City Research Online
City St George’s, University of London

ST GEORGE'S

UNIVERSITY OF LONDON

Citation: Aizpurua, E. (2020). Pretesting Methods in Cross-Cultural Research. In:
Sha, M. & Gabel, T. (Eds.), The essential role of language in survey research. (pp.
129-150). North Carolina, USA: RTI International. ISBN 1934831239

This is the published version of the paper.

This version of the publication may differ from the final published version. To cite
this item please consult the publisher's version.

Permanent repository link: https://openaccess.city.ac.uk/id/eprint/25269/

Copyright and Reuse: Copyright and Moral Rights remain with the author(s) and/or
copyright holders. Copies of full items can be used for personal research or study,
educational, or not-for-profit purposes without prior permission or charge, unless otherwise
indicated, provided that the authors, title and full bibliographic details are credited, a
hyperlink and/or URL is given for the original metadata page and the content is not changed
in any way. For full details of reuse please refer to City Research Online policy.

City Research Online: http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/ publications@citystgeorges.ac.uk



https://openaccess.city.ac.uk/policies.html
mailto:publications@citystgeorges.ac.uk
http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/

CHAPTER 7

Pretesting Methods in Cross-Cultural Research

Eva Aizpurua

Introduction

In recent years, substantial advances have been made in the field of
multinational, multiregional, and multicultural research (commonly referred
to as 3MC survey research; Johnson, Pennell, Stoop, & Dorer, 2018). This
research magnifies challenges associated with monocultural studies and
poses unique ones at both the organizational and methodological levels.
Because cross-cultural surveys seek to make comparative estimates across
populations, the data must be valid and reliable for each specific group, as
well as comparable across them. Even when questionnaires are carefully
translated and adapted, groups may systematically differ in the way they
interpret certain questions or respond to them, posing a threat to the validity
of the comparisons. In this context, pretesting becomes particularly beneficial
to identify potential problems in survey questions and to assess comparability
(Willis, 2015).

This chapter introduces the concept and importance of pretesting in
cross-cultural survey research. The most common methods used to pretest
3MC surveys are described, highlighting recent applications and
developments, as well as current challenges. These methods include cross-
cultural cognitive interviewing, online probing, vignettes, and behavior
coding. Next, reference is made to the combination of multiple pretesting
methods to assess and improve cross-cultural surveys. In the last section of
this chapter, the main challenges and opportunities of pretesting in
comparative contexts are discussed.

Pretesting Methods and Their Role in Cross-Cultural Research
Pretesting refers to a variety of methods designed to assess the adequacy of
survey instruments and field procedures (Caspar et al., 2016). The potential of
these methods to identify the existence and sources of problems makes
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pretesting an indispensable phase of the survey life cycle. In the context of
cross-cultural research, pretesting offers valuable information about the role
that language and culture play in the question response process, pointing to
noncomparability bias, for example, by identifying questions or response
options that are interpreted differently across cultural groups, leading to
systematic measurement errors that may be attributed to translation issues,
cultural connotations, or both. By detecting questions that function
differently when translated or administered to different groups, and by
providing information about sources of bias, pretesting allows for corrections
prior to data collection.

Pretesting methods are often used once the survey materials have been
developed and adapted. In these instances, testing all versions of the survey
with the target populations is a crucial step to promote equivalence (Goerman &
Caspar, 2010). As an iterative process, pretesting involves multiple rounds, in
which changes to the instruments are followed by subsequent rounds of
testing. Although less frequently observed, pretesting can be used at an
earlier stage to inform the design of the questionnaire (e.g., by identifying
terms and concepts used by the population of interest). Pretesting can also be
used after data collection to facilitate the interpretation of the data. For
example, pretesting methods may help interpret unexpected quantitative
findings from one or more groups. In the context of repeated cross-sectional
and longitudinal surveys, pretesting also informs future design decisions
(e.g., modification of survey questions) (Fitzgerald & Zavala-Rojas, 2020).

To promote data quality, several methods have been developed for
pretesting and improving questionnaires. These methods have traditionally
been used in single-population studies and are gaining popularity in the
context of cross-cultural research due to their potential to reduce
measurement and comparison errors that restrict the quality of 3MC surveys.
Nevertheless, there is a lack of consensus regarding the amount, type, and
combination of pretesting that should be conducted (see the forthcoming
report of the American Association for Public Opinion Research [AAPOR]/
World Association for Public Opinion Research [WAPOR] Task Force on
Comparative Survey Quality). Further, the design and implementation of
pretesting in cross-cultural research poses challenges in addition to those
encountered in single-population studies. These challenges are the result of
an increased number of parties involved, often located in different regions
and speaking a variety of languages (Miller, 2018). Recruiting participants
from multiple cultural and linguistic groups, designing protocols that are
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culturally appropriate and comparable, and adopting consistent methods to
report results are some of the aspects resulting in increased logistical
complexity of pretesting in 3MC surveys (Sha & Pan, 2013).

Several considerations guide the selection of pretesting methods, including
the objectives of this process, the characteristics of the population, and the
availability of resources. In the context of 3MC survey research, cultural
appropriateness should also be taken into consideration because differences
in communication styles and cultural norms may require adaptation of the
protocols or implementation of different methods. In the next section, the
most frequently used pretesting methods in cross-cultural studies will be
discussed, emphasizing recent applications and challenges.

Pretesting Methods: Current Developments and Challenges

Cross-Cultural Cognitive Interviewing

Cross-cultural cognitive interviewing (CCCI) has become the most widely
used method for pretesting and evaluating questionnaires in 3MC survey
research. Cognitive interviewing refers to a range of techniques that provide
information about the way in which respondents process and answer survey
questions (Willis & Miller, 2011). To this end, two main strategies are used,
alone or in conjunction: thinking aloud and verbal probes. Thinking aloud
encourages participants to verbalize their thoughts as they answer survey
questions. In contrast, probing requires interviewers to ask follow-up
questions to obtain additional information about the response process. These
probes can be designed in advance or be spontaneous and nonscripted,
triggered by participants’ behaviors. Probes administered immediately after
tested survey questions are called concurrent probes, whereas probes
administered at the end of the survey are referred to as retrospective probes.
Different types of probes serve different purposes (see Table 7-1), and their
effectiveness may vary by cultural groups. For example, Martin et al. (2017)
found paraphrasing, thinking aloud, and hypothetical probes to be difficult
for women in Ethiopia and Kenya with low education levels. Other
researchers have identified difficulties with paraphrasing, meaning-oriented
probes, and thinking aloud tasks when used with non-English-speaking
groups in the United States, regardless of their education levels (e.g.,
Goerman, 2006; Pan, 2004, 2008). Other multilingual studies have reported
significant differences in the effectiveness of various types of probes in
eliciting the desired information across linguistic groups, which may reflect
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Table 7-1. Frequently used probes

Probe Type

Purpose

Example

Meaning oriented

Assesses respondent
interpretation of terms,
phrases, or questions

“What does the term
‘property’ mean to you
here?”

Process oriented

Examines the process by
which respondents select
their answers

“How did you choose that
answer?”

Paraphrase Assesses respondent “What is this question asking
interpretation of questions in your own words?”
Elaborative Gathers further information ~ “Could you explain your
about the response process  answer a little further?”
Hypothetical Analyzes responses to “Please, report babies as age
hypothetical situations 0 when the child is less than
1 year old. If a person has a
4-month-old baby girl, what
age should the respondent
write here?”
Evaluative Investigates the “Was it difficult for you to

appropriateness of questions
and response options

answer some of these
questions here? Which
ones?"“Does the question
here sound natural to you in
<language>?"

Note: Examples taken from Park, Sha, and Willis (2016) and Park, Sha, and Pan (2013).

cultural norms and communication styles. The results from a multilingual

cognitive project involving five languages indicated that evaluative and

hypothetical probes were more effective for English, Russian, and Spanish

respondents when compared with Chinese and Korean participants (Pan,

Landreth, Park, Hinsdale-Schouse, & Schoua-Glusberg, 2010). Another study
reported different outcomes for three types of probes used to assess the
sensitivity of a series of translated questions in the Saudi context (Mneimneh
et al., 2018). The findings show that proactive indirect probes asking whether
“others” would find it uncomfortable to answer the questions resulted in more
survey questions being identified as sensitive than direct probes asking about
the respondents themselves and general probes asking respondents to
elaborate on the questions in general. Further research is needed to better
understand how different probes perform across cultural and linguistic
groups and to understand the effects of education and culture in probe
suitability.

In addition to the probes, the protocols for the interviews require
adaptation to ensure that they comply with linguistic conventions and
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communication styles. Researchers have encountered difficulties in applying
standard protocols developed from the perspective of English speakers to
respondents from other cultural and linguistic groups that are less familiar
with the interview task (Martin et al., 2017). Park, Goerman, and Sha (2017)
compared the performance of different types of practice sessions to help
Asian language speakers become more familiar with the cognitive interview
process. They found that an action-based enhanced practice worked better
than the traditional one translated from English. Interviewers indicated that
participants in the enhanced practice felt more comfortable and better
understood the purpose of the interview when compared with those
presented with the traditional practice. Similarly, in an experimental project
testing the American Community Survey (ACS) with Spanish speakers,
protocols including additional rapport building and less structured
interviews performed better than conventional protocols translated from
English (Park & Goerman, 2018). However, more research is needed
comparing different approaches to cognitive interview outcomes across
languages and cultures.

The selection of participants and interviewers poses unique challenges in
CCCI. Given the need to understand what the sources of error are, it is
essential for interviewers to be fluent in the language of the pretest, as well as
sensitive to cultural and linguistic nuances (Caspar et al., 2016). Although
some flexibility in the conduct of the interviews has been advised, a common
strategy to compensate for less skilled interviewers in applied settings has
been the development of highly structured interviews (Lee, 2014; Miller et al.,
2011). Despite the lack of guidelines regarding appropriate sample sizes in
cognitive interviews generally (Blair & Conrad, 2011), it has been
recommended that the number of interviewees be greater than that normally
used in standard cognitive interviewing (Willis, 2015). The rationale behind
this recommendation is to increase the likelihood of identifying problems
that may arise or be more prevalent only among certain groups (Fitzgerald,
Widdop, Gray, & Collins, 2011). Based on 132 interviews conducted in four
countries (Bolivia, Fiji, New Zealand, and the United States), Hagaman and
Wautich (2017) indicated that sample sizes of 12-16 may be sufficient for
studies with homogeneous populations. However, they found that larger
sample sizes are required to reach data saturation in heterogeneous and
culturally diverse populations. As the literature suggests, several factors
should be weighted when determining sample sizes, including participant
characteristics, interviewer skills and experience, available economic
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resources, pretesting design (e.g., whether CCCI is going to be used alone or
in combination with other methods), and anticipated problems (Blair &
Conrad, 2011; Lee, 2014).

When testing translated questionnaires, participants may be restricted to
monolingual non-English speakers or may include bilingual speakers.
Although it was traditionally assumed that only monolingual speakers
should be interviewed, recent studies suggest the value of evaluating
translated questionnaires with both groups. Results from cognitive
interviews of the Chinese and Korean translations of the ACS Language
Assistance Guide indicated that the issues reported by monolingual and
partially bilingual speakers were similar. When differences were found, they
seemed to be driven by demographic differences (age, education, years living
in the country) and not as much by language proficiency (Park et al., 2016).
Results from cognitive interviews of the 2020 Decennial Census
questionnaire with monolingual and bilingual Spanish speakers ratify the
added value of including both groups. While bilingual participants identified
most of the problems reported by monolinguals, there were a number of
issues that were problematic for only one group. For example, the concept of
“live or stay somewhere else” was only misunderstood by monolinguals,
while the concept of “housemate or roommate” was more frequently
misunderstood by bilinguals (Goerman, Meyers, Sha, Park, & Schoua-
Glusberg, 2019).

CCCI has been mostly used to assess the cross-cultural equivalence of
survey questions and to detect problems associated with translations. For
example, a study conducted with participants in the Netherlands and Spain
uncovered construct differences in the interpretation of “quality of life”
(Benitez, Padilla, van de Vijver, & Cuevas, 2018). Although this term was
mainly associated with relationships among Spaniards, it was more generic
and linked to happiness for the Dutch. Similarly, findings from another CCCI
project in six countries pointed to differences in the interpretation of the
scope of “friends and acquaintances.” In five of the six countries (Australia,
Malaysia, Mexico, United States, and Uruguay), the term encompassed family
members, but in Thailand it connoted only non-kin (Thrasher et al., 2011).
These examples indicate that equivalent translations do not guarantee
functional equivalence because connotations associated with context depend
on social, cultural, and linguistic elements. CCCI has also shed light on
systematic differences in the interpretation and use of response options. The
study conducted by Benitez et al. (2018) showed that, when compared with
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the Dutch, Spanish respondents were more influenced by question order
effects and showed less consistency across responses.

Despite the wide use of CCCI, there has been a lack of standards for
analyzing and reporting on interview data (Ridolfo & Schoua-Glusberg,
2011). Drawing on sociolinguistic approaches, Pan and Fond (2014) developed
a coding scheme to classify translation issues leading to measurement error in
multilingual surveys. They identified five sources of errors: (1) linguistic rules
(e.g., unnatural syntax), (2) cultural norms (e.g., address and naming
conventions), (3) social practices (e.g., concepts that do not exist in a target
language), (4) production errors (e.g., typographical errors), and (5)
respondent errors (e.g., selecting multiple answers for questions when only
one response should be selected). Other coding schemes have been developed
in recent years, including the Cross-National Error Source Typology
(CNEST), which emerged as part of the European Social Survey
questionnaire design process (Fitzgerald et al., 2011). The Cross-National
Error Source Typology defines three types of errors arising from different
sources: source question problems, translation problems, and cultural
portability. Source question problems arise when a questionnaire is designed
in one language and then translated to another (or others). In these instances,
problematic issues in the source questionnaire are likely to be replicated in
the translated instruments (e.g., overly complex syntax, use of jargon).
Translation problems refer to errors stemming from the translation process,
ranging from typographical errors to using terms that are not equivalent in
meaning, resulting in a loss of equivalence. Cultural portability problems
occur when the concept of interest does not exist in all groups or when it
manifests itself in different ways. For example, Pan and Fond (2014) reported
difficulties with translations of certain concepts that appeared to be uniquely
American, including “mobile homes” and “nursing homes,” which were
uncommon in the translated languages (Chinese, Korean, Russian, and
Vietnamese).

In addition to preexisting tools for the analysis of qualitative data,
Q-Notes, a specific software product for data entry and the structured
analysis of cognitive interviews, has been developed by the US National
Center for Health Statistics. Given its ability to centralize the process of data
entry and its analytical flexibility, this software has been used in cross-
cultural studies of various scales (Benitez & Padilla, 2014; Miller, 2018;
Ridolfo & Schoua-Glusberg, 2011). Among its benefits for CCCI, Q-Notes can
be used to analyze entire data sets, as well as examine the performance of
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questions across cultural or linguistic groups (Miller, 2018). In terms of
reporting, Boeije and Willis (2013) proposed the Cognitive Interviewing
Reporting Framework (CIRF) to guide the presentation of findings from this
pretesting method in a comprehensive and systematic way. CIRF is a
10-category checklist that includes the following sections, allowing for
flexibility in their ordering: (1) research objectives; (2) research design; (3)
ethics; (4) participant selection; (5) data collection; (6) data analysis; (7)
findings; (8) conclusions, implications, and discussion; (9) strengths and
limitations of the study; and (10) report format. CIRF has been used to report
cognitive interviewing studies in various countries, as well as mixed-method
studies combining cognitive interviews with quantitative methods (Boeije &
Willis, 2013; Padilla, Benitez, & Castillo, 2013).

Although CCCI has been mainly used to assess responses to survey
questions, it has proven useful in testing multilingual advance materials, such
as brochures and advance letters (Chan & Pan, 2011; Pan et al., 2010), and to
refine scales measuring latent constructs (Reeve et al., 2011). Research
conducted to date provides evidence of the utility of CCCI to identify issues
and understand the sources of bias across cultural and linguistic groups
(Benitez et al., 2018; Park et al., 2013). However, previous research also
emphasizes the need to culturally adapt the protocols because interviewing
techniques may not work equally well in all cultural groups.

Online Probing

In recent years, several studies have assessed the potential of online probing
to uncover problems with survey questions and identify interpretation
differences across countries (see Behr, Meitinger, Braun, & Kaczmirek, 2020,
for a review of cross-cultural online probing). In online probing, after
answering a survey question, respondents receive one or more probes to
explore different aspects of the cognitive process they went through to answer
the question. Among the probing techniques, mostly comprehension (e.g.,
“What does this term mean to you?”) and category selection probes (e.g.,
“Please, explain why you selected this answer.”) have been used to explore the
country-specific interpretation of questions and assess item comparability
(Behr et al., 2014). Despite using probes similar to in-person cognitive
interviewing, several aspects vary between the two methods, including the
mode, the appropriate sample size, and the level of interactivity (Meitinger &
Behr, 2016). Unlike CCCI, online probing does not include interviewers,
which removes potential interviewer effects but rigidifies the interview
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process. Responses provided by participants cannot be followed up through
subsequent probes if the desired information has not been gathered. However,
online probing allows for increased standardization and cost-effective
recruitment of participants, particularly when they are dispersed across
geographical areas (Neuert & Lenzner, 2019).

Meitinger, Braun, Bandilla, Kaczmirek, and Behr (2014) tested a composite
scale measuring national pride across five countries in Europe (Germany,
Great Britain, and Spain) and North America (United States and Mexico).
Their results indicated that online probing was effective in identifying
systematic variations across countries. For example, the question about pride
in the Social Security system was interpreted differently in the United States
and Spain. While respondents in the United States tended to equate the Social
Security system with retirement benefits, in Spain most respondents
associated “Seguridad Social” with the health care system. Another study
exploring the cross-national comparability of a “civil disobedience” item
across six countries (Canada, Denmark, Germany, Hungary, Spain, and the
United States) pointed to substantial interpretation differences. In particular,
respondents in Canada and the United States associated civil disobedience
with violence and destruction more often than those in any of the other
countries, leading to a lack of cross-national equivalence (Behr et al., 2014).

As part of the same project, Meitinger and Behr (2016) compared the
findings from cognitive interviewing and online probing in Germany. They
found that online probing resulted in higher nonresponse rates and shorter
responses to the probes. Although participants in the standard cognitive
interviews uncovered slightly more potential problems, the overlap between
the two methods was high. Further research comparing cognitive
interviewing and online probing in cross-cultural settings is needed to better
understand their performance.

Previous studies suggest that when multiple probes follow a survey
question, the sequence in which they are presented may affect the quality of
the responses and the motivation of the participants, although the effects
seem to vary across countries (Meitinger, Braun, & Behr, 2018). Given the
scarcity of studies and the increased popularity of online probing, further
research is needed comparing the performance of different combinations of
online probes in a wider set of cultural contexts. In addition, more research is
needed examining the impact of design features (e.g., probe placement, text
box size) and number of probes on the responses to them. Given that most
studies have used this pretesting technique with online panelists, who tend to
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be experienced survey respondents, future research would benefit from
applying online probing to general population samples, furnishing the
current evidence with greater validity (Neuert & Lenzner, 2019).

Vignettes

Vignettes are hypothetical situations that can be used to assess survey
questions. When applied, participants are provided with one or more
scenarios, in textual or visual form, and asked to answer a series of questions
regarding the interpretation of terms and the process followed to answer the
questions. This method has been often used in the context of cognitive
interviews and focus groups; it offers several advantages including the ability
to test multiple situations without the challenge of recruiting participants
who would correspond to each specific situation. For example, multiple
scenarios have been used to assess different categories of the relationship
question used on the Census form (e.g., “housemate or roommate,” “roomer

» « » «

or boarder,” “stepson or stepdaughter,” “unmarried partner”), because
recruiting participants from each group would become very costly (Sha,
2016). In addition, vignettes can be particularly useful to test sensitive
questions, because they shift the focus from participants to hypothetical cases
(Goerman & Clifton, 2011). Vignettes have proven to be effective in
examining comprehension issues with Spanish and Asian language
translations (Goerman & Clifton, 2011; Sha, 2016).

Despite their potential, vignettes have several drawbacks, including that
participants’ responses to scenarios may differ from their own responses in
real-life situations. In the context of cross-cultural research, particular
attention should be paid to the cultural appropriateness of the vignettes, as
scenarios developed for and tested with a group may not be appropriate in
other contexts. For example, Sha (2016) reported some discomfort among
Vietnamese participants presented with a scenario describing a couple living
together without being married. Similarly, Goerman and Clifton (2011) found
that a vignette depicting two women renting a room to an unrelated man was
culturally inappropriate for some Spanish speakers.

Vignettes have often been used in combination with other pretesting
methods, particularly cognitive interviews. A recent study comparing the
performance of vignettes in focus groups and cognitive interviews in seven
languages concluded that administering the vignettes in cognitive interviews
was more effective for identifying problems with survey questions, particularly

for Arabic and Spanish speakers (Meyers, Garcia Trejo, & Lykke, 2017). Because
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studies comparing the performance of vignettes across pretesting methods are
scarce, more research is needed in this area. In terms of vignette design,
although some studies have used textual information only (Sha, 2016), others
have combined vignettes with pictures or drawings (Goerman & Clifton, 2011).
Considering the cognitive burden posed by vignettes, this latter approach could
be particularly useful with participants whose education levels are low.

Behavior Coding

Behavior coding is a method by which behaviors displayed by interviewers
and respondents during the question response process are systematically
observed, coded, and analyzed (Johnson, Holbrook, et al., 2018). Originally
developed to assess interviewer performance, behavior coding is increasingly
used to evaluate survey questions and examine difficulties for both
respondents and interviewers. The assumption on which this method relies is
that deviations from the optimal survey process can help identify problematic
questions. These deviations can be reflected in respondents’ behavior

(e.g., requests for repetition or clarification of questions, answers that do not
use the options offered with the questions) or in interviewers’ behavior (e.g.,
not reading the questions exactly as written). Table 7-2 shows examples of
codes used in previous research to identify survey problems.

Although behavior coding provides systematic information that can be
used to improve survey questions, little is known about the comparability of
behavior codes across cultural and linguistic groups. To fill this gap, studies
have begun investigating cultural variability in respondents’ and interviewers’
behaviors during survey interviews. Comparing behavior coding across
cultural groups interviewed in English, Holbrook et al. (2006) reported greater
comprehension difficulties among the three minority groups participating in
their study (African Americans, Mexican Americans, and Puerto Ricans)
when compared with non-Hispanic whites. They explained these differences
indicating that “questions that are written from the perspective of the
dominant cultural group seem to be difficult for members of minority cultural
groups” (Holbrook et al., 2006, p. 587). Similarly, findings from a behavior
coding study with African American, Latina, and non-Latina white women in
the United States suggested cultural variability in comprehension and
mapping difficulties. Specifically, Latinas expressed more comprehension
difficulties than white respondents, and African Americans were more likely
to report mapping difficulties compared to whites (Cho, Fuller, File, Holbrook, &
Johnson, 2006).
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Table 7-2. Examples of behavior codes

Respondent

Clarification Respondent indicates uncertainty about the meaning of a question

Respondent indicates uncertainty about the time frame of the question

Respondent indicates uncertainty about the meaning of the
response options

Respondent asks the interviewer to repeat part of or the
entire question

Inadequate answer  Respondent provides an answer not using the response options
offered with the question

Interviewer

Incomplete reading  Interviewer does not read the question entirely, omitting parts of it

Poor reading Interviewer does not read the question as written, by adding or
changing one or more words

Note: Examples taken from Holbrook, Cho, and Johnson (2006) and Johnson, Holbrook, et al. (2018).

Differences across languages have also been found in previous research.
Using behavioral coding, Pascale (2016) analyzed interviews conducted in
English and Spanish to evaluate the ACS Content Test. Nonstandard
interviewer behavior was more frequent when interviews were conducted in
Spanish. Major changes to the questions, higher rates of skipping, and
incorrectly verifying questions occurred more often in interviews conducted
in Spanish than in English (54 percent versus 39 percent). More recently,
Johnson, Holbrook, et al. (2018) conducted a study in which questions
designed to produce difficulties were deliberately introduced (e.g., questions
asking about nonexistent policies or objects, double-barreled questions,
mismatches between the question stem and the response options). This study
included respondents from different cultural backgrounds, who were
interviewed in various languages (English, Korean, and Spanish). Their
findings suggest that respondents across racial, ethnic, and linguistic groups
generally reacted in a consistent way when confronted with questions
designed to elicit problems. When compared with nonproblematic questions,
they generated more problems, as expressed by behavioral codes. Although
most groups reacted to the poorly designed questions in a similar manner,
differences were found between Korean Americans and non-Hispanic whites
interviewed in English. Specifically, Korean Americans reported fewer
mapping difficulties when responding to the questions designed to elicit
mapping problems than non-Hispanic whites. In addition to respondents’
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behavior, differences were found in interviewers’ behavior, with non-English-
speaking interviewers misreading questions more often than English-
speaking interviewers.

A similar experimental study conducted in Korea raised questions about
the effectiveness of behavior coding in identifying problematic survey
questions (Park & Lee, 2018). In this experiment, respondents were randomly
assigned to an intentionally problematic questionnaire (e.g., omitting
response options that were likely to be selected, unusually wide reference
periods making recall difficult) or to a control featuring existing questions
that have been extensively pretested and fielded. Behaviors indicative of
potential problems were found to be very limited. Despite finding a higher
number of problematic behaviors among respondents when the flawed
questionnaire was used, the differences between the groups were not
significant. Moreover, the number of problematic behaviors displayed by
interviewers was not higher in the group receiving the flawed questionnaire,
with codes suggesting the opposite pattern (a higher number of interviewers’
problematic behaviors in the control group).

Another study has pointed to potential differences in the effectiveness of
behavior coding across countries, which may be attributed to communication
norms and styles. Thrasher et al. (2011) assessed the equivalence of survey
questions across six countries (Australia, Malaysia, Mexico, Thailand, Uruguay,
and the United States), finding that behavioral coding was more successful
identifying problems in the two English-speaking, Western countries (Australia
and the United States). In Western countries, where directness and openness
are the preferred communication styles, behavior coding may be more effective
than in other countries with a preference for indirect styles (Pan et al., 2010;
Park & Lee, 2018). Although behavior coding is a promising tool to identify
problematic questions in 3MC surveys, further research is needed examining
the comparability of behavior codes across cultural and linguistic groups.
Because behavior coding is based on overt behaviors, important requirements
for comparability include ensuring that members of various groups are equally
likely to express problems during survey interviews and that the codes capture
cultural variations of these behaviors.

Combining Pretesting Methods

Combining pretesting methods and triangulating their findings provides
additional information that helps to make informed decisions. Despite this,
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few studies have used multiple methods to assess noncomparability bias across
linguistic and cultural groups. Thrasher et al. (2011) combined behavioral
coding and cognitive interviewing to identify issues in survey questions for
adult smokers across six countries. Their findings suggest that both methods
yield similar conclusions, although more potential errors were identified using
cognitive interviews. Childs and Goerman (2010) highlighted the benefits of
using a mixed-method approach to pretest the US Census Test Nonresponse
Followup (NRFU) in Spanish and English. Whereas findings from cognitive
interviews were very similar between the languages, behavior coding pointed
to significantly more problems with the Spanish instrument. For example,
questions in English were administered correctly (i.e., asking questions as
worded and correctly verifying information) more often than those in Spanish.

In addition, some studies have combined quantitative and qualitative
methods to assess the cross-cultural comparability of constructs. For
example, the European Social Survey (Fitzgerald & Zavala-Rojas, 2020) and
the European Health and Social Integration Survey (Wilmot, 2020)
exemplify two large-scale projects in which a variety of pretesting methods
have been used. On a smaller scale, Meitinger (2017) applied multigroup,
confirmatory factor analysis and online probing in a mixed methods
approach to examine the cross-national equivalence of patriotism and
nationalism in five countries (Germany, Great Britain, Mexico, Spain, and
the United States). Her findings suggest that online probing can help clarify
quantitative results and better understand the reasons for the lack of
cross-national equivalence. Similarly, Reeve et al. (2011) combined cognitive
interviewing with psychometric methods to evaluate the performance of a
scale measuring discrimination in a multiethnic population comprising
African Americans, Asian Americans, and Latinos in the United States.
Their findings reinforce the notion that qualitative and quantitative
techniques complement each other by identifying distinct problems and
providing different types of information on the same issues. However, the
different focuses of qualitative and quantitative methods may result in
situations in which these approaches lead to contradictory solutions. In this
study, cognitive interviews suggested that a relatively short, 12-month
reference period functioned best, while quantitative findings revealed that
few individuals reported experiencing discrimination frequently, which
called for a longer recall period to capture both usual and rare acts of
discrimination. In these instances, the approach to be taken will depend on
the goals of the study and the specific use of the scale.
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Because different pretesting methods elicit different problems and may not
work equally well across cultural groups, combining them maximizes their
benefits, providing information to improve survey instruments in different
ways. Of particular note are studies combining qualitative and quantitative
techniques because they offer the value of the generalization afforded by
quantitative methods with the in-depth information provided by qualitative
techniques. Given the singularities of the different groups involved in
cross-cultural research, combinations of pretesting methods may also vary
across the groups (Caspar et al., 2016). In addition to the specific methods, the
sequence in which these methods are used may have major consequences on
the results, such that it requires careful consideration.

Concluding Remarks

Recent years have witnessed an increase in the number and scope of cross-
cultural surveys. This trend has been accompanied by theoretical
developments and innovations in all stages of the survey cycle, including
pretesting methods and applications. These methods were originally
developed for single-population studies and require adaptation to be used
across a range of languages, regions, and cultures. Despite the increased use
of pretesting methods in 3MC surveys, there remains no consensus regarding
best practices for their design and implementation.

In this chapter, the current state of pretesting in cross-cultural surveys has
been reviewed, focusing on recent applications and current challenges. Most
of the studies investigating differences across linguistic and cultural groups
have used a limited number of pretesting methods, primarily cognitive
interviewing. Despite this, best practices for CCCI are underdeveloped, and
more empirical evidence is needed to better understand the performance of
different interviewing approaches and probe types across groups (Boeije &
Willis, 2013; Lee, 2014). This field of study would also benefit from additional
research examining appropriate sample sizes and numbers of iteration rounds
in cross-cultural research with groups featuring various levels of
homogeneity.

In contrast to CCCI, very little is known about the performance of other
pretesting methods in the context of cross-cultural research. Of particular
note is the scarcity of studies utilizing widely used pretesting methods in
single-population studies, such as focus groups, expert reviews, and usability
testing. Some exceptions include recent applications of focus groups (Sha,
Hsieh, & Goerman, 2018) and expert reviews (Goerman, Meyers, & Garcia
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Trejo, 2019) to assess and refine questionnaires and other survey materials in
multilingual projects. In addition, a few studies have assessed the usability of
translated questionnaires and survey materials with non-English or limited
English speakers (Leeman, Fond, & Ashenfelter, 2012; Sha et al., 2018; Wang,
Sha, & Yuan, 2017), successfully identifying navigation problems. For
example, a usability test of the online version of the Puerto Rico Community
Survey found that respondents experienced difficulties entering their names
into the single box provided. These difficulties were attributed to differences
in naming conventions between the United States, with one family name, and
Puerto Rico, where two last names (paternal and maternal) are common,
requiring additional boxes to enter the information. The evaluation of these
and other pretesting methods across different cultures and linguistic groups
is an important area for future research. In addition to expanding the use and
combination of pretesting methods, much can be learned by sharing the
outcomes of tested questions in cross-cultural projects using repositories that
researchers and organizations can consult (e.g., Q-Bank, developed by the US
National Center for Health Statistics, SQP software; Saris & Gallhofer, 2014).
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