
Legal Translation: What you need to know



The Legal Sector: A Truly Global Industry

The worldwide legal services market is growing at a rapid pace. 

The sector is expected to reach $788.94 billion by the end of 2022, at a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 10.6%. By 

the end of 2026, the industry is forecasted to be worth $1112.75 billion. 

Like any global industry, the legal sector must be able to communicate and make provision for the languages in which it 

operates, making translation a key consideration for legal professionals.

Furthermore, as our world becomes more globalised, matters of the law are less constrained by international borders, making it 

crucial for businesses to have processes in place to review legal documentation across multiple languages.

The result of these factors is a monumental demand for translated materials across all areas of the law. 

Typical resources and areas that require translation in the legal sector include:

• Patents

• Intellectual property

• International arbitration

• Litigation

• Capital markets

• Corporate documents

• Court reporting 

• Anti-competitive practices 

• Insolvency and restructuring 

• Maritime and shipping 

• Certificates and licenses

• Financial records

• Immigration documents 

• Legal contracts

In this document, we will look at the different types of legal translation required by businesses, as well as some of the 

main challenges with this type of translation, with advice on how to overcome them and make a success of your legal 

translation requirements. 
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http://www.globenewswire.com/news-release/2022/02/21/2388426/0/en/Global-Legal-Services-Market-Growth-Trends-and-Forecasts-2022-2026-A-1112-75-Billion-Market-in-2026.html


Why is high quality translation so important for the legal sector?

When it comes to legal translation, there is no margin for error. Even the smallest mistake in terms of legal terminology can have 

a severe impact, potentially involving huge sums of money, or indeed a significant human cost. 

Here are some of the different reasons why 100% accuracy is vital in legal translation:

A small error could result in a lawsuit

Even a tiny mistake could result in legal issues or a potential lawsuit. Businesses can lose significant amounts of time and money 

due to minor translation errors. This is because one inaccuracy can completely change the meaning of a legal document, which 

could end up implicating someone unintentionally or rendering a contract invalid. 

Translation issues can cost businesses thousands or even millions of pounds

Legal services providers cannot afford to compromise on the accuracy and quality of translated documents, as mistakes could 

cost a company significant amounts of money. In China, it is estimated that five per cent of all contract disputes are as a 

result of legal translation mistakes.

It can be difficult to recover from the reputational damage

While a restaurant may be able to laugh off a mistranslated menu item, law firms are not afforded the same luxury. Poorly 

translated legal documents can result in businesses facing embarrassment and reputational damage. In an industry where trust, 

accuracy and professionalism are so highly valued, it can be difficult to recover from such instances.
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http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2012-03/23/content_14894149.htm


Witnesses may have to go through trials all over again

Not only do we need to consider the monetary cost of a retrial but also the emotional cost. 

This is something we saw when a judge in London ordered a retrial after a Romanian defendant claimed that they were 

beaten by the claimant, yet the interpreter mistranslated the statement as “bitten” instead of beaten.  

The language of the law

Many people describe ‘legal speak’ as being a language in its own right, with ‘Legalese’ commonly used as a colloquial term to 

describe the language of the law. 

The translation agency you work with must be aware of the linguistic, social, and cultural equivalence of both languages. 

The translator needs to conform to specific legal language while also ensuring that every nuance in the original document is 

accurately reflected in the translation. 

What’s more, legal systems, regulations and rights will also differ across various cultures and countries. As a result, it is 

imperative that the chosen translator has a strong understanding of the legal system in the country of the source text and target 

language respectively.

Who needs legal translation?

Legal translation services are in demand across a whole host of different sectors, including manufacturing, life sciences, finance, 

media, technology and, of course, law firms themselves. All businesses which operate globally, whether in the legal profession or 

not, will require translation of documentation such as contracts, website policies, terms and conditions, etc. in order to reach a 

global audience.

It is vital to consider that legal services encompass many different areas of practice, including litigation, real estate, private 

equity, intellectual property, employment and benefits, dispute resolution, insurance and banking, which may all have their own 

particular translation requirements.
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The interpreter’s error was not unearthed until later in the trial, 

when the defendant was questioned by the prosecution. By this 

point, the mistake had already impacted court proceedings 

and a retrial was ordered. This added an extra £25,000 to the 

legal bill, but moreover the retrial meant those involved had to 

go through the whole process again, including a 13-year-old girl 

required to give evidence.

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-17709440


What translation requirements might a law firm have?

There are numerous types of legal documents which may require translation and additional translation requirements which a 

legal services provider may have. Let’s explore some examples now:

Trial or deposition exhibits 

At any point, when a foreign language is used during a 

deposition or trial as evidence, translation is a necessity. 

Take the example of legal proceedings taking place in the UK. 

English-speaking jurors and judges must be able to comprehend 

the evidence. So, any evidence supplied in another language 

must be translated. 

Likewise, if a trial is taking place in a different country with 

another primary language, documents will need to be translated 

from English into the target language. In many cases, it is 

advisable – or even at times a mandatory requirement – that 

documents are certified, ensuring the translation is more 

defensible in court. 
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Certifications and notarisation

It may be necessary to guarantee that a document is an accurate and true translation of the original document. This is 

especially the case when documents are for official use. 

Different forms of certification are applicable in different countries, but let’s explore a few UK examples in more detail:

1. Certified Translation - Also known as a Certificate of Accuracy or a Statement of Truth, a certified translation is one 

that has been stamped and signed as official confirmation that the document has been translated by a competent and 

professional translator and is an honest and true translation. 

2. Notarised Translation - A notarised translation is more formal than a certified translation, which is why it is typically 

required for official documents.  Once a translation has been completed by a suitable translation agency to the satisfaction 

of the Notary, he or she will then sign and stamp a certifying letter.

3. Sworn Affidavit - This may be required if there is an official document that is intended to be used in a court of law. An 

affidavit is a sworn statement whereby the translator testifies that their translation is an accurate and true translation of the 

initial document. 

4. FCO Legalisation - The Foreign and Commonwealth Office, often shortened to FCO, is able to legalise a Notarised or 

Sworn Translation by attaching a stamped official certificate called an Apostille. If your document is going to be used in 

another country, this may be required. After the FCO has legalised the document, it can then be used in another country 

without any further questions regarding its authenticity. 



Government enforcement actions

Governments will often take action against businesses or individuals around the world. Businesses operating worldwide may 

receive communications from local governments which they will need to read and understand, which may give rise to a need for 

translation. 

They may also need to supply documents in response to an inquiry from the government. In such an instance, all of the 

documents that are used in the enforcement action must be translated. 

Discovery for litigation

If there is a dispute between two parties resulting in a lawsuit, discovery may be needed. Discovery is the formal process before 

the trial whereby each party may uncover legal evidence about the other party’s case. In practice, this means parties must 

exchange documents and other evidence to limit disputes and avoid any surprises once trial commences. 

If one of the parties is an international business, some of the documents may not be in the native language of the court or 

administrative body handling the lawsuit. In such a scenario, these documents need to be translated. 

Greater understanding of the documents by all parties will potentially increase the likelihood of a settlement or agreement 

without going to trial. 
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Translating and filing patents

For individuals and businesses looking to protect their intellectual property, filing a patent application is often needed, to protect 

an idea or invention against theft or plagiarism. 

However, patents filed in one country have no influence in other territories. If an international business wants to protect its 

Intellectual Property worldwide it must file patents in the respective jurisdictions and countries. It is therefore essential for these 

documents to be accurately translated in order for them to be filed in country-specific patent offices, otherwise applications may 

be rejected, with delays and additional costs incurred.

In these cases, it is imperative to work with translators who have extensive experience of translating patents and who understand 

the specific terminology that is used in these documents. A translator specialising in patents must be both a specialist in the 

subject matter of the patent and an expert in the legal language of patents.

Translating and localising contracts

Legal contracts often need to be translated and localised. Some of the different kinds of contracts requiring translation include:

• Privacy Policy Agreements

• Terms of Service Agreements

• Master Service Agreements

Consider the example of entering into a contract with a global business which does not use English as its main company 

language. The agreement would then need to be translated so that both parties understand the document. 

When contracts are translated accurately, both parties know their obligations and rights. Contract translation, consequently, 

will eliminate or reduce the chance of a lawsuit based on a contractual misunderstanding. As such, it is vital that the translations 

reflect the ‘terms’ both parties intended and agreed upon in a succinct, objective, and clear manner.
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Marketing and training material

Like any business, law firms also need to market themselves to existing and future customers. Collateral such as websites, 

promotional literature and video are all examples of marketing material which a business operating globally may want to have 

translated, in order to effectively connect with their target market.

A global business will also need to translate internal communications and training material in order to engage and educate their 

colleagues throughout the world.

Transcription

Content requiring translation does not always begin in the written form and often will exist as audio and video files from 

meetings, phone calls, etc. In these instances, firms can lean on their translation partner to first transcribe the material prior to 

translating it.

Court interpreting

Not only is professional translation required for legal documents but court interpreting is also an essential service. Whereas 

translation is the process of converting written text from one language to another, interpreting involves converting the spoken 

word from one language to another.

In a legal situation where the person involved does not speak the language of the court, a highly skilled interpreter should be 

used to ensure a fair trial. Accurate interpreting is vital to prevent any misunderstandings between defendants, prosecutors, 

lawyers, judge and jury.

A court interpreter must possess a deep understanding of the languages in which they specialise, as well as a degree of 

knowledge regarding criminal procedures and the justice system. It is critical that court interpreters are impartial and interpret 

precisely what is being said, without their own personal values or opinions appearing. 

Interpreting can be completed in person, or virtually via a web meeting or telephone. It is also important to note that legal 

interpreting can also be required outside of a courtroom scenario.
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Transcreation

What skills does a legal translator need to have?

Legal translation is a highly specialised field and requires a translator with experience and knowledge of the sector. As a 

consequence, there are a number of key skills that a legal translator must have, including:

• Knowledge of technical documents

• Training and qualifications in the field of translation

• A firm understanding of sub-areas of specific and relevant laws

• In-depth knowledge of the legal systems across the two different countries

• Complete mastery of both the target and source languages 

• Experience with translation memory technology

It cannot be stressed enough that legal translation must not only be completed by a professional translator, 
but by an expert in legal translations, working exclusively into their native language. Moreover, depending 
on the type of content requiring translation, an expert in that particular area of law may be required, for 
example, a specialist in patents or contracts.

Why should you work with a professional translation partner?

As previously highlighted, an incorrect translation can have extremely serious consequences. Translation and the law are two 

very different entities, but the word of the law needs to be accurate in any language, whether it is a lease, will, patent, contract, 

statute, witness statement, or confidentiality agreement. 

Here are some of the reasons why working with a professional translation agency is essential for your business:

The right person for the job

Simply speaking two languages is not sufficient to be a 

legal translator. A translation agency will have a large 

pool of specialist translators in their network, tried and 

tested within their respective fields, who they are able to 

select based on their language combination and subject 

matter expertise.

They will have mother tongue experts in all different 

types of legal translation - for example; patents, 

litigation and contractual law - so that, whatever the 

requirement, you can have a translator start working on 

your project as quickly as possible.
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Accuracy is critical

There is no compromise when making sure that all legal terms are accurate in a translation. The challenge, however, is that languages 

throughout the world lend themselves to double-meanings and differing interpretations. In contract law the term “multiple meanings” is 

used to describe a word or term which has more than one possible definition or interpretation.

When the stakes are high there is only room for one version of the truth, which is why it is fundamentally important for a legal document to 

be clear and unambiguous. It is therefore essential that a professional translation partner be tasked with ensuring your translated material 

delivers the levels of accuracy and consistency a legal translation demands.

Understanding nuance

Conversely, a legal document can also feature nuance, intentionally included to influence or persuade. It is not always easy to maintain 

that nuance. Similarly, the law can be open to interpretation: how it is understood from a legal perspective, not a linguistic one. Clarity is 

critical in order to avoid misinterpretation and confusion. 

To achieve this delicate balance requires very close attention to detail by experts in both linguistics and law. This is something which 

requires the professional training and qualifications of a professional legal translator and cannot be achieved by freely available machine 

translation tools or novice translators.

Upscaling for urgent projects

For larger projects requiring a quick turnaround, a good translation agency will be able to upscale quickly and assemble a team of 

specialist translators to collaborate on your project. Teams can work using a shared glossary and Translation Memory for maximum 

consistency.

Translation Memory and glossaries

Specialist technology, such as Translation Memory, 

enables translation agencies to create dedicated 

legal glossaries of terms and vocabulary, which are 

pre-approved by their client. These are uploaded 

to the translation platform allowing translators to 

work with approved terminology throughout the 

translations they complete. Moreover, translations 

are stored and re-used wherever identical phrases 

come up for translation. The result is streamlined 

processes, improved accuracy, reduced costs and 

faster turnaround times. 

Knowledge of the laws, not just the language

A professional legal translator does not only need to be fluent in both the source and target language, they must also be highly proficient 

in the legal codes of both countries. Legal terminology, tone of voice, application and culture will all be considered by a professional legal 

translator in their work. Working with a professional translation agency will ensure that your project is completed by someone with the 

requisite skill set for the job, not just someone familiar with languages.

.
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Tips for managing legal translation projects

So far this guide has focused on why accuracy is so important in legal translations as well as the complexities associated with 

this field of translation. With that in mind, let’s now explore what can be done to guarantee the best legal translation. 

Send documents efficiently and allow for as much time as possible

Translating legal documents with the accuracy and care they require can be a timely process. Law firms should look to supply 

documents to their translation partner to allow sufficient time for the volume of work to be completed, while also specifying 

the order of priority if sending a batch of documents. Close communication between the client and translation agency helps to 

foster a smooth working process and ensure all client deadlines are met.

The above is a best-case scenario, but realities of business pressures mean this will not always be possible, in which case a good 

translation agency will have the ability to scale up to handle high volume requests at short notice.

Credentials

Ask for references from similar clients in your industry 

and ask for profiles of translators who will be working 

on your projects. It is common for translation agencies 

to offer sample translations so that you can check the 

quality of their work. As mentioned previously, it is key 

that the translation agency has specialist knowledge of 

legal translations and has the right linguists for the job.

Utilising machine translation

Machine translation is the process of using computer 

software to translate material from one language 

to another. Some legal documents lend themselves 

particularly well to machine translation, which can enhance the speed and accuracy of the translation process. This is something 

which can be especially valuable when working with large document volumes and tight deadlines.

It is important to note, however, that not all machine translation tools are of a common standard and some freely available 

translation tools can produce questionable results, as well as having privacy and data security issues. Therefore, it is vital to work 

with a translation agency which:

• Uses machine translation software of the highest quality

• Uses machine translation as part of a wider translation strategy, including a human post-editing stage

• Considers where and how machine translation use is most appropriate
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Get in touch to find out more.

W:  www.thetranslationpeople.com       
E:  info@thetranslationpeople.com       
T:  +44 (0) 161 850 0060

Working with The Translation People

We know that accuracy is crucial when it comes to legal translation. We achieve this by carefully selecting our linguists based 

on subject matter expertise and industry experience. You will be assigned a dedicated Account Manager who will work with you 

and our network of highly-qualified legal translators, covering more than 250 different language combinations, each linguist an 

expert in both translation and law. 

This way we can ensure your translations are the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.

 

Work with an agency that understands your needs

Sometimes, you will need a full translation of a document, however on other occasions you might just need the gist of a 

document in the first instance, or you may even only need certain elements of a foreign language document identifying and 

summarising. Ensure that the translation agency has multiple options for different requirements and doesn’t just offer a one-

size-fits-all approach. Likewise, if you have needs such as transcription, voiceover or creative translations, make sure that the 

agency has options for these services too.

Keep your translation agency up-to-date with what is happening at your business

Legal services providers typically work on a number of different cases simultaneously, with many moving parts. It is therefore 

important to make sure that your translation agency is kept up to date with the latest developments within your business. This 

can help to ensure that they are prepared for any incoming documents and that they can be translated within the required 

deadlines.

Choose a company that prioritises security

It is imperative to work with a translation agency that puts security first. After all, legal documents are confidential. Therefore, 

you need a company which understands this and has guarantees in place regarding privacy and protection. 

It is imperative to discuss this with your translation agency beforehand. Find out how they intend to store and transfer any 

documents. For example, at The Translation People all our translators are able to work within a secure platform, where 

translations are completed without being downloaded. 

Furthermore, NDAs must be signed, and they need to be consistent throughout the entire process. Other considerations 

should also be made such as document encryption, multi-factor authentication, file protection and other security methods and 

processes. 

www.thetranslationpeople.com
mailto:info@thetranslationpeople.com

