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Executive Summary 

Introduction  
This report presents the findings of a pilot research project commissioned by the Office for National 

Statistics (ONS) and carried out by the National Centre for Social Research (NatCen). The project 

involved translation of the ONS personal well-being questions into two minority languages spoken 

in the UK, Urdu and Sylheti, and subsequent cognitive testing of the translated questions.  

In commissioning this work, an important goal was to understand more about the linguistic and 

cultural relevance of the personal well-being questions to people living in the UK who may have 

limited English. The research also sought to establish methods for appropriate translation and 

understanding of cultural issues which may shape responses and implications for use of the 

questions both in translation and in English.   

The study was conducted in two main stages: 

 Translation workshops; 

 Cognitive testing of the translations. 

The report summarises the process and findings of each stage and how they led to the final 

recommended translations for use with monolingual speakers of Urdu and Sylheti in the UK. The 

translations may also be used as an aid in conducting interviews with bilingual speakers of English, 

and Urdu and Sylheti, respectively. The project also highlighted a range of issues to be considered 

in relation to different cultural and linguistic interpretations of the questions which may have wider 

relevance to interpretations of findings about personal well-being in the UK.  

Personal well-being questions 
The personal well-being questions are part of a wider programme in which the ONS regularly 

monitors changes in ten areas of life which people in the UK said mattered most to their well-being 

in a National Debate held in 2010. Since 2011, ONS and other government departments have 

included the well-being questions on many national surveys and national estimates of personal 

well-being are now updated quarterly. 

 The questions: 

I would like to ask you four questions about your feelings on aspects of your life. There are no 

right or wrong answers. For each of these questions I’d like you to give an answer on a scale 

of nought to 10, where nought is ‘not at all’ and 10 is ‘completely’. 

 Overall, how satisfied are you with your life nowadays? 

 Overall, to what extent do you feel the things you do in your life are worthwhile? 

 Overall, how happy did you feel yesterday? 

 Overall, how anxious did you feel yesterday? 
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These questions have been designated as National Statistics and are considered a harmonised 

standard, recommended for use on surveys to enable comparisons between different data sources. 

Languages used in the project 
Urdu and Sylheti were the languages selected for this pilot work because they were identified in the 

2011 Census as among the most common languages spoken by people with limited English in the 

UK. Monolingual speakers of these languages in the UK have also been identified as being at risk 

of lower general health, and potentially also lower well-being1. 

Urdu is the national language of Pakistan. Although it has a standardised spelling system, spoken 

Urdu varies depending on the geographical origins of its speakers. In the UK, Urdu is the main 

language of 0.5% of the population. 

Sylheti was originally spoken in parts of Bangladesh and India however Bengali is now more 

commonly spoken in these areas. The Nagri Siloti script which was used for writing Sylheti has 

fallen out of use and there is no longer a formal written script. In the UK, Bengali (through the 

Sylheti and Chatgaya dialects) is the main language of 0.4% of the population. 

Research design and process 
The research programme for the translation and testing of the personal well-being questions was 

carried out in the four iterative stages: initial translations, translation workshops, cognitive testing, 

and final recommended translations. 

Initial translations: Two initial translations for each language were prepared. For Urdu, one 
translation was carried out by a translation agency and the other was the translation currently 
used by the Civil Service People Survey, which is already being used to collect personal well-
being data from Urdu speakers. For Sylheti, a written translation in Bengali was done by the 
translation agency, as well as a male and female audio file version in Sylheti. 

Translation workshops: These were attended by two bilingual ONS survey interviewers for each 
language, bilingual NatCen researchers, questionnaire development and cognitive testing 
experts from NatCen, and ONS personal well-being experts. The workshops were used to 
discuss the initial translations, understand the cultural context, and amend the translated 
questions accordingly. Several issues needed to be taken into account including: 

 Specific words and phrases that best captured the meaning of the original questions in English; 

 Cultural issues which might influence interpretations of the questions and responses to them;  

 Whether questions asked verbally or in writing would be best understood. 

The workshops highlighted several issues with the initial translations of the personal well-being 

questions including: 

 Formality of the language used; 

 Potential difficulties with use of response scales; 

                                                           
1
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/language/articles/detailedanalysisen

glishlanguageproficiencyinenglandandwales/2013-08-30 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/language/articles/detailedanalysisenglishlanguageproficiencyinenglandandwales/2013-08-30
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/language/articles/detailedanalysisenglishlanguageproficiencyinenglandandwales/2013-08-30
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 Comprehension of script used for showcards; 

Cultural and religious beliefs requiring respondents to be matched with interviewers of the same 

sex and potentially also affecting question responses. 

Revised translations and cognitive interviews: New translations were developed based on the 
workshop findings. Four bi-lingual interviewers were trained in cognitive testing methods and 
were asked to conduct cognitive interviews with five monolingual speakers of their language 
using a topic guide developed by the research team.  The exact wording of the questions was 
discussed in the interviews with monolingual participants, and where needed alternative words 
and phrases were sought.  

The cognitive testing aimed to assess: 

 Respondents’ understanding of the terms used to describe the personal well-being measures; 

 How comfortable they felt answering the questions; 

 Their understanding of the scale used and interpretations of time period covered in the 
questions.  

The interviews were audio recorded with the participants’ permission, and interviewers reported the 

findings back to the research team in the form of detailed notes for each interview.   Any issues that 

arose were compared to the results of previous cognitive testing of the questions in English.  Where 

the same issue emerged both in the English and the Urdu/ Sylheti testing, this was deemed to be 

rooted in the source question, rather than the translation or distinctive cultural issues.  

Final translations: All interviews provided feedback from the testing and suggested final wordings 
for the questions. The research team summarised and analysed the detailed notes and made 
final recommendations for the wording of the questions in Urdu and Sylheti. A final version of 
the translations was provided, including a male and female voice audio file for each language, 
transliterations in the Latin script of these final translations and a written translation in Urdu, 
Bengali and Nagri Siloti script respectively.  

Conclusions 
This pilot research programme has shown that both the workshops and the cognitive testing stages 

of the process were vital to the project. There were many cultural and linguistic issues that needed 

to be taken into account when translating the personal well-being questions into Urdu and Sylheti. 

Linguistic considerations included: the fact that Sylheti is a spoken language with no official written 

form; not all Urdu speakers are comfortable using the formal version of the language; written 

versions of the questions in both languages may be hard to use and there are a multitude of 

dialects for both languages, which are more or less mutually understandable. Apart from cultural 

and religious considerations that must be taken into account, there are also issues relating to 

literacy, numeracy and education levels, gender of interviewer and respondent, and lack of 

familiarity with survey questions and response scales. 

For these reasons, it is important to allow enough time at each stage of the project for discussion, 

testing and refinement to arrive at the best possible outcome. The final outputs of the project 

include a methodological report providing a template for future translations of the personal well-

being questions as well as both written and audio translations of the personal well-being questions 

in Urdu and Sylheti. These can be used in interviewing monolingual speakers of these languages in 
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the UK as well as with those who have some proficiency in English, but would prefer to answer the 

questions in their native languages.2  

                                                           
2
 We are very grateful to Fatima Husain, Marie Thaut, Waqar Raja and Nasima Begum, as well as the bilingual ONS 

Social Survey Operations Field Interviewers, and monolingual participants for their invaluable help with this project.  
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1 Aims and background  

The aims of the study were to translate and culturally ensure appropriateness of the harmonised 

personal well-being questions in Sylheti and Urdu. Monolingual speakers of these languages in the 

UK have been identified as being at risk of lower general health3, and thus potentially lower well-

being, due to lower levels of integration into mainstream society and thus lower access to services. 

Local authorities, health organisations, community centres, charities and other groups who may 

work to support them do not currently have a standardised instrument for measuring this aspect of 

their lives in an easy and accessible way. For this reason, the Office of National Statistics has 

expressed interest in translating and cognitively testing these questions with UK based participants 

who are predominantly monolingual in Urdu and Sylheti, respectively.  

1.1 Harmonisation of questions in the UK 
The UK has a number of Government-led surveys on various topics, including the Census of 

Population; they are a rich source of social and economic information. However, these surveys 

were designed at different times and to serve different purposes, having been commissioned by 

different departments. The surveys were therefore developed mostly in isolation from each other, 

often employing different questions to tackle the same concepts, thus making the data obtained 

difficult to compare. The topics covered in these surveys, and therefore the official national 

statistics available include; income, expenditure, food, health, housing, transport and many more. 

A cross-governmental programme has been implemented to harmonise the measures used across 

the different government-led surveys, particularly those accredited as National Statistics. This is 

known as harmonisation4. For several years now, ONS has led this programme of work, with the 

aim of simplifying the use of survey measures such that users can draw clearer and more robust 

comparisons between data sources. 

The GSS harmonisation team at ONS has developed, documented and promoted the use of 

different sets of questions aimed at collecting comparable data on:  

 basic descriptive information about respondents, including age, sex and marital status;  

 harmonised ways to categorise and describe households and families by their members and 
relationships; 

 their national and ethnic identity; 

 religion; 

 a number of principles used to classify respondents according to their industry, occupation and 
employment status;  

 general health for respondent; 

                                                           
3
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/language/articles/detailedanalysisen

glishlanguageproficiencyinenglandandwales/2013-08-30  

4
 http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20160106185655/http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-

method/harmonisation/about-harmonisation/guide-to-harmonisation/index.html 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/language/articles/detailedanalysisenglishlanguageproficiencyinenglandandwales/2013-08-30
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/language/articles/detailedanalysisenglishlanguageproficiencyinenglandandwales/2013-08-30
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20160106185655/http:/www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/harmonisation/about-harmonisation/guide-to-harmonisation/index.html
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20160106185655/http:/www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/harmonisation/about-harmonisation/guide-to-harmonisation/index.html
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 employment and income (including benefit and tax-credit receipt) 

 tenure;  

 crime; and  

 well-being. 

This paper focuses on the final type of harmonised question listed, well-being. 

1.2  Well-being questions 
Well-being is a complex psychological concept that has recently been the focus of many research 

studies. In simple terms, well-being can be defined as the “optimal psychological functioning and 

experience”5. The measurement of this concept can have major implications of policies at local and 

national level.  ONS has also undertaken a programme of study and research to define the 

important features that constitute well-being, and develop means of testing and monitoring it over 

time at a national level. In 2010, ONS has started the national programme to track the well-being of 

the UK population. Forty-three indicators have been identified which constitute the domains of an 

individual’s well-being. These include: relationships, health, finance, economy, education and 

others. One of these domains is the personal (or subjective) well-being, underpinned by three 

concepts: 

 evaluation (an overall assessment of satisfaction with our lives); 

 eudaimonia (often referred to as our flourishing measure; the overall perception of how much 
purpose one’s life has, that is, how worthwhile are the things one does in his/her life); and  

 experience (to take a snapshot of positive and negative feelings, that is, happiness and anxiety 
at a particular point in time)6.  

The questions that represent these constructs were compiled with input from academics, a National 

Statistician’s Advisory Forum and the Technical Advisory Group, which included experts from 

OECD, Eurostat, several government departments, think tanks and related social research experts. 

Today, ONS recommends the inclusion of these dimensions on a wide range of national surveys so 

that sufficient data is obtained at regular time intervals to be able to track changes in the UK 

population. Currently, the four questions that underpin these concepts are included on more than 

20 surveys in the UK. The questions are shown below:  

The four personal well-being questions are usually introduced by a brief statement/ preamble: 

I would like to ask you four questions about your feelings on aspects of your life. There are no 
right or wrong answers. For each of these questions I’d like you to give an answer on a scale of 
nought to 10, where nought is ‘not at all’ and 10 is ‘completely’. 

 Overall, how satisfied are you with your life nowadays? 

 Overall, to what extent do you feel the things you do in your life are worthwhile? 

                                                           
5
 Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2001). On happiness and human potentials: A review of research on hedonic and 

eudaimonic well-being. Annual review of psychology, 52(1), 141-166. 

6
 Dolan, P., & Metcalfe, R. (2011). Comparing measures of subjective well-being and views about the role 

they should play in policy. London, UK: Office for National Statistics.  



 

 

 

10 NatCen Social Research | Translation and cognitive testing of the harmonised personal well-

being questions 

 

 

 Overall, how happy did you feel yesterday? 

 Overall, how anxious did you feel yesterday? 

Monitoring personal well-being across the nation helps to show how people feel their quality of life 

changes and this can be related to changes in circumstance, policies and wider events in society. 

The results from the data collected play an important role in monitoring local and national well-

being, informing the design of public policy and appraising policy interventions.  

Being able to monitor these measures of personal well-being with various subgroups of the 

population is a priority for ONS. Previous studies have attempted to validate the personal well-

being questions with different population subgroups, such as children and young people; these 

studies have had positive results, suggesting that these measures were working as intended in 

these various contexts.  

The 2011 Census identified that the greatest proportions of people reporting that they do not speak 

English well or at all are from the following countries: Pakistan, Bangladesh, China, Poland and 

other EU countries, and currently reside in the UK.  They form a vulnerable group, with less access 

to governmental and other resources and support, thus a better measure of their well-being would 

be of high importance to governmental departments, local authority providers and charities.   

ONS is interested in whether and how the personal well-being questions can be translated into  

minority languages in the UK, for possible use  on  surveys which include monolingual non-English 

speaking people. The translations may also be useful for local authorities, community centres, 

support organisations, medical centres and other various organisations. Due to low or non-existent 

levels of English, these primarily monolingual populations could be at a higher risk for low levels of 

integration and access to the services, which might in turn lead them to have higher distrust in 

public services or officials. They could potentially also have lower levels of literacy even in their 

native language, adding to the complexity of the translation task.  

The present study aimed to find the appropriate translation of the personal well-being questions in 

Urdu (a Pakistani language) and Sylheti (a spoken language from Bangladesh), both languages 

spoken by significant minority ethnic groups in the UK.  

1.3 Urdu in the UK 
Hindustani was the lingua franca used in South Asia since the 16-17th centuries under Mughal 

government(s). In the mid-19th century, with political changes, Hindustani, which was traditionally 

written in an adapted Nastaliq script, similar to that of the Persian language, broke into Urdu, which 

continued to use Nastaliq for writing, and Hindi, which started using Sanskrit’s traditional 

Devanagri. With different scripts, various institutions encouraged either an Arabisation or a 

Sanskritisation of Urdu’s and Hindi’s spoken vocabulary, respectively. 

Urdu, as Hindustani of the people and as a literary language of the elite classes, has a long written 

history and, has a standardized spelling system, for the most part. However, spoken Urdu can vary 

depending on the geographical origins of its speakers, and whether they are Urdu first-language or 

Urdu second-language speakers. The three main historical areas and dialects of Urdu in South 

Asia are Delhi Urdu, Lucknow Lakhnawi Urdu, and Hyderabad Deccani Urdu. While Urdu is still 

spoken in India, a large percentage from many areas of today’s India emigrated to (West) Pakistan 

in the 1940s and afterwards. While Urdu is today the national language of Pakistan, it is not an 
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indigenous language of that area, but it is the language of Urdu speakers from India after the 

Partition. Many people who identify as Pakistani are Urdu speakers from the various dialects, but 

the majority will have a spoken first language which is Punjabi, Sindhi, Pashto or Baluchi. However, 

those who received formal education are most likely to have received it in Urdu, but it is important 

to point out that the literacy rates vary greatly across the country. 

With regards to Urdu, there are about 400,000 speakers in the UK. About 19.05% of the British 

Pakistani population live in London (224,000 according to the 2011 census) and the British 

Pakistani make up 1.86% of the UK’s population. Most people who speak Urdu in the UK come 

from the west Punjab and the Mirpur district of Azad Kashmir. Urdu is the fifth most spoken 

language in London and the fourth most common in the UK. According to the 2011 census, Urdu is 

the main language spoken by 0.5% (269,000) of the UK’s population7. This statistic suggests that 

they are primarily speakers of Urdu, with low levels of English proficiency.  

1.4 Sylheti in the UK 
Sylheti and its dialects are originally spoken in ‘Greater Sylhet’ which comprises four districts in 

north-east Bangladesh and three districts in south Assam, India. Most of the self-identifying 

Bangladeshi and/or Bangla/Bengali immigrants in the UK have family origins in the Greater Sylhet 

region and speak a variant of Sylheti, a language on the continuum between Bengali and 

Assamese. Sylheti is not a recognized state language and as it is afforded low prestige as a 

minority language in Bangladesh, many Sylheti speakers may prefer to say they speak ‘Bengali’. 

Sylheti has a traditional script, Siloti/Syloti Nagri that was in use in Greater Sylheti and elsewhere 

until the 1970s when socio-political pressures encouraged the disuse and destruction of the Siloti 

Nagri printing presses. Some elders, even here in the UK, are literate in Siloti Nagri. There have 

been recent revival efforts surrounding Siloti Nagri in Greater Sylhet and in the diaspora, especially 

since the addition of Siloti Nagri in Unicode. 

Popularly considered a ‘dialect’ of Bengali, Sylheti hasn’t been written formally since the 1970s. 

Many Sylheti speakers have learned standard Bengali and are literate in Eastern Nagri (the script 

used to write both Bengali and Assamese, amongst others); many have adapted Eastern Nagri to 

write Sylheti in an informal, phonemic-type transcription, sounds existing in Sylheti that do not exist 

in standard Bengali. 

In addition to, and because of, dialectal variation within Sylheti as a language, and because Sylheti 

has lost its literary tradition, there are no standard spellings in Sylheti. Instead, people may write as 

they speak using a modified alphabet in Eastern Nagri8 or may write using standard Bengali 

spellings that they pronounce in their variety of Sylheti- in a diglossia similar to that in Arabic where 

people speak one way and write in another. 

There are about 400,000 people in the UK who speak Sylheti, but many refer to Sylheti as 

‘Bengali’. Sylheti is sometimes considered to be a dialect of Bengali in the UK, however, its 

                                                           
7
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/bulletin

s/2011censusquickstatisticsforenglandandwales/2013-01-30#tab-Main-language  

8
 A script is a list of ‘letters’ while an alphabet is a system of assigning certain sound values to the ‘letters’. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/bulletins/2011censusquickstatisticsforenglandandwales/2013-01-30#tab-Main-language
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/bulletins/2011censusquickstatisticsforenglandandwales/2013-01-30#tab-Main-language
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phonology and morphology differ from Bengali to the point that they are not mutually 

understandable.  It is spoken by 95% of Bangladeshis living in the UK. According to the 2011 

census, over 450,000 UK residents said their ethnicity was Bangladeshi (about 53% of them were 

born in Bangladesh). The census also found that Bengali (Sylheti and Chatgaya) is the main 

language spoken by 0.4% (221,000) of the UK population.  

2 The research programme for translating 

the personal well-being measures 

In order to obtain the best and most appropriate translations of the personal well-being measures in 

Urdu and Sylheti, a research programme was devised and carried out. The programme involved 

translation workshops and cognitive interviews to test the resulting translations9, and these steps 

have been found to be invaluable to the study for a few reasons: they revealed complexities relating 

to each language in the UK context, as well as cultural aspects of the Urdu and Sylheti-speaking 

communities.   

Figure 1 below provides a simplified representation of the research programme undertaken for 

these translations. Specificities relating to each language and cultural context led to slight variations 

in the outcomes or organisation of each of these stages for Urdu and Sylheti. These will be 

discussed in more depth below. 

Figure 1. Research plan for the translation of the personal well-being measures 

 

2.1 Initial complexities 
The two languages pose certain complexities which need to be considered in the initial stages of 

the translation. Urdu for example has various dialects which are more or less mutually 

understandable, while Sylheti is a spoken language with no official written form, script or dictionary. 

2.1.1 Urdu 

Not all of the Urdu speakers in the UK are comfortable using formal Urdu, which might be 

associated with higher educational levels and social status, both in the UK culture and within the 

Urdu-speaking community. Instead many Urdu speakers’ main language is a variation or a dialect 

of Urdu or one of the regional languages of Pakistan.  Speakers using different dialects negotiate 

meaning in live interactions so they can communicate using the different forms. 

In addition, some monolingual speakers might not be able to read nor write Urdu, and many 

younger bilingual English-Urdu speakers use the Latin alphabet to transliterate Urdu. When 

                                                           
9
 http://www.who.int/substance_abuse/research_tools/translation/en/  

http://www.who.int/substance_abuse/research_tools/translation/en/


 

 

 

NatCen Social Research | Translation and cognitive testing of the harmonised personal 

well-being questions 
13 

 

 

considering translating the personal well-being measure in Urdu, we needed to consider the most 

appropriate terms for a population who is monolingual Urdu, who may or may not be comfortable 

speaking formal Urdu, who may or may not be able to read and write Urdu. Our aim was to develop 

these translations in accessible Urdu. For this reason, it was suggested that the translations should 

also have a level of informality to put these speakers at ease when answering a survey. 

2.1.2 Sylheti 

Sylheti does not have a written form, and it is also the umbrella language for different dialects and 

Sylheti variations. Thus, the translations of the personal well-being measures needed to account for 

the fact that the language needs to be plain and simple in order to be understandable by all 

speakers. Also, a written version of the measures would be difficult to employ, given that it would 

have to either use transliteration, or the Bengali script. Thus, it was agreed that mode of question 

administration should be aural rather than written. Therefore, audio files were produced for the 

introduction and each one of the well-being measures, so that questions could be standardised 

despite the fact they could not be written down.  

2.1.3 Cultural considerations 

Initial investigations into the language and culture of the two communities in the UK suggested that 

it would be appropriate to match the interviewers and the respondents by gender. Given the cultural 

context, the gender of the interaction dyad could influence respondents’ willingness and comfort 

when taking part in a survey.   

Thus, the translations needed to account for: 

 The variations of the language between dialects,  

 Potential lower levels of education, 

 Unfamiliarity with answering survey questions, for example using a scale (that is, participants 
might have never taken part in a survey, thus be unaccustomed with mapping their response on 
a numeric scale; they might also struggle to understand the purpose of the survey, and might 
feel that they are being tested), 

 Lack of a written form, in the case of Sylheti, 

 Gender.  

For initial translations, the instructions given to the translations agencies were to make all attempts 

to keep the translations plain and simple. 

2.2 Initial translations 
In preparation for the workshops, it was considered necessary to have two different initial 

translations to be used as starting points for the discussion. These translations were purposefully 

sourced from different organisations, so that the differences in the translations could constitute a 

good basis for discussion.  
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2.2.1 Urdu 

In the case of Urdu, we secured two versions of the translations for the personal well-being 

measures: one of them was undertaken by an accredited translation agency which specialised in 

translating questionnaires and other documents for social research. The second version was the 

translation from the Civil Service People Survey, a survey that is already collecting personal well-

being data from Urdu native speakers, but it has never been cognitively tested in this language. 

Thus it is not known whether the translations are culturally sensitive and understandable for the 

Urdu speakers in the UK. Both versions of the translations were in written form.  

2.2.2 Sylheti 

The Sylheti translations were undertaken in a different way: we asked the translation agency for a 

written translation in Bengali (in Bengali script), as well as a female voice audio file and a male 

voice audio file in Sylheti. It was considered that given that Sylheti is a spoken language, the most 

appropriate form of administering the survey questions was using an audio file of the translation of 

the measures. This approach has been previously used successfully in the field when collecting 

data from refugee participants for the German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP)10.The resulting male 

and female audio translations presented minor differences which were deemed sufficient as a 

starting point for the discussions at the workshops. 

2.3 Translation workshops 
In order to develop the most appropriate translations of the personal well-being measures, we 

adopted a technique which was closely related to the TRAPD model (Translate, Review, 

Adjudicate, Pretest, and Document)11. The importance of this stage of the translation process has 

been highlighted in many research projects undertaken recently with minority languages, which 

might present slight differences between the colloquial forms of the language and the formal 

variation. Cultural aspects are also highly important in this context and should be considered 

throughout the development process of the translations12. 

Thus in order to assess the initial translations in both Urdu and Sylheti, we designed and carried 

out translation workshops, which met to deliberate and debate the two translations for each 

language. The panellists for each of the workshops were: 

 Two bilingual ONS field Interviewers for each language;  

 Bilingual NatCen researchers who acted as members of the community, but also as 
adjudicators; 

                                                           
10

 https://www.diw.de/documents/publikationen/73/diw_01.c.560446.de/wave_report_2016.pdf  

11
 Willis, G. B., Kudela, M. S., Levin, K., Norberg, A., Stark, D. S., Forsyth, B. H., ... & Hartman, A. M. (2010). 

Evaluation of a multistep survey translation process. Survey Methods in Multinational, Multiregional, and 

Multicultural Contexts. Berlin, Germany, 141-156. 

12
 Formea, C. M., Mohamed, A. A., Hassan, A., Osman, A., Weis, J. A., Sia, I. G., & Wieland, M. L. (2014). 

Lessons learned: cultural and linguistic enhancement of surveys through community-based participatory 

research. Progress in community health partnerships: research, education, and action, 8(3), 331. 

https://www.diw.de/documents/publikationen/73/diw_01.c.560446.de/wave_report_2016.pdf
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 Questionnaire development and cognitive testing experts from NatCen; and 

 ONS personal well-being experts. 

The workshops were found to be extremely useful from the point of view of the research team 

involved in the project and also the bilingual interviewers who were later trained in conducting the 

cognitive interviews for this project.  

Positive feedback received from the panellists in the workshop related to the following aspects:  

 Having two versions of the translated measures meant that the discussion could commence 
with agreeing which, if any, of the two versions was better and more appropriate for this context. 
In some cases new words and phrases were suggested. These comments were noted and 
used in the development of the cognitive testing protocol.  

 Having the ONS personal well-being experts present meant that questions related to the 
intended English (source language) meaning of the measures could be addressed on the spot. 
For example, in the case of the second well-being measure (Overall, to what extent do you feel 
the things you do in your life are worthwhile?) the various connotations of “worthwhile”, such as 
meaningful, with a purpose etc. came up in both workshops. The well-being experts could steer 
the discussion and the translation in line with the intended English meaning.  

 Each workshop had three bilingual speakers present, each with different life experiences and 
degrees of knowledge and involvement in the Urdu and Sylheti speaking. Although they all 
spoke their native language, their ties to the community and the variations of the language they 
spoke brought to light potential issues which could have arisen in the field. The members of the 
panel thus had the opportunity to discuss these differences in meaning and understanding, and 
arrive at a resolution.  

 The questionnaire design and cognitive testing experts could thus identify potential issues that 
might arise in cognitive testing and include these in the protocol for testing the new versions of 
the translations.  

The conclusion from both workshops was that the initial translations were too formal to be used 

with the monolingual Urdu or Sylheti speaking communities in the UK. Certain words were removed 

or changed to address this issue. New translations were agreed for each one of the four personal 

well-being questions, and these were circulated to all panellists for review. Some other interesting 

findings included: 

 The fact that monolingual members in the community might not have ever taken part in a 
survey, and thus might struggle to answer a question on a scale. It was agreed that the 
interviewers would record this issue if it arose and attempt to guide participants to finding a 
suitable comparable way of answering the questions. Suggestions included using visual scales 
instead of the 0 to 10 scale and producing showcards. The protocols included a probe on the 
appropriateness of using showcards.  

 We also found that the showcard needed to use numerals in the Urdu and Bengali script, 
respectively, since they are different than the Latin numerals. However, it was also identified 
that since the participants in the cognitive interviews live in the UK, they may be able to 
understand and use Latin numerals. 

 Another important finding was that the standard introduction to the four well-being measures 
might not be sufficient for respondents who have never participated in a survey before. Thus, 
the interviewers suggested that before commencing the cognitive interview, they would spend 
more time explaining the purpose and nature of  surveys in an attempt to make the participants 
feel more at ease.  
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 With regards to the actual questions, the panellists discussed potential cultural differences that 
might occur in testing, such as the importance of religious beliefs and their impact on the 
responses that the participants would provide to these questions. The panellists who were 
familiar with the cultural norms and religious beliefs of the communities suggested that it was 
possible for respondents to discuss their well-being in terms of the agency of a higher power, 
and outside of their personal control. 

 The bilingual participants in the workshops agreed that the interviews need to be matched by 
gender in order to avoid making participants feel uncomfortable and allow them to speak freely. 
It was also mentioned that it might be considered inappropriate for different gender interviewer 
and participants to be alone in a room.  

Based on the thorough discussions which emerged during the workshops, a new version of the 

translations was agreed. These translations took into account the important cultural aspects that 

were relevant for these linguistic groups in the UK. The agreed translations were then formalised 

with the help of the bilingual researchers who performed the task of adjudicators. They also 

undertook the task of producing the final Urdu translation (and a transliteration of it to be used 

consistently in the cognitive interview in Urdu) and the audio recordings of the Sylheti translation 

(both male and female audio files were produced, but this time they were purposefully identical).  

The research team produced cognitive protocols for both languages in English. The bilingual 

interviewers participated in a cognitive interviewing training and a briefing exercise which allowed 

for discussions around the purpose and scope of the cognitive testing, and the benefits of pre-

testing methods in the production of the final survey questions. They also received in depth training 

and instructions on recruiting monolingual participants in the community.  

2.4 Cognitive interviews in translation context 
We identified interviewers from ONS who were bilingual speakers of English and Urdu, and English 

and Sylheti, respectively – a male and a female interviewer for each language. Although we had 

access to quite a large pool of survey interviewers, there were no interviewers who were bilingual in 

these languages who were also trained in cognitive testing methods. Among the selected 

interviewers, for each language one of the interviewers was born in the UK and had English as a 

dominant language, but was fluent in spoken Urdu and Sylheti, respectively. Table 2.1 presents the 

demographic characteristics of the interviewers selected to work on this project.  

Table 2.1 Demographic information for the interviewers working on the project  

Interviewer Gender Dominant language Can write 
Urdu / 
Bengali? 

Age Country of 
birth 

Urdu 1 Male English No Under 35 UK 

Urdu 2 Female Urdu / English Yes Over 35 Pakistan 

Sylheti 1 Male Bengali / Sylheti Yes Over 35 Bangladesh 

Sylheti 2  Female English No  Under 35 UK 
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Having a more diverse group of interviewers for the cognitive testing was deemed to be a positive 

aspect of the research, given that they would have access to potentially different monolingual 

groups in the community, and thus allow us to recruit a more diverse sample of respondents.  

Recent studies in translations have looked closely at linguistic and cultural equivalence. The 

standard approaches when translating surveys tends to be translation/back-translation and cultural 

checking by native speakers. This approach works well for languages which have a standard form, 

which is known and used by the native speakers of that language. Yet this can easily mask 

substantial differences in meaning between translations, which will reduce the power of the 

statistical analysis comparing or aggregating the data from different cultural and linguistic contexts. 

In order to achieve language and cultural equivalence, and thus comparability between the 

languages, the questionnaire should be tested after translation with native speakers who reflect the 

characteristics of the respondents that will be answering the translated survey in real-life.  Using 

pre-testing methods to ensure cultural and linguistic equivalence is increasingly becoming the 

standard norm in questionnaire translation.  

This is particularly challenging when the languages used belong to groups that are culturally very 

different from the main language and are not fully integrated to the mainstream society, such as 

Sylheti and Urdu in the UK. This poses two main challenges:  

1) establishing a rapport and good working relationship with members of the community who 

are native speakers of these languages; and 

2) being mindful of how cultural characteristics affect the way people respond to questions.  

An added complexity is that both Sylheti and Urdu are languages which have many dialects and 

variations, and the population living in the UK is representative of this variation. Furthermore, 

Sylheti does not have a written script, although informally some speakers of the language use the 

Bengali script to write Sylheti.  

Therefore, when translating the well-being measures into these languages, thorough testing of the 

translations was deemed to be essential for the success of the project. Apart from translation 

workshops, we employed the use of cognitive interviews in Sylheti and Urdu in order to ensure the 

initial translations are culturally appropriate and fit for purpose. 

Cognitive interviewing methods provide an insight into the mental processes participants use when 

answering survey questions, thus helping researchers to identify problems with question wording 

and design. These methods investigate four cognitive stages: how participants understand and 

interpret survey questions, how they recall information that applies to the question, the judgements 

they make as to what information to use when formulating their answers, and the response 

mapping process13. These processes were closely monitored with participants who were mostly 

monolingual speakers of Urdu and Sylheti.  

                                                           
13

 Tourangueau R (1984) 'Cognitive Science and Survey Methods' in Jabine T, Straf M, Tanur J, and 

Tourangeau R (eds) Cognitive Aspects of Survey Methodology: Building a Bridge between Disciplines, 

National Academy Press: Washington DC. 
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In addition to conducting cognitive interviews in Urdu and Sylheti, ONS had previously conducted a 

suite of cognitive interviews on the personal well-being questions in English14. This meant that 

during the analysis phase of the cognitive interviews we could establish whether any issues arising 

were unique to the Urdu and Sylheti translations (and therefore indicative of a problem with the 

translations or cross-cultural equivalence) or whether similar issues were also documented in 

English speakers.  

2.4.1 Recruitment and cognitive testing  

The four bilingual survey interviewers were trained in cognitive testing methods. They were each 

advised to recruit five monolingual speakers of their own gender and language, and interview them 

cognitively using the protocol developed during the workshops. The interviewers were asked to use 

their community networks to find suitable participants, but were advised to avoid interviewing 

acquaintances, friends or family members due to the potential sensitive nature of the questions. A 

total of twenty cognitive interviews were conducted with both men and women. Table 2.2 below 

presents the split of interviews by language and gender.  

Table 2.2 Participants recruited for cognitive interviews 

Language / Gender Urdu Sylheti 

Female 5 5 

Male 5 5 

 

The protocols included a description of the purpose of the study and the potential usefulness of the 

personal well-being measures for the community (and the interviewers were advised to discuss this 

in as much depth as needed with their respondents), an example of think aloud technique, the 

rights of the research participants to anonymity and confidentiality, as well as the voluntary nature 

of the study. The introduction and the four personal well-being questions were then delivered in the 

standardised form produced after the workshop. In depth probing of each of the questions followed. 

The last part of the interview asked participants probes about the cultural appropriateness of the 

questions and whether they would be comfortable answering these questions if they were part of a 

survey. The gender aspect of the interviews was also included as a probe in the protocol – whether 

they would feel comfortable answering the questions if an opposite gender interviewer would ask 

them.  The probes explored: 

 Comprehension of key terms within the questions; 

 Comprehension of items overall; and 

 Comprehension of the research process. 

                                                           
14

 Dolan, P., Layard, R., & Metcalfe, R. (2011). Measuring subjective well-being for public policy. Retrieved 

from http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/35420/1/measuring-subjective-well-being-for-public-policy.pdf  

http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/35420/1/measuring-subjective-wellbeing-for-public-policy.pdf


 

 

 

NatCen Social Research | Translation and cognitive testing of the harmonised personal 

well-being questions 
19 

 

 

Participants were interviewed in their own homes or in a community venue, whichever they 

preferred. The interviews were audio recorded with the participants’ consent. They were given a 

£15 voucher to thank them for their time and help.  

Participants were recruited in different locations in England, that is, where the bilingual interviewers 

had contacts in the community that could help them identify monolingual speakers. The only 

recruitment quotas were around language: participants in the cognitive interviews had to be 

monolingual or predominantly monolingual speakers of Urdu and Sylheti, respectively. We also 

advised interviewers to attempt to recruit a varied group of people in terms of age, educational level 

and length of residence in the UK; however, these were not set as quotas. Throughout the duration 

of the fieldwork, the research team and the bilingual interviewers were in contact continuously to 

monitor recruitment, as well as the actual fieldwork. 

Once the majority of the cognitive interviews had been conducted, all panellists from the translation 

workshops were invited to a debriefing exercise. The anecdotal findings related to each of the four 

personal well-being measures were discussed with the panellists. The findings from the debriefing 

meeting suggest that overall, the translated measures were well understood by the participants, 

however many of the participants struggled with the comprehension of the research process – the 

purpose of these questions, the use of scales to provide an answer, the relationship between a 

quantified answer on a scale and their everyday life experiences, giving a response but qualifying it 

as divine will or plan for their lives, and so on.  

The bilingual interviewers were then asked to review the recording and submit detailed interviewer 

summaries in a template provided.  

2.4.2 Analysis of cognitive interviews 

Interviews were then charted by the researchers who reviewed all the interviewers’ summaries. Any 

uncertainties and queries were then discussed in depth with each interviewer. Suggested final 

wordings of the questions were also recommended by the interviewers based on their respective 

interviews.  All interview summaries were transferred to two matrices – one for Urdu and one for 

Sylheti - designed to take into account the slight differences in the protocols for each language. 

Responses to each test question were recorded, along with observations made by interviewers, 

any think aloud data, findings from each of the scripted probes and suggestions for the most 

appropriate translation for each of the personal well-being measures. Data could thus be read 

horizontally as a complete case record for an individual interview, or vertically by question, looking 

across all cases.   

Once the matrices were completed, the data in the matrix were reviewed thematically in conjunction 

with reviewing the already documented issues that had previously been uncovered in testing the 

same questions with English speaking participants. We employed the use of the C-NEST strategy15 

to identify and correct issues in the translation of the well-being measures. Issues that occurred in 

the both the translated questions and the source English question were noted but were not 

addressed in terms of recommending changes to the translation (as the source questions are 

                                                           
15

 Fitzgerald, R, Widdop, S., Gray, M. & Collins, D. (2011). Identifying Sources of Error in Cross-national 

Questionnaires: Application of an Error Source Typology to Cognitive Interview Data, Journal of Official 

Statistics, 27(27 (4)), 569–599. 
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extensively used in other surveys and we wished to retain conceptual equivalence as far as 

possible). Translation problems and issues related to the cultural portability of the four well-being 

measures were considered in depth at the analysis stage, and guided their final translation and 

recommendations for use in the field. 

3 Findings on Q1: Life satisfaction  

3.1  Questions tested - English versions 
The first well-being question is on ‘Life Satisfaction’ and asked participants to answer on a scale of 

nought to ten. An introduction/ preamble to the well-being questions is also given prior to the first 

question. The testing of this question aimed to assess participants’ understanding of the phrase 

‘satisfied with your life’ and to explore whether participants were able to use the answer scale. The 

testing explored how comfortable participants felt answering this question and what time period 

they were thinking of when considering ‘your life nowadays’. The source English questions are 

shown in table 3.1 below.  

Table 3.1:  English source question 

English version   

I would like to ask you four questions about your feelings on aspects of your life. 

There are no right or wrong answers. For each of these questions I’d like you to 

give an answer on a scale of nought to 10, where nought is ‘not at all’ and 10 is 

‘completely’. 

Q1. Overall, how satisfied are you with your life nowadays? 

3.1.1 Notes from English testing 

As previously discussed, ONS has conducted cognitive interviews of the well-being questions in 

English with a variety of participants.16 The English language testing findings related to Q1 were as 

follows: 

 The preamble/ introduction was not always retained by participants. This did not appear to 
influence participants’ ability to answer the questions. 

 The term ‘satisfied’ is subject to variations in comprehension. Some participants thought the 
word ‘satisfied’ implied a neutral or negative emotional state whereas others thought it inferred 
a positive emotional state (like content). 

 The term ‘nowadays’ is considered an old fashioned term. This word was sometimes ignored by 
participants. However, this did not appear to have a big impact on participants’ answers to the 
question. 

                                                           
16

 Ralph, K., Palmer, K. & Olney, J. (2011). Subjective well-being: a qualitative investigation of subjective 

well-being questions. London: Office for National Statistics, research report. 
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Therefore, although the above issues were of some interest if they occurred with Urdu and Sylheti 

speakers they are not considered to be ‘unique’ problems for this group. As these problems can 

arise in English they are not evidence of non-optimal translation or of poor cultural equivalence, but 

it is important to take these issues into account when analysing the data of the translated versions 

of the questions. 

3.2  Workshop findings 

3.2.1  Questions tested and workshop aims 

The aims of the workshop discussions were to: 

 Discuss which words/ phrases would be optimal in terms of best reflecting the English version 
of the question 

 Reflect on cultural aspects which might influence the way people understand and answer the 
questions 

 Discuss practicalities around administration (i.e. whether questions should be read out aurally 
or written down) 

 Assess which translation (in Urdu and Sylheti) is better or whether a different translation should 
be taken forward for the cognitive interviewing phase. 

During the workshop, two (written) Urdu translations and two Sylheti (audio) translations of the life 

satisfaction question were also discussed. 

The translations tested are shown in table 3.2 below: 

Table 3.2:  Questions tested in the Workshop 

Urdu: Version One 

Note: This translation of the question was designed to be part of an interviewer 

administered questionnaire (i.e. read out). A translation of the premable was included.  

 

Transliteration in Latin script: 

main aap ki zindagi kai mukh-talif  pah-lou-on sae mutallak aap kae ah-sa-saat kay 

baray mae aap sae chaar savalat pooch-na cha-hunga  -  

koi sa-hee ya ghalat javab-at nahin hain – in mae sae har aik saval kai li-aye, mae cha-
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houn-ga kae aap nought sae lae-kar das (10)  points kai aik pae-ma-nae-kae mutabiq 

javab dain, jahan kuch nahin ka matlab ‘bilkul nahin’ aur 10 ka matlab hai ‘puri taray’ 

1. maj-mu-ee-taur par, aap apni hal-aiya zindigi sae kit-nae mut-ma-in hain? 

Urdu: Version Two 

Note: This translation of the question was designed to be part of a self-completion 

questionnaire. No introduction or preamble on how to use the answer scale was 

provided. 

 

Transliteration in Latin script: 

aaj kal aap apni zindagi sae maj-mu-ee-taur par kit-nae mut-ma-in hain? 

0 – qatah mut-ma-in nahin 

10 – bilkul mut-ma-in 

Sylheti: Version One 

Note: This version was recorded with a female voice. The preamble was also 

translated and included in the recording. We have included here the transliteration for 

each of them. 

afnar bekhtigoto balamondo 

afne nizere kila mono khoroin ebong afnar sharbik zibon kila soler. outar ufre ami 

afnare sairTa proshno  jigaitam sairam egular bitore kuno bul ba shotik uttor nai. i 

proshnogular protekhTar lagi afne shunno  tekia dosh matrar uttor dita.  zekhane 

shunno oilo ekh dom bala nae  ar dosh oilo kub bala. 

proshno nombor ekh: bortomane afne afnar zibon loia muta muti khotokhan kushi 

asoin? 

Sylheti: Version Two 

Note: This translation was recorded with a male voice and included a translation of the 

preamble, as well. There are slight differences with Sylheti Version 1. These are the 

audio files and the transliterations of the recordings.  

afnar bekhtigoto balamondo 
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afne nizere kila mono khoroin ebong afnar sharbik zibon kila soler. outar ufre ami 

afnare sairTa proshno zikaitam sairam egular bitre kuno bul ba shotik uttor nai. i 

proshnogular protekhTar lagi afne shunno taikka dosh matrar uttor dita. zekhano 

shunno oilo ekh dom bala nae ebong  dosh oilo kub bala. 

proshno nombor ekh: bortomane afne afnar zibon loia muta muti khotokhan kushi 

asoin? 

 

3.2.2 Findings from the Urdu workshop 

Overall comments 

A general comment raised regarding the preamble and all subsequent questions was that the 

translations were in ‘high Urdu.’ It was considered the tone was very formal and that people 

speaking Urdu would not typically phrase things in this way. High Urdu was described as the form 

of the language used in text books or formal news broadcasts. It was felt that Urdu speakers may 

vary in terms of how easy or difficult they would find it to understand high Urdu. A less formal tone 

could make the translations more accessible to a broader Urdu speaking audience.  

Comments on preamble 

The preamble was considered to be quite long winded in the high Urdu translation discussed. It 

was felt that elements of the preamble could be cut to make the tone less formal and to make the 

translation less convoluted. It was felt that this would make the preamble easier to understand in 

Urdu without the overall meaning being affected. 

For example, it was suggested that, in Urdu, ‘I want to ask’ would be more a natural framing than 

the translation for ‘I would like to ask’. It was also suggested the preamble element ‘about your 

feelings about aspects of your life’ did not work well in translation and could be cut for simplicity.  

Workshop attendees could not find of a simple way of translating the word ‘scale’ and  therefore 

suggested describing this task in Urdu, without trying to find an equivalent for this word. Attendees 

felt that the translation used for the word ‘nought’ sounded unnatural: it suggested the equivalent of 

the English word ‘nothing’ rather than the number zero. It was suggested that the numeral ‘0’ could 

be used (as 10 is also shown in numerals). Numerals were discussed as well, as there is a different 

script for writing numerals in Urdu. It was felt that the Arabic numerals ‘0’ would be understood by 

Urdu speakers reading these statements. Finally, it was suggested that the translation for ‘not at all’ 

was non-optimal in the version tested, as it resembled in meaning the word “nothing” in English. 

This read in translation as ‘where nothing is nothing’.  A slightly different framing in Urdu was 

suggested, closer in meaning to “not at all”.   

Based on all of these comments the preamble, in English, would be framed like this: 

I would like want to ask you four questions about your feelings on aspects of your life. There 

are no right or wrong answers. For each of these questions I’d like you to give an answer on 

a scale of nought 0 to 10, where nought  0 is ‘not at all’ and 10 is ‘completely’. 
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Comments on Q1- version one 

The Urdu word used to refer to overall ‘maj-mu-ee-taur par’ was not a word considered to be in 

common usage. The word selected in the original translations was a high Urdu word and attendees 

were unsure whether it would be understood. It was initially suggested that this word should be 

substituted in Urdu for ‘aaj-kal’ which means something more akin to ‘these days.’ However, this 

notion was rejected as this was felt to be more of a reference to time period (mentioned elsewhere 

in the question stem) rather than a reference to summation. Therefore it was recommended that the 

Urdu word for ‘overall’ is removed entirely from the question stem. 

The Urdu word selected to mean satisfied ‘mut-ma-in’ was felt to have a slightly positive 

connotation, perhaps akin to the word ‘content’ in English. As prior cognitive interviews in English 

have also suggested the word ‘satisfied’ is equivalent to ‘content’ for some people, it was 

suggested that this translation was appropriate to take forward to the cognitive interviews.  

Finally, it was suggested that the way the question was ordered in Urdu was slightly unnatural and 

thus more long winded. It was felt that a simpler framing could be used.  

Comments on Q1- version two 

Version two of the Urdu questions discussed in the workshop was a written version of the questions 

with no preamble.  Workshop attendees felt that some form of preamble would be useful, even if 

questions were asked as a self-completion. They felt the revised translation they had agreed for the 

version one questions, if written down, would also work for a self-completion questionnaire. 

Workshop attendees commented how interviewer administered questions may be more accessible 

to all members of the Urdu speaking community. This is because not all Urdu speakers will be able 

to read the Urdu script. 

The same high Urdu word is used for ‘overall’ and it was suggested this word was dropped. 

Cultural issues raised in workshop 

Workshop attendees discussed how they thought some  Islamic Urdu speakers may be culturally 

inclined to give more positive answers to the question on ‘life satisfaction’.  It was discussed how, 

from a religious perspective this group may give positive answers because they don’t want to seem 

ungrateful for what they have in their life or for what has been provided by the divine. It was 

recommended that this should be explored further during the cognitive interviews. 

Which translation to use? 

Workshop attendees felt the version two translation was slightly closer to the English version than 

the translation used in version one. They also felt the framing was slightly simpler.  Based on all 

these findings, a revised translation of Q1 was suggested for use in the cognitive interviews. In 

English this revision would be framed in the following way: 

 

Q1. Overall, how satisfied are you with your life nowadays If you think about your life 

nowadays how content are you? 
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3.2.3 Findings from the Sylheti workshop 

Overall comments 

Attendees to the Sylheti workshop felt that the tone of the preamble and the question translations 

was too formal, rude and cold, but also most importantly that the accent was too closely related to 

Bengali, rather than Sylheti. The attendees in the workshop felt that a monolingual Sylheti speaker 

might regard these translations as too formal and too high class. It was also found that the two 

versions are not that different, rather, the pronunciation and accent of one made it appear very 

different from the other one. The female version was considered slightly more Sylheti, than the 

male version.  Although most Sylheti speakers could potentially understand both versions, that was 

not the language and register they would use on a regular basis. Sylheti being regarded as a 

dialect by some, and thus “inferior”, is subject to complicated power dynamics which are reflected in 

the language and the language use within the community. However, the current project aimed at 

finding the best translation that would be understood by monolingual Sylheti speakers who might 

not be fluent or literate in Bengali. It was thus recommended that the preamble and the questions 

be revised to be more in line with the more colloquial Sylheti language.   

It was also felt that more detail and reassurance would be necessary to be included in the preamble 

if it was to be used in the field with monolingual speakers. Explaining in more detail what the 

purpose of the questions were, what a scale is and how to answer the questions on a scale, and 

using more gentle and familiar language was deemed to be essential for the successful delivery of 

the questions to monolingual Sylheti speakers.  

Comments on Q1 

After listening to both translations for all questions, attendees realised that the word used in Q1 and 

Q3 was the same word, more in line with the English translation for happy, rather than satisfied with 

life. They discussed how in order to convey a meaning closer to English, a word that is derived from 

“shanti”, meaning “peace” or “at peace” would be more appropriate. The attendees decided that the 

best translation for satisfaction with life would be “shantorshto”. 

The potential translations for “overall” identified by the attendees in the workshop were also 

divergent from the translation used in the two original versions of the translations. One suggestion 

was “hoholta milaia”, which would be the more Sylheti translation. Another one was “shopta milaia”, 

which was considered more Bengali, but could also be understood easily by Sylheti speakers.  

Cultural issues raised in workshop 

Given their cultural connection to the Sylheti community, the workshop attendees felt that more 

reassurance should be given to respondents prior to asking the questions. They also brought up 

the fact that some monolingual Sylheti speakers might not have experience participating in survey 

research, thus they would need to be first introduced to the concept of responding to these 

questions, which might seem quite personal.  

Which translation to use? 

Attendees agreed that a ‘more’ Sylheti version of the question should be recorded in order to be 
used for the cognitive interviews.  
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3.3  Cognitive findings  
Following the workshop, a new version of the preamble and questions was developed for the 

cognitive interviewing stage. In line with the research model, the bilingual NatCen researchers took 

on the role of adjudicators. They developed the final version of the translated questions, which were 

then taken to the field cognitive testing.  

The Urdu adjudicator wrote the translation in Urdu script, as well as a transliteration using the Latin 

script. The Sylheti translations were recorded once more by the Sylheti adjudicator (female) and 

another male Sylheti speaker. These two recordings were identical.  

3.3.1 Urdu 

Questions tested and test aims 

The preamble and first question tested in Urdu are shown in table 3.3 below. This includes the 

introduction to the questions and instructions on how answers should be given using the numbers 

nought to 10.   

Table 3.3:  Question tested in Urdu cognitive interviews  

Question tested   

 

 

 

Transliteration in Latin Script: 

Main aap ki zindagi kai barai mae chaar savalat pooch-na cha-hunga  - koi sa-hee ya 

ghalat javab-at nahin hain – har aik saval kai li-aye sifr sae lai-kar 10 points kai mutabiq 

javab dain, zahan sifr (0)  ka matlab hai ‘ bilkul nahin’ aur 10 ka matlab hai ‘buhat’ 

 

1. Aap apni zindagi sai kitne mut-ma-in hain? 
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0 = bilkul nahin mut-ma-in 

10 = buhat mut-ma-in 

 

The aims of testing this question were to explore comprehension of the question in Urdu, response 

mapping (i.e. whether the participant was able to answer using an appropriate number from 0-10) 

and whether participants feel comfortable when answering. Findings on all of these areas are 

discussed in the following sections. 

Findings on comprehension 

Most participants were able to comprehend the question, but they mostly understood “satisfaction 

with life” as equivalent to “happy”. They spoke about the various issues that might affect their 

satisfaction with life: 

 Illness: either themselves or some in their immediate circle 

 Not having their passport, while waiting for a visa 

 Not having a job 

 Having bad days, being stressed 

Participants also discussed aspects of their lives that might have a positive effect on life 

satisfaction: 

 Being healthy  

 Family life: spending time with family and children, being able to provide the children with a 
good education, going on holiday with the family 

 Relationships: with family and people in their community 

 Having a (good) job, sufficient money 

 Being respected in the community 

Although the Urdu translation did not include a time reference (the phrases ‘nowadays’ or ‘these 

days’ were found to be too formal during the workshop), probing showed that participants were 

thinking of the present, as well as their entire life, when answering this question. One participant 

reflected on how his life satisfaction was not the same at the time of the interview as compared to 

the past when he was healthy and could work, because he was ill and did not have a job. Some 

participants said that they were thinking of how satisfied they were with their entire life, including 

past and present in their answers. Nonetheless, the answers provided during the probing questions 

suggest that although the past was considered by some participants, the actual answer was in line 

with events in their lives at the time of the interview.  

“You were asking me about nowadays, so I answered your question relating to the last few weeks. I 

was being asked about my current life, not 5 years or 10 years. If you were to ask me about my 

past then I would answer the same as my life has not changed much”. (SB02) 
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“When I was answering this question I was thinking about my whole life. Things that happen in your 

life make your happiness”. (SB01) 

Findings on response mapping 

Table 3.4 below summarises the details of how all Urdu speaking participants initially answered the 

question. Responses in red indicate where a response mapping issue has been noted (for example 

participants not initially selecting a number, changing their answer or giving a number that did not 

seem appropriate based on their responses to probes). 

Table 3.4: Response mapping for Urdu speaking participants at Q1 

Serial Response 

given 

Comments on response mapping 

UH01 8  

UH02 10 Number selected only after various probes  

UH03 8  

UH04 10  

UH05 3  

SB01 9   

SB02 Not answered P refused to provide an answer; Question intrusive coming from 

a stranger (the interviewer); Cannot answer negatively because 

of cultural/ religious reasons 

SB03 Not answered P refused to quantify life satisfaction by giving a number. 

SB05 5  

SB06 Fully satisfied P used the label for the value 10 to provide an answer.  

 

Some participants found it difficult to quantify their answers in numbers, and two refused to actually 
provide an answer. The question was initially asked without a showcard, and participants (some 
after probing) could provide an answer. After being shown the showcard, most said that it would not 
have been any different to answer using it.  

One participant (UH05) noticed that on the showcard the numerals were in Arabic, and not in Urdu. 
He did not have a problem reading it, but said: 

“We don’t write it like this”. (UH05) 

Findings on comfort when answering 

When probed, the majority of the participants said that they were very comfortable answering the 

question. One participant said that she felt the question would be intrusive if asked by a stranger 

(SB02) and that would make it uncomfortable for her to answer, but that she was comfortable with 
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the interviewer, so did not mind discussing with her.  The other participants did not feel it was too 

intrusive and said that the answers they provided were honest. Participants also thought that others 

would answer the question honestly, unless they had a reason to lie about their lives.  

Other findings on Q1 

One important finding for this question is that most participants talked about divine influence on 

their lives and their satisfaction with their lives. Apart from the religious aspect of it, one participant 

extrapolated it to say: 

“My culture teaches me to be grateful” (SB02) 

Thus, when interpreting the answers to the life satisfaction question, it is important to remember 

that culturally the participants might not feel that it is appropriate to answer on the negative side of 

the scale. Nonetheless, the variation in the responses gathered from just ten participants suggests 

that the scale is sensitive enough to pick up differences in life satisfaction in this group.  

Participants who had seen surveys in the past had an easier time answering the question on a 

scale. One participant mentioned that she was asked similar questions at her GP: 

“Yes, I have heard questions like this before in my doctors surgery, It was relating to pain and 0 

was no pain and 10 was high pain.” (SB02) 

Recommendations 

We recommend that interviewers who conduct interviews on well-being with monolingual Urdu 

speakers should be prepared to encourage people to choose a number on the scale. Interviewers 

could also ask prior to administering the questions whether the participants had to answer survey 

questions before (such as the pain question at the GP surgery).  

Urdu monolinguals will potentially be aware of the numerals in Urdu, however if they have a low 

level of literacy in Urdu, they might be more familiar with the Arabic numerals which are used in the 

English context they live in. We recommend that the showcards have the Urdu numerals on one 

side and the Arabic ones on the reverse.  

We also recommend including a bit more text in the preamble to reassure participants that the 

answers they give will remain confidential and that there are no wrong answers.  
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3.3.2 Sylheti 

Questions tested and test aims 

Table 3.5:  Question tested in Sylheti cognitive interviews  

Question tested   

Note: Describe recording. If transliteration available provide (no worries if not) 

ami afnar zindegir shobtar ufre sairTa fosno khortam saiar. afnar uttoror maze kuno bul 

ba shuddo nai. fortekh fosnor uttoror maf diba shunno taki dosh forzunto. shunno mani 

muteu nai ar dosh mani shammporno. 

1) foela fosno: shobta milaia afne afnar zindegi loia ekhon khemon shontuSTo asoin? 

 

 

As with the Urdu interviews the aims of testing this question were to explore comprehension of the 

question, response mapping (i.e. whether the participant was able to answer using an appropriate 

number from 0-10) and comfort when answering. Findings on all of these areas are discussed in 

the following sections. 

Findings on comprehension 

All participants in the cognitive testing interviews suggested that the question was clear and easy to 

understand. The word used to signify “satisfaction with life” – shontuSTo. They all correctly 

identified the origin of this word, as being “peace”. Some participants discussed how this phrasing 

meant “Kushi” or “kushi bashi” (happiness) to them and offered this word as an alternative phrasing 

or translation of the question. They all said that they were able to understand the dialect and 

identified the dialect used as easy to understand. 

Some examples of how participants understood this question include: 

 Family, children, spouse; 

 Health; 

 Comparing their life at the time of the interview with their “life plan” and assessing satisfaction 
based on this comparison; 

 Work; 

 Financial stability and sources of help; 

 Achievements in life based on work and education.  

Respondents were also probed about the reference period they considered when answering this 

question. The responses varied from one week to their entire life, that is, they  talked about how 

satisfied they were with how their lives had turned out. Interestingly, some of the female 

participants used their married life as a reference point. For example, one discussed how her life 

had changed since the death of her husband eight years ago (RB01), while another talked about 
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how it has changed since we married and moved from Bangladesh to the UK (RB04). This is 

consistent with cognitive testing in English, which also found that events that are deemed important 

in the life of a participant will be referenced when answering a question. 

Findings on response mapping 

Interviewers’ notes suggest that all participants needed to be probed extensively in order to provide 

a response on the scale. When asked whether they had previously participated in a survey 

(spontaneous probe) all participants said that they had not and thus never had to answer a 

question on a scale. Interviewers however suggested that all participants were happy to use the 

scale once it was explained what they needed to do.  

Table 3.6 below summarises the details of how all Sylheti speaking participants initially answered 

the question. Responses in red indicate where a response mapping issue has been noted (for 

example participants not initially selecting a number, changing their answer or giving a number that 

did not seem appropriate based on their responses to probes 

Table 3.6: Response mapping for Sylheti speaking participants at Q1 

Serial Response 

given 

Comments on response mapping 

RB01 10  

RB02 8  

RB03 5  

RB04 10  

RB05 10  

FR01 9  

RB06 8  

RB07 6  

FR02 7  

FR03 7  

 

Participants needed the interviewers’ prompting to choose a number on the scale, but they were all 

able to do so. Some answered using percentages.  

With regards to the use of a showcard, the option was split as to whether it was useful or not.  In 

some cases, it provided an aid to the interviewer when repeating the question to point to the 

showcard with numbers so that participants understand how to answer.  
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Probes about the neutral answer revealed that participants would choose numbers between 5 and 
7. They were also able to explain what a neutral answer in the context of satisfaction with life would 
mean.  

Findings on comfort when answering 

Most participants found the question easy to answer and comfortable. Some mentioned that they 

did not think that other respondents would find these questions difficult or uncomfortable to answer. 

One participant (RB02) appeared to be slightly uncomfortable throughout the interview, but the 

interviewer’s view is that it was more of a personal characteristic, rather than reflect on the 

cognitive exercise or the well-being questions.  

Recommendations 

With regards to the preamble to the well-being questions, we recommend that more detail is added 

to encourage participants to be open about their answers. For those who have never participated in 

a survey before, this reassurance will be very important: it will make them feel more at ease, and 

better understand the purpose of the questions.  

We recommend that interviewers who administer the interviews on well-being to monolingual 

Sylheti speakers should be prepared to encourage people to choose a number on the scale, 

preferably having the showcard where the participants could refer to. Interviewers could also ask 

prior to administering the questions whether the participants had to answer survey questions before 

(such as the pain question at the GP surgery).  

We suggest that in the final version of the translations, the instructions to choose a number from 

zero to ten should be restated after each question, not only question 4, as it currently is in the 

English translation.  

 

4 Findings on Q2: Feeling that the things 
done in life are  worthwhile 

4.1  Questions tested - English version 
The second well-being question is on feeling that the things done in life are worthwhile. The general 

aim of testing this question was to assess how easy or difficult it was for participants to answer the 

question and whether the wording of the question was understood by participants. The testing 

aimed to explore the time period participants were thinking of when answering the question and, 

similarly to the other well-being questions, the testing explored participants’ thoughts regarding the 

answer scale and the sensitivity of the question. The source English question is shown in table 4.1 

below.  
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Table 4.1:  English source question 

English version   

Q2. Overall, to what extent do you feel that the things you do in your life are 

worthwhile? 

4.1.1 Notes from English testing 

As previously discussed ONS has conducted cognitive interviews of the well-being questions in 

English with a variety of participants.17 The English language testing findings related to Q2 were as 

follows: 

 The term worthwhile was generally understood, although there were some exceptions to this in 
groups with low levels of education. Some examples of how those who understood the term 
described it are; being in paid employment, things that make people happy, something of non-
financial value to other people and society.  

 Some evidence of positivity bias/ socially desirable reporting i.e. participants not wanting to say 
their life isn’t worthwhile. 

Therefore, evidence of these problems in Urdu or Sylheti versions are not evidence of non-optimal 

translation or of poor cultural equivalence.  

4.2  Workshop findings 

4.2.1 Questions tested and workshop aims 

During the workshop two Urdu translations of the life being worthwhile question were tested and 

two Sylheti translations were also tested. The translations tested are shown in table 4.2 below: 

Table 4.2:  Questions tested in the Workshop 

Urdu: Version One 

Note: This translation of the question was designed to be part of an interviewer 

administered questionnaire (i.e. read out). 

 

                                                           
17

 Ralph, K., Palmer, K. & Olney, J. (2011). Subjective well-being: a qualitative investigation of subjective well-

being questions. London: Office for National Statistics, research report. 
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Transliteration in Latin script: 

2. maj-mu-ee-taur par, kis hadh tak app ko is baat ka ah-sas hai kai aap apni 

zindagi main jo cheez-ain kar-rahay-hain vo kar-a-maadh hain? 

Urdu: Version Two 

Note: This translation of the question was designed to be part of a self-completion 

questionnaire.  

 

Transliteration in Latin script: 

2.  maj-mu-ee-taur par, aap ko kiya meh-soos ho-ta hae kae aap apni zindagi mae jo 

kuch kar-ra-hae hain vo koi ma-ee-nay rakh ta hae? 

0 – koi ma-ee-nay nahin rakhta 

10 – buhat bae-ma-ee-nay hae 

Sylheti: Version One 

Note: This version was recorded with a female voice. We have included here the audio 

files and the transliteration. 

2) proshno number dui: afne afnar  jibone  ja kisu korra sharbik babeta  kotokhan  

molloban mono khoroin? 

 

Sylheti: Version Two 

Note: This version was recorded with a male voice. We have included here the audio 

files and the transliteration. 

2) proshno number dui: afne afnar zibone za  kisu khorra sharbik babeta khotokhan 

muilloban mono khoroin? 
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4.2.2 Findings from the Urdu workshop 

Comments on Q2 - version one 

Workshop attendees discussed how question two was problematic to translate into Urdu as they 

could not think of an Urdu word which was the direct equivalent for the English word ‘worthwhile.’ 

They felt that first version of the translation they looked at used a word that roughly asked whether 

or not the things someone has done in life ‘have value’ or ‘success’. A number of alternative Urdu 

words relating to the worthwhile concept were discussed including: 

 One word meaning important 

 One word meaning to have purpose; or 

 Another one roughly meaning successful.  

However, none of the words mentioned was universally acknowledged to be a perfect match in 

terms of meaning. 

As described in relation to question one, the Urdu translation included a high Urdu word for ‘overall’ 

that attendees felt was not in common parlance. It was recommended that this word should be 

dropped entirely from the translation. 

Comments on Q2 - version two 

Workshop attendees felt that the same issues raised for the version one translation also applied to 

the version two translations i.e. there is no direct equivalent to the word worthwhile in Urdu. 

Attendees felt the second translation was unclear in terms of what it was asking. 

Which translation to use? 

Workshop attendees felt the version one translation was clearer than the version two translation. 

However, they felt that neither clearly communicated the concept of whether ‘the things you do in 

your life are worthwhile.’  Attendees felt that you may need to combine a number of Urdu words to 

get to an optimal translation. Again it was suggested that word ‘overall’ should be dropped.  

Based on all of the comments a revised translation of Q2 was suggested to use in the cognitive 

interviews. In English this revision would be roughly framed in the following way: 

Q2. Overall, to what extent do you feel that the things you do in your life are worthwhile? TO what 

extent do you feel that what you do in your life is worthwhile? 
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4.2.3 Findings from the Sylheti workshop 

Comments on Q2 

The attendees discussed again how the two versions they were presented with were too close to 

Bengali and too far from Sylheti. They suggested that the language  should be brought closer to the 

Sylheti alternatives, while at the same time distancing it from Bengali.  

With regards to the phrase “things that you do in your life are worthwhile”, various issues were 

discussed: 

“Things you do in life” cannot be translated as such, so the attendees suggested that the best 

approximate translation would be “whatever (plural) you do in life”. 

“Worthwhile” was deemed to not have a direct translation into Sylheti, but attendees could identify 

words that would have the following meanings: 

 Purposeful, 

 Meaningful, or 

 Rewarding.  

Which translation to use? 

It was discussed that there is no best way to translate the concept of worthwhile in Sylheti. The 

suggestions made by the attendees in the workshop were to use more than one word to convey the 

exact meaning in the translation. Given the many dialectical variations in Sylheti, as well as the fact 

that speakers often code switched between Sylheti and Bengali, it was discussed how it was 

common practice to use various words, phrases and synonyms in conversation, so that the 

message can be easily conveyed without losing meaning.   

4.3  Cognitive findings 

4.3.1 Urdu 

Questions tested and test aims 

The question tested is shown in table 4.3 below. 

Table 4.3:  Question tested in Urdu cognitive interviews  

Question tested   
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Transliteration in Latin script:  

Kis hadh tak aap ko is baat ka ah-sas hai kai aap apni zindagi main jo cheez kar-rahay-

ain vo kar-a-maad hain? 

0 = bilkul kar-a-maad nahin  

10 = buhat kar-a-maad 

 

The aims of testing this question were to explore comprehension of the question in Urdu, response 

mapping and comfort when answering, as well as understanding of the term “kar-a-maad”, that is, 

worthwhile. In addition, probing explored whether or not this question, in Urdu, was conceptually 

distinct i.e. whether it was seen to be different to the prior well-being question on ‘Life Satisfaction’.   

Findings on comprehension 

Participants seemed to understand the concepts presented in the question, however some of them 

struggled to provide an answer on the scale.  

There were slight variations in the understanding of the phrase “kar-a-maad” (worthwhile), 

including: 

 The good things in life 

 Things going according to plan 

 Doing things for others, such as family members and friends 

 Things in life having purpose 

Although not many alternatives to the word have been recorded by the interviewers, it does appear 

that the question was not clearly understood by the participants in the cognitive interviews. One 

participant (UH04) suggested that a better word to use would be “ach-cha”, which would be the 

translation of “well/ good”.  

With regards to the reference period when answering this question, participants gave varied 

answers. Some said that they reflected on: 

 their past when providing an answer (UH01 – he would have given a different answer if he 
would have thought about the present) 

 their life as a whole (UH02) 

 their life now (UH03, UH04, UH05) 

 past three weeks (SB01) 

 today or yesterday (SB06). 

The variation in the reference periods used when answering this question, indicate that it could 

benefit from temporal grounding if the aim of the question is to measure how the participants feel at 

the time of the interview.  
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Findings on response mapping 

Table 4.4 below summarises the details of how all Urdu speaking participants initially answered the 

question. Responses in red indicate where a response mapping issue has been noted (for example 

participants not initially selecting a number, changing their answer or giving a number that did not 

seem appropriate based on their responses to probes 

Table 4.4: Response mapping for Urdu speaking participants at Q2 

Serial Response 

given 

Comments on response mapping 

UH01 10 Probing revealed the P answered reflecting on the past, not the 

present – Wrong time reference  

UH02 10  

UH03 5  

UH04 10  

UH05 5  

SB01 8   

SB02 A lot No response selected on the scale. P suggests this should be a 

yes/ no question 

SB03 Not answered No response selected on the scale 

SB05 Not answered No response selected on the scale 

SB06 Very 

worthwhile 

P used the label for the value 10 to provide an answer. 

 

Similarly to the first question tested, some participants had a hard time quantifying their answers 

and choosing a value on the scale.  

Findings on comfort when answering 

Similarly to question one, overall, participants thought that this question was comfortable to answer, 

except for one participant who said: 

“I felt like you are wasting your time asking uneducated people like me, a person is either happy or 

sad so is it not better to say. I do not feel that people in my community will answer these questions 

any other way than a zero for not happy and 10 for really happy. People in my community will think 

you are being nosey by asking these questions.” (SB02) 

These sentiments were not echoed by other participants, who did not find the question sensitive.   

 



 

 

 

NatCen Social Research | Translation and cognitive testing of the harmonised personal 

well-being questions 
39 

 

 

Findings on whether Q2 is distinct  

Some participants noticed that the questions might be tapping at similar concepts, i.e. well-being, 

although they could not name it. Some found the questions to be quite different, while others 

suggested that they are similar.  

This is not unlike the English version of the questions: although they are different and aim to 

identify dimensions of well-being, there are correlations in meaning and the answers provided by 

participants.  

Other findings on Q2 

No other findings were identified.  

Recommendations 

Question two was not very well understood by the participants in the cognitive interviews. Although 

the concept of doing things that are worthwhile is quite difficult to grasp, we recommend, that apart 

from the Urdu phrase used for it, one or two other words or phrases could be added to enhance 

understanding. Providing the participants with more synonymous phrases has the potential to 

enhance understanding in this context.  

If the temporal reference is important, this should also be included in the question. 

Similarly to the recommendations for question one, the interviewers should be prepared to 

encourage participants to provide an answer on the scale, even if this is not intuitive for the 

participants.  

4.3.2 Sylheti 

Questions tested and test aims 

Table 4.5:  Question tested in Sylheti cognitive interviews  

Question tested   

Note: Transliteration in Latin script: 

2) dui nombor fosno: shobta milaia afne afnar zindegit zeta zeta khoria zaira ita 

guruttopuno mono khoroin ni? 

 

The aims of testing this question were to explore comprehension of the question in Sylheti, 

response mapping and comfort when answering. In addition, probing explored whether or not this 

question, in Sylheti, was conceptually distinct i.e. whether it was seen to be different to the prior 

well-being question on ‘Life satisfaction’.  
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Findings on comprehension 

Most participants were able to understand the question, provide an answer to it and when probed 

exemplify what they considered worthwhile to mean and what things in their lives were worthwhile. 

They all understood the word “guruttopuno” to mean worthwhile, important and of significance to 

one’s life. Some examples are presented below: 

 “Looking after my children’s education, my mother in law who is elderly and ill, fulfilling duties as 
a mother, wife and daughter-in-law”. (RC04) 

 Taking care of the family and house; 

 “Providing for family, educating children and current life and work” (RB06) 

 Working for others and running their own business. 

Interestingly, the question was understood somewhat differently depending on the gender of the 

participant: women discussed that the things that are worthwhile for them related to taking care of 

the house and their family, the education of their children, the health necessities of older family 

members; men talked more about providing for their family, ensuring that they are happy. Although 

the comprehension varied across genders, it clearly shows that the question was well understood 

by all respondents. 

With regards to the time period used as a reference for this question, participants again varied in 

their approach: some considered the recent past (a week or so), while others thought back up to 

over 20 years prior. Again, it appears that specific events (the death of a spouse, marriage, moving 

to the UK, starting a business) are used to mark the period of time participants’ reference when 

they answer these questions.  

Findings on response mapping 

Some participants again needed to be probed in order to provide an answer on the scale, indicating 

that they had not become accustomed  to using the scale at this point in the interview. However, 

with the support of the interviewers, they were all able to choose a response which was well 

reflected in the answers they provided. One exception was a participant (RB01) who showed clear 

signs that she had not understood the question. In probing, she talked about how the question was 

asking how her life was going, whether she was stressed or sad. The interviewer did not probe 

further to identify the cause of this. 

Table 4.6 below summarises the details of how all Sylheti speaking participants initially answered 

the question. Responses in red indicate where a response mapping issue has been noted (for 

example participants not initially selecting a number, changing their answer or giving a number that 

did not seem appropriate based on their responses to probes 

Table 4.6: Response mapping for Sylheti speaking participants at Q2 

Serial Response 

given 

Comments on response mapping 

RB01 6 Respondent did not understand the question. Provided a neutral 

answer. 

RB02 10  
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RB03 10 Initially, gave 3 as an answer, but quickly changed it. Unsure 

whether she changed after probing. Probe answers suggest she 

initially misunderstood the question.  

RB04 10  

RB05 10  

FR01 9  

RB06 10  

RB07 7  

FR02 8  

FR03 8  

 

When probed about which number would correspond to a neutral answer and what this answer 

might reflect, several participants said that there was not a way of answering this question neutrally, 

or even that such a concept would exist.  

Findings on comfort when answering 

One participant showed some signs of being uncomfortable when answering this question, but this 

could be due to the fact that she might have originally misunderstood the question (RB03). All other 

participants said that they found the question easy and comfortable to answer. They all suggested 

that others would feel the same.  

Findings on whether Q2 is distinct  

Participants indicated that the two questions might be related, but that they were different 

conceptually. Participants said that they both referred to their lives, but one was specifically 

addressing feelings (Q1) while the other was about doing things in life (Q2). They thought that 

everybody should see them as distinct if they understood the key words. 

Other findings on Q2 

No other findings were identified for this question.  

Recommendations 

We recommend that interviewers who administer the interviews on well-being to monolingual 

Sylheti speakers should be prepared to encourage people to choose a number on the scale, 

preferably having the showcard where the participants could refer to. Interviewers could also ask 

prior to administering the questions whether the participants had to answer survey questions before 

(such as the pain question at the GP surgery).  
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We suggest that in the final version of the translations, the instructions to choose a number from 

zero to ten should be restated after each question, not only question 4, as it currently is in the 

English translation. 

 

5 Findings on Q3: Happiness yesterday 

5.1 Questions tested - English versions 
The third well-being question is on ‘happiness yesterday.’ The testing of this question aimed to 

assess whether any participants found this question difficult to answer. The testing explored 

participants’ understanding of the phrase ‘how happy did you feel’ and if they could suggest an 

alternative word to ‘happy’. Additionally, it was explored whether participants thought this question 

was similar to the other well-being questions (Q1 and Q2). The testing assessed whether the 

answer scale was easy or difficult to use and generally how comfortable participants felt answering 

this question. The source English question is shown in table 5.1 below. 

Table 5.1:  English source question 

English version   

Q3. Overall, how happy did you feel yesterday? 

5.1.1 Notes from English testing 

As previously discussed ONS has conducted cognitive interviews of the well-being questions in 

English with a variety of participants.18 The English language testing findings related to Q3 

‘Happiness yesterday’ were as follows: 

 The term ‘happy’ was generally well understood. It was described as being content or not being 
sad. 

 Some participants wanted the question to ask about a longer timeframe, as they felt that 
‘yesterday’ was not a typical day. 

Therefore, evidence of these problems in Urdu or Sylheti versions are not evidence of non-optimal 
translation or of poor cultural equivalence.  

 

 

 

                                                           
18

 Ralph, K., Palmer, K. & Olney, J. (2011). Subjective well-being: a qualitative investigation of subjective well-

being questions. London: Office for National Statistics, research report. 
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5.2  Workshop findings 

5.2.1 Questions tested and workshop aims 

During the workshop two Urdu translations of the happiness yesterday question were tested and 

two Sylheti translations of the question were also tested. The translations tested are shown in table 

5.2 below: 

Table 5.2:  Questions tested in the Workshop 

Urdu: Version One 

Note: This translation of the question was designed to be part of an interviewer 

administered questionnaire (i.e. read out). 

 

Transliteration in Latin script: 

3. maj-mu-ee-taur par, kal aap ko kitni kush-ee meh-soos hui? 

Urdu: Version Two 

Note: This translation of the question was designed to be part of a self-completion 

questionnaire.  

 

Transliteration in Latin script: 

3.    maj-mu-ee-taur par aap kal kitnae kush thay/th-een? 

0 -  bilkul kush nahin tha/th-ee 

10 – muk-kamil tarae sae kush tha/th-ee 

 

Sylheti: Version One 

Note: This version was recorded with a female voice. We have included here the audio 
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files and the transliteration. 

3) proshno nombor tin: goto khailke afne shobtae milaia  kotokhan hashi kushi 

asla? 

 

Sylheti: Version Two 

Note: This version was recorded with a male voice. We have included here the audio 

files and the transliteration. 

3) proshno nombor tin: goto khailke afne shobtae milaia khotokhan ashi kushi asla? 

 

 

5.2.2 Findings from the Urdu workshop 

Comments on version one 

In general workshop attendees felt that Q3 (on happiness yesterday) was the most straightforward 

of the four well-being questions to understand in translation. They described how the version one 

translation roughly reads as:  ‘Overall, how much happiness did you feel yesterday.’  

Again workshop attendees suggested removing the word selected for ‘overall’ as it was felt that this 

was a high Urdu word that may not be in common parlance.  

Comments on version two 

Workshop attendees felt that version two translation was clear and easy to understand. They 

described this version as roughly reading “Overall, how happy were you yesterday?” It was felt that 

this framing was more natural in Urdu compared to the version one framing although both could be 

understood. Again it was suggested that the term ‘overall’ should be dropped. 

Which translation to use? 

Workshop attendees felt the version two translation was clearer than the version one translation. 

They suggested the version two translation should be used in the cognitive interviews but the Urdu 

word for ‘overall’ should be dropped.  Based on these comments a revised translation of Q3 was 

suggested. In English the revision of the question used in the cognitive interviews was roughly as 

follows:  

Q3. Overall, how happy were you did you feel yesterday? 
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5.2.3 Findings from the Sylheti workshop 

Comments on Q3 

The two translated versions of the third questions were identical, however attendees in the 

workshop felt that the translations were too Bengali, and not Sylheti enough. Consensus was 

quickly reached among the group about the best way to translate the question related to happiness 

yesterday. Attendees identified the following words as being the best translations: 

 Kushi (bashi) – happy 

 Gotohail – yesterday 

It was felt that they would be better understood by the monolingual Sylheti speakers.  

Which translation to use? 

The workshop attendees identified the best way to translate this question easily and a final version 

of the best translation was suggested. This is the translation that was then used in the field during 

the cognitive interviews.  

5.3  Cognitive findings  

5.3.1 Urdu 

Questions tested and test aims 

The question tested is shown in table 5.3a below. 

Table 5.3a:  Question tested in Urdu cognitive interviews  

Question tested   

 

Transliteration in Latin script: 

3.  Kaal aap kitne kush thay? 

0 = bilkul nahin kush 

10 = buhat kush  
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The aims of testing this question were to explore comprehension of the question in Urdu, response 

mapping and comfort when answering. In addition probing explored whether or not this question, in 

Urdu, was conceptually distinct i.e. whether it was seen to be different to the prior well-being 

questions on both ‘Life satisfaction’ and ‘Life being worthwhile.’ 

Findings on comprehension 

Participants found this question very easy to understand and when probed about the meaning of 

the phrase “happy yesterday” they provided answers to reflect this understanding. Some of the 

examples they mentioned were: 

 Family, children, friends, good and long life 

 Not being stressed 

 Having enough money, not receiving bills that needed to be paid. 

Based on the answers to the probes, participants appeared to have considered the previous day 

when answering the questions. Some talked about specific events that happened and how that 

affected their happiness.  

One participant (UH01) changed his answer from 8 to 3, when the question was repeated, 

suggesting that the initial answer he provided was an overall answer about his life, but given that at 

the time of the interview he was stressed and in pain, he felt it necessary to change his answer. 

This might be an isolated incident, however. 

Findings on response mapping 

Table 5.3b below summarises the details of how all Urdu speaking participants initially answered 

the question. Responses in red indicate where a response mapping issue has been noted (for 

example participants not initially selecting a number, changing their answer or giving a number that 

did not seem appropriate based on their responses to probes 

Table 5.3b: Response mapping for Urdu speaking participants at Q3 

Serial Response 

given 

Comments on response mapping 

UH01 8, then 3 P answered without thinking, then changed answer to 3 when the 

Q was repeated and saw the showcard 

UH02 10  

UH03 8  

UH04 7  

UH05 4  

SB01 7  

SB02 Not answered No response selected on the scale 
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SB03 Not answered No response selected on the scale 

SB05 7  

SB06 Very happy 

yesterday 

P suggests the interviewer can choose a number on the scale to 

fit her answer 

 

Findings on comfort when answering 

All participants felt that this question was easy and comfortable to discuss. This could also be 

inferred from the fact that it was felt the question  was simpler to understand and answer than the 

previous ones, and several participants suggested that regardless of the level of literacy or 

education everybody will be able and willing to answer question three.  

One participant (SB05) became frustrated with the interview at this point. This could however be an 

isolated incident, as other participants did not find the interview frustrating.  

“I have told you time and time again I am grateful to God for being able to live my life. I am here 

today and now, aren’t I?” (SB05 – shouting) 

Findings on whether Q3 is distinct  

Participants felt that the questions were distinct, but provided various reasons for this 

distinctiveness:  

 Q1 and Q3 were considered by some participants to be close in meaning. 

 Q1, Q2 and Q3 were identified as being related because they were asking about life.  

 The change in the temporal reference drew their attention and they perceived this to be a 
difference between the questions.  

 It was felt that Q3 was appropriate for people who were less educated.  

 

“No, this question is different from the previous ones. All these questions seem similar but they are 
totally different. Whether people educated or illiterate they all think differently. I will give you an 
answer that is different to someone else.” (SB06) 

Other findings on Q3 

No other findings were identified for this question.  

Recommendations 

Given the positive response to this question, the clarity with which it was received, this question 

could be asked first, such that it provides an easy way into the set of personal well-being questions, 

but also so that the participants perceive the difference between the “happiness yesterday” 

question and the “life satisfaction question”. Asking about happiness first, might lead them to 

consider the differences in meaning between these two questions. However, if this 

recommendation is followed, careful consideration will need to be given to the temporal references 
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of all questions, as satisficing (cognitive shortcuts) might affect the following questions – 

participants could potentially answer all of them thinking about the previous day.  

5.3.2 Sylheti 

Questions tested and test aims 

Summarise changes between workshop and cognitive 

Table 5.3.2a:  Question tested in Sylheti cognitive interviews  

Question tested   

Note: Describe recording. If transliteration available provide (no worries if not) 

3) tin nombor fosno: shobta milaia gotokhail afne khotokhan kushi bashi asla? 

 

The aims of testing this question were to explore comprehension of the question in Sylheti, 

response mapping and comfort when answering. In addition, probing explored whether or not this 

question, in Sylheti, was conceptually distinct i.e. whether it was seen to be different to the prior 

well-being questions on both ‘Life satisfaction’ and ‘Life being worthwhile.’ 

Findings on comprehension 

All participants understood this question well and some even said that it was the easiest question of 

all they had been asked up to this point.  

The translated word for “happiness” – “kushi” was well understood and there were no suggestions 

of how it could be said in a different way, except for its translation in Bengali.  

When probed to tell the interviewers what they considered when answering this question, the 

following characteristics were brought up: 

 Peace of mind 

 Satisfaction with life 

 No troubles  

 Not being busy and stressed 

 Job 

 Family life being good.  

One participant who gave a lower score justified it by saying that her cousin had been taken into 

the hospital the day before and that affected her happiness negatively (RB02). Another respondent 

said that she had been fasting the previous day, and that influenced her happiness (RB01).  
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All participants thought about the previous day when answering this question. In one instance, the 

participant used think aloud to say that the previous day had been Monday, and that helped in 

deciding on the response to the question. 

Findings on response mapping 

Table 5.3.2b below summarises the details of how all Sylheti speaking participants initially 

answered the question. Responses in red indicate where a response mapping issue has been 

noted (for example participants not initially selecting a number, changing their answer or giving a 

number that did not seem appropriate based on their responses to probes 

Table 5.3.2b: Response mapping for Sylheti speaking participants at Q3 

Serial Response 

given 

Comments on response mapping 

RB01 4  

RB02 10  

RB03 9  

RB04 8  

RB05 10  

FR01 10  

RB06 5  

RB07 8  

FR02 6  

FR03 6  

 

No problems were identified. The participants provided answers which correctly illustrated the 

responses they had chosen previously. They discussed various events in their lives that took place 

the previous day and how that affected their happiness.  

Again, one participant (FR03) suggested that happiness is a dichotomous concept: one can either 

be happy or not happy, thus there should be no neutral option. However, this participant chose a 

score of 6 on the scale and discussed the reasons why: 

“Yesterday I was not feeling okay, my wife was not okay. I was very busy with my family matter and 

when I gave answer I added on my calculation all of these troubles yesterday” (FR03) 
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Findings on comfort when answering 

All participants were comfortable answering the question and the probes related to it. This was 

reflected in the responses they provided to both the survey question and the probes. 

Findings on whether Q3 is distinct  

Some participants thought the question was distinct from the previous ones because Q3 was 

asking about the previous day, while Q1 and Q2 referred to their whole lives. Other participants 

mentioned that they seem to be related, but could not pinpoint the specific similarities. 

Other findings on Q3 

No other findings were identified.  

Recommendations 

Again, we recommend that interviewers who administer the interviews on well-being to monolingual 

Sylheti speakers should be prepared to encourage people to choose a number on the scale, 

preferably having the showcard where the participants could refer to. Interviewers could also ask 

prior to administering the questions whether the participants had to answer survey questions before 

(such as the pain question at the GP surgery).  

We suggest that in the final version of the translations, the instructions to choose a number from 

zero to ten should be restated after each question, not only question 4, as it currently is in the 

English translation. 

6 Findings on Q4: Anxiety yesterday 

6.1 Questions tested - English versions 
The fourth well-being question is on ‘Anxiety yesterday.’ The testing aimed to explore participants’ 

understanding of the term ‘anxious’ and whether participants thought the question was similar to 

the other well-being questions (Q1, Q2 and Q3). The testing explored the time period participants 

were thinking of when answering this question; whether participants felt comfortable answering this 

question and; the appropriateness of using the answer scale. The source English question is shown 

in table 6.1 below 

Table 6.1:  English source question 

English version   

Q4. On a scale where nought is ‘not at all anxious’ and 10 is ‘completely 

anxious’, overall, how anxious did you feel yesterday? 
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6.1.1 Notes from English testing 

As previously discussed ONS has conducted cognitive interviews of the well-being questions in 

English with a variety of participants.19 The English language testing findings related to Q4 ‘Anxiety 

yesterday’ were as follows: 

 Some confusion was noted in the response mapping for this question. This was caused by the 
change in scale direction. In all the other well-being questions the low number response options 
relate to negative states (i.e. not be being satisfied, activities not being worthwhile and not being 
happy) and high numbers relate to positive states (satisfaction, activities being worthwhile and 
being happy). In contrast, at Q4 low number responses refer to a positive state (i.e. not feeling 
anxious) and high number relate to a negative state (feeling anxious).  

 Some participants felt that the word ‘stressed’ would be better than the word ‘anxious.’ It was 
suggested that the term anxious has negative connotations and related to stress, panic, being 
tense and being a failure. 

Evidence of these problems in Urdu or Sylheti versions are not evidence of non-optimal translation 

or of poor cultural equivalence.  

6.2  Workshop findings 

6.2.1 Questions tested and workshop aims 

During the workshop two Urdu translations of the happiness yesterday question were tested and 

two Sylheti translations of the question were also tested. The translations tested are shown in table 

6.2.1 below: 

Table 6.2.1:  Questions tested in the Workshop 

Urdu: Version One 

Note: This translation of the question was designed to be part of an interviewer administered 

questionnaire (i.e. read out). 

 

Transliteration in Latin script: 

4. aik ay-sae pay-ma-nae-par jahan kuch nahin ka matlab hae ‘bilkul bae-cha-nee 

nahin’ aur 10 ka matlab hai ‘puri taray bae-cha-nee’, maj-mu-ee-taur par, kal aap ko 

kitne bae-chai-nee meh-soos hui? 

                                                           
19

 Ralph, K., Palmer, K. & Olney, J. (2011). Subjective well-being: a qualitative investigation of subjective well-

being questions. London: Office for National Statistics, research report. 
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Urdu: Version Two 

Note: This translation of the question was designed to be part of a self-completion 

questionnaire. No information on scale direction is given in the question stem. Scale 

direction is shown using the end-labels above the response options 0 and 10. 

 

Transliteration in Latin script: 

4.  maj-mu-ee-taur par aap kal kitne par-ay-shaan thay/th-een? 

0 - bilkul nahin 

10 – buhat par-ay-shaan 

 

Sylheti: Version One 

Note: This version was recorded with a female voice. We have included here the audio files 

and the transliteration. 

4) proshno nombor sair: zodi dora oe shunno oilo kunu sinta asil na ar dosh oilo kub sinta 

asil, ta oile ou  onuzei goto khailke shobtae milaia afne  kotoTuku sinto asla? 

Sylheti: Version Two 

Note: This version was recorded with a male voice. We have included here the audio files 

and the transliteration. 

4) proshno nombor sair: judi dora oe shunno oilo kunu sinta asil na ebong  dosh oilo kub 

sinta asil, ta oile ou onuzai goto khailke shobtae milaia afne khotoTuku  sint asla? 

 

6.2.2 Findings from the Urdu workshop 

Comments on version one 

In general workshop attendees felt that the version one translation of Q4 was quite complex and did 

not read well. This was mainly because of the clarification used to highlight the change in scale 
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direction i.e. ‘on a scale where nought is ‘not at all anxious’ and 10 is ‘completely anxious’’. This 

clarification is built into the question stem.   

Workshop attendees discussed how the translation for the word ‘nought’ was not optimal. They 

suggested that this should be replaced with the Arabic numeral ‘0’ (this comment was also made in 

relation to the preamble- see section 3.2.2). It also discussed that there is no simple word for ‘scale’ 

in Urdu. A slightly different framing of the scale clarification was therefore suggested by the 

attendees. 

The Urdu word used for ‘anxious’ in the version one translation was ‘bae-cha-nee’. Workshop 

attendees felt this was a good fit for the English word for anxious but they were unsure if this word 

would be widely recognized by Urdu speakers. An alternative word ‘parae-sha-nee’ was suggested. 

It was felt that this word would be more widely used by Urdu speakers but was more equivalent to 

the English word for ‘worried’. It was felt this other suggestion was not quite functionally equivalent 

to the English word, as anxiety is viewed as being more negative or more intense than worry. 

Comments on version two 

Workshop attendees felt that version two of the translations was easier to read in comparison to  

version one. However, this was because (as a visual scale) version two did not require a verbal 

description of the change in scale direction, so included less text. It was felt that for interviewer 

administered questions instructions would be required on the change in scale direction. 

The version two translation used the word ‘par-ay-shaan’ for anxious. This word is roughly 

equivalent to ‘worried.’ It was suggested that this word would be understood by Urdu speakers but 

has slightly less negative connotations than the word anxiety. 

Which translation to use? 

Workshop attendees felt that although the version two translation was clearer, the version one 

translation should be used so questions could be interviewer administered and so the concept 

measured was ‘anxiety’ rather than ‘worry.’ However, it was considered to be important to explore 

whether or not the question was understood in the cognitive interviews. Again the workshop 

attendees suggested removing the word for ‘overall’ from this question. 

Workshop attendees suggested a new translation to use in the cognitive interviews with a simplified 

version of the scale clarification. Based on these comments, the English version of the question 

used in the cognitive interviews was roughly as follows:  

 

Q4. On a scale where nought 0 is ‘not at all anxious’ and 10 is ‘completely anxious’, overall, how anxious 

did you feel yesterday? 



 

 

 

54 NatCen Social Research | Translation and cognitive testing of the harmonised personal well-

being questions 

 

 

 

6.2.3 Findings from the Sylheti workshop 

Comments on Q4 

Attendees to the Sylheti workshop found the two translations were quite closely related to Bengali, 

rather than Sylheti. They were deemed too formal and high class to be understood by monolingual 

Sylheti speakers. They then proceeded to discuss alternative wordings for a more-Sylheti version of 

the question. 

The instruction about the use of the scale was considered to be important, particularly since the 

direction of the scale changed for this question. Attendees in the workshop suggested that the 

scale would help people answer the question more easily, particularly those who have little or no 

experience filling out surveys.  

When discussing the best translation for the English word “anxious”, participants in the workshop 

suggested that one option would be the Sylheti word “sinta” which had a meaning more closely 

translatable into “preoccupied” or “worried”. It was then decided that this word was not strong 

enough to convey the feeling of anxiety. In order for “sinta” to have a more negative and stronger 

connotation, attendees suggested that the prefix “dush-“ could be added in order to emphasise the 

negative aspect of the preoccupations. The attendees in the workshop also discussed different 

words which could be used to translate “scale”, as there was no direct translation for the English 

word with the connotation of being a response answer scale. The suggestion were “fala” or “maf” 

Which translation to use? 

The workshop attendees agreed that it would be best to use the word “maf” to indicate the 

responses should be provided on a scale from zero to 10. The consensus was also that the Sylheti 

word with a negative prefix “dush-sinta” should be used in the translation of this item to signify 

“anxious”. Other words needed for this translation had already been previously discussed 

(completely, yesterday etc.). 
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6.3  Cognitive findings 

6.3.1 Urdu 

Questions tested and test aims 

The question tested is shown in table 6.3.1a below. 

Table 6.3.1a:  Question tested in Urdu cognitive interviews  

Question tested   

 

Transliteration in Latin script: 

4.   Sifr (0) ka matlab hai ‘bilkul bae-chain-ee nahin’ aur 10 ka matlab hai ‘buhat bae-

chain-ee’ - kal aap ko kitni bae-chain-ee meh-sous hui? 

0 = bilkul bae-chain-ee nahin 

10 = buhat bae-chain-ee 

 

The aims of testing this question were to explore comprehension of the question in Urdu, response 

mapping and comfort when answering. In addition probing explored whether or not this question, in 

Urdu, was conceptually distinct i.e. whether it was seen to be different to all the prior well-being 

questions. 

Findings on comprehension 

In general, the participants in the cognitive testing interviews understood this question well and 
were able to provide an answer. Feeling anxious was associated with feelings of: 

 Being fed up; 

 Stress, ill health and mental health issues (unfortunately, this was not followed up to check 
whether the participant had considered the clinical anxiety); 

 Being unhappy or sad; 

 Worrying; 

 Having problems and difficulties.  

The participants discussed the similarities and differences between the Urdu word for ‘anxiety’ and 

the one for ‘worry’, and although some said that the two words are quite similar in meaning, they 
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could understand the term for anxiety (bea chain ee). Therefore, this word should be retained for 

the final version.  

With regards to the reference period, some participants correctly remembered that the question 

was referring to the previous day, while others said that they thought of their entire life when 

answering. This could be an indication of the order effects of the personal well-being questions, but 

we could consider whether there is scope for emphasising in the question text the temporal aspect 

of it.  

Findings on response mapping 

One participant (SB05) suggested that since the question stem discussed the anchor points (zero 

and ten) that might lead some respondents to only focus on those answers. Another participant 

(SB03) also suggested that one can either be anxious or not anxious, that is, that the question 

would be more suitable as a yes or no question. The other participant who did not answer this 

question (SB02) echoed similar feelings about the concept of anxiety. However, an inspection of 

the responses provided by the other participants indicates that the  scale was used as intended and 

this might be just an isolated opinion.  

Table 6.3.1b below summarises the details of how all Urdu speaking participants initially answered 

the question. Responses in red indicate where a response mapping issue has been noted (for 

example participants not initially selecting a number, changing their answer or giving a number that 

did not seem appropriate based on their responses to probes. 

Table 6.3.1b: Response mapping for Urdu speaking participants at Q4 

Serial Response 

given 

Comments on response mapping 

UH01 6 The participant changed their answer to 8 when the question was 

repeated. Later he changed to 9. He also said the question was 

making him anxious which is how he explained changing his 

answer.  

UH02 0  

UH03 5  

UH04 0  

UH05 1  

SB01 3  

SB02 Not answered  No response selected on the scale 

SB03 Not answered No response selected on the scale 

SB05 0 Suggested the answer can only be 0 or 10.  

SB06 2  



 

 

 

NatCen Social Research | Translation and cognitive testing of the harmonised personal 

well-being questions 
57 

 

 

 

Some of the participants asked for the question to be repeated once or a couple of times before 

offering a response to it. This could be an indication of the higher cognitive load associated with the 

question, due to the reverse nature of the meaning of the scale.   

Findings on comfort when answering 

One participant said that the question made him anxious (UH01) because he was unsure whether 

he understood it correctly. He asked for the question to be repeated, but the answers provided to 

the probes suggested that he had understood the meaning of the question.  

Findings on whether Q4 is distinct  

Again, some of the participants suggested that the questions are somewhat similar, that they seem 

to tap at a common core, however, most participants thought that the questions were distinctive 

from each other.  

Other findings on Q4 

One participant (SB06) suggested that some women who primarily stay at home to look after the 

house and their family might not be able to answer these questions or understand their purpose: 

“They don’t know what is happening in life as they are living in a box and do not go outside that 

box” (SB06) 

Recommendations 

The question appears to be well understood by all respondents. The translated phrase for anxiety 

was well understood and participants could illustrate it with examples from their everyday lives. 

Similarly to the recommendations for the first questions, the interviewers should be prepared to 

encourage participants to provide an answer on the scale, even if this is not intuitive for the 

participants. 

6.3.2 Sylheti 

Questions tested and test aims 

Table 6.3.2a:  Question tested in Sylheti cognitive interviews  

Question tested   

Note: Describe recording. If transliteration available provide (no worries if not) 

4) sair nombor fosno: maf shunno muteu nai duf sinta ar dosh shommpono dush sinta, 

ta oile shobta milaia gotokhail afnar dush sinta kilakhan asil? 
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The aims of testing this question were to explore comprehension of the question in Sylheti, 

response mapping and comfort when answering. In addition, probing explored whether or not this 

question, in Sylheti, was conceptually distinct i.e. whether it was seen to be different to all the prior 

well-being questions. 

Findings on comprehension 

Compared to the previous questions, cognitive interviews identified various comprehension issues 

with Q4. Some participants did not understand the meaning of the phrase “dush sinta”. One 

participant thought it referred to how forgiving one was (RB03). 

For those who did seem to understand the questions, it primarily meant being worried about family, 

children’s education, ill health, being tense and perceiving tension in different aspects of life. One 

participant thought this question was hard, meaning that it brought back bad memories: 

“I was thinking about my brother’s death anniversary, he died 5 years ago and both my parents are 

also no more, so think about these things, they were hard’. (RB05)  

Participants were also asked what time period they were considering when answering the question, 

and all except one (RB01 – who appeared to be hurrying at this point of the interview; she 

answered that she thought of the previous week) were thinking about the previous day.  

Findings on response mapping 

Participants also seemed to struggle with the direction of the scale. Several participants gave a low 

number, when probing revealed they should have given a higher one. For example, one participant 

(FR01) talked about being worried about his job and having to drive at night the day before the 

interview, however he chose number 2 on the scale. Similarly, another participant (RB04) said she 

worried a lot about her children, but chose number 1 on the scale.  

Two participants also changed the responses they gave initially during probing. One (FR03) 

indicated that he did not understand “dush sinta”, but could easily answer when he was asked how 

“sinta” (worried) he was. 

Table 6.3.2b below summarises the details of how all Sylheti speaking participants initially 

answered the question. Responses in red indicate where a response mapping issue has been 

noted (for example participants not initially selecting a number, changing their answer or giving a 

number that did not seem appropriate based on their responses to probes 

Table 6.3.2b: Response mapping for Sylheti speaking participants at Q3 

Serial Response 

given 

Comments on response mapping 

RB01 5  

RB02 3  

RB03 1 Misunderstood the question  

RB04 1 Misunderstood the question / wrong use of the scale 
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Serial Response 

given 

Comments on response mapping 

RB05 5 Neutral answer chosen although probing revealed that it should 

have been higher. 

FR01 2 Misunderstood the question / wrong use of the scale 

RB06 7 Changed the answer from 7 to 5 after the question was repeated. 

RB07 5  

FR02 2  

FR03 7 Changed the answer from 7 to 4 after the question was repeated 

using just the word ‘sinta’ meaning worried.. 

 

The errors in response mapping identified above seem to be directly related to comprehension 

issues with the term presented. However, the only suggestion that participants had to improve 

comprehension was to use the word equivalent to the English “worry”. 

Findings on comfort when answering 

Some participants suggested that it might be slightly uncomfortable to give a low answer to a 

person they did not know, and particularly, to explain to them why they gave a low number. This 

could be an artefact of the cognitive testing exercise, as in real life when these questions are 

administered, they will not be probed.  

Findings on whether Q4 is distinct  

Some participants thought that Q3 and Q4 were related because they asked about the previous 

day, while Q1 and Q2 asked about their whole life. Another participant suggested that the last 

question was different from the other three, but could not pinpoint the reason for it. Overall, 

participants felt that all questions were sufficiently different, although maybe related.  

“Because people’s lives are related with these four questions. Our everyday life has ups and down, 

worry, happiness and thinking. These are closely related with the four questions and that is life” 

(FR02) 

Other findings on Q4 

No other findings were identified. 

Recommendations 

Again, we recommend that interviewers who administer the interviews on well-being to monolingual 

Sylheti speakers should be prepared to encourage people to choose a number on the scale, 

preferably having the showcard where the participants could refer to. Interviewers could also ask 
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prior to administering the questions whether the participants have answered survey questions 

before (such as the pain question at the GP surgery).  

In order to improve the question, we suggest adding various synonyms to this question, such that 

the respondents can understand what it refers to. Sylheti speakers use synonyms and repetition 

regularly in every day speech to make themselves understood, so this practice would not be 

surprising to monolingual respondents and has the added benefit of improving comprehension and 

making the question slightly more informal. This should have a positive effect on the ease and 

willingness to answer. 

7 Final remarks on cognitive testing  

7.1 Urdu 
Most participants in the cognitive interviews thought that the questions were interesting and 

provided them with an opportunity to reflect on their lives and answer honestly. They also 

suggested that others would have no reason not to answer these questions.  

Some participants suggested that Q1 and Q3 were straightforward and easy to understand and 

answer, while Q2 was deemed to be more difficult. Q4 was also considered more difficult, but a 

close inspection of the interviewers’ notes suggests that all participants were able to understand 

and answer the question.  

One female participant was adamant that the questions and the language used to ask them were 

too complex for women with lower educational levels to comprehend. The same participant also 

suggested several times that the questions should not be asked on a scale, but rather as yes/ no 

questions, because potential respondents will not be able to grasp the concept of a scale. She was 

also worried that potential respondents will be worried about being truthful and honest while 

answering these questions, if they do not understand the rationale for them.  

Several participants at different points in the interview mentioned how they cannot complain about 

their lives, because they had to be grateful to Allah (or God) and show respect. Nonetheless, the 

scale was used successfully by most participants, suggesting that although they  feel compelled to 

provide a more positive response due to cultural and religious reasons, the responses offered were 

actually more in line with their true opinions.  

7.2 Sylheti  
Participants in the Sylheti interviews also seemed to enjoy this exercise. They all said they 

answered honestly and thought that others would as well.  

Some participants, particularly the female ones, said that it would be preferable for the questions to 

always be administered by a female interviewer, as it would be easier to provide lower scores on 

the scale to a woman. With regards to gender, another interesting finding related to the 

understanding of the questions which clearly pointed to the differences in the everyday activities 

between men and women in the Sylheti-speaking community. 
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Most participants said that they had never before taken part in a survey, and thus initially struggled 

to use the scale. We suggest that the helping text which is only used for Q4 in English, should be 

added to all questions. We also suggest that in the instances when the main concept of the 

question is unclear, multiple words should be used in the translation to help improve 

comprehension. 

8 Conclusions  

The research programme designed for the translation of the personal well-being questions in Urdu 

and Sylheti showed that the translation workshops and the cognitive testing stages were paramount 

to the success of the project. Sufficient time is needed to be allocated to these stages in order to 

allow for extensive discussions around the meaning and purpose of the personal well-being 

measures, the cultural and religious characteristics of the language communities and how they 

might affect the final outcome of the project, and the findings from pre-testing the translations with 

monolingual speakers of these languages.  

8.1 Caveats of the methodology 
In general, cognitive interviewing is a qualitative interviewing methodology. It can be used to 

explore what types of issues people encounter when trying to answer survey questions, and why 

these issues occur. However, as small purposive samples are used, cognitive methods cannot be 

used to quantify how often the problems reported will occur in practice. Where problems are 

detected it is not possible to quantify the impact these will have on survey data collected. We 

recommend that other pre-testing methods should be employed in order to test the translated 

measures. 

Furthermore, in the present study, the bilingual interviewers were novice users of the cognitive 

interviewing methods. We recommend that, whenever possible, the cognitive interviews should be 

conducted by bilingual researchers who are also experts in pre-testing methods.  

8.2 Lessons learned  
Some important and very relevant lessons were learned during this process: 

 The composition of the team: throughout the duration of the project, the researchers and 
bilingual interviewers involved worked very closely. This collaboration was found to be crucial 
for the successful delivery of the project, and it was built on a strong trust relationship between 
the team members. The researchers who were experts in personal well-being and the 
questionnaire development and pre-testing experts worked closely with the bilingual 
interviewers and the adjudicators (who were bilingual social researchers) both when developing 
the translations to be tested and were reviewing the data obtained from cognitive interviews. 
Each member of the team brought specific and very valuable insight and experiences, which all 
contributed to the smooth running of the project.  

 Communication and rapport among the members of the team involved in the research 
programme:  all members of the team contributed invaluable information during the entire 
process. The different professional and life experiences of the team members meant that many 
potential issues in the field could be foreseen and steps could be taken to ensure appropriate 
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responses. Good rapport among the team members meant that when unforeseen issues came 
up in the field, these could be discussed immediately.  

 Time: the stages of the research programme can at times cover extensive periods of time, but it 
was found to be very useful to allow these stages to unfold naturally. Thus, after the translation 
workshops, various aspects of the translations and the protocols had to be addressed and 
discussed thoroughly. 

 Localisation: the translation workshops and the cognitive testing helped adapt the translations 
to the cultural and linguistic specificities of the environment, and thus yielded translations of 
these measures that were deemed to be locally applicable and relevant for the communities. 
The research programme undertaken also provided valuable information for the next stage, that 
is, the use of the translated personal well-being measures in the field. Recommendations based 
on workshops and cognitive testing for this next stage will be instrumental in the successful use 
of the measures. 

 



 

 

 

NatCen Social Research | Translation and cognitive testing of the harmonised personal 

well-being questions 
63 

 

 

Appendix A. Final wordings 

Urdu 
Final wording for the Urdu translation is presented in: 

 Transliteration in Latin script 

 Translation word for word in English 

 

main aap ki zindagi kai barai mae chaar savalat pooch-na cha-hunga   

I would like to ask you four questions about your life.  

ham yeh savalat sabb sai pooch-tae hain  

We ask everyone these questions 

App kai javabat hum kisi-ko nahin ba-ta-ain-gae 

We won’t tell anyone about your answers 

koi sa-hee ya ghalat javab-at nahin hain – har aik saval kai li-aye sifr sae lai-kar das (10) points kai 

mutabiq javab dain, zahan sifr (0)  ka matlab hai ‘ bilkul nahin’ aur das (10) ka matlab hai ‘buhat’ 

There are no right or wrong answers. For each of these questions I’d like you to give an answer 

from 0 to 10, where zero (0) is ‘not at all’ and ten (10) is ‘completely’.There are no right or wrong 

answers 

1. Aap apni zindagi sai kitne mut-ma-in hain? 

How satisfied are you with your life?  

sifr (0) sae das (10) tak aik number jo aap kay javab kae mutabiq sahih lag ta-hae vo chun-ain (pick 

kar-ain)  

Pick a number from 0 to 10 which seems the best one for your answer 

sifr(0) or das (10) kay dar-me-aan sirf aik number chun-ain 

Just pick one number from 0 to 10 

0 = bilkul nahin mut-ma-in 

10 = buhat mut-ma-in 

0 = not at all satisfied 

10 = very satisfied 

2. Kis hadh tak aap ko is baat ka ah-sas hai kai aap apni zindagi main jo cheez kar-rahay-ain 
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vo kar-a-maad hain? 

To what extent do you think that the things that you do in your life are worthwhile?  

sifr(0) sae lai-kar 10 points kai mutabiq javab dain, zahan sifr (0)  ka matlab hai ‘bilkul kar-a-maad 

nahin’ aur 10 ka matlab hai ‘buhat kar-a-maad’ 

Pick a number from 0 to 10 where 0 means not worthwhile and 10 means very worthwhile. 

sifr (0) aur das (10) kay dar-me-aan sirf aik number chun-ain 

Just pick one number from 0 to 10 

0 = bilkul kar-a-maad nahin  

10 = buhat kar-a-maad 

0 = not at all worthwhile 

10 = very worthwhile 

3. Kaal aap kitne kush thay? 

How happy were you yesterday? 

sifr(0) sae lai-kar das (10) points kai mutabiq javab dain, zahan sifr (0)  ka matlab hai ‘bilkul kush 

nahin’ aur das (10) ka matlab hai ‘buhat kush’ 

Answer from 0 to 10,  where 0 means not at all happy and 10 means very happy 

sifr(0) or das (10) kay dar-me-aan sirf aik number chun-ain 

Just pick one number from 0 to 10 

0 = bilkul kush nahin 

10 = buhat kush 

0 = not at all happy 

10 = very happy 

4. kal aap ko kitni bae-chain-ee meh-sous hui? 

Yesterday, how much anxiety did you feel?  

sifr(0) sae lai-kar das (10) points kai mutabiq javab dain, zahan sifr (0)  ka matlab hai ‘bilkul bae-

chain-ee nahin’ aur das (10) ka matlab hai ‘buhat bae-chain-ee’  

Answer based 0-10 points where 0 means not anxious at all and 10 means very anxious. 

sifr(0) or das (10) kay dar-me-aan sirf aik number chun-ain 

Just pick one number from 0 to 10 
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0 = bilkul bae-chain-ee nahin 

10 = buhat bae-chain-ee 

0 = no anxiety at all 

10 = a lot of anxiety 

 

 

Below, we also provide the transcription of this text in Urdu.  
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Sylheti 
 
Final wording for the Sylheti translation is presented in: 

- Transliteration in Latin script 

- Eastern Nagri (Bengali script) 

- Translation word for word in English 

 

afnar nizor balamondo 

আফনার ননজর বালামন্দ 

Your own good-bad (title) 

 

ami afnar nizor zindegir balamondo shommonde zikaitam sairam. 

আনম আফনার ননজর নজনদেনির বালামন্দ সমমদন্দ নজকাইতাম ছাইরাম। 

I’m wanting to ask you about your own life’s good-bad. 

 

afne nizore xemolaxan mono xoroin, afnar zindegir hoxolta xemolaxan zar, ar aiz-xail afnar nizor 

xemolaxan lager. 

আফদন ননজদর খেমলাোন মদনা েরইন, আফনার নজনদেনির হেলতা খেমলাোন জার, আর আইজ-োইল আফনার ননজর 

খেমলাোন লাদির। 

You think how to yourself, how everything in your life is going, and how you are feeling nowadays. 

 

ota hoxoltar ufre ami afnare sairTa foshno zikaimu. 

অতা হেলতার উফদর আনম আফনাদর চাইরটা ফসন নজকাইম।ু 

I will ask you four questions about everything. 

 

olaxan foshno amra aro maincore shob shomoe zikaia taki. tara zita uttor dein ita amrar gese taxe. 

অলাোন ফসন আমরা আদরা মাইনসদর সব সময় নজকানয়আ থানক। তারা নজতা উত্তর খেইন ইতা আমরার খিদছ থাদক। 

We keep asking these like questions to other people all the time. Answers that are given stay with 
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us. 

 

afne nombor shunno taki dosh forzonto nombor dia uttor diba. shunno oilo xom, dosh oilo beshi. 

shunno oilo kiccu mono xoroin na ar dosh oilo afne fura furi mono xoroin. 

আফদন নমবর সুনদনা থানক েস ফরজনদতা নমবর নেয়া উত্তর নেবা। সুনদনা অইদলা েম, েস অইদলা খবনস। সুনদনা অইদলা 
মদনা েরইন না আর েস অইদলা আফদন ফুরা ফুনর মদনা েরইন। 

You will answer by giving a number from zero to ten. Zero is less, ten is more. Zero became that 

you think nothing and ten became that you think completely. 

 

afnar zemolaxan mono oibo omolaxan uttor diba. afnar uttoror maze kunu bul-shuddo lagto nae. 

afnar uttor bul na shuddo xora iTa sinta xora lagto nae. afnar zita mono or ota xoiba. 

আফনার খজমলাোন মদনা অইদবা অলাোন উত্তর নেবা। আফনার উত্তরর মাদজ কুন ুবলু-সুদ্দ লািত নায়। আফনার উত্তর বলু 

না সুদ্দ েরা ইটা নচন্তা েরা লািত নায়। আফনার নজতা মদনা অর অতা েইবা। 

Answer how you think. Amongst your answers there won’t be any mistakes-correct(ness). You 

won’t feel that your thinking of answers is mistakes or correct(ness). Please say what you’re 

thinking. 

 

1) foshno nombor ex 

ফসন নমবর এে 

Question number one 

 

hoxolta milaia afne afnar zindegi loia aiz-xail xotoxan shuk-shantit ar shontuSTo asoin? 

হেলতা নমলাইয়া আফদন আফনার নজনদেনি লইয়া আইজ-োইল েতোন সুক-সানন্তত আর সনতুষ্ট আছইন? 

Having put everything together, how content-peaceful and satisfied are you with your life 

nowadays? 

 

nombor shunno taki dosh forzonto nombor dia uttor xoukka. shunno mane eikkebare shontuSTo 

nae ar dosh mane kub beshi shontuSTo asoin. 

নমবর সুনদনা থানক েস ফরজনদতা নমবর নেয়া উত্তর েউক্কা। সুনদনা মাদন এইদক্কবাদর সনতুষ্ট নায় আর েস মাদন কুব খবনস 

সনতুষ্ট আছইন। 

Please say a number answer from zero to ten. Zero meaning totally not happy and/or satisfied and 
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ten meaning very very happy and/or satisfied. 

 

2) foshno nombor dui 

ফসন নমবর েইু 

Question number two 

 

hoxolta milaia afne afnar zindegit zita zita xorra ita xotoxan dorxari mono xoroin? 

হেলতা নমলাইয়া আফদন আফনার নজনদেনিত নজতা নজতা েররা ইতা েতোন েরোনর মদনা েরইন? 

Having put everything together, how much importance do you think is what you’re doing in your 

life? 

 

nombor shunno taki dosh forzonto nombor dia uttor xoukka. shunno mane dorxari mono xoroin na 

ar dosh mane kub beshi dorxari mono xoroin. 

নমবর সুনদনা থানক েস ফরজনদতা নমবর নেয়া উত্তর েউক্কা। সুনদনা মাদন েরোনর মদনা েরইন না আর েস মাদন কুব খবনস 

েরোনর মদনা েরইন। 

Please say a number answer from zero to ten. Zero meaning there’s no importance and ten 

meaning very/lots very/lots importance. 

 

3) foshno nombor tin 

ফসন নমবর নতন 

Question number three 

 

hoxolta milaia afne goto xail xotoxan kushi bashi asla? 

হেলতা নমলাইয়া আফদন িতোইল েতোন েুনস বানস আছলা? 

Having put everything together, yesterday how happy and the like were you? 

 

nombor shunno taki dosh forzonto nombor dia uttor xoukka. shunno mane eikkebare kushi bashi 

asla na ar dosh mane kub beshi kushi bashi asla. 

নমবর সুনদনা থানক েস ফরজনদতা নমবর নেয়া উত্তর েউক্কা। সুনদনা মাদন এইদক্কবাদর েুনস বানস আছলা না আর েস মাদন 
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কুব খবনস েুনস বানস আছলা। 

Please say a number answer from zero to ten. Zero meaning you were totally not happy and the 

like and ten meaning you were very very happy and the like. 

 

4) foshno nombor sair 

ফসন নমবর চাইর 

Question number four 

 

hoxolta milaia afne goto xail xotoxan oshantit, ostirotat, dush-sintat asla? 

হেলতা নমলাইয়া আফদন িতোইল েতোন অসানন্তত, অনিরতাত, েসু-নচন্তাত আছলা? 

Having put everything together, yesterday how much at un-peace, at agitation, fault thinking were 

you? 

 

nombor shunno taki dosh forzonto nombor dia uttor xoukka. shunno mane eikkebare dush-sintat 

asla na ar dosh mane kub beshi dush-sintat asla. 

নমবর সুনদনা থানক েস ফরজনদতা নমবর নেয়া উত্তর েউক্কা। সুনদনা মাদন এইদক্কবাদর েসু-নচন্তাত আছলা না আর েস মাদন 

কুব খবনস েসু-নচন্তাত আছলা। 

Please say a number answer from zero to ten. Zero meaning you were totally not fault thinking and 

ten meaning you were very very fault thinking. 

 

 

Below, we also provide the transcription of this text in Siloti Nagri, a script that was used to write 

Sylheti, which was lost and it is being revived now (see Section 1.4 for details).  
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