7 Costly Translation and Interpretation Mistakes Organizations Make —
and How to Avoid Them

International NGOs, educators, and development teams often work across languages and cultures, which
makes translation (written language) and interpretation (spoken language) essential. However,
seemingly small mistakes in these areas can lead to embarrassing, costly, or even dangerous
consequences. Below we explore seven common pitfalls in translation and interpretation, illustrate them
with real-world examples, and provide practical tips for avoiding each mistake.

1. Not Distinguishing Between Translation and Interpretation

One fundamental mistake is treating translation and interpretation as interchangeable roles. Many
people fail to recognize the difference — assuming anyone bilingual can do both. In reality, these are
distinct skill sets: translators work with written text, while interpreters deal with spoken communication.
For example, when U.S. President Jimmy Carter visited Poland in 1977, the State Department hired a
translator who spoke Polish but was not a professional interpreter. The result? Carter’s remarks were
misinterpreted into bizarre statements like saying he “abandoned the United States” and expressing
“lusts for the future” toward the Polish people. This gaffe became a media sensation and underscored
how using the wrong language professional can distort your message.

How to avoid it: Understand the task at hand and hire the appropriate experts. If you have a document
or report, use a trained translator; if you have a live meeting or presentation, use a qualified interpreter.
Don’t expect a written translator to perform live interpreting (or vice versa) without proper training.
Ensuring you have the right specialist will save you from needless miscommunication and public
embarrassment.

2. Using Unqualified Bilinguals Instead of Professionals

Another costly pitfall is relying on untrained bilingual staff, volunteers, or friends to handle critical
translations or interpretations. Knowing two languages is not the same as knowing how to translate
accurately. Professional linguists undergo years of training to master terminology, context, and cultural
nuance. Organizations often make the mistake of “doing it themselves” to save money — only to incur
greater costs later fixing errors. In fact, studies show that untrained interpreters make errors at roughly
double the rate of professional interpreters. A famous real-world case highlights the risk: In 1980, an
18-year-old patient in Florida, Willie Ramirez, was brought to a hospital by his Spanish-speaking family. A
staff member without formal interpreting training translated the word “intoxicado” as “intoxicated,”
leading doctors to treat a supposed drug overdose. The family actually meant he was “poisoned”
(suffering food poisoning), but due to the mistranslation, a critical brain bleed went untreated. Ramirez
was left quadriplegic, and the hospital paid a$71 million malpractice settlement as a result. This tragic
outcome could have been avoided with a qualified medical interpreter.

How to avoid it: Hire certified translators and interpreters for important communications. Verify their
credentials or use reputable language service providers. If using volunteers (common in NGOs), provide
proper training and always have a professional review their work. Remember that the upfront cost of a
professional is an investment — far cheaper than the cost of errors in legal, medical, or educational
contexts. As one expert puts it, “knowing another language doesn’t make you an expert” — so don’t
gamble your organization’s message or clients’ safety on unqualified help.



3. Word-for-Word Literal Translation

Translating text word-for-word without regard to meaning or context is a common mistake that can
completely distort your message. Language is full of idioms, slang, and structures that do not translate
literally. A literal approach might seem straightforward, but it often produces awkward or misleading
results. For instance, the slogan of Pepsi — “Come Alive with the Pepsi Generation” — was translated
word-for-word into Chinese and ended up conveying “Pepsi brings your ancestors back from the grave”,
a shockingly different message. This blunder not only embarrassed the company but also offended
consumers by invoking cultural beliefs about the dead. Similarly, American Airlines once advertised their
new leather seats with the phrase “Fly in Leather” When translated directly into Spanish, it was
interpreted as “Fly Naked,” forcing a hasty recall of the ad campaign. These examples show how literal
translation can turn a normal phrase into something inappropriate or nonsensical.

How to avoid it: Emphasize meaning over direct wording. Professional translators translate ideas, not
just words — they will restructure sentences and find equivalent expressions so the meaning stays intact.
Always have native speakers or editors review translations of idioms or slogans to catch bizarre
phrasings. If a phrase doesn’t translate well, work with your team to adapt it creatively (a process called
transcreation). In short, be flexible with wording to preserve the true intent, and test important
messages with local audiences to ensure they resonate correctly.

4. Ignoring Cultural Nuance and Local Conventions

Culture shapes language. A translation might be linguistically correct yet culturally off-key — and that can
be just as costly. Ignoring cultural nuances or local conventions is a major pitfall that can lead to offense,
confusion, or brand damage. A classic example is Kentucky Fried Chicken’s famous slogan “Finger-lickin’
good.” When first translated for the Chinese market, it came out as “Eat your fingers off,” a phrase both
gruesome and absurd. In another case, HSBC bank’s tagline “Assume Nothing” was directly translated in
various countries as “Do Nothing,” inadvertently telling customers the bank was inactive. That
mistranslation hurt HSBC’s credibility so badly that the company spent an estimated $10 million on a
global rebranding campaign to fix the damage. These gaffes occurred because the translations didn’t
account for how the messages would be received culturally. Even colors, symbols, and formality levels
can carry different meanings across cultures — for example, a marketing slogan mentioning “a bright
future” using the color orange backfired in Northern Ireland, where orange is associated with a particular
religious faction.

How to avoid it: Do your cultural homework. Before translating, research the target culture or consult
in-country experts. Use translators who are native to your target audience or at least deeply versed in
their culture, so they can catch connotations and avoid taboo phrases. For important campaigns or
educational materials, consider conducting focus groups or pilot tests with a sample of the local
audience to identify any cultural issues. It’s also wise to maintain a style guide that notes any cultural
preferences (e.g. form of address, units of measure, images to avoid). By respecting cultural differences
in your translations, you protect your organization’s reputation and ensure your message is both
understood and well-received.

5. Failing to Provide Context and Preparation

Even the best linguist can stumble if they are kept in the dark about context. A frequent mistake
organizations make is handing off text to be translated (or setting up an interpretation session) without
explaining the context, subject matter, or audience. Inadequate briefing leads to avoidable errors:



translators might choose the wrong terminology if they don’t know the document’s purpose, and
interpreters might struggle with names or acronyms they haven’t heard before. International
development projects, for example, often use technical jargon or community-specific terms that need
explanation. The Nonprofit Marketing Guide warns that providing incomplete specifications — not telling
translators your intended tone, target audience, or format — can result in subpar outputs. On the
interpretation side, professionals “always appreciate having information about the subject in advance”
and specific terminology or materials to prepare. If you drop an interpreter into a complex meeting with
no background, you risk critical information getting lost. Imagine a health educator giving a presentation
full of medical terms — an unprepared interpreter might convey them inaccurately, confusing the
audience.

How to avoid it: Brief your language specialists thoroughly. Provide translators with glossaries of key
terms, explain the context (Is this text for youths or officials? For publication or internal use?), and share
reference documents or previous translations for consistency. Likewise, give interpreters any slide decks,
agendas, or speeches ahead of time. A quick prep call or meeting with the interpreter can clarify
expectations and special requests. Encourage linguists to ask questions before they begin. The more
background and clarity you give, the better they can do their job. Ultimately, treating translators and
interpreters as part of your team — rather than just vendors — will greatly improve accuracy and
effectiveness.

6. Over-Reliance on Machine Translation and Automated Tools

Relying solely on Al translation tools in high-stakes situations can lead to garbled and dangerous errors.
For example, automated translations have mis-rendered crucial details in asylum applications —
potentially causing unjust rejections.

It’s tempting to use machine translation (like Google Translate) or other Al tools because they are fast
and free. But over-relying on these tools without human oversight is a serious mistake that can carry
severe consequences. Automated systems often can’t handle context, idioms, or specialized vocabulary.
Critics have noted that Al translation fails routinely produce names turned into gibberish, incorrect
dates, and mixed-up pronouns. In the U.S. asylum system, volunteer translators report “countless
examples” of machine output so flawed that lawyers missed crucial details in refugees’ stories, leading
to errors in their cases. In one instance, a translation app kept crashing and mistranslating a woman’s
domestic abuse account, and the legal team ran out of time to get the full story. Machine translation is
improving, but research confirms it’s “nowhere near good enough” for complex, high-stakes content.
Even large organizations have learned this the hard way: A 2019 investigation found immigration officials
were instructed to vet refugees’ social media with Google Translate, which likely introduced
misunderstandings. Clearly, blind trust in technology can backfire when precise communication is
required.

How to avoid it: Use machine translation only as a supplementary aid, not a final solution. It’s fine to
get the gist of a foreign text with Al, but never publish or rely on raw machine output for important
communications. Always have a human translator review and edit machine translations (a process called
post-editing) if you choose to use them at all. Be especially careful in legal, medical, or educational
contexts where nuances matter — a human expert must verify those translations. If you're working with
tight budgets (as many NGOs do), consider hybrid workflows: machine translate first, then involve
bilingual volunteers or professional editors to correct mistakes. The key is to build in quality checks
rather than assuming a computer will get everything right. In summary, treat machine translation as a



starting draft and not the finished product, unless you’re willing to risk the kind of serious errors that
have already been documented.

7. Skipping Quality Assurance (No Review or Testing)

The final major mistake is failing to proofread, edit, and test translations before using them. In the rush
to meet deadlines or cut costs, organizations sometimes skip the vital step of having a second pair of
eyes review the translation. This can lead to overlooked errors that undermine your message or even
endanger users. For instance, in 2001 the manufacturer Mead Johnson had to recall 4.6 million cans of
baby formula because the Spanish translation of the mixing instructions was incorrect — a mistake that
could have caused infant sickness or worse. The recall and reprinting cost the company around $10
million. Such a disaster in a nonprofit nutrition program or educational campaign would be devastating.
What went wrong? Likely no thorough review was done to catch the mistranslation of units or
preparation steps. Likewise, having only one person translate a document without an independent edit
increases the risk of errors. Even skilled translators can make mistakes or be too close to the text to see
ambiguities. Without quality assurance, translation mistakes find their way into published materials,
signage, or live events, where correcting them is costly (and embarrassing). A poorly translated financial
report by Sharp Electronics, for example, contained wording that spooked investors (“material doubt”
about its future) — a nuance that, once corrected, proved to be a translation issue, but not before the
company’s stock price dropped 10%. The lesson is clear: skipping review can turn minor errors into major
problems.

How to avoid it: Make quality assurance a non-negotiable step in your process. For written translations,
have a bilingual editor or a second professional translator review the text independently. They can
catch mistranslations, typos, or tone issues that the first translator might have missed. Ideally, also
perform a back-translation or have target readers test critical content (especially if it’s health or safety
information) to be sure it conveys the intended meaning. In interpretation, while you can’t “proofread”
live speech, you can ensure interpreters are certified and even arrange for team interpreting (where two
interpreters work in tandem and correct each other if needed) for lengthy or high-stakes events.
Additionally, gather feedback after translation projects: if you discover any mistakes, do a post-mortem
and improve your glossary or instructions for next time. Remember, any translation that will be widely
used or could impact lives deserves rigorous checking — it’s far cheaper to catch errors beforehand than
to deal with consequences after.

Conclusion

Effective translation and interpretation are at the heart of successful international work — from
community education campaigns to global conferences. As we’ve seen, even well-intentioned
organizations can stumble into costly mistakes: using the wrong person for the job, ignoring cultural
context, translating words instead of meanings, failing to brief or review, and leaning too heavily on
machines. The good news is that each of these pitfalls is avoidable. By planning ahead, investing in
qgualified people, and treating language services as a professional component of your projects, you can
ensure your message remains clear and respectful across languages. In the words of industry experts,
the price of doing it right is always far less than the price of fixing a blunder. With awareness and the
strategies outlined above, international NGOs, educators, and development teams can bridge language
barriers smoothly — avoiding the “Seven Deadly” mistakes and communicating with the world effectively
and safely.
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