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Does Cutting Translations
Mean Compromising Quality?

What Really Happens When Respondents Don’t Take Surveys in Their Native Language

Kristin Cavallaro, Knowledge and Data Analysis Specialist, SSI

ot the primary language. Is interviewing people in English rather than
thelr native language an effective method for stretching limited dollars—or a danger-
ous practice that compromises data integrity?

To understand exactly what the impact of eliminating translations is on both data
accuracy and respondents’ survey experiences, SSI conducted a new study compar-
ing results of English vs. non-English studies. In this article, we share the results,

revealing how respondents feel about being surveyed in a non-native language...

what effect not translating surveys has on drop rates and satisfaction scores...how
questions in non-native languages impact brand recognition data...and what happens
when respondents watch videos in languages other than their own.
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What Was the Impetus for Testing
the Effects of Deciding Not to Trans-
late Surveys—and What Was the Ap-
proach Used for the Study?

At SSI, we are noticing a significant increase in the num-
ber of researchers electing to cut translations out of their
budgets for international projects. Instead of translating
surveys into the native languages of their target coun-
tries, more and more researchers are requesting that

we only recruit English-speaking respondents and direct
them to English surveys.

There always have been some researchers choosing to

take this route—but, with the current economic climate,
we have seen a dramatic uptake in requests for English-
only surveys, even in countries where English is not the

primary language. We believe that it's not possible to get

truly accurate data without the appropriate translations
so decided to measure exactly what the impact would be
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of interviewing respondents in a non-native language.
Our hypothesis was that there would be differences—
both in survey results and respondent experiences—be-
tween questionnaires administered in English and those
administered in native languages.

To test this premise, we pre-screened respondents in
China and Germany, identifying those who self-reported
that they were English speakers. Respondents in this
group received our survey in English. We also set up
control groups in each country which received the exact
same survey but in their native language.

In our test, we asked several types of questions that
clients typically ask in their research to simulate accu-
rately any potential data inconsistencies. For example,
we included questions around brand recognition, media
reactions, attitudes, behaviors and online activities. We
also examined the survey experience to assess how
respondents react to taking a survey in a language other
than their own.




How Do Respondents Feel about
Being Interviewed in a Non- Native
Language?

To understand how respondents feel about being inter-
viewed in a non-native language, SSI used our standard
QUEST™ (Questionnaire Experience Satisfaction Tool)
survey that we insert at the end of every project to
gauge satisfaction. Through QUEST, respondents rate
the survey they just took based on their interest and
overall experience. We also include an open-ended
question that allows respondents to express their opin-
ions.

In our translation study, we see that the majority of
respondents are actually fine with taking surveys in a
non-native language. In fact, many see this as an op-
portunity to practice their English skills. Others refer the
experience of deviating from their native tongue as fun.
In contrast, however, there also are many respondents
who question why the survey is in English and describe
their experience as negative, challenging and presenting
obstacles.

Kristin Cavallaro,
Knowledge and Data Analysis Specialist,
Survey Sampling International

How Does Not Translating Surveys
Affect Drop Rates and Satisfaction
Scores?

When looking at QUEST results, it's clear that satisfaction
scores in both China and Germany are lower for English
surveys than for translated surveys. This finding proves
that fielding a study in a non-native language negatively
impacts the respondent experience.

Our research also shows that the drop rates are higher in
both countries for the English surveys than for the trans-
lated surveys. When faced with a less familiar language,
respondents are more likely to give up than to try and
“decode” the survey.

In addition, in both Germany and China, the median
time to complete surveys is longer for English versions
than for translated versions. In other words, those who
choose to continue taking the survey in English need to
spend more time completing it than if they had taken the
survey in their own language. In fact, one respondent
even admitted to checking a question or two in a transla-
tion program.
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How Does Not Translating Sur-
veys Impact Brand Recognition
Data?

To assess the impact of language on brand rec-
ognition, we looked at both the shampoo and the
candy bar categories. We asked respondents which
of the following brands they were aware of—show-
ing the brands first as written names and then

as logos. As expected, the awareness increased
slightly across each brand with the introduction of
the logos.

For each question, however, our findings show that
German respondents receiving English surveys

are more likely to choose “none of the above” on
awareness and usage questions. In China, how-
ever, those who receive English questionnaires are
more likely to choose the top box. This result is

in line with previous studies revealing that when
people don’t understand a question or response,
they gravitate toward the top box or don't know/
none of the above options.

What Did Findings Show about
Non-Translated Videos?

To understand the effects of translations on spoken
vs. written language, we showed each respondent
a short video commercial. In each country, one
group saw the commercial in English and the other
in its native language. We then asked a series of
questions to evaluate how well each group under-
stood the content.

German respondents watched an automobile com-
mercial. Not surprisingly, when asked which au
maker was shown in the video, there wer:
differences in responses between th
the ad in English, and those who sa
This is likely because the ad focuse
known German brand.

Throughout the commercial, the a

turer’s tagline was spoken--never
of the follow-up questions, we as
to fill in a missing word in the co
This is where we started to see a
ence. The group that watched th
was much more likely to select t
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We also asked respondents to tell us what they re-
membered seeing and hearing in the commercial.
The group members who saw the commercial in
English were 7% more likely to leave the text box
blank or state that they did not know. Many wrote
what they thought of the commercial, rather than
what they saw or heard. This indicates that even if
respondents can read English, they may struggle
with listening and interpreting.

Our results in China are slightly different. In Chi-
na, we showed a bank commercial to two groups.
As in Germany, both groups saw the exact same
commercial—but one group saw it in English and
the other in its native language.

In China, there were no differences between
groups in terms of how many selected the right
word to complete the tagline. Among those
choosing the incorrect word, however, there were
significant differences in responses. Many of those
who received the commercial in Chinese selected
the word “stops” to fill in the blank—which was in-
correct. (Sleep was the right response.) While we
are not 100% sure why, we think it might be be-
cause of the commercial’s content, which showed
people on the move, day and night. Those who
received the English version spread their responses
among all the potential options. When we asked
Chinese respondents what they remembered see-
ing and hearing in the commercial, there were no
significant differences between the groups see-

ing the ad in Chinese vs. English in the number of
blank or don't know responses.




What Are Best
Practices for
International
Research
Projects?

In addition to the examples
we've cited in this article, our
research also reveals differ-
ences in translated vs. non-
translated surveys on questions
relating to thinking and learn-
ing styles, as well as online
and social behaviors. It is
clear that it is a best practice
to translate surveys for inter-
national research. The cost is
small compared to the price of
making wrong decisions due to
inaccurate data.

Researchers also should re-
member that choosing not

to translate also can create a
potentially unpleasant survey
experience for respondents.

Our participants are people,

and we need to be respectful of
their time, their opinions, and

most importantly, their culture.

It is important that the surveys
we send them are engaging,
relevant and easy for them to
complete accurately. Tran

lating surveys ensure
that researchers ge
information—an

get the mos

experien
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What Do People Say Are the Secrets
to Getting Them Involved, Enthused —
and Participating in Your Research”

Find out at SSI’s NEW, FREE, EDUCATIONAL Webinar:

Getting Engaged with Your Research Respondents: How to Take Your
Targets from First-Date to Long-Term Relationship

Learn Straight from Participants What Attracts Them to Your Project...
Motivates Them to Contribute...and Wins Their Ongoing Commitment.

Discover What the Latest Behavioral Economic and Psychological
Research Reveals about Motivation...How That Lines up with SSI’s
Studies of Real-Life Respondents...and How You Can Put Those
Insights to Work Today Improving Your Results.

Get the Inside Scoop on Whether Gamification Really Delivers
More Respondents—or Just Distracts Them.

Join Us March 7, 2012 from 1:00 — 2:00 pm ET— ! B\,
and Get Engaged with Your Target Audience. "

Register FREE NOW

at www.surveysampling.com/engagement.
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