
 When people hear the term  linguist , they immediately associate it with someone 
who is able to speak several languages. A usual question to a linguist often is “So, 
how many languages do you speak?” While it is often the case that a linguist can 
speak several languages, the true defi nition of a linguist is someone who studies 
the structure and system of language and understands how language works in 
people’s lives and how language functions to convey a relational and informa-
tional message to people. Survey translation is an endeavor that uses at least two 
languages (source and target language) to achieve the goal of collecting data to 
answer some important research questions in the relevant fi eld. Just as a linguist 
is more than someone who is able to speak several languages, a survey translator 
is more than someone who happens to know the source and target languages and 
happens to conduct translation work. 

 With the rapid development of technology coupled with the increasing global-
ization of business and trade, surveys have gained popularity as a data collection 
method in many disciplines. Surveys are regularly conducted across national, lin-
guistic, and cultural boundaries, or among multilingual populations within one 
nation. As a result, there is a growing need for translation of survey question-
naires and survey materials. Critical to survey translation is data comparabil-
ity and conceptual equivalence across languages, a goal that proves deceptively 
diffi cult to achieve because survey translation has its unique characteristics that 
present challenges for translation. 

 Sociolinguistic theory offers insights into the unique challenges of survey 
translation. This chapter gives a synopsis of sociolinguistic theory, in particular, 
the theory of pragmatics. It explains how language functions in human interac-
tion and how meaning is interpreted across social settings and cultural groups. 
Pragmatics, a subarea of sociolinguistics, studies how meanings of words or sen-
tences are interpreted and constructed in social interaction and how language 
achieves the function of both expressing ideas and performing actions. Thus, 
pragmatic theory bears high relevance to sound survey translation. This chapter 
also addresses the thorny issue of survey translation on the need to keep a bal-
ance between standardization and variation. It outlines key issues in the debate 
of direct translation versus adaptation in survey translation and discusses how 
sociolinguistics can contribute to the debate. 

 Chapter 2 

 Sociolinguistics and 
survey translation 
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 What does sociolinguistics study? 

 Sociolinguistics, a branch of linguistics, has developed since the 1960s with its 
primary goal to study language in relation to society. Thus, it connects the pure 
structural study of language (theoretical linguistics) to language users (people) 
and uses (social settings). While theoretical linguistics primarily analyzes what 
constitutes language and focuses on the structural aspect of language (phonologi-
cal, semantic, and syntactic structure), sociolinguistics studies how language is 
used in its social contexts and examines the functional aspect of language. 

 When people talk about using a language, it is normal to think of it as put-
ting together a series of sounds, words, and sentences to express ideas or convey 
messages. But language use is more than that, and there is an enormous amount 
of social and cultural knowledge that goes with it. People acquire the social and 
cultural knowledge about “when to say what to whom” in the process of lan-
guage acquisition. In other words, language does not function alone. It operates 
within its social contexts, which include participants of the speech event, set-
ting, topic, level of formality, and mode of communication (written vs. spoken). 
People would say the same thing in different ways depending on social contexts. 
Thus, there is a corresponding relationship between language and society. Socio-
linguists are essentially interested in studying this relationship and in explaining 
why people speak differently in different social contexts and what factors contrib-
ute to this relationship ( Holmes, 1992 ). They examine how the social factors of 
participants, setting, topic, and mode of communication affect language use, and 
how the dimensions of social distance, social status, and formality are played out 
in language use. Put it another way, language use signifi es whether the speaker is 
in a close relationship with the listener, whether he or she is in a superior position 
relative to the listener, and whether they are talking in a formal or casual situa-
tion. All these factors determine the tone of voice, word choice, and/or syntactic 
structure of what a speaker is going to say. 

 The relationship between language and society has been investigated by two 
approaches: macro and micro sociolinguistics. 

  Macro sociolinguistics , or what Fasold called “the sociolinguistics of soci-
ety” ( Fasold, 1984 ), is concerned about “the social importance of language to 
groups of people, from small sociocultural groups of a few hundred people to 
entire nations” ( Fasold, 1984 :1). It investigates the social importance of language 
choice in a multilingual society, such as national language policy and standard-
ization of language for education purpose. It also studies attitudes toward a group 
of people who speak a certain language and language maintenance and shift in 
a changing society. In this area of research, sociolinguists are concerned with 
identifying the social functions of language. That is, language choice not only is 
a linguistic endeavor but also bears signifi cance regarding group identity and the 
social status of its users. This line of research is important for language planning 
and standardization in making decisions for education systems or government 
policies regarding what language or variety of language to use for its publications 
and documents. It also bears relevance to survey translation because it can help 
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answer some basic questions about language and identity and language choice 
in the decision-making process for translating survey questionnaires and survey 
materials. 

  Micro sociolinguistics  studies the effect of relatively small-scale social infl u-
ences on language and language use, including why people say the same thing in 
different ways in different contexts, why the same word or utterance or sentence 
can mean different things to different people, and why the interpretation of 
meaning can differ due to context. In this area of research, sociolinguists are 
concerned with identifying the ways language is used to convey social meaning. 
It analyzes the effect of social factors, such as age, gender, social distance, power 
structure, settings, or media of communication on language use. Within this 
concentration, there are numerous subdivisions: discourse analysis on conversa-
tions and written text, linguistic pragmatics on how meaning is interpreted in 
situational contexts, and language variation on how language refl ects its users 
(speakers of different dialects, sex, age, and ethnicity groups) and its uses (style, 
level of formality, level of politeness, and cross-cultural communication). This 
area of sociolinguistic research sheds light on how to overcome communication 
barriers and how to resolve misunderstandings in verbal interaction. Its goal is 
to improve communication at the personal as well as professional level. This 
line of investigation can provide much insight into how to handle the subtle 
nuances in survey translation by addressing various kinds of sociocultural factors 
in language use. 

 Some basic sociolinguistic principles relevant 
to survey translation 

 The overarching theory of sociolinguistics is variation in language meaning and 
language use due to social and cultural factors that surround language. That is, 
language use is not just applying a static system of words and sentences to express 
ideas and meanings, but rather, it involves users and uses. Language also has its 
own natural logic which allows for certain things to be implied beyond those 
which are obviously stated ( Finch, 2005 ). Pragmatics theory is concerned with 
what is not explicitly stated and how people interpret utterances in situational 
contexts. Gricean ( Grice, 1975 ) cooperative principle maintains that in order for 
communication to take place in natural language, speakers enter into an unspo-
ken agreement over ways of interpreting what is said. The cooperative principle 
has four maxims associated with it: the maxims of quantity, quality, relation, and 
manner. That is, people will say what is suffi cient for the communication purpose 
(maxim of quantity), what is true (quality), what is relevant (relation), and in 
an orderly manner (manner). When these maxims are violated in communica-
tion, it will create implied meaning, or implicature. Pragmatics, then, studies 
how implicatures are created and interpreted in actual language use and how 
social and cultural contexts contribute to the interpretation of implied meanings. 
When the semantic meaning or what is explicitly stated does not make sense in 
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a situation, people rely on their communicative competence acquired through 
their socialization process and life experience to look for an interpretation of the 
implied meanings. 

 Another theoretical orientation is cross-cultural pragmatics ( Schiffrin, 1984 ; 
 Tannen, 1984 ;  Blum-Kulka, House, and Kasper, 1989 ;  Wierzbicka, 1985 ,  2003 ) 
which argues for a cultural-script approach to pragmatics. Under this theoretical 
paradigm, people in different communities speak differently. The differences in 
speaking are profound and systematic as they refl ect different cultural values and 
priorities. Pragmatics, or the use of language in social interaction, is largely based 
on a cultural script that frames a communicative event and preselects appropriate 
linguistic strategies for interaction. For example, in American English, a conven-
tional response to a compliment is an acceptance of the compliment by saying, 
“Thank you,” while in Chinese, a conventional response is to decline the compli-
ment by displaying modesty: “No. I’m no good” ( Chen, 1993 ;  Yu, 2003 ). Wier-
zbicka (2003) contends that a cultural-script approach to pragmatics allows us 
to map the differences in communication styles and understand how and where 
miscommunication occurs. 

 This pragmatic principle bears signifi cant relevance to survey translation. 
As we are going to show in the next few chapters, when respondents of a tar-
get language process a translated survey questionnaire or survey material, their 
perception and interpretation of translated materials are very much infl uenced 
by their own experience and social and cultural background. When they come 
across a concept explicitly expressed in the translation but are unfamiliar to it, 
they would then start to draw on their own experience and background knowl-
edge to interpret the concept or to look for implied meanings. This can create 
response errors because respondents may be thinking of a different concept than 
what was intended by the survey when they answer the translated survey ques-
tion. The methodological challenge for translators is to render a target language 
version of a survey questionnaire or survey material that is not only accurate in 
linguistic structure (grammar and lexicon) but also appropriate at the pragmatic 
level so respondents can accurately process the translated survey questions and 
materials. 

 Speech act theory ( Austin, 1962 ;  Searle, 1969 ) is another prominent theory 
in sociolinguistics. Speech act theory examines the functional dimension of lan-
guage. It stipulates that people use language not only to say something but also 
to perform an act to achieve a particular result or effect. For example, by saying 
“Can you please pass me the salt?” at a dinner table, the speaker is expecting to 
achieve the result that the hearer would do the act of passing the salt. This is 
called speech acts, or “illocutionary acts” ( Searle, 1969 :24). Speech act theory 
specifi es various kinds of speech acts (e.g., stating, questioning, commanding, 
promising) and the procedures people adopt in processing them. People rely on 
linguistic and paralinguistic features such as intonation and stress pattern, as 
well as extra-linguistic information from the context to interpret a speech act 
( Finch, 2005 ). 
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 Question is treated as one of speech acts because a question is intended to 
elicit an answer from the hearer (see  Searle, 1969 ). The illocutionary act of 
asking requires the hearer (in the case of survey translation, the respondent) to 
take the action of providing information by answering a question.  Searle (1969 ) 
outlines the rules for questions, where “S” is speaker and “H” is hearer, as shown 
in   Table 2.1  . 

 Under this theoretical stance, survey questions in a questionnaire can be treated 
as an illocutionary act that functions to elicit information from the respondent 
in a survey. The survey questions are “real questions” instead of “exam questions” 
( Searle, 1969 ) in the sense that the interviewer or the survey researcher really 
wants to know or fi nd out the answer from the respondent. This is a crucial 
concept for survey translation because a survey questionnaire basically is a set of 
questions and answers that requires respondents to take the action of responding. 
Speech act theory thus provides insight into survey translation because viewing 
a question from the speech act perspective can lead to the realization that sur-
vey translation is action-oriented. It requires the end user of the translation to 
take the action by participating in a survey. If the translated version of a survey 
questionnaire or a survey advance letter does not prompt the respondent to take 
action, it does not have the same communicative function as the source material. 
Taking this approach to survey translation will help translators, reviewers, and 
survey designers in the translation evaluation and decision-making process. We 
expound on this more in detail in the subsequent chapters. 

 One of the central concepts in sociolinguistics is context: context is not only 
the local textual or social setting context but also the larger social and cultural 
background in which language operates. Thus, sociolinguistics also investigates 
how cultural values and interaction norms affect language use for speakers within a 
certain cultural group. The methodological challenge is how to systematically ana-
lyze language use to fi nd patterns of language use and interpretation of its meaning 
in differing contexts. In this regard, the ethnography of communication theory 

  Table 2.1  Rules for questions 

  Types of Rules    Explanations  

 Propositional content  Any proposition or propositional content 
 Preparatory  (a)  S does not know “the answer,” i.e. does not know if the 

proposition is true or, in the case of the propositional 
function, does not know the information needed to 
complete the proposition truly. 

 (b)  It is not obvious to both S and H that H will provide the 
information at that time without being asked. 

 Sincerity  S wants this information. 
 Essential  Counts as an attempt to elicit this information from H 

  Source:   Searle (1969  ) . 
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( Saville-Troike, 1982 ) provides a framework to investigate sociocultural context 
for language use. Its focus is the speech community and asks the questions of what 
a speaker needs to know to communicate appropriately within a particular speech 
community. This is called communicative competence. Speakers acquire com-
municative competence as part of their language acquisition. As each culture has 
its own set of values and norms of communication, communicative competence 
encodes these values and norms. This theory extends communication to include 
linguistic knowledge as well as interaction skills and cultural knowledge, and it 
forms the basic framework for research in cross-cultural communication. This 
line of investigation is highly relevant to survey translation because it provides 
insight into how to convey meaning from one language group into another by 
taking into account social and cultural effects on language. If we situate survey 
translation in the framework of cross-cultural communication, that will broaden 
our view of the translation task at hand. Many translation issues can be addressed 
from a cross-cultural perspective and solutions can be found if we understand 
why and how cross-cultural communication norms affect language use. 

 Applications of sociolinguistics to 
various professions 

 Since its development in the 1960s, sociolinguistics has been applied to analyz-
ing the discourse and pragmatics of face-to-face interaction and written com-
munication in many social domains.  Boxer (2002 ) lists the following domains in 
which sociolinguistic analysis is conducted to provide insight into understand-
ing the dynamics of face-to-face interaction: family, social, education, religious, 
workplace, and cross-cultural interactions. Researchers working in this area focus 
on analyzing face-to-face interaction to gain an understanding of how people 
use language for communication as well as for relational purposes, as language 
serves two functions simultaneously: to convey a message for communication 
purpose and to express social relationship. The goal is to identify communication 
pitfalls and to address misunderstanding in face-to-face interaction by fi nding 
possible ways to improve communication between individual speakers as well as 
between different social or cultural groups. For example, Scollon and Scollon’s 
work ( 1995 ) on discourse and intercultural communication provides insights into 
cross-cultural differences in communication. They identifi ed four elements that 
contribute to cross-cultural differences in communication: ideology, face systems 
(notion of politeness and social relationship in a culture), forms of discourse (way 
of using language), and socialization (learning and acquiring of value system in a 
culture). Due to the differences in these four areas, people from different cultural 
groups use language in different ways that often cause misunderstanding or mis-
communication. The goal of this line of research is to bridge the communication 
gap between communities and cultural groups. 

 Sociolinguistic research also has some very practical implication and appli-
cation. For example, Hamilton’s work ( 1994 ,  2003 ) applies sociolinguistics to 
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clinical contexts and looks at the discourse of Alzheimer patients and aging peo-
ple. The goal of the research is to understand how biological, social, and psycho-
logical changes in aging infl uence the way people use language, and how people’s 
use of language can have an impact on the biological, social, and psychological 
changes. Findings from the research can help medical providers and caretakers 
provide better care and assistance. 

 Sociolinguistic theory has also been applied to other professions analyzing pro-
fessional interaction and documentation. For example, sociolinguistics is proved 
to be a useful tool in the examination of the workings of the legal process.  Shuy 
(1993 ,  2008 ) and  Eades (2010 ) used sociolinguistic theory in the legal setting to 
analyze witness testimonies or written documents. Shuy’s ( 2008 ) work employed 
the tool of sociolinguistic analysis to resolve legal disagreements in contracts, 
copyright infringement, or trademark disputes and showed how the skills of lin-
guistic analysis can be used to resolve disputed meanings in texts and legal docu-
ments. One main theme in Shuy’s work is to examine meanings in context. That 
is, how words are used in a certain way in a particular context. He shows that 

 [t]he search for meaning also involves pragmatic meaning, that is, mean-
ing that goes beyond dictionary defi nitions. It relates to conveyed meaning, 
often indirectly revealed by the context. Norms of formality, intimacy, and 
politeness also can have an effect on readers and listeners. 

 ( Shuy,   2008 :169) 

 These applications demonstrate that sociolinguistics provides valuable insights 
into the examination of interpersonal and professional interaction where lan-
guage is either the means to facilitate the communication or the key media for 
the actual conduct of the work. In fact, sociolinguistic analysis can be applied in 
any domain of human interaction that employs language. Since survey transla-
tion relies on the use of language to fulfi ll its goal and function, sociolinguistics 
would augment survey translation research to address translation diffi culties by 
providing a more comprehensive view of language use in context. 

 Survey translation 

 Survey research has specifi c characteristics and requirements which can challenge 
translators. First, a survey consists of a series of questions with a set of answer cat-
egories for each question. The question-and-answer format in a survey does not 
represent an everyday communication because a survey is intended for research 
purposes and people usually do not speak in these terms or format. Therefore, it 
lacks coherence in survey question–answer format that makes it sound unnatural 
for the respondent. Second, compared with nonsurvey translations, one survey 
translation could cover many different topics ranging from demographics, health, 
fi nancial, or housing, and so on. Because of operational concerns such as space 
constraints, contextual information for each topic or question may be limited 
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or not included at all. The question topics are predetermined by the question 
designer, and the respondent cannot alter them. Third, a survey can be con-
ducted in different data collection modes 1  – self-administered versus interviewer-
administered and mail versus electronic – thus, there is the need to adapt to the 
mode of survey administration that could affect the word choice in translation. 
Last but not least, the overarching rule of standardization in survey research calls 
for verbatim reading of each question and for providing the same stimuli across 
different languages. The fi nal translation shown in a survey instrument is criti-
cal because it must be read verbatim. If it does not sound natural in the target 
language, it will increase the comprehension diffi culty for the respondent. Or it 
will increase the possibility that the interviewer will alter it on the spot to make 
it fl ow better in the target language, which will go against the standardization rule 
and may affect data quality. 

 Debate about direct translation versus adaptation 
in survey translation 

 In survey research, translation is one of the methods that survey organizations 
have sought to address the challenges of linguistic diversity within a popula-
tion of respondents or cross-cultural survey work. The cross-cultural survey lit-
erature describes a number of approaches to develop questionnaires in multiple 
languages, depending on whether there is an existing questionnaire, also called 
a data collection instrument, in the source language. If there is an existing ques-
tionnaire in the source language, there are two most commonly used approaches 
to translation: the fi rst one is to  adopt  the questionnaire to the target language, 
and the second is to  adapt  the questionnaire to the target language. The distinc-
tion between two is also named “adoption” and “adaptation” translation in the 
survey research fi eld. 

  Adoption  calls for a direct translation of the data collection instrument from 
the source language to the target language without regard to linguistic and cul-
tural subtleties that impact the intended meaning of the question. This approach 
is based on what is frequently referred to what Harkness has termed the “Ask-the-
Same-Question” (henceforth ASQ) model ( 2003 :35). This model is based on 
the dubious and often erroneous assumption that a question that “works” well in 
the source language also “works” well in the target language once it is translated. 
The ASQ model generally assumes that terminological correspondence between 
and across languages, although at times diffi cult, is nevertheless virtually always 
possible to achieve. As noted by  Pan and Lubkemann (2014 ), survey researchers 
guided by this perspective tend to view translation as primarily a matter of fi nding 
the terminological equivalents in different languages and “plugging these in” to a 
question. This approach also sees maximum standardization as the ultimate goal 
in translation and that standardization will be guaranteed if there is minimum 
alteration in the phrasing and structure of the question. This approach, how-
ever, ignores semantic, conceptual, and other culture-based differences that exist 
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across languages. While the adoption approach is simple, quick, and relatively 
low cost, its usefulness and value are questionable because research evidence 
indicates that a close translation of a source questionnaire does not necessarily 
result in a translated instrument that adequately measures the constructs of the 
source questionnaire ( Behling and Law, 2000 ). 

 Many other researchers have critiqued the ASQ translation model ( Hark-
ness and Schoua-Glusberg, 1998 ;  Harkness, 2003 ;  Braun, 2003 ;  Smith, 2003 ; 
 Schwarz, 2003 ; Harkness, Villar, and Edwards, 2010). They demonstrated that 
the ASQ model has some inherent problems in conveying the intended mean-
ing of a survey question or in capturing the intended data. Its problematic effects 
are particularly pronounced when concepts that lack cross-linguistic equivalency 
are included or asked in surveys that are conducted among several monolingual 
populations. Particularly inadequate and problematic concepts refer to forms 
of social identity (such as “race” or “ethnicity”) that are socially constructed in 
highly culturally specifi c and, hence, culturally variable ways. However, more 
recent fi eld research also demonstrates how even concepts that seem fairly obvi-
ously universal (such as “age”) can be susceptible to cross-cultural/linguistic con-
ceptual variance ( Pan and Lubkemann, 2014 ). 

 To address some of the problems of the ASQ translation model, a group of 
survey researchers (e.g.,  Behling and Law, 2000 ;  Harkness, 2003 ;  Harkness and 
Schoua-Glusberg, 1998 ;  McKay et al., 1996 ; Harkness et al., 2010,  Sha, Park, 
and Pan, 2013 ) have proposed an alternative  adaptation  approach to survey trans-
lation. This school of thought advocates using a source questionnaire from an 
original language as a base but then allowing survey questions to be signifi cantly 
modifi ed to make them more easily comprehensible in a different target language. 
Adaptation acknowledges and accounts for semantic, conceptual, and other dif-
ferences that exist across languages. 

 According to  Harkness, Van de Vijver, and Johnson (2003 ), question adapta-
tion can take several forms. One type of question adaptation is  terminological and 
factual . This form of adaptation happens when modifi cations that are country- or 
language-specifi c, such as the name of an offi cial government legislature (e.g., 
Congress, Parliament), are made to survey questions. Another type of adaptation 
is  language-driven . Language-driven adaptations involve modifi cations to account 
for grammatical differences between languages, such as differences that indicate 
physical and grammatical genders. Adaptations can also be  convention-driven . For 
example, self-administered questionnaires developed for use in English-speaking 
cultures are designed to be read from left to right. This convention will not 
work in languages where it is customary for text not to be read and processed 
in this fashion. Hence, self-administered questionnaires in these languages must 
be adapted to the conventions of the target language. Last, adaptations can be 
 culture-driven . This type of adaptation refers to modifi cations that are called for by 
norms and cultural practices and sensitivities associated with the target language. 

 Thus, the second approach,  adaptation , uses the existing questionnaire as 
the basis but allows for components of the survey question to be modifi ed or 
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altered (independent of changes made as a result of the translation) in order to 
make the survey question suitable for fi elding in the target language. Adapta-
tion can help to ensure that survey questions (in both the source and target 
languages) measure the same or similar construct (construct equivalence) and 
avoid concept bias (i.e., understanding the concept as intended and without 
bias). Research shows that such instruments are more likely to provide reliable, 
complete, accurate, and culturally appropriate information than instruments 
developed using other techniques ( Behling and Law, 2000 ;  McKay et al., 1996 ). 
However, by and large, the adaptation approach remains squarely focused on the 
reformulation of question wording, structure, and, to a lesser extent, sequencing 
or discourse structure. There also remains the question of at what level should 
adaptation be conducted. Should it be at the word level, the sentence level, or 
the discourse level? 

 In subsequent chapters, we seek to contribute to the debate of the adapta-
tion approach and the ASQ translation model from a sociolinguistic perspective. 
We will show that the notion of “language” should be broadened in translation 
approach and practice. Instead of treating words as the predominant determi-
nants of meaning conveyance in communication, more attention is needed to 
the “performative” aspect of communication. That is, the adaptation approach 
should focus more on how pragmatics gives utterances their meaning in con-
text rather than exclusively focusing on the wording and structure of “questions” 
themselves. In such a way, a translation can not only meet the requirements 
of linguistic rules of the target language but also refl ect the cultural norms of 
communication in the target culture and convey the intended purposes from the 
source into the target language. 

 Research on survey translation methods 

 Prior research recommending the adaptation approach has developed a compre-
hensive process. A well-known survey translation model established by  Hark-
ness (2003 ) and further elucidated by  Harkness, Edwards, Hansen, Miller, and 
Vilar (2010 ) and  Mohler, Dorer, de Jong, and Hu (2016 ) is called TRAPD, 
which stands for Translation, Review, Adjudication, Pretesting, and Documen-
tation. TRAPD procedures are partially iterative and start with parallel  Transla-
tion  of the source instrument. This initial translation is refi ned in the  Review  and 
 Adjudication  phases. An additional step of  Pretesting  the translation with speak-
ers of the target language is recommended in this model to get user feedback on 
the translation. In each step,  Documentation  is done for quality assurance and 
monitoring. 

 Harkness’s model outlines the procedural steps that need to take place in the 
process of translation and review. One important contribution of the model is 
that it supports a team-based approach when producing and assessing translated 
questionnaires during the review and the pretesting of the translation. More 
specifi cally, team translation refers to engaging a team of people with language, 
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survey, and subject-matter expertise in each stage of survey translation and its 
evaluation. To produce the translation, multiple translators of a language trans-
late the same material simultaneously and independently, and later they gather 
as a team to compare and discuss the respective member’s translation. The most 
experienced translator (or a translation expert) leads this meeting and becomes 
an adjudicator of the translators when there is an issue to choose a particular 
translation. Through this reconciliation in the committee meeting, the fi nal 
translation is produced, and this team approach is also referred as to “committee 
translation” in survey translation ( Harkness and Schoua-Glusberg, 1998 ). Some-
times, instead of each translator translating all the material, the material is split 
among translators to save time and costs, and this approach is called modifi ed 
committee translation 2  ( Schoua-Glusberg, 1992 ). 

 The team approach has gained popularity among survey research circles and 
organizations because it pays attention to both linguistic and survey research 
requirements. For example, the U.S. Census Bureau, the largest data collection 
agency in the U.S., established its translation guidelines which recommended 
TRADP model and advocated the team approach in its translation and review 
process ( Pan and de la Puente, 2005 ). 

 In addition, both the TRADP model and the U.S. Census Bureau Guidelines 
for Survey Translation place a high emphasis on pretesting translation with sur-
vey respondents to ensure that the translated version of survey questionnaires or 
survey materials is of high quality and meet the research requirements of the sur-
vey. Various pretesting methods – expert review, cognitive interviews, and focus 
groups – were adopted in the survey translation industry (see in  Chapter 6  for a 
more detailed discussion on translation pretesting).  Behr and Shishido (2016 ) 
also recommended using a team approach to assess translations, meaning that a 
team of language, survey, and subject matter experts covers both linguistic and 
measurement perspectives in their review of a translation. 

 The advocates of team translation argue team translation has many advan-
tages. First, team translation can overcome the limitations of the subject transla-
tion via discussions within the team approach. Second, team translation provides 
rich information that survey researchers can choose from for fi nal translation, 
and they can have balanced critiques of different alternative translations ( Guil-
lemin, Bombardier, and Beaton, 1993 ;  Harkness and Schoua-Glusberg, 1998 ; 
 McKay et al., 1996 ). 

 Another widely used method for translation review is called “back transla-
tion,” which refers to a translation method that a translator who does not have 
access to the original source text retranslates the translated material back into 
the original language and then compares the original version with the back 
translation. The goal of this method is to identify discrepancies between the 
two versions that may have been introduced by the errors at the translation 
from the source language to the target language. Since the 1970s, a large num-
ber of translation guidelines, in particular, in the health domains, recommend 
a back-translation method to produce a high-quality translation, and other 
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studies in the social sciences have also relied on back translation as a tool for 
testing translation quality ( Behr, 2016 ). 

 Although back translation has great advantages in that even a researcher 
who does not speak the target language can confi rm that the text in the source 
language is translated into the target language, it has been challenged by many 
researchers ( Behr, 2016 ;  Harkness, 2003 ). First, back translation identifi es errors 
assuming the errors take place in the process of forward translation from the 
source language to the target language. However, discrepancies between the orig-
inal text and the back translation can happen due to back translation errors. Sec-
ond, the concept of back translation is based on a close relationship between the 
original version and the back-translation version and the discrepancy between 
the two versions indicates poor translation quality. However, this concept itself 
does not hold any more when cultural adaptation is introduced in the transla-
tion to achieve cultural equivalency rather than literal consistency. Furthermore, 
punctuation errors or spelling errors that are uniquely rooted in each language 
cannot be detected through back translation. In the same line, the issues of trans-
lating subtle nuances of the source content remain problematic through terms of 
back translation. 

 In sum, at the center of debates on translation methods is the question of how 
to adapt translation so it will not only fi t well for the target language but also 
convey the same intended meaning as the source language version. However, 
prior research on translation methods places a heavy emphasis on the procedural 
aspect of the translation effort and recommends steps to conduct translation and 
review. Specifi c recommendations would include the steps of the translation pro-
cess, the number of translators needed for each task, the qualifi cations of the 
translators, the different phases of translation and review, and how to document 
the translation process. While all these are important factors to consider, there 
remains the question of what to look for in the adaptation process, specifi cally 
the following: 

 • At what level should adaptation be conducted in the actual translation: 
semantic, syntactic, or pragmatic level? 

 • How to address sociocultural effects on language use in the process of 
translation? 

 • How to systematically implement adaptation in survey translation? 

 What sociolinguistics can offer for survey translation 

 We believe a sociolinguistic paradigm to survey translation can help address the 
thorny question of how adaptation should actually be conducted. To start with, 
a sociolinguistic framework to survey translation puts the end user of the transla-
tion, survey respondents, as its focal point, and takes the view that functional 
equivalence in translation should be achieved through the end user’s action. Put 
it the other way, the translation should have the equivalent pragmatic effect on 
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speakers of the target language. Thus, a successful translation should satisfy three 
levels of requirements: 

 •  Lexical level:  At this level, a decision is made in the translation process 
to choose lexical items that correspond to those in the original text. This 
means the translation should have accurate wording and use the right words 
to convey the meaning of each individual word in the source text. 

 •  Syntactic level:  At this level, a decision is made regarding the grammatical 
structure to be used in the translated version. A sound translation should fol-
low the grammatical structure of the target language, including the syntactic 
rule and word order. It should be free of grammatical errors and should sound 
natural in the target language. 

 •  Pragmatic level:  The pragmatic level of translation means the translated 
text must refl ect and fi t the sociocultural context in which it is to be used. 
It must have the same communicative effect in conveying the message and 
intended purpose as the source text. 

 Translation issues at the lexical and syntactic levels are relatively straightforward 
and easy to resolve. Issues occurring at the pragmatic level involve the percep-
tion of and reaction to the translated text and are subtler and more diffi cult to 
overcome. Moreover, they are usually not readily identifi able by translators and 
reviewers alone. They are, however, critical for survey researchers because issues 
at the pragmatic level may hinder survey participation and affect data quality if 
respondents have negative reactions to the translation. At the pragmatic level, 
we want to ask the following questions: How do respondents of the target lan-
guage interpret the translated text? How do respondents of the target language 
react to the translated text? and Does the translated text have the equivalent 
communicative effect as the original text? 

 In order to address translation issues at the pragmatic level, we need to view 
language through the lens of sociolinguistics. That is, language is not used in 
isolation. Rather, language use involves three components: 

 1 The  linguistic rules  based on which a meaningful sentence is constructed. 
This includes the words used to express meaning and the syntactic structure 
that puts words together into sentences. 

 2  Social practices  of a culture that are encoded in its language, including con-
cepts and practices that are common and/or unique to the culture .

 3  Cultural norms  of language use, such as shared knowledge, assumptions, and 
interpretation rules that govern the use of language among its speakers .

 If a translation is rendered in a linguistically sound structure of the target lan-
guage and, at the same time, adequately incorporates the social practices and 
cultural norms of the target culture, it can achieve the equivalent effect deemed 
appropriate at the pragmatic level. 
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 The relationship and interaction between the three components of language 
use and the three levels of translation can be illustrated as in   Figure 2.1  .    

 As shown in   Figure 2.1  , language use is the anchor point when approaching 
survey translation. The three components of linguistic rules, social practices, and 
cultural norms affect the lexical, syntactic, and pragmatic level of the translation. 
All these components interact with each other, and a quality survey translation 
needs to take into consideration all these components to achieve the intended 
result. This is the central theme of the book, and we will explicate it with exam-
ples and research fi ndings in the chapters to follow. 

 Therefore, sociolinguistics can be a valuable tool in the workings of survey 
translation, contributing insights to two sets of questions critical to survey 
translation: 

 1 How to account for variation in language use due to context, users, cultural 
knowledge, and background information specifi c to survey translation? 

 • Context: How does the mode of survey administration (face-to-face, 
paper, web-based, etc.) affect survey translation? 

 • User: Who is the user of the translation? Is it the general population or 
specifi c population? And how does it affect the adaptation process? 

 • Cultural knowledge: Does the end user of the translation have the same 
schemata or cultural frame of reference in interpreting the meaning as it 
is intended in the source document? 

 • Background information: Is the end user of the translation familiar with 
constructs in survey questions? Do they have the same life experience to 
process the constructs embodied in survey questions? 

Pragmatic level

social 
practices

cultural 
norms

LANGUAGE 
USE

linguistic 
rules

Lexical 
level

Syntactic
level

  Figure 2.1  Language use and three levels of translation 
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 2 How to systematically handle the issue of linguistic and cultural diffi culties 
in survey translation? 

 • Where is the anchor point for adaptation: at the lexical, syntactic, or 
pragmatic level? 

 • How to address translation diffi culties arising from three components of 
language use, namely, linguistic rules, cultural norms of communication, 
and social practices? 

 • How to adequately convey the cultural implications of words or sen-
tences in translation? 

 • What are the ways to address these issues in different types of survey 
translation (e.g., survey questionnaires, pre-notifi cation mailings and 
followup reminders, research protocols, etc.), and in modes of adminis-
tration for surveys (e.g., interviewer-administered vs. self-administered, 
and web surveys, etc.)? 

 • How to render paralinguistic features critical to survey questionnaire 
design from the source to the target language? 

 These two sets of questions will guide our discussion in the subsequent chapters 
as we expound on various linguistic and cultural diffi culties in survey translation. 

 Conclusion 

 While there are many scholarly works on translation theories (e.g.,  Allen and 
Bernofsky, 2013 ;  Baker, 2011 ;  Hatim and Munday, 2004 ) and translation prac-
tices (e.g., Angelelli and Baer, 2015;  Angelelli and Jacobson, 2009 ;  Fawcett, 
2014 ;  Robinson, 2012 ), our work offers a unique perspective. Based on our years 
of research on assessing translation with speakers of the target languages, we bring 
in the end user’s view of the translated materials and their suggestions for improv-
ing the translation. The case studies presented in the book are from research stud-
ies that spanned two decades with real respondents of target languages. Through 
the extensive research, we were able to observe respondents’ interpretation of 
and reaction to the translated materials, to record their comprehension problems 
resulting from linguistic and cultural issues in the translation, and to elicit their 
comments and suggestions for how to improve the translation. This unique per-
spective and research experience enable us to suggest data-based, results-proven, 
and real-life solutions to many diffi culties encountered in survey translation. 

 Discussion questions 

 1 What is the overarching theory of sociolinguistics? 
 2 Name three sociolinguistic theories relevant to survey translation and dis-

cuss how they can be useful to improve survey translation. 
 3 Can sociolinguistics be applied to practical language use, and how? 
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 4 What are the characteristics of a survey that can cause diffi culties in survey 
translation? 

 5 What is translation adaptation from the sociolinguistic perspective? 
 6 What are the three levels of requirements that a successful translation should 

satisfy? How to make decisions in the translation process, and what is the 
desired outcome for each? 

 Notes 
  1  The word  mode  in the survey fi eld refers to the mode of survey administration or data 

collection. 
  2  Outside of survey translation, this method has sometimes been described as “multiple 

forward translation.” 
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