
Tous droits réservés © Les Presses de l’Université de Montréal, 2016 This document is protected by copyright law. Use of the services of Érudit
(including reproduction) is subject to its terms and conditions, which can be
viewed online.
https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/

This article is disseminated and preserved by Érudit.
Érudit is a non-profit inter-university consortium of the Université de Montréal,
Université Laval, and the Université du Québec à Montréal. Its mission is to
promote and disseminate research.
https://www.erudit.org/en/

Document generated on 07/18/2025 4:11 a.m.

Meta
Journal des traducteurs
Translators’ Journal

Quality Control in the Subtitling Industry: An Exploratory
Survey Study
Isabelle S. Robert and Aline Remael

Volume 61, Number 3, December 2016

URI: https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1039220ar
DOI: https://doi.org/10.7202/1039220ar

See table of contents

Publisher(s)
Les Presses de l’Université de Montréal

ISSN
0026-0452 (print)
1492-1421 (digital)

Explore this journal

Cite this article
Robert, I. S. & Remael, A. (2016). Quality Control in the Subtitling Industry: An
Exploratory Survey Study. Meta, 61(3), 578–605.
https://doi.org/10.7202/1039220ar

Article abstract
Quality assurance (QA) and quality control (QC) are central to translation
practice and research today, as is translation revision, which, today, is
increasingly seen as an integral part of quality monitoring. Revision is also
explicitly mentioned as a quality requirement in the European Standard for
Translation Services EN 15 038, issued by the European Committee for
Standardization (2006). Quality issues have also been a recurring topic at
audiovisual translation (AVT) conferences, but in AVT, practice levels of QA
and QC appear to be subject to fluctuations, and AVT research into QA and QC,
including revision, is quite limited. This article will first clarify a number of
terminological issues, discuss some of the relevant literature on translation
and revision quality parameters and procedures, and report on a detailed
survey conducted in 2013 on QA and QC practices in the subtitling industry.

https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/
https://www.erudit.org/en/
https://www.erudit.org/en/
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/meta/
https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1039220ar
https://doi.org/10.7202/1039220ar
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/meta/2016-v61-n3-meta02995/
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/meta/


Meta LXI, 3, 2016

Quality Control in the Subtitling Industry:  
An Exploratory Survey Study

isabelle s. robert
Universiteit Antwerpen Antwerp, Belgium 
isabelle.robert@uantwerpen.be*

aline remael
Universiteit Antwerpen Antwerp, Belgium 
aline.remael@uantwerpen.be*

RÉSUMÉ

L’assurance de la qualité et le contrôle de la qualité jouent un rôle prépondérant dans le 
monde professionnel de la traduction, ainsi que dans la recherche en traduction. Il en va 
de même de la révision, aujourd’hui considérée comme faisant partie intégrante de 
l’assurance qualité. D’ailleurs, la révision constitue un élément de l’assurance qualité 
rendu obligatoire par la norme européenne EN 15 038 sur les services de traduction 
(European Committee for Standardization 2006). Si la qualité est également un thème 
récurrent dans les conférences consacrées à la traduction audiovisuelle, dans la pratique, 
la mise en œuvre de mesures d’assurance de la qualité ou de contrôle de la qualité varie 
et les recherches en traduction audiovisuelle centrées sur l’assurance ou le contrôle 
qualité, y compris la révision, sont très limitées. Dans le présent article, nous nous pro-
posons dans un premier temps de clarifier un certain nombre de problèmes terminolo-
giques. Ensuite, nous examinerons la littérature scientifique portant sur les paramètres 
de qualité et les procédures de révision des traductions, pour enfin rendre compte des 
résultats d’une enquête menée en 2013 auprès de sous-titreurs professionnels, à propos 
de l’assurance et du contrôle de la qualité tels qu’ils les pratiquent au quotidien.

ABSTRACT

Quality assurance (QA) and quality control (QC) are central to translation practice and 
research today, as is translation revision, which, today, is increasingly seen as an integral 
part of quality monitoring. Revision is also explicitly mentioned as a quality requirement 
in the European Standard for Translation Services EN 15 038, issued by the European 
Committee for Standardization (2006). Quality issues have also been a recurring topic 
at audiovisual translation (AVT) conferences, but in AVT, practice levels of QA and QC 
appear to be subject to fluctuations, and AVT research into QA and QC, including revi-
sion, is quite limited. This article will first clarify a number of terminological issues, 
discuss some of the relevant literature on translation and revision quality parameters and 
procedures, and report on a detailed survey conducted in 2013 on QA and QC practices 
in the subtitling industry. 

MOTS-CLÉS/KEYWORDS

assurance qualité, contrôle qualité, révision, traduction audiovisuelle, sous-titrage
quality assurance, quality control, revision, audiovisual translation, subtitling
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1. Quality management, quality assurance and quality control

Quality is a central issue in translation research, practice and training today. 
However, the topic is studied from different angles, and despite, or possibly because 
of, the great interest from different players, the terminology that is used to refer to 
central aspects of translation quality is not always homogeneous.

This article will focus on a number of issues related to subtitling quality; more 
concretely, it will report on a survey conducted among professional subtitlers in 2013. 
Going into a detailed discussion of terminological issues therefore lies outside its 
scope. However, we will clarify the terms we use and explain our interpretation of 
them below.

Three key terms that recur in the literature are quality management, quality 
assurance and quality control, and although they are sometimes used as synonyms, 
for us they are not. We will consider quality control to be an aspect of quality assur-
ance, and quality assurance to be a part of quality management, establishing a hier-
archy between the three concepts. We share this approach with Tricker (2014: 3-4), 
who defines “quality” as consisting of two separate yet connected activities, quality 
control (QC) and quality assurance (QA), which are both part of quality management. 

Quality control is the part of quality management focused on fulfilling quality 
requirements, whereas quality assurance is that part of quality management that 
focuses on providing confidence that quality requirements have been fulfilled. 
Quality assurance is implemented in the three stages of the translation process as 
described by Drugan (2013: 77-80) and illustrated in Figure 1. The figure also shows 
that QC is carried out in the pre-translation stage when the project manager, for 
example, prepares the source files and quality controls them, but also in the transla-
tion stage by the translator, and in the post-translation stage by the reviser before 
project completion, that is, before delivery to the client. 

Figure 1
Quality Assurance in the translation process

The definitions to which we subscribe are also in line with Mossop’s definition 
of quality control (2014: 128) as a contribution to quality assurance, to be carried out 
before delivery to the client, whereby quality assurance is understood as 

the full set of procedures not just after (as with quality assessment) but also before and 
during the translation production process, by all members of a translating organization, 
to ensure that quality objectives important to clients are being met (Mossop 2014: 129). 

The author does not make the distinction between quality assurance and quality 
management but seems to consider the two terms as equivalents.
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A central document for our research is the European standard for Translation 
Services EN 15 038 (European Committee for Standardization 2006)1, which is a 
quality standard from order to delivery. Its purpose is “to establish and define the 
requirements for the provision of quality services by translation service providers” 
(European Committee for Standardization 2006: 2). The standard encompasses not 
only the core translation process but also all other related aspects involved in provid-
ing the service, as defined above, including quality assurance and traceability. Most 
crucially for our research, the standard states that each translation has to be fully 
revised by someone who is not the translator, after having been “checked” by the 
translator. Therefore, it imposes a very high degree of “quality control” as defined by 
Mossop (2014:  116). Even though the standard is not entirely clear on the way in 
which the revision should be carried out, that is, by means of a full comparison of 
source and target text or through a more limited target text reading, it seems to imply 
that a full comparison is required (Robert and Van Waes 2014).

To return to our study, we aim to look into the degree to which quality is mon-
itored in audiovisual translation and, in particular, subtitling. Do translation agencies 
offer subtitling or do professional subtitlers work according to the standard? Do they 
work in accordance with the Code of Good Subtitling Practice (Carroll and Ivarsson 
1998), stating that “each production should be edited by a reviser/editor”? More 
concretely, we will provide a provisional map of the current quality control and 
assurance practices in subtitling in Europe and beyond. We will concentrate on:

(1) quality control during the translation process proper, that is, the revision of the 
subtitles by the subtitler (“checking,” according to the standard);

(2) quality control after the translation process proper, that is, the revision of the sub-
titles by another subtitler (“revision”);

(3) aspects of quality management which can contribute to quality, even before the 
translation process proper has started, that is, human resources (profile of the 
subtitlers) and technical resources (material available to carry out the subtitling 
task). 

In other words, we will concentrate on quality control, and on aspects of quality 
assurance. 

First, Section 2 will focus on revision as a form of quality control. Section 3 will 
then detail our participant-oriented research method and our use of an internet-
mediated questionnaire, which we have chosen for the core of the study. Here we 
investigate how subtitlers and their clients carry out quality control and quality 
assurance in their daily subtitling practice. Section 4 summarises our findings and 
compares them with those of another recent study by Kuo (2014a) on the same topic. 
Section 5 contains the conclusions and suggestions for further research.

2. Revision as part of quality control

2.1. Revision: a definition

Just like the concepts relating to translation quality discussed above, the concept of 
“revision” is not always understood in the same manner. Revision may be broadly 
defined as the process of looking over a translation to decide whether it is of satisfac-
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tory quality and making any changes that are required. However, this apparently 
simple procedure covers a range of activities, which will be considered here on the 
basis of who performs them: the original translator, a second translator, or a non-
translator. There is no consensus in the English-speaking world about how to call 
these activities carried out by different agents. They may be referred to as “revise, 
re-read, cross-read, proofread, review and quality-control,” to name the most fre-
quently occurring variants (Mossop 2014: 116).

This terminological confusion about the concept of revision has been underlined 
by several scholars, such as Künzli (2005), Lee (2006), Martin (2007), Scholdager, 
Wølch Rasmussen and Thomsen (2008), Hernandez-Morin (2009a, 2009b), Mossop 
(2011), Robert (2008, 2012, 2013), Robert and Van Waes (2014), Drugan (2013), and 
very recently again by Künzli, who proposes a new definition: 

Review of an initial version of a human-translated text – or parts of such a translation 
– carried out by another translator and consisting of  a more or less comprehensive 
comparison between the source text and the target text and of the execution of all the 
corrections considered necessary before the translation is delivered to the client. 
(2014: 3) (translated by the author)2

It is a definition that we subscribe to in all but one respect, namely, the fact that 
in Künzli’s view revision can also be carried out on part of the translation rather than 
on the entire translation.

In this paper, the term “revision” will be used to refer to an activity that covers 
the entire text only. An operation that consists of revising just a part of a target text, 
sometimes called “spot-check” (Mossop 2014: 159), is another type of quality control 
(see also Brunette 2000), whereas the revision of one’s own translation will be referred 
to here as “self-revision,” which the EN 15038 calls “checking” and which obviously 
happens before revision proper. In terms of translation quality management, revision 
is an example of quality control, since it is conducted on the product in a non-final 
version, that is, the revision takes place before the translation is delivered to the cli-
ent (Brunette 2000).

2.2. Quality parameters in translation revision3

Revision parameters are similar to the quality parameters applied to the evaluation 
of a translation, which means that, inevitably, they are relative and subjective because, 
as Graham writes,

[…] there is no such thing as one single correct translation of any text as opposed to 
one-for-one correct renderings of individual terms; there is no single end product to 
serve as a standard for objective assessment. Indeed, there is more than a grain of truth 
in the old adage that ten equally good translators, translating the same text, will pro-
duce at least 12 equally good translations, all of which are entirely different in all but 
content. […] Consequently, no absolutely impartial standards or sets of criteria can be 
applied to measure or assess the quality of a translation. (1989: 59) 

Quality parameters are also relative because they can depend on several factors, 
such as time, place, context of communication, dominant theories of translation, 
genre, type and purpose of the text, target reader, etc. (Horguelin and Brunette 
1998: 12) Still, there is some consensus among scholars about basic criteria, as noted 
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by Horguelin and Brunette: “Cette relativité admise, il est possible d’arriver à une 
définition de la traduction qui constitue une synthèse des critères contemporains 
généralement acceptés – et peut donc servir de guide pour la révision.” (1998: 12)

However, in spite of such a broad consensus, the perception of quality in trans-
lation still depends to no small extent on the viewpoint of each participant in an 
assessment. As Gile (1995: 34) points out, even if there is a consensus on some qual-
ity criteria that are more or less independent of the context (that is, ideational clarity, 
linguistic acceptability, terminological accuracy and fidelity as well as professional 
behaviour), the weight given to them by individual raters may vary. 

As for revision, Robert (2012: 27-39) shows that there are several typologies of 
revision parameters in the literature, the most complete of which is the one proposed 
by Mossop (2001, 2007, 2014). It is a synthesis of the author’s experience in revision 
and of earlier proposals by authors such as Graham (1989: 66-67), Sager (1994: 239) 
and Horguelin and Brunette (1998: 11). The typology takes both self-revision and 
revision on board. It consists of four groups of parameters related to (1) Transfer, (2) 
Content, (3) Language and (4) Presentation. Each group is subdivided into subgroups 
as follows: Transfer covers “accuracy” and “completeness,” Content covers “logic” 
and “facts,” Language includes “smoothness,” “tailoring,” “sub-language,” “idiom” 
and “mechanics,” and, finally, Presentation covers “lay-out,” “typography” and 
“organisation.” 

Surveying the literature, Robert (2012:  27-39) found out that later typologies 
generally include fewer but broader parameters, to make the analysis more feasible. 
Brunette, Gagnon and Hine (2005) distinguish between four parameters; Lee also 
has four (2006:  418); Hansen suggests five (2009:  278); the EN 15038 has seven 
(European Committee for Standardization, 2006: 11), and Parra Galiano lists nine 
(2007). All of these typologies are proposed in handbooks or review articles, but two 
of them are based on a survey of professional revisers. 

The first was carried out by Schjoldager, Wølch Rasmussen and Thomsen (2008), 
who conducted an exploratory survey of the translation industry internationally and 
in Denmark. Their aim was to gain insight into professional précis-writing as well as 
revision and editing. Their study includes a survey of relevant norms and concepts, 
with a view to developing a pilot module on précis-writing, revision and editing for 
the European Master in Translation (EMT). In their data analysis, the authors iden-
tify a set of objectives for revision that were formulated by the respondents and can 
be related to quality parameters: 

- To ensure that the text is coherent and logically composed;
- To ensure that the text lives up to the standards of the organisation/company;
- To check that the text or translation is correct;
- To adapt the text to make it more suitable to its target group;
- To adapt the text linguistically (amelioration);
- To spar with, train or provide feedback to colleagues or freelancers (including trans-

lator). (Schjoldager et al. 2008: 803)

The second survey was carried out by Hernandez-Morin (2009a: 142), who asked 
professional revisers in France which of the following quality parameters they felt 
were crucial when revising a translation: accuracy, functional appropriateness, edito-
rial quality, linguistic coding and other. The respondents ranked editorial quality 
first, followed by accuracy, linguistic coding and functional appropriateness.
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In our own survey we chose to limit the number of quality parameters in our 
typology for two reasons. First, distinguishing between parameters of the same 
group, such as Mossop’s “tailoring” and “sub-language,” can be challenging, as noted 
by Künzli (2014: 10). Secondly, next to the typical translation quality parameters, we 
needed to include technical parameters specific to subtitling (see section 2.3). Our 
general translation parameters therefore are: 

(1) content and meaning transfer (including accuracy, completeness, logic);
(2) grammar, spelling and punctuation; 
(3) readability (i.e. ease of comprehension and coherence between individual subtitles);
(4) appropriateness (socio-cultural features of the audience).

2.3. Quality parameters in subtitling

The translation quality parameters described in the former section are also listed 
(albeit sometimes in different terms) in the Code of Good Subtitling Practice drawn 
up by Carroll and Ivarsson (1998). 

Table 1
Translation quality parameters used in the study and their counterparts in the Code of Good 
Subtitling Practice

Translation quality parameters used in 
the study

Code of Good Subtitling Practice

Content and transfer (including 
accuracy, completeness, logic)

- There must be a close correlation between film 
dialogue and subtitle content; source language and 
target language should be synchronized as far as 
possible.

Grammar, spelling and punctuation - The language should be grammatically correct since 
subtitles serve as a model for literacy.

- Simple syntactic units should be used.
Readability (i.e. ease of comprehension 
and coherence between individual 
subtitles):

- When it is necessary to condense dialogue, the text 
must be coherent.

Appropriateness (socio-cultural features 
of the audience)

- Translation quality must be high with due 
consideration of all idiomatic and cultural nuances.

- The language register must be appropriate and 
correspond to locution.

The Code of Good Subtitle Practice also lists a set of additional requirements 
specific to subtitling, and dealing with content, formatting and spotting, as shown 
in Table 2.

Table 2
Additional requirements formulated in the Code of Good Subtitling Practice

Code of Good Subtitling Practice
Content - All important written information in the images 

(signs, notices, etc.) should be translated and 
incorporated wherever possible.

- Given the fact that many TV viewers are hearing-
impaired, “superfluous” information, such as names, 
off-screen interjections, etc., should also be subtitled. 

- Songs must be subtitled where relevant.
- Obvious repetition of names and common 

comprehensible phrases need not always be subtitled.

quality control in the subtitling industry    583
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Formatting/segmentation - Subtitle text must be distributed from line to line and 
page to page in sense blocks and/or grammatical units.

- Ideally, each subtitle should be syntactically self-
contained.

- Language distribution within and over subtitles must 
consider cuts and sound bridges; the subtitles must 
underline surprise or suspense and in no way 
undermine it. 

Spotting4 - It is the subtitler’s job to spot the production and 
translate and write the subtitles in the (foreign) 
language required.

- The in and out times of subtitles must follow the 
speech rhythm of the dialogue, taking cuts and sound 
bridges into consideration. 

- The duration of all subtitles within a production must 
adhere to a regular viewer’s reading rhythm.

- Spotting must reflect the rhythm of the film. 
- No subtitle should appear for less than one second or, 

with the exception of songs, stay on the screen for 
longer than seven seconds. 

- A minimum of four frames should be left between 
subtitles to allow the vieweŕ s eye to register the 
appearance of a new subtitle. 

- The number of lines in any subtitle must be limited to 
two. 

- Wherever two lines of unequal length are used, the 
upper line should preferably be shorter to keep as 
much of the image as free as possible and in left-
justified subtitles in order to reduce unnecessary eye 
movement. 

- There must be a close correlation between film 
dialogue and the presence of subtitles.

Others
- before/during subtitling
- after subtitling

- Subtitlers must always work with a copy of the 
production and, if possible, a dialogue list and a 
glossary of atypical words and special references.

- Each production should be edited by a reviser/editor. 
- The (main) subtitler should be acknowledged at the 

end of the film or, if the credits are at the beginning, 
then close to the credit for the script writer. 

- The year of subtitle production and the copyright for 
the version should be displayed at the end of the film.

Carroll and Ivarsson’s code may seem outdated when one compares it with some 
subtitling practice today. Under the influence of digitisation and different formats 
and carriers, the advent of machine translation in subtitling and the impact of such 
other post-1998 trends as fansubbing as well as pleas for “abusive” subtitling (see e.g. 
Díaz Cintas 2010; Nornes 2004), subtitling practice is diversifying. However, this has 
not yet resulted in a new code of practice that is widely accepted (as Kuo 2014a con-
firms in her PhD) but rather in new trends the impact of which on professional 
subtitling varies widely and is hard to measure. The advantage of the 1998 code is 
that it is quite general and therefore widely applicable, especially since its basic tenets 
still hold. It is certainly the case that grammatical correctness, for instance, is upheld 
as a quality parameter by many broadcasters, especially by public broadcasters, such 
as the Flemish VRT, who increasingly rely on subtitles as a linguistic support for new 
immigrants. There is little doubt that correct grammar, spelling and adequate punc-
tuation contribute to greater legibility and clarity, even if grammatically correct 
subtitles do not necessarily lead to higher quality or idiomaticity in terms of render-
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ing colloquial speech. Similarly, many broadcasters take their deaf viewers into 
account in their interlingual open subtitling, as the Code also recommends under 
“content.” And while it is unavoidable that different interest groups have (slightly) 
different views on quality (e.g. subtitlers versus developers of MT for subtitling), it 
seems that there are only a few items in the Code that are not upheld to the extent 
that they used to: many subtitlers no longer care if their own spotting and reading 
speeds have certainly increased. (Díaz Cintas and Remael 2007) However, these shifts 
do not affect the overall validity of this research.

2.4. Translation revision procedures

Revision procedure is another key concept in the literature on revision. It does not 
answer the question of what has to be revised – this is related to revision parameters 
– but the question of how the translation is to be revised. Mossop explains: “You need 
to know not only what to look for, but how to look for it. To state the obvious, you 
cannot correct a mistake until you have found it.” (2007: 151)

Discussions on the most appropriate revision procedure usually centre on three 
issues: 

(1) Is the source text required for translation revision (bilingual revision versus mono-
lingual revision)?

(2) How often must the translation be read?
(3) If the translation is read twice, for example, once with reference to the source text 

and once without, in which order must this be done? 

In a number of publications resulting from Robert’s PhD research,5 Robert (2012) 
and Robert and Van Waes (2014: 13-14) conclude that the answer to the first question 
is twofold. From a quality point of view, the bilingual procedure is significantly more 
efficient than the monolingual procedure, unless meaning transfer and content do 
not have to be checked; in that case, there is no significant difference in quality. As 
far as the process duration is concerned, the bilingual procedure does not take sig-
nificantly more time than the monolingual one. Consequently, the bilingual proce-
dure should be preferred to the monolingual procedure, unless the reviser is not asked 
to check the meaning transfer and content. In that case, the choice is free, since there 
is no difference in quality and no difference in time.

As far as the second question is concerned, if the reviser hesitates between the 
bilingual procedure (B) and one of the two two-step procedures (bilingual+monolingual 
and monolingual+bilingual), the answer is easy: the choice is free, since there are no 
significant differences at all with respect to quality and time 

The answer to the third question is simple: the order in which the reviser operates 
is not important since research has shown that there is no significant difference 
between the two-step procedures.

Revision in subtitling will be dealt with below. To our knowledge, there is no 
research into the use of revision procedures in subtitling. We found only one refer-
ence to that aspect of the subtitling quality control process in the Code of Good 
Subtitling Practice, as indicated above. However, the code does not specify how the 
task should be performed. 

quality control in the subtitling industry    585
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3. Methodology

3.1. Online questionnaire as a research instrument

Kuo (2014a: 106) writes, “[q]uestionnaire surveys tend to be a popular research tool 
because they provide a relatively objective and efficient means of collecting informa-
tion about people’s knowledge, beliefs, attitudes and behaviours (Oppenheim 1992; 
Sapsford 1999).” Besides, Kuo continues, 

[wi]th the advancement of telecommunication technology and the prevalence of the 
Internet, online questionnaire surveys have gradually, to some extent, replaced tradi-
tional data gathering methods such as paper-and-pencil interviewing, mail surveys, 
telephone surveys and so on. (2014a: 106)

Since our aim was to map the current quality control practices in subtitling, that 
is, to identify behaviours, we decided to use an Internet-mediated survey. This data 
collection instrument has many strengths, and also some weaknesses, as explained 
by Evans and Mathur (2005). The authors synthesise the vast literature related to 
online surveys and offer a number of recommendations. They also present the 
strengths and weaknesses of online surveys in a comprehensive, detailed and sys-
tematic manner (see Figure 2) and compare them with other survey formats. In 
addition, they offer a number of solutions for dealing with the major weaknesses of 
online surveys. In our methodology, we take these solutions on board.

Figure 2
Reproduction of Figure 1 “The strengths and potential weaknesses of online surveys”  
(Evans and Mathur 2005: 197)
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3.2. Questionnaire design 

The questionnaire survey was designed in Google Drive with the Google Forms 
function. The heading of the questionnaire, “Survey on professional subtitling prac-
tices,” was followed by a brief description of the aim of the research: 

The aim of this survey is to map professional subtitling practises, focusing not only on 
the subtitlers’ profile, but also on their daily work. Results will be announced at the next 
Media For All 5 congress to be held in Dubrovnik, Croatia, on 25-27 September 2013.

The questionnaire consisted of 39 questions, grouped into three broad sections: 
(1) Profile (12 questions), (2) Own subtitling work (12 questions) and (3) Subtitling 
revision work (15 questions). Different formats were used for the questions: open/
closed questions, dichotomous, multiple choice and rank order scaling. The question-
naire was pre-tested by two respondents (professional subtitlers) and subsequently 
adapted where necessary.

In the survey, we decided to concentrate on two aspects of quality assurance: (1) 
quality control, that is, the revision of the subtitles by the subtitler (“checking,” 
according to the standard, thus in the “translation stage”) and the revision of the 
subtitles by another subtitler (“revision,” that is, in the “post-translation stage” but 
before delivery), and (2) quality assurance aspects related to human resources (profile 
of the subtitlers) and technical resources (material available to carry out the subtitling 
task), namely, aspects of the pre-translation stage. In other words, we focused on the 
three phases of the translation process as described by Drugan (2013:  77-80) and 
summarised in Table 1 in the Appendix.

3.3. Questionnaire survey distribution

The questionnaire survey was posted at the beginning of July 2013 and remained on 
the Internet-based professional network LinkedIn for two months, in two groups 
related to the field: (1) “Subtitlers” (±2,400 members), and (2) “Subtitling is an art 
form” (±400 members). LinkedIn is a professional network with members from 
around the world. The first group, “Subtitlers,” was formed in order to promote high-
quality subtitling and to maintain standards of professionalism within the industry. 
The second, “Subtitling is an art form,” is a group on subtitling, adaptation, transla-
tion: films, documentaries, cartoons, DVD/Blu-ray covers & booklets, scripts, etc. 
Consequently, these groups were considered to be representative of the profession 
and more specific than other translator groups with no specific focus on subtitling 
(e.g. professional translators and interpreters, ProZ.com). In addition, members of 
two associations related to Translation Studies were approached: the members of the 
European Society for Translation Studies (EST) via the EST Email Digest (Weeks 
27-34/2013) and the members of the European Association for Studies in Screen 
Translation (ESIST). Roughly speaking, we believe that a population of approximately 
2,000 respondents would potentially have been reached.

3.4. Data analysis procedures

The Google Forms function is user-friendly. After a form has been sent, Google Forms 
starts collecting the responses received. The user can choose how to store these 
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responses, either in a spreadsheet or in forms only. We chose the former, since it 
allows for further analysis in Excel or SPSS. However, Google Forms also generates 
a summary of the responses, which is already very instructive and a good basis for 
discovering general trends. 

4. Results

The results are presented in the order in which they appear in the translation process 
as illustrated in Figure 1: pre-translation stage, translation stage and post-translation 
stage.

4.1. Pre-translation stage

In the pre-translation stage, quality assurance was addressed through three different 
issues: (1) human resources (gender, age, country of residence, mother tongue, L2/
L3 languages, professional status, type of activity, degree and professional experi-
ence), (2) planning, and (3) terminology and translation resources.

4.1.1.	 Human	resources

In total we received 99 usable answers. The majority of the respondents were women 
(75%), aged between 23 and 64 (average 39, 2% < 25 years old, 53% between 25 and 
40, 33% between 40 and 55, and 5% older than 55). The majority of the respondents 
were from Europe (86%), followed by North America (7%), South America (5%) and 
Asia (2%). In Europe, most respondents were residents of France (19), followed by 
The Netherlands (12), Finland (9) and the UK (8). All other countries were represented 
by a maximum of 6 respondents. 

In total, the respondents had 21 different languages as their mother tongue. For 
the majority this was French, Dutch, Finnish and English, which is no surprise, since 
these are official languages in the most represented countries. 

Only 10% of the respondents had English as their mother tongue; consequently, 
it is hardly surprising that the main source language was English, followed by French 
(see Figure 3). Many respondents (58%) also worked from a second (21%) or even 
third (6%) (or more) source language, as shown in Figure 4, and although there is 
considerable diversity, Spanish comes first, followed by French and German.

Figure 3
L2 of the respondents
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Figure 4
L3 of the respondents

To identify the professional status of the respondents, we asked them to tick every 
answer that applied to them, namely, freelance, employee at an (audiovisual) transla-
tion agency, employee in a subtitling department, owner of a translation agency, and 
other. It was expected that some respondents might combine different statuses, and 
they did (see Figure 5): 9% of the respondents combined two jobs or more and these 
9% all combined the status of freelancer with one or more functions. However, we 
must point out that 9% of the population only represents 9 respondents.

Figure 5
Professional status of the respondents

In the freelancer group, for 59% of the respondents, subtitling is the main activ-
ity (representing more than 75% of their activities). For 22%, it represented between 
50% and 75% of their activities, and for 19% of the freelancers, this was less than 50%. 
For employees at a subtitling department, subtitling also represented at least 75% of 
their activities, as it did for employees in a translation agency (only 1 respondent 
reported that subtitling represented between 50% and 75% of his activities) and for 
translation agency owners (managers and CEOs). Among respondents who combined 
different statuses, more than 50% spent at least 50% of their time in subtitling, whereas 
regarding the type of activity performed, it seems that all respondents, whatever their 
status, combine at least two types, that is, subtitling, plus one additional activity (41%), 
or two (30%), three (13%), four (15%) or five (1%) additional activities.

Among these additional activities, translation was by far the most frequent, fol-
lowed by subtitling revision, translation revision, teaching and other (see Figure 6). 
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The “Other” 10% included translation for voice-over, transcription, captioning, 
 dubbing, project management, reformatting, video production, subtitling and proof-
reading.

Figure 6
Types of additional activity

The questions relating to the subtitlers’ degrees revealed that 88% of the respon-
dents had a Bachelor’s, that is, an undergraduate degree, a Master’s degree or gradu-
ate degree, or even a PhD, in a language-related field. The remaining 12% had a degree 
in other fields such as Law and Architecture, or did not have any degree. Among the 
participants with language-related degrees, 11% had a Bachelor in Translation or 
similar (Modern Languages, Applied Linguistics, etc.), 87% a Master’s and 2% a PhD. 
The majority of the language-related Master’s degrees were Masters in Translation, 
alone or in combination with another Master’s (67%). The holders of a Master’s degree 
in Linguistics and/or Literature (possibly in combination with another Master’s) 
constituted the second group, with 27%. Only 4% had a Master’s in Audiovisual 
Translation, but many programmes in Translation also offer courses in Audiovisual 
Translation. The 18% of the respondents who had a Master’s degree in Translation 
combined it with a Master’s in Interpreting, a Master’s in Linguistics and/or 
Literature, a Master’s in Audiovisual Translation or a Master’s in Teaching. Two 
respondents also had a third degree: a Master’s in Audiovisual Studies and a special-
ised degree in Audiovisual Adaptation. Finally, two respondents had a PhD in 
Translation Studies and in Film History.

In order to gauge the respondents’ professional experience, we asked them to 
quantify their experience in subtitling as well as in their other activities in years. 
Here we report on the figures for subtitling only: on average, the subtitlers had 
10.37 years of experience (with a minimum of 0.5 year, and a maximum of 34 years).

To sum up, we can conclude that our respondents were mainly women, aged 
39 (average), living in Europe, holders of a Master’s degree in Translation, often in 
combination with another Master’s degree, working as a freelancer, combining sub-
titling with at least one other activity, and subtitling mainly from English into their 
mother tongue. 

In many respects, our results are similar to those of another survey conducted 
by Kuo (2014a), who received four times more answers (429). As in our study, the 
gender ratio of the respondents was close to 25% male and 75% female (Kuo 
2014a: 138). The age of the respondents was also very similar: 53% aged between 25 and 
40 in our study compared to 55.7% in Kuo’s study, and 33% aged between 40 and 55, 
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compared to 34.5%. Regarding country of residence, The Netherlands, the UK, 
Finland, France, Spain and Denmark were most prominent in Kuo (first round sur-
vey, including subtitlers from all over the world), which also corresponds to our 
results. Accordingly, the main target languages in Kuo were Dutch, English, French 
and Spanish, again close to the languages indicated in our study, with English as the 
main source language in both studies: 81% and 83%. With regard to degrees, it seems 
that the proportion of respondents with a Master’s degree is higher in our study (77% 
versus 50%), whereas the proportion with a specialised qualification in subtitling is 
much lower in our study (6% versus 32.9%). However, it is probable that our respon-
dents with a Master’s degree took Audiovisual Translation as part of their curriculum. 
Finally, it seems that our participants combined more activities: Kuo reported that 
22.4% worked exclusively in subtitling, which is much more than in our study, where 
all the participants combined subtitling with one or more activities. On the other 
hand, their professional experience in subtitling was similar again: 85.1% of Kuo’s 
respondents had been working in subtitling for at least two years compared to 91% 
of ours. All in all, we can conclude that these results reinforce the reliability of our 
observations. 

All these data relating to human resources are relevant to quality assurance in 
the pre-translation stage (see Figure 1), especially since they are also a factor taken 
up by the EN 15038, where it describes competences. According to the standard 
(European Committee for Standardization 2006: 7), professional translators should 
have at least five competences (translating competence; linguistic and textual com-
petence in the SL and TL; research competence, information acquisition and process-
ing; cultural competence; technical competence), which should be acquired through 
one or more of the following: formal education in translation (recognised degree), 
equivalent qualification in any other subject plus a minimum of two years of docu-
mented experience in translating, and/or at least five years of documented profes-
sional experience in translating. When we apply these requirements to our 
respondents, it seems that only three do not conform. Consequently, it seems that 
quality assurance at the level of human resources was taken seriously by all the 
stakeholders in the period covered.

4.1.2.	 Planning:	translation	brief	and	quality	parameters

To analyse the planning aspects of the pre-translation stage and their relation to 
quality assurance, we focus on respondents who are suppliers, that is, on freelancers, 
and more specifically on freelancers who did not combine their subtitler status with 
another (n=80). They constitute the population that was targeted by the survey, 
although others also answered the questionnaire, as shown in section 4.1.1. 

For Drugan (2013: 78) “planning” involves, among other things, “receiving and 
agreeing [on the] client brief”.’ The translation brief (TB) or instructions to the sup-
plier of the translation is an important document since it determines the translator’s 
strategies. That is why we asked respondents how often they received clear instruc-
tions from their clients when asked to carry out a subtitling task (question 17), and 
how often the client explicitly asked them to focus on particular quality parameters 
(question 18), as listed in sections 2.2 and 2.3. 

We observed that only 2.5% of the respondents never received clear instructions, 
32% sometimes received clear instructions, 40% often did, and 22.5% always did. The 
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2.5% who answered “Other” explained that they usually had to ask the client explic-
itly, or that no specific instructions were given after initial training (clarifying each 
channel’s individual specifications). All in all, 62.2% always or often received clear 
instructions, which is a decent score, but not in line with quality assurance aspects 
of planning according to the EN 15038, which states that project management will 
include, among other things, “issuing instructions to all parties involved in the proj-
ect” (European Committee for Standardization 2006: 9).

Table 3 illustrates the TBs received from a quality parameter perspective, indicat-
ing the frequency with which each quality parameter was explicitly mentioned by 
the client. The figures should be read as follows: for the parameter Content and 
transfer (column “Content”), 30% of the respondents reported that they never 
received instructions related to that parameter, 28% reported that they sometimes 
did, 13% reported that they often did, and 30% reported that they always did.

Table 3
Translation brief parameters (in %)

Translation quality parameters Technical parameters
Frequency Content Gram-

mar
Reada-
bility

Appropri-
ateness

Style 
guide

Speed Spotting Format-
ting

Never 30 31 33 34 10 25 19 30
Sometimes 28 20 20 31 38 23 21 26
Often 13 11 20 10 28 13 18 13
Always 30 38 28 25 25 40 43 31
At least 
sometimes

70 69 67 66 90 75 81 70

At least often 43 49 48 35 53 53 61 44

This indicates that the more often a parameter is explicitly mentioned in a brief, 
the more important it is for the client. However, our results show a great deal of 
variation. On average, approximately 32% of the respondents reported that transla-
tion quality parameters (mean percentage for content, grammar, readability and 
appropriateness) were never mentioned explicitly in the brief they received. This is a 
rather high percentage even if this does not automatically mean that these parameters 
are not important. We think that some clients may not mention them because they 
are thought to be part of any translation job. When we consider which parameters 
are mentioned at least sometimes (sometimes + often + always), we observe no real 
difference between the four parameters: 70, 69, 68, and 66%. The percentages are 
slightly different for the scores for “At least often”: grammar comes first with 49%, 
before readability (48%), content (43%) and appropriateness (35%). 

As for the technical (subtitling) parameters, the results are markedly different: 
only 10% of the respondents reported that they were never asked to pay attention to 
the style guide. This is the lowest percentage of all the results for “Never.” This prob-
ably means that this is considered a very important parameter for the clients since it 
refers to their house style and is therefore explicitly mentioned in the brief. The same 
parameter gets 38% for “Sometimes,” 28% for “Often” and 25% for “Always.” This 
means that clients explicitly ask subtitlers to focus on this parameter at least some-
times in 90% of the cases, which is the highest score for all technical parameters. We 

01.Meta 61.3.final.indd   592 2017-03-01   10:11 PM



also observe that the “At least sometimes” scores for all technical parameters are as 
high as or higher than the score for translation quality parameters (70% is the lowest 
score for formatting, but the highest for content). The first technical parameter in 
terms of frequency is style guide conformity, with 90% (at least sometimes score), 
followed by spotting (81%), speed (75%) and formatting (70%). 

In conclusion, it can be said that clients tend to focus more on technical param-
eters than on translation quality parameters in their briefs, and that style guide 
conformity is a very frequent explicit requirement. These results are in line with the 
study by Kuo (2014a: 173), who reported that only 13% of the respondents never 
received any guidelines from their clients. In addition, 59% of her respondents also 
reported that they thought their main clients placed more emphasis on technical 
issues than on linguistic accuracy, compared with 27% for the opposite, and 14% for 
an equal emphasis on both linguistic and technical issues. (Kuo: 2014b)

4.1.3.	 Translation	resources

For these aspects of the pre-translation stage and their relation to quality assurance 
we again focus on respondents who are suppliers, that is, on freelancers, and thus not 
on subtitling agencies. In her description of terminology and translation resources, 
Drugan (2013: 78) explains that these items involve, among other things, “preparing 
resources.” In the case of subtitling, translation resources can refer, in our view, to 
the availability of different resources or material. In the survey, respondents were 
asked how often the following material was made available: video file only, script only 
(= dialogue list), template only, or combinations of these. It should be noted that these 
resources are actually different features of what is called the source text in traditional 
translation. In section 2.3, the Code of Good Subtitling Practices states that “[s]
ubtitlers must always work with a copy of the production and, if possible, a dialogue 
list and glossary of atypical words and special references” (Carroll and Ivarsson 1998) 
(our emphasis). In the survey, respondents were asked how often they received the 
video file, the script, the template or a combination of these source texts. The results 
are shown in Table 4.

Table 4
Resources made available by the client (in %)

Frequency Video 
only

Script 
only

Template 
only

Video + 
script

Video + 
template

Video + 
script + 

template

Script + 
template

Never 20 85 86  9 35 36 88
Sometimes 49 11 10 13 28 25  9
Often 23  3  3 65 26 30  3
Always  9  1  1 14 11  9  1
At least 
sometimes 80 15 14 91 65 64 12
At least often 31  4  4 79 37 39  4

A first important observation, in view of the recommendations of the Code of 
Good Subtitling Practices, is that a very high majority of the respondents reported 
that they never had to work with the script only (85%), the template only (86%), or a 
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combination of the two (88%), which means that the video was generally available, 
alone or in combination with another type of source material. Whether the trend of 
working with the video material is due to the greater ease with which digital files can 
be transferred or to awareness of the need to use a video is difficult to ascertain: 20% 
of the respondents reported that they never had to work with the video file only, 
which means 80% do have to work with the video file only at least sometimes, but 
also that, in general, they worked with the video file and additional source material.

This is confirmed by the remainder of the results: 65% reported that they often 
worked with the video and script. This combination of source materials even obtained 
the highest score for “At least sometimes” (91%) and “At least often” (79%). On aver-
age, 14% of the respondents said that they at least sometimes had to work without 
the video, that is, with the script only, the template only, or a combination of these 
two. All in all, this is a rather positive result and, again, it is in line with Kuo’s study, 
where only 11% reported that they never received the video file. Only in so far as the 
availability of the template was concerned did the results differ slightly. However, the 
question was asked differently in Kuo’s questionnaire: the option of ticking a com-
bination of resources was not given. As a result, 20% of Kuo’s respondents reported 
that they received a template at the following frequency rates: 22% “Often,” 20% 
“Sometimes,” 15% “Rarely” and 23% “Never.” Among our respondents, the template 
does not seem to be available very often, which means that this result needs further 
research or that the use of templates is in a state of flux.6 

4.2. Translation stage

Quality assurance in the translation stage entails the checking of the subtitles by the 
subtitlers themselves, as required by the EN15038 standard. The respondents were 
asked to what extent they focused on the quality parameters discussed before (sec-
tions 2.2 and 2.3), independently of possible client instructions (question 22). In 
addition, they were asked how they generally proceeded when revising their own 
subtitling work. 

4.2.1.	 Quality	parameters

Table 5 below summarises the results for the quality parameters applied by subtitlers 
when revising their own translations. They are very different from the results for the 
quality parameters explicitly mentioned by clients in their brief. It seems that subti-
tlers focus on all the parameters almost always, with scores higher than 90% for all 
translation quality parameters except appropriateness (80%) and scores of at least 
76% for all technical parameters. Here, our results seem to differ from Kuo’s: 84% of 
her respondents said that as far as subtitling quality was concerned, technical issues 
such as spotting were more important than linguistic accuracy, compared to 1% for 
the opposite and 15% for “equally important.” (Kuo, 2004b)
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Table 5
Subtitlers’ own quality parameters (in %)

Translation quality parameters Technical parameters
Frequency Content Gram-

mar
Reada-
bility

Appropri-
ateness

Style 
guide

Speed Spotting Format-
ting

Never   0   0   0   0  3   0  1   0
Sometimes   1   3   1   5 11   4  6   6
Often   8   3   8  15 10  14 11  13
Always  91  95  91  80 76  83 81  81
At least 
sometimes

100 100 100 100 97 100 99 100

At least often  99  98  99  95 86  97 92  94

4.2.2.	Self-revision	procedure

As far as the revision procedure is concerned, the respondents were asked to describe 
their self-revision process by ticking off one or more operations from a list (ques-
tion 24):

- Revision of each subtitle immediately after translation
- Revision of all subtitles of a scene after the scene has been subtitled
- Once the whole video fragment has been subtitled, revision subtitle by subtitle 

without paying attention to the video
- Once the whole video fragment has been subtitled, revision subtitle by subtitle while 

paying attention to the video
- Once the whole video fragment has been subtitled, overall verification without the video
- Once the whole video fragment has been subtitled, overall verification together with 

the video
- Other

The results below are based on 76 answers, since 4 of out the 80 subtitlers ticked 
the “Other” option. In the analysis, we also decided not to take the very first option 
into account because it is difficult to distinguish this operation from the translation 
itself. Accordingly, we focused on the number of steps in the self-revision process 
and on the combinations of these steps (Figures 7, 8). 

Furthermore, 45% of our respondents revised their own subtitling work in one 
step, and almost as many (41%) in two steps; 12% worked in three steps, and 1% in 
four or five steps. Consequently, we will report on the two most frequent procedures 
only, namely, self-revision in one and two steps.

Figure 7
Self-revision in one step
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When they self-revise in one step (Figure 7), almost all the revisers revise after 
having subtitled the entire video fragment (97%) and only a minority revise without 
the video (6%). In other words, they almost always revise with the video, either sub-
title by subtitle (41%) or as part of an overall verification (50%). 

When they self-revise in two steps (Figure 8), subtitlers apply diverse procedures. 
The majority (94%) start the self-revision process after they have subtitled the whole 
fragment (only 6% start with a scene-by-scene self-revision). In most cases (84%), 
they start by checking the fragment subtitle by subtitle, with or without video, and 
generally (87%) they finish the self-revision process with an overall verification with 
or without the video.

Figure 8
Self-revision in two steps

In conclusion, it seems that the subtitlers pay attention to all the quality param-
eters when revising their own subtitling work, independently of possible instructions 
from the client. Besides, they appear to revise in one or two steps, almost always 
relying on the video file at least.

4.3. Post-translation stage

For our study of the post-translation stage, we focused on the same aspects as for the 
pre-translation and translation stages. In other words, we investigated to what extent 
subtitlers receive clear instructions from their clients when asked to revise someone 
else’s subtitling work; we looked into the type of quality parameters on which the 
clients focused in their instructions as compared to the quality parameters on which 
the subtitlers focused independently of possible client instructions; we considered 
the material made available to the subtitlers and the revision procedure they applied 
while revising a colleague’s subtitles. The subtitlers were also asked how often they 
were requested to carry out this type of revision work, which means that the results 
below concern only those subtitlers who revise other subtitlers’ work, even if rarely.

4.3.1.	Frequency	of	subtitling	revision	work

As many as 31 out of the 80 respondents reported that they never had to revise oth-
ers’ subtitles, which means that the following results are based on the answers of 49 
people.7 Of these, as many as 40% revised others’ subtitling work less than once a 
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month, which means that this activity is not a very common one. The details of our 
results are shown in Figure 9.

Figure 9
Frequency of revision work among freelancers

4.3.2.	Client’s	instructions	and	quality	parameters	

Surprisingly, the results for revision-related instructions are rather positive, although 
the scores are lower than the scores for clear instructions for subtitling work (see 
section 4.1.2): only 6% of the respondents reported that they never received clear 
instructions for the revision of someone else’s subtitling work; 54% sometimes did; 
23% often did and 17% always did. 

For the quality parameters on which subtitlers were explicitly asked to focus 
when revising colleagues’ subtitles, our observations are slightly different from those 
in the pre-translation stage, although style guide conformity is again a very frequent 
explicit requirement. Linguistic parameters seem to be more important than in the 
translation instructions (see Table 6): 48% of the respondents said that they were 
always asked explicitly to focus on content and accuracy, and as many as 53% claimed 
that they were always asked to focus on grammar. Scores for readability and appro-
priateness are as high as 43% for “Always.” All these percentages are higher than those 
for the technical issues, and higher than those in the pre-translation stage. However, 
no statistical test has been carried out, which means that we cannot claim that these 
differences are statistically significant – they merely indicate trends.

Table 6
Quality parameters in instructions for revision (in%)

Translation quality parameters Technical parameters
Frequency Content Gram-

mar
Reada-
bility

Appropri-
ateness

Style 
guide

Speed Spotting Format-
ting

Never 19 23 21 26  9 26 21 29
Sometimes 21  9 21 21 32 23 27 23
Often 13 15 15 11 23 17 17 15
Always 48 53 43 43 36 34 35 33
At least 
sometimes

81 77 79 74 91 74 79 71

At least often 61 68 57 54 59 51 52 48
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Finally, just as in the translation stage, subtitlers were asked to what extent they 
focused on the listed quality parameters when they did not receive clear instructions 
from the client for a revising task. Again, the subtitlers seemed to focus on all the 
parameters when revising, just as they did when subtitling. The results are sum-
marised in Table 7.

Table 7
Subtitlers’ quality parameters for revision

Translation quality parameters Technical parameters
Frequency Content Gram-

mar
Reada-
bility

Appropri-
ateness

Style-
guide

Speed Spotting Format-
ting

Never   0   0   0   0  2   0   0  2
Sometimes   2   2   0   4  7   7   9  9
Often   4   4   7  15 12  13  15 13
Always  94  94  93  81 79  80  77 76
At least 
sometimes

100 100 100 100 98 100 100 98

At least often  98  98 100  96 91  93  92 89

4.3.3.	Material	made	available	by	the	client

In “traditional” translation revision literature, the use of the source text for revision 
purposes is a central issue (see section 2.4). In subtitling, the “source text” consists 
of different components, as we pointed out in section 4.1.3. When looking into the 
material made available for revision by the client, we therefore took the same 
approach as for self-revision, asking the subtitlers how often the following material 
was made available: (1) subtitles + video file, (2) subtitles + script, (3) subtitles + 
template, (4) subtitles + video + script, (5) subtitles + video + template, (6) subtitles 
+ video + script + template, or (7) subtitles + script + template. The results are shown 
in Table 8.

Table 8
Material made available for revision

Frequency of 
material (with 
subtitles)

Video 
only

Script 
only

Template 
only

Video + 
script

Video + 
template

Video + 
script + 

template

Script + 
template

Never  7 53 66 10 45 49 74
Sometimes 12 25 16 30 18 26 19
Often 23 19  9 45 27 17  6
Always 58 3  9 15  9  9  0
At least 
sometimes

93 47 34 90 55 51 26

A first and positive observation is that 58% of the respondents said that they 
always received the subtitles (ST) to revise together with the video file, and that 45% 
of the respondents also reported that they often received the subtitles to revise 
together with the video and the script. It was less common for them to receive the 
subtitles together with the video and the template, with or without the script: 45% 
and 49% report that this never happened. It was also rare for them to receive the 
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script and the template only, without the video: 74% reported that this was never the 
case. The same trend can be observed for the frequency with which they received 
either script or template, without video: 53% and 66% reported that this was never 
the case. All in all, these results are rather positive, because clients tend to provide 
the necessary material when they ask subtitlers to revise another subtitler’s work.

4.3.4.	Revision	procedure	

To conclude, our questions about revision procedures enquired how our respondents 
revised when they had the video file (question 36), when they did not have the video 
file but had the source text in another form (e.g. a template) (question 37) and when 
they did not have any source text (question 38, open question).

The results show that when they had the video file at their disposal, 49% pro-
ceeded in one step and 51% in two steps. Those who proceeded in one step almost 
always revised all the subtitles per scene with reference to the video (96%) and only 
rarely did so without reference to the video (4%). When they revised in two steps, a 
majority (67%) started with the revision of all the subtitles, per scene, with reference 
to the video and carried out a second revision with the video (38%) or without it 
(29%). A total of 29% started with a revision per scene without the video, followed 
by a second revision with the video, and a fourth but much smaller group did not 
use the video in any of the steps (4%). These results are illustrated in Figure 10.

Figure 10
Revision procedure in two steps, video available

The respondents were also asked how they proceeded when they did not have the 
video file at their disposal, but the source text in another form (e.g. a template): 42% 
answered that this never occurred. Of those who had to revise without the video, 
46% proceeded in one step, and 54% in two steps.

Finally, our question enquiring into cases where subtitlers might be asked to 
carry out a revision without having any type of source text available received replies 
from 31 respondents only: 35% of them said that they always refused that kind of job 
and 26% said that they had no experience with such a work situation. The remaining 
39% who accepted the job generally checked the spelling and grammar, or simply 
read the subtitles as a text. 
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5. Conclusions

This article on quality assurance in subtitling can offer only a snapshot of QA at a 
given time. Moreover, it is based on the results of an online survey, which means that 
we have reached only those subtitlers willing and able to spend time on replying to 
our questions and that we cannot fully control the veracity of their answers. In addi-
tion, the audiovisual translation sector is evolving quickly and data such as ours 
therefore tend to age fast. Having said that, however, many of our findings from 2013 
are corroborated by the findings of Kuo (2014a), whose study covered some of the 
same issues. Moreover, our data also offer interesting insights into the current 
dynamics of the AVT sector that provide an excellent basis for gauging future devel-
opments. 

Quality management, quality assurance and quality control, and especially (self-) 
revision as defined in sections 1 and 2 may not always be envisaged in exactly the 
same way by all scholars and practitioners, but they are central to most areas of 
translation practice and research today. Within the domain of audiovisual transla-
tion, research into quality parameters and procedures may be lagging behind, but in 
AVT practice “quality” certainly is a major issue. This is confirmed by our study, even 
if the focus of the quality procedures implemented by the subtitlers and their clients 
do not fully correspond to the procedures in other forms of commercial translation. 
The European standard for Translation Services EN 15038 may be followed less 
closely (see our comments on revision below) but then again, audiovisual texts and 
AVT have their own features, the most of important of which no doubt is the com-
plexity of its multimodal source text, which has an impact on both translation and 
QA procedures. 

Most striking about our data for “human resources” as a part of QA is the level 
of education and training of most subtitlers in our survey and the number of tasks 
they are able to perform, which does correspond to the demands of the European 
standard. Equally striking is the relatively high percentage of those engaged in sub-
titling as their main activity (more than 75% of their work) – even though the com-
bination of subtitling with other professional activities such as translation, subtitling 
revision, translation revision or teaching is also very common (section 4.1.1). 
Similarly, with regard to the translation brief the subtitlers received from their clients, 
the results in terms of quality are more than acceptable (section 4.1.2) even if the 
subtitling clients seem to attach more importance to technical parameters than lin-
guistic ones, differing in this respect from the subtitlers themselves, at least in our 
study. When one considers the subtitlers’ own quality concerns, which we investi-
gated when enquiring about the quality parameters they applied when self-revising 
(section 4.2.1), they claim to take as many different parameters into account as pos-
sible (including content, grammar and readability), whereas their clients seem to 
focus more on technical than on linguistic parameters. 

Regarding the availability of materials (section 4.1.3), 49% of the respondents 
indicated that they sometimes had to work with the video file only. This is a relatively 
high figure, considering that this situation is far from ideal, even though 65% 
reported that they often worked with the video and the script. The focus on style 
sheets rather than the linguistic rendering of the message and the failure to supply 
scripts seems to point to limited quality concerns among some clients. 
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Considering self-revision, we found that 45% of our respondents revised their 
own subtitling work in one step, and almost as many (41%) in two steps, whereas the 
revision procedures varied greatly. More than two steps were the exception. However, 
when it comes to revision, as many as 31 out of 80 respondents (39%) reported that 
they had never had to revise others’ subtitles, which shows that in this respect the 
subtitling sector follows neither the code of good practice nor the European standard. 
This sets it apart from commercial translation practice in other domains. It was 
therefore surprising to find that client revision instructions do exist and can be rather 
detailed (section 4.3.2), and also that they focus not only on style sheet matters but 
also on content and accuracy, and especially on grammar – even though the percent-
ages for these aspects only hover around the 50% mark. Also in terms of material 
available for revision and revision procedures, the results were comparable to those 
for subtitling and self-revision respectively.

What does all of this signify? Whereas quality assurance and quality assurance 
procedures may not be a central topic in AVT research, quality as such has been a 
very hot topic at AVT conferences, such as the Media for All  5 conference at 
Dubrovnik in 2013. The reasons for this are manifold. The translation quality stan-
dards of highly qualified translators who set great store by the linguistic quality of 
their work are not fully shared by the industry (witness the already existing focus on 
technical parameters), which is feeling the pressure of globalisation in different ways. 
First, the economic crisis, and increased competition in the market, have resulted in 
falling subtitling fees. Secondly, that same economic crisis but also the increasing 
global demand for subtitling in an ever-increasing number of languages and formats 
is forcing the AVT industry to turn to translation technology for solutions offered by 
European Projects such as EU bridge (www.eu-bridge.eu) and SUMAT (www.sumat-
project.eu). These are changing the profile of today’s subtitler – and in this sense the 
working environment of subtitlers seems to be evolving in the same direction as that 
of, say, technical translators – with post-editing MT becoming the new subtitling. 

When considered from this angle, our findings explain the different perspectives 
of experienced and highly qualified subtitlers as opposed to their clients. They also 
offer interesting questions for research regarding the way in which the sector is evolv-
ing. The pressure to produce more subtitling in more languages has already led to 
the use of templates and is now prompting the sector to turn to MT for subtitling. 
Subtitling seems increasingly to be considered as a technical rather than an intel-
lectual skill for which no university degree may be required. This begs the question 
to what extent the industry will continue to use qualified translators with Master’s 
degrees and also whether subtitlers will be required to do more multitasking and 
perform different professional activities. The latter development is already apparent 
from our data. Likewise, the increased use of technological solutions may lead to a 
consolidation of self-revision and revision into post-editing. Finally, how will uni-
versity training cope with and evolve in the light of today’s quickly changing prac-
tices? We will revisit our questionnaire in five to ten years’ time in the light of such 
questions and compare the results.
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NOTES

* Isabelle Robert and Aline Remael are members of the Research group of Translation, Interpreting 
and Intercultural Studies (TricS) of the Department of Applied Linguistics/Translators and 
Interpreters of Antwerp University.

1. In the meantime, the European standard has a ‘successor’: the ISO 17100:2015 Translation Services 
Management standard, which is however very similar.

2. Überprüfung einer von einem Humanübersetzer erstellten Erstübersetzung – oder Teilen davon 
– in Form eines mehr oder weniger umfassenden Vergleichs zwischen Ausgangstext und Zieltext 
und Durchführung sämtlicher als notwendig erachteter Korrekturen durch einen anderen 
Übersetzer vor Freigabe der Lieferung. (Künzli 2014: 3)

3. This brief review of the literature deals with the quality parameters used in translation revision, 
not in translation and/or localisation evaluation and assessment. It does not mean that these 
parameters are not similar to those used in translation revision, but it implies that quality param-
eters for evaluation and assessment purposes are beyond the scope of this article. Therefore, 
typologies suggested in translation evaluation are not included here. However, see, for example, 
Meta (vol. 46, issue 2, in 2001), Schippel (2006), Colina (2008), Forstner, Lee-Jahnke and Schmitt 
(2009), Angelelli and Jacobson (2009), Hague, Melby and Zheng (2011), O’Brien (2012), Munday 
(2012), Drugan (2013). 

4. “Spotting, also known as timing or cueing and more recently originating […] consists of determin-
ing the precise moments when a subtitle should appear on screen – known as the in-time – and 
when it should leave the screen – known as the out-time – according to a set of space and time 
limitations.” (Díaz Cintas and Remael 2007: 30)

5. For a review of the literature on revision procedures, see Robert (2008, 2012, 2013) and Robert and 
Van Waes (2014).

6. Templates were introduced by subtitling companies in order to manage greater language variety 
in a shorter time. As some debates at recent AVT conferences (e.g. Media for All, Dubrovnik 2014) 
have shown, some subtitlers have come to appreciate templates whereas others find them restrictive. 
Whatever the case may be, they are a resource that subtitlers can or have to use. Templates are 
linked to changing subtitling practice as co-determined by the industry and their use is liable to 
remain subject to change. It is therefore beyond the scope of this study to try to determine the 
causes for the different results of template use at this time.

7. Sometimes, our results are based on fewer people because some respondents did not answer all the 
questions.
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APPENDIX

Table 1
Aspects of quality assurance addressed in the study

Stage in the process as 
described by Drugan

Issues included by Drugan Under 
scrutiny 

in the study

Question number

Pre-translation stage Pricing Ø
Planning √ 17, instructions given to the 

subtitler for subtitling work
18, quality parameters 
included in these 
instructions
31, 32, 33, instructions given 
to the subtitler for subtitling 
revision work

Human resources √ 1-16, 25-28, the participants’ 
profile

Source file preparation and QC ø
Terminology resources ø
Translation resources √ 19, 20, 21, the material made 

available to the subtitler for 
their subtitling work
29, 30, the material made 
available to the subtitler for 
their subtitling revision 
work

Project management resources ø
Training from suppliers ø

Translation stage Research ø
Preparation of resources ø
Translation ø
Monitoring ø
Planning ø
Self-checking √ 22, 23, quality parameters, 

independent of possible 
client instructions
24, the checking procedure 
applied

Participation in feedback cycle ø
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Post-translation stage QC processes, prior to project 
completion

√ 34-38, quality parameters 
and revision procedures for 
subtitling revision work

Translator feedback ø
TQA /QE processes, prior to 
and/or post-project completion

ø

Project management processes ø
Project review ø
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