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Abstract: The development  of  neural  and generative machine translation

(MT) brought record speed, accessibility, and fluency to global communication.

MT innovations reactivated past  controversies  within linguistics  and translation

studies: are human translators becoming obsolete, or is technology making them

more  indispensable  than  ever?  In  this  article,  we  synthesize  the  economic,

professional, cognitive, and ethical dimensions of MT uptake between 2020 and

2025.  Drawing  on  peer-reviewed  literature,  professional  surveys,  and  industry

reports, the study synthesizes evidence on labour market disruption, productivity

effect, and domain expertise. The analysis reveals that while MT replaces iterative

and unimportant translation work, it engenders corresponding rises for translators

as culture brokers, post-editors, and subject-matter experts. In-depth case analyses

of law, medicine, literature, e-commerce, and diplomacy mirror the limitations of

MT and the paramount importance of human oversight.  In the analysis,  ethical

concerns  such  as  algorithmic  discrimination,  burnout  for  post-editors,  and

professional  status  are  presented  along  with  education  reform  and  policy

interventions.  In  the  conclusion,  we suggest  that  MT is  not  making translators

obsolete  but  retooling  their  jobs  in  such  a  way  that  human  expertise  is  more

prominent than ever. The article ends with potential future directions for translation

work  under  the  hegemony  of  AI  and  appeals  for  a  balanced  human–machine

collaboration.
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Introduction

Translation  is  more  than  a  technical  word-for-word  exchange.  It  is  an

enterprise grounded in culture, context, and purpose. Human translators transcend

language  and  cultural  barriers  and  carry  with  them  ethical  responsibility  and

interpretive creativity. The development of machine translation—in the early rule-

based system, followed by statistical, and later neural—has stimulated the turn-

around of translation and cut costs. With the arrival of the first truly good-quality

neural MT in 2016 and the development of generative large language models of the

2020s, MT quality surpassed previous aspirations. MT, for the first time, produces

fluent,  idiomatic,  and  contextually  sensitive  sentences  indistinguishable  from

human production.

And it has raised speculation: will MT render translators obsolete? Industry

executives talk up efficiency and scalability, but professional translators bemoan

shrinking rates, mental fatigue from post-editing, and loss of professional identity.

Meanwhile,  studies  point  out  that  the  need  for  translation  continues  growing

worldwide—increasing numbers of corporations, governments, and organizations

need multilingual communication more than ever.

The  study  question  for  the  purpose  here  is  therefore  not  binary  but

comparative:  does  MT  render  translators  obsolete  or  redefine  their  very

importance? In an examination of market statistics,  translator observations, and

field practices, the article strives for a balanced evidence-centered opinion.

Methods

The  study  uses  a  systematic  literature  review  and  industry  synthesis

technique. The process of the study involves the following steps:

Source Identification

Scholar databases (Scopus, Web of Science, JSTOR) were consulted for the

literature  on  the  following  search  terms:  machine  translation,  post-editing,

translator  labor  market,  quality  of  neural  MT,  and  AI  in  translation.  Industry
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statistics employed were the annual reports of Nimdzi, CSA Research, and Grand

View  Research.  Questionnaires  were  administered  professionally  by  the

Association of Language Companies (ALC), Society of Authors (UK), and FIT

(International Federation of Translators).

Selection Criteria

Inclusion: Articles from 2020–2025, peer-reviewed or from credible industry

publications, relating to the economic, cognitive, or moral effects of MT.

Exclusion: Pre-2016 rule-based or statistical MT studies (since they do not

reflect contemporary realities).

Geographic Coverage

Data were analyzed throughout Europe, Asia-Pacific, and the Americas, to

reflect regional variations for the adoption and impact. As an example, Europe is

very regulated, and Asia has fast e-commerce adoption.

Extraction and Integration of Data

High-level  metrics  (market  size,  productivity  benefit,  survey percentages)

were pulled into comparative tables. The case studies were grouped into the fields

(diplomacy, law, medicine, literature, e-commerce). Thematic coding was applied

to qualitative survey responses, highlighting translators’ reported experiences.

Bias and Limitations

Reports on markets typically emphasize growth possibilities and underplay

risk for labor. Questionnaires are self-reports and can be biased toward unhappy

pros.  Despite  such  restraints,  triangulation  of  the  academic,  market,  and

practitioner level provides an adequate summary.

Results

Market Trend and Regional Expansion

The world language services market stood at USD 70.2 billion in 2022 and

is estimated to reach USD 101.4 billion by 2030 (Grand View Research, 2023). Of

this, MT is the fastest-growing segment:
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Europe: The translation directorates within the European Union alone spend

over EUR 300 million annually on translation.  MT use is common but strictly

regulated with obligatory human revision for official documents.

Asia-Pacific:  China,  Japan,  and South Korea dominate  MT invention.  E-

commerce leaders (Alibaba, Rakuten) handle billions of words per month with MT.

Adoption is fast, but quality depends on languages.

Americas: MT development  leadership  for  the  region is  with  the  United

States (Google, Microsoft, OpenAI). Heavy MT dependency characterizes Latin

America for  cost-sensitive  projects,  especially  for  business  process  outsourcing

projects.

Labour Market Impacts

There are double pressures on professional translators: erosion of prices in

general translation and steady demand for specialized niches.

Data survey

ALC (2024) – Translators experienced income decline: 38%; stable income:

21%; increases due to specialization: 12%.

Society  of  Authors  (2024)  –  64% of  literary  translators  were  afraid  MT

would detract  from their professional credibility, although just 8% had projects

taken away directly from them by MT.

Trends  for  incomes: Generic  freelance  translation  rates  went  down from

USD 0.10–0.12 per word in 2015 to USD 0.04–0.07 per word in 2025 for the

majority of markets.  Rates for special legislative and health translation are still

higher (USD 0.15–0.20 per word).

Productivity Studies

Experimental studies indicate a significant productivity advantage with MT

post-editing (PEMT):

Throughput: MT draft-working  translators  increased  productivity  by  25–

60% depending on the field (Sun et al., 2025).

Quality: MT  produces  very  high  fluency  but  cannot  handle  context-

dependent finesse.
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Cognitive Load: Peng (2024) reported that PEMT involves high vigilance

and  thus  results  in  more  stress  than  human-only  translation.  Translators  are

challenged not to fall into the "illusion of accuracy" once fluent but wrong output

emerges.

Extended Case Studies

a. E-commerce Localization

MT is used for scale in global e-commerce. MT is employed for millions of

product descriptions by Amazon, eBay, and Alibaba. Human translation is used

only to polish sensitive or high-priced descriptions (e.g., fashion, luxury items).

MT breakdowns (e.g.,-cultural adaptation failure such as mistranslation of garment

descriptions in Japanese) illustrate the limitation of MT.

b. Legal Translation

MT is employed by the European Court of Justice and global law firms for

the  drafting  of  directives  and  contractual  documents.  Nevertheless,  human

authentication  is  inevitable.  A mislaid  translation  of  one  legal  clause  can alter

liability and invalidate agreements. MT thus only comes as a drafting assistant and

not a replacement.

c. Medical Translation

Pharmaceutical  manufacturing  firms  employ  MT for  preparation  and  for

intra-firm exchange of results of studies. However, the patient leaflets, directions

for  dosage,  and  clinical  reports  are  always  seen  and  approved  by  humans.

Misinterpretation of dosage or contraindication can be fatal.

d. Literary Translation

Surveys of 500 literary translators (Society of Authors, 2024) found 92%

considered MT unusable for literature. Stylistic inadequacies, inability to convey

irony or metaphor,  and lack of creative interpretation mean MT cannot replace

humans in artistic domains. Instead, MT serves only for rough summaries.

e. Diplomacy and International Institutions

________________________________________________________________

"Экономика и социум" №9(136) 2025                                      www.iupr.ru



The United Nations and European Union use MT internally for speed, but all

official  publications  undergo  human  translation.  Diplomatic  communication

demands subtlety and cultural sensitivity that MT cannot yet replicate.

Emerging Hybrid Workflows

Translators are increasingly redefining themselves as:

Quality and accuracy assuring post-editors.

Localization consultants who prepare content for indigenous populations.

Experts who specialize in law, medicine, and foreign diplomacy.

Collaborating workflow designers and AI engineers for translation pipeline

streamlining.

Discussion

MT as a Disruptor of Low-Value Work

MT appears to have erased the "middle tier" of the translation marketplace:

generic writing, everyday business content, and cautious material. This disruption

of  the  marketplace  corresponds  with  what  happens  in  other  sectors  where

automation  first  displaces  repetitive  labor.  This  decreases  entry-level  jobs  for

aspiring translators.

Human Translators' Evolving Essential

Translators  are  not  disappearing  but  climbing  the  value  curve.  Their

expertise can't be automated for:

High-risk situations (medicine, law).

Creative expression (marketing, literature).

Cultural mediation (diplomacy, international NGOs).

Ethical guardianship (preventing discrimination and misinformation).

Ethical and Cognitive Challenges

Post-editor's paradox: Translators are held responsible for MT output but

receive fewer credits and lower payments.

Bias and fairness: MT systems are prone to reinforcing stereotypes (e.g.,

gender bias in work roles).
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Cognitive  cost: Perpetual  vigilance  leads  to  burnout  and  reduced  work

satisfaction.

Economics of translation labour

While  the  expense  is  reduced for  the  client,  translators  do  not  think the

rewards  are  proportionately  divided.  Reasonable  pay  for  the  post-editing  and

recognition  for  the  skills  required  for  such  work  would  be  a  viable  system.

Alternatively, the profession is subject to across-the-board deskilling.

Education and Professional Training

Translation curricula should adapt to:

Train post-editing and MT literacy.

Encourage domain specialization.

Set up cross-disciplinary collaboration with computer scientists.

Stress ethics and copyright education for the era of AI.

Policy and Regulation

The EU AI Act (2024) implemented accountability for the use of AI, such as

transparency of translation workflows. Debates over copyright still exist regarding

whether the output of MT violates the training data source copyright. Translators'

unions promote more evident attribution and just remuneration.

Future Scenarios

Optimistic  Scenario: Translators  become  top-dollar  consultants,  culture

experts, and specialists in their fields. MT takes care of routine work, and humans

are left for creativity and critical tasks.

Pessimistic  Future: MT commodifies  language  to  the  extent  that  human

translators are left deskilled, underpaid, and marginalized.

Most  Likely  Outcome: A hybrid  ecosystem,  where  translators  who adapt

thrive, while those who resist automation struggle.

Conclusion 

Machine translation did not make the human translator obsolete. It actually

changed the profession in disruptive but opportunity-abundant ways. As translation

tasks that are of little value are more and more taken over by machines, the need
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for  human  expertise  in  the  complex,  creative,  and  high-risk  sectors  is  on  the

increase.  Translators  are  becoming  more  indispensable  as  post-editors,  culture

mediators, and ethical language guardians. The future of translation is the hybrid

human–machine collaboration facilitated by fair labour standards, ethics standards,

and adaptive education. If translators engage the change, they shall coexist and

flourish as irreplaceable players in a world of globalised communication.
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