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Abstract 
 

In preparation for the 2010 Census, the U.S. Census Bureau has developed plans to 

test a self-administered bilingual “swimlane” questionnaire (Questions are grouped visually 

by placing them in vertical lanes and divided by parallel lines, with one lane for English 

questions and the other lane for Spanish). The latest effort involves structured in-depth 

cognitive interviews with monolingual and bilingual Spanish speakers, as well as monolingual 

English-speaking respondents. The primary objective of this research is to conduct cognitive 

testing of the content as related to the Spanish translation contained in the questionnaires and 

provide empirical information on how respondents of varying language abilities interpret, 

comprehend, and respond to the questions. The bilingual questionnaire may be revised based 

on the research results. 

 

This paper presents the main findings and recommendations using this rigorous 

approach to conduct cognitive tests of a bilingual questionnaire. Discussion will be focused 

on cultural contexts and effect on survey responses, as well as factors such as form-taking 

literacy (ability to follow the instructions and design of a questionnaire). Because of the 

magnitude of the 2010 Census, this paper merits the attention of the consumers of the 

decennial Census and scholars of cross-cultural survey methods. 

 
Key words: cognitive testing, cross-cultural survey methods, census 
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Introduction 
 

As part of the plan to test a bilingual questionnaire form in English and Spanish that 

may be used in the 2010 Census, the U.S. Census Bureau has conducted a series of research 

efforts. They included an evaluation in 2003 through cognitive testing of four different design 

options under consideration, and iterative cognitive testing 2005 and 2006. The primary 

objective of the 2010 Census Language Program: Bilingual questionnaire research study is 

to conduct cognitive testing of the content as related to the Spanish translation contained in 

the census form and provide empirical information on how respondents of varying linguistic 

abilities interpret, comprehend, and respond to the questions. The bilingual form may be 

revised based on the research results. 

 

In 2003, the focus was to compare different design options rather than studying the 

issues related to language or translation. RTI International (RTI) found that the preferred 

format was the “swimlane” form, in which questions are grouped visually by placing them in 

vertical lanes and divided by parallel lines, with one lane for English questions and the other 

lane for Spanish (See Exhibit A for an example of a bilingual questionnaire in swimlane 

format). The cognitive testing in 2006-2007 has focused on how respondents interacted with 

the bilingual swimlane questionnaire over two rounds of cognitive interviews 

 

This paper presents the main findings of the two rounds of iterative cognitive 

interviews, which is a rigorous approach to conduct cognitive tests of a bilingual 

questionnaire. Discussion will be focused on cultural contexts and effect on survey responses, 

as well as factors such as form-taking literacy (ability to follow the instructions and design of 

a questionnaire). Recommendations and future research are also discussed. Past literature has 

shown that cognitive testing is especially useful and informative in pretesting cross-cultural 

survey instruments (Carrasco 2003, Goerman 2005, Pan, 2004, Smith in Harkness et al. 2003, 

Smith in Presser et al. 2004). It can uncover the way cultural differences may affect how 

respondents perform cognitive tasks of survey responding. Because of the magnitude of the 

2010 Census, this paper merits the attention of the consumers of the decennial Census and 

scholars of cross-cultural survey methods. 
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Methodology 
 

Using a structured in-depth cognitive interviewing protocol, the current project team 

has interviewed a total of 110 adult respondents across four metropolitan cities in the country: 

Miami, Los Angeles, Chicago, and the Raleigh/Durham area. While this research is based on 

a non-statistical sample, the sites were selected to maximize the representation of the diverse 

Hispanic population in the United States.  

 

In the first round, the bilingual form was tested with only Spanish speakers who spoke 

little or no English (24 and 20, respectively). The subsequent round incorporated 25 

monolingual English speakers, as well as 20 monolingual Spanish speakers and 21 bilingual 

Spanish speakers who spoke some English but mainly Spanish. In Round 2, the testing 

covered several key terms that were tested in the previous round but remained unchanged, 

modified terms for retesting, and new terms that were added or those that had never been 

tested. Because Round 1 was conducted only in Spanish, all terms were tested in English for 

the first time in Round 2. Further, hypothetical vignette situations that describe relationship 

between household members were employed to gauge respondents’ understanding of the 

relationship terms. Two test versions of the census form that allowed the reporting of up to 12 

household members were tested: 1) Form Version 1 was printed separately from a cover letter, 

and 2) Form Version 2 was printed with an attached cover letter. In essence, the two forms 

were identical except for the placement of the cover letter. The complete mailing package was 

provided to the respondents; the outgoing envelope was enclosed with a bilingual form, a 

return envelope, and a separate cover letter if there was form Version 1. 

 

In addition to linguistic skills, the inclusion criteria for participating in this study 

included educational attainment and regions of origin. The geographic regions of origin on 

which the recruiting was based for Spanish speakers were: Mexico, Central America, South 

America, and an aggregate region of Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, and Spain. 

Four levels of educational attainment were sought: 1) some formal education but no high 

school diploma; 2) high school diploma; 3) some college; and 4) college or advanced degree. 

In Round 1, respondents with little or no formal education experienced significant difficulties 
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with the census form and the interviewers had to provide more assistance with the task than 

would be considered ideal based on the goals of this research. On the other end of the 

spectrum, respondents who had completed college tended to perform well. Further, the 

majority of those respondents with low level of educational attainment pointed out that they 

usually did not complete forms by themselves and that someone else always assisted or 

completed forms on their behalf. This suggested that those respondents generally would not 

try to complete forms by themselves, whereas their counterparts that have attained a higher 

educational level would. Thus, we reduced the “low attainment” sub-category for the Round 2 

interviews, as well as “advanced” (college or advanced degree). Additionally, the recruiters 

strived to maintain the demographic diversity of the sample with regard to gender, age, and 

specific country of origin for Spanish speakers. Recruiting techniques involved posting flyers 

at public places, soliciting help from service organizations, utilizing the contacts established 

by experienced field interviewers, and word of mouth.  

 

 The samples mirrored each other across rounds, except for the addition of English 

speakers in Round 2. The Round 1 sample was comprised of 19 men and 25 women who had 

a median age of 42 and a median household size of four people. The Round 2 sample 

consisted of 27 men and 39 women whose median age was 37 and had a median household 

size of three people. Among the English-speaking respondents, about half were non-Hispanic 

of the White and Black race and the rest was Hispanic White. 

 

 In Round 1, interviewing took place during February and March of 2006 and lasted no 

longer than two hours after obtaining informed consent. In Round 2, each interview took no 

longer than 90 minutes with the informed consent procedure and was completed between 

February and March of 2007. The two versions of the form were randomly assigned at each 

site. All interviews were conducted in Spanish and English by bilingual RTI and Census 

Bureau staff at professional facilities that assured sufficient privacy. At the conclusion of the 

interview, a $40 cash incentive was offered to the respondents. 
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Findings and Recommendations 
 

In reviewing the findings presented in this section, the reader is cautioned to 

remember that even though efforts were made to maximize its diversity, the sample of 

respondents that was recruited for this research does not reflect a statistically representative 

sample of any kind.  The results are, for the most part, qualitative. Recommendations are 

made throughout this section. 

 

Comprehension of Key Terms 
 

A. Estimado Residente/Dear Resident 
 

This salutation, “Estimado residente/Dear resident,” opens the cover letter from the 

Director of the Census Bureau. Most respondents interpreted it as intended. Although they 

agreed that “resident” would be the preferred term, some Spanish speakers associated it with a 

U.S. immigrant status that bears the same name2. A recent college graduate from Mexico who 

is also a recent immigrant, explained how the term “resident” might be off-putting to some 

and offered a neutral alternative “Estimado(a) Sr. o Sra.” (Dear Sir or Madam): 

 

Respondent (“R”): [Está dirigida esta carta] a los que viven en los estados unidos, o  
puede interpretarse como residente que tiene estado de 
residente…Muchas personas viven en este país no son 
residentes bajo inmigración. Puede causar confusión. (To those 
that live in the United States, or it can also be interpreted as 
residents who have the resident status…many people live in this 
country but are not “residents” in terms of their immigration 
status. And [using the term “resident”] may cause confusion). 

 
Interviewer (“IWR”): ¿Hay alguna otra manera en la que usted podría decir “Estimado 

Residente”? (Is there another way that you might say “Dear 
Resident”?) 

                                                
2 According to the official Web site of the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS, formerly INS), 
Lawful Permanent Residence (LPR) or “green cards” give a person official immigrant status in the United States. 
These immigrants are referred to as Permanent Residents. Undocumented migrants or people on temporary visas, 
such as students, tourists, seasonal or skilled workers are not considered “immigrants” or “residents” in the legal 
or immigration sense.  
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R: Estimado ciudadano (Dear Citizen) 
 
IWR: Pero no importa su estado bajo inmigración (But one’s immigration status 

doesn’t matter here) 
 
R: [Podría decir] Estimado(a) Sr. o Sra., más sencillo, para incluir a todos ([You 

might say] Dear Sir or Madam, it’s simpler that way; it includes everyone) 
  
 

An Argentinean respondent in her late 20’s who moved to the U.S. five years ago also 

saw the dual meaning with the term “resident,” but she was less concerned about undue 

interpretations. She pointed out that the word “resident” is commonly used in life in general, 

and that the cover letter makes it clear that this is a census form and that a resident can be any 

person living in a household. A few more respondents from different regions of origin also 

noted the potential misunderstanding, but their first reaction to the term “resident” was almost 

always what was originally intended. All of these respondents who identified this issue have 

had at least some college or advanced education, which might have contributed to their 

knowledge with specific immigration terms that might largely be incomprehensible to the 

public. 

 

Additionally, three monolingual English-speaking respondents and a monolingual 

Spanish-speaking respondent, all high school graduates, interpreted the salutation as referring 

to U.S. citizens or legal immigrants only.  

 
Recommendations: 
 

The salutation “Estimado Residente/Dear Resident” is suitable since the census form 

is addressed to all residents in the United States. The respondents also favored 

“residente/resident.” However, the current term could be interpreted as having a specific 

immigrant status (e.g. “Legal Permanent Resident” as issued by USCIS) by some. It might 

also be interpreted as implying the legality of a person’s residency in the U.S. We did not 

screen for respondents’ citizenship or immigration status, therefore, there was no way to 

conclude whether undocumented migrants might misinterpret the salutation in anything other 

than the general sense. However, we cannot exclude this possibility. Therefore, we 

recommend replacing “Estimado(a) Residente/Dear Resident” with a generic term such as 
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“Estimado(a) Sr. o Sra./Dear Sir or Madam.” Although this term does not imply a person’s 

residence at a household, it would seem better to avoid any potential nonresponse due to the 

undue interpretation with the word “residente/resident.”  

 

B. Hijos de crianza/Foster children 
 

The term “hijos de crianza” (foster children) was identified as problematic in Round 1 

because the Spanish translation was not indicative of “foster children” unless the respondent 

had actually heard of the U.S. Foster Care Program. In particular, the Round 1 respondents 

concurred that “hijos de crianza” were not biological but were generally children that have 

been legally adopted or of whom one is taking care in an informal setting.  

 

The same term was tested again in Round 2 and the findings were consistent with that 

of Round 1. Only three of the 41 Round 2 respondents interviewed in Spanish interpreted 

“hijos de crianza” as foster children. Conversely, 19 of the 25 respondents interviewed in 

English did. Upon hearing about foster care through the U.S. Foster Care Program and that 

“hijos de crianza” was meant to exclusively describe foster children, the majority of Spanish-

speaking respondents still struggled. When asked to describe children under this type of care, 

over 40 percent of the respondents became resigned and said that “hijos de crianza” was the 

proper translation, although their earlier response showed that this term was not unambiguous 

to them. Nearly one-third of the respondents, despite learning a few minutes ago about the 

government’s involvement in placing children through this program, insisted that adopted 

children would be the equivalent. As a comparison, the few English-speaking respondents 

who were not familiar with the term “foster children” reacted in similar fashions upon hearing 

the description -- they either failed to paraphrase the phrase or equated it to adopted children.  

 

The following dialogue between an interviewer and a bilingual Mexican respondent 

who had some college illustrated the type of difficulty experienced by Spanish-speaking 

respondents: 
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R: …the truth is that I don’t [know this word]. I’ve heard of “hijos biológicos” 
(biological children) or “hijos adoptivos” (adopted children) but never “hijos 
de crianza.” 

 
IWR: On the English side, it says “foster children.” Do you know that term? 
 
R: “Foster children,” yes. Those are children who go and get adopted. No, they 

take care of them? 
 
IWR: Does that sound like a government program or something informal to you? 
 
R: I don’t understand… 
 
IWR: Does that sound like a government program or something informal between 

friends or family? 
 
R: I think it’s something from the government. I have heard of that from the 

government. 
… 
 
IWR: Can you think of a better way to say “foster children” in Spanish? 
 
R: They’re like “hijos adoptivos” (adopted children), right? 
 
IWR: Well, they can be adopted later but not necessarily [IWR discussed the 

program at length] 
R: [silence] 
 
IWR: … Maybe you haven’t heard people talking about it in Spanish? 
 
R: No, I’ve only heard of “foster children.” 
 

 

Furthermore, one-third of the Spanish-speaking respondents were able to suggest 

alternatives to “hijos de crianza” so that a term can be identified to mean foster children only 

rather than children under other care arrangement. Their suggestions centered on emphasizing 

the legality of such arrangement, rewording the phrase to include the mention of adopted 

children in contrast with foster children, as well as attaching the English word “foster” or 

adding an explanation of the U.S. Foster Care Program.  
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Recommendations:  
 

These observations suggest that the difficulty appeared to go beyond translation 

equivalency, but lies in a person’s ability to conceive the concept of the U.S. Foster Care 

Program and his or her awareness of its operations. We recommend replacing “hijos de 

crianza” with a term that is indicative of foster care in order to avoid ambiguous meanings. In 

Round 1, the recommendation was niños bajo custodia (programa foster del gobierno) 

(children under custody (government foster care program). Another alternative is hijos de 

crianza por disposición legal or hijos de crianza de “foster” por disposición legal (“foster” 

children legally placed). One may wish to replace “hijos” with “niños” to mean “children” 

since the former implies sons or daughters; however, niños usually refer to younger boys or 

girls.  

 

C. Incluye los préstamos sobre el valor líquido de la casa/Include home equity 
loans 
 

A little more than half of the Spanish speakers and the majority of the English 

speakers interpreted the phrase correctly as “a loan sometimes called a ‘line of credit’ where 

an owner uses his or her residence as collateral for a loan which permits the draw of funds up 

to a preset amount” (Real Estate Dictionary of Real Estate Terms). Education seemed to 

matter in respondents’ comprehension but only for Spanish speakers -- All college graduates 

were able to interpret the phrase as intended but all respondents without a high school 

diploma did not.  

 

Perhaps because the Spanish translation used the word “valor” (value) and started the 

phrase with an action verb “incluye” (include), a few respondents thought that it aimed to 

prompt them to write in the present dollar value of the home. Some complained that the form 

does not provide the boxes for doing so. Nevertheless, most of the Spanish speakers who 

misinterpreted this phrase knew that it is a loan that has to do with the value of the home. Yet, 

they didn’t know what this loan actually entailed. These respondents equated it with carrying 

a mortgage and reacted negatively to the Spanish word choice of “líquido” (literally means 

“liquid” in Spanish). It is worth noting that the negative reaction toward the word “líquido” 
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was shared by some Spanish speakers who knew the meaning of home equity loans. The 

alternative terms that they suggested precluded “líquido,” such as using the word “equidad” 

(fairness, equity) to say “los préstamos de equidad sobre el valor de la casa” or replacing 

“líquido” with “neto” to say “los préstamos sobre el valor neto de la casa.” 

 

Along with “hijos de crianza,” this might be another example where translation may 

always be ambiguous unless one has had the experience dealing with the concept behind it. 

Some Spanish-speaking homeowners, for example, called this Spanish phrase a standard 

financial or banking term and did not demonstrate any confusion, possibly because they have 

heard of or applied for a home equity loan in the past.  

 
Recommendations:  
 

We recommend revising the Spanish phrase from “los préstamos sobre el valor 

líquido de la casa” to “los préstamos sobre el valor neto de la casa” (include loans on the 

net value of the house) or “los préstamos sobre el valor neto (home equity) de la casa” 

(include loans on the net value (home equity) of the house). The term “valor neto” (net value) 

may be more precise. Nevertheless, this concept may only be known to people who have 

heard of this type of loans before. 

 

D. “Compañero(a)” 
 
a. Housemate or rommate: compañero(a) de casa o de cuarto (Round 2) / compañero(a) 

de casa o compañero(a) de cuarto (Round 1) 
 

For the most part, the Round 1 respondents had little difficulty associating 

“compañero(a) de casa o compañero(a) de cuarto” with people who share a living space 

and responsibilities (e.g. expenses). When the interviewers probed further about the difference 

between these expressions, some respondents cautioned that these terms might imply an 

amorous relationship where two people are living together.  

 

 In Round 2, a shortened version “compañero de casa o de cuarto” was used on the 

form, but there was no difference in the meaning. This term is, in effect, a literal translation of 
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“housemate or roommate.” The results from the vignette situations showed that the 

comprehension of this term was clearly divided along linguistic lines. Spanish speakers 

usually interpreted the term as a friend or occasionally even a romantic relationship. English 

speakers, on the other hand, tended to interpret this relationship in less intimate terms. This 

might partially be explained by the word choice “compañero(a)” as much as it might be 

explained by the fact that the concept of roommate or housemate is not germane to many 

Latin American countries. A college-educated 36-year-old from Chile had never heard of 

“compañero(a) de casa o de cuarto” but understood “roommate,” as demonstrated in the 

conversation below between the respondent and her interviewer: 

 
R:         [I don’t know this phrase compañero(a) de casa o de cuarto] in Spanish.  

Because that’s something new for me and I only learned about it in English. 
 
IWR: So maybe it doesn’t exist in Spanish? 
 
R: No, because you would say you live with a friend or you rent an apartment 

together but there’s not an exact term like “roommate,” so in this case the 
answer should have been “compañero(a) de casa o de cuarto” because they 
mean [literally] roommates in English. 

 
IWR: Yes, but maybe that doesn’t mean the same thing to everyone. 
 
R: [The word] “compañero” you use generally in school. If two people are 

studying in the same class, I would call that my compañera [classmate] from 
Philosophy class, or whatever class. 

 

b. Unmarried partner: compañero(a) no casado(a) (Round 1)/pareja no casada (Round 2) 
 

The majority of Round 1 respondents understood “compañero(a) no casado(a)” 

as intended, which denotes a couple who lives together in a marriage-like relationship but are 

not legally married. However, several respondents understood the term literally, thinking that 

it referred to the marital status of the “compañero(a)” (a term that is often used alone to 

describe a friend or a colleague). An alternative term to “compañero(a)” that was broadly 

supported by the Round 1 respondents was “pareja.” It was adopted in Round 2 to say 

“pareja no casada.” Using the vignette situational testing, all Round 2 respondents 

interviewed in Spanish were able to eventually choose “pareja no casada” as the best term to 
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describe an unmarried partner. For English-speaking respondents, this term “unmarried 

partner” posed no notable issues. 

 
Recommendations: 
 

As shown in the discussion about the translation of “housemate or roommate” and 

“unmarried partner,” the word choice “compañero(a)” may be equivalent in its literal meaning 

in Spanish but not culturally sensitive in certain context. When “pareja” replaced 

“compañero(a)” to mean partner, it clearly conveyed a romantic relationship and the picture 

of unmarried partner. In the case of housemate or roommate, using the word “compañero(a)” 

in conjunction with “de casa” (house) or “de cuarto” (room) could imply a romantic 

relationship, especially those respondents who are unfamiliar with the concept of a housemate 

or a roommate. We recommend further research into an alternative term that refers to the 

person who lives with one or more people in order to share the rent and expenses. Several 

possibilities to be tested include coinquilino (co-renter) or amigo que comparte una casa o 

un cuarto (friend that shares a house or a room).  

 

E. Inquilino o pupilo/Roomer or border 
 

Consistent with the findings from Round 1, Spanish-speaking respondents in Round 2 

had little trouble with the term “inqulino” (roomer) but the reverse was true for “pupilo” 

(boarder). Those who attempted to define it most often alluded to a pupil (student), a pupil in 

a boarding school, or in a few occasions, a ward. During the testing of the vignette situation 

for roomers or boarders in Round 2, respondents tended to ignore the term “pupilo” as it did 

not make sense to them in the vignettes. This phrase “inquilino o pupilo” was practically 

being interpreted either only as “renter” or “renter or pupil”.  

 

English-speaking respondents in Round 2 demonstrated similar difficulty. Using the 

vignette situations, we found that more than half did not know what “boarder” meant, did not 

interpret it as intended, or ignored it as did the Spanish speakers. Further, five out of 25 

English-speaking respondents could not describe what “roomer” meant in their own words or 

were unsure. At times, the term “renter” was offered as a synonym.  
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Recommendations:  
 
 The findings from both rounds revealed a low comprehension level toward the term 

“pupilo” (boarder), and English speakers from Round 2 showed signs of difficulty with the 

term “boarder” and in some cases, “roomer.” We recommend removing “pupilo” from the 

Spanish side of the form, since the term “inquilino” (renter) alone serves to convey the gist of 

roomer or boarder to Spanish speakers. We also recommend replacing the English term 

“roomer or boarder” with “renter,” as the latter encompasses the general meaning of those 

two terms and is commonly understood. 

 

F. Suegro(a)/Parent-in-law 
 

The vignette situational testing showed that Spanish speakers had no trouble 

understanding the term “suegro(a).” In fact, it is such an established relationship term that 

there was no ambiguity whatsoever about suegro(a) being the father or mother of the spouse 

in a marriage. On the contrary, a few English speakers reported that they had never heard of 

“parent-in-law” before and some struggled during the vignette exercise because they were 

looking for the term “mother-in-law.” With the exception of one respondent in his 50’s, those 

respondents eventually did locate “parent-in-law” by eliminating the other relationships that 

did not fit. However, they preferred “mother-in-law or father-in-law” to “parent-in-law.” 

 
Recommendations:  
 

We recommend replacing “parent-in-law” with “father-in-law or mother-in-law” on 

the English side of the form to reduce response burden. 

 
 

Response Pattern 
 

A. Inicial/MI (Middle initial box) 
 

Almost forty percent of all respondents left the middle initial box empty, but many did 

so because they did not have a middle name. Several Spanish speakers, however, left the 

middle initial box empty because the Spanish word, “inicial,” which was used to mean middle 
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initial could refer to the initial of any name and they were not sure what to put down. A 

Mexican woman who obtained a GED a few years ago wrote in the initial of the first name 

but came back to erase it. She pointed out that “inicial” simply means “la primera letra” (the 

first letter). However, she knew that it probably referred to “middle name” in the United 

States so she erased the first name initial that she had written in the middle initial box. 

In the absence of the knowledge about the local naming convention in the U.S., a 

respondent might write down a letter other than their middle initial. A 40-year old Mexican 

man entered the initial of his first name since he understood “inicial” to mean the first letter of 

a person’s name. Another older Mexican man wrote the initial of his maternal last name for 

himself, but did not do the same for his wife. He wrote Hernandez de Sanchez3 [fictitious 

name] as his wife’s last name and did not write the initial of her maternal last name in the 

middle initial box.  

 
Recommendations: 
 

We recommend changing “inicial” (MI for middle initial) to “inicial del segundo 

nombre” (initial of second name). Instead of middle names, traditionally Hispanics may be 

given a first name and then a second name pertaining to the name of the saint’s day on which 

the person was born. For example, María Ana might go by “Ana.” And José Antonio might 

more commonly go by “Antonio.” 

 

Further, the naming convention for surnames in Spanish-speaking countries is to have 

at least two surnames. One is inherited from the father, the other from the mother. Usually, 

the name of the father is put before the name of the mother; these names are then known as 

the “paternal” or “first” surname, and the “maternal” or “second” surname, respectively. 

According to Schwede (2003), the inconsistency in the ways in which Latino respondents 

                                                
3 In Spanish-speaking countries, people normally have at least two surnames. One is inherited from the father, 
the other from the mother. Usually, the name of the father is put before the name of the mother; these names are 
then known as the “paternal” or “first” surname,” and the “maternal” or “second” surname, respectively. A 
married woman may choose to drop her own maternal surname and adopt her husband's paternal surname, with 
“de” (“of”) inserted between. In the example cited here, when Ana María Lopez Hernandez married Tomás 
Sanchez Portillo, she was referred to as Ana María López (Hernandez) de Sanchez. This convention, however, is 
more a social styling than an official renaming such as what takes place in English-speaking countries. On 
official documents, the married woman shall still be identified by her two maiden surnames. [All names are 
fictitious] (Blumberg and Goerman 2000) 
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may record their names on census forms “… may lead to difficulties and errors in matching 

Latinos in reinterviews and coverage evaluations. If matching rates for Latinos and non-

Latinos differ, this might be a contributing factor.” Therefore, we recommend changing the 

formatting on the Spanish side of the form for the collection of names. This would include 

deleting the inicial (MI) box and revising the nombre (name) box to say “nombre(s)” (names) 

so that respondents are prompted to list all names. The apellido (last name) box may also be 

revised to say “apellido(s)” (last names) for consistency reasons. 

 

B. Hispanic Origin for US-Born Household Members 
 

The Hispanic origin question asks about whether a person is of Hispanic, Latino, or 

Spanish origin and is placed right before the race question. The response categories are: 

 
English Spanish 

No, not of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin 
Yes, Mexican, Mexican Am., Chicano 
Yes, Puerto Rican 
Yes, Cuban 
Yes, another Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin 
– Print origin, for example, Argentinean, Colombian, 
Dominican, Nicaraguan, Salvadoran, Spaniard, and so 
on. 

No, no es de origen hispano, latino o español 
Sí, mexicano, mexicano americano, chicano 
Sí, puertorriqueño 
Sí, cubano 
Sí, otro origen hispano, latino o español – -
Escriba el origen, por ejemplo argentino, colombiano, 
dominicano, nicaragüense, salvadoreño, español, etc. 

 
Although “origin” can be viewed as the “heritage, nationality group, lineage, or 

country of birth of the person or the person's parents or ancestors before their arrival in the 

United States” as defined by the Census Bureau 

(http://www.fedstats.gov/qf/meta/long_68187.htm), many Hispanic respondents interpreted 

this question to be just country of birth. Consequently, determining the Hispanic origin for a 

US-born household member became a task to some respondents. Several examples that 

demonstrate this are to follow. There was also some evidence that using a Spanish word other 

than “origen” might help to clarify the meaning of “origin” as intended.  

 

To a single mother from Colombia, she would have liked to see a response option 
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“americano” (American) for her son who was born in the U.S. She marked “another Hispanic, 

Latino, or Spanish origin” and wrote in “Colombian” for her son because she, the mother, is 

Hispanic and from Colombia. But she reiterated that “americano” would be the better 

description for her son’s “origen” (origin). However, she suggested that if the question asked 

about étnico (ethnicity), it would then be appropriate for identifying her son as Hispanic.  

 Another mother from Colombia wondered if she should answer the Hispanic question 

at all for her US-born daughter and then proceeded to write “americana” in the other origin 

boxes. The dialogue below suggests that using the word descendiente (descendant) or 

descendencia (descent) to mean “origin” would have helped her to answer this question 

correctly: 

 

R: Habla español pero nació aquí, no en otro país (She [the daughter] speaks 
Spanish but she was born here, she is not from another country) 

 
IWR: Y puso “americana”… (and you put down “American”…) 
 
R: Aquí dice argentino, colombiano, dominicano. ¡Pero es americana! O 

“Miamience” porque nació en Miami? (Here [the examples given at the other 
specify boxes] says Argentinean, Colombian, and Dominican. But she is 
American! Or, “Miamian” because she was born in Miami?) 

… 
 
IWR: ¿Ella podría ser de origen colombiano? (Could she be of Colombian origin?) 
 
R: [hesitation] descendiente ([she is a] descendant) 
 
IWR: ¿Hay una diferencia entre “origen” y “descendiente”? (Is there a difference 

between “origin” and “descendant”?) 
 
R: Descendiente es cuando los padres son colombianos…[Origen] que vino de allí 

(Descendant is when parents are Colombians…[Origen jeans] that she is from 
there [Colombia]) 

 
IWR: Y si dijera “descendiente hispano” en esta pregunta… 
 
R: Descendiente colombiano ([I’d write down] colombiano [for my US-born 

daughter]) 
 

To another mother, a Nicaraguan woman who lives with the father of her child but not 

married, she initially was not sure whether she should complete the Hispanic origin question 
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for her son because he is a US citizen by birth. She later decided to mark the response option 

“mexicano, mexicano americano, chicano” (Mexican, Mexican Am., Chicano) because it had 

the word “americano” (American) in it, but the term “mexicano americano” (Mexican Am.) 

made no sense to her. Seeing the word “americano” was also what helped a Honduran father 

who married a Mexican woman, albeit he also did not recognize the historical significance 

behind the term “mexicano americano.” He explained his answer this way, “origen es de qué 

origen es esta persona, de qué país viene. Pero mis hijos nacieron aquí…y marqué “americano 

chicano.” (Origin is of what origin is a person, from what country one comes. But my children 

were born here…and I marked the “americano chicano” option). 

 

Further, the Hispanic origin question has always mystified a monolingual English-

speaking respondent whose parents came from Puerto Rico. He stated, “I am born and raised 

in the United States. My parents are from Puerto Rico. My first language is English. So when 

they ask me what am I: American with Puerto Rican descent. I can’t put not Hispanic because 

that’s not right. I had to put Puerto Rican [for Hispanic origin] but I put down that I am White 

[for race].”  

 

Recommendations: 
 

We recommend further examination of alternative terms to mean “origin,” such as 

“descendencia” or “étnico.”  

 

C. Race reporting 
 

Regardless of their linguistic skills in Spanish or English, 15 or 27 percent of the 55 

Hispanic respondents in Round 2 skipped or chose not to answer the race question. A similar 

item nonresponse pattern was observed in Round 1. The underlying reason seemed to be not 

knowing what to choose, rather than not wanting to answer this question.  

 

Unsure about what to choose, a middle-aged father of three interviewed in English 

thought that it was unnecessary to answer the race question provided that he indicated his 

Puerto Rican descent in the Hispanic origin question, as illustrated in this conversation: 
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R:  [I left the race question blank because] I don’t consider myself to be White, 
Black or American Indian. 

 
IWR: Could you find a category that fit you? 
 
R: No, if there were a box that says Hispanic or Latino, then I would have marked 

that. But by saying that I am Puerto Rican [in the Hispanic origin question], I 
thought I was done. 

 
 

A Guatemalan female respondent who was bilingual remarked that she did not know 

what “raza” (race) meant here, but she did know that she did not quality for any of the listed 

categories. Nevertheless, this respondent suspected that it could be about color of the skin and 

that the Hispanic origin question was about countries. To justify why she skipped the race 

question, this respondent pointed to the instruction “para este censo, origin hispano no es una 

raza” (for this census, Hispanic origins are not races) as the basis of her decision.  

 

That instruction was placed right above the Hispanic origin and race questions. In 

Round 1, it was placed as a subscript at the race question. At that time, at least three 

respondents left the race question blank because they thought that the subscript acted as a skip 

instruction and that they should not provide an answer there. Although this instruction was 

moved away from the race question to its own independent location in Round 2, the 

aforementioned example showed that the problem was not a navigational issue at best.  

 

Further, one Mexican male respondent interpreted the instruction “para este censo, 

origin hispano no es una raza” (for this census, Hispanic origins are not races) in the literal 

sense, he said, “la realidad es que el español está conformado con muchas razas y nosotros 

mexicanos vienen de español se unió con las indias aquí en las Americas (the truth is that the 

Spanish people is a mix of many races and we Mexicans come from the Spanish [blood] that 

united with the Indians here in the [Latin] Americas). Apparently, he thought that the 

instruction “origen hispano no es una raza” intended to educate the form-takers that Hispanic 

origins do not come from una raza but many. Further, a bilingual Spanish speaker from 

Dominican Republic was offended by the instruction, which he had interpreted to be 

demeaning because he felt that the raza latina was well and alive in this country. 
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Clearly, this instruction largely baffled some respondents rather than helping. 

However, the respondents who were familiar with the race question as used in the United 

States found it meaningful. A bilingual female respondent from Colombia mentioned that she 

had always known that Hispanic origins are not races, and she felt that this instruction would 

help other form takers so that they do not skip the race question. Nonetheless, our findings 

showed the opposite. 

 

As an added example, not knowing exactly what race meant mattered little to a 

monolingual Nicaraguan respondent because she knew how to answer it based on the race 

definition as used in the United States: 

 

“Lo que pone aquí es raza blanca, no cubano, nicaragüense…porque aquí usa 

blanca, negra, o india americana. Hispano no es una raza, siempre escribimos 

raza blanca…Como lo catalogan a los hispanos de la raza blanca. Los 

americanos son los blancos. No especifican bien para hispanos. Pero no hay 

raza latina… (What’s here is the White race, not Cuban, Nicaraguan… because 

here one uses White, Black, or Indian American [in the race 

question]…they’ve classified Hispanics as white for race. It [race question] 

doesn’t specify well for the Hispanics, but there’s no Latino race…)” 

 

 It seemed that there is interest in learning more about how to answer the race question 

as used in the United States. A young adult from Guatemala understand the instruction 

correctly to be “somos hispanos pero no lo han tomado como una raza” (we are Hispanics but 

they don’t see us as a race). He indicated that it was the first time that he had heard of this fact, 

and was delighted to have been educated about this. 

 

To non-Hispanic respondents, the instruction “Hispanic origins are not races” as well 

as the race question were burdensome. A college-educated 50-year-old homeowner claimed to 

welcome a bilingual census form but became visibly upset talking about his experience with 

these questions. He complained that they were all very confusing to him. Only one response 

option related to him (“No, not of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin” and for race, “White”), 
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yet he had to navigate through many lines of text that did not. Finally, he chuckled and 

verbalized, “regular people who are not Hispanic really don’t care” and that the Hispanic 

origin and race questions were “too complicated and frustrating to an average person.” He 

suggested simplifying the Hispanic origin questions to a yes/no format and the race question 

to be White, Black, American Indian, Asian, and Hispanics. This backlash might be translated 

to potential item nonresponse among English speakers, as three English-speaking respondents 

in Round 2 skipped the Hispanic origin question because they felt that it did not apply to them.  

 
Nevertheless, the difficulty with the race question seemed to burden primarily 

respondents of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origins, regardless of their linguistic skills. 

Among the respondents interviewed in English, White and Black respondents identified their 

race with ease while the majority of Hispanics did not.  

 

According to the race definition as used by the U.S. Census Bureau, the concept of 

race “reflects self-identification by people according to the race or races with which they most 

closely identify. These categories are sociopolitical constructs and should not be interpreted as 

being scientific or anthropological in nature.” Further, the White race is defined as “a person 

having origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, the Middle East, or North Africa” 

(http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/meta/long_68178.htm). Most Hispanics have European 

ancestry and therefore are usually classified as Whites, but this seems largely unfamiliar to the 

Hispanic respondents in Round 2. The majority of Hispanic respondents deliberated before 

answering the race question and more than half reported having difficulty deciding their race.  

 

In order to reach a final answer, many eliminated the more unacceptable choices first. 

A monolingual Mexican senior citizen marked “blanco” (White) and elaborated on his 

decision: 

 
“…hay distinciones de blanca, negra, India americana…en este caso, aunque 

soy mestizo, una mezcla de español y indígenas, no soy una persona blanca, 

pero aquí hay tres distinciones, y no soy negro ni indio o de Alaska, entonces 

marco raza blanca” (…there are distinctions of white, black, American Indian 

[races]…in this case, although I am “mestizo,” which is a mix of Spanish and 
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indigenous, I am not a White person, but here there are only three distinctions, 

and since I am not Black or Indian nor am I from Alaska, so I mark White as 

my race).  

 

A Chicano young adult who was interviewed in English wrote in “Hispanic.” He and 

the interviewer had the following dialogue: 

 

R: …Everything I’ve applied for, everything I do, that’s the category I’d fit into. 
As soon as I see Mexican, Latino, or Hispanic, that’s the first one that [I 
choose]. It’s usually one or the other…. 

 
 IWR: Did you find this [race] question difficult to answer? 

 
R: Yes. Usually when someone asks about race, you’d say he is White, Black, 

Asian. I wouldn’t exactly know what to say for someone who is born in 
Mexico or South America.  

 
IWR: You wrote down “Hispanic” for Person 1? [Person 1 was born in Mexico] 
 
R: I didn’t know what to put, and that’s the first thing that come to my head. 
IWR: …What did you mark for yourself? [R was born and raised in the U.S.] 
 
R: I wrote in Hispanic. 
 

Like this respondent, about half of the Hispanic respondents preferred a term other 

than the existing race categories. They suggested Hispanic/Latino, mestizo (mixed European 

and Amerindian in Latin America), or a name that is indicative of their country or region of 

origin (e.g. Colombian, Central American). Further, because the race categories indicate skin 

colors such as white and black, some respondents were inspired to describe their race with a 

term that pertains to skin color, as portrayed by this monolingual Spanish-speaking Mexican 

man from Los Angeles: 

 
R: …I consider myself a little whiter than my siblings [laughs]. We’re two 

“güeritos” (little fair-skinned guys; the word “güero” is often used by 
Mexicans to describe Whites) and the rest of them are “morenitos” (little dark-
skinned guys). It’s a different kind of color. 

 
IWR: If you had to fill out the questionnaire for your siblings, would you like to put 

something else to describe them or would you put “blanco” (White), too? 
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R: Well, for us, “blanco” or “moreno” (dark-skinned). That’s the word we use 

more than anything. 
 

Recommendations: 

 
We recommend deleting the instruction “para este censo, origen hispano no es una 

raza/for this census, Hispanic origins are not races.” It did reinforce the concept for ethnicity 

versus race for respondents who already knew it, but baffled rather than helped those that did 

not. In its place, we recommend additional research into the benefit of adding a subscript 

instruction at that race question that says “choose the race or races that best apply to you.” In 

both rounds of testing, the majority of Hispanic respondents were eventually able to choose a 

category by process of elimination, but many did not know the intent of the question nor were 

they comfortable with their choices. As discussed in this section, twenty-seven percent of the 

Hispanic respondents chose not to answer or skipped the race question because they felt that 

no race categories applied to them. The instruction to choose the best answers might serve as 

a reassurance. However, this would just be a temporary solution. As our findings from both 

rounds of testing indicated, the difficulty in comprehension and item nonresponse seemed to 

lie not in navigation of the form or even translation but a lack of familiarity with race 

definition used in the United States. Further development and testing of alternative versions 

and layout of the race question may also help to minimize burden for all respondents.  

 
 

Form-Taking Literacy 
 
 In general, questionnaire designers assume that the respondent or form-taker possesses 

certain basic skills, such as knowing that a self-administered questionnaire form is answered 

by reading a question and then marking, checking, or writing in a response and being able to 

follow instructions. We refer to these skills as “form-taking literacy.” In the bilingual census 

form, the assumed form-taking literacy skills might be that respondents would complete the 

form in one language and not both, follow the inclusion criteria and questionnaire path to 

enumerate the household, and marking an answer that corresponds to their situation. 
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During the two rounds of cognitive interviews, at least minor errors in completing the 

form were made by nearly all participants. For Spanish speakers, in particular, it is unlikely 

that all these errors are due to problems with the wording of the Spanish translation. In many 

situations, however, it was likely due more to the respondent’s level of educational attainment 

and familiarity with completing any type of standardized form than anything else. Examples 

of these types of errors include respondents who… 

 
• simply skipped a whole page of questions (perhaps turned too many pages at one 

time or did not pick up on the natural flow of the form) 

• were unsure how to record an age that did not require three digits (e.g., should it be 

left- or right-justified in the set of boxes), respondents who completed their own 

data (as Person 1) for each person number (e.g., Person 2, Person 3, etc.) 

• followed the wrong path at some point while filling out the form such as filling out 

later persons before earlier ones, skipping questions and going back to them later, 

or jumping lanes (filling out information in both Spanish and English columns)  

• marked all the options included for a question because they appeared to be trying 

to follow an instruction that mentioned marking all the reasons that applied.  

 

To further examine form-taking literacy as influenced by culture and language, we 

draw on the respondents’ decision-making process to determine “Person 1” on the form. After 

providing information about the number of people in the household, housing arrangement, 

and telephone number, the bilingual form asks the respondents to enumerate the household 

starting with Person 1. The decision to list Person 1 is critical to completing the form because 

some questions for the rest of the household members (Person 2 to up to Person 12) need to 

be answered in relation to Person 1. The Person 1 instruction says: 
 

English Spanish 
Start with a person living here who owns or 
rents this house, apartment, or any adult living 
here. If the owner or renter lives somewhere 
else, start with any adult living here. This will 
be Person 1. 

Comience con la persona que es dueña o 
alquila esta casa, apartamento o casa móvil. Si 
el dueño o inquilino vive en otro lugar, 
comience con cualquier adulto que viva aquí. 
Éste será la Persona 1. 
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As observed with most other respondents with no formal education, a concept such as 

the Person 1 instruction might be too abstract to master. A monolingual Cuban with no formal 

education demonstrated low form literacy skills and found the introduction to be extremely 

confusing. 

 

… “The first sentence, if an owner or renter of this house or apartment lives 

here, print the person’s name, which makes sense. But the second sentence is 

incorrect. If an owner or renter does not live here, print the name of any adult 

living here…I live by myself, so there is no one else… I do not understand that 

I’m Person 1. Person 1 does not exist. I think it’s incorrect to refer to Person 

1.”  

 

Another respondent, who claimed to have finished high school, initially recorded the 

homeowner’s name as Person 1 but later stated that the owner did not live in his household. 

After re-reading the instructions, he still chose to put down the owner’s name in Person 1. It 

was only after the interviewer followed up with several directed probes that the respondent 

was able to move beyond the assumption that the owner, regardless of where he/she lived, 

should be listed as Person 1. It seems likely that without an interviewer present, this 

respondent would have gone ahead and listed the owner incorrectly as a member of the 

household. The inability to grasp an abstract concept might not be related to language or 

culture, but education. 

 

In general, however, the majority of the respondents do demonstrate form literacy 

skills. To varying degrees, they struggled during the decision-making process and relied on 

several strategies to decide whom to list as Person 1. The strategies were mostly based on the 

status or the role of a person in the household or the family, and often were determined by 

financial responsibilities: 

 

• By status, such as head of household or the breadwinner (makes the most money; 

pays rent, mortgage, or bills), the oldest person, or the man of the house 

• By role, such as owner of the house 
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• By process of elimination, such as deciding whom should not be listed first or 

recognizing that a one-person household has only one Person 1 

 

The decision to deploy certain strategy by Spanish speakers seemed to be informed by 

their cultural experience. For example, a bilingual Honduran female college graduate decided 

that her father should be Person 1 due to his “status…in the family” as head of household. For 

Person 2, she listed her uncle and then followed by herself as Person 3. 

 

A bilingual Colombian respondent, also a college graduate, was initially unsure about 

whether to enter her own name or her husband’s name because they are co-owners of their 

home. She decided that her husband should be Person 1 and explained: “our Hispanic culture 

is a male dominant culture, and the man is supposed to be the head of household, then the 

wife and then the children.” 

 

Another college graduate, a monolingual respondent from Mexico, was initially 

hesitant about the choice as Person 1 until she decided to use age as an anchor. She 

commented: “well, I’d put down whoever is the oldest. The first person that Hispanic people 

put down is usually the eldest person.” She later added that she would have liked to see 

instructions about providing information about “the next oldest person in the household” to 

help her finish enumerating her household. 

 

Instead of using these strategies, a little over one-fifth of the respondents decided that 

they themselves must be Person 1 (another issue related to form literacy skills, a sort of form-

taker centrism) or that whoever fills out the form should be Person 1. These might in fact be 

the simplest ways to identify Person 1, since it does not require the respondent to think in 

terms of a third-person referent when the form asks about how the rest of the household 

members related to Person 1. In other words, respondents can think of the subsequent persons 

as related to him or her directly, and not to a third-person Person 1. The risk of this strategy, 

however, is that the person who fills out the form might not always meet the inclusion criteria. 

He or she might also ignore the magnitude of the household due to personal living 

arrangement, such as a monolingual Cuban Spanish speaker in her late 50’s who had 
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completed high school. This respondent decided that she was Person 1 because she was the 

one filling out the form. She reported a 1-person household in Question 1, but revealed later 

in the interview that she was a roomer. But since she was the form-taker, she felt that she was 

Person 1 and that the form was only about her.  
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CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
 

The two rounds of cognitive interviews were successful in the iterative testing of some 

problematic aspects of the bilingual form as they are currently translated. As noted earlier, 

these results are qualitative in nature and provide empirical information on how respondents 

interpret, understand, and respond to selected items on the bilingual swimlane questionnaire. 

The respondents were also helpful in suggesting possible revisions that could increase 

comprehension and consistency of understanding for census participants. This information has 

helped to shape the recommendations discussed in the earlier section. These recommendations 

must be reviewed by Census Bureau staff that is knowledgeable about the underlying goals of 

the specific census questions and able to consider the possible consequences of implementing 

the recommended changes.  

 

In addition to the recommendations provided earlier, the cognitive testing effort also 

allowed us to consider a profile of the respondents who might experience most difficulty with 

the form. For example, monolingual Spanish or English speakers with lower education 

attainment tended to misinterpret the key terms more frequently than their counterparts who 

had some or completed higher education. Some terms, however, clearly could be improved in 

both English and Spanish for all respondents. They include using (1) a more precise 

description for middle initials and “origin” in Spanish and “in-laws” in English, (2) a more 

common word to replace or revise “roomer or boarder.” Additionally, some of the problems 

uncovered by the respondents may not be restricted to the Spanish translation or the English 

language, but could be problematic due to life experience (e.g. immigration process or 

inexperience with certain US-specific activities or concepts such as the U.S. Foster Care 

Program, home equity loan, a housemate or roommate) or the skills to work with the form 

itself (form-taking literacy). The latter seemed to be the source of errors that respondents 

made on the form and were not related to the particular translation used.  

 

Further, both rounds of cognitive interviews showed that the difficulty with the race 

question and the instruction “for this census, Hispanic origins are not races” may not be 

translation-related. Instead, a lack of knowledge about the race definitions used in the United 
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States or the difference between ethnicity and race appeared to be the cause. As the literature 

on race reporting would demonstrate (Marin et al.1990, Martin 2006), this is a prevailing 

problem and Hispanic respondents continue to bear the burden. 

 

Informed by the rich results from the cognitive testing of the 2010 Census Language 

Program: Bilingual Questionnaire Research Study, there is an array of future research that 

may be conducted. A summary is as follows: 

 
• Comparing the data quality and response between the current version that asks for 

apellido, nombre, inicial (last name, first name, MI) to a version that asks for 

apellidos and nombres (last names(s) and first names(s)). 

 

• Examining alternative terms that incorporate English words in the Spanish 

translation in order to convey unambiguous meaning of terms. While monolingual 

respondents will not understand all of the English inserts, this method will serve to 

discriminate ambiguous terms. 

 

• Examining issues surrounding form-taking literacy in order to reduce response 

burden 

 

• Adding a reassurance that says “choose the race or races that best apply to you” to 

the race question to help guide the respondents to choose an answer based on 

process of elimination. It was the strategy on which most Hispanic respondents 

rely in order to mitigate through the race question. 

 

• Testing for item nonresponse when Hispanic respondents were informed of the 

race definitions as used in the United States and by the Census Bureau. Our 

findings suggest that a lack of knowledge is the source of the difficulty. 
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EXHIBIT A. SWIMLANE 
FORMAT
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