
Supplementary Material
Die Fakten dicke! Der GESIS Podcast #8/#9

“The devil sticks in the detail - Übersetzung in der 
international vergleichenden Forschung“

August 2022

Lydia Repke & Dorothée Behr

Doi: 10.17622/gp.2022.8
Doi: 10.17622/gp.2022.9

https://doi.org/10.17622/gp.2022.8
https://doi.org/10.17622/gp.2022.9


2

Translation



The Idea of Untranslatability
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The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis (also linguistic relativity
hypothesis) states that the language one speaks
influences the way one thinks. That is closely related to
the idea that patterns of language use in a particular
cultural context can affect thought. Following this logic,
the resulting differences can lead to misunderstandings,
which are ultimately problematic for translation.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/psychology/sapir-whorf-hypothesis

Edward Sapir 
(1884-1939)

Benjamin Lee Whorf
(1897-1941)

https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/psychology/sapir-whorf-hypothesis


The Idea of Translatability
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Avram Noam Chomsky argues that the deep
linguistic structure of languages is coherent, while only the
superficial structure differs. Following this logic,
everything is expressible in any language and therefore
must be translatable.

Avram Noam Chomsky 
(*1928)

Problematic Examples

• Terms without direct translation
e.g., “Schadenfreude”

• Poems
i.e., due to importance of form

• Gender-neutral terms
standard in English, but not in German
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Questionnaire Translation



Some Relevant Terms
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Source Text/Language
is the text or language that is being translated from.

e.g., the English source questionnaire in the European Social Survey

Target Text/Language
is the resulting text you end up with after the translation or the 

language into which the translation is to be made (i.e., the 
translation).

e.g., German questionnaire in the European Social Survey



Questionnaire Translation in Context
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Questionnaire 
Design

Questionnaire 
Translation

Management

The more one addresses cultural relevance and
translatability and ensures clear translation
instructions before the translation process, the
better one will succeed in creating equivalent
questionnaires.



Comparative Questionnaire Design I

Goals of Questionnaire Design

• Definition and selection of concepts

• Development of – or selection of existing – items that are
relevant to the countries and cultures involved and that
measure the planned concepts in a comparable way

• Choosing translatable formulations (trying to avoid any
misunderstandings) with respect to the languages of the
study
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Comparative Questionnaire Design II
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Development Approaches

• Sequential approach: rather monocultural development
of a source questionnaire, then translation

• Parallel approach: intercultural input during the
development of the questionnaire, then translation

• Simultaneous approach: simultaneous development of
the questionnaire in multiple languages



Back Translation

First, the source text is translated into the target language.
Second, the translation is translated back into the source

language. Finally, the comparison between the source
text and the back translation allows conclusions about the
quality of the translation from source to target language, at
least in theory.

10

Source

Translation
(target language)

Back Translation
(source language)



The TRAPD Model I
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Mohler, Dorer, de Jong, & Hu, 2016; Harkness, 2003



Translation
two or more parallel translations

Review
discussion and combination of translation versions

Adjudication
final decision for a translation

Pretest
qualitative & quantitative testing of the translation

Documentation
across the whole process (e.g., cultural adaptation)

Less prone to mistakes than earlier methods (e.g., back

translation), but requires a bigger team and budget!

The TRAPD Model II
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Take-Home Messages

(1) Plan your resources carefully (the process of 
questionnaire translation is often underestimated).

(2) Pay attention to the translatability of the source text 
and take cultural differences into account!

(3) The one right translation does not exist (translation 
must fit the context and the translation job).

(4) Many decisions play a role in translation that are best 
made by an interdisciplinary team.

(5) Be careful with false friends!

And, of course, translation is fun!
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ALLBUS



ALLBUS
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The German General Social Survey (Allgemeine
Bevölkerungsumfrage der Sozialwissenschaften = ALLBUS)
is a biennial survey of social and political attitudes,
behaviors, and social structure of people residing in
Germany that has been conducted since 1980. A
representative cross-section of the population is
questioned using face-to-face interviews.

The data can be used for cross-sectional and longitudinal
analyses of German society. For international comparison,
the survey also includes questions from the American
General Social Survey (GSS) or the International Social
Survey Programme (ISSP).

https://gss.norc.org/
https://issp.org/


Data Access
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To get an overview of all available ALLBUS studies, check

out this publication.

ALLBUS documentation materials and data sets can be found
here.

The Research Data Center ALLBUS provides information on available

ALLBUS datasets on its website. To download the ALLBUS data, registration
(for public use files) is required. Additionally, the ALLBUS provides
supplementary data (e.g., regional data, small-scale geodata,
methodological data) that cannot be included in the regular public use
files because of data protection concerns. This sensitive data can be made
available for analyses subject to special contractual regulations with
the GESIS Secure Data Center (SDC).

Questions about the ALLBUS data? Ask here: allbus@gesis.org.

https://www.gesis.org/fileadmin/upload/dienstleistung/daten/umfragedaten/allbus/dokumente/SURVEYS_rel201905.PDF
https://www.gesis.org/en/allbus/download
https://www.gesis.org/en/allbus/allbus-home
https://login.gesis.org/
https://www.gesis.org/en/services/processing-and-analyzing-data/research-visits/secure-data-center-sdc
mailto:allbus@gesis.org


Additional Material & Syntax Routines
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Currently only available in German, you can find
additional material and helpful syntax routines here.

This includes the following topics:

• Formation of additional variables on the lifestyle and
family situation of the respondent

• Household and family typology (Porst and Funk)

• European Socio-economic Groups (ESeG)

• Construction of standardized income scores for time
comparisons (Elff)

https://www.gesis.org/allbus/download/zusatzmaterial-syntaxroutinen
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Related Studies, Links, and Media



Acquadro, Patrick, Eremenco et al. (2018)

19

https://doi.org/10.1186/s41687-018-0035-8

https://doi.org/10.1186/s41687-018-0035-8


Behr (2009)

20

https://doi.org/10.21241/ssoar.26125

https://doi.org/10.21241/ssoar.26125


Behr, Braun, Kaczmirek, & Bandilla (2014)
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https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-012-9754-8

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-012-9754-8


Behr (2017)
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https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2016.1252188

https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2016.1252188


Behr & Zabal (2021)
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https://doi.org/10.15465/gesis-sg_en_035

https://doi.org/10.15465/gesis-sg_en_035


Behr & Braun (2022)
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https://doi.org/10.1093/jssam/smac005

https://doi.org/10.1093/jssam/smac005


Dorer (2020)
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Dorer (2022)
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https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X211072343

https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X211072343


Keck, Behr, & Dorer (2021)
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https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.5180976

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.5180976


Lyberg et al. (2021)
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https://wapor.org/resources/aapor-wapor-task-force-report-on-quality-in-
comparative-surveys/

https://wapor.org/resources/aapor-wapor-task-force-report-on-quality-in-comparative-surveys/


Smith (2003)
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Smith (2004)
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https://doi.org/10.1002/0471654728.ch21

https://doi.org/10.1002/0471654728.ch21


Translation Software I

https://www.matecat.com/
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https://www.matecat.com/


Translation Software II

https://omegat.org/
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https://omegat.org/
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Invited Expert



Questionnaire Translation

Dr. Dorothée Behr
is an expert in questionnaire 

translation and comparability of 
international survey data. She 

researches, teaches, and consults on 
questionnaire translation.
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dorothee.behr@gesis.org

Click here for a list of interesting publications or here for a talk in German on
questionnaire translation by Dorothée Behr .

mailto:dorothee.behr@gesis.org
https://www.gesis.org/institut/mitarbeiterverzeichnis/person/dorothee.behr
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0Rx_Gdpj4FI
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