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1 Introduction  

 
Demographic data show increased international migration in recent decades, with this 

trend projected to continue at least through mid-century (IOM 2010). Many migrants have only 

limited proficiency in the national languages of the receiving countries, meaning that linguistic 

diversity and “super diversity” are becoming the new norm (Blommaert and Rampton 2012). In 

many places there has also been greater formal recognition of the language rights of minority 

language speakers, including both long-standing linguistic minorities as well as more recent 

immigrant groups. As a result, survey organizations around the world have shown increased 

interest in creating measurement materials and procedures in multiple languages to ensure that 

minority language respondents are accurately represented in statistical data. In the United States, 

increases in the percentage of the population that speaks a language other than English at home 

have engendered new federal, state, and local policies governing language rights. At the federal 

level, Executive Order 13166, signed in by President Clinton 2000, requires agencies to develop 

and implement systems to provide meaningful language access to federal programs for Limited 

English Proficient (LEP) individuals. However, the  Census Bureau was already engaged in 

multilingual data collection prior to Executive Order 13166; translation of Census Bureau 

questionnaires into Spanish was mandated by Congress in 1976, as part of a broader directive to 

improve social, health, and economic statistics regarding the Hispanic population (Public Law 

94-311). Further, in addition to the commitment to language access and equal representation, 

there is also now greater recognition that failure to collect data in minority languages may lead to 

nonresponse bias, since some individuals who do not speak English report hesitancy or 

unwillingness to respond (Bates and Pan 2009).  For these reasons, in the past few decades, the 

U.S. Census Bureau has devoted increased resources to its data collection program in languages 

other than English. The 2010 decennial census questionnaire was available in five languages, and 

language assistance guides designed to serve as response aids for the English-language 

questionnaire were produced in 59 languages (Kim and Zapata 2012).  

Surveying a linguistically diverse population is a complex process that involves 

numerous linguistic and logistical considerations and affects every step of survey production and 

operations. In addition to creating questionnaires -- including questions and response options, 

instructions, and help text -- in multiple languages, survey organizations also need to prepare in-

language supplementary materials such as advance letters that inform respondents about the 

upcoming survey and encourage participation, brochures that provide detailed background 

information about the survey and its purpose, and reminder postcards designed to increase survey 

cooperation. While translation is obviously a key component in the development of instruments 
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and supplemental materials, there is also a need to develop appropriate processes and procedures 

for fielding surveys with multilingual populations.
1
  

An often overlooked aspect of carrying out surveys in multiple languages is the need for 

research and testing. It is now widely recognized that survey development is an iterative process 

involving multiple rounds of pretesting and revision.  However, in the case of surveying 

multilingual populations, some survey organizations initially conceive of this undertaking as 

simply a matter of hiring translators to render a survey in additional languages after pretesting in 

the original language is complete.  The assumption is that, if the source version has been 

thoroughly tested, other language versions will perform similarly and data quality will be 

comparable. However, as we discuss in this report, there is a need for testing and revising 

translated surveys and multilingual field procedures, and these practices should be integrated into 

the survey development process.    

In this report, we identify challenges and crucial considerations for multilingual survey 

development, illustrating our discussion with research conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau 

pertaining to three major stages of multilingual survey development and deployment: translation 

of survey materials, qualitative and quantitative pretesting, and fielding. The Census Bureau 

confronts linguistic issues on a scale much greater than other organizations because of its status 

as the flagship federal statistical agency and its mission to count everyone living in the United 

States. The kinds of studies conducted at the Bureau can provide insights for other agencies as 

well as commercial and non-profit survey organizations.   

In our examination of key issues and findings regarding the impact of cross-linguistic 

differences in multilingual surveys, we analyze two issues related to cross-linguistic and cross-

cultural standardization: (1) the standardization of survey materials and procedures (i.e., 

standardization of the stimulus) vs. data quality outcomes (i.e., standardization of the effect); and 

(2) the appropriateness of utilizing existing research methods with populations other than those 

for whom they were originally developed.  We conclude with a review of the main issues and 

next steps for research and evaluation of multilingual surveys, with the goal of informing best 

practices.  
 

2 Translation of Questionnaires and Survey Materials  

In the U.S., public and private survey organizations undertaking a survey in multiple 

languages typically start with an English-language “source questionnaire” and then translate it, 

as well as supplemental materials, into other languages.
2
 However, rather than finalizing the 

source questionnaire and then translating it, survey methodologists advocate incorporating cross-

linguistic and cross-cultural input from the inception of the survey design process (e.g., Dorer 

2011; Fitzgerald, Widdop, Gray, and Collins 2011).  Translatability assessments (Conway, 

Patrick, Gauchon, and Acquadro 2010) conducted early in the design process can identify 

potential issues and constraints so that they can be addressed before the source questions and 

terminology are finalized.  This parallel development of multilingual surveys is only possible for 

the U.S. Census Bureau on the rare occasions when a new survey is created or new questions are 

added to an existing survey. For example, when the Current Population Survey’s series of 

                                                           
1
 Other issues that survey organizations should address are the mechanisms for capturing, processing and 

disseminating data in multiple languages. The linguistic and cultural appropriateness of outreach, advertising and 

promotional campaigns must also be considered.  
2
 In the U.S. federal system this is the case because surveys are often commissioned and designed before decisions  

about how many – and which – additional language versions will be created are made. In addition, in some cases, a 

survey has been in circulation for years before the decision is made to offer translated versions.  
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questions on respondents’ source of health insurance was modified to include the new health 

exchanges, English and Spanish versions were developed and tested simultaneously, allowing 

feedback from tests in both languages to inform the process (Pascale, Leeman, Cosenza, and 

Schoua-Glusberg forthcoming).  However, the most common scenario at the Census Bureau is 

that there is a pre-existing English-language survey for which multilingual versions are a 

relatively recent add-on. Therefore, how best to address issues in cross-linguistic and cross-

cultural translations is an important consideration. 

Critical to questionnaire translation is data comparability and conceptual equivalency 

across languages, a goal that can prove deceptively difficult to achieve. The first challenge is  

how to ensure that questions and answer categories convey the same meaning in the source and 

target languages, in particular, with respect to concepts that demonstrate significant cross-

cultural variation in their social construction and use (such as racial categories and 

classifications). Another challenge is how to ensure the “perceived meaning” of a question 

corresponds to the “questioner’s intended meaning” (Braun and Harkness 2005). This is critical 

in multilingual surveys because the interpretation of meaning is governed by cultural norms of 

communication (Saville-Troike 1989). Since communicative norms differ across languages, 

when a question is translated into another language, the respondent may interpret it differently 

from how the survey designer intended.
3
 Finally, in cross-linguistic and cross-cultural survey 

contexts, there may be a heightened risk of “ulterior signaling” where a particular terminology, 

structure, or context of the question inadvertently raises respondent suspicions that other forms 

of information are being sought (see also Pan and Lubkemann forthcoming). Therefore it is 

crucial to securing “question-focused responses” – i.e., responses that reference the (intended) 

terms or focus of the questions, and not other topics or concerns. 

A large and growing body of research regarding survey translation has generated 

theoretical guidelines for optimal survey translation. The two approaches to translation that have 

received most attention and discussion in survey research are adoption and adaptation 

(Harkness, Van de Vijiver, and Johnson 2003).  Adoption consists of a direct word-for-word 

translation of the questionnaire from the source language into the target language, and 

emphasizes the standardization of question wording and formats across languages. This approach 

is often the default approach adopted by those with little linguistic or translation experience. In 

contrast, adaptation seeks to produce translations that measure the same constructs as the 

original, even when this requires modifying the original structure in the target language 

rendition. Because adapted translations appear to differ from the source language originals, they 

can raise concerns regarding standardization of survey questions and response options. This is a 

particularly salient concern for large-scale surveys with questions that have been asked for many 

years, such as those conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau. 

The adoption approach presumes that every word in the source language has a 

corresponding word in the target language, and thus it characterizes translation as a matter of 

simply finding the correct terminological equivalent in the target language. However, such one-

to-one correspondences do not consistently or reliably exist across languages. There are 

sometimes subtle differences in the information conveyed by similar words in different 

languages. In addition, some languages require multi-word phrases to express what other 

languages can convey with a single word. For example, the English-language term “nursing 

home,” which appears in numerous surveys, can mean a residence for senior citizens in addition 

                                                           
3
 While it is true that an English-speaking respondent may interpret a question differently from how the survey 

designer intended, a translated version contains an additional level of challenges in conveying meaning. 
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to a convalescence or rehabilitation facility. In some non-English languages (e.g., Chinese, 

Korean, and Vietnamese), a single translated term of “nursing home” does not convey this 

additional meaning, and thus an additional phrase is required (Pan, Sha, Schoua-Glusberg, and 

Park 2009).  
However, even words with similar meanings at the semantic or referential level may have 

different sociocultural meanings or implications. Questions which reference social practices 

unique to a specific country, or for which there are differences in cross-cultural norms, are 

particularly problematic for the adoption approach.  Consider, for example, the challenges of 

translating the educational attainment questions on the U.S. Census Bureau’s American 

Community Survey (ACS) into Spanish (Goerman, Fernandez, and Quiroz 2013). The original 

question makes reference to “home school,” an educational practice that is closely linked to U.S. 

educational regulations and policies, and which has no direct equivalent in the countries from 

which many monolingual Spanish-speaking immigrants have arrived.  In an attempt to 

standardize across languages by using the adoption approach, a translation based on the terms 

“home” and “school” was tested: enseñanza en el hogar, or “teaching/schooling in the home.” 

Although respondents were familiar with these terms individually, they interpreted the 

compound term differently from what was intended. Specifically, they understood it as referring 

to private tutoring, online classes, or informal lessons taught by parents to their children. These 

concepts are relevant in educational systems in their countries of origin, and do not relate to the 

notion of “home school” common to many American English speakers. Improving the translation 

by finding  a “better” or “more accurate” terminological equivalent, as would be suggested by 

the adoption approach, is simply not possible because no such term exists.  

The same study also highlights another shortcoming of the assumption of terminological 

equivalence: its failure to consider linguistic variation. All speech communities exhibit variation 

in their language use, including differences in pronunciation, vocabulary, sentence structure and 

pragmatic norms.
4
 One key parameter of linguistic variation is geography; a single language 

tends to vary from place to place, and from country to country. As a result, one language spoken 

by immigrants from a range of different countries may present significant terminological 

variation. Although there may be a single English-language term used in the U.S., the 

corresponding Spanish term may vary from country to country, leading to confusion when 

translations strive for strict word-for-word equivalence and standardization of question formats. 

For example, the terms typically used to refer to “high school,” “college” and “bachelor’s 

degree,” which are central to the ACS educational attainment question (see Figure 1), vary across 

Spanish-speaking countries.  

 

                                                           
4
 This is an issue that we believe merits more attention and research in the field of survey methodology, in English 

and other languages, however a discussion is beyond the scope of this report. 
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Figure 1. 2013 ACS educational attainment question 

 

In some places, “colegio” is the most common term for high school, while in others “escuela 

secundaria” is the most accurate equivalent. Goerman et al., (2013a) found that employing a 

single direct translation in the questionnaire led to inconsistent, variable responses that were 

dependent upon a respondent’s country of origin. As a result, respondents from some countries 

appeared to over-report their educational levels. 

In addition to concepts such as educational attainment, which vary by language, culture, 

and country, more abstract concepts (such as ratings of “satisfaction” and “happiness”) are 

difficult to translate directly because even though terminological equivalents may be apparent, 

the interpretations of these concepts are not comparable across multilingual and multicultural 

respondents (see Smith 2004 for a review). 
Another problem with word-for-word translations is that they generally do not take cross-

linguistic comparability of pragmatic effect into account, as can be seen in a recent project 

undertaken by the Census Bureau to develop translations of existing English-language survey 

advance letters for the ACS (Chan and Pan 2011, Pan, Hinsdale, Park, and Schoua-Glusberg 

2006, 2008; Pan and Landreth 2009). See Figure 2 below for an example of a Census Bureau 
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advance letter incorporating multiple languages.
5
  In the first phase of the study, four versions of 

the advance letters were translated word-for-word into Spanish, Chinese, Korean, Russian, and 

Vietnamese and then pretested with monolingual native speakers in each of the target languages.  

 

 
Figure 2. 2010 Census English-language advance letter. 

                                                           
5
 Survey organizations use advance materials as part of a strategy to reduce household nonresponse rates (Dillman 

1991; Fox, Crask, and Kim 1988; Yammarino, Skinner, and Childers 1991) and to establish the legitimacy of a 

survey (Dillman 1978). Among limited English proficiency (LEP) respondents, knowledge of the decennial census 

and other U.S. national surveys was minimal, and the belief that such surveys are mandatory and responses are 

confidential was not commonly held (Bates and Pan 2009). 
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The problems experienced by respondents differed somewhat across languages, but some 

common complaints were verbosity, difficulty following the sequencing of information, 

perception of a stiff or unfriendly tone, and intimidating and incomprehensible legal language. 

Researchers found that while respondents understood the words in the direct translations of the 

letters, they did not grasp the intended messages or “point” of the letters. For example, the phrase  

“response to this survey is required by law” was intended by the Census Bureau to convey the 

mandatory nature of the forthcoming survey with the goal of making the respondent understand 

that he or she must answer the survey questions.  However, many respondents reading the 

translations in their native language did not interpret the mandate as applying to them. Some 

reasons they gave for this conclusion implied assumptions about U.S. law (e.g., “The U.S. is a 

free country and thus its residents cannot be forced to respond.”), a lack of experience with 

survey procedures, and misunderstanding concerning  the intended survey respondent (e.g., the 

survey is meant for U.S. citizens only, thus the letter was not relevant to the respondent). Direct 

word-for-word translation of such letters from English into target languages may not result in 

letters that encourage the desired outcomes even when they are faithful to the original in terms of 

grammatical structures and lexical items.   

Although adoption is often seen as the default approach to survey material translation, 

many survey researchers advocate the alternative adaptation approach to survey translation (e.g., 

Behling and Law 2000; Harkness 2003; Harkness and Schoua-Glusberg 1998; McKay, Breslow, 

Sangster, Gabbard, Reynolds, Nakamoto, and Tarnai 1996; Harkness, Villar, and Edwards 2010). 

Recent research has also illuminated the benefits of this approach (e.g., Levin, Willis, Forsyth, 

Norberg, Kudela, Stark, and Thompson 2009; Fitzgerald et al. 2011; Willis and Zahnd 2007;  

Pan and Fond 2010, forthcoming). Proponents of adaptation recommend using a source 

questionnaire as a template, but then allowing survey questions to be significantly modified to 

make them more easily comprehensible in a different target language. The modifications this 

approach allows can take several forms, including providing supplemental explanations of terms, 

adjustments to grammatical rules that are language-specific, and some accommodation of 

language-specific conventions and sensitivities (such as indicators of politeness). In contrast with 

structural or formal equivalence stressed in the adoption approach, the adaptation approach aims 

to ensure that translated survey questions measure the same or similar constructs as the source 

questions, thus achieving functional equivalence even if this requires reformulation of question 

wording, structure, and sequencing of information in the questions, instructions, and response 

options. Proponents of the adaptation approach do not reject standardization but they prioritize 

cross-linguistic standardization of semantic and pragmatic meaning, rather than standardization 

of the stimuli. For example, in the case of the ACS educational attainment question discussed 

earlier, adaptation might consist of adding  information about what home schooling consists of, 

or reformulating the question to inquire about the number of years of schooling completed 

(instead of highest level completed). However, there is some institutional resistance to such an 

approach, as a result of concerns that reformulating the question in non-English languages might 

introduce cross-linguistic discrepancies, and revising the English-language question would have 

an impact of historical data comparisons.   

In comparison with institutional resistance to adaptation in the translation of survey 

questionnaires, there is generally a greater willingness to adapt supplementary materials such as 

advance letters or informational brochures, as these are designed to encourage compliance from 

respondents, and are not as closely linked to data collection instruments.  The main 
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communicative intent of a typical survey advance letter is to notify respondents of an upcoming 

event (i.e., the survey) that will require their attention, and to request future action from them 

(i.e., response). It is often also necessary to include information about legal protections and 

obligations of respondents, as well as how their information will or could be used by the survey 

organization. Given that respondents may not interpret direct translations of the messages 

contained in translated advance letters as intended, as was the case in the study described above, 

adaptation can be useful for making these communicative intentions clearer and more effective. 

The Census Bureau’s cognitive research on multilingual ACS advance letters (Pan and Fond 

2012) found that in order to achieve the letters’ intended outcome, the main messages, rather 

than the lexical items, grammatical structure, or information-sequencing conventions of the 

original should take precedence. The goal of encouraging participation in surveys across 

language groups can only be realized by providing convincing, inspiring, and culturally 

appropriate advance materials tailored as well as possible to the linguistic, cultural, and social 

backgrounds of the respondents.  For this reason, the final version of the Chinese version of ACS 

survey letters included additional details clarifying the identity of the sender (the director of a 

U.S. Census Bureau regional office) and addressee. Messages were re-sequenced to lead with 

background about the survey and the respondent’s role in the survey process rather than the 

message about mandatory participation that had come first in the original English letter. 

Additionally, the tone of the Korean version of the ACS letters was adjusted to contain more 

politeness signals and friendliness to mitigate the legal terminology that struck respondents as 

harsh and threatening to non-English speaking respondents. Similar modifications were made to 

Russian and Vietnamese versions of the advance letters. 

 In this section we argued that word-for-word adoption of English source language 

questions and materials into other languages cannot adequately address the key challenges facing 

survey translators.  We discussed various issues involved with cross-linguistic and cross-cultural 

standardization and demonstrated that standardizing the stimuli across language groups does not 

lead to standardization of (comparable) responses and communicative effect. Therefore, in order 

to ensure translation quality and cultural appropriateness, and ultimately achieve the goal of 

collecting quality data from all respondents, it is necessary to allow for flexibility in expression. . 

To determine whether a translation is successful, regardless of whether it is conducted via the 

adoption of the adaptation approach, it must be thoroughly reviewed and pretested. In the next 

section we address this type of research.     
 

3 Pretesting of Multilingual Questionnaires and Materials 
 

In general, pretesting of survey items aims to ensure that the questions are asking what 

researchers intend, that they are understood consistently across respondents, that respondents are 

willing and able to answer the questions, and that the questions are not overly burdensome 

(Groves, Fowler, Couper, Lepkowski, Singer, and Tourangeau 2009). However, research in this 

area has evolved and there is now also a focus on the definition and empirical evaluation of the 

methods themselves (Presser, Couper, Lessler, Martin, Martin, Rothgeb, and Singer 2004). 

Common pretesting techniques include expert review, focus groups, cognitive interviewing, 

behavior coding, usability testing and field testing. While various pretesting methods have been 

applied to English-language, U.S. surveys for years, the techniques have also been increasingly 

applied to survey translations and multilingual surveys (Harkness, Mohler, van de Vijver 2003; 

Harkness, Vilar, and Edwards 2010). In addition to linguistic concerns, two other issues 

regarding the pretesting multilingual surveys must be considered. First, it is crucial to take the 
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social experiences and expectations of LEP respondents into account. Second,  survey 

researchers should be aware that it may not be possible to conduct pretesting in the same way, 

and to obtain directly comparable data, across language groups. We begin by discussing key 

pretesting methods and illustrating the insights and challenges associated with them.  
One of the most basic quality control procedures applied to survey translations is expert 

review, in which a panel of experts is assembled and asked to assess a preliminary translation 

and to identify potential problems or difficulties for respondents (U.S. Census Bureau 2003).  

Ideally, such panels include survey methodologists with knowledge of the theoretical and/or 

practical aspects of questionnaire design as well linguists with expertise in the target language 

and experts with specific knowledge of the target language population as well as the subject 

matter of the survey. In addition to reviewing materials independently, the entire panel may meet 

to discuss problems, propose solutions and identify areas for additional testing. Expert reviews 

can eliminate major design errors that may create problems or add undue respondent burden.  
One limitation of expert review is that, because it does not include respondent input, it 

may not accurately anticipate and capture respondents’ backgrounds and life circumstances (U.S. 

Census Bureau 2003). It can be difficult for experts to understand all of these variables, 

particularly when the target population includes immigrants from a variety of national origins or 

cultural groups. Further, the fact that expert reviewers are bilingual in the source and target 

languages as well as highly knowledgeable about surveys means that they may not anticipate the 

difficulties experienced by monolingual respondents unfamiliar with survey constructs and 

procedures.  
Thus, in order to incorporate the insights of potential respondents, survey organizations 

have increasingly turned to cognitive interviewing to pretest multilingual surveys (e.g., Blair and 

Piccinino 2005; Dean, Caspar, McAvinchey, Reed, and Quiroz 2007; Forsyth, Kudela, Levin, 

Lawrence, and Willis 2007; Levin et al. 2009; Willis, Kudela, Levin, Norberg, Stark, Forsyth, 

Brick, Berrigan, Thompson, and Lawrence 2010). Cognitive testing is a method in which survey 

respondents are interviewed one-on-one in order to examine how they interpret, comprehend and 

respond to survey questions and other materials (Willis 2005). The goal of the process is to 

identify aspects of a survey instrument (e.g., question wording, response options, instructions, 

etc.) that are not perceived by respondents in the way that the survey designers intended. Results 

from cognitive interviews are then used to recommend alternative wording or other 

modifications, which are then tested in a second round of cognitive interviews. This can be an 

iterative process involving multiple rounds of modification and testing until success is achieved. 

The cognitive testing method has been used to pretest translated survey questions and 

materials. Typically, translated materials are tested with monolingual speakers of the target 

language in order to make sure that they are equivalent to the original in content, tone, meaning, 

and effect (Pan, Landreth, Hinsdale, Park, and Schoua-Glusberg 2007). For example, in a Census 

Bureau study of pretesting the 2010 Census form in multiple languages (Pan, Sha, Park, and 

Schoua-Glusberg  2009), a multilingual research team was assembled and researchers utilized 

cognitive interviews conducted in each of the target languages to gauge potential respondents’ 

comprehension of and response to the translated census questions. Based on the results of the 

first round of interviews, researchers proposed alternative translations, and then conducted a 

second round of interviews to test them, in order to identify the best translation.  
Cognitive interviewing can also help detect LEP respondents’ noticing of and reaction to 

multilingual materials. In a cognitive interview study of reactions to a multilingual brochure 

containing information in five different languages, Chan and Pan (2011) found that when 
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respondents opened envelopes containing survey advance materials primarily in English, they 

often overlooked multilingual brochures contained in the same envelope.  However, when their 

attention was directed to the brochures, respondents were able to extract the important messages 

of the advance material, e.g., a survey will be arriving in the mail, response is mandatory and 

confidential, and language assistance is available. Importantly, respondents reported that the 

existence of the brochure in their language made them feel respected and appreciated by the 

survey organization and a concomitant greater  likelihood that they would consider it their duty 

to respond when the survey arrived (Chan and Pan 2011: 355). 

 Cognitive interviewing has also been extensively employed to probe respondents’ 

comprehension of social constructs or practices that either do not exist in respondents’ native 

languages or countries, or are conceived differently from how they are understood in the U.S.  

For example, constructions of race are markedly different in the U.S. and Latin America, with 

these differences reflected in the numerous U.S. Census Bureau studies that have documented 

the challenges faced by monolingual Spanish-speaking respondents when asked to identify their 

race using the categories mandated by the federal government’s Office of Management and 

Budget (OMB) guidelines (e.g., Childs, Terry, and Jurgenson 2011; Goerman, Caspar, Sha, 

McAvinchey, and Quiroz 2007a; Goerman, Caspar, Sha, McAvinchey, and Quiroz 2007b; 

Goerman, Quiroz, McAvinchey, Reed, and Rodriguez 2013). In addition to different 

constructions of “race,” Latin American societies generally do not distinguish between “race” 

and “ethnicity,” and this is reflected in cognitive interview research in which many Spanish-

speaking respondents considered race and ethnicity to be equivalent (Gerber and Crowley 2005). 

Along the same lines, many Spanish-speaking participants in another cognitive interview study 

preferred a combined question that includes both ethnicity and race, rather than two distinct 

questions (Terry and Fond 2013). 

In addition to being used to pretest question wording and translations, cognitive 

interviews are also one method employed in usability testing. Usability testing investigates how 

well respondents are able to utilize an instrument, with the goal of assessing not only how well 

they process the wording, but also whether they are able to locate key informational elements 

and successfully navigate through the survey. Usability testing is a key component of pretesting 

computer-based and online materials. For example, a usability study of the online version of the 

Spanish-language Puerto Rico Community Survey (PRCS; similar to the ACS) found evidence 

of respondents having difficulty entering their names into the fillable fields provided. Because 

the use of two last names (maternal and paternal) is common in Puerto Rico, as well as other 

Spanish-speaking countries, many respondents were unsure whether to report just one or both, a 

problem that was confounded by a limited number of characters that could be entered (Leeman, 

Fond, and Ashenfelter 2012; see also Goerman et al. 2007a and 2007b). Also, and more specific 

to the PRCS, cognitive testing revealed that a question about home heating fuels did not take into 

account that home heating is not generally used in Puerto Rico; so although respondents 

understood the translation, they felt that it was not possible to answer the question accurately 

because the question presumes that a respondent’s home must have heat (or, be in need of heat). 

These are the types of insights that can be gained about survey instruments that might not be 

identified in expert review because of the respondents’ different daily experiences. 
 Clearly, cognitive interviewing is a useful method for gaining a better understanding of 

how survey questions, and their translations, are perceived by respondents.  However, one caveat 

of conducting cognitive interviews to inform multilingual survey and materials development is 

that this methodology was developed primarily with respondents from North America and 
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Europe, whereas the vast majority of LEP individuals in the U.S. are immigrants from Latin 

America or Asia. There is some evidence from research utilizing cognitive interviews that LEP 

respondents either did not understand the process or experienced difficulty completing the tasks 

in line with the researchers’ expectations (Carrasco 2003; Coronado and Earle 2002; Goerman, 

2006a, 2006b; Kissam, Herrera, and Nakamoto 1993; Pan 2004; Pan, Landreth, Hinsdale, Park, 

and Schoua-Glusberg 2010; Potaka and Cochrane 2004). For example, Pan (2004, 2008) has 

found that the common cognitive interview technique of soliciting a paraphrase of a question or 

response was not effective with Chinese-speaking respondents because the exercise was 

unfamiliar; they would typically repeat the text as-is, and so the probe was not very useful for 

eliciting information.  In addition, issues that are significant factors in survey responses such as 

social desirability, acquiescence bias, nonattitudes and neutral opinions, etc. (Smith 2004) may 

show cross-linguistic differences. 
As a result of findings such as these, researchers have stressed the need for further studies 

of multilingual pretesting (Smith 2004). Specifically, cross-cultural and cross-linguistic 

awareness should inform the entire cognitive interview process for the development or 

translation of testing protocols, the tailoring interview probes, the organization of language 

teams, the selection and  training bilingual interviewers, and the reporting of research results 

(Pan et al. 2007, 2010; Goerman and Casper 2010a). A more systematic approach to multilingual 

pretesting is needed to ensure that the impact of cultural variation is reduced to minimum and 

that cognitive testing results are valid and reliable. 

In addition to cognitive interviewing, another common method of survey pretesting is to 

conduct a field test, or a small-scale practice run of data collection involving all phases of survey 

production, from initial contact to non-response follow-up (Groves et al., 2009).  Field tests 

sometimes contain split-panel designs in which different segments of the survey sample receive 

different versions of the questions.  In an effort to ensure high-quality surveys and avoid 

unexpected problems, the U.S. Census Bureau generally requires that new questions or changes 

to existing questions be field-tested prior to implementation.  However, there are many logistical 

challenges to conducting field tests with minority languages, such as the difficulty and cost of 

identifying and drawing a large enough sample to have a geographically dispersed non-English 

speaking population. Thus, it has not been common to include non-English languages in U.S. 

Census Bureau field testing operations, although in recent years, there has been a greater effort to 

include Spanish, such as in Census non-response follow-up and field tests of the ACS (see 

Childs, Landreth, Goerman, Norris, and Dajani 2007, Pascale, Goerman, and Drom 2012).  
It should be noted that even the rare split-panel field tests conducted by the Census 

Bureau in languages other than English have used a single, direct translation of each English-

language question. Thus, although there are two target language versions of each question, they 

each correspond to a different source language question. In other words, split-panel field testing 

has not been used to compare between two possible translations or to assess the adequacy of a 

translation.  As was discussed earlier, comparisons between different translations, including 

comparisons between adoptions and adaptations, have generally been made based on cognitive 

testing results. In an institution which places high value on the quantitative data obtained in field 

tests, one implication of the lack of such data regarding different translations is that adaptations 

are sometimes seen as ‘untested,’  because only qualitative data are available. Given that direct 

word-for-word translations are perceived as maintaining cross-linguistic standardization, 

adoption is seen as the default in the absence of strong evidence for adaptation. 
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We have attempted to provide a snapshot of some of the research and practice relating to 

the pretesting of multilingual surveys.  Expert review, cognitive interviewing, and field testing 

are all used to varying extents at different phases in the survey development and deployment 

process, and we want to emphasize the necessity for more research into how to make these 

methods most effective. Currently, pretesting is not always performed consistently across 

different surveys and completely at each phase. With that said, however, the current state of 

pretesting helps to get a better version to field, where the survey and its administration encounter 

additional challenges and concerns. 
 

4 Fielding the Survey: Research and Practice 
 

Even after the survey is translated and pretested, conducting a survey in a multilingual 

context presents several challenges. In addition to concerns such as interviewer-respondent 

interaction, interviewer errors, and contact strategies, there is the critical issue of the effect of 

language and culture on interview interaction. In particular, survey interview protocols reflect 

assumptions that are grounded in a set of experiences and cultural knowledge specific to the U.S. 

social context and these may not be shared by LEP respondents. Possible differences include 

whether there is similar social practice of survey research in the country of origin, the experience 

speakers of different languages have participating in a survey interview, and the cultural norms 

regarding interacting with a stranger and answering questions. In addition, carrying out the 

interview in a language other than English can have an impact on the meaning of the questions 

and the way that they are interpreted. 

  Until recently, research on fielding a survey with LEP respondents by the U.S. Census 

Bureau focused on issues associated with undercounting, such as immigrant mobility (de la 

Puente, Hunter, and Salo 2003); the greater frequency of complex household structures (e.g., de 

la Puente 1993; Schwede 2003; and Schwede, Blumberg, and Chan 2005); and the difficulty of 

enumerating the population of colonias, which have high concentrations of Spanish-speaking 

LEP respondents (de la Puente and Stemper 2003). During the 2010 Census, two ethnographic 

studies were conducted to observe live face-to-face census interviews with LEP respondents (Pan 

and Lubkemann, 2013) and with minority ethnic groups (Schwede and Terry 2013) for the first 

time. The goal of the research was to identify linguistic and cultural barriers to quality data 

collection. A common theme emerging in the two studies was that it is not always possible to 

disentangle linguistic issues from cultural issues in fielding a survey. For example, the LEP 

respondents from seven language groups in Pan and Lubkemann’s study had no prior cultural 

experience with an interview event and had little knowledge of the U.S. Census. Thus, many of 

the interactional guidelines prescribed by the Census interview protocol not only sometimes 

failed to secure and sustain the interview itself, but also sometimes inhibited it. Bilingual 

interviewers had to depart from the interview protocol in order to obtain the needed information 

from respondents. This raises a key methodological question of how to design an interview 

protocol that can achieve the intended communicative effect. Research is needed on how to tailor 

interview interactions to specific cultural norms while maintaining the standardization of survey 

interviews. 

The intertwining of linguistic and cultural issues can also be seen in a recent behavior 

coding study from a 2010 Census follow-up operation conducted by telephone in English and 

Spanish (Childs, Leeman and Smirnova 2012). Analysis of cross-linguistic differences revealed 

that while the English-language version of the yes/no Hispanic Origin question (see Figure 3 
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below) did not appear to cause problems, in Spanish, respondents sometimes interpreted it as a 

three-way choice, between “hispano,” “latino” and “origen español.”       

 

 

 

Figure 3. Hispanic Origin question from 2010 Census Follow-Up telephone instrument. 

 

The study identified several factors that likely contributed to the difference between Spanish- 

and English-language response patterns, some of them related to the differences in Spanish and 

English word order, and others related to the different meanings of “Spanish” and “Spanish 

origin” in English and Spanish. Of particular interest here is that the language in which the 

interview is conducted has an impact on what questions might be considered reasonable. Because 

conversational interaction is governed by the assumption that questions do not request obvious or 

redundant information (Grice 1977), and because in the U.S., Spanish is widely associated with 

Hispanic identity, it is unusual for someone speaking Spanish to ask another person speaking 

Spanish whether or not they are Hispanic.  Thus, the interpretation of the Spanish-language 

question as requesting a “yes/no” response, rather than a choice, is less likely. In contrast, such a 

question would be less unusual in an English-language conversation or interview, where there 

would be no default presupposition of Hispanic/Latino identity, especially over the telephone. In 

addition to underscoring the importance of testing questions with various demographic groups, 

the results of this study also suggest that it is insufficient to examine the comparability of survey 
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questions in isolation. Instead, the broader discursive and interactional context must be taken into 

account.  

Another issue facing survey researchers is the use of interpreters in field interviews. As it 

is not practical to translate a survey into every language, field interviewers must often rely on a 

bilingual person to interpret the interview. Field interviewers draw on a wide range of bilinguals 

with a wide variety of language competency and interpreting skills, ranging from professional 

interpreters to neighbors to household children. The use of interpreters, and the great variety 

among interpreters used, raises the question of how to ensure data quality. Additionally, although 

survey interviewers normally are trained to read each question as worded to lessen measurement 

error, in practice standardization of survey interviews – even interviews with no interpreter 

involved – is challenging (Houtkoop-Steenstra, 2000). Standardizing interpreted interviews 

presents an even greater challenge; because there is no single correct translation of a question, 

there will inevitably be some variation when survey interviews are conducted through 

interpreters.  

Research has revealed that the interpreter’s role has a great impact on the interview situation 

and its outcomes. Interpreting for survey interviews requires unique skills: language, culture, and 

subject matter (Freed, 1988). Unskilled or untrained interpreters sometimes deviate widely from 

the original question meaning, possibly compromising data quality (Doerr, 2005, Kapborg and 

Bertero 2002; Martir and Willis 2004). Untrained interpreters also sometimes dominate, or even 

take over survey interviews, as was documented in ethnographic Census Bureau research in the 

field (Pan, 2007). To minimize these negative effects, the Census Bureau has developed 

guidelines for survey interviewing (Pan, Leeman, and Fond 2013). In addition to an overview of 

best practices for the interpreters, the guidelines also provide a checklist of questions that 

interviewers can use to choose among various potential interpreters (e.g., ‘Do you have any 

formal education in the target language?”, as well as a list of “Dos and Don’ts” regarding how to 

conduct the interview through an interpreter (e.g., ‘Do maintain eye contact with the respondent; 

Don’t direct your questions to the interpreter’).  
 

5 Next Steps 

 

 As we have shown, multilingual survey development is significantly more complex than 

simply adopting source-language data collection instruments and procedures into target 

languages. In order to ensure functional equivalency across versions in different languages,  

multilingual surveys require instruments that are linguistically, culturally, and socially 

appropriate in each language, and the development of such instruments involves extensive 

review and in-language pretesting. By synthesizing research on multilingual survey research 

conducted at the US Census Bureau, we examined some of the methodological and institutional 

challenges for a large statistical agency working within the constraints of not being able to carry 

out simultaneous parallel development of surveys in multiple languages ‘from scratch.’  In 

addition to illustrating the shortcomings of the adoption approach and the impact of cross-

linguistic differences, we also presented the kinds of studies needed to identify and address such 

differences.  

Whereas the multilingual survey development procedures adopted by U.S. Census 

Bureau in the last decade represent important advances, most multilingual pretesting is limited to 

cognitive or usability testing with a small sample size of LEP respondents. A key next step in 

improving the development and deployment of multilingual surveys will be field testing to 
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further investigate effects on data quality and methods to increase response rates and decrease 

item non-response rates. Another vital area for continued research and innovation is the 

development of culturally, as well as linguistically appropriate pretesting methods; as our 

synthesis showed, just as the adoption approach to survey translation can be inadequate, so too 

the default adoption approach to testing protocols and instruments is also problematic.  

One theme that runs throughout our discussion, and which represents a particularly 

pressing issue for multilingual survey development is the tension between standardizing different 

language versions of a multilingual survey and attending to the cultural and linguistic specifics of 

each version. Underlying this tension is the issue of whether standardization should focus on 

stimulus inputs (i.e., question wording and administration) and stimulus outputs (i.e., 

communicative effect). This question highlights another key area for research going forward: 

how to ensure that differentiated stimulus inputs actually produce comparable outputs (e.g., 

data).  In addition to the specifics involved in the development of any particular multilingual 

survey, it is also these broader methodological inquiries that need our attention to ensure the 

highest quality data collection in a linguistically diverse nation. 
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