How to make back
translation work for you

About Us:
aiaTranslations LLC is the leading
provider of specialized life sciences
translation. With a global network
of medical linguists, aiaTranslations
can provide translations for projects
ranging from clinical trials through
commercialization and market research.

You’ve hired a translation provider that you trust. They are diligent. They are
professional. They inspire confidence. Their translation seems perfect. And then,
you receive what seems like a poorly-written version of your original document.
What is this, and how did it happen?
That seemingly poor translation is what’s known as a “back translation”. The end
result of a regulated verification process, its goal is to help your translation team
spot any errors or ambiguities that might have come through in the translation of
your document.
It’s helpful for clients to understand the purpose of a back translation, not
to mention what they may nor may not need to do with it. Let’s look at back
translation and how you can make the most out of it.

What is back translation?
A back translation is the result of a multi-step process. Essentially, it is a
new version of your document in its original language. This new version
may not have the same level of eloquence or include the same industryspecific or branding terminology as the original.
Fortunately, that doesn’t matter. Back translation is a way for the
translation service provider, as well as the client, to verify that essential
information has been translated correctly into the target language.
For medical and pharma translation, this essential information includes:
Clear instructions
Correct medical terminology
Easily understandable information and directions

How does back translation work?
While certain translation providers may have slightly different protocols, generally,
the back translation process involves a second translator or team of translators
translating your target language document back into English, without ever having
seen the original source document.
This will allow them to verify that a speaker of the target language, unfamiliar with
the original document, would clearly understand what is written in the translation.
When the back translation has been created, the entire translation team can
check that major points are understandable, no details have been missed or
overlooked, and no terminology could possibly be confusing to readers in your
target language.
This is why a back translation may not be as well-written as your original document
or include details like branding.
You can think of a back translation as a checklist, helping translators verify that
the most important points and details are accurate in your translated document.
When the back translation is complete, the client, original translator, and back
translator will discuss any discrepancies and what should be done to fix them.

What are the pros and cons of
back translation?
There are advantages and disadvantages to back translation. Here are a few of the
most notable points to consider:

Pros:
Back translation is the best way to assure content accuracy in translated
documents. This is especially important in the healthcare and pharma fields,
where translation mistakes can have life-threatening results.
If you want your company to conduct overseas clinical trials, share research
results, or produce medical marketing material in different languages, most
review boards, medical/legal departments, and governments require companies
to use the back translation process.
Back translation may reveal weaknesses or errors in the source document,
which can then be corrected.

Cons:
Back translation means more time and money will have to be invested in a
translation project.
The client will have to spend some time (although not necessarily a lot) looking
over a back translation.
Some client reviewers get distracted by the fluency of a backtranslation. They
may stop focusing on content and start focusing on things like grammar and
capitalization.

Do I need back translation?
Back translation requires more time, resources, and budget than a simple, standard
translation. However, in fields like healthcare and pharma, where mistranslation
can be deadly, back translation is not only advisable; it’s often required to comply
with regulations or client-side medical/legal obligations. Back translations are
also often useful for concept translations, where branding managers want to see
how a document is transcreated.

What is the client’s role in
back translation?
Translation clients are usually shown a back translation. This is both proof that
the process has been performed (which is especially important in industries
where back translation is required) and an additional way to ensure that all of the
essential content elements have come through in the translation.
Since the process isn’t familiar to the layperson, many clients aren’t sure how
much or how little they should be involved in back translation. Some may want to
leave any choices up to the translation provider, while others may feel compelled
to edit the back translation into something more presentable.
While the latter is understandable, it’s unnecessary and needlessly time-consuming
since the back translation is just for verification and will never be published or
shared with the public.
It is important to resist the temptation to “massage” a back translation so that it is
identical to the source document. For example, an English document may have
periods after all bullet points, while Spanish does not follow this protocol. As such,
the backtranslation will not contain periods. The same is true for capitalization.
English grammar rules often require capitalizing many things that other languages
do not – and this will show in the backtranslation.
This graphic shows examples of details that can be misinterpreted by a client.
Source segment
(N=18)
In Vitro
• First
• Second
• Third
Impairment of Fertility
antibody positivity
In Spanish,
N = population size (some authors don't
use italics in this one but most do)
n = sample size (must be in italics)

Translation segment (Spanish)
(n = 18)
<Italic>in vitro</Italic>
• Primero.
• Segundo.
• Tercero.
Deterioro de la fertilidad
Seropositividad

Backtranslation segment
(n = 18)
<Italic> In vitro </Italic>
• First
• Second
• Third
Fertility impairment
Seropositivity

Periods have to be added by the end of
each line in a list in Spanish
All sentences have to start
with a capital letter

Tags and formatting
like italics can
be kept in the
backranslation. This
kind of information
doesn't interfere in
the backtranslation
analysis

Some terms need partial or total
change to make sense and keep
the same meaning from the source

How can I make back translation
work for me?
Here are some tips for making the most out of the back translation process:
Read a back translation as you would a summary or checklist.
The turns of phrase or branding language may not be perfect or match the
source identically, but is all essential information accurate?
Keep in mind that a back translation that is identical to the source usually
means you have a translation that is too literal.
Report any inaccuracies to the translation team.
These include incorrect medical instructions or terminology, but not turn of
phrase or branding-related issues or grammar corrections.
Be prepared to discover that the original document may be flawed.
It’s possible that the back translation process will reveal errors in the original
document. This means that the original will have to be edited or even entirely
rewritten. The advantage is more accurate communication and, thus, safety for
patients.
Don’t proofread or polish the back translation.
Inaccuracies within the original document should be reported to your
translation provider, but there’s no need to rephrase sentences to make them
more aesthetically pleasing, since the back translation will never be seen by
anyone but you and the translation team.
Work with the same translation provider.
It may seem logical to look for a completely different translation provider to
work on a back translation. But a translation service provider will have already
planned for this, using a translator who hasn’t seen the original document
and isn’t familiar with the new translation. The advantage of working with the
same translation provider for back translation is that communication between
translators will be easier and follow a known protocol. This is especially
important if significant changes need to be made to any of the documents.

Although the back translation process can be time-consuming and may reveal
a number of problems to correct in a translation or even an original text, it’s
important to remember that back translations themselves are not polished
documents. They are a checklist for the client and translation team, a guide that
will ensure translated material is accurate and safe for consumers.
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