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In order to understand how a translation memory can become 
polluted, we have to understand what exactly a translation memory is.

Essentially, a translation memory (usually referred to as a “TM”) is a 
sort of database. With special software, the translations of specific 
terms are entered into the TM as a translator works on a text or 
document. The next time these words or phrases appear, a window of 
suggestions will pop up and the translator will select the appropriate 
choice.

TM’s are especially useful for working with companies that use 
industry- or company -specific terminology that may not be familiar to 
an outside translator. 

What is a translation memory?

A translation memory is one of the most important tools translators can work 
with. It allows them to translate more quickly and to use words that conform to a 

company’s preferred terminology.  

But sometimes, translation memories can become polluted, littered with outdated 
terminology and inaccurate phrasing. How does translation memory pollution 

happen – and how can it be cleaned up?



Useful as they are, translation memories can easily become polluted. Some 
common ways this happens1 include: 

How do translation memories 
become polluted?
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The same TM is used for multiple clients or even for different 
departments in the same company. Not all clients use the same 
terminology or have the same preferences. The same can be true for 
different divisions within a single organization.

The TM isn’t updated regularly. It’s vital to update a translation memory. 
This means removing translation choices that are no longer used.

The translation project manager isn’t familiar with a particular 
translation memory and its potential problems. It’s imperative that 
a project manager warn translators of certain possible pitfalls, whether 
regarding specific terms, or even the overall state of the TM. For instance, 
maybe the TM hasn’t been updated recently, or a client has a new preferred 
translation for a certain term.

It’s difficult or impossible to communicate with a client regarding 
questions about terminology and preferences. Communication 
between clients and translation vendors is not only important for 
maintaining a healthy TM, but for fostering the right environment for 
quality translations in general.



A number of things can go wrong if a translation memory is polluted. One of the 
most easily noticeable is that companies can lose money. 

Translators are often paid based on the percentage of accurate translation 
matches that are in the TM. The less up-to-date a TM is, the more incorrect 
matches there will be.2

Another cost-related issue is time. If a TM is up-to-date and accurate, translators 
will be able to work more quickly.

Small as some words might be, each one can represent astronomical cost (or 
savings). In fact, according to industry insiders3, an up-to-date TM could reduce a 
multiple-translation project’s costs by tens of thousands of dollars.

Budget is important, but a polluted TM can cause other types of problems as 
well. For example, recently, a group of translators filed a lawsuit against the 
Canada Bureau of Translation due to a faulty TM that caused them to lose both 
time and money for their work.4  

In industries like pharma, translation mistakes that stem from a polluted TM can 
also lead to lawsuits from customers – not to mention put lives at risk.

What can happen if a  
translation memory is polluted?
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Cleaning up a translation memory is a long and complicated process that 
involves painstakingly cross-checking terms and verifying recent translations. 
The better strategy is to prevent pollution from happening in the first place.

A TM should be constantly updated, with translators deleting old or out-of-date 
terminology and phrases. When working with a TM, translators should also keep 
their eyes out for issues like inaccuracies.

Some additional TM pollution prevention techniques include5: 

How can translation memory 
pollution be prevented?

Siloing. Not every company or division within a company uses the same 
terminology. Keeping separate translation memories for separate clients, 
or even separate departments or projects for a single client, is an excellent 
way to prevent TM pollution.

Knowing the importance of a translation memory. This rule is the 
foundation of an efficient TM. Keeping entries up-to-date may seem 
frustrating or time consuming, but remember that it’s an investment. The 
more up-to-date a TM is, the better the quality of your translations will be. 
Questions and confusion will be minimized, even non-existent, and your 
company will spend less money.



When dealing with TM’s, we think this quotation by content strategist 
Val Swisher puts it perfectly: “[T]here is not a whole lot you have to do 
to create a TM. However, there is plenty to do once the TM is created.”6

Preventative strategies will allow your translation memory to stay 
updated and pollution-free. This will translate to better, more cost-
efficient results, as well as accurate messaging for your target 
audience.

6   Swisher, “3 Tips.”

Choosing the right translation vendor.  Translation projects can be 
complex and nuanced, even without the added element of keeping 
a TM updated and healthy. Our team at aiaTranslations has extensive 
experience in every aspect of translation and knows the importance of 
communication, prevention, and vigilance when it comes to your TM.

Being available. It’s important for clients to be available if their translator 
or translation company has questions. Knowing which terms a client prefers 
can help translators make the right choices the first time, as well as vet a 
project’s TM along the way. Ideally, once a translation has been delivered, 
clients should also make time to give feedback about the terminology that 
was used. This can help determine changes and updates that should be 
made to the TM. 

Hiring the right project manager. Be sure the translation project manager 
is not only briefed on general details about the translation, but also on 
any potential or existing problems tied to the TM. This will allow them to 
prepare their team and review translations with these potential issues in 
mind.
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