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INTRODUCTION

The Internet used to be an American product. 
It was largely developed by researchers at MIT 
and various other universities as a means of con-
necting researchers and developers, and since its 
commercialization it has traditionally also been 
used as a vehicle for American information and 
American commerce. As a result, virtually all 

of the content was, and is, written in English 
(Internet Society, n.d.).

American “ownership” of the World Wide 
Web is on the decline. According to the Online 
Computer Library Center’s annual Web Char-
acterization Project, the most cited resource for 
World Wide Web statistics, while only 55% of 
sites of the World Wide Web were American in 
origin as of 2003, 72% of the total Web sites are 
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in English. This statistic has remained stable since 
the first Web Characterization Project report in 
1999.

Paradoxically, two-thirds to three-fourths of 
Internet users are not native speakers of English 
(Cronin 2001, p. 16). Nor do the majority of 
these non-native speakers necessarily prefer to 
read Web sites in English: 50% of Web users 
in Europe, 75% of users in Latin America, and 
80% of users in Japan prefer to read Web sites in 
their native language over English (2001, p. 16). 
According to some estimates, the willingness of 
a target audience to read a Web site increases by 
300% if the site is in their native language, even 
if they are competent in the other language the 
site is presented in (Forsyth, 2005) This discon-
nect represents a large gap where industry and 
e-commerce can step in to increase their markets. 
In 2003, the non-U.S. portion of the e-commerce 
market would account for 46% of a US$1.3 trillion 
market (2005, p. 16). It does not require a leap of 
logic to imagine how many more non-U.S. users 
would buy from American e-commerce sites or 
even purchase American-manufactured products 
if they had access to translations of these e-com-
merce pages and technical documents in their 
native languages.

Aside from e-commerce, other types of Web 
sites could also benefit from having a translation 
made available. Web sites representing interna-
tional organizations and research applications 
would gain more members and more hits if these 
sites had available translations into other languag-
es as well. Even the Society for Technical Com-
munication (http://www.stc.org), an international 
organization, does not have content available in 
any language other than English.

The most oft-cited reason for not providing 
content in other languages is the sheer cost in-
volved of first hiring a translator to translate the 
original content, and then keeping a subscription at 
a translation and localization firm in order to keep 
the site’s information continually updated in all of 
the available languages. Most of these companies, 

such as SDL International (http://www.sdl.com) 
and Translation Services USA, hesitate to even 
promise a delivery time that is faster than two to 
three weeks or more, depending on the size of the 
Web site, the number of languages, and the com-
monality of the desired target languages. Each of 
these factors can greatly inflate the cost and time 
needed to complete the translation.

So what is a company to do? According to 
Cronin (2001, p. 112), “The best scenario for up-
dating Web content is simultaneously updating all 
languages. This might not be possible except with 
automation.” However, automated translation (or 
machine translation) is still not a reliable method 
for obtaining a completely accurate translation.

The main objectives of this chapter are:

1. To explain the need for rapid, inexpensive 
translation for online content

2. To present different case studies for how 
companies are approaching the production 
of different language sites

3. To explore the differences of translating for 
the Web vs. translating for print, as well as 
to discuss the implications for translation

4. To explain machine translation: a brief his-
tory, how it works, and its reliability

5. To explore current uses of machine transla-
tion for the Web

6. To make specific recommendations for 
optimizing the use of machine translation 
for the Web

THE NEED FOR RAPID, 
INEXPENSIVE TRANSLATION 
FOR THE WEB

In 2005, it was estimated that around three-quar-
ters of the approximately one billion people who 
were conducting business or communicating 
online were living outside of the U.S., and most 
of these people did not speak English (Schenker, 
n.d.). Taken with the staggering size of the profits 
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