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If you manage a global website and you’re 
frustrated by an insufficient translation budget, 
I have news for you.

You’re not alone.

The truth is, few companies ever translate 
everything they want. Translation is too often 
a zero-sum game, in which limited funds are 
stretched across an ever-expanding number 
of localized websites and expanding content. 
But just because you can’t translate everything 
doesn’t mean you can’t have successful local 
websites. 

The key to success is in setting and managing 
language expectations for your customers. This 
eBook provides a number of tips on how to 
make the most of a limited translation budget 
and, more important, how to create a positive 
user experience, regardless of language.
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Some companies, when going global, 
make the mistake of trying to spread their 
localization budget across as many countries/
languages as possible, resulting in websites 
that I call “local facades.” 

If you can afford to translate only one or two 
pages of a website into a given language, 
you’re probably better off not translating 
anything at all.

While the navigation text in the header has 
been translated into Arabic, clicking on the 
links takes users to English-language content.

That is, unless those few web pages offer true 
value to web users, such as providing contact 
information for in-market sales or support 
teams who speak the customer’s language. 

But if all you’re doing is trying to create 

the impression that you support the user’s 

language, you’re going to create the wrong 

impression. Users will quickly discover after 

clicking on a link or two that there is little 

content of value for them, and they’ll leave 

the localized website disappointed and 

unlikely to return. 

For example, shown below is the home 

page of Oracle’s Oman website. While the 

navigation text in the header has been 

translated into Arabic, clicking on the links 

takes users to English-language content. This 

website would qualify as a facade because 

so little text has been translated for the user – 

including the prominent featured content. 

DON’T CREATE A 
LANGUAGE FACADE

1
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You only get one chance to make a first impression, and you want that first impression to be 
positive. If users arrive at a localized website and are quickly disappointed, you’ll face more 
work in the months or years ahead trying to get them to return to the website once you’ve added 
sufficient translated content.
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FOCUS ON USAGE 
SCENARIOS

2

People come to your website or open your 
web app to accomplish a goal. Some of these 
goals are common to the majority of your 
visitors — such as shopping for a product or 
service — while other goals are less common, 
such as searching for a job opening or viewing 
your company’s mission statement. 

I recommend taking a scenario-based 
approach to your localization strategy and 
spending. That is, identify major scenarios 
that users expect you to support through your 
websites and apps, and then find out what 
localization of each scenario will cost.

Purchasing a product would qualify as a 
scenario. What elements of your website 
require localization to help users achieve this 
goal? What content needs to be translated? 
How much work is required to support 
international ecommerce, shipping, and 

returns? For a new market, you might focus on 
a scenario that includes just a small number 
of products, thereby limiting your translation 
costs. You might also rely on in-country 
retailers or distributors to manage sales 
fulfillment.
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Every scenario will require different levels of 
investment. You will soon develop a list of 
scenarios and their related costs. You might 
find that some scenarios are simply too 
expensive to support initially, such as providing 
real-time phone support in the user’s language. 

But by having this information up front, you 
can plan to support different scenarios across 

different websites, depending on your goals for 
each site. 

Take, for instance, the Amazon Netherlands 
home page. The website is geared 
only towards the Kindle device and the 
consumption of eBooks. In this case, Amazon 
launched a localized website with a very 
narrow scenario in mind. 
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The nice thing about a scenario-based approach is that you’re not focusing on a “page count” 
for your website. Too often, companies look at how many pages they want translated and 
budget from there, when this doesn’t always serve users successfully. For instance, what’s the 
good of translating a product page if the user can’t actually purchase it because you didn’t 
localize your online ecommerce engine?



WHEN YOU CAN’T TRANSLATE EVERYTHING 8

Language identification, also known as language negotiation or content negotiation, is an 
effective technique for delivering content in the languages that users want — before they even 
ask for it. 

Web browsers send a “locale code” to web servers when requesting a web page. This code may 
be as simple as a language code, such as “de” for Germany, or may include both language and 
country codes, such as “es-mx,” for Spanish-Mexico. 

3 HELP USERS QUICKLY 
LOCATE THEIR LANGUAGES
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Google, Facebook, and many other global 
companies make use of language identification 
to automatically deliver content in the user’s 
preferred language.

The user’s web browser language setting is 
typically aligned with the operating system 
of the computer or smartphone, which helps 
to ensure that the language requested is 
indeed the language the user wants to use. 
However, be aware that users may 
speak more than one language and 
prefer to interact with your website 
in a different language than you 
assumed. So you might use language 
identification to give users a choice of 
languages, particularly in situations in 
which users may be bilingual.
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Southwest Airlines detects that the web browser is set to prefer Spanish and yet provides a 
visual language gateway overlay so users can select their preferred language. This is a smart 
approach, not only for helping users stay in control of their language settings but also for 
learning what languages users prefer. The data you will collect based on user selection can go a 
long way in understanding user behavior and language preference.
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A word of caution: Before you test language identification, be sure you have an effective visual 
global gateway in place, ideally located in the header of every web page, as shown here with 
GoDaddy. 

A visual global gateway ensures that users can easily change their language settings at any 
given time.
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4

The rise of services such as Google Translate 
and Bing Translate has empowered users to 
self-translate content for themselves. And your 
website has likely been translated by these 
services.

The good news is that these services 
effectively unlock the content of your website 
for vast numbers of new potential customers 
— for free. The bad news is that you have no 
control over the quality of the translations.

But what if you were to provide users with 
machine translation software that you 
controlled? Instead of relying on Google 
Translate, you could host software that 
provided a higher degree of quality along with 
usage statistics that informed your ongoing 
translation efforts. A small but growing number 
of companies are doing just this. 

HELP USERS SELF-TRANSLATE 
CONTENT
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Shown here is how Autodesk is using machine translation with its content knowledgebase. Note 
the green “Translate this page” button followed by a language pull-down menu. Also note the 
“This is machine translation” disclaimer link below the menu; if you do use machine translation, 
be sure to let users know as well.
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By managing the machine translation process 
itself, Autodesk can better manage translation 
quality and also learn what languages and 
what content is of most importance to 
users. Autodesk could, for instance, detect 
what content is most visited and in what 
languages — and then prioritize this content 
for professional translation at a later time, 
improving its translation workflow.

And, most important, Autodesk is unlocking 
vast amounts of content for users across a 
significant number of languages. While users 
would prefer professionally translated content, 
machine translated content is far better than 
no translation at all.
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Suppose you’ve translated 25% of your 
website. This means you have numerous web 
pages that remain in the source language, 
most likely English. And, by extension, your 
website is probably littered with links to these 
English-language web pages.

Typically, when a web page is translated, all 
text on that web page is translated, including 
the links. But what if those translated links 
take users back to English-language content? 
Users may rightly expect a translated link to 
take them to a translated web page.

SOME LINKS MAY BE BETTER 
LEFT UNTRANSLATED
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Shown here is an example of how Autodesk 
handles this dilemma. At the bottom of the left 
column of this French-language web page is a 
link to English content — notice the “anglais” 
text that lets users know this before they click 
on the link. This bit of text is a very nice way 
of managing user expectations and may be 
automatically inserted via content management 
software (CMS).
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There are two general approaches to managing language expectations for this particular 
situation:

Manage language expectations 
within the links themselves

Any text that links to untranslated 
content should remain untranslated

This is the Autodesk approach. For 
links that take users to English-
language content, add an icon or text 
to let users know the intended web 
page is not in his or her language. If 
your content management software 
can’t easily manage this, you might be 
better served with the next approach.

By leaving these text links alone, 
it should be evident to users that 
the content on the other side of the 
link has not been translated. As 
target web pages are translated, 
it’s important that the links also are 
translated, a process that would also 
benefit from a CMS solution.
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This degree of link management may seem 
like a minor detail, but imagine the collective 
experience for users who may traverse 20 or 
30 links in a given visit, only to be met with 
non-translated content when they expected it 
to be in their language. This “minor” detail can 
become a major detail very quickly.

Managing language expectations can also help 
users manage bandwidth usage. For example, 
if you offer PDF files on your website, you’ll 
want to let users know what languages these 
PDF files are in before users take the time and 
trouble to download them. In many parts of the 
world, users pay dearly for bandwidth used 
and will not appreciate downloading a file they 
cannot read.
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Imagine that you arrive at a website that is not 
in your language and you click on the global 
gateway menu to find a link to your local 
website. Imagine that you encounter a global 
gateway menu such as the one on the right:

This is a global gateway menu that has been 
fully translated into Russian. So even though 
the link to your country is probably on this list, 
if you don’t understand Russian, you probably 
won’t find it.

Why do companies overtranslate menus like 
this? This is usually a well-intended mistake. 
The translation company was likely tasked 
with translating the entire web page and 
viewed this menu as just another menu in 
need of translation. 

DON’T OVERTRANSLATE 
YOUR GLOBAL GATEWAY
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However, the global gateway is a very unique element in need of special treatment. 
Below is an example of the correct way to localize a global gateway menu:
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Notice how the country/region names are in 
their native languages. Instead of “Germany” 
we have “Deutschland.” And, althought 
many web users may not understand what 
“Ελληνικά” means, its intended audience 
(Greek speakers) most certainly will.

I call this a “universal” global gateway because 
it is localized for all target audiences, not 
just one audience. The nice thing about this 
gateway is that it can be used across all local 
websites. And you will save a few dollars on 
translation since you don’t have to re-translate 
the gateway for each language. But keep 
in mind that if you don’t support translated 
content for a given country website, you might 
want to leave the link in English so as not to 
create expectations among users that the 
website has been translated.
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It’s natural to want to avoid telling your 
customers that you have not yet translated 
major parts of your website. But being open 
and honest with your customers may actually 
result in a more positive experience.

Consider Hyatt. Shown here is the Hyatt global 
gateway menu. Notice the “abridged” localized 
websites in Russian and Portuguese. Instead 
of pretending that these two sites were as full-
featured as the rest of the localized websites, 
Hyatt took a more transparent approach — 
and this is wise. 

After all, users are going to figure out for 
themselves if you don’t give them all the 
localized content that they want, but by 
managing their expectations early on, you help 
to ensure that users will return to the localized 
website in the future as you continue to add 
content.

ABOVE ALL, BE 
TRANSPARENT
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8

Budget limitations can sometimes result in new 
and creative solutions — like crowdsourcing.

Google, in its early days, successfully relied 
on volunteers to rapidly translate its search 
interface. Facebook, Wikipedia, and Twitter all 
rely (to varying degrees) on the generosity of 
their users to supply translated content and 
quality feedback. Shown here is the current 
status of volunteer translations into Spanish of 
various Twitter products.

DON’T LET BUDGET LIMIT 
YOUR CREATIVITY
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That said, translation crowdsourcing shouldn’t 
be viewed as an easy way to acquire free 
translations. In fact, the process of managing 
crowdsourcing is in itself a resource 
commitment. Furthermore, you need to have 
content that your users view as “translation-
worthy.” Users generally want to translate 
interface content to make a product more 
useful for their culture and country rather than 
customer support documentation, which you’ll 
most likely require a translation agency to 
manage.

But the larger point is this: Don’t let limitations 
hinder your ability to go global. You might 
discover that you have trusted partners or 
customers who are willing to help you localize 
for their markets. Always be open to new 
approaches and ideas as you expand into new 
markets. 
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Perhaps the best skill you can have when 
localizing your website is the ability to look 
at your site through the eyes of users from 
different countries and cultures, using different 
computing devices with different bandwidths. 
This insight will give you the understanding 
you need to help make your website more 
welcoming, regardless of how much translated 
content you offer.

We should always strive to give web users 
around the world the same level of content 
and support users in our domestic markets 
receive. But we should also be practical 
when expanding into new markets and do 
the best we can with the resources we have, 
which often means doing more with less 
(translation). But assuming you’ve considered 
your local users’ language expectations, you 
can still achieve a degree of success with your 
localized websites.

EXPAND YOUR 
POINT OF VIEW
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Linking to Country-Specific 
Pages Optimizes Global 
SEO

Global SEO does not mean 
simply translating your standard 
SEO content into the preferred 
languages.

WEBINAR

Setting the Course 
for Globalization and 
Localization

Consumers are more likely to 
purchase from companies that 
provide relevant content in their 
native languages.
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How to Avoid the Pain of 
Internationalizing Your 
Website

Internationalizing your website 
doesn’t have to be tedious, 
cumbersome, and painful.

GLOBAL BUSINESS GUIDE

Creating an Optimal User 
Experience for Global 
Website Visitors

The faster visitors become 
aware that they can engage 
with your brand in their native 
language, the better.
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