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DEVELOPING A LOW-COST TECHNIQUE 
FOR PARALLEL CROSS-CULTURAL 

INSTRUMENT DEVELOPMENT: 
The Question Appraisal System (QAS-04) 

ELIZABETH DEAN, RACHEL CASPAR, GEORGINA MCAVINCHEY, 
LETICIA REED & ROSANNA QUIROZ 

any approaches are used to prepare instruments for multicultural administration, 
depending on the scope, schedule and budget of the study. Sequential questionnaire 

development, the most common approach to developing cross-cultural instruments, is also 
the most affordable. Designers formulate and pretest an instrument in the source language, 
then translate it into the target language(s) using culture-specific tailoring. In contrast, 
parallel development incorporates target cultures throughout the design and pretesting 
process. The disadvantages to parallel development are that it is expensive, time-
consuming, and subject to version control problems. The Question Appraisal System 
(QAS) is a coding tool for pretesting instruments (Willis & Lessler, 1999). The QAS is 
supported by an item taxonomy of the cognitive demands of a question and documents the 
features that may lead to response error. Results of the appraisal are used to revise ques-
tion wording, response wording, questionnaire format, and question ordering. This paper 
describes research conducted to update the QAS to identify problems due to cross-cultural 
and cross-linguistic application of questions.  

1 Introduction 
Globalization tendencies and demographic shifts demand understanding between cultures as 
well as the technical ability to communicate effectively in multiple languages (Cronin, 
2003). The need for understanding other cultures and languages is such that institutions of 
higher education now require diversity training in most fields of study. Within the United 
States, demographic changes in minority populations have brought about cultural diver-
sity that is often accompanied by linguistic gaps. Latin America and Asia are the points of 

M
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origin for over 75 percent of the foreign born U.S. population, and meeting linguistic 
demands is a challenge for health and social service agencies, educators, policy planners 
and researchers. As the needs for information from diverse populations rise, survey re-
search is charged with finding ways to bridge linguistic and cultural gaps and ensuring 
accurate representation in research studies (Flores et al., 2002; Li et al., 2001).  

A compelling need for sound methodological practices in instrument translation and adap-
tation has been present in survey research for over half a century. Early studies on cross-
cultural congruence revealed that wording and translation were considered ‘the weakest 
link’ in the process of attaining comparable tools for research purposes (Kumata & 
Schramm, 1956). During the late 1960s and early 1970s, multinational survey projects 
appeared, and most cross-cultural researchers dealing with human behaviour favoured 
investigations across the globe. Benefits derived from cross-cultural research, such as 
increasing the range of analytic variables and increasing sensitivity to context, would have 
been impossible to attain in mono-cultural research (Brislin, 1993). The needs of cross-
cultural survey research, coupled with the desire to reap its benefits, have pushed the field 
towards establishing sound practices in instrument adaptation and translation. 

In the U.S., standard practices for conducting Spanish interviews have evolved along with 
our understanding of cross-cultural methodology. Attending to cultural and linguistic 
differences among populations when developing a new instrument is costly and time 
consuming, therefore, using existing questionnaires of mono-cultural context is the most 
frequently used approach in questionnaire development. Although relatively inexpensive, 
the use of an existing instrument often fails to address semantic, conceptual and normative 
equivalence. Neglecting to address the comparability of questions can decrease the valid-
ity and reliability of measures. Finding sound but inexpensive methods of addressing 
cultural and linguistic issues during instrument design is a goal that survey research has 
not yet met. The many approaches developed so far require trade offs between cost (both 
in terms of money and time) and instrument quality.  

A possible solution to incorporating language awareness into the developing stage of an 
instrument at a relatively small cost is to address potential linguistic and cultural issues in 
the pre-testing stage. The Question Appraisal System, or QAS-99, (Willis & Lessler, 1999), 
a coding system for identifying question characteristics likely to result in response errors, 
is capable of accommodating steps that assess potential language and cross-cultural prob-
lems. This research examines a variety of problems that cross-cultural survey designers 
have encountered throughout the years and proposes an enhanced version of the QAS-99, 
the QAS-04, as a practical and relatively inexpensive way to improve methodological 
practices in the cross-cultural research field. 
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2 Theoretical Framework 
To fully understand the implications of developing survey instruments for translation and 
application across multiple cultures, it is important to place these activities in the wider 
context of communication between cultures. Too often, survey researchers develop meas-
ures without understanding how behaviours are understood differently across cultures. To 
understand the context of a survey response, researchers must know how concepts, values, 
and linguistic constructions vary across languages and cultures. Furthermore, researchers 
must understand how cultures vary simply in their demographic characteristics. This 
section provides a brief summary of these cross-cultural variations.  

2.1 Understanding the link between culture and response 
A hypothesis or research question often originates within a specific cultural context. What 
may be an important question in one culture may not be important or even relevant to 
people of a different culture. Only when the population studied understands, is able, and is 
willing to answer a question should other methodological issues be addressed (Fowler, 1995; 
Peterson, 2000). In adapting an instrument, researchers must aim to establish comparabil-
ity of concepts, norms and semantics, none of which can be achieved without understand-
ing the culture of the respondents.  

Concept comparability. Brislin (1993) notes that understanding behaviour within context 
can provide insights on responses that otherwise might be attributed to the wrong cause. 
To establish a common understanding of concepts when studying different cultures, re-
searchers have called the culture-common and culture-specific perspectives ‘emic’ and 
‘etic’. The emic perspective involves the evaluation of a studied phenomenon from within 
the culture and its context and it aims to understand its significance and its interrelations 
with cultural elements. The etic perspective, in contrast, involves the evaluation of phe-
nomena from outside the culture, aiming to identify and compare similar phenomena 
across different cultures (Berry, 1969; Brislin, 1993).  

Failing to become acquainted with emics of populations being targeted in survey research 
can lead to misattribution of response. For example, items designed to gather demo-
graphic information often fail to acknowledge emic differences in populations. Asking for 
the age of a participant may appear to be a straightforward and simple question that any-
one could answer, but this is not always the case. In some cultures date of birth is not 
considered a relevant piece of information, and the approximate age of a child is more 
often calculated by references to agricultural times of the year or other events. Educational 
attainment, income, employment and marital status are all demographic questions for 
which special awareness of within-culture perspectives are needed (Braun & Mohler, 2003). 
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Before addressing the particulars of best practices in translating an instrument, it is neces-
sary to determine whether concept equivalence exists. It is possible that concepts that are 
emic – that is, unique to the source culture – render the line of research invalid in another 
culture. A study conducted in New Zealand using the SF-36, a widely used instrument that 
measures health related quality of life, found that emic views of health among a Maori 
sample did not discriminate between physical and mental health even though the items 
were written to differentiate between the two concepts (Scott et al., 1999). 

Normative Comparability. Rules about disclosure of information between in-groups vary 
greatly. What can be said about particular subjects can be greatly influenced by what is 
perceived to be appropriate within an in-group. Religious preferences, political views and 
information related to personal matters are usually topics for which willingness to respond 
varies by culture. When interviewers and respondents share the same ethnicity, the will-
ingness of the respondents to disclose, and hence the validity and the reliability of the data 
provided, increases (Marin & Marin, 1991).  

Semantic Comparability. Semantic equivalence is related to the degree to which terms in 
the translation connote the same meaning in translation as in the source language. Achiev-
ing semantic comparability in questionnaire translation has been considered by some to be 
the most difficult step in the translation and adaptation of questionnaires. And, perhaps the 
greatest challenge to functionally equivalent questionnaires is the lack of equivalent 
markers or terms for words or concepts that do not exist in the target language or culture.  

Research describing troublesome areas in test or questionnaire translations often focuses 
on this type of comparability issue (Arias et al., 1999; Lange, 2002). In the U.S., for ex-
ample, the foster system trains and pays parents to care for children on a temporary basis. 
Collecting information about foster children is quite challenging for cultural, linguistic, 
and semantic reasons, however, as the term ‘foster child’ has no comparable translation in 
many other countries.  

Trying to keep language simple has been long been advocated in writing survey questions 
(Peterson, 2000) but due to the absence of equivalent terms simplicity does not always 
equate to brevity. Terms that need to be translated often have either a more specific or a 
broader meaning in the target language. As a result, additional information needs to be 
presented. For example, the word ‘youth’ in English is often translated as ‘niño (child)’ in 
Spanish. However, the word ‘niño’ denotes someone twelve years old or younger, and is 
therefore not the optimal choice. To arrive at the closest meaning to the word it is neces-
sary to use the equivalent of ‘young person’ and specify a range of ages included within 
the term. Doing this requires either adding more items to the instrument (Smith, 2003) or 
more words to an item.  
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In cross-cultural research, translating a word to its precise meaning is further complicated 
by regional variations in the particular language. Marin and Marin (1991) suggest that to 
avoid offending any given subgroup within a culture the standard or most neutral version 
of the language should be used. If regional variations are needed to accommodate a sub-
group, both the standard term and the specific variation should be presented.  

2.2 The impact of demographic variation across cultures 
Educational level is often overlooked when designing cross-cultural questionnaires. U.S. 
literacy data reveal that a large number of adults can only read at elementary levels 
(Weech-Maldonado et al., 1999), with recent immigrants from Guatemala and El Salvador 
reporting less than a secondary education. 

Flores et al. (2002) report that translations are written ‘at an inappropriately high reading 
level for the target populations’ and suggest that research instruments be validated by 
Spanish speaking families with ‘poor and low-literacy populations’. In addition, when 
addressing different generations within one-culture, accommodations should to be made 
to meet their particular needs. During the 2000 Census, Chinese translations used tradi-
tional Chinese. Pan (2003) reported that during that census younger generations of immi-
grants were not able to read the traditional Chinese characters, reducing the pool of par-
ticipants in this event. 

Although the relationship between literacy levels and the ability to follow skip patterns in 
cross-cultural research has not been studied, familiarity with questionnaires is likely to 
influence the ability to follow instructions and respond to items. Forms literacy is an 
important element to consider when constructing a questionnaire. Navigating through an 
instrument presents a challenge to many foreign born respondents. Lack of exposure to 
ordinal scales and to multiple choice answers may require training for the participant 
(Lange, 2002).  

2.3 Approaches to translation and cultural adaptation of instruments 
The last twenty years have seen great changes in the methodology of instrument adapta-
tion. There are many approaches to translation and cultural adaptation of research instru-
ments. Popular criteria for evaluating translation techniques include the level of compara-
bility achieved when translating an instrument and the cost involved in the task. Besides 
these criteria, research has focused on the number of individuals involved in completing a 
particular translation task or on the steps that should be taken to ensure the translation 
work is done accurately. The most frequently used techniques are:  
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• Simple direct translation, the translation of a document by a single individual from its 
original version to another language, is the easiest and cheapest method used. The 
most obvious drawback of this approach is that it does not offer ways to verify that 
the translation is true to the original and that different aspects of the language used are 
the most appropriate. 

• Translation with back translation is a technique that requires at least two individuals. 
In this method, a bilingual individual translates the instrument from the original or 
source language to the target language. A second individual, without knowledge of 
the contents of the original document, translates the document back to the source lan-
guage. The original and back translations are compared and differences between the 
documents are addressed. The translation/back translation approach allows the re-
searcher to better assess that the translation is true to the original. The cost of this 
method rises considerably due to multiple steps and time needed for the process to be 
finalized.  

• Translation by committee requires a group of individuals to arrive at a consensus 
about the best translation of an instrument after a series of steps.  

Harkness (2001) provides an original framework for understanding instrument translation 
procedures. Within this conceptual framework, existing instruments are either adopted or 
adapted. Adopting involves directly translating the existing instrument into the target 
language with little attention to culture. Adapting requires reviewing an existing question-
naire for cross-cultural appropriateness in the target language, adjusting the source lan-
guage as necessary, then translating the questionnaire into the target language.  

Translators can employ sequential, parallel or simultaneous development of a new survey 
instrument. Sequential development refers to instrument development procedures in 
which the instrument is designed and pretested in the source language only. Once the 
instrument is finalized or ‘locked’, it is translated. Thus, the sequential development 
process does not take into account cultural or linguistic issues until after the finalized 
source language instrument is translated. Sequential development is comparable to adopt-
ing an existing instrument. The approach is efficient, but minimizes attention to cross-
cultural issues. The parallel development process incorporates input from all target cul-
tures during instrument development. An instrument is designed and pretested in the 
source language with a multicultural team. As with sequential development, the instru-
ment is locked prior to translation. The most culturally adaptive method of developing an 
instrument is the simultaneous approach. Survey designers using simultaneous instrument 
development seek to create more than one version of an instrument using decentring, a 
process in which cultural appropriateness is given equal importance in all languages. The 



Dean et al.: Developing a Low-Cost Technique ...  

 

37

instrument is designed and pretested simultaneously in multiple languages (Harkness, 2001). 
This process offers tremendous benefits for developing valid questions that are appropriate 
within multiple cultures. However, it tends to be expensive and time consuming, and it may 
produce ambiguous questions. The need arises for a lower cost methodology to simultane-
ously develop new questionnaires and to adapt, rather than adopt, existing instruments.  

3 Question Appraisal Systems 
As the use of cognitive pretesting and evaluation methods became a matter of course for 
questionnaire development in the 1980s and 1990s, the need arose for low-cost methods 
to assess the cognitive characteristics of questions that might lead to response error. 
Methods such as cognitive interviewing, behaviour coding, interview observation, and 
embedded question wording experiments were invaluable, but were at times found to be 
expensive and time-consuming. Question appraisal methods were designed to meet the 
demand for a more cost-effective way to systematically assess cognitive problems with 
instruments. 

A questionnaire coding system developed by Lessler and Forsyth (1996) was designed 
based on Tourangeau’s model of the question response process. The four cognitive proc-
esses in Tourangeau’s model are comprehension, memory retrieval, judgment, and re-
sponse selection (1984). Lessler and Forsyth found that, compared to other pretesting 
methods, their coding system was less expensive to implement and identified similar 
problems. Forsyth and Hubbard (1992) had previously had similar findings when they 
validated a questionnaire appraisal system by using cognitive think-aloud interviews. In 
1999, Willis and Lessler developed the QAS-99, a tool based on previous questionnaire 
appraisal systems. The QAS-99 was an effort to ‘assist questionnaire designers in evaluat-
ing survey questions, and in finding and fixing problems, before questions “go into the 
field”,’ (1999). The QAS-99 differed from Lessler and Forsyth’s system in that it had 
significantly fewer codes as a means to decrease the difficulty of the coding activity and 
improve inter-coder reliability. The QAS-99 was designed not to replace other interactive 
cognitive methods, but to provide questionnaire reviewers and developers a tool for sys-
tematically reviewing and improving survey instruments.  

The QAS-99 is comprised of seven steps by which a user evaluates each item in a question-
naire. Each step maps to a specific stage in Tourangeau’s question-response model (1984). 
The seven steps and their associated question-response stages are displayed in Table 1. 



 ZUMA-Nachrichten Spezial Band 11, Cross-National Research 

 

38

Table 1 Steps in the Question Appraisal System (QAS-99) 

QAS Coding Step Stage in Tourangeau’s 
Question-Response Process 

Reading:  Determine if it is difficult for the interviewers to 
read the question uniformly to all respondents. 

Occurs prior to question-response 
process 

Instructions:  Look for problems with any introductions, instruc-
tions, or explanations from the respondent’s point of view. Comprehension 

Clarity:  Identify problems related to communicating the 
intent or meaning of the question to the respondent. Comprehension 

Assumptions:  Determine if there are problems with assump-
tions made or the underlying logic. Comprehension 

Knowledge/Memory:  Check whether respondents are likely to 
not know or have trouble remembering information. Memory/Retrieval 

Sensitivity/Bias:  Assess questions for sensitive nature or 
wording, and for bias. Judgment 

Response Categories:  Assess the adequacy of the range of 
responses to be recorded. Response Selection 

Source: Tourangeau, 1984 

An additional eighth step provides an ‘other’ category for problems that cannot be assigned 
to one of the previous seven steps (Willis & Lessler, 1999).  

4 Expanding the QAS-99 
As the volume of multilingual surveys has increased over the past several years, survey 
designers have recognised the advantages of working more closely with translators 
throughout the questionnaire development process. A best practice used by the authors of 
this research involves collaborating with translation experts as early as possible in the 
instrument development process. Recognizing that establishing cross-cultural and multi-
lingual validity is vital to reducing survey response error, a natural next step was to ex-
pand the QAS-99. The system was revised to include codes to allow for a systematic 
evaluation of a questionnaire for problems that might emerge in translation and cross-
cultural application.  

Prior to expanding the QAS-99, common best practices synthesised recommendations 
from previous research (Brislin, 1993; Maxwell, 1996) to develop a series of practical 
guidelines to establish item and concept equivalence across languages. These guidelines 
are provided in Table 2 and Table 3. These practical guidelines form the basis of the new 
steps added to the QAS-99.  
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Table 2 Practical Guidelines for Developing Cross-Cultural Surveys 

Use reference periods that are culturally relevant  

Avoid making assumptions about knowledge that may only be applicable in the source culture  
(e.g. religion, sports, holidays, other customs) 

Be aware that name formats vary 

Avoid using pictorial information that may not be fitting to the population studied  

Use seasonal and holiday references that are part of the targeted culture 
 

Table 3 Practical Guidelines for Developing Questionnaires for Translation 

Avoid using double negatives  

Using short sentences of less than sixteen words 

Employ active rather than passive voice 

Repeat nouns instead of replacing them with pronouns 

Avoid metaphor and colloquialism 

Avoid adverbs and prepositions telling where or when 

Avoid possessive forms if possible 

Avoid sentences using the same verbs if the verbs are used to mean different actions 

Establish measurement and weight equivalences for cultures using metric systems 

Use nouns common to the culture 

Be specific when using the word “you” 

Remember gender specific references might create a need for longer sentence structures 
 
Two new QAS steps incorporate criteria for evaluating questions for multilingual and 
cross-cultural administration: 

• Cross-cultural: Assess questions for problems in the response process that may 
emerge when the instrument is applied to varied cultures. 

• Translation: Identify areas that can be clarified for a more accurate translated instrument. 

In addition, a step for cross-question problems was included (displayed in the Appendix). 
Step 8, Cross-Cultural Considerations, consists of seven codes. These are displayed in 
Table 4. Most of these seven codes address concept equivalence. Reference Periods (8a), 
Knowledge (8b), Measuring Units (8c), Assumptions (8d) and Response categories (8e) 
highlight concepts that tend to vary across cultures. For example, Assumptions (8d), can 
be used to identify emic population differences that may affect questions about religious 
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practices (such as in predominantly Christian or Muslim countries) or sports (such as 
European football versus U.S. football). Additionally, Name Format (8f) and Politeness 
(8g) address normative equivalence, such as the appropriate way to identify individuals 
and the perceptions of polite conversation within a culture.  

Table 4 Cross-Cultural Codes 

ID Proposed Code Definition 
8a Reference Periods The use of seasons as a reference period might be ambiguous 

or uncommon. Consider converting into months. Date formats 
vary. Consider using words for the month to avoid misunder-
standings (e.g., 15 April 2004 vs April 15, 2004). 

8b Knowledge Knowledge may not exist. Respondent is unlikely to know the 
answer to a factual question because he/she not familiar with 
the source culture. A culture-specific example is health insur-
ance in the US for respondents who originate from countries 
with nationalized health insurance. 

8c Measuring Units Consider reporting measuring units in both the English system 
and the metric system.  

8d Assumptions Consider revising culturally inappropriate assumptions, includ-
ing statements related to: sports, drugs, foods, drinks, activi-
ties, meal time, music, family ties, holidays, religion, books, 
magazines, school system, health system, and history. 

8e Response Categories There is no equivalent concept or rating scale in foreign lan-
guage. Avoid rating scales with more than 5 categories. 

8f Name Format Response categories lack a space for other types of names. For 
example, Spanish speakers use paternal last name as well as 
maternal last name. Consider other naming conventions. 

8g Politeness Courtesy and politeness can differ between cultures. Consider 
adding a ‘Please’ before commands like, ‘Do not include …,’ 
‘Mark every …’, ‘List all …’ Consider using ‘could’ instead of 
‘should’ if possible. Some commands or instructions might be 
perceived as rude, and respondents could change their attitude 
towards participating. 

 
In contrast, Step 9, Potential Translation Problems, is focused more on semantic equiva-
lence. Table 5 displays the codes featured in Step 9. Step 9 features codes that help ensure 
that the words used in translation have the same or similar meaning as in the source lan-
guage. Therefore, Idioms (9b) are identified as problematic because they tend to lack 
equivalent meaning in translation. Likewise, vague quantifiers such as Time Adverbs (9e) 
should be specified with time periods as much as possible to clarify meaning.  
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Table 5 Translation Codes 

ID Proposed Code Definition 
9a Double Negatives This type of construction is hard to translate and can easily 

cause misunderstandings in other languages. 
9b Idioms Many idioms do not have an equivalent across languages. 
9c Acronyms The acronyms have no meaning in other languages. Consider 

providing an explanation with the acronym. 
9f Term ‘You’ is not 

Defined 
Need to define the word ‘You’ (i.e., plural, singular, feminine, 
masculine, formal, informal). 

9h Time Adverbs Need to avoid adverbs in the use of time: recently, lately, 
usually. Time references might be understood somewhat 
differently between languages. Consider specifying time frame. 

9j No Equivalent Term or 
Concept 

Consider including an additional explanation. 

9m Adjectives Modifying 
Other Adjectives 

Using adjectives to modify other adjectives, (e.g. ‘house warm-
ing party’, which must be literally translated from English to 
Spanish as ‘A party in celebration of the purchase of a home in 
which guests take presents for the new home owner’) is an 
uncommon grammatical usage in languages other than English. 
Consider paraphrasing and clearly define each term. 

9n References Applicable 
only to English 

Toll free numbers, Web sites, contact information, books and 
other references are only available in the source language. 
Consider verifying which services or references are available in 
the target language. Also consider using numbers instead of 
letters on phone numbers. 

 
These two new QAS categories provide survey designers with a tool for facilitating multi-
cultural instrument development within the source language prior to translation. The 
QAS-04 uses conceptual, normative, and semantic understanding of the target language to 
broaden an instrument’s applicability. Moreover, the relatively low costs associated with 
applying the QAS meet the need for an affordable way to conduct parallel development of 
a survey for translation.  

5 Directions for Future Research 
The QAS-04 provides a valuable tool for incorporating parallel question development into 
the source language questionnaire development and pretesting process. At minimum, it 
provides monolingual questionnaire developers with a tool by which they can anticipate 
question problems that may only show up in cross-cultural administration or translation. It 
provides a mechanism for bringing translation staff into the questionnaire design process 
at an earlier stage. The QAS-04 should be evaluated in a test application with an existing 
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questionnaire. It may be useful to compare the results of a test application to actual ques-
tionnaire data and interviewer experiences. Such a comparison would provide information 
on whether the QAS identifies the same problems interviewers and respondents experi-
ence in the field. The QAS-04 should also be assessed for internal consistency and reli-
ability of the coding scheme, in order to assess the feasibility of using the codes.  

In addition, the QAS-04 should be validated with reliability testing between monolingual 
and bilingual coders. At this time it is unclear whether monolingual coders and bilingual 
coders are equally capable of implementing the QAS-04. Moreover, the QAS-04 should 
be comparatively applied to questionnaires in the target languages as well as in English. 
Comparing the results could be a mechanism for validating translations as well as assess-
ing the effectiveness of the tool itself.  

Ultimately, the tool will be validated by its usefulness in developing cross-cultural and 
multilingual questionnaires. Only repeated use can determine whether it makes the survey 
development process easier or more efficient. It is our hope that the QAS-04 will provide 
the survey research community with a technique for systematically incorporating parallel 
questionnaire development into surveys that must be fielded in multiple languages and/or 
multiple cultures. 
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Appendix: Questionnaire Appraisal System (QAS-2004) 
 
► STEP 1 – READING:  Determine if it is difficult for the interviewers to read the question 

uniformly to all respondents or if the reading level is appropriate.  
1a. WHAT TO READ:  Interviewer may have difficulty determining what parts of the 

question should be read. 
1b. MISSING INFORMATION: Information the interviewer needs to administer the 

question is not contained in the question. 
1c. HOW TO READ:  Question is not fully scripted and therefore difficult to read. 

► STEP 2 – INSTRUCTIONS: Look for problems with any introductions, instructions, or 
explanations from the respondent’s point of view.      

2a. CONFLICTING OR INACCURATE INSTRUCTIONS, introductions, or expla-
nations. 

2b. COMPLICATED INSTRUCTIONS, introductions, or explanations.  
2c. MISSING OR INCONSISTENT INSTRUCTIONS  for DON’T KNOW and 

REFUSED answers. 
► STEP 3 – CLARITY: Identify problems related to communicating the intent or meaning 

of the question to the respondent. 
3a. WORDING:   Question is lengthy, awkward, ungrammatical, or contains compli-

cated syntax. 
3b. TECHNICAL TERM(S) are undefined, unclear, or complex. 
3c. VAGUE:  There are multiple ways to interpret the question or to decide what is to 

be included or excluded.  
3d. REFERENCE PERIODS are missing, not well specified, or in conflict. 
3e. PASSIVE VOICE:  Question is written in passive voice.  Active voice is clearer 

both in source language and in translation.   
► STEP 4 – ASSUMPTIONS:  Determine if there are problems with assumptions made or 

the underlying logic. 
4a. INAPPROPRIATE ASSUMPTIONS are made about the respondent or about 

his/her living situation. 
4b. ASSUMES CONSTANT BEHAVIOR or experience for situations that vary. 
4c. DOUBLE-BARRELED:  Contains more than one implicit question.  
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Appendix (continued) 
► STEP 5 – KNOWLEDGE/MEMORY:  Check whether respondents are likely to not know 

or have trouble remembering information.  
5a. KNOWLEDGE may not exist:  Respondent is unlikely to know the answer to a fac-

tual question. 
5b. ATTITUDE may not exist:  Respondent is unlikely to have formed the attitude be-

ing asked about.   
5c. RECALL failure:  Respondent may not remember the information asked for.  
5d. COMPUTATION problem:  The question requires a difficult mental calculation. 

► STEP 6 – SENSITIVITY/BIAS:  Assess questions for sensitive nature or wording, and for 
bias.  

6a. SENSITIVE CONTENT (general):  The question asks about a topic that is embar-
rassing, very private, or that involves illegal behavior.  If question will be applied across 
cultures, it may be sensitive in some cultures but not others. 
6b. SENSITIVE WORDING (specific):  Given that the general topic is sensitive, the 
wording should be improved to minimize sensitivity.  
6c. SOCIALLY ACCEPTABLE response is implied by the question.  If question will 
be applied across cultures, social acceptability could vary.   

► STEP 7 – RESPONSE CATEGORIES:  Assess the adequacy of the range of responses to 
be recorded. 

7a. OPEN-ENDED QUESTION that is inappropriate or difficult.  
7b. MISMATCH between question and response categories. 
7c. TECHNICAL TERM(S) are undefined, unclear, or complex. 
7d. VAGUE response categories are subject to multiple interpretations.  
7e. OVERLAPPING response categories. 
7f. MISSING eligible responses in response categories. 
7g. ILLOGICAL ORDER of response categories.  

► STEP 8 – CROSS-CULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS:  Assess questions for inappropriate 
or ineffective cross-cultural references. 

8a. REFERENCE PERIODS:   The reference period uses seasons, American 
MM/DD/YYYY format, or may be otherwise ambiguous or unusual  in other cultures.   
8b. KNOWLEDGE may not exist:  Respondent is unlikely to know the answer to a fac-
tual question because he/she not familiar with the American culture.  Example:   health in-
surance. 
8c. MEASURING UNITS:  Measuring units are from English system.  If surveying 
Latin Americans or Western European populations, the metric system should be used.   
8d. ASSUMPTIONS:  The question includes culturally inappropriate assumptions or 
graphics.   All statements related to sports, drugs,  foods, drinks, activities, meal time, mu-
sic, family ties,  holidays, religion, books, magazines, school system, health system, and 
history  should be evaluated. 
8e. RESPONSE CATEGORIES:  There is no equivalent concept or rating scale in fo-
reign language.  Avoid rating scales with more than 5 categories. 
8f. NAME FORMAT:  Response categories lack a space for other types of names.  
Spanish speakers use maternal last name as well as paternal last name, and other cultures 
list the family name as the first name.   
8g. POLITENESS:  Courtesy and politeness can differ in other cultures. Consider adding 
a ‘Please’ before commands like, ‘Do not include …,’ ‘Mark every …’, ‘List all …’ Con-
sider using ‘could’ instead of ‘should’ if possible. Some commands or instructions might be 
perceived as rude, and respondents could change their attitude towards participating. 
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Appendix (concluded) 
► STEP 9 – POTENTIAL TRANSLATION PROBLEMS:  Identify problematic question 

characteristics. 
9a. DOUBLE NEGATIVES:  This type of construction is hard to translate and can 
easily cause misunderstandings in other languages. 
9b.  IDIOMS:  Many idioms do not have an equivalent in other languages. 
9c. ACRONYMS:  The acronyms have no meaning in other languages.  Consider pro-
viding an explanation with the acronym. 
9d.   UNCLEAR USE OF THE TERM ‘YOU’:  ‘You’ not defined as  plural, singular, 
feminine, masculine, formal, informal – a necessary step for translation. 
9e.   TIME ADVERBS:  Question or response categories use adverbs to describe time, 
such as recently, lately, usually.  Consider specifying time frame with number of days, 
weeks, etc. 
9f.  NO EQUIVALENT TERM OR CONCEPT in foreign language.  Text may re-
quire an additional explanation.  
9g  REFERENCES APPLICABLE ONLY TO ENGLISH:  Toll free numbers, Web 
sites, contact information, books and other references are only available in the source lan-
guage. Consider verifying which services or references are available in the target lan-
guage.  Also consider using numbers instead of letter on phone numbers.  
9h. ADJECTIVES MODIFYING OTHER ADJECTIVES:  Using adjectives to mod-
ify other adjectives, (e.g. ‘house warming party’, which must be literally translated as ‘A 
party in celebration of the purchase of a home in which guests take presents for the new 
home owner’) is an uncommon grammatical in usage languages other than English.   Con-
sider paraphrasing and clearly define each term.  

► STEP 10 – CROSS-QUESTION:  Look for cross-question problems in the entire ques-
tionnaire. 

10a. QUESTION PLACEMENT.  The questions are not positioned in the most ade-
quate section or order. 
10b.  DATA COLLECTION MODE:  Sensitive question may be more effective if it 
was administered through another data collection mode. 
10c.  INCONSISTENCY WITH OTHER QUESTIONS:   Wording, or response cate-
gories lack consistency. 
10d.  CONTENT OF PREVIOUS QUESTION AFFECTS MEANING:   Does the 
content of the previous question or section affect the interpretation of the current question. 
10e.  SKIP PATTERN PROBLEM:  Skip pattern is illogical or inadequate. 
10f.  FORMATTING:  Layout or formatting is difficult to follow. 

► STEP 11 – OTHER PROBLEMS 
11a.  QUESTION CONTAIN IRRELEVANT INFORMATION    
11b.  INAPPROPRIATE READING LEVEL 
11c.   OTHER PROBLEMS 


