
 
 

Recommended Working Conditions 
 
Designed as a prescriptive guide, this document lays out SUBTLE’s vision of fair 
working conditions in the subtitling industry. It details good hiring, collaboration 
and payment practices between language service providers (LSPs) and freelance 
subtitlers. 
 
While this guide covers working with LSPs, most of the recommendations found 
below also apply to other types of clients, such as TV stations, corporate clients, 
production and postproduction companies, film festivals, museums, charities, 
NGOs, government bodies, etc. 
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Section 1: Hiring 

 
1.1 Assessment 
 
If an LSP’s hiring procedures are lax, unqualified subtitlers will inevitably find 
their way into the company’s linguist pool. This always leads to quality issues, 
betraying the end client’s expectations, and also perpetuates the false notion that 
working as a subtitler doesn’t require years of training and a fair bit of specialized 
knowledge, thus deprofessionalizing the trade. 
 
Therefore, the LSP should seek to hire only qualified specialists after properly 
assessing their work record, references and qualifications, and, if needed, asking 
them to complete a paid evaluation test. 
 
 
1.2 Onboarding 
 
Since different LSPs use different systems, procedures and guidelines, a subtitler 
may find themselves disoriented after joining the pool. The LSP should help them 
onboard by providing necessary documentation, communication, and training. 
 
 
1.3 Technical Requirements 
 
The LSP should confirm that the subtitler has the software, hardware and internet 
connection speed required for successfully completing its projects.   
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Section 2: Collaboration 
 
2.1 Purchase Order 
 
To ensure transparency and good faith in collaboration, unless agreed otherwise, 
prior to the date of assignment, the LSP should send the subtitler the project’s 
subcontract (known as a Purchase Order). It must contain: 
 

● Purchase Order # 
● Project ID 
● Job title and description 
● Volume of work 
● First and last names of the subtitler 
● Dates of assignment and final delivery 
● Work rates and total to invoice 
● Terms of agreement 
● Terms of payment 
● Invoicing address 
● Payment method(s) used by the LSP. 

 
All the information must be accurate at the time of issuing the Purchase Order. 
Should any of the details change in the course of the project, the other party must 
be promptly notified. 
 
The Purchase Order takes effect only after the parties have signed it and 
exchanged the signed print or electronic copies. 
 
 
2.2 Source materials 
 
A project’s source materials are print documents, digital files and data storage 
devices (e.g. tapes, discs and hard drives) that the LSP sends to the subtitler 
so that they can complete the project. Some of the common types of source 
materials are: 
 

● Subtitle files 
● Templates 
● Transcripts 
● Spotting and dialogue lists 
● Audio and video materials 
● Project instructions. 
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The subtitler can expect these files to be, in quality and quantity, exactly as 
specified during the project negotiation and, unless agreed otherwise, to have 
been produced to professional standards: the writing, translation, spotting and 
formatting must be of high quality; the digital files must be correctly encoded; 
and the storage devices must be in good working condition. Otherwise, the 
project may require extra work (see 3.7) or be impossible to complete. 
 
Hence, all the project source materials should be in the format, form, quality 
and quantity agreed on prior to the date of assignment. 
 
 
2.3 Correspondence 
 
Correspondence is a significant part of the LSP–subtitler relationship, 
and it must be open, respectful and prompt. 
 
2.3.1 Open 
 
The LSP should be transparent in correspondence and not provide the subtitler 
with inaccurate or deceitful information related to the LSP or the project. 
 
2.3.2 Respectful 
 
The LSP should maintain politeness, consideration and professionalism when 
corresponding with the subtitler. It should respect business hours and the time 
zone difference when contacting the subtitler over the phone. 
 
2.3.3 Prompt 
 
During a project, a subtitler may have questions related to the project details, 
source materials, payments or scheduling. A subtitler’s personal time must be 
respected, and hence the LSP should answer all subtitler email queries within 
a reasonable time frame. 
 
If the LSP representative responsible for the project needs to leave the workplace 
for an extended period of time or altogether, they should set an automatic 
email/phone leave notification and arrange another representative to answer 
such queries. 
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2.4 Subtitler Availability 
 
When a subtitler is expected to be immediately available for assignments, 
it limits their capacity to earn a living and engage in other activities.  
 
Therefore, unless the LSP agrees to pay for the subtitler’s standby time (see 3.8), 
it should inform them of an upcoming project in advance and schedule 
accordingly. 
 
 
2.5 Good Faith 
 
The LSP should not force or ask the subtitler to act against their moral principles, 
the law or SUBTLE Code of Good Practice. The collaboration should be healthy, 
open and mutually beneficial. 
 
 
2.6 Confidentiality 
 
Since identity theft can damage a subtitler’s career, reputation and livelihood, 
the LSP should undertake to maintain confidentiality of all the personal, business 
and other sensitive information related to the subtitler. 
 
 
2.7 Authorship 
 
2.7.1 Right to be Credited 
 
According to Article 2 (3) of the Berne Convention, “Translations [...] of a literary 
or artistic work should be protected as original works without prejudice to the 
copyright in the original work.” 
 
Therefore, unless agreed otherwise, the subtitler should be considered 
an author of their translation work and, as such, should be credited. 
 
2.7.2 Final Say 
 
When credited, the subtitler should have the final say on the contents of their 
translation and have the ability to review and approve any of its modifications 
introduced by the editor(s), proofreader(s), and any other people involved 
in the project. 
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Section 3: Payment 
 
3.1 Fair Rates 
 
The industry of audiovisual translation is a demanding one: to succeed bona fide, 
one must complete rigorous multidisciplinary training. Indeed, to be considered 
a professional in this trade, one must be proficient in 
 

● General translation studies 
● Specialized AVT studies 
● Technical aspects of AVT 
● Source and target languages and cultures 
● Business etiquette and correspondence. 

 
Acquiring this knowledge takes years of study as well as significant financial 
commitment, through obtaining a degree in the corresponding field and/or 
continuous self-education via academic literature.  
 
In addition to theoretical prowess, to be in demand, a subtitler must have, 
and be able to demonstrate, substantial work experience. 
 
On the practical side of things, a subtitler must own software and hardware 
suitable for professional work. As subtitle preparation systems, home 
workstations and ergonomic fittings are rather expensive, acquiring them is, 
in a sense, a subtitler’s business investment. 
 
A specialist with such a broad skill set, ample experience and costly equipment 
must be paid appropriately, and hence the LSP should compensate its freelance 
subtitlers fairly, offering rates that can sustain their comfortable livelihood, 
enabling them to provide for family, pay bills and taxes, cover periods of illness, 
make an ROI and afford a yearly vacation. 
 
Subtitlers are encouraged to calculate their work rates based on their desired 
monthly income and their average daily output. 
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3.2 Turnaround Times 
 
To faithfully render video material into another language, the subtitler first needs 
to scrutinize it: the symbolism, humour, references and terminology it contains; 
the pace, style and register of its dialogue; the significance of its editing, 
soundtrack, shot composition and camera movement; and the plot-pertinence 
of its onscreen text and nonverbal communication. After that, the translation 
process commences, all within the time, space and synchrony constraints of 
subtitling. Finally, the subtitler proofs their own work to make sure no typos 
or inaccuracies slip through. 
 
The whole process takes time, and setting an unreasonably tight deadline can 
not only overextend the subtitler but also compromise the quality of their work. 
 
For this reason, the LSP should not set extreme turnaround times while 
presenting them as standard ones. As a point of reference, subtitling 
a 90-minute feature film takes on average 10 days. 
 
 
3.3 Rush Jobs 
 
Since the subtitling industry is a fast-paced environment, sometimes, due to 
logistic or other limitations, deadlines cannot be helped. Tight deadlines put 
additional stress on the subtitler, so rush jobs warrant a surcharged rate. 
 
Therefore, the LSP should add an agreed upon surcharge for any job 
with a shorter-than-standard turnaround. 
 
 
3.4 Work Past EOB And Overnight Work 
 
At times, due to extremely tight deadlines, special project scheduling or time zone 
difference, the LSP needs a subtitler to work outside of the standard work hours. 
As this impacts the subtitler’s sleep schedule and thus adds to the stress, such 
assignments warrant a surcharged rate. 
 
For this reason, the LSP should add a surcharge for any work that has to be done 
past the end of business day or at night in the subtitler’s time zone. 
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3.5 Weekend and Holiday Work 
 
Work outside of standard work days, sometimes required due to a short 
turnaround or special scheduling, overtaxes the subtitler and takes time 
from their other planned activities. 
 
Thus, the LSP should add a surcharge for any work that has to be done 
during weekends or official holidays. 
 
 
3.6 Minimum Charge 
 
Each project involves some amount of administrative work for the subtitler, 
including correspondence, task review, file transfer, invoicing, etc. For 
assignments small in volume, the payment total can be outweighed by the 
amount of administrative work involved, thus making it a financially unsound 
commitment for the subtitler. To bridge the gap, a minimum charge is required. 
 
Therefore, the LSP should respect the subtitler’s minimum charge 
for all projects valued at a sum below that amount. 
 
 
3.7 Extra Work 
 
Sometimes, due to a miscommunication between the parties involved in 
a project, or due to a misjudgement on their end, the work detailed in the 
subcontract and produced by the subtitler can conflict, in quality or quantity, 
with the end client’s expectations. In such cases, the subtitler may be asked 
to adjust their work. This requires time and effort and, more importantly, 
rescheduling other planned activities. 
 
Hence, the LSP should not ask the subtitler to implement free-of-charge fixes, 
edits or amendments to the work delivered if the following criteria are met: 
 

1. The fixes are not within the scope of work detailed in the subcontract 
2. The work delivered initially fully meets the subcontract requirements. 

 
Should fixes, edits or amendments be necessary for delivering the project, 
the LSP should pay extra to the subtitler, according to the rates and within 
the time frame agreed upon. 
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3.8 Standby Time 
 
In some cases, the LSP may require that, for a certain period of time, the subtitler 
clears their work schedule and stays available, so that they can be contacted and 
called to work on demand. This is called standby. The subtitler, then, must have 
no other projects underway and must be immediately available for work, which 
means they cannot use this time for earning a living by other means or engaging 
in other activities. 
 
In such situations, the LSP should pay the agreed upon hourly or fixed rate 
for the full duration of the subtitler’s standby. 
 
 
3.9 Partial Compensation For Terminated Projects 
 
Occasionally, a project can be terminated by the LSP before completion. This can 
happen due to budgeting, legal or political reasons, or an act of God. If the work 
done by the subtitler up to the point of termination remains unpaid, 
it becomes, in effect, free work. 
 
Thus, if the LSP terminates an ongoing project due to circumstances unrelated to 
the assigned subtitler(s), it should compensate the assignee(s) for all the work 
done up to that point. 
 
 
3.10 Project Cancellation 
 
If a confirmed project is cancelled shortly prior to its scheduled start, the subtitler 
has the right to levy a cancellation fee at their own discretion. 
 
It is the subtitler's responsibility to notify the LSP in writing of the exact terms 
and amount of this fee before accepting a job. 
 
 
3.11 Invoice Payment Fees 
 
Whether the LSP uses bank transfer or an online payment system to pay subtitler 
invoices, there is always a fee associated with sending and receiving transfers. 
If paid by the subtitler, these fees are subtracted from their paycheck, and over 
time they can add up to a considerable sum. 
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For this reason, the LSP and the subtitler should agree on what proportion of the 
transfer fee each party should cover. The suggested proportion is half and half. 
 
 
3.12 Terms of Payment 
 
To ensure a healthy flow of their financial resources, companies pay subtitler 
invoices with a fixed delay rather than upon receipt. This safety measure helps 
them collect the end client’s payment before having to pay the subtitler’s invoice, 
which alleviates financial pressure. 
 
The LSP should respect the terms of payment detailed in the project’s 
subcontract and pay in full the subtitler’s invoice within the agreed upon 
period of time from the date of safe invoice receipt. As mandated by the Late 
Payments Directive 2011/7/EU, this period must not exceed 60 days, unless 
expressly agreed otherwise. However, we recommend adhering to 30 days. 
 
Should the LSP find itself unable to pay a subtitler invoice within the agreed 
period of time, in addition to a fixed late payment compensation of €40, 
the invoice total will accrue interest at the corresponding yearly rate listed 
in the Late Payments Directive 2011/7/EU: 
 

Country  Rate  Country  Rate  Country  Rate 

 Austria  9.08%  Latvia  8.05%  Poland  8.00% 

Belgium  8.50%  Lithuania  8.05%  Portugal  8.05% 

Bulgaria  10.02%  Luxembourg  8.05%  Romania  9.75% 

Croatia  10.14%  Malta  8.05%  Slovakia  8.05% 

Cyprus  8.05%  France  8.05%  Slovenia  8.05% 

Czechia  8.05%  Germany  8.17%  Spain  8.05% 

Denmark  8.05%  Greece  8.05%  Sweden  8.00% 

Estonia  8.05%  Hungary  9.35%  UK  8.50% 

Finland  8.05%  Ireland  8.05%     

Italy  8.05%  Netherlands  8.05%     
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