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Abstract

Quality is a rather slippery concept and its assessment in subtitling can be a challenging task, as its
appreciation can easily vary depending on the different stakeholders involved in the production and
reception of subtitles. In this paper, we evaluate quality indicators in subtitling as perceived by
professional subtitlers and viewers. After exploring the various subtitle parameters that can have an
impact on the quality of the end product (such as line breaks, synchronisation, display rates), we present
the results of two qualitative studies conducted with professional subtitlers and subtitle viewers with
different audiovisual backgrounds. The results yield some similarities and discrepancies, particularly in
the way in which the strategy of condensation is perceived by the two groups, and they also help
delineate the subtitle parameters that should be taken into consideration in order to.improve the creative
process as well as the reception of subtitles.
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1. Introduction

In today’s digital society, audiovisual productions and subtitling are ubiquitous. Every day we
are exposed to subtitles in many different forms and formats, from commercial ones used on
TV broadcasting, DVD distribution, cinema and video streaming platforms to amateur ones
being popularised on the internet. Subtitling is not only valuable for audiences who are
unfamiliar with the language of the original audio track, but it is also appreciated by viewers
who are deaf or hard-of-hearing or who require assistive services to be able to access
audiovisual content.

Two main types of subtitling can be distinguished based on the linguistic transfer from the
source to the target text: intralingual and interlingual [1]. Intralingual subtitling consists of a
written rendition of spoken dialogues in the same language, for instance the English subtitles
of an English-language programme. It has traditionally been classified under the umbrella of
audiovisual media accessibility (MA) as the vast majority of intralingual subtitling is produced
with deaf and hard-of-hearing viewers in mind. As such, it is generally referred to as ‘subtitling
for the deaf and the hard-of-hearing’ (SDH) [2-4], though it is also known as ‘closed
captioning’ in countries like the US, Canada and Australia [5,6]. Interlingual subtitling, on the
other hand, is produced mainly with hearing audiences in mind, and it is not typically included
under the umbrella of media accessibility, but rather under that of audiovisual translation
(AVT).
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In this paper, however, we take a wider view of accessibility [7]. Following Diaz Cintas [8],
we understand accessibility as “making an audiovisual programme available to people that
otherwise could not have access to it” (p. 4), irrespective of whether the barriers are sensory or
linguistic. Such conceptualisation of the term ‘media accessibility’ encompasses both
traditional types of AVT like dubbing, voiceover or interlingual subtitling, and more ‘typical’
media access services such as SDH, sign language interpreting or audio description for the
blind and the partially sighted (AD). We contend that regardless of “whether the hurdle is a
language or a sensorial barrier, the aim [...] is exactly the same: to facilitate the access to an
otherwise hermetic source of information and entertainment” [8]. In this view, traditional types
of AVT are seen from the perspective of media accessibility and “accessibility becomes a
common denominator that underpins these practices” [8].

In the last two decades or so, media accessibility has undergone a rapid evolution. Greco [7]
distinguishes three shifts in the growth of MA: (1) from particularist to universalist accounts,
(2) from a maker-centred to a user-centred approach, and (3) from reactive to proactive
approaches. The first shift denotes a change from understanding access in a narrow sense, i.e.
focussing exclusively on specific viewer groups (known as ‘ghettoisation’), towards a more
inclusive and universal view, encompassing other viewer groups. Instead of being understood
as a practice serving the deaf and the hard-of-hearing communities only, SDH can also be
enjoyed by people with no hearing loss, who, for instance, use this service to learn languages.
The second shift outlined by Greco [7] is particularly interesting for our study here: for many
years, the belief that ‘makers know best’ has been dominant in AVT, assigning more
prominence to the views of policymakers, professionals, researchers and other stakeholders in
the industry than to those of the end users [9]. In recent years, however, this “maker-user gap”
[7,10], where the makers and the users had traditionally been placed at the opposing ends of
the AVT creation continuum, has started to change. In Greco’s own words [7], for products to
be accessible, “the knowledge of users and other stakeholders needs to be fully taken into
account in the design system because it is as important as maker’s knowledge”. This approach
is reflected in the rapid rise observed in the number of reception studies being conducted
nowadays in AVT and MA [11]. Finally, the third shift distinguished by Greco [7] is
characterised by a departure from retrofitting solutions to serve certain groups of users, where
accessibility is merely an afterthought, towards a more encompassing and universal design
approach [12-14] in which the needs of the various user groups are taken into consideration
from the inception.

In this study, positioning ourselves within the paradigm of the second shift distinguished by
Greco [7], we aim to bridge the gap between subtitle makers and subtitle users by gauging their
views on subtitle quality, in order to find common ground to inform current subtitling practices.
While the main goal of subtitling — both intra- and interlingual — is to foster access to
multimedia content for all end users, its quality is often criticised for falling short of
expectations and compromising the very access that it is supposed to enhance.

Quiality is a slippery concept, notoriously difficult to define, pin down and measure. In the
particular case of subtitling, it can be conceptualised from many angles, depending on the
agents involved — be them policy makers, language service providers, researchers, professional
subtitlers, subtitling trainers, viewers — or on the dimension being scrutinised — linguistic or
technical. When it comes to gauging the quality of a set of subtitles, each of these groups of
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stakeholders, and ultimately each individual, tends to focus on different parameters or to assign
them a different priority order. Admittedly, it will be simpler and less controversial to accept
that there are several types of quality than to try and prescribe a unique, all-encompassing
definition. Yet, to gain a holistic understanding of the elements that affect the perception of
subtitling quality, the opinion of all the agents that take part in the creation and reception of
subtitles — both makers and users alike — needs to be probed and taken into consideration.

This paper takes a novel approach by exploring subtitling quality as perceived by two dissimilar
groups of stakeholders, i.e. professional subtitlers (“the makers™) and viewers (“the end users”).
This approach allows us to examine the most important quality indicators as seen by subtitle
producers and end users. First, a review of various approaches to quality in translation in
general, and in interlingual subtitling in particular, is offered. Then, we report on two
qualitative studies: one based on an online survey conducted among professional subtitlers, and
the other one based on semi-structured interviews with subtitle users. The paper outlines the
most frequently raised issues pertaining to quality in subtitling and foregrounds the main
convergences and discrepancies between these two important groups.

2. Quality in translation

Quality in translation can be approached from different angles. In the industry, quality is often
viewed from the perspective of the process rather than the product [15]. This is for instance the
case with norms such as ISO EN 17100:2015 on requirements for translation services, issued
by the International Organization for Standardization, or the European quality standard for
translation services EN 15038:2006, drafted by the European Committee for Standardisation.
These norms specify the qualifications and competences of particular agents taking part in the
translation workflow, including terminologists, translators, reviewers, proof-readers, revisers,
and managers. They also outline the actions to be taken by translation service providers at
particular stages of the translation process. As such, they are largely focused on quality
assurance, and are mainly aimed at vendors and their clients.

In more academically-oriented approaches, translation quality tends to be viewed from a non-
normative perspective of linguistics and intercultural communication, where the focus is placed
on equivalence, a term derived from the Latin aequus valere, i.e. ‘equal value’. In academia,
quality has been evaluated by resorting to translation models categorised under three main
approaches: response-oriented, text-based and functional-pragmatic [16]. Response-oriented
approaches, such as Nida’s dynamic equivalence [17] and Gutt’s relevance-theoretic model
[18], aim to determine the response that a target text elicits from a given target audience, which
ideally should be equivalent to the response induced by the source text in the original audience.
Text-based approaches, largely rooted in linguistics, are concerned with comparing pairs of
source and target texts to determine the various strategies used by the translator in terms of
syntactic, semantic and stylistic shifts [16]. The functional-pragmatic model for translation
quality assessment draws primarily on the intended function of the translation [16,19,20].

While the assessment of quality in translated products has been particularly fruitful in the field
of machine translation [21], where various quality metrics have been developed, including
BLEU, NIST, METEOR, and the more recent Multidimensional Quality Metrics [22], attempts
to quantitatively measure quality in AVT have been rather scarce and mainly focused on access
services. In the particular case of subtitling, the most popular model for quality assessment,
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both in the industry and academia, has probably been the NER (Number of words, Editions,
Recognition) model, which is used in live intralingual subtitling done via respeaking [23-25].
Drawing on its predecessor, WER (Word Error Rate), which centred on the accuracy of the
target text, the NER model allows for the calculation of the ‘accuracy rate’, which is a
derivative of the number of idea units contained in the original dialogue on the one hand, and
the number of idea units found in the subtitle output on the other. The model also takes into
account the number of edition and recognition errors made during the subtitling process, by
judging their gravity, as well as their potentially disruptive impact on viewers’ comprehension,
whereby serious errors are penalised more severely than minor errors. The model also factors
in omissions, which may be classified as correct editions when appropriate [26]. Subtitles need
to reach an accuracy rate of at least 98% to be considered suitable for users.

A recent addition to the translation quality assessment family is the NTR (Number of words,
Translation, Recognition) model, developed to assess quality in live ‘interlingual subtitling
done via respeaking [27]. The NTR model draws both on the NER model and on quality
assessment paradigms applied in simultaneous interpreting [28].

3. Quality in interlingual subtitling

Quality in interlingual subtitling seems to be trickier to define and measure than it is for
intralingual subtitling or interlingual textual translation, where, for instance, omissions are
normally treated as errors. In interlingual subtitling, general models for the assessment of
translation quality become insufficient for strategies like text reduction, condensation and
omission, because they cannot always be categorised as errors, being part and parcel of the
subtitling process [1,29].

Grosso modo, the factors that have an impact on the quality of the subtitles that appear on
screen can be grouped into three loose categories. Some of them are of a technical nature, and
therefore easily noticeable and closely linked with the spatial and temporal constraints imposed
by the medium itself, such as synchronisation between text and soundtrack, subtitle display
rate, observance of a -minimum gap between chained subtitles, insufficient time to read a
subtitle, respect of shot changes and sound bridges as well as adherence to the maximum
number of characters allowed per line [30]. Most of these parameters can be easily monitored
when working with software specifically designed for the creation of subtitles.

A second group of factors derive from the actual linguistic transfer, in which mishearings of
the dialogue, excessive reduction of the original message, unorthodox line breaks, unwelcome
presence of typos or infelicitous solutions that do not do justice to the source language or
cultural reference can have a direct bearing on the quality of the subtitles. A mistake that can
easily pass unnoticed in other translation contexts, risks being easily spotted in a translation
practice as uniquely vulnerable as subtitling [1], always challenged by the concomitant
presence of the original dialogue exchanges.

In addition to these, other factors as important in determining the quality of the subtitled
production relate to the working conditions under which professional subtitlers carry out their
work, of which, as Fawcett [31] points out, “[t]he most important are: poor wages [...]; absurd
deadlines [...]; poor originals [...]; and finally, poor training of translators”. As a consequence,
subtitlers might not have enough time to devote to the linguistic and cultural aspects of the
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translation of subtitles and to guarantee that all the technical aspects (e.g. cue in and out
respecting shot changes, syntactical line breaks, etc.) are respected.

Despite its unsteady nature, or perhaps because of it, quality is an issue that has been
assiduously investigated in subtitling since the late 1980s. In 1987, the first ever conference
centred on dubbing and subtitling was organised in Stockholm under the auspices of the
European Broadcasting Union (EBU). To boost the quality of the linguistic transfer, a proposal
was put forward, and approved by the EBU Television Programme Committee, to facilitate the
international exchange, purchase and sale of television programmes [32].Yet, the framework
for action to implement these guidelines was rather limited as they were of a non-binding nature
and focused almost exclusively on the need for the creation of detailed dialogue lists to
accompany the programmes to be translated. Founded in 1995, the European Association for
Studies in Screen Translation (ESIST) took upon itself the ambitious task of formulating and
promoting a Code of Good Subtitling Practice, originally published by lvarsson, Carroll [29],
and freely available on the association’s website [33].

Notwithstanding the inherent difficulties in defining and measuring the quality of interlingual
subtitling, the reality is that this activity is routinely carried out in the AVT industry, drawing
on quality assessment models articulated in the in-house style guides produced by different
language service providers [34,35] and that can also be found in certain textbooks [1,29,36].

One of the early academic works to investigate both the theoretical and practical factors that
may influence the quality of the subtitling output, as perceived by the professionals, is the one
conducted by Kuo [37]. The scholar carried out two rounds of online surveys to elicit the
working conditions of subtitlers around the world and thus gauge their impact on the quality of
the resulting subtitles. From her qualitative study, she concluded that subtitling quality could
be better enhanced if processes were streamlined, the quality of the support materials provided
to subtitlers was improved, reasonable pecuniary rewards were offered to practitioners, and
awareness of the importance of subtitling quality was raised among the various stakeholders,
including the audience.

In view of the unique characteristics of interlingual subtitling, Pedersen [15] proposes the
tripartite FAR model, in which he foregrounds functional equivalence, acceptability and
readability as the three main pillars when it comes to quality. According to the scholar,
functional equivalence prioritises communication, drawing largely on pragmatic equivalence
since “the actual words spoken are not as important as what you intend to get across” [2].
Acceptability, on the other hand, focuses on how well the translated text conforms to the norms
of the target language and culture. The author contents that, ideally, the translation should be
free of grammar, spelling and idiomatic errors. Finally, readability takes into account technical
and layout aspects of subtitling, such as subtitle display rates, accurate spotting mindful of shot
changes and sound bridges, respect of minimum gap between chained subtitles, judicious line
breaks and correct punctuation. Deliberately focusing on subtitles as a product, Pedersen’s
model takes into consideration the impact that translation has on its users, and the severity of
the errors is calculated based on how disruptive they are of the user experience [15,25].
Similarly to the NER model, from which it heavily draws, the FAR model also assigns penalty
points to each error.
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In their study on quality control in the subtitling industry, Robert et al. [38] allocate importance
to the translation process by distinguishing between quality management, quality assurance
and quality control at three different stages, i.e. pre-translation, during translation, and post-
translation. The authors conducted an online survey among professional subtitlers and obtained
data from 99 respondents on their role and contribution to the quality of interlingual subtitling.
Subtitlers confessed to scrupulously follow the style guides given to them in terms of subtitle
speeds, spotting and layout and admitted that, in their opinion, the most important parameters
to affect quality were content, grammar, readability and contextual appropriateness.

As already stated, the present study is an attempt at ascertaining how quality in subtitling is
perceived from two different viewpoints: production (“the makers”) and reception (“the end
users”). To this aim, we invited professional subtitlers (Study 1) and viewers (Study 2) to take
part in a study, whose main goal was to elucidate the aspects that for them configure quality in
subtitling. Given the current situation in the AVT industry, where a lot of interest has been laid
on the reading of the subtitles, we decided to focus our attention on two quality parameters:
subtitle display rates and line breaks. When it comes to subtitle display rates (also typically
known as ‘reading speed’), a pronounced rise in the speed at which subtitles are displayed on
screen can be observed in recent years. Companies like TED and Netflix have moved on from
the traditional rates of about 12 characters per second (cps) to much faster ones that can reach
up to 20 cps, while at the same time allowing for longer lines containing a maximum of 42
characters, as opposed to previous values of 35, 37 and 39 characters [34,35]. Regarding line
breaks, a cursory look at current subtitling practice evidences that conventional subtitling rules,
which strongly recommend keeping semantic units together in one subtitle line [1,29,39-41],
are not always adhered to in professional practice. Curious about the apparent contradictions
of this state of affairs and its potential sustainability in the industry, we decided to embark on
the investigation of how these two dimensions are perceived by two crucial stakeholder groups
in subtitling.

4. Study 1

The study was articulated within a larger international project on the exploration of subtitle
display rates and line breaks [42-45] and was undertaken at the Centre for Translation Studies
(CenTraS) of University College London between 2016 and 2018.

4.1 Methods

As part of the study, we designed an online survey using Microsoft Forms (available as a
supplementary file here), whose main goal was to elicit the opinion of professional subtitlers
as far as subtitle display rates and line breaks were concerned [46]. The present paper reports
on the final section of the questionnaire, where subtitlers were requested to offer their views
on the parameters that influence quality in interlingual subtitling.

4.1.1 Participants

The survey was completed by 237 professional subtitlers from 27 different countries, both
inside and outside of Europe. The survey consisted of closed-ended questions and one open-
ended question. The open-ended question was completed by 220 participants. The largest
groups of respondents came from countries with long-standing subtitling traditions, such as
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Finland (37), the Netherlands (36), Denmark (13), Norway (9) and Sweden (8). However,
countries with dubbing and voiceover traditions like Spain (24), Poland (21), France (18), and
Germany (5) were also reasonably well represented. Other participants came from Croatia (4),
Italy (4), Slovenia (4), Belgium (3), Australia (2), Iran (2), Switzerland (2), and one from
Argentina, Austria, Brazil, Canada, Greece, Israel, New Zealand, Slovakia, and the USA.

As for their expertise, they were at various stages of their career, from very experienced to
novices. They had been working in professional interlingual subtitling for periods ranging from
1 to 40 years, with the mean number of years of experience being 12.6 years (SD = 9). Most
subtitlers work for local companies (118 people = 54%) or for both local and international
companies (62 people = 28%), while 40 people (18%) declared to work mostly for international
companies, as shown in Figure 1:

Which companies do you work for?

local companies
local and international companies
Bl international companies

Fig. 1. Types of companies that subtitlers work for

Altogether, the professionals participating in this survey embody a large and varied sample of
experienced subtitlers representing numerous parts of the world and different segments of the
audiovisual translation market.

4.1.2 Materials

The survey was distributed online through subtitling organisations (AVTE, Subtle, ATRAE,
Polish Association of Audiovisual Translators STAW), social media and personal networks. It
consisted of 16 open- and close-ended questions (see the supplementary file), mostly focused
on subtitle display rates and line breaks [46]. The last question, which was open-ended, aimed
to elicit subtitlers’ personal views on the quality of interlingual subtitling.

4.2 Results and discussion
The results of the survey were exported to Microsoft Excel. Using inductive coding [47],

professional subtitlers’ views on quality were analysed and grouped into the four most
frequently recurring themes, namely: (1) invisibility of subtitles, (2) deterioration of quality,
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(3) higher display rates and less condensation, and (4) other issues. What follows is a detailed
qualitative analysis of these themes.

4.2.1 Invisibility of subtitles

A central, frequently recurring theme reported by many subtitlers, particularly those from
Scandinavian countries, was the idea that good subtitles are ‘invisible’, with one of the
respondents resorting to the following trope: “A good subtitle is like a pair of glasses. It helps
you get the picture, but it doesn’t distract in any way”. Some professionals strive to make their
subtitles as ‘invisible” as possible for, in their opinion, “Good subtitles don’t stand out on the
screen”. The same idea is also picked up by other participants, who provided statements like:

Good subtitles are those which you don’t see. You read them without noticing them.
Subtitles are good when the viewer doesn’t notice them.

Good subtitles are the ones you don’t even notice, but afterwards you feel like you understood
every word that was being said — in a language that you don’t understand at all.

This opinion is reiterated by many others, who foreground the fact that viewers have to be able
not only to read the subtitles but, more importantly, to follow the images too: “Good subtitles
should be close to invisible. They should be read easily and at a glance so one can enjoy the
images”. In this respect, subtitles appear to be understood as subservient to the images and
under no circumstances should they detract the viewers from watching and enjoying the visual
content. How invisibility can be achieved in a practice based on the luminous projection and
superimposition of fleeting text on moving images remains to be explained.

For most participants, all aspects of subtitling, whether linguistic, cultural or technical, need to
coalesce in order to create good-quality subtitles, as intimated in the following quotes:

Good subtitles are [...] idiomatic and without misinterpretations and spelling errors.

Where the translation, dialogue flow, reading speed, nuances of language, etc. all form a
synthesis that enhances the viewer’s experience.

In their statements, subtitlers evince that they have thought of their viewers’ needs and of the
potential impact that the actual translation may have in their reading comprehension
experience. Yet again, quantifying the success of some of the subtitle display rates or the
transfer of certain linguistic nuances may prove more challenging than the above comments
suggest. What seems to be clear from these assertions is the fact that the ‘invisibility’ of the
subtitles continues to be a frequently reiterated theme in the profession. For instance, in his
guidelines for Danish subtitlers, Lindberg states that “[g]ood subtitles are those you never
notice” [48], while Diaz Cintas and Remael [1] also acknowledge the mantra that “the best
subtitles are those that the viewer does not notice” (p. 40). Interestingly, they also underline
the inevitable contradiction that such a dictate entails as subtitlers are expected to produce an
inconspicuous text which “dashes in and out at the bottom of the screen” [1], while at the same
time pretending that is not there. Indeed, rather than ‘not being noticed’, as this is clearly
impossible because of the physical nature of subtitling and because viewers must see and read
the subtitles if they are to understand the plot, what is usually implicit in these arguments is not
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so much the ‘noticing’ of the text on screen but the idea that subtitles should not perturb, in any
way, the individual’s reading experience, as explicated by this professional:

Good subtitles are clear and concise and easily understood. You could say that subtitles are best
when they are in a sense invisible: the reading experience is so smooth that the viewer hardly
notices she/he is reading.

On this point, it can be argued that subtitlers, the same as translators working in other fields,
strive to make their texts as unobtrusive as possible in order to facilitate the reception of their
message. Another long-held assumption in the profession is that bad quality subtitles call undue
attention to themselves, thus raising the viewers’ suspicions about the worth of the translation
and disrupting the reading experience — breaking what Pedersen [48] calls a ‘contract of
illusion’ between subtitlers and viewers. Following this line of thought, it will be interesting to
investigate whether unobtrusive but erroneous subtitles (i.e. incorrect translations or with
grammatical errors in subtitles that do not distract the plot on screen) are better received by
viewers than disruptive subtitles (i.e. subtitles that do not follow linguistic and technical
guidelines) that are indeed more faithful to the content and intention of the original message.

4.2.2 Deterioration of quality

In the eyes of many professionals, the quality of subtitling has gone down in recent years [37].
According to the participants in the survey, the reasons for this tumble are multifarious and
include the fall in rates, the rise in subtitle display rates, the widespread use of templates, the
lack of quality control procedures and the influx of inexperienced people into the profession.
This is aptly expressed by one experienced subtitler in the following terms:

The quality of subtitles is not as important as 15 years ago, unfortunately. Companies are
paying less and less and do not hire proof-readers to save money. Companies are hiring young,
unexperienced staff to get the work done cheaply. Since the introduction of templates, spotting
is not as important as it used to be. | feel it’s a downward spiral with more and more viewers
complaining about bad quality. This can only be solved by introducing a minimum fee per
subtitle.

Of all these reasons, the falling rates paid by some vendors is recurrently blamed by a
substantive number of subtitlers as the major factor contributing to the drop in quality, as noted
in the following quotes:

| think there are many subtitling companies nowadays which do not care enough about the
quality of subtitles. They care more about making money. Rates for subtitlers are generally too
low. This has a negative effect on the quality of subtitles.

The quality is going down fast, mainly because the world of subtitling/broadcasting is based on
stinginess and greed. Networks, even the big ones [...] only care about money and have never
given a toss about quality. My priority is quality, but that’s becoming harder every day and I’m
forced to find other work in the translation and/or language field.

Unfortunately, for many companies offering subtitling work at low rates is much more
important than providing high quality.
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A factor posited by some stakeholders in the industry highlights the detrimental impact of large
subtitling multinationals in the domestic ecosystem:

The quality of subtitling in the Netherlands is dwindling fast because of the competition of
international translation agencies, who seem to care very little for the income of their
translators, who are usually freelancers.

The distribution medium is also a variable picked up by some subtitlers, who argue that
different quality levels can be distinguished between subtitles that are broadcast on television
and screened at the cinema, which generally tend to be of higher quality, and those published
on DVDs, which are criticised for being less polished. Such observation is closely related to
the previous reproach levelled at international companies, for these usually operate in the DVD
industry:

In general, | find subtitle quality declining, especially in the DVD market and new media [...].
Poor Dutch translations, ridiculous reading speeds and lousy spotting.

DVD presentation times seem to be downright ridiculous today (too fast). Accompanied by
illogical semantic breaks this contributes to significant deterioration in cohesion and viewer
experience.

DVD subtitles seem to be of lower quality than the ones seen on TV and cinema, ‘cos the DVD
subtitlers are paid less and work with too tight schedules and with templates that simply should
be banned (you can’t fit different languages into the same format without making a poor
outcome — sentence structures vary between languages so much that there’s no point in using
templates — the outcome is unnatural).

As illustrated in the last quote, professionals also voice their discontent with the use of
templates. Introduced in the industry in the late 1990s because of the boom of the DVD and
the need to manage new multilingual projects [49], a template is a list of master subtitles, with
the in and out times already spotted, usually in the same language as the audiovisual production,
and used as the starting point for the translation of the programme into as many languages as
necessary. Although there is a number of advantages to using them as part of the subtitling
workflow [50], their use has also been vilified by many professionals, as evidenced in the
previous quote and the following one:

Due to the severe drop in rates and the use of templates, reading speeds have become ever
higher. Highly trained subtitlers are deemed too expensive, so people who have had little or no
training now simply type Dutch words into English templates without much regard for reading
speeds or quality.

Subtitlers in our study show awareness that using objective measures to determine the quality
of subtitling is a rather challenging task, as subjectivity plays a significant role in the equation.
It is thus often the case that stakeholders focus mainly on the technical aspects rather than on
the translational ones, as the former tend to be easier to quantify and to spot, such as in the case
of high display rates or asynchronous spotting:

Unfortunately, | find both my work place and the clients focus much more on the technical
aspects of the subtitling (such as the maximum number of characters per second, technical
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preferences such as centre alignment, italics or no italics, raising, etc.) than on the actual
translation. | work full time as a subtitler for a company with many clients, and | fill in a score
card every week. It is sometimes frustrating that everyone seems to focus on the technical
aspects, rather than the quality of one’s work!

For another subtitler, measuring subtitling quality on the grounds of the technical, linguistic,
and cultural dimensions is insufficient, suggesting that quality should be observed in more
holistic terms and accommodate other parameters, like working conditions:

The quality of subtitles must be seen in the context of the quality of the subtitled programme as
a whole. In that sense, professional realities, academic assessments as well ‘as subjective
perceptions of what a good set of subtitles looks like must be taken into account.

4.2.3 Higher display rates and less condensation

Many survey takers are keen to stress that good-quality subtitles are characterised by a high
degree of text condensation. Interestingly, this assumption in interlingual subtitling frontally
clashes with the practice found in intralingual subtitling for the deaf and the hard-of-hearing,
where heated debates are taking place on the issue and a clear tendency can be observed in
favour of verbatim over condensed subtitles [51,52]. Traditionally, in interlingual subtitling,
the need for text reduction and condensation has been incontestable and inescapable [1], as
display rates of 12 cps were pretty much the norm. Yet, new technical developments in the
industry and the greater exposure of the audiences to subtitles are having a direct impact in the
increase of subtitles presentation speeds, that are going up to 17 cps, and the maximum number
of characters allowed per line, extending on occasions to 42, which in turn reflect less
condensation of the target text. As highlighted by one Dutch subtitler:

Dutch subtitlers used to be very proud of their ability to condense. Recently, some of them tried
to get the companies to allow more characters per line. They believed they could earn more
money that way, but of course the art of subtitling degrades into the art of fast-typing.

This comment reflects the belief shared by many subtitlers that text condensation is part and
parcel of the creative process of subtitling. In their opinion, increasing the display rates and the
number of characters per line results in an unwelcome relaxation of the requirement to
condense the text, thus leading to more literal translation. Although such an approach can
shorten turnaround times and speed up the subtitling process, for many practitioners it also
risks turning subtitling into ‘the art of fast-typing’, resulting in less creativity, a higher degree
of literalness in the target text and, overall, lower quality of the subtitles.

For the respondents, the need to condense information in the subtitles, so as to avoid excessive
subtitle display rates, is rooted in the conviction that apart from reading the subtitles, viewers
also need to have enough time to follow the onscreen action, as foregrounded in these
statements:

Good subtitling requires really processing the spoken text, because the viewer can’t usually go
back to check. The thought behind the words must be superclear, eloquently expressed,
logically segmented and sufficiently concise to allow an unhurried presentation rate.
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A quality translation gives the spectator enough time to also enjoy the pictures. You have to
know and take the time to compress the message to its essence.

Subtitlers’ reluctance towards verbatim translations is justified from a cognitive perspective,
on the basis that high subtitle display rates can have a negative impact on the assimilation and
enjoyment of the information transmitted through the images. This ensuing, imperative need
for condensation brings about the necessity of finding creative solutions that, as theorised by
Kovaci¢ [53], focus more on the intention and connotative meaning of the original dialogue
than on its literal, denotative meaning. For many subtitlers, the crux of good subtitles resides
in being able to master the type of linguistic creativity required to balance the losses incurred
by the ubiquitous condensation:

Many subtitling translations are way too literal, resulting in gibberish Dutch, or in a text that
may be a literal rendering of the dialogue spoken, but not of the intent behind the words.

I think that good subtitling is imaginative and makes good use of the possibilities that the target
language offers. It neither can nor should follow the original too rigidly, because this tends to
kill style and beauty and lead to empty, albeit perhaps formally correct, translations.

In a similar vein, one subtitler explains:

We focus even more on getting the *meaning* across, even if we often can’t translate very
literally because of the time restraint. So, to me (and many Danish subtitlers), good subtitles
get the meaning of the dialogue across to the viewer; not only *what* is being said, but also
*how™* it is being said.

One of the participants goes even further and claims that non-condensed subtitles are the result
of work done by people with little professional experience, who are afraid of departing too
much from the original configuration:

Some subtitles are poorly done, obviously work of amateurs, when there is too much content
and there is not enough time to read and poor cueing. Good subtitles should be concise.

Others establish a straightforward and logical parallel between the lower degree of text
condensation observed these days and the increase in subtitle display rates and line lengths.
Indeed, the higher the presentation rate and the extension of the lines, the more text can be
fitted in the subtitles. For some respondents, as already discussed, the hike in presentation rates
and the lower levels of condensation stem from the widespread use of English templates in the
industry, as decried by this professional:

I think reading speed is a very important factor in determining subtitle quality. | sometimes get
subtitle files that have been done elsewhere based on an English template file and these subtitles
invariably have far too high reading speeds of 18 to (in some cases) over 30 cps! When people
complain about poor subtitles, they tend to come up with examples of bad translations but when
I watch DVDs that have poor subtitles, the main problem is usually that the subtitles aren’t
condensed enough, with literal translations leading to absurd reading speeds, which means you
can no longer watch the programme since you’re just reading the subtitles.

4.2.4 Other issues
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Other issues raised by subtitlers include the lack of proper recognition of subtitling as a
profession and the little awareness of the complexity surrounding both the linguistic, cultural
and technical dimensions that characterise the process of subtitling. The former is one of the
contributing factors to the falling rates being paid for subtitling and to the outflow of
experienced subtitlers from the profession. The latter often results in misunderstandings
between the client/vendor and the subtitler or in errors being made by novice subtitlers. To
overcome these challenges, closer collaboration and more fluid dialogue should be facilitated
across all subtitling stakeholders, including professional associations, academia,
practitioners, clients, audiovisual translation vendors and the general public, so that
awareness on subtitling and audiovisual translation can be raised in society.

5. Study 2

Study 2 was part of a larger research project focused on subtitling speeds and line breaks, where
viewers with different audiovisual habits were shown subtitled videos and asked to answer a
number of questions while their gaze was monitored with an eye tracker. A detailed description
of the eye tracking experiment and the quantitative results are reported elsewhere [44,54]. The
emphasis on these pages is placed on the results obtained from semi-structured interviews
conducted after the eye-tracking tests, relating to the quality of subtitling as perceived by
viewers.

5.1 Methods

The study took place at University College London, where it received full ethical approval
from the university’s Research Ethics Committee. On average, the test took approximately 90
minutes per person, depending on the time taken by the participant to answer the various
questions. Each respondent was rewarded with £10 for taking part in the study.

5.1.1 Participants

Participants were recruited through the UCL Psychology subject pool, personal networking

and social media. A total of 74 hearing native speakers of English (27), Polish (21), and Spanish
(26) took part in the experiment, as illustrated in Figure 2:
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Participants by mother tongue

English
Polish
Spanish

Fig. 2. Breakdown of study participants by mother tongue

Their ages ranged from 19 to 54 (M = 26.55, SD = 5.86). Among the English speakers, 13 were
male and 14 female, among the Polish, 5 were male and 16 female and, among the Spanish, 10
were male and 16 were female.

At the participant selection stage, we wanted to recruit people with varying experience of
different types of AVT. We expected that the country of origin would somewhat dictate the
participants’ preference for a particular type of audiovisual translation, be it dubbing (Spanish),
subtitling (English), or voiceover (Polish). In this sense, for instance, it was assumed that
Spanish people would favour dubbing over the other modes. However, when asked about their
preferred type of audiovisual translation, as displayed in Fig. 3, the vast majority selected
subtitling (77%). Only 2% of the respondents opted for dubbing, 1% went for voiceover and
19% claimed to enjoy foreign programmes in their original version, without any translation.
1% declared not to watch films in other languages:
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Participants' preferred AVT type
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Fig. 3. The overall breakout of participants’ preferred type of audiovisual translation

Per language group, 24 English participants chose subtitling, one selected dubbing, one
favoured voiceover and another one admitted to not watching foreign films. In the case of the
Polish cohort, 11 participants declared to prefer subtitling while 10 people stated they watch
films in the original English version, with no translation at all. Among the Spanish respondents,
22 affirmed their preference for subtitling, one person chose dubbing and three of them
commented that they watch films in the original language. This apparent enthusiasm to watch
films in their original version may be attributed to some of the changes witnessed in the AVT
landscape in recent years [55], including the possibility offered to consumers to choose their
preferred type of AVT. Thanks to novel technological solutions, Spanish viewers are no longer
obliged to watch films with dubbing only, just as Polish viewers have more options than
voiceover at their disposal. Another factor impinging on this situation is the fact that the
participants were living in the UK at the time of the experiment.

Because some of the testing material in the study was shown with English audio (see section
5.1.2), Polish and Spanish nationals were asked to self-report their level of proficiency in
English, using special charts from the Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages.

As shown in Fig. 4, Polish people felt more confident in their grasp of the English language.
Of the 47 participants, most of them (89%) claimed high proficiency in English, whether C2
(72%) or C1 (17%). Only 5 Spaniards (11%) considered their knowledge of English to be
intermediate (1 person declared B1 level and 4 people B2) and no participants declared a level
lower than B1:
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Fig. 4. Participants’ level of proficiency in English

5.1.2 Procedure

Participants were tested individually in a research lab at UCL and, before the actual experiment,
they were informed that they would take part in a study on the quality of subtitles. After signing
the informed consent form, participants were shown a set of clips in a language they were
unfamiliar with (Hungarian) and another set in English. The clips were either subtitled
interlingually into the participants’ mother tongue (Spanish for Spanish speakers, Polish for
Polish speakers, English for English speakers) or displayed with English-to-English
intralingual subtitles; they were presented at different speeds and following different line
breaks [43-45,54]. For full information on experiment design, clips and variables, see the Sure
Project Dataset [42]. Finally, the participants’ views on subtitling quality were elicited in semi-
structured interviews.

5.1.3 Interview

At the beginning of the interview, participants were queried about their preferred AVT mode
and encouraged to share their prior exposure to subtitling with the researchers. Since they were
all living in the UK when the study was conducted, they were also asked whether their views
on subtitling had changed since their arrival in the country. These introductory questions were
followed up by a battery of subtitling-related questions, divided into three parts: (1) subtitle
display rates, (2) line breaks, and (3) subtitling quality. In the interview, participants were
encouraged not only to comment on the subtitles they had watched during the experiment but
also to offer their general opinion on this translation practice. They were specifically asked
about the main features that, in their view, constitute ideal subtitles.

5.2 Results and discussion
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In a similar fashion as in Study 1, participants’ responses were grouped according to the three
most frequently occurring themes, namely: (1) accuracy of the subtitles, (2) technical
synchronisation, and (3) other issues.

5.2.1 Accuracy of the subtitles

When questioned about what constitutes good-quality subtitles for them, many participants
mentioned the ‘accuracy’ of the subtitles. Prompted to elaborate on what they meant by
accuracy, they tended to refer to the affinity/discrepancy they could establish between the
content of the subtitles and the soundtrack (in the case of clips with the English audio). These
comparisons focused mostly on the original information that appeared to be missing in the
subtitles and which led most respondents to reflect on the degree of closeness that should (or
should not) exist between the spoken dialogue exchanges and the written subtitles. Some
viewers expressed the opinion that the text in the subtitles should be as close to the original
dialogue as possible:

I would love to have as much text as possible because | know sometimes the subtitles just say
the gist of it, like really basic... I would prefer the full text just in case, cos [ don’t mind if I’'m
missing anything, if they really, really explain the whole situation. From a personal point of
view, | would get more out of it.

The full written dialogue is preferred, yet when you’re tired perhaps a short version could do.
Maybe on DVDs it would be an option that could be offered.

Yet, this level of completeness is questioned by some of the respondents, who fear that too
much text may have negative implications from an aesthetics point of view:

I think | like it halfway, sort of a mixture of both, because if you put too much it covers too
much of the screen and you’re not seeing the action on the film, but if you put too little you’re
missing what’s the actual subject you’re talking about, you know, if that makes sense?

When discussing films and programmes in English, respondents raised the issue of perceived
incongruities between the dialogue and the subtitles, claiming that these mismatches can lead
to a feeling of annoyance during the film viewing process:

They annoyed me because the subtitles didn’t match the original dialogue, so it felt there was
a conflict when | was reading the subtitles. And it was just that it annoyed me so much that |
stopped and I didn’t enjoy it, unless | was watching without the subtitles.

Some participants expressed the view that the level of text condensation in subtitling should
depend on the degree of familiarity of the viewers with the foreign language used in the original
soundtrack, whereby greater acquaintance with the foreign tongue should command denser
subtitles:

When I’m watching something I understand I’d like to be able to read exactly what I’m hearing,
and when I’m watching something that I don’t understand I prefer there to be minimal words
in the subtitles so that | can get a gist of what’s being said and still be able to follow the scenes
of the movie.
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Those viewers who professed a preference for a fuller version of the subtitles did so because,
in their opinion, if subtitles are condensed, some of the nuances and subtleties or the original
dialogue are irremediably lost:

| prefer as much dialogue as possible because when you subtitle things that are in different
languages you get loads of dialogue overlapping, and the thing about it being in a foreign
language is I can’t guess what might be said if it’s not there. So, | feel it’s better to have as
much information as possible.

A different view supporting the condensation of dialogue in the target subtitles was expressed
by a few people, who, in a similar fashion as the subtitlers surveyed in the first study, declare
a predilection for short subtitles that contain the gist of the message:

I don’t think it’s important to follow exactly what’s being said on the screen. I think it’s better
to be more... sparky and pointy and actually reduce the number of words to make the visual
experience more appealing. The snappier it is, the better.

Condensed and edited: because obviously you need to read the subtitle and look at the screen
to get a sense of what’s going on as you read the title, otherwise it just becomes really tiring.
So, | prefer to just get the essence of the conversation.

As in Study 1, some viewers commented that the degree of text condensation is directly
connected with the display rate of the subtitles, with higher speeds making it more difficult for
some viewers to be able to finish reading the subtitle while at the same time following the
images and the film narrative:

I find it most irritating when I can’t finish the subtitle, and it usually happens with the subtitles
like fan made or something, where they put all the text that you can hear and it’s not necessary
in my opinion, usually. So, I prefer when there is less text but you can comfortably read all of
the subtitles.

Unsurprisingly, fast subtitles are particularly problematic for viewers who are slow readers:

I want subtitles that are slow enough so that I can read them [...] | want to be able to read the
subtitles so I understand the dialogue, however I wouldn’t want the subtitles to be so simplified
that I’m missing half the information that’s been given in the original dialogue, and it’s tricky.
I suppose what’s most important is that [ get the gist of what’s going on in the scene, so if 'm
missing a lot of the subtitles because they’re going by too quickly then no, I would want it
slowed down, but, I mean, | really would also want as much of the original dialogue in there as
possible [...] because I kind of want it all.

Interestingly, when compared with intralingual English-to-English subtitles commonly used
for pedagogical purposes [56-58], a number of non-English native speakers expressed a
negative opinion of the standard interlingual subtitling done in their mother tongue. Indeed,
some Polish and Spanish participants confessed that, when watching English audiovisual
productions, they prefer to watch them with English rather than Spanish/Polish subtitles, as
they consider them to be more ‘accurate’. Their rationale behind this preference is that whereas
English-to-Polish or English-to-Spanish subtitles are condensed and some original information
is omitted, English-to-English subtitles contain a fuller version of the source dialogue, which
viewers find useful for language-learning purposes. Of course, it should be born in mind that
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the participants are not be fully representative of their native populations, as they were
individuals who had chosen to move to the UK and were not only better at English but possibly
also more Anglo-friendly than their compatriots back home.

5.2.2 Technical synchronisation

When asked about the features that make an ideal subtitle, most participants mentioned
synchronisation. As they were not subtitling professionals, most of them did not use the term
per se, but instead they talked about the ‘timing’ of the subtitles and the subtitles being ‘in
sync’. In this respect, they stressed the fact that subtitles should be synchronised with the
soundtrack, and appear in sync with the dialogue exchanges that can be heard on screen, as
well as with the images. The need for accurate synchrony between subs and soundtrack was
attributed to the educational value of the subtitles, as when this technical dimension is well
accomplished both the original text and its translation are concurrent, thus helping those
interested to learn grammar and new vocabulary.

According to one viewer, the issue of timing is particularly important in comedies, when
subtitles should appear in perfect sync with the dialogue so that the comedic effect is triggered
at the same time in the original and the translated versions:

This is where | think subtitling is most difficult because so much of comedy is in the timing.
It’s not as much what is said but it’s how it’s said and it’s when it’s said, and that, like that’s
why comedy is such a talent. There are people who just have such brilliant natural comic
delivery, and I would say it’s impossible to recreate that in subtitling [ ...], and if the punch line
is actually ahead of the joke it’s even a bit off-putting, | think.

5.2.3 Other issues

Contrary to our initial expectations, many participants did not think that syntactically-driven
line breaks are very important in subtitling, as summarised by this person’s affirmation:

Line breaks have their value, yet when you are reading fast most of the time it becomes less
relevant.

A number of participants suggested that subtitling priorities and conventions should vary
depending on the genre of the audiovisual production being translated, stressing that certain
solutions may be appropriate for some genres but not for others. For instance, when it comes
to the strategy of condensation, one of the respondents opines that, although common in the
subtitling of feature films, this strategy should be scarcely used when dealing with
documentaries that contain factual information:

It depends on the type of movie you’re watching. If T watch a nature documentary, | definitely
prefer longer subtitles because | want all the details [...] and I think they should also be adjusted
to the pace of the movie.

As for the invisibility of the subtitles, and contrary to the importance given to this factor by
professional subtitlers, only one of the viewers picked on it, agreeing on the fact that good
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subtitles should be invisible, and confirming that only when they are of poor quality do viewers
notice them, as they disrupt the reading experience:

I think when subtitles are good you don’t think about it at all, you just read them. So, | think
the measure of good subtitles is when you don’t really think about it at all, you just take in
what’s being said.
It is possible that invisibility was not brought up as an important topic for viewers because,
from their perspective, subtitles are often erroneous and disruptive. Invisibility may also be
considered more during the creation of subtitles rather than their reception, hence, it pertains
more to the subtitlers than viewers.

6. Discussion and conclusion

Having elicited the views of both groups, subtitling professionals and viewers, some
convergences as well as discrepancies can be observed in the way in which they judge the
concept of quality in subtitling.

Quality is considered an important aspect of subtitling by the two sets of participants. They
also agree that good-quality subtitles are those that allow viewers to understand the plot while
comfortably following the onscreen action, without drawing unwarranted attention to
themselves. In contrast, poor-quality subtitles are believed to break the fictional contract of
illusion [48] and the suspension of disbelief [59], thus lowering the viewers’ enjoyment and
feeling of immersion in the film diegesis. Particularly, viewers are more prone to notice the
presence of subtitles on screen when they are more difficult to read, be it because of their
linguistic or technical inconsistencies. As a result, and when subtitling from English, poor-
quality subtitles in the target language risk leading some viewers to consciously stop reading
them, to switch them off altogether, or to change their mind and watch intralingual English-to-
English subtitles instead.

While, as expected, both subtitlers and viewers agree that quality is important, they sometimes
differ quite substantially in what they think the hallmark of good-quality subtitles is. The most
pronounced discrepancy in the perception of quality in our study relates to the strategy of text
condensation. While professionals consistently equate good-quality subtitles with a high
degree of text condensation, many viewers complain that not all the information contained in
the original dialogue makes it to the subtitles, leaving them confused and perplexed as they can
hear one thing but find themselves reading something else. They admit, however, that the
missing information is not always crucial for the understanding of the plot, for it tends to be
somewhat marginal and its objective is to contribute to the nuanced depiction of the characters,
their use of certain linguistic idiosyncrasies and their sense of humour. This finding is
inextricably linked to the viewers’ proficiency in the original language of the audiovisual
production. Indeed, condensation is perceived as a sign of poor quality in Spanish and Polish
subtitles of original versions in English, a language with which participants were familiar.
Respondents claim that when watching English-spoken clips, they often use subtitles in their
mother tongue as a backup plan, to reconfirm the information that they can hear in the
soundtrack. Conversely, when confronted with clips shot in a distant language with which they
were not acquainted — Hungarian in our experiment —, instances of condensation in the target
subtitles were not perceived as negative. To sum up, viewers’ knowledge of the original
language is a decisive factor in their acceptance or refusal of the condensation strategy.
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In spite of the recommendations put forward in numerous subtitling protocols, advocating close
collaboration between all the agents involved in the translation and revision workflow, the
professional reality seems to be somewhat different. Most practitioners appear to conceptualise
subtitling from a product viewpoint rather than from a processual one. So, even though on
occasions they think of themselves as the metaphorical cogs in a bigger subtitle production
machinery, they ultimately fail to feel that they are an integrated part of a larger team, working
towards a common goal. Instead, they tend to express their opinions from a rather
individualistic perspective, frequently positioning themselves in manifest opposition to
language service providers and media localisation companies; an attitude that can be easily
explained because of the isolated, freelancing status of most professionals working in the
industry.

None of the practitioners that took part in the study ever mentioned any translation quality
assessment models. The reasons for this may be manifold. It is quite likely that they are simply
not familiar with any of these theoretical models and, even if they do, they may not find them
relevant to their daily work. Another reason could be that they actually implement these models
in their work without being fully conscious that they are doing so, be it because they have
internalised them over their years of practice or because they have been trained on them without
having been explicitly informed. Whatever the reasons for this state of affairs, the reality is that
translation quality models do not seem to occupy a distinct space in the subtitlers’ working
environment. On the contrary, the commissioner’s style guides are systematically referred to
by most professionals as their key reference document to achieve high-quality levels.

In contrast to professional subtitlers, viewers are often unaware of the technical limitations
involved in the creation of subtitles or the type of challenges that subtitlers have to face, such
as impossibly tight deadlines, falling rates, or the spread of English templates. While viewers
often complain about the poor quality of the subtitles they watch, usually because of high levels
of textual condensation, they may not realise that such a strategy may be a necessary one when
subtitling certain scenes in films and TV series in which the characters speak fast. One of the
suggestions of this study is that viewers need to be made aware of the multiple intricacies and
technical limitations that typify subtitling. In this respect, AVT associations, in collaboration
with educational centres, could play a pivotal role in increasing the social visibility of subtitling
as a profession. Educating new clients and commissioners on the defining features of good-
quality subtitling is another line of action that could prove fruitful and that is already being
pursued by initiatives like accessible filmmaking, postulated by scholars like Romero Fresco
[60,61].

In this paper, we have only focused on the views expressed by professional subtitlers and
viewers. Future studies could probe the opinion of other stakeholders in the subtitling process,
such as language service providers, subtitling trainers, media entertainment companies, digital
content producers, and online content distributors. Nowadays, commercial and amateur
subtitling produced by fansubbers or found on some internet platforms like TED show distinct
qualitative differences at linguistic, cultural and technical levels, with some consumers of
fansubbing happy to sacrifice the quality of the subtitles in favour of the speed at which the
programmes are made available on internet [62]. Likewise, the irruption of machine translation
in commercial subtitling is impacting on the potential quality offered to the client, who can
choose between raw automated subtitles or subtitles that have gone through either a light or in-
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depth postediting process, depending on the client’s needs and requirements. Without a doubt,
subtitling is here to stay and to metamorphose as technology evolves and viewers’ exposure
increases.
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