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Indicators of text complexity 

Kristian T.H. Jensen 

Abstract 

This paper reports on the preparatory steps that were taken prior to 
conducting a number of translation experiments in which three texts of 
varying levels of complexity will serve as source text stimuli to a group of 
subjects. It explains how the relative differences in complexity can be 
measured using a number of objective criteria such as readability indices, 
word frequency and non-literalness. It is thought that a set of objective 
indicators can to some extent account for the degree of difficulty 
experienced by translators when translating a text. While we do not wish to 
postulate that complexity (the objective notion) and difficulty (the 
subjective notion) can be equated, it is thought that these objective 
measures can help us gauge the degree of difficulty of some types of text 
and thus help us in finding texts for experimental purposes. The aim of this 
paper is thus to describe and discuss the potential of these indicators for 
predicting text difficulty on the basis of illustrative examples from the texts 
chosen.  

1. Introduction 

The present project aims at examining how variation in complexity in texts 
for translation affects the gaze behaviour of professional translators and 
novice translators. For this purpose, three texts (texts A, B, C; see 
Appendix) were selected and manipulated to serve as translation stimuli.  

In order to find out how the texts can be measured and compared in 
terms of text complexity, we shall examine to what extent (a) readability 
indices, (b) word frequency, and (c) non-literalness reflect complexity. 
While readability indices have traditionally focused on difficulties related 
to certain aspects of text comprehension only (Nation 2001: 161), this 
paper suggests how readability indices can be used to assess the relative 
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amount of both production effort and comprehension effort needed during a 
translation process. The second indicator examined is word frequency. The 
frequency with which a word appears in the real world as reflected through 
corpora such as the British National Corpus is assumed to mirror the 
amount of effort that a translator will have to put into the processing of it 
(Read 2000: 160). Broadly, the less frequently a word appears in a corpus, 
the more effort is generally needed to translate it. The final indicator is 
non-literalness. In this paper, non-literalness is defined as the presence of 
idioms, metaphors and metonyms in the experimental texts. Non-literal 
expressions are expected to involve increased processing effort since 
default-mode literal interpretation of them would be erroneous (Jakobsen et 
al. 2007: 219-222). Consequently, a higher number of non-literal 
expressions in a text is claimed to increase the level of complexity in a text. 

2. Complexity and difficulty 

The notion of a text’s level of complexity should not be mistaken for a 
text’s level of difficulty. Though a linguistically complex text is often 
experienced as a difficult text, the notions of complexity and difficulty do 
not overlap completely. They express, respectively, an objective and a 
subjective approach to text complexity. A translator with much experience 
in technical translation may have little difficulty in translating technical 
documentation for a particle accelerator, while a translator who mainly 
works in the field of legal translation may consider such a text difficult. 
Similarly, a translator who specialises in legal translation may experience 
few problems when translating an affidavit, while the translator who is well 
versed in translating annual reports may find this sort of translation 
particularly challenging. The ease with which technical documentation, 
affidavits and annual reports are translated may therefore differ hugely, 
depending on the translator’s area of specialisation. 

The above examples illustrate that difficulty and complexity are two 
different concepts which should not be confused with each other. The 
notion of difficulty is subjective and elusive, and the perception of a text’s 
level of difficulty can therefore vary from one translator to another. By 
contrast, the notion of text complexity is a more objective approximation to 
relative text difficulty which can be based on one or more factual criteria. 
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While it is likely that text complexity and text difficulty do not coincide in 
domain-specific language, a case can perhaps be made for saying that the 
two will be relatively similar in general purpose texts. Here only general 
knowledge is required on the part of the translator, and thus one can be 
more certain that the problems encountered by the translator are related to 
text complexity factors such as readability, word frequency and non-
literalness. For the purposes of this paper, we shall assume that complexity 
in general-purpose texts is a strong indicator of difficulty even though this 
will have to be put to the test at a later stage. 
 

3. Indicators of text complexity 

As stated above, three quantitative indicators were selected to compare the 
levels of complexity in three experimental texts: readability indices, 
calculations of word frequency and calculations of the number of non-
literal expressions, i.e. idioms, metaphors and metonyms. In addition to 
selecting texts which were all general-purpose texts, all belonging to the 
same genre (in this case, online newspaper articles), care was taken to 
ensure that the texts were also comparable with respect to total length (837, 
846, 856 characters, respectively) and length of the headlines (41, 44, 44 
characters, respectively) so as to provide a uniform framework for 
comparison of the selected indicators. 

3.1 Readability indices 

Assessing a text’s level of readability, i.e. the ease with which the text is 
likely to be read and comprehended, has attracted the attention of many 
scholars. As early as 1935, Gray and Leary studied the effects of text 
complexity on comprehension (Gray and Leary 1935), and in 1963 Klare 
suggested that words and word frequencies are the most important criteria 
in measuring the readability of a given text (1963: 18-19). More recently, 
Nation (2001: 161-162) has pointed out that readability formulas mostly 
focus on what is easily measurable, i.e. word length and sentence length. 
Quoting Carrell (1987), he notes that other factors such as prior knowledge, 
motivation, rhetorical structure etc. are valuable for assessing text 
comprehensibility, i.e. readability, and could therefore successfully be 
included as readability assessment criteria (Nation 2001: 161). These 
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factors cannot easily be included into an algorithm as they are difficult to 
quantify, so most readability formulas are based on counts of syllables, 
words and sentences as illustrated below. 

Seven indices were used to assess the readability of the texts to be 
used in the translation experiment: the Automated Readability Index (ARI), 
the Flesch-Kincaid index, the Coleman-Liau index, the Gunning Fog index, 
the SMOG index, the Flesch Reading Ease Score index and LIX. The first 
five indices return the U.S. grade level that the reader must have completed 
in order to fully understand the text. The last two indices return numerical 
scores. Table 1 lists all seven indices and their individual formulas: 
 
Table 1. Reading index formulas (obtained from Editcentral.com1 and 

Bedreword.dk2) 
Index Formula 

ARI 4.71*characters/words+0.5*words/sentences-21.43 

Flesch-Kincaid 11.8*syllables/words+0.39*words/sentences-15.59 

Coleman-Liau 5.89*characters/words-0.3*sentences/(100*words)-15.8 

Gunning Fog 0.4*(words/sentences+100*((words >= 3 syllables)/words)) 

SMOG square root of (((words >= 3 syllables)/sentence)*30) + 3 

Flesch Reading Ease 206.835-84.6*syllables/words-1.015*words/sentences 

LIX words/sentences+100*(words >= 6 characters)/words 

 
Each of the seven formulas calculates the proposed complexity of text 
differently. In general, countable properties such as characters, syllables, 
words and/or sentences combined with one or more constants are used as a 
basis for calculating a text’s specific level of complexity. 

All five U.S. grade level indices mentioned above reveal a 
progression from text A through text B to text C. Text A is by far the least 
complex text: to successfully comprehend the text a reader would have to 
have completed 7.8 years of schooling. Text B is more complex than text 
A, requiring 12.5 years of schooling for successful comprehension. Finally, 

                                                 
1 Editcentral is a website that returns the complexity scores of a text which is entered 

into an online query box by the user. The website returns complexity scores for all 
indices listed under Table 1 except for LIX. 

2 Bedreword is a website from which add-in programs for Microsoft Word can be  
downloaded. The BedreWord/Lixberegning add-in program calculates complexity  
scores based on the LIX formula. 
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text C necessitates no less than 17.3 years of schooling in order to be 
comprehended successfully.3 
 

 
 
Figure 1. U.S. grade level indices scores  

 
It is interesting to observe the strikingly linear progression in the number of 
years of schooling required for successful comprehension of the texts by all 
scoring methods: on average, text B would require 60 percent more 
schooling than text A, and text C would require 122 percent more schooling 
than text A. However, the relative uniformity of results by the different 
scoring methods can be attributed to the fact that the calculations of all 
indices are based on many of the same countable properties. 

The Flesch Reading Ease Score index (FRES) (Editcentral.com) and 
LIX4 (Bedreword.dk) both return numerical scores. In the FRES index, 
higher scores (up to 100) indicate that the text is easier to read, while lower 
scores (as low as 0) indicate that the material is more difficult to read. As 
appears from Figure 2, here too there is a progressive increase in the 
relative complexity of the texts. Text A scores 79.8, text B 59.4, while the 
score for the most difficult text is 37.7. 
 

                                                 
3 7.8, 12.5, 17.3 years of schooling are average values for texts A, B and C, 

respectively, based on all five U.S. grade level indices. 
4 LIX is a Swedish abbreviation for läsbarhetsindex (i.e. readability index). 
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Figure 2. Flesch Reading Ease score 

 
Björnsson divides the LIX-scale into five categories of difficulty which he 
calls lix standards (Björnsson 1983): very easy texts (<25), easy texts (25-
35), average texts (35-45), difficult texts (45-55), very difficult texts (>55). 
In line with the six previously mentioned indices, the LIX-scale also 
suggests that there is a progressive increase in the relative complexity of 
the texts, as illustrated below: 
 

 
 
Figure 3. LIX score 

 
Text A would thus be labelled easy, text B would be labelled average or 
difficult while text C would be labelled very difficult. 
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These readability indices cannot give us conclusive evidence of how 
difficult a translator perceives a text to be or how much translation effort is 
needed to translate the text. The indices have been developed with text 
comprehension in mind. However, tentatively, one could hypothesise that 
the readability indices can also give us some idea of the amount of effort 
that will be invested in the production of a target text, assuming that text 
comprehension and text production (and memory) are inseparable parts of 
the translation process (Gile 1995: 162-169). If it can be shown to be 
possible to predict translation difficulty from source text readability and 
complexity, we would have a tool that could give us an estimate of the 
likely processing effort involved in the translation of a particular text. A 
pilot study will test this hypothesis. In summary, the seven readability 
indices described are all based on different methods of calculating the 
complexity of a given text. All use counts of words, syllables or characters 
to estimate the level of readability, but no two formulas are exactly alike. 
Nevertheless, despite the different methods of calculation, they all indicate 
that there is a progression in the levels of complexity of the three texts, and 
therefore, it is assumed, also in the level of difficulty as experienced by the 
reader/translator. Text A is expected to be perceived as the easiest text, 
while text C will be perceived as the most difficult text, with text B 
somewhere between texts A and C. 

3.1.1 Limitations of readability measurements 
Not surprisingly, there are limitations to the applicability of readability 
indices as assessment tools of complexity. Noam Chomsky’s famous 
nonsensical sentence Colorless green ideas sleep furiously (1957: 15), 
which was used to illustrate the need for structured models of grammar, 
would score lower by all seven readability indices (i.e. Chomsky’s sentence 
is less complex and therefore requires less cognitive effort in order to be 
understood) than the following newspaper headline: Protesters storm 
president’s compound; most readers would nonetheless find that 
interpretation of Chomsky’s sentence requires far more effort than the 
newspaper headline, which is not at all surprising, given that Chomsky’s 
sentence is meaningless. Readability indices reflect complexity scores that 
are based only on the countable properties discussed earlier, and both 
sentences are therefore automatically assumed to be equally grammatically 
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acceptable and meaningful. The indices do not distinguish between sense 
and nonsense, i.e. the semantic acceptability of a text is ignored. The 
example above therefore clearly illustrates that readability scores serve 
poorly as the sole indicator of text complexity in instances where language 
norms are violated. 

Readability indices are only sensitive to a text’s level of complexity 
based on its surface structure and they are therefore unable to interpret 
meaning-related properties of an expression, referred to below as the 
internal lexical properties of sentences or texts. To give an example, the 
words sesquipedalian5 and supercomputers are identical with respect to 
their numbers of syllables and characters, variables which are often applied 
when calculating readability. Most people would nevertheless experience 
far more difficulties with comprehending the first word than the second, 
which is related to the fact that far fewer people are familiar with it. The 
consideration of word frequency (word familiarity) and the density of non-
literal expressions is an attempt to compensate for the inability of 
readability indices to capture text complexity caused by infrequent, 
unfamiliar lexical items or by the occurrence of items requiring non-literal 
interpretation. Below, these additional indicators of text complexity are 
discussed in more detail. 

Another weakness of using readability as an instrument for 
measuring degrees of difficulty is the very nature of the tool. We saw that 
Editcentral returned scores for the number of years of schooling needed to 
understand the text without difficulty (Grades 1-12 corresponding to 6-18 
years of schooling), but the population group we are dealing with here 
consists of experienced translators who a have a university degree, and as 
such they are well beyond Grade 12. While the readability scores will be a 
good indicator of how successfully a schoolchild will cope with 
understanding a text, it can be assumed that very few of the words and 
sentences which pose problems to Grade 1-12 pupils will be at all difficult 
for a translator. In other words, it is perhaps not all that crucial whether one 
needs 7.8, 12.5 or 17.3 years of schooling to read a text with ease, since it 
can be argued that once reading of longer words and sentences has been 
mastered, it is no longer relevant to know how long it took to reach this 

                                                 
5 Merriam-Webster: sesquipedalian: (1) having many syllables; (2) given to or 

characterised by the use of long words. 
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stage. Unless it can be shown that the texts requiring longer schooling also 
result in more processing effort on the part of the translator, readability 
indices may turn out to be less useful than they first might appear. 

3.2 Word frequency 

One characteristic that was considered a potential indicator of the internal 
lexical levels of complexity of the three texts was word frequency. Word 
frequency is a powerful measurement tool for estimating the relative 
amount of effort that needs to be invested in the cognitive processing of a 
particular word. Based on the general assumption that the more frequently 
a word occurs in a language, the more likely it is to be known to the 
recipient (Read 2000: 160), we can hazard the suggestion that the more 
frequently a word occurs, the less cognitive effort is needed to process it, 
and conversely, that the less frequently a word occurs, the more cognitive 
effort is needed to process it. Figure 4 illustrates the distribution of the 
words that appear in the three texts into K1 and K2-K10 frequency bands. 
Words that belong to the K1 frequency band are most common (1-1000 
most frequent words), while words that belong to the K2-K10 frequency 
bands are less common (1001-10000 most frequent words) (Cobb 2008; 
Heatley & Nation 1994). Table 2 lists the less frequent words in the three 
texts, i.e. words that belong to the K2-K10 frequency bands. 
 

 
 
Figure 4. Word frequency scores of texts A, B, C 
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Table 2. K2-K10 words in texts A, B and C 
Text A Text B Text C 
Guilty, imprisoned, 
medicine, murder, nurse, 
patients, sentences, 
strangely, trial, victims, 
weak, burden, motive 

Ahead, alarming, analysts, 
below, climbed, cough, 
customers, fuel, nurses, 
professionals, racing, 
salary, struggles, suffered, 
warned, supermarkets, 
inflation, sector, 
escalating, insistence, soar, 
soaring, healthcare 

China, Chinese, criminal, 
embarrass, emphasizing, 
extensive, humanity, 
international, maintains, 
negative, oil, sought, 
suffering, wake, 
withdrawal, bulk, flaring, 
gesture, rattle, halt, 
ongoing, protest, 
Olympics, fallout, Sudan, 
Sudanese, atrocities 

 
Nearly 90 percent of all words that appear in text A belong to the K1 
frequency band while the remainder are less frequent. In text B the 
distribution is 82 percent K1 words and 18 percent K2-K10 words. In text 
C, only 72 percent of all words belong to the K1 frequency band, while 
more than a quarter of the words, viz. 28 per cent, belong to the K2-K10 
frequency bands.6 Assuming that a relationship between word frequency 
and processing effort exists, cf. Read (2000) above, text C would involve 
relatively more processing effort than text B, and text A would require least 
effort of all three texts. 

3.2.1 Limitations of word-frequency measurements 
Just as in the case of readability indices, word-frequency measurements 
also have their limitations. Although frequency of occurrence is often 
related to degree of familiarity with words, this is far from always the case. 
Whether a word is known or unknown will obviously vary from translator 
to translator. But just because a word is less frequent, it does not mean that 
it is necessarily difficult to understand or translate. Among the K2-K10 
words, we find below, China, Chinese, international, murder, to name but a 
few, none of which can be assumed to be particularly difficult to translate. 
Although the word murder in the sentence “Yesterday, he was found guilty 
of four counts of murder following a long trial” (Text A) belongs to the K2-
K10 frequency band and the word counts does not, it is probable that a 

                                                 
6 The frequency bands are based on the British National Corpus. 
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translator translating into Danish would have more difficulty translating the 
latter than the former. 

3.3 Non-literalness 

3.3.1 Idioms 
Another indicator that could mirror the internal lexical properties of a text 
is the occurrence of idioms. Idioms are conventionalised multi-word 
expressions that are often non-literal and indivisible (Fernando 1996: 30), 
which means that they rarely permit interpretation based on the idiom 
constituents alone and that they do not permit constituent variation. The 
meaning of this type of multi-word expression must be known to the hearer 
or reader as a whole in order for them to interpret it correctly (Jakobsen et 
al. 2007: 218-219). Research has shown that translating idioms is more 
time-consuming than translating non-idiom containing text (Jensen 2007: 
67; Jakobsen et al. 2007: 235). For example, the idiom kiss goodbye to 
(sth) lacks a counterpart similar in form in Danish, and must therefore be 
translated either into another idiom similar in meaning but lexically 
dissimilar, e.g. vinke farvel til (ngt),7 or by paraphrase, a process which 
requires increased time consumption. This increased time consumption is 
interpreted as indicating that more cognitive effort is involved in this type 
of translation. Further, the increase in the amount of time invested in idiom 
translation relates to the fact that the ‘default’ mode of interpretation is 
compositionally motivated; evidence suggests that sentences are first 
interpreted literally and then, when this strategy fails, non-literally (Gibbs 
1994 and Jensen 2007: 69). The non-compositional and non-literal nature 
of idioms may cause interpretation difficulties and increase the amount of 
cognitive effort needed for its translation. Such additional effort is believed 
to be one of the main contributors to the increase in time consumption 
associated with idiom translation. Another important contributor is believed 
to be translators’ (and interpreters’) difficulties in finding an appropriate 
and satisfactory rendering of the original idiom. Many translators spend 
vast amounts of time looking for a target-text idiom as a translation of the 
source-text idiom – even if none exists (Jensen 2007: 64). Conversely, 
translators sometimes resort to time-consuming cognate avoidance, fearing 

                                                 
7 Back-translation: wave goodbye to (something). 
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that direct transfer of the constituents that make up the idiom in language A 
into language B is erroneous (Jakobsen et al. 2007: 234). In line with the 
above observations, the presence of idioms in the experimental texts was 
considered an important contributing factor to establishing the level of 
complexity of a text. Like word frequency, idiom density, is taken to 
indicate the ease (or difficulty) with which particular lexical items in a text 
are expected to be processed.  

Figure 5 below summarises how many idioms there are in each of 
the three experimental texts, and Table 3 lists which idioms are present in 
each text. As appears, idiom density is highest in text C, which contains 
four idioms, while texts A and B contain one and two idioms, respectively. 
 

 
 
Figure 5. Idiom density of texts A, B, C 

 
Table 3. Idioms in texts A, B, C 
Text A Text B Text C 
Only the awareness of 
other hospital staff put a 
stop to him and to the 
killings  

Families have to cough up an 
extra £1,300 

Spielberg shows Beijing red 
card 

 Prices are racing ahead of 
salary increases 

Spielberg pulled out of the 
Olympics 

  His withdrawal comes in 
the wake of fighting 

  Khartoum bears the bulk of 
the responsibility 
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Figure 5 illustrates that there is a progression in the number of idioms in 
the texts indicating an increase in the levels of complexity. However, 
caution should be exercised when using idiom density as a measurement of 
text complexity because some idioms appear to be more challenging in 
terms of processing effort, viz. idioms that can be translated only by means 
of a paraphrase or by a target text idiom that is similar in meaning but 
different in form. Target language idioms that are similar in both meaning 
and form are in fact processed considerably faster than other idioms during 
the translation process (Jensen 2007: 67). For instance, “Families have to 
cough up an extra £1,300” (Text B) would be relatively easy to translate 
into Danish as there is a similar (though not quite identical idiom in this 
language (“hoste op med”). On the other hand, the sentence “Only the 
awareness of other hospital staff put a stop to him and to the killings” (Text 
A) would be a difficult task. Even though Danish has an idiom that is 
similar in form (“sætte en stopper for”), it is normally only used in 
connection with non-animate objects and the sentence would therefore 
require that the idiom was translated by a non-idiom (“standse” = “stop”). 
Since the translation of idioms is often by no means a straightforward 
matter, using idiom density as an indicator of text complexity and for 
predicting translation problems only provides a rough suggestion. 

3.3.2 Metonyms and metaphors  
Metonyms and metaphors can also give the experimenter an idea of the 
potential effort that will have to be invested in processing these two types 
of expressions. Unlike idioms, which are compositionally polymorphemic, 
metonyms and metaphors can be made up of just a single free morpheme. 
Similar to idioms, however, both types of expression are non-literal. 
Assuming that a relationship exists between non-literalness and processing 
effort, in line with the observations made in the idiom discussion above, 
both types of expressions are subject to relative increased cognitive effort 
spent on their comprehension and production. 

 



Kristian T.H. Jensen 74

 
Figure 6. Metonym and metaphor density of texts A, B, C 

 
The figure above shows that text A is by far the least complex text in terms 
of the metonym/metaphor density indicator. This is not surprising, since 
there are no metonyms or metaphors in this text. Text B contains six 
metaphors and one metonym, and text C contains five metaphors and six 
metonyms, totalling eleven occurrences of these types of expression. A 
progression supporting the patterns reflected by the other indicators 
described in this paper is clearly identifiable. As with idioms, metonym and 
metaphor density can only be said to be rough indicators of complexity. 
Table 4 below lists which metonyms and metaphors are present in each of 
the experimental texts. 
 
Table 4. Metaphors and metonyms in texts A, B, C8 
Text A Text B Text C 
(None) Hit with increase (mp) Beijing (mt) 
 Prices/bills soar (mp) Rattle the Chinese government (mp) 

Prices (…) have climbed (mp) China (mt) 
Cut interest rates (mp) Sudan (mt) 
Struggles to keep inflation … 
under control (mp) 

Fighting flaring up (mp) 

Escalating prices (mp) Has sought to halt (mp) 
Government (mt) Negative fallout (mp) 
 Close ties 

Close links 
Government (mt) 
Khartoum (mt) 

 
                                                 
8 Mp.: metaphor. Mt.: metonym. 
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Like our other indicators, metonym and metaphor density has to be treated 
with caution as possible indicators of translation difficulty. None of the five 
metonyms (i.e. Beijing, China, Sudan, Government, Khartoum) is difficult 
to translate. As far as the metaphors are concerned, the same reservations 
apply as in the case of idioms: some will be easy to transfer to the target 
language, others will require more cognitive effort. The amount of 
processing will vary from language to language. Again, further testing is 
needed.  

Summary of text complexity indicators 

As Table 5 illustrates, all indicators used in this paper point in the same 
direction: text A is the least complex text, text C is the most complex, and 
text B lies somewhere in between. Pursuing the idea that a relationship 
does in fact exist between text complexity and the perceived difficulty of a 
text, text A is the easiest text, text B is more difficult than text A, but less 
difficult than text C, which is the most difficult text of the three 
experimental texts. 

 
Table 5. Summary of text complexity indicators 

 
             Level of complexity 
 
Indicator 

Least In-
between 

Most

ARI Text A Text B Text C

Flesch-Kincaid Text A Text B Text C

Coleman-Liau Text A Text B Text C

Gunning Fog Text A Text B Text C

SMOG Text A Text B Text C

Flesch-Reading Ease Score Text A Text B Text C

LIX Text A Text B Text C

Word frequency Text A Text B Text C

Idiom density Text A Text B Text C

Metonymy & metaphor density Text A Text B Text C

 
The list of measurement tools that have been discussed in this paper as 
indicators of complexity in texts for translation and therefore as indicative 
of subjective (i.e. perceived) text difficulty is by no means exhaustive. 
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Other measurement tools could be used. For example, the introduction of 
false cognates into the texts could quite well prompt translators to resort to 
other and more time-consuming translation strategies, which could be 
interpreted intuitively as an indicator of increased complexity. Similarly, 
the ratio of passive to active verbs may also be considered indicative of a 
text’s level of complexity, since verbs are employed differently in different 
languages.  

4. Applicability of the indicators  

The question remains: how useful is this approach for indicating an 
individual text’s level of difficulty based on the text complexity indicators 
discussed so far? It would be bold and naïve to claim that these indicators 
can be used straightforwardly to predict the exact amount of cognitive 
effort that is needed to translate one specific text by every translator in the 
world. There are too many uncontrollable variables, too many different 
texts, and too many minds to devise an instrument that will reveal text 
complexity and text difficulty correlations within a single text reliably. But 
the set of indicators prove to be useful when comparing the relative 
difference in the levels of complexity of two or more texts. If one employs 
several indicators that all point in the same direction, it is reasonable to 
assume that they can be used as a reliable measure. In the present 
experiment three different indicators are used, all leading to the same 
result, namely that text A is less complex than text B and that text C is more 
complex than text B. It would therefore appear that they constitute a 
powerful instrument for assessing relative differences in levels of 
complexity and, presumably, also differences in relative text difficulty. We 
cannot, however, escape the fact that text complexity measurements at this 
stage can only give us a rough indication of how difficult a text will be 
perceived by the translator. The hypothetical relationship between the 
objective notion of text complexity and the subjective notion of text 
difficulty will require further research and more testing. 
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5. Conclusions 

The potential indicators of complexity in texts for translation, which 
consisted of seven readability indices, calculations of word frequency and 
calculations of the number of idioms and the number of metaphors and 
metonyms in the texts, were applied to the three texts, and every indicator 
pointed in the same general direction. The three types of indicators all 
conclude that there is a difference between the levels of complexity of the 
three texts. What is more, the three general indicators show uniformly that 
text A is the least complex text, text C is the most complex text while text B 
is in between texts A and C in terms of relative complexity. 

The set of tools selected to serve as a basis for comparing the relative 
difficulty between the experimental texts could be expanded. Both 
qualitative and other quantitative tools could have been added to the list of 
potential indicators. 

As we have repeatedly noted, a text’s level of difficulty and level of 
complexity cannot be assumed to be synonymous, but it is argued that we 
can go some way towards predicting the probable degree of difficulty of a 
text by employing a battery of objective measures. The extent to which the 
two concepts overlap will obviously require further testing. Questions to be 
examined include: (1) Can readability indices, which – it should be 
remembered – have been developed for pupils in Grades 1-12, reveal 
anything about the degree of difficulty a translator will experience in 
translating a text? More specifically, does a text such as Text A, which 
requires 7.8 years of schooling, involve less processing effort than Text C, 
which requires 17.3 years of schooling? Or is the difference evened out by 
the time one has obtained a university degree?, (2) Do readability indices 
merely predict ease of comprehension or do they, implicitly, also reveal 
anything about ease of translation?, (3) To what extent is word frequency 
comparable to word familiarity?, (4) Are idioms and metaphors/metonyms 
on the whole more difficult to translate than non-literal expressions? There 
are various ways of investigating the issues above. The following 
procedures could be carried out. One could:  

 look at the amount of time needed to complete the translation. If, for 
instance, it takes longer to complete Text C (which on the basis of 
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the objective measures above was found to be the most complex of 
the three passages) than Texts A and B, this would show that it was 
also experienced as being more difficult. 

 establish the number and length of writing pauses in connection with 
the objectively complex segments as compared with less complex 
segments; 

 conduct retrospective interviews in which translators are asked about 
the segments they experienced as difficult; 

 assess the quality of the translation; if solutions are less adequate for 
complex units, one can assume they were experienced as more 
difficult; 

 investigate the degree of automaticity; if more different solutions are 
considered in the case of units that are objectively complex before a 
final decision is made, this would indicate that the translator finds 
the segment more difficult. 
 

If a large number of translators exhibit the same patterns with respect to the 
above parameters, it should be possible to assess the value and validity of 
the objective measures described in this paper, and there should 
consequently be a sound basis for concluding that the difficulty of texts can 
be assessed using objective indices. 
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Appendix 

(Text A) Killer nurse receives four life sentences 
Source: The Independent (4 March 2008) 
 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 

Hospital nurse Colin Norris was imprisoned for life today for the killing of 
four of his patients. 32 year old Norris from Glasgow killed the four women 
in 2002 by giving them large amounts of sleeping medicine. Yesterday, he 
was found guilty of four counts of murder following a long trial. He was 
given four life sentences, one for each of the killings. He will have to serve 
at least 30 years. Police officer Chris Gregg said that Norris had been acting 
strangely around the hospital. Only the awareness of other hospital staff put 
a stop to him and to the killings. The police have learned that the motive for 
the killings was that Norris disliked working with old people. All of his 
victims were old weak women with heart problems. All of them could be 
considered a burden to hospital staff. 

 

Number of characters with spaces: 837 
Length of headline in characters with spaces: 41 
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(Text B) Families hit with increase in cost of living 
Source: The Times on 12 February 2008 
 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 

British families have to cough up an extra £1,300 a year as food and fuel 
prices soar at their fastest rate in 17 years. Prices in supermarkets have 
climbed at an alarming rate over the past year. Analysts have warned that 
prices will increase further still, making it hard for the Bank of England to 
cut interest rates as it struggles to keep inflation and the economy under 
control. To make matters worse, escalating prices are racing ahead of salary 
increases, especially those of nurses and other healthcare professionals, who 
have suffered from the government’s insistence that those in the public 
sector have to receive below-inflation salary increases. In addition to fuel 
and food, electricity bills are also soaring. Five out of the six largest 
suppliers have increased their customers' bills. 

 

Number of characters with spaces: 846 
Length of headline in characters with spaces: 44 
 
 
(Text C) Spielberg shows Beijing red card over Darfur 
Source: The Daily Telegraph on 13 February 2008 
 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 

In a gesture sure to rattle the Chinese Government, Steven Spielberg pulled 
out of the Beijing Olympics to protest against China’s backing for Sudan’s 
policy in Darfur. His withdrawal comes in the wake of fighting flaring up 
again in Darfur and is set to embarrass China, which has sought to halt the 
negative fallout from having close ties to the Sudanese government. China, 
which has extensive investments in the Sudanese oil industry, maintains 
close links with the Government, which includes one minister charged with 
crimes against humanity by the International Criminal Court in The Hague. 
Although emphasizing that Khartoum bears the bulk of the responsibility for 
these ongoing atrocities, Spielberg maintains that the international 
community, and particularly China, should do more to end the suffering. 

 

Number of characters with spaces: 856 
Length of headline in characters with spaces: 44 


