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Abstract: The audience’s reluctance to wait for the international release of audiovisual 

products, coupled with the easy access to audiovisual material and subtitling tools on the 

Internet, has triggered an increase in the production and use of non-professional subtitling. 

However, up to now, we know little of how people receive the subtitles and how much they 

understand when watching products with non-professional subtitles. This paper presents the 

results of a study that explores the audience reception of subtitled TV series using 

professional and non-professional subtitling. Fifty-two participants were shown three excerpts 

from The Big Bang Theory with three subtitle versions: the professional version extracted 

from the Spanish DVD and two non-professional versions produced by two different non-

professional subtitling communities. Data were collected through questionnaires, eye-tracking 

and interviews. The results show that non-professional subtitles do not necessarily affect the 

audience reception negatively. Further, both eye-tracking and self-reported data yielded 

interesting insights into audience’s reception. Based on the findings, it is possible to say that 

there are non-professional translations that are as good as their professional counterparts.  
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1. Introduction 

Traditionally people had to wait for the official international release of audiovisual content; 

the international distribution of content was delayed due to distribution and scheduling 

conditions. However, technological tools and, above all, the Internet have made it easy for 

people to take on the distribution of the content they like. Thanks to this, people around the 

world have the possibility to access audiovisual content online without being subject to 

international release schedules. These prosumers, active consumers who have taken on some 

of the producers’ tasks (Tapscott & Williams, 2006), not only participate in the distribution of 

the content as it is, but adopt the role of translators and help others who do not know the 

source language. For the content to arrive at a wider audience, people have organized 

themselves in groups that create subtitles in different languages. 

In recent years, Translation Studies has started to pay more attention to non-professional 

subtitling. The growing number of studies in this area is actually delineating a path that could 

produce outcomes leading to convergence between professional and non-professional 

subtitling: by discovering what non-professionals are doing, we could then learn how people 

conceive of translation and see how their conceptions support or challenge what we know 

about translation and the translation profession. In order to enlarge our knowledge of non-

professional subtitling, this paper sets out to explore how people’s reception is affected by the 

type of subtitles they watch. 

 

2. Professional and non-professional subtitling 

The first distinction that should be explained is what I mean by non-professional translation. 

One way of reaching a practical definition of non-professionalism is by opposing it to 

professionalism. In line with critical sociology, the definition of a profession is constructed in 

terms of exclusion: a professional is someone who can provide a service that the buyers of the 

service cannot do themselves (Pym, 2012). Clients pay translators to do their job and, as they 

do not necessarily have the knowledge or expertise to revise the translation, they trust the 

work provided by the translators. Professional translators have different forms of being 

recognized as such: some have the expertise that allows them to call themselves translators, 

others have completed academic training that grants them a professional degree in translation, 

and yet others become members of translator associations that give them the prestige to 

perform as translators as well as the recognition of peers (Pym, 2014). Training, expertise, 

association or a combination of these criteria can work as a signal of trustworthiness and 
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could be used to distinguish between professional and non-professional translators. In reality, 

all these signals cohabitate in the translation market. Nevertheless, from a research 

perspective, setting the boundaries between professional and non-professional groups of 

translators and their products, using the criteria described above is almost an impossible task. 

Some non-professional translators have already been translating for a considerable amount of 

time, which can count as experience. Scholars have argued that non-professional translators 

actually improve as translators over time (Barra, 2009; Dwyer, 2012; Massidda, 2012) and 

also that expertise does not necessarily equal professionalism (Jääskeläinen, 2010). 

Additionally, there is nothing keeping translators who have graduated from training programs 

from collaborating in non-professional initiatives.  

Thus, the concept of professional translation is complex and none of the characteristics 

introduced above serve to establish a straight-forward boundary between professionals and 

non-professionals. In this paper, I rely on monetary reward as the characteristic to 

differentiate between the two groups. Professional translators are not only trusted with a 

translation but also paid for the task they perform. I subscribe to this professional / non-

professional opposition because I believe it is the one that best describes the current state of 

affairs: professional translators are hired and paid as translators as opposed to outsiders who 

do not receive payment for their translations. It is true that other rewards might be obtained in 

non-professional translation settings (Fernández Costales, 2013; O’Hagan, 2011), however, 

when a translation is not paid for, the conditions under which it is produced, according to my 

definition, make it non-professional. 

 

2.1. Professional-amateur (pro-am) subtitling 

The lack of payment not only distinguishes between professional and non-professional, it 

stands out as an essential feature that binds together all non-professional translation activities. 

Since the beginning of this century, non-professional translation has expanded and touched on 

many different types of translation, ranging from self-organized groups of volunteers who 

decide on the content they translate and manage the entire translation process to company-

driven initiatives, crowdsourcing (Fernández Costales, 2012). This comes as a result of the 

democratization of technology and the empowerment of users: people realize that 

technological tools enhance their efforts and can multiply the impact of their collective work.  

In the study I am presenting, I included one type of non-professional subtitling only: 

professional-amateur (pro-am) subtitling (Leadbeater & Miller, 2004). Pro-am subtitling is the 
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type of non-professional subtitling that tries to imitate professional subtitling. The goal of 

these groups’ members is to produce subtitles that are comparable to the subtitles they see at 

the cinema or on television, while still taking into account the specific needs of their target 

audience. The communities normally organize themselves as online discussion forums, and 

agree on certain types of translation guidelines. Unlike traditional fansubbing, the subtitles 

they produce are not embedded in the video material but are distributed as .srt files. Thus, the 

subtitles do not include any type of special formatting and are normally restricted to the 

bottom of the screen, even if they are superimposed on on-screen texts, such as credits. The 

non-professional subtitles for U.S. audiovisual products commonly adopt pro-am guidelines. 

Not requiring embedding nor advanced formatting, they are faster to prepare. Further, since 

they are plain-text files in .srt format only, they are extremely easy to distribute. 

 

2.2. Research on non-professional subtitling 

Although some scholars discourage research on non-professional subtitling (Bogucki, 2009; 

Cornu, 2013), the last decade has seen Translation Studies start paying attention to the non-

professional sphere of translation. Already in 1999 Nornes was talking about fansubbing as 

being a form of “abusive subtitling” that was to push the boundaries of mainstream subtitling 

in the coming years (Nornes, 1999). However, it was not until the middle of the last decade 

that some scholars became more centered in the products and the communities (Díaz Cintas & 

Muñoz Sánchez, 2006; Ferrer Simó, 2005). 

Some studies have focused on the comparison of professional and non-professional subtitles, 

commonly commenting on the low quality of the non-professional subtitles (Bogucki, 2009; 

La Forgia & Tonin, 2009; Sajna, 2013). However, with the growth in the number of 

investigations, other studies have recognized that non-professional subtitles are by definition 

different from professional ones and that they do not necessarily need to abide by the same 

professional standards (Feitosa, 2009). Further, researchers have found that non-professional 

subtitles are not only different but they also relate these differences to the fact that the 

audiences are different (Barra, 2009; Casarini, 2014; Massidda, 2012). It is likely that people 

using non-professional subtitles have different needs from the people who watch the TV 

series on television or DVD. 

Research on non-professional subtitling has concentrated on the subtitles, the communities 

making them and the people interacting in these communities to produce the subtitles. 

Scholars have explored the social implications of non-professional subtitling both within 
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Translation Studies (Pérez-González, 2007, 2013) and neighboring areas (Hemmungs Wirtén, 

2012). Nevertheless, we are still ignorant of the other side of the equation: the people using 

the subtitles. The existing reception studies have tested non-professional subtitling features, 

but not non-professional subtitles as such. Caffrey (2009) used questionnaires and eye 

tracking to test the viewer’s processing of pop-up glosses in anime, which were included in 

the official DVD subtitled version. He found that reading pop-up glosses implies increased 

processing effort and less time allocated to the subtitles, but results in a better understanding 

of culturally marked items. Künzli and Ehrensberger-Dow (2011) and Ramos Pinto (2013) 

have carried out experiments on the viewer’s reactions and assessment of surtitles as a means 

to offer additional information related to cultural references in audiovisual products. In both 

studies, the researchers themselves prepared the surtitles for the material. Their investigations 

have shown that people are able to cope with additional information on the screen in the form 

of surtitles. They do not necessarily look at the subtitles for a shorter amount of time in order 

to make time for the surtitles; viewers rather reduce the amount of time they spend on the rest 

of the image. Künzli and Ehrensberger-Dow found that “participants’ performance in terms of 

retention of various verbal and visual elements in the movie excerpts was identical in the two 

conditions” (2011, p. 197). 

 

3. Methods 

The study reported here is guided by two research questions: 1) does audience reception 

indicate any difference in comprehension and reactions between the professional and the non-

professional subtitles? And 2) do better reception scores (in terms of comprehension) 

correlate positively with professional subtitles? 

Reception is operationalized in this study using Gambier’s model (2006), which distinguishes 

between three types of reception (the three Rs): reactions at the cognitive level (gaze data as 

indicators of attention allocation), responses elicited in terms of the verbal, iconic and 

narrative attention of the participants as well as their general understanding of the content and 

their subjective judgment of difficulty and enjoyment of the videos, and repercussions in 

terms of the users’ audiovisual consumption habits and their attitude towards subtitled 

material. The data were collected using questionnaires, eye tracking and interviews. 

The orthodox approach in audiovisual translation mostly assumes higher quality of 

professional subtitles over non-professional subtitles, with the consequences this entails. 

Therefore, the initial hypothesis guiding the study is grounded in the fact that non-
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professional subtitling is commonly deemed to be low-quality translation that cannot be 

compared with professional subtitling (Bogucki, 2009; Dwyer & Uricaru, 2009; La Forgia 

& Tonin, 2009). It assumes that the differences in production conditions between professional 

and non-professional subtitles will have an effect on the participants’ engagement and 

understanding of the audiovisual content: 

- H: Participants’ comprehension scores will be higher with professional rather than 

non-professional subtitles. 

A set of sub-hypotheses stemming from this initial hypothesis were postulated to aim at the 

specific variables. In postulating these sub-hypotheses, as in the initial hypothesis, I was 

guided by the orthodox view as far as possible and I have included the specific nature of the 

relation between the variables involved:  

- H1: Reception capacity is higher with professional subtitles. 

- H2: Subtitle-reading effort is lower with professional subtitles. 

- H3: Self-reported comprehension is greater with professional subtitles. 

Additionally, I test whether eye-tracking data could offer an explanation for the higher 

comprehension scores, in case H3 cannot be rejected. Assuming professional subtitles are 

created following professional standards, I propose the following set of hypotheses: 

- H4: With professional subtitles, more attention is allocated to the image area. 

- H5: Mean fixation duration is shorter with professional subtitles. 

- H6: Fewer subtitles are skipped when participants are watching professional subtitles. 

- H7: Attention shift varies depending on type of subtitle. 

 

3.1. Participants 

Fifty-two participants (aged 18-30, mean age 21.19, SD 3.28) were included in the 

experiments. All participants were students at the Universitat Rovira i Virgili (Tarragona, 

Spain). The sample was selected taking into account the results of an initial questionnaire that 

tested audiovisual consumption habits among university students. The questionnaire included 

an English listening-comprehension test designed for the study. The results allowed me to 

divide the students into three groups, depending on their level of listening comprehension in 

English. The participants for this study were 26 students with a low level of English (LLE) 

and 26 students with a high level of English (HLE). The middling group was excluded. All 

participants were Spanish or Catalan native speakers. They had a normal or corrected-to-

normal vision, by wearing glasses or lenses. The participants were told the project was 
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researching the reception of translated products, without any specific reference to subtitling. 

At the end of the experiment, they were informed about the specific purpose of the study. 

The LLE group included 14 women and 12 men, while the HLE group was made up of 21 

women and 5 men. Although not desired, this gender imbalance in the HLE group mirrors the 

situation at the university. Most of the participants in this group came from the B.A. in 

English in the 2012-2013 academic year, in which 75% of the students were women. 

However, no main effect of gender was found in the statistical analysis.  

 

3.2. Material 

The experiment included three excerpts from the second season of the sitcom The Big Bang 

Theory. Each excerpt was about three-minutes long. Traditionally, researchers have explored 

how people react to subtitles when they are totally dependent on them (d’Ydewalle & 

Bruycker, 2007; Perego, Del Missier, Porta, & Mosconi, 2010). They use audiovisual content 

in a language that is unknown to the research participants. Unlike these studies, I wanted to 

test how participants react to subtitles under the conditions they are more likely to face. 

Considering products translated from English are commonly watched by the participants’ 

community and that English is not a totally foreign language for them (Orrego-Carmona, 

2014), I opted for a popular TV series that is broadcast in Spain some weeks after its original 

airdate in the U.S. The time gap between the release in the U.S. and the official broadcast in 

Spain imply it is likely for the series to be watched with non-professional subtitles by my 

target audience. 

In the study, three sets of subtitles were included: one professional version (PRO) and two 

non-professional versions (NP1 and NP2). PRO was taken from the DVD distributed in Spain 

(Warner Bros, 2010). NP1 and NP2 were taken from two online communities: aRGENTeaM 

(NP1) and TusSeries.com (NP2). These two communities were selected because they follow 

pro-am guidelines, which makes them comparable to the professional subtitles. A description 

of aRGENTeaM can be found in Orrego-Carmona (2011) and an account of both communities 

is included in Pym, Orrego-Carmona, and Torres-Simón (2016). Further, both communities 

were active in 2008 (when the episodes included in the study were released) and their records 

indicated that the subtitles were produced by the community – not simply ripped from the 

DVD versions.  

I included two non-professional subtitle versions to account for the variation between non-

professional subtitling communities. Spanish-language non-professional subtitling 
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communities are very clearly divided between those translating into Iberian Spanish (such as 

TusSeries.com) and those translating into Latin-American Spanish or neutral Spanish (like 

aRGENTeaM). Users can easily access both, and this could be a factor that sheds some light 

on the popularity or lack of interest in the subtitles, assuming audiences would be more 

inclined towards their own version.  

 

3.3. Procedure 

After completing the initial questionnaire, participants were invited to an individual eye-

tracking and interview session. The participants were randomly assigned to one of six orders 

of presentation ( 

 

Table 1). I rotated the presentation sequence of the subtitles but not that of the clips. Each 

participant read each type of subtitle and watched each clip only once. After each clip, the 

participants answered orally a set of on-screen questions. Once they completed the 

experiment, they took part in the interview. 

 

Table 1. Presentation sequence used. 

Order Clip 1 Clip 2 Clip 3 

Test 1 NP1 NP2 PRO 

Test 2 PRO NP1 NP2 

Test 3 NP2 PRO NP1 

Test 4 NP1 PRO NP2 

Test 5 PRO NP2 NP1 

Test 6 NP2 NP1 PRO 

 

The participants’ eye movements were recorded using a Tobii X120 eye tracker at 

120hz. When operating at 120Hz, the X120 records eye movement every 8.3 milliseconds and 

offers an average accuracy of 0.5 degrees. The eye tracker was connected to a 23” LCD 

monitor that acted as presentation screen. Participants were seated approximately 60 cm away 

from the eye tracker. I calibrated the eye tracker for each participant before the experiment. 

Lighting was kept relatively constant by closing the blinds and turning on the same lights for 

all sessions. All of the participants wore over-ear headphones during the session and the 

volume was maintained at the same level.  
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4. Results and discussion 

The main hypothesis posits that participants’ comprehension scores will be higher with 

professional rather than non-professional subtitles. Bearing in mind the different levels of 

reception at which subtitles can be compared and contrasted, I formulated seven 

sub-hypotheses. In the following I address each of these sub-hypotheses and then present a 

summary for the main hypothesis.  

Considering the researchers in Translation Studies have previously advocated the adoption of 

mixed-effects models (Balling, 2008; Green, Heer, & Manning, 2013), I resorted to mixed-

effect general and linear models to carry out the statistical analyses. I fitted different models 

using SPSS to put the sub-hypotheses to test. After the model was constructed, pairwise 

comparisons were carried out to analyze whether the differences between the estimated means 

of the different levels of the variables were significant. Due to space constraints, the models 

are not presented here. They can be consulted in Orrego-Carmona (2015). 

 

4.1. H1: Reception capacity is higher with professional subtitles 

The number of correct answers in a content comprehension test served to assess the 

participants’ reception capacity. Performance was calculated from a set of seven questions 

asking about verbal, iconic and narrative information (Künzli & Ehrensberger-Dow, 2011) 

and gist comprehension. 

The Type of subtitle (PRO, NP1, NP2) variable was determined to have a significant main 

effect on Reception capacity (F=5.85; p<0.01). Nevertheless, the hypothesis is only partially 

confirmed. The mean reception capacity with PRO was higher than the mean reception 

capacity with NP2 (PRO=5.91 vs. NP2=5.37. t=-2.857; p<0.01); however, it was not 

significantly higher than NP1, which had a mean of 5.96 (t=-0.22; p=0.82). 

Reception capacity is a variable composed of a set of variables: Iconic, Narrative and Verbal 

attention. Among these variables, Type of subtitle has a significant effect on Verbal attention 

(F=9.076; p<0.001). The same effect found on Reception capacity is found here too. In 94.8% 

of the cases, the participants answered the Verbal attention questions correctly after watching 

the PRO version. In the case of NP1, they provided the correct answer in 93.6% of cases. 

However, with NP2, they answered only 82.6% of the questions correctly, which is 

statistically significantly lower than the other two. 
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These results are counterintuitive. NP1 was produced by a non-professional Latin-American 

subtitling community, while NP2 was produced in Spain by a community that uses Iberian 

Spanish. By reading the subtitles, it is possible to tell the geographical provenance, although 

the participants did not draw attention to it during the interviews. There are two aspects that 

can be inferred from these results. 1) Since the results for NP1 and PRO were not 

significantly different, it is possible to assume that these versions are simply clearer to 

understand than NP2. 2) Since the PRO version (also localized for the Iberian Spanish 

market) produced higher scores than NP2, it could be argued that localization in general is not 

what causes the lower scores. Rather, it could be the case that the NP2 subtitles are somehow 

less accomplished than the other two and fail to convey the message as effectively. 

 

4.2. H2: Subtitle-reading effort is lower with professional subtitles 

The perceived difficulty to follow the subtitles was determined in terms of the participants’ 

self-reported measurements on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (very difficult) to 5 (very 

easy). To prevent the participants from focusing excessively on the subtitles, in the phrasing 

of the question, I used the term translation instead of subtitling. Type of subtitle was not 

determined to have a significant main effect on Subtitle-reading effort (F=0.60; p=0.55). The 

findings thus do not confirm this hypothesis. However, an interaction effect between Clip and 

Type of subtitle was identified (F=3.10; p<0.05). 

A pattern similar to the one found in Reception capacity was found for this Subtitle-reading 

effort. NP1 did not differ significantly from the other two subtitles. When comparing the 

differences between PRO (4.32) and NP2 (3.57), in Clip 1, the mean score for PRO is 0.75 

points higher than the score for NP2 (p<0.01), but the case is reversed for Clip 3, in which the 

score for NP2 (4.25) is 0.65 points higher than the score for PRO (3.59). When the clips are 

taken as reference factor, the best score for NP2 is found in Clip 3, which is approximately 

0.6 points higher than the score for NP2 in the other two clips. The only additional significant 

difference is present in PRO. The score PRO receives in Clip 3 is 0.72 points lower than the 

score it receives in Clip 1. These results seem to indicate the importance of the audiovisual 

material in the study. The design of the study aimed to select videos that were comparable. 

Nevertheless, given the complex nature of audiovisual content, it is understandable that the 

clips have an effect on the participants’ subjective measurements 
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4.3. H3: Self-reported comprehension is greater with professional subtitles 

The participants were asked to rate their comprehension of the videos, ranging from 0 (no 

comprehension) to 5 (very good comprehension), right after they had finished watching each 

clip. The findings from the statistical model do not provide evidence to confirm this 

hypothesis, since no significant main effect of Type of subtitle on Self-reported 

comprehension was found (F=1.54; p=0.21).  

Similarly to Subtitle-reading effort, there was a significant effect of the interaction between 

Clip and Type of subtitle (F=2.92; p<0.05). However, the results scarcely follow an 

identifiable pattern: There are two pairwise comparisons that show significant differences and 

both of them involve NP2. In Clip 2, there is a significant difference between NP2 and PRO 

(t=-2.31; p<0.05), with the PRO version receiving 0.5 more points on average than NP2. On 

the contrary, in Clip 3, the ratings for NP2 are 0.57 points higher than those for NP1 (t=-2.67; 

p<0.01). 

It could be assumed that the type of subtitle did not influence the participants’ rating for their 

self-reported comprehension. Other factors, such as their reported enjoyment, use of subtitles 

and, intuitively, prior knowledge of the clips were determined to be significant effects of Self-

reported comprehension. However, self-reported measurements are known to be troublesome 

in reception studies due to the possibility that participants overestimate (Antonini, 2005, 

2008; Bucaria & Chiaro, 2007) or underestimate (Caffrey, 2009) their understanding of the 

audiovisual translated content. 

 

4.4. H4: With professional subtitles, more attention is allocated to the image area 

Attention allocation refers to the distribution of cognitive resources among the different areas 

on the screen, in this case, the image and the subtitle. Following Künzli and Ehrensberger-

Dow (2011), two relative measurements are used for this variable: the fixation duration and 

the number of fixations. When watching subtitled audiovisual products, subtitles have to 

compete for the attention against the other sources of information available. Both the acoustic 

and visual channels can offer verbal and non-verbal information; like those two channels, the 

subtitles also demand a share of the cognitive resources from viewers. The amount of 

attention that viewers have to allocate to the subtitles in relation to the other sources of 

information is considered an indicator of the cognitive effort they entail. Whenever some 

subtitles demand more time or require a higher number of fixations than others, it can be 
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assumed that those subtitles are more cognitively demanding (Kruger, Szarkowska, & Krejtz, 

2015) 

In the case of the number of fixations, attention allocation was calculated as the percent ratio 

between the total number of fixations on an area of interest and the total number of fixations 

in the recording. Attention allocation in terms of fixation duration (ms) was calculated as the 

percent ratio between the total time spent on a given area of interest and the total gaze time in 

the recording. I used the percentage of fixations and the percentage of the duration of fixations as 

standardization methods for running the analysis, considering the different lengths of the video 

excerpts. This means that each variable for the subtitle area of interest is complementary to its 

corresponding equivalent for the image area. The analysis presented here offers the results for 

Percentage of fixations on the subtitle area and not the results of the model for the variable 

Percentage of fixations on the image area, to avoid redundant information. 

Based on the eye-tracking data, this hypothesis cannot be confirmed. The Percentage of 

fixations on the subtitle area was not significantly shorter for the professional subtitles. In the 

HLE group, the mean percentage of fixations on the subtitle area was 46% for PRO, 43% for 

NP1 and 44% for NP2. Among LLE participants, the mean percentage of fixations on the 

subtitle area for PRO was 61%, while the NP1 and the NP2 had means of 62% and 64%, 

respectively.  

 

4.5. H5: Mean fixation duration is shorter with professional subtitles 

The mean fixation duration is computed for the subtitle area and the image area independently 

by adding up the duration of all fixations on the area and dividing the result by the number of 

fixations on the area. The hypothesis stated that the professional subtitles would have shorter 

mean fixations than the non-professional subtitles. This hypothesis is confirmed. The main 

effect of Type of subtitle (F=26.97; p<0.001) and the interaction between Clip and Type of 

subtitle (F=5.83; p<0.01) are significant for Mean fixation duration on the subtitle area. 

Additionally, Type of subtitle was found to have a significant main effect on Mean fixation 

duration on the image area (F=5.52; p<0.01). 

The results indicate that the mean on the PRO version (178.41 ms) is significantly shorter 

than the mean fixations on both NP1 and NP2 subtitles (196.69 ms and 201.84 ms). Mean 

fixation duration is commonly regarded as an indicator of cognitive effort (d’Ydewalle 

& Bruycker, 2007; Kruger et al., 2015; Perego et al., 2010). Rayner and Pollatsek (2006) 
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argue that reading studies have provided solid evidence to accept that longer fixations on 

words are associated with higher difficulty to understand them.  

The mean fixation duration estimated with the effect of Type of subtitle concords with the 

mean fixation duration on subtitles reported by d’Ydewalle and Bruycker (2007) for adult 

viewers watching subtitled material: 178 ms for one liners and 179 ms for two liners. Kruger 

et al. (2015) reported a mean fixation of 186.55 ms among hearing viewers watching subtitles 

presented at a speed of 12 characters per second, which is a faster speed than the speed of any 

of the subtitles included in this study. Interestingly enough, the mean fixations reported in 

other studies are still longer than the means I found for the non-professional subtitles. The 

mean fixation reported by Caffrey (2009, p. 163) is 237 ms for one liners and 201.43 ms for 

two liners. Perego et al. (2010, p. 259) found a 221-ms mean fixation while Künzli and 

Ehrensberger-Dow (2011) reported a mean of 0.36 seconds. Among the studies above, only 

d’Ydewalle and Bruycker (2007) and Künzli and Ehrensberger-Dow (2011) include 

participants who are supposed to be used to subtitling, since this is the most widely used 

audiovisual translation modality in Flemish-speaking Belgium and German-speaking 

Switzerland (Media Consulting Group, 2011). Perego et al. (2010) present an experiment 

carried out in Italy, primarily a dubbing country, so their results should be more similar to 

mine. Although the mean fixations on the non-professional versions in my study are very 

similar to theirs, the mean fixation in PRO is shorter. 

However, the results of the mean fixations presented here should be taken with caution. 

Although it is hard to test if this is to some extent caused by the layout of the subtitles on the 

screen, it is worth commenting that the two non-professional versions have the same layout 

while the professional version is different. All three sets of subtitles where white, but the PRO 

subtitles had a slightly larger font and were not as bright as the non-professionals. This 

difference emerged as a result of the focus on ecological validity that was put on the 

experiment and was not anticipated in the design. It is possible that this had an effect on the 

viewer’s reactions, but confirming this would require additional studies. The layout of the 

subtitles constitutes an almost unexplored field of research, with some exceptions in the field 

of creative subtitling (Fox, 2016; McClarty, 2014).  

A more detailed analysis of the mean fixations can be based on the interaction between Type 

of subtitle and Clip. It shows that PRO differs significantly from the other types of subtitles 

only in the first two clips and not in the third. This could indicate that participants become 

used to the subtitles over time or their behavior stabilizes as a result of immersion in the 
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whole viewing experience. However, it could also be a clip-influenced effect. With only three 

three-minute clips in this experiment, it is impossible to test this any further. 

Type of subtitle also influenced the mean fixation on the image area. Again, the shortest mean 

fixation was found in PRO (333.55 ms), which is significantly different from the mean for 

NP1, 357 ms. NP2 had an estimated mean fixation of 346.59 ms and is not significantly 

different from any of the other two means. The fact that subtitles affect the viewing process as 

a whole has already been shown in previous research: Bairstow (2011) found that for the 

participants who relied on the subtitles (monolingual participants who did not understand the 

original language), the subtitles acted as a facilitating factor for the understanding of visual 

information. Instead of obtaining lower scores on the visual attention questions due to the 

amount of time dedicated to the subtitle area, the participants who relied on the subtitles 

obtained higher scores on visual information perception than the bilingual participants who 

were assumed to focus more on the image (Bairstow, 2011).  

 

4.6. H6: Fewer subtitles are skipped when participants are watching professional 

subtitles 

The percentage of skipped subtitles was calculated by counting the number of unfixated 

subtitles (subtitles without a single fixation) and dividing this figure by the total number of 

subtitles in the clip. This is an indicator of the participants’ dependence on the subtitles as a 

source of information. Subtitle speed imposes a cognitive demand on viewers: If the subtitles 

are too fast, it is more likely that more subtitles will not be fixated upon. The results did not 

provide any evidence to confirm this hypothesis. No significant effect for Type of subtitle 

(F=2.49; p=0.087) was found on Skipped subtitles. The subtitles included in this study did not 

vary much in terms of subtitle speed: the PRO version had an average speed of 10.7 

characters per second, while the NP1 and NP2 version are presented at 10.1 and 10.9 

characters per second on average. 

 

4.7. H7: Attention shift varies depending on type of subtitle 

Attention shifts are the constant changes of focus from the image to the subtitles and vice 

versa. In a linear reading behavior, each subtitle should cause two attention shifts: one shift 

from the image to the subtitle area and another one from the subtitle area to the image. The 

attention shift ratio indicates the number of times the viewer’s gaze alternates between the 

two areas per subtitle. Type of subtitle was found to produce a significant effect on Attention 
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shift ratio (F=7.32; p<0.01). The attention shift ratio for PRO was 2.01 and was significantly 

higher than for the others, 1.88 for NP1 and 1.81 for NP2. 

Kruger et al. claim that “the fewer the gaze shifts, the more fluent the reading and vice versa” 

(2015, pp. n.p.). However, this is not necessarily the only possibility: Assuming subtitles 

provide viewers with the time necessary to read the subtitle and check the image, there should 

always be a minimum number of attention shifts: two shifts per subtitle. A higher ratio could 

indicate re-reading, which is normally taken as a sign of greater difficulty in reading (Krejtz, 

Szarkowska, & Krejtz, 2013), and lower scores could imply skipped subtitles. 

The Code of Good Subtitling Practice (Carroll & Ivarsson, 1998) states that a minimum of 

four frames should be left between back-to-back subtitles to allow the eyes of the viewer to 

recognize there is a new subtitle on the screen, thus preventing the flash effect. In the PRO 

subtitles used in this experiment, the minimum time left between two given subtitles was 160 

ms. However, this rule was not used in the non-professional subtitles included in this study. 

For instance, the median for the time between two subtitles was found to be as short as 20 ms 

for NP1 in Clip 2, including many instances of only 10 ms between subtitles. This indicates 

these subtitles virtually overlap to the human eye. As evidenced by the data, viewers mostly 

become aware of the change and read the overlapping subtitles without going back to the 

image, thus reducing the number of shifts but causing them to remain on the subtitle area for 

longer periods of time. Thus, even if the number of attention shifts is low, the spotting is 

disturbing the process of simultaneously checking the image and the subtitles. In this 

scenario, it could be said that the PRO version, with an average attention shift ratio of 2.01, 

motivates a more consistent behavior in which participants start reading the subtitles and 

“glance at the video action after they finish reading” (Jensema, el Sharkawy, Danturthi, 

Burch, & Hsu, 2000, p. 284). 

 

4.8. Conclusion on the main hypothesis 

As can be seen, the data do not provide enough evidence to confirm the main hypothesis. 

Only two of the seven postulated sub-hypotheses are confirmed: 1) The PRO version resulted 

in shorter Mean fixation duration on both the subtitle and the image areas, and 2) the ratio of 

Attention shifts varied depending on the subtitles. In fact, the attention shift ratio indicates 

that, on average, professional subtitles allow participants to have a more consistent reading 

behavior. The other eye-tracking measurements, Attention allocation and Skipped subtitles, 

did not show that the reception scores were higher for the professionals. Further, the self-
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reported measurements related to Subtitle-reading effort and Comprehension did not have a 

significant effect of Type of subtitle. Perhaps the most surprising finding is that Reception 

capacity was affected by Type of subtitle but only the Iberian Spanish version was 

significantly different from the professional version. The Latin-American version, in neutral 

Spanish, obtained results that are not significantly different from the professional version. 

 

5. Conclusions 

Translation Studies can no longer consider non-professional subtitling as an outcast of the 

translation panorama. People around the world, probably mainly the young, are becoming 

more and more used to these subtitles and the communities producing them seem to be getting 

better at what they do. Although there is variation in the non-professional subtitling spectrum, 

from a reception perspective, it is possible to say that there are non-professional translations 

that are as good as their professional counterparts. This clearly raises some issues that need to 

be attended to: how do these communities evolve in such a way that they produce subtitles 

similar to professional subtitles? What can translator trainers adopt or adapt from these 

communities in order to help to develop translator competence? 

Interestingly, the participants in this study were not more inclined towards the Iberian non-

professional subtitles and did not even recognize the difference between the Latin-American 

and Iberian subtitles. In a context where the distribution of subtitles is a global phenomenon 

and localization is seen as a must for many companies, this clearly constitutes an issue that 

could be addressed in future studies: to what extent is localization effective and how reluctant 

are the audiences when they are faced with products in other linguistic varieties? It is possible 

that there is a higher degree of acceptance due to exposition to foreign products; in the same 

way that users seem to use different standards for professional and non-professional subtitles, 

it is likely they are also becoming more used to assessing each product under its own 

conditions. 

From a methodological point of view, this study has shown that reception studies using eye 

tracking and questionnaires are sound methods to put subtitling guidelines to test. For 

instance, the results have shown that allowing time between subtitles grants viewers the 

opportunity to have a more systematic reading process, by providing them with enough time 

to read the subtitles and constantly check the image. Conclusions supported with empirical 

data could help subtitlers decide among a multiplicity of options and revise traditionally 

accepted subtitling guidelines. 
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Some limitations have to be considered. These results should be taken with caution given that 

the exposure to each type of subtitle was rather short. Longer clips would probably produce 

different results, but the technical inconveniences make it almost impossible at this point to 

carry out longer eye-tracking studies with a large number of participants – Kruger and Steyn 

(2014) use longer clips with 36 participants but comment on the technical issues and time-

consuming activity of processing such a large amount of data. Additionally, other types of 

non-professional subtitles could produce more rejection. Further, from where we as 

researchers stand right now, it is becoming more necessary to address the legal issues relevant 

to non-professional subtitling. Non-professionalism is pushing the boundaries of translation 

and extending its social dimension, whether we like it or not, so we need to assess how this is 

framed within the legal systems involved. The discussion related to the opposition of 

professional and non-professional translation, from a Translation Studies perspective, should 

not stay at the level of what is better or worse, but rather look forward and focus on the 

possibilities offered by this newly acquired knowledge. 
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