Missing the Big Picture
Transforming sow’s ears: A growing niche market
Translators need to understand how vertical markets like finance or telecoms use their work – 
or the results may be useless
by Chris Durban
A reminder that the plaintive “garbage in, garbage out” school of translation is alive and flourishing—albeit at the rock-bottom prices imposed on its followers by market forces—came in April at the annual conference of the UK’s Institute of Translation and Interpreting .
In what appeared to be a call for “equivalent dullness,” a delegate challenged a speaker’s suggestion that translators working into English inject some journalistic swing into the often plodding articles found in employee newsletters.
“If the author wrote a boring article,” she bristled, “it is not the translator’s role to improve it. Readers of the translated piece should have the same text experience as those of the original; otherwise they are being cheated.”
Cheated of the original—perhaps. But at least still on board. And for texts aimed solely at discretionary readers, who have no obligation or incentive to slog beyond line one, this is surely paramount.
The Real World Calls
Fortunately an increasing number of business users of translation services acknowledge as much. For them, academic debate on the desirability of faithful and/or literal renderings of text A, B, or C is just that: academic. And the amateur translator’s last line of defense—“Well, I thought it sounded funny, but that’s what the French/Spanish/ German/Russian said...” (followed closely by “But it was in the dictionary!”)—cuts little ice.
If a text is to achieve these demanding users’ aims, there is no place for unwieldiness, however superficially faithful the translation. It is bad enough that awkward turns of phrase and factual inaccuracies creep into source texts. Reproducing them on purpose for a foreign audience is absurd.
In private, many clients attribute bumpy source texts to in-house politics. What are they to do when the boss insists on drafting his own pompous, self-congratulatory "From the chairman" or when the CEO of a long-courted industrial partner submits an excruciatingly detailed account of the local widget scene for inclusion in a joint international publication?  Committee writing, too, can drown even the sharpest decisions in a sea of blather.
Determine Client Intent
What these translation customers need—and want, once the option is put to them—is a translation that reflects not only the original input, but the author or commissioning body´s underlying intent, in a form that corresponds closely to similar documents produced directly in the target language.
In a word, a French corporation’s English-language employee bulletin should read like a lively, upbeat newsletter, not Hercule Poirot. A Swedish company’s international press release should consist of crisp, accurate copy that journalists can recycle into their own articles with as little touching up as possible. A Swiss bank’s annual report should engage not only current investors—presumably prepared to put up with some infelicitous phrasing to find out how their investment is doing—but also potential investors. For these customers, translation that is not adaptation is an exercise in futility.
Writing Skills: A Rare Commodity
Assignments like these highlight at least one useful point for translators targeting the top end of the market: Source text authors are not always good writers. 
Many are not even aware of best practice/style for the type of texts they have been asked or told to produce. Others, while specialists in their subject-matter area, are simply incapable of drafting clear readable texts. Three examples:
There are few sections of annual reports as wooly as those where corporate communications department describe their own priorities and procedures. 
Instruction notices, too, can be hopelessly muddled; one advised purchasers of a household appliance to fine-tune operations using knobs a, b, c, and d, but waited until page two to specify that dials a and b were under no circumstances to be turned counter-clockwise—by which time even a cautious user could well have done some twiddling.
And of course any number of press releases fail to include clear, comprehensive information for domestic readers, much less foreign ones.
Sows’ Ears Transformed
For translators eager to make the most of their writing skills, this segment of the market is extremely attractive—and lucrative. If in addition to their expertise on the page they can develop the ability to interact efficiently and diplomatically with text initiators, they are well on their way to a satisfying and successful career. Their added value is particularly appreciated by clients used to viewing translation in negative terms, as a time-consuming, expensive nuisance that more often than not generates an inappropriate “Jeez, just a translation...” text anyway.
In expert hands, the language transfer exercise becomes an opportunity to correct factual inaccuracies and omissions in the source text, while smoothing over stylistic flaws—adding value upstream and down. There are other advantages, too: since the final product is in another language, it is far easier to avoid ruffling sensitive would-be writers’ feathers.
Making the Implicit Explicit
This end of the market is not for everybody and certainly not for all texts (legal documents are one obvious exception). Yet the demand is there. 
Most worrying is the fact that many naive monolingual translation buyers expect the texts they buy as “translation” to have been fine-tuned for an overseas audience, when this is not always the case at the service provider´s end. How many translation suppliers, both freelance and companies, imply that their work “loses nothing,” only to fall back, when the crunch comes,  on the “faithful-to- source” excuse with a limp “Oh, if that (read: smooth, stylish text) was what you wanted, you should have specified `adaptation´...”? 
Catering to these demanding customers means addressing underlying issues up front: what is the text supposed to achieve? What do its target-language counter-parts look like? During such discussions, clients gain additional appreciation of the skills that this sort of language specialist brings to bear on their work, while translators are able to negotiate the conditions they need to produce appropriate texts.
How to Get There from Here
Prerequisites on the buyer’s side are time, enthusiasm, and money. 
Prerequisites on the translator’s side include:
Thorough  knowledge of subject matter. There is no way to win a client’s confidence and acceptance of the fine-tuning that will be needed unless the translator knows the field inside out.
Impeccable writing skills in the target language, and the ability to craft a  convincing text in the target style.
A willingness to listen, and the ability to propose to the client face-saving alternatives—reformulations, synonyms, etc.—at crucial points in negotiations over text content and form.
Oral fluency in the client´s native language, since discussions will take place in that language.
A taste for human relations: translators must enjoy interaction with clients.
A store of background documents and samples to offer as examples of best practice and “what works for your competitors” if challenged.
Flexibility: client education is a long process. Rare is the customer who is prepared to take all suggestions on board at once. But building a positive working  relationship opens up scope for steady improvement in future projects. And the resulting texts—on which the translator´s name will appear as a matter of course—speak for themselves.
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