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The Translation of Measurement
Instruments for Cross-Cultural

Dorothée Behr and Kuniaki

INTRODUCTION

Cross-national surveys typically collect data
by using an (almost) identical set of ques-
tions across different countries. The goal of
cross-national surveys, that is, comparing
countries or regions on various dimensions,
requires that these questions are equivalent.
Otherwise methodological artefacts might be
taken as real similarities or differences
between countries. Equivalence needs to be
addressed ex-ante by adequate source ques-
tionnaire development, translation, and
related testing; furthermore, it needs to be
addressed ex-post by quantitative and/or
qualitative assessments of questions. This
chapter concentrates on the role of transla-
tion in the endeavor to produce equivalent
questions in cross-national studies; it thus
sheds light on what can be done ex-ante to
address and ensure equivalence.

The focus of this chapter will be on
cross-national, multilingual surveys that are
designed for the purpose of cross-national
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Surveys

Shishido

comparisons. Despite this focus, much of the
chapter also applies to questionnaire transla-
tion beyond the survey context, such as when
personality inventories are translated; to ques-
tionnaire translation within a single country,
such as when questionnaires are translated
for different linguistic groups or migrant
populations; or to questionnaire translation in
the context of adopting a questionnaire origi-
nally developed for one country for the use
in another country. In addition, while ques-
tionnaires will be the main concern, many
findings and good practice approaches also
apply to the translation of assessment instru-
ments, such as those assessing numeracy or
literacy skills. In fact, all these specific fields
contribute to a large extent to the literature on
questionnaire translation.

The chapter is set up as follows. First, the
importance of good questionnaire design for
high-quality translation is addressed. Second,
various translation and translation assessment
methods are introduced. Third, the concepts
of translation and adaptation are delineated.
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Forth, the challenges of translating attitude
and opinion items, with a special focus on
response scales, will be presented. This will
be done using the example of cross-national
survey research in Asia. Finally, further
developments, research desiderata as well as
recommended readings complete the chapter.

Following a naming convention in trans-
lation studies, the original questionnaire,
language or culture will be called source
questionnaire, language or culture. Its coun-
terpart will be the target questionnaire, lan-
guage or culture. The terms questionnaire
and instrument will both be used to refer to
a question—answer-based measurement form.

GOOD QUESTIONNAIRE DESIGN
AS A PRECONDITION FOR
TRANSLATION QUALITY

Producing comparable questionnaire transla-
tions is no longer discussed only in the con-
text of appropriate translation and assessment
methodology. Fact is now that the production
of comparable questionnaires presupposes
adequate source questionnaire design that
incorporates different layers of cross-cultural
collaboration and input (Smith, 2004, see
also Chapter 4 by Johnson and Braun, this
Handbook). These different layers include,
taking the example of the European Social
Survey (2014a), cross-cultural questionnaire
development teams, involvement of all
national teams at various stages throughout
the process, qualitative and quantitative pre-
testing as well as advance translation and
piloting in several countries. This way it shall
be ensured that on the conceptual level ques-
tions are equally relevant and valid for the
participating countries. Moreover, increased
cross-cultural cooperation shall make sure
that linguistic particularities do not prevent
or unnecessarily impede good translations
later on.

Translation itself has become a valuable
part of cross-cultural questionnaire design:
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So-called advance translations are now car-
ried out on fairly advanced though pre-final
source questionnaires (Dept, 2013; Dorer,
2011). The goal is to identify issues of con-
cern for cross-cultural implementation and
translation early on, such as culturally inap-
propriate assumptions or linguistic problems
(ambiguous terms, overly complex wording,
etc.). The background to advance translation
is that many problems related to source ques-
tionnaire concepts and formulations only
become apparent — even to experienced cross-
cultural researchers — if a concrete attempt is
made to translate a questionnaire (Harkness
et al., 2003). The feedback received from
advance translation — similar to what hap-
pens with all other feedback received from
commenting and testing — may either lead
to modifications of source questions or to
annotating the questionnaire specifically for
translation. Translation annotations provide
necessary background information to transla-
tors, amongst which background information
on concepts, explanation of terms or phrases,
or specific instructions for translators (Behr
and Scholz, 2011). In general, translation
annotations have become a valuable tool
for ensuring comparable translations that
measure what they are supposed to meas-
ure. Remarkably, this type of documentation
in view of translation has already been sug-
gested in the late 1940s (Barioux, 1948).

TRANSLATION AND TRANSLATION
ASSESSMENT

Ensuring comparable translations is most
often discussed in the context of choosing the
appropriate translation and assessment meth-
odology. Even though there are a multitude
of approaches in social science survey
research, cross-cultural psychology, and the
health sciences, good practice in these vari-
ous disciplines shares a set of common fea-
tures. These are summed up in Table 19.1
and include a multi-step approach, the
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Table 19.1 Core features of good practice translation and assessment methodology

Multi-step approach in
general

Multi-step
approach more in

Involvement of various persons
with different skill sets and
detail backgrounds

Documentation

Production of the Parallel translations

translation, including

e Skilled translation practitioners
Team-based review o Skilled translation practitioners

Problems, comments
Problems, decisions,

first-hand versions and adjudication ¢ Survey and subject matter adaptations
and judgmental expert(s)
assessment e Other person(s) of relevance
Testing the translation Qualitative testing, e Cognitive interviewers Problems, decisions, Of entire
as a measurement such as cognitive e Members of the target group process

instrument, including interviewing

empirical assessment  Quantitative testing, ® (Interviewers)
such as a pilot e Survey researchers/statisticians
Members of the target group

study

adaptations

Problems, decisions,
adaptations

involvement of various persons with different
skills sets and expertise, and documentation
of both the overall process and individual
decisions and findings (e.g., Acquadro et al.,
2008; Harkness, 2003; Hambleton, 2005).

A multi-step approach includes (1) the
process of producing a translation, including
judgmental assessments, and (2) the process
of testing the translation as a measurement
instrument among members of the target
group. Each of these processes can further be
broken down.

Production of a Translation

Good practice includes, as a first step, the
production of parallel translations, that is,
two independently produced translation ver-
sions (e.g., Harkness, 2003). Parallel transla-
tions help to uncover idiosyncratic wording
or different interpretations (e.g., ‘feeling
anxious’ either in the sense of worry or in the
sense of anxiety). Furthermore, they offer
stylistic variants (e.g., different syntactical
structures) and help identify clear-cut errors
that inevitably occur in translation, even
among experienced translators (e.g., omis-
sion of important elements). It should be
self-evident, however, that the parallel trans-
lation approach should not be taken as a
remedy against a weak translator but rather
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draw on two persons with (potentially com-
plementary) expert translation skills. In a
subsequent team-based review session, the
two translation versions are then reconciled
to result in a final translation. Reconciling
translations can include choosing one or the
other translation for a given question, comb-
ing the two translations, modifying a given
translation, or generating a completely new
one. Arriving at a final translation always
involves thorough decision-making and
should thus not be limited to just selecting
the ‘better’ out of the two translations that
are offered. Aspects that will play a role are
meaning, conciseness, fluency, questionnaire
design conventions, consistency, amongst
others (Behr, 2009). Thus, translation always
is a multi-dimensional decision-process.

In what has been called one of the ‘major
misunderstandings in the field’ (Hambleton
and Zenisky, 2011: 66), translations have all
too often been made by a friend, a colleague
or a partner simply because they happen to
be ‘bilingual’. Nowadays there is a broad
consensus that the skills and background of
the personnel employed are crucial in deter-
mining the outcome. Translators should have
an excellent command of both source and
target language and culture and typically
they translate into their mother tongue. Other
requirements include a combination of (ques-
tionnaire) translation experience, knowledge
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of the study topic and of questionnaire design
principles. In social science survey research
the view is taken that the ‘people most likely
to be good questionnaire translators are peo-
ple who are already good translators and
who learn or are trained to become ques-
tionnaire translators’ (Harkness et al., 2004:
463). Supporting this position, research from
the field of translation studies suggests that
translation practitioners, when compared to
translation novices, act more sense-oriented,
take into account larger segments of text, are
more likely to attend to the needs of prospec-
tive users of a text and more so exploit their
cultural and world knowledge in the process
of translation (Jddskeldinen, 2010; Shreve,
2002). Nevertheless, if translation practi-
tioners are not cognizant of do’s and don’ts
in questionnaire translation, they will need
to be briefed and trained on what it means
to retain measurement properties and design
principles in translation (e.g., characteristics
of response scales, balanced wording, etc.).
Translators may in fact also be trained on
the job in team review sessions, as described
below.

Team-based review, the follow-up to par-
allel translation, is a recommended way to
spread needed skills and expertise among sev-
eral people (Harkness, 2003). A team-based
review brings the translators together with
survey and subject matter experts as well as
other persons that are deemed helpful for the
task. A team approach can thus ensure that
linguistic and measurement aspects are taken
on board when making decisions. While the
pooling of expertise is the great advantage
of the team-based approach, there are fac-
tors in this team set-up that might negatively
impact on the outcome, such as defending a
version for personal reasons or not wanting
to criticize each other (Brislin, 1980). These
challenges are likely to be mastered by pro-
viding information on the chosen translation
approach and on review ‘rules’ (the quality
of the translation is the focus, not any per-
sonal assessment) to all parties prior to team
selection. Thus, the participants of a team
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approach can ‘mentally’ prepare for an inter-
disciplinary exchange. Moreover, Harkness
et al. (2010a) recommend testing translators
in terms of their review performance and
team suitability prior to hiring, which is cer-
tainly easier to implement for longer instru-
ments than for shorter ones. In addition, the
actual review process can be supported by
allocating enough time for the process as
well as involving skilled personnel to chair
the review session. Review leaders are cru-
cial for the overall outcome; they should be
knowledgeable both of questionnaire transla-
tion and of study and measurement charac-
teristics. Often, they have good knowledge of
the subject matter and/or of survey methods
and as such they guarantee that the measure-
ment perspective is adequately taken into
account during the translation process.

After review, a so-called adjudication step
may be necessary for adding further exper-
tise, clarifying remaining uncertainties, and
for final decision-making (Harkness, 2003).
In addition, enough time should always be
set aside for copy-editing, including con-
sistency or fluency checks, as well as proof-
reading in terms of spelling, grammar, and
completeness.

Special Case: Back Translation

In the above descriptions of good practice in
questionnaire translation the method of back
translation has deliberately been omitted.
Back translation, in widespread use since
about the 1970s (Brislin, 1970), is controver-
sially discussed in the research community
(Harkness, 2003; Leplege and Verdier, 1995).
Essentially, it involves translating the ‘actual’
translation of a questionnaire back into the
source language and the subsequent com-
parison of the two source-language versions
with a view to identify discrepancies. Even
though (gross) errors can be detected using
back translation, the method itself is no guar-
antee that the ‘actual’ translation is indeed
comparable, working as intended, intelligible
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or fluent. In one study, for instance, back
translation did not identify that ‘feeling
downhearted and depressed’ was translated
as ‘clinically depressive’, since the back
translation came back as ‘depressed’ and as
such suggested no problem. Additionally, if
wrongly implemented, the use of back trans-
lation fosters a translation that stresses equiv-
alence of form over equivalence of meaning
and thus it can even be detrimental to transla-
tion quality. Furthermore, much of the detec-
tion capability of a back translation depends
on the skills and instructions given to a back
translator and also on the background of the
person who eventually compares the back
translation to the original questionnaire.
Especially if back translation is relied on as a
sole quality check, which is in fact what
already Brislin (1970) warned against, a low
quality of the questionnaire translation is
likely. While major survey programs or cent-
ers have discarded back translation alto-
gether, focusing on target text-centered
appraisals of the questionnaire instead
(European Social Survey, 2014b; Ferrari
et al., 2013), back translation is still a recom-
mended method in many fields in the health
sciences and cross-cultural psychology.
However, also here efforts are underway to
critically evaluate the method, notably by
comparing psychometric properties and user
preferences based on questionnaires pro-
duced according to different translation
methods. Even though it needs to be acknowl-
edged that the methodological set-ups of
these studies differ in more than in the inclu-
sion of back translation or not, first results
suggest that at least in terms of user prefer-
ence the ‘back translation version’ falls
behind other methods (e.g., Hagell et al.,
2010).

Empirical Assessment of a
Translation

The recommended multi-step approach to
questionnaire translation is not only reflected
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in the subsequent steps of translation, review,
and adjudication but also in the supplemen-
tary empirical assessment of the translated
questionnaire. The particularity of this addi-
tional layer lies in the assessment of the
questionnaire as a measurement instrument,
which is, after all, its ultimate goal. Empirical
assessment brings in the intended target
group.

Qualitative assessment, typically in the
form of cognitive interviews, is a way to
gain in-depth knowledge of how respondents
understand individual questions and arrive
at their answers. Based on the respondent
explanations, conclusions can be drawn on
whether the translated instrument measures
what it is intended to measure (see Chapter
24 by Willis in this Handbook).

Quantitative assessment is typically based
on quantitative pretests or larger pilot stud-
ies, which may test pre-final questionnaires
as such but also different question versions
in split-ballot manner. The exact nature of
statistical analyses heavily depends on the
sample size, on how many items are used to
measure a construct or on research traditions
in the different disciplines (see Chapter 39 by
Cieciuch et al. in this Handbook).

The types of analyses that are possible
also depend on the timing of translation and
empirical assessment. If cognitive interview-
ing or pretest or pilot studies are implemented
simultaneously in different languages and
cultures, equivalence across countries and
cultures can be assessed in addition to other
‘national’ testing routines.

The question of when translation and its
empirical assessment takes place within the
survey cycle also has an effect on whether or
not the source questionnaire can be modified
based on the results. Once a source question-
naire has been finalized in a cross-national
study, any feedback received from empiri-
cal assessment of the translated version can
solely contribute to improving the translation
itself (such as replacing a word by another)
but not to improving the source question-
naire in general. If, however, translation and
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its empirical assessment take place as part of
comparative questionnaire design, modifi-
cations of both the translation itself and the
pre-final source questionnaire are possible
(Fitzgerald et al., 2011).

Even though qualitative and quantitative
assessment of the translation can also iden-
tify clear-cut translation mistakes (e.g., ‘wait-
ing’ translated as ‘wanting’), these types of
errors should ideally be eradicated at earlier
steps. After all, this is the rational of thor-
oughly implemented parallel translation and
team review/adjudication. Empirical assess-
ment should primarily tackle more subtle
issues of translation, such as connotations or
misunderstandings, as well as cultural prob-
lems or generic design problems.

Translation Documentation

The general translation and assessment
approach should be documented, not only in
terms of steps implemented but also in terms
of personnel involved. Furthermore, the indi-
vidual steps should be documented:
Translator documentation may include prob-
lems or alternative formulations (e.g., a word
used in the translation may be difficult to
understand). Reviewer and/or adjudicator
documentation may include problems and
(adaptation) decisions (e.g., ‘spending a
school term abroad’ translated as ‘spending
several months abroad’ to take into account
different lengths of exchanges for different
countries). Documentation pertaining to
empirical testing may include information on
identified problems with the translation and/
or the source questionnaire and decision
based upon these findings (e.g., ‘romantic
partner’ too closely translated. It is perceived
as odd. It should be rendered in a more sense-
oriented way). Documentation on both the
general and the specific level gives future
instrument and data users a first indication as
to the quality of the translation and also a
source to turn to in case of unexpected statis-
tical results. During the translation process
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itself, documentation helps to inform later
steps in the process, thus making the entire
process more efficient.

Harmonization

Harmonization is receiving increased atten-
tion in cross-national studies. On the one
hand, it refers to the process of developing a
common version for different varieties of a
‘shared language’. This would apply, for
instance, to a common French version for
France and Belgium. Differences between
shared-language questionnaires should only
occur where this is culturally or linguistically
needed. The rational is to remove any unnec-
essary variation that might impact on the
comparability of data (Harkness, 2010; Wild
et al., 2009).

On the other hand, harmonization may
refer to the process of fostering consistency
in translation decisions and thus comparabil-
ity independent of the respective language.
Harmonization of this type is warranted in
countries that simultaneously need to pro-
duce several language versions of a ques-
tionnaire, such as Switzerland needing to
translate cross-national source question-
naires into French, German, and Italian.
Additional efforts are needed at the adjudi-
cation, that is, finalization stages to harmo-
nize the different linguistic versions, possibly
by members of staff mastering the different
languages. Furthermore, the call for consist-
ent translation decisions should be extended
to all countries in a study. This wider type
of harmonization can either be helped by
(in-person) meetings in which representa-
tives from each target language take part to
discuss problematic issues (Acquadro et al.,
2012). Alternatively, FAQ lists with country
queries on the meaning or scope of terms and
developer feedback that are regularly updated
and circulated among translation teams may
serve the purpose (Furtado and Wild, 2010).
In the same vein, proactive translation assess-
ment of selected languages at an early stage
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can identify issues that should be clarified
for all countries (Wild et al., 2005). All these
efforts show that questionnaire translation
methodology in a cross-national study is
increasingly shifting from a vertical perspec-
tive that only looks at one target question-
naire in relation to the source to a horizontal
perspective that looks at several target ques-
tionnaires simultaneously. Especially in-
person meetings require additional time and
money and may also be logistically difficult
to implement. Moreover, countries need to
be more or less at the same stage within the
process to make it work. Ongoing harmoni-
zation efforts by updated FAQ lists are thus
a powerful alternative; these lists can also be
accessed by countries which join a survey at
a later stage.

Quality in the Hands of the
Translation Commissioner

While the quality of a questionnaire transla-
tion is usually linked to the aforementioned
factors, that is, source questionnaire quality
and related documentation, suitable person-
nel and appropriate translation and assess-
ment methods, the role of the translation
commissioner should not be ignored
(Chesterman, 2004). Translation commis-
sioners, which are often synonymous to the
national translation project managers, deter-
mine or provide the production conditions
which then impact on the translation (qual-
ity). Production conditions include dead-
lines, overall process planning, payment,
translation files, translation tools, briefing
and training. Briefing in terms of study goals,
target group, and implementation mode is
vital to producing good translations. After
all, translation involves decision-making
taking into account these factors. Beyond
briefing, training may become particularly
important if hired personnel need to be
trained on the particularities of measurement
instruments. By providing an adequate finan-
cial, temporal and content-wise framework,
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the commissioner can thus improve transla-
tion quality.

TRANSLATION VS ADAPTATION

When it comes to the use of questionnaires in
cross-national or cross-cultural contexts, the
terms translation and adaptation dominate
the relevant literature. The following is an
attempt to shed light on what is meant when
people refer to adaptation rather than transla-
tion. On the one hand, adaptation may be
used as a generic term for the overall process
of transferring an instrument from one lan-
guage and culture to another language and
culture. On the other hand, the term may be
used to describe deliberate changes to spe-
cific questions. In the following, these two
different perspectives — the generic and the
specific one — will be presented.

Adaptation in a Generic Sense

In particular in cross-cultural psychology
and the health sciences, using the term adap-
tation for the overall process is very popular
(Acquadro et al., 2012; van de Vijver and
Leung, 2011). Adaptation in this sense sig-
nals that ‘pure’ translation may not be suffi-
cient and that cultural adaptation at various
levels and for various questions may be
needed to make an instrument suitable for a
new context. Given that in these disciplines
many questionnaires that were originally
developed with only one culture in mind are
now transferred to a new culture, the prefer-
ence for the term adaptation becomes under-
standable. Using the term adaptation in a
generic sense may also stress the need for
psychometric testing to ensure that the new
instrument works as intended. Rigorous sta-
tistical testing as part of the ‘adaptation’
process of an instrument is more common in
cross-cultural psychology and the health sci-
ences than in the social sciences; this may be
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due to the different types and numbers of
items measuring a construct as well as to
issues of copyright and commercial distribu-
tion (Harkness et al., 2004). In the social
sciences, it is rather the researcher working
with the final data set who is responsible for
statistical testing. Eventually, one may
wonder whether the term adaptation also has
become so immensely popular as an overall
term because translation itself is often
reduced to a mere word-by-word replace-
ment or a ‘literal’ translation. Such an under-
standing testifies to a misconception of what
translation involves and also to a lack of
knowledge of where translation researchers
have been heading since the 1950s (Bolafios-
Medina and Gonzdlez-Ruiz, 2012).

Adaptation in a Specific Sense

Apart from adaptation in the generic sense,
adaptation in the specific sense is used to
refer to changes to specific questions.
Harkness et al. refer to these changes as
‘deliberate changes to source material in
order to meet new needs of various kinds’
(2010b: 133). One can look at these changes
from different angles: (1) domains of
changes; (2) type of ‘material’ affected; (3)
type of changes, and (4) topics potentially
triggering changes.

Following a slightly modified classification
approach by van de Vijver and Leung (2011),
one can differentiate between adaptations in
the domain culture, measurement, and lan-
guage (see Table 19.2). A clear cut between
these domains is not always given, though,
so that some adaptations types may concur-
rently be assigned to different domains.

Adaptations in the domain culture can
be subdivided into terminological-/factual-
driven adaptations and norm-driven adap-
tations. The former deal with the ‘hard’
aspects of culture, whereas the latter cover
its ‘soft’ aspects (van de Vijver and Leung,
2011). Terminological-/factual-driven adap-
tations accommodate factual, often obvious
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Table 19.2 Overview of adaptation
domains and types

Type  Domain Type

1 Culture Terminological/factual-driven
2 Culture Norm-driven

3 Measurement ~ Familiarity-driven

4 Measurement Format-driven

5 Language Comprehension-driven

6 Language Language-driven

7 Language Pragmatics-driven

Note: classification slightly modified from van de Vijver and
Leung (2011)

differences between countries. For instance,
references to political systems (American
president vs British prime minister) or school
systems (British A-levels vs German Abitur)
will have to be adapted. Norm-driven adapta-
tions cater for less tangible, often less obvi-
ous differences between countries, notably
as regards norms, practices or values. Asking
respondents whether they have recently
worm a campaign badge or sticker in coun-
tries where badge and sticker are not ele-
ments of political participation is certainly
not suitable. Also aspects of social desirabil-
ity or sensitivity in a given culture need to be
considered. In Japan, for instance, questions
involving the assessment of one’s own or
others’ earnings as just or unjust are socially
inappropriate and thus cannot be asked in a
general survey (Harkness et al., 2003).
Adaptations in the domain measurement
can be subdivided into familiarity-driven
adaptations and format-driven adaptations.
Familiarity-driven adaptations are needed
to accommodate different familiarity with
measurement instruments. Surveys may be
carried out in populations that have had no
(or hardly any) prior exposure to surveys. In
these cases, the survey experience may need
to be brought to these populations by adding
explanations or instructions on how to use the
survey instrument. In addition, verbal scales
may be adapted or supplemented with picto-
rial aids to make measurement more acces-
sible to these survey respondents (Harkness
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et al., 2010c). Format-driven adaptations take
into account differential response effects or
styles. A Japanese agreement scale may thus
label the extreme categories of an agree-disa-
gree scale as ‘agree’ and ‘disagree’, whereas
the source scale uses the labels ‘strongly
agree’ and ‘strongly disagree’. This modifi-
cation would take into account the Japanese
predisposition to avoid response categories
with strong labels (Smith, 2004; see also
Attitude and opinion items in translation’
below).

Adaptations in the domain language per-
tain to comprehension-driven adaptations,
such as when certain concepts or wordings
may need to be supplemented by definitions
to help adequate understanding. Also for pop-
ulations with lower levels of education com-
pared to source text respondents the wording
and vocabulary of the target instrument as
a whole may need to be simplified. Apart
from these adaptations, various authors also
list language-driven and pragmatic-driven
adaptations among the adaptation types
(Harkness, 2008; Harkness et al., 2003; van
de Vijver and Leung, 2011). Language-driven
adaptations include the array of changes that
inevitably happen in translation, such as
changes in the sequence of information, in
sentence structure or in word class. Van de
Vijver and Leung (2011) illustrate language-
driven adaptations with the gender-neutral
English word ‘friend’ and its gender-specific
counterparts in German (Freund/Freundin) or
French (ami/amie). Pragmatics-driven adap-
tations take into account that language use in
social contexts differs between languages and
cultures. Different discourse norms may call
for modifications. For instance, the required
degree of explicitness of a request may dif-
fer or the way how deference or politeness is
expressed. Neglecting the peculiar discourse
norms and instead rendering the source text
too closely may mean that questions come
across as strange or even inappropriate, with
potential effects for measurement. We would
argue that in particular language- and prag-
matic-driven adaptations are the backbones
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of ‘translation’ itself. This does not make
them less difficult to implement, but this
view would free the activity of ‘translation’
from a mere mechanical replacement activity
and highlight the changes that are necessarily
inherent in ‘translation’ (Baker, 2011). In this
view, a meaningful distinction between trans-
lation and adaptation can be made and the
term adaptation be reserved for activities that
change the stimulus in more significant ways,
notably in the domains culture and measure-
ment. If all changes were called adaptation,
even the most basic ones as required by differ-
ent language systems (e. g., change of word
order), the distinction between adaptation and
translation would become futile; moreover,
it would be difficult to inform data users on
how a translation compares to the source ver-
sion and what this could mean for statistical
analyses. Of course, there will always be grey
areas in the domain language of what should
be called a translation and what should rather
be called an adaptation. In terms of necessary
documentation of decisions, it seems advis-
able in any case to document the more sig-
nificant types of changes, especially where
impact on comparable measurement can be
expected, no matter whether these changes
should technically be called a translation or
an adaptation.

Potential candidates for adaptation are
individual questions and their answer scales.
However, also the visual presentation of a
questionnaire may be affected, such as when
colors or pictures need to be changed, modes
of emphasis switched from capitalization to
underlining, or answer text boxes regrouped
or resized in view of typical answer pat-
terns or conventions. Furthermore, also the
layout and direction of response scales may
be affected when different writing systems
(left—right/right-left/up—down) are involved.

The various types of changes include addi-
tion or omission of questions or parts thereof
as well as substitution of different kinds (con-
tent, pictures, and colors).

Topics potentially triggering adapta-
tions include socio-economic topics (such
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as income, housing), religion, sports, foods
and drinks, drugs, activities, holidays, music,
family ties, school system, health system,
political system, history, name, address,
and date formats, knowledge questions, and
measuring units (Dean et al., 2007; Harkness
et al., 2010b).

In sum, the transfer of a questionnaire
from one language and culture to another
language and culture requires a great deal
of sensitivity towards cultural issues. The
degree to what extent adaptations are needed
will largely depend on whether a source
questionnaire has deliberately been designed
for cross-cultural use and thus tries to avoid
cultural particularities right from the start or
whether it was originally developed for one
particular culture. Adaptations needs, nota-
bly in the domains culture and measurement,
are typically taken into account and circum-
vented in deliberate cross-national question-
naire design or, to a lesser degree, they are
also accommodated.

ATTITUDE AND OPINION ITEMS IN
TRANSLATION - EXPERIENCES FROM
CROSS-CULTURAL SURVEYS IN ASIA

This section discusses translation issues
regarding attitude and opinion items that
require special attention during translation.
The discussion will be based on the experi-
ence of the East Asian Social Survey (EASS),
which is a cross-cultural survey exclusively
conducted in Asian countries and regions. It
is more difficult to obtain translation equiva-
lence for survey items which ask about atti-
tudes and opinions than it is for survey items
which ask about the respondent’s background
characteristics (gender, age, education, etc.)
and behaviors (number of hours of TV
watched per day, frequency of exercise per
month, etc.) (Behling and Law, 2000; Tasaki,
2008). Survey items which ask about attitude
and opinions gauge individual values and are
of high interest for psychological and
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sociological survey researchers. Generally,
these survey items measure answers given by
respondents by using scales with 2-5 catego-
ries on dimensions such as ‘good-bad’ or
‘agree-disagree.

Highly abstract concepts tend to be
included among attitude and opinions items
and these often cause problems for transla-
tion. The response will change based on
how the highly abstract concept is trans-
lated. In addition, the design and translation
of response scales has a more direct impact
on the response than the translation of the
question itself. If response scales are adopted
from other surveys and ‘merely’ translated,
this may create an especially significant
impact on survey data.

Harmonization in View of
Conceptual Equivalence

The most basic and important requirement in
comparative survey research is to measure
the same concept across countries. When the
concept to be measured deviates between
cultures, conceptual equivalence is impaired.
Failure in translation is one of the causes that
reduce conceptual equivalence.

In 2008, an East Asian Social Survey
(EASS), based on the theme of Culture and
Values in East Asia, was carried out in Japan,
South Korea, China, and Taiwan. Among the
most difficult survey items to translate were
the survey items regarding ‘preferred quali-
ties of friends’ as shown in Table 19.3. The
reasons why these survey items were dif-
ficult to translate included (1) the concepts
to be measured being highly abstract, (2)
multiple appropriate translations with dif-
ferent nuances being available, and (3) a
lack of useful information that could clarify
meaning (for example, context of preced-
ing and following questions or notes to the
translator).

In the EASS, meetings to develop ques-
tionnaires are carried out in English, and the
source questionnaire is developed in English.
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Table 19.3 Survey item for preferred qualities of friends

Q When you associate with your personal friend, how important is each of the following qualities?

Very Important Neither Important Not Not important
important nor unimportant important at all

a.  Honest M ) 3) (4) (5)

b.  Responsible 0] ) 3) (4) (5)

¢.  Intelligent M ) 3) (4) (5)

d.  Cultured O] @) 3) @ )

e.  Powerful m ) €) (4) (5)

f. Wealthy O] @) 3) @ )

g. Loyal 0] ) 3) (4) (5)

h.  Warm-hearted m ) €) (4) (5)

However, the actual survey is carried out in
Chinese, Japanese, Formosan, and Korean in
the respective regions. Discussions regard-
ing the translation of cross-cultural surveys
involve numerous discussions concerning
how to appropriately translate the English
source questionnaire. There is the assump-
tion that if the translation from English to
the languages of the multiple survey target
regions can be done appropriately, compa-
rability between the multiple survey target
regions is established. However, this assump-
tion does not apply to the translation of
highly abstract survey items in particular. For
example, even if the translation from English
to Japanese or from English to Chinese is
carried out appropriately, this does not guar-
antee that there is comparability between the
Japanese and the Chinese version. There are
multiple appropriate translations with dif-
ferent nuances for the Japanese translation
of the term ‘honest’, which have meanings
such as shouzikina (sincere), seizituna (faith-
ful), zicchokuna (trustworthy), socchokuna
(straightforward), honmonono (genuine),
zyunseino (pure), kouheina (fair), kouseina
(impartial), nattokudekiru (satisfactory), uke-
irerareru (acceptable), sobokuna (unembel-
lished), mie-wo-haranai (non-ostentatious),
and kazarinonai (unvarnished). Likewise,
there are also multiple appropriate transla-
tions with different nuances for the Chinese
translation of the term ‘honest.”
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For concepts which are highly abstract and
can have multiple appropriate translations, it
is not only necessary to determine the appro-
priateness of the translation from English to
Japanese or from English to Chinese, but it is
also vital to establish conceptual equivalence
between the languages of the survey target
regions and carry out harmonization among
these languages (Figure 19.1). Researchers
and translators who understand two lan-
guages such as Japanese and Chinese are
necessary for this harmonization. In East
Asia, communication using kanji charac-
ters, which are moderately common in these
regions, has been effective in increasing con-
ceptual equivalence in addition to English. In
cases when there are numerous survey target
regions, harmonization in all survey items
becomes difficult work and is not realistic.
Harmonization is recommended, if not for the

Sourcequestionnaire
[English]

Target Target Target Target
questionnaire | | | questionnaire 2 | | questionnaire 3 | | questionnaire 4
[Chinese] [Japanese] [Formosan] [Korean]

g

Figure 19.1 Harmonization between survey
target regions.
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entire questionnaire, at least for some items
that require special attention in translation.
In addition, item-specific translation anno-
tations which specify the intended meaning
of these highly abstract concepts can support
harmonization.

Response Styles

Generally, survey items which measure opin-
ions and attitudes base their measurement on
graded scales. The scales may range, for
instance, from ‘1 = very important’ to ‘5 =
not important at all’ or from ‘1 = strongly
agree’ to ‘5 = strongly disagree.” Depending
on the target region and culture, there will be
a disposition towards response patterns such
as midpoint responding and extreme respond-
ing. These are called response styles and they
create methodological artefacts which jeop-
ardize the comparability between cultures
(Tasaki, 2008; van de Vijver and Poortinga,
1997). Cross-cultural surveys should design
response scales which take response styles of
the target region into consideration in order
to improve comparability.

East Asia is located in the Confucian
cultural sphere. The standard of conduct
among the teachings of Confucianism is
moderation, and value is placed on being
neutral and not changing. In addition, the
idea of taking a moderate course is taught in
Buddhism, which is followed in parts of East
Asia, with value being placed on distancing
oneself from too extreme ways of thinking.
Added to this is collectivism: According to
Hofstede (1995), Western countries such as
the US, Australia, England, and Canada have
strong individualistic ways of thinking while
countries and regions in East Asia such as
Japan, Hong Kong, South Korea, and Taiwan
have strong collectivistic ways of thinking.
According to Triandis (1995), collectivism
aspires for everyone to think, feel, and act
in the same manner while individualism pre-
fers people to clarify their position through
discussion.
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The collectivistic way of thinking in
Confucianism and Buddhism are thought to
have an impact on response styles in social
surveys. This way of thinking creates a ten-
dency to avoid extreme responses and instead
choose midpoint responses. Si and Cullen
(1998) found that East Asian people (China,
Japan, Hong Kong) have a greater tendency
than Western people (United States, Germany,
United Kingdom) to choose middle response
categories when offered an explicit midpoint
response category. Besides, East Asian peo-
ple are less likely than Western people to
select either end-point categories. Midpoint
responding is remarkable especially in Japan
(Hayashi and Hayashi, 1995). Japanese peo-
ple have a tendency to value group-oriented
culture. Group-oriented culture signifies
favorably maintaining personal relationships
within a group and placing importance on the
order and harmony of the group. Likewise,
Japanese people have a tendency to regard
expressing individual opinions and emotions
as shameful, and they voice their individual
opinions based on the situation. There is a
strong attitude towards being vague without
saying your opinion instead of expressing
your opinion and disturbing the situation.
In social surveys which only take place in
Japan, scales for opinion items are intention-
ally created as ‘1: agree, 2: somewhat agree,
3: somewhat disagree, 4: disagree’, which
takes the response style of Japanese people
into consideration. By avoiding adverbs such
as ‘strongly’ as well as midpoint categories
such as ‘neither agree nor disagree’, the scale
ensures a spread of responses and it further
clarifies if the respondent agrees with the
opinion or not.

Design of Response Scales

Shishido et al. (2009) compared the ques-
tionnaires from the World Value Survey
(WVS) and the International Social Survey
Programme (ISSP), which are cross-cultural
surveys carried out on a global scale, with the
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East Asia Value Survey (EAVS), the East
Asia Barometer Survey (EABS), and the
Asia Barometer Survey (ABS), which are all
cross-cultural surveys carried out only in
Asian regions. These comparisons clarified
the characteristics of response scales of atti-
tudinal items. The characteristics common to
all survey projects are (1) the frequent use of
a verbal and bipolar scale, and (2) the infre-
quent use of a scale with more than five
points. The ISSP project, which started in the
1980s as a cross-cultural survey among
Western countries, very frequently uses a
five-point scale that includes categories with
a strong adverb and a midpoint category. In
contrast to the ISSP, the WVS, which since
its inception extensively covers heterogene-
ous cultural zones, is characterized by its
frequent use of two-point and four-point
scales that have no midpoint. In surveys that
focus only on Asia, scales without a midpoint
are used relatively frequently.

There has been a dispute as to which scale
should be adopted. Smith (1997) discussed
that the bipolar scale including a midpoint
has a smaller risk of mistake in terms of posi-
tioning one’s opinion on a response scale,
and is therefore more desirable for cross-
national comparison than the unipolar scale
or scales without a mid-point. Klopfer (1980)
and Krosnick et al. (2008) also suggested that
offering a midpoint is desirable because omit-
ting the middle alternative leads respondents
to randomly select one of the moderate scale
points closest to where a midpoint would
appear.

On the other hand, Converse and Presser
(1986) suggested that a middle alternative
should not be explicitly provided because
providing a midpoint leads to the loss of
information about the direction in which
people lean. It is better not to offer the mid-
dle point in response scales if the direction
in which people are leaning on the issue is
the type of information wanted (Payne, 1951;
Presser and Schuman, 1980).

Cross-cultural ~ surveys
Western  countries  with

which target
individualistic

BK-SAGE-WOLF-160177-Chp19.indd 280

cultures, where people often clearly express
their opinions, include midpoint categories
in the response scales and use strong adverbs
(strongly, absolutely, etc.) on both extremes
of the response scales. This is not considered
too much of a problem. However, in cross-
cultural surveys which include East Asia with
countries such as Japan which prefer vague
responses, responses often seem to con-
centrate on the midpoint or the area around
midpoint responses. Therefore, incorporating
midpoint categories and strong adverbs into
the scale should be considered carefully. It
would also be necessary to consider whether
off-scale options (such as ‘Can’t choose’, ‘It
depends on the situation’, ‘I don’t know’) are
incorporated into the scale or not, because
response patterns to midpoint categories
are similar to response patterns to off-scale
options.

Figure 19.2 shows results of the EASS
2006 family module. Response distribu-
tion of 18 attitudinal items regarding family
in Japan, South Korea, China, and Taiwan
were compared. The response categories
were on a seven-point scale which included
a midpoint category. The Japanese team
was against including a midpoint category
in the scale, but a scale with a midpoint cat-
egory was eventually adopted based on the
request of other teams who placed impor-
tance on comparability with the ISSP. There
is a notable proportion of midpoint responses
in all regions, but midpoint responses were
especially high in Japan. Taking these strik-
ing results into account, it seems advisable
for researchers conducting global surveys
to take into consideration also the response
styles of non-Western regions when design-
ing response scales.

Translation of Response Scales

The issues of how to design response scales
and how to translate response scales are
closely related. Shishido et al. (2009) com-
pared the target questionnaires of the ISSP
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Figure 19.2 Response distribution of 18 survey items.

and the WVS and found the following: (1)
there are multiple regions where the transla-
tion of the two surveys differed even though
labels of response categories in English were
identical; and (2) the difference in transla-
tions of response categories had an impact on
response distribution. The two surveys pro-
duced different results even though the survey
items themselves were identically translated.
When looking at a number of cross-cultural
surveys which are carried out in Japan, there
are multiple translations for a category such
as ‘strongly agree’ (Figure 19.3). The transla-
tions of this response category are different in
the ISSP and the WVS in Japan, which pro-
duces different response distributions for the
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same survey items in different surveys. The
WVS directly translates ‘strongly agree’ as
tsuyoku sansei (‘strongly approve’) while the
ISSP freely translates ‘strongly agree’ as sou
omou (‘I think so or merely ‘agree’). As a
result of such translation, there were few
respondents who answered with ‘strongly
agree’ in the WVS; on the other hand, there
were many respondents who answered with
‘strongly agree’ in the ISSP. Difficulties in
translating response categories do not exist
only in Japan when assuming that there are
many regions which have different transla-
tions of response categories.

Given the differences in responses dis-
tribution possibly caused by translation
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58 < B strong ‘strongly’
strongly approve of
.
p
FofekzD@BYZERD
absolutely | think so
~ J
[ Strongly agree ] p .

ETHZESR
fairly I think so

Zo58

I think so weak ‘strongly’

Figure 19.3 Examples of Japanese translations of ‘strongly agree’.

differences in response categories, identical
English response scales should be translated
identically among cross-national surveys
(ISSP, WVS, etc.) in order to be able to com-
pare results across these surveys. It is desir-
able to seek a way to harmonize translation
by sharing information among local research
agencies.

Countries and regions participating in
cross-national survey projects should make
an effort to examine the intensity of adver-
bial expressions and to enhance equivalence
of the expressions across participant coun-
tries and regions. As for research into adver-
bial expressions in agreement scales, the
Research into Methodology of Intercultural
Surveys (MINTS) project shall be named as a
reference. This project examined the equiva-
lence of the agreement scale based on a direct
rating approach that quantified and measured
the impressions of respondents when con-
fronted with different response categories
(Mohler et al., 1998). A continuation of this
work, including more languages and cultures,
is highly desirable.

FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS

While the research community continues to
refine translation and assessment methodol-
ogy as well as the integration of translational
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aspects into questionnaire design, surpris-
ingly as it is little research has been done so
far about the impact of different translation
or adaptation versions on data comparability.
Which differences matter and which do not,
and for which type of concepts or items do
such findings hold, what are particularly
robust items? Here, further research is
urgently needed to inform translation and
adaptation practices.

A related area of heightened interest is cor-
pus linguistics and in particular the question
as to how large language corpora may help
substantiating translation decisions or under-
standing questionnaire design principles in
different languages. In the latter regard, the
research community should evaluate to what
extent design guidelines and principles devel-
oped predominantly based on the English lan-
guage and Anglo-Saxon culture really apply
to other languages and cultures, or whether
some re-thinking is urgently needed.

Furthermore, while much research, espe-
cially in the context of the US, deals with trans-
lation for migrant groups, systematic work on
differences between questionnaire translation
for migrant groups and questionnaire transla-
tion for different countries is missing. What
are particular requirements and challenges
that need to be addressed when translating a
questionnaire for a migrant group, the partic-
ularity of which is to bring two cultures and
two languages to the response process? The
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growing importance of including migrants in
surveys or even focusing on them makes this
topic particularly sought-after.

The role of computer-aided translation
tools will also become more important, espe-
cially in light of increased electronic data
collection and the potential to produce the
translation in a format that is directly usable
by a given survey software or a data archive.
The DASHISH project (2014), which aims,
amongst others, at the development of a
cross-cultural questionnaire design, transla-
tion, and documentation tool, can be named
as a case in point.

Furthermore, closer cooperation and
exchange of information between all parties
concerned is likely to shape comparative pro-
jects more so than before. The harmonization
of translation decisions is a key factor in this
regard.

Last but not least, slowly but steadily find-
ings, theories, and applications from trans-
lation research are finding their way into
cross-cultural survey research (Behr, 2009;
Bolafios-Medina and Gonzalez Ruiz, 2012;
Chidlow et al., 2014). This interdisciplinary
exchange needs to grow to help substantive
and survey researchers better understand
the complexities, possibilities, and limits
of translation and to improve cooperation
between the fields. The same learning pro-
cess, of course, is needed among transla-
tion practitioners and translation researchers
when it comes to survey research and meas-
urement issues.

RECOMMENDED READINGS

To conclude this chapter, following works shall
be recommended for further reading: two
seminal works by Harkness, who tremen-
dously influenced the field of questionnaire
translation (Harkness, 2003; Harkness et al.,
2010b); a chapter on cross-cultural question-
naire design by Smith (2004); an article on
cross-cultural cognitive interviewing (Fitzger-
ald et al., 2011), and finally a general book
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on translation, written by an acknowledged
translation researcher (Baker, 2011).
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