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Processes as a precondition for data quality 

“To achieve error prevention and continuous quality 
improvement, a process perspective should be adopted. 
Accurate data can be achieved only if there are accurate 

processes generating the data (i.e., data quality is 
achieved through process quality). [own emphasis] 

Inaccuracies stem from imperfections in the underlying 
processes, and it is therefore important to control key 

process variables that have the largest effect on 
characteristics of the survey output, such as data accuracy.” 

(Biemer & Lyberg, 2003, p. 24) 



Outline 

 Guidelines: a typology 

 Different types of guidelines:  

 Contents 

 Goals 

 Focus on project-specific guidelines: 

 Responsibilities of guideline developers 

 Responsibilities of national teams 

 What these guidelines cannot achieve 

 Guidelines: quo vadis?  



Guidelines – a typology 

 The term ‘guidelines’ is used for different types of 
instructions and background information: 

 Overarching guidelines 

 Project-specific guidelines: 

 General guidelines 

 Detailed guidelines 



Overarching guidelines … 

 … provide a framework for the entire cross-national 
or cross-cultural research process; translation and 
adaptation is one important step in this process. 

 … are strongly embedded in a research community, 
even though their range of application is much wider. 

 … include: best practice, suggestions for 
implementation, lessons learned, known issues, 
common mistakes, etc.  

 Ideally, they inform processes that are set up in 
specific projects.  



Overarching guidelines: cont’d 

 Publicly accessible examples include: 

 The ITC Guidelines for Translating and Adapting Tests 

 The CSDI Cross-Cultural Survey Guidelines 

 



Guidelines of the International Test Commission (2017)            



Guidelines of the International Test Commission (2017)            



Cross-cultural survey guidelines (2016) 
[Comparative Survey Design and Implementation (CSDI)  

Guidelines Initiative]  



Cross-cultural survey guidelines (2016)  



What can and should  
these overarching guidelines achieve? 

 Raise awareness of good practice, challenges, and 
limitations in cross-national and cross-cultural 
research, giving everyone the possibility to collect 
high-quality data 
 Provide a framework for quality assurance and quality 

control 

 Provide a general framework for the assessment of 
research 

 Provide a framework for funders to assess the quality 
of research and/or the methodology proposed 

 Ensure the trustworthiness of a discipline (validity vs. 
methodological artefacts) 



 

 

 

 

Let us now move on  

to project-specific general guidelines –  

which should ideally be informed by the overarching 
guidelines 



Project-specific general guidelines …  

 … introduce a project and its objectives (e.g., PIAAC  
or a small-scale project on a personality scale). 

 … give information on the master questionnaire 
(origin, development). 

 … introduce the method chosen to measure the 
underlying concepts in a comparable way, i.e. 
translation vs. adaptation. 
 Thus, they specify the leeway for adaptation. 

 … prescribe a translation approach (e.g., double 
translation and reconciliation, pretest) and outline 
the different persons/roles needed for its 
implementation. 



Project-specific general guidelines … 

 … describe good practice in instrument translation 
(e.g., things to look out for, translation traps). 

 … provide instructions for using specific software 
tools. 

 … are potentially tailored to different groups: 
translation managers, translators, and 
reviewers/reconcilers. 



European Social Survey Round 8 



What can and should these  
project-specific general guidelines achieve? 

 Introduce the key players involved in translation to 
the task of instrument translation. 

 Outline best practice methods and procedures as a 
means to ensure high-quality data and thereby 
comparability. 

 In sum: They foster a common and consistent 
understanding and approach in all countries – which 
is even more important in contexts where the 
different key players have different backgrounds, 
experience, and knowledge sets. 

 

 

 



Frameworks … 

 … provide information on the concepts, their 
relationships, and how concepts are operationalized 
 This information feeds into general and detailed 
guidelines. 

PIAAC Cycle 1  



 

 

 

 

Let us now move on  

to project-specific detailed guidelines –  

which should supplement the general guidelines 



Project-specific detailed guidelines … 

 … are also called item-specific translation and 
adaptation guidelines, notes, and annotations and 
they point to specific requirements at the item level. 

 

PIAAC Cycle 1 



What can and should these  
detailed guidelines achieve? 

 Lay out principles of test construction/questionnaire 
design to be considered during translation and 
adaptation. 

 Point to subtleties with a potential impact on 
measurement that may otherwise go unnoticed. 

 Point to adaptation needs. 

 Overall: They pave the way for consistent translation 
and adaptation decisions across countries and 
thereby comparability. 

 They are a means of “harmonizing” across countries 
(see also Acquadro et al., 2008; Wild et al., 2005) 

 



Responsibilities of guideline developers 

 Draft guidelines that draw on good practice and latest 
developments in the field. 

 Produce guidelines that are feasible in their 
implementation (e.g., implementation of prescribed 
processes in the software provided; reasonable timelines). 

 Use clear and unambiguous language (which is 
understood by different groups). 

 Take care to provide guidelines where needed, while being 
at the same time as economical as possible – and possibly 
tailored to particular target groups. 

 If different sets of specifications are used, developers 
should ensure these are consistent in their terminology 
and based on each other/complementary. 



Responsibilities of national teams 

 Take translation and adaptation seriously – guidelines 
themselves are not a panacea and do not free from 
decision-making. 

 Select (a) suitably skilled person(s) who will be in 
charge of the processes for instrument translation 
and adaptation (i.e. overall management, final 
decisions). 

 Select, brief, and train translation practitioners and 
relevant experts for the task of translation and 
adaptation. 

 Adequately budget for the process and establish 
(national) timelines. 

 



Project-specific general guidelines  
- what they cannot achieve? I 

 Guidelines should stand for themselves, but (follow-
up) support should also be provided in the form of 

 web/face-to-face training, and 

 a queries system  

to ensure general and consistent understanding, 
commitment, and ownership of the process. 

 If the underlying assumptions and constraints are 
inadequate (e.g., timeline, instrument not suitable for 
cross-cultural application), guidelines cannot make up 
for this. 



Project-specific detailed guidelines  
- what they cannot achieve? II 

 Quality requires adequate processes, which require 
adequate staff, but guidelines 

 cannot make up for unqualified staff, 

 are not a means to teach translation as such, 

 cannot cater for all issues, challenges, and may not be 
transferable to all languages. 

 In sum: Guidelines cannot replace translation 
competence, incl. decision-making. Ultimately,  
guidelines should empower and not “de-power”. 

 

 



Guidelines – quo vadis? I 

 Guidelines need to take on board new developments, 
in particular regarding 

 the emic-etic distinction, 

 close translation vs. adaptation,  

 new software developments. 



Guidelines – quo vadis? II 

 We need to collect further empirical evidence on 
translation procedures, e.g. 

 on double/single/split translation, single/team reviews 
and reconciliations, required mix of competencies, 

 taking into account different cultural and linguistic 
contexts, and  

 taking into account languages of migrants and/or their 
competencies in the official language of a country. 

 We may consider adding a risk assessment if certain 
steps are not implemented (Wild et al., 2005). 

 



What are minimum requirements?  
What are related risks? 

What are our key process variables? 

“To achieve error prevention and continuous quality 
improvement, a process perspective should be adopted. 
Accurate data can be achieved only if there are accurate 

processes generating the data (i.e., data quality is achieved 
through process quality). Inaccuracies stem from 

imperfections in the underlying processes, and it is 
therefore important to control key process variables that 

have the largest effect on characteristics of the survey 
output, such as data accuracy.” [own emphasis]  

(Biemer & Lyberg, 2003, p. 24) 



Guidelines – quo vadis? III 

 We need to collect information on how guidelines are 
perceived, understood (or misunderstood), and 
implemented (or why not). 

 We need to think about payment structures in this 
context. 

 We need to think about a good balance between 
personal interaction and written specifications. 

 Britta Upsing’s presentation will shed light on the 
translators’ perspective in PISA and PIAAC. 



Guidelines – quo vadis? IV 

 We should continue the interdisciplinary exchange 
between cross-cultural psychology & cross-cultural 
survey methodology. 

 We should also pay close attention to what is 
happening in the quality-of-life (PRO) field (Wild et 
al., 2005; 2012; Epstein et al., 2015). 

 We should strive to make the overarching guidelines 
more well-known – which calls for improving the 
mechanisms for dissemination (Rios & Sireci, 2014) 
and also for making a stronger case for (the) 
guidelines based on empirical evidence. 

 



 

Thank you! 

dorothee.behr@gesis.org  

mailto:dorothee.behr@gesis.org


Links to guidelines 

 ITC Guidelines for Translating and Adapting Tests: 
https://www.intestcom.org/files/guideline_test_adaptation_2ed.pdf  

 Cross-cultural survey guidelines: http://ccsg.isr.umich.edu/     

 European Social Survey – Translation Guidelines: 
http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/docs/round8/methods/ESS8_tr
anslation_guidelines.pdf 

 PIAAC Cycle 1 – Frameworks: 
http://www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/PIAAC%20Framework%202012--
%20Revised%2028oct2013_ebook.pdf 

 PISA 2018 – Translation and Adaptation Guidelines: 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisaproducts/PISA-2018-TRANSLATION-
AND-ADAPTATION-GUIDELINES.pdf  

 PIAAC Cycle 1 – Technical Report – Translation & Adaptation: 
(https://www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/_Technical%20Report_17OCT13.p
df)  
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Topics for the discussion 

 What is missing in guidelines? 

 What happens if we cannot find suitable staff? 

 


