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1. INTRODUCTION 

Technical translators often face translation projects in which the source language is not the only 

challenge. What happens when they have to translate a text in a file format that is unknown to 

them? What happens when they are sent an XLIFF file for translation? 

The topic of this research project is to assess the effect of the XLIFF format in the process of 

translating software documentation. XLIFF was chosen instead of other markup languages 

because it was created for localisation purposes and therefore it should be more adequate for 

translation than other formats. The XML Localisation Interchange File Format (XLIFF) is an 

XML-based format created to standardise the localisation process. This study aims to assess 

whether the XLIFF format adds any value to the translation process and whether XLIFF editors 

make the most of this localisation format. 

Translators can potentially receive documents for translation in various formats: HTML, 

Microsoft Word, XML, TXT, HTML, etc. If the texts are markup languages-based, a new 

difficulty is added to the translation process: interpreting the tags. Depending on the markup 

language, tags can be somewhat intuitive or rather unintelligible, which can cause serious 

problems for the translator. To give an example, the phrase “How to set up your Google 

account?” in a title should be expressed in Spanish as “Cómo configurar la cuenta de Google” 

with no question marks, or as a nominal phrase, “Configuración de la cuenta de Google”. But if 

translators do not know if they are translating a heading or a paragraph sentence because they do 

not understand the tags or because they are not descriptive, then the text will not be translated 

accurately. Lists of elements will be translated differently depending on whether the list includes 

elements which are complete sentences or not. Therefore, it is very important that markup 

languages flag lists of elements somehow; otherwise, they get embedded in the text as if they are 

paragraph sentences and they are very difficult to identify. 

Inaccurate translations and serious quality problems can be caused by lack of information about 

the layout of the text, lack of context, etc. A possible reason for this can be file formats or tools 

that do not display the source text layout or context appropriately. On the one hand, providing 

context and project information is the responsibility of developers and project managers, and 

should they fail to do so, translators will not be able to see relevant information, even if the tool 
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allows it. On the other hand, the layout information of the source text should be available for 

translators if the translation tool filters that information correctly.  

Translators are often unable to access a considerable amount of information that definitely helps 

the translation outcome and quality. Therefore, this research project intends to evaluate what kind 

of information is lost in the translation of XLIFF files and what the reasons for this are. 

The research project is composed of this “Introduction” and an “Aim and Scope of the Research” 

where the main objectives are exposed. Then a “Theoretical Background” section follows which 

frames the project in its field and explains relevant concepts. The “Case Study” section includes 

the methodology followed to carry out the Case Study, the Case Study itself, the questionnaire 

distributed to translators and a proposal for the display of source text information. Finally, the 

research project offers its “Conclusion and Future Work”. 
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2. AIM AND SCOPE OF THE RESEARCH 

The aim of this research project is: 

a) To determine whether the XLIFF format adds value or hinders the translation process. 

b) To find out if XLIFF editor tools hide any relevant information for translators. 

c) To provide a proposal of how information should be marked by XLIFF editors. 

This project assesses the way XLIFF displays source text information. In order to do so, 

representative corpora have been analysed according to given criteria and in doing this three 

different translation tools have been used to evaluate how they filter the XLIFF format. 

Furthermore, a questionnaire has been distributed among translators in order to find out whether 

they consider XLIFF useful or not and to identify the information they miss in the translation of 

software documentation and online help. 

The initial hypothesis is that translation tools do not provide all the information translators need 

because they do not take advantage of all XLIFF specifications1. However, it needs to be 

determined whether XLIFF itself provides information in a clear way and whether translation 

tools use an implementation of XLIFF that enables showing information from the source text. 

Translators of software documentation very often translate texts that lack relevant information, 

and usually the information provided is difficult to understand if the translator does not have a 

technical background. Translation tools are increasingly more sophisticated and incorporate 

better functionalities in terms of translation memory and terminology integration; however, they 

sometimes fail to show clearly basic information such as layout. Consequently, the translation 

process and quality can be hindered by new technologies when they are not sufficiently 

sophisticated or when translators do not have the technical knowledge needed to work with new 

tools and formats. 

                                                           
1 A specification is an explicit set of requirements to be satisfied by a material, product or service. 
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On the one hand, developers need to find more effective ways of displaying source text layout in 

translation tools and of incorporating project information; on the other hand, translators need to 

acquire markup languages knowledge that will help them understand documentation and online 

help texts and to interpret tags. 

This research project wishes to point out the flaws of the current XLIFF format and editors that 

affect the translation process and to provide a proposal that could potentially help developers take 

into account the needs of translators. 
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3. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Globalisation and the technology advances of the last decades have seen the birth of a new 

translation need: software localisation. The concepts Globalisation, Internationalisation, 

Localisation and Translation (GILT) need to be described in order to frame the topic of the 

present research project. This is covered in the “GILT” section. 

Software and its related documentation can be contained in various file formats: HTML, DOC, 

XML, TXT, etc. Certainly nowadays translators can potentially receive documents for translation 

in all these formats, which implies that the translators need to use different editing tools 

compatible with all of them and therefore also need to have a high user-level of these tools. Over 

the years, there have been several efforts made to create one single format which could 

encompass these various formats and which would meet the needs of the localisation process, but 

they were complex and lacked functionalities. However, in 2002 XLIFF was created, which 

meant an important development in the localisation tools industry. XML and XLIFF are 

described in their corresponding sections in this research project. 

As technology has evolved, translation tools have developed as well, having a direct impact on 

translation quality and translators´ efficiency, in addition to the profile of translators themselves. 

To better understand how translators interact with the various markup languages and tools it is 

necessary to summarise the current panorama of translation technology, which is dealt with in the 

“CAT tools” and the “XLIFF editors” sections. 

To sum up, the following sections cover: GILT concepts, XML, XLIFF, CAT tools, translation of 

markup languages and XLIFF editors. 

  

3.2. GILT 

In a globalised world where most people speak or understand English, and contrary to what one 

might think, people still want to use products in their own languages, which are adapted to their 

markets. When a new product, a smartphone for instance, is launched in the US, it is expected to 

be available in other languages and countries almost at the same time as it was released in the US, 
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which requires an incredible localisation and internationalisation effort. Releasing a product 

simultaneously in different markets is called “simship” (simultaneous shipment). 

GILT (Globalisation, Internationalisation, Localisation and Translation) concepts need to be 

clarified in order to frame the topic of this project.  

The Localisation Industry Standards Association (LISA) (LISA, 2010) has provided standard 

definitions of these four concepts. LISA´s mission is to promote the localisation and 

internationalisation industry and to provide help for companies that want to globalise their 

products and services. 

Based on LISA´s definitions, Esselink (2000, p. 4) states that: 

Globalization addresses the business issues associated with taking a product global. In the 

globalization of high-tech products this involves integrating localization throughout a company, 

after proper internationalization and product design, as well as marketing, sales, and support in the 

world market.  

Thus, to make a product global, a given company needs to set up other services apart from 

translation, such as a team that can support the product in a certain country and that can look into 

the legal aspects of it.  

“Internationalization is the process of generalizing a product so that it can handle multiple 

languages and cultural conventions without the need for re-design. Internationalization takes 

place at the level of program design and document development" (Esselink 2000, p. 2). 

Internationalisation is crucial for the success of a product in other markets than its home market. 

To provide an example, a US company launches a website and "just" translates its content into 

Arabic without adapting the LTR (left to right) writing to RTL (right to left). Arabic readers 

would probably not have a good impression about the company website and very likely feel that 

their language is being disrespected. Likewise, a piece of software translated into Japanese would 

require double-byte character sets2 instead of single-byte characters so that Japanese characters fit 

the space provided for the text in the software. 

                                                           
2
 A double-byte character set (DBCS) is a character encoding system that uses one or two bytes. Languages using 

double-byte character sets are Japanese, Chinese and Korean. (Esselink 2000, p. 468) 
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Regarding documentation writing, content should also be internationalised, which means that 

technical writers need to “write for translation" or "write for a global audience". Occasionally the 

content of software documentation is too US-focused and, as a consequence, examples, 

explanations and jokes cannot be translated directly. Writers should aim at producing a neutral 

content that can be easily internationalised.  

“Localization involves taking a product and making it linguistically and culturally appropriate to 

the target locale (country/region and language) where it will be used and sold” (Esselink 2000, 

p.3). Localisation implies translating the content and also adapting measures, currencies, times, 

examples, cultural references, etc. In addition to translation, a localisation project includes many 

other tasks such as project management, software engineering, testing and desktop publishing.  

Localisation is mainly related to software and its documentation. This type of content is 

characterised by the coexistence of natural languages with markup languages or code. Other 

typical features of localisation are: lack of space to accommodate the target text in a software 

menu, content embedded in images, placeholders3, etc. 

“Translation is the process of converting written text or spoken words to another language. It 

requires that the full meaning of the source material be accurately rendered into the target 

language, with special attention paid to cultural nuance and style” (Esselink 2000, p.4). 

Therefore, translation is just one of the activities in localisation. 

 

3.3. XML 

XML stands for eXtensible Markup Language, which is an initiative proposed by the World 

Wide Web Consortium (W3C) as an alternative to HTML.  

The W3C is an international organisation that develops web standards. This organisation is led by 

Tim Berners-Lee, who invented the World Wide Web in 1989 and who wrote the first version of 

HTML (HyperText Markup Language). In October 1994 Tim Berners-Lee founded the W3C, 

which has as its mission to develop guidelines and protocols that ensure the growth and the right 

                                                           
3
 A placeholder is a symbol that will later be replaced by a string. 
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functioning of the Web. One of the aspects that the W3C looks into is which approach to follow 

in order to solve the problems of the technology of the Web. XML is recommended by the W3C 

as a format for sharing structured information (between programs, between people and between 

computers and people, both locally and across networks). XML is also recommended as an 

alternative for HTML and SGML (W3C, 2010). 

XML, HTML and SGML are markup languages. Markup languages are languages that “mark up” 

plain text so it is formatted and displayed in a web browser in interesting and useful ways. Web 

pages are displayed by browsers when they load a copy of the web documents (plain text files 

containing markup) (Lee Ford, 2009: 6). Markup languages are characterised by their tags. A tag 

is a markup construct that begins with "<" and ends with ">". There are three kind of tags: start-

tags, for example <section>, end-tags, for example </section>, and empty-element tags, for 

example <line-break/>. 

SGML (Standard Generalised Markup Language) is an international standard of information 

exchange that uses descriptive markup within a document and that defines three layers (structure, 

content and style) (Esselink, 2000: 205). SGML is one of the oldest markup languages; it was 

born in 1986 and is very complex, which is why it is currently hardly used.  

HTML, or HyperText Markup Language, is a markup language that was created based on SGML. 

Its purpose is to describe the structure of web-based documents. HTML is one of the most 

common formats of displaying pages on the Web, although today XML is preferred by many 

because it is more flexible than HTML. HTML tags are predefined by a standard DTD 

(Document Type Definition), which specifies for example that the tag <b> will make the style of 

the text to bold. 

XML stands for eXtensible Markup Language. It was created in 1996 and recommended by the 

W3C in 1998. XML can be defined as a “metalanguage”4 because it allows the definition of 

unlimited languages. 

                                                           
4 A metalanguage defines the rules and symbols for other computer languages. For example, XML is the 
metalanguage used for other languages, such as XHTML (Musciano & Kennedy 2007) 
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The main purpose of XML is to carry data, not to display data, as HTML does. This means that 

XML contains information about the text itself; it carries semantic information. For instance, in 

the following example tags offer certain information about the nature of the text: 

<Author> 

 <Name>Bert</Name> 

 <Surname>Esselink</Surname> 

 <Nationality>Dutch</Nationality> 

</Author> 

One of the most useful features of XML is that the developers create their own tags, which 

should be self-descriptive. Contrary to HTML, XML tags are defined by the developer and they 

depend on the nature and needs of the text.  

In terms of the syntax of XML there are several rules that must be followed in order to have a 

well-formed document: 

a) XML documents need to start with an XML declaration, which is the first line of the 

document. For instance: 

 

Figure 1 - XML declaration 

As the example shows, the XML declaration is composed by the XML version and the encoding 

used in the document. The question marks need to be written as shown above. 

b) XML tags need to open and close, that is, each element needs to contain two tags, one opening 

the document and another closing it. For instance: <Name>Bert</Name>. If there is not a closing 
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tag, the document will not work. By contrast, HTML documents can have opening tags but not 

closing tags, and still work properly, as in the example below: 

<i> This text is displayed in italics 

As can be seen, there is no closing tag but the italic type equally works. 

The only exception to this XML rule is the XML declaration, which does not contain opening or 

closing tags.  

c) XML tags need to be properly nested. When a tag opens within another tag, it needs to close 

before the first tag closes. An incorrect example can look like this: 

<Book>Song of Salomon<Author>Toni Morrison</Book></Author> 

The correct way of nesting these tags is the following: 

<Book>Song of Salomon<Author>Toni Morrison</Author></Book> 

d) XML tags are case sensitive, which means that if the case is different in the opening and 

closing tag, the document will not work properly. For example, the following text would not 

work: <Name>Bert</name>. 

e) XML tags can contain attributes, which are values of the elements. The attributes from the 

elements must be quoted, either with single or double quotes. For example: <Book 

year=”1997”>.  

f) Although XML is quite flexible, some elements are considered illegal, such as >, < and “. To 

represent these elements, XML uses special entity references. The equivalent entity references for 

these illegal elements (>, < and “) are: &lt;, &gt; y &quot;. 

g) Comments also have a fixed way of representation, as can be seen in the word count comment 

(highlighted in yellow) from figure 2:  
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Figure 2 - XML comments 

 

This comment specifies the word count of the source text, which is a very relevant piece of 

information for the translator. The developer can include other kind of messages such as the one 

below, which requires the translator to use an XML editor or a plain text editor to edit the text: 

 

Figure 3 - XML Comments 

 

It is very important for multilingual texts to support non-English letters (á, ó, æ, ø, å…). They are 

legal in XML as long as the vendor software supports them or the encoding accepts them. 

 

3.4. XLIFF 

XLIFF is an XML-based format commonly used today in the localisation industry. XLIFF (XML 

Localisation Interchange File Format) stores together text and data and carries them from one 

step to another in the localisation process. It was standardised by the OASIS organisation in 

2002. “OASIS (Organization for the Advancement of Structured Information Standards) is a not-

to-profit consortium that drives the development, convergence and adoption of open standards for 

the global information society.” (OASIS, 2010) 
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The XLIFF TC (Technical Committee) charter states:  

“The purpose of the OASIS XLIFF TC is to define, through XML vocabularies, an extensible 

specification for the interchange of localization information. The specification will provide the 

ability to mark up and capture localizable data and interoperate with different processes or phases 

without loss of information. The vocabularies will be tool-neutral, support the localization-related 

aspects of internationalization and the entire localization process. The vocabularies will support 

common software and content data formats. The specification will provide an extensibility 

mechanism to allow the development of tools compatible with an implementer's own proprietary 

data formats and workflow requirements.” (OASIS, 2010)  

XLIFF is an XML application and as such, it begins with an XML declaration. After the XML 

declaration, the XLIFF document itself comes enclosed within the <xliff> element. An XLIFF 

document is composed of one or more sections, each enclosed within a <file> element. The 

<file> element consists of a <header> element, which contains metadata about the <file>, and a 

<body> element, which contains the extracted translatable data from the <file>. The translatable 

data within <trans-unit> elements is organised into <source> and <target> paired elements. These 

<trans-unit> elements can be grouped recursively in <group> elements. In addition, XLIFF 

provides the ability to maintain information about the processing of the file via the <phase> 

element. These elements are explained in more detail in the following sections. Figure 4 shows 

an XLIFF file where the basic structure can be seen. 

 

Figure 4 - XLIFF structure 
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An XLIFF document can capture anything needed for a localisation project: 

1. localisable objects (e.g. text strings) in source and target languages 

2. supplementary information (e.g. glossaries or material to recreate the original format). 

3. administrative information (e.g. workflow data) 

4. custom data (e.g. initialisation information for tools). 

 

3.4.1. Localisable objects 

XLIFF can contain the source and the target text. An XLIFF document is composed of one or 

more <file> elements. Each <file> element corresponds to an original file or source (i.e. database 

table, file). A <file> contains the source of the localisable data and, once translated, the 

corresponding localised data for one locale.  

 

Figure 5 - File element 

 

Localisable data are stored in <trans-unit> elements. The <trans-unit> element holds a <source> 

element to store the source text and a <target> element to store the translated text. For example:  
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Figure 6 - Trans-unit element 

 

Any translations of the <source> text that are not the latest (i.e. before proof, before edit, etc.), as 

well as possible proposed translations provided at some point during the localisation process, can 

be stored in an unlimited number of <alt-trans> elements (see the green rectangles on figure 7). 

The different versions of the translations can be linked to a specific phase of the process by the 

phase-name attribute (see red rectangles on figure 7). The details about the different phases can 

be stored in the <phase> elements, grouped in the <phase-group> element. 

 

Figure 7 - Alt-trans and phase elements 
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3.4.2. Supplementary information 

XLIFF allows storing supplementary information, for example, references to glossaries or 

translation memories. This extra information can be referenced (i.e. reside outside of the 

document) or embedded within the document: 

a) Reference to a document outside the file: 

...<header> 

<reference> 

 <external-file 

  href="TranslationStyleGuidelines.doc" 

 /> 

</reference>... 

b) Embedded within the document: 

...<header> 

<glossary> 

 <internal-file form="text"><![CDATA[ 

"English term 1","German term 1" 

"English term 2","German term 2" 

...]]></internal-file> 

</glossary>... 

Non-localisable elements of the file (mainly layout) are contained in the skeleton file, which can 

be referenced from the XLIFF file or embedded in it. See an example of the reference file: 
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Figure 8 - Skeleton 

 

The skeleton file (example.skl) and the XLIFF file (example.xlf) make up the zipped or 

compressed XLIFF export file (example.xlz). To give an example, the file “adsense.odt.xlz” is a 

zip file made up of “adsense.odt.xml.skl”, which is the skeleton, and “adsense.odt.xml.xlf”, 

which is the XLIFF file. Some XLIFF editors only work with the XLIFF file (.xlf) and others 

need the zipped file containing the skeleton (.xlz). 

Text layout information is stored in special elements called inline elements, which are used to 

represent codes that reside within the source or target text, for example the formatting codes to 

mark a section of a sentence in bold. The inline elements <bpt> and <ept> appear very often in 

the corpora of this research project. They delimit the beginning of a paired sequence of native 

codes. Notice that the style of the text is included within the tags.  

 

Figure 9 - Inline elements 

 

The complete list of inline elements is:  <g>, <x/>, <bx/>, <ex/>, <bpt>, <ept>, <mrk>, <ph>, 
and <it>. They either delimit or replace code in the original document. 
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3.4.3. Administrative information 

XLIFF provides mechanisms for capturing administrative information such as source material, 

workflow data, pre-translation entries and keeping track of changes. 

Figure 10 shows an example of the source material data: 

 

Figure 10 - Administrative information 

 

In terms of workflow, track changes and pre-translation, an example was already provided of 

how they can be marked with XLIFF using <alt-trans> and <phase-group> (see figure 7). 

 

3.4.4. Custom data  

Users can customise XLIFF by adding their own elements, attributes, and attribute values. See 

below an instance of extending element values: 

 

Figure 11 - Custom data 
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As it was mentioned before, XLIFF was born out of the need of having a single standard for the 

different localisation stages and a format that is compatible with different tools. XLIFF brings 

considerable benefits to the localisation process for localisation stakeholders such as localisation 

providers, customers and tool vendors. Some of the main benefits are the following: 

• Less dependency on vendors which are able to work with special formats. 

• Tighter control on what goes to localisation (pre-filtering of what to translate or not). 

• Controlled information flow (author/developer notes, item properties, etc.). 

• All advantages of XML-based processing. 

• Single format for adjunct processing (e.g. quality control in terms of spell checking). 

• Less dependency on specific localisation tools.  

 

3.5. CAT TOOLS 

Translation has changed dramatically in the last decades with the implementation of new 

technologies. Some people still have a romantic idea of the translator as someone spending hours 

on polishing translations until they are beyond perfect in the target language. Unfortunately, there 

is no time for that now. The reality is that a professional who wants to live out of translating must 

translate around 2000 words per day, which is virtually impossible just with a computer and the 

best human memory. 

In addition, the communication between the translator and the client has also been shaped by 

technology. Email is the main way in which translators and clients make business, receive and 

send translations. Furthermore, translators need to have a solid presence in the Web to reach 

clients, and therefore they create profiles in professional networks, become member of 

translations online forums, associations, etc. 
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Translation technology has developed quite quickly in the last decades. In 1966, the ALPAC 

report5 recommended the development of computer-based aids for translators. Later on, 

translators were able to get online access to multilingual terms banks, such as Eurodicautom. In 

1970, the first proposal for what is now called translation memory was born, and in 1980 Alan 

Melby proposed the integration of various tools in the translator workstation (Somers 2003, p. 

13-14). Nowadays, professional translators use and are required to use what we know as CAT 

tools.  

Computer-Aided Translation (CAT) technology “can be understood to include any computerized 

tool that translators use to help them do their job” (Bowker 2002, p. 6). CAT tools should not be 

identified with Machine Translation (MT). Machine Translation applications translate texts, 

while CAT tools do not; they help the translator translate the text.  

Before getting into the details of CAT tools, it is relevant to clarify four concepts related to CAT 

and MT: Fully Automatic High Quality Machine Translation (FAHQMT), Human-Aided 

Machine Translation (HAMT), Machine-Aided Human Translation (MAHT) and Human 

Translation (HT). FAHQMT corresponds to the full use of Machine Translation, HAMT refers to 

machine activity with some human interaction, MAHT implies human activity with the help of a 

number of tools (CAT tools) and HT concept denotes human translation without major computer 

help. Nowadays, HAMT and MAHT are the two types of translations that are most used. The line 

that separates the four concepts can be very thin and complex, and object of a different research 

project.  

There are different kinds of CAT tools: spellcheckers, terminology managers, WWW, 

terminology databases, project management tools and translation memories, among others. By 

far, the most important CAT tool for a translator is the translation memory (TM). 

According to Bert Esselink (2000, p. 362): 

Translation memory is a technology that enables the user to store translated phrases or sentences in a 

special database for local re-use or shared use over a network. Translation memory systems work by 

                                                           
5  The Automatic Language Processing Language Advisory (ALPAC) wrote a report in November 1964 on progress 
in Machine Translation research. The infamous ALPAC report concluded that MT was slower, less accurate and 
twice as expensive as human translation. Although it had some devastating effects for MT, it had some 
recommendations for machine aids for translators. (Baker 2001, p. 184) 
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matching terms and sentences in the database with those in the source text. If a match is found, the 

system proposes the ready-made translation in the target language. 

Translation memories are an essential tool for translators nowadays. In the past, translators had to 

rely on their human memory to translate phrases and terminology that they had already translated 

in the past. Currently, translators do not have to waste time looking through their stored 

translations, because translation memories do that for them. Translation memories are important 

for a variety of reasons. First and most importantly, translation memories save time to the 

translator. It is believed that a translation memory tool increases productivity by 30%, although 

that depends on the translation memory itself. Therefore, the more words translators translate the 

more earnings they will have; especially taking into account that translation is not particularly 

well paid. A second reason is translation consistency. It is common that a translator works 

repeatedly for the same client, or that they are specialised in a certain field. Translation memory 

tools can help them ensure that the same terminology and phrases are used. In particular, this is 

essential when translators face a large text. As Kay and Röscheisen (1993, p.8) affirm: “One of 

the most important sources of information to which a translator can have access is a large body of 

previous translations.” Thirdly, translation memories and technology are crucial because 

translators need to be better skilled in order to be more competitive and more attractive to clients. 

For instance, in the software translation industry, translators are required to know how to use 

several tools. 

Translation memory technology works by comparing a new source text against a database of 

texts that have already been translated. When a translator has a new segment to translate, the TM 

system consults the database to see if this new segment matches a previously translated segment 

(Bowker 2002, p. 94). The matching of the segments can vary, from 0% to 100% matching. 

Then, the translator can decide whether to incorporate that segment to the translation or not. In 

most cases and with a matching over 60-70% the translator will incorporate the segment to the 

translation and edit it.  

Segments are usually sentences, but there are other elements that are also considered segments, 

such as headings or list elements. Segmentation rules can be defined by the translator. 
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There are different kinds of TM matches: ICE (In Context Exact), exact, full, fuzzy and term 

matches.  

An ICE match means that the new segment is identical to another in the TM and appears in the 

same context. It is almost the same as an Exact match, which are 100% identical to the new 

segment in spelling, punctuation and formatting but do not appear in the same context. Basically, 

an ICE match is an exact match within the same context. 

 

Figure 12 - Exact matches 

 

Full matches are quite similar to exact matches; however, there can be differences between the 

TM and the new segments in what is known as “placeables”, which are dates, currencies, 

measurements or proper names.  

 

Figure 13 - Full matches 
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Fuzzy matches retrieve segments that are similar but not identical. Translators can choose where 

to set the sensitivity threshold, which means that they can decide whether they will specify fuzzy 

matches to be 90% similar to the new segment or 10% similar to it. Usually, translators set the 

sensitivity threshold to a 70-75% so that they do not miss potential reusable segments and so that 

they do not get irrelevant segments.  

 

Figure 14 - Fuzzy matches 

 

Finally, term matches are retrieved thanks to the terminology database, which is usually 

integrated in the translation memory. The TM shows terminology matches to the translators that 

are stored in the terminology database.   

 

Figure 15 - Term matches 

 

There are three main kinds of translation memory tools: 

- Translation memory tools integrated in an application. 

- Translation memory tools that are not integrated in an application. 
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- Translation memory tools that are especially designed for translation projects. 

The first kind of TM tool is integrated with an editor program such as Microsoft Word, as Trados 

Workbench and Wordfast. Figure 16 shows a text processed with Trados Workbench. 

 

Figure 16 - Trados Workbench 

 

The second kind of TM tool is not integrated with an editor program; they import the document 

to their translation environment and once the translation is finished the document can be exported 

back to their original format. Some examples are Idiom WorldServer, Déjà Vu-X and SDL 

Trados Studio. Figure 17 is an example of a document imported into Idiom WorldServer. 

 

Figure 17 - Idiom WorldServer 
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The third TM tool has been especially designed for translation projects. For example, Gtranslator 

is a TM tool that has been designed for translators who take part in free software translation 

projects. It was built for the translation of Gnome Desktop from Linux. (Oliver et al., 2007, pp. 

30-35) 

 

Figure 18 - Gtranslator 

 

As technology has imposed new skills to be acquired by translators, it is worth commenting 

briefly on translation training. Although most translators’ knowledge is self-taught along their 

career, proper translation technology training is essential. According to Amparo Alcina (2008, 

p.96), translation technology training should cover five main areas: 

1. The translators’ computer equipment 

2. Communication and documentation tools 

3. Text edition and desktop publishing 

4. Language tools and resources 

5. Translation tools. 

XML and other markup languages should also be included in translation trainings, although 

experts do not agree on the extent to which students should be familiar with XML, as Olga Nuñez 

(2006) affirms in her summary of an online discussion about how to teach XML. In that 
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discussion, Mark Shuttleworth (Imperial College, London) states that trainings should contain an 

XML module that combines a theoretical component with practical work involving the creation 

of simple documents. This proposal seems realistic within the current translation studies 

framework. 

 

3.6. TRANSLATION OF MARKUP LANGUAGE TEXTS 

According to Bert Esselink (2000, pp. 213-219), there are four groups of tools that make possible 

the translation of markup language files: WYSIWYG editors, Text editors, Translation Memory 

tools and Protected tag editors. 

 

3.6.1. WYSIWYG 

WYSIWYG stands for “What You See Is What You Get”. WYSIWYG HTML or XML editors 

are applications that enable the user to translate files where all page and text layout is visible and 

the markup is not displayed, for example, Microsoft Front Page. The main advantage of 

WYSIWYG editors is that translators can see the layout of the text, whereas the disadvantage is 

that the markup can be changed, deleted or added automatically if the HTML editor happens to 

re-write the code. Figure 18 below shows an HTML file opened to be translated with Microsoft 

Word. 
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Figure 19 - WYSIWYG 

 

3.6.2. Text Editors  

Text editors entail editing the source code directly. As a consequence, translators need to locate 

themselves the translatable text in the source text. The main disadvantages are that the layout of 

the HTML/XML file is not visible, that it is easy to corrupt the HTML code by deleting some 

tags, and that translators might translate text that should not be translated or even overlook 

translatable text.  

 

Figure 20 - Text editors 
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3.6.3. Translation Memory Tools 

Translation memory tools, such as STAR Transit or SDL Trados Studio, contain filters for 

HTML or XML files. These tools either externalise all markup and only display the translatable 

text to the translator, or flag all markup using different colors and text styles.  

 

Figure 21 - HTML in SDL Trados Studio 

 

3.6.4. Tag Editors 

Tag editors, which have an integrated TM, enable translators to work in the HTML or XML 

source file where only the relevant markup is visible to translators. The best known Tag Editor is 

Trados TagEditor (see figure 22). Tag Editors protect all tags in the file from being deleted or 

overwritten and allow users to specify markup text settings. The latter is a very useful 

functionality because it enables translators to select the view of the tags: no tag text, partial tag 

text and complete tag text. On figure 22, the partial tag text view is activated. 
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Figure 22 - Trados TagEditor 

 

3.7. XLIFF editors 

Since this research project is concerned with how XLIFF can affect the translation process, it is 

relevant to comment on the tools that are used to translate XLIFF files, as they have a direct 

impact on the translation process and quality.  

There are two main sets of tools used to translate XLIFF files: XLIFF translation editors and 

XML editors.  

1. XLIFF translation editors are integrated with translation memories and terminology tools. 

There are two main kinds of translation tools to translate XLIFF files:  

 a) Specific tools designed to translate XLIFF files, such as Open Language Tools XLIFF 

 Translation editor. 
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Figure 23 - Open Language Tools XLIFF Translation Editor 1 

 

b) Translation memory tools that have filters for XLIFF files, such as Trados TagEditor. As 

XLIFF is based on XML, most translation memory tools that have an XML filter will allow the 

use of XLIFF.  

 

Figure 24 - TagEditor with XLIFF 
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2. XML or Text editors. As XLIFF is based on XML, XML editors allow the view and translation 

of XLIFF files. They are basically text editors that have some specific features to manage XML 

tags, such a protection to avoid overwriting the code. XML text editors also have functionalities 

for developers.  

See below a screenshot of XML Marker: 

 

Figure 25 - XML marker 

 

These XML or text editors use different colours to identify the various markup elements easily. If 

a plain text editor is used to translate an XLIFF file, the complex view of the document can cause 

great confusion to translators, as it can be quite difficult to separate translatable text from non-

translatable text. Figure 26 shows a screenshot from the same XLIFF document as figure 25 but 

opened with the plain text editor Wordpad. 
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Figure 26 - WordPad 

 

Text editors are not integrated with translation memories, which is a major disadvantage for the 

translator. Consequently, it is not so common anymore to use text editors for translation. 

These tools and the way they interact with XLIFF are analysed in more detail in the “Case Study” 

section, as they are used to prove the hypothesis presented in this research project. 
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4. CASE STUDY 

4.1. Methodology 

As it has been exposed in the “Aim and Scope of the Research” section, the aim of this research 

project is: 

a) To determine whether the XLIFF format adds any value or hinders the translation process. 

b) To find out if XLIFF editor tools hide any relevant information for translators. 

c) To provide a proposal of how information should be marked by XLIFF editors. 

In order to carry out this research, XLIFF files have been observed in two ways: a) with three 

different XLIFF editors and b) with XML or text editors.  

 a) Viewed with XLIFF editors  

 

Figure 27 - Open Language Tools XLIFF Translation Editor 2 

XLIFF editors filter XLIFF information and often hide tags (or have the option of hiding them) in 

order to show translators only translatable text.  

In this research project the following XLIFF editors have been used: Open Language Tools 

XLIFF Translation Editor, Translation Workspace XLIFF Editor and SDL Trados Studio 2009. 

All of these are translation memory tools. 
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Open Language Tools are a set of translation tools that aim at making the task of translating 

software and documentation easier. They are comprised of a full-featured XLIFF Translation 

Editor and a set of XLIFF file-filters for a number of documentation and software file formats. 

This program has been chosen mainly because it is free software6 and because it can be 

interesting to compare it with commercial software.  

Translation Workspace is a cloud computing7 CAT tool, where the technology has been created 

by Lionbridge Technologies. Up to a few months ago, it used to be called Logoport though now 

it is being commercialised as Translation Workspace. Lionbridge is a leading provider of 

language, development and testing services. The tool has been incorporated in this project 

because it is used by a vast number of freelance translators. 

 

Figure 28- Translation Workspace XLIFF editor 

Finally, SDL Trados Studio 2009 is an application for translating files, creating and managing 

translation memories. This product has been developed by SDL Trados, which is the market 

leading computer assisted translation software suites. This tool has been used in the Case Study 

                                                           
6 Free software is software that gives the user the freedom to share, study and modify it. (FSF, 2010) 
7 Cloud computing is Internet-based application, whereby shared resources, software, and information are provided 
to computers and other devices on demand. 
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because its latest version, SDL Trados Studio 2009, allows translating XLIFF files, and because 

Trados is one of the most important translation tools. SDL Trados must be acquired through a 

license. 

 

Figure 29 - SDL Trados Studio 

  

b) Viewed with an XML editor 

As explained before in the "Translation Tools for Markup Languages" section, XML editors are 

text editors that will display the files as they are, and will show all tags without any kind of 

filtering, thus having access to the “raw file”. However, it is important to clarify that XLIFF files 

are typically not source files, but converted or filtered files from a source text (HTML, DOC, 

ODT, etc). This is important because file converters use an implementation of XLIFF in order to 

convert the source file into XLIFF, therefore the converted XLIFF file might not benefit from all 

XLIFF specifications defined by OASIS. This implementation of XLIFF is designed by 

developers. 
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The XML editor chosen for this project is jEdit, which is a programmer´s text editor and free 

software (see figure 30 below). In some occasions, XML Marker has been used, which is also a 

free software text editor.  

 

Figure 30 - XML editor 

 

In terms of the corpora used for this research project, rich-layout documentation files have been 

collected to view how XLIFF treats the different aspects of the layout of the source text and how 

they are displayed by the XLIFF editors. Around twenty five XLIFF files have been observed, 

although not all of them have been used for the “Case Study”. The word count of these files 

amounts to 44,000 words. This corpora volume is representative for the purposes of this research 

project. Most of the files are XLIFF texts provided by translators, and other texts are manuals 

chosen because of their rich-layout. It is important to point out that many of the samples analysed 

have not been used as examples in the Case Study because of the confidentially agreements 

signed by the translators who provided the texts. The corpora were comprised in the Appendix 
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A8, although not all samples are included in the present published study due to the mentioned 

confidentiality issues.  

The source file format of the samples used for this research is OpenDocument (.odt file), as it is 

usually compatible with XLIFF converters. It has been necessary to convert the OpenDocument 

files into XLIFF (.xlf files) in order to evaluate how XLIFF processes the layout of the source 

text. Basically, this conversion has been performed by using two tools: Open Language Tools 

XLIFF filters, which turns a variety of file formats into XLIFF files, and Okapi´s Rainbow9, 

which is a graphical user interface that allows users to specify some of the options of the utilities, 

such as a converter into XLIFF.  

Once the files were converted into XLIFF, they were ready to be observed according to the two 

processes explained before (with an XLIFF editor and an XML editor). 

The approach taken for the evaluation of XLIFF files was to observe the files as translators would 

find them for translation. Since there are many aspects that could be the object of this evaluation, 

a limited list of elements has been the focus of the case study: 

- original file information 

- XLM declaration 

- headings 

- images and captions 

- lists 

- footnotes 

- links. 

                                                           
8
 Appendixes have been removed from this version for publication due to confidentiality issues. 

9
 The Okapi Framework is a set of interface specifications, format definitions, components and applications that 

provides an environment to build interoperable tools for the different steps of the translation and localisation process. 
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Once these elements have been analysed, a proposal has been formulated about how XLIFF 

editors should display layout and information so that they are more easily identifiable for the 

translator. This proposal does not intend to provide a description on how improvements should be 

made from a technical point of view. 

Finally, to better understand what translators think about XLIFF and what kind of information 

they miss while translating, a questionnaire has been distributed among professional translators. 

These were the questions submitted to them: 

1. What programs do you use for the translation of documentation/online help files?  

2. What kind of information do these programs allow you to see?   

3. When you translate documentation/online help files, what is the most usual file format 

you get?   

4. If you translate XLIFF files, which XLIFF editor do you use? Do you think XLIFF editors 

allow you to see more information than other applications about the text or the project?  

5. When you translate documentation/online help files, what kind of information do you 

usually miss?  

The translation mass has been reached through the following online translation groups: 

- Elebe Freelance Translators: a group of freelance translators from Spain that work for 

Lionbridge Technologies.  

- Traducción y Tecnologías: a group of translators that took the Postgraduate course Translation 

and Technology in the Universtitat Oberta de Catalunya (UOC). 

- Traducción España: a distribution list about translation in Spain which deals with various 

translation topics: translation tools, terminology, resources, work opportunities, translation 

business. 

- ATD (Ágora de Traductors Digitals): a Catalan distribution list for translators that work with 

New Technologies.  

- APTIC (Associació Professional de Traductors i Interprets de Catalunya): an independent, non-

profit association. 
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In addition, the questionnaire has also been sent to a number of translators outside of the groups 

listed above, who in turn have circulated the questionnaire among other translators.  

The questionnaire was sent out through a Google Form: 

 

Figure 31 - GoogleForm questionnaire 

 

4.2. XLIFF analysis 

The XLIFF corpora has been analysed according to the following criteria:  

- original file information 

- XML declaration 

- headings 
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- images and captions 

- lists 

- footnotes 

- links. 

As mentioned before, the documents used for this study are displayed by three XLIFF tools and 

by a text editor. The samples have been chosen taking into account the richness of the layout, so 

that as much information as possible could be viewed in the files. 

 

4.2.1. Original file 

4.2.1.1. XLIFF editors 

When opening an XLIFF file with the three XLIFF editors, it is found that they display different 

information. SDL Trados Studio 2009 and Translation Workspace show the name of the original 

file (figures 32 and 33). By contrast, Open Language Tools does not show the original file 

information. 

 

Figure 32 - Source file in Translation Workspace 
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Figure 33 - Source file in SDL Trados Studio 

 

4.2.1.2. Text editor 

The same XLIFF file is opened with the text editor jEdit and, as figure 34 shows, the source file 

name is also displayed in the document. 

 

Figure 34 - Source file in jEdit 

 

It is always relevant to see the name of the file, which provides information about the file 

extension and probably about the topic of the translation.  
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4.2.2. XML declaration 

4.2.2.1. XLIFF editors 

Only Open Language Tools and Translation Workspace show the XML declaration of the XLIFF 

file. The XLIFF format is based on XML and therefore the XML declaration must be the first line 

of the file. Note that the XML declaration is composed of the XML version and the encoding 

used in the document. Figure 35 shows the XML declaration of a document in the Translation 

Workspace XLIFF Editor. 

 

Figure 35 - XML declaration in Translation Workspace 

 

4.2.2.2. Text editors 

The text editor jEdit also displays the XML declaration at the beginning of the document: 

 

Figure 36 - XML declaration in jEdit 
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4.2.3. Headings 

4.2.3.1. XLIFF editors 

The Open Language Tools XLIFF Translation Editor does not flag headings in the text, even 

when titles are formatted with heading style in the original OpenDocument file, as can be seen in 

the example below: 

 

Figure 37 - Headings in source OpenDocument 

 

This means that translators do not necessarily know if they are translating an isolated sentence 

from a paragraph, a heading or a subheading. Figure 38 shows the same example as figure 37 but 

converted into XLIFF and opened with Open Language Tools. 

 

Figure 38 - Headings in Open Language Tools 
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Translation Workspace and SDL Trados Studio specify headings differently.  

Translation Workspace shows the XLIFF tag that identifies the segment as a heading (<text:h>), 

as can be seen on the green highlighted elements from figure 39 (which corresponds to the source 

text from figure 37): 

 

Figure 39 - Headings in Translation Workspace  

 

SDL Trados Studio does not show XLIFF tags as Translation Workspace does; however, it 

contains a column in the translation panel that highlights the document structure. Figure 40 also 

corresponds to the source text from figure 37. 

 

Figure 40 - Headings in SDL Trados Studio 

 

RT+ stands for Custom Resource Type, which refers to the location of the segment text in the 

source document. To see what kind of element each segment corresponds to, it is necessary to 

place the cursor over the column after which the cursor changes to a hand  , which enables 



52 
 

the user to see a code for the structure of the segment. In figure 40, “h” stands for “heading”. See 

below an example of the typical codes for the structure of the document. 

 

Figure 41 - Structure codes for SDL Trados Studio 

 

4.2.3.2. Text Editor 

The XLIFF implementation of jEdit shows information about headings by adding a <restype=”x-

text:h”> attribute to the trans-unit element. The attribute “restype” (resource type) indicates the 

resource type of the element. 

 

Figure 42 - Headings in jEdit 
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4.2.4. Images and captions
10

 

4.2.4.1. XLIFF editors 

Images are valuable sources of information for the translator as they typically reflect what the 

text is describing and therefore they can help them understand the text better. They often contain 

inserted text, in which case it would be necessary to localise the text using an image localisation 

tool. 

Figure 43 shows an image and its caption from a source file in OpenDocument format. 

 

Figure 43 - Image with caption in OpenDocument 

 

The XLIFF implementation of Open Language Tools does not provide any reference to the image 

from figure 43, although the caption is included in the text to be translated. As a consequence, in 

the case of figure 44, translators would not know that there is an image in the document unless 

they have access to the source file. They would only be able to see the caption of the image. 

                                                           
10 A caption is a few lines of text used to explain or elaborate on photographs. 
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Figure 44 - Images/Captions in Open Language Tools  

 

SDL Trados and Translation Workspace display some elements, which inform the translator 

about the embedded pictures in the document, although the images themselves cannot be seen. 

See below examples of how the source image from figure 43 is displayed by both tools. 

 

Figure 45 - Images in SDL Trados Studio 

 

 

Figure 46 - Images in Translation Workspace 
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4.2.4.2 Text editor 

When opening the XLIFF file corresponding to the source image from figure 43, the result is the 

following: 

 

Figure 47 - images in jEdit 

 

Therefore, XLIFF indicates that there is an image and provides details about it, such as the width 

and height (see yellow highlight). XLIFF also specifies information about the caption with the 

attribute “refFigure0” (see green highlight). 

Ideally, the translator would be able to see the image, not just a reference to it. This is possible if 

the translator has access to the source file. 

 

4.2.5. Lists 

4.2.5.1. XLIFF editors 

Numbered lists are not flagged with Open Language Tools or with SDL Trados Studio, and as a 

result, translators cannot possibly know that they are translating a numbered list of elements 

without seeing the source file.  

Figure 48 is an example of a source file (OpenDocument), which includes a numbered list of 

elements. 



56 
 

 

Figure 48 - Lists in OpenDocument 

 

The XLIFF implementation of Open Language Tools and SDL Trados Studio do not incorporate 

any information specifying the numbered list of elements from the source text. Instead they only 

indicate that the text has a certain style (T23, T27) through the <span> tag. A span tag provides 

no visual change by itself, but enables the linking of the text included in the span element to a 

certain text style. However, it would be difficult for the translator to know what each style code 

stands for as they would have to go back to the skeleton of the XLIFF file and look up what T23 

and T27 correspond to. Each XLIFF file creates their style codes to reference a particular style.  
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Figure 49 - Lists in Open Language Tools 

 

 

Figure 50 - Lists in SDL Trados Studio 

 

Translation Workspace flags the list of elements with the tag <text:list-item> although it does not 

specify the numbers of the lists (see green circle in figure 51). Translators would know that there 

is a numbered list (see green circle with the green highlighted text from figure 51), but it is very 

difficult to distinguish when the list starts or ends. 



58 
 

 

Figure 51 - Lists in Translation Workspace 

 

Bullet point lists are displayed neither with Open Language Tools nor with SDL Trados Studio. 

However, they are captured in Translation Workspace using the <text:list-item> as the numbered 

list. The only difference is that there is not an attribute specifying the numbering (see the green 

highlighted circle from figure 51). 

Figure 52 shows a bullet point list of elements in a source text and figure 53 shows the same list 

but converted into XLIFF and opened with Translation Workspace. The <text:list-item> attribute 

can be seen. 

 

Figure 52 - Bullet point list in OpenDocument 
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Figure 53 - Bullet points in Translation Worskpace 

 

4.2.5.2. Text editors 

The XLIFF file opened with jEdit does not show any indications about the numbered list from the 

source file (figure 48), as it can be seen below in figure 54 below. Note that the translation unit of 

the first element of the list is “a66”. 

 

Figure 54 - Lists in jEdit 

 

When looking at the corresponding skeleton of the XLIFF file it can be seen that the translation 

unit “a65” includes a “text:list” attribute, which indicates that there is a list of elements. It is 

interesting that the “text:list” attribute is placed in the translation unit before the first element of 

the list (“a66”). This seems to be the case in all lists of elements evaluated in this Case Study. 
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Figure 55 - Lists in skeleton 

 

4.2.6. Footnotes 

4.2.6.1. XLIFF editors 

To see how footnotes are displayed by XLIFF it is necessary to give an example of a footnote in 

a source text (figures 56 and 57). 

 

Figure 56 - Footnotes in OpenDocument 

 

Figure 57 - Footnotes in OpenDocument 2 

 

Footnotes are not labeled with Open Language Tools. They are displayed embedded in the text, 

just after their corresponding footnote number. Translators facing the translation of this text 

would probably feel very confused if they do not have access to the source file. 



61 
 

 

Figure 58 - Footnotes in Open Language Tools 

 

The XLIFF implementation used by Translation Workspace and SDL Trados Studio indicates 

footnotes by adding an attribute to the text. These two programs also embed the footnotes in the 

text, just after or before the footnote number. 

Translation Workspace marks the footnote with the value “fn2”, the attribute “footnote” and the 

element <text:note-citation>, which can be seen in the green circle in figure 59.  

 

Figure 59 - Footnotes in Translation Workspace 

 

The XLIFF implementation of SDL Trados Studio incorporates a <text:note-citation> element to 

the footnote number after the footnote itself, as can be seen in Figure 60. The footnote number is 

inserted in the <text:note-citation>, which means that the translator needs to expand the tag view 

in order to see the footnote number. Note that tags can be partial and full (the screenshot shows 

full tag text). 
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Figure 60 - Footnote in SDL Trados Studio 

 

Having footnotes inserted in the text is not recommended as it can create serious problems for 

translators. If they do not have access to the source text and are unable to understand XLIFF tags 

it is very likely that they will not know what they are translating. 

 

4.2.6.2. Text editors 

When observing the XLIFF file with jEdit one can see that the footnote is embedded within the 

text after the footnote number, just as in the previous cases. Note that the footnote number is the 

translation unit “a23”. 

 

Figure 61 - Footnotes in jEdit 



63 
 

 

The XLIFF file shows no tags indicating that the inserted element is a footnote. However, if the 

skeleton file is opened one can see that the trans-unit “a23” makes a reference to a footnote. 

Therefore, XLIFF does have the ability to show footnotes. 

 

Figure 62 - Footnote in Skeleton 

 

4.2.7. Links 

4.2.7.1. XLIFF editors 

Links are flagged by the three XLIFF editors used in this Case Study.  

The XLIFF implementation of Open Language Tools modifies the <text> element with the 
attribute “Internet_20_link”.  

 

Figure 63 - Links in Open Language Tools 

 

Translation Workspace adds a similar attribute “Internet_20_link” to the <text> element: 
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Figure 64 - Links1 in Translation Workspace 

 

In addition, it incorporates a <xlink> element where the source URL can be seen in a non-

editable form, which means that the tag is protected. 

 

Figure 65 - Links2 in Translation Workspace 

 

SDL Trados Studio also adds the attribute “Internet_20_link” to the <text> element and the 

<xlink> element in a protected tag, as can be seen in the figure 63 below. 

 

Figure 66 - Links in SDL Trados Studio 

 

Therefore, XLIFF editors seem to be quite consistent in the way they display links or URLs, 

which are fairly easy to identify in most cases.  
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4.2.7.2. Text editors 

The XLIFF implementation of the text editor jEdit also uses the attribute “Internet_20_link” to 

the <text> element to indicate URLs. 

 

Figure 67 - Links in jEdit 

 

4.3. Questionnaire 

The questionnaire has been distributed in order to evaluate the usage of XLIFF and to find out 

about the most common missing information in translation projects.  

The response volume has been twenty-seven replies, out of a much higher number. The 

questionnaire was sent to translators of the distribution lists and associations stated in the 

“Methodology” section, although it is difficult to confirm how many people actually received the 

questionnaire. As an estimate, more than 500 people received an email containing the 

questionnaire. Nevertheless, twenty-seven replies is a relevant number for the purposes of this 

research project. 

Unfortunately, some of the answers provided were not valid. In some occasions, translators did 

not fully understand the questions and therefore their answers were not proving; in other 

occasions, subjects were unable to answer some of the questions.  

As mentioned earlier, the questionnaire was composed of five questions, which are exposed 

below with a summary of the replies. Not all answers are captured in the following sections; only 

conclusive answers in terms of number of repetitions and relevance to the topic. Full answers can 

be consulted in Appendix B11.  

1. What programs do you use for the translation of documentation/online help files? 

                                                           
11

 Appendixes have been removed from this version for publication due to confidentiality issues. 
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Twenty-five out the twenty-seven people use SDL Trados to translate documentation files. This 

is not surprising given the fact that SDL Trados is a leading translation tool and that the last 

release has incorporated filters to treat new formats such as XLIFF. Some of the subjects 

answered that, in particular, they use TagEditor, SDLX or Translator Workbench, which are also 

SDL Trados products. 

The second most used tool is Translation Workspace, previously called Logoport, which is a 

Lionbridge propriety tool. This fact is not unexpected, because Lionbridge is one of the largest 

translation companies and hire a large number of freelance translators who are required to use 

their tool. Eight people replied that they use Translation Workspace. 

Microsoft Word and Excel are used by five and four people respectively, which in the past would 

probably have been a higher number of users. Nowadays, translators use translation memory 

tools, and therefore, if they get a Word file to translate, it will be processed by a translation 

program, such as SDL Trados.  

Three people answered that they use XLIFF as a program, which is a wrong answer, because 

XLIFF is not a program but a format. They probably meant that they use XLIFF editors. 

2. What kind of information do these programs allow you to see?  

Thirteen out of twenty-seven subjects replied that they are allowed to see the format of the 

document, and seven people answered that they are allowed to see layout tags. Both layout tags 

and format are considered to mean the layout of the source file. Out of those thirteen subjects, 

two people mentioned that, although they can see the tags, they do not know how to interpret 

them. Three people answered that it is important for them to see the source file or a preview of 

the translation, because that would allow seeing the source format. In particular, they mentioned 

TagEditor and Translator Workbench, which are integrated with Microsoft Word, and enable 

seeing the source layout. 

Four people said that they are able to see comments and three that they are able to see glossary 

information.  

3. When you translate documentation/online help files, what is the most usual file format 

you get?  
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According to the replies, the most used formats are XML, HTML and DOC, with fourteen, 

thirteen and twelve answers respectively. This is significant because it shows that markup 

languages are the most used file format for documentation/ online help.  

It is also relevant mentioning that four people use XLIFF and five RTF12, which are both 

interchange formats. As it was mentioned before, translators and translation agencies use a 

number of tools with different file requirements; interchange formats such as XLIFF and RTF are 

usually compatible with most tools. 

Six people answered that they use TTX format, but these answers are not valid because TTX 

(Trados Tag) is a file format only used by SDL Trados TagEditor. TagEditor is an application 

used to translate markup languages files, such as HTML, XML and XLIFF, which are then 

converted into TTX to be processed by TagEditor. Therefore, TTX is a format only used with 

TagEditor, but it is not a standalone format. 

4. If you translate XLIFF files, which XLIFF editor do you use? Do you think XLIFF editors 

allow you to see more information than other applications about the text or the project? 

Most subjects replied that they use Translation Workspace as an XLIFF editor (eight subjects), 

which is due to the fact that many of the people that received this questionnaire work for 

Lionbridge as a freelance translator, and they are required to use that tool. Three subjects 

answered that they use SDL Trados.  

In terms of the information seen with XLIFF, it is significant that six people do not seem to have 

observed any improvements in the way layout and information is displayed by XLIFF.  

Finally, it is also relevant to mention that fourteen people have never worked with XLIFF. 

5. When you translate documentation/ online help files, what kind of information do you 

usually miss?  

Eight people answered that they usually miss context. This is a serious problem for translators, 

which can only be solved by project managers or clients providing information about the project. 

                                                           
12 The Rich Text Format (often abbreviated RTF) is a proprietary document file format with published specification 
developed by Microsoft Corporation since 1987 for Microsoft products and for cross-platform document 
interchange. 
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It is also necessary that the translation tool enables recording such information so that the 

translator can easily access it.  

Five people miss being able to see layout/ format information, and two people would like to 

understand what tags and placeholders stand for. In addition, three people say that as long as they 

can see the source file, they do not miss anything. Therefore, for nine people in total, it is 

important to see the layout of the source file.  

Finally, project information, glossary, style guide and screenshots are also considered necessary 

for the translation of the files. 

 

4.4. Proposal 

After having analysed the way that XLIFF editors treat and filter the layout of source files 

(OpenDocument files) and after having identified the flaws of these tools from a translator´s 

point of view, this section offers a proposal of an alternative and additional display of 

information.  

This proposal is based on what is possible to do according to the XLIFF specifications of XLIFF 

version 1.2, as published by OASIS13. Suggesting a complete new way of displaying layout 

information would not be realistic as it would require a very high technical knowledge.  

XLIFF editors take an implementation (a version) of the XLIFF specifications to create filters for 

XLIFF files. Likewise, XLIFF converters are based on an implementation of XLIFF to convert 

source files into XLIFF files. This implies that some source information can be lost when files 

are filtered by XLIFF converters or XLIFF editors; although that depends on the implementation 

defined by developers. 

The latest specifications of XLIFF offer a variety of possibilities on how to display information, 

not only in terms of layout, but in terms of project information, stages, etc. 

As it was mentioned in the “XLIFF” section, the XLIFF document is composed of one or more 

sections, each enclosed within a <file> element. The <file> element consists of a <header> 

                                                           
13

 http://docs.oasis-open.org/xliff/v1.2/os/xliff-core.html 
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element, which contains metadata about the <file>, and a <body> element, which contains the 

extracted translatable data from the <file>. The translatable data within <trans-unit> elements is 

organised into <source> and <target> paired elements. In addition, XLIFF provides the ability to 

maintain information about the processing of the file via the <phase> element. The <source> 

element may contain inline elements that either remove the codes from the source (<g>, <x/>, 

<bx/>, <ex/>) or mask off codes left inline (<bpt>, <ept>, <sub>, <it>, <ph>).  

This proposal focuses around two main blocks: information in the <header> element and 

information in the <body> element.  

The <header> includes metadata information about the file, such as glossaries, translation 

memories and comments.  

The Case Study of this research project has been carried out mainly using documents that are not 

real translation projects due to confidentiality issues; therefore, it has not been possible to 

evaluate thoroughly how XLIFF editors treat information about the project (word count, 

resources, etc). However, about seventeen real projects have been analysed and show that the 

<header> information can be seen with the XML or text editors, but not with XLIFF editors. 

These projects have not been used as examples in the Case Study because of confidentiality 

issues and because the format of the source file was not OpenDocument. Remember that this 

research project has focused solely on OpenDocument files. 

For instance, figure 71 shows information of the header regarding: phase contact-name (contact 

for that specific translation stage), phase name (translation stage, i.e. translation, review), contact 

email, glossary information, count-group name (file word count). 

 

Figure 68 - Header with jEdit 
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This information cannot be seen when opening the file with any of the three analysed XLIFF 

editors, which means that the XLIFF editors do not filter the header information 

accurately. 

XLIFF editors should incorporate the possibility of portraying this information in the filtered file. 

It is extremely relevant for the translator to know as much information about the project as 

possible. 

In terms of the <body>, there are several elements that have not been found in the corpora 

evaluated in the Case Study and that would be very valuable for translators, such as context. In 

addition, there are some elements that should be displayed in a different way with XLIFF editors. 

a) Context 

Contextual information for the localisation process can be provided by the <context> element, 

which is placed at the <trans-unit> or <alt-trans> level. It is vital for the translator to see context 

about the segment being translated, and, therefore, XLIFF editors should have a functionality that 

enables it. A given XLIFF editor could provide the information directly in the text with a <note> 

tag, or through other functionalities outside the text itself, such as segment comments or 

messages. There have not been examples of <context> elements in the Case Study because the 

files were not real translation projects, but also because, unfortunately, developers do not tend to 

include context in the source texts. 

b)  Hypertext reference 

 The href attribute (Hypertext reference) indicates the location of the file or the URL for an 

<external-file> element. The example below indicates a file on a local drive: 

href=file:///C:/MyFolder/MyProject/MyFile.htm  

The Case Study shows that images are not displayed by some XLIFF editors. Using a href 

attribute would be a solution to show the translator that there is a picture embedded. 

c) Inline elements 



71 
 

Elements <bpt> and <ept> appear widely in the XLIFF files, but the translator is unable to 

identify the format of the segment because these inline elements just delimit the beginning of a 

paired sequence of native codes (see figure 75). In order to see the format of the document, these 

elements should have a “ctype” attribute, which specifies the type of code that is represented by 

the inline element; e.g. ctype="bold" means that the code represents a bolding text. None of the 

documents analysed with the XLIFF editors contained that attribute. 

Note: In general, all inline elements should have attributes that specify the layout of the elements 

they delimit or replace. The XLIFF specifications allow tagging most layout information. 

 

Figure 69 - BPT/EPT inline elements 

 

d) Headings 

Headings can be flagged with XLIFF using the element “restype” and its value “heading”. The 

attribute “restype” (resource type) indicates the resource type of the container element. It could 

appear in the <group> and <trans-unit> elements, such as <group restype='heading'>.  

e) Lists 

As with headings, lists could be flagged with XLIFF using the element “restype” and its value 

“list”. It can appear in the <group> and <trans-unit> elements.  

f) Footnotes 

They can be flagged with the value “fn” of the attribute “restype”. 

As can be seen, XLIFF specifications offer a wide range of possibilities to mark layout and to 

include information about the project. The present proposal suggests two possible ways of 

displaying source text information. One option would be to flag this information with tags, as 

specified by XLIFF, but the downside would be that translators would have to know XLIFF to 
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understand the tags. Another option would be that XLIFF editors filter XLIFF tags and convert 

them in intuitive information inserted in the text somehow so that translators understand it. For 

example, if there is a list of elements, the XLIFF editor could mark each segment with a “bullet-

list” label.   

As it can be inferred from this proposal, there are many options to identify information about the 

project and the layout of the source file in a more clear and visual way for translators. However, 

XLIFF editors are not able to use XLIFF to its full potential. 
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5. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK 

The initial hypothesis of this research project was that XLIFF editors do not provide all the text 

information that translators need because they are not taking advantage of all XLIFF features. 

The Case Study aimed at determining whether the XLIFF format adds value or hinders the 

translation process and whether XLIFF editor tools hide any relevant information for translators. 

After having analysed the corpora, it was found that XLIFF editors do not display layout 

information in a clear and effective way. There are many examples in the Case Study about lost 

information, such as missing list elements and lack of text styles. This means that XLIFF editors 

should extend the XLIFF implementation they use. Furthermore, in those cases where XLIFF 

editors do provide information, it might still be lost if translators are not familiar with the markup 

language.  

The XLIFF format potentially adds value to the translation process because it offers a wide range 

of helpful information to the translator, such as information about the layout of the text, the 

project, the localisation stage, etc. However, if XLIFF editor tools and converters use a limited 

implementation of the XLIFF format the translator will never benefit from that information. 

Therefore, XLIFF editor tools should adapt their functionalities to the variety of advantages that 

the XLIFF format offers.  

XLIFF specifications could simplify their tag system to make it more intuitive for translators. As 

the questionnaire has proven, layout is important for translators but they do not always 

understand the tags, which means that either they need to be trained on how to interpret markup 

languages or translation tools need to have sophisticated filters that interpret tags in a self-

explanatory way for translators.  

As it was mentioned before, technology has shaped the translation world both in terms of 

translation tools and in terms of the translation needs. Technology translation is a very large 

market in the translation industry, which has introduced a new way of understanding markup 

languages. In addition, translation tools have become essential for the professional translation 

work. Consequently, it is vital to evaluate the new standards that are introduced in the industry to 
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improve the work of translators, such as XLIFF. Unfortunately, although people have high hopes 

for its success, it does not seem to meet the high standards that it initially had. 

This research project has aimed to flag the need of providing translators with the best tools 

possible to produce accurate and skillful translations. The Case Study has shown that XLIFF 

editors do not use XLIFF format to its full extent and that their implementation of XLIFF is far 

from being useful for the translator.  

Software and documentation translators often complain about the fact that they translate blindly. 

Software translation is a very complex world that has not been analysed in this research project. 

However, the Case Study has proven that translators’ complaints are actually well-founded, 

because the implementations of XLIFF editors do not seem to filter the information of the source 

text. It is of paramount importance that developers are aware of the needs of the translators to 

develop the right tools. 

This research project has not used a very high number of samples for the Case Study, although a 

higher number of files were evaluated to understand XLIFF. It has focused on a few source texts 

that were rich-formatted and could serve the purposes of the study. However, in future research 

projects a higher amount of samples will be used to prove the conclusion. In addition, as it was 

stated earlier, not all samples were real translation projects. In an ideal situation, the samples 

would have been actual source texts for translation but it is somewhat difficult to have access to 

real cases due to confidentiality agreements that translators sign.  

The source file format that was chosen for this research project is the OpenDocument. In the 

future, it would be interesting to expand the range of source files to other formats, such as 

HTML, DOC or XML, as they might be differently filtered by XLIFF editors. This would add 

more value to the conclusions reached in this research project. 

In addition, it would also be interesting to expand the number of XLIFF editors used to evaluate 

the corpora and see whether there are tools that filter XLIFF format better for translation.  

Finally, translators that work with XLIFF files and with other markup languages must raise their 

voices to those who build tools for them. Although the XLIFF format is a potentially valuable 

format that has been supported by experienced people in the translation world, it is not working 
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as well as it could because many tools are not sophisticated enough to treat this format 

appropriately. Unfortunately, translators are at the end of the supply chain in the translation 

industry and their interests are not always prioritised. As a result, translators have to translate 

whatever comes to their hands and if it is an unintelligible XLIFF file, they might end up being 

“lost in XLIFF translation”.   
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