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1  I NTRODUCTI ON 

The advent  of the I nternet  and its rash developm ent  in the past  few decades have 
revolut ionised our habits and pat terns of behaviour. I t  offers huge opportunit ies for 
communicat ion or access to informat ion, but  is often blam ed for disrupt ing hum an 
relat ions. We all — and especially young people — spend m ore and m ore hours in front  of 
the screen. An increasing number of tasks, which in the past  involved direct  human 
contacts, are now perform ed through a m achine — from  carrying out  banking 
t ransact ions or buying plane t ickets, to playing interact ive games with people liv ing 
thousands of kilom et res away, or even donat ing m oney for a worthy cause. 

However, new form s of com m unicat ion are em erging thanks to the Web, notably the Web 
2.0 — web applicat ions that  facilitate part icipatory informat ion sharing, interact ion and 
collaborat ion among users and creat ion of user-generated content , like social networks, 
blogs, and wikis. Among these applicat ions, crowdsourcing deserves great  at tent ion. The 
term  crowdsourcing was created at  the end of the 1990s to indicate a new way of get t ing 
work done, by involving the ‘crowd’. I t  is constant ly gaining ground and has by now 
penet rated a wide range of highly diversif ied areas. And yet , it  rem ains for m any an 
obscure concept . What  does crowdsourcing exact ly mean and what  does it  imply, notably 
in t ranslat ion where it  has lately become a hot  topic? 

The idea behind crowdsourcing is that  ‘the many’ are smarter and make bet ter choices 
than ‘the few’, and that  the ‘crowd’ has a huge potent ial for which they often find no 
out let . There are more and more people who have knowledge and com petences but  do 
not  have the chance to use them  in their professional lives. Now, crowdsourcing offers 
them the opportunity to pursue their interests at  amateur level. And indeed, it s growing 
popularity shows that  m any are willing to provide their  skills, t im e and energy without  
expect ing any financial compensat ion in return;  the possibilit y  of cult ivat ing their 
interests and passions, and the appreciat ion and recognit ion they get  for their work are 
sufficient  rewards. 

Secondly, the explosion of content  to be processed and tasks to be carr ied out  is not  
matched by a sim ilar increase in resources, which, on the cont rary, seem  set  to decrease 
as a result  of the current  econom ic cr isis. According to its supporters, crowdsourcing is 
the way out  of this impasse because it  taps a huge reservoir of skills and competences 
which would be lost  otherwise and, in this way, it  helps to match needs and resources. 
The challenge is how to harness and channel the wisdom of the crowd. 

On the other hand, opponents of this evolut ion warn that  not  all that  glit ters is gold and 
urge not  to underest im ate the r isks inherent  in this approach:  the r isk that  businesses 
exploit  free labour to increase their profits, that  qualified professionals are deprived of 
their  source of revenue because they cannot  stand the com pet it ion of the crowd and, last  
but  not  least , that  quality standards decline when tasks are carr ied out  by unqualified 
am ateurs without  any cont rol. Furtherm ore, worr ies are voiced about  the impact  of this 
new approach on society and our way of liv ing m ore in general, with boundaries between 
working and leisure t ime becom ing blurred and crowdsourcers spending too m any hours 
on these act ivit ies at  the expense of their  fam ily or social lives. 

This phenom enon has penet rated very diverse fields, ranging from  photography to 
m arket ing and from  science to the non-profit  sector — notably cit izen journalism  and 
hum anitar ian projects — and new applicat ions appear all the t im e. Regardless of the kind 
of projects it  is applied to, however, the characterising features of crowdsourcing tend to 
be the same:  resort ing to the crowd to get  a work done more rapidly by a large number 
of people who dispose of the relevant  skills and knowledge but  would not  be reachable 
otherwise;  tapping into a wider reservoir  which often helps to com e up with m ore 
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efficient  and creat ive responses;  creat ing a st rong bond am ong all those involved, who 
perceive themselves as a community sharing interests and object ives and are willing to 
work collaborat ively towards a common goal. 

Am ong the areas affected by this new way of doing things, t ranslat ion is worth 
ment ioning. Crowdsourcing is radically t ransform ing t ranslat ion as we have known it  up 
to now. New applicat ions are appearing every day and all those involved in this act ivity 
are faced with new challenges in order to adapt  to and keep pace with these evolut ions. 

As happens in other areas, in t ranslat ion crowdsourcing is raising not  only interest  and 
enthusiasm , but  also harsh cr it icism  and serious worr ies, notably about  the adverse 
effects it  has on the prospects and status of professional t ranslators. Gloomy scenarios 
are sketched according to which the very survival of the category would be at  stake, 
while amateurs dump the prices on the m arket  without  being able to guarantee high 
quality standards. 

However, crowdsourcing appears to be well established in our society and set  to stay. For 
this reason it  is necessary to t ry and look into its features and its impacts in detail and 
with an open m ind. This is the object ive of this study, which aims at  explor ing 
crowdsourcing in t ranslat ion, but  also at  a m ore general level, to bet ter understand the 
context  where it  has developed. 

I n this perspect ive, the first  part  of the study is devoted to an overview of crowdsourcing 
in general, ident ifying its basic features, to see how it  started, in which areas it  is most  
successfully em ployed and how we can expect  it  to develop in the future, which r isks it  
entails, but  also which opportunit ies it  opens up. 

The second part  of the study focuses more specifically on the applicat ions of this new 
approach in t ranslat ion. Following the same lines as the first  part , it  starts with an 
overview of the main areas of t ranslat ion where it  is em ployed, without  forget t ing 
applicat ions which do not  deal purely with t ranslat ion, but  are somehow related to it  and 
to languages in general. The object ive is to see how the features already ident ified for 
other applicat ions of crowdsourcing apply to crowdsourced t ranslat ion as well, but  also to 
ident ify the elem ents which are specific to this area. 

The changes brought  about  by this new and highly innovat ive way of working concern all 
facets of t ranslat ion. Crowdsourcing does not  affect  m erely the pract ice of t ranslat ion, 
but  has an impact  also on the theories of t ranslat ion and on the way this act ivity is 
perceived. I n part icular, since it  involves a large number of people in an act ivity usually 
regarded as quite invisible, it  may help promote its recognit ion and visibilit y, and raise 
interest  about  it  and about  the importance of mult ilingualism  in general. Last  but  not  
least , as is happening in other fields where crowdsourcing is taking ground, by 
t ransform ing the way in which work is performed, it  will inevitably affect  the professional 
prospects of t ranslators. However, this does not  necessarily m ean that  it  will jeopardise 
the very survival of this category, as some fear, but  obliges t ranslators to face the 
challenge and take on board the posit ive aspects of these changes in order to im prove 
the effect iveness and efficiency of their work and of the services they offer to their 
customers. 

Finally, internat ional organisat ions should not  be forgot ten. They are often regarded as 
som ething apart . Though they work according to specific rules and procedures and to 
fulfil specific needs, however, they do not  exist  in isolat ion. Therefore, they too must  
confront  and come to terms with developments occurr ing in society at  large — and 
crowdsourcing is one of these. With all caveats, there are certainly lessons a large 
t ranslat ion service like the European Commission's Directorate-General for Translat ion 
can learn from  these developments in order to m ake its workflow more efficient  and to 
bet ter involve its staff,  promot ing collaborat ion and st imulat ing exchanges among 
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t ranslators. And indeed, though — like sim ilar inst itut ions — it  tends to be more r igid and 
to react  to changes m ore caut iously, som ething is changing at  that  level too. More 
collaborat ive ways of working are now being promoted and voices are being heard inside 
the European Com m ission's t ranslat ion service spurr ing it  to accept  these changes, learn 
from them and int roduce innovat ive approaches, both to help the staff and convey the EU 
polit ical message to the public more effect ively. 

There is, by now, large agreement  at  all levels — am ateurs, non profit ,  businesses and 
also inst itut ional organisat ions — that  crowdsourcing is not  a t ransient  phenomenon;  it  is 
a reality we have to com e to term s with. I t  offers great  opportunit ies but  it  also entails 
serious r isks and both sides of the same coin must  be carefully taken into account  
without  prejudices or easy opt im ism . I n order to prom ote the pract ice and status of 
t ranslat ion, which plays an essent ial role for the advancement  of society, it  is vital to 
master these developm ents and steer them for the benefit  of the professionals and also 
of the cit izens at  large. 





2  CROW DSOURCI NG: W HAT I S I T ABOUT? 

2 .1  A definit ion 

I n order to bet ter understand what  we m ean by ‘crowdsourcing’ and to out line its scope 
more precisely, the first  step is to define the peculiar  features of this rather elusive 
concept . 

The term  ‘crowdsourcing’ was coined by Jeff Howe as a portm anteau of ‘crowd’ and 
‘outsourcing’ in 2006. He used it  for the first  t im e in his Wired m agazine art icle ‘The Rise 
of Crowdsourcing’. As he recalls in the best -selling work he devoted to this topic a few 
years later, Crowdsourcing, 1  he cam e up with this term to define a new phenom enon 
which, in his view, would revolut ionise a wide range of fields, and primarily the way of 
doing business as we know it . Howe argues that , thanks to the technological advances 
which have m ade cheap consumer elect ronics an everyday realit y, the gap between 
professionals and am ateurs has shrunk, allowing com panies to take advantage of the 
talent  of the public. This, in Howe’s words, ‘is not  outsourcing;  it ’s crowd-sourcing’. 

More and m ore often, however, crowdsourcing st rategies are applied outside, or even in 
conflict  with, the business world in areas as varied as software development , 
humanitar ian aid or the audiovisual sector. For this reason, the definit ion proposed by 
Henk van Ess in Septem ber 2010 m ight  be a bet ter start ing point  for understanding the 
various facets of this phenom enon:  ‘Crowdsourcing is channelling the experts’ desire to 
solve a problem and then freely sharing the answer with everyone’. 2 

And yet , if we forget  about  the word, and look instead at  the concept  behind it , 
crowdsourcing, which relies on the work of amateurs, is nothing revolut ionary. The work 
of am ateurs has always been essent ial for the advancement  of science and culture. Unt il 
the 19 th century, m any scient ific act ivit ies were left  to passionate am ateurs from  the 
upper classes, notably the aristocracy, who could afford to devote their  m eans and t ime 
to intellectual act ivit ies without  seeking any econom ic reward. I ndeed, while the pursuit  
of m oney through labour was despised by the aristocracy, who considered it  as st r ict ly 
confined to the lower classes, the pursuit  of knowledge for it s own sake was held in high 
esteem, and it  was necessarily their prerogat ive. 

Besides focusing on the figure of the amateur — i.e. the non-professional — these 
definit ions of crowdsourcing emphasise the role of the com m unity. By working as a 
community, amateurs make a dist r ibuted problem -solving and product ion m odel 
possible. The idea underlying this approach is that  ‘the many are smarter than the few’ 
and that  ‘groups are often sm arter than the smartest  people in them ’. 3  This is the 
argum ent  developed by James Surowiecki in his bestseller The Wisdom  of Crowds.  

To support  his assum pt ion, he starts by recalling an anecdote about  the Brit ish scient ist  
Francis Galton. I n 1906, while visit ing a county fair , Galton came across a contest  where 
the public were invited to guess the weight  of an ox. At t racted by the prospect  of winning 
a prize, over 800 people t r ied their  luck. Not  one guess was r ight  but , by exam ining the 
m ean of the guesses of the individual part icipants, Galton made an interest ing discovery:  
the average of all the guesses was 1 pound less than the actual weight  of the ox. 

                                                 
1 Jeff Howe. 2008. Crowdsourcing, Why the power of the crowd is dr iv ing the future of business. New York:  
Crown Publishing Group.  
2 Henk van Ess. Crowdsourcing:  how to f ind a crowd (Presented at  ARD/ ZDF Academ y in Germany on 17 
September 2010)  ht tp: / / www.slideshare.net / searchbist ro/ harvest ing-knowledge-how- to-crowdsource- in-2010. 
3 Jam es Surowiecki. 2004. The Wisdom of Crowds.  London:  Abacus, p. XI I I . 
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The story is related by Surowiecki to support  the assumpt ion underly ing his book, i.e. 
that  a crowd can be m uch sm arter than any one of its m em bers, even if — or especially 
when — they are not  working together:  ‘under the r ight  circumstances, groups are 
rem arkably intelligent , often sm arter than the smartest  people in them. Groups do not  
need to be dom inated by except ionally intelligent  people in order to be smart . Even if 
m ost  of the people within a group are not  especially well- inform ed or rat ional, it  can st ill 
reach a collect ively wise decision’ (p. XI I I ) . 

The anecdote also shows that  contests to solve specific problems, open to anybody 
want ing to part icipate — which have become one of the m ost  typical tools of present -day 
crowdsourcing — are not  som ething radically new either. The literature m ent ions 
contests very sim ilar to the present  ones dat ing back as ear ly as the 18 th century. I n 
1706, the Brit ish Governm ent  launched the Longitude Prize (which is usually regarded as 
the first  exam ple of this kind)  to devise a simple method to determ ine a ship’s longitude. 
Though the crowd could not  solve the problem  and the m ajor pr ize was never awarded, 
smaller pr izes were offered to reward significant  cont r ibut ions and support  relevant  work. 

By the 19 th century, through the r ise of the m iddle classes — who drew their wealth from  
paid labour and imposed a radical change in at t itude towards liv ing through earning — 
and the development  of universit ies as the m ain cent res for research, a class of 
professional researchers emerged, which guaranteed more r igorous methodologies and 
fostered merit  and specialisat ion. As a result ,  amateurism  started to decline and lost  it s 
prest ige. 

Crowdsourcing can be seen as reversing this t rend and making am ateurism  fashionable 
once again, though in a completely changed context  and with radically different  features, 
which reflect  the social and econom ic condit ions prevailing in our society:  

1. Over-educat ion of the m iddle classes. The second half of the 20 th century saw a 
dramat ic increase in the number of university graduates. However, not  all of them — 
and this is becom ing ever t ruer as a result  of the current  econom ic cr isis — manage 
to find em ploym ent  in their  field of specialisat ion and put  what  they have learnt  to 
use. Crowdsourcing offers them  an out let  for their talents and interests. 

2. Technological development . The I T revolut ion has made it  easier to tap this human 
capital regardless of geographical dist r ibut ion. Easy and cheap access to technological 
tools allowing informat ion to be t ransm it ted quickly, no m at ter where the people 
involved are located, is a precondit ion for crowdsourcing to flourish. An eloquent  
example is ‘cit izen journalism ’, where the work of amateurs com m unicat ing through 
the I nternet  allows an almost  instantaneous flow of informat ion worldwide. 

3. The emergence of the open software movement , whose offspring includes major 
products like the Linux operat ing system , but  also the free encyclopaedia Wikipedia. 
The effort  to develop 100 %  free com puter operat ing system s software was init iated 
by computer scient ist  Richard Stallman at  the beginning of the 1980s as a react ion to 
the excessive power and st ifling cont rol of the big corporat ions, first  and foremost  
Microsoft . To guarantee that  no com pany would appropriate and im pose copyright  on 
his free software, he launched the GPU General Public License (GPL) , which specifies 
that  everything that  is released under it  is freely available and can be freely 
dist r ibuted and incorporated. This also applies to any software or product  
incorporat ing material released under the GPL. 

4. Thanks to all these factors, well organised and enthusiast ic com m unit ies have 
em erged, based on affinit ies only. These new communit ies are not  subject  to the 
const raints proper to t radit ional communit ies, notably physical proxim ity. Nowadays 
this is no longer necessary. A common interest  and goal, on the one hand, and easily 
available and cheap technological tools, on the other, are enough to integrate a very 
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These new on- line com munit ies share a number of features which set  them  apart  from  
any other type of community and different iate this new form  of amateurism  from the 
t radit ional one:  

1 The communit ies are radically democrat ic. While in the past  am ateurism  was the 
prerogat ive of the wealthy and leisured classes, nowadays it  is open to everyone. 
I ndeed, through crowdsourcing everybody has the opportunity to share their 
knowledge and talents, while devot ing t ime and energy to tasks they are interested 
in and which would be out  of their reach in a t radit ional environment . 

2 I n these com m unit ies, m ot ivat ion and personal involvement  are the main drivers, 
which is not  always the case in professional contexts. 

3 Since the communit ies are not  paid, or receive only a token payment , for their 
efforts, they are completely free to choose their topics and tasks. Recognit ion and 
respect  being their m ain reward, it  is m uch more difficult ,  if not  im possible, for the 
econom ic powers to cont rol and impose something on them. 

4 Through crowdsourcing a new way of working is emerging, widely based on 
collaborat ion, self- init iat ive and peer reviewing, where the exchanges am ong the 
members of the community become a further binding force. Since the object ive is to 
tap the largest  possible capital of skills and com petences, tasks are broken up into 
sm all chunks which require a lim ited am ount  of t im e to be com pleted. This m akes it  
possible to further widen the number of potent ial cont r ibutors and involve people 
who m ay have brilliant  ideas but  very lit t le t im e to spare for their passions. I t  also 
increases the chances of com ing up with bet ter solut ions in a m uch shorter t im e. 

5 Finally, a st r iking difference between crowd-sourcing and t radit ional problem-solving 
approaches is that  solut ions are often devised by non-experts in the specific field, 
thus further expanding the reservoir of potent ial solvers. This is one of the elem ents 
which make crowdsourcing appealing to large corporat ions, which increasingly turn 
to this method even when they have highly qualified experts in-house. Through 
crowdsourcing they can reach a very diverse group of potent ial solvers, who 
approach problem s with a fresh m ind, from  a different  perspect ive and, as a result , 
often com e up with m ore creat ive solut ions. 

The growing success of crowdsourcing for the solut ion of business problem s should not  
overshadow other applicat ions. I n the natural sciences, for exam ple, crowdsourcing has 
proved a very effect ive way of collect ing extensive raw data, and in journalism  the posts 
of amateur bloggers are somet imes the first  source of informat ion on events which 
professional journalists are prevented from at tending or cannot  cover as rapidly. 

I n this respect  too, crowdsourcing is increasingly seen as a powerful polit ical tool 
prom ot ing dem ocracy, because it  can boast  the freedom  that  t radit ional m edia do not  
enjoy. The recent  upheavals in the Middle East  have shown the impact  of bloggers on the 
coverage of these events as they leak across borders informat ion which the regimes in 
power were t rying to st ifle. Simple and widely available technological tools, a simple 
sm artphone, were enough to show the whole world shocking images which an 
experienced news photographer with professional equipment  may not  have been in a 
posit ion to catch and circulate. 

The I nternet  and the social m edia have proved essent ial to help the crowd organise the 
revolut ions, allow their supporters to com municate quickly and freely, t ransm it  their  
m essage to the world and gain internat ional support , showing the violence and sufferings 
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the cit izens had to endure. The decision taken by the Egypt ian Governm ent  at  the 
beginning of the turmoil in January 2011 first  to block social media like Facebook and 
Twit ter, and then to black out  the I nternet , thus isolat ing the count ry from  the rest  of the 
world, clearly shows the role of the I nternet  in the unfolding of the revolut ion, but  also 
the authorit ies’ awareness of its im pact . And precisely because the Egypt ian revolut ion 
was also a digital one, the im prisonm ent  and t r ial of numerous Egypt ian bloggers caused 
such a great  st ir  and turned them  into the very symbols of the revolut ion. 

2 .2  Exam ples 

On the previous pages we have t r ied to draw a general picture of crowdsourcing in it s 
present  form , and ident ify the elem ents which, broadly speaking, are com m on to all it s 
applicat ions. A closer look at  a few successful cases of crowdsourcing will show m ore 
clear ly how it  works in specific cases and which t raits it  acquires in different  contexts. 
These examples cover a wide spect rum , from  open-source software, notably Linux, 
through Wikipedia and cit izen journalism , to business applicat ions and ‘crowd- funding’, 
i.e. crowd-sourced financing. 

2 .2 .1  Linux 

The open-source software movem ent  is one of the most  conspicuous exam ples of the 
deep im pact  crowd-sourcing can m ake when it  is supported by a well-organised and 
m ot ivated com m unity, and Linux, the open-source computer operat ing system, is without  
doubt  one of the m ost  impressive success stor ies in this respect . 

Linux was created in 1991 by the Norwegian hacker Linus Torvalds as a free version of 
the Unix operat ing system. Torvalds publicly released the source code of his system and 
at tached an on- line m essage asking for assistance, addit ions or com m ents. And, indeed, 
about  half of the first  users who downloaded the system , proposed im provem ents to it .  
I n the m eant im e this has becom e standard pract ice. Over the past  20 years, thousands 
of programmers have cont r ibuted, fixing m inor or major bugs and m aking the system  
ever more reliable and efficient . 

Torvalds built  on the model of Unix — which grew out  of small discrete programs and 
later allowed hundreds of programmers to work together in a totally decent ralised way 
on individual problem  ,— as well as on Richard Stallm an’s fight  against  the software 
indust ry, which started at  the beginning of the 1980s when, mainly as a result  of the 
int roduct ion of personal com puters, big corporat ions were start ing to seize the m arket  
and replace the original programm er culture, marked by compet it ive but  also cooperat ive 
interact ions among programmers, and open access to inform at ion. 

Operat ing under Stallm an’s General Public Licence, Linux m anaged to guarantee that  no 
single com pany can appropriate it ;  im provem ents can be int roduced by the whole 
community and, whenever a problem arises, it  remains there unt il somebody solves it .  I t  
may seem a somewhat  awkward method, but , since people work on what  they are 
interested in — and the efficiency of the operat ing systems they use is a case in point  —, 
up to now this working m ethod has proved efficient  and has made Linux a m ajor 
com pet itor of Microsoft . 

Nowadays, it  powers all kinds of elect ronic devices, and is chosen not  only by pr ivate 
users and polit ically m inded programmers, but  even by inst itut ions. For example, the 
I ndian Government  recent ly proposed to adopt  Linux and open-source software in its e-
governance projects. 

Big corporat ions are start ing to be at t racted to this model too. I ts efficiency has induced 
com m ercial com panies like I BM, Microsoft  and Sym antec to acknowledge its success and 
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relent  somewhat  their insistence on keeping their source codes secret  in order to take 
advantage of the opportunit ies offered by crowdsourcing. They have realised that  what  
they r isk losing by making their data accessible is more than offset  by the value of the 
inputs and suggest ions they get  from  expert  users. I n a nutshell,  what  at t racts these 
companies is not  the egalitar ian and democrat ic out look of the open-source movement , 
but  the possibilit y it  offers of tapping a huge capital of creat ivity and skills, thus 
improving efficiency and reducing costs. 

Linux shows all the features which have been ident ified as characterising modern 
crowdsourcing:  it  is decent ralised, it  relies on the free involvement  of users, and it  is 
democrat ic. I t  has succeeded in t r iggering a vir tuous circle, where the bet ter and 
fr iendlier it  becomes, the more people use it ,  and the more people use it  and improve it ,  
the bet ter it  becom es. All this m akes it  probably the m ost  st r iking success of the open-
source software m ovem ent , but  it  is by no means the only one. 

The success of Linux has drawn at tent ion to the open-source software model in general. 
I n its wake, several plat form s host ing open-source projects have burgeoned. A 
pioneering example is Sourceforge, which aims to ‘create the leading resource for open 
source software development  and dist r ibut ion’ thr iving on community collaborat ion, and, 
according to their own data, provides tools to 3.4 m illion developers to create powerful 
software in over 324 000 projects. 4 

2 .2 .2  W ikipedia 

Wikipedia is another st r iking exam ple of crowdsourcing, probably the one with the 
biggest  impact  on the daily lives of the largest  number of people. I n spite of the cr it icism  
it  at t racts, it  has become an indispensable resource for m illions of people, many of whom 
may not  even be aware that  what  they are using is crowdsourcing. The name ‘Wikipedia’ 
is a portmanteau word of ‘wiki’ — a Hawaiian word meaning fast , which was adopted to 
designate a technology for creat ing websites collaborat ively — and ‘encyclopaedia’. 

The website was launched following the lim ited success of the first  on- line encyclopaedia, 
Nupedia, which was st ill designed along t radit ional lines with art icles being writ ten and 
formally reviewed by experts in the relevant  fields. I n 2001, Jimmy Wales and Larry 
Sanger, the creators of Nupedia, decided to launch Wikipedia as a complementary site 
where the community could make suggest ions and propose content  to be fed into 
Nupedia. Experts were anything but  enthralled, whereas the general public responded 
enthusiast ically. 

Wikipedia grew out  of the same climate as Linux. Like its precursor Nupedia, it  was 
created under Richard Stallman’s GNU Free Docum entat ion Licence, which allows users to 
copy, dist r ibute and modify Wikipedia text . 

Wikipedia was officially launched on 15 January 2001 as an English- language project  
offer ing a neut ral point  of view. Other language versions were added soon after, 
increasing from  18 at  the end of 2001 to 161 by the end of 2004, to reach 283 versions 
today. Wikipedia current ly contains some 20 m illion art icles (of which over 8.3 m illion are 
in English) , has an est imated 365 m illion readers worldwide and about  100 000 regular 
cont r ibutors, and is ranked 6 th among the most  popular websites in the US. I t  is peer 
reviewed, and the various language versions operate under separate adm inist rat ive 
cont rol, which allows them to modify their reviewing policy as they wish. 

The organisat ion and working methods for cont r ibutors to Wikipedia are based ent irely on 
wiki technology, which allows even a very large number of users to create and edit  text  
on a single web page. 

                                                 
4 ht tp: / / sourceforge.net / about . 
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Everything is peer- reviewed. Even policies and guidelines are writ ten and revised by the 
Wikipedia com m unity. All content , however, must  com ply with Wikipedia’s five pillars:  

 Wikipedia is an encyclopaedia. 

 Wikipedia is writ ten from a neut ral point  of view. 

 Wikipedia is free content  that  everyone can edit , use, modify and dist r ibute. 
(However, m easures are taken to ensure that  copyright  laws are respected and 
that  plagiar ism  is avoided. Since everything is under free licence, editors are not  
the owners of the art icles, which can be freely edited, modified and redist r ibuted) . 

 Editors should interact  with each other in a respect ful and civil manner (conflicts 
are discussed on the talk page and dispute resolut ion indicat ions should be 
followed) . 

 Wikipedia has no fixed rules ( the pr inciples and spir it  of Wikipedia’s rules mat ter 
more than their literal wording)  and somet imes improving Wikipedia requires 
making an except ion to a rule (cont r ibutors are encouraged to be bold and not  
afraid of m aking m istakes:  they can always rely on the com m unity to repair 
them ) . 5 

I n spite of it s enorm ous success, which m akes it  a deep- rooted elem ent  of our life, it  is 
also the object  of harsh cr it icism . The arguments against  Wikipedia are summarised very 
clear ly in the quest ion that  Andrew Keen asks in his best -selling work The cult  of the 
am ateur: 6  Why should we consult  Wikipedia, when we can have access to such 
prest igious and high-quality resources as, for exam ple, the Encyclopaedia Britannica? 

Because of its open st ructure, Wikipedia cannot  guarantee the reliabilit y and validity of 
its content . However, according to a report  published by the journal Nature7  in 2005, 
Wikipedia comes close to the accuracy of the Encyclopaedia Britannica (a result  which is 
contested by the lat ter) . I t  is increasingly accepted as a reference tool at  official, and 
even academ ic, level:  an increasing number of researchers cite Wikipedia and it  is 
ment ioned even in legal textbooks and academ ic syllabi as a general source of reference. 
Many scholars adm it  using Wikipedia to look up definit ions and descript ions of concepts, 
as well as encouraging students to use it  as a start ing point  and for general informat ion. 8  
Wikipedia is highly valued because, although its content  is not  original, it  presents 
mult iple points of view and, above all,  it  is always up- to-date:  major events are 
integrated into Wikipedia within hours, something no t radit ional encyclopaedia, no mat ter 
how high quality it  is, will ever manage to achieve. 

2 .2 .3  Cit izen journalism  

Rapid and efficient  communicat ions worldwide have become one of the pillars of our 
globalised world. Dissem inat ing inform at ion in (almost )  real t im e without  hindrances and 
rest r ict ions is the big challenge t radit ional media are not  always able to take up 
successfully. I n this context  too, crowdsourcing has succeeded in filling som e gaps. The 
developm ent  of and easy access to the I nternet  has had dram at ic repercussions on 
journalism  and the media as well.  

Thanks to new technologies, bloggers from  all over the world make their voices heard on 
the m ost  diverse topics almost  instantaneously. They generate an enorm ous m ass of 

                                                 
5 ht tp: / / en.wik ipedia.org/ wiki/ Wikipedia: Five_pillars. 
6 Andrew Keen. 2007. The cult  of the amateur .  New York:  Doubleday. 
7 ht tp: / / en.wik ipedia.org/ wiki/ Wikipedia: External_peer_review/ Nature_December_2005. 
8 See, e.g. Firat  Soylu, ‘Academ ics’ Views On and Uses of Wikipedia’,  in Gnovis,  Volum e I X, I ssue I I , Spr ing 
2009, ht tp: / / gnovisjournal.org/ 2009/ 05/ 13/ academics-views-and-uses-wikipedia/ . 
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informat ion and images which flow quickly and freely, and which cannot  be blocked by 
polit ical powers, notably totalitar ian regim es, in spite of their at tem pts to extend their 
censorship to the I nternet . I n the recent  past , thanks m ainly to the technology of 
sm artphones and to very fast - react ing social media like Twit ter, the coverage of protests 
and revolut ions in totalitar ian regimes has been much more comprehensive than it  used 
to be, offer ing im ages and stor ies that  the same regimes often manage to conceal from  
professional journalists. The immediacy of this informat ion makes it  more effect ive and 
open, with a st ronger emot ional im pact  on wider sect ions of the world populat ion. 

Thousands of blogs on the broadest  range of topics have drawn at tent ion to alternat ive 
inform at ion and allowed the crowd, made up of average cit izens, protesters or supporters 
of different  causes, to com m unicate and organise themselves through the I nternet . 

The very success of this channel of communicat ion has, however, rapidly brought  to light  
the need to st ructure it  to som e extent . A telling case is the site Global Voices, which was 
launched in 2005 as an experim ent  in new m edia and a mult iplier  to make blog ent r ies 
‘usable’ as a basis for news items. 

As they state in the presentat ion of their  site, ‘m illions of people are blogging, 
podcast ing, and uploading photos, videos, and inform at ion across the globe, but  unless 
you know where to look, it  can be difficult  to find respected and credible voices. Our 
internat ional team  of volunteer authors and part - t ime editors are act ive part icipants in 
the blogospheres they write about  on Global Voices’. 9 

While the interest  of the media is normally dr iven by econom ic interest , Global Voices 
mainly covers geographic areas and topics not  connected to econom ic interests and 
therefore normally ignored by mainst ream media. The underlying idea is to take 
advantage of the possibilit ies offered by Web 2.0 to foster inclusion and part icipat ion, 
and to help marginalised people, part icularly from  developing or out lying countr ies, or 
people liv ing in areas where censorship exerts st rong pressure, to be heard using cit izen 
media. 

Based on the assum pt ion that  ‘in the next  century, as count r ies increasingly t rade m ore 
in inform at ion than hard goods, the definit ion of proxim ity changes from  geographic to 
linguist ic:  two count r ies border one another if and only if they have a language they can 
use in common’, 10  they also emphasise (as we will see in more detail later on)  the role of 
t ranslat ion to reach the widest  possible number of potent ial cont r ibutors and readers. 

The way the project  is organised is quite different  from  t radit ional m edia, but  sim ilar to 
other crowdsourcing projects. Except  for a small team  of editors and technical staff 
working on a part - t im e basis, and being paid for their work, it  relies on a large number of 
volunteers (over 500 bloggers and t ranslators according to their own est imates) , all 
operat ions are vir tual and carr ied out  on- line, and roles are much more flexible than in 
t radit ional m edia, with borders between the various tasks (edit ing, t ranslat ing, localising)  
being somewhat  blurred. 

As they state on their website, the goals of Global Voices are to:  

 call at tent ion to cit izens’ m edia, 

 facilitate the em ergence of new voices, 

 advocate for freedom  of expression. 

                                                 
9 ht tp: / / globalvoicesonline.org/ about / . 
10 Clay Shirky, 1999 ht tp: / / www.shirky.com / writ ings/ language_networks.htm l. 
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Contr ibutors blogging from  regions and about  topics ignored by t radit ional m edia are 
invited to contact  the relevant  regional editors to subm it  ideas or part icipate as 
t ranslators or proof- readers. 

The reliabilit y and standard of the news they dissem inate is ensured by the experience of 
regional editors, who check all the news they receive. Anonym ous blogs are accepted in 
order to give everybody the possibilit y of speaking up, even people liv ing in totalitar ian 
count r ies for whom operat ing publicly would be too dangerous. Global Voices even 
proposes a guide to reduce the chances that  the bloggers’ ident it ies are disclosed;  at  the 
sam e t im e, they encourage those bloggers to get  in touch with the editors pr ivately. 

The case of Global Voices clearly br ings to the fore the ‘accret ive’ character of 
crowdsourcing (which adds to, but  does not  replace, t radit ional media) . I ts aim  is not  to 
displace m ainst ream media but  rather to draw their at tent ion, and as a consequence that  
of the general public, to issues which are normally out  of their scope. The quality and 
relevance of Global Voices’ act ion is shown by the acceptance Global Voices has gained 
among professionals and the collaborat ion they have m anaged to establish with them. 
The links to their blogs on the websites of established mainst ream media witness their 
success in filling exist ing gaps and building bridges between user-generated content  and 
professional journalism ; — for example, there are links to the I talian version of Global 
Voices on the site of La Stampa,  one of the m ost  reputed I talian newspapers. 

2 .2 .4  Crow dsourcing for  business 

All cases ment ioned so far have shown how crowdsourcing has spread outside the 
business world, or rather as an alternat ive to paid act ivity. The open-source software 
m ovem ent  st r ives to lim it  the power of big software companies, Wikipedia offers free 
knowledge to anyone having access to the I nternet , and cit izen journalism  aims at  
drawing at tent ion to com m unit ies and groups excluded or ignored by t radit ional media. 

However, the potent ial for crowdsourcing in business and the interconnect ions between 
the two are enormous, and this is what  most  researchers current ly focus on — some of 
them even ident ify crowdsourcing exclusively with its commercial st rand, reserving the 
term  ‘open-source’ to the other applicat ions. 

Successful exam ples can be found in very different  areas, ranging from  design to the 
solut ion of scient ific problems, from  m arket ing cam paigns to financing m icro-enterprises 
and start -ups. 

An inspir ing example of the solut ion of scient ific or business problems — which is 
m ent ioned by Jeff Howe and often relayed in cont r ibut ions on this topic — is I nnoCent ive, 
a com pany created in 2001 to tap talented scient ists who, for various reasons, cannot  
make use of their skills and knowledge in t radit ional ways. I nnoCent ive defines itself as 
‘the open innovat ion and crowd-sourcing pioneer that  enables organisat ions to solve their  
key problem s by connect ing them to diverse sources of innovat ion including employees, 
custom ers, partners, and the world’s largest  problem solving marketplace’. 11  They post  
scient ific challenges on their site on behalf of companies, which in m ost  cases have in-
house research departm ents but  address themselves to I nnoCent ive for the solut ion of 
problems they could not  solve internally. Up to now, I nnoCent ive has solved in this way 
over 50 %  of the problem s posted, through a com munity of m illions of problem  solvers 
working on a cloud-based technology plat form . I n this way they manage to deliver rapid 
solut ions. The effect iveness of their problem-solving methodology has at t racted both 
large enterprises and non-profit  and governm ent  organisat ions, including NASA, 
nature.com, Procter & Gamble, Roche, Rockefeller Foundat ion, and The Economist . They 
offer the successful solvers small rewards for their efforts. 

                                                 
11 ht tp: / / www.innocent ive.com / about - innocent ive. 
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What  they have to offer amateur scient ists, however, is not  merely or m ainly the 
possibilit y of earning som e ext ra cash, but , as the solvers themselves state, above all the 
possibilit y of devot ing t ime and energy to something they are passionate about , having 
fun and finding a useful out let  for their skills and knowledge. 

What  they have to offer their clients is profit  (according to Howe, even if they reward the 
solvers, they earn from  a successful solut ion about  20 t im es the fees they pay) , rapid 
results, and the possibilit y of proposing a problem they are not  able to solve in-house to 
a com m unity of potent ial solvers com prising the m ost  diverse profiles, which has proved 
a key to successful solut ions. I n Howe’s words, ‘one revealing MI T study into I nnoCent ive 
revealed that  solvers were more successful when they had less experience in the relevant  
discipline. I n other words, chem ists were bet ter suited to solving life biology problems, 
and vice versa. … The unt rained are also the untainted. Their greatest  asset  is a fresh set  
of eyes, which is sim ply a restatem ent  of the t ruism  that , with m any eyes, all f laws 
become evident  and easily corrected. But  that  concept  was not  always clear. I t  took a 
handful of renegade com puter program m ers to show just  how powerful the play of large 
num bers could be’ (p. 46) . 

I t  is probably difficult  to pass a clear-cut  judgm ent  on I nnoCent ive or other sim ilar 
plat form s. Many point  to the exploitat ion of cheap labour they allow. At  I nnoCent ive, 
however, they st ress the dem ocrat ising force of their  act ion. For them , nat ionality or 
qualificat ions play no role, merit  and effect iveness being the only requirements for 
success. 12  Their clients are more than sat isfied with the results:  many clients praise this 
problem -solving m odel for it s efficiency m ore than for the possibilit y it  offers of saving 
m oney, while for others — e.g. universit ies and research cent res — it  is the only 
available solut ion, given the lim ited amount  of funding they can count  on. 

As for the solvers, they st ress how im portant  it  is for them to have the chance of doing 
some kind of research, regardless of the financial compensat ion on offer. When asked 
what  m ot ivates them  to work for alm ost  nothing, the amateur scient ists m ent ion above 
all the possibilit y of m aking their  cont r ibut ion and are thankful to I nnoCent ive for this 
unexpected opportunity, while none of them  complain about  feeling exploited. The desire 
to be involved in a project  and cont r ibute to its success is cited as the main reason for 
the success of crowdsourcing in all fields. 

The sense of involvement  and belonging is also what  makes crowdsourcing successful as 
a m arket ing st rategy. ‘Part icipat ive m arket ing’ is experiencing growing success as a 
st rategy to ensure the loyalty of custom ers or clients, and to t ransform  them  from  
passive users into co-creators and act ive m em bers of the com m unity of fans of a specific 
product . 

Pioneers am ong the com panies which have created web plat forms where surfers can 
subm it  their proposals for new products, new features for exist ing products, clips, 
slogans or packaging designs include big mult inat ionals like Pepsi, one of the first  to 
experim ent  with this m ethod when they launched a cam paign for the design of a new 
can. Other successful cases which have becom e a reference in this field are Danone, 
which has asked its users to vote on new flavours for one of its desserts, and Nespresso, 
which has allowed users to choose between different  scenarios for their advert ising 
campaigns. Another interest ing example is I deaStorm , the plat form  set  up by Dell as a 
link with their  user com m unity and the m ain tool of the ‘direct  business model’. They 
designed this new model in the 1980s in order to listen to their customers and offer them  
what  they actually need, as well as reduce prices by reducing the num ber of 
interm ediaries. Another st rategy devised by companies to promote customer loyalty is to 
allow them  to personalise the product  they are offered — the success obtained by 

                                                 
12 To guarantee this absolute ‘dem ocracy’ I nnoCent ive has a policy of anonym ity. The solvers do not  know who 
asks for a certain solut ion and the clients do not  know anything about  the solvers unt il they have accepted their  
solut ions. 
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Heineken in the Netherlands by offer ing their customers the possibilit y of personalising 
their can or bot t le clear ly shows the potent ial of this st rategy. 

I n the field of m arket ing, crowdsourcing is increasingly being used to stage contests 
aimed at  involving the community in decisions taken by the com panies and creat ing a 
st ronger link between the company (known as the ‘seeker’)  and the people, notably the 
solvers. 

This idea, however, is not  rest r icted to commercial act ions. Other organisat ions have had 
recourse to such contests in order to establish the sam e kind of em ot ional link with their  
public and generate a sense of belonging to the sam e com m unity, while at  the sam e t im e 
tapping into a m uch wider reservoir of skills and ideas. I n 2011. the European Cent ral 
Bank staged a contest  to choose the design for a € 2 com m em orat ive coin to be issued by 
all Member States in 2012 to commemorate 10 years of euro banknotes and coins. The 
design com pet it ion was open to all cit izens of the euro zone, and a professional jury 
selected 5 designs from  among the proposals subm it ted. These five were put  to a public 
web vote am ong cit izens and residents of the euro area to choose the winning design. 13  
This contest  is an exam ple of act ion taken by the European inst itut ions to respond to 
widespread crit icism  of being far removed from  and inaccessible to the people. Such 
init iat ives should make the cit izens feel closer to Europe, they should feel that  they are 
the EU and can cont r ibute to its growth and development  — in short , passive cit izens 
should be t ransform ed into act ive ones. 

The act ive consumer/ user is indeed the pivotal elem ent  of every crowdsourcing init iat ive. 
And indeed this model is constant ly expanding into new areas and funct ions. This drive is 
reflected in the language and the plethora of neologisms generated to describe part icular 
types of crowdsourcing. Some of them may prove ephemeral, while others are probably 
here to stay because the concept  they refer to is taking root , as is the case, for exam ple, 
of crowdcast ing, crowd- funding, and crowd-vot ing. 

Crowdcast ing, created from  ‘crowd’ and ‘broadcast ing’, is often used in connect ion with 
predict ion markets, especially with reference to the private sector. Hewlet t  Packard, for 
exam ple, has crowd-sourced sales forecasts of a range of their products, instead of 
ent rust ing them  to their  analysts as is the rule. Crowdcast ing, however, can also refer to 
st rategies to engage an audience and build a network of part icipants. I n this sense it  
part ially overlaps with crowd-vot ing or tele-vot ing. I t  is used in show business — though 
it  is by no means lim ited to it .  Crowd-vot ing is regularly used in TV contests, where the 
viewers can vote by SMS or elect ronically and their votes are then com bined with those 
cast  by professional jur ies to determ ine the winners. Other applicat ions, however, should 
not  be disregarded:  a recent  example in the field of m arket ing which shows very clearly 
the popular ity of this st rategy is the vot ing cam paign launched by Toyota to crowd-
source the plural nom enclature of its hybrid vehicle Prius, with 1.8 m illion votes cast  over 
a 6-week period ( the winning word was Prii) .  

Last  but  not  least , crowd- funding is gaining ground in the non-profit  sector, in part icular 
to m icro- finance humanitar ian projects, but  also in business (e.g. in the audiovisual 
sector) . 

A telling example of m icro- funding through the crowd is Kiva. According to their own 
definit ion, Kiva is a ‘non-profit  organisat ion with a m ission to connect  people through 
lending to alleviate poverty. Leveraging the internet  and a worldwide network of 
m icrofinance inst itut ions, Kiva lets individuals lend as lit t le as $ 25 to help create 
opportunity around the world’. They work in order ‘to provide loans to people without  
access to t radit ional banking systems’. 14 

                                                 
13 I t  is worth not ing, incidentally, that  the winner, an Aust r ian cit izen, is a professional m int  designer. 
14 ht tp: / / www.kiva.org/ about . 
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I n his analysis of Kiva’s act ion, Howe points out  the sim ilar it ies between Kiva and other 
crowdsourcing projects, regardless of their specific goal:  ‘Kiva applies the global 
connect ivity of the I nternet  to m ake it  even easier to harness spare capital and route it  to 
those who need it  m ost . Just  as other form s of crowd-sourcing capitalise on our excess 
capacity to design new products, tweak a scient ific form ula, or rate the latest  clips on a 
video-sharing site, crowd funding taps the collect ive pocketbook, allowing people to 
finance projects they believe in with just  a few dollars here and there … Kiva used the 
dem ocrat ic nature of the I nternet  once again in creat ing a mechanism  to guard against  … 
malfeasance:  field partners are now rated based on past  perform ances, allowing lenders 
to evaluate the r isk level of working with them ’ (p. 249) . 

Kiva’s success is dem onst rated by the data about  their  act ivit ies published on their site. 
Since its creat ion in 2005, Kiva has at t racted 688 551 lenders, allowed over $ 283 m illion 
of loans, with a repaym ent  rate of over 98% , reaching over 700 000 ent repreneurs, with 
an average am ount  of less than $ 400. 

Besides humanitarian aid, crowd- funding has proved prom ising in the arts. Through 
crowd- funding, art ists can appeal direct ly to their consum ers, who, being fans, tend to be 
m ore willing to support  their musical groups or filmm akers, regardless of the profit  
involved. I n this way, even independent  and not  yet  established art ists can bypass the 
often insurmountable obstacle represented by the big studios or labels, which previously 
dom inated the market . 

A successful example of crowd- funding in the arts is Sellaband. Launched in 2006, it  
presents itself as the site ‘where fans invest  in music’.  I n lit t le less than 5 years, they 
have coordinated recording sessions for over 80 art ists and have gathered over $ 4 
m illion to be invested in independent  bands. Their pioneering approach appeals both to 
the art ists and to the fans that  support  them . 

Sellaband is a profit -making enterprise. A ‘success fee’ (a percentage of the total am ount  
raised)  is deducted from the art ists’ revenues. This, however, is more than compensated 
by the possibilit y art ists get  of being funded, while working in complete freedom and 
retaining ownership of their works and cont rol over their careers. To fans, Sellaband 
offers the possibilit y of giving concrete support  to the groups they love and part icipat ing 
in their success and also, in some cases, in the profits. Supporters — ‘believers’ in 
Sellaband term inology — can cont r ibute and ret r ieve their m oney unt il the funding goal 
fixed by the art ists is reached. After that , they cannot  withdraw their  m oney, but  are 
rewarded with downloads and goodies offered by the art ists (who may also, but  are not  
obliged to, share their profits with them ) . 

This fund- raising model is increasingly applied in other sectors as well.  New companies 
are being set  up which allow web surfers to invest  in innovat ive start -ups and, if they are 
successful, be rewarded for believing in new ideas. At  the same t ime, they offer 
ent repreneurs with a br illiant  idea but  no or lit t le m oney their only chance to raise the 
funds they need to carry out  their projects. 

As with other crowdsourcing projects, the aim  of these plat forms is to create 
opportunit ies to m atch ideas and funds, no mat ter where they are located and no m at ter 
how substant ial individual cont r ibut ions are — even very low investm ents can make the 
difference once they are put  together. Once again, the result  should be to widen the 
reservoir  of potent ial funders, who can choose the projects they believe in, and allow 
innovat ive ideas to be implemented, which would not  be fit  for funding by t radit ional 
financing inst itut ions. 
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2 .3  I s a ll that  glit ters gold? 

The concept  of ‘crowdsourcing’ is spreading to a rapidly growing range of sectors, 
acquir ing new nuances in the process:  the idea of involving the ‘crowd’ or the community 
to m ake choices, create new products, produce inform at ion, etc. is definitely fashionable. 

No mat ter what  goal it  is used for, it s supporters agree on a num ber of com m on features 
which would make it  a major breakthrough in today’s world:  

 Crowdsourcing is radically t ransform ing the profile of ‘consum ers’, and m ore 
generally ‘users’. I t  turns them  into act ive members of a community who can 
cont r ibute to the developm ent  of products they like or to the advancement  of 
ideas they believe in, and find their main reward precisely in this feeling of 
belonging to a com m unity and making their  cont r ibut ion. Even when a financial 
reward is offered and welcomed, it  is not  the main driver. 

 Crowdsourcing raises and emphasises the im portance of com m itm ent  within 
com m unit ies, showing that  individuals do not  always behave m erely according to 
self- interested pat terns, as we m ight  expect . 

 Crowdsourcing is a powerful democrat ising agent . I t  makes ‘amateurism ’ 
fashionable again and offers everybody the possibilit y of cult ivat ing their interests 
and sharing what  they know with others, even if they are not  specialists or 
professionals, based exclusively on merit .  I n this way it  taps into a huge potent ial, 
which would not  be reachable otherwise. 

 Crowdsourcing changes the organisat ion of labour. Thanks to the I nternet , it  
allows unprecedented decent ralisat ion, reaching the r ight  people no m at ter where 
they are located. By breaking up each act ivity or problem  to be solved into small 
chunks, it  mobilises energies and ideas which would be lost  if the requirements 
were heavier. 

Howe, one of the first  and staunchest  supporters of crowd-sourcing, goes as far as 
stat ing that  ‘crowd-sourcing paints a flat ter ing port rait  of the hum an race. We are m ore 
intelligent , m ore creat ive, and m ore talented than we tend to give ourselves credit  for. … 
Crowdsourcing, with its uncanny tendency to draw gifted people from  the most  unlikely 
nooks and crannies, is like an imm ense talent - finding m echanism . … crowd-sourcing also 
cult ivates and nurtures that  talent . I n this way, crowd-sourcing adds to our culture’s 
general store of intellectual capital’ (p. 16) . 

 

However, is all that  glit ters really gold? Crowdsourcing is a revolut ionary model and, like 
all revolut ions, it  raises concerns and claim s casualt ies. I ndeed, the whole-hearted 
enthusiasm  which shines through the test imonies m ent ioned so far is not  shared by 
everybody. Many point  to the risks inherent  in this form  of work and urge not  to 
underest im ate them . 

A radical reject ion of this approach has been voiced by Andrew Keen in his book The cult  
of the am ateur ,  in which he calls into quest ion the reliabilit y and value of crowd-sourced 
work, compared to work carr ied out  by skilled and knowledgeable professionals. Even 
among those who acknowledge the potent ial of crowdsourcing, many point  out  open 
issues which need careful considerat ion. 

The lack of accountabilit y is often emphasised as a serious draw-back of crowdsourcing 
com pared to t radit ional m ethods. Since everything occurs through the web, it  is 
som et im es difficult  to t race the sources of, for exam ple, a piece of informat ion and obtain 
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guarantees about  their reliabilit y and ident ity, or even about  their existence. As we have 
seen, anonym ity may serve to protect  sources and induce them to disclose informat ion 
which would otherwise not  be shared, but  it  can also be used for less noble purposes, like 
divulging false informat ion in order to bias public opinion, and in ext reme cases the r isk 
of actual sabotage cannot  be ent irely ruled out . 

When it  comes to crowdsourcing for commercial purposes, other concerns are voiced 
regarding the labour m arket , and the new organisat ion of labour it  entails. As we have 
seen, crowdsourcers mainly work for passion, but  this m ay lead them to work ext rem ely 
long hours, dangerously blurr ing the dist inct ion between leisure and work, with negat ive 
impacts on their non-work life. 

Furtherm ore, crowdsourcers voluntarily offer their work and are happy with the 
recognit ion they get  from  it .  However, they m ay not  be aware that  for com panies this 
can becom e an easy way to save money and secure valuable work at  very low rates. As a 
result , specific markets are disrupted and long-established and experienced professionals 
are m ade redundant  and deprived of their source of incom e. Crowdsourcers can afford to 
release for free the products of their hobbies because they do not  depend on such 
act ivit ies for a liv ing, which is not  the case for professionals. 

I n his art icle ‘Crowdsourcing as a Model for Problem  Solving’, Daren Brabham effect ively 
highlights the ambivalence inherent  in crowdsourcing. He states that  ‘proport ionately, the 
am ount  of m oney paid to the crowd for high quality labor relat ive to the amount  that  
labor is worth in the market  resem bles a slave economy. Sim ilar to the ways commercial 
video game developers use ‘modders’ to develop new gam es, crowd-sourcing com panies 
hope to use the crowd for their own profits. … this process manages to harness a skilled 
labour force for lit t le or no init ial cost  and represents an emerging form  of labour 
exploitat ion on the I nternet ’. 15  He cont inues maintaining that  ‘crowdsourcing can be quite 
em powering indeed, a hopeful reunion of worker and product  in a post - indust r ial 
economy of increasing alienat ion of labor … crowd-sourcing necessarily involves 
casualt ies, as any shift  in product ion will.  … On the m icro- level, crowd-sourcing is ruining 
careers. On the m acro- level, though, crowd-sourcing is reconnect ing workers with their 
work and tam ing the giants of big business by reviving the importance of the consum er 
in the design process’ (p. 84) . 

The claim ed ‘democrat isat ion’ of crowdsourcing also requires some qualificat ion. I n 
pract ice, crowdsourcing may suffer, to use Brabham ’s words, from  ‘lack of diversity of 
opinion’ and ‘lack of diverse ident ity ’. Though, in theory, easy access to the internet  
offers everybody the possibilit y  of part icipat ing in this phenomenon, the reality is 
different . The digital divide is a fact  and it  should be taken into account . Brabham  
describes the typical web user as ‘white, m iddle-  or upper-class, English speaking, higher 
educated, and with high-speed connect ions. Moreover, the m ost  product ive individuals in 
the crowd are likely to be young in age’ (p. 86) . As a consequence, ‘crowd-sourcing 
applicat ions that  do succeed through the m ight  of a homogenous crowd are reproducing 
the aesthet ic and values of white, st raight , m iddle-class men’. As he pleads, ‘a constant  
eye on who is m issing from  the crowd must  remain’ (p. 87) . 

Crowdsourcing is a relat ively new model which is imposing or has already imposed itself 
in m any contexts:  that  we m ust  accept . Whether we like it  or not , it  is certainly here to 
stay. We can share, at  least  to a certain extent , the enthusiasm  of its supporters about  
the changes it  br ings about  in a growing number of fields, the commitment  it  raises, it s 
efficiency in m atching tasks and skills, and the opportunit ies it  offers users to exploit  
their skills and com petences, to devote their spare t ime to their interests and get  
recognit ion and also some financial reward, while creat ing a sense of com m unity with 

                                                 
15 Daren C. Brabham . 2008. ‘Crowdsourcing as a Model for Problem Solv ing’, in Convergence:  the I nternat ional 
Journal of Research into New Media Technologies. Volum e 14(1) , p. 83. 
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like-m inded people with whom they can have st imulat ing and meaningful exchanges. 
However, there are caveats which just ify Brabham ’s words that  ‘we should rem ain cr it ical 
of the model for what  it  m ight  do to people and it  may reinst itute long-standing 
m echanism s of oppression through new discourses’ (p. 87) . 



3  CROW DSOURCI NG TRANSLATI ON 

3 .1  Exam ples of crow dsourced t ranslat ion 

As we have seen, crowdsourcing is developing fast  and expanding to a rapidly growing 
number of areas, which also include t ranslat ion where it  has lately become a hot  topic. 
Though this process is less st r ik ing in t ranslat ion than in other fields, the changes it  is 
br inging about  are as radical, and reflect  to a large extent  the features ident ified for 
crowdsourcing in general. 

This evolut ion adds to the radical changes that  are affect ing the way the profession is 
perceived, and even more, the way it  will be perform ed in the future. While 
crowdsourcing is blurring the boundaries between amateurism  and paid work, and 
between working and leisure t ime, increasingly powerful and well-perform ing 
technological tools — machine t ranslat ion system s and other CAT tools — are appearing. 
All these changes are often frowned upon as jeopardising the very survival of the 
t ranslat ion profession. On the other hand, the demand for t ranslat ion and language 
services in general is exploding and the resources available cannot  keep up with it .  These 
new tools, together with the other changes and developments connected to the new 
I nternet  culture, therefore, appear as the only viable opt ion to help t ranslators cope with 
the pressure they are to work under. The new developments will not  sweep away 
t ranslators, but  it  is a fact  that  they will impose far- reaching adaptat ions in the way the 
profession is conceived and perform ed. 

Crowdsourced, amateur, collaborat ive, volunteer t ranslat ion — the m ost  widely used 
labels for this new phenomenon — shows, broadly speaking, the sam e features and 
object ives already m ent ioned concerning crowdsourcing in general:  the idea of a piece of 
work carr ied out  collaborat ively by an enthusiast ic community of users, willing to devote 
their t ime and energy to help other members of their community — whatever it  is — to 
profit  from  products they would be excluded from for linguist ic reasons. Money not  being 
the main m ot ive for part icipat ion in these projects, rewards of other kinds are expected, 
like recognit ion, awareness of being an act ive part  of a well- integrated com m unity, doing 
som ething useful for the benefit  of others, or fostering democracy and inclusion by 
channelling the surfeit  of skills and com petences which would otherwise rem ain unused. 

At  the same t im e, the cr it icism  and concerns which are raised about  crowdsourcing in 
general also apply in the case of t ranslat ion. Worries are voiced both as concerns the 
profession and the status of professional t ranslators, on the one hand, and the quality of 
the work done in this way, on the other one. The fear is that , should the pract ice of 
crowdsourcing gain ground, serious disrupt ions on the m arket  of t ranslat ion should be 
expected with a significant  number of professional t ranslators being out  of work and 
deprived of their main source of income. I n addit ion, this t rend m ight  further weaken the 
status of the profession and reinforce the m ispercept ion that  t ranslat ion does not  require 
specific skills and com petences, but  can be perform ed by anybody having even a scant  
knowledge of the languages involved. I n this way, besides st ifling the market , 
crowdsourcing would further reduce the negot iat ing power of professional t ranslators and 
their prospects of get t ing fair  reward and recognit ion for their work. Secondly, this new, 
and to a certain extent  st ill untested, m ethod raises doubts concerning the standard of 
the output :  how can, for exam ple, quality and confident iality be ensured when authorship 
becom es a vague concept  and t raceability is difficult  to enforce? 

I n spite of these caveats, however, crowdsourcing in t ranslat ion is well established and 
keeps expanding. I t  has become a reality which raises great  interest , and its vitalit y and 
potent ial cannot  be underest imated. I n order to harness and steer it  to the advantage of 
the whole t ranslat ion com m unity and of the users of t ranslat ion as well, a thorough 
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debate on the im pact  of this new phenomenon is necessary, which encom passes both 
issues connected with the actual pract ice of t ranslat ion and its theoret ical implicat ions, 
but  also with the percept ions and at t itudes of the public towards this discipline. 

The areas where crowdsourced t ranslat ion is used are increasing at  a steady pace, even 
though some of them appear more prom ising and m ore at t ract ive for crowdsourcers than 
others. The audiovisual sector, where fansubbing ( from  ‘fan’ and ‘subt it ling’)  has becom e 
a well-defined pract ice with specific rules and codes, is a case in point . Other interest ing 
examples are crowdsourced journalism  and the non-profit  sector. As concerns the 
form er, crowdsourcing is not  used only to gather inform at ion, but  also to t ranslate them 
in order to spread noteworthy content  am ong as large an audience as possible. I n the 
non-profit  sector a sim ilar approach is applied, whereby crowdsourcing is used to collect  
inform at ion and funds, but  also, through t ranslat ion, to raise awareness about  projects 
and at t ract  volunteers and donors. 

I n other cases, where the lim it  between non-profit  and commercial applicat ions is less 
clear-cut , react ions to projects of collaborat ive t ranslat ion are m ixed and the allegat ion of 
exploit ing free labour to make profit  is constant ly loom ing, as is shown by the harsh 
response to the at tem pt  by the professional network LinkedI n to have their interface 
t ranslated by professional t ranslators who were also members of the network. 16  LinkedI n 
is probably the most  st r ik ing failure story in this area, which should be carefully taken 
into account  when designing a crowdsourcing project . I t  reflects very well the concerns of 
professional t ranslators regarding the exploitat ion of their  work for commercial purposes, 
on the one hand, and the non- recognit ion of their efforts and of their professional status, 
on the other one. 

An important  lesson to be learned from this experience is that  it  is im portant  to inject  the 
r ight  m ot ivat ion in the crowd, while at  the same t im e proposing som ething they can find 
at t ract ive and interest ing, which is part icular ly evident  when comparing commercial 
enterprises and non-profit  init iat ives. This is what  emerges most  clearly when comparing 
LinkedI n’s experience with successful projects of crowdsourcing — e.g. projects in the 
non-profit  sector or in borderline areas like Sym antec’s crowdsourcing t ranslat ion of 
freely released products (see Fred Hollowood’s interview at tached here below) . As a spur 
for amateur t ranslators to embark on such efforts, all these experiences rely on high 
m ot ivat ion and on the sense of belonging to a com m unity which you cont r ibute to shape, 
of opening up new horizons to others sharing the sam e tastes and interests, and of 
helping one’s monoglot  fam ilies and fr iends profit  from  interest ing products from  which 
they would be excluded if they were available only in English. 17 

The encouraging results obtained by most  experiences of crowdsourcing seem  to have 
set  into mot ion a sort  of snowball effect , whereby this approach is no longer confined to 
ent irely spontaneous init iat ives, like fansubbing, but  is slowly penet rat ing more official 
and st ructured spheres as well. 

A m ore detailed analysis of various applicat ions of crowdsourcing to t ranslat ion will help 
draw some, at  least , prelim inary conclusions about  this new phenomenon and how it  is 
im pact ing on and t ransform ing the t ranslat ion profession and, at  the same t im e, 
influencing the at t itude toward t ranslat ion in general. 

                                                 
16 Following the example of Facebook, in June 2009 LinkedI n launched a survey among its t ranslator m embers 
asking whether they considered volunteering to t ranslate the site into other languages and which incent ives 
they would prefer, proposing five non-m onetary choices. The react ions were very negat ive and a t ranslator  
star ted a group on LinkedI n itself, called ‘Translators against  Crowdsourcing by com mercial business’, which 
gathered very rapidly over 450 m em bers. 
17 I t  is worth not ing that  — as Hollowood states — in the case of Symantec the results were so prom ising as to 
induce this company to apply the sam e strategy for com m ercial products as well.  
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3 .1 .1  Social m edia 

When thinking of social m edia, popular projects like Facebook, Twit ter or Google 
immediately come to m ind. They are the most  evident  products of the Web 2.0 — i.e. 
collaborat ive and part icipatory Web applicat ions — and it  is therefore only too natural 
that  they should m ake m assive use of, am ong other things, crowdsourcing. I ndeed, they 
have all used crowdsourcing to localise and make their sites as mult ilingual as possible. 

Facebook, in part icular, has developed a very efficient  and advanced st rategy to get  the 
site t ranslated, exploit ing the possibilit ies offered by the new technologies. They use 
crowdsourcing for the t ranslat ion of their m etadata ( for the t ranslat ion of posts or other 
public material loaded by the members of Facebook, they propose m achine t ranslat ion, 
notably through the t ranslat ion tool of Microsoft  Bing) . To this purpose they have 
developed a specific page where everybody can register and propose t ranslat ions or 
revisions of the ent r ies they choose. A forum for discussion is also provided where the 
various solut ions are discussed, com pared and voted upon by the part icipants. The 
object ive is to improve these t ranslat ions and guarantee a high qualit y standard through 
peer- reviewing;  indeed the result  is usually regarded as sat isfactory. Thanks to this 
method, Facebook can boast  over 60 linguist ic versions, including less-spoken languages, 
which would not  be feasible through machine t ranslat ion due to lack of adequate corpora. 

Now Facebook has moved a step beyond. I n 2011, a new in- line applicat ion was 
launched, based on the interact ion between machine t ranslat ion and crowdsourcing — 
which is largely regarded as the future of t ranslat ion. This new applicat ion offers the 
possibilit y of t ranslat ing com m ents on public pages into the language m arked as nat ive in 
the user’s profile. The text  is m achine- t ranslated and can then be improved and revised 
by the user. When the t ranslat ion of a com m ent  is requested, a pop-up window opens 
where the user is asked to improve the text , if necessary. I f the suggested t ranslat ion 
gets enough posit ive votes from  other users, it  replaces the Bing t ranslat ion. 

When Facebook launched the request  for the French t ranslat ion of its site, the response 
was so enthusiast ic that  in 24 hours the job was done. They were successful twice, in 
that  they got  the work done, but  also because they st rengthened the link with their  users 
and increased their loyalty, involvement  and pride for som ething they had cont r ibuted to, 
som ething they were not  m ere users of, but  partners:  ‘I n January 2008, we int roduced 
the Translat ions applicat ion, effect ively turning the t ranslat ion process over to our users 
— the people who understood Facebook and their languages best . We were blown away 
by its success. The site was t ranslated into Spanish in two weeks and French followed 
soon after and was t ranslated in just  24 hours. Now, less than two years after 
int roducing the app, Facebook is available in more than 65 languages, all t ranslated by 
our users using the Translat ions applicat ion’. 18 

Twit ter started its language crowdsourcing project  in 2009 and in 2011 decided to 
expand it  and open a new Twit ter Translat ion Center, building on the results obtained. 
Translat ion crowdsourcing has by now becom e their standard approach, aimed to localise 
more features and increase the linguist ic offer, with plans to extend it  to Russian, Turkish 
and I ndonesian. 

Google too has set  up its own t ranslat ion project , Google Translator Toolkit , which was 
launched in 2009 and proposed t ranslat ion from English into 47 languages;  today it  can 
process t ranslat ions from  and into 345 languages. I t  allows users to edit  and revise 
t ranslat ions autom at ically generated by Google Translate, and also to work 
collaborat ively invit ing other users to edit  or view one’s t ranslat ions. 

                                                 
18 ht tps: / / developers.facebook.com / blog/ post / 308/ . 

25  

https://developers.facebook.com/blog/post/308/


The success obtained by the Translat ions applicat ion of Facebook’s, but  also by Twit ter ’s 
and Google’s projects, is a result  and at  the same t ime a proof of the power of a well-
m ot ivated and efficient ly m anaged com m unity. For Facebook users, this is an opportunity 
to share som ething with others, to improve a tool they love, and feel like act ive 
developers instead of passive consumers — ‘prosum ers’ with the neologism  created to 
refer to the new users of the Web 2.0 who are also act ive creators of the product  they 
use —, while helping people who share their interest  and at t itudes but  cannot  rely on the 
sam e com petences. 

3 .1 .2  I nform at ion and non- profit  sector 

Sim ilar dr ivers are at  the basis of the policy of plat forms like Global Voices or TED 
conferences, in the field of cit izen journalism  and polit ics, and Kiva as concerns the 
hum anitar ian sector, which rely on the organised help of volunteers to t ranslate pieces of 
news, speeches or announcements originally delivered in English. 

As concerns Global Voices, their policy and object ives, as well as their overall working 
methods, have already been ment ioned. Translat ion is part  of this general st rategy 
aimed at  spreading and sharing informat ion about  groups neglected by mainst ream 
media, while at  the same t im e helping excluded groups to m ake them selves heard and 
be involved in what  goes on in the world at  large. 

To at tain these aims, t ranslat ion — which for them covers and overlaps with localisat ion 
and edit ing — is recognised as a fundamental tool. Thanks to volunteer 
t ranslators/ proofreaders, the stories on Global Voices can be dissem inated in mult iple 
languages, including lesser spoken ones like Aymara, Macedonian or Serbian. I nterested 
people are invited to join or even start  a new website, if their language is m issing from  
the list  of already covered languages. 

The t ranslat ions are m anaged through the Lingua t ranslat ion project , which, as stated on 
their website, ‘amplif ies Global Voices stories in languages other than English with the 
help of volunteer t ranslators. I t  opens the line of com m unicat ion with non-English 
speaking bloggers and readers of Global Voices by t ranslat ing content  into other 
languages’. 19 

This approach shows their awareness about  the importance of mult ilingualism . Even 
though English is the basic language since most  of their posts are originally created in 
that  language, they acknowledge that  it  is not  enough. To foster the diffusion of their 
material they need t ranslat ion. Furthermore, as the project ’s success increases and its 
scope widens, the site grows really mult ilingual:  besides news created in English and 
t ranslated into other languages, it  now publishes also a growing num ber of posts 
originally drafted in Spanish, Portuguese, Russian and French and then t ranslated into 
English. 

The Lingua project  shows all features already ident ified for crowdsourcing:  it  relies on the 
work of volunteers, takes into account  and is tailored to their  const raints, notably in 
terms of t ime — deadlines are flexible and no m inimum  commitment  is required. This, 
however, does not  m ean that  the issue of quality is neglected:  the sites in the various 
languages can choose their own st rategy to evaluate new volunteers — in som e cases 
they have to pass a test , in other there is a probat ion period, but  in m ost  of them  they 
simply join. I n all cases, however, quality cont rol is ensured through the work of 
experienced editors and supervisors. 

Through a careful m anagem ent  of their  project , crowdsourcing offers Global Voices the 
possibilit y of profit ing from  the pluses of human t ranslat ion. As stated on the site it self,  

                                                 
19 ht tp: / / globalvoicesonline.org/ lingua/ . 
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human crowdsourced t ranslat ion is priv ileged over raw machine t ranslat ion on the 
ground that  ‘t ranslat ion machines are great  tools to give you a sense of what  a webpage 
is about  and can be very helpful indeed if you just  need instant  access to web content . 
However, it  is not  the most  recommendable tool for those who really want  to deepen 
their understanding of the world, learn about  the beauty of other cultures and would like 
to understand the nuances of a different  language, not  to m ent ion that  these t ranslat ion 
tools are not  available in som e languages, such as Bangla or Aymara. We prefer to offer 
our readers a t ranslat ion we did with love! ’20 

As we see from  this declarat ion, at  Global Voices crowdsourcing t ranslat ion does not  
mean sending something into the cyberspace and wait ing for it  to come back worded in a 
different  language. Quite the opposite. I t  is a well st ructured exercise, where each 
cont r ibutor has a specific role, like a well-oiled machine. For a non-profit  site it  is the 
only way to offer mult ilingual material,  but  everything is done to ensure quality and the 
need to match the requirement  of the plat form  with what  potent ial cont r ibutors can offer 
without  renouncing quality. That  crowdsourcing does not  m ean a casual and uncont rolled 
exercise is further shown by the fact  that  the Lingua project  offers opportunit ies for 
t raineeships for students in t ranslat ion or m odern languages. 

Along the same lines as Global Voices, TED has set  up a project  specifically devoted to 
t ranslat ion, the Open Translat ion Project . TED is not , st r ict ly speaking, cit izen journalism , 
but  shows com m on features with it .  I t  is a non-profit  organisat ion and works to raise a 
debate about  a wide palet te of topics of relevance for today’s world and spread 
independent  ideas. I t  defines itself as ‘non-profit  devoted to I deas Worth Spreading’. I t  
started in 1984 as a conference bringing together people from  technology, entertainment  
and design. Since then, it  has broadened its scope to include other init iat ives, including 
the TED Open Translat ion Project . I ts object ive is ‘to br ing TEDTalks beyond the English-
speaking world by offer ing subt it les, t imed-coded t ranscripts and the abilit y for any talk 
to be t ranslated by volunteers worldwide’21  and m ade available for free well beyond the 
English-speaking world. The project  was launched with 300 t ranslat ions, 40 languages 
and 200 volunteer t ranslators;  after one year, more than 21 000 t ranslat ions had been 
com pleted by a com munity consist ing of thousands of m em bers. The project  great ly 
enhances the accessibilit y of the talks — for the hearing- impaired, for those who speak 
English as a second language, for search engines ( the full t ranscripts can be indexed) , 
and of course for the vast  audience of non-English speakers worldwide. 

As has happened in the case of Global Voices, as the scope and amount  of material 
available on the site grows, so does the wish to further increase the diffusion of their 
contents and, as a consequence, the awareness of the importance of mult ilingualism  to 
make these ‘ideas worth spreading’ available to a wider and more diversified public. 
Today, thanks also to its t ranslat ion project , TED is best  thought  of as a global 
community, welcom ing people from  every discipline and culture who seek a deeper 
understanding of the world. 

The success of crowdsourcing projects in the field of the m edia is start ing to draw the 
at tent ion of major mainst ream media as well,  like The Economist  — which, together with 
other prom inent  English-speaking publicat ions, has som e of its contents t ranslated into 
Mandarin in this way 22  — or NewsHour, 23  a major US TV news programme. At  the end of 
January 2012. NewsHour asked its viewers and social m edia followers to t ranslate 
President  Obam a’s State of the Union Address rely ing on a free tool used to t ranslate 
videos on the Web. 24  The call was launched the day after the speech was delivered and 
got  an enthusiast ic response:  in 24 hours the program m e got  eight  full t ranslat ions and 

                                                 
20 ht tp: / / globalvoicesonline.org/ lingua/ lingua-volunteer- faq/ # Q3. 
21 ht tp: / / www.ted.com/ pages/ 287. 
22 ht tp: / / ecocn.org/ bbs. 
23 ht tp: / / www.pbs.org/ newshour/ . 
24 ht tp: / / www.pbs.org/ newshour/ rundown/ 2012/ 01/ t ranslat ing- the-state-of- the-union-with-your-help.htm l. 
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part ial t ranslat ions in several other languages, including Korean, Arabic, Chinese and 
Esperanto. This effort  was also m eant  as a test  on the feasibilit y of crowdsourcing the 
t ranslat ion of videos covering m ajor events. Thanks to its success, NewsHour now plans 
to cover the whole elect ion season in this way and to extend it  also beyond elect ions 
coverage. They see it  as the beginning of a new phase. As Hari Sreenivasan, PBS 
NewsHour correspondent  said, ‘it  gives viewers an opportunity to be part  of spreading 
content  to more people, and gives public media organisat ions a way to engage with their 
communit ies in a deep and ongoing way’. 25 

I n the non-profit  sphere, The Roset ta Foundat ion and Kiva deserve a special m ent ion. 
The Roset ta Foundat ion was launched in 2009 with the m ission to ‘relieve poverty, 
support  healthcare, develop educat ion and promote just ice through access to inform at ion 
and knowledge across the languages of the world’. Based on the assumpt ion that  access 
to informat ion is a fundamental human r ight  and that  often the problem is not  that  
informat ion does not  exist  but  it  does not  exist  in the language of the recipients, they 
encourage t ranslators, both professionals and people interested in t ranslat ion in general,  
to volunteer. Volunteers are asked to t ranslate materials of other not - for-profit  
organisat ions or NGOs in order to ‘provide equal access to informat ion across languages, 
independent  of econom ic or market  considerat ions, including localisat ion and t ranslat ion 
companies, technology developers, not - for-profit  and non-governmental organisat ions’. 26 

As concerns Kiva, besides its success in crowdsourcing m icrofinance, it  has also 
developed a well-st ructured and efficient  t ranslat ion project , 27  through which they invite 
interested and m ot ivated people to work and help spread the stor ies for which Kiva seeks 
support . More precisely, they seek for collaborators to edit ,  t ranslate, and thoroughly 
review loan profiles28  from  around the world into English ( the language of their  site)  to 
ensure that  each profile is understandable to lenders and complies with Kiva’s policies. At  
present  there are volunteer teams for t ranslat ion from  French, Portuguese, Russian and 
Spanish. Different ly from  other t ranslat ion crowdsourcing projects (which involve all 
those who are willing to cooperate and then adapt  the system to take into account  their 
preferences and availabilit ies and to ensure sat isfactory quality standards) , Kiva imposes 
considerable const raints on volunteers, as concerns both their qualificat ions and t im e 
requirements. They offer flexibilit y in that  volunteers can choose where and when to 
work, but  they cannot  choose the profile they want  to t ranslate ( they have to st ick to the 
order of pr ior ity based on when the profiles have been received) , have to pass a test  to 
dem onst rate their nat ive or near-nat ive English competence and high- level proficiency in 
a foreign language, possibly be able to demonst rate t ranslat ion experience or studies, be 
fam iliar with the required technological tools and commit  to a m inimum of 2 hours per 
week for a m inimum of 6 months. I n spite of all these const raints, Kiva has m anaged to 
involve about  300 t ranslators whose only reward is the chance to use their language 
skills to help create opportunit ies around the world. 

The success of Kiva with professional t ranslators (since they are their preferred target )  
shows clearly that  crowdsourcing and non-profit  are not  rest r icted to am ateurs, but  can, 
and often do, involve professionals. The issue is not  so much cont rast ing professionals 
and am ateurs or profit  and non-profit ,  but  rather set t ing the r ight  object ives and raising 
awareness and m ot ivat ion. Professional t ranslators, who felt  exploited by LinkedI n’s 
proposal and refused to give away their work for free to a commercial enterprise, prove 
willing to work without  com pensat ion and under rather st r ict  const raints when it  is for a 
worthy cause they believe in and where they feel that  their work can m ake the 
difference. 

                                                 
25 ht tp: / / www.poynter .org/ latest -news/ top-stor ies/ 160702/ president -obama-state-of- the-union- t ranslated-pbs-
newshour/ . 
26 ht tp: / / www.theroset tafoundat ion.org/ index.php/ en/ ourm ission. 
27 ht tp: / / www.kiva.org/ about / t ranslat ionprogram. 
28 Profiles provide a br ief overview of the ent repreneur’s background and their  m icroloan use. 
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3 .1 .3  Audiovisual 

The audiovisual sector is another area which has proved very open to innovat ion, 
including methods and technologies allowing for collaborat ive cont r ibut ion, to such an 
extent  that  fansubbing, i.e. collaborat ive subt it ling, is defined as ‘the most  important  
manifestat ion of fan t ranslat ion’. 29 

More than in the examples of crowdsourcing we have looked at  so far, fansubbing is a 
case of 100%  collaborat ive work. The previous exam ples can be defined as forms of 
‘m anaged’ crowdsourcing, in that  the project  is inspired by an ident ifiable ent ity that  
m akes an appeal to the crowd for their t ranslat ion needs. Even when the whole work, 
from  t ranslat ion to revision and edit ing, is carr ied out  by the crowd, the originators of the 
work both retain cont rol over the t ranslat ions and the content  to be t ranslated, and set  
requirem ents their collaborators have to fulfil.  I n this sense, to a certain extent , these 
projects st ill follow a top-down model. I n the communit ies of fansubbers, on the 
cont rary, the crowd is ent irely in charge — from  the choice of the m aterial to be 
t ranslated to the organisat ion of the work and the m anagem ent  of the technical aspects, 
down to the revision and the quality cont rol. Every task is carr ied out  according to a clear 
allocat ion of roles and funct ions and according to a well- st ructured plan, but  without  any 
external cont rol. The only form of cont rol is peer- review. I t  sprouts direct ly from  the 
‘crowd’ for the ‘crowd’ — in this case the fans — without  any external top-down input . 

Fansubs started as fan-produced subt it led versions of anime, Japanese animat ion films, 
in the 1980s and developed mainly in the m id 1990s thanks to the advent  of cheap 
com puter software and the availabilit y on I nternet  of free subt it ling equipm ent . The 
object ive of the first  fansubbers was to provide fellow fans worldwide access to anime, 
when this genre was start ing to enjoy st rong appreciat ion by a growing num ber of fans in 
the West  but  was hardly available outside Japan and in languages other than Japanese. 

Funct ioning as a real com m unity cem ented by a common passion, the members with 
some knowledge of Japanese did the subt it ling to help the others enjoy the products they 
all loved and ‘provide fellow fans worldwide with the fullest  and m ost  authent ic 
experience of anime act ion and the Japanese culture which em beds it .  Unsurprisingly, 
som e of the subt it ling st rategies developed for this purpose are at  many removes from 
their m ainst ream counterparts’. 30 

The technology used in the init ial stage of fansubbing, based on tapes, was rather 
cum bersom e and the result  was of low quality. Thanks to the advent  of the new 
technological developm ent , however, fansubbing has become a viable alternat ive to 
commercial releases. 

As this method has become more efficient  and popular, it  has been adopted for series 
others than anime, mainly to diffuse American TV series in non-English speaking 
count r ies. The first  st r iking case has been the US series Lost  which has paved the way for 
further experiments in this area. I ts first  season went  on air  in the United States in 2004 
and cont inued for six seasons;  as a result  of its success, a dedicated fan community 
em erged both in the US and abroad. Outside the US the episodes were released either 
dubbed or subt it led with considerable delay, which induced internat ional fans, eager for 
ever more episodes, to look for them on the net  as soon as they were broadcast  in the 
US. The original version, however, was not  accessible to large sectors of the internat ional 
public who did not  know English or not  well enough to fully appreciate the dialogues. I t  is 
against  this backdrop that  groups of fans, profit ing from  easily accessible open-source 

                                                 
29 Jorge Díaz Cintas, Pablo Muñoz Sánchez. ‘Fansubs:  Audiovisual Translat ion in an Am ateur Environment ’, in 
Jost rans. The Journal of Specialised Translat ion. 7/ 2006, I ssue 6, pp. 37-52. 
30 Luis Pérez Gonzáles, ‘Fansubbing Anime:  I nsights into the ‘But terfly Effect ’ of Globalisat ion on Audiovisual 
Translat ion’, in Perspect ives:  Studies in Translatology , Vol. 14, N. 4, 2006, pp. 260-277 .  
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software, started to organise them selves and upload files with the subt it les of new 
episodes as fast  as the day after they were broadcast  in the US. 

Fansubbing is a border line act ivity, constant ly on the verge of falling into illegality. With 
Gonzáles’ words, ‘fansubbed products have always been a technically illegal act ivity on 
which copyright  holders have consistent ly cast  a blind eye. But  despite fansubbers not  
holding the copyright  to the products they choose to t ranslate, the volume of anime 
released by fansubbing groups and the num ber of viewers cont inue to r ise steadily in size 
with increasingly easier and affordable access to technology that  characterises the new 
audiovisual scene’. 31 

I n the case of the init ial subt it ling of anime, fansubbers were not  compet ing with 
commercial enterprises because they offered something which was not  available through 
other channels and they exchanged it  for free. I ndeed, it  was tacit ly acknowledged that  
this pract ice had a posit ive impact  on promot ing these series, some of which, as a result  
of this success, were subsequent ly broadcast  outside Japan through com m ercial 
channels. Copyright  holders, therefore, accepted fansubbers and these lat ter stuck to the 
general rule of stopping the dist r ibut ion on the I nternet  once a commercial version 
becam e available. This tacit  agreem ent  is no longer so well accepted by companies, as 
this pract ice is growing and now includes other languages and genres. I n spite of this, 
however, the popular ity of fansubs cont inues to grow. 

Besides offer ing products not  available otherwise, fansubbing, which is carr ied out  by 
fans who know the series in quest ion inside out , fulfils different  needs, often not  taken 
into considerat ion by professional subt it les. For this reason, even when their favourite 
programmes are commercially available, m any fansubbers feel that  a non-com m ercial 
version is st ill necessary to bet ter sat isfy the expectat ions of fan com m unit ies. Especially 
when dealing with a distant  culture like the Japanese one, they aim  at  offer ing the 
audience — which is very interested in the series but  also in its cultural context  — tools 
to fully understand the source text , not  only linguist ically but  also culturally. Fansubbing 
tends therefore to endorse and even exhibit  the cultural ‘otherness’ or idiosyncrasies of 
the original product  and rejects the tendency of commercial subt it ling/ dubbing to 
‘normalise’ it .  As Gonzáles remarks concerning the anim e, ‘the fans’ wish to enjoy the 
essence of anime was [ …]  art iculated in terms of their r ight  to experience the cultural 
‘otherness’ underlying the anime films, a development  which some specialists have 
described as a form  of resistance to Western popular culture’. 32 

For this reason, fansubs tend to be as faithful to the or iginal text  as possible and even 
keep some of its idiosyncrasies. I n order to preserve certain cultural references, they add 
notes and com m ents, and to convey further nuances of the text , they use t r icks like 
combining several colours or different  posit ions or m ovem ents of the text . These 
convent ions, which make the reading quite challenging, are not  normally accepted by 
professional subt it ling which, according to the established approach, should be as 
invisible to the viewers as possible. 

Now that  fansubbing has become a rather widespread phenomenon, well beyond the 
t ranslat ion of anime and more and more used for popular US TV series, there are 
addit ional reasons for its success, even when the com m ercially t ranslated version exists. 
Besides being more faithful, in count r ies like for example I taly and Spain where dubbing 
is the standard pract ice and subt it led versions are not  com m ercially available only 
fansubs cater for the tastes of fans, who privilege the original version with subt it les in 
order to hear the real voices of their heroes and get  the feeling and rhythm  of the 
original language. Secondly, it  is popular in fan communit ies because it  makes subt it ling 
available m ore rapidly than mainst ream channels, and allows the viewers who do not  
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32 I bid. , p. 263. 

30  



know the original language to follow the latest  episodes of their favourite series 
immediately after their first  release in the United States, while they should wait  months 
or even years for the commercial release. 

I n som e cases, the dem and for and success of fansubbed versions of cult  TV series is the 
result  of a conflict  between the fan com m unity and the dist r ibut ing com pany, when the 
low quality and superficial rendering of the commercial version does not  come up to the 
expectat ions of the fans and their knowledge of the specific universe of the series. A 
st r iking exam ple of the success of fans in influencing copyright  holding companies is the 
I talian version of the US TV series The Big Bang Theory .  I t  is not  one of the m ost  popular 
ones in terms of the size of it s audience, but  it  is a niche product , with very specific 
features, followed not  so m uch by casual viewers as by a com m unity of selected fans 
who, as a rule, are real experts about  everything concerning the series and share the 
sam e tastes and culture as its protagonists. 33  This puts them in a posit ion to appreciate 
all the references and peculiar it ies of the characters’ speech, precisely what  is lost  in the 
I talian version where the dubbing tends to simplify and st ream line the dialogues and the 
cultural and textual references — even when a precise equivalent  is possible — thus 
dest roying the puns and m issing the flavour and the com ic effects of the original.  I n this 
specific case, besides producing a fansubbed version, the fans reacted so st rongly 
through their  blogs, forum s and fansites, even threatening to boycot t  the com m ercial 
version, that  they m anaged to induce the I talian copyright  holder to choose a new 
dubbing team , m ore faithful to the source language text  and m ore respect ful of the 
original spir it .  This case shows the possible interact ions and cross- fert ilisat ions between 
the two fields. I ndeed professional dubbers and subt it lers already adm it  visit ing 
communit ies of online fandoms to get  informat ion about  the style and context  of the 
series they are working on, the universe of the characters and hidden quotat ions. 

Another aspect  to be highlighted in the act ivity of fansubbers, from which input  can be 
taken for the t ranslat ion profession in general, is the way they organise their work. Not  
doing it  professionally does not  mean that  they do not  work in a serious and professional 
way. I n fact , in the groups of fansubbers tasks are precisely allocated, from  those in 
charge of technical aspects to t ranslators, revisers and editors who have the final 
responsibilit y of ensuring quality and put t ing the files online. The individual competences 
and expert ise are recognised and a well-defined hierarchy is spontaneously 
acknowledged so that  the decisions of the more experienced m em bers prevail.  As 
Gonzáles points out , ‘cont rary to the norm in the mainst ream film  and television 
indust r ies, anime fans interact  within their I nternet -based networks in their uniquely 
m ult ifar ious capacity as pat rons, producers, dist r ibutors and viewers of the subt it led 
product ’. 34  This way of working collaborat ively and the st rong mot ivat ion prove 
ext rem ely efficient  and effect ive, to the point  that , when a new episode is broadcast  in 
the US, the morning after it  is already online in Europe subt it led in the local language. 

                                                

Finally, the new view of consum ers as act ive agents in shaping the product  is part icular ly 
powerful in fansubbing, as shows the cont roversy over the dubbing of The Big Bang 
Theory  into I talian. The fans reject  the role of passive consumers. Being confident  about  
the cont r ibut ion they can m ake, they dem and the r ight  to m ake their wishes heard and 
get  a product  which reflects such wishes, instead of m erely being the result  of the 
indust ry’s choices. They feel that  they have the r ight  to have their say on the series they 
love and know so well,  often bet ter than the professionals paid to do the work. I n this 
way they cont r ibute to shape the new consumer, the ‘prosumer’, and blur the boundary 
between producer and consum er in favour of a collaborat ive m ethod based on a circular 
flow of different  skills and profiles and the interact ion among them. 

 
33 The main characters of The Big Bang Theory  are two roommates who work as physicists at  the California 
I nst itute of Technology (Caltech) , and a blonde wait ress and aspir ing act ress who lives across the hall.  The 
geekiness and intellect  of the guys is cont rasted for com ic effect  with the gir l’s social skills and com m on sense. 
34 I bid. , p. 268. 
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3 .1 .4  Other applicat ions 

The areas exam ined so far are probably those where crowdsourcing is more advanced 
and its impact  st ronger. New applicat ions of crowdsourcing som ehow connected with 
t ranslat ion and languages;  however, m ore are springing up all the t im e. Som e of them 
look quite prom ising, while others are probably bound to fade away rapidly, but  can, 
nevertheless, pave the way for further, less t ransient  developm ents. 

Though st ill very lim ited, there are experiments even in the crowdsourcing of literary 
t ranslat ion, notably in China, where the huge dem and for the t ranslat ion of bestsellers 
can hardly be m atched by the resources available:  Yeeyan, a collaborat ive t ranslat ion 
website, posted the prologue and first  two chapters of The Lost  Sym bol by Dan Brown 
with the object ive of organising Chinese I nternet  users to produce a Chinese version 
before its official 2010 release. 35  Previously Harry Pot ter books had been t ranslated in 
this way. 

Closer to us, the sixth volume of Harry Pot ter was t ranslated into Germ an by the fans, 
who were not  ready to wait  for the official German t ranslat ion to be released. Besides 
post ing a provisional t ranslat ion two days after the release of the original, the object ive 
of the site Harry-auf-Deutsch.de, 36  was to offer, at  a later date, a more refined version 
made by the fans. The use of tools already available on the site, like a lexicon of Harry 
Pot ter term s and concepts, and the fans’ thorough knowledge of that  universe would, in 
their view, provide a bet ter product  than the official one. 

I t  is highly likely that  these at tem pts will rem ain m ere experim ents and will not  br ing 
radical changes to this specific field of t ranslat ion. However, they are a further test imony 
of the urge for a more act ive involvement  and the willingness to collaborate, which, in 
turn, becom e a spur to devise new projects and channel this potent ial toward an 
increasingly diverse range of applicat ions, from  online dict ionaries (Wordreference) , to 
language learning through t ranslat ion (Duolingo) , or vir tual part icipat ion in the act ivit ies 
of the European Parliament  (Citzalia) .  

3 .1 .4 .1  W ordreference 

One of the m ost  successful crowdsourcing projects dealing with languages — and one of 
the m ost  consulted website of the world — is Wordreference. 37  Launched in order to 
provide free online bilingual dict ionaries and tools, it  has constant ly grown in size, 
popularity and quality, and now covers over 10 language pairs. 

Convinced that  ‘the I nternet  has done an incredible job of br inging the world together in 
the last  few years’, but  aware also that  ‘one of the greatest  barr iers has been language 
[ since]  much of the content  is in English and m any, m any users are reading English-
language Web pages as a second language’, Michael Kellog ‘started this site in 1999 in an 
effort  to provide free online bilingual dict ionaries and tools to the world. The site has 
grown gradually ever since to become one of the most -used online dict ionar ies … I t  is 
consistent ly ranked in the top 500 most -visited websites in the world’. 38 

I n the perspect ive of crowdsourcing, the most  interest ing part  of the site are the 
language forums. Whenever a user cannot  find the answer to their doubts or the 
t ranslat ions they are looking for, they can consult  past  discussions or open a new thread, 
elicit ing proposals and comments from  other members of the community. The threads 
complement  the online dict ionar ies published on the site and suggest  t ranslat ions and 

                                                 
35 ht tp: / / archive.psfk.com / 2009/ 09/ chinese- literat i-crowdsource- t ranslat ion-of-dan-browns- the- lost -
symbol.htm l. 
36 ht tp: / / www.harry-auf-deutsch.de/ . 
37 ht tp: / / www.wordreference.com/ . 
38 ht tp: / / www.wordreference.com/ english/ AboutUs.aspx. 
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explanat ions for idioms, neologisms, words or phrases in context  — the kind of 
informat ion which t radit ional dict ionaries do not  provide. By asking the crowd, the users 
can get  answers and proposals that  are m ore up- to-date than t radit ional dict ionaries, and 
bet ter take into account  the evolut ion of the language. 

The site relies on the work and cont r ibut ion of volunteers, who, in addit ion to 
part icipat ing in the forums as regular members, are involved in their adm inist rat ion and 
help ensure their correct  and orderly funct ioning. Professional and amateurs cannot  be 
dist inguished on the forum;  it  is therefore up to the reader to judge on the value and the 
t rustworthiness of the suggest ions. The success of the site, however, clearly shows that  
the users find it  useful and its contents sat isfactory. 

3 .1 .4 .2  Duolingo 

A m ost  recent  and ut ter ly innovat ive project  drawing on the opportunit ies offered by 
crowdsourcing and t ranslat ion is Duolingo; 39  it  was launched on 30 November 2011 and, 
by 22 Decem ber 2011, it  had already t ranslated 24 000 sentences. Duolingo has been 
created by Luis von Ahn, as ‘a free language- learning website and crowdsourced text  
t ranslat ion plat form , [ …]  designed so that  as users progress through the lessons they 
simultaneously help to t ranslate websites and other documents’. 40   

The idea behind Duolingo is get t ing double profit  from  a certain act iv ity without  doubling 
the effort : 41  the users learn a language and at  the same t ime do real t ranslat ions. As von 
Ahn him self explains, he t r ies to use free t ranslat ion as a language learning m ethod. 42  
However, if the sentences used were art ificial sentences created only for learning 
purposes, the efforts and t im e of the learners would, to a certain extent , be wasted. 
When, on the cont rary, the sentences used come from  real m aterial which needs 
t ranslat ing, the result  is double profit ,  without  increasing the effort  of the learners. 

The first  two languages available on Duolingo are Spanish and English. The tasks users 
receive include t ranslat ing writ ten sentences from  web pages and rat ing the accuracy of 
t ranslat ions done by others. After being t ranslated, the web m aterial is uploaded in the 
English version of the original web page. I n order to make good for the learners’ 
m istakes, several people work on and revise each sentence. The system  also allots the 
sentences according to the level of the learner, more complex sentences to more 
advanced learners, and provides tools like online dict ionaries. 

When launching Duolingo, von Ahn claim ed that  he could t ranslate the whole of 
Wikipedia from English into Spanish in just  80 hours. The aim  of the new service, 
however, is to provide commercial t ranslat ions. React ions have been quite m ixed. On the 
one hand, the idea raises interest  and curiosity. On the other one, however, several 
concerns are voiced. Would customers be prepared to pay for a service performed by 
students? Being a com mercial service, is it  acceptable that  the web site makes a profit  
from  the learners’ work delivered for free? How reliable can the t ranslat ion be when more 
com plex sentences, idiom s or nuances are at  stake? Can a text  be reduced to a sequence 
of sentences? 

What  is interest ing about  this project , however, is the innovat ive at t itude towards 
learning, combining it  to another act ivity so as to double the ‘profit ’,  and the idea of 

                                                 
39 ht tp: / / duolingo.com / . 
40 ht tp: / / www.elearningeuropa.info/ fr / node/ 112542. 
41 This idea had previously been developed by von Ahn with ReCaptcha, a test  used on Web sites to ensure that  
the response is generated by a person, where users are asked to type words that  com e from  old books that  are 
digit ised in this way. 
42 This is also innovat ive in that  it  part ially reverses the prevailing t rend in language learning st rategies during 
the past  decades, where t ranslat ion had v ir tually disappeared from  language learning curr icula, replaced by the 
com municat ive m ethod. 
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combining learning and t ranslat ion in an innovat ive framework. For the t ime being it  is 
hard to say whether Duolingo will be a success, but  what  we can be sure of is that  it  
keeps the debate about  learning and t ranslat ion alive, that  it  br ings new and innovat ive 
input , that  it  acknowledges the importance of t ranslat ion and mult ilingualism  on the web 
and that , one way or the other, it  may be an impulse to further ideas and innovat ive 
developments. 

3 .1 .4 .3  Citzalia  

Another new crowdsourcing project  which is not  ent irely devoted to, but  includes, 
t ranslat ion is Citzalia. 43 

Citzalia is a new project  part ly sponsored by the European Parliam ent  to raise the 
cit izens’ awareness about  its act ivit ies and policies, br ing them closer to its decision-
making process and involve them in its everyday life in an interact ive way. I t  has been 
developed in answer to a call by the European Parliament ’s Directorate-General for 
Com m unicat ion as a vir tual parliam ent  ‘to generate interest  and raise awareness about  
the role of the European Parliament ’. 

As the developers of Citzalia themselves declare, ‘Citzalia is democracy in act ion. I t  is an 
animated and interact ive social networking plat form  that  captures the essence of the 
European Parliam ent ’, where anybody can create an avatar and ‘walk around, interact , 
network and debate the issues of the day in the corr idors of the European Parliament ’ in 
order to bet ter understand how it  works. Through part icipat ing in debates, writ ing 
art icles, and even draft ing vir tual legislat ion on issues relat ing to the European 
Parliam ent  and EU policy, part icipants can gain insight  into and expert ise on how 
dem ocracy works in the EU, but , at  the sam e t im e, also help shape that  world and 
inhabit  it .  Equipped only with a Web browser, they can create an avatar with which they 
walk around, interact , network and debate the issues of the day in the corr idors of the 
European Parliam ent . 

Though part ly designed as a tool to discover the European Parliam ent  while having fun, 
the idea behind Citzalia is also to use it  as a plat form  to exchange ideas and interact  with 
other cit izens, but  also with policy m akers. For the creators of this site, for exam ple, it  
could be envisaged that  m em bers of the European Parliam ent  use it  to have real 
exchanges with the cit izens on topics of interests, or that  it  becomes a plat form  where 
the European Parliam ent  or other EU inst itut ions communicate with the public and 
cent ralise important  informat ion which, at  present , is spread through a number of 
different  channels. 

Citzalia is available in all 23 official EU languages, thus st ressing the importance of 
mult ilingualism  and the mult ilingual character of the EP. While the site has been 
t ranslated by professional t ranslators, all v ir tual visitors can go, am ong others, to the 
‘t ranslat ion room ’ and register as t ranslators, chief t ranslators or revisers. When 
register ing, vir tual t ranslators must  provide informat ion about  their t raining and 
professional qualificat ions (e.g. EU official, professional t ranslator, etc.) ;  the site 
m anagers have the last  word on their level of com petence ( t ranslator, chief t ranslator, 
etc.) , which can subsequent ly be changed on the basis of the work they perform  on 
Citzalia. 

Visitors to Citzalia can post  art icles or inform at ion they find interest ing, and then ask for 
their t ranslat ion, usually a combinat ion of machine t ranslat ion and hum an revision. The 
vir tual t ranslators can freely choose the contents they want  to t ranslate or see posted in 
various languages. Translat ion on Citzalia is a t ransversal task and the ‘t ranslat ion room ’ 
can be accessed from  all other room s (e.g. the press room  or the offices of the members 

                                                 
43 ht tp: / / www.citzalia.eu/ . 
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of the European Parliament ) . This reflects well the role of t ranslat ion in the European 
Parliam ent  — but  also in the other European inst itut ions— where t ranslat ion is an 
essent ial element  of their  policies and everyday act ivit ies. 

3 .2  I m pacts of t ranslat ion crow dsourcing 

As we have seen, the innovat ions brought  about  by crowdsourcing and the collaborat ive 
approach it  entails are affect ing all facets of t ranslat ion;  in addit ion, they also present  it  
under a new light . As a consequence, this new way of working will not  influence m erely 
the pract ice, but  also the theories of t ranslat ion and the way it  is perceived. Furthermore, 
even though crowdsourcing is st ill a niche act ivity and affects the sector only to a lim ited 
extent , it s influence is bound to grow and there are useful lessons on good pract ices to 
be learnt  also for professional t ranslators. 

3 .2 .1  Theoret ical im pact  

As concerns the impact  of crowdsourcing on t ranslat ion theories, fansubbing in part icular 
can provide interest ing input . As we have seen, besides making new subt it led episodes 
available more rapidly and widening the range of available material, from  the very 
beginning one of the main drivers for fansubbers has been t ranslat ing in such a way as to 
fulfil the expectat ions and requirements of fans. They aim  at  providing a version which is 
as accurate and faithful to the original as possible and conveys jokes, quotat ions, word-
plays, textual references, and the culture of the or iginal,  without  t rying to disguise the 
intervent ion of the t ranslator, as is the case in t radit ional subt it ling/ dubbing. I n this way 
fansubbers appear to priv ilege what , in t ranslat ion studies, is usually considered an 
‘elit ist ’ approach, supported by academ ics, notably Lawrence Venut i in his work The 
Translator ’s I nvisibilit y, 44  but  regarded as hardly viable for commercial products. 

Venut i objects to the common assumpt ion that  a t ranslat ion should sound like an original 
and that , when it  sounds like a t ranslat ion, then it  is a bad t ranslat ion. This approach, 
that  has been developed, am ong others, by Eugene Nida with his theory of dynam ic 
equivalence, has been the most  successful for the last  decades and is usually adopted in 
commercial products. 

Venut i, together with others, rejects this approach, which he defines ‘domest icat ing’, in 
favour of ‘foreignisat ion’. According to him , t ranslat ing a text  means also t ransferr ing the 
culture where it  was originated and conveying its linguist ic norms, cultural values and 
textual references to the reader of the target  language. The t ranslator carr ies the ethical 
responsibilit y to signal, rather than assim ilate, the difference and peculiar it ies of the 
source culture. I n order to at tain this end, he adm its deliberately breaking the 
convent ions of the target  language to preserve the meaning and the nuances of the 
original — and even encourages doing so. 

This theory, however, though influent ial among scholars and on a theoret ical level, is 
usually regarded as far removed from  the actual pract ice of t ranslat ion, especially when 
the t ranslated work should not  be confined to a rest r icted circle of conscious and well-
informed readers — in this sense Venut i’s approach may be regarded as elit ist .  

At  first  sight , this should be part icular ly t rue in the case of popular TV series, and indeed 
the indust ry aims at  offer ing localised versions which sound as natural and easy as 
possible for the public of the target  language. And yet  the choices m ade by the 
com m unit ies of fansubbers cont radict  this. Offer ing versions which are very faithful to the 
original, both from a linguist ic and a cultural point  of view, and subt it les on markets 
where dubbing is the rule, fansubbers t ranslate into pract ice, at  least  to a certain extent , 

                                                 
44 Lawrence Venut i, The Translator ’s I nvisibilit y ,  Rout ledge, London and New York, 1995. 
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Venut i’s foreignising approach and reject  domest icat ion as an impoverishment  which 
does not  allow appreciat ing the original to the full.  

On the axis domest icat ion- foreignisat ion, therefore, we can place fansubbing on the 
foreignisat ion side, on the opposite of commercial dubbing/ subt it ling, which tends 
towards radical domest icat ion. I n this way, fansubbing reverses, at  least  part ially, the 
widespread idea that  the easiest  solut ion is the one favoured by the public and shows 
that  foreignising st rategies are not  m erely a theoret ical opt ion devoid of pract ical 
applicat ions and unpalatable for the public. The viewers are in many cases m ore 
demanding than the indust ry seems to believe and open to solut ions which require more 
effort  on their part , but  enhance the pleasure they get  from  the product  they are offered. 

3 .2 .2  I m pact  on percept ion 

The success of crowdsourcing projects in the field of t ranslat ion test ifies and cont r ibutes 
to the growing interest  raised by this act ivity among the general public. Translat ion is 
m ost  often an ‘invisible’ act ivity and does not  at t ract  m uch interest  or enthusiasm am ong 
non-professionals. The enthusiasm raised by the projects exam ined so far draws 
at tent ion to the fact  that  a different  percept ion of t ranslat ion is possible and, being 
addressed to a wider public than the rest r icted circle of professionals, these projects can 
help raise awareness about  the importance of t ranslat ion and mult ilingualism , thus 
start ing a vir tuous circle and boost ing the status of t ranslat ion. 

This shows that  there is a great  potent ial,  but  the issue is how to mobilise that  potent ial 
and mot ivate the crowd. As Fred Hollowood states in the interview at tached at  the end of 
this study, when the people feel the need of having informat ion — no m at ter which kind 
of informat ion — in their own language, they are willing to devote t ime and energies to 
do that . This is part icularly evident  in the non-profit  sector, where part icipants, including 
skilled professionals, accept  quite st r ict  const raints when they feel that  their work can 
help save lives or im prove the standard of liv ing of disadvantaged populat ions, and 
become aware that  one language, notably English, is not  enough to reach the widest  
possible st rata of the relevant  populat ion and to exploit  exist ing potent ial to the full,  and 
that  t ranslat ion and mult ilingualism  are therefore essent ial tools for the success of these 
init iat ives. 

Crowdsourcing can become a precious support  to mult ilingualism  in two ways:  on the one 
hand, it  can help raise awareness about  the importance of mult ilingualism  and, as a 
consequence, of t ranslat ion, and show that  it  is an inescapable realit y;  and on the other 
hand, it  can give an essent ial cont r ibut ion to making the web more mult ilingual, notably 
saving and reinforcing less spoken and endangered languages and languages not  
connected to st rong econom ic interests. 

The success of social m edia like Facebook with the t ranslat ion of their  interfaces into a 
large number of languages, including languages with very few speakers, is an interest ing 
signal in this sense:  the I nternet  has been defined as a ‘lifeboat  for endangered 
languages’. 45  I ndeed, it  was born in English and this is st ill the language of about  50%  of 
it s content . However, the am ount  of content  in other languages and the num ber of 
languages used are growing steadily. As Daniel Prado states in an inspir ing art icle, the 
r ise of the I nternet  m ight  spur linguist ic diversity and allow ‘some languages [ to]  
resuscitate, or even be reborn’. 46 

By promot ing linguist ic diversity on the I nternet , notably giving access to informat ion in 
languages usually disregarded for lack of econom ic im pact , crowdsourcing favours 
                                                 
45 ht tp: / / www.euract iv.com / culture/ internet - lifeboat -endangered- languages-news-
509285?utm_source= EurAct iv+ Newslet ter&utm_campaign= 1ca9969ed1-
my_google_analyt ics_key&utm_m edium= email. 
46 I bid. 
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inclusion and opens the Web to ethnic and social groups which would otherwise be 
excluded, thus foster ing its dem ocrat ic character. 

Secondly, we can expect  — and hope — that  crowdsourcing, with com m unit ies gathering 
around a com m on interest  or passion, will help dispel the com mon percept ion of 
t ranslat ion as an invisible and rather dull act ivity we become aware of only where there 
is a problem, a chore carr ied out  in dusty offices by isolated individuals always on the 
verge of losing contact  with the world and their fellow individuals. The collaborat ive way 
of working highlights that , also in t ranslat ion, constant  sharing of ideas and experiences 
is essent ial to obtaining good results. Crowdsourcing can help raise awareness about  the 
role of t ranslat ion for the success of any init iat ive aimed at  a large public. I t  can 
cont r ibute to discard the percept ion that  it  is m erely a ster ile and repet it ive task with no 
creat ivity involved, unclear purposes and doubt ful usefulness, and show on the cont rary 
that  it  is an essent ial tool to foster democracy and inclusion, offers great  reward, helps 
break isolat ion and enables integrat ion into a mot ivated and well-organised com munity, 
favouring contacts and exchanges with other people involved in the same act ivity and 
sharing the same interests and goals. 

All these novelt ies give r ise to many quest ions, most  of which do not  have, or at  least  not  
yet , a clear-cut  and definit ive answer. However, the posit ive impact  they may have on 
the general percept ion of t ranslat ion deserves being further explored in order to raise 
awareness about  all issues connected to mult ilingualism  and language use as a 
fundamental factor to foster democracy and social inclusion, and involve the ‘crowd’ in 
this process, thus responding to their  wish of being m ore act ive and taking part  in 
shaping contents they are interested in. 

3 .2 .3  I m pact  on the profession 

Finally, the rapid penet rat ion of crowdsourcing in many areas of t ranslat ion and the new 
working st rategies it  int roduces, notably the massive involvement  of amateurs, are 
exert ing ever st ronger pressures on t ranslators and on the way they perform  their  
profession. 

As has been highlighted with regard to other econom ic sectors, crowdsourcing certainly 
opens up new opportunit ies and revolut ionises the way content  is created and processed, 
but  it  also r isks disrupt ing business relat ions as we have known them  up to now, 
involving casualt ies in the process. 

I n this context , serious concerns and fears are voiced both about  the status and 
prospects of t ranslators in the future, and about  the quality of the work carr ied out  by 
amateurs. The first  concern is that  t ranslators will lose their source of income if 
t ranslat ions are done for free by enthusiast  amateurs. Secondly, m any professionals 
blame crowdsourcing for being a weapon in the hands of com panies to exploit  and m ake 
profit  from  free labour. Finally, the issue of quality is regularly raised:  how can we ensure 
high quality when the work is done by a crowd of non-professionals who m ost  often than 
not  lack specific qualificat ion and expert ise, are not  clear ly ident ified and, as a 
consequence, cannot  be held responsible for what  they publish on the net? 

The supporters of crowdsourcing deem these concerns groundless. They insist  that  
crowdsourcing, even if it  cont inues to grow, will never be a threat  to highly qualified 
professional t ranslators. On the cont rary, it  is the only way to make good, at  least  
part ially, for the disproport ion between resources and content  to be t ranslated at  a t ime 
when the m ass of m aterial to be t ranslated hugely exceeds the working capacity of 
human t ranslators. 

Furtherm ore, in spite of the penet rat ion of crowdsourcing in an increasing number of 
areas, the fields where it  can be applied and those which are and will remain the 
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prerogat ive of professionals are quite dist inct , and overlaps are lim ited. Where 
confident ialit y and accountabilit y are required, the use of qualified professionals is a 
m ust . I n other cases, however, the choice is between nothing and som e sort  of 
t ranslat ion allowing at  least  for comprehension (even if not  at  top level) :  there, 
crowdsourcing can be an effect ive opt ion, often improving on the products of machine 
t ranslat ion. 

As is the case of other innovat ive m ethods and technologies, notably m achine 
t ranslat ion, t ranslators should be open and take advantage of the opportunit ies they 
offer, instead of being afraid. I ndeed, the t ranslat ion profession is undergoing radical 
changes, required by the need to adapt  to the new technological developments and 
working m ethods, but  also by the increasing dem and for fast  t ranslat ions from  and into 
an ever widening range of languages, as an effect  of the explosion of exchanges and the 
parallel dr ives toward globalisat ion and localisat ion. 

There is wide agreement  that  professional t ranslat ion will always be needed and that  the 
new methods and technologies that  are em erging will boost  that  need, rather than 
dest roy the profession. Greater specialisat ion will be required of t ranslators, who, in 
many cases, will become editors and managers of t ranslat ions done through these new 
methods. As we have seen, to be successful, innovat ive projects need to be carefully 
designed and managed, and it  is in this respect  that  the involvement  of qualified 
professionals is essent ial. 

This does not  mean underest imat ing the r isks inherent  in these developments. However, 
once we realise and accept  that  crowdsourcing, like other innovat ions, is here to stay and 
is set  to expand further in the future, the issue is no longer whether we want  it  or not , 
but  rather how to best  m anage it  and how to exploit  it  to the advantage of the profession 
and of the users. I ndeed, the new opportunit ies it  opens up should not  be 
underest im ated either and the great  potent ial of the collaborat ive way of working should 
be further explored with a view to applying and adapt ing it  to professional and not  
merely am ateur t ranslat ion. 

3 .3  Applicat ions in an inst itut ional context  

 

As we have seen, the collaborat ive approach to t ranslat ion typical of crowdsourcing has 
expanded well beyond non-profit  or am ateur projects, with growing im pact  on 
professionals and business as well.  But  what  about  inst itut ional contexts? Translat ion 
services in big inst itut ional organisat ions like the EU fulfil specific needs which 
different iate them  both from  the am ateur and non-profit  sectors and from  the business 
world. They are not  affected by the logic of profit  — though efficiency is a m ust  — and 
need a very well-st ructured workflow to cope with the am ount  of docum ents to be 
t ranslated and the num ber of languages they work with, while ensuring high quality 
standards, uniform  approaches and full accountabilit y. This is part icularly t rue in the case 
of the EU where over 500 language com binat ions are used and the m ost  prom inent  part  
of the work consists of legal docum ents, which require clear ownership and 
confident ialit y, as well as staff with specific and precisely tailored skills and qualificat ions. 

As a consequence, the workflow in big organisat ions tends to be m ore r igid and less open 
to innovat ion, and specific procedures m ust  be developed to take into account  both their  
mandate and their internal needs. Experiments with innovat ive working m ethods usually 
take t im e and start  to be debated and envisaged only when sound and consistent  data 
about  their efficiency and security are already available. However, no mat ter how big and 
how st rong they are, these organisat ions are not  self-contained. They do not  exist  in 
isolat ion and are inevitably affected by changes occurr ing in society and in technology, 
and have to find a way to com e to term s with them . On the other hand, thanks to their 
st rength and the means at  their disposal, they have all the credent ials to become drivers 
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of innovat ion. They can help steer and influence change instead of passively suffer ing its 
consequences. I ndeed, there are t im id signals that  the challenges and opportunit ies of 
these new m ethods are start ing to be explored inside big organisat ions as well. 

The World Bank, for example, is experiment ing with crowdsourcing at  different  levels. 
Besides com plet ing a project  to m ap locat ions and infrast ructures in South Sudan with 
the help of members of the Sudanese diaspora, the possibilit y of crowdsourcing their 
t ranslat ions has also been envisaged, t r iggering an animated debate with professional 
t ranslators worr ied about  the possible outcome of this kind of development . 

As a world organisat ion promot ing developm ent  worldwide, the World Bank must  offer 
informat ion to a large public globally, and to this purpose disposing of a mult ilingual 
website is a top prior ity. On the other hand, as has been highlighted for other projects, 
the enormous amount  of informat ion to be t ranslated largely exceeds the resources 
available — and this disproport ion seems set  to increase owing to the current  econom ic 
cr isis and the result ing cuts in resources. Against  this backdrop, the feasibilit y of 
int roducing crowdsourcing as a way out  of this deadlock has been brought  up and a 
project  along the lines of the TED’s Lingua Project  ment ioned above has been envisaged. 
This idea has t r iggered a lively debate on the Bank’s blogs st ressing the swing between 
concern for the working prospects of professional t ranslators and the advisabilit y of 
opening up to innovat ion. Besides helping it  to cope with a workload which cannot  be 
managed by relying on more convent ional working methods, this would also allow it  to 
reach a m ore diverse public, offer ing addit ional languages besides English, French, 
Spanish, Russian and Chinese. No m at ter what  the outcome of this debate will be, it  is 
interest ing because it  overt ly raises the topic of working collaborat ively and with the 
‘crowd’ within a big internat ional organisat ion. A taboo has been broken and this m ay 
pave the way for further debate in other internat ional organisat ions as well.  

As concerns the European inst itut ions, and notably the Directorate-General for 
Translat ion of the European Com mission, this topic is not  on the agenda. And yet , even 
though it  is one of the biggest  t ranslat ion services in the world, it s staff work under great  
pressure to cope with the increasing demand and the parallel cuts in resources. There is 
therefore scope for explor ing whether, and possibly how, crowdsourcing — which taps 
the crowd to get  m ore work done than would otherwise be possible, creates involvement  
in the com m unity, and raises awareness about  specific projects — could offer valuable 
tools to increase the efficiency of its workflow internally and promote its polit ical 
message externally. 

I ndeed som e at tem pts to support  m ore collaborat ive working m ethods and prom ote 
contacts among t ranslators are being made. Unfortunately they are not  always very 
successful and are blam ed for not  being carefully tailored to the actual needs of their 
users. A good exam ple of this top-down at tempt  to br ing the internal working m ethods of 
the EU t ranslat ion services up- to-date, without  effect ively serving their needs, is the note 
Elise. I t  is an applicat ion aimed at  fostering communicat ion among t ranslators from 
different  languages and from different  EU inst itut ions working on the same file, as well as 
between t ranslators and their ‘custom ers’;  it  allows them  to post  com m ents or 
informat ion, ask for clar ificat ions, or point  out  m istakes of various kinds. 

I n spite of the efforts to induce t ranslators to integrate this tool into their workflow, it s 
use has rem ained up to now quite lim ited. The t ranslators of the European Commission, 
in part icular, claim  that  it  does not  fulfil their actual needs in term s of comm unicat ion 
and sharing of informat ion. All informat ion sent  to Elise is linked exclusively to the 
specific file it  is at tached to. As a result ,  it  is vir tually lost  when that  file is completed, 
and can hardly be ret r ieved for further use, even though its interest  is not  necessarily 
confined to that  part icular case. 
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Side by side with these top-down tools, however, there are sm aller scale tools which 
have been spontaneously developed by specific groups of t ranslators and have becom e 
good pract ices, often taken as a model by other ‘com munit ies’ inside the Directorate-
General for Translat ion. An inspir ing example in this sense are the two wikis created by 
the French department  (one of them is devoted to t ranslat ion files and the other to 
term inology)  where the t ranslators can discuss and post  inform at ion they consider useful 
for sharing concerning either specific t ranslat ions or term inological issues. The wikis of 
the French department  allow the t ranslators to share and ret r ieve informat ion very easily 
with im m ediate feed-back, and favour a m ore collaborat ive way of working. Their success 
(while about  10%  of the French t ranslators act ively cont r ibute to them and another 10%  
occasionally part icipate, it  can be est imated that  they are consulted by approxim ately 
two thirds of them )  — has led other language departm ents to create sim ilar tools. 47  More 
in general, the great  success enjoyed by wikis at  all levels — both inside and outside the 
EU inst itut ions — has led the European Com m ission's t ranslat ion service to officially 
promote and generalise their use. Start ing in 2013 all language departm ents will dispose 
of such a tool, which they will be free of using and organising according to their specific 
needs. 

The success of the term inological wiki of the French departm ent  highlights the 
importance and the potent ial for collaborat ion when it  comes to term inological issues. 
The most  st r iking case in this respect  is I ATE, the EU inter inst itut ional term inological 
database and the main term inological tool used by the EU inst itut ions. I t  has been 
developed to gather in one single database the contents previously owned by the various 
EU inst itut ions which, in this way, are made available to all users inside the inst itut ions — 
and also to the general public through its public version launched in 2007. I n spite of all 
efforts, however, I ATE remains r igid and hierarchical, and only to a lim ited extent  has it  
succeeded in overcom ing the previous fragm entat ion. Each ent ry belongs to the 
inst itut ion which created it  and only the nat ive speaker term inologist  of that  inst itut ion 
can m odify it .  When non-nat ive speaker term inologists or term inologists from  other 
inst itut ions com e across errors, or want  to com plete an ent ry created by another 
inst itut ion or merge sim ilar ent r ies belonging to different  inst itut ions into one single 
ent ry, they m ust  first  propose the change to the owner, who has the exclusive r ight  to 
validate it .  This makes the management  and improvem ent  of the database lengthy and 
cumbersome, in part icular when it  comes to correct ing and improving already exist ing 
ent r ies. Furtherm ore, I ATE has no easy tool allowing for direct  com m unicat ion among the 
users, am ong its m anagers and between the two groups, who often have to resort  to e-
m ail m essages to com municate. E-mails, however, remain private exchanges between 
the sender and the addressee, and do not  involve the whole comm unity of I ATE users, 
who cannot  profit  from  them  nor provide addit ional input . 

A m ore collaborat ive approach based, for example, on the m odel of Wikipedia, m ight  help 
overcome these shortcom ings and make it  a real forum where informat ion and 
suggest ions for improvement  can be easily shared am ong all I ATE users. The urge to 
involve the ‘community’ would be all the more just ified because, in the case of I ATE, 
‘com m unity’ m eans a well-defined group of EU linguists who use I ATE in their  daily work. 
I n this way they could be encouraged to share their experience, com petence and ideas to 
the advantage of their colleagues, but  also of the general public that  uses I ATE outside 
the EU inst itut ions. 48  I n this respect , Wikipedia can teach inspir ing lessons. Everybody 
can cont r ibute to Wikipedia but  this does not  m ean uncont rolled anarchy. Cont r ibutors 
have to st ick to a set  of rules and everything is peer- reviewed by the com m unity both to 
improve, complete or correct  new ent r ies, and to check for inappropriate contents. 
Crowdsourcing I ATE in this perspect ive would not  m ean abandoning it  to the users 
without  any cont rol, but  rather giving voice to a qualified community worth being t rusted. 

                                                 
47 The Finnish, German and Bulgar ian departm ents are creat ing wik is based on the French m odel, while the 
Portuguese have developed a sim ilar tool for term inology, though it  is organised in a m ore cent ralised way. 
48 I  would like to thank Tim  Cooper, head term inologist  of the English departm ent , who has accepted to share 
his v ision about  a m ore flexible and innovat ive m anagem ent  of I ATE. 
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Up to now I ATE m anagers have just ified their  policy of st r ict  top-down cont rol with the 
need to ensure the highest  quality standards. The model of Wikipedia, however, m ight  
offer inspirat ion in this respect  too. Broadening the content  and publishing also the 
material which is not  validated does not  necessarily mean offering low quality 
informat ion. Provided that  the status (validated, non validated)  of each ent ry is clear ly 
indicated — as happens on Wikipedia — even non-verified content  can be useful for the 
users. This would allow offer ing m ore content , while allowing the users to make an 
inform ed decision on whether, and to what  extent , they should use or t rust  such content . 

Furtherm ore, giving the users the possibilit y of improving, correct ing or in any way 
com plet ing the ent r ies would also raise their com m itm ent  and m ot ivate them  to share 
their  knowledge;  this in turn m ight  encourage other users to intervene in this process, 
thus start ing a vir tuous cycle of involvement  and mutual inspirat ion. Allowing all users to 
cont r ibute to I ATE, whether they belong to the inst itut ion owning a specific ent ry or not , 
would also boost  the inter inst itut ional character of I ATE and ease the issue of ownership 
by a specific inst itut ion, which is at  the moment  perceived by some as one of the main 
obstacles to a more flexible and efficient  m anagem ent  of the database. 

As is the case for other crowdsourcing projects, involving the community does not  mean 
get t ing work done for free. I t  is a way of tapping a broader reservoir of knowledge and 
competences to keep improving the database in an efficient ly m anaged way and to 
everybody’s benefit . 

 

Besides the int roduct ion of collaborat ive st rategies to foster the commitment  of the staff 
and im prove the efficiency and effect iveness of their  work, a second st rand of 
applicat ions of crowdsourcing could be envisaged to reach the general public. This m ight  
help respond to two issues usually addressed by this m ethod:  cope with the disproport ion 
between workload and resources thus improving the offer of t ranslat ion, and raise the 
cit izens’ awareness about  issues connected with t ranslat ion and mult ilingualism , and, 
more in general, foster their involvement  in and com m itm ent  to the European project . 49 

A few years ago Margot  Wallst röm , Vice President  of the European Commission for 
I nst itut ional Relat ions and Communicat ion St rategy from 2004 to 2010, pointed to the 
serious communicat ion and informat ion deficit  as one of the reasons for the failure of the 
EU inst itut ions to raise support  for the European project  among the general public. I t  is 
to br idge this gap that  she launched a new com m unicat ion st rategy, m aking bet ter use of 
new technologies, notably the I nternet . One of the act ions foreseen by the new st rategy 
was the in-depth revamping of the portal Europa to give the cit izens easier access to 
informat ion about  the Union, it s policies and its projects;  in that  context  full 
mult ilingualism  was acknowledged as an essent ial facet  of this st rategy. I n pract ice, 
however, it  was different :  actual mult ilingualism  is rather lim ited and most  pages on the 
Europa portal are available in English, or English and French and, to a lesser extent , 
French, English and German, while only a very lim ited port ion of the site is in all official 
languages. This becomes part icularly evident  as surfers proceed in their search. The 
more specific the pages, the more lim ited the number of linguist ic versions. 

I n spite of these shortcom ings, Europa offers a huge am ount  of highly valuable and 
constant ly updated informat ion. The resources which would have to be deployed to fulfil 
the engagement  to make it  fully mult ilingual, however, largely exceed those available, 
and the prospects for future im provem ents in this state of things are rather bleak. To find 
a way out  of this im passe — explosion of content  and cuts in resources — and fulfil the 
cit izens’ inform at ion needs, therefore, innovat ive ideas are necessary. I n this context  

                                                 
49 On this topic, see the interview with Josep Bonet , Head of the informat ics unit  of the EC Directorate General 
for Translat ion, published at  the end of this study. 
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successful crowdsourcing projects m ight  offer some inspirat ion. I n part icular, experiences 
like TED’s ment ioned above, m ight  be a model for sim ilar init iat ives at  Commission level. 

As is the case with TED, tapping into the wisdom  of the crowd would be an effect ive way 
of offering the public more informat ion in a language they understand, but  also — which 
is probably even more relevant  — to bring the inst itut ions closer to the cit izens and raise 
their m ot ivat ion and com m itm ent  toward the European project . 

A project  involving som e sort  of crowdsourcing, if successful, would help broaden the 
offer of mult ilingual content  on the I nternet , but , above all,  it  would st imulate in those 
willing to collaborate a st ronger feeling that  they are an act ive part  of the EU, have the 
possibilit y of taking part  in its developm ent , and can do som ething to help involve their  
fellow cit izens as well.  Secondly, such an init iat ive would create greater awareness about  
the importance of t ranslat ion and mult ilingualism  for the success of the European 
integrat ion and, more in general, to promote social inclusion and dem ocracy worldwide. 
Finally, it  is worth underlining that , like all init iat ives based on the web and the new 
technologies, experim ent ing with crowdsourcing would great ly help create com m itm ent  
am ong young people, since they are the most  fam iliar with the new technologies and the 
most  act ive on the I nternet , and raising awareness among them is of param ount  
importance for the future of the European integrat ion and dem ocracy. 

Though prom ising, however, such an approach also involves serious r isks for an 
organisat ion like the European Commission's Directorate-General for Translat ion, and 
they should not  be underest imated:  first  and foremost , the r isk of being cr it icised for 
exploit ing free labour. I t  would therefore be im perat ive to convey the m essage that  the 
European Commission does not  exploit  free labour nor st ifle the t ranslat ion profession, 
but  deliberately chooses this st rategy to involve all Europeans and make them act ive and 
conscious cit izens. I t  should be clear that  the goal is not  to find a way of get t ing things 
done at  low cost , but  of get t ing them done in a different  way which bet ter fulfils real 
needs and wishes. 

Most  of the contents t ranslated by the Directorate-General for Translat ion do not  lend 
themselves to be processed in this way, notably legislat ive or official adm inist rat ive 
documents, where confident ialit y, specific and specialised knowledge and, above all,  
clearly stated authorship and accountabilit y are essent ial.  However, innovat ive 
approaches m ight  prove effect ive for other typologies of texts like informat ion material,  
notably web pages which now play a pivotal role in the communicat ion policy of the 
Commission and where there is m uch scope for improvement . These are the documents 
with which the public m ost  often com es into contact  and which therefore they need to 
understand and read in their own languages, but  which, in many cases, are available only 
in a lim ited num ber of language versions. At  the sam e t im e, since they provide 
informat ion on topics of general interest  with a direct  im pact  on the everyday life of 
European cit izens, they m ight  be the m ost  suitable to raise the interest  of the ‘crowd’ and 
m ot ivate them  to put  their  knowledge and skills to the service of their  fellow cit izens, 
while, at  the sam e t im e, cont r ibut ing to the advancement  of the European integrat ion. I t  
is therefore in this area that  there m ight  be scope for experiment ing with the novelt ies 
offered by the Web 2.0 with a view to improving the relat ions with the public, creat ing 
com m itm ent  toward the European project  and m ot ivat ing the cit izens to part icipate m ore 
act ively in this process. 



4  CONCLUSI ONS 

*  Crowdsourcing:  the new front ier on the I nternet  

Collaborat ive and part icipatory approaches to communicat ion and informat ion sharing are 
the new front ier on the I nternet . After a phase where the users searched the Web for 
inform at ion or services that  were offered to them , we have now entered a new era where 
users have becom e ‘prosum ers’ and can access the web also to act ively create or modify 
content . An increasing num ber of people, especially among the younger generat ions, feel 
that  they have a lot  to offer. They are no longer happy with being passive and invisible 
users, but  want  to share their ideas and competences, and m ake their cont r ibut ion. And 
the I nternet  and the easy and efficient  tools it  now provides m ake this possible. 

I t  is in this context  that  social media have radically t ransform ed our way of 
com m unicat ing, m aking fr iends and establishing working relat ions. I t  is also in this 
context  that  crowdsourcing has em erged as a revolut ionary way of creat ing and sharing 
content  in areas as diverse as science and m icrofinancing, journalism  and market ing, the 
arts and show business or the humanitar ian sector. 

I t  is som ething radically new, so much so as to generate the need for a new word to 
describe it .  The underlying concept  — i.e. to tap the human capital wherever it  is found 
and not  merely am ong professionals to get  som ething done — however, is not  as 
innovat ive, and a forerunner of today’s crowdsourcing can be found in am ateurism , which 
was held in high esteem  unt il the 19 th century, when specialisat ion and 
professionalisat ion started to gain ground and replace it .  

*  Crowdsourcing:  a new way of working and establishing relat ionships 

Nowadays, crowdsourcing is foster ing the com eback of am ateurism , but  a new form  of 
amateurism  that  profits from  the social and econom ic condit ions prevailing in our society:  
an overflow of skills and competences that  people often cannot  channel and use in their  
professional lives;  easily accessible technological tools, including open-source resources, 
that  can tap this potent ial wherever it  is located regardless of geographical proxim ity;  the 
exponent ial increase of work and tasks to be carr ied out , which is not  matched by a 
sim ilar increase in professional resources;  and the emergence of well organised 
com m unit ies integrat ing widely dispersed but  mot ivated members who share common 
interests and goals, and manage to communicate and collaborate effect ively no m at ter 
where they are located. 

Crowdsourcing communit ies share a number of features that , according to the supporters 
of this new approach, set  them  apart  from  any other type of com m unity:  their  dr ivers are 
m ot ivat ion and personal involvem ent  and the expected reward is recognit ion and respect , 
whereas financial compensat ion, if any, plays only a m inor role;  they promote a new way 
of working based on collaborat ion, self- init iat ive and peer reviewing and also on the 
involvement  of the largest  possible number of interested people. I n this sense, these 
communit ies are also int r insically democrat ic in that  they allow everybody to collaborate 
and share their knowledge and talents, irrespect ive of formal qualif icat ions or 
professional act ivit ies. 

The effect iveness and potent ial of crowdsourcing are shown by the widening range of 
fields where it  is used. Commercial applicat ions range from market ing campaigns to the 
contests for the solut ion of business problem s, with corporat ions resort ing to this system 
even when they have qualified experts in-house. What  they expect  from  non-
professionals — and often get  — is that  they approach problem s with a fresh m ind and 
thus com e up with m ore creat ive solut ions. 

43  



*  Crowdsourcing:  a tool for dem ocracy 

Business applicat ions, however, should not  overshadow other areas, ranging from  the 
natural sciences, where crowdsourcing is used to collect  raw data, to cit izen journalism  or 
the non-profit  sector, where it  is regarded as a powerful tool to promote democracy. The 
potent ial of crowdsourcing to give voice to wider st rata of the world populat ion, for 
example, has been highlighted by recent  events like the revolut ions in the Middle East  
where social media like Twit ter and Facebook or amateur blogs allowed the people to 
bypass their regimes’ censorship and inform the world at  large about  events which 
professional journalists were prevented from at tending or could not  cover as rapidly. 

Among the most  significant  success stor ies in this field, cases like the open-source 
software m ovem ent , notably Linux or Wikipedia, are worth m ent ioning. The open-source 
operat ing system  Linux has m anaged to become a major compet itor of Microsoft ’s and 
now powers all k inds of elect ronic devices, while the online encyclopaedia Wikipedia has 
become an indispensable resource for m illions of people, to the point  that  it  is ranked 6 th 
am ong the m ost  popular websites in the US. 

Other noteworthy examples of the democrat ising power of crowdsourcing are sites like 
Kiva or Sellaband which finance m icro-projects in developing count r ies or allow fans to 
invest  in music, respect ively, in order to grant  access to credit  to groups which would 
otherwise be excluded from  it . I n this way they prom ote a new business m odel and work 
to break the monopoly of big financial inst itut ions. 

The importance of involving the crowd is shown also by other applicat ions, e.g. in 
market ing, where businesses give the crowd the last  word on market ing cam paigns, or in 
crowdvot ing, which is regularly used in TV contests and allows the viewers to vote and 
choose the winners. 

*  Crowdsourcing:  benefits and drawbacks 

These successes raise great  enthusiasm and lead the supporters of crowdsourcing to see 
it  as a major breakthrough which:  

 t ransform s the not ion of ‘consumer’:  passive consumers are replaced by act ive 
‘prosum ers’ who cont r ibute to developing products they like or promot ing ideas 
they believe in;  

 fosters the development  of communit ies where members do not  behave m erely 
according to self- interest ;  

 is a democrat ic tool, where the only cr iter ion for evaluat ing cont r ibutors is merit ;  

 t ransform s the organisat ion of labour, favouring decent ralisat ion and mobilising a 
wider spect rum  of energies and ideas. 

However, crowdsourcing also raises object ions and concerns:  

 the reliabilit y and value of crowdsourced work is often quest ioned, compared to 
work carr ied out  by skilled and knowledgeable professionals;  

 the lack of accountabilit y is emphasised, since it  is often difficult  to t race the 
ident ity of the source on the I nternet . And, while in som e cases, e.g. in 
totalitar ian regimes, anonym ity may serve to protect  sources and induce them  to 
disclose inform at ion which would otherwise not  be shared, in other cases it  can 
also help divulge false informat ion or inappropriate content . 
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I n part icular, serious r isks are evidenced when it  comes to commercial applicat ions:  

 crowdsourcers, who work for passion, r isk ending up working long hours and 
blurr ing the dist inct ion between leisure and work, with negat ive impacts on their 
non-work life;  

 businesses can easily exploit  crowdsourcers and m ake undue profit  from  the work 
the lat ter are happy to carry out  for free or at  very low rates. The consequence is 
that  specific markets are disrupted, and skilled professionals, who cannot  stand 
the compet it ion of crowdsourcers, are deprived of their source of incom e. 

On the other hand, the supporters of crowdsourcing insist  that  it  is not  — or at  least  not  
primarily — a way of saving money, because a well organised and successful 
crowdsourcing project  requires a lot  of work, competence and t ime to be carr ied out  and 
supervised in an efficient  way. I t  should rather be seen as a new way of doing things with 
its own peculiar it ies that  make it  a problem solving model different  from any other. 

*  Crowdsourcing:  a tool to foster m ot ivat ion and involvem ent  

I n t ranslat ion, rapid technological changes — notably increasingly powerful m achine 
t ranslat ion system s and CAT tools — but  also the exponent ial increase of contacts and 
exchanges involving people speaking different  languages and the parallel increase in the 
demand of t ranslat ion oblige us to devise new ways of working, which integrate these 
developm ents and allow us to cope with the huge mass of content  to be processed. 
Crowdsourcing, often combined with machine t ranslat ion, is welcom e by many as the 
solut ion. 

Broadly speaking, crowdsourced t ranslat ion shows the sam e object ives and goals which 
are typical of crowdsourcing in general:  it  is collaborat ive work carr ied out  by non 
professionals — or by professionals as volunteer work — to m ake material they find 
interest ing or useful more widely available. Since, in the case of t ranslat ion as well,  
personal mot ivat ion is one of the main drivers, it  is difficult  to influence the crowd as 
concerns what  m aterial they t ranslate. They choose freely and spontaneously, and this is 
one of the reasons why in certain areas this type of t ranslat ion appears more prom ising 
than in others. 

I t  is by leveraging on m ot ivat ion that  social m edia like Twit ter or Facebook have 
m anaged to have their m etadata t ranslated and peer- reviewed by their  members rapidly 
and in a very large number of languages, including lesser spoken ones. Mot ivat ion is also 
the key to the success of sites in the non-profit  sector or of informat ion plat forms. The 
m icrofinance plat form  Kiva ment ioned above is a very good example as concerns the 
t ranslat ion of their  projects as well.  Though they impose on their collaborators st r ict  
const raints and privilege professional and experienced t ranslators over amateurs, they 
m anage to at t ract  a significant  number of volunteers, who accept  these const raints to 
promote a project  they believe in. 

A case like Kiva’s shows very well the im portance of m ot ivat ion, especially when we 
compare its work and policy with init iat ives like LinkedI n’s. The call launched by the 
professional network to its t ranslator mem bers to t ranslate the site against  non-
monetary compensat ion ended up as one of the worst  failures in the history of 
crowdsourcing. I t  m et  with st rong react ions from  t ranslators who felt  exploited and 
refused to give away their work for free to a profit -making enterprise — the sam e 
t ranslators who are willing to work for free when it  is for a worthy cause. 

An area deserving a special m ent ion when talking about  crowdsourcing and t ranslat ion is 
fansubbing — i.e. collaborat ive subt it ling — which has been described as probably the 
most  important  form  of crowdsourcing. I t  is a case of ent irely collaborat ive work, without  
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any external st imulus, where the fans of successful programmes, mainly US TV series, 
set  down to subt it le the new episodes in order to make them available on the Net  more 
rapidly than the commercial versions. I t  is worth ment ioning, however, that , besides 
rapidity, in m any cases fansubbers also aim  at  producing versions that  are m ore faithful 
to the original and convey as many of the idiosyncrasies of the source text  as possible, as 
well as its cultural and textual references, thus allowing the viewers to enjoy the 
programme in full.  

Besides applicat ions of crowdsourcing focused purely on t ranslat ion, furthermore, new 
experiments should be ment ioned where t ranslat ion is not  the main object ive but  is 
however an important  tool. An interest ing case in this respect  is, for example, the online 
dict ionary Wordreference, one of the m ost  visited websites of the world, which offers a 
forum where everybody can ask for or propose suggest ions concerning the t ranslat ion of 
specific words or phrases. Duolingo, a very recent  applicat ion offer ing free online 
language courses based on t ranslat ion, m ight  also be a prom ising evolut ion and, in any 
case, is an interest ing signal of the interest  raised by t ranslat ion outside the usual circles. 

These evolut ions will inevitably t ransform  t ranslat ion as we have known it  up to now and 
will have a deep impact  on all it s facets, from  the pract ice to the theory and the 
percept ion the people have of this act ivity. 

*  I m pact  of crowdsourcing:   

 a)  on the pract ice of t ranslat ion 

As concerns the actual pract ice, a lot  can be learnt  from  the way in which these 
com m unit ies work. They are usually very well organised with clearly allocated tasks, so 
as to ensure that  all steps of the work, from t ranslat ion, through revision to the technical 
tasks, are carr ied smoothly and efficient ly. As a consequence, the increasing success of 
these new approaches will inevitably force professional t ranslators to change the way of 
working they are accustomed to. These new developments will not  j eopardise the very 
survival of the category, as many claim . On the cont rary, they m ight  even im prove the 
working condit ions and the status of t ranslators in the future, as others maintain. What  is 
indisputable, however, is that  t ranslators will have to take these new approaches into 
account . I n m any cases, this will m ean that  professional t ranslators will have to becom e 
even m ore specialised and focus on the areas where specialisat ion, confident ialit y and 
accountabilit y are required — and which will therefore always remain the exclusive 
sphere of competent  human professional t ranslators. I n other cases, they will have to 
turn into post -editors of texts t ranslated by machines or by the crowd. I n st ill other 
cases, finally, they will have to abandon certain areas where comprehension is the main 
object ive and the level of accuracy allowed for by alternat ive methods like machine 
t ranslat ion and crowdsourcing is sat isfactory enough. 

These prom ising prospects, however, should not  induce us to let  our guard down and 
underest imate the r isks inherent  in this evolut ion. I t  will inevitably involve casualt ies — 
as all far- reaching t ransformat ions inevitably do — but  it  is necessary to st imulate 
reflect ion and develop st rategies to reduce such casualt ies to the m inim um , protect  
competent  and skilled professionals, who r isk being thrown out  of the market  if they 
cannot  stand the com pet it ion of the crowd, and guarantee quality, especially when 
sensit ive informat ion is at  stake. I n fact , devising ways to guarantee quality and ensure 
accountabilit y and t raceabilit y are st ill hot  issues if we want  that  this new m ethod m ay be 
used reliably. 

Besides the pract ice, the new way of working developed by crowdsourcers is also 
im pact ing on the theory and, what  is probably more im portant , on the percept ion of 
t ranslat ion. 
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b)  on the theory of t ranslat ion  

Concerning t ranslat ion theory, the work of fansubbers for exam ple, with their  em phasis 
on conveying the nuances of the original text , disavows the generalised assum pt ion that  
everything has to be done to br ing the text  close to the target  language users and to 
facilitate them . This reverses, at  least  part ially, the widespread assum pt ion that  theories 
that  pr ivilege the opposite approach and demand that  target  language readers m ake an 
effort  to m ove closer to the original text  are too elit ist  and, therefore, not  suitable for the 
actual t ranslat ion of products meant  for a large public. 

 c)  on the percept ion of t ranslat ion 

Finally, concerning percept ion, collaborat ive m ethods based on the work of volunteers 
can foster the visibilit y of t ranslat ion, which is most  often an ‘invisible’ act ivity and does 
not  at t ract  m uch interest  or enthusiasm  in non-professionals. Crowdsourcing projects, 
which manage to involve a wider public than the rest r icted circle of professionals, can 
help raise awareness about  the importance of t ranslat ion and mult ilingualism , thus 
start ing a vir tuous circle. Greater awareness about  the importance of mult ilingualism  and 
t ranslat ion and the increased visibilit y and recognit ion of this act ivity m ight  prom pt  m ore 
and more people to part icipate in t ranslat ion projects;  this, in turn would cont r ibute to 
m aking the web m ore m ult ilingual, and notably to saving and reinforcing less spoken and 
endangered languages, or languages not  connected with st rong econom ic interests. 

*  Collaborat ive approaches in the European inst itut ions 

 a)  Wikis 

Finally, there appears to be a potent ial for collaborat ive and part icipatory approaches in 
inst itut ional contexts too. Translat ion services in big inst itut ional organisat ions like the 
EU fulfil specific needs which different iate them both from the amateur and non-profit  
sectors and from  the business world, and m ust  st ick to very st r ict  requirem ents in term s 
of skills, ownership and confident ialit y. As a consequence, they tend to be more r igid and 
slow in taking up innovat ion. I n spite of this, there are t im id signals that  the challenges 
and opportunit ies of these new methods start  being explored inside such organisat ions. 

As concerns in part icular the Directorate-General for Translat ion of the European 
Com m ission, one at tem pt  to promote collaborat ion has been m ade through the note 
Elise, a tool aimed at  allowing all people involved in a specific t ranslat ion file to exchange 
doubts and ideas, point  to problem at ic issues or ask for clar ificat ions. Furtherm ore, to 
facilitate com m unicat ion and exchange, the wiki technology is being prom oted. From  
2013, all it s units will have their own wikis which they will be able to organise as they 
think best . These new tools are the official response to an exist ing need, as shown by 
spontaneous init iat ives launched at  language department  level and shaped by the users 
themselves according to their needs. 

 b)  Crowdsourcing and term inology 

I n part icular, it  is worth m ent ioning that  the wikis launched at  language departm ent  level 
point  to term inology as an area where the need of, and the potent ial for, exchange and 
discussion are part icular ly evident . And indeed they can be seen as a tool to m ake good 
for the alleged weaknesses of I ATE, the inter inst itut ional database of the European Union 
and its main term inological tool. Created to replace and integrate the term inological 
databases of the individual inst itut ions, I ATE remains, in spite of all efforts, rather r igid 
and hierarchical, and only to a lim ited extent  has it  succeeded in overcom ing the 
previous fragm entat ion. For these reasons, there are calls within the Directorate-General 
for Translat ion to build on the example of successful projects like Wikipedia — the online 
encyclopaedia ent irely fed, revised and managed by the crowd — and allow a larger circle 
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of users to part icipate in I ATE. I n the present  version of this database, each ent ry 
belongs to the inst itut ion which created it  and only the nat ive speaker term inologist  of 
that  inst itut ion can modify it .  Up to now this r igidity has been just ified with the need to 
guarantee the highest  quality standards. The supporters of a more flexible and modern 
way of working, however, object  to this posit ion because it  implies that  the users cannot  
profit  from  a lot  of potent ially useful m aterial. They st ress that  an evolut ion along these 
lines does not  necessarily m ean lowering the quality, as many seem to believe, but  
rather t rust ing the users — who in the case of I ATE are expert  users — and mot ivat ing 
them  to cont r ibute to a tool which they use in their daily work and which is essent ial for  
them . Choosing an approach of this kind would m ean abandoning an old- fashioned idea 
of quality, and Wikipedia could indicate the way in this respect . On the online 
encyclopaedia, nobody can claim  ownership of any content  and everybody is allowed to 
part icipate, but  at  the same t im e there are clear rules making the users aware about  the 
reliabilit y of each ent ry. And yet , compared with other t radit ional encyclopaedias, it  offers 
approximately the same level of correctness as the others. I n this perspect ive, therefore, 
crowdsourcing I ATE would not  m ean abandoning it  to the users without  any cont rol, but  
rather giving voice to a qualified community worth being t rusted, and also increasing the 
responsibilit y of the users. I f more data and ent r ies are published, even if they do not  
fulfil all quality cr iter ia present ly adopted, and the users are correct ly informed about  the 
status and the level of reliabilit y of such ent r ies, they will have the possibilit y of making 
an informed choice on whether to use that  informat ion or not , but , at  least , they have 
access to it  and can st ill get  useful input  and st imuli.  

 c)  Crowdsourcing a new tool to involve the cit izens in the European project? 

Besides fostering communicat ion and exchanges among the staff and improving the 
efficiency and effect iveness of their work, int roducing some form  of crowdsourcing at  the 
Directorate-General for Translat ion to reach the general public could be envisaged. This 
opt ion could raise the public’s awareness and commitment ;  at  the sam e t im e, it  would 
also help the service to cope more effect ively with the disproport ion between workload 
and resources. The Europa portal is a case in point :  it  was created to provide the cit izens 
with reliable and updated informat ion about  the European inst itut ions in their mother 
tongue, but  m ost  of the inform at ion it  offers is in a lim ited num ber of languages, since it  
is hardly conceivable to t ranslate all content  available on Europa into 23 official 
languages with the current  resources. I t  is against  this backdrop that  it  m ight  be 
envisaged to start  explor ing the opt ion of crowdsourcing, which, besides improving the 
offer of t ranslat ions, m ight  prove effect ive to foster the cit izens’ com m itm ent  to the 
European project  and also raise their awareness about  issues connected to t ranslat ion 
and mult ilingualism . A sim ilar init iat ive would certainly be quite revolut ionary for a body 
like the Directorate-General for Translat ion, or more generally the European Com m ission, 
and should be carefully designed and marketed in order to dispel any possible accusat ion 
of being m erely a way of profit ing from  free labour, especially since the Commission 
disposes of one of the largest  t ranslat ion services in the world. 

I n spite of these caveats, there m ight  be some scope for t ranslat ion projects involving 
crowdsourcing at  the level of the European inst itut ions. For example, as Josep Bonet  
imagines in the interview published at  the end of this study, the t ranslat ion of one page 
of the Europa portal could be crowdsourced, choosing one that  is not  polit ically sensit ive 
and, at  the same t ime, can appeal to a well targeted public and spur them to collaborate. 
Once again, it  should be em phasised that  such a project  would not  be synonymous with 
uncont rolled anarchy or cheap work. On the cont rary, it  would require careful planning, 
on the one hand, to convey the object ive of the init iat ive in a clear and effect ive way 
and, on the other, to steer and cont rol the crowd in order to ensure that  no unwanted or 
inappropriate results are published on the Net . Furtherm ore, technical issues should also 
be carefully tackled in order to provide a suitable and user- fr iendly technical 
environm ent . I n this respect , a plat form  like Citzalia, the vir tual European Parliam ent , 
which has been launched precisely to m ake European cit izens more fam iliar with the 
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work of the European Parliament  and increase their engagement  in the European project ,  
m ight  offer interest ing st imuli.  

Such ideas raise doubts and object ions, but  they m ight  also send a signal, both inside 
and outside the inst itut ions, that  even in an organisat ion like the European Com m ission's 
Directorate-General for Translat ion it  is possible to work in an innovat ive way, when 
innovat ion means more efficiency and effect iveness. Furthermore, they help convey the 
message that , provided we steer these developm ents and do not  accept  them passively, 
there is no reason to be afraid of them, as many st ill are. This does not  mean 
downplaying the r isks inherent  in this approach, but  accept ing that  crowdsourcing, like 
other developments we are current ly facing, is already a reality, whether we like it  or  
not . The quest ion that  we must  ask is how we can best  make use of the opportunit ies it  
offers to the advantage of both t ranslators and the public at  large. 

Like other innovat ive approaches and technologies, crowdsourcing should not  be 
idealised nor regarded as a panacea, and the r isks it  can im ply for the t ranslat ion 
profession should not  be underest imated. However, its potent ial should also be 
acknowledged:  it  makes it  possible to t ranslate a lot  of material which would otherwise 
not  be t ranslated at  all,  thus also m aking it  available to people with lim ited or no 
knowledge of foreign languages, and, at  the same t ime, it  can raise awareness about  the 
European project  and also about  the importance of t ranslat ion and  
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I nterview with Mr. Josep Bonet  

During a conference in Luxem burg at  the end of January 2 0 1 2 , you m ent ioned 

crow dsourcing as an opt ion the Com m ission should explore. W hat  is your 

general view  about  crow dsourcing? 

Well, I  think that  crowdsourcing is a very powerful tool for t ranslat ion, because it  is 
obvious that  with professional hum an t ranslators, especially professional, paid hum an 
t ranslators, we can only cover part  of the needs, and the needs are get t ing bigger and 
bigger. As I  said at  the conference, we need machine t ranslat ion to complement  the work 
of professional hum an t ranslators. Machine t ranslat ion, however, has a problem . When 
docum ents are to be published, they m ust  be improved and polished to a professional 
level. However, ‘crowds’ are interest ing because, if they really want  access to 
inform at ion, then they are ready to spend their spare t ime on, for example, improving 
t ranslat ions to make it  easier for other mem bers of the ‘crowd’ to understand. We have 
seen this in specific domains, for example in the localisat ion of certain kinds of products, 
especially in the open source movement , but  also in the case of more commercial 
t ranslat ions. Some companies rely on crowdsourcing for t ranslat ion. The reason is 
simple:  either you do it  like this, or you have nothing. I f the alternat ive is not  having 
anything, and you allow the crowd to t ranslate som ething and make this t ranslat ion 
available to other m em bers of society, there are many people who are ready to spend 
some t ime helping the community. You can see this in cases like Wikipedia or Facebook. 
I  know that  Adobe is using it  extensively for t ranslat ing manuals and the like. I  think 
crowdsourcing is something we can use much more.  

There is one experience which shocked me, or rather which impressed me. There are 
languages in Europe which do not  have official status, but  their speakers would like them  
to. Probably the best -known of these is Catalan. Well,  a young guy decided to t ranslate 
the site of the European Parliam ent  into Catalan, keeping the sam e appearance, the 
same look and feel as the original site. He did a wonderful job in t ranslat ing everything. 
You m ight  think that  he would receive a m edal .. . no, he was sued. 

W hy w as he sued?  

He was doing something illegal. He was counterfeit ing the Parliam ent ’s site. I  was very 
m uch im pressed by how som e people were ready to t ranslate for the com m unity and how 
som et im es the com m unity is not  ready to accept  this t ranslat ion. I  think that  we should 
do something to facilitate the work of crowdsourcers. I t  could help, for example, to have 
informat ion in regional languages, and to have things t ranslated that , as an inst itut ion, 
we cannot  t ranslate. I  know this requires som e infrast ructure. But  I  would like to reflect  
on whether or not  this is possible. Obviously, it  is not  as simple as:  ‘I  let  you t ranslate 
and you do it ’.  Let  us talk, for exam ple, about  the t ranslat ion of Europa:  this is one area 
where I  can imagine that  many things could be done. Of course, we m ust  guarantee a 
certain level of quality, we need somebody to review, at  least  very quickly, and verify 
that  everything is OK and that  the message is correct . So, it  is not  so simple. I t  calls for 
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thorough reflect ion, but  I  think it  could be interest ing in many instances, especially if you 
combined it  with machine t ranslat ion.  

I  would like to give you another example, which in my view is very interest ing. I t  is an 
exam ple put  forward by a com pany selling m achine t ranslat ion. The company is called 
Asia Online. They are based in Bangkok and produce machine t ranslat ion, especially into 
South-East  Asian languages like Thai. They not iced that  Wikipedia, for example, had very 
few ent r ies in Thai. So, what  did they do? They provided a m achine t ranslat ion of all 
English ent ries on Wikipedia into Thai. Then they gave it  to the com m unity in Thailand to 
correct  with a view to developing the presence of Thai on Wikipedia. I t  was quite a 
success.  

W hat  do you think about  peer- review ing? W ould it  be acceptable for  the 

European inst itut ions or should there be som e sort  of revision and control by 

the inst itut ions them selves? Should crow dsourcing be accepted one day?  

Peer review is already a major step in the r ight  direct ion. Now, the problem is:  who is the 
peer here? I t  could be a solut ion even if it  stays within the com m unity. What  you need is 
a clear statement  that  this is not  necessarily supported, or bet ter it  is supported, but  is 
not  necessarily endorsed, by the European Commission, that  it  is something undertaken 
by individuals with the perm ission of the European Com mission and so on. I  think that , in 
pract ical terms, peer review m ight  give bet ter results than revision by professionals in 
the Commission, among other things because members of the ‘crowd’ have the t im e and 
com m itm ent . We do not  have so m uch t im e. Peer review could be a solut ion, but  it  
should be clearly stated. I  think users can accept  m any things. What  users cannot  accept  
is being cheated. That  is why it  should be clear what  is what :  what  is human t ranslat ion, 
what  is crowdsourced t ranslat ion, what  is m achine t ranslat ion.  

Do you not  see any r isks for  the status of t ranslators, for  the profession, in 

crow dsourcing? This is one of the issues that  are often raised. 

Yes, I  have a clear posit ion there. I  have always thought  that  the work to do is so huge 
that  there will never be a r isk for t ranslators. We tend to consider that  the m ass of 
docum ents to be t ranslated is what  we do. But  this is not  the m ass of docum ents to be 
t ranslated — there is much more. The typical example given in all the presentat ions is 
that  of an iceberg. You have an iceberg where you see the top, which is the top-quality 
t ranslat ion. There, you need hum an t ranslators, and more and m ore good specialised 
t ranslators. But  then you have all the rest . There you could use hum an t ranslators, but  it  
would be m ore efficient  to use m achines or crowdsourcing or other m ethods where 
quality requirem ents are lower. Cont rary to belief, I  think that  the more we address this 
in the r ight  way, the m ore work good hum an t ranslators will have, probably with bet ter 
pay and bet ter condit ions. So, the st ruggle in future will be for ent ry- level t ranslators or 
those offer ing low- level quality, who, somet imes, will be compet ing with crowdsourcing. 
Com pet ing does not  m ean get t ing out  of the m arket , it  probably rather means low 
wages. But  I  think that  high-quality t ranslators will be even bet ter paid in the future.  

So, m ore specia lisat ion for  professional t ranslators and m ore w ork for the 

crow d and for m achines? 

That  is it .  

Another r isk often m ent ioned concerning crow dsourcing, if  it  w ere adopted by 

an inst itut ion like the Com m ission, is that  it  m ight  be badly perceived and seen 

as a w ay of exploit ing cheap or free labour. W hat  do you think about  that? 

There is always a r isk that  it  will be perceived like this. There have been collaborat ive 
undertakings on the internet , there are experiences considered to be exploit ing cheap 
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labour. I  tend to see this in a different  light . I  would insist  on the difference between not  
having informat ion because it  is not  available in my language — but  in that  case we 
rem ain pure — or get t ing a bit  im pure but  providing people with access to informat ion. 
For m e, the lat ter opt ion opens up a wealth of informat ion to cit izens. Moreover, it  allows 
cit izens to collaborate, to be part  of the process — indeed, we m ust  not  forget  that  the 
fact  of having m em bers of the public t ranslat ing our docum ents m akes them  part  of the 
process. They get  som e ownership of the process, they are more involved in the things 
that  are going on. I f they are not  interested they do not  t ranslate. There is a clear 
example I  remember from  Facebook. A couple of years ago, I  at tended an int roduct ion 
on the Facebook experience concerning the crowdsourcing of their docum ents. They did 
not  crowdsource all their documents. They only crowdsourced the docum ents that  people 
were interested in t ranslat ing. Not  the legal documents, for example — either because 
they required st r ict  quality cont rol (you cannot  leave it  to the crowd when you want  to be 
sure that  the result  is what  you want )  or because the crowd was not  interested in them. 
I f you allow the crowd to t ranslate, this does not  m ean that  they will start  t ranslat ing 
everything. They will only work on things that  they are interested in. So, by allowing 
crowdsourcing you can generate interest  and also support  for a project . This, I  think, is 
an im portant  issue.  

Do you think that  this could be done m ainly for  regional languages or for  the 

officia l languages as w ell? 

I  think m ore and m ore that  the difference between a regional language and an official 
language is dim inishing (by the way, I  do not  like the expression ‘regional languages’ or 
‘m inority languages’, I  prefer the neut ral ‘non-official languages’) . There are more and 
m ore regional languages that  are get t ing som e kind of status in their count r ies. 
Crowdsourcing can be useful for all languages.  

W ith this approach, the inst itut ions could have w ebsites in m any m ore 

languages, a ll on the sam e level.  

I  do not  know whether this is desirable or not  from  a legal or polit ical point  of view, but  
you could have a kind of extension and you could allow for the presence of other 
languages on the internet . And this could create a kind of ‘proxim ity effect ’.  

Are you aw are of experim ents along these lines, for  exam ple in other 

internat ional organisat ions or other EU inst itut ions or services? 

Personally, I  have never come across any such example. I t  is more in the field of 
corporat ions and software communit ies. Up to now, it  has been used as a business m odel 
on the road toward internat ionalisat ion or globalisat ion of business.  

I n the case of the business w orld, is there not  a r isk of exploitat ion of labour? 

The com panies m ake profit  from  som ething they have not  paid for . 

This r isk is obvious, but  in any case the advantage com pared to other kinds of 
exploitat ion of labour is that  in this case the workers are volunteers and are happy to do 
the work. So, if this is exploitat ion, it  is exploitat ion accepted by those being exploited. I t  
is interest ing to note that  some of those who are willing to put  in this kind of unpaid 
effort  are not  ready to pay, for example, for cultural content  — they prefer to download it  
for free. So, we are probably before a change in models. The old models no longer work, 
but  we are not  sure yet  what  the new m odels will be like. 

Based on open source in both direct ions? 

Based on open source, based on a different  way of m aking m oney. I n fact , the m odel is 
an econom ic model. How do you make money? For example, if you look at  cultural 
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content , money used to be m ade, for exam ple, from  packaging m usic, from  packaging 
books and selling them. Now this is no longer considered the way of making money. 
Probably, the new way is more through live concerts or the actual use you m ake of the 
content :  you use the content , but  you don't  own a copy. I n fact , we have already had 
this m ix in the past  with, say, the radio, which is a channel for dist r ibut ing cultural 
content  where no user pays. I t  is the people selling advert isements who pay. What  I  
mean is that  we need to find a suitable econom ic m odel for crowdsourcing as well, and it  
has to be a different  model. That  is all I  can say. Where it  will lead us, whether this will 
be the main component  in t ranslat ion, I  am  not  sure. I  think that  it  will remain confined 
more to the informal part  of t ranslat ion. The more formal part  will remain st ructured the 
way we know it  now.    

And how  could w e com bine crow dsourcing and m achine t ranslat ion? They are 

considered to be the new  technologies that  w ill com pletely change our w ay of 

seeing t ranslat ion. Do you think they can be com bined? W ill they com e into 

conflict?  

I  think that  they should be combined. Where crowdsourcing t ranslat ion is concerned, 
t ranslat ion can start  from  scratch but  it  is bet ter to start  from  som ething. We already 
have publicly available t ranslat ion memories. This is som ething that  already exists and 
which should be part  of the m ix. However, t ranslat ion memories do not  cover all the 
ground. Many sentences are not  t ranslatable with t ranslat ion memories. Machine 
t ranslat ion gives you a start ing point  in such cases. My view has always been that  if 
machine t ranslat ion is very bad you throw it  away and start  from  scratch. But  there are 
parts that  are useful as a start ing point . I  do not  see them  as two conflict ing solut ions. I  
see them as different  tools that  you com bine to have the best  result .  

Do you think that  crow dsourcers w ould be w illing to use m achine t ranslat ion? 

I  think so. I  think that  crowdsourcers already use machine t ranslat ion. 

As far  as you know  the crow dsourcing environm ent , do they have experience in 

t ranslat ion? Are they interested in the t ranslat ion profession, in t ranslat ion as 

an act ivity, or  do they just  w ant  to have a product  in their  ow n language? 

As far as I  know, most  of them are not  part icularly interested in t ranslat ion. Some of 
them may be t ranslators, but  they are mainly people interested in the results. They are 
people interested in the products, whatever they m ay be. I t  can be any kind of 
informat ion, a technical manual or whatever. They are people interested in having the 
product  in their  own language. They need t ranslat ions as inst rum ents, they do not  do it  
for the sake of t ranslat ion. They do it  for the sake of the product . I n many cases it  is 
because they feel there is a need to have som e kind of docum ent  in a specific language. 
But  the interest  is not  in the t ranslat ion per se. 

Do you not  think that  this could have a bad im pact  on quality, if  they are just  

interested in having som ething they can understand, that  can be usable, 

w ithout  m uch interest  in high- quality results? 

Not  necessarily. When you see, for example, projects like Wikipedia, there is no cont rol, 
no high quality standards, but  people produce quality because they want  to produce 
things they can be proud of. Especially because they do it  in their  own interest , they 
want  to do a good job. Talking about  quality, I  m ust  say that  I  am  very m uch concerned 
when I  read the newspapers. There I  am  really concerned because you have all these 
correspondents, in London, in Washington, in New York, who t ranslate direct ly and 
int roduce a lot  of bad term inology into my language, and it  is term inology that  st icks. I  
am  concerned by how people, nat ive speakers, write their language. I  do not  think 
crowdsourcers could produce something worse than what  people are writ ing every day. 
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Therefore, I  am  not  so worr ied. Obviously, we must  be aware that  crowdsourcing is not  
meant  to t ranslate Shakespeare’s works, for exam ple.  

Even though there have been at tem pts to t ranslate literature by crow dsourcing. 

For exam ple, Harry Pot ter  has been t ranslated into Chinese and into Germ an in 

this w ay. 

Yes, t ranslat ions into some languages have been like this. Yes, some at tem pts are being 
made. I  have also seen anecdotal things like t ranslat ions into Spanglish as a recognised 
language. This is anecdotal. I  do not  think that  this is the reality.  

Let  us com e back to our inst itut ion. Do you think that  there is scope for 

launching som e sort  of experim ent  or  pilot  project  w ith crow dsourcing at  the 

Com m ission? Are w e r ipe for  som ething like that?  

I  come back to what  I  said before. I  think that  we should at  least  t ry and open a debate 
there. I  cannot  say we are r ipe or we are not  r ipe. The Commission is somet imes very 
slow in adopt ing things. Som e concepts are difficult  to get  through, especially concepts 
like part icipatory democracy. Something, however, is moving. Let ’s take, for example, 
the European Cit izens’ I nit iat ive. This is a perfect  example where cit izens from  different  
count r ies unite to propose a legislat ive init iat ive, and all t ranslat ions are to be produced 
by the init iators. Or let ’s take, Citzalia, the virtual European Parliament  where everybody 
can take part  in the everyday life of the inst itut ion. This is crowdsourcing at  work!  

I t  is difficult  in an organisat ion which is very hierarchical, very r igid, where we produce 
form al quality, we produce things which are authoritat ive and so on. So, m ixing with the 
public is a bit  complicated, but  I  think that  it  could be possible, especially under certain 
circum stances. I  would not  like to start  with a big thing, but  you could take a site with a 
clear populat ion, a clear const ituency. Let ’s say for exam ple, the scient ific com m unity. 
This is perhaps a bad example because they are used to complex English. But  a kind of 
const ituency like this which is very well cont rolled, where you can define some methods 
and have som e kind of cont rol over who can get  in or not . I ndeed this could be used as a 
test  to see whether it  works or not .  

Do you feel you are alone here in support ing this or  not? 

I  do not  know. The problem is that  I  have not  voiced my concerns and my ideas very 
much. I  have only been talking with a few people. I  know that  this m ay be a bit  radical 
as an idea. You do not  often get  into discussing this …  

And you are not  a  t ranslator …  

Not  any more. I  used to be a t ranslator, but  not  a t rained t ranslator.  

And now  you see things from  a different  perspect ive … 

Now I  see things from  a different  perspect ive, yes. But  I  st ill consider m yself a t ranslator 
in many regards. I  think it  is nice to go in this direct ion. However, I  must  say that  my 
contact  with crowdsourcing has been through the indust ry, and I  know that  the dr ivers in 
the indust ry are different  from  the drivers for inst itut ional t ranslat ion. I n inst itut ional 
t ranslat ion we go for fidelity, for the accuracy of t ranslat ion. We do not  care so much, in 
pr inciple, about  the out reach of our message. But  I  think that  we should. I  share very 
m uch the standpoint  of Margot  Wallst röm  when she wanted to go for communicat ion. 
This should be our work r ight  now. That  is why I  have been pushing for machine 
t ranslat ion for the last  few years.  

So, for  the t im e being you are happy w ith m achine t ranslat ion … 
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Yes. I  find the work very sat isfactory.  

Have you heard about  Duolinguo? 

Duolinguo? No.  

I t  is a  new  experim ent  on the w eb to use t ranslat ion to learn English and other 

languages. They propose sentences. You are expected to t ranslate them  and the 

results m ight  then be used to t ranslate W ikipedia, the w hole of W ikipedia. So, 

the object ive is com bining crow dsourcing and language learning and 

t ranslat ion.  

I t  looks interest ing, but  there I  would be careful. I t  rem inds me of an old pract ice of 
som e t ranslat ion agencies — som e crook t ranslat ion agencies — which, to recruit  people, 
gave full paragraphs to different  applicants to t ranslate as a test . I n the end, they did not  
recruit  anybody, but  got  a t ranslat ion for free. So, it  has to be looked at  very seriously, 
but  it  could be interest ing, why not?  

And they say the sam e thing as you have said before. I t  is not  possible to 

t ranslate the w hole of W ikipedia into all languages, so this m ight  be a w ay of 

having at  least  part  of it  t ranslated. Here, they w ould not  be com pet ing w ith 

professionals. 

I f they t ranslate Wikipedia, for example, it  is clear that  you do not  charge for this 
service, so it  should be legit imate. I f it  is other things, you can always raise some 
doubts, but  this looks very, very nice. I  think that  in general we tend not  to consider very 
seriously the communit ies, but  the communit ies are much more serious than we tend to 
think. Probably you would not  be surprised, but  m any would, to see how m any people 
are willing to devote one hour, two hours, three hours a day, just  for nothing, for the 
sake of the community and for something they believe in. I  really think that  we should 
leverage this potent ial, and, if we can, leverage it  for Europe rather than for a com pany.  

Just  one last  quest ion. Do you think that  w e could learn som ething from  the 

w ay crow dsourcers w ork? I  m ean, as Directorate- General for  Translat ion of the 

European Com m ission, as t ranslators, as professional t ranslators, is there 

som ething that  w e could learn from  them ? 

Probably we can learn. I n my view these kinds of things always teach me about  how 
people think, how people react . So for me it  is mainly as a manager that  I  can learn from 
this. I t  shows that  everything is about  commitm ent . You do not  get  com m itm ent  by 
giving inst ruct ions or by telling people ‘Do this and shut  up’. You get  commitment  by 
rally ing people around the r ight  idea, and that  is a great  challenge in our service and in 
the Commission in general. I  think that  we must  learn from them. Having great  ideas, we 
can st ick together. We have a lot  of capacity and people can do m any, m any things, good 
things. Or m aybe not  m any, m any things all the t im e, but  we can do m any great  things if 
we are convinced of what  we do.  

I s there anything else you w ould like to add or any thoughts or any suggest ions 

or hopes you w ould like to share? 

I  think this is an interest ing subject  and deserves some explorat ion, so I  am  just  very 
happy that  you are doing this interview.  

Thanks a lot .  

You’re welcom e.  



 

I nterview with Dr. Jorge Diaz Cintas 

Today I  w ould like to ta lk w ith you about  crow dsourcing and audiovisual 

t ranslat ion as one of the sectors w here this collect ive approach is m ore 

developed. How  do you think this is im pact ing on professional t ranslat ion? 

I ' ll tell you from the perspect ive of audiovisual t ranslat ion which I  know best , is that  ok? 

Yes, that 's fine. 

You've got  all these people who are doing subt it les on the web for free and I  think it  is 
having an impact  on the way the profession is conduct ing itself. Som e of these amateurs, 
or fansubs as they are known on the web, started subt it ling Japanese anime and m anga, 
and later they m oved on to t ranslate also TV series, part icular ly from  the USA. What  you 
get  these days (because they are so fast  doing their t ranslat ion) , is that  as soon as the 
m aterial has been broadcast  in the USA, it  is vir tually at  the same t im e circulat ing on the 
internet , subt it led into other languages. This situat ion is having an impact  on audiovisual 
t ranslat ion in two ways. First ly, given the speedy way that  people do these t ranslat ions 
some companies are t ightening their deadlines to t ry and beat  them. Secondly, som e 
com panies, and I  would say the least  professional ones, make use of these same 
subt it les for the commercial dist r ibut ion of their  DVDs, for which, of course, they charge 

Do you m ean that  those com panies are t rying to exploit  the free w ork of the 

people w orking on the internet? 

Yes, exact ly. Fansubbers are doing it  for free for everybody, and then those com panies 
do m inimal changes to their subt it les and use the t ranslat ions for dist r ibut ing on their 
DVDs, and som et im es also for TV broadcast ing. What  som e fansubbers do -  because they 
are aware that  their t ranslat ions are used com m ercially in the m edia -  is to deliberately 
incorporate m istakes into their t ranslat ions so that  when they see them on the 
commercial circuit  they can recognise them.  

Can they take com panies to court  in that  case? 

No, I  wouldn’t  think so because, in the first  instance, they are already doing something 
that  is not  legal and they know it . They are using m aterial that  hasn't  been dist r ibuted 
com m ercially in other count r ies and they are dist r ibut ing it  for free on the internet , 
without  considering copyright  issues. Given how m urky the landscape is, it ’s no surprise 
that  everybody is exploit ing these pract ices and t rying to m ake the m ost  of them to suit  
their interests.  

Can you see any other changes taking place? 

The second way these pract ices are impact ing on t ranslat ion is reflected in the fact  that  
somet imes people who are doing these subt it les on the internet  are much more into 
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those part icular TV series than professionals. Of course, they are not  t ranslators but  they 
know the series inside out , they know the characters, they know the jokes, and they 
have the luxury of t ime. They are cult  viewers and discuss their favourite topics with 
other sim ilar people on dedicated forum s. I n this way, what  they are doing is put t ing 
pressure on the accuracy of the t ranslat ion and som et im es forcing the t ranslat ion to be 
redone because they consider that  the one that  has been dist r ibuted commercially is not  
good enough. Som e com panies and dist r ibutors are taking not ice of this and, somet imes, 
they are changing their t ranslat ions because of the lobbying by these groups of 
am ateurs. So, the situat ion we find ourselves in is that , on the one hand, the least  
scrupulous people are using those t ranslat ions for commercial purposes, whilst  on the 
other hand som e com panies are taking not ice of these people and are slight ly changing 
their  at t itude to t ranslat ion, m aking m odificat ions to the actual target  text  to reflect  what  
these people want .  

So they are actually bet ter  than professional t ranslators? 

On some occasions it  can be argued that  they are, part icularly when it  comes to using 
the appropriate terms. But  in my opinion, they st ill lack the basics of t ranslat ion and can 
com m it  serious m istakes when dealing with other areas such as syntax, false fr iends, 
accuracy, etc. There hasn't  been a proper study done on this but  what  they tend to be 
bet ter at  is when it  com es to som e of the gim micks and idiosyncrasies of the series. They 
m ight  know that  a given sentence is the one that  a part icular character uses throughout  
the film  or throughout  the series or they m ay be privy to a part icular reference that  can 
be a lit t le bit  too obscure for the non- init iated;  or an ironic statem ent  that  they know is 
referr ing to another character or another episode. I n that  sense, they can be said to have 
insider 's knowledge but  what  they really lack is a flair  for the actual t ranslat ion. They 
may not  know English that  well,  somet imes even their  own language given the typos that  
can be spot ted, but  they know exact ly what  the reference is referr ing to. Conversely, a 
good t ranslator m ight  know the English but  they may not  be aware of what  that  
reference is m aking an allusion to because it 's too obscure or crypt ic. Or the professional 
t ranslator m ay have been working only on the third series and the reference concerns 
the first  season or the pilot . So that 's what  fansubbers tend to add:  the knowledge of the 
series rather than the linguist ic competence. 

I  see. W hat  is, norm ally, the at t itude of com panies tow ards fansubbing? 

Companies find it  rather difficult  to posit ion them selves on this topic. Som e of them  are 
t rying to find some sort  of synergy with these amateurs. There is an internat ional 
com pany, with offices in London, that  cam e to a conference in Berlin and acknowledged 
that  they were t rying to establish links with fansubbers in an at tem pt  to t ry and produce 
t ranslat ions of audiovisual programmes that  otherwise wouldn't  be t ranslated at  all and 
see whether there was some comm ercial m ileage in that  approach. I  don't  know if you've 
seen projects like TED (www.ted.com)  or Universal Subt it les 
(www.universalsubt it les.org) , which are online resources where anyone can produce their  
own subt it les for programmes that  otherwise wouldn't  be t ranslated at  all.  The idea 
behind is that  in that  way everyone can then have access to inform at ion that  otherwise 
would be beyond their reach. You've also got  the case of Facebook where people were 
asked to produce their own t ranslat ions so that  they can improve the whole system.  

So, that 's the sort  of collaborat ion that  some companies are t rying to promote:  involve 
people in crowdsourcing by providing their t ranslat ions for free, usually subt it les, and at  
the same t ime find a way to make this output  commercially available and profitable. Not  
a small achievement !  Of course, this sort  of hybrid approach is a bit  r isky because som e 
people, including some companies, see it  as a form  of exploitat ion. Some don’t  want  to 
see it  that  way, and prefer to say that  this is an efficient  way of t ranslat ing videos that  
otherwise wouldn't  get  t ranslated. Apparent ly, of the vast  amount  of audiovisual material 
that  gets uploaded onto YouTube every day, commercial but  also user-generated, more 
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than half is not  t ranslated at  all.  The quest ion here is that  this material will never be 
t ranslated com m ercially and the only way for it  to reach a wider audience is if it ’s 
t ranslated by amateurs or fansubbers. I t ’s simple:  “either is done this way, or it  will 
never be t ranslated” .  

I n m y opinion, m ost  com panies are keeping a close eye on what 's going on but  are st ill 
reluctant  to interfere. They are not  foster ing any contacts or relat ionship with these 
people and don’t  fancy being linked to these pract ices.  

How  about  subt it ling standards and convent ions? 

The standards and convent ions that  are applied in professional subt it ling are fair ly 
t radit ional. They've been applied for many decades now without  changing. You can find 
the odd small company that  is doing something innovat ive, or at  least  different , in terms 
of subt it ling, usually im itat ing what  we can see on the internet . But  these are not  big 
companies. They are not  the ones that  have an im pact  on the indust ry or can be 
considered a m irror of professional pract ice.  

W hat  do you think w ill happen in the future?  

Well, in my opinion, what  we can see now is that  people working on the internet  are a lot  
more creat ive in many respects. As I  was saying earlier, subt it ling was invented 
obviously after cinem a, which is not  that  old, just  over a century. Basically, subt it les are 
st ill done pret ty much in the same way now as they were at  the beginning. The first  book 
that  was ever writ ten on this subject  was by Simon Laks, a Polish guy liv ing in Paris. The 
book was called Le Sous- t it rage de film s and appeared in 1957. I f you read it ,  you would 
swear blind that  it  was writ ten the day before yesterday. The convent ions, the 
t ranslat ional st rategies, the way of present ing the informat ion on the screen are vir tually 
the sam e as the ones applied nowadays. That  is obviously very surprising in som e 
respects because clearly we don't  communicate audiovisually as we did in the 1950's, 
never m ind before the 1950’s. We don't  produce audiovisual material in the same way. 
Film m aking changes constant ly, and m edia professionals are always on the lookout  for 
new approaches and ways of communicat ing through the audiovisual m edia. The range of 
program m es dist r ibuted has also grown exponent ially. You've got  cookery program m es, 
sit -coms, corporate videos, videogames, and so on. There is a wide spect rum of material 
that  is now being done audiovisually. However, the guidelines seem to be, on the whole, 
fair ly close to the old ones. Perhaps, too close for comfort . That 's the reason why there's 
lots of scope for people to come up with new st rategies and new convent ions. Then, what  
you find on the internet , for instance, is people changing colours, displacing the subt it les. 
And rather than having them  at  the bot tom  of the screen, they appear in the m iddle or 
on the top of the screen. They are projected lit t le by lit t le onto the screen and disappear 
also lit t le by lit t le, as in karaoke. And it  is all this potent ial that  fansubbers are exploring 
on internet . But  very lit t le is being done or taken on board in the indust ry.  

I t  is obviously difficult  to see into the future, but  what  I  think is going to happen is that  
som e of these changes will have to be considered. Com panies will have to start  
acknowledging that , for certain program m es, not  for all of them , these new convent ions 
could be appropriate for selling the product . For example, if you t ranslate a book or 
poet ry, you can resort  to a footnote in order to explain whatever you think it ’s 
appropriate. This is norm al pract ice in t ranslat ion. However, in the case of audiovisual 
program m es we have always said that  it  isn't  possible to use footnotes in subt it ling 
because of the space and t im e lim itat ions. Now, some people are precisely doing that :  
incorporat ing footnotes with informat ion that  explains some of the plays on words or the 
cultural references that  are considered to be too crypt ic for the target  audience. And, 
technically speaking, this is perfect ly feasible. The problem is that  some viewers are not  
fam iliar with this approach and are adamant  to watch film s that  m ake use of it .  But  the 
possibilit ies are there, and since more and more people are resort ing to this st rategy on 
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the internet , it  is becom ing fair ly popular. Think, for instance, of the mainst ream TV 
series Heroes.  There are some Japanese characters and when they speak in Japanese, 
the subt it les just  fly all over the screen, increase and decrease the font  size, change the 
place where they're com ing from … And this way of present ing the subt it les has becom e 
very popular precisely because they are atypical subt it les.  

You m ean they are popular am ong those w ho are passionate about  this series 

or are they popular am ong the general public as w ell? 

I  think they are popular with the people who like these series. The general public m ight  
like it  as well,  but  I  think that  the general public is less vocal. I t  is very difficult  to gauge 
their likes or dislikes. The people that  like the series write on the forum s, on the internet , 
send emails, and so on. They are much more outspoken. I n my opinion, the general 
public is much more reluctant  to take part  in all these things and, hence, it 's difficult  to 
know whether they like it  or  they don't  like it .  I  don't  think any recept ion projects have 
been done on the issue. There is a project  going on in I taly looking into dubbing and how 
I talians receive dubbing and "dubbese". However there is very lit t le about  the recept ion 
of subt it ling that  we could take as solid research and use as a basis for the interpretat ion 
of what  the general viewers like. My impression is that  the general viewers, the sort  of 
standard viewer in I taly or in Spain, don't  like it  because it  is a lit t le bit  too innovat ive 
and disrupt ive. They're not  used to this type of subt it ling. They m ay find it  a bit  unusual,  
and like it  here or there but  not  as standard pract ice. The problem  is that  they may find 
it  too obt rusive and wouldn't  like it  all the t ime. That 's why I  said that  some of these 
innovat ions m ay be appropriate for certain genres, for certain audiences, for certain TV 
series but  not  for all.  For example, the television version could be done in one way and 
the DVD version – for people who really like the series and are willing to pay for it  – 
could follow other convent ions and be m ore innovat ive and daring. I n this sense, one 
could venture that  the indust ry m ight  get  fragmented in the future and use different  
approaches depending on the sectors of the audience they want  to target .  

So, in your view , there m ight  be several m arkets, that  w ill becom e m ore 

flexible. 

That 's what  I  would im agine. But  then again, there is always the issue of m oney. To what  
extent  are companies going to be willing to have for instance two sets of subt it les and 
pay for them? I t  would be unthinkable now with the financial cr isis, of course. But  in the 
future, who knows. Companies will go down this avenue only if they can get  enough 
money, enough revenue from what  they are selling. For the t im e being, I  think there will 
be just  one set  of subt it les and the way that  they are presented on screen will change 
slight ly, depending on whether it  is a classical film , a blockbuster, a NGO video, or a 
sitcom like The Big Bang Theory.    

Do you know  w hether this w ay of w orking on the part  of the fansubbers is a lso 

im pact ing on t ranslat ion studies? I  w as thinking for exam ple of Venut i's 

dist inct ion betw een foreignisat ion and dom est icat ion. W e have been driven to 

think of foreignisat ion as a sort  of elit ist  concept  w hile norm al t ranslat ion 

should be m ore dom est icat ing. Overall, fansubbers seem  to prefer  foreignising 

t ranslat ion.  

I 'm  not  a big fan of these concepts of foreignisat ion and dom est icat ion, but  I  do think 
that  the new pract ices that  we can see on the internet , generally speaking (again, m ore 
research has to be done to quant ify how often they use this technique) , tend to be 
clearly foreignising. Som et im es, fansubbers will keep the cultural references in the 
subt it le, literally, and then provide a footnote that  they usually posit ion on the top of the 
screen, explaining what  the meaning of the reference is. I f it 's some type of food, they 
will keep the foreign term  in the subt it le and then on the top of the screen they will add 
inform at ion along the lines:  “ this food is eaten at  Easter” , or “ is m ade of” , or “ is typical 
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from  the north of the count ry”  or whatever they think is relevant . I n that  sense they 
allow themselves to be m uch closer to the original. The tendency is to take this 
‘foreignising’ approach when dealing with far afield or less well known cultures, such as 
Japanese. Fansubbers can afford being adventurous with their t ranslat ions because they 
know that  the audience are pret ty much into Japanese manga and anime. They are 
dealing with people who are hungry for new inform at ion from  other count r ies, and that 's 
why they allow them selves to be so forthcoming with the informat ion and use terms that  
are totally opaque for anybody who is not  fam iliar with the Japanese culture. Even then, 
they are aware that  som e term s m ay be difficult  to follow and that 's why they add ext ra 
inform at ion. I n that  sense, fansubbing allows for prom inent  foreignisat ion, bringing the 
other culture to the viewer. Nonetheless, it  can be argued that  any subt it ling is 
foreignising because viewers are always listening to the foreign language.  

I ncidentally, for good or evil,  we t ranslate m ost ly from  English. As everybody seem s to 
know a bit  of English, they can follow the original and understand some of what  the 
characters are saying. To avoid any conflict  between the or iginal soundt rack and the 
subt it les, som e com panies ask t ranslators to be ‘literal’ and follow the soundt rack as 
close as possible, so that  people watching the program m e cannot  tell of any 
discrepancies between what  is being said and what  they are reading. This can, of course, 
have a very negat ive impact  in the quality of the final subt it les. 

Perhaps, foreignisat ion is more acute and prom inent  in the case of the new subt it ling 
pract ices, but  I  think it 's always been part  of subt it ling to som e extent  because of the 
unique situat ion of having the soundt rack and the original text  always present .  

I  w as thinking of countr ies like I ta ly or  Spain w here subt it ling is not  so 

w idespread and dubbing is usually preferred by the standard view er. I n this 

case, is fansubbing having an im pact? 

I  think it  is,  actually;  part icular ly on the younger generat ions. What  has happened these 
days is that  the process has sped out  dram at ically as am ateurs, as I  m ent ioned earlier, 
will subt it le the programmes st raight  away. The TV series are usually broadcast  first  in 
the USA and the fans round the world know that  if they want  to watch it  as soon as 
possible it  has to be with subt it les because the dubbed version will take much longer to 
be produced. Most  likely the dubbed version won't  be posted on the internet , at  least  not  
immediately, and fans will have to wait  unt il it  is broadcast  on television, or unt il it  comes 
to the cinema in the case of films. This is why many people are resort ing to watching 
their favourite program mes with subt it les, simply because it 's the only t ranslat ion that  is 
available really fast  and quickly. And we are talking here of 2 or 3 days after the first  
broadcast . That  fast !  

When the last  episode of the series Lost  was broadcast , the TV channel in Spain, Cuat ro, 
knew that  viewers would end up watching the episode illegally on the internet , with fan 
subt it les, if they weren't  to provide them immediately. The media hype preceding this 
last  episode was enormous and everybody wanted to know how the series unravelled in 
the last  episode. This forced Cuat ro to broadcast  the episode at  the sam e t im e as in the 
USA and, obviously, the only possible way to do this was with the help of subt it les. 1  I t  
was the first  t im e that  they t r ied to get  one up on the fansubbers by producing subt it les 
st raight  away. The experim ent  didn't  go according to plan, or at  least  not  as sm oothly as 
they would have liked. Some viewers complained because there were som e technical 
hiccups and the final output  wasn't  as good as some people would have liked. I n any 
case, what  is important  here is the fact  that  it  proves that  the indust ry is taking 
m easures to t ry and bypass the im pact  of fansubbing. Media dist r ibutors are aware that  
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viewers want  to watch their favourite programmes as soon as possible after their release 
in the USA and one way of speeding the process is by using subt it les, not  dubbing.  

W hat  is the profile  of the typical fansubber, if there's one? 

This is very difficult  to pinpoint . Usually, they are young, or at  least  one imagines that  
they are in their teens or ear ly twent ies. The ones I 've m et  personally tend to be in their  
m id or late 20s, early 30s also;  although I 've been talking to people who are older, 
people in their late thir t ies and fort ies. Not  long ago, I  was talking to a fansubber from  
Brazil,  in her fort ies, who t ranslated French film s into Brazilian Portuguese. She said, “ I f 
we don't  do it ,  it 's not  done commercially because most  French film s are not  considered 
profitable. I  teach my students how to subt it le the films and then we post  the subt it les on 
the internet ” .  

Given the appealing nature of subt it ling, some academ ics like using it  for foreign 
language teaching and learning, as a way of get t ing the students m ot ivated. Com ing 
back to your quest ion, I  think, in general, the fansubber profile will be that  of a young 
person, good at  technology. They spend a lot  of their  t im e on their com puters and the 
internet , they know how to get  hold of a subt it ling program m e, how to put  the t im es in 
and out  in a film , etc. What  I  find remarkable is the very efficient  way in which they 
organise themselves. Usually, there is always somebody who is technically gifted and 
takes care of the technology, capturing the actual program m e from  the television and 
dist r ibut ing it  to the rest  of the people involved in the process. Then, those who are good 
at  languages t ranslate, most ly using one of the many freely available subt it ling 
programmes. Some other people will check the quality, and others will dist r ibute the final 
product . To som e extent  you could argue that  they operate like a company, with a clear 
division of work that  is being taken care of by several people.  

As for their interest  in subt it ling, some of them  decide to im prove on their technique and 
do a formal subt it ling course, usually at  university. For instance, the gir l who interviewed 
me in JoSTrans -  The Journal of Specialised Translat ion, 2  m ent ioned that  she had been a 
fansubber in the past  but  at  the t im e she was doing a Master 's in audiovisual t ranslat ion, 
because she wanted to know m ore about  how to do it  ‘properly’.  

According to you, could there be synergies am ong fansubbers and 

professionals? 

Yes. I  think that  some of those who start  as fansubbers m ight  easily end up being 
professionals.  

I s this one of the reasons w hy they start  fansubbing, or is it  rather that , w hen 

they start  doing it , they discover they like it  and w ant  to go on doing it  as a 

career? 

My feeling is that  they first  start  fansubbing because they just  like watching these 
programmes and then, at  a later stage, they discover that  it  m ay lead to a potent ial 
professional career. They realise that  some people are doing subt it les for commercial 
purposes and that  they get  paid for it  and then some start  considering the possibilit y of 
doing it  as a professional act ivity rather than a past ime.  

Do you think that  fansubbing m ight  be a m odel for other sectors in t ranslat ion? 

Well, I 'm  not  really sure. Nobody really knows who started this t rend of am ateur 
subt it ling on the internet . I  know that  fansubbing has been going on for quite a few years 
now but  I  couldn’t  tell you if it 's fansubbing that  has had an im pact  on other areas or 
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whether it  was the case of other t ranslat ion pract ices on the internet  having an impact  on 
subt it ling. I 'm  not  really sure. One of the most  excit ing things about  subt it ling is that  you 
are always working with audiovisual program mes, and that  is very at t ract ive to som e 
people. To som e extent  what  you get  in those programm es is real life. Furthermore, the 
language used in m any of these program m es is the language that  m any youngsters use 
in their daily conversat ions. Just  look at  The Big Bang Theory, for instance, that 's the sort  
of language they use with their  fr iends, and that ’s the reason why working with this 
material is so appealing, unlike t ranslat ing medical reports or users’ manuals. Arguably, 
younger generat ions don't  read m any books, which would explain why m any of these 
people will not  be inclined to t ranslate a book because that 's not  the sort  of thing they 
are interested in, unless it 's something like Harry Pot ter, of course.  

W hat  about  the t ranslat ion of softw are docum entat ion or other m ateria l? 

The t ranslat ion of software is slight ly different ;  if manuals, for example, are not  
t ranslated correct ly, som e consum ers m ight  t ry and sue the company. At  the Universitat  
Autònom a de Barcelona, they have been conduct ing research on the t ranslat ion of user 
agreements and cont racts, and part icular ly on the legal implicat ions that  could der ive 
from  faulty t ranslat ions. Companies must  therefore be careful and double-check 
whatever is crowdsourced for t ranslat ion, since authorship of the final product  tends to 
stay in the hands of the com panies. All this considered, I  am  not  sure how successful 
amateur t ranslat ion would be in this environm ent , or whether other sectors m ight  have 
the appeal of the audiovisual. I  know there is quite a bit  going on in the field of 
videogames, where amateur pract ices are known as ‘ROM hacking’. This is sim ilar to 
fansubbing though the task of the hackers may also involve the change of images, for 
instance. And both Twit ter and Facebook rely on the work of volunteers for the 
t ranslat ion of som e of their pages. So, it  m ay well be that  the fansubbing approach to 
t ranslat ion m ay actually catch on in other fields. 

I s there som ething in fansubbing or, m ore generally, in crow dsourcing, w hich 

m ight  be used as a m odel for  a  larger organisat ion like the EU? 

I  personally do not  think so. I  cannot  see the EU resort ing to crowdsourcing, not  only 
because of security and privacy reasons but  also because of its social connotat ion. TED3 , 
a site where you can find num erous talks by people from all over the world, t ranslate 
their  audiovisual m aterial through crowdsourcing in the first  instance, and then they 
claim  it  goes through a quality cont rol check. They operate on a NGO basis and do not  do 
it  for profit ;  rather, it  is an at tempt  to allow “speakers of less-dom inant  languages an 
equal opportunity to spread ideas within their  com m unit ies” . I f large organisat ions with 
less philanthropic aim s followed the same route, there could be the r isk of being 
perceived as exploit ing people. Whereas it  m ay be OK for TED because of their social 
awareness and their non- for-profit  at t itude, for an internat ional body like the EU would 
remain r isky. The EU has always relied on professionals and a change to use the work 
produced by amateurs could easily be perceived as an at tem pt  at  exploit ing other 
people's work. Besides, from  a logist ic point  of view all t ranslat ions should be double-
checked by professionals to verify that  the quality is up to scratch and that  nothing 
inappropriate has been inserted in the text . I m agine, for exam ple, having an am ateur 
t ranslat ion into Estonian which nobody has revised, and which turns out  to be of very bad 
quality or contains unwanted m essages:  it  is sim ply too r isky. And then again, there are 
areas that  you simply couldn’t  leave in the hands of amateurs, like legal texts. 

I s there anything else you w ould like to add? 
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I ’d only like to st ress the fact  that  everything is changing so rapidly in our field that  in a 
few m onths I  m ight  no longer agree with what  I ’ve just  said today. Things are changing 
at  the speed of light !  

Thank you. 

Thank you too. 



 

 

I nterview with Dr. Fred Hollowood 

Today I  w ould like to ta lk w ith you about  crow dsourcing and how  it  is 

t ransform ing t ranslat ion. To define the t ransform at ions t ranslat ion is present ly 

undergoing you have spoken of “a ta le of tw o technologies”, m achine 

t ranslat ion and crow dsourcing. 

Following my talk this morning on the content  explosion, I  believe that  only machine 
t ranslat ion offers us a technology that  will allow us to efficient ly and cost -effect ively 
t ranslate the volumes of content , for which we would be expected to provide t ranslat ions 
in the future. I t  is also m y hope that  the community through the social web will be one of 
the means which will allow us to improve that  machine t ranslat ion content  through post -
edit ing services, delivered by the ordinary cit izen in the st reet , in subject  areas where 
they consider them selves expert . 

You m ean that  it  w ould be for the com m unity to post - edit  m achine t ranslat ion 

and this w ould be the link betw een m achine t ranslat ion and crow dsourcing? 

I  think the com m unity is skilled to do lots and lots of things. The com m unity is skilled to 
do t ranslat ions, when the com m unity wants to do t ranslat ions. There are m any m ore 
monolingual speakers than there are bilingual speakers, so m y expectat ion is that  if we 
can develop m onolingual post -edit ing technology, the com m unity will also engage in 
m onolingual post -edit ing. Yes, the com m unity will do everything from  quality assurance 
to consultat ion to engineering. The com m unity holds of all the skills of the cit izens. I t 's 
how  you ask these people to do what  is the r ight  thing for them  to do. So, if you can 
present  a case to them whereby they see com m on interest  between them and you, then 
they will actually perform  those tasks for which they have the skills. 

And is this your experience in Sym antec? 

Our com m unity behaves as a technical support  community, i.e. it  is a community of 
people providing advice to other customers about  problem s they have experienced. 

Nothing to do w ith t ranslat ion, then? 

Nothing to do with t ranslat ion at  all.  But  then we asked a subset  of that  com m unity if 
they would be able to help us with a t ranslat ion project . Lo and behold a few people said 
“ I  could t ranslate that ”  or “ I  would be interested in t ranslat ing that .”  Som e of these 
people were linguists, som e of them  were not  linguists but  were subject -m at ter experts 
and t ranslated a software product  for us. I t  was a free software product  so that  we would 
not  be accused of abusing them for com m ercial purposes. We took the texts to be 
t ranslated, we m ade language packs so that  people could download the t ranslat ion packs 
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and convert  their English software to Turkish or Albanian or Chinese software. They saw 
this as a community effort  where they helped their fellow consumers. These were the 
first  two projects where we deployed formally untested t ranslators and actually they did 
a very good job because they were power users of the product  they t ranslated. This is an 
example of leveraging specific skills within the community to do a specific project . Our 
com m unity of t ranslators would be t iny com pared to our com m unity of people interested 
in technical support  issues, but  that  is a mat ter of developm ent . We need to m ake these 
com m unit ies grow, m onitor them  and see how far it  goes.    

Had you already experim ented w ith crow dsourcing on technical support  before? 

We have a technical support  com m unity that  grew up pract ically of it s own volit ion. There 
are other communit ies where the company provides the plat form  for the com m unity to 
engage with us. There are also com m unit ies that  are com pletely independent , where our 
products are discussed. We m onitor those com m unit ies as third part ies. So the 
com m unity of com m unit ies, that  discuss our products, is only part ly influenced by the 
corporat ion. 

W hat  about  com m ercial products w hich are not  free ( from  the point  of view  of 

t ranslat ion, I  m ean) ? 

We are about  to launch our first  project  where t ranslat ion is sought  for a commercial 
product . I  cannot  disclose what  that  language set  is going to be, but  hopefully in three 
months t ime we will be able to say how it  was implemented and how well received it  was. 
Key to our free product  work was the abilit y to put  a link in the product  it self saying “Are 
you interested in t ranslat ing this?”  Then prospect ive volunteers do only the part  which 
appeals to them . This is perhaps how we sourced the m ajority of our t ranslators. We 
seeded the act ivity with a few act ive members and then grew that  community basically 
by references from  the product . We hope that  for our m ore popular products, even 
though they are comm ercial, paid- for products, we will likewise at t ract  people who have 
bought  a m ore com m on language variant  to volunteer and do m inority languages. Our 
goal is to enable users to create a free language pack which works on an already 
purchased product . 

Do you not  envisage using m achine t ranslat ion for  these products? 

We already use m achine t ranslat ion for the m ain languages for all the technical 
documentat ion. We use it  for some of the software as well,  all post -edited. Machine 
t ranslat ion is an everyday occurrence for our technical products across seven languages. 
I  must  adm it  I  do not  think about  that  process anymore. I t  just  happens. 

Whether we use m achine t ranslat ion as our start ing point  for product  language packs is 
st ill an open quest ion, and probably a quest ion of community t ranslator preference.   

Are you not  afra id that , in the case of com m ercial products, you m ight  be 

accused of abusing and exploit ing the com m unity? 

Well, I  think that  the community is going to have to decide on that . There will always be 
som eone who has a different  opinion. The thing is supposed to be voluntary. I t  is 
supposed to be of mutual benefit  to the com pany and the person perform ing the 
t ranslat ions. I f it  is leverage, it  is voluntary leverage. I f somebody gets what  they want  
out  of this exercise and they are happy to do the t ranslat ions, happy not  just  willing, I  do 
not  really see that  as a bad thing. I  think we need to find a new word to classify what  it  
is. 

W hy do you think they are happy to w ork for  free? 
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Usually they want  to m ake a cont r ibut ion to their  own society. I n our case, our first  two 
languages ( indeed com pleted in less than 48 hours)  were Albanian and Turkish. Our 
software products are not  available in those languages. These very enthusiast ic users 
thought  it  would be great  if they were available in those languages so that  their  fr iends 
and fam ily would be able to comprehend the software and have their assets protected. 
So they got  down to work and t ranslated the material. We give them  kudos, we give 
them  cert if icates. We actually t ry to send them  branded m aterial. Som e people have 
even refused to accept  branded material. People are mot ivated by whatever personal 
m ot ivat ion drives them  along. We have learnt  not  to t ry and second guess what  this 
m ight  be. I t  is not  a behavioural study. You ask them, they say yes, they do it . As to why 
they do it  in their  heart  of hearts, that  is ent irely up to them . 

I t  w ould be interest ing to understand w hy they do that , to understand the 

m echanism s and drivers behind crow dsourcing com pared to the w ays of 

w orking of professional t ranslators.  

Some of them like to be at  the top. I t  is recognit ion. To be able to say “You know, I  did 
the m ost  t ranslat ions.”  Som e of them  are students. They get  pract ice in doing a real 
software product  and can write on their CVs that  they m ade a cont r ibut ion to a real 
software product . Some of them  will not  tell us why they do it .  Adm it tedly som e of them  
do it  because their fr iends are doing it  and they want  to see what  it  is like. Some do a 
lit t le and som e do a lot . There is a rat io of roughly ten to one. You usually find that  1-2 
percent  of the people do most  of the work and 8-12 percent  of the people do about  10 
percent  of the work, while the rest  of the com m unity watches and downloads. There are 
sim ilar dynam ics across the open source m ovem ent  and com m unity act ivity. I t  is not  a 
novel circumstance. Some people are act ive in a certain area and some people are on the 
fr inges and som e people watch. That  seem s to be the pat tern.   

There have been cases w here the at tem pts to use crow dsourcing w hile 

com m ercial interests w ere involved w ere not  posit ively received. 

I  think, there have been a few unfortunate experiences. But  the open source com m unity 
– and I  would m ent ion Sun Microsystem s and Novell – have successful open source 
products that  are built  and maintained with open source resources. The companies did 
make money, but  they made money out  of the support  and dist r ibut ion rather than 
direct ly from  those products. I t  is not  a huge jump from  that  recognit ion of what  people 
are willing to do to m ake a cont ribut ion to open source (and at  the sam e t im e allow a 
com pany to derive a revenue from support ing that  open source)  to having a free product  
that  som eone m akes a free t ranslat ion cont r ibut ion to. To me it  does not  seem to be a 
great  difference. When we move to more commercially cent red things, then we may 
possibly find more crit icism  or reluctance. We may find recognit ion, we may find that  
people realise that  m inority markets are never going to be served on a commercial basis 
and basically a community cont r ibut ion basis is fine.  

All in a ll, you feel that  crow dsourcing is not  com pet ing w ith professional 

t ranslators. 

Not  at  all.  I f the am ount  of t ranslat ion in the world were a conserved ent ity, people m ight  
have a concern. There is m ore m aterial that  could be t ranslated than t ranslators could 
ever t ranslate and that  any economy could ever pay for. So what  we are actually t rying 
to do here is to find an econom ic way of doing t ranslat ions that  would never be done 
otherwise and provide them to the community. Some of this material is very t ransient . I t  
has the lifespan of a couple of hours or days or maybe weeks, and the costs involved in 
t ranslat ing that  material using t radit ional m ethods would be unbearable for any 
organisat ion, whether publicly funded or commercial. So, really, what  we are looking at  
here is an ult imate set  of technologies that  will br ing the general public a mass of writ ten 
informat ion current ly held by corporat ions and government  ent it ies in a mono- lingual 
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form . I nform at ion that  t ranslators do not  have the capacity to deal with and that  
enterprises do not  have the financial resources to support . I  think that , if the people 
recognise that , they will m ake a cont r ibut ion and if the people do not  recognise that , 
well,  they will not  cont r ibute and possibly com plain. I n corporat ions 80 or 90 percent  of 
the m aterial is not  t ranslated as no one is going to get  ten t im es as m uch budget . I f we 
want  to provide the best  possible service to everybody, we have to take that  m aterial 
and get  it  t ranslated som ehow.  

Do you think that  crow dsourcing is a  good alternat ive to m achine t ranslat ion for  

m inority- languages, or  that  there is not  a  clear- cut  division of the m arket? 

I t  is a complicated quest ion. Machine t ranslat ion of m inority languages faces two issues. 
I t  is the chicken and the egg problem , which comes first . I f the commercial market  was 
there, someone would make the engine. I f som eone had the engine, then you could 
t ranslate the materials in order to t rain the engine. Somewhere along the line, a 
t ranslat ion has to happen or a coding project  has to be init iated in order to make an 
engine, a rule-based engine or a stat ist ical engine. Once that  process is kick-started and 
you have enough m aterial, or enough technology to m ake t ranslat ions, then you can 
reasonably do m ore and post -edit  m ore. You have to build enough crit ical mass for the 
technology to get  an opportunity to grow. You can use the com m unity to do some of the 
t ranslat ion. You can then t rain engines or build engines and then use the com m unity to 
post -edit  the t ranslat ions. Then, once you get  this process kick-started, you can 
hopefully m ake bet ter engines and m ore narrow-dom ain engines. The reason why you 
class something as a m inority language or a m inor ity interest  is that  it  is a niche. I n 
order to get  out  of that  niche, you have to generate enough m aterial to break from  the 
gravitat ional forces that  make it  a niche and then get  out  there and avail yourself of 
different  technologies that  m ake things bet ter. I  have a lot  of sym pathy for languages 
that  have only 1 m illion to 3 m illion speakers and are a developing economy, because it  
is very hard to just ify the m oney to do t ranslat ions in those languages. I f communit ies 
can provide som e of these t ranslat ions, fine. As a result  of our efforts, we have now a 
few tens of thousand words of Albanian that  we did not  have before. Actually, we did not  
have any before.  

Crow dsourcing could therefore help m inority languages survive.  

Yes. I f people are using their language on the social web and it  is of appreciable quality, 
then that  can be used to t rain engines, hopefully. Then it  grows from there. I  think there 
is scope for it .  The technology has to be very efficient  because you are dealing with sm all 
num bers of people and sm all am ounts of m oney. I f people are concerned about  the lack 
of commercial interest  in something like this, they are effect ively smothering the whole 
thing before it  can start . I  do not  know what  the exchange rate with the currency in 
Albania is, but  I  am  sure the Albanians cannot  afford English to Albanian t ranslators at  
Western rates. So what  can they do? 

Do you think that  this m ethod could be applied to all fie lds, a ll sectors of 

t ranslat ion, or  for  crow dsourcing to be effect ive you need a w ell-  st ructured 

com m unity equipped w ith good softw are?  

I  was amazed that  there was a community of people who cared about  software security. 
You know I  am  always am azed, I  am  innocent  in this. I f people can care about  software 
security, they can care about  m ost  things. I t  must  be one of the m ost  obscure niche 
m arkets that  one can find. When you compare its popularity with something like fast  
cars, there m ust  be about  one to a thousand. I  think com m unit ies can be found for any 
narrow domain and any m inority language. The skills in finding those communit ies and 
how to provide not  nourishm ent , but  the r ight  environm ent  to flourish, are the things 
that  interest  m e.  
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W hat  about  confident ia l docum ents or legislat ive docum ents? 

That ’s what  a paid t ranslat ion by a t ranslator with an Masters degree is for. I f you have 
legal or commercial documents that  require t ranslat ion, you get  the certainty that  you 
need, when you pay a t ranslator and seal the deal with a non-disclosure agreement .  

So, there is st ill w ork for  professional t ranslators. 

Professional t ranslators will be busier than ever because now they have the opportunity 
to do a greater num ber of professional jobs. The professional t ranslator is the bilingual 
person who can understand both sides of the problem under exam inat ion. They have the 
opportunity to m ove into any num ber of technical jobs because they understand what  is 
going into these MT engines and what  is com ing out  of them. Translat ion studies has 
become a much broader area thanks to these new technologies. I  think the t ranslators of 
the future will be taught  m ore about  system  engineering and they will have different  jobs 
open to them. One of m y young PhD students is fluent  in Germ an, has a first  degree in 
I T, a second degree in t ranslat ion studies and now is doing a PhD in linguist ics. These are 
the bright  young people of the next  decade. These are the new opportunit ies, a very 
different  palet te of opportunit ies that  will be available to t ranslat ion talent .  

Should t ranslators not  be afra id of these technologies? 

No. Translators should embrace these technologies and hence the opportunit ies that  
these technologies will br ing. I  am  always humbled by the mult ilingualism  that  I  see all 
across Europe, especially in situat ions like in the Commission (my own is very lim ited) . 
Mult ilingualism  is going to becom e a core skill.  As we prom ote these technologies, the 
mult ilingual people are going to be the people who say “ that ’s appropriate”  or “ that ’s not  
appropriate,”  “ this is the r ight  thing to do here,”  “ that ’s the wrong thing to do there.”  And 
this not  through fear, but  through knowing their customers, knowing what  quality levels 
are expected in various places and being very clear about  making sure they are met . I  
have often complained about  the t ranslators being in charge of quality, but  they are 
going to be in charge in a different  way. They are not  going to tell us how m any 
grammar m istakes are in somebody else’s t ranslat ion. I n future they are going to say 
“ that  is the appropriate content  for that  audience,”  which is a much higher- level skill.   

According to you, w ill this have som e im pact  on our at t itude tow ards quality? 

Quality...  I  always think about  shoes. You buy a pair of shoes. You do not  go into the 
shop and buy a random pair of shoes, you buy a pair of shoes for som ething. You buy 
them  for walking, you buy them  for dancing, you buy them  for a purpose. There is no 
single t ranslat ion qualit y. The quality is for a specific purpose, or for a certain market  
segment  or for a part icular customer. Some people m ay not  care that  you have got  two 
spelling m istakes per thousand words. I  do not , as long as I  know what  the words are. I  
think this is where we find ourselves today.  

W hat  could be, according to you, the im pact  of these developm ents on the 

w orkflow  of a  big organisat ion like the European I nst itut ions? W hat  could w e 

learn, for  exam ple, from  the w ay crow dsourcing com m unit ies w ork? 

I  think your workflow should reflect  the process that  you are doing and I  think you need 
to re-exam ine your process periodically. The workflow for professional t ranslat ion is one 
circum stance, the workflow for a m achine-assisted t ranslat ion is slight ly different . The 
workflow for a com m unity t ranslat ion is very different . I t  is much more of a star flow 
than a sequent ial f low. Do not  be afraid to experiment  with different  workflows in order 
to find out  what  works best  for your community because this will be largely community-
dr iven.  
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W e are a com m unity in a  w ay. W e are a  big com m unity. 

A big com m unity of t ranslators. I t  is going to be driven by the people doing the work and 
what  is easiest  for them and how they will interact  best . Not  how som eone sit t ing in their  
offices is going to say “ I  think this is the best  thing”  or “This is what  I  want .”  One has to 
give up this not ion of cont rol and go into observat ion and find out  what  works and then 
implement  that  on behalf of your com m unity. There is a quid pro quo;  there is a cost , 
because t ranslators give their t im e to do these t ranslat ions. So likewise we have to give 
you t im e to understand what  environm ent  they need to be efficient . I f you can’t  adapt  
your current  workflow quickly you may lose them. They will go and give their free 
t ranslat ion t ime to someone else.  

The last  quest ion I  w ould like to ask you is about  the voluntary sector. I t  is 

grow ing quite rapidly and there seem s to be a close link w ith crow dsourcing. I n 

certain cases it  is very open to crow dsourcing and can profit  from  it .  

I  think that  the voluntary sector, once they m ake their case clear to people, will benefit  
hugely from com m unity t ranslat ion. I f you are able to t ranslate and the voluntary sector 
can make a case that  your t ranslat ion is going to save lives, then how could you not  give 
your t im e freely and perform  this funct ion and serve this end? I  have two fr iends working 
in two different  inst itut ions which bring community t ranslat ion to NGOs and charit ies to 
provide improved access to informat ion on health and food and medicine. I n the same 
way that  Kiva does such a good job in m icro- loans in the third world. We should be 
thinking about  not  just  t ranslat ion but  all the other things that  the com m unity could do 
so that  these NGOs could focus their lim ited resources on delivery, rather than generate 
things that  people in the West  can generate for free.  

Duolingo w as m ent ioned this m orning. I t  is a  new  project  through w hich 

W ikipedia should be t ranslated by people learning languages. I n this w ay no 

energy or t im e w ould be w asted.  

Why not .  

Could it  w ork? 

Of course it  could work. I n a sim ilar fashion to people volunteer to t ranslate the software. 
I f you are an expert  in that  area, then you could take your English source and you could 
do two things. You could either m achine- t ranslate it  and subject  m at ter experts could fix 
that  t ranslat ion, or you could say “how m any t ranslators can I  find?”  and have them  
post -edit . You know it  would be interest ing to find out  who did the bet ter job, because 
there is nothing like the enthusiast ic expert . And what  is Wikipedia? The enthusiast ic 
expert !  There is every chance that  this is ent irely doable. I f Facebook was doable and 
LinkedI n was doable, why should Wikipedia not  be doable? And it  does not  have to be an 
aligned t ranslat ion. As long as the same informat ion is carr ied in the art icles, would the 
readers of Wikipedia care if there is perfect  alignment  across language versions?  

From  a linguist ’s point  of view , the idea is to preserve standards in language 

use and if you offer  m ethods w here there is no control over poor language....  

I  am  not  saying the language is poor. All I  am  saying is that  it  is not  pair-aligned. What  is 
happening now, I  do not  think it  will be bad. I  think if locals really want  this to happen 
and they have their name associated with it ,  then they will make it  suitable. I f something 
bad is presented, somebody else will f ix it .  That  is how it  goes.   

Are there problem s w ith intellectual property? 
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You just  have to get  the people to recognise what  they are doing at  the outset . You 
know, naturally, the first  thing that  cam e to our m ind when we proposed this was 
intellectual property, which went  st raight  to our legal departm ent . So we have to say 
“Ok, this is the paragraph that  people accept  and sign off.”  They either own it  or  they do 
not  own it ,  or they are giving it  away or they are not  giv ing it  away. I t  does not  m at ter 
what  the IP agreement  is as long as it  is clear and then you work on that  basis. The 
problem with intellectual property is only clar ity about  what  you want  and its 
presentat ion to the com m unity. Then they can accept  or not  accept  it . I f they accept  it ,  
they have signed, they have t icked the legal agreement . I t  is the same as a software 
licence.  

Do you think that  w e should t ry to control these developm ents and w ould this 

have an im pact? 

People will get  round things. I f we turn out  to have a double-decker I nternet , I  think this 
act ivity will appear on both decks. I  think enterprises will cont inue to have it  on the top 
deck. Others will have it  on the bot tom deck. I  do not  think it  will pose a problem for 
very long, people will work round it .  The I nternet  came into being because people wanted 
it  and it  will remain available. People love it  too much to let  that  escape. 

I s there anything in your personal experience w ith languages -  different  w ays 

of w orking w ith languages -  that  you think of part icular ly? 

I  am  always amazed at  how different  all the linguists I  have ever m et  are. I  believe that  
linguists, as everyone else, are a very diverse and talented bunch of people and I  do not  
think there is any way to guess what  they m ight  or m ight  not  do.  

Thank you very m uch. 

Thank you!  
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