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Abstract 
 

This contribution deals with measurement instruments – that is, questionnaires and individual 
questions – used in cross-national survey research. By cross-national surveys we mean studies in which 
different countries are compared and whose design, implementation, and organisation are shaped by 
the requirement that comparability be achieved. 

We begin by focussing on general questions of comparability in cross-national surveys. With regard to 
problems that occur generally in all surveys, and to sampling and nonresponse problems in cross-
national surveys, we refer the reader to the relevant thematic contributions to the GESIS Survey 
Guidelines and to further literature. We then distinguish between ensuring the comparability of 
measurement instruments ex ante (e.g., by means of pretests) and ex post (in the context of data 
analysis or additional surveys). We focus, in particular, on questionnaire translation. 
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1. General information on measurement instruments in cross-national survey 
research 

This contribution deals with measurement instruments used in cross-national survey research. By cross-
national survey research we mean surveys that are conducted in two or more countries and whose 
design, implementation, and organisation are shaped by the concept of comparability, or equivalence. 

Although the focus lies on cross-national surveys, much of what is written here applies also to cross-
cultural surveys within one country – for example, surveys that aim to compare different ethnic and 
linguistic groups within a country. 

The structure of the present contribution is based on the premise that both ex-ante and ex-post 
procedures are needed to create comparable measurement instruments. Comparability must first be 
established during the design and translation of the questionnaire by means of different processes and 
measures (Sections 2 and 3). Here, questionnaire design and translation are closely linked – that is, the 
quality of the former is an essential precondition for the quality of the latter. After collecting the final 
survey data, their comparability must be tested ex post (Section 4). Section 1 provides a brief general 
introduction to measurement instruments in cross-national comparative surveys. It addresses the 
following topics: 

1.1 Challenges to comparability of project components 

1.2 Measurement error 

1.3 Comparability ("equivalence") of the measurement instrument  

1.4 Questionnaire types in cross-national survey research 

1.1 Challenges to comparability of project components 

In cross-national surveys, the problems that must be taken into account are not only those that occur 
generally in all surveys. Rather, the quality of a cross-national project is measured in terms of the 
quality – and especially the comparability – of the individual national surveys. If some of the national 
surveys are affected by errors, the observed cross-national similarities and differences may be merely 
methodological artefacts. However, even the use of identical procedures in the individual countries may 
not necessarily guarantee comparability. Indeed, it is sometimes preferable to employ different 
procedures that are tailored to the respective contexts (e.g., sampling on the basis of different lists or 
country-specific formulation of response categories). Generally speaking, the following types of errors 
can be distinguished:  

• Do the samples drawn and realised in the various countries represent the population in a comparable 

way (coverage/sampling/nonresponse error)?  

• Do the measurement instruments – that is, the questionnaires and the individual questions after 

translation – function in the same way everywhere (measurement error)? 

Coverage/sampling/nonresponse error is addressed, in particular, in the GESIS Survey Guidelines 
contribution "Nonresponse Bias" (Koch & Blohm, 2016). Measurement error is dealt with in what 
follows. 
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1.2 Measurement error 

Measurement error is defined as the difference between the observed value and the "true" value. 
Measurement error has a number of interacting causes that are attributable to the measurement 
instrument, the interviewers, the respondents, or the survey mode (Biemer et al., 1991). 

• Measurement instruments may contribute to measurement error because of their complex 
design, the wording (and, of course, the inadequate translation) of individual questions, 
question order, and the response options.  

• Interviewers may contribute to measurement error by departing from the question wording, for 
example, or by incorrectly recording the answers given by respondents. Countries differ in their 
survey traditions, and thus in their implementation standards, for example in relation to 
interviewer training.  

• Behavioural tendencies on the part of respondents, for example social desirability or 
acquiescence, are further sources of measurement error. They may be a manifestation of 
personality traits or be triggered by situational characteristics. There is evidence that the 
tendency to give socially desirable answers varies across cultures (Johnson & van de Vijver, 
2003).  

• Moreover, depending on the survey mode, cross-cultural differences in the tendency to answer 
in a socially desirable way may have a different effect. 

In order to ensure comparability between the individual national surveys in a cross-national project, 
the measurement errors in all participating countries must be minimised as uniformly as possible. 
Comparing surveys that suffer only from minor measurement errors with those that are characterised 
by large measurement errors is problematic. For comparison purposes, at least, it would be less 
problematic to retain the same measurement errors across all countries. This might mean, for example, 
that sub-optimal questions are asked in all countries and that individual countries refrain from 
improving questions on their own initiative. 

There are a large number of possible measures to mitigate the various above-mentioned problems and 
their effects.  

The Cross-Cultural Survey Guidelines (http://ccsg.isr.umich.edu/index.php/chapters/interviewer-
recruitment-selection-and-training-chapter) provide a detailed description of how comparability (e.g., 
in relation to interviewer training and monitoring) can be achieved when administering a survey 
instrument.  

The following sections describe how comparability of the measurement instruments can be ensured and 
tested.  

Readers who would like to engage in depth with the overall challenges associated with cross-national 
surveys are referred to Braun (2006), Davidov, Schmidt, and Billiet (2011), Harkness et al. (2010), 
Harkness, van de Vijver, and Mohler (2003), van Deth (2013 [1998]), and van de Vijver and Leung 
(1997).  

1.3 Comparability ("equivalence”) of the measurement instrument  

The comparability, or equivalence, of the measurement instruments is a prerequisite for any meaningful 
comparison between individual countries. As a rule, several types of equivalence are distinguished (van 
de Vijver & Leung, 1997):  

• Construct equivalence  

http://ccsg.isr.umich.edu/index.php/chapters/interviewer-recruitment-selection-and-training-chapter
http://ccsg.isr.umich.edu/index.php/chapters/interviewer-recruitment-selection-and-training-chapter
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• Measurement unit equivalence  

• Scalar equivalence  

The presence of construct equivalence – that is, the same underlying dimension is measured in the 
various countries – is a necessary precondition for any substantive comparison between countries. It is 
also a prerequisite for the other two types of equivalence – measurement unit equivalence and scalar 
equivalence. To ensure construct equivalence, it may be necessary to use different measurement 
instruments in different countries. However, the other two types of equivalence then no longer exist. 
Measurement unit equivalence means that the measurement unit of the scale is identical across 
countries, but that the origins of the scales are not necessarily identical. Scalar equivalence, on the 
other hand, means that both the measurement unit and the origins of the scales are identical. This is a 
prerequisite for the interpretability of the differences in the means across countries, for example. 

1.4 Questionnaire types in cross-national survey research 

Questionnaire design in a cross-national context may be based on an "ask-the-same-question" (ASQ) 
approach or an "ask-a-different question" (ADQ) approach.  

The underlying assumption on which the ASQ approach is based is that the same questions can be 
asked in all the countries and cultures participating in a survey. This is typically achieved by first 
producing a source questionnaire in one project language, usually English, and then translating it into 
the languages of the participating countries and cultures. ASQ can thus be equated essentially to 
questionnaire translation. 

The ADQ approach is based on the assumption that, although concepts can be jointly defined, their 
implementation in the form of questions/response categories and/or indicators in the countries and 
cultures participating in a survey should differ. A country-specific measurement instrument is required 
when identical questions are not understood - or are understood differently - in different countries, 
and when this is not due to bad translation but rather to different realities in the various countries. A 
typical example of a country-specific item is the education question. Even if the wording of the 
question may be the same across countries, the response categories depend on the education systems 
of the respective countries. Moreover, when an ADQ approach is applied, the "identity equivalence" 
method proposed by Przeworski and Teune (1966) can be used (van Deth, 2013): First, identical 
indicators are determined for all participating countries, and then the respective country-specific 
indicators are also taken into account. This results in different scales for the individual countries. The 
functional equivalence of the country-specific items can be tested with the help of the identical items. 
However, it is often difficult to determine how variants of a question should be worded so that same 
phenomenon can be captured in all countries. ADQ can be equated to adaptation, in the broadest sense 
of the word. 

There are, of course, hybrid forms of questionnaire design. For example, while most of the items in the 
European Social Survey (ESS) are based on the ASQ approach, some variables, such as education, are 
collected in a country-specific way (ADQ) and then harmonised according to predefined rules. 

The following sections deal with questionnaire design and translation in the context of the ASQ 
approach.  
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2. Questionnaire design in cross-national survey research 

In what follows, we deal with questionnaire design in the context of the ASQ approach. In addition to 
the basic substantive and methodological principles that apply to questionnaire design in general, the 
aim in a cross-national context is to design a questionnaire that is relevant to different cultures and 
that is, moreover, easily translatable. 

Besides the information provided in this section, Harkness, van de Vijver, and Johnson (2003), Harkness, 
Edwards, et al. (2010), Harkness, Bilgen, et al. (2011), and Smith (2003), for example, offer insights into 
the design of questionnaires for use in cross-national surveys. 

The present section addresses the following topics: 

2.1 Cross-national collaboration  

2.2 Pretesting 

2.3 Problem-oriented coding, translatability assessment, and advance translation 

2.1 Cross-national collaboration 

Best practice for cross-national surveys requires that the various participating countries should be 
involved in the design of the questionnaire. Only in this way can it be ensured that the questions 
developed can be applied cross-nationally and cross-culturally. There are a number of different 
collaboration models.  

In the case of a survey covering, for example, two countries, collaboration is easy to coordinate. 
However, in multinational studies (e.g., with 20-30 participating countries), coordination and 
collaboration is more difficult. Viable solutions for large multinational studies can be found in the 
European Social Survey (ESS) and the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP). In both studies, a 
group comprising members from different cultures and countries is responsible for developing the 
questionnaire. Representatives of all participating countries meet at regular intervals to discuss 
intermediate versions of the questionnaire.  

2.2 Pretesting 

During the questionnaire design phase, the questionnaire must be tested on the target group. In 
quantitative pretests, the questionnaire intended for use in the main survey is tested under - more or 
less - realistic conditions. Ideally, quantitative pretesting can be used to test the equivalence of the 
measurement instruments across participating countries with the help of statistical procedures (see 
Section 4 below). However, this presupposes that the pretests are implemented with a sufficiently large 
number of cases in all countries. In practice, and especially in most large-scale cross-national projects, 
this is not the case. Quantitative pretests often serve merely to investigate (a) comprehension problems 
with individual questions, (b) the manageability of the instrument as a whole, or (c) the estimation of 
the time needed to conduct an interview. As a consequence, the quality of the measurement 
instrument usually has to be tested by secondary researchers in the course of data analysis. 

The dominant qualitative method is cognitive interviewing, which aims to uncover difficulties that 
participants have answering the questions (Beatty & Willis, 2007; Willis, 2005). The toolbox of methods 
has been expanded in recent years to include cross-culturally and cross-nationally comparative 
cognitive interviews. If these interviews are administered during the questionnaire design phase, 
problems of non-equivalence can be uncovered and avoided at an early stage. 
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However, compared to cross-culturally comparative cognitive interview studies within one country, 
cross-nationally comparative cognitive interview studies are still very rare (exceptions, e.g.: Fitzgerald 
et al., 2011, Miller et al., 2011).  

More information - including lessons learned and recommendations about how to plan and conduct 
comparative cognitive interviews - can be found in Farrall et al. (2012), Fitzgerald et al. (2011), 
Goerman and Caspar (2010), Lee (2012), Miller et al. (2011), and Thrasher et al. (2011).  

Because of the considerable effort involved, a situation where large-scale quantitative or qualitative 
pretests take place in all participating countries almost never occurs in practice. Even in the ESS, 
qualitative pretests are conducted only in a limited number of participating countries, and, as a rule, a 
quantitative pretest takes place only in two of the participating countries. Moreover – as is also the 
case with the ISSP – these pretests are conducted mainly with a view to selecting substantively 
interesting and methodologically adequate questions rather than as a test of the final measurement 
instrument to be used in the main survey. Therefore, equivalence testing must be performed 
additionally ex post – that is, on the basis of the data collected in the main survey (see Section 4). 

As a rule, the results of both quantitative and qualitative pretests give rise to – sometimes considerable 
– revision of the measurement instruments. In principle, the revised versions should also undergo 
testing. However – usually for time reasons – this, too, is frequently dispensed with in practice. 

In what follows, we present a special type of testing that can also be conducted post hoc – namely, the 
application of probing techniques in cross-national web surveys. To analyse an ISSP item about 
attitudes to civil disobedience, Behr et al. (2014) used both comprehension probes ("What ideas do you 
associate with the phrase 'civil disobedience'? Please give examples.") and category-selection probes 
("Please explain why you selected [category]?"), which were incorporated into cross-national web 
surveys after the ISSP item in question. With the help of the answers entered by the respondents, the 
authors could demonstrate that the low level of support for civil disobedience in countries such as the 
USA and Canada, compared to countries like Germany and Spain, was due essentially to two reasons: 
First, civil disobedience was more strongly associated with violence in the first-named group of 
countries than in the second group. This is a methodological artefact – that is, respondents answered 
essentially different questions. Second, trust in politicians was (even) lower in the second group than in 
the first. This is a substantive result. Hence, a methodological artefact and real differences are 
effectively confounded in the data.  

Moreover, Braun, Behr, and Kaczmirek (2013) demonstrated in the case of ISSP items relating to 
attitudes towards migrants that – despite the fact that respondents from different countries thought 
mostly of comparable groups who reflected the actual composition of the migrant population in the 
country in question – characteristic biases nonetheless occurred. The authors used "specific probes" 
("What groups were you thinking of when you were answering the question?"), which were 
implemented after the aforementioned ISSP items. The migrant groups who came to mind when the 
respondents were answering the questions could not have been investigated with standard statistical 
procedures alone.  

2.3 Problem-oriented coding, translatability assessment, and advance translation 

Coding schemes for the systematic appraisal of items – also known as question appraisal systems – can 
also be incorporated into the questionnaire design process. The aim of these coding schemes is to 
systematically test new items for certain quality dimensions. Dean et al. (2007) proposed a coding 
scheme specifically tailored to the needs of cross-cultural surveys in the USA. 
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Furthermore, Aquadro et al. (2012) developed a type of translatability assessment for medical 
questionnaires. Here, too, a source question is systematically tested for its intercultural applicability and 
translatability.  

Advance translation pursues similar goals and objectives. This method entails producing an advance 
translation during the questionnaire design phase in order to make the source questionnaire easier to 
translate and thereby help to minimise subsequent translation problems and errors. The objective is to 
formulate the – usually English-language – source questionnaire in such a way that (a) it contains as 
few elements as possible that will cause problems during subsequent translation into different 
languages, and (b) the fact that the questionnaire is to be subsequently administered in the target 
languages is also taken into account during the questionnaire design phase. The advance translation 
can help to identify elements of the questionnaire that are problematic with regard to (a) and (b) 
above. When producing an advance translation, teams comprising experienced questionnaire 
translators and survey methodologists should jointly translate a provisional version of the source 
questionnaire and specifically comment on those parts of the text where they encountered problems 
during the translation process. Moreover, team members should be encouraged to make any type of 
comments that come to mind with regard to the subsequent use of the questionnaire in the various 
target cultures. Since 2009, advance translation has been an integral part of the design of the English-
language source questionnaire of the ESS, for example (Dorer, 2011). 

The Survey Quality Prediction (SQP) programme focuses on evaluating formal questionnaire design 
criteria. Detailed information can be found on the programme website, http://sqp.gesis.org. 

3. Questionnaire translation 

The quality of questionnaire translations is of decisive importance for the quality of research results.  

Section 3 addresses the following topics: 

3.1 What should be taken into account when translating questionnaires?  

3.2 How should the translation process be organised?  

3.3 Must a translated questionnaire be tested separately? 

3.4 Where can I find translators? 

3.5 What information should be made available to translators? 

3.6 I need translations not only for another country but also for a particular migrant group in 
that country. What should I take into account in this case? 

3.7 Are questionnaire translations always one and the same thing? Are there different types of 
questionnaire translations? 

3.8 What types of question/questionnaire adaptations are there? 

3.9 What should be taken into account in the case of project proposals that provide for a cross-
national or cross-cultural survey to be conducted? 

3.1 What should be taken into account when translating questionnaires? 

First, the quality requirements that a successful questionnaire translation must meet are the same as 
those that apply to any other kind of translation: It must be substantively and linguistically correct and 
complete. Moreover, a translated questionnaire, as a survey instrument, must work as intended in the 

http://sqp.gesis.org/
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target language. Hence, it is particularly important that the meaning is expressed in a generally 
understandable way in the target language. Therefore, the stimulus in the source questionnaire should 
correspond to that in the target questionnaire.  

Because a cross-section of the total population is usually surveyed in social science surveys, it is 
particularly important that the language used should be as simple and easily understandable as 
possible. Complicated sentence constructions should be avoided, as should rare words and, of course, 
foreign words. Questions and predefined response categories should also be clearly and unambiguously 
worded in the target language.  

In case of doubt, the survey practices that are customary in the target country should serve as a guide 
– for example, with regard to the way in which the respondents should be addressed (e.g., politeness) or 
the way grammatical gender should be handled in survey questions. In Germany, for example, one 
should decide whether to exclusively use the masculine form to cover males and females alike, or 
whether the masculine and feminine forms should always be explicitly used side by side (e.g., Wie stolz 
sind Sie, ein/e Deutsche/r zu sein?). 

Care should also be taken to ensure consistency within the questionnaire. This applies not only to the 
consistent use of individual key words and terms within the questionnaire but also to the consistent use 
of translated words and terms across different survey rounds or waves. This is especially relevant in the 
case of panel surveys and repeated cross-sectional surveys, where, in the interests of comparability over 
the years, it is important that certain terms and wording be used consistently over time. 

A detailed list and discussion of different points to which attention should be paid when translating 
questionnaires can be found in the second part of the ESS Translation Guidelines (European Social 
Survey, 2014).  

3.2 How should the translation process be organised?  

The so-called team approach, or committee approach, to questionnaire translation has established itself 
as best practice in social science survey research (see, for example, European Social Survey, 2014; 
Harkness 2003; Harkness, 2010). This approach is characterised, first, by the fact that several people 
with different skills and disciplinary expertise participate in the translation, and, second, that a 
multistage process is used. The advantages of this approach are as follows: The fact that one person is 
not relied on to produce the translation minimises the risk that the end-product will be too strongly 
shaped by the personal style of just one individual. Moreover, even the most experienced translators 
make mistakes, and it often happens that even very well-trained translators understand one and the 
same word differently. By including different people in the process, these sources of error are reduced. 
The fact that the translation passes through several procedural steps is an additional safety mechanism, 
so that the probability of incorrect translation or an excessively personal translation style can be 
minimised until the final translation is completed. 

The team approach should be supplemented by different pretest procedures and careful process 
documentation. The entire process is also known as "TRAPD". Originally developed by Janet Harkness, it 
is described, for example, in Harkness (2003) and in the ESS Translation Guidelines (European Social 
Survey, 2014). TRAPD is an acronym formed by combining the initial letters of the five procedural steps 
in this process:  

• "T" is for translation, the first step, which entails producing two independently executed translations. It is 

recommended that at least one of the translators should be a trained and/or professional translator or at 

least have a degree in linguistics.  
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• "R" is for review, the subsequent session moderated by a reviewer, during which the two independently 

produced translations are discussed and, if possible, a solution is found for each questionnaire item.  

• "A" is for adjudication, the phase in which any uncertainties that persist after the review step are 

clarified with the help of an experienced survey expert, the adjudicator. People who are chosen to act as 

reviewers and adjudicators should have relevant knowledge of social science and/or of survey 

methodology (on the selection of suitable people, see Section 3.4).  

• "P" is for the pretest in which the translations of all the questionnaire items are tested on a small sample 

of the target population in order to estimate the extent to which they are understood in the manner 

intended (see Section 3.3).  

• "D" is for documentation, the last step in the entire process. The aim here is to make information about 

how the final versions of the translations came about available to interested parties, if possible both 

within and outside the project in question. 

There are, of course, other methods for producing a questionnaire translation. In what follows, we will 
focus, in particular, on one of these methods, namely back translation. This method is still in use, 
despite the fact that its weaknesses have often been pointed out (see, for example, Harkness, 2003; 
Schoua-Glusberg & Villar 2013). It involves, first, having one person produce a translation from the 
source language, A, into the target language, B, and then having another person translate this 
translation back into language A. The source text in language A is then compared with the back 
translation into language A. If the two versions differ, the translation is checked once again and, if 
necessary, revised. However, from a translation sciences perspective, this method is questionable. Good 
translations are often characterised precisely by a certain degree of freedom. It is therefore very 
unlikely that the back translation of a good – that is, a relatively free – translation will result in the 
same text as the source text. This means that good translations may be wrongly deemed to be 
problematic. On the other hand, bad translations may go unnoticed if, for example, both translators (A-
B and B-A) who participate in the process translate badly. Janet Harkness (Harkness, 2003) chose a 
good example to illustrate this problem, namely the German idiom "das Leben in vollen Zügen 
genießen" (to live life to the full). If the translator translates it unidiomatically – that is, badly – as "to 
enjoy life in full trains," and the literal back translation into German yields exactly the same wording, 
the fact that it is a bad translation may go unnoticed. If, on the other hand, the TRAPD approach is 
applied, it is very likely that such an inadequate translation would be noticed and pointed out by some 
of the people involved in the individual procedural steps. This, of course, presupposes that those who 
participate in a TRAPD process are qualified for the task. Even if a back translation is provided for in the 
respective survey specifications, it is not advisable to regard it as the sole – or as an adequate – quality 
assurance method. 

3.3 Must a translated questionnaire be tested separately? 

A translated questionnaire must be tested as carefully on the target group as a questionnaire developed 
in the target language. On the one hand, qualitative test methods can be used – the GESIS Survey 
Guidelines contribution "Cognitive Pretesting" (Lenzner, Neuert, & Otto, 2016) provides guidance on 
the concrete implementation of cognitive interviews. On the other hand, quantitative methods can be 
employed, which allow statistical analyses to be conducted. These quantitative approaches include the 
split-ballot method, which involves administering different versions of some questions to a randomly 
split sample and analysing the responses (Fowler, Jr., 2004; Krosnick, 2011). The quantitative pretest can 
be supplemented with a so-called debriefing, which involves gathering additional information about 
the course of the interview after it has been conducted (Martin, 2004). 
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However, if the aim of translating the questionnaire is to achieve comparability with the source text, a 
number of particularities apply to the testing of translated questionnaires: 

1. If the pretest uncovers problems with the specific wording of the translation, they can often be 
solved by rewording the translation. For example, a term that was not understood, or that was 
understood incorrectly, can be replaced with a more appropriate term or can be paraphrased. 

2. If the test uncovers problems with the translated questionnaire that are not related to the 
actual wording, but rather are of a general nature (e.g., the recall period is too long), these 
problems cannot be solved if the source text has already been finalised and can no longer be 
modified. Ideally, therefore, in order to be able to identify and subsequently solve translation, 
cultural, and general problems at an early stage, pretests should be conducted while the source 
questionnaire for a cross-national survey is being developed (see Section 2.2). 

 

Statistical testing of translated questionnaires – Discipline-specific particularities 

In psychology and health research, the psychometric testing of translated questionnaires for (a) 
reliability (see also the GESIS Survey Guidelines contribution "Reliability", Danner, 2016), (b) validity, (c) 
sensitivity/specificity (in health research), and/or (d) equivalence with the source questionnaire is part 
of the overall concept for the production of a questionnaire translation. These key data are frequently 
published in research articles. 

Although translated questionnaires also undergo statistical testing in the social sciences in the context 
of quantitative pretesting, it is left up to the secondary researchers, in particular, to test the quality 
(e.g., the equivalence) of the data from cross-national surveys such as the ESS or the ISSP before they 
use them. However, there have recently been calls for statistical quality testing in the context of 
questionnaire design (and translation) in social survey research. In response to these calls, Rammstedt 
et al. (2015) proposed quality standards as a general guideline.  

The relevant literature in the various (sub-)disciplines should be consulted with regard to recommended 
statistical procedures. Keywords for literature searches are equivalence, validation, psychometric 
testing, and adaptation. Section 4 below also provides some insights. 

3.4 Where can I find translators? 

Finding suitable translators is quite a challenge because the area of questionnaire translation is a niche 
in which very few translators have specialised. Recommendations from other surveys, from national 
translators associations – in Germany, for example, the Bundesverband der Dolmetscher und Übersetzer 
e.V. (BDÜ) and the Fachverband der Berufsübersetzer und Berufsdolmetscher e.V. (ATICOM) – or from 
universities specialising in translation can be first points of contact when searching for suitable 
personnel.  

Overall, when selecting translators, it should be ensured that they 

1. translate into their mother tongue;  

2. have a very good knowledge of the source language; 

3. have translation competence (not necessarily proven by a degree in translation); however, 
translation competence consists of much more than understanding a foreign language more or 
less (see EMT, 2009); 

4. are sensitive to different registers and have a good feel for language in general in order to be 
able to translate in a manner that is suitable for the target group;  
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5. are willing to actively participate in translation discussions if the above-mentioned TRAPD 
approach is applied (this includes a willingness to constructively and critically appraise their 
own translations and those of third parties); 

6. are, ideally, familiar with the particularities of questionnaire translation;  

7. have, ideally, a knowledge of survey design and the operationalisation of concepts; 

8. have, ideally, expertise in the subject area in question. 

 

Especially with regard to the last three points, a lack of the necessary knowledge on the part of the 
translators can be offset through appropriate briefing and/or training. Moreover, the team approach 
described above ensures that the necessary expertise can be contributed by other protagonists in the 
translation process – for example, social scientists or psychologists with expertise in the subject area in 
question. 

Here, the reader is referred to the Cross-Cultural Survey Guidelines, and especially to the suggestions 
for the recruitment of translators: http://ccsg.isr.umich.edu/index.php/chapters/translation-
chapter/finding-selecting-and-briefing-translation-team-members  

3.5 What information should be made available to translators?  

The amount and type of information made available to the translators depends on various factors. Is a 
particular project or survey demanding in terms of technical terminology, or must a specific target 
audience be taken into account when choosing the register? Are the translators already experienced in 
translating questionnaires, or must they first be briefed in specific demands of this text genre? 

The following points can serve as a guideline for the information that should be made available to the 
translators: 

1. Background information on the survey in question, for example about the objectives and 
content of the survey or the design of the questionnaire 

2. Target audience, for example in terms of age, education, nationalities, specific population- or 
occupational groups 

3. Survey mode: Will the survey be administered orally or in the form of a paper-and-pencil or 
web-based self-administered questionnaire? 

4. Will this questionnaire be translated only into one language or into other languages as well? 

5. Are translations to be integrated into existing translations – that is, must existing translations 
be used? This is of particular relevance in the case of repeated cross-sectional surveys and 
panel surveys, where, as a rule, only some of the questions have to be newly translated. 
However, these newly translated questions must blend in seamlessly with the repeated 
questions, for example with regard to the type of question wording and the wording of the 
response categories.  

6. Is the source text final, or may changes still take place, for example because of questions that 
arise during the translation process? 

7. Whom should the translators contact if they have any questions? 

8. What method is used to review or ensure the quality of the translation? 

 

http://ccsg.isr.umich.edu/index.php/chapters/translation-chapter/finding-selecting-and-briefing-translation-team-members
http://ccsg.isr.umich.edu/index.php/chapters/translation-chapter/finding-selecting-and-briefing-translation-team-members
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Moreover, the translators should always be informed of the points mentioned in Section 3.1 above 
relating to the general guidelines that apply to questionnaire translations (e.g., linguistic correctness, 
completeness, comprehensibility, observance of norms of politeness, consistency). 

3.6 I need translations not only for another country but also for specific migrant groups in 
that country. What should I take into account in this case? 

In principle, the rules and requirements that apply in the case of a questionnaire translation for a 
migrant group in a particular country are the same as those discussed in the present guidelines. Hardly 
any research has been done to date on what distinguishes translations into migrant languages from 
translations into the languages of other countries. If at all, this research has been conducted in the U.S. 
context. However, practical experience in the USA has revealed a number of aspects, which can be 
summarised as follows: 

1. What country or countries is the target group from? This should be taken into account when 
producing the translation. If, for example, a questionnaire is provided in Spanish, the countries 
of origin of the target population(s) (e.g., different Spanish-speaking countries with possible 
linguistic differences) should be taken into account when formulating questionnaire items 
(Martinez, Marín, & Schoua-Glusberg, 2006; Alegria et al., 2004). 

2. It sometimes makes sense to forgo translating some names – for example, those of certain state 
bodies or programmes – because migrants are more familiar with the designation in the source 
language than in their mother tongue. In connection with the translation of the Austrian 
Mikrozensus, Stadler (2010) cited the term Arbeitsmarktservice, which is the Austrian 
designation for economic stimulus programmes. When it was translated into the migrant 
languages in which the survey was made available, the migrants did not understand it. 

3. If questions relate to Germany, for example, the translation should be formulated in such a way 
that it is clear that Germany is the frame of reference. In other words, the translation should 
not suggest that the frame of reference is the migrant's country of origin. The use of the 
source-language designation for a concept (see point 2 above) may also be helpful in this case. 

4. When producing translations, attention should be paid to the fact that migrants and natives 
may have a different perspective of the target country. What migrants consider to be foreign, 
another country, a foreign country, or abroad is not necessarily the same as what natives 
understand by it. Therefore, when producing a translation, the respective frames of reference 
should be critically examined. By way of example, one can cite here the Chinese and Korean 
translations of a question fielded in the American Community Survey conducted by the U.S. 
Census Bureau: "Where was this person born?" One of the response categories read: "Outside 
the United States – Print name of foreign country, or Puerto Rico, Guam, etc." In both the 
Chinese and Korean translations, "foreign country" was translated only as "country" in order to 
avoid confusing respondents, who were supposed to report their home country (Sha, Park, & 
Pan, 2012). 

5. Questions may be understood differently against a different cultural background. The first 
version of the translation into Korean of the (U.S. Census Bureau) question "In what year did 
this person1 last get married?" caused some problems. Many Korean participants in a cognitive 
pretest regarded marriage as a once in a lifetime event. Against this background, the 
translation was interpreted as meaning "When did the person get married recently?", with the 
result that those who had been married for a long time thought that the question did not 

 
1 "This person" means the respondent. 
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apply to them. The problem was solved by dropping the word "last" in the question and 
including an additional instruction for respondents (Sha et al., 2012). 

6. Questions in national surveys may be considered by migrants to be taboo subjects and cannot 
therefore be asked (Sauer, 2008).  

7. A further problem arises when migrant groups do not – or no longer – speak the language of 
their country of origin in the way that it is spoken there. This may be due, for example, to the 
fact that emigrants from the country in question belonged mainly to a specific group, or that 
elements of the language of the host country have been assimilated. This should be taken into 
account when searching for suitable translators. 

3.7 Are questionnaire translations always one and the same thing? Are there different types 
of questionnaire translations? 

The previous sections dealt with questionnaire translation in the context of intentionally oriented 
cross-national surveys. However, there are other types of questionnaire translations that call for 
(cultural) adaptations, to a greater or lesser extent. They are presented below. 

When the translation of a questionnaire is pending, the following key questions can help to obtain an 
initial overview of the general demands and constraints to which it is subject. For questionnaire 
translations are not always one and the same thing, as will become clear in what follows. 

The key questions are: 

1. Was the source questionnaire – that is, the questionnaire to be translated – originally designed 
for a particular culture or country? 

OR 

Was the source questionnaire designed with a view to cross-national application? 
 

2. Is the aim of the questionnaire translation to establish comparability with the source 
questionnaire? 

OR 

Does the source questionnaire serve merely as a source of ideas for a new questionnaire in 
another language? 

 

These questions yield the following table: 

Table 1: Different types of questionnaire translations 

 Comparability with source 
questionnaire planned 

 Comparability with source 
questionnaire not planned 

Source questionnaire designed for a 
particular culture/country 

I: Adaptations probably necessary; 
however, they are constrained by 
the comparability requirement 

 II: Adaptations probably 
necessary, no constraints  

      

Questionnaire designed with a view to 
cross-national application 

III: Adaptations possibly necessary; 
permissible adaptations often 
expressly identified as such; in 
cross-national surveys, further 

adaptations are usually subject to 
authorisation 

 IV: Adaptations possibly 
necessary, no restrictions 
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The four table cells will now be discussed with a view to determining where the questionnaire 
translation might be located on the continuum between translation and adaptation (Behr, 2013). In this 
connection, adaptation stands for modifications that go beyond those "typically" made during 
translation and that are necessary in order to adapt the questionnaire to the conditions prevailing in 
another cultural area. On specific adaptations, see Section 3.8 below. 

 

Situation I  

If a questionnaire that was developed in the U.S. context, for example, is to be used as a basis for a 
German questionnaire, and if the aim is to achieve the greatest possible comparability, the following 
applies: On the one hand, adaptations are necessary in order to detach the questionnaire from its 
American anchorage and to adapt it to living conditions in Germany. On the other hand, however, 
modifications must be restricted to a minimum because, otherwise, the comparability of the data 
cannot be guaranteed.  

An adaptation would be necessary in the case of the following item, for example: "Do you have 
difficulty walking several blocks?" City blocks are a central element of American urban design; 
depending on the measurement intention, "several blocks" could be replaced in German with a distance 
in metres or an equivalent paraphrase (Harkness, Edwards, & Villar, 2010). 

 

Situation II  

If a questionnaire that was originally developed for a U.S. context, for example, is now to be used as a 
basis for a German questionnaire, and if data comparability is not the aim, the translation is, in 
principle, free of constraints. Changes may be necessary for cultural reasons, or may simply be aimed at 
optimising the measurement instrument for your own research purposes – for example, by changing a 
7-point scale into a 5-point scale or by adding or deleting introductions to topics or whole questions, 
etc.  

 

Situation III 

If a source questionnaire is newly designed for a cross-national comparative survey, it is, ideally, 
formulated in such a way that either it is translatable in the participating countries or permissible 
adaptations (e.g., the addition of country-specific examples or response categories) are expressly 
identified as such in advance. As a rule, further-reaching adaptations are subject to authorisation by a 
central coordinating body and are restricted to a minimum. Situation III corresponds, for example, to 
the situation in the ESS and the ISSP. This situation forms the basis for the description provided in 
Sections 1 and 2 above. 

 

Situation IV 

If a questionnaire is to serve merely as a source of ideas for a questionnaire that is to be newly 
developed, one is free to make the desired changes to the questionnaire during translation. As the 
source questionnaire was developed with a view to cross-national application, a number of questions 
may be translatable and do not have to be adapted.  
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In addition to the conditions outlined above, what can still be translated or what must be adapted in a 

specific case, and what adaptations are permissible, depends on the following factors: 

Topic  

What is the topic of the questionnaire? Typically, general questions about satisfaction with different 
areas of life are more translatable than questions that address specific structures of the health system, 
for example.  

Linguistic and cultural distance 

How great is the distance between the source question and culture and the target question and 
culture? The greater the respective distances, the more likely it is that adaptation will be necessary. 

Survey specifications 

What requirements are laid down in the survey specifications? This applies, in particular, to large-scale 
cross-national surveys, which usually specify the degree of freedom that the participating countries 
have when transferring a questionnaire into another language. 

Legal constraints  

Is the questionnaire subject to copyright? This applies more to questions from the field of psychology 
or health research than to questions from social science disciplines. In the case of material protected by 
copyright, translations and adaptations are subject to authorisation by the respective right holders. 

 

In addition to the above-mentioned questionnaire translations, which aim to produce a functioning 

measurement instrument for another cultural area, there is a further type of questionnaire translation, 

namely "documentary" questionnaire translation. The German General Social Survey (ALLBUS), for 

example, is translated into English with the aim of giving scientists who do not speak German an 

insight into the survey. It is explicitly pointed out that the translated questions would have to be 

adapted for use in an English-speaking country. 

3.8 What types of question/questionnaire adaptations are there? 

The term adaptation is understood differently not only by different scientists but also across different 
disciplines (Behr, 2013). 

On the one hand, adaptation is used as a superordinate term for the overall process of transferring a 
measurement instrument from one language/culture to another. It is employed in this way especially in 
health research and cross-cultural comparative psychological research to indicate that a (semantically 
comparable) translation is sometimes not sufficient and that modifications have to be made at 
different levels. Moreover, in its superordinate form, this term also serves to draw attention to the 
necessity of psychometrically testing a new measurement instrument.  

On the other hand, adaptation is used to designate various specific modifications at the item level. In 
this context – to put it simply – one can distinguish between adaptations in the area of culture, 
measurement, and language. Adaptations in the area of language are often also a prerequisite for a 
perfectly normal, good translation.  

 

Adaptations in the area of culture 



15 
 

This covers modifications that are determined by differences between systems (in the broadest sense of 
the word) in the individual countries and cultures. Specific references in the questionnaire to the 
political system, the education system, the health system, etc. often require adaptation. This applies also 
to references to units of measurement (e.g., miles/metres). Moreover, modifications of the layout are 
often necessary to take account of different naming, date-format, and address-format conventions, for 
example. 

In addition to the aforementioned modifications to the questionnaire that are determined more by 
factual differences, there are modifications that are determined by different values, customs, or habits. 
The question "Have you ever worn a campaign badge/sticker" should not be asked in countries in which 
badges/stickers are not part of the inventory of symbols of political participation. The question "How 
difficult was it to sit without losing your balance?" measures the extent to which respondents can 
maintain their balance while sitting on a chair. When translating the question into Japanese, the still 
common Japanese tradition of sitting on the floor should be taken into account. The intended 
measurement can be ensured by making the question more specific: "How difficult was it to sit on a 
chair without losing your balance?" (Breugelmans, 2009).  

Other thematic areas that often require adaptation are family-related topics, religious topics, leisure 
activities, food, and medicines. 

 

Adaptations in the area of measurement 

This covers modifications that are determined by different experience with measurement instruments 
and surveys. When transferring a questionnaire into another language and culture, 
instructions/explanations/images relating to scale labels, etc. may have to be supplemented if the new 
target group has little or no experience with measurement instruments.  

Moreover, scales may have to be adapted in order to take account of the norms of social discourse in 
the target culture. One example that is sometimes cited in this regard is the adaptation of the agree-
disagree scale in Japanese by softening the English-language endpoint labels strongly agree and 
strongly disagree (Smith, 2004). 

 

Adaptations in the area of language 

This covers changes that are necessitated simply by differences between linguistic systems – for 
example, changes in word order, parts of speech, gender specifications, etc. Although these changes are 
referred to in the literature as "language-driven adaptations" or "linguistics-driven adaptations" (e.g., 
Harkness, 2008), they should in fact be perceived as key characteristics of a good translation. Indeed, 
translation in itself should not be understood as a rigid word-for-word transfer but rather as the 
transfer of meaning, taking into account the linguistic and idiomatic demands of the target language. 

During translation, the questionnaire must also be adapted to the norms of discourse of the target 
culture. For example, account should be taken of different conventions of politeness when addressing 
people or formulating questions/instructions. These changes are also an essential prerequisite for a 
good translation, as they cause the text to be perceived as an original work rather than a translation.  

If the new target group is a population group that has a lower level of education than the population 
group to whom the original questionnaire was addressed, the language of the questionnaire may have 
to be simplified. Irrespective of educational differences, terms that are not understood by the target 
group should be paraphrased or explained. Here, the boundary is undoubtedly blurred between what 
some people classify as "still translation" and what others classify as "already adaptation".  
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3.9 What should be taken into account in the case of project proposals that provide for a 
cross-national or cross-cultural survey to be conducted? 

In the past, at least, it was not unusual in substantive research projects for questionnaire translation to 
become an issue only when it was actually pending; time and money for questionnaire translation were 
rarely budgeted for.  

Against the background of the far-reaching consequences that a bad translation can have for the 
research results, account should be taken of the multidimensionality of translation and the connection 
between good questionnaire translation and good questionnaire design. If a proposal for a new project 
provides for a cross-national or cross-cultural survey to be conducted, the following applies:  

1. The cross-national/cross-cultural perspective should be taken into account when designing the 
source text by involving (groups of) people from other countries or cultures and by applying 
different qualitative and quantitative test methods. 

2. Questionnaire translation calls for the involvement of different (groups of) people and for a 
combination of different quality assurance methods.  

3. A cross-national or cross-cultural survey has consequences for the time schedule and the 
personnel- and financial planning of a research project. 

 

4. Testing measurement instruments ex post 

There are a number of quantitative procedures for testing equivalence ex post. By far the most 
frequently applied procedure is confirmatory factor analysis (Brown, 2006; Vandenberg & Lance, 2000). 
In the case of cross-cultural comparisons, multi-group confirmatory factor analysis is recommended. 
This method involves testing whether a measurement instrument that has proved its worth in one 
country also works well in the other countries. Comparability can exist at different levels that 
correspond to the equivalence criteria discussed in Section 1.3 above: Configural invariance holds true 
if all items in the various countries belong to the same latent dimension; metric invariance requires 
that the items have equal factor loadings; scalar invariance additionally presupposes that all intercepts 
are the same across countries. The studies on basic human values conducted by Davidov (2008) and 
Davidov, Schmidt, and Schwartz (2008) are an example of such group comparisons by means of 
confirmatory factor analysis.  

Multilevel analysis is a statistical method that explicitly takes account of the existence of different 
levels – the respondent level and the country level (Hox, 2010; Snijders & Bosker, 2011). Multilevel 
analysis is especially useful when the number of countries is large (20 is often considered to be the 
minimum) and when country-level variables are to be explicitly included to explain equivalence 
problems. Multilevel analysis can also be combined with confirmatory factor analysis (multilevel 
confirmatory factor analysis). However, this calls for a considerably greater number of cases at the 
country level.  

One method that is used in psychology, in particular, is item response theory, which analyses the 
relations between the individual items and the underlying dimension (Embretson & Reise 2000, van de 
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Vijver & Leung, 1997). Item response theory calls for a large number of items, which limits its 
applicability in many cross-national social science surveys.  

There are a number of other methods for testing equivalence (and, thus, comparability across 
countries), which, while not necessarily offering the same degree of precision, are sometimes much 
easier to use. For example, instead of confirmatory factor analysis, exploratory factor analysis can be 
performed (van de Vijver & Leung, 1997). (Multiple) correspondence analysis (Greenacre & Blasius 2006) 
is essentially a principal component analysis method for categorical data. Blasius and Thiessen (2006) 
applied correspondence analysis to the ISSP gender role items. Multidimensional scaling (Borg & 
Groenen 2005) graphically represents the intercorrelations between the items. The data must be at least 
ordinal. The criterion for comparability is whether the items in the individual countries are located in 
the appropriate regions. The boundaries between the regions are derived by theoretical reasoning. 
Braun & Johnson (2011) applied a variety of – complex and less complex – procedures to the same 
substantive problem and demonstrated that, in many cases, they led to the same conclusions.  

One disadvantage of all quantitative procedures – with the possible exception of multilevel analysis 
when country-level variables are included that can (potentially) explain the inequivalences – is that 
they identify the presence of problems but cannot explain the actual causes. Hence, the use of probing 
techniques is recommended, as in the case of ensuring equivalence ex ante (i.e., in the context of 
pretests). As cognitive interviews, and especially cross-nationally comparative cognitive interviews, are 
extremely costly and time-consuming to carry out, the implementation of additional web-based studies 
would appear to be a possible alternative. In this case, following Schuman's proposal (1966) for 
"random probes", probing questions can be incorporated into a normal web questionnaire. This 
approach was applied in the studies conducted by Behr et al. (2014) and Braun, Behr & Kaczmirek 
(2013), which were described in Section 2.2 above. 
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