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Conducting surveys with Spanish-speaking populations 
can be challenging in terms of instrument design as 
well as data collection and interviewer training and 
support. For a 2009 large-scale longitudinal education 
study of approximately 17,000 recent bachelor’s degree 
recipients, an abbreviated Spanish interview was 
offered as an option to sample members. The study 
accommodated Spanish-speaking sample members by 
providing a Spanish language web interview, as well as 
telephone and field interviews. 

This poster demonstrates the challenges involved in 
creating a methodologically-equivalent non-English 
language interview. Questions include:

Is the integrity of question concepts maintained  ■

post-translation?
How will dialect differences be accounted for post- ■

translation?
How are non-translated interview items accounted  ■

for within the instrument design? 

We also discuss challenges met in training and 
supporting bilingual interviewing staff. Questions 
include: 

What special recruiting techniques are necessary  ■

to hire competent bilingual staff? 
How much supervision is necessary to  ■

accommodate bilingual interviewers? 
Is it necessary to translate  ■ all study materials for 
bilingual interviewers?
To what degree should interviewers be expected  ■

to translate “on the fly?” 
Are varied refusal conversion techniques  ■

necessary when contacting a bilingual 
population? 
What cultural factors must be taken into account?  ■

What special considerations are needed when  ■

supporting bilingual interviewers?

Based on successes and challenges with this Spanish 
interview, we also provide suggestions and topics 
for discussion for other multi-mode, multi-lingual 
interviews. 

For this study, we were tasked with developing a conceptually equivalent 
and equally professional Spanish language interview from our English 
interview, for Spanish-speaking sample members responding on the 
web or to an interviewer. Rather than focusing on direct translation, it 
was more essential that the interview concepts from the questions in the 
English interview conveyed accurately. To successfully complete this task, 
several core issues were considered:

Paying: 1. How much investment were we willing to put into an 
interview for a relatively small sub-population of respondents? 

Process: 2. How would we successfully go about translating and 
interviewing? 

Players: 3. Who was it essential to involve in the process?  

The diagram below shows the decisions made around this core set of 
questions. To develop a professional and accurate Spanish interview, given 
the more cumbersome size of the English interview that took months 
to develop, it was determined that professional translators would be 
needed but that the scope of their translations would be limited to an 
abbreviated portion of the full English interview and that a few coders 
(databases with large sets of choices for respondent in the interview) 
would not be translated. However, because the interview was able to be 
accessed by respondents on the web, all error and guidance messages 
needed to be translated. Given the amount of work, translators would 
need the support of the same-user friendly specification system used for 
the English interview. Spanish-speaking specification writers, who were 
most familiar with the study, were used to check the accuracy of concepts 
conveyed in the translation and to assist with any difficulties encountered 
by the translators using the specification system. The translators were also 
kept on to help conduct training sessions so that interviewers could use 
their knowledge as a resource regarding question wording and possible 
differences in the Spanish dialects of respondents. 

Below is an example of the English and Spanish versions of a question as it actually appears 
in both interviews. Both versions also have “Help” text for the question, which has also been 
translated in the Spanish version. 

 English version:

 Spanish version:

For a longitudinal spin-off of a postsecondary  ■

education study, we follow a nationally representative 
sample of students who earned their bachelor’s 
degree. Areas of focus for the interview include the 
outcomes of postsecondary education and the early 
experiences of graduates in the workforce, particularly 
in teaching-related fields. 

The sample included primarily Spanish-speaking  ■

sample members. In order to conduct interviews with 
these individuals, a Spanish language version of the 
web interview was created, and Spanish-speaking 
interviewers were hired and trained to conduct the 
interview with respondents. 

The process for recruiting bilingual interviewers was virtually 
the same as the process for recruiting English-speaking 
interviewers. However, an additional reading assessment, 
used to determine the interviewer’s ability to read and under-
stand Spanish, was required as part of the hiring process. 

In addition to the standard project training that all 
interviewers receive, an additional session was held for 
bilingual interviewers and supervisors. Items covered during 
training included: 

The translation process  ■

Particular words that may be difficult for interviewers/ ■

sample members to understand

A review of the abbreviated Spanish interview ■

A review of the CATI front-end, also provided in Spanish ■

Time for questions and discussion regarding challenges in  ■

interviewing a bilingual or Spanish-speaking population

Translated support materials for interviewers included:

Practice mock interviews ■

Respondent Frequently Asked Questions ■

Tips for conducting Spanish interviews (e.g., colloquial  ■

terminology and non-translated pieces of instrument)

Throughout the course of data collection, project staff 
met with interviewers to discuss the interview process and 
any problems they may have encountered. A summary of 
these meetings was posted on a website available to all 
interviewing and supervisory staff for the project. At right is 
an example of feedback support provided in summary notes 
to Spanish-speaking interviewers. 

Approximately 50 Spanish interviews were completed. Below are some selected results of 
the process from an online survey of the Spanish interviewers and a discussion of each. 

Recruiting
While interviewers for the Spanish instrument were required to meet certain standards for 
conducting Spanish interviews, the chart below illustrates that some our interviewers were 
nonnative speakers and/or more literate in English than in Spanish. Throughout the course 
of data collection, we found that all of our Spanish-speaking interviewers were successfully 
able to complete interviews and interact with and gain cooperation from sample members 
and contacts, as confirmed by monitoring and interaction.

Gaining Cooperation from Sample Members 
One of the challenges of any survey data collection is gaining cooperation from sample 
members to complete the interview and communicating with sample member contacts to 
help locate sample members. Our interviewers reported on their experiences with the CATI 
(Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviewing) front-end. Selected front-end scripts were 
translated, while we relied upon our interviewers to use their conversational interviewing 
skills and knowledge of the study and Spanish language to communicate with contacts and 
gain information about sample members’ whereabouts. 

Administering the Spanish interview

The difficulty of administering the Spanish language interview for this 
study, as shown in the below table, was rated by the Spanish-speaking 
interviewers. General issues with interviewing (staying professional, basic 
interviewing skills) were not perceived as any more difficult than when 
conducting the original English language interview. However, the need 
for interviewers to translate some pieces of the Spanish interview as they 
went along was, not surprisingly, generally considered to be more difficult 
than when translating was not needed. 

Provide translators with the same or similar  ■

instrument design systems as were provided to 
specification writers for the original interview, even 
if it requires more preparation time up-front. The 
process of translation will be made more efficient and 
resulting translations will be the better for it. 

When possible, assign a staff member who knows the  ■

study well and speaks the language into which the 
interview is being translated as a point person for the 
translators. This person can act as a bridge between 
parties and may help to clarify sooner any issues 
with interview questions that do not translate well or 
easily (and be assured that these types of interview 
questions do exist!)

Interview Delivery:
Recognize up-front that among your interviewers,  ■

there will be strong interviewers and weaker 
interviewers, no matter the language in which the 
interview is being conducted and an interviewer’s 
relative fluidity in that language. Be prepared for this 
reality and work with your interviewers. 

Support your alternate language interviewers!  ■

Conduct trainings (even if the same interviewers 
conduct the original language interview) and 
translate important support materials for 
interviews into the alternate language. Having 
interviewers work to translate relevant original 
language support materials “on the fly” may take 
away their energy and efficiency from conducting 
the actual interview. 

Invite translators to training sessions to answer  ■

questions from interviewers about specific dialect and 
other wording issues. Conduct training sessions in the 
alternate language when possible to get interviewers 
“into the groove.” 

Check-in with your alternate language interviewers!  ■

They will have feedback throughout the course of 
interviewing and will need support on problems that 
arise that may be particular to the alternate language 
interview. 

The successful development and delivery of a Spanish interview for this 
study was the result of many months of work on the part of several parties 
including professional translators, programmers, interview specification 
writers, data collection specialists, and Spanish-speaking interviewers and 
their supervisors. This success was, however, not without its challenges. 
Following are some recommendations, based on our experience, for 
others to consider when creating multi-lingual interviews. 

Interview Development: 
Decide what is necessary to translate. The more there is to translate,  ■

the greater the possibility that something gets lost in translation. On 
the other hand, don’t leave respondents or interviewers struggling to 
translate critical pieces for themselves. 

Provide translators with background material on the study. A mini- ■

training on the study before they begin their work should help them 
to know when direct translation may not accurately convey question 
meaning. 
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Paying Process Players

Spanish Interview Development
Task: Using the English interview, develop an equally professional and 

conceptually equivalent Spanish interview for Spanish-speaking sample 
members responding over web or with an interviewer

Abbreviated 
interview

All error and 
guidance 
messages

DO NOT translate 
coders

Specification 
system amenable 

to translation

Collaboration 
between 

translators & 
writers

Collaboration 
between 

translators & 
Interviewers

Professional 
translators

Spanish-speaking 
specification writers 

Spanish-speaking 
interviewers and 
data collection 

supervisors

What makes sense to 
translate?

How do we do 
this?

Who do we 
involve?

Q:I’ve been assigned to 
working “difficult 
cases.” I’m a little 
nervous about that.  Are 
the SMs going to 
be…”difficult?”

A: Not necessarily! CATI 
identifies cases as 
“difficult” when we 
have made a certain 
number of call attempts.
“Difficult” does not 
refer to the sample 
member or contacts; it’s 
just a word to identify 
cases for which we have 
not yet been able to 
complete an interview.
Be sure to have your 
FAQs and study 
information nearby, so 
that when you reach a 
contact or SM, you are 
confident and ready to 
answer any questions 
they may have.

Q:If I reach an SM at a 
contact’s number (e.g. I 
call their father and the 
SM is there), how can I 
get to the “SM” screen 
in CATI? 

A: When you select the 
option that says that the 
SM is available, CATI 
will take you to the 
roster line screen.  Once 
you re-assign the roster 
line to the SM (CATI 
wants to record that we 
located the SM at that 
number), CATI will take 
you to the SM scripts.

**NOTES FOR  TI’S 

CONDUCTING SPANISH

 INTERVIEWS** 

-All general rules for adminis-
tering the B&B interview apply:

• Use TI instructions, question 
wording, and help text to 
properly administer forms.

• Read wording in parentheses 
only when needed for clarifi-
cation.

• Use (and share) conversion 
refusal techniques. 

• Use (appropriate) conversa-
tional interviewing.

• Stay professional. 

-On  form RGP1AD1, if the SM 
understands the term “email” 
after you read the Spanish 
phrase,  it is appropriate to use 
this term thereafter.

-The spoken word for “12° 
grado”  (found on form 
REEVRTCH) in Spanish is 
“doceavo grado.”  You can also 
say “grado doce.”

Your Questions: Answered 


