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Last year, a mid-sized nonprofit took its brand 
international. In the process, its accounting department 
saved the organization a great deal of money, but not 
in the way you’d expect.

The nonprofit’s CEO asked a translation agency to produce a 
Chinese-language version of the organization’s website and 
materials. Then she asked a man in accounting, who was 
from China, to review it. He noticed that the translation 
of the nonprofit’s name had an awful connotation in the 
region where he grew up. By catching the problem early, 
the organization was able to change the translation so it 
sounded appropriate in all the regions where Chinese is 
spoken, before the materials were printed and the website 
went live. In the end, they not only avoided the high costs 
of making changes later or creating separate materials 
for that regional market, they also prevented permanent 
damage to the brand.
As organizations become increasingly global, there’s a 
growing need to communicate in multiple languages 
and understand multiple cultures. The question is: Are 
you making the most of your human resources? Your 
multilingual and multicultural staff are great assets when 
it comes to communicating with people in other countries. 
But when working from the inside out, it’s important to 
avoid some common pitfalls.

You don’t know until you ask
Modern managers have better sense than to assume 
employees can speak certain languages based on their 

last names or their ethnicity, but it’s easy to let ourselves 
make opposite assumptions. In an increasingly international 
world, where it’s easier than ever to live and study abroad, 
Tim O’Brien from Milwaukee may be your best Japanese 
speaker, and Gloriana Rodriguez may have grown up in 
France.
When looking internally for employees with language 
abilities, make sure that everybody gets the memo. Consider 
asking your human resources people to include linguistic 
skills in your database for easy reference. 

Keep it simple
Just as being tall doesn’t make you a basketball player, being 
able to speak two languages doesn’t make you a translator. 
Many bilingual people will be able to read something for 
you and tell you what it says, or help out with some basic 
correspondence. But producing a written translation 
that’s stylistically note-perfect and faithful to the original 
requires a special skill set and years of training. Asking 
an untrained employee to take on the role of a professional 
translator is unlikely to be cost-effective. You not only risk 
receiving subpar quality, but the unfamiliar task will require 
considerable time.
When tapping into the talents of your bilingual employees, 
be sure you know their limits. Use them to get the gist 
of foreign documents, help you decide what needs to be 
professionally translated, and review the translations that 
you have sourced externally.
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If you’re looking to grow your organization, venturing into 
the global marketplace makes sense. But it’s a big step, and 
it’s not without risks. Understanding the importance of 
language and culture reduces the risk and helps you avoid 
unnecessary problems. Take inventory of your human 
resources, and involve your multilingual and multicultural 
staff in planning and executing your international ventures. 
By making the most of their assets, you’ll be in a stronger 
position right from the start. 

Martin Cross is the president of Patent Translations 
Inc. and an active member of the American Translators 
Association (ATA), which represents over 10,000 
translators and interpreters across 91 countries. 
Along with advancing the translation and interpreting 
professions, ATA (atanet.org) promotes the education 
and development of language services providers and 
consumers alike.

Direction matters
Few people are as fluent in their second language as in 
their mother tongue. That’s the reason most professional 
translators only translate into their native language. You 
simply understand the nuances of the language you grew 
up speaking better than a language you learned in school or 
as an adult. A bilingual employee may do a great job helping 
you understand things written in their second language, but 
that doesn’t mean they can write in that language at a level 
that’s suitable for business. And keep in mind that you have 
no way of judging the quality of that writing.
As a rule of thumb, it’s best not to ask a staff member to 
write a letter to a foreign associate if that employee didn’t at 
least complete high school in a country where the language 
was spoken. 

Culture is key
Cultural awareness isn’t just about not accidentally 
offending people. Understanding how your campaigns 
and services will fit another culture is key. Providing you 
with this insight is one of the greatest contributions your 
multilingual and multicultural staff members can make. 
Your employees understand what you’re trying to achieve, 
making them ideally positioned to give feedback around 
cultural expectations. A knowledgeable employee may even 
help you discover advantages you have in the target culture 
that you might otherwise miss.
The trick is to involve them in the entire process, from the 
early planning stages to the final review before you launch 
a campaign. And because culture is all about nuance, meet 
with them in person. You’d be surprised how much more 
insightful and productive it is.
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