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This paper investigates whether translating survey questions into plain language (PL) improves
comprehensibility and response quality in web surveys compared with standard language (SL).
Contrary to theoretical expectations and prior research, results from Study I show that PL did
not enhance comprehensibility and was in some cases associated with lower response quality
than SL. In Study II, we conducted supplementary analyses to explore whether inconclusive
findings from Study I were due to participant selection, the choice of measure, or the design
of the experimental stimuli, with survey experts evaluating the items for comprehensibility
and comparability. The results indicate that the PL translations did not produce meaningful
differences in comprehensibility, suggesting that the translation process resulted in stimuli that
did not function as intended. Therefore, we advocate establishing standards and guidelines for
translating survey questions into PL to ensure more consistent and effective translation outcomes
and performance. More broadly, the paper demonstrates the value of supplementary analyses in
disentangling substantive and methodological factors behind inconclusive results.

Keywords: plain language; translation; operationalization; comprehensibility assessment;
web survey

1 Introduction

Plain language (PL) is a writing style that encompasses the
wording, structure, and visual design of written informa-
tion and aims to promote comprehensibility and inclusion
through clear, concise, and easily understandable language
(Hansen-Schirra and Maaß 2020). In previous experimen-
tal studies (Bauer et al. 2025; Kunz et al. 2026), we used
web survey questions translated into PL, aiming to increase
their comprehensibility and thereby improve the quality of
respondents’ answers. However, these studies produced in-
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consistent and sometimes contradictory results, providing
no clear evidence that PL improved comprehensibility or
response quality.

Survey research often yields inconclusive or even contra-
dictory results, reflecting the inherent complexity of study-
ing human behavior and perceptions. When designing ques-
tionnaires and analyzing response behavior, such outcomes
can stem from weaknesses in the research design and im-
plementation, including participant selection, treatment de-
sign, and measurement choice (e.g., DeCastellarnau 2018;
Roberts et al. 2019). Respondents’ characteristics (e.g., de-
mographics, survey experience, and engagement) determine
how they process and answer survey questions, and respon-
dents who lack cognitive ability or motivation are more
likely to provide incomplete or inaccurate responses (e.g.,
Krosnick 1991). The design of treatments and experimental
stimuli, including the wording, structure, and context of sur-
vey questions, significantly affects respondents’ interpreta-
tions and responses. The absence of a comparison group, in-
adequate operationalization, or imprecise translations may
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distort the intended meaning, and thereby produce incon-
clusive or misleading findings. Finally, the choice and oper-
ationalization of measures (i.e., dependent variables) must
align with the research objectives, and these measures must
be sufficiently sensitive and specific to detect subtle effects;
otherwise, findings may be incomplete or biased.

Against this backdrop, using PL in web surveys as an
example, this paper illustrates how supplementary analyses
can help clarify unclear or contradictory results and provide
insights that help avoid future failures and strengthen the
methodological rigor of survey research. For this purpose,
we draw on an experimental study using PL in a web survey
(Study I). As the findings of that study diverged from the-
oretical expectations and prior empirical evidence, we con-
ducted a follow-up study (Study II), which provided further
insights into whether these discrepancies were substantive
or caused by methodological choices regarding participant
selection, experimental stimuli—including the wording and
translation of survey questions—or measures.

The paper proceeds by presenting Study I and Study
II and concludes with practical recommendations for im-
proving survey research by examining inconclusive find-
ings more deeply and transforming them into productive
learning opportunities.

2 Study I

2.1 Background

PL is characterized by clear, concise, and easily understand-
able language promoting comprehensibility and inclusion.
In terms of its complexity, comprehensibility, and accept-
ability, it is situated between easy language (EL) and stan-
dard language (SL). PL is suitable for a broad audience, in-
cluding individuals with limited literacy skills (e.g., persons
with a low command of the national language or infrequent
readers) and those unfamiliar with a topic. By contrast, EL
is targeted primarily at people with cognitive disabilities or
learning difficulties. PL simplifies language without altering
its content, thereby reducing cognitive effort compared with
SL while maintaining a higher level of acceptance than EL,
which may be perceived as overly simplistic or stigmatiz-
ing for a broad audience (Hansen-Schirra and Maaß 2020).
PL guidelines for the wording, sentence structure, and vis-
ual layout of written text recommend, for example, using
simple words, active voice, and present tense and keeping
sentences short (10–15 words) and focused on one idea
while avoiding unnecessary detail. A clean visual layout
(bulleted lists, new lines for each sentence) can further en-
hance comprehensibility (Hansen-Schirra and Maaß 2020;
Leskelä et al. 2022). The following example from Bauer

et al. (2025) illustrates the difference between SL and PL
in survey practice. A question used in FReDA – The Ger-
man Family Demography Panel Study, a self-administered,
mixed-mode probability panel (Hank et al. 2025), asks: “Do
you think your financial situation will improve, worsen, or
remain about the same in three years or over the next three
years?” In PL, this can be simplified to: “Will you have
more or less money available over the next three years?”
This example shows that, although survey questions should
generally be clear, SL tends to rely on more formal and
structurally complex wording, whereas PL uses simpler and
more direct phrasing.

Prior research on questionnaire design has shown that
easy-to-understand survey questions are more likely to
elicit high-quality responses (Holbrook et al. 2006; Lenzner
2012; Lenzner et al. 2010), as respondents can process them
with less cognitive burden and are therefore less prone to
satisficing behaviors, such as skipping questions, overusing
specific response options, or speeding through the question-
naire (Krosnick 1991). Building on this insight, PL can be
one way to enhance the comprehensibility of survey ques-
tions, thereby improving response quality. PL is considered
to facilitate cognitive processing for all respondents, en-
suring high-quality responses without undue effort. For
respondents with low literacy skills, PL can help to avoid
comprehension issues, while for those with medium or
high literacy skills, it reduces cognitive demands, thereby
increasing the quality of responses overall (Bauer et al.
2025; Kunz et al. 2026). Especially in web surveys, where
respondents must read and understand the survey ques-
tions without the assistance of an interviewer, respondents
may benefit from survey questions designed following the
principles of PL to reduce their cognitive effort and the
difficulties involved in processing the questions. However,
our previous studies on using PL instead of SL in web
surveys (Bauer et al. 2025; Kunz et al. 2026) yielded in-
conclusive findings regarding commonly used indicators
of response quality, such as item nonresponse, extreme
and midpoint responding, response differentiation, and re-
sponse times (Roberts et al. 2019). In the first study (Bauer
et al. 2025), respondents took longer to answer questions
in PL than in SL, whereas other indicators, such as item
nonresponse and response differentiation, were unaffected.
By contrast, in the second study (Kunz et al. 2026), we
found that PL shortened response times, increased response
differentiation, and reduced midpoint responding.

These inconclusive and partly contradictory findings
from our prior research led us to conduct Study I, in which
we aimed to investigate (a) whether PL improves response
quality in web surveys; and (b) if not, whether this is
due to a lack of improvement in the comprehensibility of
the survey questions. To ensure comparability, we used
the same response quality indicators as in our previous
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Fig. 1

Experimental Design of Study I With Random Assignment to
a Language Version and One of Three Item Blocks

studies. We assumed that PL would enable respondents to
process survey questions more efficiently and to express
their opinions more distinctly, which should be reflected in
shorter response times, reduced midpoint responding, and
potentially more frequent use of extreme response options.
To assess the comprehensibility of the survey questions, we
used web probing, expecting that respondents would rate
questions in PL as more comprehensible than those in SL.
This method is well-suited for assessing the comprehensi-
bility of survey questions because it measures respondents’
understanding of questions directly (Beatty & Willis 2007;
Neuert et al. 2023) rather than inferring it from behavioral
indicators such as response times or item nonresponse (e.g.,
Lenzner et al. 2010; Yan & Tourangeau 2008). Web prob-
ing can be implemented with large and diverse samples
at relatively low cost, enabling researchers to gather sys-
tematic evidence under actual survey conditions. In Study
I, we used closed-ended comprehensibility probes (Neuert
et al. 2025), asking respondents how understandable they
found the words and terms, sentence structure, and content
of each survey question.

2.2 Data and Methods

2.2.1 Participants

We conducted a web survey in Germany in December 2022
using a nonprobability online access panel of individuals
who had previously registered via a double-opt-in proce-
dure to participate in surveys of varying topics and lengths.
Participants typically receive conditional incentives in the
form of redeemable points for completing a survey. For

this study, we used quotas for gender, age, and educational
attainment to approximate the distribution of the German
general population according to the 2021 Microcensus. Of
the 5661 panelists invited, 4353 began the survey, 907 were
screened out due to age restrictions (18–69 years) or full
quotas, and 3256 completed the survey, yielding a partici-
pation rate of 95% (AAPOR 2023) and a break-off rate of
6% (n = 190). Of the 3256 respondents who completed the
survey, 49% were female, the average age was 46, and 41%
had a higher education entrance qualification.

2.2.2 Experimental Design

In a between-subjects design, respondents were randomly
assigned to one of two language versions (SL or PL) and
one of three item blocks derived from 15 items (see Fig. 1).
To reduce respondent burden and mitigate habituation or
wear-out effects from repeated exposure to the probing
questions, the items were divided into three blocks of five
items each, with each respondent answering and evaluat-
ing only one block. To minimize order effects, items within
each block were presented in random order. To ensure that
items and response options were presented nearly identi-
cally in SL and PL, regardless of device, screen size, or
language version, items were presented individually, one
per page, in an item-by-item format (see Figure A1 in the
Supplementary material).

2.2.3 Translation and Design of Experimental Stimuli

The SL items were translated into PL by experts at Leben-
shilfe Bremen e.V., an organization specialized in profes-
sional PL translation. We adopted the translations without
further modification. Before fielding the study, we classified
the differences between PL and SL items as either moder-
ate or large. This classification was based on our subjec-
tive assessment of the extent of changes introduced during
translation. We defined moderate changes as adjustments in
wording only, without altering sentence structure or visual
design. We considered large changes to involve modifica-
tions of wording, sentence structure, and/or visual design.
Three items within each item block included large changes,
while two featured only moderate changes. All items were
answered on a fully labeled 5-point scale (see Table A1
in the Supplementary material for the German SL and PL
items and response options and the English translations).
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2.2.4 Response Quality Indicators

We assessed response quality using four indicators of satis-
ficing behavior, which reflect strategies respondents adopt
to reduce cognitive effort and complete questionnaires with
minimal engagement: item nonresponse, extreme respond-
ing, midpoint responding, and response times (Krosnick
1991; Roberts et al. 2019). Prior research has shown that
complex questions lacking clarity, containing awkward
wording, or posing comprehension difficulties are more
likely to result in item nonresponse (Beatty and Herrmann
2002; Krosnick 2002; Shoemaker et al. 2002). Respon-
dents are more likely to select the middle response option
on questions with lower perceived clarity (Kulas and Sta-
chowski 2009; Velez and Ashworth 2007), whereas they
are more likely to choose extreme response options when
they perceive the questions to be more meaningful (Gib-
bons et al. 1999). Furthermore, studies have shown that
poorly worded questions containing features such as low-
frequency words or complex syntax take longer to answer
(Lenzner et al. 2010).

We calculated item nonresponse as the proportion of re-
spondents who did not answer a particular item (respon-
dents could skip items without being forced to answer).
Extreme and midpoint responding, often negatively corre-
lated, reflect tendencies to choose specific response options
regardless of item content. Extreme responding refers to se-
lecting the most extreme options (e.g., 1 or 5 on a 5-point
scale), while midpoint responding involves overusing the
middle option (e.g., 3 on a 5-point scale). We measured ex-
treme and midpoint responding based on the proportion of
respondents choosing these options. Response times reflect
the cumulative time spent on a web page or, in the case of
an item-by-item format, on each item (including repeated
page visits when respondents used the back button). We
derived response times from server-side timestamps. When
calculating mean response times (in seconds), we excluded
respondents who did not complete the survey in one sitting
and respondents whose response times were more than two
standard deviations above the group mean.

2.2.5 Comprehensibility Assessment

To assess question comprehensibility, we used a closed-
ended probe comprising three items measuring the compre-
hensibility of the words and terms, sentence structure, and
content of the survey question, respectively (see Figure A2
in the Supplementary material). After each survey question,
respondents were presented with this multi-item probe on
a single web page and asked: (a) “How understandable did
you find the words and terms in the question?”; (b) “How
understandable did you find the sentence structure of the

question?”; and (c) “How understandable did you find the
content of the question?” Responses were given on a 7-point
scale ranging from 1 (not at all understandable) to 7 (com-
pletely understandable). We calculated a comprehensibility
index as the mean of the three individual ratings.

2.3 Results

Table 1 summarizes item means and response quality results
for items in SL and PL in Study I. For most items (12 out
of 15), we found statistically significant mean differences
between the two language versions, with PL mostly yield-
ing lower means than SL. Item nonresponse was very low
and did not differ between PL and SL, but statistically sig-
nificant differences emerged in extreme responding, mid-
point responding, and response times. SL yielded higher
proportions of extreme responses for seven of the 15 items,
whereas PL did so for two items. By contrast, for 12 items,
PL consistently showed higher proportions of midpoint re-
sponses. Additionally, response times differed significantly
for 10 items, with PL items taking longer to answer than
SL items. All statistically significant differences in extreme
responding, midpoint responding, and response times ran
counter to our expectations.

Overall, based on the comprehensibility index, we found
very high ratings across the three aspects of question
comprehensibility—words and terms, sentence structure,
and content—with almost identical scores for most items
(11 out of 15) between PL and SL (see Table 1). Three
items (i3, i7, i12) showed slightly but statistically signifi-
cantly higher comprehensibility ratings in SL than in PL,
whereas only one item (i5) showed the expected pattern,
with a slightly but statistically significantly higher com-
prehensibility rating when presented in PL rather than SL.
Ratings for the three aspects showed similar patterns (see
Table A2 in the Supplementary material).

2.4 Summary

In Study I, we assumed that PL would improve the compre-
hensibility of survey questions, thereby reducing the effort
and difficulty of answering them and ultimately enhancing
response quality. However, contrary to theoretical expecta-
tions and previous findings, PL appeared to reduce rather
than improve response quality, which was reflected in par-
ticular by consistently longer response times and more mid-
point responding. Moreover, the multi-item probe assessing
question comprehensibility in terms of words and terms,
sentence structure, and content revealed very high ratings
for both PL and SL, with no systematic differences between
the two language versions.
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Several explanations may account for this lack of differ-
ences in comprehensibility: The two language versions may
be equally easy to comprehend; respondents may not have
reliably detected or reported subtle differences in compre-
hensibility; or the multi-item probe may lack the sensitivity
to capture such differences effectively. Furthermore, statis-
tically significant differences in response means between
PL and SL items raise concerns that the content of the two
language versions may not be entirely comparable. Study II
was designed to examine these possible explanations more
systematically and to clarify whether PL can in fact improve
comprehensibility and response quality.

3 Study II

3.1 Background

The aim of Study II was to systematically assess whether
the lack of differences in comprehensibility between SL
and PL items in Study I was due to (1) the selection of

Table 1

Response Quality for Items in Standard Language (SL) and Plain Language (PL) in Study I and Comprehensibility of SL
and PL Items in Study I and Study II

Items i1 i2 i3 i4 i5 i6 i7 i8 i9 i10 i11 i12 i13 i14 i15

SL–PL differences * M M L L L M M L L L M M L L L

Study I

SL 4.6 3.7c 4.2c 2.5c 3.1c 2.7c 3.7c 3.2c 3.7c 2.8 4.1 3.6c 2.8c 2.5c 3.1cItem means (mean)

PL 4.6 2.8c 4.0c 3.0c 2.7c 2.5c 2.7c 2.7c 3.2c 2.8 4.0 2.9c 2.6c 2.6c 2.4c

SL 0.9 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.0 0.2Item nonresponse (%)

PL 0.4 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.0 0.0 0.2 0.2 0.7 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.4

SL 77.1 26.8b 41.0b 27.3b 18.2 29.9a 21.0 24.4 26.6b 32.3b 64.3b 24.3 26.2b 24.6 25.3aExtreme responding
(%) PL 76.8 19.5b 29.7b 15.1b 20.7 35.3a 17.9 27.5 19.7b 25.5b 57.8b 21.6 19.9b 20.9 32.2a

SL 7.0 27.5b 13.8b 27.5b 30.6b 27.0 23.4b 30.5 26.8b 20.4b 11.2b 25.9b 36.5b 22.5b 23.1bMidpoint responding
(%) PL 8.9 48.2b 23.5b 44.8b 39.8b 31.4 51.4b 33.5 40.1b 32.9b 14.7b 48.4b 42.3b 34.9b 36.9b

SL 17.7b 20.9b 20.8b 22.1 22.5b 21.4 19.9b 22.5b 21.2b 25.7 19.4b 21.5b 23.7b 22.3 26.3Response times
(mean) PL 20.5b 27.1b 25.0b 21.5 26.7b 22.5 24.6b 27.8b 25.9b 26.5 21.5b 24.8b 26.2b 23.3 49.3

SL 6.4 6.3 6.2b 6.0 5.8a 6.2 6.3b 5.6 6.0 5.9 6.5 6.4b 5.4 6.1 6.2Comprehensibility
(mean) PL 6.5 6.2 6.0b 6.1 6.2a 6.2 6.1b 5.5 5.8 5.9 6.4 6.2b 5.5 6.0 6.1

Study II

SL 6.1 5.4 5.6b 4.5a 4.8 5.7 6.3 4.5 5.4 3.9a 6.3 5.8 4.7 4.9 4.2Comprehensibility
(mean) PL 6.4 5.9 4.4b 6.1a 6.0 6.1 6.3 5.0 5.7 5.3a 6.1 5.8 4.4 5.2 5.5

* M moderate changes in wording but not in sentence structure or design; L large changes in wording and/or sentence structure and design. The
categorization into moderate and large changes is based on the authors’ subjective assessments. Superscripts indicate statistically significant
differences (p ≤ 0.05) between SL and PL: a expected direction; b opposite-to-expected direction; c no expected direction.

participants, (2) the design of the experimental stimuli, or
(3) the choice of measures.

Regarding participant selection, when assessing question
comprehensibility in Study I, we relied on self-reports from
respondents, who may have been unaware of comprehen-
sion difficulties—a phenomenon known as “silent misun-
derstandings” (Behr et al. 2017)—or unwilling to admit
them due to social desirability bias, that is, “the tendency
to portray oneself as a ‘good respondent’” (Moy and Mur-
phy 2016, p. 19). This would mean that respondents may
have been unable or unwilling to reliably distinguish be-
tween different levels of comprehensibility using probing
questions.

Regarding the second factor, the design of the experi-
mental stimuli, we used PL translations that had not been
optimized or pretested for the specific target group or sur-
vey context, potentially leading to changes that respondents
did not perceive as improvements. As a result, the compre-
hensibility of the PL and SL items may not have differed
enough for respondents to perceive differences.

Regarding the third factor, the choice of comprehensibil-
ity measure, we relied on a multi-item probe that may not
have been sensitive enough to detect subtle differences in
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comprehensibility between PL and SL. Consequently, the
probing questions may have been unsuitable for detecting
comprehensibility differences between language versions,
and other measures may be required.

To address these potential limitations, we kept the ex-
perimental stimuli constant in Study II (using the same PL
and SL items as in Study I), while varying the selection of
participants and supplementing the measurement approach.
This design enabled us to test whether the inconclusive
findings in Study I reflected genuine equivalence in terms of
comprehensibility between the PL and SL items or method-
ological limitations of that initial study.

In Study II, we relied on expert reviews of the compre-
hensibility of the survey questions by survey experts. Expert
reviews are typically carried out by subject matter experts
with extensive knowledge of the content, target audience,
and intended use of a text (Schriver 1989). In survey re-
search, they are a commonly used approach for evaluating
survey questions during the pretest phase to identify and
address potential problems with the questionnaire. Unlike
respondents, survey experts are trained to identify poten-
tial problems in questionnaires and can provide differen-
tiated assessments of the comprehensibility of questions
(Olson 2010). To examine whether survey experts, who are
trained and experienced in evaluating survey questions, pro-
vide more differentiated comprehensibility ratings than re-
spondents, we asked them to rate comprehensibility using
the same multi-item probe as in Study I. In addition, we
asked them to directly compare the comprehensibility of
PL and SL items to assess whether another measure would
be better suited to detecting differences in comprehensibil-
ity. We also asked them to evaluate the comparability of the
PL and SL items. This allowed us to consider the possible
explanation that similar comprehensibility ratings, despite
differences in item means and response quality indicators,
might simply reflect the fact that the two language versions
measure different underlying constructs.

3.2 Data and Methods

3.2.1 Participants

We conducted a web survey with 27 survey experts in Au-
gust/September 2024. We defined survey experts as individ-
uals with several years of professional experience in survey
methodology and questionnaire design. We recruited the
experts through our institutional contacts at GESIS – Leib-
niz Institute for the Social Sciences using purposive sam-
pling and invited them via email to participate in the study.
Our goal was to assemble a group of experts that reflected
the perspectives of experienced survey researchers who are

regularly involved in developing and evaluating question-
naires. All of the invited experts participated in the study.
Of the 27 experts, 18 were female, and nine were male. The
average time to complete the questionnaire was 14min. Par-
ticipation was voluntary, and no financial incentives were
offered.

3.2.2 Experimental Design, Comprehensibility and
Comparability Assessments

At the outset, the experts were informed about the purpose
of the survey, namely, to evaluate the comprehensibility of
questions in social science surveys. We used the same set of
experimental questions as in Study I, consisting of 15 items
in SL and PL. The survey comprised three parts (see Fig. 2),
incorporating two distinct measures of comprehensibility
(Parts I and III) and one measure of comparability (Part II).

In Part I, experts were randomly assigned to one of the
two language versions (SL or PL). To reduce habituation
or wear-out effects, they evaluated the comprehensibility of
10 of the 15 items. Items were presented individually—one
per page—and in random order. Comprehensibility was as-
sessed using the same multi-item probe as in Study I (see
Figure A2 in the Supplementary material)).

In Part II, experts rated the comparability of five item
pairs, each consisting of one item from Part I and its equiv-
alent in the other language version. Specifically, they were
asked to rate on an endpoint-labeled 7-point scale ranging
from 1 (not at all) to 7 (completely) the extent to which
each pair measured the same underlying construct (see Fig-
ure A4 in the Supplementary material).

In Part III, the same five item pairs were presented again,
and experts judged their relative comprehensibility by in-
dicating which version (SL or PL) they considered more
understandable (see Figure A3 in the Supplementary mate-
rial).

3.3 Results

In Study II, Part I, overall comprehensibility ratings were
very high for both language versions (see Table 1). For
12 of the 15 items, no significant differences emerged be-
tween SL and PL. Only three items showed significant dif-
ferences, with two in favor of PL (i4 and i10) and one in
favor of SL (i3). Comprehensibility ratings for the three as-
pects of question comprehensibility (words and terms, sen-
tence structure, content) showed similar patterns (see Table
A2 in the Supplementary material).

In Part III, experts were asked to assess the comprehen-
sibility of item pairs in SL and PL by indicating which
language version they found more comprehensible. Again,
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Part I Part II & III

Experts (N = 27)

Standard Language (SL)

Blocks 1 & 2                  
(i1-i5, i6-i10)

Blocks 2 & 3                     
(i6-i10, i11-i15)

Blocks 1 & 3                       
(i1-i5, i11-i15)

Plain Language (PL)

Blocks 1 & 2                        
(i1-i5, i6-i10)

Blocks 2 & 3                         
(i6-i10, i11-i15)

Blocks 1 & 3                     
(i1-i5, i11-i15)

Block 1: PL & SL        
(i1-i5)

Block 2: PL & SL   
(i6-i10)

Block 3: PL & SL 
(i11-i15)

Fig. 2

Experimental Design of Study II With Random Assignment to a Language Version and Item
Blocks
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I1 I2 I3 I4 I5 I6 I7 I8 I9 I10 I11 I12 I13 I14 I15

Which item do you find more understandable? (%, n = 9)

SL PL

i1 i2  i3     i4  i5   i6   i7    i8 i9     i10   i11    i12    i13     i14 i15

Fig. 3

Pairwise Comprehensibility Assessment (in Percent). The figure displays the percentage of ex-
perts indicating which language version (plain language (PL) or standard language (SL) they
considered more understandable for each item pair. Values can range from 0% to 100%. Higher
percentages indicate a stronger preference for the respective language version, while values
close to 50% indicate no clear preference between PL and SL

no consistent overall advantage of either language version
emerged (see Fig. 3). For four items (i2, i4, i10, i14), most
experts rated the PL version as more comprehensible, while
the SL version was deemed more comprehensible for two
items (i1, i3). Regarding the remaining items, preferences
were almost evenly divided between SL and PL. However, it
should be noted that the size of the subsamples of experts in

Part III was very small (n = 9). These findings align with the
comprehensibility ratings (in Part I), revealing only small
and inconsistent differences in comprehensibility between
the two language versions.

In Part II, experts assessed the comparability of item
pairs in SL and PL by rating the extent to which each
pair measured the same underlying construct. Comparabil-
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5.6 4.7 5.2 5.1 4.2 5.2 4.8 4.9 5.3 5.2 4.6 5.3 3.6 5.1 5.4
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

i1 i2 i3 i4 i5 i6 i7 i8 i9 i10 i11 i12 i13 i14 i15

To what extent do you think these two items measure
the same content or theoretical construct? (n = 9)

Fig. 4

Pairwise Comparability Assessment on a Scale from 1 (Not at All) to 7 (Completely) (Means
and Standard Deviations)

ity ratings ranged from 3.6 to 5.6, with most items receiving
values above the scale mean, indicating relatively high com-
parability overall (see Fig. 4). The standard deviations of
the comparability ratings were generally moderate (around
1.2–1.7 on a 7-point scale), indicating a fair degree of agree-
ment among experts. However, a few items (i.e., i11–i13)
showed higher variability (up to 2.4), suggesting that their
comparability was more controversial and less consistently
judged. Again, however, it should be noted that the size of
the subsamples of experts in Part II was very small (n = 9).
As a result, the standard deviations should be interpreted
with caution, as individual ratings may disproportionately
influence the spread.

3.4 Summary

Study II aimed to examine whether the inconclusive results
of Study I could be attributed to the selection of participants,
the design of the experimental stimuli, or the choice of com-
prehensibility measure. Using the same PL and SL items
as in Study I, survey experts evaluated the items with two
measures of comprehensibility and one measure of compa-
rability.

Comprehensibility ratings were again very high across
both language versions and, with few exceptions, experts
rated the items in PL and SL as similarly comprehensi-
ble. A pairwise comprehensibility assessment supported
this conclusion, showing that both language versions are
equally comprehensible for most items. This suggests that
the lack of differences in comprehensibility in Study I was
not due to participant selection or the use of a closed-ended

multi-item probe to measure comprehensibility. Moreover,
the results of the pairwise comparability assessment indi-
cate that the two language versions measured the same un-
derlying theoretical construct for most items, suggesting
that the PL translations did not meaningfully alter the core
content or intent of the items.

Together, these findings suggest that the absence of dif-
ferences in comprehensibility in Study I cannot be ex-
plained by participant selection or the measurement ap-
proach. Instead, it appears to be due to the experimental
stimuli themselves, as the PL translations did not lead to
consistent improvements in comprehensibility.

4 Conclusions

In two consecutive studies, we examined whether translat-
ing survey questions into PL improves comprehensibility
and response quality in web surveys. In Study I, contrary
to theoretical expectations and prior research, we found
that PL did not enhance comprehensibility and, in some
cases, was even associated with lower response quality than
SL. By conducting supplementary analyses in Study II, we
could show that these unexpected results were due primarily
to the experimental stimuli. Specifically, the PL translations
did not produce meaningful differences in comprehensibil-
ity, which helps explain why response quality did not im-
prove compared with SL.

More broadly, this paper illustrates the value of supple-
mentary analyses for understanding inconclusive or contra-
dictory findings in survey research. While such findings are
an inherent part of the research process and can be valuable
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in their own right, supplementary analyses help clarify un-
derlying mechanisms and contextual factors, making results
easier to interpret and integrate into the broader literature.

Based on two studies of PL, we showed how supplemen-
tary analyses can help address three potential sources of
inconclusive findings in experimental research—the selec-
tion of participants, the design of experimental stimuli, and
the choice of measures. Study I examined whether trans-
lating survey questions into PL improved comprehensibil-
ity and response quality compared with SL. The general
assumption is that PL increases the comprehensibility of
survey questions and thus reduces the effort and difficulty
involved in answering them, which in turn should lead to
higher-quality responses. However, contrary to expectations
and previous research, PL did not enhance comprehensibil-
ity among respondents in Study I and was even associated
with lower response quality for some items. Study II tested
alternative explanations by keeping the experimental stimuli
(PL vs. SL items) constant while varying participants (sur-
vey experts instead of respondents) and measures of com-
prehensibility (pairwise comparisons in addition to ratings).
Across both participant groups and measures, PL and SL
items were rated as similarly comprehensible, suggesting
that the experimental stimuli did not cause any noticeable
differences in comprehensibility. This finding clarifies why
Study I failed to show improvements in response quality: In
the absence of enhanced comprehensibility, improvements
in response quality cannot be expected.

A key takeaway from these studies is that the absence
of improvements in comprehensibility of survey questions
translated into PL appears to stem from unsystematic trans-
lation practices. The translators in our study were experts
in PL but not necessarily experienced in translating survey
questions. The translation process did not provide for any
briefing or reviewing sessions with the translators or for
alternative translations from independent translators. The
translated items were used without further revision or opti-
mization by survey experts or pretesting with respondents
from the target group. Moreover, existing PL guidelines
provide only general style advice rather than recommen-
dations tailored to specific target groups (Maaß 2020), and
specific PL guidelines that consider relevant survey and re-
spondent characteristics are still lacking. This reliance on
individual translation skills and ad hoc approaches may re-
sult in PL translations that differ across studies, beyond the
intended measurement of different content, which likely
contributes to inconsistent results across studies.

To improve comprehensibility of survey questions in
future studies by translating them into PL in a reliable
and reproducible manner, we advocate (1) establishing PL
translation standards, including tailored guidelines that take
the specific characteristics of the target group (e.g., liter-
acy) and the survey context (e.g., survey mode) into ac-

count; (2) fostering closer collaboration between survey re-
searchers and PL translation professionals; and (3) con-
ducting systematic pretesting with respondents from the
target group. Furthermore, to increase reproducibility and
interpretability of findings, we emphasize the importance
of documenting and transparently reporting the translation
procedures in line with best practices in multilingual survey
research, such as the TRAPD (Translation, Review, Adju-
dication, Pretesting, and Documentation) framework.

Current developments in artificial intelligence (AI) offer
new opportunities to support the translation and adaptation
of survey questions according to PL principles. AI-based
tools can simplify complex sentence structures and adapt
vocabulary for large amounts of text within a short time,
while maintaining the original meaning and intent of the
text. In addition, they can increase standardization across
survey questions and studies, ensuring that translation de-
cisions are applied more consistently than in purely manual
processes. Nonetheless, to ensure comparability and com-
prehensibility, survey questions translated into PL using AI
translation tools must also be edited by expert reviewers
and pretested with respondents from the target group.

More broadly, our paper highlights several implications
for survey research. First, inconclusive findings should be
treated as opportunities for methodological reflection. Sec-
ond, supplementary analyses are a valuable tool to disentan-
gle substantive effects from methodological artifacts. Third,
standardized translation practices are essential to improve
the comparability and quality of results across languages
and contexts. Researchers can enhance their understand-
ing and improve translation processes in future studies by
learning from the translation challenges outlined in scien-
tific publications.

Data availability The anonymized datasets used for analyses are ac-
cessible in the GESIS Data Archive: https://doi.org/10.7802/3048.
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