
A Snapshot into the Limits and Risks
of Video Game Machine Translation

Pierre-Yves Houlmont & Damien Hansen



Premises



Growing number of voices in creative sectors 3

En chair et en os. “Littérature, cinéma, presse, jeux vidéo : non à des traductions sans âme.” En chair et en os, Sept. 2023.

https://enchairetenos.org/


Growing interest within the industry 4

Anselmi, Cristina and Inés Rubio. “The future is here: Neural machine translation for games.” Multilingual, March 2020.

 EA as an “early adopter” (2019):

• High expectations of gamers

• Challenges (terminology, tags 
and creativity)

• But willing to implement MT 
(speed, cost and speed & cost)

 Other custom services:

• Language AI at Keywords

• Alpha Intelligence at Alpha Games

https://multilingual.com/issues/mar-apr-2020/the-future-is-here/


What do translators have to say about it?

 More than 35% use MT, but…

 Top “inconvenient” feature:

 growing “imposed usage”

 including proprietary software (“but they still suck”)

 “EA’s piece of shit software”

 All the more reason to study this!

5

Rivas-Ginel, María Isabel. The ergonomics of CAT tools for video game localisation. Thesis, Université Bourgogne Franche-Comté, 2023.

https://theses.hal.science/tel-04351436v1


Growing interest in the academic world

 Chapter on “Perspectives in localization: 
From MT to AI” in Localization in 
Translation (2024)

 Chapter on “Machine Translation in 
Multimedia Translation and Localisation” 
in Automating Translation (2024)

 Two ongoing thesis (presented here!)*

6

* Brenner, Judith. “The MTxGames Project: Creative Video Games and Machine Translation – Different Post-Editing Methods in the Translation Process.” 
Proceedings of the 25th Annual Conference of the European Association for Machine Translation, edited by Carolina Scarton et al., vol. 2, EAMT, 2024, pp. 47–48.
* Copet, Simon. Preparation of a doctoral project on MT adapted to video games.

https://aclanthology.org/2024.eamt-2.24/


Aims and previous work

 Previous contribution (Hansen & Houlmont 2022):

• assessing the technical feasibility of the process

• automatic evaluation

 Aims of this presentation:

• more detailed evaluation

• emphasis on current context and risks
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System



Training corpus 9



Pre-processing 10

 Re-alignement: LogiTerm (Terminotix 2000)

 Tokenization: Moses (Koehn et al. 2007)
E.g. You are Dovahkiin–Dragonborn!

 You are Dovahkiin – Dragonborn !

 Segmentation: SentencePiece (Kudo 2018)
E.g. You are Dovahkiin - Dragonborn !

 ▁You ▁are ▁Dovah kiin ▁- ▁Dragon born ▁ !



Training 11

 OpenNMT-py toolkit (Klein et al. 2017)

 Transformer model (Vaswani et al. 2017)

 Training corpus (Hansen & Houlmont 2022)

• 1.4 M segments (+ 500 K segments)

• Adding more generic data proved detrimental



Evaluation



Test case

 Project originally inspired by practices 
in the modding community (corpus 
building, fan translations, MT…)

 Makes sense given the training corpus

 Ideally, training and testing systems 
on different genres

13



Error annotation 14

Coherence Agreement Conjugation Syntax Structure
TOTAL

Fluency Refer. Relat. Logic. Gender Numb. Tense Pers. Funct. Punct. Guid. Format.

# 5 1 10 1 2 8 3 13 4 1 2 50

Hansen, Damien and Emmanuelle Esperança-Rodier. “Human-Adapted MT for Literary Texts: Reality or Fantasy?” Proceedings of the New Trends in Translation 
and Technology Conference, edited by Sheila Castilho et al., Incoma Ltd, 2023, pp. 178–190.

Content Meaning Vocabulary Inference
TOTAL

Adequacy Omiss. Addit. Un.-tr. Ov.-tr. Oppos. Nons. Shift Lex. c. Non-tr. Stutt. Hallu.

# 10 2 11 0 6 10 14 40 3 0 4 100

Style Terminology Cultural ref. Adapt
TOTAL

Localization Coher. Akw. Regist. Coher. Mech. Capit. Realia Irreal. Creati. Gender Idiol.

# 1 47 6 4 0 3 0 5 5 12 2 85

https://acl-bg.org/proceedings/2022/NeTTT%202022/NeTTT-2022-Final-Proceedings.pdf#chapter.20


Difficulties

 Selection of a random range of segments make it hard to evaluate all aspects 
(in this case, only dialogues: no UI, no quests, no books, no journal entries…)

 Depending on the game, some criterions may be less or not at all represented (e.g. realia)

 Some aspects are very hard (if not impossible) to evaluate out-of-game, with text only 
(e.g. relational cohesion, gender of characters, guiding mechanisms…)
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Consequences

 In the ‘less problematic’ cases:

 negative effect on player enjoyment, the overall appeal of the game and brand image

 In most cases:

 negative effect on guiding mechanisms and contingency*

16

* Houlmont, Pierre-Yves. La localisation vidéoludique au prisme de la contingence : pour un changement de paradigme. Doctoral thesis, University of Liège, in press.



Serendipity

 Gender avoidance strategies:

 Thank you, my friend.  Merci.

 Found gems and arguably very good translations (deamer poet)

 Thou wilt come to me there, my love, our senses tingling, through the inky ocean 
delight, our voices mingling.  Tu viendras me voir là-bas, mon amour, nos sens sont
en éveil, et nos voix s'entrechoquent dans l'océan noir des délices.

 ‘Errors’ that highlight a difficulty or suggest alternative translations:

 These things can hinder, but […]  Ces choses peuvent gêner, mais […]
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Discussion



Foreseeable risks

 Possible advantages:

— Errors  (Ó Murchú 2019)

— Cognitive load  (Larsonneur 2023)

— Creativity  (Hansen & Pickford 2022)

— Appropriating the text (Hansen & Pickford 2022)

— More enjoyable work (Taivalkoski-Shilov 2019)

 Possible disadvantages:

— Errors  (Ó Murchú 2019)

— Cognitive load  (Taivalkoski-Shilov 2019)

— Creativity  (Guerberof-Arenas & Toral 2022)

— Less apparent voice (Kenny & Winters 2020)

— Less enjoyable work (Moorkens et al. 2018)

19



ATLF. “Traduction automatique et post-édition.” Survey from the ATLF, March 2023.

 Entirely dependant on how and why MT is implemented

 Tendency to replace and cut costs rather than aid and improve, 
to the detriment of quality and creativity, client satisfaction…

 Interesting survey in a similar (literary) field, especially reg.:

• the visibility of translators

• the lowering of remuneration

• the devaluation of the work

20Foreseeable risks

http://www.atlf.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/ENQUETE-TRADUCTION-AUTOMATIQUE.pdf


Limitations and future work

 Assessment of the quality during actual play sessions:

• integration of subtitles and text in-game

• better evaluation of guiding strategies and semantic splits

• effect on overall enjoyment…

 Assessment of the (usefulness of the) MT system during an actual PE task

 More research and the socio-ergonomic issues of MT and video games

 More research on the views of translators / interviews with translators
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Thank you for your attention 
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