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Questionnaire translation is a persistent issue
 
confronting survey researchers in multilhngual seltings.

Becuse of tie subtleties of cultural and hln",'-sttc variation,questionnaire translation is seltom as straigr i'orward as it
might at first aplpear. In developing countries where cultural
differences are large, the translation process can become even 
more comples. This note, based on field research from the
Health Communications for Child Survival (HEALTHCOM)
protect. addresses translation issues and related questions olquestionnaire administration in multilingual seltings. 

HEALTHCOM is a five-year communications ps
designed to assist developing countries use communicaloh 

tect 

tialegi"s to promote tie widespread use of effective child
survival practices. HEALTHCOM is sponsored by the Olffice 
ot Health and the Office of Educaicn within the Bureau forScience and Technology of the U.S. Agency for International 
Development and is administered by the Academy for
Educational Development. The project works in some 17countries, using its research and development approach topromote changes in behavior with regard to child health. The 
Center fr International. Health, and Development

Communication at the Annenberg School 
 for Communication,
University of Pennsylvania is responsible for the summativeevaluation in several countres and for providing assistance in
lormative evaluation when requested. An example from a
HEALTHCOM survey in Guatemala will be used to illustrate
the translation issues in survey research discussed here. 

In general, designing survey questionnaires involves
painstaking attempts to order questions propitiously, to select 
vo .ahulary that will not be threatening to the respondent, to 
word questions precisely, and to anticipate possible responses.
Careful attention is paid to word choices; making questions
clear and direct reduces the possibility of usinterpretation byrespondents. These concerns are comFounded when designing
questionnaires for use in multilingual sellings. The care takenin designing a questionnaire can be undermined if equal care 
isnol taken in translation. 



I iI ty nw v iruallyinlervie% ers undispulfed that survey
respondents he "as similar as p issihle to thein Uliuure, shldsocial background,and Vautghan, and language" (Ross1986:92). Therestipulatio.. are several reasonsInlterviewees for thisare more at ease and more likely toprovide straightl orward respotisesperceive to interviewers whomas similar Io theyIhemselve.:.from For their part, interviewersthe same cultural background areIlterview and better able to guide theinterpret resp-)ndenls'Ross answers.and Vaughan, As mentlilned bythese considerations applywell as social haLkground. to language asHoweverachieving the desired the steps involved inlinguistic similarity between interviewerand respondent have often been overlhoked. 

Issues in Questinnaire Translation 

After a questionnaire is designed,into (he approipriate language or 
it must be translated 

country. languages spokenThe Ftirst step in the targetinthe process is generally to tran !aiefrom English to the principal or official language of the countryto he surveyed, followed by re-translation intodifferent translator 1t) English by acheck accuracy and workdiscrepancies outThe process does nothowever, because in 
usually stop there,


population do 
many countries large segments of the
not speak the principal language.
given the premise Taking asthat Interviews should berespondent's native conducted in thelanguage (Vaessenthe translation process becyomes 

et al.: 173), the nature ofan important considerati)n:
translated written versions of the questionnaire
in the other language be preparedor languages, 
can 

can be 1he original questionnaireadministered by bilingual interviewers who translatefrom the original written questionnaire orally asor local interpreters they go along,can be used t( translate for theinterviewer. 

"The task of the translator,"Casagr~nde, says Joseph B.is to decode a message presentedand encode that Message in in one code... 
messages a second code... soare equivalent, (r that the Iwomore accurately, lofl approximate 



ec.uvalence" (338). In retreating to "approximate equivalencc" 
Ca ' gande recognizes that exact equivalence between 
languages is unaltainahle. Languages vary in such ohvious 
ways as their systems ol categorizing items and events. 
tendencies to synthesize concepts into words or phrases, and 
structuring of time and altitude through tense and mood. In 
addition, the meaning of seeungly universal concepts and even 
ol some nouns can vary with different contexts and between 
cultures. For example. in the study of diarrheal disease, 
HEALTHCOM has denmstrated that people of different 
cultures categorize diarrheal disorders according to varyng 
criteria (Yoder. *Cultural Conceptions":1990). When a North 
American researcher asks about diarrhea , this apparently 
straightforward word does not necessarily evoke the same 
associationi in thte respondent as it does in the researcher or in 
members of other culturtl groups. As this example shows. 
.areful attention to language a id cultural issues is essential. 
Because of the many and sometimes subtle ways that languages 
difer. multilingual settings present a distinct set of issues 
concerning survey comparability. 

For survey responses to be comparable across different 
social and language groups, the questions asked must be 
comparable. This is a key reason for the insistence that 
questi'nnaires be administered verbatim by interviewers This 
also leads to favoring written translationai of questionnaires in 
multilingual countries, since a written instrument is assumwd to 
better provide the desired lexical precision. 

Translated written questionnaires clearly provide the 
greatest degree of control over the intervtew. A written 
instrument that interviewers are trained to follow exactly 
ensures that questions will he posed to all respondents using the 
Name words and wording. For this reason, translated written 
questionnaires are seen as the most reliable way to epproach 
equivalence. For questionnaires that are to be administered in 
more itan one language, ideally the researcher and translator 
work together through any linguistic complications that may 
arise in the translation proc:ess, and make choices that most 
closely approach linguistic equivalence. 

3 



Although this process would appear to alleviat- asignificant prohlein in gelting comparahle data from dillerent
language groups. there is another set of difficulties assci:ated 
with translated questinnaires These difficulties often arise 
Irom th; situation of indigenous languages. Many languageswere not written until recent years, many still do not have
 
fixed orthographies. 
 Ollen, only a few specialist!. are literate in
indigenous languages. Native speakers of these languages may
hecome literate in their s4iety's principal language through
formal schooling without ever leaming to read and write in
their native language. This has implications for the interviewselling: although translators can usually he found through
govemment or research agencies, finding interviewers who are 
not only native speakers hut also ahle to read the written 
translated questionnaire has proven to he difficult in various 
ciountries (McCumhie; Vaessen elal. 181). 

An allematuvr, to using written questionnaires in such

situations is to use hilingual interviewers who work from the
Original wrttten instrument in the principal language,

translating orally as 
 they go along. This option sacrifices the 
lrecision of a written translated questionnaire, hut in some 
cases it may he more realistic. 

Ancither interview option, the use of non-native
 
interviewers who ;peak the interview language as a second
language, 
 is generally considered unacceptable because of the 
need for the interviewer to establish rapport with interviewees 
and to handle subtleties of idiom and meaning. 

The complexity of issues involved in translation 
decisions is beginning to receive altention and investigations
into translation issues in development work have recently been
undertaken in several countries. Recognizing the scope of the 
problem, Vaesren elal. conducted language experiments in thePhilippines and the Ivory Coast as part of the World Fertility
Survey, a series (fnalional surveys concerning fertility and
comtraception. The purlxyse of the experiments was to assess 
interviewer accuracy in the administration of translated written 

4 



.n4lparedque tt onnalre. , C to on the-spot translatioli bybilingual intcrviewer., Tape recordings (t both types ofinterviews were analyzed as the number and type ofto
de'iat ons from the written questlionnaire. The researchers
concluded that remains little doubt that'there the use ofvetbatiin focal language versions of the ilucstionnaire results inconsidcrahly e ,s Interviewer error than the use of onl-the-spotIranslation hy the interviewers* (Vaessen et al.: 181). In thecourse o their research, the World Fertility Survey researchersnoted anodhci difliculty in multilingual fieldwork, particularlyin areas in which more than one language is spoken in a singlecommunity. The grealest problem they encountered wasmalching respondents with interviewers who spoke the
 

appropriate language (188).
 

An experiment with written questionnaires was carriedoot by Shanto lyengai in Andhra Pradesh, India. lyengar testedlinguistic equivalence of English and Telugu questionnaires withdiffcrent categories i1 hilinguals. Using data from a surveyconcern: g political socialization, lyengar analyzed responsesL bilingual speakers of English and Telugu who filled out thesame questionnaire in different languages al different times.
He concluded that the more 
concrete the survey item, the 
greater the ease of attaining linguistic equivalence: 'linguisticequivalence o1 conventional, self-adnunistered, specific surveyitems is not difficult to achieve.' But he found the problem ofinlerpretation t) he *formidable" for what he interpreted asmore diffuse and abstract items' (lyengar: 181). To reduce thisproblem, lyenar advocates advance legwork -- consideration ofpotential linguistic pitfalls and omission or modification of those,urvey items tha! may not hold up across the proposed set of
 

langueages
 

These experiments indicate some of the complexities ofquestionnaire translation, hut there are still other issues that may loot in the field. For example, in some counlries
knowledge of which !'-iguage or languages are spoken in whichareas may be laking. The decision of which local languages t4)include it the survey sample is significant. Speakers of differenl 
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languaige, nMay vary widely in customs, ethllcity, andrespmnes to developlnenl programs. Results from a surveysample taken from some groups may not he applicahle t)others. The World Fertility Survey advocates a thoroughlinguistic survey iI necessary to determine the language
distrihution in the 
area to he sampled (Vaessen et al.: 188).Such a survey could he a demanding and costly undertaking. 

Once the languaes necessary for the survey have beenestahlished, the next otep is selection of interviewers and, if awritten version ol the questionnaire is to be prepared.translators. As noted, previnusly, it can he difficult to
interviewers--even native speakers--who 

find 
are comfortable

reading languages thai rmay have only recently acquiredstandardized written forms. There are often dialectaldifferences to contend with as well, as residents of neighbormgcommunities may speak quite distinct dialects. 

The Guatemalan Example 

These 
experience in 

issues surfaced during the HEALTHCOM fieldGuatemala. 11should he borne in mind that thelanguage situation in Guatemala does not
complexity of many countries. 

approach the
 
In Nigeria, for example, 
 threeofficial languages and more than 200 other languages aresrken (Simpson:26). In Guatemala, some 18-22 Mayanlanguages are spoken in addition to Spanish, the officiallanguage (Kluck:52; England: 1). All are living languagesspo~ken daily in their communities, with the number of speakersvarying from approximately one million for K'iche' to some


1000 for Tektiteko (England: I). Speakers of some of these
languages can understand each other with efforl, coperation,
and reduced expressive range 
on both sides, while otherlanguages have diverged widely over the years and are notmutually comprehensible to any degree. In addition, there arenumerous dialects of these languages, mutually comprehensiblebut with recognizably distinct variations of vocabulary orstrUclure. In written form. these languages also diverge. TheAcademy of Mayan Languuges of Guatemala has recently
undertaken a prolect to standardize them (England:5-6l. 
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A survey that HEALTHCOM conducted in fout
 

Guatelal Ic/i(eptriitu'entio (administrative divisions) provided
 

an opptrlunity to test difterent translatiom metht ds ot the sa te
 
areas ol the surveyinstrument. The principal languages in (he 

were Spanish and two Mayan languages. Q eqci' and 

Kaqchiquel. The original survey questionnaire was prepared in 

English and translated into Spanish by HEALTHCOM 
Local project stalers at theresearchers in the 	 United States. 

the Spanish version andprogram office in Guatemala reviewed 

adjusted it lor local usage. This version was used for 

interviewing Spanish-speaking respondents. For the Q'eilchi 

language, an experienced bilingual interviewer worked from 

the Spanish questionnaire, translating on the spol. For the 

Kaqchiquel language, the questionnaire was translated hy 
twoprofessionals at the Guatemalan Indigenous Institute, and 

native Kaqchiquel speakers with interviewing experience were 

hired to conduct in(erviews from the written questionnaire. 

Reviewing the translated questionnaire, both of the 

some of the vo:ahularyKaqchiquel interviewers disagreed with 

and syntax used, a rellectton of dialectal variation within the 

language. Both interviewers practiced administering the written 

Kaqchiquel questionnaire, and bo h had difficulty with it. as 

they were unaccustomed to seeing their native language in 

written form. Neither became completely fluent with the 
version forinstrument, often referring to the Spanish 

clarification. 

The first interviews were conducted in a small 

Kaqchiquel-speaking village in the departainenio of Solol. In 
all. Thethis community. few residents spoke any Spanish at 

interviewers were 	accompanied by local 'health promoters," 

resident volunteers who provide health information 	 to the 

communily. The 	Kaqchiquelspeaking interviewer's dialect
 

spoken in the village. Explaining that he
diftered from that 


leared alicnating people or causing misunderstandings with
 

delicate health questions and terminology, he conducted the
 

the health promoters. He read each
interviews through 
in Spanish, the promoter asked it in Kaqchiquel.qtestimn aloud 

the 
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iiitervie%%ce respinded in Kaqtchqlul, and the HEALTIICOM 
inlerviewci noted [lie response in the questionnaire. (Jn
several ltlcaisls lie intervened to clarify a point that he felt 
the health lpriinoler was noi asking correctly or ito probe an 
inrviewee's re,.ponsc , but al no time did lie conduct an entire 
interview. This interview situation largely neq,ated any
advanlae, of having a written questionnaire. (11should he noted 
that in a small, closed community such as this one in which all 
resilent know ine anmother and staners are viewed as 
intruders, local escots would he necessary in any case,
whether or not they also served as translators.) 

In a larger Kaqchiquel-speaking community outside the
capital ol the di/-pa inuvmio of Retalhulei, the interviewers 
woiked -- with difficulty -- directly from the Kaqchiquel 
queslionnaire. The inlerviewees understoood the questions, but
they recognized that the interviewers spoke a Kaqchiquel that 
was ditltieil m theirs. Several vocahllary items elicited 
discussion, and oiften considerable amusement The flow of the 
interview was interrpted on several occasions as interviewer 
and inte-VieWee compared the ineaning ot certain terms in 
diferent areas. One child, listening to an interview, informed 
the interviewer that she was "not talking right. " 

An alteniate interviewing procedure was undertaken
with the Qe4lchi' language. Rather than prepare a wrillen 
translation of the questionnaire, a bilingual interviewer worked 
directly from a Spanish questionnaire, translating the questtons 
as lie went aoinLg. Several interviews were tape recorded and 
later translated verhatim hack into Spinish in oider to cimpare
the use of the written questionnaire with the on-the-spot 
Iran4lahon in the field. 

In this case. the actual rrocess of interviewing was 
%inlbklher than it had been with 'he written Kaqchiquel 
questionnaire because the intervi.-wer was comfortable with the 
written Spanish version of the vuestionnaire and with the spoken
local variant of Q'eqchi'. Thi - is not to deny that there is 
greater rmailn for variation in An interview without an 

ituInent written in the interview language to work from, as 
Vaesscn el al. emphasize. 
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Sevetal separate hut related issues c n he illustrated 
hy examining ;in excerpt twim a Q'eqchC' interview. Although 
respondents in this survey were to iemothers of children under 
two years of age. fathers' participalion as in this excerpt, was 
common. The following is a section of the questionnaire and a 
transcription of the correspomding part of the interview--at one 
further remove, translated ino. Engli;h. 

Qu-itionnaire 

Q: Did you have prenatal check-ups during your last 
pregnancy? 
Q: Who did you see for these check-uips? 
Q: 	 f ow many check-ups did you have during your last 

pregnancyI 

Q: Do you have a radio in this house'? 

Q: Does the radio worik! 

Interview franscription: 

Interviewer: "Before your child was bom, did you 
go to he seen'?" 

Mother: "1 went to the health center.*
 
Interviewer: "Who saw you there'?'
 
Mother: '1 don't know her - an older lady."
 
Father: "When she went into labu" (t'u-ndo se coumpuso)
 

with this child we went to Cohan. This child 
was horn in Cohan." 

Interviewer: How many times did you go - when the 
child hadn't heen born yet - when it was still in 
your heart'?" 

Father: "Many times." 
Mother: "Many times.' 
Father: "Many times - she was in a lot of* pain -­

that's why she went there." 
Interviewer: "Yes, hut how many times did you go'?" 

9 



" Father: "Many times. 
Mother: "Many times." 
Father: "Maybe six times... like every.. 
Interviewer: "Six times." 
Iathcr: "At the end (I every month -- you have to go 

again and they tell you to come next month." 
Interviewer: "Six tines!'"
 
Falhevi "Maybe six or more."
 
Inlerviewer: "Do you have a radio!"
 
Father "She was really in pain."
 
Interviewer: "But do you have a radii ir'"
 
Fathe,: "They told her to come hack when she was
 

about to give birth."
 
Interviewer: "Does the radio work?"
 
Father.: "Yes, it works."
 

This interview transcriplion illustraes the oflten ­
mentioned issue in questionnaire design and translation of the 
delicacy oI issues related to pregnancy, and the ahsence of 
'COnLCptS such as "prenatal check-up" in some cultures. Sinlar 
prohlems hive been noted elsewhere. For example. AIDS 
researchers in Africa have noted that due to diflerent norms ot 
scikal and sexual mteraction. the concept of prostitution as 
understood in Western culture does not exist in the Chichewa 
culture, or. consequently, in the language. Temporal matters 
are also handled differently in Chichewa; the ahbsnce of the 
concept of "ever" as in "Have you ever...'?" has posed 
dilliculties in questionnaire translation (McCombic. 1990; 
Yoder, personal communication, 1990). 

The Q't(chi' interview excerpi also highlights an issue 
not oh language differences, hut of cultural differences. 
Qiestiomnnaires are written as if they are t) he administered in a 
pristine environment. They do not allow hor the lact that 
inlerviewees Irom other cultures may nel be accustomed to 
providing responses that must lit into little boxes. The 
pro edural need it) ask questions identically in all cases can he 
tndermined by insulficient anticipation of and respect for 
cultural dillerences. 

10 



Discussion 

These field experiences illustrate sone ,f the
 
c:omplexities ot questionnair translation. The principal
 
c(nclusion is thai while written questionnaires in the relevant
 
languages are ,irx)rtant tools, they cannot he relied upon as a
 
panacea tr the problems of multilingual surveys. There are 
several possible pitfalls to ,eaware ol. While Vaessen elal. 
noted the prothlems of the ahsence ot linguistic maps at an area 
and of matching interviewer langage to interviewee language, 
Iwo other issues stand out frm our held experience. 

The first was the difficulty that the interviewers had in 
reading a language they were accustomed to using only in 
slx)ken form. The second was the great dialectal variation 
within the same language aLrOss communities. This meant that 
interviewers from one Kaqchiquel-speaking commuity did not 
speak (he same variation ol their language as the linguist who 
translated the questionnaire from Spanish to Kaqchiquel, or as 
interviewees from still other communities. Although all 
Kaqchiquel speakers were able to understand one another, the 
precision aimed for in a carelully-translated written instrument 
was simply not achievable under these circumstances. 

For survey purposes, one way to deal with dialectal 
variations of a language would be to treat each area's speech as 
a different language. Rut even the idealistic proposal if 
commissioning written instruments and hcal interviewers tar 
all speech communities sampled would not he leasible, not only 
for budgetary reasons but because bilingual translators in 
numerous dialects probably could not be found. For these and 
other logistical reasons, as a practical matter the World 
Fertility Survey employs a rule atf thumb that "adviselsi against
the preparation of a language version likely to cover less than 
10 percet of the sample" (Vaessen et al.: 175). 

The issues of unwritten languages and dialectal 
variation highlighted here are alluded tio bul not directly 
addressed by the World Fertility Survey which, in a policy that 
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aove-nted one. advioicates thatcould conllict with the 
"ai lea'.t 80 percent of the interviews should hegenerally 

conducted tin the has, ol verhatim questionnaires (Vaessen el 

al.:175). Even in the ciinparativel simple linguistic 
adherence io such a stipulationenvironment ft Guatemala. 


coiuld ifean either a multiplicity i1 questionnaire languages 
 or 

g oups from the survey. The
the exclusion of. small laneua'e 

hudgetarily onpra.tical the
Ilirst option may he logistically and 

secotd is likely it be methodhologically unacceptable. 
is likely to

Therefore. soIne coinhnation of translation methods 

be used hor any multilingual survey. Decisions abotI which 

in which case will depend oin the1o use 

availability or unavailability or translators, hilingual
 

a well as the researchers' and local
 

translation method 

interviewers. and funds, 
experts' judgment. 

concernsThese issues are important, and the 

underlying them are signilicant. Lack of attention to langiuage 

dif rences can result in noncomparability of survey answers 

data. Solutions are elusive, hut
and miinter-pretation of survey 


one clear imperative is interviewer training. With practice,
 

to reading their native language
interviewers tinaccu(oined 	 can 

become lamiliar with a written questionnaire. If there is not a 

written translated version. interv;ewers can work together to 

standardize their oral translation from 	the principal language.
 

betier able i) handle
Well-trainmed interviewers will also be 
as well as

interruptions and digressions during the interview. 

lexical variation 

On the part td researchers, awarepess of the 

multilingual intricacies of many developing countries will help 

reduce surprises in the field and contribute io more reliable 
issues entailsdata c)llectioin. This sensitivity to ianguag, 


cultural sensitivity and. as with any fieldwork, requires
 

and respect for the cultures being studied.
understanding oh 
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