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Has it become a constant 
balancing act to find 

quality translations at the 
right price?

It doesn’t have to be!

Balancing Translation 
Cost and Quality

(You Can Have Both!)



You need quality translations, but you don’t need them to break the budget! How do you strike the right balance between 
cost and quality?

In this brief, we will show you how to ensure on-budget, high-quality translations by building strong processes and avoiding 
scope creep. To begin, however, we need a baseline: what is the minimum cost to do the job right? If you already have a 
translation provider, you probably have an idea of what this benchmark is for your team. If you don’t, you might want to 
compare a few different providers and ensure they can supply you with:
• a reliable translation process (for instance, certification to ISO 9001 or ISO 17100)
• experienced translators capable of handling your content (for instance, linguists vetted via medical device or 

pharmaceutical translation tests)
• knowledgeable project managers who can proactively help you avert crises

With your baseline now established, how do you make certain that you always get professional, reliable translations and 
never pay a penny more than necessary?  Let’s look at several potential scenarios.
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Scenario 1
Your next product release is behind schedule and you haven’t yet started translating.

The launch date is set in stone. Of course, several of your internal teams hit roadblocks and completed their deliverables 
a little later than anticipated. Your team figures you can make up the lost time by compressing the translation cycle, but 
when you get your translation quote, it includes an exorbitant rush fee. You panic and try to negotiate the cost, but your 
provider explains that you’re asking for ten full days of labor to be performed in two…and that comes at a price.

What Went Wrong
Translation is pretty far downstream in a project 
cycle, so it is always tempting to try to compress it. 
If you’re working with human translators, there’s 
a limit to how many words they can output in a 
given day. And, to be frank, you don’t really want 
them making mistakes as they rush through an 
important document. What’s more, the compressed 
timeline leaves little room for any questions that the 
translators may have or any opportunity for you to 
complete an in-house validation of the translated 
content.

What to Do Next Time
Get a budgetary quote from your translation 
provider early in the project, then block off the time 
they say they need to do the job. For particularly 
large projects, consider freezing the draft content at 
a particular phase and translating it. In this way, the 
final content would be an “up-rev” of the translations. 
While you will pay a little more for this double process, 
it could cost you significantly less than rush fees on the 
entire project.

Scenario 2
Your team drafted the English source text on a super tight schedule.

With deadlines looming, your team drafted the English and fast-tracked its release. Or perhaps the text was sent out for 
translation before the final approval process was even complete.  You hire specialized, experienced translators who start
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Scenario 3
Your team decides to compile all your translations into a single Microsoft Word file.

Professional printing is expensive, so you use Microsoft Word and print in-house. In the past, each translation was 
a separate file, but you decided to streamline the packaging process by combining these into a single, multilingual 
document. It is now 200 pages long. You open the file to modify the revision date before final printing and the formatting 
suddenly goes haywire.  You spend four hours trying to fix it before asking your translation company to re-create the 
multilingual version in a more stable format so you can get it printed and shipped.

What Went Wrong
Microsoft Word is a great choice for basic 
documents with limited images and simple 
formatting. Over time, however, documents can 
grow in length and become more complex. At a 
certain point, Word simply isn’t equipped to handle 
this complexity and it ‘breaks.’ You need to plan 
the right time to transition your document into a 
true desktop publishing application, such as Adobe 
InDesign. (Hint: transition before the document 
has the burden of multiple languages or pages of 
images.)

What to Do Next Time
At the last revision before you plan to go multilingual, 
ask your translation provider to move the English into a 
translation-friendly desktop publishing application. Your 
translators can then perform the translation update in 
this exact same file format and thereby eliminate the 
cost of doing a copy/paste between the old format and 
the new one. (If this seems like magic, read our brief on 
how Translation Memory works.) Your final product will 
be a beautiful, multilingual document and no one will be 
up until 3 am trying to coax Microsoft Word footers to 
behave properly.

raising red flags about inconsistencies and ambiguities.  As your team scrambles to answer their questions, you realize that 
you will need to make changes to the English, then push these same changes out to the translations.  This takes time and – 
you guessed it – costs extra.

What Went Wrong
Translators are the closest readers of a text; 
they need to understand every word to properly 
convey the intended meaning in their native 
language.  If there is an inconsistency or an 
ambiguity, they will either find it or, far worse, 
misunderstand and translate it incorrectly.  
You never want to place the burden of final 
proofreading on your translator to compensate 
for a shortened approval process.

What to Do Next Time
Do a thorough review, not only of your English text, 
but also of any associated documents, such as labeling, 
software screens, and product marketing collateral.  
Cross-check against your internal style guide. Consider 
having a cross-functional review where a stakeholder 
who is less familiar with the content highlights any 
areas that are unclear. Once you’re certain that the 
English is clear and complete, call in your translators.  
Don’t forget to give them access to the same associated 
documents you already reviewed so that they operate 
in the same context as your internal team.
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Scenario 4
Your team has casually asked in-country stakeholders to review the translations.

A funny thing happens when people are asked to perform a task without guidelines: everyone does it differently! The 
German reviewer rewrites the entire document with all but a tenuous link to the original English. The Italian reviewer 
changes key terminology, making it inconsistent with translations you have already released. The French reviewer simply 
never returns her feedback. Now you’re behind schedule and your translation provider is adding additional charges to 
review the modified German and fix the Italian inconsistencies. Double whammy.

What Went Wrong
In-country review can add value to the translation 
process, but it needs to be managed just as tightly 
as your review process for the source content. Who 
is qualified to perform the review? What they are 
allowed to change and what is beyond the scope 
of their review? When are they expected to return 
the review? Without guidelines, reviewers may feel 
obligated to make changes, even if they find the 
proposed translation to be perfectly adequate for the 
local market.

What to Do Next Time
Consider formalizing the process and providing 
specific guidelines to each reviewer. Give them 
a context for their review, including any existing 
translations, glossaries, and style guides. Most 
importantly, help them understand what we are 
expecting from them and how any unnecessary 
changes will impact the project schedule and cost. 
Read up on even more recommendations for 
improving your review cycle in our related brief.

Scenario 5
Everything comes together.

Your team carefully plans the final document specifications in a format that meets your packaging needs and can be 
handled by your printer. The source content is drafted with an eye toward consistency and translatability, and it passes the 
internal approval process. Together with some great contextual documents, you send it out for translation on a standard 
timeline. Your translators raise a couple of questions during the process, which you log for future improvements to the 
English content. You’ve also booked some fantastic local reviewers in-country, who follow your guidelines and return 
their comments on schedule. Your translation provider gladly incorporates these minor changes, places the translations 
into final layout, and delivers the certified translations. The project wraps up, on schedule and in-line with your baseline 
budget.

You managed to get it all: quality at a reasonable price! 

Cost and quality are often believed to be in opposition. Nothing could be further from the truth. With well-defined and 
well-managed processes, you guarantee quality of the final translation and, at the same time, avoid unnecessary costs.  
The next page includes a handy checklist to help you build your internal translation SOP.
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Get Help
For more information about how we can take the risk out of translations for you and your 
team, please visit us online:

  
WEBSITE

www.idemtranslations.com
TWITTER

twitter.com/IdemTransInc
LINKEDIN

www.linkedin.com/company/
idem-translations-inc.

Do This... ...Not This!
• Identify a reliable, experienced translation 

provider.
• Create consistency tools for your internal 

team, such as a glossary and style guide.
• Ensure source content is thoroughly vetted, 

in the context of all your documentation, 
before translation.

• Provide clear instructions to your translators.
• Establish an in-country review process with 

built-in guidelines and accountability.

• Create inconsistencies across your 
documentation when multiple team 
members are authoring content.

• Make iterative (and unnecessary) changes to 
the source content.

• Use the wrong tool for the job (e.g. simple 
word processor versus complete desktop 
publisher).

• Allow translation or in-country review to 
occur in a context vacuum.

• Compress downstream timelines.

About Idem Translations
Founded in 1983, Idem Translations, Inc. is a full-service provider of translation and 
localization services. Idem specializes in certified translations for medical device, biomedical, 
and pharmaceutical companies, as well as other organizations and entities working in the life 
sciences sector, such as contract research organizations (CROs), healthcare research centers, 
and institutional review boards (IRBs). The company is a WBENC-certified woman-owned 
business and holds certifications to ISO 9001:2008, ISO 13485:2003, and ISO 17100:2015.

Balancing Translation Cost and QualityEXECUTIVE BRIEF

http://www.idemtranslations.com
http://twitter.com/IdemTransInc
http://www.linkedin.com/company/idem-translations-inc.

