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Web Site Localization for Global Companies

If your business has a presence on the Web, chances are the Internet 
has already taken it around the world and opened up international trade 
opportunities.  By providing direct access to information and products 
around the clock and around the world, the Internet is reshaping the way 
we do business and opening new venues for growth.  This conclusion is 
supported by a slew of statistical data:
• E-commerce revenue grew 73%, from $355 billion in 2000 to 

$615 billion in 2001;
• While 44% of this revenue is generated in the US, less than 

30% of internet users reside in the US;
• By 2003, 70% of the world’s purchasing power and 92% of the

world’s population will live in countries where English is not
the native language.

Although the Web has predominantly been an English-centered medium,
today, over half of Web users speak a native language other than
English.  Therefore, companies looking at increasing their sales and 
customer base can leverage the Internet to reach foreign and US ethnic 
markets by offering versions of their Web site in each of the languages 
spoken by their target markets.

Why should you address your audiences in their native languages?
• Web users are up to four times more likely to purchase from a site

that communicates in their language.
• Visitors stay twice as long on translated Web sites (“site stickiness”).
• To increase name recognition and brand loyalty for your products.
• To comply with local laws. In Canada and France, a localized

version must be provided along with the English-language version.
• To increase the size of your market. A product released solely in

English is missing out on vast segments of markets worldwide.

Web site localization is the process of making your Web site content 
and format relevant to a customer’s language and culture. In order to 
effectively sell your products and/or services, this process has to go 
beyond listing a local distributor or adding a Spanish page to your Web 
site. With its many levels of cultural, linguistic, design and technical 
adaptation, this complex process can be daunting to the inexperienced.

? Did you know that only 10%
of the world’s population uses 
English as its first language? 
In fact, 37 million Americans do not 
speak English at home.
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Localizing a Web site includes not only the adaptation of visible 
components such as body text, graphics (navigation, buttons, banners), 
multimedia and downloadable files, but also hidden components such as 
keywords, scripts and databases.

In addition, the site itself may need to be redesigned or modified to 
accommodate your global audiences. This takes into consideration design 
issues such as layout conventions, font types and sizes, colors, the use of
culture-specific and religious symbols and iconography.  Number formats,
e.g. for measurements, time, date, currency, phone numbers, will need to 
be adapted as well to comply with local standards.

Furthermore, additional space may be needed in text and graphics with 
text, since foreign language versions traditionally run approximately 30% 
longer than the English text.  Special attention has to be paid to 
compliance with different character sets, especially when it comes to 
double-byte languages (e.g. Japanese) or bi-directional languages (e.g. 
Arabic). 

Which languages should you localize into?
The data regarding online populations and e-readiness provide a useful 
tool in this decision (see charts above).  In addition, consideration should 
be given to the languages spoken in your existing and potential target 
markets outside and inside the US.

In a global economy, multilingual Web sites are no longer an exotic luxury, 
but rather a critical imperative. No matter what extent or level of 
localization you desire for your company’s Web site, CREO will be ready 
to answer your questions and help you establish a global online presence.

Online Users by Language
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In our next issue of CLUE:
Asian-Americans and Healthcare

Sources: Aberdeen Group; Economist Intelligence Unit & 
IBM; Forrester Research; Global Reach (www.glreach.com); 
IDC (www.idc.com); Newsfactor Network Report, July 5, 
2000; US Department of Health.

E-Readiness
A measure for a country’s conduciveness to Internet-based commercial opportunities 

(connectivity, technology, social & cultural infrastructure, business environment, 
consumer & business adoption, legal & policy environment, and supporting e-services)
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