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INTRODUCTION 

 

The industry of digital entertainment has been thriving in the last fifty years, with video 

games rapidly becoming its flagship and best known products. The global market 

expansion and video games consequent worldwide consumption has generated the need 

for them to be translated in multiple languages and in a timely fashion for several target 

markets. 

While the industry has come up with factually-driven ‘best practices’ and a 

general tendency towards standardizing procedures subsumed in the term localization 

(whose controversial and complex nature will be defined in Chapter 1), Translation 

Studies have paid little attention to this phenomenon, applying categories and 

theoretical approaches borrowed from other academic domains, which have proved 

unfitting to this new sector. Drawing on recent groundbreaking conceptualizations 

advocated in the Game Localization field, this work seeks to combine the view of 

translation scholars with localization practitioners’ vantages, thanks to the author’s 

experience both in academia and in the specific industry. 

The localization paradigm will be investigated in relation to the main translation 

principles, in an attempt to explore this ostensible dichotomy. Hence, the history and the 

evolution of the localization of video games will be analysed, followed by an overview 

of the structure of the game localization industry. Finally, some practical examples of 

linguistic and cultural challenges related to the topic will be provided, along with two 

case studies regarding the translation and the linguistic testing of two popular video 

games. As it will be shown, the main argument of the paper is that Translation Studies 

have to take into account the fact that video games are not solely the latest product in 

the digital entertainment, but also a new media, prompting different mechanisms and 

dynamics in the process of adapting them in the target text so far unseen elsewhere, e.g. 

in movies, in books and even in productivity software. In turn, the industry should 

acknowledge the importance of some tenets belonging to the domain of Translation 

Studies which have passed unnoticed or deliberately underestimated, and start including 

them in their rationales. 

The work is supported by the contributions of scholars specialised in the field of 

Game Localization Studies and by practitioners working within the game localization 
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industry, who have accepted to share their opinions with respect to how localization is 

undertaken for major game projects, in some of which this writer has also taken part. At 

the same time, though, the practical expertise garnered by the author is restricted by the 

latter signing an information non-disclosure agreement (NDA), a common practice 

employed by game companies to protect their privacy about their products. Owing to 

such confidentiality clauses, therefore, the author will not be able to enter into details 

when describing specific procedures in use within this sector. Similarly, it will not be 

possible to give a name to the programmes and tools utilised during localization 

operations, other than providing an insight into their importance and application. 

Furthermore, all the data that do not present a direct bibliographical reference are to be 

considered as part of the knowledge acquired by this writer while working in the video 

game localization environment. In this respect, it was thought that a primary source 

such as a factual, job-related experience could be preferable to secondary sources 

constrained by the limits of academia. 

Undoubtedly, the opportunity to work in close contact with a research subject 

allows to gather materials otherwise unobtainable as an external party. As the literature 

of the field has repeatedly denounced, the game industry still proves reluctant to 

acknowledging the value of research, and hardly ever shows an opening for academic 

institutions to carry out investigations and analyses. Moreover, the gaming world by and 

large is rapidly becoming a highly competitive sector where even a small information 

leak can jeopardise the successful release of a title. Consequently, only a direct access to 

companies or individuals grants the privilege of including first-hand data, and it is 

hence no surprise that many of the authors who are publishing in this domain have first 

accrued a considerable direct experience in the field, becoming “not only practitioners 

but also practitioners-cum-researchers, [...] illustrating the major pattern of game 

localization research arising out of significant reflections on practical experience” 

(O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 32). In Bryce and Rutter’s words (2006: 2), it signals 

“the entry of researchers who grew up in the Pong, Atari, NES and BBC Micro years 

into academia”. 

On a final note, it is suitable to address the writing style adopted in this paper, at 

least as far as punctuation is concerned. Special terms in use within the game 

localization domain are presented in single ‘quotation marks’. Conversely, when the 
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term in question is given a definition and an explanation, or if it is particularly 

important for that specific section and discussion, it will appear in italics. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Localization versus Translation 

 

 

 

Chapter 1 begins with a description of the domain of Game Studies and of the schools 

of thought that have contributed to establish them as an independent research area. 

Then, it moves on to answer the fundamental question of why translation and 

localization should be treated as separate though intertwined fields, trying to provide a 

clear definition of what localization is and implies, and a possible explanation of why it 

was born in isolation within the computer industry, almost neglected by the academic 

literature. The main differences between productivity software and video games are also 

explored, as they have an impact on how localization is applied. The notions of 

globalization, internationalization and culturalization are introduced alongside a 

number of technical terms in use within the localization industry. Finally, a special 

attention is paid to the main issues localizers often encounter during their work, such as 

the risk of being censored or the relative freedom granted to them, as well as the 

competencies they are expected and requested to possess in order to professionally carry 

out their tasks. 

 

 

 

1.1 Game Studies and schools of thought: defining a video game is a matter of 

terminology 

 

The video game industry is yet to celebrate its centenary in the digital and interactive 

economic sector, nevertheless it has already taken some meaningful steps towards a 

practical standardization of methods and a basic theorization on a conceptual level. 

Thanks to a combination of technology and entertainment, it is regarded today as one of 

the most active high-tech businesses of the last fifty years (Chatfield 2010). In 

particular, the recent addition of online games and of social and casual games to the list 
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of popular fun activities preferred by the users of all generations has boosted a general 

interest towards an academic discipline that has been acknowledged as independent 

only in the last fifteen years (Aarseth 2001). In fact, Games Studies have attracted 

attention chiefly for their interdisciplinary nature, connected as they are to Translation 

Studies, Applied Linguistics and Computer Science, a characteristic that has arguably 

contributed to the rapid expansion of the domain (Wolf and Perron 2003: 2). In turn, 

this very interdisciplinary inclination has also restricted its evolution, since many 

scholars have historically and repeatedly treated video games as “variation of existing 

genres familiar to them”, in what have been criticised as “colonising attempts” (Aarseth 

2001: 5), instead of trying to single out those elements which are pertinent to video 

games only. At the same time, the potential danger of being ‘colonised’ has often 

stimulated a general idiosyncrasy, in the discipline, against certain viewpoints from 

Translation Studies that Game Studies could possibly benefit from to shed new light on 

a number of aspects of games. In reality, there would seem to be two more reasons why 

Game Studies have been struggling so far in their evolution, both dependent on the 

nature of games themselves. 

The first reason is video games’ association with “lowbrow catalogues of geek 

and adolescent male culture” (Juul 2005: 20) and their status as a “contested cultural 

niche” (Egenfeldt-Nielsen et al. 2008: 132), which have narrowed their reception from 

academia as a culturally significant subject. The idea of video games being addictive 

products promoting violence is hard to battle with, even though with the growth of 

social gaming and the emergence of casual games, as stated before, video games are 

triumphing over an increasingly heterogeneous range of audiences (Chatfield 2010) to 

the point of generating more revenue than cinema
1
. The second reason is video games’ 

fundamental relation to technology. New software are developed on a daily basis, 

nowadays, meaning that what is a good product today may become obsolete tomorrow. 

Consequently, a specific conceptualization related to a software is effective so long as 

that software is not modified or dispatched altogether. Once replaced, theory has to 

reinvent itself in order to accommodate changes in the reference item. Future, in 

technology, is an uncertain matter, moreover it should be observed that, whereas excel 

spreadsheets and word processors have remained practically the same during the last 

                                                
1 See http://www.isfe.eu/industry-facts. 
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fifteen years, “there is not another form of technology on this planet that has kept up 

with games” (Bissell 2010: 201). In other words, if it is difficult for Computer Science 

to stay abreast of the latest software and devices available to the users, Game Studies 

have an even greater challenge to tackle, as the gaming industry seems very eager to 

adopt any new discovery in this department and to implement it at the first given 

chance. 

Another issue generating controversy in the field appears to be the production of a 

standardised terminology. Being bound to a young and dynamic sector principally 

affected by a heavily popular culture, Game Studies are said to be “susceptible to 

journalistic popularization as well as industry and marketing jargon” (O’Hagan and 

Mangiron 2013: 65) in such a way that is not unusual to read different authors refer to 

the same element using a different term, or even the same writer adopting a variety of 

names for the same concept. 

The lack of consistency is manifest even at the most basic level. For instance, not 

all the authors agree on the use of the term ‘video games’: some of them maintain 

preferences are based on region. To name a few, Buckingam (2006: 4-5) claims that 

‘computer games’ is commonly used in the UK, irrespective of whether a PC or a game 

console is the platform on which the game is played, while ‘video games’ is seldom 

heard or read of and much less inclusive than the other, as it may not include PC games 

in the intention of the writer. Wolf and Perron (2003: 21), on the contrary, point out that 

there should be no clear distinction between ‘video games’ and ‘computer games’ since 

they are often used interchangeably in both scholarly and popular discourse. The only 

exception they draw is related to computer games presenting specific technical 

requirements that users have to meet in order to be able to launch the game and play, 

unlike video games, that only require players to hold a console. 

Despite the increasingly blurred division between computers and game consoles, 

apparent in hardware such as PS4 and Xbox One which come with computer-based 

utilities, Raessens and Goldstein (2005: xii) still describe video games as “played on a 

dedicated console connected to a TV set” and computer games as “those played with a 

personal computer either off-line or online”, which in turn can be both encompassed by 

the generic terms ‘electronic games’ and ‘digital games’. Finally, Kerr (2006) opts for 

‘digital games’ as the ideal name, seeing ‘video games’ and ‘computer games’ as overly 
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platform-specific, i.e. the first usually linked to console games and the second to PC 

games. In view of such terminological heterogeneity, this writer will use the word 

‘video game’ on the simple account that it is the most commonly found both in the 

game localization sector and in academic writing. 

A further point worth considering in introducing Game Studies research field is 

the element of interactivity, which more than anything else define video games as a 

medium per se, setting them apart from other forms of entertainment. It has been noticed 

(Aarseth 1997) how video games are able to create a deeper level of interaction with the 

players in order to elicit both mental and somatic engagement, where players are asked 

to “make an effort to traverse the text. This effort is not only directed at understanding 

the text, but also at constructing it, for example, making decisions or engaging in some 

form of contest” (1997: 1). According to Aarseth, this kind of interaction should be 

distinguished from ‘trivial’ interactions in that the latter only entails clicking on web 

links or navigating a DVD menu. Video games, therefore, promote an active 

participation on the part of players, who are encouraged to be more than passive 

spectators as it happens when watching TV programmes or films. With the intent of 

underscoring this specific form of interaction, Dovey and Kennedy (2006: 7) inform 

that the term ‘configuration’ has been brought into usage in the field of Human 

Computer Interaction (HCI), namely describing the process whereby the player 

“literally constructs the game on the fly through the practices of gameplay (see Chapter 

2 for a definition of ‘gameplay’)” (ibid.). This ‘construction’ or ‘configuration’ occurs 

through continuous and significant interventions produced by the player’s action onto a 

dynamic environment such as a game world. Perhaps O’Hagan and Mangiron (2013: 

76) most aptly summarise the implications: 

 

Without the player’s tangible physical action executed at a prompt through the game’s 

interface, the video game world cannot unfold and thus the player is a necessary actor 

who sets off the subsequent sequences and drives the game in a certain direction by 

making deliberate choices within pre-determined parameters. 

 

Terms such as ‘direction’ and ‘pre-determined’ are certainly not used by chance. Video 

games, regardless of the genre they can belong to (see Chapter 2), all have a story that 
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‘directs’ user’s actions and that the player is called to complete in order to finish the 

game. 

The story may be well-developed, rather opaque or even irrelevant entertainment-

wise, but in all instances it serves the purpose of providing the idea of a beginning and 

of an end: moving from the first to the second requires the player to win a number of 

challenges by sticking to ‘pre-determined’ rules specifically created for that game. The 

pairing of story and rules is what has generated the most divisive clash within Game 

Studies so far, separating theorists into two different schools of thought (Egenfeldt-

Nielsen et al. 2008). On the one side, narratologists believe games to be visual 

representations of narratives boasting dramatic effects and affecting players on an 

emotional level on a par with movies, with the added element of interactivity. On the 

other side, ludologists emphasise the play action dimensions of games and their highly 

structured world. In their view, theories derived from narrative should not be used when 

examining video games, as the story is nothing but a backdrop against which a regulated 

interactivity controlled by pre-established rules is built upon. While narratologists see 

the ability granted to the players to choose among different paths, each one leading to a 

different scenario, as fundamentally narrative-driven, ludologists affirm that a set of 

rules designed for the game is what governs such choice. Despite these competing 

vantages, scholars have recently been trying to strike a middle ground, looking to 

accommodate both views with an eye to providing a more comprehensive analysis. 

Having outlined the domain of Game Studies, it is now possible to introduce the 

notion of localization and how it relates to this research branch. 

 

 

 

1.2 Productivity software and video games: when localization meets and departs 

from translation 

 

The process known as ‘localization’ emerged in response to the needs of those software 

developers who, in the late 1980s, were grappling with the first attempts at globalising 

personal computers. In fact, what was deemed to be a purely IT operation turned out as 

a linguistic-cultural experience as well for application developers. In a technology 
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market where the English language represented more than 70 per cent of the total, the 

idea of there being areas in the world where English was unintelligible came as a shock 

to computer technicians, who had to resort to new methods to operate on the source 

code of their programmes (Folaron 2006: 198). 

In summary, the process required not only the extraction and the integration of 

fragments of text, called ‘strings’, embedded in the software, but also their translation 

and conversion to a given language. As a consequence, the practice demanded 

specialised knowledge developers did not have, meaning they had to resort to looking 

for help outside computer industry. It was not long before the first multi-language 

vendors emerged, and software publishers swiftly availed themselves of their 

professional services to the point of making localization a key-phase of globalization 

strategies and even part of the development process of the original product. The term 

originates from the word ‘locale’ in its technical nuance of “specific combination of 

region, language and character encoding” (Esselink 2000, 1), where information such as 

number of digits used for telephone numbers, postal codes specific to the locality or the 

adopted units of currency must be taken into account. 

Localization, therefore, is required when “the local language and other region-

specific conventions such as date and number formats, currency signs and also UI 

related nonverbal elements [need] to be adjusted” (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 88). 

As the process is closely tied to electronic and digital products and affected by their 

specificities, the IT industry felt entitled to call for a new name, different from that of 

‘translation’, that would do justice to such peculiarities. To add more clarity to what 

localization entails, it is enough to say that when a word programme reaches a non-

English speaking market, for instance, the user needs to be able not only to navigate the 

menu system of the application, but also to input, edit and print the text. In order for this 

to happen smoothly, it is not sufficient translating the packaging and hardcopy manuals; 

the user interface (UI), that is to say “the set of commands or menus through which a 

user communicates with a software application” (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 11) has 

to be displayed on the screen and accessible as well in the target language (TL). 

Moreover, the electronic environment of the programme is expected to adequately 

manage the target language script and to host it in a comfortable manner, so that the 
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character set is indeed readable and understandable by consumers.
2
 Adjustments 

directed to a target country with different language and culture may involve radical and 

unexpected changes, sometimes, going beyond the purely linguistic conversion of 

verbal signs and embracing culture to a higher degree. O’Hagan and Mangiron (2013: 

93-94) inform that, when brought to an Arabic or Hebrew context, the UI has to 

accommodate right-to-left reading direction and cascading menus falling from right to 

left. Similarly, Japanese and Chinese scripts need to be rendered in their traditional 

vertical direction, read from top to bottom and right to left, and to adopt horizontal bar 

in lieu of the typical vertical bar. According to Yunker (2003: 43), the icons in the UI as 

well require careful handling: the rural mailbox so popular in the US, for example, and 

usually represented as a letter box, may not always be correctly interpreted in other 

cultures. 

Furthermore, even symbols necessitate consideration, as testified by Greenwood 

(1993: 17): the Playstation controller buttons of ‘X’ and ‘O’, the first used by players to 

confirm an action and the second for cancelling it, are reversed functionality-wise, in 

Japan, since the cross symbol bears a negative connotation while the circle, instead, 

expresses positivity and is usually used for ticking the entries in a document or in a 

worksheet. Finally, it appears that software publishers are increasingly intensifying 

mouse-controlled applications over keyboard-controlled ones for the Chinese market, as 

the higher proportion of smokers there seems to suggest the need to keep one hand free 

to hold the cigarette (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 94). As odd as it might sound, 

above all from a strictly translation-bound perspective, all these modifications to a 

software are undertaken during localization and may have an impact on the success or 

the failure of a product in terms of sales, meaning they should not be underestimated. 

Significantly, sometimes a cultural issue may degenerate into a lawsuit, if not timely 

taken care of by localisers. 

Socio-political issues, for instance, seem to be particularly tricky, as noticed by 

Kohlmeier (2000: 9-10). His opinion is that geographical names can cause conflicts 

owing to possible historical territorial disputes between two or more countries. 

Headwords such as ‘Falkland Islands’, while acceptable in an English-speaking market, 

                                                
2
 The Unicode is an example of a valid international character encoding system frequently opted for by several software 

developers. 
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are absolutely rejected in Spain as in Argentina, for they are known there as ‘Islas 

Malvinas’. Therefore, an effective localization of a product such as an online 

encyclopaedia should envisage similar pitfalls and act accordingly. 

If these are the elements usually considered when localising a product such as 

Microsoft Word or an online encyclopaedia, video game software should not be any 

different when exported to a foreign market. Contrariwise, video games pose 

localization challenges far superior to a word processor’s ones, mainly owing to video 

games being not exactly productivity software alone. First of all, video games have 

grown in a peculiar historical context, compared with productivity software, one which 

saw them as a trivial form of amusement not sufficiently respectable to deserve 

attention from both the academic game research and the business computing 

environment (Newman 2004: 12), to the extent of not being considered part of the 

computer software industry and not even included in the industry statistics (Berry 2008: 

66). 

Marginalised as “the black sheep of the SPA [Software Publishers Association] 

community” (Kent 2001: 469), game publishers sought methods of their own creation 

when localising their products, “independent of the course taken by the mainstream 

localization industry with its focus mainly on productivity software” (O’Hagan and 

Mangiron 2013: 24). As a result, even when they address country-specific conventions 

such as formats in postal codes, date, time, web page layouts, the use of comma as 

decimal points or geographical names, during localization, as shown before, game 

developers employ praxis, tools and applications that were born within the sector and 

that productivity software publishers are usually not familiar with (see Chapter 3). 

Different practices notwithstanding, though, video games have increasingly 

distanced themselves from productivity software both for their aims and for their inner 

nature. As for the first, while productivity software are designed to allow and to help 

users accomplish pragmatic tasks in an efficient and organized manner, video games’ 

main purpose is to entertain and engage users - called ‘players’ - by inviting them to 

plunge in a unique imaginary world. This very purpose leads to their inner nature, that 

bears more than one resemblance to music and cinema, both belonging to the creative 

cultural sector. Indeed, video games feature two essential characteristics productivity 

software do not possess neither feel the need to: the story and the atmosphere. Whether 
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it is just a backdrop, as ludologists maintain, or a powerful narrative engine prompting 

all the challenges players will be asked to take on, the story provides the setting where 

everything takes place. A setting and an unfolding plot are precisely the ingredients 

required in the writing of a literary work or a movie script and, as such, hold the power 

to engage consumers on an emotional and cultural level. The affective dimension of 

video games, as opposed to the functionality-driven design of productivity software, has 

already been explored in academia. 

Juul (2005: 23) observes that “the player feels emotionally attached to the 

outcome” when interacting with a video game, as the aftermath of a challenge or the 

twists in a storyline are generally unpredictable and keep the user on pins and needles. 

Understandably, similar feelings would be improbable with business software 

applications. Giddings and Kennedy (2006: 142-143) raise the stakes and go as far as to 

postulate that a fully-fledged cybernetic relationship is possible when the player and the 

game system connect. Springing emotions is part of the goals of any entertainment 

service and video games make use of any means to achieve such effect, including 

cinematic features - also known as ‘cut-scenes’ - that are clearly borrowed from the film 

industry. In particular, AAA video games, namely those titles with high production 

budgets involving substantial resources, frequently boast ‘cinematics’ and profound 

narrative themes in many ways comparable to those found in blockbuster movies and in 

literary novels, thanks to advanced and photo-realistic graphics on the one hand, and the 

competent use of sophisticated storytelling techniques on the other. 

For this reason, critics have recently grown more and more intrigued by video 

games, to the point of recognising them as a true art form, in some cases (Jenkins 2005; 

Gee 2006). If the last statement remains a moot point, though, video games are 

nonetheless now fully acknowledged at least as cultural products (Crawford and Rutter 

2006: 148). Moreover, such recognition has not only been endorsed by many scholars 

(Greenfield 1996; McAllister 2004; Bogost 2006; Jenkins 2006; Steinkuehler 2006), but 

is officially supported by many governments that “consider them in cultural terms and 

provide funding and tax incentives to encourage the local video game industry - this is 

the case in France, Germany, Scandinavia, South Korea, Japan, and Canada” (O’Hagan 

and Mangiron 2013: 202). Examples are the European Commission’s stance on the 
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subject (Behrmann 2010), or UNESCO’s own list of cultural goods (UNESCO Institute 

for Statistics 2005). As the European Commission declares (Kroes 2008: 23): 

 

video games can act as a vehicle for images, values and themes that reflect the cultural 

environment in which they are created and may act on the ways of thinking and the 

cultural references of users, especially among young people. 

 

The European Commission’s assertion correctly pinpoints an important aspect of video 

games. As vehicle for images, values and themes, video games have the ability and the 

opportunity, often slyly exploited by developers, to address delicate topics such as 

historical events, mythology, legends and religion which are deeply rooted in any 

culture of the world, and can even convey controversial points of view to them that may 

impact on users and influence their opinions. Predictably, what were once only simple 

electronic games with simple, straightforward tasks on offer have nowadays become 

complex cultural artefacts that may blatantly or subtly hide, depending on the title, ideas 

informed by socio-political agendas. Sometimes the playful atmosphere is enough to 

conceal them, whereas other times they may end up being censored by the authorities 

either via the request of appropriate amendments or by means of a product recall (see 

section 1.3). 

Entertainment goals, story, atmosphere, setting, affective and cultural dimensions 

all point at the different way in which localization works with and is applied to video 

games, as opposed to productivity software. Indeed, video game localization comprises 

strategies that are seldom seen in the business computing industry and that intertwine 

with other domains of localization. The ‘blending’ approach (Thayer and Kolko 2004) 

is one of them, where domestic and imported cultural elements melt together, within a 

game, in an attempt to retain the original ‘flavour’ and at the same time to recreate it as 

if it were originally born and geared towards the target market. In this way, the 

‘imported’ nuances are masqueraded as ‘exotic’ elements in the localised version, 

entirely reversing the initial equation. 

The growing inclusion of cut-scenes, in video games, has in turn led to the use of 

dubbing and subtitling of dialogues, techniques usually encountered in Audiovisual 

Translation (AVT). In like manner, the undeniable similarities of video games with 

films and books described so far have encouraged a certain degree of creativity on the 
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part of translators when dealing with texts, in keeping with the need to safeguard the 

affective appeal and the promise of fun that video games showcase. Conversely, 

mainstream localization practices adopted for productivity software applications are 

said to treat “human agency (i.e. that of the translator) as an undesirable and costly 

factor inviting variety and heteronomy against more manageable and economical 

uniformity” (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 42). 

Drawing a line between business software and entertainment software of which 

video games are one expressive form is conducive to an understanding of video games’ 

inherent properties, that put them in close association with other creative products 

capable of emotionally engrossing their users, namely movies and books, but also 

comics or songs, because music plays an important role in video games as well. At the 

same time, though, this very association questions the need for a term such as 

‘localization’ to be invented  at all and makes wonder whether simply seeing it and 

calling it as another kind of ‘translation’ would be more suitable instead. Many answers 

have been offered to this question and this paper will try to account for some of them. 

Bernal-Merino (2006) was one of the first to raise the issue of the actual adequacy of the 

term ‘video game localization’, taking a critical stance against its use without a clear 

definition and motivation, and suggested adhering to ‘video game translation’. Munday 

(2008: 191) merely presents the distinction between ‘translation’ and ‘localization’ as 

“blurred, but generally localization is seen by industry as a superordinate term that 

encompasses translation”, and hence no real justification for its use is provided. 

Similarly, Chandler (2005: 12) considers video game localization as “the process 

of translating the game into other languages” [my emphasis], echoed by Esselink (2000: 

1) who explains localization as “the translation and adaptation of a software or web 

product” [my emphasis]. Gouadec (2007: 37) goes a little further and sees localization 

as another form of “specialised translation” driven by the specific medium on which it 

takes place. However, Mandiberg (2009) indicates that ‘localization’ is commonly 

linked to a specific and technical set of practices that lack any neat definition. In 

addition, he points out how the alleged goal of localization to produce the ‘same game’ 

for different locales and audiences strikes for “a linguistic innocence that rarely, if ever 

exists” (2009: 3). In Mandiberg’s view, ‘localization’ entirely overlooks issues 

commonly raised in Translation Studies such as the notion of untraslatability and strives 



15 

 

to ensure that users play the same game at a purely verbal-sign-conversion level, to the 

detriment of the experience of video gaming (2009: 3). 

This rather subtle and complex statement actually refers to a somewhat 

ambiguous position the gaming industry holds when it comes to translation. Apparently, 

software publishers and developers look at translation as a mere linguistic transfer 

converting a given technological item from one language into another, in order for 

foreign consumers to use it in exactly the same way the originally-targeted users are 

expected to. Accordingly, translators should work only at a sentence or at a word level, 

ignoring the wider context in which the ‘software text’ is situated. Cultural issues, 

therefore, are not to be taken into account by translators, who are supposed to deal with 

text in its narrowest sense, but are instead attended to at a superior level and from 

different working positions. In Hartley’s words (2009: 107):  

 

Localization [...] entails adapting a product to the linguistic and cultural expectations of 

the target locale [...] In the industry, this is seen as a ‘special kind of translation’ that 

takes into account the culture of the location or region where the translated text is 

expected to be used. However, in the Translation Studies community, this is simply a 

commonly accepted definition of translation itself. 

 

This very restrictive concept of translation as a strictly linguistically-motivated 

equivalence between signs presumably stems from the particular evolution of the 

computer industry, that has grown, as O’Hagan and Mangiron maintain (2013: 100), 

“mostly without the benefit of insights from Translation Studies.” As a consequence, 

this has generated “certain misconceptions about translation prevailing in the 

localization industry”, namely that translation does not and should not concern itself 

with cultural issues whereas, as a matter of fact, trained translators have long abandoned 

this view of their work as a simple code-switching act and consider linguistic and 

cultural dimensions as intrinsically embedded in the text and thus inseparable. 

Another possible explanation of such reductionist idea on translation might lie in 

the computer industry’s tendency to regard it as a mechanical and neutral act where 

nothing else happens other than meaning shifting from one ‘platform’ onto another. 

Conversely, Translation Studies have in recent times adopted a critical standpoint 

towards it, problematising issues such as untranslatability that prevent translation from 
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being a flat, quasi-automated operation and rather call for compromises and even 

inevitable ‘meaning losses’. Predictably, a similar prospect is unacceptable for an 

industry that aims at maximising revenues and whose products are advertised as 

retaining the ‘look and feel’ of the original. As a result, software publishers might have 

chosen to dispense with it altogether. In particular, this interpretation is supported by 

Cronin, who appears extremely dissatisfied with the way localization discourses are 

portrayed as the least problematic operation, when he states (2003: 63): 

 

Translation has a long history of difficulty and approximation which is to its epistemic 

credit and commercial disadvantage [my emphasis]. Localization, on the contrary, 

implies a wholly new process which engages effortlessly with the ‘local’, thereby 

eliminating any unpleasant imperial aftertaste left by agonistic conceptions of translation 

as conquest [...] With its emphasis on target-oriented translation, wholly consonant with 

more popular versions of functional and polysystemic theories of translations, 

‘localization’ appears to be the corporate linguistic response to the ecological injunction 

to think global and act local. 

 

Said otherwise, computer industry seems to have taken the easy way or the shortcut for 

a marketing-friendly approach that protects the global flavour of the product and 

guarantees a smooth delivery. Unfortunately, this attitude fails to understand or at least 

underestimates, as Pym detects (2002), the fact that translation is ultimately directed to 

human beings across different cultures. A mechanical and neutral act would be fitting in 

an artificial context such as an interaction between machines. Since a software, though, 

regardless of how technologically advanced it might be, is designed for a human 

interaction, a modus operandi of that kind runs the risk of ‘dehumanising’ the exchange 

between the sender and the receiver, which cannot be reduced to being a mere exchange 

of data. 

A further point computer industry seems to be ignoring relates to some major 

theorizations Translation Studies have produced over the years in the process of 

analysing the various dynamics that take place during translation and impact on its final 

quality . One of them pertains to the notion of ‘patronage’ (see Section 1.4), that is to 

say “the power relationship between the software developer/publisher and the translator 

and the influence of the former on certain translation decisions which are imposed on 
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the latter” (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 100). Indeed, the ‘target-oriented’ 

characteristic of localised software products may be sometimes carried out more in 

compliance with the publisher’s values, who can be seen as full-fledged commissioner 

in this instance, than with those of the end users. Yet, despite the implications such 

perspective could bear, which have been thoroughly explored in Translation Studies to 

assess the influence of patrons (e.g. publishers, translation clients etc.), it has instead 

fallen on deaf ears in the domain of localization, dominated as it is by the industry’s 

compelling concerns over the best practices by which to ascertain delivery is done on 

time and within budget (Schaler 2010: 213). By the same token, even the influence of 

the industry structure itself on translators has been glossed over, along with the one the 

different stakeholders may exert (see Chapter 3 for a breakdown of the gaming industry 

structure). In consequence of this, such an orientation has largely boiled down to a tight 

set of procedures that make ample use of prescriptive rules and heavily rely on 

benchmarkings and on their continuous optimisation. 

Nevertheless, if localization practitioners have their faults in overlooking the 

broader concept of translation, it is also true that translation scholars have blatantly 

refused to recognise the changes that take place both at a theoretical and factual level, 

when translation is applied to video games. Despite being an ancient discipline dating 

back to Herodotus (Douglas 2002: 13), Translation Studies have come of age as an 

academic discipline only since the 1970s, after many centuries in which it was regarded 

as having only a practical dimension, unworthy of genuine scholarly attention. In much 

the same way, it would seem as if the same is happening to localization in the 

contemporary scene. As Folaron notices (2006), localization has started to be included 

in translation training syllabi at universities more than ten years ago, being presented as 

part of the various specializations student can take and hone, and also as a type of work 

they could be commissioned one day in their career. Even in this case, though, 

conceptualization is absent and teachers only impart technical approaches and best 

practices akin to those contrived and employed in the computer industry. In other 

words, the academic world restricts itself to providing students with useful information 

for a future work placement in the localization field, and neglects any theoretical effort. 

On the contrary, when theorization actually occurs, this comes down to a slavish 

application of main tenets from Translation Studies to a technology-based environment. 
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If this attitude demonstrates a view of technology as an aiding tool with little or no 

impact on the translation process (Vandepitte 2008), paradoxically the situation is 

overturned when technology is investigated in the context of translator pedagogy and 

training, capturing a good share of scholarly interest instead (Kenny 2007). Pym (2004: 

xv) observes that localization has managed to enter Translation Studies chiefly “for 

economic reasons if nothing else” and that, upon a superficial evaluation, translation 

theorists have discovered “nothing essentially new” apart from the “fancy terms” the 

new domain has introduced. In summary, the reductive opinion of the computer 

industry on translation appears to be mirrored in the belittling one Translation Studies 

have cast on localization, considered to be not so much a translation phenomenon as a 

business model. Consequently, localization has been incorporated into training 

requirements for translation students with no added in-depth research over its 

repercussions on translation dynamics and mechanisms (Pym 2010: 120-142). 

Contrariwise, localization, and video game localization especially, showcases a 

number of characteristics that are either unique to the field or borrowed from other 

domains and then customised to fit its specific requirements. Firstly, unlike translation, 

localization comprises several ‘phases’ where the software is deconstructed “into 

constituent parts with each component operated on by a different party” and then 

reassembled (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 325). The text, here, does not present itself 

as a uniform body, but is scattered across different ‘assets’, ranging from icons, colours, 

sounds and graphics to product design, layout and navigation interface, each one 

requiring a different translation approach (see Chapter 2 for an extensive description). 

Some of the assets include non-verbal elements which nonetheless have to be adjusted 

to the target culture, as shown before with reading directions and cascading menus for 

Arabic and Hebrew. 

Translators, therefore, are not the only ones involved, for the simple reason that 

they do not have the necessary expertise to deal with all the assets, and work in synergy 

with other departments, each one taking care of a different component. In this process 

contexts are often lost and the ‘general feeling’ of the product certainly suspended, but 

the industry regards time and budget-related issues as first priority and is willing to take 

the risk. Once the last phase is complete, the different assets are reunited and seamlessly 

reintegrated in the software by engineers. 
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Secondly, these new types of text becoming subject to translation are not the only 

novelty video games have to offer that modifies how translation is undertaken. As 

outlined in section 1.1, video games feature a narrative dimension with which 

translators are often familiar with, especially those with a literary education, but also a 

ludic dimension whose primary purpose is to spur players to act in a specific way. This 

implies a dramatic change in the relation between the text and users, who cannot be seen 

as mere readers any longer. As Dovey and Kennedy (2006: 102) put it, “to read is to 

create meaning cognitively in the encounter with the text. To play is to generate 

meaning, to express it through play. Play allows us to actively express meaning”. 

Indeed, players differ from readers for their proactive interaction with the medium. 

Instead of passively receiving inputs yielded by the narration, players react to such 

stimuli and shift from being only receivers to being givers as well. In O’Hagan and 

Mangiron’s words (2013: 77): 

 

Various elements of translated text in a game need to induce players to take an expected 

action as intended in the original game. When compared to other types of text, this 

characteristic of game texts highlights not only their representational value but also their 

affordance property promoting player action. 

 

Consequently, translators have to pay heed to the inherent kinetic qualities of video 

game texts and operate accordingly, trying to preserve the reactions the source text (ST) 

intends to elicit. 

Thirdly, localization challenges the very concept of there being an original 

version. This is particularly true in the sim-ship model (i.e. ‘simultaneous shipment’. 

See Chapter 2), where the original game and the localised versions are released at the 

same time in different territories. Differently from the publishing market and physical 

print media where ‘auteurism’ is a commonly understood concept, video games are not 

created by a single author who can claim ownership for it, but are the result of the 

collective creative effort of a group of developers. Developers are, for the most part, 

programmers or graphic designers who usually entrust writers the task of drawing up 

the storyline, which will keep together and bestow a sense to the plethora of challenges 

players will be faced with. Predictably, the core of a video game consists of its 

computer code, that which gives birth to gameplay and feeds the graphic engine, for 
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example. The plot, in fact, is regarded as a sort of coating, an added element which, 

though extremely important for the production of an affective appeal to the users, is 

rarely to be considered the first step in the development process. Consequently, 

developers are not jealous of the plot, since they do not create it, and storywriters have 

not enough power to dictate the ways by which the translation process has to be carried 

out, for they might be the authors of the story, but certainly not of the video game as a 

whole. Thus, translators are granted an unusual degree of freedom that allows them to 

customise the target version of a game to extents seldom seen in other translation-

affected fields. 

Language by and large, in other words, assumes a secondary role with respect to 

the computer code, graphics etc, as the video game is ultimately meant to be played. 

Thanks to the greater leeway given to translation, each localised version, which 

perfectly matches the ‘original’ in everything but linguistic and content-bound aspects 

(as the software is technically the same), becomes a ‘clone’, similarly to what happens 

with siblings sharing the same DNA code (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 105). ST 

(source text) and TT (target text) grow almost independently, yet they are linked 

together by their common origin, namely the video game itself. Manovich ( 2001: 43) 

muses that the ST is treated as a “base object” from which TT draws inspiration, trying 

to respect the main guidelines but all the while building on them with characteristics 

exclusive to the target locale. As a result, the ‘original’ acquires less prestige and 

authority than in other domains liable to translation. 

Linked to this decreased stature of the original, a further point worth considering 

is the presence of brand-new contents in the localised versions of a video game that 

cannot be found in the original, justified by the effort to cater to the specific needs of the 

target markets. An example is the SingStar series (2004-), a title where players compete 

by singing along with music in order to score points. Developers here sought a universal 

theme like the karaoke hobby and then culturally changed the series according to the 

different territory releases. Hence, the Italian edition boasts approximately thirty tracks, 

part of which are selected nationwide among popular hits. The implications here are 

quite obvious, as Italian players can feel more familiar with the tracks at their disposal.  

Another significant aspect pertains to the fact that the video game industry 

“operates in a complex web of relationships which involve players as actively engaged 
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users of games at one end, and the general public at the other” who may turn into 

watchful commentators “on any cultural or moral issue present in games which are 

perceived to be problematic” (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 231), causing censorship 

to arise as a solution (see next section) but also calls for improvements. Indeed, as 

actively engaged users, players have shown in time to be quite vocal in expressing their 

thoughts and opinions on video games via forums and other forms of feedback, going as 

far as to influence internal decisions within game companies, with subsequent 

repercussions for localization as well. Italian versions, for instance, have been criticised 

several times by Italian fans for the poor quality of dubbing, so that game companies 

now warn their audio departments not to hire ‘talents’ with a typically cartoonish mark 

to their performance (EA July 2014, personal communication). 

Moreover, it should not be forgotten how fans’ complaints over the epilogue in 

Mass Effect 3 (2012) led to the free downloadable release of the DLC (i.e. 

downloadable content) Mass Effect 3: Extended Cut (2012), that tried to placate the 

widespread discontent by providing more “closure” to the protagonist’s story and also 

offering various endings entirely dependent on the choices made by the player in the 

trilogy
3
. Final Fantasy XIV (2010), in turn, witnessed a similar fate, if not with far more 

dramatic changes affecting even the main concept at its root. Following very harsh 

reviews from critics and the wrath of the fans over the initial release, defined as 

“botched”
4
, game publisher Square Enix launched a renewed version named as Final 

Fantasy XIV: A Realm Reborn, conceived to address all the shortcomings in the former 

title. As demonstrated, therefore, video game localization has the ability to incorporate 

improvements and changes in the form of sequential releases (patches, DLC etc.) that 

capitalise on the nature of software which can be upgraded by a variation of the code. 

Understandably, new contents require new translations that have to be carried out in 

keeping with the greater framework in which the new text is placed and by taking into 

account the reasons why it has been supplied, such as consumers’ complaints or a drop 

in the sales. 

Again in the context of techniques borrowed from translation areas, localization 

presents customised forms of subtitling that do not conform to the standards applied in 

                                                
3
 See http://masseffect.wikia.com/wiki/Mass_Effect_3:_Extended_Cut#cite_note-Ray-5 

4 See http://www.computerandvideogames.com/360219/final-fantasy-xiv-a-realm-reborn-announced-with-trailer 
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AVT to TV, cinema and DVDs, resulting from the game industry pursuing a solitary 

path in addressing its own requirements. As Mangiron confirms, for instance, when 

discussing subtitles in the Dragon Age series (2013: 48): 

 

they tend to be very long and use a white font directly onto the screen, which hinders 

legibility, depending on the background. For example, there are on-line subtitles with 57 

and 90 characters that stay on screen for 6 seconds, above the recommended guideline 

based on two-line subtitles of 70-74 characters at a maximum for 6 seconds. 

 

Finally, video game localization seems to be particularly prone to adopting 

regional accents in the target text even when the source text is written, and spoken, in a 

standard register. This choice is not frequently opted for in other types of translation, 

mainly owing to the costs it entails, and would appear to be motivated by the hope of 

enhancing the affective dimension of the game, e.g. by creating an effective 

characterization with only few lines, favouring the way characters speak over what they 

actually say. In addition, it is also part of an accurate strategy that aims at producing the 

feeling, in players’ mind, that the video game was originally born in and geared to their 

country, for their ‘locale’. 

Even after all these considerations, something might have been left aside. As 

mentioned before, although translators are discouraged from dealing with cultural 

issues, during localization, culture is still deemed to be something to reckon with in 

computer industry and is therefore taken care of at a superior level and from other 

working positions within the localization process. If this is true for productivity 

software, where culture occupies an important position, as explained at the beginning of 

this section, the role of culture becomes absolutely vital when video games are 

concerned. Video game publishers have thus created an array of strategies specifically 

devised to handle the cultural aspect, separated from pure translation, that will be 

described in the next section. 
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1.3 GILT, Culturalization and censorship 

 

In the past, the localization of a video game started only after the original version had 

been released or was close to being completed and ready to be sold. This model was 

called ‘post-gold localization’, with reference to the ‘gold master’, that is to say the final 

version of a game, fully developed and submitted to platform holder(s) for approval (see 

Chapter 3). Foreign players had to wait for the original game to undertake localization, 

and this could take months, sometimes half a year or even longer. Nowadays post-gold 

localization has been losing ground to the sim-ship model, which guarantees 

simultaneous release of the same video game in different territories in a timely fashion.  

Indeed, given that players have become extremely knowledgeable about what happens 

in the global market, having a video game be available on the shelves of their local 

video game stores months later than its actual distribution in the source market can only 

encourage them to buy imported versions either in the grey (international) or in the 

black (illegal distribution) market. To avoid that, publishers have increasingly adopted 

the sim-ship model, which obviously comes with pros and cons. For example, it entails 

the application of a very fast-paced localization, as translators have to convert game 

contents as they are created by the development team. 

In so doing, what are usually tolerable setbacks in the context of post-gold 

localization turn into grievous hurdles with the sim-ship solution. ‘Hardcoded’ text, for 

instance, are known to be a serious threat to the smooth progress of localization. A text 

is considered hardcoded when it does not lend itself to being linguistically manipulated 

at a technical level. In other words, when translators run into hardcoded text, they 

cannot change it, as it is locked to the source language of the software, and have then to 

rely on engineers to fix the programming code and make it amenable to manipulation. 

Moreover, it may happen that developers realise the game they are working on can 

cause a cultural backlash in a target country when it is already too late to alter it, 

meaning they will have to do without that specific ‘locale’, as a last resort. This is 

common even in the post-gold model and can turn out to be quite detrimental to 

revenues. 

For these reasons, publishers and developers alike have begun to use the term 

GILT when addressing this kind of issues. The acronym stands for globalization, 
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internationalization, localization and translation, and encompasses all the various 

procedures video game companies follow when exporting their products abroad, from 

macro to micro (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 89). At this point, it should be clear how 

differently the computer industry regards translation and localization, and what it 

implies when drawing a difference between the two practices. The remaining terms of 

the question, though, are worthy of analysis. 

During globalization, video game companies evaluate the possibility of selling 

their products beyond the local market, taking into account different factors and their 

advantages and disadvantages respectively, such as budget, scope of the project, 

available resources, the technology provided and the intended average consumer. If the 

title is part of a series already known abroad, or is going to be created and produced by 

a software house known for other video games, the history of the product (or the 

software house’s résumé, in the second case) is considered, and a careful examination is 

conducted over the countries where it was more successful and those where it was a 

failure, in an attempt to figure out what elements contributed to one outcome or the 

other, from a cultural point of view as well. 

Internationalization, on the other hand, is the subsequent step and takes place only 

once video game companies have approved on selling a product in one or more foreign 

markets. Basically, it consists of developing a video game with localization in mind 

from the outset, also known as ‘localization-friendly game development’ (O’Hagan and 

Mangiron 2013: 80). As Fry (2003: 14) puts it, it entails “abstracting the functionality of 

a product away from any particular language so that language support can be added 

back in simply, without worry [sic] that language-specific features will pose a problem 

when the product is localized.”. It also prevents the “reengineering of a product after the 

fact”, as outlined before, by making it “designed originally to meet local-language 

requirements”, and therefore treats the ability to switch language as “a pervasive 

attribute required across systems” (Fry 2003: 14). As shown, internationalization seems 

to pave the way to localization at a technical level, preparing the software to host other 

languages than the one developers speak. It is today acknowledged as a necessary 

prerequisite to ascertaining that a product can be “localised and made functional and 

accepted by users in international markets” (Esselink 2000: 25). 
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Positive results of an effective internationalization can be: a reduction in the odds 

that issues such as hardcoded text might manifest themselves; target language character 

sets are fully supported and displayed correctly on screen;  strings, namely character 

chains that form the text present in a game, prove capable of containing a greater 

number of signs than in the original, which is very useful for languages with long 

words; text in graphic and bitmap text appear readable after translation. Part of the tasks 

comprised in internationalization include running tests to verify accented characters are 

correctly displayed, that truncations do not occur (i.e. cut-off text caused by allocated 

space being insufficient to accommodate the translated text) and that all the aspects 

listed here, by and large, are taken care of (Esselink 2000: 149). Predictably, this can be 

more easily accomplished when the development team involves an international staff 

from the start. Since game publishers value a great deal time and money-saving 

strategies, internationalization has quickly gained wide recognition for the simple 

reason that (Chandler 2005: 12): 

 

If the product has been properly internationalized, the game will not need to be 

redesigned or have additional features added to accommodate the translations. This 

makes the actual localization process fairly painless. 

 

However, even if GILT was a significant step forward from the traditional globalization 

trends in which translation was seen as an afterthought, as O’Hagan and Mangiron 

maintain (2013: 90), the process of internationalization also revolves around socio-

political and socio-cultural aspects in having the original source product gear up for 

localization. Indeed (O’Hagan and  Mangiron 2013: 90): 

 

Internationalization in effect pushes the localization process upstream so that localization 

can be foregrounded within the design of the original source content [...] was developed 

as a means of heading off at an early stage of product development any major localization 

challenge and is a logical approach to avoiding costly and time-consuming reengineering. 

This not only affects technical issues [...] but also broader cultural questions. 

 

Owing to these very broader cultural questions, some critics blamed 

internationalization, and GILT as a whole for that matter, for promoting “global 
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sameness” with the consequence of spelling “the death of cultural difference on many 

levels” (Pym 2004: 37). Phrased otherwise, in the effort of rendering video games ‘easy 

on the palate’, internationalization might have sought to win over cultural barriers by 

actually culling  cultural elements themselves, giving sometimes birth to ‘odourless’ 

(Iwabuchi 2002) games whose neutrality killed any creative exertion on the part of the 

designers. Indeed, it should not be overlooked the fact that sometimes cultural 

peculiarities and an exotic flavour are exactly what captures the attraction in 

international markets. Once again, therefore, video games strike as different in nature 

from productivity software, by virtue of their ability to engage users on a affective 

plane. As entertainment artefacts, they aim at fascinating players by means of vibrant 

atmospheres that call for cultural injections in order to be successfully recreated. 

Consequently, finding a good balance between avoiding “culture bumps” 

(Leppihalme 1997) and safeguarding the intrinsic nature of a product born in a well-

defined culture can prove a head-scratching riddle and a complicated negotiation, 

perhaps only solvable through product-specific approaches that leave aside prescriptive, 

unilateral courses of action. 

To offset this neutralizing tendency, both the academic literature and computer 

industry have advocated the rise of a new process that cater to what internationalization 

leaves neglected. Culturalization seems to be the answer and, while localization 

practitioners have immediately put it into practice and endorsed its importance, scholars 

have taken it upon themselves to theorise what is stands for. Di Marco (2007: 2) defines 

it as: 

 

Adaptation of visuals, sound and scripts conceived in one language by members of one 

culture to another language and another culture, in such a way that they seem at once 

fully consistent with the assumptions, values and other boundaries and outlooks of the 

second culture of the second culture, and internally consistent within the semiotic 

strategies of the original video game text, visuals and sound. 

 

Chandler (2005), in turn, sees it as a special form of adaptation of cultural issues for the 

internationalization of a game. Dietz (2006: 9) points out that culturalization accounts 

“for certain cultural conventions and preferences”, with reference to areas of violence, 

religion and sex. Finally, Edwards (2008: 26-27) explains that culturalization “helps 
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gamers to potentially engage with the game’s content at a much deeper, more 

meaningful level”, providing the industry with “the ability to discern and resolve 

potentially problematic issues before the game title goes out the door”. As shown in the 

previous section, culture plays an essential role in reinforcing the affective appeal of a 

video game and, as such, must be carefully transported to the localised versions. It is a 

delicate mediation requiring a broad understanding of the source culture and an accurate 

assessment of the target player’s cultural background. Crosignani et al. (2008: 39) 

suggest that culture also contributes to maintain the suspension of disbelief, a key-factor 

for “the cohesion of plot, characters, setting and all the other elements created to fine-

tune a winning game experience”. As a matter of fact, suspension of disbelief can be 

broken by a low-quality localization. In their words (Crosignani et al. 2008: 40): 

 

One out-of-context expression in a script of half-a-million words can make a crucial 

difference […] That is why localizers must never lose sight of the entire scene, paying 

particular attention to context, the rhythm of narration, shades of meaning in dialogue and 

every other minuscule, seemingly insignificant element that might break the spell. 

 

Attention to details is indispensable and localisers have to show a high degree of 

accuracy in pinpointing potentially sensitive cultural issues that developers might have 

overlooked. In culturalization, this is usually done by analysing geocultural aspects such 

as locale, content type, theme, religion, beliefs, gender, ethnicity, political systems, 

historical events and cultural practices. Once these issues are singled out, “their severity 

level should be established, distinguishing between overt offence, likely to cause local 

problems, and reasonable risk, which could cause some minor negative feedback” 

(O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 212). As mentioned earlier, video games can 

intentionally channel controversial messages, depending on developers and publishers’ 

personal agendas, and may deliberately produce cultural clashes. Even in these cases, 

though, culturalization is a worthwhile operation as it allows the creators to perfectly 

organise their strategy, choosing the ‘topics’ where they want such clashes to occur. It is 

a very different matter from blindly and unwittingly hurting a target culture, with all the 

dire consequences that may come from it. On the contrary, if smooth delivery and 

players’ full participation are the goal assigned to localization, poor handling of cultural 

elements can only lead to players being constantly reminded of the fact that the video 
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game is not originally intended for them. As a further proof of this, Chandler (2005: 12) 

claims that “if end users are convinced that the international versions were planned for 

them from the beginning, they will be satisfied that they are getting the same game 

experience as the [originally intended] English-speaking player”. Culturalization has 

grown more and more important as the sim-ship model is slowly replacing the post-gold 

one. Indeed, more often than not developers have not enough time, following the initial 

release of the game, to include exclusive contents for the subsequent localised versions, 

as a way to make up for certain cultural ‘slips’. Therefore, a flawless conversion is in 

order and culturalization is no longer something they can work without. For this reason, 

nowadays AAA titles devote considerable energies  toward its application. Again, as 

apparent here, localization qualifies as “far more than just selecting the best words to 

replace the language of the original game design” (Langdell 2006: 206). 

On a technical note, culturalization is the process that aims at modifying any 

verbal and nonverbal element of an original video game that is perceived as obscure, 

offensive or difficult to grasp by the target audience, based on a possible cultural 

incongruity that makes the game feel as not tailored to them (O’Hagan and Mangiron 

2013: 215). It operates at a macro and micro level: marketing departments are generally 

involved at the macro level, in that their decisions usually affect the whole game design, 

such as character design, audio choices, storylines, graphics, game mechanics, box art 

and even the very title of the video game; localization department, instead, addresses 

micro level-related components, comprising in-game texts, art assets, script and printed 

materials (see Chapter 2). 

The decision power granted to marketing over the macro levels of culturalization 

is worth a consideration, since the primary purpose of any marketing choice is 

fundamentally motivated by the need to sell well, prior to avoiding cultural backlashes. 

As a consequence, many operations connected to marketing can be seen as 

commercially-driven and “often reveal more about distributors’ motives or 

preconceptions than the tastes of international game audiences” (Carlson and Corliss 

2011: 67). This is but one of the many aspects in which localization and the gaming 

industry by and large reveal a degree of ambiguity in and several filters applied to the 

allegedly genuine interest in providing target players with high-end products, a few of 

which will be discussed in the next section. 
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Cultural adjustments can prove contumacious to a dogmatic approach, being the 

results of delicate negotiations between the source culture and the target culture, in the 

case of video games also operated by quite a variety of professional profiles and 

departments. This rather complex relationship is hardly subject to prescriptive rules and 

not even a painstaking evaluation of risks combined with well-structured practices can 

guarantee success, as human beings are not machines and cannot be framed by 

calculations. Hence, developers and publishers try to collect as many comments and 

opinions from players as possible through fan forums, official websites, review 

magazines and beta testing, i.e. testing carried out by volunteer users before the final 

version of a software program or a video game is released. Players’ feedback represents 

an invaluable (and free) resource to the gaming industry and their suggestions and 

advices are usually incorporated either in sequential releases of a given video game, in 

its sequel or in other creations by the same team of professionals, thanks to the 

upgradeable nature of video games that has been described in the previous section. As 

to be expected, part of the feedback pertains to cultural issues encountered by players 

and can be used to enhance the culturalization process. 

As hinted at in section 1.2, video games can be manipulated and used to convey 

messages outside the boundary of mere entertainment. Sometimes these messages have 

socio-political connotations and can clash with the recipients’ sensitivity, leading to 

video games incurring censorship. For these reasons, developers and publishers must 

ensure that video games and their content comply with compulsory territory-specific 

requirements. Even in this case, such task is generally entrusted to localizers and, more 

specifically, to the legal teams among their ranks. Legal teams have to be thoroughly 

knowledgeable about the local regulations in a given country in the way of violence, 

drugs and sex, namely the topics which often stir cultural rejections, and check that all 

references to such themes in the game do not violate them. 

Copyright and trademark infringements are also common and have to be taken 

care of beforehand to avoid costly setbacks. For example, Sony Computer 

Entertainment Europe (SCEE) had to face a law suit filed by the Californian company 

Buzz Entertainment for their use of the name Buzz! as the title of a game series for 

which they appeared as publishers (Sinclair 2008). Similarly, publishers Square ran the 

same risk with the name of a character in Final Fantasy IX (2000), called ジタン (Jitan) 
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in Japanese. The name was rendered as Zidane in the US version and the European ones 

sought to follow suit. Unfortunately, the European zone was already familiar with the 

name, as it belongs to a famous French football player. Hence, translators asked 

permission to change the name entirely, in order to dispel any potential connection 

arising between the two in the mind of the players (Mangiron and O’Hagan 2006: 17-

18). 

As O’Hagan and Mangiron informs (2013), any country has its own specific 

ratings system video games must conform to, with different levels of tolerance, as “each 

country tends to have its own ideas about what is acceptable for a particular age group” 

(2013: 222). Some of them even have their own governmental bodies for content 

checks. Germany and Australia, for instance, fall into this category and qualify as 

extremely strict countries when planning the international release of a game, whereas 

Japan shows a higher degree of flexibility towards references to sex and the 

consumption of tobacco and alcohol (ibid.). Conversely, Japanese video games which 

undergo localization for commercialization in Western markets are often to be toned 

down, content-wise. With time, legal teams and localization by and large have accrued 

experience in spotting potentially controversial topics. Generally they pay considerable 

attention to anything connected to nudity, sexual orientation, sexual identity, gratuitous 

violence, domestic violence, the depiction of death, the use of excessive force in sports, 

religious, nationalist, sexual and ethnic stereotypes, obscenity and profanity, use of 

drugs, alcohol and tobacco, and explicit political messages, as mentioned before. 

Cultural pitfalls leading to censorship can hide in the least expected places, sometimes 

motivated by innocent intentions such as inserting exotic elements, in a video game, for 

the sake of making it more entertaining. One such example is Kakuto Chojin (2002), 

which contained an audio track with vocal chants of a verse from the Qur’an. The 

inclusion caused the title to be banned in Saudi Arabia and other Muslim countries, and 

its publisher, Microsoft, eventually recalled it worldwide and interrupted the production 

(Edwards 2008). 

When the issue of censorship arises, publishers and developers evaluate a number 

of options: they can choose to release a video game for an older audience; they can 

amend part of the content or remove it, and then resubmit it for classification to the state 

authorities; they can withdraw the title and decide not to release it in that particular 
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country; they can ignore the problem and release it notwithstanding. It should be borne 

in mind that the second solution entails paying a ‘resubmission’ fee, which is a costly 

option for the company. Many scholars have mused over the reasons leading to 

censorship being such a common phenomenon in the gaming industry. A possible 

explanation could be, as underscored multiple times in this chapter, owing to video 

game’s interactive nature, which calls for and encourages player’s participation and 

active decision-making. As active agents creating narration, as opposed to passive 

spectators enjoying a story in a film, players are often seen as affected by strong topics 

such as violence to a higher extent. That alone explains why a movie featuring a guy 

killing indiscriminately is tolerated, whereas a video game with a similar character is 

not. Apperley (2008: 226-227) coherently reports that more than once the Australian 

government regarded violent video games as “simulations training a person in crime”. 

At the same time, though, the fact that video games still do not enjoy unreserved 

endorsement from the general public and have yet to dispel the mist of suspiciousness 

surrounding them might play a role here. Indeed, Edwards (2012: 22) warns against 

“unintended audience with a negative predisposition towards games, who are prone to 

stir up a cultural backlash, […] who don’t play games” and “don’t understand the 

content-context relationship between the game world and real world”. Unfortunately, 

despite being ‘unintended’, the general audience’s opinion still matters for publishers 

and developers, as it can yield considerable damage to their reputation and influence 

governmental decisions accordingly. Thus, sometimes censorship is applied by 

publishers and developers themselves, during localization, not in response to the 

cultural background and the expectations of target players, but rather in an attempt to 

appease the general public. 

However, even if more frequently hindered by censorship, video games still 

enable experienced players to circumvent it. For example, users can turn to grey imports 

for buying uncensored versions coming from other regions, or they can download illegal 

copies from the internet. Moreover, PC games allow highly technically-oriented players 

to create ‘mods’ or ‘patches’, i.e. alterations to the software, that reveal the edited or cut 

elements. Consequently, developers and publishers may sometimes opt for hiding 

controversial contents, instead of removing them, so as to provide gamers with the 

opportunity to unlock them by means of technological tools. 
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A final consideration worth making about censorship as related to the localization 

process pertains to how censorship contributes to localized version being something 

more than translated copies of the original. As a matter of fact, if releasing a video game 

in a given country means not only adjusting the language the game is written in, but also 

reshaping, filtering and modifying the topics it contains in keeping with the local 

cultural sensitivity and regulations, the resulting version will not only exist in a different 

language but also reflect certain different ideological stances which cannot be retrieved 

in the original. Once again, therefore, localization proves to be a powerful operation 

producing changes across the board, beyond the mere linguistic code-switching. 

 

 

 

1.4 Translator’s agency and competency 

 

All that has been discussed so far reveals that localization is at the same time similar 

and different from translation, bringing new tasks, new tools, unexpected challenges 

and a wider scope to the act of making a product available in a foreign market from a 

cultural point of view. The linguistic component is treated as the basis for this operation 

to occur, but the conversion involves both verbal and non-verbal elements, some of 

which convey informative data, others purely aim at entertaining, others seek to send 

socio-political messages on sometimes very controversial topics. Added to this, even the 

game text itself is divided into more than one type, since it could be a text in which two 

characters in the story talk to each other or in which the narrator describes the events 

that take place, but it could also be a text that instructs the player on how to save the 

game or on how to use controls to move the character in the game environment. 

Consequently, translators are expected to possess competencies that go beyond 

being familiar with the source and the target culture, or having an excellent command of 

both the languages involved in the exchange. They need to be able to understand and 

classify the various texts they are presented with, the related register used in them, the 

reason of their creation (e.g. entertaining, informing, cautioning, persuading) and 

translate accordingly. It is no easy achievement, for the level of customization an 

accurate localization can reach is quite impressive. It encompasses: (1) non-verbal 
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visual signs (character design, lighting, costume, background scene, props); (2) verbal 

visual signs (dialogue in written form, text in graphics, UI items); (3) non-verbal 

acoustic signs (sound effects, music); (4) verbal acoustic signs (song lyrics, voiced 

dialogues); (5) kinetic feedback loops with the system responding to the player’s input 

(O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 199). 

Translating a video game, therefore, entails employing a number of different 

approaches that are carefully selected by the translator upon considering all these factors 

(see more on text taxonomy in video games in Chapter 2). As a result, it can be seen as 

a complicated activity by a translator who is accustomed to dealing with books or films 

instead. Furthermore, the situation is exacerbated by the fact that many times developers 

and publishers do not provide any context with the strings commissioned, either because 

they want to pre-empt any possible leak of information about the game’s characteristics 

or the plot, or because the text is far from being complete and is sent for translation 

soon after having been written, which is very common in a sim-ship scenario. When this 

happens, the only help translators may count on is their own knowledge of similar video 

games, the genre they belong to, other productions by the same developing team or the 

publishing house, and, if it is a series, having played the previous titles. Hence, if 

translators are not gamers themselves, they inevitably end up being somewhat 

bewildered by all the expectations put on them, the numerous elements in the text they 

have to pay attention to, the void of context and, on top of it, the tight timeline at their 

disposal to carry out the work. 

Pressure is indeed another aspect translators have to cope with, one that heavily 

affects their overall performance. As Carlson and Corliss maintain (2011: 78), 

translating is a complex and nuanced negotiation between the local target customers and 

the corporate interests, with the translator right in the middle, thereby never able to act 

as a non-partisan force. Over and above the translation task, translators’ agency is 

impacted by what Lefevere calls ‘patronage’ (1992: 2), a combination of “power, 

ideology, institution and manipulation” exerted by a small group who intervene in 

localization and translation decisions either granting freedom to translators or imposing 

constraints on them. In the gaming industry, such forces are usually embodied by the 

main stakeholders, namely developers, publishers and above all platform holders. 

Platform holders are companies that manufacture game systems, i.e. computers 
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specifically designed for a gaming experience, usually known as ‘consoles’. In today’s 

world, Nintendo, Microsoft and Sony are the most powerful platform holders on an 

international scale. If PC games can be played on any computer meeting certain 

technical requirements, console games are designed for running on the console they are 

produced for. For example, a video game for Xbox 360 can only work with an Xbox 

360 console. Predictably, platform holders can prove extremely influential in the release 

of a video game, as they can refuse to support it on their consoles, should their 

preferences or mandatory regulations be neglected or ignored. Such regulations can 

apply to the way localization and translation operate as well, to the point of affecting 

even the very choices made at word level (see more on the compliance procedure in 

Chapter 3). 

The ‘nuanced negotiation’ stressed by Carlson and Corliss takes place as soon as 

translators start to work and come under this array of forces: on the one hand, platform 

holders want the video game to be localised in a way that makes it unique on their 

console. For instance, if the same title is available on more the one console, platform 

holders might request for their version exclusive contents or a different UI. On the other 

hand, publishers steer localization in the direction of maximum commercial gain, trying 

to favour commercial interests and the need to establish a market dominance over a 

genuine conversion aimed at providing target players with a faithful reproduction of the 

original. At the same time, the developing team strives to protect the ‘spirit’ of the 

original version and expect localization not to betray it. 

Finally, gamers and fans’ expectations have also to be taken into account, 

meaning for example that if the game is a series and players are used to a specific way 

of translating the name of a spell in their language, translators will have to respect that, 

or the local version will be judged as ‘badly localised’ by the community, with 

consequent drops in the sales or reputation loss for the company. The inevitable clash 

between all these forces lead translators to compromising with each stakeholder while 

simultaneously keeping an eye on the end users’ tastes. In so doing, they develop what 

Pym (2004: 28) terms ‘internal knowledge’, that is to say “localization as known from 

the perspective of the localizer, from the person within the actual process”, and 

‘external knowledge’, namely “localization as known by someone outside the process, 

most prominently the end-user”. Striking a middle-ground between the two and meeting 
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at least some of the expectancy norms coming from both parties, translators manage to 

deliver an acceptable translation to the market. 

In the light of all the factors considered, localization cannot be seen as a pristine 

process doing nothing but justice to the original, just as translators cannot be thought of 

as straightforward mediators. Too many influences step in during their work, and 

powerful forces act upon it, driving away the original intent of entertaining a different 

audience by means of a culturally and linguistically customised product. 

Translators, during localization, recreate and rewrite the video game in a 

Lefeverian sense, yielding to pressures the original title did not have to face, connected 

not solely to the cultural specificity of the target ‘locale’, but also to reasons embedded 

in the gaming industry itself. Sometimes these reasons resonate with marketing 

strategies, and sometimes are the result of translators grappling with the need for 

uniformity among the various localized versions on the one hand, and the obligation to 

retain the distinctive flavour of the original with acutely target-oriented solutions on the 

other. Such dilemma calls for creativity and even bold choices, bringing localization 

closer to the concept of ‘transcreation’ proposed by O’Hagan and Mangiron. In their 

words (2013: 200): 

 

Translators need to unpack the play experience potential in the game for a new set of 

players with different linguistic and socio-cultural backgrounds. Transcreation at times 

poses a greater risk […] because of its extended scope of modification, while the other 

side of the coin is that translation that is too timid and ST-driven is more likely to fail to 

convey the excitement and the sense of fun packed in the source/original content. 

 

A further element worth at least a brief mention to is user-generated translation (Perrino 

2009) and ‘crowdsourcing’ (Howe 2008). These phenomena have been around for the 

last ten years, in the gaming industry, and are currently on the rise. Based on the fact 

that a good share of players can be extremely knowledgeable over a particular game 

series to the extent of matching that of the makers of the game, publishers are looking to 

involve highly motivated users – generally fans – in the creation of localised versions 

directly made by them for them. The idea is a very clever one, as it not only benefits 

from the free contribution of players, but also nearly eliminates the problem of other 
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players complaining about the adequacy of the translation, since it is carried out by their 

‘peers’. 

The drawback is that such ‘makeshift’ translators are unlikely to hold full 

translation competence, thus frequently proving themselves unable to deliver under 

pressure and under less than optimal conditions, such as with contextual information 

that are next to nothing. Nevertheless, if pressure and restraints can jeopardise user-

generated translations, the outcomes definitely improve when players act on their own 

accord, without an official permission given by publishers. In this case, fan translations 

may surpass professional ones in their ability to disregard any of the stakeholders’ 

decisions, including the time frame in which localization has to be completed. 

Moreover, since they always take place after the release of the original video game (it 

would be impossible for fans to access any contents before, unlike professional 

translators), fan translations do not suffer from lack of context. Finally, as Mandelin 

remarks (cited in Parkin 2008: 2): 

 

With a professional translation, you usually can’t fix any mistakes. So if you make an 

error or a typo (perhaps due to a tight deadline), it’ll be out there in the public forever for 

fans to pick apart. With fan translations, you can always make revisions and release new 

versions easily. 

 

To conclude this overview of the leeway granted to translators and the competencies 

they are required to possess, it should not be underestimated the role of Computer-aided 

Translation (CAT) tools. Since, as it was shown in the previous sections, localization 

often compels translators to work at word or sentence level on typically separate, 

independent strings, it is often necessary for professionals to streamline the workload 

and speed up the workflow by ways of dedicated applications specifically designed for 

such tasks. 

Translators are increasingly expected to know of CAT tools and to know how to 

make the best out of them. A deficiency in their mastery in this respect can lead to not 

being considered for a job position, in this sector. As a matter of fact, strings are marked 

up by various tags and codes which, if not carefully handled, could cause a malfunction 

in the localised software. Some of them relate to status messages, error messages and 

tooltips, and turn out being really hard to render in the target language, worsened by the 
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usual void of contextual information. Consequently, CAT tools become vital in their 

ability to protect tags and facilitate “the extracting, exporting and importing back of 

translatable elements of the software itself” (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 95). This is 

even more true in a sim-ship scenario, where text recycling is now commonly employed 

by developers themselves for ease of writing. Translation Memory (TM), Machine 

Translation (MT) and Controlled Language (CL) devices, therefore, represent an 

invaluable help for professionals when they need to recycle previous translations to 

boost productivity, so as to avoid translating more than once the same or similar 

segments from scratch. 

In summary, to be a translator in the industry of video game localization entails a 

wide spectrum of skills partly connected to the technological dimension of the medium 

per se, and partly to the different forces that come into play. Translators, and localizers 

by and large, need to be good mediators and apt negotiators in their quest for an 

excellent translation that cater to the manifold expectations and do not let any side 

down. To date, no perfect formula has been found, still it is possible to keep risks to a 

minimum with continuous practice and an accurate evaluation of the factors at stake. 

 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

Localization is a complex operation that partly relates to linguistic aspects, and in this 

respect can be assimilated to translation. It integrates a good number of elements that 

are usually thought of as embedded in translation, in Translation Studies, such as the 

importance of source and target cultures, but the localization industry and computer 

industry by and large seem to consider them as separate from translation, regarding the 

latter as a mere ‘code-switch’ action. Similarly, Translation Studies have so far 

harboured a somewhat prejudiced opinion over localization, valuing its practical sides 

but disregarding the implications it may have on the translation process itself and the 

new theorizations it can contribute to develop. 

Regardless of the mutual misunderstandings, what is certain is that localizers saw 

existing notions of translation as not fitting what they do and the skills they are expected 
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to hold, hence they created a new term to define themselves and the sophisticated 

operations they undertake. ‘Localization’ is nowadays a well-established term used both 

inside and outside computer industry, but, apart from the trends that might motivate its 

adoption, it is undeniable and demonstrated that the technological dimensions of the 

medium where localization is applied generate new approaches and techniques unseen 

elsewhere, which not only change translators’ modus operandi but also the way they 

look at the act of translating as a whole. 

In particular, the localization of video games seems to stress the importance of 

preserving the player ‘experience’, paying attention to ‘faithfulness’ to the original 

insofar as it can help to safeguard that experience. Creating emotions, entertaining and 

selling well and everywhere appear to be the leitmotivs in video game localization, and 

everything else is deemed malleable, usually tailored to the target territory, also for the 

sake of avoiding cultural backlashes and censorship as much as possible. The low status 

assigned to auteurism and the shift from an equivalence-based thinking tied to the 

original source text to one based principally on the target text function may ring a bell. 

It is indeed easy to spot a connection with the Skopos Theory (Vermeer 1989/2000) and 

domestication, in Venuti’s (1995) sense. Being driven by its three main purposes, video 

game localization strives to recreate the ‘look and feel’ of the original by exploiting the 

very nature of software, which is liable to radical transformation. This in turn 

encourages creativity on the part of translators and localizers, making them bold at 

times, but also burdened by the different pressures coming from stakeholders on the one 

hand and the end users on the other, which can either widen their leeway or narrow it. 

An accurate localization, therefore, entails keeping into account and balancing a 

long list of factors, yet it cannot be entirely reduced to a passive adherence to the 

domestication canon. In fact, uprooting all the foreign elements has more than once 

proved detrimental to the creation of that exotic vibe ever present in the history of video 

game localization, which will be recounted in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

History and evolution of game localization 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 opens with retracing the beginnings of video game localization, relating first 

attempts and subsequent mistakes and solutions found. It then moves on to providing an 

overview of the levels of localization currently employed by publishers, and of the 

localization models followed when planning the international release of a title. Finally, 

it homes in on the preparatory analyses carried out by localisers before starting 

operations, which imply a deep understanding of how video games are classified based 

mainly on genre, the assets they are composed of and the specific text types used in 

them. 

 

 

 

2.1 The five historical phases 

 

The history of video game localization has always been hindered by two distinct factors: 

the hardware and software limitations, that are regularly overcome after every new 

discovery in technology, and prejudice. The controversial nature of video games keeps 

on being thought as having detrimental impact on players’ sociality, creativity, literacy 

and productivity, leading to the “continued currency of the stereotypes in the popular 

media” (Newman 2008: 5-7). In particular, those who more fiercely attack them 

generally appear to be unfamiliar with the game medium (Edwards 2012: 22), yet their 

criticism does matter and can affect the public opinion, the government stance as well as 

ultimately sales, as mentioned in Chapter 1, meaning that publishers and developers 

necessarily have to take such views on board when planning the release of a game. 

Localized video game are, in turn, just as vulnerable to ideological, social, political and 

economic ideas in the receiving country, and cannot weasel out of their influence on the 

final product. 
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Many authors agree on dividing the timeline of development into five different 

phases, as Hasegawa (2009) proposed as he traced the advances in the practice of video 

game localization: (1) Early phase (from 1970s to mid-80s); (2) Growth phase (from 

mid-80s to mid-90s); (3) Development phase (from mid-90s to late 90s); (4) Maturing 

phase (from 2000 to 2005); (5) Advancing phase (from 2005 to date). 

In the early phase, the US and Japan had already established their presence in their 

respective market, but it was Japanese developers that first realised the need to extend 

and enlarge abroad their returns on investment (ROI) (Bernal-Merino 2011: 12). The 

reason was obvious, as English is a much more common and widespread language than 

Japanese, and Japanese developers could therefore not count on an equally large area 

where to sell their creations, compared to the American colleagues. Hence, it can be 

claimed that the first attempt at localization was conceived in the Japanese geography, 

but the situation at the time was far less complicated than nowadays. 

Game technology, in the 1970s, had achieved smoother and better looking 

animation  by moving from integrated circuits to microprocessors (Kohler 2005: 19), 

still only Roman-based characters could be easily displayed on screen, meaning that 

Japanese kanji could only be implemented as images. As a consequence, Japanese video 

games would use a romanised version of their alphabet. Fortunately, video games back 

then were quite straightforward and featured engaging gameplay and clear mechanics, 

so there was very little text to be read which required translation for selling in different 

markets. Furthermore, foreign markets had small relevance and the linguistic conversion 

was almost exclusively from Japanese to US English. Some title, the most popular ones, 

were also shipped to the European zone, but with no variation in the language. English, 

therefore, was the leading code when exporting a product and sometimes only involved 

the translation of the user manual, leaving the text in the game software in the original 

language. This was especially the case for titles coming from the US to Japan. 

One of the earliest video games undertaking localization was Pac-Man (Kohler 

2005: 24). Despite the short amount of words in need of translation, Pac-Man already 

posed unexpected challenges to its exportation. Indeed, Japanese developers had 

initially opted for ‘Puck Man’ when transliterating the title in Roman characters, but the 

word was too similar to a coarse word in English ,and localizers could easily see some 

vandals in the US taking advantage of the ambivalent spelling. It was thus changed to 
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‘Pac-Man’, that retained the original sound without eliciting risky puns. Another 

strategy was instead applied to the names of the four main characters. Here, the problem 

was that in the original Japanese version such names could refer either to the behaviour 

or to the colour of each character. If translated accordingly, the English counterparts 

would be then too long for the space constraints imposed by the game’s user interface 

(UI). For this reason, American localizers decided to go for punchy-sounding renditions 

and thereby ‘Oikake’ (= chaser) became ‘Shadow’, ‘Machibuse’ (= ambusher) 

‘Speedy’, ‘Kimagure’ (= fickle) ‘Bashful’, ‘Otoboke’ (= stupid) ‘Pokey’, ‘Akabei’ (= 

red guy) became ‘Blinky’, ‘Aosuke’ (= blue guy) ‘Inky’ and ‘Gozuta’ (= slow guy) 

‘Clyde’ (Bernal-Merino 2011: 14). 

It is important to notice how certain solutions seem somewhat distant from the 

original sense, and how faithfulness is sacrificed in the hope of recreating the humorous 

effect. As a matter of fact, the game localization industry struck from the very beginning 

for quite arbitrary translation decisions. For example, in the Japanese popular title 

Donkey Kong (1981), the two main characters ‘Jump-Man’ and ‘The Lady’ were 

rendered as ‘Mario’ and ‘Polly’ for the American release (Kohler 2005: 212). By the 

same token, the Japanese original version of Ico (2001) featured a protagonist simply 

referred to as ‘a boy’, who conversely had to borrow the title name in the American 

reincarnation, since the local market advisors were apparently unhappy with him not 

having one of his own (Sony Computer Entertainment 2002: 82). The early days of 

localization were thus characterised by a ‘trial and error’ logic filled with ad hoc 

adaptations, that usually paid little attention to the quality of translation and aimed at 

aesthetically appealing solutions. After all, the idea of exporting games was relatively 

new and developers and publishers were mainly concerned with offering the ludic 

dimension of the video game to the new audience. As a result, translation was often 

carried out by “programmer[s] with a phrase book” (Corliss 2007) or by “friends or 

other non-professionals” producing “many of the now famous mistranslations of the 

time”, and making localization a “fairly amateurish business” in the process (Hasegawa 

2009: 126). 

During the growth phase, one-game only, hardwired game consoles were replaced 

by reusable hardware and games on cartridges (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 51). The 

shift brought with it an increased capacity for game machines that could now contain 
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larger amounts of data and, consequently, more translatable content. Nevertheless, 

thanks to the improved memory, 16-bit consoles such as Sega MegaDrive and SNES 

were also able to support kanji characters for the first time, which include combinations 

of more than 2,000 signs. As much as this was gladly welcomed by Japanese players, it 

also meant that now Japanese developers could forgo Roman characters and kana for 

the much shorter kanji, causing a certain economy on the on-screen space that Western 

alphabets could not afford, being them definitely longer. Hence, when translating a 

Japanese game for Western countries, developers had to start to allocate more screen 

space than initially needed, as especially European TLs use more signs to express the 

same idea. Even so, localization was still an afterthought and performed by means of 

makeshift solutions that had little or nothing to do with the application of systematic 

approaches. 

A case in point is Super Mario Bros. 3 (1988), where translators took unusual 

liberty in translating the closing text lines of the game. Princess Peach utters very 

simple words in the Japanese original: “Thank you! Peace has returned to the 

Mushroom world. The End!”. However, she is notably funnier in the American version: 

“Thank you! But our Princess is in another castle!...Just kidding. Ha ha ha! Bye bye.” 

(Kohler 2005: 68). Supposedly, the original was deemed overly stilted by American 

localizers, who opted for something more light-hearted. Their effort indicate a degree of 

creativity that will become a sort of flagship in this environment, in spite of the fact that 

it was probably the result of a momentary inspiration, unseen in other parts of the title. 

Indeed, the lack of a scrupulous, coherent methodology is at the roots of many awkward 

solutions in this period. Ninja Ryukenden (1988), for instance, boasted early signs of 

cinematic techniques combined with rudimentary audiovisual translation (AVT), but 

subtitling conventions are clearly not respected. Some screenshots are accompanied by 

subtitles extending to four lines, with an arbitrary use of typographic norms (O’Hagan 

and Mangiron 2013: 52). Other than English, localization encompassed also German, 

French, Spanish, Italian and Dutch, but only as far as packaging and documentation 

were concerned, while the in-game text was left in English. Such form of distribution 

was named ‘Box and Docs’ and, as Bernal-Merino informs (2011: 15): 
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[...] became standard practice amongst those publishers who understood that this small 

investment could easily increase their revenues simply by being slightly more accessible 

for foreign customers. [...] The early prioritisation of these languages was directly related 

to the maturity of their national markets in terms of amount of computer users, available 

per capita income, and demand for new forms of entertainment. 

 

The development phase saw a massive drop in localization quality. Although companies 

began to adopt partial or full localization models (see next section), thus showing a 

greater interest towards it, the development and the localization processes were still 

considered as totally separate (Fenlon 2011). Development teams were not trained to 

understand localization requirements and translators found themselves technically 

undermined, chiefly when Japanese was involved as SL: they could not use spell-

checker programmes when typing text in the encoding system of the games, for they 

were not supported. Furthermore, the available text capacity was designed for Japanese, 

forcing them to reduce English translations to the point of generating considerable 

meaning loss, all for the sake of having them fit the available space. To make matters 

worse, kanji were still stored in picture format, whereas the English translations were 

contained in text files. Replacing the former with the latter, therefore, was unfeasible, 

owing to format incompatibility, and could only be arranged by reprogramming the 

game entirely (Kohler 2005: 221). Unfortunately, the concept of ‘internationalization’ 

(see Chapter 1) was yet to be developed and it would take a long time before 

programmers started to plan their work with localization in mind for future technical 

convenience. The situation did not improve even when Sony Computer Entertainment 

(SCE) Inc. introduced Playstation in 1994, a 32-bit console which could exploit the 

640MB capacity of the CD-ROM. In fact, the added space was occupied by better-

looking graphics and high-quality soundtracks, with no real advantage granted to 

translation. 

As a result, this period produced a plethora of embarrassing translations, partly 

due to the lack of proper localization processes and of professional talents involved in it, 

and partly caused by “technological and financial limitations” that represented “the 

growing pains of a nascent games industry” (Corliss 2007: n. p.). Proof of that can be 

found in Zero Wing (1997), where the line “君達の基地はすべてCATS 

がいただいた。[CATS has taken over all your base stations.]” was rendered as “All 
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your base are belong to us” in the European English release. Its localization “achieved 

cult status for the terrible word choices throughout the game that often verged on the 

hilarious” (Langdell 2006: 203). Final Fantasy VII (1997) showcases similarly poor 

translations, such as “That man are sick” and yes / no answers phrased as: “Off course! / 

No, way!” (Kohler 2005: 228). 

Conversely, the maturing phase was characterised by promising changes and 

effective technological advances. Following Sega withdrawing from console 

manufacturing, Microsoft entered the competition and, together with Sony and 

Nintendo, became one of the three console platform holders (see Chapter 1). Game 

machines, in turn, shifted from CD-ROM to DVD-ROM, with consequent much bigger 

storage capacity for text. However, textual fragments embedded in software (strings) 

were still impacted by length constraints and graphics and audio files grew heavy in 

terms of memory occupied (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 59). Cut-scenes (see Chapter 

1) turned into essential components for several video games, especially triple A titles: 

characters were now portrayed in high-definition, facial expressions appeared as very 

detailed and dialogues were voiced by professional actors, triggering significant 

implications for translators. Lip-synching became something to deal with, prompting 

more accurate translations, and knowledge of AVT techniques was encouraged, if not 

required. In turn, programmers accrued experience in working with texts in different 

languages, which enhanced their ability to cope with code localization functions (ibid.). 

Moreover, publishers moved from post-gold localization to the sim-ship model, raising 

the stakes in many an aspect (see Chapter 1 and next section). Concurrently, online 

games such as World of Warcraft (2004-2010) started to set in the market, providing 

companies with useful information about players, their game style and their language of 

interaction. Such data turned out as very telling in understanding which languages 

needed localization the most, based on the number of players requesting them either via 

subscription to the game or through discussions and feedback posted on forums (Bernal-

Merino 2011: 16).  Reportedly, widening the game market on a global scale more than 

doubled revenues, which moved from around $20 billion dollars at the end of the 20th 

century to around $50 billion by the end of the first decade of the new millennium, and 

“although it can be argued that localising into more languages eats into revenues, it is 
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clear that many of the international sales would not be there in the first place if not 

because of localization” (ibid.). 

The advancing phase has definitively confirmed the gaming industry as one of the 

most profitable and flourishing business of the 21st century. This sector has been 

thriving and seems not to resent the economical crisis of the last ten years. The current 

state and the structure of video game localization will be explored in detail in the next 

chapter. For now, it is enough to know that TLs routinely exceed 10, comprising 

European and Asian languages as well (Hasegawa 2009: 130). In a similar manner, the 

staff working on a game project has enlarged exponentially, now involving several 

hundred experts. Specializations include programming, graphics, marketing, animation, 

production, game design and localization among many others. Some professionals, 

especially game designers, have achieved celebrity status and worldwide recognition, 

signalling the emergence of auteurism, yet the high sophistication and complexity of 

modern video games prevent any real leadership from getting a foothold, and one man’s 

original vision of a title, however influential, will still be realised through the collective 

effort of a large number of specialists (Newman 2004: 12). In the same way, the 

macrostructure of in-game text has become less linear, as many titles now feature a 

number of ‘side quests’ and mini games that drive players’ attention temporarily away 

from the main plot. As a result, ad hoc approaches to localization are strongly 

discouraged and organization has been acknowledged as a key-factor for success. 

Localization has thus climbed the ranks of game production, particularly in the case of 

AAA titles, but tighter schedules resulting from widespread application of sim-ship 

models have made it all the more challenging for translators to keep up with the hectic 

pace. At the same time, publishers have been increasingly resorting to crowdsourcing 

and beta testing both to relieve the pressure placed on localizers and to streamline and 

rein in expenditures. In the first case, crowdsourcing allows fan-led groups to participate 

in the translation process (see Chapter 1); in the second, volunteers test the beta version 

of a game, prior to its final release, to spot bugs professional testers might have missed. 

When employed as a further help to professionals, fans are certainly a welcome addition 

to the resources involved in game production. On the contrary, when they are treated as 

a cheap replacement of specialised talents, their lack of training and competencies ends 

up taking a toll on the overall quality offered. Similarly, the practice of ‘mods’ (see 
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Chapter 1) can qualify as an interesting way for developers to assign fans the creation of 

certain peripheral game levels and maps, still it may jeopardise software stability in the 

long run. 

Despite these considerations, it is remarkable how the inclusion of seasoned 

players in the game production highlights the strong connection between those who 

make the product and those who enjoy it, blurring the boundaries in the name of the 

shared love for these entertainment items. As a final note, it should not be forgotten the 

growing popularity acquired by mobile gaming in recent years. Smartphones and tablets 

are fuelling the rise of ‘casual games’ while social networks bet on ‘social games’. 

From a localization point of view, though, O’Hagan and Mangiron appear quite critical, 

as they maintain (2013: 63): 

 

The industry is seeing new independent developers of games for mobile phones entering 

the market while the lack of a proper manufacturer validation system for mobile phones 

may allow poor quality low-cost localization to undercut the prices of more experienced 

localization vendors. 

 

While undeniably a realistic possibility, it should not be overlooked the fact that the 

gaming industry has historically already gone through periods of ‘growing pains’, as 

mentioned before, but has managed to come up with good practices after every ‘trial 

and error’ stage. The hurdles and the risks currently threatening the mobile sector, 

therefore, could very well be a necessary step towards the fine-tuning of operations. 

 

 

 

2.2 Levels of localization 

 

Over the years, the gaming industry has grown fond of specific business models to 

maximize sales. As far as console market is concerned, the preferred model is the 

‘Razor-Razorblade’ one, usually described as a ‘loss leader’, in which the hardware is 

sold at a loss in the hope of increasing market share (Kerr 2006: 57). In so doing, 

subsequent sales of game software become necessarily vital to break even. To achieve 

this goal, publishers put many efforts on game development, on accurately detecting 
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players’ tastes and on keeping an eye on what other competitors do, but market areas 

hold a significant importance as well. Indeed, the worldwide market can generate 

additional income not to be underestimated. The Japanese zone is a good example, since 

revenues gathered by the overseas sales of game software have always proved greater 

than those produced in the already sufficiently large domestic market (CESA 2012: 

107). Consequently, the value of localization is more and more recognised. 

A wise planning of marketing strategies is essential when localization is involved, 

especially for those titles containing heavy quantity of text, such as Fable II (2008), 

with 50 side quests reaching over 200 hours of gameplay to be translated (Chandler and 

Deming 2012: 315). In this case, adding or removing a language in the localization 

equation can severely impact on costs. For this reason, publishers have in time singled 

out those countries that are more likely to generate considerate revenues when 

benefitting from games localised in their local language. 

Predictably, American English and Japanese are usually SLs, as video games are 

mainly developed in these two languages. Moreover, Nintendo and Sony are Japanese 

companies, and their being platform holders has substantially strengthened the Japanese 

influence over console market. On the other side of the planet, instead, Microsoft 

confirms the American presence as the third platform holder. It should always be borne 

in mind that source languages bring with them their cultural assumptions and 

conventions, meaning that the American and Japanese culture have so far being the 

reference point and the benchmark in video games, thereby inevitably spreading (and 

promoting) their values and customs in other countries. To date, TLs have gradually 

grown in numbers. At the beginning there were only French and German, but later on 

Italian and Spanish were included as well, as explained in the previous section. The four 

are commonly referred to with the acronym FIGS and, whenever a European release is 

planned, they are often treated as the standard set. Recent years saw the frequent 

addition of Russian and Polish to the group, as these two countries are opening their 

markets to the gaming industry more than before, but it is not rare to see some titles 

localized in languages of smaller markets as well in an attempt to expand there, as in the 

case of the Portuguese zone (Ranyard and Wood 2009). 
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Even when more than one language is chosen for localization, as with FIGS, it 

does not necessarily mean that the video game will be translated in all of them to the 

same degree. Chandler identifies four possible levels of localization (2005: 12-14): 

 

 No localization: the original game is shipped to foreign market with no linguistic 

or cultural variations. The idea is to sell some extra copies abroad with no added 

costs. Sometimes the intent is to test the water and understand whether that 

specific market could be exploited at a later date. 

 Box and docs localization: only the packaging and the manual are translated, the 

game itself remains in the original language. This is “usually done for games 

that include little text (e.g., platform, sports, and arcade games), games not 

expected to sell more than a few thousand copies” and, in case English is the SL, 

for those titles “to be sold in countries where players have a good level of 

English, such as Scandinavian countries.” (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 142). 

Games developed in the early phase were commonly localised using this 

formula. 

 Partial localization: the in-game text is translated, but audio files are not. 

Nevertheless, all the voiced dialogues in the game are subtitled in the TL 

 Full localization: this is the most expensive level of localization, as all the assets 

of the game (see the final section of this chapter) are translated, ranging from 

packaging and manuals to written and audio text. This entails hiring dubbers for 

the voiceover and even adaptations graphics-wise, as lip-synching has to 

perfectly match the translated lines voiced by actors, so as to make characters in 

the game look and sound as if they are natively speaking in the TLs. It is usually 

reserved to AAA titles, and hardly ever applied to independent productions (i.e. 

the so-called ‘indie games’). 

 

Full localization is thought to be the ultimate experience for TL players, as they 

can enjoy a game that is fully tailored to their language needs, and a degree of 

immersion unattained with the other levels. Schliem (2012: 8) reports that the general 

trend wants game developers and publishers to be heading towards full localization, 

falling back to ‘box and docs’ or partial solutions only when budget does not allow 
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anything more or when the target market for that language cannot guarantee to pay back 

the investment. For this reason, it is not uncommon to see a title released as fully 

localised for French and German, partially localised for Spanish and Italian, and with 

Russian, Polish, Czech and Hungarian translations for packaging and manual. Another 

aspect affecting such decisions is the amount of text present in the video game. As it 

will be shown in the next section, the specific genre a title belongs to often has an 

impact on the quantity of text it contains. 

Despite the observed preference towards full localization, target players are not 

always happy with the idea of being presented with a fully localised title. The reasons 

seem manifold. First of all, a full localization may annihilate most of the exotic/foreign 

elements which used to be in the original, sometimes undermining its ‘spirit’, as 

explained in the previous chapter. If a partial localization at least leaves the original 

voices of the characters untouched, with full localization translation encompasses even 

them. Secondly, users might be already accustomed to watching subtitled foreign films 

or TV series, and therefore might not appreciate dubbing. Thirdly, the chosen voice 

actors could come from the cartoon dubbing environment, and thus retain an absolutely 

out-of-place cartoonish and childish approach in their performances. This is especially 

true for video games fully localised in Italian and the reasons would appear to be partly 

economical, since these talents are cheaper than those working for movie or TV series 

dubbing, and partly related to die-hard views of video games as entertainment for 

children. Finally, full localisation frequently carries troublesome practices for 

practitioners within the industry itself, namely audio technicians, translators and voice 

actors. As Alexander O. Smith testifies, recounting his experience at handling VO 

scripts from Japanese into English for Final Fantasy XII (2006) (cited in Jayemanne 

2009: 140): 

 

Practically every line in the FF12 voice script reflects the work of the original writer and 

editor, one translator’s initial take on the line, another translator’s crosscheck, the editor’s 

check, the voice director’s opinion and the actor’s interpretation. 

 

Hence, creating a synergy among all the specialists involved is no easy task, worsened 

by the fact that the script is usually not given in its entirety neither to translators nor to 

the actors either for fear of copyright infringement or because developers have yet to 
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complete it, as explained in Chapter 1. Indeed, translators frequently find themselves 

working on files where “all the interventions of one particular character are listed, 

without indicating who s/he is talking about or at what stage s/he is in the game” 

(O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 166). Sometimes, files contain bite-sized chunks of the 

script, or isolated segments and strings, even words on their own, deprived of sufficient 

contextual information. In summary, it would seem as if the narrative power of the 

script in engaging the gamer is eventually damaged by technical procedures that reduce 

it to an incoherent sequence of information objects (ibid. 167). This is normally 

tolerated for those games that aim at impressing players mainly with solid gameplay and 

astounding graphics. In them, plot finds little room to express itself, so much so that 

publishers may decide not to translate text at all, which is the case for sport games in 

particular. Conversely, when part of the engrossing capacity is entrusted to narrative, 

similar approaches may heavily jeopardise success in the target market. 

A final consideration on the topic pertains to the widespread use of English as a 

pivot in localization, and to the multimedia property of the entertainment industry as it 

is today, which brings about new challenges for translators. Concerning the first, the 

trend so far has been oriented to translating Japanese video games into English first and 

then to employing the latter as an intermediate text for subsequent localizations in other 

languages, generally European. In so doing, the original meaning transfers twice before 

reaching target users. If translation can never be deemed a perfect equivalence between 

source text and target text, as Translation Studies have proved, the outcomes are all the 

more compromised when two filters (e.g. Japanese - English; English - Italian) are 

applied instead of one (Japanese - Italian). The gaming industry justifies such measures 

on account of the difficulty in finding proficient translators from Japanese (EA July 

2014, personal communication), yet it is undeniable that a translation formula of this 

kind sometimes bears very negative repercussions on the final product. 

As for the second point, trasmediality or intermediality have been recently 

identified as a peculiar characteristic of the contemporary entertainment industry. 

Defined as a “market-driven form of intertextuality in which texts and activities may 

refer to the same fictional ‘world’”, transmediality marks the tendency of all media texts 

to “bleed into one another” (Dovey and Kennedy 2006: 102). In other words, instead of 

having separated films, TV series, animated cartoons, comics, comedy dramas and 



51 

 

video games, each one with its own story and characters, the industry is increasingly 

borrowing the same plot and cast from a faintly-called ‘original’ to reintroduce them 

onto other media with a view to taking advantage of the already existing fan-base, and 

maximize revenues as a result (McCarthy et al. 2005: 33). Examples of this can be the 

Harry Potter series or The Lord of the Rings trilogy, both enjoying public success over 

a number of digital and printed platforms such as a movie, an animated series, several 

videogames, comics and, obviously, books. Starting with adaptations of an easily 

identifiable original, transmediality has rapidly evolved into multimedia projects, in 

which all the media are involved to the same extent, each one taking care of a part of the 

entire plot, which starts on a media and ends on another after following a heterogeneous 

path. Thus, narration becomes quite sophisticated, unfolded either synchronically or 

diachronically across the different media, and those who wish to see its conclusion have 

necessarily to chase its motley reincarnations, passing from being readers to being 

spectators, viewers, players and so on (Dodaro 2008). 

From the viewpoint of translation, the resulting interwoven text created with 

transmediality can impose some constraints on translators. Indeed, if a multimedia 

project undertakes localization for a given language, it is impossible that a single 

translator or a group of them will work on it, as these projects usually feature a massive 

amount of text. More likely, each media will face localization on its own with a 

different cluster of translators and a different schedule. Nevertheless, this does not 

imply that each group will work in isolation from the others and be able to unleash 

creativity with no limits. On the contrary, every group will have to pay attention to 

others’ translations and probably compile a glossary containing pre-determined 

translations for certain terms (e.g. characters’ names, names of cities etc.). Such 

glossary will have to be respected to ensure that all the different translations fit into an 

extended and coherent textual continuum, namely the ‘fictional world’ Dovey and 

Kennedy mention. Furthermore, as O’Hagan and Mangiron point out: 

 

This requires systematic planning for translation and localization strategies beyond 

simply retaining consistency in translation across media, bearing in mind both the 

different characteristics of each medium involved and the continuum as a whole. As the 

media cross their previously distinct boundaries, translators are likely to have to go 

beyond their own specialist fields. For example, translators who have been working in the 
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field of AVT primarily for cinema may face an increasing need to become familiar with 

other media such as comics and games, whereas software localization specialists may 

need to be more specifically versed in audiovisual content requiring AVT techniques. 

 

In turn, transmediality may affect the level chosen for localization. For instance, if a 

software house decides to develop a video game based on the Harry Potter world, 

localization will probably have to be full, as fans expect the characters in the story to 

have the same voices of the movie that has made the story famous worldwide. 

Conversely, if developers opt for realising a video game based on a popular comics, it is 

possible that localization will be partial, since fans are used to reading those characters 

speak in written form. 

 

 

 

2.3 Models of localization 

 

As discussed in Chapter 1 and retraced here, localization has progressively acquired a 

high status in the eye of game developers and publishers alike. It has shown in time the 

potential to significantly drive up the sales of a platform or a game in a given territory 

(Chandler and Deming 2012: 8). One good example is the way FIFA football game 

series flourished in the Polish market after localised versions were made available 

(Steussy 2010). Likewise, for some American companies localization has increased 

revenues of more than 60% of the total, signalling how “strong localization easily can 

more than double revenue and, more importantly, can mean the difference between 

creating a hit or just another top-100 game” (Melnick and Kirin 2008). 

Nevertheless, it should not be ignored the fact that localization entails additional 

investments on the part of publishers with consequent financial risks. Indeed, not all 

countries are interested in certain genres or types of game. For instance, a sport video 

game about hockey is likely not to sell well in Italy, since this sport is not popular in the 

country. Therefore, localising it in Italian, especially if full localization is selected, 

might turn out as a waste of money. Furthermore, as explained in the previous section, 

some countries have a general proficiency in English or a customary use of subtitles in 
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AVT such as to justify only a minor level of localization. All these factors must be 

taken into account and it is advisable to “scale the localization process according to the 

needs and expectations” for each game (Chandler and Deming 2012: 8). 

In view of these economical implications, the gaming industry is gradually 

shifting from treating localization as an afterthought, i.e. releasing a title for one market 

and subsequently localising as much as possible with a post-production stage, to 

planning localization at the outset of product development. As seen in Chapter 1, this is 

useful also from a technical point of view, as localizers may find the game software to 

be highly contumacious to a linguistic code switch, thereafter requiring programmers to 

tamper it once again. Also, developers may eventually discover that some contents in 

the game can culturally clash with the target market, making it very hard for them to 

alter the game when it has already been released in the original territory and part of the 

staff is working on other projects. For these reasons, recent years have seen the adoption 

of the GILT concept (see Chapter 1) to facilitate the inclusion of global market 

perspectives from the early phase of production, with a mind to enabling smooth and 

sensible localization. To achieve such goal, Chandler and Deming (2012) suggest three 

types of criteria to be followed: technical criteria, that is the use of localization-friendly 

code during programming; process-related criteria, which involve effective and accurate 

scheduling, asset management and testing; and content-related criteria, where culturally 

and politically sensitive issues are carefully examined and assessed. 

In GILT, after globalization and internationalization have taken place, publishers 

move to deciding which localization model they will be using for that video game. To 

date, there are four localization models that have settled down, two of which have 

already been touched upon in the previous chapter. In the sim-ship model (abbreviation 

of ‘simultaneous shipment’), game development and localization processes usually 

occur in parallel, so as to release original and localised versions on the same date. The 

life-span of video games is quite short, so much so that it takes only a few months for a 

title to end up being sold at a reduced price after its initial release (Dietz 2006: 125). 

Thus, the sim-ship model aims to capitalise “on the momentum built up by a single 

international marketing campaign, and minimises the risk of grey imports and piracy”, 

even though “most games are unfinished (not playable) when localisation needs to get 

started which has several and serious implications in workflow” (Bernal-Merino 2011: 
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16). The downside is that even a minor glitch anywhere in the production chain, or a 

delay in the translation for one of the TLs, can cause a domino effect on the entire 

operation. Synchronising the various forces coming together becomes essential and 

effective communication among the many departments is not to be underestimated. The 

flipside, for language professionals is that they can allegedly influence developers’ 

decision, as the game is still undergoing changes (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 117). 

Contrariwise, the post-gold model allows up to a year for localization to be 

completed, after the original version has been set out in the market. Predictably, 

translators work on finished products, build up a solid knowledge of the game, 

experience no context voids and, as a consequence, deliver high-end translations. On the 

other hand, though, foreign consumers need to wait for a longer period of time before 

the game is available in their country and may be encouraged, in the Web 2.0 

generation, as mentioned elsewhere in this paper, to resort to buying in the grey and 

black markets. 

Owing to the short shelf-life of video games, it would appear that publishers are 

increasingly opting for sim-ship release. If this can be interpreted as a positive 

indication of the gaming industry finally bringing localization upstream in the 

production stage, at the same time it has invited its association with another model that 

often puts translator in a difficult position. As it will be shown, the remaining two 

models specifically regard who performs the act of localization. In the outsourcing 

model, the latter is commissioned to an external, specialised vendor that (O’Hagan and 

Mangiron 2013: 118): 

 

[...] selects the translators who will work on the project (usually independently and with 

no contact with other translators on the team). [...] The vendor also arranges the recording 

of the script for voiceover in a studio, and in some cases even carries out quality 

assurance on the game. [...] Translators work with an incomplete and unstable text, 

subject to changes during the translation process. This often means translating files that 

will eventually not be used or having to redo the translation or parts of it due to last 

minute changes to the original. 

 

In such circumstances, translation memory (TM) tools can really come in handy and 

save the day for translators, who are expected to face these hurdles with 
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professionalism, commitment and intuition, and to finally meet the agreed deadlines. 

Intuition is, in truth, an indispensable trait to localizers in what has been described as a 

“blind localization” (Dietz 2006). In effect, they are required to rely on their common 

sense, to draw on their game literacy, to make an educated guess of what the text could 

refer to, despite the absence of context, and provide a flexible, almost neutral translation 

that can be adjusted, at a pinch, to contexts different from the ones they had imagined 

(Chandler 2008: 35). The situation improves when the commissioners are famous 

developers and publishers, who usually supply the so-called ‘localization kit’ containing 

general information about the project and the game content. With smaller productions, 

unfortunately, translators are literally left alone fumbling, a situation that inevitably lead 

to errors, misunderstandings, confusing translations and often very vague solutions 

chosen in a desperate attempt to cover as many textual potential scenarios as possible. 

This seems to be particularly true “when different translators are assigned to different 

parts of a game, do not have access to the other files, and cannot consult with one 

another” (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 120). 

In stark contrast, the in-house model allows localizers to work side by side with 

developers, who usually nominate a localization coordinator in charge of supervising 

translators and liaising between them and the development team. Companies selecting 

the in-house option generally have a localization department in their headquarters and a 

pool of freelance translators they regularly work with. Unsurprisingly, translators here 

gain full access to the original game, can “familiarize themselves with the storyline, the 

characters, and the game mechanics” (ibid.: 121) and are less likely to make translation 

mistakes caused by lack of context. 

As hinted before, the sim-ship and the outsourcing model often work in pairs, 

while the in-house model aligns with post-gold localization in those companies that 

value the quality of their video games well over the return on investment, and that are 

willing to take their time before letting foreign players enjoy their creations. Even so, 

nowadays the arrangement is much more fluid and different combinations are possible. 

The impression given is one of experimentation, motivated by the everlasting ‘trial and 

error’ framework that has always characterised this sector. 
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2.4 Genres of video game and other classifications 

 

Video games are generally classified according to the platforms on which they can be 

played, the types of users playing them, the play modes they include and the game 

mechanics they feature. In the first case, the spectrum comprises console games, Pc 

games, portable games (played on devices called ‘handhelds’) and web games, the latter 

being a generic term for all those video games that can be played on a web browser, 

regardless of the device used to connect to the internet. 

In the second case, players are mainly divided into casual gamers on the one 

hand, and hardcore gamers on the other, who invest a considerable amount of their time 

on playing video games, almost making it something more than a hobby. Recently, a 

new category was added, that of power gamers, described as “committed to fully 

understanding the structure of a game and [that] focus on efficiency and instrumental 

play”, displaying “high levels of technical and skill proficiency” (Kerr 2006: 116). 

As for the third classification, relating to play modes, video games can either be 

offline, that is to say disconnected from the internet and played in isolation or with 

physically-present friends, or online when they require a broadband connection in order 

to be enjoyed. Nowadays most titles come with both modes included, but old games 

used to be offline only, and some are still released as such. By contrast, the last fifteen 

years have seen the rise of Massively Multiplayer Online Games (MMOGs), that are 

conceived to be played exclusively online and aim at the creation of a special kind of 

community where players from all over the globe cooperate or compete against the 

challenges posed by developers. These games usually require a monthly subscription 

fee, are frequently updated and maintained, and offer very long storylines and countless 

quests to be accomplished. 

Genre categorization has developed as a controversial topic among theorists in 

academia and journalists/critics in popular literature, owing to the wide disagreement in 

compiling an objective list. Sources within the industry (e.g. Darolle 2004; Crosignani 

et al. 2008) observe how inner variations of games supposedly belonging to the same 

genre often contradict any standardised classification, while scholars criticise any such 

attempt as fundamentally arbitrary and nebulous (e.g. Newman 2004; Egenfeldt-Nielsen 

et al 2008). Players themselves struggle to draw clear distinctions: in a user survey 
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published by the Japanese Computer Entertainment Suppliers Association in 2012, 

gamers in the West identified eight genres whereas Japanese gamers acknowledged 26 

(CESA 2012: 132). Apparently, this could depend on how a given genre is perceived in 

different territories and on how much it has developed in those geographies (Kerr 2006: 

39). Despite the understandable objections coming from both parts, and users’ 

confusion over which categories deserve official recognition, it is possible to assume 

that a genre classification might not do justice to the actual variety of video games 

currently on offer, however it may still disclose important information about the way 

genres affect the game text employed (see next section for an in-depth analysis). As a 

matter of fact, video games belonging to the same genre appear to share similar textual 

characteristics and also a comparable text volume (some games are extremely action-

oriented, while others contain lengthy dialogues and cinematic sequences). Moreover, 

the register and the lexicon may change accordingly: for instance, a title with a military 

setting is likely to require a credible verbal representation for that domain, prompting 

the use of a specific terminology. Consequently, particular translator competencies are 

requested. As O’Hagan and Mangiron notice (2013: 70): 

 

Given the importance of games achieving a level of make-believe, verisimilitude is 

critical especially in domain-specific games, where incorrect use of terminology in a 

localized version disengages the player, who may be knowledgeable about the given 

field. Games such as flight simulation, [...] sports games such as football, golf, or tennis, 

or RPGs based on courtroom dramas require an accurate use of specialized terminology 

in a similar way to a technical translation in a specialized field. To this end, the concept 

of genre has a particular significance from a translation perspective. 

 

In view of these considerations, it is therefore still reasonable to refer to an indicative 

taxonomy of game genres: 

 

Game genre  Examples 

Action Any game whose main purpose is the player’s 
action, involving his/her quick reflexes and co-

ordination skills. The genre includes ‘Beat’em 

up’ games. The latest sub-genre is rhythm action 
which may be treated as a separate genre. 

Doom (1993) 
Quake (1996) 

Monster Hunter Tri (2009) 

Adventure The player’s perspective is usually fixed just 

behind her/him. Includes detailed back stories. 

Tomb Raider (1996) 

Resident Evil 5 (2009) 
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Racing The player is engaged in driving a vehicle. Gran Turismo (1998) 

Mario Kart Wii (2008) 

Shooter The player sees the action in a first-person 

(FPS= First Person Shooter) or third-person 
perspective with the goal of firing the arsenal. 

Half-Life (1998) 

Halo (2002) 
Call of duty 4: Modern Warfare 

(2007) 

Massively Multiplayer 

Online Game 
(MMOG) 

A game is played online with a large number of 

players. 

EverQuest (1999) 

Lineage II: The Chaotic 
Chronicle (2004) 

World of Warcraft (2004-) 

Platform The player needs to overcome various obstacles, 
while accumulating power (power-up). 

Donkey Kong (1981) 
SuperMario Bros. series 

(1985-) 

Prince of Persia: The Sands of 

Time (2003) 
 

Puzzle The player’s mission is to solve a puzzle, using 

logic. 

Tetris (1985) 

Role Playing Game 
(RPG) 

The player takes on the role of a character and 
embarks on a lengthy quest. Includes detailed 

back stories. 

Final Fantasy series (1987-) 
Baldur’s Gate (1998) 

Dragon Quest IX (2009) 

Simulation The player plays God and manages real-world 
simulated situations. 

Microsoft Flight Simulator 
series (1982-) 

The Sims (2000) 

Strategy Games that place the player in a strategic 

conflict to be resolved. 

Civilization (1991) 

Command and Conquer (1996) 
Age of Empires (1997) 

Sports Games that emulate sports such as tennis, 

football, golf, etc. 

FIFA series (1993-) 

Pro Evolution Soccer series 

(2001-) 
Wii Sports (2006) 

Serious Games Games designed for specific purposes other than 

pure entertainment. 

American’s Army (2002) 

September 12th (2003) 
Food Force (2005) 

Social Games Games that are linked to social networking sites 

such as Facebook. 

Pet Society (2008) 

FarmVille (2009) 

Sources: Newman (2004); O’Hagan and Mangiron (2013: 68); Kerr (2006: 38-41); Egenfeldt-

Nielsen et al. (2008) 

 

As hinted before, not all genres are appreciated to the same extent in every country. 

Each territory tends to develop certain preferences, usually dependant on cultural 

factors, which in turn affect the sales. Publishers have to carefully evaluate such 

preferences and plan the release of a title accordingly. So far it has been observed a 

sharp difference between what Western players seem to favour, mainly American 

gamers, and what Eastern players like better instead, Japanese in particular. As it 

appears, Westerns are fond of video games involving action, such as sports, racing and 
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shooting games, chiefly if there is depth of graphics and high interactivity to be found. 

On the other end, Japanese users lean towards simulation, adventure and RPGs, where 

narrative plays a big role. Furthermore, Americans and Europeans tend to prefer titles 

tied to popular licenses and franchises. Japanese players are found to favour games 

played from a third-person perspective, whereas Western players choose first-person 

perspective. Possibly, the reason for this vantage point preference lies in the fact that 

Japanese literary and visual culture strongly revolves around characterization, and the 

third-person perspective helps them relate to the game character they control (Ashcraft 

2008). Japanese preferences encompass also linear storylines with ample use of space 

restrictions and rules, while on the other side of the planet non-linear, open games, 

known as ‘sandbox’ games, are thought to be more desirable, in that free exploration is 

allowed and encouraged without rigid mechanics (O’Hagan 2009). 

Other elements that create separation between East and West, in terms of 

preferences, are references to sex, violence and gore. In the Japanese culture, there has 

always been a certain nonchalance in treating controversial topics such as religion, 

social minorities, nudity, alcohol and sexuality, and video games are no exception. As a 

result, Japanese titles may contain references to transgenderism, homosexuality and 

cross-dressing that, when brought overseas through localization, require delicate 

manipulations, may change the age rating or be removed entirely (Yahiro 2005: 10-36) 

(see Chapter 3). Conversely, western video game productions may feature explicit 

violence and an amount of blood that the Japanese audience can criticise as distasteful, 

causing titles localised for that country to portray reduced sanguinary scenes as a result 

(Kent 2004). 

Indeed, preferences over genres may not only guide publishers (and thus 

localizers) on where to release their games, but can also shed some light on how to 

make a given title, that is presumably unfitting for a certain country, instead suitable for 

that locale. Such strategy is now commonly used in several market departments 

(O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 213). In the case of the West-East dichotomy, for 

instance, an American game heading towards the Japanese market should be adjusted by 

focusing on characterization, drawing on manga and anime for the art style, 

emphasising cute and funny elements, keeping a light-hearted tone, and privileging 

abstract images over realistic ones. By contrast, Japanese games localised for the 
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Western zone should redirect the focus on the actions performed by characters, and 

stress realistic drawing style (ibid.: 213-214). A similar ‘redressing’ was decided, for 

example, for the American localised version of a Japanese game, Advance Wars: Days 

of Ruin (2008), which, in keeping with the above-described indications, became more 

sombre and darker than the original so as to meet US players’ s expectations of a war 

game (Nutt 2008). 

Finally, one last point worth discussing regards the fact that video games host two 

different kinds of genre classification, the first based on the narrative, and the second on 

the gameplay. As Bateman puts it (2006: xxvi): 

 

Whereas the concept of genre has a clear meaning in the context of a novel or film, it is 

less clear in the context of a game, because they consist of a narrative genre on the one 

hand and a gameplay genre on the other. Games often share a common gameplay genre 

but have different narrative genres (two adventure games may share similar gameplay, 

but one might be fantasy comedy and the other a tale of swashbuckling action). Similarly, 

two games can share the same narrative genre but have radically different gameplay (a 

First Person Shooter (FPS) and an adventure game may both be rendered in a film noir 

style, for instance). 

 

In other words, a video game inspired by the fantasy novel Eragon (2002) may take the 

form of an adventure game or that of an RPG, with all the resulting different challenges 

players will be faced as a consequence, the different gamers communities it will appeal 

to, the different countries it will be more likely to be localised in etc. In like manner, 

two shooter games featuring identical gameplay and mechanics could be inspired by a 

sci-fi novel in one case, and by an historical book in the other. As it will be shown in 

section 2.6, genre variations reflect on the approaches and on the tasks presented during 

translation, meaning that a careful categorization might be misleading in academic 

theorization, but worthwhile for translators before their work begins. 
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2.5 Video game assets 

 

Unlike books, comics and films, video games are made up of different assets that need 

to be localised separately. Text is distributed across them all and is not presented to 

translators as one single body. The inventory includes in-game text, cinematic assets, art 

assets, audio assets, printed materials (Chandler 2005: 143) and occasionally other 

components, such as press and marketing releases, the readme file for PC games,
5
 the 

official website of the game, associated strategy guides (when official) and online help 

(O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 122). It is unusual for a translator to carry out all the 

work alone, but the main assets are the first to be covered and essential for the final 

release of the localised version, whereas the remaining ones are either assigned to other 

translation vendors or translators, or left to be handled at a later date. After the 

translation process is complete, the assets are reintegrated harmoniously in the software 

by the engineers. String names are extremely important in this phase, as mentioned in 

Chapter 1, as they contain indications as to where to place that portion of text within the 

game. Therefore, any alteration can cause text to wrongly display on screen, and even 

lead to malfunctions in the worst scenario. 

The in-game text qualifies as the larger asset in a video game. It practically 

contains all the text displayed on screen during gameplay, and that is the reason why it 

is also known as ‘onscreen text’ (OST). In-game text can be found in the user interface 

(UI) and in the ‘heads up display’ (HUD), which in turn contain and lay out help 

messages, system messages, menus, tutorials, and game-related information such as life, 

score, munitions etc. Narrative and descriptive passages are also part of the list, 

alongside all the dialogues that are not voiced-over and only appear in written form 

(ibid.). As Chapter 3 will explain further, HUD and UI are designed as elements 

whereby players can interact with the game world and environment, but they should not 

interfere with the gameplay experience, nor should they hide other, more direct visual 

elements such as the enemies the protagonist is expected to defeat or the weapons s/he 

needs to use in order to achieve victory. 

                                                
5 The readme file normally contains setup information for the user, such as the minimum computing specs. 
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Consequently, in-game text referring to menu screens is subject to strict space 

limitations, and must be clear, straightforward and avoid contractions or abbreviations 

as much as possible. As Dietz maintains (2006: 126): 

 

[A] game interface should not destroy the player’s willing suspension of disbelief 

concerning the ‘reality’ of the game. Unlike the interface of a normal application [i.e. 

productivity software programmes], which is integrated into the program, it exists as a 

quasi-transparent layer between the world of the game and the world of the player. 

Therefore it must be both unobtrusive and fully functional. 

 

Art assets contain all those graphics and images where text can be found, such as maps, 

signs, writings or drawings in the game world etc. Since they actively contribute to the 

way the game world is portrayed, it may happen that they do not require translation 

even if they appear in a different language from the TL, so as to protect the atmosphere 

of the setting. For instance, a game about the Second World War in Germany will 

probably feature places showing German text, such as drawings on a wall, which must 

be retained. Furthermore, art assets have a different codification and text here cannot be 

extracted for translation use and then reintegrated, as with the in-game text. Indeed, 

programmers have to redesign them in order to implement the localised text. For this 

reason, ‘graphic text’ tends to be considered as a secondary asset and may be left in the 

original language to save time and resources. As a result, if such text does not relate to 

the atmosphere that developers want to create, it only ends up confusing those players 

who are not familiar with the SL and breaking the sense of immersion. 

Audio assets for localization include all the audio files with verbal content, the 

script and songs, if they have lyrics. Audio files do not pose any major problem when 

they are part of the interactive experience of a video game, such as during random 

conversations between the main characters, who are controlled by the player, and non-

playable characters (NPC), who are driven by the artificial intelligence (AI). The audio 

lines have to match the corresponding subtitles, if they are present,
6
 but there is not such 

an issue as lip-synching to respect. On the contrary, when audio is associated with 

cinematic assets, text affects voiceover and must be dealt with by means of special 

                                                
6 Subtitles are optional in the original language, but compulsory for TLs when there is not full localization and the audio 

is consequently as in the original version. 
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techniques that resemble those commonly seen in the AVT domain (see Chapter 1). 

Cut-scenes can be deemed the pillar of storytelling in video games as they are designed 

in the contemporary scenes. In them, players turn into spectators and for a brief span 

interactivity is suspended. As already observed in Chapter 1, though, interactivity is 

what crucially distinguishes video games from any other entertainment product, and its 

temporary absence has frequently elicited ambivalent reactions in the gamer 

community. In reality, storytelling itself is at times a very controversial topic within the 

gaming industry, as it is “the subject of more acrimonious debate than any other design 

feature” (Edge Staff 2007). Indeed, some titles are so heavily action-oriented, such as 

racing or sport games, as to question the actual necessity of there being a narrative. In 

spite of this, some retort that “without a story a game is just an abstraction” (ibid.). 

Moreover, it is possible to say that even the creation of a tennis tournament to justify the 

gathering of several athletes in the same place can be considered as part of a storyline. 

Detractions notwithstanding, cut-scenes and cinematics have proved beneficial to 

video games in a number of respects. As Egenfeldt-Nielsen et al. (2008: 176-177) 

highlight, they can be employed in order to “introduce characters, and set the scene and 

mood at the beginning”; they undoubtedly “control the narrative in a certain direction 

during the game”, since players cannot act upon them while they are on; they can aptly 

“fill the passing of time within the game world”. In addition, it should not be 

overlooked how they “showcase sophisticated cinematic techniques, including dramatic 

sound and camera work”, and also supply informative and explanatory notions to the 

players as to what they should do next and on why they are taking certain actions 

(ibid.). In view of these aspects, cut-scenes cannot be easily disregarded as a simple 

‘loan’ from the cinema industry, nor should they be denied the contribution given in 

developing a strong link between game localization and AVT (O’Hagan and Mangiron 

2013: 151). Ironically, as Newman notices (2009: xii), cinematics can be thought as 

enhancing interactivity as well, as they allow more immersion in the game experience 

and provide a deeper emotional impact. 

Finally, press and marketing releases, promotion materials, strategy guides, legal 

documents and online help resources all go under the label of printed materials. Even 

the items commonly covered by the ‘box and docs’ level of localization, namely the 

instruction manual and the packaging, belong to this category. As stated earlier, their 
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translation is unlikely to be conducted by the same translator(s) assigned to the other 

assets and may be outsourced to other parties. In consequence of this, it is possible to 

encounter inconsistencies in the way some terms are rendered in the printed materials 

and in the other components, unless the various translators are provided with glossary 

containing pre-determined translations to abide by. As it will be manifest in the next 

chapter, terminology management is often the key to introducing good practices and 

time-saving procedures. 

Printed materials represent the only asset where space restrictions are almost 

unapplied or allow a higher degree of flexibility. Sometimes publishers arrange to have 

localised manuals, strategy guides and official website respect the same layout as the 

original counterparts, but it may happen that translators are instead left free to 

reorganise the page setting in a way that “is more in keeping with the target language 

conventions of text type and market preferences in terms of information presentation”, 

thus involving a “considerable amount of text editing and re-arranging” (O’Hagan and 

Mangiron 2013: 125). Nevertheless printed materials, and manuals in particular, are 

being increasingly replaced by digital versions either included in the game software and 

accessible once the game is launched, or available in the official website for that title. 

Apparently, this is done as an environment-friendly operation, but it is also motivated 

by the need to reduce printing costs. 

E-manuals, like their paper ancestors, are notoriously ignored by the majority of 

players, who prefer to jump in the game at the first given chance. Conversely, when 

stuck at some point in the game, most of them prefer resorting to specialised web 

forums, online discussion boards and ultimately strategy guides, the only ones that still 

retain a value for a minority of fans, especially collectors. Hence, deprived of any real 

use, manuals have been either digitalised or included in the game in the form of ‘tutorial 

levels’. In the latter case, the advantage for players is that they are now provided with a 

visual introduction to the game, which is obviously easier to follow. At the same time, 

though, text goes back to being subjected to space limitations, and cannot be culturally 

customised any longer by localisers. 
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2.6 Game text types 

 

Video game genres and assets are extremely important for translators when preparing 

their work. Owing to the lack of contextual information provided by publishers and 

developers, language professionals have to rely on any element they can access to 

reconstruct and have an idea of what the game is going to be like in the end. As stated 

already, game literacy and the ability to decipher string names are useful in foreseeing 

macro and micro aspects of the product to be localised, respectively, such as the whole 

picture on the one hand, and where that specific text is going to be used in the game on 

the other. Genres and assets, though, actually disclose precious details over the type of 

text translators will have to recreate in the target language. Genres allow translators to 

understand what kind of players are going to buy the game, based on geographical 

preferences as seen earlier, and consequently what kind of effect language will have to 

produce: an RPG title will probably use literary nuances; a sport game will showcase a 

technical vocabulary, but gain enthusiastic connotations during the commentary session; 

an adventure game will sport fast-paced sequences with an abundant use of idioms. 

Assets, in turn, shed valuable light on the register to be adopted. For example, printed 

materials, such as the instruction manual, are non-diegetic, therefore likely to be 

translated using a neutral, medium register. Similarly, legal documents are non-diegetic 

too, yet they have to be rendered via a formal, high register. Finally, dialogues between 

the character controlled by the player and NPCs may feature the adoption of a rather 

informal style, full of contractions and colloquial expressions, as they are diegetic. 

Nevertheless, it should be pointed out that not all in-game text is diegetic: menu items 

in UI elements, for instance, have the only purpose of facilitating navigation for users, 

and thus are non-diegetic. 

In summary, genres and assets pinpoint the function of the text, and their accurate 

interpretation leads translators to correctly settle priorities for translation. O’Hagan and 

Mangiron (2013: 153) advise to broadly categorise game text in terms of: (1) official 

game genre, i.e. genre based on gameplay as explained in section 2.4, such as RPG or 

action; (2) embedded genre, that is genre based on the narrative, such as Fantasy or Sci-

Fi, and ultimately (3) considerations over whether the particular text is part of the game 

world or not (i.e. non-diegetic or diegetic). Musing about the purposes of the text to 
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convert in the TL is important in so far as it allows to locate where the text is being used 

for the play dimension of the game, and where it caters to the narrative one instead. In a 

way, a similar approach takes on board both ludologists’ and narratologists’ tenets, 

described in Chapter 1. 

In view of the these reflections, translating a video game entails the use of as 

many linguistic approaches as the number of text types present in it. As Darolle sums up 

(2004), a streamlined standardising method, despite being very common in productivity 

software localization, turns out as simply unworkable here, as “each title requires a 

different translation approach in relation to the unique features of the game” (Chandler 

2008: 37). For this reason, similarly to how a genre classification is worth of creation, a 

taxonomy of game text types can optimise the selection of more adequate translation 

strategies which “minimize the risk of translation errors, especially when working under 

time pressure with insufficient context.” (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 159): 

 

In-game text assets 

Relationship 

to the game 

world 

Translation 

assets 

Text function and 

description 

Characteristics / 

translation brief 

Translation 

priorities and 

strategies 

Non-diegetic User 

Interface 

(UI) 

Informative function for 

smooth navigation and 

gameplay. Typically 
contains short text 

fragments, such as menu 

items and also help 

messages. 

Brevity due to space 

constraints; user-

friendliness of text; 
clarity of text. 

Pragmatic and 

functional choice to 

address space 
constraints; creative 

solutions to overcome 

space constraints and 

also to reflect an edgy 
feel often imbued in 

game text in terms of 

expressions and 
naming of certain 

items. 

Non-diegetic System 

messages 

Informative function for 

instructive pragmatic 
purposes. Messages 

generated by the system, 

such as warning messages, 
instructions, and 

confirmation messages. 

Platform-specific 

terminology needs to 
be used. 

Prescriptive, 

conforming to  the 
existing terminology 

and phraseology of 

the platform holder 
[see Chapter 3]. 
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Diegetic Narrative 

text 

Expressive / informative 

function for imparting 

certain information in a 

dramatic manner. Literary 
passages used to engage the 

player in the game world or 

to a new level within the 
game. They contextualize 

and provide information 

about the game story, 
including a backstory. 

Often formal and 

literary style; natural 

flowing writing style 

often asked and 
separate rewriting may 

be applied. 

Fluency in TL with 

appropriate register 

and style. 

Non-diegetic Exposition / 

tutorial 

Informative function with 

instructive and didactic 

messages. In-game tutorials 
may be used to explain 

game mechanics by way of 

demonstration and the 

player practice. Passages 
describing characters, 

monsters, animals, 

geographical locations, etc. 

Clarity and 

informativity are 

stressed. 

Functional while 

remaining faithful to 

the instructive 
intention and the 

original 

characterization of 

main game characters. 

Diegetic Unvoiced 

dialogue 

scripts 

Informative / expressive 

function mainly to provide 

information and elicit a 

certain action by the player. 
Dialogue which appears 

only in written form, 

commonly used for NPCs. 

Speech expressed in 

written text with 

colloquial style; 

natural flowing style 
may be asked. 

Fluency in TL 

typically with casual 

register to reflect a 

conversational style. 

Source: O’Hagan and Mangiron (2013: 155-156) 

 

Art assets 

Relationship 

to the game 

world 

Translation 

assets 

Text function and 

description 

Characteristics / 

translation brief 

Translation 

priorities and 

strategies 

Diegetic Text in 

images 

Informative / expressive 

function to give the player 
certain information such as 

clues in an authentic 

atmosphere. Any in-game 

art assets containing text 
(poster, billboards, maps, 

etc.). 

Varying styles with 

some space 
constraints; 

informativity in case 

of providing clues is 

stressed. 

Informative function 

must be prioritized in 
the case of crucial 

clues being given; 

visual / aesthetic 

dimensions also need 
to be considered. 

Non-diegetic Text in 
images 

Informative / some 
persuasive function to 

provide the player with 

information not related to 

the game and to raise brand 
awareness and loyalty. 

Game logo art which may 

need to be translated and 
redesigned. 

Consideration of space 
constraints and 

consistency in case of 

precedence where a 

certain translation is 
previously used / 

officially registered. 

Prescriptive approach 
to conform to official 

recommendation or 

prior translation 

which may be legally 
binding. 
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Source: O’Hagan and Mangiron (2013: 156) 

 

Audio and cinematic assets 

Relationship 

to the game 

world 

Translation 

assets 

Text function and 

description 

Characteristics / 

translation brief 

Translation 

priorities and 

strategies 

Diegetic Lip-synch 

voiceover 

Informative / expressive 

function to provide a clue 
or a backstory in 

dramatized manner. 

Oral text with 

character-specific 
idiosyncrasies; natural 

flowing writing style 

is often called for; 

dubbing actor/director 
may suggest changes 

to the translated 

script. 

Prioritizing lip-synch 

/ space constraints; 
fluency in TL; 

characterization may 

involve the use of 

linguistic variation 
and may involve 

rewriting. 

Diegetic Non lip-synch 
voiceover 

Fluency in TL with 
correct register, style. 

Diegetic / 

non-diegetic 

Songs 

performed by 

game 
characters / 

theme songs. 

Expressive function. 

Lyrics of songs in the 

game soundtrack may be 
translated and re-recorded 

by a TL singer. 

Retaining appropriate 

thematic feel; may 

involve rewriting 
lyrics by involving a 

TL musician. 

Diegetic Environmental 

sound 

Expressive / informative 

function for realism and 
for dramatizing. Various 

sound effects to enhance 

the atmosphere. 

Socio-culturally 

appropriate choice 
must be made for the 

given sound source in 

case of cultural 
differences. 

Socio-cultural 

considerations. 

Source: O’Hagan and Mangiron (2013: 156-157) 

 

Printed materials 

Relationship 

to the game 

world 

Translation 

assets 

Text function and 

description 

Characteristics / 

translation brief 

Translation 

priorities and 

strategies 

Non-diegetic Manual Informative function for 
instructions. A hardcopy 

manual contains 

information and 

instructions to get started 
with the game, whether 

or not the player actually 

uses it. This may also 
include a booklet which 

may function as a bonus 

material. 

Varying text types, 
ranging from 

informative and 

technical to 

promotional. When 
translated by 

different translators 

the translation of 
terms and names 

must be consistent 

with the relevant in-
game text. 

Informativity with 
pragmatic, functional 

orientation; may 

involve re-ordered 

layout. 

Strategy books Informative function for 
instructions. Strategy 

books functions as a 

comprehensive 
walkthrough. 
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Non-diegetic Box Persuasive / informative 

function to appeal to the 

prospective customer 

while providing product 
information. relevant text 

on packaging. Minimum 

level of localization, so-
called ‘box and docs’, 

only involving translation 

of manual and packaging. 

Fluent TL, right feel, 

advertising / 

marketing oriented 

language use 
prioritized. 

Non-diegetic Other 
associated 

paratext, 

including 
advertising text 

(e.g. posters) 

and strategy 

books published 
separately 

Persuasive / informative 
function to appeal to 

prospective consumers 

and to provide 
information such as the 

game’s release date, 

content and playing 

guidance. Texts of a 
varied nature used for 

legal, marketing, 

promotional purposes, 
such as press releases, 

health and safety 

precautions, etc. 

Free marketing style 
writing to appeal to 

users; consistency 

with similar text used 
elsewhere within the 

product; prescriptive 

with some legal and 

technical information. 

Source: O’Hagan and Mangiron (2013: 157-158) 

 

Online / screen materials 

Relationship 

to the game 

world 

Translation 

assets 

Text function and 

description 

Characteristics / 

translation brief 

Translation 

priorities and 

strategies 

Non-diegetic Other associated 

paratext, 

including the 
game’s official 

websites and 

TV ads 

Persuasive / informative 

function to whet appetite 

of prospective consumers 
with some informative 

content. Texts mainly for 

marketing and 
promotional purposes 

(including TV ads), such 

as press releases, health 
and safety precautions, 

etc. 

Natural flowing 

style to appeal to 

the audience 
required; in case of 

references to names 

and key terms must 
correspond to those 

used in the game. 

Free marketing style 

writing; consistent 

with similar text used 
elsewhere within the 

game; prescriptive 

with some legal and 
technical information. 

Source: O’Hagan and Mangiron (2013: 158) 

 

The length of the tables attached here and the accurate listing of characteristics and 

requirements to abide by during translation are very telling of the hard work awaiting 

language professionals when embarking on the translation of a video game. Their 

expertise must stretch to cover a great deal of competencies, such as the ability to retain 
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the poetry instilled in a lyrical song, alternatively using the assistance of other 

professional figures such as musicians. Text variety notwithstanding, the larger picture 

of the project must not be forgotten, since the game is eventually presented to players as 

a homogeneous, harmonious body so as to guarantee a smooth and immersive 

experience. 

If the job of a translator of video games comes across as complex and highly 

sophisticated, the wider framework of localization is no different. As observed in 

Chapter 1, translators are but a ring in the long chain that brings the original version of a 

title to new audiences in different geographical markets. Many professionals in this 

industry have the right to call themselves ‘localizers’, yet that does not mean that they 

necessarily carry out linguistic conversions. The next chapter will explore what happens 

within a localization company, its inner structure, the various departments involved and 

the general workflow taking place in its corridors. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

The structure of the game localization industry 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 draws on the author’s personal experience acquired in the localization 

industry, and hinges on contributions from professionals within this environment, 

setting them against the theoretical framework proposed by scholars in the domain of 

Game Studies and Translation Studies respectively to describe structure, workflow and 

best practices of the localization industry. 

 

 

 

3.1 Overview of the gaming industry structure 

 

Developers and publishers have been mentioned quite extensively in this paper, but as a 

matter of fact they are part of a much wider frame and it is now time to outline it. The 

graphic below is useful to gaining an immediate understanding of the game industry 

product chain and of the different stakeholders involved: 

 

        

Adapted from Egenfeldt-Nielsen et al. (2008: 16) 

 

Hardware manufacturers are also known as platform or format holders, other than as 

‘first parties’, and provide game systems such as consoles, personal computers, mobile 

Hardware 
manufacturer 

Game 
developer 

Publisher Distributor Retail Consumer 

Game 
localizer 
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devices and other components. Game developers, as obvious, are those who develop 

games. If they are able to publish their games, they are also game publishers, otherwise 

they need a publisher to finance their creations. Game publishers, in turn, are also called 

‘third parties’, in the sector. According to Kerr (2006: 43), developers can be divided 

into three categories, namely “first party developers, who are owned by publishers, 

second party developers, who are hired by a publisher to work on a particular game 

concept” and the independent third party developers, who “work on their own projects”. 

As financiers of game production, publishers hold a considerable influence over 

the other stakeholders, particularly technology manufacturers, developers and 

consumers (Dovey and Kennedy 2006: 49), nonetheless the power of platform holders 

should not be underestimated. In addition to being publishers themselves and having 

their own developing teams, Nintendo, Sony and Microsoft literally host any console 

game on their systems (at least one of them for every title), and can consequently affect 

the entire chain with their requirements. Indeed, both developers and publishers, when 

planning the release of a game for a specific platform, need to “negotiate with the 

manufacturer, pay a licence fee, acquire a specific development kit and follow their 

quality approval process” (Kerr 2006: 43). As a result, with the exception of PC games 

and mobile games, which are not bound to any manufacturer brand, platform holders are 

considered to be an oligopoly controlled by a relatively small number of key companies 

(O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 79). 

As apparent in the graphic, game localizers occupy a somewhat isolated place in 

the product chain, though they liaise with the three main stakeholders. Localizers, as 

explained in the previous chapters, are service providers that only enter the scene when 

a game project is expected to be sold beyond the local market. They can be either 

external vendors to whom the localization is outsourced or a in-house department 

owned by publishers. Sometimes, a mixed solution can be opted for, in which 

publishers turn to translation agencies only for the translation of the different assets, but 

carry out their own localization testing processes once the translated assets have been 

sent back to them, and also deal with reintegrating the assets in the game software. 

Electronic Arts, for example, is known for using this strategy. By selecting the best 

option for localization, publishers strengthen their position as the core of the industry’s 

economic system, controlling also game development, marketing and distribution. 
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Nevertheless, it should be observed that second and third party developers may actually 

decide to handle localization differently, in case they are the ones shouldering all the 

expenditures. In such circumstances, publishers can only advise and offer their in-house 

localization department as the ideal solution, but developers can refuse and entrust the 

job to other vendors instead. On the whole, it really depends on the project and on the 

particular agreement made by the parties. In general, publishers hold the right to games, 

localised versions included, while game developers “receive royalties from publishers, 

some of which will be paid as an advance to cover part of the game development costs” 

(ibid.). 

 

 

 

3.2 The localization process 

 

This section describes the main stages of the localization cycle of a typical video game 

in the best case scenario, from the moment when its localization is commissioned up to 

when it is released to the distribution network. The following diagram outlines the 

different stages: 

 

 

Video game production chain 

 

O’Hagan and Mangiron (2013: 129) provide a slightly different representation, with a 

strong focus on the translation process: 
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Adapted from O’Hagan and Mangiron (2013: 129) 
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3.2.1 International Project Management 

 

The International Project Management (IPM) is the first Point of Contact (PoS) with 

which the development team communicates upon choosing to localise their product. Its 

role is essential especially when developers have never resorted to localization services 

before, and therefore need some briefing about how localization is carried out and what 

it is going to require on their part. The IPM inquires about the budget and the scope of 

the project (i.e. the amount of words to be translated and voiced-over), the number of 

languages the title will be localised into, the number of platforms the game will support 

and the overall time-scale allowed for the project, so as to have an accurate idea of how 

many resources will have to be deployed. After the first kick-off meetings, the IPM 

organises localization schedules, which include a painstaking calculation of the number 

of professionals and of hours needed to complete translations, recordings and testing. In 

the event the IPM realises that the available budget is not sufficient to cover all the costs 

implied, or if the allowed timeframe is too short for the localization team to meet the 

deadlines, the IPM can negotiate new terms and, if dissatisfied with them, can decide to 

‘kill’ the project. In that case, developers will have to turn to other vendors for the 

localization of their game. The reasons behind a ‘project kill’ usually relate to the 

localization department’s credibility. If the team has a well-known good reputation, it is 

expectable that it will try to maintain those high standards. Consequently, accepting a 

project that is unlikely to yield excellent results can turn out being detrimental to such 

reputation. 

Following schedule planning, the IPM keeps track of all related progresses, such 

as audio script translations, audio recordings, on-screen translations, queries coming 

from translators for developers, localization builds status, bug reporting and completion 

percentages for the different localization testing phases (see section 3.2.5). For the 

entire duration of the localization production, the IPM keeps in contact with all other 

departments, and is responsible for: 

 

 understanding project requirements; 

 identifying potential risks; 
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 building mitigation plans in case of setbacks, where schedules are edited 

accordingly; 

 measuring accomplishments against plans and objectives; 

 negotiating with stakeholders and customers; 

 team management; 

 facilitating communication links within the localization team and the 

developing team, preparing project reports; 

 keeping up-to-date realistic localization schedules; 

 compiling project status information; 

 checking localization and development milestones
7
 and risk analysis; 

 achieving sign-off (i.e. end of the localization testing. See section 3.2.5). 

 

After a successful submission to first parties (see section 3.2.6) and the release of 

the game on the market, the IPM performs internal and external satisfaction surveys, 

collaborates in the post-mortem creation, where everything happened during the project 

is recorded for future convenience, and fills out a final analysis of the budget used. 

O’Hagan and Mangiron (2013: 128) call the IPM ‘localization manager’. 

According to them, the localization manager appoints a localization coordinator who 

will act in a similar way to the IPM. Moreover, in the outsourcing model the 

localization coordinator liaises between game developers or the publisher and the 

vendor, supervising the work of translators. Finally, they stress the importance of the 

localization kit creation, which “contains relevant information about the project, as well 

as the files and assets to be translated” (ibid.). 

 

 

 

3.2.2 Asset Localization 

 

Translation challenges in localization have already been extensively highlighted in 

Chapter 1 and 2. At this stage, it is possible to enter into details about some specifically 

                                                
7 A milestone is a key event in the development and localization flow. The final release of the game in the market, for 

instance, is a milestone. 
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technical issues translators may face when presented with the localisation kit and the 

game assets on which they are supposed to work. 

In the in-house model, translators hold an advantage, as they have a direct link to 

the developers, and communications are consequently swift and timely. They usually 

spend some time “familiarizing themselves with the game, playing it, reading 

information about the plot and the walkthrough
8
, compiling glossaries of key terms, and 

creating style and characterization guides” (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 130). This is 

done to ensure consistency among all the different translators involved in the project. 

As game text grows in size over the years, multiple translators may work on the same 

title, leading to a variety of styles and vocabulary which is seldom beneficial to a 

faithful conversion of the SL, and can also prove confusing to the end users. In the 

outsourcing model, on the other hand, translators have to resort to other ways to gather 

information about the project. 

The localization kit, if provided, is a good start, but online previews of the game 

or interviews to developers can be useful as well. Press releases, demo versions and 

other marketing-related information can actually compensate for the lack of context 

discussed elsewhere in this paper, if abundant and accessible. In the sim-ship model, as 

explained in Chapter 2, translators grapple with a volatile source text that keeps 

changing, since localization takes place in parallel with the development process. 

Contrariwise, the situation is reversed in a post-gold model, which, as previously 

mentioned, comes with nothing but positive aspects for language professionals, who 

work with a finished and stable text, yet it negatively affects sales in the contemporary 

global market scene. 

Usually, the original video game is in American English, or translated in such 

language if originally in Japanese. Next, it is localised first into FIGS (see Chapter 2) 

using the American version as a pivot, and subsequently in other languages, budget 

permitting. The UK market generally receives copies that retain the US voiceover while 

textual assets are adjusted to UK English. Once again, it is important to remember the 

issue of non-linearity of game text composition that translators have to cope with, 

                                                
8 The walkthrough is a detailed guide to all the steps to be taken  in order to advance in a video game, with descriptions 

of the different levels and actions required to complete it. Walkthroughs can be provided by the very team developing 

or publishing the title, but are far more often created unofficially by fans with the aim of taking the player through the 

game. 
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“manifest in the way in which localizers are required to translate certain assets first, not 

necessarily according to a logical sequence but to fit the particular scheduling of the 

project, which may be driven by marketing requirements” (ibid.). 

One of the most common hurdles translators have to work around concerns space 

constraints. Unlike literary translators, who can even avail themselves of paratext to add 

extra information to the translated text, such as preface, notes and afterword, video 

game translators cannot be explanatory and are expected to stick to the source text in 

terms of space occupied. The underlying idea is that the localised game has to preserve 

the overall ‘look and feel’ of the original, and by putting in extra information translators 

would end up altering it, even if it makes contents clearer to target players. Furthermore, 

as suggested in the previous chapter, most of the game assets feature space restrictions 

for a number of reasons: voiceover text must match lip-synching or respect cut-scenes 

duration; art assets may include, for instance, the translation of the label of a bottle held 

by a character, which is visible in game; in-game assets, in turn, are not to conceal 

other, more forthcoming elements in the game world. As a result, any translation that 

exceeds such space limitations is likely to produce truncations, that is to say appear as 

incomplete or cut off on the screen. In the case of English as a SL, Romance languages 

such as Italian tend to be at least 20% longer on a general basis. This figure is even 

higher when it comes to Chinese and Japanese being the SLs, where one single 

character can represent a concept which takes an entire sentence for a Western language 

to express. For this reason, Chandler (2005: 9) recommends programmers to design 

menus, text boxes and lists to accommodate the extra space needed for Romance 

languages, leaving at least 30% extra free space when moving from English to Italian, 

Spanish and French in particular. By comparison, Stevens Heath (2010) suggests even 

more space left when translating from Japanese, namely two lines of TT for one line in 

the original. In the last few years, developers have been increasingly using expandable 

or scrollable text boxes to solve the problem, which automatically adapt to any text size 

variation. Also, tooltips have been found to be a viable solution, in that they disclose 

additional information on an item in the game only when the cursor is hovered over it, 

thereby considerably streamlining HUD and UI (see Chapter 2). On the contrary, the 

use of excessive abbreviations is discouraged as the players may find them confusing, 

and their subsequent attempt at deciphering them “can also slow down the pace of 
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gameplay, while making it obvious that the game is not an original” (O’Hagan and 

Mangiron 2013: 131). 

Another significant element worth consideration are string IDs. As touched upon 

already, source text is presented to translators via spreadsheets (usually .xls files) in the 

form of strings containing sentences, speeches, sometimes only a couple of words or 

even one. Generally, every line pronounced by a character, every entry in a menu list, 

every item or option description in the game is a string. Strings are marked univocally 

by means of an identification code with the purpose of distinguishing them from one 

another and swiftly using them during programming operations. For each string ID there 

is a related textual or audio content appearing on screen in the game. In chapter 2, it was 

hinted that string names/string IDs may actually reveal contextual information on where 

they are employed in the game environment, but that does not mean that the clue is 

always intelligible. Here is a short list of samples from different types of string IDs: 

 

1) Options/Classes:Armor_Mounts; 

2) Audio_001_01episode; 

3) Vo_sp_prologue; 

4) ID_STARTBUTTON; 

5) ID_ACTION_RESPAWN; 

6) Trp_001_desc; 

7) ID_LAYOUT_PRESSTHESTICK. 

 

The first one is the easiest to understand, as it clearly points at an equipment item, i.e. 

the armour, although ‘Option’ is the main category it refers to, meaning that the string is 

probably related to an entry in the option menu of the video game regarding armour 

classes. In any case, translators may infer it is part of the in-game text asset. The second 

one is pretty self-explanatory, as it belongs to the audio asset; the third one deals with 

subtitles in a cut-scene; the fourth with control buttons; the fifth with an action 

performed in game; the sixth with a trophy description; the seventh probably with the 

tutorial. As it shows, few of the string IDs provided here are straightforward, still 

translators have to make an educated guess and come up with linguistic solutions that 

can fit several contexts as much as possible, even if they may not be the preferred ones 



80 

 

in terms of style. Once again, the relative clarity of strings depends on the project, on 

the developing team and also on the game genre. String IDs are normally contained in 

the first column of the worksheet; in the second, translators find the source text for that 

specific string, while the third column is left empty for them to fill it with the translated 

target text (TT). 

Being meticulous is of extreme importance, here: if translators unwittingly place 

the translated text in the TT cell of another string, that string will eventually display an 

erroneous content on the screen, in the localised version of the game. Similarly, leaving 

the cell blank will generate a code on screen, known as ‘debug text’, signalling that no 

translation has been provided for that content, a situation which is commonly flagged as 

a ‘localization bug’ (see section 3.3). Despite the difficulty of the task, sometimes CAT 

tools can offer an additional help as well, in this respect. Some of them, for example, 

can boast a specific field dedicated to metadata where developers and publishers may 

insert useful contextual details (Cannizzaro, 20th January 2015, personal 

communication). 

Despite their univocal nature, strings should not be thought of as isolated portions 

of text. Frequently, they can be merged and combined “in order to avoid having to 

repeat similar strings resulting from a number of alternatives offered by a game” (Diaz 

Monton 2007), at the same time making the translation task extra challenging. As 

O’Hagan and Mangiron further explain (2013: 96): 

 

In software environments, including video games, a degree of iteration of particular 

combinations of strings (i.e. routine re-use of text fragments) is expected, triggered by a 

certain user action. The technique known as concatenation makes use of recurring strings, 

pulling together different strings dynamically at run time to form new strings. This is 

done according to a pre-set formula on the basis of a particular action defined by the user. 

 

Unfortunately, concatenation can create non-grammatical construction of strings across 

different languages, as they are fundamentally based on the SL and might not be 

automatically adjusted to the TL grammar. For example, the string ‘You win a blue car’, 

used to inform players that they have won something, may be the result of a 

concatenation where three different strings come together and form the sentence, 

namely (1) ‘You win’, (2) ‘a blue’ and (3) ‘car’. This information could change, 
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depending on the player’s action, so that different combinations of different strings may 

be possible, such as ‘You lose a blue car’, ‘You win a yellow car’ or ‘You win a blue 

truck’ (Diaz Monton 2007). In Italian, however, a literal juxtaposition of these strings 

would generate a stilted sentence - ‘(1) Hai vinto (2) un blu (3) auto’ - as Italian has a 

natural word order of noun + adjective. There could be two good solutions to this issue, 

i.e. either by merging the first and the third string, and then adding the second one - ‘(1) 

Hai vinto un’auto (2) blu’ - or by swapping the text content of the second and the third 

string in the localised version - ‘(1) Hai vinto (2) un’auto (3) blu’. Possibly, it could also 

be changed the order of strings 2 and 3, but that would involve programming, which is 

usually beyond translators’ expertise. 

Another complication to translating strings pertains to variables. Variables are 

parameters in a string that can be replaced with different text or numerical values when 

certain conditions are met in the game. They are often represented with a ‘%’ sign, but 

other configurations are possible. Here is a typical string containing variables for a 

football video game: 

 

Team record: W%1d - D%2d - L%3d 

 

And here is how it appears in game (numbers have been picked randomly): 

 

Team record: W 2 - D 3 - L 6 

 

The string informs players about the overall performance of a football team, keeping 

track of wins (W), draws (D) and losses (L), and the three different variables - (1) %1d 

(2) %2d and (3) %3d - are replaced by the actual figures for those values. In the TT, 

translators need to respect the original variables, understand the type of information that 

will replace them in game, and never edit them in any way, “so that the information that 

will appear on screen is coherent and will make sense to the users” (O’Hagan and 

Mangiron 2013: 132). What follows is a correct translation of the above-reported string 

into Italian: 

 

Record del club: V%1d - P%2d - S%3d 
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The translation, here, involves words and letters (V - ‘Vittorie’, P - ‘Pareggi’, S - 

‘Sconfitte’), but leaves variables unaltered. 

Despite the relative clarity and straightforwardness of the example provided 

above, variables can often have an impact on the TT grammar and generate errors. For 

instance, in the following case described by Diaz Monton (2007), variables relate to text 

values: ‘%s gets a %d’. The first code is replaced, in the game, by the character’s name 

whereas the second by the item obtained, such as a ‘sword’, a ‘shield’ or a ‘hammer’. 

For these three terms, though, the Italian equivalents entail a variation of the article 

which depends on the noun being feminine or masculine, as typical for Romance 

languages, in addition to the letters it starts with. Thus, the basic translation for the 

string, i.e. ‘%s ottiene un %d’ is suitable when an item such as ‘martello’ is selected, 

but wrong when ‘spada’ and ‘scudo’ are picked instead. To solve the issue, two valid 

solutions in the localised version for Italian could be: 

 

 The use of a colon in lieu of the indeterminate article a / un: ‘Marco ottiene: 

spada”. 

 Shifting the indefinite article from the main sentence to the list of terms that 

replace the variable, so as to make it agree with the noun in precedes: ‘una 

spada’, ‘uno scudo’, ‘un martello’. 

 

Translating variables, therefore, implies an accurate understanding of all the possible 

scenarios where that variable may be used in order to change translations accordingly 

and, if needed and feasible, to incorporate variations to strings organization. 

Predictably, grammatical errors and inconsistencies “may disrupt the pace of the game 

by attracting player’s attention for wrong reasons”, but fortunately the inclusion of 

concepts such as ‘internationalization’ (see Chapter 1 for further information about 

G.I.L.T.) has improved the general efficacy of the localization process in this respect, 

making developers “more aware of the challenges posed by variables” (O’Hagan and 

Mangiron 2013: 133). Moreover, as Heimburg observes (2006: 142), several 

development studios are seeking to avoid grammar mistakes through the adoption of a 

meta-language, “which is a set of codes embedded in a string that allows the author to 
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incorporate many grammatical aspects of a language into a given sentence”, examples 

of which will be given in Chapter 4 when discussing project The Sims 4 (2014). 

Other code symbols that translators need to carefully interpret regard how the text 

will eventually be displayed on screen. The ‘\n’ sign is commonly found in strings to 

indicate that the text that follows it will be placed in the underlying line. ‘\^’, on the 

contrary, signals that the word preceding it and the one following it cannot be separated, 

not even by a line. Both these symbols are useful for translators to better organise the 

text space at their disposal as well as to gain an idea of the way text is going to appear 

in the game. 

Finally, as far as console games are concerned, strings have to be written in more 

than one way depending on the specific platform the title is going to be released for. As 

a matter fact, the three platform holders, Nintendo, Sony and Microsoft, have created 

their own terminology, which for the most part encompasses terms relating to hardware, 

services and functions provided by their systems to the players. As each format holder 

perceives its brand and technology as unique, and also in an effort to differentiate their 

respective consoles, the adherence to the established terminology is mandatory, and, if 

ignored, leads one game to fail the submission process (see section 3.2.6). As stated, the 

terminology is platform-specific, hence it may change even if the manufacturer 

producing the different game systems is the same, as with PS4, PS Portable and PS Vita 

for Sony. Consequently, if a video game is to be released for PS Vita (Sony), PS4 

(Sony) and Xbox One (Microsoft), developers will have to comply with three different 

terminologies, both because in one case the brand is different (Xbox One - Microsoft) 

and because the selected platforms are varied. 

The similarities between terminologies are especially evident in the case of Sony 

and Microsoft, as the two companies produce comparable hardware. Thus, while Sony 

requires its devices to be referred to as ‘systems’ in any system message appearing in a 

video game, Microsoft wants its own to be called ‘consoles’. Likewise, the lever in the 

controller that allows the player to make selections, control the main characters and 

scroll screens in a game is defined as ‘analogue stick’ for Sony hardware and 

‘thumbstick’ for Microsoft, and so on. As a result, if a video game for Xbox 360 

(Microsoft) refers to that lever as ‘analogue stick’, the title will be rejected and denied 

release for that console. Logically, terminologies are pertinent for translations as well, 
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so that ‘analogue stick’ and ‘thumbstick’ have their equivalent for any other language 

for which first parties have a market. Nintendo, Sony and Microsoft have indeed 

produced the so-called ‘first parties glossaries’ and translated them for language 

professionals to abide by. Ironically, for target languages the situation has grown even 

more complicated, since some terms that are identical across platforms and brands in the 

SL hold different translations in a TL such as Italian. For example, the word ‘button’, 

which is the same both for Microsoft and for Sony, is rendered as ‘pulsante’ and ‘tasto’ 

respectively, in the Italian glossaries. Hence, it can happen that, even if the original 

version of a US game is successfully submitted to first parties, its localised versions 

fails the process owing to terminology issues that are not present in the original. This 

problematic aspect has in turn enhanced the importance of localization in the eyes of the 

developers, to the point of creating a special department within the largest localization 

companies, usually known as ‘LT Compliance’, that is in charge of ensuring that 

glossaries are scrupulously respected by translators. 

The hundreds of terms contained in the first parties glossaries are generally 

referred to as naming conventions, and experienced video game translators learn to 

identify, when working on the assets, those words that are likely to have a pre-

determined translation they cannot customise or alter, but rather have to align with. 

These glossaries, therefore, become a necessary companion, and translators are 

expected to be familiar with them and use them. It is not rare that a given string must be 

translated as many times as the number of consoles involved in the project, as it 

contains a naming convention with different translations based on platform (known as 

split string). Fortunately, as first parties terminology is almost entirely linked to the 

hardware, it is very unlikely that a naming convention will appear in a text connected to 

the game in its purest narrative form, such as a dialogue between two characters in the 

story. Contrariwise, it may be included in those messages informing players on how to 

save the game or warning them against turning off the console while the saving process 

is taking place, i.e. at those times when the game narration is interrupted and users are 

reminded of the ludic or technical aspect of the video game experience. Such messages 

are known as guideline messages, have an extremely informative nature, often include 

naming conventions, and their translation is not necessarily pre-determined, yet must 

convey exactly what the source text says, even if to the detriment of style. For instance, 



85 

 

the guideline message ‘Win a friendly match in Seasons’, frequently encountered in 

football games, if translated in Italian as ‘Gioca un’amichevole in modalità Stagioni’ 

leads to an instant fail during the submission process. The reason lies in that verb, ‘win’, 

which instructs the players to achieve a victory, rather than simply taking part in a 

friendly match. Thus, the correct Italian translation would pick the verb ‘vincere’ 

instead. If such restrictions may come across as unreasonably severe, it should be borne 

in mind that: first, technical operations must be handled with care, as they can cause 

electronic malfunctions; secondly, behind any request, a video game always promises a 

reward, even when not explicitly stated, and that is precisely why players accept it, 

other than for the opportunity to put their skills to the test. In consequence of this, the 

request must be crystal-clear, otherwise players might end up playing the wrong way, 

not achieving any reward, growing frustrated and ultimately abandoning the game 

(Cannizzaro, 20th January 2015, personal communication). 

As mentioned earlier, guideline messages are triggered during technical, software-

bound operations, but can also appear in the in-game manuals (more specifically, in 

those sections describing technical operations), and in ‘Trophies’, ‘Achievements’ and 

‘Rich Presence’ strings. Achievements and Trophies are points that Microsoft and Sony 

respectively award to players for the completion of game-specific challenges (as in the 

example provided above), such as beating a level or amassing a specified number of 

wins against other users in online matches and other various in-game trials. Rich 

Presence, on the other hand, provides players with details about what video game a 

friend is playing, which game challenges s/he is facing and if a joint game session is 

possible. 

All the strings used for Trophies and Achievements contain information on the 

challenges to complete in order to unlock points, and alongside Rich Presence-related 

ones bear special space constraints. In the case of the first two, up to 32 characters are 

allowed for the name of the Achievement/Trophy, and up to 100 characters for the 

description of the implied challenge. Xbox One holds an exception, with a limit of 44 

characters for the name. As for Rich Presence, two lines of 22 characters each are 

allowed as a maximum for the name, and up to 100 characters for the description. Space 

restrictions, as seen above, represent a common issue to video game translators, but, 

while the ordinary ones only generate text truncations when the imposed limitations are 
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exceeded, and consequently result in a drop in the localization quality, Trophy, 

Achievement and Rich Presence strings displaying cut-off contents qualify for an 

instant fail in the submission process. Their apt translation is, therefore, of the utmost 

importance. 

Lastly, terms protected by copyright deserve at least a brief mention, as they too 

can make a video game fail submission to first parties, if not respected. A case in point 

is Sony terminology for PlayStation®4, PlayStation®Store, PlayStation®Plus etc. If the 

trademark symbol is omitted whenever a reference to the brand appears on screen, in the 

game, Sony will reject the title. No modifications are possible, even when justified by 

the TL specific grammar, as with naming conventions and guideline messages. Hence, a 

string containing the brand name ‘Playstation®4’ will still pose a problem, since the ‘s’ 

letter is not capitalised. 

As apparent in the examples provided thus far, translating a video game presents 

greater challenges to professionals than those normally encountered in other fields and 

domains. It is not only a matter of being faithful to the original and devising high-end 

solutions for the target recipients. Nor are cultural backlashes the only risks at stake, as 

discussed in the previous chapters. It also entails copying with technical issues related 

to the technological nature of the medium, and showing an excellent degree of 

flexibility in adjusting to troublesome space constraints, encoded variables, compulsory 

pre-established terminologies, potentially ungrammatical constructions generated by 

software automatic juxtapositions, and the possible lack of context. 

Once the translation process is over, translators move to reviewing and editing the 

assets. In the in-house model, they review each other’s work, whereas in the 

outsourcing model it is usually the vendor who performs the proofreading. The editing 

can also be carried out by editors employed by the developer or the publisher. Other 

than finding errors and typos, it is important to check whether translation is coherent 

and consistent among the various translators involved. 
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3.2.3 Audio Recording 

 

While the translation process is still in progress, audio professionals start working on 

the available translated strings that need to be voiced-over. As to be expected, time-lag 

increases when the post-gold model is adopted, but in sim-ship recording and translation 

happen simultaneously and in synergy. As a matter of fact, the recording process is but 

one stage in the chain of operations carried out by the audio capture department. A 

graphic of the different audio-related stages involved in localization is provided below: 

 

 

Chain of operations in Audio Recording 

 

The main issues, during recording, concern once again the non-linearity of the strings 

presented to translators, which eventually reach the audio department in a similar 

fashion. More often than not, all the lines for each character are grouped together and 

consequently voice actors may find themselves dubbing a dialogue where it is not 

possible to know what the interlocutor is saying back, which makes their job harder 

(O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 134). Furthermore, actors usually do not see what is 

occurring in the game and can only base their performances on the original VO files in 

the source language. The recordings are carried out either in-house or by an external 

vendor, as in the case of translation. After casting the actors (called also ‘talents’ in the 

sector), the recording sessions take place in a studio, “with the assistance of an adjuster, 

a sound engineer, and a dubbing director for major projects” (ibid.). The localization 

coordinator may be present as well, in an in-house scenario, “to ensure things run 
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smoothly and to deal with any problems that may arise” (ibid.). Similarly to what 

happens in AVT, the adjuster may decide to amend the translated strings for lip-

synching or timing purposes. Once the script has been recorded, developers and 

publishers generally do not welcome the idea of changing it, owing to the costs that 

would imply, unless a major error is found. However, it should be borne in mind that, if 

there is a mismatching between a translated string and a recorded line, it is more likely 

that modifications will be applied to the string, for financial reasons. 

As Sioli et al. inform (2007: 19) five different types of audio recording are 

possible: wild, time-constrained, sound-synch, lip-synch and stitches. It is beyond the 

scope of this paper to perform an in-depth analysis of what they consist in, hence only 

the aspects pertinent to translation will be described. While the wild type is bereft of 

any limitations in terms of time, due to the absence of characters on screen, time-

constrained and sound-synch ones need the localised strings to be as long as the takes
9
. 

In the former case, no characters appear on screen, nevertheless “the audio can be 

synchronized with events happening on screen, for example in a tutorial where the 

player is shown what to do” (ibid.). In the latter, characters appear on screen, but they 

are not close enough for players to clearly see their lips moving. Even so, text should be 

adapted so as to match the pauses in each sentence. This is very important during 

dialogues, where characters intervene or interrupt other characters. The lip-synch type is 

self-explanatory, and predictably affects translation to a higher extent than in the earlier 

instances. Words here have to adjust to character lip movements, which are based on the 

SL, so that, unless a customisable lip-synch animation technology is employed, such as 

an AI-driven facial modelling technology (Lewinsky 2010)
10

, translators might have to 

rewrite the entire content of the string accordingly. 

Finally, ‘stitching’ is a technique peculiar to how dubbing is dealt with in the 

gaming industry. Since voice actors are frequently asked to record isolated words or 

phrases, as opposed to the way re-voicing is normally done for cinema (O’Hagan and 

Mangiron 2013: 169), sound engineers end up having a collection of short audio files 

(i.e. the ‘stitches’) that can be used at different stages of the game by means of variables 

inserted in run-time. The following graphic, relating to a football game, is quite telling 

on how this is achieved: 

                                                
9 Takes whose length is established by the SL in the original version. 
10 This technology allows facial animations “to match the audio based on the actor’s voice stress and inflection” (ibid.). 
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Variable element 1 Fixed element Variable element 2 Fixed element 

Player A just scored first goal of the match! 

Player B  second goal  

Player C  third goal  

Source: Loureiro (2007) 

 

The variable elements are selected by the software depending on the action taken in the 

game by the player (i.e. the football player s/he is using to score and how many goals 

have been scored until then), whereas the rest of the string remains fixed. As seen in the 

previous section, variables come with the pitfall of potentially generating 

ungrammatical constructions, and stitches are no exception. Moreover, the artificially 

joined sentences have to “link seamlessly with the rest of the spoken sentences”, 

meaning that these techniques “rely not only on professional voice talents, but also on 

well-trained sound engineers and voice directors who understand the TL and can detect 

takes which are not natural and therefore jarring to the target player” (ibid.). 

 

 

 

3.2.4 Integration (Engineering) 

 

Following translation and recording, a team of engineers integrates the localised assets 

into the game code and produces the so-called ‘build’, a functional and playable version 

of the localised title also known as ‘first playable alpha’, which will be used during 

testing and debugging. The process is repeated several times, especially in the sim-ship 

model, as developers keep on writing text and programming the assets, while translators 

work on them and voice talents record them. As explained in Chapter 2, not all the 

assets are voiced-over, depending on the level of localization and on developers’ 

decisions about the structure and the specifics of the video game. 

Therefore, the exchange occurs for the most part among studio, translators and 

engineers: every time new text is produced, language conversion follows up and 

concludes with its integration into the text database, where the whole game text is 

contained, and consequently in the software. Whenever the database is updated with a 
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new set of translated text, this is called ‘text drop’, and it usually leads to the creation of 

a new build. As a result, builds feature an identification number used by testers to 

understand whether the version they are working on is the latest created or an outdated 

one. A successful integration requires an effective internationalization of the game 

software, as discussed in Chapter 1. 

 

 

 

3.2.5 Localization Testing 

 

After the creation of the first playable build, namely the alpha version of the game, it is 

possible to start using the software with the aim of detecting any error that may 

undermine the end user’s experience. Such errors are called ‘bugs’, owing to their  

electronic nature, and that is why the testing process is also known as ‘debugging’. 

There are two main types of bugs: game bugs and language bugs. The firsts are 

connected to the ludic dimension of the game, seen purely as a programme with 

technical aspects and mechanics; the seconds relate to text, and thus to the language 

used in the game. Quality assurance (QA) normally deals with game bugs, conducting 

functionality testing of the available builds. QA can be performed either by a team of 

testers within the developers’ company, in the in-house model, or by the translation 

vendor or a specialised QA vendor in the outsourcing model (O’Hagan and Mangiron 

2013: 137). These testers do not necessarily speak the language of the version they use, 

as their tasks are restricted to ascertaining that the software works as designed. Hence, 

issues such as a sudden crash of the game, the screen freezing or commands not 

responding are what they are after, but they also check if the game is actually enjoyable, 

if a special feature has the effect it is supposed to have etc. However, their job is 

generally not limited to gameplay alone, but involves language bugs as well so far as 

the SL is concerned. In that case, though, testers need to be native speakers in the SL. 

Conversely, when localised versions of the game are introduced, linguistic testing 

(LT) is entrusted to the localization department, in a in-house scenario, or to a 

localization vendor if outsourced. Linguistic testing is comparable to what QA does in 

the SL with language bugs, searching for grammar mistakes, truncations, overlaps and 
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typos in the game text. It also encompasses compliance testing, that verifies the 

adherence to naming conventions, guideline messages and first parties terminology, and 

makes sure no legal violations have been committed, in addition to checking ethical, 

cultural and ratings-related criteria. Some authors refer to linguistic testing also as 

cosmetic testing, when text layout is additionally paid attention to (O’Hagan and 

Mangiron 2013: 138). Differently from QA, where proficiency in the language in which 

the game is written may or may not be requested, LT requires testers to be native 

speakers in the TL. 

QA and LT are given paramount importance by developers as builds represent the 

only occasion when the various assets piece together, and the programming code and 

the game itself reveal value and effectiveness. Testers can indeed provide a different 

point of view from the biased vantage position held by programmers, who may 

overlook or take for granted those elements that the average player might instead notice 

and find confusing or problematic. At the same time, developers are too busy creating 

the code and coming up with inventive concepts to thoroughly check their practicability, 

or see those glitches in the system that only the so-called ‘fresh eye’ (testers’ eye) can 

spot. From a linguistic viewpoint, builds represent also an invaluable opportunity to 

finally see how strings look on screen together with all the other non-verbal information 

conveyed by the game. In other words, builds fill the void of context that plague 

translators, and only LT testers can fix those lapses, misunderstandings and 

mistranslations that translators may have produced owing to not being able to see the 

game in action. 

Since this paper primarily focuses on language and translation investigations into 

video games, QA activities will not be explored any further, also because they happen 

outside the localization process. On the contrary, LT operations are fully consistent with 

the scope of this work, and will be analysed both in this section and in section 3.3, 

which will delve into the workflow of linguistic testers in a in-house localization model. 

The LT department usually consists of at least 25 professionals working together 

with different assignments. They are commonly divided along these lines: 

 

 1-2 project managers/supervisors; 

 4 team leads; 
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 4-5 compliance testers; 

 16 senior testers. 

 

These numbers exponentially increase at certain times over the year, known as ‘high 

peaks’, when up to 200 additional testers (also known as ‘temp testers’, i.e. temporary 

testers) may be included among their ranks, normally short-term contractors working on 

specific projects that require a great deal of human resources. 

Project managers negotiate tasks and deadlines with other departments and the 

studio (i.e. the developers), track project costs, assign daily tasks to the project team, 

evaluate testing progresses with senior testers, and communicate all feedbacks and 

concerns to the studio. Senior testers are experienced and permanent testers who ensure 

that testers receive all relevant information about the project and follow the instructions 

provided to them. They also cascade daily tasks to testers working on the same project, 

deciding who will take care of testing certain areas and aspects of the video game. 

Finally, they gather all feedbacks from testers and report them to the studio or the 

project managers. Each team lead deals with one of the four main European languages, 

namely French, Italian, German and Spanish, and with other languages as well if the 

localization plan is not limited to FIGS (see Chapter 2). Team leads supply hardware 

and software to testers, fix minor technical issues and offer language-specific assistance. 

They also evaluate and handle points of escalation, e.g. when a cultural backlash caused 

by a content in the game is so evident and serious as to possibly lead to censorship. 

Compliance testers present a similar division and carry out compliance testing. The fifth 

member is typically a coordinator supervising their work. Lastly, testers test the game, 

complete assigned tasks and report issues and testing progression on a daily basis. 

Testers are routinely faced with a number of challenges: 

 

1) Game stability 

 The game is still in development and content is incomplete; 

 Some game areas to be tested may not be accessible; 

 The game crashes, preventing them from completing their assignments (chiefly 

in alpha phase). 
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2) Missing assets 

 Contents to be tested are not available as translation is yet to be completed; 

 Considerable amount of hardcoded text or placeholders (see section 3.3); 

 Audio still to be recorded and therefore not testable. 

 

3) Content/design changes 

 Game areas that had been tested and verified need to be checked again; 

 Changes trigger errors in previously bug-free areas. 

 

4) Interrupted development 

 Project is put to a halt for some time; 

 Testers are reassigned to another project or kept idle. 

 

5) Missing cheats 

 Not present or locked to testers. Consequently, progression through the game is 

made difficult; 

 Removed near the end of the project. 

 

6) Having more than one project assigned during the day 

 Not enough time to deal with both; 

 Prioritisation skills required; 

 Ability to organise time between different tasks required; 

 Self-awareness, ability to understand when it is not possible to accomplish all the 

tasks, and to inform the team accordingly required. 

 

7) Being moved to a project that has already started 

 Ability to quickly adapt required; 

 Ability to catch up with ongoing progresses required. 

 

Such challenges may occur at any time over the localization project timeline, but some 

phases in the testing process make it more likely for them to take place. The main 

milestones (see section 3.2.1) in the production of a video game are generally: pre-
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alpha, alpha, beta, pre-master, release candidate (RC) and gold master. These six 

stages are linked to the status of the software from development to its final release into 

the market. The pre-alpha phase is usually devoted to the development and the 

translation of the assets. As explained before, development and translation can continue 

for almost the entire duration of the project, but at this stage the bulk of the game is 

created. Alpha phase comprises LT phase 1 and LT phase 2: LT phase 1 may last one or 

two weeks, and is carried out by a small number of testers who are not necessarily 

mother tongues in the TL. Their task is to ensure that translated assets and contents have 

been correctly integrated in the build, that the localised builds present no major 

hardware issues, and that special characters specific for the target language are 

accurately displayed. Thorough language checks are left for later, and will be conducted 

by natives. Lt phase 2 lasts from a single week up to nine weeks, even longer for 

especially large projects, and the core of linguistic testing is performed in this lapse of 

time. LT operations may sometimes cross over to the beta phase, where the game 

software has achieved a greater stability and highly resembles what the final product 

will look like. 

A well-done compliance testing becomes crucial, at this time, as the software is 

close to reaching its ultimate form and being reviewed by first parties. With the pre-

master version, developers put the finishing touches, and translation and testing are 

considered as completed. The release candidate may be defined as the final version of 

the video game, matching the one users will play, and is submitted to the platform 

holder for approval. Once the license to release the title for that particular platform is 

obtained, publishers produce the gold master and shipment begins (Bethke 2003: 293-

295). 

LT phase 1 may be regarded as a preparatory stage for localization testing, 

involving a limited number of resources. Testers declare the Language Verifiable Build 

status (LVB) once the amount of localised assets present is deemed acceptable, and 

subsequently move on to achieving the First Pass after all the areas of the game have 

been checked for the first time. Conversely, LT phase 2 engages testers at the best of 

their capabilities, and their degree of accuracy increases as a consequence. The 

atmosphere is normally fast paced and technical glitches are expectable until later 

towards the end of the alpha phase. Each tester is assigned to a Stock Keeping Unit 
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(SKU), which is characterised by the game to be tested, the platform the title is going to 

be released for and the language in which it is localised. Hence, a game of the FIFA 

series (1993-) for Xbox 360 in Spanish will be a SKU; others might be referred to as 

FIFA-PS3-Italian SKU, FIFA-PS3-Russian SKU, Dragon Age-PS3-Russian SKU etc. 

Testers follow a schedule that changes on a daily basis, which they receive as an e-mail 

instructing them on which areas of the game they are asked to check first. The decisions 

are made by the project manager(s) after consultation with the studio, and then 

communicated to the different levels of the departmental hierarchy, all the way down to 

the testers. 

Developers may allow testers to use a debug menu, also known as ‘cheats’, i.e. a 

hidden menu in the software that enables the user to go through the game at a faster 

speed, practically nullifying the degree of the challenge usually presented to players. 

This is done in order to carry out the testing with no waste of time. Unfortunately, 

debug menus may be removed or invalidated towards the end of the project to increase 

game stability. Testers play the game multiple times and search for any language and 

culture-related bug. When they find one, they first try to fix it themselves in the text 

database. If this is not possible, normally owing to technical reasons requiring 

programming expertise, they report it to the appropriate persons in the development 

studio within the end of the day. Developers then act upon their reports and proceed to 

fix the bug. In the space of one or two days (even more, depending on the project 

timeline), a new build is produced featuring the changes made by developers to fix the 

reported bugs.
11

 Testers are thus asked to replay the areas of the game where bugs had 

been discovered and check whether any other related issue still occurs. This operation is 

called regression. Once the localization testing is over, the text database is locked down 

and can no longer be modified by testers. Sign-off follows up and the submission 

process begins. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
11 As explained in the previous sections, builds are primarily produced whenever a new content is available in the game 

or a change in the software code is performed. 
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3.2.6 Marketing 

 

Marketing was not included in the graphic outlining the typical production chain of a 

video game, as this department can start operating at any moment during a project, even 

before developers actually start programming the software, for example by announcing 

the development of the new game and the main characteristics it is expected to boast. 

Marketing has to keep into account how the different game assets are being localised, 

but generally holds a much more leading role, and affects in turn the terminology (not 

first parties’) and the translation style used in the TL versions. In other words, if 

marketing for a target country advertises a given game content by providing a 

translation for it on its own accord, subsequent localization will have to comply with 

that linguistic solution so as to avoid inconsistencies. For these reasons, translators and 

LT testers sometimes receive a special glossary compiled by the marketing department 

that features all the terms with which players from that locale could be already familiar. 

Marketing advertisement usually consists of video, banners and dedicated websites. 

 

 

 

3.2.7 First Parties Submission 

 

Titles developed for PC or mobile phones currently have no official approval process
12

, 

whereas console releases must be submitted to the platform holder for a final and 

thorough technical compliance check (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 140). As O’Hagan 

and Mangiron explain: 

 

This is necessary to ensure that the software works properly on the intended platform, that 

it does not harm the hardware and also as a way of ensuring that the quality of the game 

meets the standards of the platform holder. [...] These [checks] cover highly technical 

aspects as well as the terminology, the formatting of standard error messages, the 

handling of memory card data and the handling of copyrighted material. 

 

                                                
12 Apparently, iPhone games are an exception (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 140). 



97 

 

Indeed, Sony, Microsoft and Nintendo have their own specific technical requirements to 

fulfil which vary depending on the different geographies where their hardware is sold, 

namely Asia, the United States and Europe (Chandler and Deming 2012: 7). If any 

conflict with these requirements is found, the game is rejected and will have to go back 

to the developers, who will have to arrange the necessary changes in a limited period of 

time and then resubmit it, paying the required submission fee again. Consequently, 

failure to obtain licenses from the first parties is regarded as a serious and costly setback 

to the production chain, which sometimes can even lead to a project being cancelled 

owing to a ship date (i.e. release date in stores) being missed. As it will be shown in the 

next section, LT bugs, that is to say language-related bugs found during the localization 

testing, can actually contribute to such failure, chiefly when they involve a breach of 

platform holders terminology. Therefore, as already anticipated, it may happen that the 

original version of a video game is approved by first parties while a localised version is 

judged unsuitable for distribution, jeopardising the entire project in the process. As a 

result, localization issues have acquired in time much more importance than ever before. 

At the same time, though, responsibilities have grown as well. 

To conclude this review of the localization process, Chandler’s table (2008b) 

representing a game localization scenario is perhaps a good way to summarise and 

highlight, above all, the ‘numbers’ involved in a localization project. The table 

examines timeframe and word volume of a multi-platform English title localised into 

FIGS and released for PC, Xbox 360 and PS3. Much of its relevance lies in the fact that 

it puts such figures in relation with several tasks described in this chapter. 

 

Task Volume Timeframe 

Translation 30,000 words 

in-game text 

10,000 in-game words 20 days (single 

translator) 20,000 words of 
dialogue (all 

dialogue to be 

subtitled) 

12 major 
characters (100+ 

lines each) 

 
20 minor 

characters 

 

400 dubbed lines 
in cut-scenes 

Casting 32 characters (voice talents) 7 days 

(including time 
for approvals) 
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Voiceover (VO) 

Recording 

2,000 lines, involving 32 characters 14 days (both 

recording and 

processing) 

Asset Integration In-game text, audio files (no art assets to be 
integrated) 

1 day 

Linguistic 

Testing 

3 rounds testing/fixes 21 days 

Ratings Review Need 100% content 3-4 weeks 

Production 1 language / 1 platform 63 days 

1 language / 3 platforms 107 days 

4 languages / 3 platforms 428 person days 

Source: Chandler 2008b, cited in O’Hagan and Mangiron (2013: 141) 

 

 

 

3.3 An insight into localization testing 

 

Motivated by the author’s professional experience in this job, this section delves into 

the workflow of linguistic testers in a in-house localization model. As stated already, LT 

testers hold the advantage of being able to see, use and play the localised version of a 

video game, since the assets have been (at least partially) translated and integrated into a 

playable build, the alpha version. Unlike translators, therefore, who frequently suffer 

from lack of context and, even when provided with meta-data by the developers, cannot 

enjoy the product in full view, LT testers are in the right position to check whether the 

translated strings fit the context and are appropriately displayed on screen. For the most 

part, LT testers deal with anything QA testers did not cover, that is to say those 

elements that are not presented in the same way in the original version of the title, such 

as text and audio, which are tailored to the TL in the localised builds. Arts, on the 

contrary, and any other visual aspect are seldom paid attention to, because they are the 

same for any player around the globe and not liable to translation. The only exceptions 

are, as explained in Chapter 2, those art assets that feature text. Similarly, gameplay 

does not change during localization and is generally tested only in QA. In spite of this, 

arts, visuals and gameplay may still have an impact on the target culture, thus they can 

never be entirely ignored during localization testing. 

In order to aptly single out the factors that are likely to create a cultural backlash 

in the target market, LT testers make use of a special document that pinpoints forbidden 
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and culturally sensitive topics for several countries. For instance, it is reminded that 

German versions can never feature depictions that include propaganda materials or 

symbols of unconstitutional organizations (e.g. Nazi symbols such as Swastika). For 

French, a sensitive topic is represented by the language itself, as the Toubon Law 

mandates the use of the French language in all commercial communications, meaning 

that any intrusion on the part of the SL can lead to legal consequences. Italy, in turn, is 

described as particularly susceptible to any swear against God (see Chapter 4 for 

examples in the Battlefield series (2002-)) and pedophilia. The case of Japan is 

especially significant, as art assets, visuals and gameplay can generate cultural clashes, 

here: human limbs cannot be shown as torn off, decapitation is not allowed, internal 

organs must be hidden or covered, sexual organs and nipples cannot be displayed in any 

way, players must not be able to interact with a dead body and civilians cannot be 

killed. Localisers for Arabic, on the other hand, are warned not to have any reference to 

sexual behaviours, illustrations of naked women or men and, predictably, any kind of 

Anti-Islamic act. Some cases are extremely interesting for their implications on 

translation. For example, Russian versions are advised not to adopt foul expressions as 

these are deemed much stronger than the English equivalents. 

This document is actually part of a much larger group of reference materials and 

tools of which LT testers avail themselves. Consulting first parties glossaries is 

essential, as explained earlier, but coverage documents are also important, in that they 

shed light on all the game characteristics and are usually drafted by the development 

team itself. Finally, keeping a good communication network and e-mails are an 

excellent way to stay abreast of the latest updates in a project. 

LT testers are expected to be knowledgeable about those particular areas in a 

game that are more likely to contain text, other than the ones discussed in Chapter 2. As 

far as in-game text is concerned, testers check: the ‘front-end’, i.e. that part of a game 

that is displayed after the game title screen and until gameplay starts; the ‘back-end’, 

namely the one that is shown after gameplay has started, but not related to it, such as 

pause menu, results screens etc; subtitles; pop-up messages such as tooltips. As for the 

audio, testers mainly check dialogues and audio tutorials. 

Errors and linguistic issues may come in a variety of forms and types. The most 

common are: 
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 Overlaps, occurring when one or several strings are exceeding their length limit, 

colliding with each other or with other elements of the background design. 

 Cut-offs, occurring when a string is missing text on screen, usually due to the 

lack of space. 

 Overflows, occurring when text goes out of the screen. 

 Missing text, occurring when the text does not appear on screen. 

 Wrong translation, occurring when text is misleading, does not match the 

original or contains grammar and spelling mistakes. 

 Language specific issues, such as wrong special characters, wrong thousand 

separator or decimal mark, wrong time format etc. 

 Broken variables, occurring when a variable is displayed on screen instead of 

being replaced by the content it relates to. It could be a technical problem or the 

result of the translator altering the variable. 

 Placeholders, i.e. a temporary content displayed on screen when the localised 

version does not exist yet. It usually appears in the form of a group of random 

characters. 

 Hardcoded text. Similar to placeholders, but the localised version actually exists, 

although it is not displayed. It is always a technical issue that can only be solved 

via a bug report (see below). 

 Legal violations. 

 Breach of the first parties terminology. 

 

In the case of audio assets, the most typical issues are: 

 

 Unlocalised audio, when the original file is retained in the localised version of 

the game. 

 Breach of the first parties terminology. 

 Cut-offs, when the recording ends abruptly while the actor is still speaking. 

 Mismatches, e.g. when a male voice is assigned to a female character and vice 

versa. 
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 Missing audio, when there is actually no audio file being triggered when the 

game character speaks. 

 Legal (talents), when a famous fictional character is not dubbed by its official 

voice actor / actor (e.g. Harry Potter is not dubbed by the same actor performing 

in the Harry Potter movie series (2001-)). 

 Duplicate, when there are more than one audio file with the same recording. 

 Wrong transcription, when recording and string text do not match. 

 Wrong file name, e.g. ‘Shepard_ Male_Speaking’, but the voice is that of a 

woman. 

 Noise / Low quality. 

 Volume issue, when the volume is too loud or vice versa. 

 Missing audio effect, e.g. recording of a radio communication, but the character 

does not sound like talking on a radio. 

 Critical performance (talents). 

 Pronunciation concern, e.g. two characters refer to the same item by calling it by 

a different name. 

 

However, LT testers must always bear in mind that the SL (usually English) is the 

reference. As a consequence, if a translation, a localised recording or an asset, which is 

considered confusing or even wrong by a tester, is exactly the same also in the original 

version, it is not to be regarded as an issue, at least not for the localization department. 

When one of these issues is found, LT testers have three options at their disposal: 

(1) performing a text change; (2) reporting the issue via a bug report; (3) writing a 

‘concern’. Text changes are made in the text database and yield results in the following 

build of the game and after every new text drop (see section 3.2.4 and 3.2.5). They are 

considered as the preferable solution to pick, as testers are thus able to fix the issue by 

themselves. At the same time, testers take full responsibility for any negative 

consequence that may arise from such change, in the game. Bug reports are written and 

sent to developers when testers cannot fix the issue by themselves, usually owing to 

technical reasons. Hence, they should not be used as an easy shortcut to shift 

responsibility to someone else. 
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Finally, concerns resemble bug reports in the way they are compiled, but differ 

from the latter in that they do not pertain to localization issues, still they are related to 

the video game and could represent a useful information for other departments such as 

Quality Assurance. Moreover, they can be opted for when the tester is not sure the issue 

in question can be called a bug, and prefers to ask for more information about it to the 

studio. 

Performing text changes requires testers to possess a remarkable command of 

their native language (the TL). This is necessary as they have to reformulate translations 

in keeping with the specific game context, often shortening sentences to avoid 

truncations or replacing them altogether for a better adherence. Furthermore, they need 

to be careful and accurate readers, and show a great attention to details. Prior to making 

a change to the text, though, it is important to check the string status. As a matter of 

fact, depending on the status of the string where the issue is found, testers may decide to 

correct it or not. String statuses can appear as: 

 

 Translation done. A text change is possible, as this is the way the content of the 

string is going to be ultimately displayed in the game. 

 LT modified. It means that the string has been amended by an LT tester via a text 

change. 

 Needs translation. A text change is not recommended, as the string is yet to be 

sent to translators. 

 In translation. A text change is not recommend, as the string is waiting for 

translators to provide a (new) translation. 

 Placeholder. The string is literally ‘holding the place’ for some content to be put 

in it. Therefore, it is still under development and studio might decide to remove 

it or use it with the same or a different textual content, in the future. 

 Do not translate. This kind of string is usually left as in the original and may or 

may not appear in the game. 

 

LT testers need to pay considerable attention to string statuses as they can change with 

time. Even a perfectly-looking string classified as ‘translation done’ in the database may 

be subsequently modified by developers in the SL. This can frequently occur, since 
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developers keep working on the game as the localisation testing proceeds. Whenever a 

new content is implemented in a string in the original game, that string is sent again for 

translation in order to match the new text in the localised version. Placeholders, on the 

other hand, constitute a special case in the localization scenario, as their evolution is 

often unpredictable. They are expected to be abundantly present in the game at the 

beginning of the development process, but their number should decrease as new 

milestones are conquered, and eventually disappear. In consequence of this, LT testers 

generally tend to ignore them when a project begins, writing concerns if any of them are 

spotted at the midpoint. Conversely, they are to be considered a serious bug when the 

end of the project is within sight, and must be reported accordingly. In this case, a text 

change is indeed pointless, as only developers can decide what to do with a placeholder. 

When an issue in the localised build of a game is detected, therefore, LT testers 

carefully evaluate how they should fix it. If a text change is not a viable solution, the 

issue is to be considered a bug and must be reported to the studio. Postponing is never 

an option and testers normally report immediately, following a bug-writing format. The 

template may vary from project to project but it must always include the so-called ‘three 

Ws’, describing what issue is being reported, where it was found in the game and under 

which circumstances. The style has to be either formal or neutral, well-structured, clear 

and concise, and use technical and professional language. Moreover, all relevant 

information must be included, and only one bug for each fix request should be flagged 

(not one for each game screen). An example is provided below (explanations are given 

between square brackets): 

 

Title/Subject: LOC [the specific department sending the report, in this case the 

Localization Department] - LT2 [LT phase 2] - MASS EFFECT 3 - ITALIAN - PS3 [the 

SKU details] - AUDIO [the bug type, connected to the specific asset where it was found] 

- STORY MODE [the area in the game where the bug has been discovered] - 

Inconsistencies in Kaidan Alenko/Ashley Williams characters [description of the bug] 

 

Path: [Explanation of the steps necessary to reproduce the bug] 

- Boot the game 

- From the main menu, go to Story Mode 

- Complete mission 5 
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- Talk to the Illusive Man before starting the Horizon mission 

- Notice the issue 

 

Description: [detailed description of the bug] 

While playing Shepard Female story, the Illusive Man wrongly refers to Ashley Williams 

as ‘Kaidan Alenko’. It might happen with Shepard Male as well. 

 

Solution: [proposal for fixing the bug] 

The Illusive Man should refer to Ashley William with her name, instead of using the 

name of a dead character. The issue might be caused by the audio file presenting a wrong 

file name. 

 

String ID: 657292 

 

The report also details the version/number of the build used for testing, the ID assigned 

to the bug, the reporter’s name, the severity level, the date when the bug was found and 

how often the bug occurs. Finally, testers always try to attach a screenshot of the game 

screen where the bug was found, highlighting the issue with a red rectangle. This is 

greatly appreciated as it provides developers with a visual help to recognise and locate 

the bug in the game. 

Severity levels are assigned by testers and describe the impact the bug has on the 

overall game performance. There are usually three levels, for severity, in localization 

testing: L1 bugs represent very critical issues undermining the game stability, and often 

hinder players from progressing in the game; L2 bugs are considered major issues that 

the end user will probably notice, but they do not count for progressing in the game; L3 

bugs are minor issues that players are unlikely to pay attention to, such as a typo in the 

graphic text of a sign placed in the background of a game location. Naturally, depending 

on the severity level, the reaction from the studio changes accordingly, so that L1 bugs 

are swiftly taken care of, whereas L3 are handled only when no other L1 and L2 issues 

remain to be fixed. Towards the end of the project L3 bugs are actually not even 

reported any longer, as schedules become very tight and there is no time for correcting 

minor issues. 
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Once a bug has been reported, LT testers may keep track of how the issue is 

treated by the development studio by means of the status assigned to it. The report may 

appear as: 

 

 Unconfirmed. Developers have yet to review the report. 

 Confirmed. The bug has been acknowledged. 

 Need more info. The report is deemed unclear. 

 Info added. The tester has updated the bug report. 

 Claimed fix. Developers claim to have fixed the bug. 

 Pending build. Developers are currently fixing the bug. 

 Fix verified. The tester confirms that the bug has been fixed. 

 Fix failed. In spite of developers claiming otherwise, the tester confirms that the 

bug is still present. Usually, new attempts at fixing the bug will follow up. 

 CNR (Cannot Reproduce). Developers are unable to reproduce the bug. 

 Request invalid / As designed. The game software works as expected. It is not a 

bug for the studio. 

 Request KS (Known Shippable). The bug is acknowledged, but it will not be 

fixed. 

 Request DB (Deferred Bug). The bug is acknowledged, but will be fixed after the 

release of the game via a patch, an expansion or a downloadable content (DLC). 

 

It is compulsory for developers to fix L1 bugs, but L2 and L3 bug reports may receive a 

status such as the last two described above. Nevertheless, there is a limit to how many 

bugs developers can ignore, in localization. This limit is known as threshold, and is 

based on the word volume of a project, i.e. the total amount of words appearing in the 

game. Every time a certain amount of words is reached, the threshold grows and so does 

the number of bugs that can be neglected. An L3 bug which the studio decides not to fix 

generates 1 point on the threshold, while ignoring an L2 bug amounts to 3 points. Once 

the limit is exceeded, the video game can still be released, but the localization 

department will give it a ‘low quality’ mark and will not be held responsible for 

possible future low sales in the target market. For example, if in a game project with a 
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20 threshold there are five L2 bugs and six L3 bugs that studio has not fixed, nor has 

any intention to, the title will fail the localization testing. 

As expounded earlier, concerns do not feature significant differences, compared 

to bug reports, particularly with regards to the writing template. Nevertheless, the issues 

they refer to are not connected to language bugs, unless referring to the SL, and usually 

privilege functionality-related questions for the studio. Alternatively, they can be used 

as a way for the LT testers to express doubts over some aspects of the game or elements 

that could be LT bugs, yet more information is needed to declare them as such. In both 

cases, however, concerns do not enjoy high priority and are usually compiled by testers 

at the end of the working day, and only if all other assignments have been carried out. 

Once again, though, the relative importance of concerns rely on the rationale adopted 

for the project, and some development studios or localization departments may ask LT 

testers to add a brief note to their daily report, which contains general considerations 

over the testing conducted for the day, specifying that there are no concerns. 

As the sign-off date approaches, it becomes increasingly important for LT testers 

to double-check all the text changes performed during the project, in order to ensure that 

they have been correctly implemented in the software. Strings that have been 

lengthened are particularly risky as they can produce truncations, maybe cutting off a 

naming convention or a guideline message, in which case the video game will fail the 

submission process to first parties. As surprising as it may sound, even fixed bugs can 

pose a threat, usually referred to as ‘knock-on effect’, namely a bug created in 

consequence of another bug being corrected. For this reason, it is advisable for LT 

testers to go through the game again as much as possible, looking for anything that 

might have been overlooked. As a matter of principle, LT sign-off and LT approval are 

achieved only when certain conditions are met. First of all, all the areas in the game 

must have been covered and tested at least twice. Secondly, the title must be L1-free, 

i.e. no L1 bug reports must have been ignored by the studio and left unresolved. 

Thirdly, the threshold must have been respected and not exceeded. As explained before, 

such case can lead to the video game being shipped anyway, but the LT approval will be 

refused. Lastly, no pending tasks must have been left, or important questions from the 

LT department still waiting for an answer. If all these requirements are satisfied, the 
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localization testing process ends successfully and the localised versions of the title can 

be distributed to retailers and made available to the public. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

The challenges of game localization for translators and LT testers 

 

 

 

Chapter 4 moves from the assumption that readers are already familiar with terms, 

concepts and practices discussed in the previous chapters. The aim is to go beyond the 

theoretical framework and the practical examples to provide a more realistic idea of a 

game localization testing project. The following two brief case studies recount the 

experience accrued by the author in Electronic Arts during summer 2014, and function 

as a way to see some of the contents previously analysed now applied to a hands-on 

scenario. 

 

 

 

4.1 The Sims 4 

 

The series known as The Sims (2000-) is one of the most popular, successful and 

profitable franchise published by Electronic Arts. It belongs to the life simulation genre, 

but, unlike many other competitors falling in the same category, it does not seek to 

recreate and portray life as it is, looking for a credible and realistic representation, but 

rather depicts an idealised world where everyone can achieve self-realization, 

opportunities are within anyone’s reach, and there are no diseases or discriminations of 

any sort. To avoid any stigmatization as ‘surreal’ or ‘pipe-dream world’, developers 

deliberately chose to adopt an increasingly cartoonish game design, and the concept 

lying at the base of the title seems to be that ‘Sims’, i.e. the people inhabiting the game 

world, are not exactly human and do not live on Earth. Theirs seems to be another 

world, possibly a parallel universe, which looks akin to Earth, yet features another 

language, diverse customs and a different culture by and large. In this respect, they 

might as well be considered as aliens, despite the unquestionable similarities with 

human beings. Naturally, a video game with no challenges and risks is not meant to be 
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long lasting, and Sims can indeed experience death or domestic tragedies such a fire, 

robbery, electrocuting, loneliness, starvation, unfaithful love etc. Nevertheless, the game 

seems to engage players more at an artistic, imaginative level, encouraging the creation 

of original and quaint households, and the interaction among them. 

For the most part, The Sims series is largely composed of sandbox games, in that 

they lack any defined goals and the action on the part of the player mainly revolves 

around creating Sims from scratch, placing them in pre-constructed or player-built 

houses, directing their moods and satisfying their desires. The array of available 

environments, objects, clothes, pieces of furniture, hairstyles etc. in the base game (BG) 

is regularly updated and enlarged by expansion packs (EP) and the so-called ‘stuff pack’ 

(SP), but the fan community is also given the opportunity to unofficially implement 

customised contents in the PC versions, usually downloadable from the web. 

The Sims 4 is developed by Maxis and The Sims Studio, and published by 

Electronic Arts. The title was released worldwide in the first half of September 2014. 

As far as localization is concerned, the translation of the assets began in May and the 

first playable alpha was put together towards the end of the same month. LT testing, 

therefore, could not start before that date. While translation was outsourced to external 

vendors and to freelance translators conversant with the franchise, the localization 

testing was performed in house by the publisher’s own team of localisers. The LT Phase 

1 lasted two weeks and was carried out by one tester per language; it was followed by 

LT Phase 2, during which the number of testers per language increased to three and 

every area of the game was checked at least twice by two different testers. LT testing 

was completed at the end of August, when the localised versions of the game achieved 

sign-off status and were distributed both in digital form and with physical copies to 

retailers. Since it does not currently support console platforms, the title was not 

submitted to first parties and, consequently, there were no naming conventions, 

guideline messages and specific terminologies to abide by, other than the one used in 

previous instalments of the game, namely The Sims, The Sims 2 and The Sims 3, 

alongside the several related EPs and SPs released over the last fifteen years. As a 

result, translators and LT testers were provided with a glossary detailing all the terms 

that could not be changed without permission from developers, so as to maintain a 

certain degree of consistency with the episodes with which fans are already familiar. 
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Failure to respect such glossaries could not lead to missing the ship date, but would 

lower the localization quality and thus impact on the reputation of the localization 

department. 

In addition to the glossary, LT testers could consult coverage documents to gain a 

wider understanding of all the features included in the game, and use a software tool to 

communicate with a Point of Contact (PoC) nominated by the development studio. Such 

tool was mainly employed for game-related queries, and replaced ‘concerns’ in the daily 

reports. Testers were also assisted by a number of senior testers and a head of test, i.e. a 

highly experienced tester gathering feedbacks, information, cascading daily tasks to the 

other testers and also acting as a link between them and the Localization Testing Project 

Manager (LTPM). The latter, in turn, worked as another PoC with studio in terms of 

planning, negotiating schedules and keeping track of budget. 

The first issue in testing The Sims 4 was the extensive incompleteness of 

translated assets owing to the adoption of the sim-ship model. The Italian localised 

version, for instance, at the beginning of LT Phase 2 was practically devoid of text and 

placeholders were a common encounter while playing the game. Moreover, the very 

gaming software was lacking contents and several features were unavailable or 

incorrectly working. Over the weeks, the situation improved and, as expected, 

placeholders decreased in number and the software became steadier. As the database 

updated with new localised ‘text drops’, testers started to find bugs either connected to 

technical aspects of the title which intertwined with textual elements, or produced by 

misinterpretations on the part of translators due to the lack of context. In the first case, 

the bugs were routinely reported, subsequently fixed by developers and eventually 

‘regressed’ by testers in order to confirm the effectiveness of the changes made. In the 

second case, instead, text changes in the database were performed. In this respect, The 

Sims 4 qualifies as a ‘text change-prone’ or ‘text change-friendly’ title, as audio assets 

do not need to be localised. The reason is that, regardless of the language of the game, 

Sims speak ‘Simlish’, a fictional, purpose-built language that is actually nonsense, as no 

established grammar was ever created for it, yet strikes for being extremely expressive 

in conveying what Sims want, need and talk about, thanks to the added combination of 

gestures and speech balloons. As a consequence, the audio is the same both in the 
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original version and in the localised ones, meaning that any written variation on the 

script does not hold consequences for the VO. 

The second issue in testing The Sims 4 relates to the peculiar sense of humour 

which characterises the game. This irony is essentially nonsense-driven and requires 

accuracy and comic skills when rendered in the target language. In the relative absence 

of context often plaguing translators, it happened that translation had not captured such 

humour, or had misunderstood it and turned it upside-down. It was then up to LT testers 

to recreate the irony lost and provide a new translation. Sometimes, humorous solutions 

were found and suggested even when not present in the SL text. An example of this 

occurred for a string in the chance cards. ‘Chance cards’ are text-bound game events 

randomly taking place when a Sim is at work or at school. Players cannot see what is 

happening but rather have to read narrative passages describing it. In this particular 

case, a Sim had showed off his singing skills while at work and his colleagues were not 

happy about it. Their reaction in the original game was “Where does he think he is, in a 

talent show?”. However, during the LT testing for the Italian localised version, it was 

decided to enhance such irony in keeping both with the usual sarcasm embedded in the 

franchise and with the sense of cultural specificity represented in The Sims series, where 

the local dwellers speak their own language (Simlish, as explained above), have their 

own currency, i.e. the ‘Simoleons’, and celebrate a plethora of artists, writers, painters, 

musicians etc. whose names recur from title to title. Hence, the Italian string was 

adapted as “Ma che pensa, che siamo a Simremo?”, by exploiting the sound similarity 

with the famous Italian song contest. The effect was thought as extremely hilarious and, 

above all, perfectly adjusted to the target culture. As highlighted in Chapter 1, the game 

localization industry frequently encourages and opts for domesticating strategies, in 

Venuti’s (1995) sense, with the aim of empowering the degree of functionality, 

informativity and expressiveness of the translated text, even if to the detriment of 

acknowledged canons such as faithfulness to the original. 

Contrariwise, on other occasions it was much more difficult to retain the comic 

flavour of the SL, especially when pertaining to puns. For instance, the kid decoration 

object named as ‘There’s no place like gnome’ mimics the same sentence ending with 

‘home’ and links it to the shape of the object, which is that of a gnome. In the Italian 

version of the game, the pun was lost with ‘Non c’è posto come casa da gnomo’, as 
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translators preferred to keep the connection to the shape, but sacrificed the relation to 

the fact that the object makes Sims feel at home. 

A further problematic element during translation and testing was represented by 

space constraints. Although The Sims 4 makes large use of tooltips and other flexible 

windows to show text on screen, menu lists still dictate a limit to the number of 

characters to be keyed in, and many times the localised strings provided by translators 

were too long to be contained in the allocated space without causing truncations. For 

this reason, and since abbreviations were never considered a valid option, the solutions 

found were either to replace some lengthy words with synonyms that not always 

conveyed exactly the same meaning, or to eliminate part of the content of the string, 

trying to save as much as possible. 

Another significant aspect worth analysing regards variables in The Sims 4. This 

franchise has produced over the years some of the most effective linguistic variables in 

the gaming industry, which have proved capable of accommodating the special 

requirements of several languages, including Italian. In the latter case, the main issue is 

brought about by Italian having masculine and feminine nouns, whereas English does 

not. Also, gender in Italian calls for an agreement between articles, adjectives, 

prepositions, nouns and verbs in past participle. Hence, a simple sentence in the English 

original game such as ‘David has been kissed by his friend Michael’ has these three 

possible variations depending on gender: 

 

1. David has been kissed by his friend Greta. (No grammar variation) 

2. Greta has been kissed by her friend David. 

3. Greta has been kissed by her friend Julia. 

 

As shown, only the possessive adjective is affected by a change, in English. Conversely, 

in Italian the equivalent sentence ‘Davide è stato baciato dal suo amico Michele’ 

changes as follows upon varying the gender: 

 

1. Davide è stato baciato dalla sua amica Greta. 

2. Greta è stata baciata dal suo amico Davide. 

3. Greta è stata baciata dalla sua amica Giulia. 
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For the English version, The Sims 4 mostly features linguistic variables that cater to 

nouns being countable or uncountable. For example, the following sentence: 

 

David has bought two chairs. 

 

can be commonly found in many strings appearing in the game. The two elements in the 

sentence that are more likely to change in relation to the context are: (1) the Sim’s name 

and (2) the number of items purchased. For this reason, the string is thus constructed: 

 

{0.SimFirstName} has bought {1.Number} {S0.chair}{P0.chairs}. 

 

The variable ‘S0.’ is used for the singular form and ‘P0.’ for the plural form of ‘chair’. 

In the Italian release, more variables had to be implemented in order to correctly adjust 

the game text to the Italian grammar. Going back to the first example provided, here is 

how it would be presented in the game database for English: 

 

{0.SimFirstName} has been kissed by {M0.his}{F0.her} friend {1.SimFirstName}. 

 

And here is how it would appear for Italian: 

 

{0.SimFirstName} è {M0.stato baciato}{F0.stata baciata} {M0.dal suo 

amico}{F0.dalla sua amica} {1.SimFirstName}. 

 

The variables ‘M0.’ and ‘F0.’ refer to the gender of that specific Sim. In consequence of 

this, strings in the Italian version of the game were far more sophisticated than in the 

original, reaching peaks of complexity such as in the following case: 

 

Your Sims are now super best friends! 

 

The Italian counterpart is rendered as such: 

 

I tuoi Sim sono ora super migliori {M0.amici}{F0.{M1.amici}{F1.amiche}} 
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Indeed, the translation of ‘friends’ as ‘amici’ is suitable if the Sims involved are both 

males. On the contrary, if they are both females, the translation must change to 

‘amiche’. However, there is yet another case, where the two Sims are a male and a 

female, which prompts the use of one more variable in the equation. 

The marketing department also played a role during the translation and the LT 

testing of The Sims 4. In parallel with LT operations, the marketing staff started to 

promote some of the new contents of the title online and, since the advertisements were 

tailored to the different countries where the game was going to be released, for the 

Italian geography local fans could already familiarise themselves with the game 

terminology, meaning that the latter had to be all the more respected by translators to 

avoid inconsistencies in the final product. In such circumstances, some very interesting 

decisions were made by marketing about how far translation could go with the source 

text. In the first instalment of the series, that is to say The Sims, localization would leave 

no stone unturned and all the neighbourhoods, lots and pre-made family names were 

translated. With The Sims 2 and The Sims 3, on the contrary, several names were left as 

in the original and The Sims 4 has continued this approach. Unfortunately, such choice 

has created a number of clashes in the Italian version of the game, as some locations 

now appear as ‘La Radura Silvestre’ and ‘Grotta Dimenticata’ while others remain in 

English, such as ‘Willow Creek’ and ‘Oasis Springs’. Similarly, new households 

introduced in the fourth chapter of the series such as the Pancakes and the Zest family 

retain their English rendering, whereas the ‘Alberghini’ and the ‘Coinquilini’ 

households present a clearly Italianised mark. The resulting effect stands out for being 

somewhat jarring with the aim of providing Italian players with a setting that fully fits 

their locale. Indeed, if the town where Sims live in is supposed to be a typically Italian 

suburban area, or alternatively an American suburban area where Italian Sims reside, it 

should be wondered why then there are so many foreign streets and families. 

As it seems, a local flavour to the product is considered to be a welcome addition 

by target users, as testified by some popular web magazines specialising in video 

games. When describing how to create and name a Sim in the Italian release of The 

Sims 4, Mancini (2014) shows appreciation regarding the inclusion of Italian surnames 
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that are actually encountered only in regionalised contexts of the peninsula. In his 

words: 

 

[...] possiamo digitare nome e cognome scelti oppure cliccare sull'icona a forma di dado 

per sceglierne uno a caso. Anche in The Sims 3 l'opzione genera a caso permetteva di 

trarre ispirazione per i nomi e i cognomi. Da notare che nomi e cognomi generati a caso 

sono i più diffusi in Italia ma la selezione è molto varia. Insomma, non aspettatevi i soliti 

Paolo Bianchi e Marco Rossi, o almeno non solo quelli. Possono capitarvi anche cognomi 

più diffusi in alcune regioni come Dodaro, Ferrara... Un dettaglio che può sembrare 

irrilevante ma che a noi è piaciuto molto perché crea un'atmosfera più familiare per il 

giocatore. 

 

As a matter of fact, part of these regionalistic surnames were the result of a selection 

based on the surnames of the Italian employees working in the localization department, 

therefore a selection made by developers both as an act of kindness towards the staff 

working for them and as a further localization strategy geared to creating the ‘domestic 

atmosphere’ Mancini remarks. 

Finally, at least a few words should be spent over the translation quality offered 

by freelancers in the case of The Sims 4. As explained earlier, the project made use of 

the outsourcing model as far as translation was concerned, whereas LT testing was 

conducted in house by the publisher. As such, the translation of the assets was 

commissioned to a great number of freelance translators. The expected task for LT 

testers was to work on the translated assets integrated in playable builds, correcting 

mistakes produced by lack of context, shortening truncated strings, rephrasing stilted 

sentences and on the whole adding cohesion and coherence to the game text. Cohesion 

and coherence are deemed essential when translation is outsourced, as each translator 

has a personal style, works in isolation, and may interpret the SL text in a different way. 

In addition to this, though, also the quality of the translation provided proved to be 

discontinuous. Some areas of the game boasted an outstanding text accuracy, an 

articulate and spot-on vocabulary and an obvious wide knowledge of the franchise by 

and large. Conversely, other areas were damaged by poor translations where variables 

had sometimes been tampered, the context had been completely lost and, above all, 

word choice and grammatical constructions seem to be made with computer aid. For 
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instance, the sentence adverb ‘hopefully’ was several times rendered as ‘sperabilmente’ 

in Italian, an adverb seldom (if ever) seen in any Italian natural phrasing. Another 

example was the translation of one of the achievements players are challenged to obtain 

in the game. In this particular case, the achievement stated ‘Have 10 Sims get married’, 

and the Italian translation for it was ‘Abbi 10 Sim sposati’, which is unnatural and 

ungrammatical. On other occasions, translations were adequate and in context, but the 

adopted register was either exceedingly formal or old-fashioned, such as in the 

expression ‘play hooky’ translated as ‘bigiare la scuola’. 

In conclusion, working on the localization of The Sims 4 underscored how 

important it is for translators to be knowledgeable about a franchise, chiefly if it has a 

long history and a large community of fans valuing consistency across its various 

instalments. At the same time, it highlighted how vital LT testing procedures can be 

when the sim-ship and the outsourcing models are opted for. In such scenarios, 

translations are often carried out swiftly and sometimes superficially, making the tasks 

assigned to language testers more challenging, yet necessary to a successful and 

excellent delivery of the localised copies to the stores. 

 

 

 

4.2 Battlefield Hardline 

 

The experience in testing Battlefield Hardline for the Electronic Arts localization 

department was unfortunately brief. The title, developed by Visceral Games and 

published by EA, was supposed to undertake LT testing over summer 2014, but its 

release was eventually delayed by five months in order to implement the changes asked 

for by players during the public beta occurred in June 2014.
13

 Consequently, LT testing 

was postponed and only completed LT Phase 1. Nevertheless, translation and audio 

recording had already been performed for the available assets, meaning that it was 

possible to gather an understanding of how the project had been structured and would 

continue to during winter. 

                                                
13 See http://blogs.battlefield.com/2014/07/bfh-will-launch-2015 
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The first striking element in the localization of Battlefield Hardline was the 

attention devoted by developers to an adequate VO of the game in the TLs. The 

coverage documents provided to the localization team clearly instructed to hire voice 

actors who could perform in a fashion akin to action movies dubbing, and with no 

‘cartoonish’ dispositions. Unfortunately, the Italian version has once again favoured the 

latter style at the expense of the overall credibility of a video game that aims at 

recreating the adrenaline-filled atmospheres usually found in Hollywood motion picture 

productions. 

The second aspect worth of a mention is the considerable amount of translated 

text that eventually appears only in the backdrop of the game, such as when the 

character controlled by the player walks close to some NPCs who are talking to one 

another. Those casual conversations, which have the only purpose of making the setting 

more realistic, are actually really long and contain interesting topics and threads with 

sometimes cultural connotations. Paradoxically, translators might find these kind of 

texts far more challenging than the actual main lines said by the main characters of the 

story. 

Lastly, it is important to observe the cultural adjustments operated to the title as 

far as coarse language is concerned, in the Italian localization of the video game. As 

explained in Chapter 3, Italy is regarded in the gaming industry as a country particularly 

susceptible to any swear against God. In Battlefield Hardline, swear words are manifold 

and uttered by the protagonists at any given chance and after every emotional outburst, 

representing therefore a possible cause of censorship in the Italian geography. As a 

result, despite being an obvious component of their characterization and personality, 

while in the original game characters offer a wide array of imprecations frequently 

related to God, in the Italian version coarse language is heavily attenuated and reduced 

to a handful of dirty words that are repeated over and over again, with no reference to 

the divinity. Thus, if in the SL there is a plethora of explicit remarks that ironically 

contribute to the expressiveness of scenes and twists of the plot, the Italian counterpart 

presents a redundant succession of only three words, among the most common in the 

Italian repertoire, that ends up portraying the characters as illiterate, whimsical and even 

puerile. This cultural approach on the language is known in the localization industry as 

softening, and holds clear implications on the verisimilitude of translation with respect 
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to the game world and ambiance. Once again, as pointed out in this paper, the ludic, 

creative and artistic nature of video games as entertainment products steps aside when 

economical reasons such as convenient global sales enter the scene. 
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Conclusions 

 

This work has been shaped as a journey through the localization of video games, trying 

to cover all possible aspects of its practical applications and linguistic challenges 

without overindulging in any of them, owing to the limited scope of the paper. At the 

same time, it has attempted to carry forward an argument, and the structure of the 

dissertation mirrored such commitment. 

The first chapter was of a highly theoretical nature, written with the intention of 

subsuming all the main tenets debated both in the Translation Studies and in the Game 

Studies domain up to present date, never losing sight of their mutual interrelation with 

respect to a software. The second chapter introduced the world of video games, 

unfolding the discussion in adherence with the ends of the paper. Thus, only those 

elements of video games that play a role in localization were explored and put in 

perspective, so as to allow the reader to understand to what extent language permeates a 

digital entertainment product. Chapter Two also points out that not everything 

connected to localization is bound to linguistic considerations, yet it may have an 

impact on the language in the long run and before the actual release of a title. 

The third chapter signalled the shift from a purely academic framework to a 

practical overview of the mechanics and procedures in use within the localization 

industry. Even in this case, though, the analysis was kept as objective as possible, since 

any company has its own practices, which may slightly differ from the ones explained 

here. Moreover, any localization project has its own story to tell, because, as it was 

shown, the production chain entails the participation of several stakeholders and each 

one of them may affect the entire process with customised strategies. 

Finally, the fourth chapter relied on the personal experience of the author, which 

offered the opportunity to reach a superior level of detail thanks to the two case studies 

investigated. In fact, from a certain point of view, the dissertation terminates with the 

third chapter, as Chapter Four qualifies more as a way to give readers a taste of an 

actual localization project (including unpredictable setbacks, as in the case of Battlefield 

Hardline), rather than as a final stage bringing the thesis to a conclusion. 

As stated in the Introduction, this work is devoted to underlining a problematic rift 

between the academia and the gaming industry, and consequently between scholars in 
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the field of Translation Studies and practitioners working in the digital entertainment 

sector. The results yielded by the thorough examination of the topic indicate that the 

issue might be related to serious misunderstandings coming from both sides, and the 

irony is that they seem to be motivated by a fundamental underestimation of the 

respective importance of the parties involved. On the one hand, translation researchers 

tend to level off any potential difference between translating a video game and 

translating any other entertainment product such as movies, comics, books, TV 

programmes etcetera. Even when the significance and the implications of a different 

medium are acknowledged, scholars easily end up treating productivity software and 

game software as equivalent. The general idea, therefore, appears to be that what is 

adequate in the context of the translation of a novel or a drama series can be applied to 

video games with a relatively high degree of success. In other words, only the most 

superficial aspect of video games is taken into account, i.e. the fact that they have text to 

be translated. 

On the other hand, professionals within the game industry may turn out being just 

as shallow. Perhaps misled by the fact that video game translation has lent itself a new 

term, namely ‘localization’, or possibly guided by a narrow misconception of the act of 

translation as a sentence or word unit-based conversion, practitioners tend to turn a 

blind eye to the techniques conceived by language specialists and seem to follow their 

own routes only to take them on board at a later moment. The case of AVT exemplifies 

this pattern, as game developers and publishers are increasingly looking for localisers 

with some previous experience in that domain. 

This situation has negative consequences on language students who aim at 

working in the localization of video games. In light of the reasons provided above, it is 

then no surprise that language graduates find it difficult to start a career in this sector. 

The knowledge they have mastered at university proves indeed insufficient to meeting 

the requirements asked for, meaning that they will have to search elsewhere for a way to 

fill the void in their competencies, usually outside academic institutions. Similarly, and 

paradoxically, what they do have to offer to improve some practices adopted in the 

localization process is instead belittled or openly disregarded. One example could be the 

notion that if video games are to be considered as works of art, at least in the 

developers’ mind, the trend of having translators operate on bite-sized chunks of the 
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entire scripted text is unsuitable and detrimental to maintaining the ‘spirit’ of such 

works. Once again, nevertheless, translators and developers alike are reminded that 

video games are, above all, commercial goods that must comply with financial needs 

and mechanisms in order to feed the industry. 

In the middle of this gap and the ostensible dichotomy between theory and 

practice, art and economy, narrative features and ludic components, this work seeks not 

to supply answers and solutions, but rather to be the occasion for an accurate reflection 

over the factors involved. 
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