
businesspeople already have enough gen-
eral administrative paperwork and would 
prefer to steer away from extra paperwork 
for operational activities.

Impact on the localization industry
What does all this mean in day-to-day 

business in the localization industry?
Relationship axis. If you will be doing 

business with the French on a regular basis, 
then spend some time learning about a few 
of the key cultural aspects of French busi-
ness relations.

Commitments. Make sure to draft all com-
mitments and SLAs in writing and obtain 
buy-in and agreement on all points. Con-
duct a background check on your potential 
French business partners and service pro-
viders with regard to their track record on 
following through with commitments. 

Accountability and responsibility. These 
notions take a while to promote, cultivate 
and strengthen with French-only organiza-
tions. It can be done, but it requires some 
adapted approaches to communicate the 
ideas and ensure that they are well under-
stood and followed.

Quality control and management. Few 
French-owned and French-run companies in 

the localization/globalization industry are 
ISO 9001:2000 certified. Does your partner 
institution/service provider follow any kind 
of quality management system? If not, why 
not? If these partners have devised their 
own systems, why did they choose to cre-
ate something rather than use or adapt an 
existing system? You will want to see proof 
of their own system, such as an audit.

Localizing information presentations.  
We talk about software and documentation 
localization, but content presentation strat-
egies also seem to need to be adapted to 
different locales. This is based upon how 
different cultures assimilate what is pre-
sented to them along technical and busi-
ness perspectives.

Conclusion
I am not implying that any or all of these 

attitudes are found universal among the 
French. Freelance consultants or workers 
in a small company of just a few people 
may demonstrate a very different attitude 
in order for their business or organization 
to survive, as may people who are used to 
working in multinational environments.

This article has been reviewed and com-
mented on by a dozen French people and 
several people of other nationalities. A 
more in-depth discussion of similar points 
is presented independently by interna-
tional management/intercultural special-
ist Pascal Baudry in his 2005 book French 
and Americans – The Other Shore.  gsg

http://www.whp.net
http://www.janus.ru
http://www.multilingual.com/gsg
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Vegetarian chicken curry. That is what 
I read on a restaurant menu while on 
one of many of my global travels!  Do I 

get a vegetarian chicken, a vegetarian curry 
with some chicken thrown in or a chicken 
curry with vegetables? If I were allergic to 
chicken, to vegetarian chickens even or to 
chicken alternatives, how can I be sure of 
my own safety? Having clear, understand-
able information about what we purchase 
is very important and can be a life-or-death 
issue in some cases, but how do we know 
the linguistic regulations when entering a 
continent such as Europe?

With more than 450 million people and a 
substantial percentage of high-earning in-
dividuals in the 25 member states, the Eu-
ropean Union (EU) offers a lucrative market 
for foreign investment. But what legal is-
sues need to be taken into account in order 
to sell in those countries?

A US company, for example, would need 
to take into consideration many issues such 
as data protection, whether a specific prod-
uct fits the market culturally and different 
legal systems. This article will focus on the 
linguistic issues that companies should con-
sider before taking a product to Europe.

Language and culture in the EU 
With 20 official languages in the EU, 21 

beginning in January 2007 and many more 
nonofficial languages, communication is 
an important issue for Europe’s nearly half 
billion inhabitants. It is one of the most 
important factors contributing to cultural 
diversity, and the EU is keen to maintain 
language and culture within the EU mem-
ber states. Article 3 of the Treaty establish-
ing the European Community has as its 
aim to contribute to “the flowering of the 
cultures of the Member States.” Article I-3 
(3) of the Constitutional Treaty states: “It 
[the European Union] shall respect its rich 
cultural and linguistic diversity, and shall 
ensure that Europe’s cultural heritage is 
safeguarded and enhanced.”

General product safety
An umbrella law covers language regula-

tion in relation to product safety. If a prod-
uct poses risks in certain conditions, then 
the language used must be clear and pre-
sented in the official language of the coun-
try in which it is sold. The General Product 
Safety Directive 2001/95/EC Article 8-1-B-1 
states: “For any product that could pose 
risks in certain conditions: (i) to require that 
it be marked with suitable, clearly worded 
and easily comprehensible warnings, in the  

official languages of the Member State in 
which the product is marketed, on the risks 
it may present.”

So in general terms, if your product could 
pose risks in any form, then it would be wise 
to cover it from a local language perspec-
tive. To read the full directive, visit http://
europa.eu.int/eur-lex/pri/en/oj/dat/2002/
l_011/l_01120020115en00040017.pdf

Language for consumers
In addition to the directive relating to 

general product safety, there are many 
different directives relating to labelling, in-
structions for use, assembly instructions, 
precautions regarding employment for use 
and any warnings which are intended for 
the final user of the product or service.

As with the general products, the speci-
fications are mostly in the interest of safety 
to consumers. Information that is difficult 
to understand or read could have serious 
repercussions for the health and safety of a 
consumer. Examples are consumers with al-
lergies, illnesses such as diabetes, those on 
particular diets or users of electrical appli-
ances. In the latter, for example, the Council 
Directive 92/75/EEC of 22 September 1992 
refers to product information for users of 
household appliances. It states clearly in 
Article 4-a that “Whenever an appliance 
specified in an implementing directive is 
displayed, dealers shall attach an appropri-
ate label, in the clearly visible position spec-
ified in the relevant implementing directive, 
and in the relevant language version.”

The Council Resolution of 17 December 
1998 on operating instructions for tech-
nical consumer goods states: “Operating 
instructions for technical consumer goods 
are often perceived by consumers as inad-
equate, both because they are unclear and 
present language difficulties, owing to faulty 
translations or to the use of terms which are 
too complex and because the use of the ap-
propriate language is crucial for clear, user-
friendly operating instructions.”

Annex 5 on the language of manuals en-
forces: “Consumers have easy access to 
operating instructions at least in their own 
official Community language, in such a way 
that they are legible and easy for the con-
sumer to understand.”

When it comes to advertisements, there 
is no language specification, but adver-
tisements must not be misleading, which a 
poorly translated or nontranslated adver-
tisement could be. This is covered in legali-
ties relating to unfair commercial practices. 
Children, for example, are not typically flu-
ent in foreign languages, so information 
conveyed to them must not be misleading 
because it is not understandable.

The EU is keen to ensure a balance be-
tween linguistic regulations and the free 
movement of products or services. If too 
many regulations are applied at the EU 
level, there may be a conflict with the free 
movement of products in Europe. So a 
certain number of regulations are set, but 
the EU leaves a lot to the member states 
to specify. More than half of the member 
states, however, have provided additional 
laws which consider it necessary to inform 
the consumer in his or her own language.  

A famous court case put France’s Tou-
bon Law on the front pages of many news-
papers. Passed in August 1994, the labour 
code Article 122-39-1 states: “Any docu-
ment containing obligations for the employ-
ee or provisions which the employee needs 
to know for the proper execution of his work 
shall be drafted in French.”

You should therefore check not only the 
legislation of Europe but also of the spe-
cific countries in which you plan to sell your 
products. For more information on con-
sumer language use, visit http://europa 
.eu.int/scadplus/leg/en/lvb/l32036.htm
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Language use in specific markets
In addition to understanding these 

legal requirements, it would be wise to 
check the laws pertaining to the commu-
nication of information in your industry. 
Of course, even in cases where there is 
no specific law, users are still four times 
more likely to purchase when information 
is in their mother tongue. So, from an eco-
nomic perspective, it is still worthwhile 
considering. 

If a restaurant owner translates only 
the starters or poorly translated the 
menu, patrons may go away with serious 
food for thought and possible hospital 
trips and never come back. Dishing out 
thoroughly translated, linguistically clear 
content will give them the taste to come 
back for more.

The EU website has information on laws 
relating to different industries: http:// 
europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/sectors_
en.htm. Some industries are more specific 
than others in terms of the regulations that 
have been set down, so we will look at a 
couple of industries as an example.

Manufacturing and machinery
Within manufacturing, linguistic regu-

lations relate particularly to the health 
and safety aspects of using machinery. In 
relation to the language aspects of draft-
ing information, the Machinery Directive 
98/37/EC, 1.7.2. Warning of residual risks 
states: “Warnings should preferably use 
readily understandable pictograms and/
or be drawn up in one of the languages of 

the country in which the machinery is to 
be used, accompanied, on request, by the 
languages understood by the operators.”

In 1.7.4. on instructions: “(b) The instruc-
tions must be drawn up in one of the Com-
munity languages by the manufacturer or 
his authorised representative established 
in the Community. On being put into ser-
vice, all machinery must be accompanied 
by a translation of the instructions in the 
language or languages of the country in 
which the machinery is to be used and by 
the instructions in the original language. 
This translation must be done either by the 
manufacturer or his authorised represen-
tative established in the Community or by 
the person introducing the machinery into 
the language area in question.”

For more information on the Machinery 
Directive, visit http://europa.eu.int/comm/
enterprise/mechan_equipment/machinery/
index.htm

Life sciences
Life sciences is a very heavily regulated 

industry. If instructions for use are not un-
derstood by the user, the consequences 
can be very serious indeed. Various EU di-
rectives stipulate translation requirements 
such as the In-Vitro Diagnostic Device Di-
rective (IVDD 98/79/EEC) and the Medical 
Device Directive (MDD 93/42/EEC). The 
summary of product characteristics which 
specifies what is in a package must, for  
example, be in the local language, as 
must the instructions for use. In addition, 
a product can only be sold if it has the CE 

mark on it, showing it conforms to all stan-
dards. A large part of that is translation 
of the correct documentation. More infor-
mation can be found at http://europa.eu 
.int/comm/enterprise/medical_devices/
legislation_en.htm

Recipe for linguistic success
Finding information in the bureaucracy 

of governmental divisions is not an easy 
task, and the EU is no exception. If you are 
looking at doing business in Europe and 
want to know which linguistic laws relate 
to your organization, check the links in this 
article and look into the legal regulations 
pertaining to language in the relevant di-
rectives. Check the EU legislation relating 
to your industry and how laws vary in the 
countries you intend to sell into. Make 
sure your general communications are 
clear and not misleading.

Consultancy organizations that special-
ize in helping companies with such mat-
ters also will be able to guide you in many 
areas of European legislation. 

If ever in doubt, however, translate. Even 
if it is not a legal requirement, you will have 
higher satisfaction rates and repeat busi-
ness among customers if you speak to 
customers in the language closest to their 
hearts – their mother tongues. 

Serving up poorly or partially translated 
content, however, leaves a bad taste in the 
mouth of the local consumer. So, be sure 
your dish is not only linguistically legal but 
also linguistically legitimate and leaves 
your customers hungry for more. gsg

http://www.logrus.ru
http://www.multilingual.com/gsg
http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/sectors_en.htm
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http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/mechan_equipment/machinery/index.htm
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http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/medical_devices/legislation_en.htm
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This guide is a component of the newly redesigned MultiLingual, 
formerly MultiLingual Computing & Technology. With a new look and 
a new sense of purpose, MultiLingual continues to lead the world in 
keeping track and informing its readers of the latest in the electronic 
universe. 

In addition to the coverage we provided before, the new magazine 
provides mores insights from industry leaders, an improved news sec-
tion and expanded calendar and a continuing and collectible section 
of industry basics. 

Published nine times a year, filled with news, technical develop-
ments and language information, MultiLingual is widely recognized as 
a useful and informative publication for people who are interested in 
the role of language, technology and translation in our twenty-first-
century world.

Four of our annual issues include Getting Started Guides like this 
one, primers for moving into new territories, both geographically and 
electronically.

The magazine itself covers a mulitude of issues.

Translation 

How are translation tools changing the art and science of communi-
cating ideas and information between speakers of different languages? 
Translators are vital to the development of international and localized 
software. Those who specialize in technical documents, such as man-
uals for computer hardware and software, industrial equipment and 
medical products, use sophisticated tools along with professional ex-
pertise to translate complex text clearly and precisely. Translators and 
people who use translation services track new developments through 
articles and news items in MultiLingual.

Language technology

From multiple keyboard layouts and input methods to Unicode-en-
abled operating systems, language-specific encodings, systems that 
recognize your handwriting or your speech in any language — lan-
guage technology is changing day by day. And this technology is also 
changing the way in which people communicate on a personal level; 
changing the requirements for international software; 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 will affect you and your business.

Global Web

Every Web site is a global Web site, and even a site designed for one 
country may require several languages to be effective. 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 it 
current. Whether you use the Internet and World Wide Web for e-mail, 
for purchasing services, for promoting your business or for conduct-
ing 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 a mul-
tilingual Web site? How do you know who’s doing what and where? 
How do you respond to customers and vendors in a prompt manner 
and in their own languages? The growing and changing field of con-
tent management and global management systems (CMS and GMS), 
customer relations management (CRM) and other management dis-
ciplines is increasingly important as systems become more complex. 
Leaders in the development of these systems explain how they work 
and how they work together.

Internationalization

Making software ready for the international market requires more 
than just a good idea. How does an international developer prepare 
a product for multiple locales? Will the pictures and colors you select 
for a user interface in France be suitable for users in Brazil? Elements 
such as date and currency formats sound like simple components, but 
developers who ignore the many international variants find that their 
products may be unusable. You’ll find sound ideas and practical help 
in every issue.

Localization

How can you make your product look and feel as if it were built in 
another country for users of that language and culture? How do you 
choose a localization service vendor? Developers and localizers offer 
their ideas and relate their experiences with practical advice that will 
save you time and money in your localization projects.

And there’s much more 

Authors with in-depth knowledge summarize changes in the lan-
guage industry and explain its financial side, describe the challeng-
es of computing in various languages, explain and update encoding 
schemes and evaluate software and systems. Other articles focus on 
particular countries or regions; translation and localization training 
programs; the uses of language technology in specific industries — a 
wide array of current topics from the world of multilingual computing. 

MultiLingual is a critical  business asset in our electriconic world. 

 Nine times a year, readers of MultiLingual explore language tech-
nology and its applications, project management, basic elements and 
advanced ideas with the people and companies who are building the 
future.  gsg

We invite you to subscribe to MultiLingual. 
To subscribe, use our secure on-line form at 

www.multilingual.com/subscribe

Be sure to enter this on-line  
registration code: supp77

An invitation to subscribe to 
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