
 
 
Is language a barrier to international ecommerce? 
 
The short answer to the above question is ‘Yes’. Potential customers are likely to want to browse and purchase on 
your website in their own language. However, some countries are more open to English language than others. 
Scandinavian countries, for example, have excellent level of English language however some markets are unable to 
or are more reluctant to shop if it is not in their language. This is also not taking into account the SEO implications of 
local language. If someone is searching for a product like yours in French and your website is in English, there is no 
chance you will appear in their search results. But translation is only one element. You may also need to localise your 
product, think metric verses imperial measurements or even something like shoe size, as there are different standards 
between regions. 

Translation is a tricky topic because the more effort your put not only into translating your content but localising your 
website messaging, the higher your conversion rates are going to be. However, there is a resource and management 
issue with this, as translating every blog, tweet and email can either be a bottle neck in terms of turnaround time or 
resource availability. So what’s the answer? Well, it’s up to you as a company to decide how you want to tackle the 
market and how big an opportunity it is, so you may need to do a cost benefit analysis. Let’s go through some of the 
options… 

The easiest and quickest (but definitely not the best) way to translate is using translation software. Firstly, if you are 
using a translate button on your website you are missing out. This is because the translation is done ‘on the fly’ so that 
translation does not exist until you click the button. Therefore, the google search bots are not indexing the site so you 
will get no SEO value. 

So, let’s say you translate all the copy and then upload it separately into SEO friendly geo targeted pages. Well, since 
Google put its neural net AI into its translation programme over a year ago it has been learning. Every time Google 
translates something new the machine gets better. Whereas before it gave you a literal translation looking at each 
word individually with no context which kind of worked and you got the gist, now it looks at the wider context of what is 
being said and understands the meaning to provide a more accurate translation. Before the AI was implemented I 
tested Google translate to see if it was usable for a business. I took some copy from a website translated it into 
Chinese and then back to English to see the result:  

 

Based on the bottom description I would not buy this product because I wouldn’t trust it. What’s interesting is you can 
see the literal way in which it translated ‘One Direction’ to ‘one-way’ thinking that it was a navigation instruction. A year 
later, after the implementation of AI, I tried translating that same copy to see the results.  
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The result is a big step forward as it is now looking at the context of the information given.  

So, can you use translation software if you are selling standard of the shelf products and have 1,000s of skus to 
translate? I would cautiously say you should consider it, but definitely thoroughly test it and check with a native 
speaker first. However, it is not perfect so if there are any legal implications e.g. around medical devices or technical 
information, then I would not use software as a mistranslation of that critical information could have serious 
ramifications. Also, translation programmes, even AI enabled ones, are only as good as their data sets so will work 
better for some languages than others. 

What are the other options? Well the next step up would be auto translate plus moderation. This is where you run it 
through a translation programme and then you get a native speaker to modify and check it to clean it up. This can be 
quick and cheap and there are some services, like Webinterpret, that have learning tools meaning that once a 
correction is made then that rule is in place in the future.  

You could crowdsource your translation, for example via services like WMPL or various international SEO agencies 
that have a network of freelance or ad hoc translators usually around the world. Your copy is sent off to them and the 
translated work comes back to you. This is very quick, easy and cheap and may have an integration directly into your 
website which automatically publishes the copy. This makes managing it incredibly easy. However, if you do not 
speak the language it may be difficult to quality check what comes back before it is uploaded. 

You could find your own network via freelancer websites, native speakers who pitch cost and level of service to you 
once you submit your proposal. This can work very well or not depending on who you chose. If you pay the lowest 
cost you will probably get the lowest quality. 

Next we come to the agency model. It may seem like I have completely disregarded this, however there is definitely 
still a need for this. The good ones use native translators that will understand your products or service as well as your 
customers, so they will not only translate but localise your content as well, and this is a key difference. By fully 
localising your content you will have a tailored marketing message and tone with the best chance of converting which 
is great if you have a big project or want to target a specific market. This is the quality gold star option and as a result 
will cost you more but if the opportunity is worth it then should be considered. You do need to be mindful of the 
practicalities though - once the website is translated that is not the end. Do you have an ongoing process for 
translating new products or marketing, like blogs etc.? 

The final option is to invest in hiring a native speaker. If you have tried some of the lighter touch options and have 
started to get some good traction then this could be your best option. A native speaker can fully research the market 
and can localise and optimise your website better than anyone because they will have the best understanding of your 
business and its objectives in that market. They are also always on hand to execute the marketing side and drive 
traffic to the website for increased growth. If you are looking at a resource like this but are unsure if you need 
someone full time, the Department for international Trade partners with Chambers of Commerce and universities to 
identify students for part time placements. This presents a fantastic opportunity for both them and you: they get the 
experience and you get the local knowledge. In some cases there is funding to support these programmes. 
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If you have any queries relating to international trade, why not get in touch. You can email us at: info@tradeEM.co.uk 
or call 0345 052 4001. 
 
 
The demand is out there. You should be too. 
Call 0345 052 4001 
 
The Department for International Trade (DIT) is the Government Department that helps UK based companies succeed in the global economy. We also help overseas 
companies bring their high-quality investment to the UK’s dynamic economy, acknowledged as Europe’s best place in which to succeed in global business. 
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