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Career paths into globalization

Software globalization is a fascinating career as there are so many different facets to it, and the challenges vary from project to project. I’m speaking of all the aspects of software globalization, from localization to internationalization and even product marketing. I thought it would be fun to post the question, “How did you get started in globalization?” in a couple of discussion groups on LinkedIn, along with mentioning it in MultiLingual. I got some great responses as well as a few new friends.

Most of us enjoy working in an environment that requires complex solutions to problems, which also provide a high value to our organizations. It’s an important concept to remember when representing ourselves. Globalization is as old as perhaps when people started trading goods and seeds, yet it has always promised all kinds of nuances. A common theme in our industry is that many of us happened into their globalization roles, but stayed because we enjoy it. Here are some of the answers I received to my question.

Roger Spee, retired localization development manager at IBM I am retired now. However, in my last 15 years at IBM I worked in the localization area of the IBM server group mainly in a management role. The joke we used to say when describing internally how we ended up working on localization was “I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.” And to a degree that joke was somewhat accurate as I initially ended up working on localization due to the timing of a management job opening. Once I was in the job and realized how important localization was to IBM products, I got hooked on localization and worked in that area for the last half of my IBM career.

Ultan Ó Broin, user experience director, applications user experience, Oracle Corporation I started in localization because that’s where the jobs were. The IT sector in Ireland employed people who were educated, spoke English, had an interest in technology and wanted a job,
refl ecting government policy on inward investment (helped by a
low corporate tax rate for investors). Ryan Essenburg, regional manager, SimulTrans LLC In college, I gained my first big dose of international exposure, having studied abroad in provincial Russia (Yaroslavl) on an academic exchange. I also traveled extensively around Russia and a little outside Russia. This fueled my interest in getting into the translation business. However, I knew my Russian was not translator material. Once back in the United States and having moved to California, I found out that the “localization” business was an actual and viable industry, though I had never heard of it until that point. So, here I am.

Terena Bell, CEO, In Every Language I got into this business completely by accident. My cousin’s church was sponsoring a Congolese refugee family through Kentucky Refugee Ministries (KRM). Knowing I had lived in France, my cousin asked if I would “translate” for the family. When a non-French-speaking family came instead, I called the refugee organization offering to help out other families who might need help. KRM put my name on a list, and after my first appointment, one of the employees gave me a form to sign. When I asked him what the form was for, he said it was so I could get my payment. I said, “Payment?” and a career was born! David Irwin, software localization professional I got started in localization when a classmate from my MBA program, who was German and who had gone to work for Microsoft, contacted me about doing some freelance work on a German language version of Microsoft Chart (DOS version). I have an undergraduate degree in German, and at the time was teaching information systems courses at a community college in the Seattle area. After just a few months, I decided I liked working in the computer industry more than teaching about it. Mats Andersson, project manager One day in 1989, I held a degree certificate in my hand for a B.S. in theoretical physics, and I suddenly realized I had to get a job one day. So I studied programming, which was less fun than I had expected. But I realized the software and hardware manufacturers were in dire need of help with their manuals. Just as I got the Master of Science, Microsoft WPGI in Dublin had an ad looking for localizers. I have worked with programming at the European Space Agency, and it was every bit as dull as I imagined.

Inger Larsen, managing director, Larsen Globalization Recruitment I was studying technical translations in Kristiansand, Norway, in the early 1980s, and to earn extra money I translated books for a publishing house. They sent me several books on computing and programming to translate. I didn’t have a clue, and there were no dictionaries available. I remember going around to the few computer shops I could find and asking the people working there what various things meant and what the Norwegian translation was. The “translations” were mostly just English words with Norwegian endings. The publisher had an excellent proofreader, so the end result wasn’t too bad. I loved working with software and first worked for IBM as a localizer and later on in project management for Microsoft and sales for Xerox. John White, technology marketing writer and localization project manager, venTAJA I started in technical support with a software company in 1991. They found out — I told them, actually — that I knew Spanish, German and French, so they started putting me on airplanes to conduct tech support training worldwide. One day my boss said, “You’re not doing technical support anymore. You’re going to run our localization effort.” “Great!” I said. “What’s localization?” “Go back to your desk and read your e-mail,” he replied. A few months later, I was sitting in front of three computers running English, French and German versions of our product, when I realized I’d finally married my linguistic side to my technical side, and that there was a real career path to it. Suddenly, a remark uttered to me many years before by a supply sergeant in Berlin occurred to me: Für so eine Arbeit haben Dich Deine Eltern erzogen (“This is just the kind of work your parents raised you to do.”). Although there had been an ironic twist when the sergeant said it, there wasn’t anymore. 

Loic Dufresne de Virel, localization strategist, Intel Corporation I’m a civil engineer by trade. I got started almost 20 years ago, while working in sales and marketing for Reuters Ltd in Paris and Monaco. I knew their products pretty well and was relatively comfortable with a PC. I got to train our subscribers on a new version of our products that ran on Windows 3.0. Of course, all training material was in English, so I started to generate my own documents for our French users. A few years later, I got a contract with the United Nations to run a training center in San Jose, Costa Rica, and got to practice my Spanish. Then, after moving to Oregon, I joined Intel because of my language skills and started as part of a real localization by QAing the Y2K information that we published in French and Spanish on www.intel.com 

And then there’s me I don’t come from any linguistic study background, but first saw the world mostly as a bike racer in the late 1980s. For many years I sold and marketed highly technical data analysis and visualization software, which was used in applications ranging from pure science to financial analysis. Because so many of my customers were research-oriented and rather fascinating and eager to share, I learned more conceptually than I’d ever expect about satellite-based imagery, complex mathematics, computer graphics, programming and so on, though I had only basic programming training in college. I preferred the company of developers and learned much about their issues and processes. In 1998 was recruited to perform sales for a new start-up that was concentrating on software internationalization, a fi eld I had never thought of prior to the call. I jumped in and quickly enjoyed my new customers and became fascinated by the impact globalization has on software development and organizations. I started Lingoport in 2001, and most of our development team, with one very accomplished exception who started out as a Russian translator, comes from a software development background. I thoroughly enjoy the people, cultures and businesses we all get to work with and serve in this industry. I hope this article brings our community a little closer together as we see ourselves in our peers.
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