


N A V I G A T I N G  T H E  P A T H  T O W A R D S  B E C O M I N G  A  F R E E L A N C E  T R A N S L A T O R

2©mariastrange2019

María del Mar Strange
I am a Chartered Linguist with the 
Chartered Institute of Linguists. I have a 
degree in Applied Linguistics, a PG Dip 
in Business Administration and an MA in 
Online-Education. I trained as a Translator 
at EADS-CASA in Madrid. Since I moved 
to England in the 1990s I have worked in 
publishing, finance and as a translator and 
translator manager. In 2001, I established 
myself as a freelancer and since then I 
have done work for translation companies, 
in-company language training and adult 
language teaching for colleges.

About the author



N A V I G A T I N G  T H E  P A T H  T O W A R D S  B E C O M I N G  A  F R E E L A N C E  T R A N S L A T O R

3©mariastrange2019

Navigating the path towards becoming  
a freelance translator
TIPS AND ADVICE FOR LINGUISTS ENTERING THE TRANSLATION INDUSTRY

Becoming a freelance translator is not only about translating. It 

is also about building your own business. Working as a freelance 

translator has two sides to it that you need to develop together. One 

is the actual translation work, and the other is the business side of 

the translator’s job. 

There are two main paths into the freelance translator’s career: literary 

or commercial translator. This guide focuses mostly on the commercial 

side, but does include some insights into the literary path.

Literary translation takes place within the publishing industry; it is 

commissioned for longer working periods, and your relationship 
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Working as a freelance translator 
RESEARCH IN THE TARGET MARKET
Check if the client has previously done translations into the language 

you are doing. Ask the client, but carry out a search yourself as well. 

The starting point of research is obviously the client’s website. Take 

care with the product name: for example, if you have to translate a 

particular shoe cleaner, check the trade name of the product on other 

websites and online shops (even Amazon is sometimes a good source). 

Check that your sources are reliable. If you do not find anything about 

the specific trade name then try searching the shoe cleaner market for 

your target language, and compare the translation of similar products; 

here YouTube can be an all-round source of information as you can 

also visualise the product. Don’t forget to do the search in your target 

language. It will be a good idea to keep references of online searches 

(e.g. websites) that you have carried out in case you have a query from 

the client about the use of certain terms. 

TERMINOLOGY, TERMS AND EXPRESSIONS  
IN THE TARGET LANGUAGE 
Once you are familiar with the target market of the product/service 

you are translating, you need to collect a list of main terminology that 

you are going to use with your translation. You might want to just 

take notes or open an Excel file. To build your list further you might 

want to check terms and terminology in Proz.com (just create a free 

account so you can carry out searches in a specific language pair as 

well as by industry). Proz.com is also useful to ask questions about 

specific terminology, terms or expressions. When you are not sure if 

it is the right expression or term in your target language you can also 

use Linguee or Reverso, where you can find  “words in context” to 

give you an idea that the translation you are choosing is right for the 

context it is going to be used in. 

Don’t forget to take the results of your searches as “suggestions” – at 

the end of the day you are the one deciding and the responsibility lies 

with you.

CAT TOOLS
You are probably familiar with the use of Translation Memory software. 

If not, I suggest that you study and do some research on it as 

nowadays it is an essential tool for translators.

Usually there are two versions of CAT tools: desktop and web-based. 

For the desktop version you will need to pay for a licence, and you 

will be able to download it onto your computer and work offline. 

With web-based CAT tools you will work online and you will be able 





N A V I G A T I N G  T H E  P A T H  T O W A R D S  B E C O M I N G  A  F R E E L A N C E  T R A N S L A T O R

6©mariastrange2019

Doing business as a freelance translator
PREPARE YOUR PROFILE OR BIO
You will need to work on your profile, cover letter and CV in the 

languages you are going to be working with so that you can increase 

your options in different countries. In the profile you might want to 

highlight your best features as a translator, highest qualifications and 

memberships, and something unique about yourself. You can check 

other people’s profiles easily on social media platforms like LinkedIn 

or Instagram, check the staff pages on translation company websites, 

or go to translator online-platforms. In your cover letter you should 

introduce yourself, say why you are writing to them and why you want 

to work for them, offer more details about yourself or direct them to 

your website, blog etc. Finish your cover letter with what do you want 

them to do, e.g. to include you in their database etc. 

If you are going to send CVs, take into account the new technology 

in Human Resources for scanning CVs such as ATS (application 

tracking system). You might need to get familiar with keywords and 

SEO to make sure the software selects your CV among hundreds if 

the company is using this type of software in their platform. When 

building your CV for translation work, remember that there will be 

skills from other jobs you have done that you will be able to transfer to 

the translation industry.

Don’t forget to add your endorsement and/or memberships with any 

email or covering letter you send.

VOLUNTEER WORK
If you want to get more experience on board quickly there are 

organisations you can volunteer for translation work  like AMARA, 

Translators without Borders, Translation Commons, Global Voices, 

Khan Academy, etc. You can also volunteer to translate a website of a 

private company or organisation. Make sure they credit and value your 

free contributions.

All volunteer work can be added to your CV or your CPD record to 

help you build your work portfolio.

PROMOTING YOUR WORK: IMAGE, WEBSITE AND BLOGS
Ideally you want to have a website where you can put information 

about yourself and what you do. A website is like an online business 

card that you can upgrade and update when necessary in just a few 

minutes. Your website is also the image you want to portray to the 

world, especially to potential clients. You may prefer to start writing a 

blog instead to let people know what you do or you can do, offering 
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If you can afford it, you can order some printed marketing material 

such as business cards, flyers, bookmarks and leaflets that you can 

send to companies as freebies instead or together with the usual 

emailed CV or application. There are some printing companies with 

reasonable prices, such as Vistaprint, BannerBuzz, Helloprint, etc. If 

you are thinking of registering your own company in the future, you 

might want to start thinking about creating your own logo now so that 

people can recognise you when you start trading as a company.

If you want to be more adventurous you could also add your own 

flipbook to your website or blog which can act like a digital newsletter 

or magazine which you can use to promote your work. Check flipbook 
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Make sure you articulate your ideas properly in your email, cover 

letter, telephone or video interaction. At the end of the day, you are 

doing a pitch and it pays to research and learn how to do it properly. 

RATES AND INVOICING
Make sure you have researched about how much you can charge 

according to your qualifications, experience and the country you are 

operating from. You need to provide a rate per hour, per word (or per 

1000 words), and also a minimum that you will charge whatever the size 

of the translation (it could be just the price of one hour). Also you might 

want to give your rates for proofreading and any other services like 

transcription or interpreting, if you are able to offer those services.

If you receive the go ahead in a translation job you should have a 

job order and number with the specifics of the job, and the delivery 

date. You can use this job number later to fill your invoice accordingly. 

Usually when you deliver your translation you should send your 

invoice. Invoices are usually payable within 30 to 60 days or in advance 

if it is a private individual. You also need to know how you are going 

to be paid. If it is international, you can be paid by PayPal for instance, 

or if it is within the UK or European Union you might receive payment 

by BACS. You should provide the client with your payment details but 

be sceptical of those clients who ask for your bank details before they 

even send you a job. Check some invoice templates on the internet 

and adapt them to the translation industry specifying language pair 

and description of the job in question.

Don’t forget to register with HMRC as self-employed (if you pay taxes in 

the UK), once you start to receive any income from your translation work.

CPD AND EPORTFOLIO
It is important to keep records of your continuing professional 

development (CPD) and also evidence of the jobs you have done. 

You could start an ePortfolio, or electronic portfolio, where you store 

electronic copies of your translations and any volunteer work you 
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