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RÉSUMÉ

La traduction de tests psychologiques ne cesse de se développer, étant donné que la 
mondialisation favorise assez facilement l’application d’outils conçus pour un pays donné 
dans un autre. Il est également moins cher et plus rapide d’adapter un instrument déjà 
existant que d’en créer un nouveau. Afin de produire une version d’un test pleinement 
fonctionnelle dans une autre langue et une autre culture, le contexte culturel dans lequel 
il sera utilisé doit être pris en considération, ce qui n’a pas toujours été le cas. Cet article 
de revue a pour objectif d’expliquer les particularités des tests psychologiques en tant 
que genre textuel et de décrire le processus de traduction traditionnellement utilisé. Nous 
y tentons de démontrer que, bien que les psychologues soient de plus en plus conscients 
du rôle du contexte culturel, ils l’ont malheureusement trop souvent mis à l’écart du 
processus même de traduction. Or, les théories modernes de la traduction et la pratique 
sont la preuve que cette préoccupation pour le contexte culturel fait partie intégrante 
dudit processus. 

ABSTRACT

The translation of psychological tests has become widespread as the globalization pro-
cess has led to testing instruments designed in one country being applied in a different 
one relatively quickly, since it is less expensive and faster to adapt an existing instrument 
than to devise a new one in another culture. In order to provide a fully functional version 
of a test in a different language and culture, the whole cultural context within which a 
particular test is to be used must be considered, and it is not certain that this has always 
been the case. This review article explains the peculiarities of psychological tests as a 
genre and documents the process of translation which has traditionally been used. It is 
shown that while psychologists have increasingly become aware of the role of cultural 
context, they have mistakenly regarded this as an issue which is separate from the trans-
lation process. That concern for the cultural context is part and parcel of translation itself, 
is illustrated both in modern translation theory and in current translation practice. 

MOTS-CLÉS/KEYWORDS

traduction de tests, rétrotraduction, traduction renversée, équivalence traductionnelle, 
genre textuel
test translation, back translation, forward translation, translation equivalence, textual 
genre
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1. Introduction

In this article we address the intricacies of the translation of psychological tests, a 
complex task which involves interdisciplinary competences. Although it is not 
uncommon to regard psychological testing as a relatively recent Western develop­
ment, its roots date back to the concepts and practices of ancient China 3,000 years 
ago (Anastasi 1988). Methods such as observing behavioral changes, measuring 
response speed as a key intelligence factor, calling forth personality traits across 
situations, and using interviews in order to gauge mental attributes, allowed the 
Chinese emperor to assess his officials’ fitness for office at the time (Higgins and 
Zheng 2002). In the Western world, Francis Galton, the renowned English Victorian 
psychometrician, whose aim was to improve human breeding by selecting the best 
and brightest individuals (through measuring sensory reactions and reaction times 
in volunteers), pioneered test assessment in London in the late nineteenth century 
(Bulmer 2003). Not much later, in France, researchers Alfred Binet and Théodore 
Simon designed the first intelligence test which was to be used to detect – mentally 
defective – students, as they were referred to then. In this case, memory, visual traits, 
imagination and language skills were the mental constructs to be measured (Binet 
and Simon 1954). From New York, Edward Thorndike, whose work on animal behav­
ior helped lay the scientific foundation for modern educational psychology (Thorndike 
1910), contributed to test development not only by devising scales to assess students’ 
performance in reading and mathematics, but also by constructing the tests which 
sorted out recruits for particular tasks when the First World War broke out in 1914 
(Gregory 2010). After the war, psychologists continued to develop new instruments 
for educational settings; by that time, the notion of testing had gained prestige and 
was firmly established in the practice of applied psychology, as it remains today.

The use of psychological tests has become more and more widespread as the 
globalization process, involving all sectors of human activities, has led to testing 
instruments designed in one country being applied in a different one relatively 
quickly (Muñiz and Hambleton 1996). This growing interest in tests comes from the 
fact that they are perceived to be useful in a variety of settings, such as educational 
institutions, career and counselling services, the workplace or research institutes 
(Jackson 1996). In every case, the information retrieved is considered with regard to 
four main uses: classification, evaluation of programmes, the promotion of self­
understanding and scientific inquiry (Cronbach 1990). Given the traditional hege­
mony of Western psychology, with the United States in the lead, the vast majority of 
tests are usually devised in English and, in the first place, for Western societies. 
According to Hambleton (1993), there are at least two reasons for translating tests. 
Firstly, they are translated because it is less expensive and faster to adapt an existing 
instrument than to devise a new one to measure the same construct in another cul­
ture. A second reason is to implement cross­national studies. 

Psychological test translation involves the management of different sorts of 
documents; in fact, the range of translation segments professionals must deal with 
may be very varied: yes/no questions such as “I feel anxiety about something or 
someone almost all the time” (Butcher, Dahlstrom et al. 1989); a single word on a 
vocabulary card which must be defined by the test taker (and must present an 
equivalent degree of difficulty for individuals in different cultures); a complex statis­
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tical formula in a technical manual; a question asking individuals to explain the 
meaning of a particular proverb; or a set of directions for different addressees with 
various degrees of knowledge about the functioning of test assessment (usually the 
test administrator and the test taker).

What all these types of segments belonging to different subgenres have in com­
mon is that, in order to be adequately translated, the whole cultural context within 
which a particular test is to be used must be considered and, according to the 
International Test Commission Guidelines on Adapting Tests, this must be done 
“taking full account of linguistic and cultural differences among the populations for 
whom adapted versions of the instrument are intended” (ITC 2000). Furthermore, 
test publishers must make sure that testing techniques, item formats, test conventions, 
item content and stimulus materials of adapted versions of a test are familiar to all 
intended populations. Additionally, if we consider intelligence and personality tests, 
which are supposed to measure an individual’s potential rather than their achieve­
ments, it is clearly highly desirable that they should be culturally neutral or even 
culture­free; however, this has proved so far to be a desideratum that is difficult to 
achieve.

Although both “test adaptation” and “test translation” are used by researchers, 
it should be noted that, following Hambleton, we will adopt “test adaptation” in the 
broader sense, to include all activities which may be necessary to provide a fully 
functional version of a test in a different language and culture, 

from deciding whether or not a test could measure the same construct in a different 
language and culture, to selecting translators, to deciding on appropriate accommoda­
tions to be made in preparing a test for use in a second language, to adapting the test 
and checking its equivalence in the adapted form. (Hambleton 2005: 4) 

Before describing the process of translation which is traditionally used, we will 
introduce and describe the peculiarities of this textual genre. Then, we will reflect 
upon some key factors from the point of view of translatology.

2. Psychological tests as a textual genre 

According to the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing issued by the 
American Educational Research Association (AERA), the American Psychological 
Association (APA) and the National Council on Measurement in Education (NCME), 
a test is defined as “an evaluative device or procedure in which a sample of an exam­
inee’s behavior in a specified domain is obtained and subsequently evaluated and 
scored using a standardized process” (AERA, APA and NCME 2008: 3). By “stan­
dardized” we understand that instructions provided to examinees, general testing 
conditions and scoring procedures must follow the same strict and specific scheme. 
Although this definition could apply to other concepts, such as scale (i.e., a set of 
statements measuring the degree to which people agree or disagree with them), 
questionnaire (i.e., a set of questions for obtaining personal information from indi­
viduals), or inventory (i.e., a list of traits, preferences, attitudes, interests or abilities 
used to evaluate personal characteristics or skills), for the purposes of this article, 
the term test will be used to refer to all types of educational and psychological instru­
ments.
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There are several categories of psychological tests, in terms of the construct they 
intend to measure (Bolaños­Medina 2012). Achievement and aptitude tests are usu­
ally seen in educational or employment settings, and they attempt to measure either 
how much the examinee knows about a certain topic, or to what degree he or she has 
the capacity to master material in a particular area. Intelligence tests aim at measur­
ing an individual’s basic and potential ability to understand the world around them, 
assimilate its functioning, and apply this knowledge to enhance their quality of life. 
Neuropsychological tests are designed to measure deficits in cognitive functioning 
(one’s ability to reason, construct speech, etc.) which may result from some sort of 
brain damage. Occupational tests are applied to match the test taker’s interests with 
those of people in known careers, in order to find out which profession suits best. 
Personality tests attempt to calibrate the personality style of the test taker, and are 
used for research or diagnosis purposes. Finally, clinical tests measure specific 
clinical aspects, such as an individual’s level of anxiety or depression.

Psychological tests as a whole constitute a technical genre, in other words, a class 
of communicative event that takes place in a given communicative situation with a 
particular purpose and which presents a characteristic pattern of textual conventions 
in terms of schematic structure, style, content and intended audience (Swales 1990). 
This particular genre presents a primary exhortative contextual focus, according to 
Gamero Pérez’s classification (2001) following Hatim and Mason (1990), who define 
the aim of this primary focus as the formation of future behaviors through the 
regulation of action and thought through instructions. In some subgenres, this can 
be accompanied by a secondary expositive focus (e.g., technical description). As in 
any other technical genre, the efficacy of communication is fundamental, and it is 
achieved through a concise, clear and precise language use. Any lack of clarity in the 
instructions or failure to use comprehensible language could significantly influence 
an individual’s responses.

Many participants interact in the communicative situation of the production 
and reception of psychological tests: those who develop the test, those who publish 
and market it, those who administer and score it, those who use test results in order 
to make a decision, those who interpret results for other clients, those who take the 
test, whether this is because they need to or by choice or direction, those who spon­
sor the test and those who compare and select tests for a particular purpose (AERA, 
APA and NCME 2008). These communicative roles are not always well­defined and 
some of them may be combined in a single role, for instance, developer and user.

Test producers and translators must be well aware of the fact that each participant 
is supposed to have a different level of understanding of test development and use 
procedures, which is best illustrated if we compare the level of understanding of those 
who administer and score the test with that of test takers. On the other hand, 
although all the participants should “possess the knowledge skills and abilities rel­
evant to their role in the testing process, as well as awareness of personal and con­
textual factors that may influence the testing process” (AERA, APA and NCME 2008: 
2), this may not be always the case.

Psychological tests as a text genre involve different subgenres. To start with, the 
materials of the test itself, also known as stimulus material, may adopt multiple for­
mats according to the principles of functioning of the test. Together with these 
 elements, as a crucial component for correct test application, tests are accompanied 
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by supporting documentation, usually in the shape of a manual. For instance, the 
complete kit of Weschler Adult Intelligence Scale (WAIS­III),1 includes all necessary 
equipment (comprising 5 object assemblies, a set of vocabulary cards, 5 puzzles, 
cartoon cards, 9 small red and white blocks) plus a stimulus book, an administration 
and scoring manual, a technical manual, 25 record forms, 25 response booklets and 
a briefcase.

The stimulus book contains all the material provided as part of a test item or 
task, to which the test taker has to respond. Stimulus material generally includes 
input texts, questions or illustrations with tokens capable of generating the nervous 
system activity or response. This material can be recorded in other media; in the past, 
audiotapes were relatively frequent, but, nowadays, many tests are also available in 
multimedia format. 

Instruments may adopt a single item format, or feature a combination of them: 
multiple choice items, true­false questions, matching format, completion format, 
short­answer format, cloze­procedure (i.e., filling the gaps with one of several alter­
natives), rating scales and checklists (Osterlind 1997; Barbero García, Vila Abad et 
al. 2006). In the case of tests measuring intelligence and cognitive abilities, mostly 
through performance, other specific types of stimuli exist, most of which involve the 
use of pictorially presented shapes and concepts and even real objects, besides verbal 
elements. Following the classification described by Magno (2009), these are verbal 
analogy, syllogism, number/letter series, topology (test takers are asked to select from 
different visual options which duplicates the condition presented), visual discrimina­
tion, progressive series, classes of visualization (for examinees to figure out how 
specific pictures will look if rotated, twisted or inverted), orientation (to maintain 
accurate perception of a pattern when confronted with changing orientations), figure 
and ground perception, surface development, object assembly and picture comple­
tion.

The communicative intention of supporting documents for tests is to provide 
test users with the information they need to gauge the quality of a test and the inter­
pretation based on test scores. Supporting documents can include test manuals, 
technical manuals, user’s guides, specimen sets, examination kits, directions for test 
administrators and scorers, or preview materials for test takers. Furthermore, sepa­
rate documents of sections are often written for certain categories of users (e.g., 
practitioners, researchers), employing a combination of all the elements mentioned 
above and usually including the intended test­taking population, the test purpose 
and other specifications, item formats, scoring procedures, the test development 
process, technical data and cut scores (AERA, APA and NCME 2008).

As far as supporting materials contents are concerned, according to the Standards 
for Educational and Psychological Testing, they usually comprise: 

the nature of the test; its intended use; the processes involved in the test’s development; 
technical information related to scoring, interpretation, and evidence of validity and 
reliability; scaling and norming if appropriate to the instrument; and guidelines for 
test administration and interpretation. (AERA, APA and NCME 2008: 67)

Supporting information can be presented in more than one manual. As we have 
said, WAIS­III includes both a technical manual and an administration and scoring 
manual. The technical manual is a document created by the test authors and publish­
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ers in order to provide all the technical and psychometric information needed to use 
a particular test.

The introductory chapter of the WAIS Administration and Scoring Manual2 
explains its basic principles of use (scope, examiners’ requirements, standardized 
procedure, timing, environmental conditions, materials, special instructions for 
handicapped people, test­retest time span, and aspects concerning abridged versions), 
its scope, specific aspects of application (order of item presentation, time control, item 
repetition, among others), general principles of scoring and answering sheet manage­
ment (chronological age calculation, answers and scoring registration, scoring con­
version intelligence quotient, or IQ, calculation, profile obtaining, among others). 
The second chapter comprises the specific instructions for the application of every 
subtest.

Record forms are designed to register complete demographic and general behav­
ioral observations, calculate age correctly, record answers to every subtest verbatim, 
and score subtest items according to the manual. The standardized answer sheets can 
be hand­scored with templates but, nowadays, most tests are computer­scored and 
the specific software developed for that purpose also has to be localized. 

Although psychological tests are very varied, depending on the constructs they 
intend to measure and the principles sustaining them, some common discursive traits 
can still be pinpointed. Instructions are given in a straightforward manner, reflecting 
the main characteristics of common technical discourse, such as the use of impera­
tive, present tenses and descriptive verbs, in an attempt at an impersonal and objec­
tive style. Syntax is plain, frequently comprising several simple independent sentences. 
Frequent use of general vocabulary, and a tendency to exclude technical terms and 
acronyms which could create ambiguity, are also common. Examples of how to 
complete the forms correctly are usually given.

The style is concise, the expression tends to be precise, and the register is far from 
formal; in fact it is sometimes even colloquial, with the deliberate use of everyday 
expressions. Very often, text is subordinate to visual and ideographic stimuli, together 
with real, palpable objects and shapes. Clarity and simplicity prevail, and the avoid­
ance of the use of double negatives and excessively protracted statements has tradi­
tionally been recommended, since items must be representative, relevant, diverse, 
clear, simple and understandable (Muñiz and Fonseca­Pedrero 2009). 

3. Translation as an integral part of the process of test adaptation

3.1. Test adaptation from a historical perspective

We have already mentioned the growing interest of psychologists in applying tests 
cross­culturally. By introducing different national perspectives into their studies, 
they have two aims: on the one hand, to broaden the quality and scope of the per­
sonality, aptitude or achievement measurements; and, on the other, to advance the 
theoretical and applied scientific knowledge in their field. Likewise, the translation 
of an existing test into a new language in order to apply it in a different cultural set­
ting may be seen as a convenient shortcut for the target culture as regards economi­
cal and technical aspects. From a historical perspective, this cross­cultural trend has 
increased rapidly, particularly in the second half of the 20th century. As early as 1911, 
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the Échelle métrique de l’ intelligence, an intelligence test developed by French 
researchers Binet and Simon, was translated into the English language (known as the 
Binet­Simon Intelligence Scale for Children); and, by 1916, this scale had already been 
translated into seven other languages. However, since then, the trend has been to 
adapt instruments which were originally developed in English into other cultures, 
as a possible reflection of the dominance of US and British researchers in the field of 
testing. Among the most popular instruments which have been translated into several 
languages, Hambleton (1993) draws attention to the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory for 
Adults, reportedly the most widely used self­report measure of anxiety, which was 
developed, among others, by the American psychologist Charles D. Spielberger; and 
the Weschler Adult Intelligence Scale, a general test of adult intelligence which has 
already been described in this paper, and which was conceived by another American 
researcher, David Wechsler.

With respect to particular areas of testing, Hambleton (1993) indicates that the 
International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement has carried 
out cross­national studies in the sphere of educational achievement and school atti­
tudes for over thirty years, with the purpose of influencing educational policy in the 
different countries involved. Besides, Marsella, Dubanosky et al. point out that, as 
far as cultural anthropological and personality studies are concerned, “it was not 
until the 1970s that psychologists finally began to confront the risks of cultural bias 
in their studies on a large scale and to evolve conceptual models and methodologies 
that could minimize these risks” (Marsella, Dubanosky et al. 2000: 44). These authors 
seem to disapprove of the fact that pre­1970s psychologists were generally unaware 
of cultural differences when they “indiscriminately” administered personality scales 
to people from non­Western countries, thus ignoring “the possibility of cultural bias 
in the very nature of [the psychologists’] concepts, scales, and norms” (Marsella, 
Dubanosky et al. 2000: 44). Likewise, Hambleton (1993) refers to Brislin (1970) to 
indicate that, at least until 1970, there was little evidence that researchers tried to 
establish translation equivalence or to identify potentially biased items, a defect 
which would cast some shadows on the validity of significant portions of cross­cul­
tural research studies up through 1970. In a later work, Hambleton adds that this 
assertion may also be true of research carried out in the 1980s and 1990s, and makes 
an allusion to some cross­cultural researchers who have suggested that a great part 
of the investigation in their field should be dismissed as invalid because of the defi­
ciencies in the test adaptation process (Hambleton 2005: 4).

All this notwithstanding, firm steps have been taken in recent years in order to 
improve cross­national psychological testing. The most outstanding of these steps 
has been the establishment by the International Test Commission of a committee of 
psychologists from a number of international associations.3 In the early 1990s, this 
committee was commissioned to develop a set of technical guidelines for the transla­
tion of tests and the setting of test score equivalence. As a result of their work, the 
ITC Guidelines for Test Adaptation were unveiled in 2000, covering four sections 
which account for the whole process of adapting a test into a foreign language/culture: 
context, test development and adaptation, administration, and documentation/score 
interpretations. These guidelines, whose creation was led by researcher Ronald K. 
Hambleton, constitute a thorough approach to the adaptation of psychological instru­
ments, and are often alluded to in this paper.

deconstructing the translation of psychological tests    721

01.Meta 57.3.corr 2.indd   721 13-06-04   7:35 PM



722    Meta, LVII, 3, 2012

3.2. Types of equivalence in test adaptation

As regards our object of study, “two versions of an item when prepared in different 
languages are assumed to be equivalent when members of each group of the same 
ability have the same probability of success on the item”; if the probabilities vary, “the 
item is labelled ‘potentially biased’” (Hambleton 1993: 62). Such equivalence is under­
stood to be composed of several distinguishable layers, which range from the cor­
relation of words and cultural references, to the careful selection of scales and modes 
of test administration. In this context, therefore, linguistic equivalence is only one 
of the many aspects to be addressed when assessing the cross­cultural correspon­
dence of instruments.

Even though there is no single accepted nomenclature to refer to the various 
levels of equivalence, some common features may be inferred. To start with, most 
researchers emphasize that construct equivalence must occur as a prerequisite for 
any cross­cultural study. Harkness and Schoua­Glusberg (1998) describe construct 
equivalence as encompassing conceptual/functional equivalence and equivalence in 
the way the construct measured by the test is operationalized in each language/cul­
tural group. In other words, Herdman, Fox­Rushby et al. (1998: 324), referring to this 
type of correspondence as “conceptual equivalence,” describe it as follows: “[this kind 
of equivalence] is achieved when the questionnaire has the same relationship to the 
underlying concept […] in both cultures, primarily in terms of the domains included 
and the emphasis placed on different domains.” By way of illustration, the construct 
“quality of life” may involve different experiences in different cultures (e.g., abun­
dance of material items vs. access to immediate first aid); as a consequence, a 
researcher who wishes to adapt a test measuring aspects related to quality of life must 
ensure, first of all, that the domains under study are conceptualized in the same 
fashion in both cultures. Likewise, when assessing family­associated characteristics, 
test adapters must carry out careful research in order to find out whether there is a 
correspondence between the source and the target cultures as regards the nature and 
range of familial relations (Herdman, Fox­Rushby et al. 1998: 324); if they were not 
sufficiently similar, the comparison of the results obtained in both versions of the 
test would be of little value.

Marsella, Dubanosky et al. also consider construct equivalence, which they also 
term “conceptual equivalence,” as being “more basic than any of the other equivalen­
cies” (Marsella, Dubanosky et al. 2000: 53). From the perspective of personality 
measurements, these authors refer to a frame of test validation which takes into 
account four types of equivalence: on the one hand, linguistic equivalence, and, on 
the other hand, three types of psychometric equivalence, of which conceptual cor­
respondence would be the first. With respect to psychometric properties, besides 
conceptual equivalence, Marsella, Dubanosky et al. (2000) call attention to scale 
equivalence (i.e., the degree of cultural acceptability in the way in which the instru­
ment is scaled), and to normative equivalence (i.e., the idea that there must be refer­
ence data, the so­called norms, for the group to be studied, since norms based on a 
particular source culture group may not be valid for the target population). These 
types of psychometric equivalence are necessary to ensure the cultural validity of a 
test, given that, “by itself, the simple translation of materials from one language into 
another language is no guarantee that the instrument is valid or appropriate for use 
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in another culture” (Marsella, Dubanosky et al. 2000: 53). In the Standards for 
Educational and Psychological Testing (AERA, APA and NCME 2008), the concept 
of psychometric equivalence is also associated with the verbal performance of test 
participants. According to their authors, it should be recognized that “the values 
associated with the nature and degree of verbal output also may differ across cultures” 
(AERA, APA and NCME 2008: 97). That is to say, distinct cultural groups may judge 
certain speech patterns (such as short responses or verbosity) differently, and this 
diversity should be borne in mind when adapting a test and considering its results.

As Marsella, Dubanosky et al. (2000) recognize, as far as cross­cultural research 
is concerned, linguistic equivalence alone does not suffice. The failure to achieve it, 
however, will certainly constitute a fatal blow to the validity of the adapted test. 
Herdman, Fox­Rushby et al. allude to “semantic equivalence” when dealing with the 
correspondence of words in different languages; according to them, “semantic 
equivalence is concerned with the transfer of meaning across languages, and with 
achieving a similar effect on respondents in different languages” (Herdman, Fox­
Rushby et al. 1998: 326). This includes issues such as register and dialect (that is to 
say, target readers must feel at home with the language used in the test, which, at the 
same time, is expected to feature the same level of difficulty as the version in the 
original language). Curiously, Herdman, Fox­Rushby et al. (1998) resort to Barnwell 
(1980), an expert in the field of linguistics, to show the several types of meaning which 
a translator should take into consideration when translating a test (i.e., referential, 
connotative, stylistic (social), affective, reflected, collocative and thematic). This level 
of accuracy at describing linguistic equivalence clashes with the usually vague state­
ments made by cross­cultural psychologists when addressing the problem of transla­
tion;4 they commonly refer to the “preservation of the original meaning” or to 
“equivalent words and phrases,” with no further explanation of what they particularly 
mean by that. In section 3.4, we will discuss the nature and extent of linguistic 
equivalence, as well as some misconceptions about the process of translating in the 
context of psychological testing.

As a recapitulation, Herdman, Fox­Rushby et al. refer to a final type of equiva­
lence, “functional equivalence,” which “is intended to highlight the fact that all parts 
of the process outlined here are important in achieving cross­culturally equivalent 
questionnaires” (Herdman, Fox­Rushby et al. 1998: 331). For them, “functional 
equivalence” would be measured by how well an instrument performs as it is intended 
in two or more cultures.

As a necessary step in order to assess whether the different types of equivalence 
have been achieved in a particular instrument, psychologists avail themselves of a set 
of checking procedures. These may be judgmental (i.e., based on expert opinion) or 
statistical (i.e., based on the actual item responses of test takers). Both will be reviewed 
below, but a greater emphasis will be placed on the former, since these involve trans­
lation techniques or approaches which are characteristic of this field of knowledge.

3.3. Judgmental and statistical designs for adapting tests

The International Test Commission Guidelines on Adapting Tests (ITC 2000), under 
the section “Test Development and Adaptation” and as a reflection of the growing 
concern about the need for multiple evidence in order to establish the validity of an 
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adapted test, require test developers and publishers to compile both judgmental and 
statistical evidence in order to support the full efficacy of a given adapted test for a 
particular population. On the one hand, they state that the collection of linguistic 
and psychological judgmental evidence will make the adaptation process a more 
accurate operation. On the other hand, the use of appropriate statistical techniques 
is also expected in an adaptation procedure with regard to all intended populations, 
since they help identify potential difficulties and problematic components of the 
adapted test. In theory, if both types of evidence are adequately collected, all layers 
of equivalence, as described earlier in this paper, should be secure. 

3.3.1. Judgmental designs

Judgmental designs involve complex translation checking techniques, and they are 
of particular interest as far as this paper is concerned. The two most popular judg­
mental methods are forward translation and backward translation (back translation). 
Slight variations of these basic methods may also be found in the literature about test 
adaptation within the field of psychology.

On the one hand, if a forward translation design is followed, a single translator 
(or, ideally, a number of them) adapts the test from the source language to the target 
language. At a second stage, a different group of translators decides on the equiva­
lence of the two versions of the test (Hambleton 2005). Then, two more types of 
participant may take part as well: 

a) a target­language speaker (who may or may not be a translator), in order to smooth 
out any discrepancies in the language used;

b) a group of target­language examinees, who will give their interpretation of the 
adapted items (this would involve a “think­aloud” study). 

As Hambleton recognizes from the perspective of psychology, the main flaw of for­
ward translation “is associated with the high level of inference that must be made by 
the translators about the equivalence of the two versions of the test” (Hambleton 
2005: 12). In a variation of this design, called “multiple­forward translation,” several 
independent translators are asked to translate the instrument, and then all the trans­
lations are compared item by item in order to detect problematic areas.

On the other hand, backward translation is, by far, the judgmental method that 
is most commonly chosen. As defined by Maxwell, it “is a three­step procedure”: 
firstly, the original version of the test is translated into the target language; secondly, 
a different translator translates that version back into the source language; finally, 
the original and back­translated versions are compared by both psychologists and 
translators in order to consider possible deviations, and correct them (Maxwell 
1996: 6). It is generally agreed that, as long as the two versions of the test in the source 
language look similar, there are enough reasons to argue that the source and target 
versions of the test are equivalent. Strangely enough, the original test acts as an 
unusual tertium comparationis against which the back­translated version of the test 
is checked. If both of them employ approximately the same linguistic materials in 
the source language (a criterion which is evocative of the formal and semantic types 
of equivalence suggested by Nida [1964] and Newmark [1981], respectively), the tar­
get language version of the test, which has not been the focus of the evaluation, is 
given the green light by the judges.
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Even though this is the procedure which is most frequently favoured by psy­
chologists when adapting tests (since it is they who are mainly in charge of assessing 
the validity of the test by comparing both versions in the source language), some 
disadvantages have been identified from the point of view of both psychology and 
linguistics. Most importantly, a proficient back translation may allow defects in the 
target version of the test to remain hidden. For instance, an adaptation could inap­
propriately retain linguistic features (e.g., grammar, spelling) from the source lan­
guage which are alien to the language of the new target population, and it would still 
pass the back translation check; in other words, in those cases in which the target 
version is simply a word­by­word rendering of the original version, back translators 
would have a very easy job transferring the words in it back into the source language, 
but the adapted version would probably be flawed as regards language fluency  
and conceptual equivalence. For instance, in a questionnaire measuring the self­
confidence of referees (Guillén, Feltz et al. 2010), a back translation process would 
encourage a very literal rendering of the items, as the following example from a 
hypothetical adaptation into Spanish illustrates:

(1) (You have the ability to) consistently be successful in making correct decisions.
 (Tienes la habilidad de) consistentemente ser exitoso en tomar decisiones correc­

tas. 
(Literal translation by the author)

When conveying the Spanish version back into English, the back translator is 
likely to reconstruct the source language item to almost its original form, thus meet­
ing the equivalence requirements of psychologists. However, the literal rendering 
stands as a syntactic and lexical calque where the Spanish language is used in a very 
unnatural way. If, on the contrary, the item were translated following more idiomatic 
criteria, the resulting sentence (e.g., (Eres capaz) de tomar siempre las decisiones 
correctas), though being much more adequate as a Spanish language utterance, would 
lead to a back translation which would differ from the original text form­wise. 
Another example can be found in a test about the confidence of a team regarding an 
upcoming game or competition (Short, Sullivan et al. 2005). Here is the source text 
item and a literal rendering of it into Spanish, together with a more idiomatic trans­
lation:

(2) (Your team has the ability to) stay in the game when it seems like your team isn’t 
getting any breaks.

 (a) (Tu equipo tiene la habilidad de) permanecer en el juego cuando parece que no 
está teniendo ningún descanso. 

 (Literal translation by the author)
 (b) (Tu equipo es capaz de) continuar luchando cuando parece que todo le sale 

mal.
 (Non­literal translation by the author)

As in the previous case, the literal translation would be, in theory, favoured by 
psychologists since, in the subsequent back translation, it would probably match the 
form of the source text better than the non­literal version. Yet, in terms of target 
language usage, the latter seems an item that is more likely to be adequately under­
stood and answered by the Spanish language takers of the test. 
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Partly for these reasons, back translation is not recommended as a stand­alone 
procedure, not even by psychologists, since “it may provide an artificial similarity of 
meaning across languages but not the best version in the new language” (AERA, APA 
and NCME 2008: 92). In general terms, and taking into account some concerns aris­
ing out of translation studies, experts who opt for this procedure tend to lean towards 
out­of­context literalness, thus producing ill­adapted tests which may make little 
sense to the subjects who will take them. Furthermore, this simplistic approach 
delays, by concealing them, the problem­solving stage of, for instance, cultural dif­
ferences, which will be figured out only in later steps of the process of adaptation, if 
at all (for example, at the statistical stage of the validation).

Since adapted tests need to be field­tested before carrying out cross­cultural 
research, judgmental methods are only part of the procedures which have to be put 
into practice in order to validate the translated instruments. In this sense, most 
judgmental designs are criticized for not submitting their final adapted versions to 
samples of the intended population, and for not carrying out the test­taking proce­
dure under actual conditions. With the aim of overcoming this limitation, psycholo­
gists make use of statistical and other methods, such as the data collection designs 
and data analysis.

3.3.2. Statistical designs

These methods are based on the actual item responses of examinees, and provide 
empirical data which should help developers to verify the equivalence of the source 
and target language versions of a test. They are regarded as a necessary safety check 
which complements the judgmental methods which have been described in the pre­
vious section. As Hambleton points out, the following are the most commonly 
implemented statistical or data collection designs: 

a) bilingual examinees take both the source and target language versions of the test; 
b) monolingual speakers of the source language take the original and back­translated 

versions of the test; 
c) source language monolinguals take the source language version of the test, and 

target language monolinguals take its target language version. 
(Hambleton 1993; 2005)

Experts identify several shortcomings in all of them. For example, in the first one, it 
is wrongly presumed that bilinguals have the same proficiency in both languages, or 
that they will answer the test in the same manner as an average monolingual would. 
With regard to the second design, the main downside is that feedback is only obtained 
from the source language versions of the test (the original instrument and its back­
translated rendering), with no actual data from the target language adaptation. 
Finally, the third data collection method, despite not showing as many flaws as the 
other designs, may also be found to be compromised since it takes for granted that 
the members of the two groups will show identical level of ability. Given these draw­
backs, test developers are encouraged to implement more than one statistical proce­
dure in order to confirm the equivalence of the adapted version. Furthermore, the 
subsequent processing of the data collected through the statistical methods should 
help recognize these shortcomings and counterbalance them, as some particular 
analysis and frameworks do (e.g., item response theory framework). 
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In this context, combining judgmental and statistical specifications, Vallerand’s 
methodology for cross­cultural validation (Vallerand 1989; Vallerand, Blais et al. 
1989), specially conceived for adapting English psychological scales into Canadian 
French, has proved particularly influential and consists of seven steps: first, the 
preparation of a preliminary target language version, preferably involving translation 
and back translation; the assessment and modification of that preliminary version 
by a committee of experts is followed by the evaluation of the experimental French 
version in a pretest, using either “random­probe” or “test­retest” techniques, and/or 
with a second committee rating the level of ambiguity of each item and providing 
commentaries and suggestions; at this point, the evaluation of content and con­
comitant validity is to be performed, by calculating correlations or independent 
T­tests. Reliability is then gauged by calculating internal consistency and temporal 
stability indexes. The next step involves studying construct validity, which is evalu­
ated through exploratory or confirmatory factor analysis. Finally, norms for the 
target language version are prepared so that an estimate of the position of the tested 
individual in a particular population with respect to the trait being measured can be 
yielded. Haccoun (1987) also suggested an interesting approach in order to evaluate 
content and concomitant validity and test­retest reliability in a single step. By admin­
istering both the original test and its translation to a group of bilingual individuals 
twice, at two different moments in time, it is possible to evaluate the relation between 
the original and the translated instruments and to obtain test­retest correlation coef­
ficients in a simple and methodical manner.

When translated tests are submitted to traditional procedures of analysis based 
on classical test theory, many methodological shortcomings have been described. For 
Hambleton, Swaminathan et al., these include:

a) use of item indices whose value depends on the particular group of examinees with 
which they are obtained;

b) examinee ability estimates that depend on the particular choice of items. 
(Hambleton, Swaminathan et al. 1991: ix) 

In addition, these procedures involve assumptions that are somewhat stringent and 
unrealistic (Barbero García, Vila Abad et al. 2006). Item Response Theory (IRT) 
approaches, which entered the scene as a counter reaction to traditional methods, 
deserve a further explanation, since they have been a particularly enriching area of 
research which has yielded “numerous models, powerful estimation methods and 
creative applications […] [providing] compelling and rigorous answers to many mea­
surement problems” (Drasgow and Hulin 1990: 631). Based on the idea that the prob­
ability of a correct response to an item is a mathematical function of person and item 
parameters, IRT relies on the application of related mathematical models to testing 
data. Whereas the unit of analysis for classical test theory was the test itself as a whole, 
IRT centers on the individual item, so that researchers are able to address problems 
beyond the scope of classical test theory easily, such as identifying subjects with inap­
propriate response patterns or selecting items at appropriate difficulty levels for 
respondents (Drasgow and Hulin 1990). Thus, psychometric equivalence between a 
source and a target language test is gauged by equivalence of response probabilities 
to source and target language items (Hulin 1987), and only if all items in the scale 
are equivalent is the whole test to be considered as so (Candell and Hulin 1986).

deconstructing the translation of psychological tests    727

01.Meta 57.3.corr 2.indd   727 13-06-04   7:35 PM



728    Meta, LVII, 3, 2012

3.4. A critical perspective from translation studies

The range of procedures for use by psychologists and test developers when adapting 
instruments to different languages manifestly shows how concerned these profes­
sionals are about the need to achieve equivalence across cultures. These procedures, 
in particular the judgmental designs, however, rely on an intuitive approach which 
seems to confuse and oversimplify a series of concepts which have been pivotal in 
the development of translation studies, such as culture, translation techniques, and 
the notions of equivalence and translation themselves. Specifically, experts in the 
field of multicultural psychological testing often underestimate the actual extent of 
the process of translation, which is regarded by many of them as a one­way word­by­
word substitution procedure which needs to resort to supposedly non-translational 
strategies in order to tackle cultural differences. The “item substitution method” and 
“decentering” are two such strategies, which Hambleton suggests as procedures to 
overcome the difficulty of “finding equivalent words or phrases” (Hambleton 1993: 
60). The former technique is described as the replacement of “an item which may not 
translate well […] by a comparable item” (e.g., a reference to a king in a questionnaire 
should be substituted if the target system is a republic), while the latter refers to “the 
modifying of words or phrases” at both the development and adaptation stages of 
the test in order “to alleviate the problem of non­equivalent words or phrases in the 
source and target languages” (Hambleton 1993: 60). From the perspective of transla­
tion studies, phrases such as “which may not translate well” and “the problem of 
non­equivalent words” take us back to the tentative statements which were made 
about translation before the first thorough and systematic approaches to the subject 
were attempted. In this sense, as far as theory is concerned, translation studies have 
accounted for cultural and linguistic imbalance in a methodical manner since the 
middle of the 20th century, when, to name but an early example, Vinay and Dalbernet 
(1958) described their various direct and oblique translation techniques. Literature 
on test adaptation leaves the general impression that psychologists are somewhat 
sceptical about translators and their work, but, as we suggested above, we believe that 
this reservation arises out of a lack of knowledge about the actual workings and 
potential of translation. For instance, some experts (e.g., Hulin and Mayer 1986) state 
that a fluent and smooth target version of an item is irreconcilable with an adequate 
rendering of the different layers of meaning to be found in it (i.e., naturalness vs. 
equivalence). As a consequence of this idea, a literal or even word­by­word approach 
is expected of translators, which should not depart from the “plain” meaning of the 
terms in a source language questionnaire. By following this line of reasoning, we find 
that another misconception lies in the way in which many developers conceptualize 
language, which is apparently considered to be a system of words which function 
irrespectively of any context or cultural environment. This would explain why they 
think that they have to turn to special measures (e.g., the “item substitution method” 
and “decentering” strategies) when one of their instruments features some non­
equivalent cultural element. From this standpoint, translators are likely to be dis­
missed as accessory participants in the process of adaptation, merely in charge of a 
superficial transfer of words between languages.

This narrow approach, however, is not shared by all psychologists who wish to adapt 
an existing test for a foreign population. Some of them acknowledge the expertise of 
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translators and allow them to play a more significant role in the process of test adap­
tation. Braun and Harkness, for instance, recognize that 

[the training and skills of translators] help them identify potential ambiguities and 
translation problems. This is one reason why translators can be very useful proof­
readers for draft questionnaires and can be helpful in developing questionnaires 
intended for comparative use. (Braun and Harkness 1997: 103)

By being more open­minded towards the advantage they can take from the solutions 
suggested by translators, cross­national researchers are more likely to succeed at 
validating tests, partly because they deal with many potential problems of adaptation 
at the translation stage. Furthermore, translators can avail themselves of a full set of 
techniques and concepts which are founded on contemporary ideas about translation 
and equivalence drawn from translation studies. By combining the translators’ com­
prehensive approach to adaptation with both the vital judgment of psychologists and 
their validating statistical techniques, the needs of the target population of a given 
test would probably be better fulfilled. In particular, among the modern approaches 
to translation, the functionalist theories are especially well equipped to provide a 
thorough understanding of the process of test adaptation.

For example, the standpoint of Holz­Mänttäri (1984), who views interlingual 
translation as an action involving several communicative participants, comfortably 
fits the circumstances of adapting a test. On the one hand, translation is not seen as 
a mere act of word juggling, but as an activity which, departing from a source text, 
is heavily influenced by sociocultural and communicative factors. On the other hand, 
the “players” that take part in a translational action are believed to determine the 
outcome of the process, so that, for a given source text, the combination of different 
players will lead to different (adequate) results. Applying the roles defined by Holz­
Mänttäri (1984) to a hypothetical process of test adaptation, the “initiator” would be 
the institution (e.g., a university) or company that needs the translation; the “com­
missioner” would be the representative (e.g., the head of a research project, the chief 
officer of a company’s customer relations division) who gets in touch with the trans­
lator; the “source text producer” would refer to the author of the original test, who 
may or may not take part in the adaptation; the “target text producer” would comprise 
both the translator and the psychologists, working as a team; the “target text user” 
would be those in charge of administering the adapted test, in many cases the same 
as the initiator and the commissioner; and, finally, the “target text receiver” would 
refer to the population that takes the adapted test.

Let us look at two situations in which a test measuring the academic motivation 
of students is likely to be adapted. In the first of them, a government­funded research 
group intends to analyze the reasons behind high school dropouts, so they adapt this 
test in close collaboration with translation scholars acquainted with the field of edu­
cation, and they address the target text to a population of high school students 
selected from all socioeconomical backgrounds in the country. In the second situa­
tion, an outsourcing company wishes to survey the motivation of top university 
students as a way to scrutinize the suitability of current executive posts for future 
elite graduates; for the process of adaptation, they commission the translation to a 
professional translation services agency, and they administer the resulting test to a 
group of senior students from the top three universities in the country. Even though 
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sharing the same source text producer and the same original test, the differing cir­
cumstances of the participants in the two situations will mean that the two adapted 
tests will be unlike. In this context, it does not seem very convenient to follow a back 
translation procedure which is based on the alleged mirror­like quality of the work­
ing languages and on the absence of any extralinguistic influence. Reiss and Vermeer 
(1984) acknowledge the multiplicity of factors affecting the form of a target text and 
the way it is received and, when summarizing their translation theory, remark that 
a Translat (i.e., a target text) reproduces an offer of information which is not clearly 
reversible. Nord, by following a similar line of reasoning, also concludes that “the 
translation process is irreversible.” (Nord 1997: 32)

A proficient translator is well aware of the impact which varying players have on 
the form and the content of a target text. Furthermore, they are capable of coping 
with these dissimilar circumstances, and of devising their strategies and methods by 
focusing on the purpose (skopos) of the translation. In this sense, following the 
seminal work of Reiss and Vermeer (1984), functionalist translators have replaced 
the concept of “equivalence” with that of “adequacy,” so they consider that a target 
text is functionally and communicatively adequate if it conforms to the skopos of the 
translation assignment. In the context of test adaptation, arriving at a properly 
adapted test is the same as producing a target text which fulfills the skopos outlined 
by a commission (i.e., which is adequate in the new communicative situation). This 
means that translators, when adapting tests, can attend to the source linguistic mate­
rial from the perspective of the needs of the commissioner, rather than –as is often 
demanded of them– in a vacuum. If we applied these considerations to the adaptation 
of tests, a better defined working environment would arise: on the one hand, transla­
tors would be in charge of supplying a communicatively adequate rendering of the 
source language test; and, on the other hand, psychologists would devote their time 
to taking care of the psychometric properties of the adapted test by briefing transla­
tors and by applying the subsequent statistical techniques.

In order to produce an adequate target language test, translators can look into 
the “intratextual factors” which are part of Nord’s analysis strategy (1991: 79­130). 
By addressing them, translators can identify potential problems from the perspective 
of the particular translation commission.5 Among them, the factors which are most 
likely to pose a threat to adequacy in the process of test adaptation are the presup­
positions and the lexis. All of these problems may be tackled by the translators 
themselves, as is the case in many other specialized fields.

In the case of presuppositions, these “comprise all the information that the 
sender expects (i.e., presupposes) to be part of the recipient’s ‘horizon’” (Nord 1991: 
96). In this sense, they are directly related to the primal “conceptual equivalence” 
that psychologists pursue when adapting a test. In questionnaires where all or some 
of the items are bound to the source culture, and are not relevant in the target culture, 
a cultural shift should be implemented (in close association with psychologists), or, 
in some instances, it could be even recommended not to adapt the test. For example, 
in a questionnaire about physical self­description, items measuring negative self­
perception in the form of “I am fat” or “My thighs are too big” would be interpreted 
differently in countries where bodily fat is applauded by society. Likewise, an item 
which illustrates the range of usual diseases in a given source culture (e.g., flu, virus, 
cold) would not be pertinent in a community where malaria or AIDS are the main 
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reasons to visit a hospital. In both cases, translators would be able to suggest how to 
reconfigure the items in the process of adaptation, leaving psychologists in charge of 
examining the psychometric qualities of the proposed solutions.

In some circumstances, the cultural imbalance is aggravated by the intervention 
of different forms of “patronage” (Lefevere 1985). For instance, if a test gauging aca­
demic motivation were to be adapted for a student population in a foreign­language 
communist regime, target users and receivers would not find it relevant to include 
items which measure capitalism­related incentives (e.g., earning more money or 
prestige, leading a “good life” in a material sense). This would also happen where 
motivation to put effort into one’s job is analyzed. In order to adjust to the patronage 
to be exercised by the communist apparatus with regard to the contents of the adapted 
test, as well as to the expectations of the target test takers, translators could propose 
a reconfiguration of the inadequate items. Having been advised about the problems 
and the suggested solutions by the translator, the initiator or commissioner could 
decide to delete the affected items, or even dismiss the whole task of adaptation. 

Regarding lexical factors, translators are particularly aware of the choice of 
register, and the use of slang or group­related formulas associated with the particu­
lar test takers (e.g., professional athletes, university students). The question as to the 
words and the style which translators will use is crucial, since the target population 
must feel at home with the language they read if an adapted test is to be successful. 
For any given test, several sets of target receivers and users can be distinguished. This 
is the case even in very specific tests which are addressed to a very narrow population. 
Let us take a questionnaire which assesses the self­confidence of referees as an 
example. To start with, a difference could be made between amateur and professional 
referees, a distinction which is closely related to the age range of the users (referees 
of games involving professional athletes are usually older than those refereeing games 
in under­18 competitions). This difference in the age range should result in a differ­
ent register being used in the adapted test; it could even produce the alteration of the 
content of some items. Thus, a test addressed to young amateur referees should feature 
a simpler and more informal style and vocabulary, whereas one for older professional 
referees should include more formal statements and words. 

Psycholinguistic and cognitive approaches to translation have similarly high­
lighted the many qualities that the translator needs, by identifying the subprocesses 
involved in translation (see for example De Groot 1997: 28). Empirical methodology 
borrowed from psychology to research into the translator’s black box, like Think­
Aloud Protocols6 (TAPs) or, more recently, keystroke logging (Jakobsen 2006) among 
others, has proved to be very helpful in the study of process­oriented phenomena. 
For instance, the study of differences between experts and novice translators has been 
particularly productive. It seems that professional translators process larger transla­
tion units, are mainly “sense­oriented” instead of “form­oriented,” take into account 
stylistic and text­type adequacy and “have a larger number of variants at their dis­
posal” (Kussmaul and Tirkkonen­Condit 1995: 187). All these qualities seem to 
favour the role of professional translators versus amateurs or individuals versed in 
languages and who have a psychological background, as ideal linguistic counsellors 
in test adaptation projects.

It has also been acknowledged that the comprehension of the particular traits of 
successful translation performance and professionals is “valuable […] in any efforts 
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aimed at reforming existing professional practices” (Kussmaul and Tirkkonen­Condit 
1995: 189) in any field of translation, and psychological test adaptation is no exception. 
Thus, findings suggest that successful translators seem to subordinate local decisions 
to global ones, they do not always aim at an optimal result but at a text product which 
is adequate and sufficient for a particular communicative situation; and are ready to 
use their world knowledge and inferences about the text in general, and text type in 
particular, in order to make decisions. Furthermore, they apparently have “relative 
articulate subjective theories of translation” and “they focus their attention, their 
conscious decision­making and their use of translation aids so that their investment 
in effort results in sufficient communicational gains” (Kussmaul and Tirkkonen­
Condit 1995: 190). Finally, some personal characteristics (Jääskeläinen 2000) such as 
flexibility, realism, tolerance of ambiguity (Tirkkonen­Condit 2000) and intellectual 
curiosity have also been associated with successful translators. All these data can be 
of help when it comes to defining the ideal test translator profile, to revising a trans­
lation test or to conducting an interview prior to translator recruitment.

Another critical issue within this framework of study of translation is the rela­
tionship between automatic and effortful processing and the way it changes between 
novices and experts over time (Shreve 1997; Shreve and Diamond 1997). According 
to some studies, it seems that as the level of professionalism grows, the translator’s 
conscious decision­making alters since “while some decisions become non­conscious, 
or ‘automatic,’ the translator becomes sensitized to new aspects of the task which 
require conscious decision­making” (Jääskeläinen and Tirkkonen­Condit 1991: 106). 
In this way, more controversial aspects of a particular commission are identified and 
cost­effectiveness is improved since time and efforts are devoted to the resolution of 
key problems. 

On the other hand, every important cognitive paradigm has in some way influ­
enced translation research. The early cognitive symbol manipulation approach 
assumed that the brain controls intelligent action and that it stores information by 
using mental representations, with the functioning of a human being’s mind being 
compared to the information processing of computers which manipulates symbols 
according to fixed rules. Under the influence of this approach, translator researchers 
took to comparing syntactic and semantic structures of different linguistic systems. 
In this framework, techniques such as back translation might have been considered 
as suitable. Next came Connectionism, in which the mind became a dynamic, holis­
tic network (Risku 2010: 96) and meaning was determined by “patterns that emerge 
in an unpredictable way from the parallel activation of neural connections” (Martín 
de León 2012); an individual’s experience was recognized as playing an important 
role in language use and understanding, which, in the discipline of translation stud­
ies, entailed a growing interest in the cultural and contextual aspects of translation 
(Martín de León 2012). 

During the last 20 years a new translation paradigm, which found its “mile­
stones” in the works of Hönig, Kussmaul, Reiss and Vermeer, and Holz­Mänttäri 
(Risku 2002) has developed, based on situated and embodied cognition. Instead of 
restricting the object of research to internal representations, it “emphasises the role 
played by physical and social context in cognition” (Risku 2002: 523), and studies the 
interaction with artefacts such as language and the social environment. As Risku 
clearly puts it: 
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The question “What happens in the translator’s brain?” should be supplemented by 
others, such as “What happens in the hands, in the computers, on the desks, in the 
languages, in the dialogues of translators?” Translation is done not only by the brain, 
but also by complex systems, systems which include people, their specific social and 
physical environments and all their cultural artefacts. (Risku 2002: 530)

Prototypes, cultural norms and conventions are seen as merely initial hypotheses 
which must be adapted to an anticipated situation (Risku 2010). The conception that 
the translators’ task is to provide text recipients with the required tools to construct 
their own meanings in their own situation (Risku 2004; Martín de León 2012) seems 
particularly relevant to test adaptation: figuring out the anticipated situation of 
recipients’ test taking within their particular environment could lead to more appro­
priate decision­making. 

As a whole, during the last 30 years, researchers have managed to sustain the 
fact that psycholinguistic and cognitive approaches are “both appropriate and fasci­
nating, and that they may have an enormous impact on translation and interpreting 
quality” (Muñoz­Martín 2012). Coupling both representational and situated frame­
works of study could be the only way to completely understand translation in its 
complex professional environment (Martín de León 2012). 

In summary, while acknowledging that many test adapters are still far from 
understanding and taking advantage of the full range of techniques which translators 
may offer them (or, in some cases, are unaware that they are taking advantage of 
them), it seems evident that a close collaboration between translation and test experts 
is needed in order to accomplish a successful adaptation (e.g., Braun and Harkness 
1997). The psychometric properties of a test, in particular, can only be adequately 
adapted to the target population as a result of the strict monitoring and manipulation 
of translations by psychologists. In connection with this idea, it is commonly accepted 
by test adapters (e.g., Moreno Rosset 2005) that, while doing a translation may take 
a relatively short time, the whole process of adaptation and validation of a test could 
imply years of work. Perhaps not paradoxically, the simultaneous drafting of the test 
in the several languages of the populations to be surveyed (i.e., the interaction of 
experts from the conception of the instrument) would be the most efficacious, if very 
often impractical, method of adaptation. In such a situation, translators would play 
a significant role as far as communication between the experts is concerned, but all 
versions of the test would be developed as source language instruments which would 
fully take into account the cultural constraints and peculiarities of the intended 
population.

4. Final considerations: requirements for professionals and test adaptation 
as test localization 

As in many other interdisciplinary fields which must ideally benefit from team work, 
all test translation professionals, regardless of their background, need to have a thor­
ough understanding of each other’s tasks. While translators require some training 
in test and scale construction, psychologists need to assimilate the scope and main 
concepts underlying translation. However, despite their importance for the final 
quality of the adapted instrument, the requirements for professional translators to 
be selected in a test adaptation project are not explicit in the International Test 
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Commission Guidelines on Adapting Tests (ITC 2000). From the standpoint of psy­
chologists, Hambleton warns about the risks of engaging translators just because they 
“happened to be available – a friend, a wife of a colleague, someone who could be 
hired cheaply, and so on” (Hambleton 2005: 10), which has been a relatively common 
practice in the past, to the detriment of the quality of the final translated product. 
According to this author (1993; 2005), in order to provide different perspectives 
designed to solve the difficulties which arise during the process, test translation must 
be accomplished by more than one translator with a deep knowledge of the cultures 
involved, especially as far as the target culture is concerned. Likewise, they must also 
be familiar with the subject matter and they should have some training in test and 
scale construction, so that they are able to avoid mistakes7 which could affect the 
validity of the translated instrument. Additionally, special attention is needed to 
guarantee the correct functioning of the translation team during the whole process 
(Muñiz and Hambleton 1996). Furthermore, from the point of view of translators, it 
would also be advisable to require other characteristics besides the mastery of the 
languages and cultures involved in any given commission and of the other fields of 
competence which have been already suggested. Along these lines, Computer­
Assisted Translation software skills, ability for teamwork, linguistic sensitivity, 
previous knowledge or experience in project management, knowledge and experience 
in terminology management and predisposition for long­life learning are to be 
 considered. 

Although steps have been taken in the last few years in order to improve cross­
national psychological testing, there is still room to reflect on several aspects in order 
to refine the process and improve the quality of the final product. As translators 
know, translation is not just a transcoding process, but a form of human action which 
has been addressed from varied theoretical angles. All these academic trends have 
their counterpart in a translation practice which could be enriching for psychologists 
and translators involved in psychometric test translation. For instance, as we have 
seen, functionalist authors have argued that a translated text is not exclusively deter­
mined by the source text and that its own purpose or skopos must be borne in mind. 
In contrast with theories which focus on prescriptions limited by the source text, 
translations could thus be described in terms of original text production instead of 
in the more traditional terms of equivalence with another text in another language 
(Schäffner 1998). Thus, the notion of equivalence, while all­important in earlier works 
about test translation, is controversial in translation studies, and has even been 
rejected by some authors, while others try to categorize it as involving denotative, 
connotative, text­normative, pragmatic, formal, textual and functional equivalence. 
As we have illustrated, from another perspective, cognitive approaches could shed 
light on the features which distinguish expert and successful professional translators 
from novices, the balance of automatic versus conscious decision­making, and the 
key role of the specific social and physical environments and their cultural artefacts, 
to name but a few.

Nowadays, both the increasing widespread need for psychometric tests transla­
tion and the rapid growth in computer­based testing instruments, seem to demand 
a wider framework in which to transcend earlier limitations, and this framework 
would be the broader process of localization, a concept which arose in the 1980s with 
deep roots in the computer software sector. According to the Localization Industry 
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Standards Association, a not­for­profit organization formed in 1990, this process 
implies “modifying products or services to account for differences in distinct mar­
kets” (LISA 2003: 13), and addresses “significant, non­textual components of prod­
ucts or services in addition to strict translation” (LISA 2007: 19). Involving as it does 
not only linguistic transfer but also content, cultural, regulatory, ethical and techni­
cal issues, localization accounts for changes in information, functionality, software 
codes and even product design in an organized manner, thus facilitating quality 
assurance and control. If translation is taken into consideration from the early stages 
of test development, it is more likely that all resources will be more efficiently 
assigned, delays will be more easily maintained and the result will be more culturally 
appropriate.

Furthermore, for the localization industry, quality assurance constitutes a prior­
ity (LISA 2004), and psychological test translation could benefit from its vast experi­
ence in this area. The Localization Industry Standards Association has devised a 
standardized and exhaustive quality assurance model for product localization that 
covers all aspects in the process (from language issues to documentation) and which 
has been implemented as a software application with a stand­alone interface (LISA 
2007: 57). For instance, it provides an extensive list of localization error categories 
with examples, and objective measures of error severity. Although most suitable for 
the translation of computer­based testing instruments, an adapted form of this sys­
tematic approach could also be of much use for conventional test translation. In line 
with this suggestion, the test translation guidelines drafted by the US Census Bureau 
(Pan and De la Puente 2005) and the European Social Survey (ESS 2010), together 
with the test adaptation procedures implemented by the Survey of Health, Ageing 
and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) already provide an exhaustive range of tools to 
assess the routines of translators and the quality of their work. In particular, the lat­
ter has availed itself of the expertise of translation researchers Hans Hönig and Paul 
Kussmaul, and advocates a team translation model, TRAPD, which comprehensively 
embraces the tasks of translation, review, adjudication, pretesting and documentation 
(Harkness 2005). The efforts by the ESS and SHARE, as large cross­national survey 
development projects, and the US Census Bureau, in their intent to account equally 
for the realities of the multinational population of the US, are examples of good 
practice in test adaptation, where some of the principles of localization are efficiently 
followed. Likewise, the work of some cross­national researchers (e.g. Harkness and 
Schoua­Glusberg 1998; Harkness, Van de Vijver et al. 2003; Harkness 2007; Harkness, 
Villar et al. 2010) signals a change of direction in psychological test adaptation, where 
systematic translation procedures and assessment are regarded as crucial contributors 
to the quality of the final product, that is, the data which is eventually collected from 
the administration of the adapted tests.

NOTES

1. This is one of the most frequently used and translated tests worldwide (Hambleton 1993), and it is 
the most common psychological test in Spanish­ and Portuguese­speaking countries (Prieto, 
Muñiz et al. 1999).

2. The Psychological Corporation (1997): Weschler Adult Intelligence Scale (WAIS-III) Admin-
istration and Scoring Manual. San Antonio: The Psychological Corporation.

3. These associations were the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achieve­
ment, the European Association of Psychological Assessment, the International Association of 

deconstructing the translation of psychological tests    735

01.Meta 57.3.corr 2.indd   735 13-06-04   7:35 PM



736    Meta, LVII, 3, 2012

Applied Psychology, the International Association of Cross­Cultural Psychology, and the International 
Union of Psychological Science.

4. Likewise, these authors show a sensibility towards translation which is unheard of in other works 
about test adaptation. For example, they claim that “much of the translator’s task cannot be reduced 
to a mere technical exercise and there is almost always an element of ‘art’ involved. The ability to 
express the original message as accurately, clearly and naturally as possible, the ability to find the 
right tone and register (level of language) and an awareness of the impression that his or her 
translation will make on the reader in the target language are all hallmarks of a good translator” 
(Herdman, Fox­Rushby et al. 1998: 328).

5. A “translation problem,” in the sense given by Nord (1997: 141), is one which has “to be solved by 
the translator in the translation process in order to produce a functionally adequate target text 
and which can be verified objectively or at least intersubjectively.”

6. Despite the recent controversy about the validity of TAPs, it has been recognized that although 
the information gathered “may well be edited, partial, communication­oriented constructions by 
subjects […] the fact that they do not yield reports on actual processes does not mean that they do 
not offer valuable insights on them” (Muñoz­Martín 2012).

7. See Solano­Flores, Contreras­Niño et al. (2006: 6) for a description of the ten dimensions of trans­
lation errors in test adaptation (ranging from style and format to conventions and register).
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