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Running clinical trials is an operation involving many 
different specialisations. Thus, the clinical trial industry 
has always been, and even more so in recent years, keen 
on outsourcing part of their work to specialised sub-
contractors, which can contribute to their expertise in 
specific areas. 

With trials becoming more global, translation 
services are one of the key outsourcing areas for both 
pharmaceutical companies and CROs. In this article, I 
offer my insight on the procurement process from the 
vendor’s perspective; I suggest possible ways to improve 
such processes, and present case studies from my own 
experience on procurement processes for clinical trial 
translations.

Procurement and sourcing managers in the clinical 
trial industry are often situated in a difficult position. The 
procurement team is placed under constant pressure by 
various departments within the company, each focused 
on their own direction: The quality department would like 
the vendor to answer strict and specific quality standards 
and SLAs; IT would like the vendors to work on advanced 
and secure infrastructure; and finance would like to see 
increased effectiveness and reduced expenses – which 
are often the criteria which the procurement officer is 
evaluated on. 

Caught between a rock and a hard place, procurement 
teams have to appease an array of internal stakeholders 
with their procurement decisions. This results in a 
protracted and time-consuming procurement process. 
The net result is a large volume of complex vendor 
information, which requires a great deal of effort to 
decipher, evaluate and compare. With limited time, and 
the need to select vendors from various specialisations, 
procurement processes become intransient, leaving the 
status quo in the company. In other cases, procurement 
teams conclude with an uninformed decision based on 
the wrong criteria.

Ten years ago, translation services were judged by 
most CROs and pharmaceutical companies to be a minor 
and local service. The translation selection decision was 
left for the discretion of the local offices in each country. 
Central procurement provided minimal requirements and 
standards for the translation vendors. This led to low 
and uncontrolled translation quality and inconsistent 
translation costs across different countries and regions. 
This resulted in delays in clinical trials submissions due to 
extremely long translation timelines.

The globalisation of the clinical trial industry has made 
translation an ever-growing expense for pharma and CRO 
companies. With the increase in costs, as well as the ever-

increasing number of incidents of low translation quality 
causing unnecessary delays, expenses and regulatory 
findings, a new approach was needed. Companies 
identified the importance of central governance 
and oversight of translation services. Procurement 
departments began evaluating translation vendors, 
establishing minimum standards for accreditation, quality 
systems, IT infrastructure and translator qualifications. 
Many companies have also begun processes for selecting 
preferred vendors, with some companies having to screen 
through 100 and more existing vendors to find the 
handful capable of supporting them with the necessary 
quality levels and the required global coverage. 

Working in the translation for clinical trials industry 
during that period had been both educating and exciting. 
Translation vendors were required to grow, learn and 
adjust to fit the extremely strict quality standards and 
demand levels which characterise the life science industry. 
Companies which failed to keep up with this change quickly 
found themselves out of the race in this high-growth and 
competitive market. The remaining vendors were exposed 
to numerous procurement, selection and qualification 
processes during a short period of time. Some ended in 
successful collaborations, while others put the buyer in 
an unproductive relationship with an unfitting vendor. 
This experience has allowed us to see the common thread 
between such processes, and recognise some key factors 
which can help or hinder the success of such a complex 
project.  

Become Familiar with the Translation Service you are 
Buying
The first step in procuring new services with different 
vendors is to become familiar with the service itself. 
While there are basic requirements from all sub-
contractors – such as secure IT infrastructure or invoicing 
methods – there are also significant differences between 
different types of services. The information we would 
need to collect to evaluate translation services is not 
the same information needed to evaluate logistic or lab 
services. Understanding the outsourced service allows 
the procurement team to ask the correct questions in 
RFIs, RFQs and vendor interviews, and gain a better 
understanding of the vendor’s responses. While this may 
seem to be an obvious step, we must keep in mind that 
procurement teams have the difficult task of becoming 
experts on a wide variety of services, and have only 
limited time to learn about each type of service.

Translation services often suffer from such resource 
constraints, especially due to being mistakenly considered 
a simple, straightforward and non-scientific service. 
Procurement teams send translation vendors generic 
assessment questionnaires, which contain many questions 
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which are irrelevant on any aspect of translation services. 
When evaluating such questionnaires, the procurement 
team discovers that the information contributes little to 
their understanding on the translation vendor’s services, 
and either have to re-initiate the vendor evaluation 
process or make a decision based on the limited 
information.

The latter option results in judging vendors based 
on the wrong criteria. For example, the geographical 
coverage for services can be evaluated based on the 
number of offices the vendor has in specific countries or 
regions. Translation vendors, however, can easily provide 
coverage for countries and regions where they have no 
physical presence, by using teams of local translators. 
Therefore, a vendor without an office in China, for 
example, can still provide Chinese translations by using a 
local team, and excluding them from a project involving 
Chinese translations would not be necessary.  

Considering limits on time and resources, it is not 
straightforward for members of a procurement team to 
become experts on translation services. This learning 
process can certainly save much time in later stages. 
It may be useful to conduct a round-table discussion 
with the prospective vendors at an early stage of the 
evaluation, and gain insights from their expertise on 
creating the best evaluation tools for this type of service.

Talk to the True Stake-holders in your Company
As we have already established, procurement teams 
should do their best to become familiar with the service 
or product they need to procure. This learning process is 
not limited to understanding how the service – whether 
it is a shipping service or a CRM system – operates in 
general, but how it operates in the specific organisation 
they procure for. Some criteria for evaluating possible 
vendors may hold true in almost all cases, but other 
evaluation criteria may be different between different 
organisations, departments and regions.

When creating vendor assessment tools (such as 
RFIs, RFQs and vendor questionnaires) for translation 
vendors, many procurement teams ask for input from 
various departments in the company: IT indicates the 
expectations from the computer systems of a prospective 
vendor, the quality department indicates the requirements 
from the vendor’s SOPs, and accounts payable indicates 
the parameters for invoicing. While this information 
is important, it is not complete without receiving 
feedback from the primary translation clients inside the 
organisation, which are in daily communication with 
the translation vendors. In CROs, for example, the main 
groups utilising translation services are the study start-up 
and study-maintenance groups – and those groups are 
often overlooked during the procurement process, and 
are only informed about the results when it is completed.

The information received from the key stakeholders 
on translation services can be invaluable. Firstly, it can 

assess the current processes and workflows in use for 
translation service: typical timeframe allocated for 
translation processes, commonly-used quality control 
procedures, preferred communication pathways with 
vendors, and many other parameters. Secondly, it would 
contribute to ranking the importance of various factors 
in vendor selection – some teams may emphasise 
timelines over costs, and others would see quality as the 
primary concern. Finally, key stakeholders would also be 
in the best position to offer advice on additional tests 
and evaluations that the vendors should provide, such 
as translation samples or a sample translation process 
exercise.

Talking to the key stakeholders also reveals concepts 
which were previously unexamined during vendor 
evaluations. In one company, for example, the main 
translation clients explained that their key concern when 
approaching a vendor is the amount of time required to 
handle the process internally: sending the initial request, 
reviewing the quote, verifying the translation, finalising 
translations and various other aspects. For them, the 
best vendor would be one who could eliminate those 
tasks, enabling them to focus on important study start-
up and maintenance tasks. This criterion was added to 
the vendor selection process and completely changed the 
results of the selection.

The results of key stakeholder surveys can highlight the 
relevance of certain criteria evaluation in the selection 
process. The finance team in a safety CRO, for example, 
was excited about the prospect of “translation memory”, 
as a means by which to reduce translation costs; 
instructing the procurement team to use translation 
memory capabilities as a primary selection criterion for 
vendors. After spending many hours evaluating such 
capabilities in different vendors, the procurement team 
discussed it with the local safety officers, who were the 
main clients for translations in the company. They were 
surprised to learn that 90% of the process documents 
are scanned documents which could not be processed by 
translation memory software, thus making this criterion 
irrelevant for their company. This is just one example of 
how involving the stakeholders in various stages of the 
process can greatly contribute to its efficiency.

Companies are becoming increasingly aware of 
the importance of feedback from various tiers and 
departments in the organisation on a translation 
selection process. One of the best routes to harness the 
organisation’s knowledge and expertise is by creating 
internal “translation task forces” made up of people from 
multiple departments and levels, including the main 
clients who utilise translation services. Such a task force or 
focus group can be involved in the process from the initial 
selection stages, and stay involved in the routine review 
and evaluation of the selected vendors – contributing 
feedback from their own perspective on the various 
aspects of the service at each stage. The procurement 
team would gain not only their expert knowledge and 
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experience, but also their backing and support for the 
processes they decide to install.

Think Twice Before Taking the Obvious Route
Until now, we have touched on the importance of gaining 
all the necessary information in order to make an informed 
choice on translation, or any other service. However, this 
is just the first step – making changes and choosing new 
routes often encounters fear and resistance, both within 
the procurement team and with other decision-makers in 
the organisation.

To understand those organisational reservations, we 
need to take a closer look at two traits which characterise 
many organisations. The first one is an organisation’s 
tendency to prefer existing models and vendors over 
new ones. Organisations prefer vendors with established 
working relationships and would give them preference, 
even when under-performing in numerous parameters, 
whereas adding a new vendor would be considered a risky 
and task-intensive process, even when there is ample 
proof that they could offer better performance. This 
prevents necessary changes, which could reduce the time 
and resources involved in mitigating the risks caused by 
an under-performing translation vendor.

It is true that making cross-organisational changes 
such as switching vendors can be very resource-
consuming, especially when it comes to selling such a 
change to the various stakeholders in the organisation. 
However, remaining with low-performing vendors or 
outdated models leads to stagnation and ineffectiveness. 
There are various ways to make vendor changes easier 
to digest, such as involving the various stakeholders in 
the selection process (such as the above suggestion for 
“task forces”), as teams would usually be more open to 
accepting a change if they took part in shaping it. One 
could also make changes less radical, such as enriching 
the vendor base with new vendors rather than replacing 
the existing vendors. Whatever method is selected, 
procurement teams can be a driving force for improvement 
and increased efficiency, requiring an ever-increasing 
standard of work from existing and new vendors.

A second tendency we often see in organisations is 
a preference towards vendors and models which are 
commonly used in the market. In a procurement process, 
this translates to selecting the largest (or most commonly 
used) vendor in the market, believing them to be the best 
choice. This preference is legitimate in many cases – 
the fact that the vendor is so dominant in the market 
is certainly an indicator for the quality of services they 
provide. Furthermore, choosing the largest vendor is easy 
to explain in case there are any issues performance issues 
raised by stakeholders internally or with a study sponsor.

There are additional parameters to consider in addition 
to size and popularity of a vendor. The procurement team 
should check the fit based on their own company size, 
suggested budgets, types of translated documents and 

regional requirements. Perhaps the largest vendor would 
still be the best choice, but should be also backed and 
supported by smaller, local vendors? Perhaps your 
organisation is more suited to work with several smaller 
vendors, each covering a different region or therapeutic 
area? In any case, suggesting models which are do not 
automatically adopt the current market trend can make a 
significant improvement to an organisation in the long 
term.

A great example for innovative processes was 
undertaken by a pharmaceutical company in evaluating its 
translation activities. This process involved scaling down 
from 200 different vendors globally to collaborating with 
seven preferred vendors. The procurement team leading 
this process had to overcome many internal resistances 
which considered the previous model (in which each 
office could choose their own vendors based on basic 
criteria only) to be the most effective one. They also had 
to resist the pressure to choose only 1-2 strategic vendors, 
and decided to try a regional model which included more 
vendors. This process has helped the company create a 
highly stable vendor base, all meeting high international 
standards and providing high-quality work, while also 
keeping a healthy competition between the vendors in 
almost every region, which works to increase quality and 
reduce costs.

In this article, I have tried to put forward several 
ideas for improving the process of procuring translation 
services. This process starts by learning more about 
translations, continues in involving the right people 
from the organisation within the selection process, and 
ends in daring to change existing processes and vendors. 
I believe the same is also true for any other types of 
service procured by pharmaceutical companies and 
CROs – an informed and innovative decision can lead 
the organisation to creating great collaborations and 
improving existing relations.
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