
 The role of language in survey translation 

 Language is essential to the survey research process: written questionnaires con-
sist of questions and answer categories, pre-notifi cation letters or followup notices 
must be informative and persuasive, interviewers interact with survey respon-
dents, and respondents comprehend survey questions and provide a response. All 
these survey procedural products and events are a prerequisite for accurate data 
collection and data analysis, and they are carried out through language. When 
collecting data from a population whose language is not the source language 
in which a questionnaire is developed, survey organizations need to translate 
the questionnaire into the target language. Again, the translation is carried out 
through language. Indeed, language is an integral part of the survey research pro-
cess and a good understanding of how language functions in its sociocultural 
contexts will help fi nd solutions to thorny diffi culties in survey translation. 

 Survey translation, like other types of translation, has its unique characteristics 
and diffi culties. In addition to technical issues in translation, there is another 
layer of intricacy. That is, the end users of a survey translation need to take the 
action of responding to a survey. They must not only comprehend the meaning 
of the translation but also be willing to provide responses. If a survey translation 
does not communicate the source material’s effect of prompting the respondent 
to take the action of answering survey questions or agreeing to participate in the 
survey, the translation fails its purpose and function. This means that no matter 
how accurate the translation is in terms of grammatical structure or lexical items, 
it does not have the pragmatic function of communicating the intended mean-
ing to the respondent. Therefore, critical to quality survey translation is a sound 
understanding of how language works in its social contexts and how meaning is 
interpreted in human interaction. 

 Sociolinguistics, in the simplest terms, is the study of language use in its social 
contexts. It answers the questions of how language functions in different social 
settings and how social and cultural factors infl uence language use. While there 
are various approaches to survey translation, we believe a sociolinguistic para-
digm can help tackle the unique challenges of how to incorporate the respon-
dent’s perspective in the conduct of translation. 
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2 Introduction

 As more survey research is being conducted on multilingual populations, there 
is an increasing need for translation of survey questionnaires, electronic survey 
instruments, and survey materials in order to reach the target populations. With 
this need, there is a growing awareness of the importance of fi nding sound solu-
tions to survey translation problems. This book provides a timely tool to address 
the specifi c challenges of survey translation. The seven chapters in the book 
bridge the gap in the existing literature about survey translation by providing a 
new perspective that looks on survey translation through the lens of sociolinguis-
tics, in particular, pragmatic theory. 

 Goals and organization of this book 

 The primary goal of this book is to outline a sociolinguistic framework to survey 
translation and demonstrate step-by-step how this framework works to guide and 
evaluate survey translation. The secondary goal is to provide a toolkit on how to 
address linguistic, cultural, and social practice issues to ensure high-quality transla-
tion and how to handle every aspect of survey translation: from the conduct of trans-
lation to the evaluation of translation and in every type of translation texts (e.g., 
survey questionnaires, survey materials, and computerized survey instruments). 

 The chapters to follow begin with an overview of the basic principles of socio-
linguistics and the debate in survey translation, and then take types of survey 
translation and evaluation of translation separately for an analysis of their unique 
challenges. The overview of sociolinguistic theory in  Chapter 2  is not meant to 
be exhaustive but, rather, to focus on relevant theoretical frameworks applicable 
to survey translation. The types of survey translation included are questionnaire 
translation (survey questions, answer categories, and symbols in a questionnaire) 
in  Chapter 3 , translation of data collection materials (pre-notifi cation mailings 
such as advance letters and followup reminders) in  Chapter 4 , and translation 
of research protocol guides in  Chapter 5 . Based on fi ndings from our extensive 
research spanning two decades, these chapters incorporate the feedback and 
reactions of the translation end users (survey respondents) to illustrate their 
comprehension diffi culties associated with a translation that fails to account for 
sociocultural dynamics of language use and then offers possible solutions from 
the sociolinguistic perspective.  Chapter 6  presents the evaluation methods of 
translation most suitable when applying the sociolinguistic paradigm. Specifi c 
recommendations are provided to address cross-cultural issues with each type of 
evaluation method. Finally,  Chapter 7  brings together all aspects of survey trans-
lation and summarizes the practical ways to operationalize the guiding principles 
from the previous chapters. 

 Benefits to the reader 

 With ample examples 1  from actual survey translations and their end users’ 
feedback, the book guides the reader to design, improve, and evaluate survey 
translations using a sociolinguistic framework. Ultimately, it helps to foster 
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collaboration among translators, linguists, and researchers and professionals in 
the fi eld of survey research, including survey managers and practitioners, survey 
methodologists, translators, and those in commercial and noncommercial survey 
organizations, as well as funders of translation and translation research. In addi-
tion, the research presented in the book will encourage linguists and students of 
linguistics or translation studies to use their knowledge and expertise to tackle 
real-world problems. Linguists who wish to apply their skills beyond the linguis-
tics fi eld will fi nd that the book explicates the intricate nature of how to apply 
linguistic theory to practical problems so as to have an impact on real-world situ-
ations, including how to help enhance survey data quality by improving transla-
tions. Translators or students in translation studies can benefi t from the book by 
learning about the unique characteristics and requirements of survey translation 
and be better equipped to take on this type of translation work. 

 A note about the source and target 
language examples 

 Examples in the book are based on English as the source language and non-English 
languages as the target language in translation. This is because it is acknowledged 
that public opinion polls, surveys, and questionnaires have strong roots in the 
U.S. and Great Britain, which both use the English language. 2  In addition, our 
research experience stems mainly from conducting translation and translation 
evaluation from American English into other languages. When applicable, the 
non-English words are followed by their English-language gloss or back transla-
tion to facilitate the reader’s understanding.   3    Although our examples are based 
on American English as the source language, the principles outlined in the book 
should be applicable to other languages. Readers do not need to speak a non-
English language to benefi t from the book. 

 Notes 
  1  Examples come from publications, U.S. government study reports, and the authors’ 

rendering. 
  2  Based on one of the coauthors’ personal email communication on October 16, 2018, 

with Dr. Tom Smith, director of the General Social Survey from 1980 to 2019, one of 
America’s most heavily utilized survey data sets. 

  3  We have taken great care in verifying how non-English words and translations are pre-
sented in the book. Nevertheless, it is possible that there are errors because languages 
evolve, language use varies, and more than one writing system may be in use for a lan-
guage. We would be in the reader’s debt for any feedback through www.mandysha.com.     

http://www.mandysha.com

