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Methods for Translating an
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into Mandarin, Cantonese,
Korean, and Vietnamese
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National Cancer Institute

This article reports research on procedures for translating a survey questionnaire on
tobacco use from English into Mandarin Chinese, Cantonese Chinese, Korean, and
Vietnamese. The goal is to offer practical guidelines for researchers involved in trans-
lating questionnaires. The authors operationalize a five-step process for translation
and evaluation based on the frameworks presented in Harkness, Van de Vijver, and
Mohler (2003) and the U.S. Census Bureau (2004). Based on qualitative observations,
the five-step process produced effective questionnaire translations. The iterative
nature of the process and the team-based approach the process encourages were par-
ticularly important to the success. Based on documented experiences, the authors iden-
tify lessons learned and make recommendations to other researchers who need to
translate questionnaires.

Keywords: survey translation; translation evaluation; TRAPD translation frame-
work; survey methods; tobacco use survey

Reliance on standardized questions is one feature that distinguishes survey
methods from other field methods (Turner and Martin 1984; Groves 1989;
Schaeffer and Maynard 2001). Survey methodologists generally agree that
standardized question meaning is essential to sound survey measurement. The
task of ensuring a standard meaning is complex when surveys are administered
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in a single language. When surveys are administered in multiple languages,
the complexity is magnified because meanings must be standard not only
within languages but also across them.

This article describes a process for developing and evaluating question-
naire translations for surveys administered in multiple languages. We focus
on work for the National Cancer Institute, translating the English-language
version of the Tobacco Use Survey component of the Current Population
Survey (TUS-CPS) into Mandarin, Cantonese, Korean, and Vietnamese. We
used a team-based process that involved five steps. This article describes that
process and lessons learned. We hope that researchers can use the descrip-
tions provided here as a practical guide for translating other survey instru-
ments used in cross-cultural or multilingual research.

The TUS-CPS is a good candidate for translation for three reasons. First,
there is concern that current English-language surveys of tobacco use under-
estimate tobacco use in some Asian American subgroups (e.g., Jenkins et al.
1995; Wewers et al. 1995; Ma et al. 2002; Lew and Tanjasiri 2003). Asian-
language translations could make national survey results more representa-
tive and more accurate. Second, the TUS-CPS is widely used. It has been
administered as part of the Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey
periodically since 1992, and it is a key source of national- and state-level
data on smoking and other tobacco use in the U.S. household population.
Third, the TUS-CPS questionnaire contains standard tobacco use preva-
lence items that are well established. English-language estimates from the
TUS-CPS are consistent with the results of other large-scale tobacco surveys
and therefore display construct validity. For example, estimates of current
smoking in the United States in 2003 were 18.4% and 21.6% for the TUS-
CPS and the National Health Interview Survey, respectively (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention 2005; National Cancer Institute 2006). In
addition, research supports the notion that self-reported tobacco use is truth-
ful (Patrick et al. 1994; Riesch et al. 2006).

OVERVIEW OF TRANSLATION PRACTICES

Researchers working on translation methods generally agree that an
effective survey questionnaire translation is one in which the questionnaire
translated into the target language “asks the same questions and offers the

We are grateful to Anne Brown Rodgers and three anonymous reviewers for their comments on
earlier drafts of this article. This project was approved by the Westat Institutional Review
Board, and all interview participants provided informed consent before beginning interviews.
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266 FIELD METHODS

same response options” as those provided in the source questionnaire
(Harkness and Schoua-Glusberg 1998:92). Achieving this goal can be com-
plicated for two reasons. First, words are not the only conveyors of meaning
in language. Grammatical structures, syntax, and tone can also convey
meaning, as can the communication context (Weidmer 1994; Pan 2003;
Harkness, Pennell, and Schoua-Glusberg 2004). Second, complex mappings
between words in different languages are routine. For example, words in the
source and target languages that refer to similar concepts may have different
connotations, different nuances of meaning, or different emotional effects
(Harkness and Schoua-Glusberg 1998; Harkness, Pennell, and Schoua-
Glusberg 2004).

Survey researchers have advocated diverse practices for producing effec-
tive translations (e.g., Brislin 1970; McKay et al. 1996; Harkness and
Schoua-Glusberg 1998; Harkness, Van de Vijver, and Mohler 2003; U.S.
Census Bureau 2004). Harkness, Van de Vijver, and Mohler (2003) provide
detailed descriptions of these practices. Current practices build on the multi-
step translation and evaluation approach articulated by Brislin (1970), which
includes using back-translation to evaluate survey translations, bilingual
respondents to test source and translated target-language questionnaires, and
monolingual respondents to pretest target-language translations. More
recent developments substitute alternative evaluation methods for back-
translation, use bilingual reviewers and testers in more diverse ways, and use
a broader set of pretest methods. Current practices also differ from previous
methods in the numbers of translators involved, how translation work is dis-
tributed across individual translators, how review and revision activities are
built into the translation process, and the roles bilingual staff (including
interviewers) and/or members of the survey population play in translation
and evaluation processes (Harkness, Van de Vijver, and Mohler 2003).

A growing consensus advocates team-based approaches to translation and
evaluation. Compared with direct translation by one person, team approaches
generate more translation options and provide sounder and less idiosyncratic
translation review and evaluation (Harkness and Schoua-Glusberg 1998;
European Social Survey 2002; Harkness, Van de Vijver, and Mohler 2003;
U.S. Census Bureau 2004). Based on this general methodological prefer-
ence, we chose to develop an iterative, team-based process. We began with
the five-stage TRAPD framework described by Harkness, Van de Vijver, and
Mohler (2003). The TRAPD framework identifies five general stages for
developing and evaluating a questionnaire translation: translation (T), review
(R), adjudication (A), pretesting (P), and documentation (D). Each of these
stages can be implemented in a variety of ways, so the TRAPD framework
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is very flexible. The five-step process we developed reflects one way of
interpreting and operationalizing the TRAPD framework.

TRANSLATION AND EVALUATION PROCESSES

This section describes the process we used to translate the tobacco use ques-
tionnaire into Mandarin, Cantonese, Korean, and Vietnamese (see Table 1).
We describe the research team, the procedures we used to translate the
English-language TUS-CPS questionnaire, and lessons learned at each step.
The lessons learned describe both what we found useful and what we would
do differently the next time. They evolved from a variety of sources, includ-
ing observed translator performance, comments and feedback from inde-
pendent reviewers, and unexpected events.

The TUS translation and evaluation team included public health researchers
at the National Cancer Institute familiar with tobacco research, methodologists
at Westat familiar with questionnaire design, and experienced translators.

Step 1: Translation

The translation staff consisted of three independent professional transla-
tors. Each translator spoke one of the target languages as their strongest lan-
guage. One translator was multilingual in English, Mandarin, and Cantonese;
one was bilingual in English and Korean; and one was bilingual in English
and Vietnamese. All three translators had at least 10 years of professional
translation experience. Their experience translating survey questionnaires
varied.

A translation coordinator worked with research staff and the translators to
define the task. The project aimed to develop translations that “ask the same
questions” (e.g., Harkness, Van de Vijver, and Mohler 2003). Based on these
instructions, the three translators worked independently to produce target-
language translations. The translation coordinator supervised their work and
was available as needed to answer questions and provide guidance. However,
results from subsequent review and cognitive interviewing activities sug-
gested that these instructions were insufficient, often producing literal, word-
for-word translations that were awkward, confusing, or cumbersome.

The translation step yielded three draft questionnaires: a single target
questionnaire for the Mandarin and Cantonese dialects of Chinese, a tar-
get questionnaire in Korean, and a target questionnaire in Vietnamese. We
opted to use a single Chinese-language questionnaire based on advice
from the Mandarin and Cantonese translator who believed a single written
questionnaire adequately conveyed the survey questions in both dialects. In
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268 FIELD METHODS

subsequent steps, both the Chinese survey language consultant (SLC) and
the Chinese-language adjudicator agreed with this decision.

In addition to the three target-language questionnaires, translators provided
documentation that described specific translation challenges they encoun-
tered and decisions they made to deal with these challenges. These translation
products informed the succeeding review step.

TABLE 1
Five-Step Process for Translating the English-Language Tobacco

Use Survey Component of the Current Population
Survey Questionnaire

Step Activities Personnel

1. Translation Create draft target-language Professional translators 
questionnaires by translating 
source questionnaire into 
target languages.

Document translation 
challenges and decisions 
on how to deal with them.

2. Review Review translation materials, SLCs having extensive 
including source questionnaire, language skills, knowledge 
draft versions of target-language of cultural groups, and 
questionnaires, and translator familiarity with survey 
documentation. objectives 

Identify potential revisions.
3. Initial adjudication Review and decide on suggested Bilingual adjudicators 

revisions. (university consultants); 
Collaborate with bilingual project staff; SLCs

reviewers and generally 
monolingual English-speaking 
research staff to develop pretest-
ready target-language 
questionnaires.

4. Cognitive interview Identify and train cognitive SLCs, bilingual interviewers 
pretest interviewers. trained in cognitive 

Recruit interview participants. interviewing, and English-
Complete cognitive interviews, speaking project staff

analyze results, and develop 
recommendations.

5. Final review and Review recommendations with Project director, advised 
adjudication SLCs and English-speaking by SLCs and English-

research staff. speaking project staff
Select final revisions for target-

language questionnaires.

NOTE: SLCs = survey language consultants.
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Because of the way the current research was funded, the translation step
was independent of the review, adjudication, and pretesting steps. We would
prefer to instead follow advice from translation researchers and set up col-
laborative working relations among translators, reviewers, and adjudicators
early in the translation step (Harkness and Schoua-Glusberg 1998; Harkness,
Van de Vijver, and Mohler 2003; U.S. Census Bureau 2004). Fortunately,
we were able to implement more collaborative approaches after the initial
translation step was finished.

Lessons Learned: Translation (Step 1)

• Involve review, adjudication, and pretest staff early in translation step, while
setting up translation goals.

• Include reviews of early translations as part of translation step to clarify
translation task specifications as needed before translation proceeds very far.

• Give detailed instructions to translators, including background on the reasons
for and structure of the survey interview conversation.

Step 2: Review

After the translation step, we looked for opportunities for collaboration
and feedback across the subsequent review, adjudication, and pretesting
steps. Notably, we created the position of SLC for each of the three lan-
guages. The SLCs fulfilled two broad functions: They reviewed the initial tar-
get-language questionnaire translations to identify translation options, and
they supervised cognitive interview pretest activities in their assigned target
languages. Using the same staff for review and pretest roles was a way to
ensure that review results informed pretesting designs and that pretesting
results informed ongoing review activities.

Because SLCs were asked to fill both reviewing and pretesting roles, we
looked for a range of skills when selecting them. We were interested in SLCs
who were able to communicate fluently and skillfully both in the target lan-
guage(s) and in English. Other desirable qualities we sought were the abil-
ity to offer insight into the cultures associated with their target languages in
the United States, access to community resources for recruiting pretest inter-
viewers and respondents, familiarity with survey methods, awareness of
research on tobacco use and tobacco-related disease, and exposure to or
experience with research requiring translation activities. None of the SLCs
had all of these characteristics, but each reviewer had a mix of some of them.
The one required attribute was the language fluency.

We hired four SLCs. Three were engaged early in the project. The fourth
was hired to replace the original Vietnamese-language SLC after we learned of
errors in initial rounds of reviewing and pretesting for the Vietnamese-language

Forsyth et al. / TRANSLATING A SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 269
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270 FIELD METHODS

translation. All four SLCs spoke the target language as their strongest (or
first) language.

We set up detailed and relatively formal review and adjudication processes,
involving a template that SLCs used to structure their reviews and to docu-
ment results. SLCs recorded the following information on the template:

• the item number for a translation identified as problematic,
• a brief description of the type of problem,
• the reasons the translated item was problematic,
• a suggestion for a possible solution, and
• the reason the suggested solution would improve the item translation.

Because the SLCs had different levels of exposure to and experience with
survey methods, we developed a variety of training materials, activities, and
support resources to provide the survey methods background they needed to
complete appropriate and consistent reviews for all three target-language
questionnaires. An initial 2-hour training session gave SLCs information
about the TUS-CPS purposes and measurement goals, reviewed the objec-
tives for the translation review tasks, and instructed SLCs on using the review
template to accomplish their reviews. The session also gave an overview of
cognitive pretest interview methods to prepare SLCs for later tasks.

After the training, we set up biweekly group meetings to discuss review
progress, emerging questions, potential impacts of cultural issues on trans-
lation effectiveness, and important interim results. In addition, we had
informal meetings and conversations with SLCs to discuss detailed questions,
language-specific issues, and unexpected problems. The informal exchanges
occurred often and required considerable time from study research staff and
from the individual SLCs. We believe these informal exchanges were par-
ticularly effective for helping SLCs understand how the survey items
should function and how translation decisions can affect response accuracy.

Together with the original translations and translator notes, the templates
that SLCs used to document the results of their reviews were key inputs to
the initial adjudication phase. SLCs found that the translations were more
problematic than we originally anticipated. Their comments identified com-
plex, awkward, or unusual grammar and syntax and confusing word choices,
which possibly reflected overly literal translations that violated conversa-
tional expectations.

Lessons Learned: Review (Step 2)

• Previous experience with survey methods is helpful but not necessary to
ensure useful input from reviewers.
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• SLCs who lack previous survey methods experience benefit from ongoing
interactions with research staff and each other about item intent, item word-
ing, and alternative translation options.

• Engage SLC reviewers early, during the translation step, to reduce the need
for large-scale revisions after translation activities are completed and to ben-
efit from direct interaction between translators and reviewers.

Step 3: Initial Adjudication

The role of the adjudicator is to make decisions about recommendations
for improving the translations. Effective adjudication requires knowledgeable
and versatile adjudicators (e.g., Harkness, Van de Vijver, and Mohler 2003;
Harkness, Pennell, and Schoua-Glusberg 2004; U.S. Census Bureau 2004).
Wherever SLCs identified potential problems with a target-language transla-
tion, the adjudicators’ task was to review the problem and the suggested solu-
tion and to make a decision whether to retain the original translation, make
the revision suggested by the SLC, or make an alternative revision.

Working through university research centers specializing in tobacco-
related research, we found a lead adjudicator who had subject-matter exper-
tise, translation experience, and a strong survey methods background. The
lead adjudicator spoke Chinese as her first language and was skilled in
the Mandarin and Cantonese dialects. She also communicated well in English.
Through her academic appointment, she had access to tobacco researchers
who spoke Vietnamese or Korean as their strongest languages. These three
researchers formed the adjudication team. Because the adjudicators rou-
tinely worked together in their academic setting, they had already estab-
lished strategies for communicating and collaborating with each other.
Because of their expertise, we relied on the adjudicators to set appropriate
translation decision criteria and accepted all their decisions during the ini-
tial adjudication phase. We folded the decisions into the original transla-
tions to produce a pretest questionnaire version for each target-language
questionnaire.

Lessons Learned: Initial Adjudication (Step 3)

• University research centers are good resources for knowledgeable and versa-
tile adjudicators.

• The structure of the adjudication process was effective. All adjudicators’ deci-
sions fit within the task guidelines, and reviewers and translators respected the
adjudicator role.

Step 4: Cognitive Interview Pretest

Cognitive interviews are one method researchers and survey methodol-
ogists use to evaluate the quality and effectiveness of survey translations
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(e.g., Weidmer 1994; Harkness and Schoua-Glusberg 1998; de la Puente,
Pan, and Rose 2003; Harkness, Van de Vijver, and Mohler 2003; Harkness,
Pennell, and Schoua-Glusberg 2004; U.S. Census Bureau 2004). These
structured, open-ended interviews are designed to gather detailed informa-
tion about the cognitive thought processes respondents use to understand
and answer survey questionnaire items (Forsyth and Lessler 1991; Beatty
2004; Willis 2004, 2005). The goal is to identify and remove potential causes
of response error, including items that use unfamiliar or inappropriate ter-
minology, items that respondents interpret in unexpected ways, or items that
ask for information that respondents have difficulty remembering. Cognitive
interviews are an effective complement to psychometric methods typically
used to quantify survey measurement characteristics (Willis 2005).

When cognitive interviews are used to test a questionnaire translation,
results can be used to identify additional deficiencies related to the translation
itself, such as target-language terms that respondents interpret differently
than intended, target-language terms that are unfamiliar, or target-language
terms that have culture-specific meanings. We chose to pretest the survey
translations using cognitive interviews because we were interested in both
sets of issues: cognitive difficulties respondents may have in understanding
and answering the intended questions and translation issues that may alter
question meaning.

We planned to conduct nine cognitive interviews to test the Chinese trans-
lation, nine cognitive interviews to test the Korean translation, and nine cog-
nitive interviews to test the Vietnamese translation. As described below, we
later conducted an additional round of five cognitive interviews to test a sec-
ond revision of the Vietnamese-language translation.

Although we decided to test a single Chinese-language questionnaire, more
recent cognitive testing research suggests minor but potentially important dif-
ferences between the two dialects, at least in some survey domains (Levin
et al. 2005). In retrospect, we would recommend including a larger number of
Chinese-language respondents to explicitly test the recommendation to use
a single Chinese-language questionnaire. Based on the relatively small number
of interviews we conducted, we found no data to suggest that separate Man-
darin and Cantonese translations would improve survey responses.

Lessons Learned: Cognitive Interview Pretest (Step 4)

• When dialects may be of interest, include enough interviews to test transla-
tion effectiveness separately for each relevant dialect.

Cognitive interview research normally requires the five steps in Table 2.
The following paragraphs describe how we accomplished each of these steps.

272 FIELD METHODS
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Develop cognitive interview scripts. We developed an English-language
cognitive interview script that consisted of the questionnaire items with cog-
nitive probes inserted after selected questions. Probe questions asked
respondents to describe how they interpreted survey items, how they under-
stood particular question and response wordings, whether they had difficulty
understanding how to use response sets, whether the response sets seemed
incomplete, the factors they considered as they selected their answers, and
whether any questions asked for information they either did not have or
could not remember. Once the English-language script was complete, SLCs
translated the cognitive probes into the target languages and added them to
the target-language questionnaires to create three target-language cognitive
interview scripts.

Identify cognitive interviewers. Each SLC hired two cognitive interview-
ers to conduct cognitive pretest interviews in the target languages. Both of
the Vietnamese-language SLCs had access to bilingual staff and/or cowork-
ers whom they hired. The Korean- and Chinese-language SLCs developed
strategies for locating and hiring bilingual interviewers that involved a mix
of community networking, outreach to community and research resources,
Web postings, and use of advertising media.

We were able to pay cognitive interviewers relatively high rates for inter-
viewers, but the pay was lower than professional researchers would expect.
Fortunately, we found that qualified candidates were attracted to the cogni-
tive interviewing work because of its social and scientific value and because
of the potential for additional research opportunities in the future.

Lessons Learned: Identify Cognitive Interviewers (Step 4)

• Document interviewer hiring activities in detail. Staff who have trouble finding
suitable candidates will benefit from others’ successes.

• Community networking and other outreach activities were far more effective
for identifying and recruiting cognitive interviewers than were Web postings or
other advertising activities.

TABLE 2
Five Steps for Conducting Cognitive Pretest Interviews

1. Develop cognitive interview scripts. 
2. Identify and train cognitive interviewers. 
3. Recruit eligible respondents. 
4. Conduct and summarize cognitive interviews. 
5. Identify key findings and make recommendations.
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Train cognitive interviewers. We conducted a 6-hour session to train
interviewers to administer cognitive interviews in their target languages. The
SLCs also attended the session as trainees to make certain that they had the
knowledge and skills required to effectively monitor and supervise cognitive
interviewing activities. Because most of the cognitive interviewers had no
previous interviewing experience, the training session gave overviews of
standard interview practices and conventions and the structure and content
of the TUS-CPS questionnaire. In addition, the training covered cognitive
interview goals and techniques, reviewed the cognitive interview probes
and their purposes, and included an English-language demonstration of a
cognitive interview. Most of the training was in English, but trainees spent
roughly 2 hours using role-playing methods to conduct practice cognitive
interviews in their target languages.

Lessons Learned: Train Cognitive Interviewers (Step 4)

• In training, review both the survey questionnaire and the cognitive interview
script. Separate reviews will help inexperienced cognitive interviewers recog-
nize the different functions of survey questions and cognitive interview probes.

• Provide ample time for monitored practice and feedback. Conduct monitored
practice interviews both in English and in the target language.

• Provide guidelines and additional practice about adapting cognitive interview
probes as necessary to help interviewers avoid repetition and follow up unex-
pected responses.

Recruit eligible respondents. SLCs filled important roles marketing the
study by screening potential volunteers for eligibility, convincing them to
participate, and setting cognitive interview appointments. Eligible respon-
dents met two screening criteria: They currently smoked or had stopped
smoking within the past 5 years, and they reported limited ability to speak or
understand English. From volunteers identified as eligible, SLCs recruited
and scheduled interviews with respondents who had a mix of education, age,
years in the United States, gender, and socioeconomic status (represented by
occupation).

The SLCs were reluctant to use personal contacts to recruit respondents
because of the sensitive nature of smoking habits within some Asian American
communities. Therefore, they contacted potential respondents using flyers,
newspaper advertisements, and tables at community locations and events.
They also made extensive use of word-of-mouth recruiting activities by
working through community networks. These activities were time consum-
ing because contacts and potential respondents asked for considerable detail
about the general study purposes, the specific tasks respondents would be
asked to complete, and the SLCs’ role in the study.

274 FIELD METHODS
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We anticipated the cognitive interviews would last about an hour, and we
planned to pay respondents $35 to thank them for their time. SLCs expressed
some concerns about the payments. On one hand, they thought some volun-
teer respondents would hesitate to accept incentive payments because of
worries about work permit status and questions about reporting the payment
for tax purposes. On the other hand, they believed respondents without those
fears would find the incentive payment too small. We were able to increase
the incentive to $40 for a second set of interviews testing the Vietnamese-
language questionnaire. SLCs suggested supplementing the incentive pay-
ments with small gifts such as fruit or cookies, particularly when interviews
were held in respondents’ homes. We allotted $15 per respondent for this
purpose.

Based on their knowledge of the communities they worked in and their
respondent recruiting conversations, SLCs were concerned about potential
respondent reactions to study materials and procedures. They felt that some
respondents would refuse to participate in interviews because of fears that
involvement in the survey could draw attention to their immigration status.
SLCs also predicted that respondents would resist being tape-recorded and
would be nervous about signing the confidentiality form and the study
receipt. Research staff worked with SLCs to develop recruiting approaches
that would address issues like these if respondents raised them. Fortunately,
volunteer respondents actually expressed few concerns about participating
in the cognitive interview pretest. We observed no sensitivities related to
immigration status, tape-recording, accepting financial compensation, or
signing study confidentiality and incentive receipt forms.

Lessons Learned: Recruit Respondents (Step 4)

• Document respondent recruiting activities. Details will be useful for evaluating
alternative approaches and suggesting better approaches to other investigators
who have trouble finding eligible volunteer respondents.

• Word-of-mouth contacts through community networks were effective for find-
ing and recruiting eligible volunteer respondents. Contacts through profes-
sional networks were particularly productive.

• SLCs should be prepared to provide extensive explanation about the study
including study goals, what it requires of respondents, and the SLCs’ role in
the study.

• Pay attention to SLCs’ concerns about respondent participation and monitor
respondent reactions as necessary. For this study, respondents had few con-
cerns about participating in the pretest interviews.

Conduct and summarize cognitive interviews. We conducted two rounds
of cognitive interviews. In the first round, six interviewers conducted twenty-
seven interviews. Nine interviews tested the Chinese-language translations.
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Five of the Chinese-language interviews used the Mandarin dialect, and four
used the Cantonese dialect. Nine interviews tested the Korean-language
translation, and nine interviews tested the Vietnamese-language translation.
As reported below, results from the first round of cognitive interviews
revealed important problems with the Vietnamese-language translation.
After the Vietnamese-language translation was rereviewed and revised, two
new cognitive interviewers conducted a second round of five interviews to
test the revised Vietnamese-language translation.

In most cases, the cognitive interviewers conducted the interviews in
respondents’ homes. SLCs observed all cognitive interviews and took detailed
notes. After obtaining respondent consent, interviewers audiotaped the cog-
nitive interviews for later review and quality control. SLCs reviewed their
notes and the audiotape for each interview and wrote a summary that
described the respondent’s reactions to target questionnaire items, highlight-
ing key findings and results.

SLCs were responsible for monitoring cognitive interview quality based
on their observations, notes, and audiotape reviews. We scheduled debrief-
ing meetings with individual SLCs every second or third interview to give
them an opportunity to report any procedural issues or concerns about inter-
viewer performance. SLCs used these meetings as opportunities to gather
suggestions, advice, and operational support. Research staff used these meet-
ings as opportunities to monitor quality and identify interim results.

In early meetings, SLCs reported that interviewers were having difficulty
administering the cognitive interview probes and that respondents seemed
impatient because of redundancy in interviewers’ questions. Further discus-
sion revealed three issues in cognitive interview administration. First, inter-
viewers were administering the probes word-for-word, even when respondents
had already provided the relevant information. Second, interviewers were
hesitant to deviate from scripted probes and use their own words to get at
identified pretest issues. Third, interviewers were consistently missing oppor-
tunities to use their own probes to follow up unanticipated problems. Based
on this early feedback, we conducted retraining sessions separately with
each SLC. The SLCs, in turn, retrained their cognitive interviewers. This
retraining activity seemed effective. After retraining, the cognitive inter-
views were shorter, we heard fewer reports of respondents’ being annoyed
by redundancy, and SLCs’ interview summaries were more focused and
more useful for identifying reasons for respondent confusion or error.

Interim results reported by the Vietnamese-language SLC led us to sus-
pect the quality of the cognitive interviews and eventually the quality of the
translation itself. To address our concerns, we hired a second Vietnamese-
language SLC. His initial task was to review tape recordings from cognitive
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interviews testing the Vietnamese-language translation. He discovered a
variety of errors. For example, interviewers read the “true or false” items
without pauses, giving respondents no opportunity to answer. Also, cogni-
tive probes and interviewer instructions were translated incorrectly, tested
survey items were administered improperly, and interviewers mistakenly
read interviewer instructions and skip patterns to respondents.

Based on these findings, we decided we could not rely on results from the
first round of cognitive interviews testing the Vietnamese-language transla-
tion. The new Vietnamese-language SLC followed our established review
and adjudication process to revise the Vietnamese-language translation.
Also, he hired and trained one new cognitive interviewer with whom he
conducted a second round of five interviews testing the revised Vietnamese-
language translation.

Lessons Learned: Conduct and Summarize Cognitive Interviews (Step 4)

• Anticipate retraining, particularly if cognitive interviewers are inexperienced.
• Add active quality control activities during initial cognitive interviews to sup-

port interview observation and SLC debriefing activities.
• Identify retraining needs based on SLCs’ summaries, audiotape reviews, and

interviewer notes from early interviews. Look for adequate detail, minimal
redundancy within interviews, and evidence of proper use of scripted and
spontaneous probes.

• Carry out the following active quality control activities because they increase
the likelihood that early interviews will be as useful as later interviews.
− Divide the first round of cognitive interviews into small sets of one or two

interviews.
− Allow time between sets to observe and/or review interviews and retrain

interviewers as needed.
− When possible, observe early interviews in target language(s) using simul-

taneous interpretation to convey interview content to observers who are not
fluent in the target language(s).

− Engage a range of staff in interview observation to ensure review and
comments from several viewpoints.

• Consider using SLCs to conduct cognitive interviews rather than hiring a sep-
arate cognitive interviewing staff to capitalize on knowledge and perspective
SLCs gain during earlier review and adjudication.

Identify key findings and make recommendations. Detailed descriptions
of specific cognitive interview results are provided elsewhere (Willis et al.
2005). Our focus here is on identifying effective translation processes.
SLCs’ interview summaries were the primary source for identifying key
findings and recommendations. We asked SLCs to write summaries that
“described everything that happened” during an interview. We coached them
to avoid editing out details that seemed unimportant to them, we asked them
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to watch for both verbal and nonverbal reactions, and we encouraged them
to include information about interviewer behaviors and observer reactions as
well as information about respondent behaviors and reactions.

We used qualitative analytic methods to review these inclusive summaries,
identify general themes, and document detailed variations in themes across
individual interviews. After we completed analyses within each target lan-
guage, we reviewed the full set of results to explore whether any general
themes or variations were evident across the target languages.

As we analyzed the interview summaries, we often consulted with indi-
vidual SLCs to verify that we were interpreting interview results correctly
and gather advice about recommendations and priorities. Based on the qual-
itative analyses, we drafted a preliminary report that detailed major findings
and included lists of recommendations for each target-language translation.
SLCs reviewed the draft report and recommendations for their own target
languages, and we used their feedback to finalize a set of recommendations
for the final review and adjudication.

Lessons Learned: Identify Key Findings and Develop Recommendations (Step 4)

• The general, nondirective instruction to “describe everything that happened,”
supported with frequent consultation with SLCs, is a useful approach for
producing detailed and useful interview summaries.

Step 5: Final Review and Adjudication

Finally, we convened a meeting to conduct the final review and adjudica-
tion. At this meeting, the National Cancer Institute project director deter-
mined which recommendations to accept and which revisions to make to the
three target-language questionnaires. The final review meeting was attended
by all research staff working on the translation project and the three SLCs
who were still involved with the project.

We did not attempt to define specific roles for research staff and the SLCs
during the final review and adjudication step. Therefore, it was interesting to
note that research staff and SLCs seemed to take on different functions.
Research staff tended to focus on identifying and classifying problems
respondents had in understanding and answering survey questions. SLCs
used examples and context to illustrate the types of problems observed and
to clarify the effects these problems had on survey responses. The project
director found that both types of information were necessary to make good
decisions about revising the three target-language questionnaires.

It is instructive to notice differences between the initial and final adjudi-
cation steps in terms of the number of changes considered and the kinds of
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changes considered. At the initial step, the adjudicators made extensive
revisions to the three target-language questionnaires based on many sug-
gestions from the SLC reviewers. Furthermore, most of the changes made
during the initial adjudication step were language specific, focused on
improving the individual target-language translations to make the question-
naires more conversational, less wordy, and easier to understand.

In contrast, at the final step, the project director made relatively few
additional revisions to the target-language questionnaires. Some of these
revisions were made to improve specific language aspects of individual
translations. However, other revisions were made to all three target-
language questionnaires to clarify wording that seemed ambiguous across
the languages.

We believe that differences in the number and kinds of revisions made
during the initial and final adjudication steps indicate the general success of
the five-step process for translation and evaluation in Table 1. In particular,
we found that the review and initial adjudication steps identified most of the
shortcomings in the draft translations. These shortcomings were effectively
addressed by changes made in the initial adjudication step. Thus, the cog-
nitive testing and final adjudication steps could focus on more universal
issues such as clarity of question purpose and response set completeness.

Lessons Learned: Final Review and Adjudication (Step 5)

• Aside from the decision-making role filled by the project director, leave other
roles unspecified. This gives research staff and SLCs freedom to select the
topics about which they feel qualified to speak.

• When early steps of the translation process effectively address translation
errors and shortcomings, then later steps can focus on more general ques-
tionnaire design issues that may influence responses regardless of the lan-
guage used to administer interviews.

CONCLUSIONS

This article described a five-step translation and evaluation process to
produce translated versions of a tobacco use questionnaire. Based on care-
ful documentation and appropriate qualitative evaluation, we believe the
translation process described here—involving multiple steps, activities, and
types of staff—was successful and necessary, even though the process was
somewhat involved. Results from review and cognitive testing activities
indicate that all three Asian target-language questionnaires accurately reflect
the content and the measurement goals of the English-language source
questionnaire.
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280 FIELD METHODS

The procedures used at each step supported and reinforced the team-
based collaboration we intended. For example, translators provided infor-
mation to reviewers about the translation challenges they faced and the
decisions they made, and reviewers used this information as one resource for
their initial review. Reviewers worked collaboratively with project research
staff and with each other to identify recommendations for revision and doc-
ument their reasons. Adjudicators made decisions as prescribed, either
accepting an initial translation, accepting a reviewer’s recommendation, or
developing their own solutions to a reviewer-identified problem. Reviewers
and translators respected the adjudicator role and accepted adjudicators’
decisions. Cognitive interviewers and interview observers built on early
results to identify additional refinements that seemed necessary based on
suggestions from monolingual volunteer respondents. In the final adjudica-
tion step, reviewers and project research staff worked together to support
the project director’s final decision making.

We anticipate the translation process described here will apply to non-
Asian languages as well, based in part on earlier success using similar though
less comprehensive procedures to produce a Spanish-language version of the
tobacco use questionnaire (Westat 2002).

Building on experiences documented here, we make four preliminary
recommendations for future translation efforts:

• Use SLCs throughout the translation and evaluation process.

The SLC role provides staff continuity so knowledge gained in the early
review step informs subsequent cognitive testing activities and recommen-
dations. SLCs serving as reviewers and cognitive interview supervisors can
be selected to have a mix of necessary skills. SLCs without previous survey
research experience should be given early opportunities to gain working
knowledge of survey goals and methods.

• Integrate initial translation activities with subsequent review and testing.

In this study, practical arrangements limited integration. For future
translations, we anticipate using an enhanced model that draws translators
more closely into iterative sets of translation and evaluation activities.

• Use SLCs as cognitive interviewers.

By the time we conducted cognitive interviewer training, SLCs already
had pragmatic experience with survey methods. This experience gave them
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a firm foundation for conducting and analyzing cognitive interviews. When
it is impractical to use SLCs as cognitive interviewers, cognitive inter-
viewer training should be expanded.

• Include proactive quality control measures, particularly during cognitive inter-
viewing. This step is important even when interviewers are highly skilled.

Schedule initial interviews to allow considerable time between interviews
for observation, review, debriefing, and retraining. In future projects, we will
use this procedure to observe at least two interviews per cognitive inter-
viewer. To ensure consistent interview quality, we will continue to observe
and retrain between interviews until individual interviewers are certified as
ready to continue interviewing with less intensive oversight.

At this point, our assessment of the TUS-CPS translations is based on
qualitative observations. Our next action is to evaluate the five-step transla-
tion and evaluation process quantitatively, using behavior coding methods
(Fowler and Cannell 1996) to quantify data quality. Our goal is to compare
behavior coding results with the review and cognitive interview results
obtained here to determine whether revisions made based on review and
cognitive testing activities appear to enhance survey data quality.
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