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This study focuses on the translation of the corporate websites of 
universities in the European Union. The main goal is to gain a 
comprehensive picture of institutional websites in higher education and 
try to shed some light on certain questions that have not been addressed 
so far in Translation Studies: Do all university websites have to be 
translated into English? Into which languages are online contents mostly 
translated? Are European language policies on multilingualism being 
effectively applied in the case of the Web? Are institutional websites 
localized for a particular market or rather globalized for the 
international audience? And finally, are university websites being 
adapted by professional translators? This paper reports on 800 corporate 
websites from universities of the 27 state members of the European 
Union. 1  
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Introduction 

Website localization is a thrilling research line where the nuts and bolts of 
the localization process are combined with the relevance and the global 
scope of the most powerful communication and promotional tool of the 
modern age: the Internet. The Web has effectively changed the way people 
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communicate by providing millions of users with immediate and (usually) 
free access to information from any part of the world (Cronin 2003: 43, 
Schäffner 2000: 1). At the same time, in the framework of the global era, 
translation has become a key element, for cultural, social, economic and 
political reasons. 

Internationalization and localization have been already analyzed in 
several papers and research projects, and the number of international 
conferences devoted to the topic has mushroomed in the last years. The very 
controversial question of the status of localization within Translation Studies 
has been widely discussed in the literature (Esselink 2000: 2, Fernández 
Costales 2008, Mangiron amd O’Hagan 2006, Pym 2006) but that question 
lies beyond the scope of this paper, which focuses on the particular case of 
institutional websites. 

The overwhelming power of the Internet and the spread of globalization 
mean that corporate websites can have a tremendous impact on the 
international level. Even though there are quite a few studies on website 
localization (Corte 2000, Jiménez Crespo 2008, Nauert 2007, Pym 2011) and 
some authors have analyzed the internationalization of websites of 
multinational companies (Singh and Pereira 2005, Yunker 2002), the case of 
institutional websites has not attracted the attention of scholars to the same 
extent. 

In the context of a multilingual and multicultural Europe, and taking into 
account the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), it is interesting to 
explore the case of university websites and assess if the guidelines and best 
practices promoted by the European Commission in the field of 
multilingualism are being applied successfully. The translation of university 
websites can be considered to be economically efficient if we assess the 
possible revenues and benefits in terms of international promotion and 
visibility, capacity to attract foreign students, talent acquisition (including 
young researchers, senior lecturers, etc.), or the possible impact on the 
international rankings of universities. In short, beyond social, cultural and 
political reasons, the return on investment could justify and support the 
translation of an institutional website into a particular language. 

There are several areas that could be addressed in the field of university 
website translation. However, this paper concentrates on three main issues: 
the translation strategies (and policies) manifested in university websites, the 
existence of multilingual websites in higher education, and the obscure 
question of “who does what” in the adaptation of this kind of website. 
Accordingly, the three hypotheses to be tested are the following:  

 
1. In the case of institutional webs, it cannot be concluded that the sites are 

being localized, as they are mainly adapted from the local language into 
English; moreover, it can be argued that there is a clear tendency to 
standardization, as websites tend to be more and more similar. 
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2. The number of multilingual websites (with contents provided in at least 

three different languages) is still very low and universities are not 
following the line established by the European Commission with goals 
such as the Barcelona Objective (which envisages that all European 
citizens should speak two languages besides their mother tongue2). 

 
3. Online contents in university websites are mostly adapted by non-

professional translators (mainly university staff). 
In order to conduct this research, a database was extracted from 800 
university websites that were analyzed over a two-year period (2008-2010).  

Case study: European university websites 

The corpus for this research is composed of the corporate university websites 
from the European Union that meet three different criteria: only corporate 
websites have been studied (websites representing a whole institution and 
not those ones belonging to faculties, schools or associated centers); only 
universities providing undergraduate and graduate education have been 
considered (those institutions that do not offer PhD programs, or graduate 
centers that do not offer undergraduate education were excluded); finally, 
only institutions of the 27 state members of the EU were eligible for the 
analysis. 

After gathering a corpus of 800 websites complying with these 
requirements, a subsequent selection process was carried out in order to 
choose a final set of 215 sites to be analyzed in depth. The criteria applied in 
this second stage were the following: the foundation year of the institution, 
the total number of students, the percentage of international students, and the 
private or public status of institution (see Figure 1). A cross-analysis was 
carried out to find out the position of all these universities in three 
international rankings: the Top 500 Shanghai of the Jiaotong University, the 
World University Ranking published by The Times, and Webometrics, 
developed by the Cybermetrics Laboratory of the Consejo Superior de 
Investigaciones Científicas (CSIC). Institutions reporting exceptional values 
(very high or very low) in these criteria were given preference: for instance, 
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universities with a long tradition (e.g. the University of Bologna) and also 
institutions that have been recently created (e.g. the University of 
Strasbourg), institutions receiving a very large or a very small percentage of 
foreign students, etc. The aim was to observe any possible tendency among 
certain types of institutions. 
 
Figure 1: Screenshot of the database showing the record corresponding to 
the institutional information of the University of Heidelberg 

 

 
 

Besides institutional details, the database also included relevant 
information on the translation of the websites such as the source and the 
target languages, the translation strategies observed, usability and 
accessibility issues, meta-tags (i.e. keywords and description), and the level 
of adaptation (see Figure 2). 

The primary objective of this database was to collect an extensive corpus 
that provided a truly representative spectrum of the European institutions of 
higher education and allowed quantitative and qualitative analyses. This 
database was also supported by a questionnaire sent to all universities 
studied enquiring about the translation process of each website (authorship, 
language selection, use of CAT tools, future plans, etc.). 

The corpus was analyzed by country in order to find out possible 
differences or similarities among the 27 state members of the European 
Union. In addition, a final cross study was carried out focusing on the 
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selection criteria used in the database and comparing countries according to 
their number of official and co-official languages.  
 
Figure 2: Screenshot of the database showing observations and 
commentaries on the translation of the website of the Catholic University of 
Louvain 

 

 

Main results  

The corpus analysis rendered rather interesting results in various areas and 
directions. For the purpose of this paper we will briefly comment on the 
three initial hypothesis mentioned in the introduction.  

There is a clear tendency toward the standardization of university 
websites in the EU. This homogenization can be observed not only in the 
kind of textual contents and the information provided to the users but also in 
the type of language used and in semiotic and non-verbal elements such as 
colors, images, website organization and distribution, etc. Regarding 
translation strategies, literal translation seems to be the standard approach 
used in the adaptation of university websites. However, since in most cases 
the sites have been adapted by amateur translators, it cannot be concluded 
that this is a fully conscious and deliberate translation strategy. 
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On the other hand, it cannot be stated that university websites are 
localized, since there are almost no examples of sites specifically adapted to 
a particular locale or market. It is possible to find some Spanish universities 
translated into Chinese or some British institutions addressing specific 
groups of international students, but this is not a general rule and the 
adaptation level does not allow us to consider these as examples of 
localization. On the contrary, the common trend is toward an 
internationalized version of the website in which contents and information 
are provided to a global audience. In this regard, the role of English as the 
international lingua franca can be easily confirmed in the case of European 
university websites. 

This brings us to the second issue to be considered: the question of 
multilingualism in institutional websites. The degree of multilingualism in 
university websites is still very low, as very few websites contain 
information in more than two languages. Luxembourg is at the top of the list, 
since the only university in its territory provides information in English, 
French and German. With the exception of Romania, where 32% of the 
analyzed universities have multilingual websites, the remaining 25 state 
members show percentages below 25% regarding the number of websites 
with information in several languages. Whether or not we agree on the 
importance of providing information in different languages in institutional 
websites, it can be concluded that institutions of higher education are not 
acting accordingly with the policies promoted by the European Commission, 
which states that European citizens must be guaranteed their right to read 
digital information in their own language (European Communities 2008). 
Taking into account that only 56% of Europeans are able to communicate in 
a foreign language (European Commission 2006), it seems that 
multilingualism should at least be on the radar of educational institutions.  

Obviously, it is not possible for universities to reproduce the complex 
pattern of a website like that of the European Union, and probably that is not 
needed. However, the commitment of institutions of higher education to 
provide information in at least two languages on their sites should be 
reinforced, since it is also their duty to represent the variety and diversity of 
Europe. In other words, for the construction of a multilingual and 
multicultural society, English may not be enough. It is also noteworthy to 
mention the apparent contradiction between the current role of English as the 
global language and the growing amount of content being translated or 
written in other languages, especially on the Web (Pym 2001). 

As for possible differences between multilingual and monolingual 
territories, it cannot be stated that there is a direct link between the number 
of official languages and the translation of the sites. On the contrary, 
university websites seem to be a reliable representation of the political and 
linguistic situation in certain countries: while almost all the Spanish 
universities based in regions with co-official languages (Catalonia, Galicia 
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and the Basque Country) have versions in Spanish, English and the 
corresponding language (Catalan, Galician and Basque), providing an 
example of the linguistic pluralism of this country, other European states like 
Belgium show a clear segregation strategy when avoiding two of the three 
official languages in university websites: all the institutions in Flanders 
avoid using French, and the universities in the francophone area forget about 
including contents in Dutch (translations into German cannot be found in 
any website). 

The analysis of our corpus produced interesting results to support the 
idea that English is also the global language in higher education. Table 1 
shows the target languages into which the 215 websites have been translated. 
All the websites included in the corpus were (partly or totally) translated into 
English.3 This supports the idea that English is still regarded as the lingua 
franca for institutions of higher education. 

 
Table 1: Target languages in the translation of EU university websites 

Target language Number of websites 

English 197 
German 16 
Spanish 16
Chinese 14 
Russian 12 
French 11 
Italian 7 
Bulgarian 2 
Czech 2 
Hungarian 2 
Japanese 2 
Portuguese 2 
Slovak 2
Slovene 2 
Swedish 2

 
As can be observed in Table 1, the preferred target languages for the 

translation of university websites are German (with 16 websites), Spanish 
(16 websites), Chinese (14) and Russian (12). Note how Chinese now ranks 
higher than important European languages like French and Italian. This may 
be explained by the increasing interest of European universities, especially in 
the United Kingdom, to attract graduate students from Asia. 

                                                      
 
 

3 In order to elaborate this graph, only target languages are being taken into account 
(languages in which the websites have been translated): for example, websites 
originally developed in English (10 from the United Kingdom, 7 from Ireland and 1 
from Malta) were not included in the statistics for English. The result is that out of 
the 215 websites being studied 197 were translated into English. 
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One of the most striking issues is the fact that, in 70% of the cases no 
translators were hired to adapt the websites from the source into the target 
language. Only 20% of the universities reported having outsourced some 
part of the translation to an external agency or freelance translator, while 
10% worked with their own translation service or unit. As for the rest of 
universities, the online contents were translated by lecturers, researchers, 
staff or students. Also, in a good number of cases it is not possible to trace 
back the authorship of the translation due to the tremendous complexity of 
many universities and the changes in their governing bodies. The evidence 
that most websites are usually translated by university staff (with “a firm 
command of English”) poses some questions that are in tune with the 
emerging phenomenon of crowdsourcing: is this practice harmful for the 
translation profession? What about quality issues (the output in the English 
version of many websites seems to be rather poor)? Are universities fully 
aware of the relevance and the impact translation may have in their 
websites? Why are professional translators being ignored by institutions of 
higher education? 

Conclusions  

This paper presents some of the results of a research project conducted in the 
field of web translation. Although the study focuses on the particular case of 
university websites, some of the ideas and hypotheses can be can be applied 
to institutional sites in general, since they share many common features. 

The study leads to the conclusion that university websites go through a 
process of globalization or standardization, instead of localization for 
particular locales. Within this homogenization, the use of English as the 
main vehicle of communication not only helps define a common framework 
but also highlights its monopoly as the international lingua franca. 
According to the results presented, the translation of university websites into 
English seems to be the main priority for universities and the adaptation into 
other languages is not being considered in many cases. In this sense, the low 
number of multilingual websites does not match with the efforts being made 
at the European level to promote the command of several languages by the 
citizens living in the EU.  

Finally, the translation process followed in most cases by European 
institutions of higher education suggests that the relevance of professional 
translators as cultural mediators and communication and linguistic experts is 
being ignored or underestimated. In the particular case of Spain, the 2009 
call of the Campus of International Excellence launched by the Ministry of 
Science and Education encouraged many universities to contract 
professional translators to work on the internationalization of their corporate 
websites. However, in general terms, these are still exceptional situations. 



The internationalization of universities websites 59   

The translation of institutional websites is an interesting research line 
where the tension between the global and the local can be clearly observed. 
Surprisingly, in spite of the number of papers written on localization and 
internationalization in the last years, the field of institutional websites has 
not been addressed by researchers working in Translation Studies. In view of 
the results of this research, this is an area where there is still a long way to 
go.  
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