
 
Product names can be a minefield in foreign mar-
kets and car manufacturers in particular often come 
a cropper. Honda had to hastily rename its ‘Fitta’ 
model the ‘Honda Jazz’ for the Scandinavian mar-
ket after discovering that fitta is a colloquial term 
for a woman’s nether regions in 3 Nordic lan-
guages. Ford also thought the better of Pinto rather 
quickly in Brazil when it transpired that it’s Brazil-
ian slang for “small genitals”. Not quite the right 
image for a macho South American driver! 
On opening its first Canadian store, Swedish furni-
ture giant Ikea gaffed with a banner proclaiming 
“Prick by the meter” (‘Prick’ being a polka-dot fab-
ric – Ikea subsequently created a database of all its 
product names vetted by linguists). 
Unsurprisingly Clairol’s ‘Mist Stick’ curling tongs 
flopped on the German-speaking market, where 
Mist means manure. ‘Puffs’ tissues also ran into 
problems there as Puff is German slang for a 
brothel. Less amusingly, sports supplier Umbro re-
cently attracted a lot of negative publicity for un-
wittingly naming a running shoe ‘Zyklon’, the name 
of the gas used in Nazi extermination camps. 
Seemingly innocuous brand names in English can 
prove treacherous when pronounced as they would 
be in the local lingo. When Procter & Gamble in-
troduced ‘Vicks’ cough drops in Germany, they 
overlooked the fact that Germans pronounce ‘v’ 
like the English ‘f’ so their brand name sounds like 
a well-known rude word denoting sexual inter-
course. P&G were presumably also unaware that 
“wash” sounds like the Russian word vosh for louse 
when they launched ‘Wash and Go’ shampoo in 
Russia. 
Still in Russia, phonetically the name of the alcopop 
‘Hooch’ resembles an obscenity, while ‘Blue Wa-
ter’ mineral water is unlikely to be popular with 
Ukrainians, since it sounds like their word bluvota, 
meaning ‘vomit’. 
Numerous foreign product names bombed in Eng-
lish-speaking markets too: Perrier’s ‘Pschitt’ brand 
of lemonade, Portuguese ‘Atum Bom’ tuna, Scan-
dinavian shaving cream ‘Barberskum’, ‘Poo’ curry 
powder from Argentina, and French cereal ‘Crapsy 
Fruit’, to name but a few. 
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Companies with international ambitions 
but small budgets are often tempted to cut 
corners and use cheap PC translation 
packages or free Internet services such as 
Babelfish. While these may just about 
have their uses for getting the gist of a 
foreign text, they should never be used for 
translating sales material out of English. 
What would your customers make of 
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��? Or, from a French pest 
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 ��� Which are you indeed! 
Computer-translated mailshots always 
produce such complete gobbledygook that 
few readers will make it past the first 
sentence, e.g. �� �����
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And what, pray, is this firm offering??? – 
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���? Zero translation 
costs, certainly. But at what cost to their 
business? 
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Translations provided by non-native speakers 
are often titter-inducing. For who has never 
laughed at (and been irritated by) the ropey 
English that tends to accompany products 
from the Far East in particular? Some, such as 
these instructions for a shaver, are positively 
poetic: ��� 
�����������'
��������(����������

���
����

���)**��+�
���

��� 
���������������%�
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������������������������
 ���. 
Badly worded instructions can also be open to 
misinterpretation, for example the Greek de-
odorant stick which invites users to �,
���
��
�
��
� �, or at worst downright dangerous. A 
safety(!) notice on a Russian cruise liner read 
�- ������������������������ �����������
���� ����
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Try figuring that one out when the ship is 
sinking! 
The travel and tourism industry are highly 
visible offenders, with no shortage of menu 
gems such as ���� ��������������
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such as the one requesting guests ��
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��. And who could re-
sist sandwiches ��
���
����������
��3
�� ���
���������������
�

�������������? 
On the business front, a mailshot with the likes 
of �� ����
�4���������������������
������ ���
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defeating. The writer closes with �- 
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���. Hope on … 
Very amusing, yes. But good for business? 
Hardly. So make sure your foreign language 
texts aren’t equally as bizarre! 
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