


Going Global with Customer Support   —   2

Table of 
contents

Introduction

The current approach  
to language barriers

Language Operations:  
What it is and why it matters 

Customer service as the  
gateway to Language Operations

Hiring a LangOps function

The future of LangOps

Key takeaways

3

5

9

11

20

23

24



Going Global with Customer Support   —   3

Introduction
The term “globalization” entered the lexicon 
in the early 1900s. Even before then, humans 
have been moving between places and cultures, 
learning from one another and building 
relationships — both personal and commercial — 
that straddle different worlds. As transportation 
and information technology have advanced, 
globalized business has become increasingly 
common. In many ways, it is simply the  
norm today.

That said, many organizations find themselves 
limited in the markets they can serve because 
of language barriers. While English is one of 
the most common business languages spoken 
today, the reality is that only one quarter 
of the world’s population speaks English. 
Organizations who do not have a strategy in 
place to reach non-English speakers leave a lot 
of untapped opportunities on the table. 

Oftentimes businesses see language as a barrier to 
growth. In our recent survey of business decision-
makers within global organizations, a quarter of 

respondents indicated that language and cultural 
barriers were holding them back from expansion.

Global organizations must embrace language as 
a path to developing and maintaining customer 
relationships, satisfaction, and loyalty if they want 
to be competitive today. 

Language Operations (LangOps) can make 
this process much more efficient than current 
approaches. LangOps is a globalization strategy 
that transcends multilingual communication 
barriers. It’s a cross-disciplinary function that helps 
global businesses communicate more effectively 
with their customers and stakeholders — regardless 
of their native language.

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/02/english-dictionary-languages/
https://resources.unbabel.com/blog/what-is-language-operations
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LangOps can help businesses expand globally, 
starting with the customer support function. 
These employees are on the front lines between 
the customer and the brand, where language 
and communication matter most. From there, 
operationalizing language throughout the 
organization can drive efficiencies for global 
businesses in every department imaginable. 

Let’s dive into how language is handled today 
and why LangOps is important for the customer 
service function as a gateway to doing business in 
any language, anywhere.

Bonjour

Kamusta

こんにちは

Holla!

Здраво

Hello!

Chat

LangOps Manager

Customer 
Service

Marketing

Product Internal Ops
Sales
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Hello!

Bonjour

こんにちは

Kamusta

The current 
approach 
to language 
barriers

Today, most organizations rely on 
a siloed approach to language. For 
example, at a given organization, 
the marketing team may use 
translation services, while the sales 
team hires native speakers and the 
customer service department staffs 
up with BPOs whose employees 
speak many languages. 

At most places, there is no single 
language strategy that spans the 
entire organization. This leads to 
massive inefficiencies and erodes 
the quality of communication and 
service that prospects, users, and 
customers receive. 



Going Global with Customer Support   —   6

Top Three Approaches to Translation
There are several types of translation services that global organizations use depending 
on their needs. Here are a few of the most common approaches. 

Translation 
Consists of converting content from the 
source language to the target language, 
while respecting grammar rules and 
conventions. While this is the most basic 
service to implement, it might not cover 
the nuances and specific cultural aspects of 
different languages.

Transcreation 
The process of adapting content from 
one language to another. This usually 
requires reimagining the content so it 
better resonates with a different culture. 
For successful transcreation, translators 
need to be creative and use their own 
cultural knowledge. This is an upgrade from 
translation in terms of working to elicit 
an emotional response from customers; 
however, it also demands plenty of research 
and hiring native translators in every 
language. It is most effective with languages 
and cultures that might be poles apart.

Localization 
Requires adapting the content to local 
audiences, dialects, or cultural nuances, taking 
linguistic and cultural sensitivity into account. 
Translation is one of the several elements 
involved in localization. It’s different from 
transcreation, because localization does not just 
adapt content from one language to another; 
the aim of localization is to make a product or 
service feel like it’s been designed for the target 
market. The business has to bring cultural 
understanding into everything from locale, 
design, layout, and content, and even reinvent 
the product itself to suit the new audience.
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To the extent that a language strategy is in 
place, it tends to be a strategy of localization. 
This means that products and services are 
translated for a specific country or region. 
Large international retailers like Zara or H&M 
have localized websites, where products are 
described in the appropriate language for those 
consumers and prices are depicted in the local 
currency. Localization is also used to adapt 
and translate software, video games, technical 
documentation, and other content. 

Localization goes beyond mere translation to 
adapt to local culture, costumes, beliefs, and 
preferences. For example, date and time is 
written differently in the U.S. vs. the UK, so 
while the two countries share the same primary 
language, a properly localized product or 
service will still need to make adaptations. 

Localization is siloed 
Typically, localization efforts within an 
organization are owned by a single department. 
For example, localizing a website or a digital 
campaign for different audiences is owned by 
marketing. To date, there hasn’t been an effective 
way to operationalize language throughout the 
entire organization. 

To contrast, a chief operating officer or a 
dedicated LangOps executive would handle all 
language-related efforts across the organization. 
This team would focus on how the entire 
organization can enter a new market, from sales 
to marketing to customer service and beyond. 
They’d also choose multilingual machine 
translation technologies that can help equip 
anyone to communicate in multiple languages, 
but more on that later. 

Bonjour

Kamusta

こんにちは

Holla!

Здраво

Localization is important, but for 
businesses who want to compete 
on the global stage, it needs to be 
rewired. Here’s why:



Going Global with Customer Support   —   8

Localization is difficult to scale
Current localization efforts mostly focus on 
translating and regionalizing websites, software, 
and other products piece by piece. This approach 
often relies heavily on outsourcing and does not 
scale as the business grows into additional markets. 
What’s more, ensuring translation quality can be 
a difficult and manual process relegated to a small 
group of department-specific project owners.

The rise of operations-for-everything has shown 
us that technology (particularly AI) can help teams 
scale far beyond their own headcount or ability to 
hire external consultants. Operations practices across 
other departments — think marketing ops, revenue 
ops, and perhaps the most popular, DevOps — have 
leveraged technology to make cross-departmental 
collaboration more efficient and scalable. 

For language, human-in-the-loop machine 
learning can help teams scale by using state-of-
the-art machine learning models and fine-tuning 
them with human input. This approach means 
organizations can focus more on hiring experts, 
versus native language speakers.

Localization is not holistic enough
Rather than focusing on one-off localization 
projects, organizations need to view language as 
an organization-wide imperative. According to a 
recent study from Intercom, only: 

Given the real revenue-driving and brand-
building potential of native language, it’s critical 
that organizations start to think about it more 
holistically (which echoes the point about siloes 
above). A LangOps strategy would focus on how 
to conduct business in a local market, taking 
into account the cross-departmental needs of 
the entire team. They’d consult on the best and 
smartest use of AI for each team, and ensure that 
individual contributors were equipped to use this 
technology in the field.

of people find they can 
get customer support in 
their native language

of people would feel more 
loyal to companies with 
native language support

of people said said they’d 
switch products altogether

28%

70%

35%

We need a more strategic and 
interdisciplinary approach to 
language. Enter LangOps.

https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.intercom.com/blog/multilingual-support-stats&sa=D&source=editors&ust=1625687981693000&usg=AOvVaw3f-OVjJltWL7KmoGy1wWVt
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As defined above, LangOps is 
a cross-disciplinary function 
that helps global businesses 
communicate more effectively 
with their multilingual customers 
and stakeholders. To be successful, 
language operations must be 
enabled by software — more 
specifically artificial intelligence 
and machine translation—and 
backed up by a top-down embrace 
of the strategy.

Language 
Operations:  
What it is and 
why it matters
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LangOps fits into a larger trend we see 
throughout the business world: The rise of 
operations-for-everything. DevOps is perhaps 
one of the most well-known examples of 
how cross-disciplinary teams (in this case 
development and operations) are being 
developed to build products and deliver services 
more effectively and efficiently. DevOps as a 
practice has dramatically improved the quality 
of software and the speed with which teams 
can release software. Similarly, marketing ops, 
sales ops, and revenue ops (which combines 
marketing, sales, and customer success) have 
taken root at many progressive organizations. 

All of these roles use technology to drive 
collaboration across one or multiple 
departments. These teams also prioritize 
efficiency and leverage data and analysis as a 
basis to make decisions. 

It’s time to bring this type of thinking  
to language.

We are at a tipping point where technology, 
including artificial intelligence and machine 
learning, can truly drive economies of scale 

for language. With the help of AI and workflow 
efficiency tools that teams already use, fewer native 
speakers can communicate with prospects, users, 
and customers across more languages.

Language Operations should consolidate the 
function of language under a single team for the 
entire organization — enabling the organization to 
scale into new markets quickly. In other words, any 
team across the organization should be able  
to leverage technology to effectively communicate 
in any language. 

Of course, this is a vision for the future. We  
are not there yet. But organizations are making 
strides every day. Here is how we can accelerate 
this transformation.
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Customer service 
as the gateway  
to LangOps —  
and COVID’s 
forcing function

Most often, customer  
service is an ideal gateway to 
Language Operations. 

of customers will not buy a 
product if service isn’t offered 
in their own language

are more likely to buy in 
their own language

Our survey revealed that 
nearly 30% of global 
business decision-makers 
thought customer service 
was the number one priority 
to achieve a high degree of 
translation quality

Source: 2021 Unbabel LangOps Survey

40%

72%

30%

https://alexika.com/blog/2020/08/17/why-translation-matters-40-will-not-buy-in-other-languages
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The global pandemic brought the challenges of 
communication into stark relief. Practically (and, 
in some cases, literally) overnight, organizations 
across different sectors saw huge swings in customer 
service communication volumes. Companies 
struggled to figure out how to do more with less and 
to respond to unprecedented complexities. In our 
2021 Unbabel LangOps survey, 

Businesses in these sectors had to figure out how 
to both scale up and move to a remote work model 
for in-office workers.

Business process outsourcing (BPO) firms like 
Teleperformance (an Unbabel partner) faced 
similar challenges. As the pandemic hit the planet 
hard in March of 2020, Teleperformance had to 
quickly transition most of its workforce to remote 
work. It was an acute problem that required 
flexibility and creativity to solve. Teleperformance 
recognized, however, that it also provided an 
opportunity to rethink how they do business and 
reimagine their language strategy. 

As Danny Kuivenhoven, Head of Digital 
Transformation put it, 

The broad adoption of work-at-home 
CX [customer experience] delivery 
models provides greater scalability 
to our clients (since it’s much easier 
to scale up or down in this type of 
elastic model).” 

Kuivenhoven believes that, even as the world 
returns to a semblance of normalcy, many of the 
changes wrought over the course of the pandemic 
will linger.

of respondents indicated 
that translation efforts grew 
during the pandemic.

62%

Today’s clients expect the highest  
quality of service for the right 
price, requiring the least effort on 
their part. I predict that advanced 
technical capabilities will help 
our employees exceed these 
expectations by providing the right 
tools, data and insights.”

Language is a perfect example of an area where 
customers expect quality service and low effort, 
and an area where organizations can meet these 
expectations using the “advanced technical 
capabilities” Kuivenhoven describes. A LangOps 
approach to customer service, backed by human-in-
the-loop machine translation, can facilitate positive 
customer interactions in any format and in any 
language quickly and accurately. 

LangOps must leverage AI and machine translation 
to help create efficiencies for existing agents and 
enable teams to focus on hiring for expertise, rather 
than language. 

For example, in the travel and hospitality industry, 
there was a massive influx of people needing 
to cancel or change plans at the last minute to 
respond to government or industry restrictions 
related to the pandemic. As the virus found 
hotspots in different regions around the world, and 
governments responded accordingly, these surges 
and dips hopped around the globe, too. It was 
understandably very difficult for customer service 
teams to jump from handling sudden surges in 
China and Italy to the U.S. and South America. 

Meanwhile, other industries, like food delivery 
and ecommerce, saw massive spikes in demand. 

https://www.teleperformance.com/en-us
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Kiwi.com builds global 
multilingual customer 
service platform

CASE STUDY

Soon after coronavirus lockdowns took effect in 2020, travel 
tech company Kiwi.com saw a 25% uptick in customer support 
inquiries. This surge occurred at the same time that many of the 
company’s BPO partners decided to shutter their offices, causing 
a decrease in the number of available customer service agents 
worldwide. They needed to quickly think of a way to get more 
done with fewer agents.

After discovering Unbabel, the Kiwi.com product team was 
able to build an internal chat/email hybrid helpdesk platform 
powered by human-machine translation technology. Now any 
of their agents can seamlessly respond to helpdesk messages 
across any of the company’s 12 supported languages. As a result, 
Kiwi.com has reduced their cost per agent by 20% for English 
speakers compared to native language speakers, and they have 
lowered customer phone inquiries by 33%. 

Thanks to our new language-agnostic 
helpdesk, we can serve more 
customers in less time. We expect 
more growth as the world reopens, 
and we know we won’t have any 
issues scaling up quickly without 
impacting customer service.

Jiri Lnenicka 
Group Product Manager, Kiwi.com
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How Language Operations 
works for customer service

The system anonymizes all customer data, then 
translates the text into French using the machine 
translation engine. From there, a professional 
editor checks the text and corrects it, if necessary, 
to ensure quality. The perfectly translated text is 
returned to the agent, in some cases only a few 
minutes after it was sent.

A LangOps approach leverages human-in-the-
loop machine translation to extend the capacity of 
the customer service workforce — using the tools 
within their existing workflows. First, the machine 
translation engine is trained on a company’s data 
so that it can understand the unique terminology 
and nuances specific to each organization. This 
is important because, in some industries, such as 
gaming, customer trust and goodwill hinges upon 
the ability of the agent to communicate in complex 
terminology across languages. 

This machine translation engine is integrated into 
an existing ticketing system, so that the agent’s 
workflow remains unchanged. In this example, let’s 
imagine the agent speaks English and the customer 
speaks French. The customer would ask a question 
in French, and the agent would receive a translation 
via the ticketing system’s machine translation 
integration into English. The agent replies to the 
ticket in English, and their response gets sent to the 
machine translation engine automatically.
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To support its community of global musicians, TuneCore, a leading 
independent music distribution and publishing platform, started working 
with Unbabel in 2017 to offer multilingual customer support. TuneCore 
uses Unbabel’s Zendesk integration to make translation seamless for its 
artists and agents alike. Faster ticket responses, better quality translations, 
and a confident team of specialized agents demonstrate how Unbabel’s 
translation layer helped TuneCore expand its business into new markets.

With an audience of global musicians across 11 countries, speaking to 
artists in their native language was essential for TuneCore. Unbabel has 
enabled TuneCore to intearnationalize its customer service operations, 
increasing its market opportunity as a leading global distributor of 
independent music. 

A partnership with Unbabel has enabled the team to expand from five 
languages to the 29 languages Unbabel currently supports. TuneCore’s 
artist support team consistently achieves SLAs in the high 90s for its fast, 
accurate multilingual support. Support tickets that once took weeks are 
now handled within the same day.  As a result of Unbabel’s integration 
with Zendesk, CSAT scores for the global company increased by five points 
in only one year.

TuneCore
Without Unbabel it would be almost 
impossible for us to serve a global 
marketplace, at the scale at which 
we’ve been expanding into new 
countries and territories this year. It 
has been one of the most important 
parts of our toolkit. 

CASE STUDY

Sean Daley  
Director of Content and Rights Operations, 
TuneCore
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The power of data in LangOps

The best thing about using a machine translation-
enabled approach like LangOps is the ability to 
measure its success. To date, there are many ways 
to measure the quality of machine translation. 

COMET 
is a neural framework developed by Unbabel, 
which is designed to learn to predict human 
judgments of MT quality. It does this by using 
a neural system to first map the MT-generated 
translation, the reference translation, and 
the source language text into neural meaning 
representations. It then leverages these 
representations in order to learn to predict 
a quality score that is explicitly optimized 
for correlation with human judgments of 
translation quality. The resulting neural 
model can then be used as a metric to assess 
the quality of any particular MT engine and 
automate the process of evaluating quality 
(rather than requiring an expert human editor 
to annotate every translation).

BLEU Scores 
(which stands for Bilingual Evaluation 
Understudy) is an industry standard 
that measures the quality of a machine 
translation from one language to another. 
BLEU scores range between 0 and 1 — the 
closer to a score of 1, the better the quality 
of the translation. Achieving a score of 1 
would mean the translation is identical 
to the original target text. While BLEU 
scores (and similar metrics such as chrF 
and METEOR) were somewhat useful for 
early machine translation, they’ve quickly 
become outdated with advances in AI.

Here are a few of the most popular ones:

こんにちは

Kamusta

Bonjour
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Quality Estimation (QE) 
Predict the quality of a translation 
and can serve as an indicator of when 
more human post-editing is required 
after a machine translation takes 
place. With a LangOps solution like 
Unbabel, machine translations that 
get marked by the QE process are 
sent to a community of editors for 
correction of any critical errors.

Original
Text

Data 
Anonymization

Domain 
Adapted
Machine 

Translation

Quality
Estimation

Editor
Community

Finished
Text

Continuous Training
Annotation
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Solutions like the Unbabel Portal can help make 
these metrics more accessible to a wider business 
audience. Think of the Unbabel Portal as a visual 
front-end for LangOps that helps users visualize 
their data by channel or language.

The Unbabel Portal can improve a company’s 
LangOps capabilities for both agents and customers. 
As a result, teams can increase customer service 
agent productivity while reducing the notoriously 
high employee turnover in the field. The Portal 
is a full-service translation dashboard — offering 
unprecedented access to information that enables 
teams to configure, monitor, and optimize customer 
service operations.

The Portal offers an always-on view into a 
company’s “Language Brain,” which includes real-
time visualization of usage data by language and 
digital channel. Currently, organizations can use 
Unbabel to service customers in various hard-
to-hire and expensive languages (as well as the 
more common ones). Being able to visualize this 
data by country, service line, channel, and more 
provides valuable insights that can empower 
leaders to make decisions. 

Additionally, the Unbabel Portal provides visibility 
into the impact that translations have on the 

customer experience. High-quality multilingual 
support results in boosted KPIs, from customer 
satisfaction scores (CSAT) to first response times 
(FRT) and beyond. Understanding how native-
quality translations at scale impact these key metrics 
will help customer service leaders measure ROI and 
make more strategic decisions.

https://unbabel.com/portal/
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One-third of global business decision-
makers view an increase in CSAT and higher 
customer retention as KPI improvements that 
would be highly valuable in a decision to 
purchase a LangOps platform. 
Source: 2021 Unbabel LangOps Survey



Going Global with Customer Support   —   20

Hiring a  
LangOps function

Now that you know more about 
the power of LangOps for 
customer service, how do you 
hire for LangOps skills or build 
a LangOps function within your 
own organization?  At a high level, 
the LangOps team should provide 
both technical and linguistic 
support. Their responsibilities 
should include implementing 
machine translation solutions, 
measuring success of translation 
capabilities, auditing quality, and 
achieving strategic alignment 
within the organization. 
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A head of LangOps should report directly to a 
chief operations officer. This strategy requires a 
slight shift in the traditional reporting structure 
for language roles. For example, localization 
usually rolls up to a chief marketing officer, 
and multilingual customer service agents roll 
up to a head of customer operations. Truly 
operationalizing language requires viewing it as an 
organization-wide priority, not just another silo.

Let’s talk about Language Operations in the 
context of customer service as a concrete example. 
A LangOps leader would be focused on scaling the 
technical part of the language layer. That includes:

• Onboarding new machine translation solutions 

• Training and optimizing machine learning 

models for various product lines and company-

specific terminology

• Ensuring that agents are equipped to 

successfully use this technology on the front 

lines. In many cases this requires integrating 

machine translation into existing workflow tools.
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LangOps job 
description 
example
What’s the ideal profile for a LangOps 
hire? That may depend on the size 
and nature of your business. A senior-
level LangOps hire should be able to 
decide when a company should move 
into a new market, create a rollout 
strategy, and work with various teams 
to ensure they can support them from 
a language perspective using existing 
staff and technology.

Here’s a sample job description you can 
refine for your own needs.

Director of Language Operations
The director of LangOps is a business-critical role that reports to the 
chief operating officer.

Responsibilities

• Liaise with internal stakeholders, manage 
project risks and ensure that all technology 
integrations are implemented correctly

• Provide expert opinion and consultancy 
to support and inform language-related 
decision-making and prioritization

• Support internal stakeholders through 
operational planning and implementation of 
machine translation solutions

• Ensure operational activities and processes 
are aligned to meet current and future 
business needs

• Manage a team and drive excellence with a 
focus on achieving continuous improvement

• Define and deliver the LangOps strategy 
and streamline business processes to 
enhance efficiency

Profile

• Significant experience in a similar  
role within a dynamic, technology  
led business

• Experience in running operations  
at an LSP (localization, translation  
and transcreation)

• Good communication skills with the 
ability to build good relationships with 
a wide range of stakeholders, internal 
departments and key contacts

• Knowledge and ability to use relevant 
tools in the language annotation, 
glossary, and AI/machine learning suite 

• Proactive problem solver

• Excellent oral and written 
communication skills
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The future  
of LangOps

While we’ve described the ideal initial use case for 
LangOps in customer service, a LangOps leader 
would ideally be responsible for liaising with 
different departments on their language strategy 
and helping them prove the value of their LangOps 
platform by evaluating it against the most critical 
KPIs. Having a LangOps strategy lets you easily test 
new markets and build brand awareness. Perhaps 
most importantly, LangOps supports a culture of 
inclusion, creating a shared language between brands 
and their stakeholders.

The graphic below depicts where LangOps fits 
within the organization, and how a LangOps 
platform like Unbabel can serve as a critical enabler 
for this position. 

LangOps may seem like a massive undertaking, 
but the short time to see results can be worth it. As 
technology democratizes language even further, 
every company will be able to function like a 
multinational corporation and do business anywhere. 
In the near future, we’ll see AI powering business 
operations beyond the customer service organization 
— across functions like sales, marketing, and more. As 
a result, more companies will be able to test product 
fit in more markets, especially as language becomes 
an asset, rather than a barrier to doing international 
business. Even if the head of the Japanese office is an 
English speaker in Austin, Texas.
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Key  
Takeaways

LangOps is a cross-disciplinary function 
that helps global businesses communicate 
more effectively with their customers and 
stakeholders—regardless of their native language.

LangOps is more strategically focused, and 
breaks down the silos that exist within current 
translation processes, including localization.

The best thing about using a machine 
translation-enabled approach like LangOps is 
the ability to measure its success and prove the 
business value of language.

At a high level, the LangOps team should 
provide both technical and linguistic 
support. Their responsibilities should include 
implementing machine translation solutions, 
measuring success of translation capabilities, 
auditing quality, and achieving strategic 
alignment within the organization. 



Going Global with Customer Support   —   25

Want to learn more about 
Language Operations 
powered by Unbabel? 

Your business, translated

Get a demo


