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Translation and research outcomes of the Bridging the Gap
project: A case of the Luo language, spoken in northern
Uganda
Julius Omonaa and Nora Groceb

aDepartment of Social Work and Social Administration, Makerere University, Kampala, Uganda;
bUniversity College London, London, UK

ABSTRACT
This article is one of the outputs of a research study conducted
between 2015 and 2018 on national development and disabilities
in four African countries. It focuses on the Uganda’s Luo
language translation of the English instruments used in the study.
The purpose was to identify possible guidelines for future
researchers undertaking similar translations. One of the main
lessons learnt is that translation is a process and requires
cooperation amongst those involved. One key challenge was
cultural difference. The translation admittedly improved
communication between the researchers and the research
participants, and this enhanced the reliability and validity of the
findings and ultimately improved the quality of our research
output. One of the key limitations is that it relied on bilingual
professionals, who are reported to produce translations that are
too formal.
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Background and context of study

Bridging the Gap was an African regional research study undertaken in four African
countries – Uganda, Kenya, Sierra Leone and Zambia. These countries were chosen as
they demonstrate a range of socioeconomic levels of development. The aim of the
study was to identify where gaps exist between disability and development, see
whether the gaps widen as development progresses, and understand the mechanisms
needed to close the gaps. All the participating countries have ratified the UN Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), though ratification is not a guarantee
to implementation. It was a three-year project that commenced in April 2015 and ended
in March 2018. The research was coordinated by the Leonard Cheshire Disability and
Inclusive Development Centre of the University College of London. Central to this
study was the concept of the “disability and development gap” created by a lack of sys-
tematic or sustainable inclusion of persons with disabilities in national development
efforts. This research project built on previous research around the relationship
between disability and poverty, which is increasingly understood to be more complex
and nuanced than initially perceived (Groce et al. 2011; Hoang et al. 2013; Mont and
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Cuon 2011). The project focused on the nexus of disability and poverty with education,
health, employment and social protection. The purpose of the study was to explore the
hypothesis that as socioeconomic development improves access to healthcare, education,
employment and social protection, people with disabilities are at risk of being left out or
left behind, creating a disability and development gap. In all the four countries involved, a
mixed methods research design used a range of interrelated components, including
policy and secondary data analysis, a household survey of 4,839 households (13,597
adults and 10,756 children), Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) and Key Informant Inter-
views (KIIs). This article focuses on the household survey component of the study and
the translation of English into Luo in the process of addressing the complex issues of
poverty and disability in the northern part of Uganda.

Background on disability in Uganda

Uganda’s 2014 census collected data on four forms of disability and these included
hearing, remembering, visual and walking impairments. The forms of disability were
assigned into three categories: (i) some difficulty; (ii) a lot of difficulty; and (iii) cannot
do at all. The results of this census show that 14 per cent of the population (5+ years)
has a disability; and this included persons with some difficulty. More females (15 per
cent) have a disability compared to males (10 per cent). Disability was also found to
be higher in urban areas (15 per cent) compared to the rural areas (12 per cent)
(Omona, Asiimwe, and State 2017).

Further analysis of the 2014 census data shows that the northern region (15 per cent)
had more people with disabilities than the other regions of the country, and was followed
in this respect by the eastern region. These two regions also exhibit higher levels of
poverty compared to other regions of the country (as per the Uganda National House-
hold Survey of 2012) and a high proportion of their respective populations – at least 7
per cent – suffer from visual impairments. In Uganda, more females than males are dis-
abled, probably because the majority of women are engaged in agriculture where there
are many associated risks such as attacks by wild animals, getting hurt in the bushes
while collecting firewood, the use of rudimentary tools as well as the misuse of agricul-
tural chemicals. Besides, there is domestic violence predominantly perpetrated by men
against women (UBOS 2016). All of these are potential causes of disabilities for
women. In Uganda, there are also more people with disabilities in the urban than
rural areas because most adults with disabilities are now moving from rural to the
urban centres in search of better opportunities and services (Omona, Asiimwe, and
State 2017).

It is in view of the above data and statistics that the broad issues relating to disability in
the four countries – Uganda, Kenya, Zambia and Sierra Leone – were being investigated,
in the education, health, employment and social protection sectors. This article draws on
experiences relating to translating the survey questionnaires from English into the Luo
language in Uganda, to present a case representative of other languages involved in
the four countries under study. Preparations for potential publications involving trans-
lation into selected languages, both within and between participating countries, are
underway.
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Methodology of the study

As with the other countries, mixed-methods research was conducted. This involved a
range of components, including policy and secondary data analysis, a survey of 1,232
households, 64 focus group discussions, 24 key informant interviews and 80 in-depth
interviews across the country. Data was collected from all the four regions of Uganda.
The study draws on the understanding of disability in the International Classification
of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) (WHO 2001), i.e. disability resulting from
the interaction between and individual and his/her environment. The questionnaires
applied in the study have been developed in English over many years and utilized in
similar studies in other low-income countries. Changes in the research questionnaires
over time are due partly to adaptation to different contexts, and partly to developments
in the field of disability research. The questionnaires combine a broad range of common
indicators on living conditions with all elements of the ICF. The study is a two-stage and
cross-sectional interviewer-administered household survey combining data collection at
household and individual level. Data was collected by 60 trained research assistants using
tablets. The National Sampling Frame using the 2014 Census dataset formed the basis of
a listing, screening and interviewing procedure of households and individuals utilizing
the Washington Group of six short sets of questions and the Washington Group/
UNICEF Module on Child Functioning questions (cf. UBOS 2016; WHO 2001; UN
1993, 1994). However, after some interaction between the consultants, international
and national teams constituted for this research, the questionnaires were modified to
suit the Ugandan context. The entire research process, including the translation, was
funded by the UK-based Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) and the Depart-
ment for International Development (DFID) under research grant reference ES/
L008785/1.

Four sets of questionnaires were translated: One each for households with at least one
person with a disability and one without a disability and the other two for individuals
with and without a disability selected from the aforementioned households respectively.
All questionnaires asked specific national development and disability questions on edu-
cation, health, employment and social protection. Translation was considered important
because it has become essential to cross-cultural research, given that the reliability and
validity of the research findings crucially depend on the translated instruments (Colina
et al. 2017). The translation followed the ethical framework of decision making in nego-
tiating the act of translation (Cornelio 2017) since several translators were involved. This
was done in line with the views of several commentators in this field that translated texts
often are a result of a more or less coordinated efforts of a number of actors (Lindqvist
2002; Buzelin 2007; Solum 2017; Chesterman 2006; Risku 2010; Risku and Windhager
2013). We had to ensure the success of the translation through maximum cooperation
exercised through regularly drawing on each other’s expertise or contacting other
experts for extra input to assist us and “speed things along” (Risku 2010, 106). Basically,
cooperation was maintained as follows: (a) through continuous cooperative work among
the researchers present within Uganda; (b) cooperation as part of the process of forward-
ing a translated version or revised version to the next stage or actor in the translation
flow; and, (c) ad hoc cooperation with other experts, including the consultants based
abroad. All these forms of cooperation are emphasized in the work of Hanna Risku
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(2010), Anthony Pym (2000) and Christiane Nord (1997). Given the significance of the
research, a high-quality outcome was expected and one of the ways of achieving this was
thought to be through translating the questionnaires into the local language to ease com-
prehension and communication. In each region in Uganda, one major language was
selected for the research, namely: Luganda, Lusoga, Rukonzo, Rutooro and Luo, respect-
ively, and the English version of the questionnaires was translated accordingly. The paper
focuses on the Luo language. All the other participating countries had their tools trans-
lated into appropriate local languages. The major objectives of the paper are to establish
the challenges of translation, to list some substantive research results generated as part of
the contribution of the translation, to establish limitations faced in the process and lastly
to document the lessons learnt from the translation for future research.

The Luo language

The Luo language, predominantly spoken in northern Uganda, was one of the languages
purposively selected for translation under this project alongside other regional languages
in Uganda, such as Lusoga (eastern), Luganda (central), Rukonzo and Rutooro (both
western). It was selected amongst other languages spoken in northern Uganda such as
Alur, Lugbara, Madi, Lendu, Kebu, Lango and Jonam. The Luo language was selected
partly because it is a broadcast language. It is also widely spoken and understood
across the region. The language is mutually intelligible with Lango, Alur, Jonam and
Adhola. The Luo dialect is the eponymous dialect of the Luo group of Nilotic languages,
spoken by more than eight million Luo people scattered across the Sudan, the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Kenya and Tanzania, excluding those in the diaspora.
Luo is linguistically related to Luwo, Nuer, Bari, Jur Chol of Sudan and Anuak of Ethiopia
due to the common ethnic origins of the larger Luo people who speak Luo languages.

Purpose and process of the translation and adaptation of the survey

The purpose of the translation was to comply with the methodological requirement of
data collection from household respondents and the quantitative component require-
ment of the research. The Luo version, just like for all the other four languages used
in the research in Uganda – Lusoga, Luganda, Rukonzo and Rutooro – was aimed at
breaking down potential communication barriers with the respondents and enhancing
the validity and reliability of findings, thus improving the quality of the research
output. The Luo version of the survey thus complemented similar surveys from other
parts of the country in this project, giving the research its national character. Studies
such as those by Hunt and Bhopal (2004) have argued that when data collection question-
naires designed for English speakers are translated into other languages, there are often
measurement errors due to poor translation procedures, inappropriate content, insensi-
tivity of items, and a lack of knowledge of the cultural norms on the part of researchers.
They have further argued that traditional translation methods involve bilingual pro-
fessionals (people who speak two languages, in this case those familiar with both the
Luo language and knowledgeable about English) translating an English document into
the target language, targeting the achievement of linguistic equivalence. However, pre-
testing such surveys has shown that bilingual professionals are not representative of
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the sample population and often produce translations that are too formal because they
can sometimes over-professionalize the translation, thus not allowing the flexibility
that could bring out some “hidden” meanings in the translation (Behr 2018). To over-
come the problem, we had to do the pre-testing, debriefing and group translation of
the questionnaires. These were done after adequately briefing translators on background
requirements, as Behr (2018) emphasizes. This article was an attempt to provide the
experience of translating the English version of the questionnaires into Luo using
some of these theoretical underpinnings.

The first stage of the translation was the forward translation of the English (source) to
the Luo version (target) of the four sets of questionnaires. Here, we conducted a split
translation method (each translator translates only a part of the questionnaires). This
method has been documented, for example, by Harkness (2003). We made sure that
the translation was carried out by two bilingual professionals. This was followed by
back translation, carried out by an independent translator who is a bilingual too. Back
translation is a commonly used quality assessment tool in cross-cultural research. It is
considered a quality assurance technique that consists of (a) translation (target text
[TT1]) of the source text (ST); (b) translation (TT2) of TT1 back into the source
language; and (c) comparison of TT2 with ST to make sure there are no discrepancies.
The accuracy of the back translation with respect to the source is supposed to reflect
equivalence and/or accuracy of the TT (Colina et al. 2017). After the back translation,
there was the pre-testing phase. This was done on six respondents who were purposively
selected and represented the population of the survey – that is, male, female, the disabled
and the able-bodied. The exception here was that no one younger than 18 years was
selected, though this age category was included in the survey. At this pre-testing stage,
the respondents were asked about any word they did not understand. The pre-testing
phase was also accompanied by a debriefing session. The debriefing consisted of
asking respondents what they thought a question was asking, and what came into
their mind when they heard a particular phrase or term. After this phase came what
we termed “group translation”. The group consisted of the research assistants and the
staff who participated in the forward and back translations. The group session helped
to identify and resolve the inadequate expressions and concepts of the translation as
well as any discrepancies between the forward translation and the then existing compar-
able English version. This group translation played a role of the expert panel that is
common in some translation processes (Harkness 2003). The final version of the
survey in Luo and other languages reflected the result of all the iterations described
above. Consequently, we are satisfied that the entire research outcome generally
reflects what the questionnaires were meant to measure. The following section addresses
the challenges faced during the translation process.

Challenges during the translation

Many challenges were faced during this process and the highlights are presented below
and include cultural difference, compound words, two-word nouns, universalized words,
the scale type of response categories and complexity of words used. These are largely
drawn from translation studies frameworks as espoused by many authors (cf: Sudman,
Bradburn, andWansink 1973; Smith 2003; Heiberger and Robbins 2014; Aras, Zhazhlaiy,

TRANSLATION STUDIES 5



and Mariwany 2015; Behr 2018). We believe similar challenges were experienced in the
translation of the other languages.

Cultural difference

Some issues or sections/phrases in the source language (English) were found to be appro-
priate only in developed countries, but not in northern Uganda. For example, in the two
household questionnaires on the section for living conditions of the household members,
the questions relating to the conditions of the dwelling in connection with the walls, roofs
and floors were asked as if in northern Uganda, and indeed Africa, there is always only
one house in which the family stays. In contrast, in northern Uganda as confirmed during
the pre-testing, most settlements are homesteads constituted through polygamous mar-
riages, with many huts in the same homestead, including those for grown-up children.
All these houses may be different in design and structure and have different facilities.
To overcome this problem, after the pre-testing of the questionnaires, we translated
the question knowing that the head of the household, usually a man, would respond
in relation to one specific house where he has spent the previous night. This was
found consistent with the culture because the pre-testing confirmed that among the
Luo people, a man with more than two wives usually sleeps with the wives in a rotational
manner and fulfils all the family obligations wherever he has spent the previous night.

Also, a culturally unfamiliar question included in this section of the questionnaire
dealing with living conditions asked about the size of the land the household had, and
the response was expected to be given in “lots or acres”. As is perhaps common in
most parts of Africa, in northern Uganda today, though some families especially the
elites try to measure and quantify their land in acres, the majority are still unfamiliar
with this unit of measurement and would find it difficult to apply it. Besides, most
families have communal land or pieces of land, not in any specific unit, scattered over
different geographical areas. To ease comprehension and enhance the relevance of the
question to researchers and respondents, the questions were simplified and translated
in a culturally friendly version that allowed the respondents to give the number of
pieces of land the household owned regardless of the sizes. The accuracy of such esti-
mates posed a challenge, though, to the research output.

Another question which had a cultural connotation related to the items owned by the
household. Two examples of items that were found to be totally constructed from an etic
(Carin 2013) and Western perspective were ownership of a deep freezer and a canoe/
boat. These were items considered irrelevant for respondents from northern Uganda
because an overwhelming majority of households neither own a freezer nor have ever
seen one and there is also no large water body in the community to warrant the use of
a boat/canoe. Ownership of a deep freezer is mainly the preserve of the urban elites
and the majority of the population live in rural areas with no access to electricity.

Compound words

One of the key challenges discovered during the group translation was translating com-
pound words. Compound words are formed when two or more words are joined together
to create a new word that has an entirely new meaning. These words are formed by either
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adding a hyphen or just using the two words as a single term. Some of them had mean-
ings that had nothing to do with the individual words involved. In the living condition
section of the household questionnaires such words were “sawdust”, “firewood” and
“household” – with the latter spread across all the questionnaires. For example,
firewood was interpreted as “wood for lighting a fire” but not “fire that has wood” as
the compound word suggests in the target language. In some instances, translators had
to coin terms in the target language or use paraphrase.

Two-word nouns

Two-word nouns, another variant of compound words, were a great challenge during the
group translation. It was then emphasized during the group translation that a good trans-
lation should focus on the meaning of the nouns, not the individual words. Such words,
which were common in the living conditions section of the household questionnaires,
included “rain water”, “still water”, “hand pump”, “open well”, “deep freezer”, “mosquito
net”, “cow dung”, “cash transfers” and “iron sheets”. Translating the constituent words
separately distorts the meaning of such words. For example, “still water” was translated
as pii ma pe mol – water that does not flow – yet this meaning is hidden in the two-word
nouns. Equally, “rain water” was translated as pii kot, which succinctly captures the
intended meaning of the message than if it was translated as kot pii as the two-word
noun seems to suggest. Similarly, “cow dung” was translated as cet dyang instead of
dyang cet. Unfortunately, some bilingual professionals who did the back translation
were translating the constituent words independently, thus distorting the meanings. It
was found that reverse translation of such two-word nouns was most appropriate and
we were able to arrive at this conclusion after going through all the theorized iterative
stages of translation and involving the right expertise, a feat which many researchers
ignore and then end up with ineffective questionnaires. Like for compound words, trans-
lators were advised to get acquainted with the work of Yves Gambier (2016) and Bolaños-
Medina and González-Ruiz (2012) to enhance their skills not for this research but for
other future opportunities. In view of the issues encountered in translating two-word
nouns, it was noted that the question of who qualifies as a bilingual professional trans-
lator must be critically established during selection of the translators. As was experienced
in this research, not everybody who is bilingual is necessarily “professional” enough to
engage in translation. Maybe some kind of certification of bilingual professionals
could be made, especially in developing countries, by an accredited institution to over-
come similar future problems of potential professional abuse.

Universalized words

These are generally what we would love to call globalized words that can marginally be
translated or do not need to be translated at all because they are well known to all. Such
words we met are “generator”, “computer”, “television”, “gas”, “electricity”, “tile”, “radio”
and many others. These words are pronounced in Luo the way they are in English except
for a very negligible variance in sound and accent. They are in two categories – those that
have been Luo-ised – to mainstream the Luo accent into them – and those that remained
purely globalized. For example, the Luo-ised words are: “generator” was translated as
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jenereta, “computer” as kompiuta, “television” as televijon, “cancer” as kanca, “cement”
and cementi, “taxi” as takci, “electricity” as elektriciti and “brick” as brik. Others, such
as “radio”, “gas” and “tile”, remained as they are in English because they have been com-
pletely “globalized” in the language. Translating universalized words was also acknowl-
edged as a common translation challenge by Aras, Zhazhlaiy, and Mariwany (2015).

The scale type of response categories

A five-level Likert scale was used in the questionnaires as is widely applied in similar
research (Heiberger and Robbins 2014). These are response categories which are univer-
sally acceptable, but in Luo we found that they would not make sense because they lit-
erally carry two messages in one, so there is no need to ask both sides of the question.
In Luo, these words carry the two messages in one package, for example like saying
50–50, or having the same coin with two equal sides. Such scales options were: “slightly
agree”, “agree”, “neither”, “slightly disagree”, “disagree”, as well as “unwilling”, “slightly
unwilling”, “neither”, “slightly willing”, and “willing”. In Luo if you say I “slightly agree”,
you are at the same time conveying the other side of the message that you “slightly dis-
agree”. The degree of agreeing, or disagreeing determines the degree of perception on the
opposite scale. So, in constructing the questions, there would ideally be no need to have
both response categories such as those mentioned above. Nevertheless, we had to comply
with the standard research requirement which contends that they are correct because
they lie on different sides of a rating scale. The work of Behr (2018) and that of Harkness,
Pennell, and Schoua-Glusberg (2004) guided our actions and decisions in this regard.

Complexity of the words used

A good tool is supposed to be simple in structure and wording and this is hoped to enhance
comprehension and improve the quality of research outcomes (Sudman, Bradburn, and
Wansink 1973). However, in the process of the translation, we discovered that some
words could have been avoided altogether or simplified. Such common words were “insur-
mountable” and “modification”, which proved difficult to translate. The problem, however,
was not with the words per se but it seems it is embedded in the difference in the sizes of the
vocabularies between English and Luo languages. Accordingly, proxy Luo words were used
to convey the meaning that these words intended to communicate. For example, dit ma
okato lacu (“immeasurably big”) for “insurmountable” and lok manok (“change a bit”, but
which can also be misinterpreted as “talk a few words)”, for “modification”. Terms such
as “sickness”, “illness” and “disease” in the health section of the questionnaires all carry
the same meaning in Luo. Only one could have been applied in the survey.

Similar challenges were experienced in other language areas, within Uganda and other
participating countries. The challenges above have not been particular to us, since they
have also been expressed in the work of authors such as Aras, Zhazhlaiy, and Mariwany
(2015). Fortunately, we did not meet challenges relating to idioms and expressions,
homographic homophones and homographic heterophones, which have also been
widely documented by the above authors as most difficult to translate. This could be
partly due to the fact that the questionnaires applied in this current research have
already been used in similar previous research after appropriate reviews and vetting
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were carried out. The challenges do, however, point to a critical fact on translation that
questionnaires for cross-cultural/cross-national use should ideally be drafted in terms of
translatability and cultural relevance (Harkness et al. 2010; Smith 2003). The aforemen-
tioned challenges were resolved during either group discussion or after pre-testing of the
questionnaires.

Besides the specific challenges relating to translation, there were general research chal-
lenges that could have affected the research outcome and quality. There was unwilling-
ness by some households to participate in the research, partly because of research fatigue
and partly because of high expectations for some tangible gains. Some local leaders,
motivated by poverty, saw this as an opportunity for money making. The extreme
weather conditions did not help to make matters any better for these research assistants,
as this was rainy season throughout the entire country. The questionnaires, each covering
the four sectors of the research were too long, consequently it was very demanding to
administer to large families. The other challenge was that it was feared the sign language
interpreters could not have had perfect communication with those with hearing and
communication impairments.

Some substantive research results

Due to the use of the translated questionnaires, we were able to realize findings that we
believe are valid and reliable and which met our research objectives. It is strongly believed
that without the translation, we would not have derived these findings to this extent if, for
example, we had instead used only interpreters. Some of the key findings are as follows
(Bridging the Gap 2018):

. Our survey data showed that very few households received social protection, although
more households with disabled members did (16 per cent), compared to those without
(7 per cent).

. Secondary data and household survey data highlighted consistent gaps between people
with and without disabilities. For example, a significantly higher proportion (77 per
cent) of women with disabilities were not using any family planning methods com-
pared to non-disabled women (67 per cent). Modern contraceptive use among dis-
abled and married women was only 17 per cent compared to 27 per cent among
the non-disabled women.

. Findings were consistent with a widening gap in educational attainment among children
and young adults with and without disabilities compared to attainment levels of older
individuals with and without disabilities; and a greater share of children with disabilities
(14 per cent) were out of school compared to children without disabilities (7 per cent).
This trend suggests that the education gap not only exists but may widen in the future.

. Practitioners, policy makers and advocates have worked to improve the lives of people
with disabilities in Uganda for more than two decades, through legislations and pol-
icies. However, results show that limited geographical coverage, inconsistent quality
and unsustainability remain huge challenges to positive and equitable impact.

. There are a number of continuing challenges, including limited budgets, policy incoher-
ence, conditionality of social protection mechanisms and challenges around definitions
of disability, which limits viable assessment and provision of support services.
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. Although each of these regions of the country has some unique issues, generally there
are some issues found common across all regions. One such key finding was that
people with disability are being subjected to marginalization, abuse and stigmatiza-
tion, whether in school or out of school.

. When an analysis was carried to identify key barriers to schooling for children with
disabilities, among the 23 items identified for the study, the following showed
strong correlation (> 0.6): need for special assistance such as speech therapist (.882),
poor health condition of the child (.853); Lack of assistive devices (.846); lack of inclus-
ive education system (.790); no one is around to travel with a child to and from school
(.742); inability to move within the school (.716); lack of special needs skills (.689);
problem in latrine usage (.669); unsafe for a child to move to and from school
(.665); unsafe for child to be in school(.606). The weak correlations (< 0.6) were in:
Child is not mature enough to attend school (-.273), The child needs to work and
help out at home (-.142) and the child has a child or about to have a child (-.123).

We also assume that the translations made it possible for our findings to be compar-
able across the countries studied and all the other translations followed the requisite pro-
cedures and were equally of high quality like ours. The table below shows, the coefficient
estimates for association between household status and life satisfaction in each country.
Household status was determined by the type and quality of household essential items or
services the household had such as: electric flat iron, television, bed and beddings, uten-
sils, furniture, fan, freezer, toilet, water and many other essentials Table 1.

The table below shows significant association in Uganda, Kenya and Zambia. These
findings are consistent with recent human development indicators of these countries
(UNDP 2018).

When the relative living standard by country and household functional difficulty was
investigated, results are as shown in Figure 1. Here severe functional difficulty refers to
the inability of a household to function normally due to the presence of severe case(s) of
person(s) with disabilities (e.g. multiple disability, deaf, blind, intellectual disability or
more than one person is disabled in a family) which severely affect the socio-economic
functioning of the household. Moderate functionality refers to a household with mild dis-
ability which moderately affect the functioning of the household. No functioning
difficulty refers to a household without a person with disability, thus no socio-economic
constraints imposed by disability in the functioning of the household.

The findings are consistent with disability studies on these countries done before,
where households with no functional difficulty always are relatively more satisfied with
their living standard than those with a disability (Biyanwila 2011; Mitra, Posarac, and
Vick 2011).

Figure 2 below also shows satisfaction with living standards by household disability
status and country.

Table 1. Coefficient estimates for association between household status and life satisfaction, by
country.

Sierra Leone Uganda Kenya Zambia

B 95% CI B 95% CI B 95% CI B 95% CI
−.08 [−.286,.129] −.44 [−.635,−.249]* −.29 [−.569,.017]* −.29 [−.523,−.54]*
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The figure consistently shows that households with disability show the lowest level of
satisfaction, with the highest gap between the households with disabilities and those
without. The validity and reliability of the questionnaires in achieving these outcomes
as a result of translations into the target languages cannot be underestimated. Similar
studies have confirmed the same pattern (Biyanwila 2011; Mitra, Posarac, and Vick 2011).

Limitations of this translation process

Admittedly, this translation has many limitations. As noted earlier, the translation relied
primarily on bilingual professionals. As we found in the work of Hunt and Bhophal
(2004), such professionals often produce translations that are too formal, though we
attempted to overcome this by the use of other interventions already aforementioned.
Future studies could explore the extent to which professionals produce translations
that are too formal.

Another limitation is that though all languages used in this research were translated in
all the four participating countries, this paper focused only on the Luo version. Doing this

Figure 1. Relative living standard and household functional difficulty by country.

Figure 2. Satisfaction with living standard by household disability status and country.
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has limited the richness and diversity that would have been achieved if all languages were
compared and contrasted. However, we still believe that focusing on the Luo aspect was
appropriate and comparison of all the inter-countries and intra-country languages could
be reserved for other opportunities.

The translation process used in this research was less elaborate than those proposed by
other authors. We simply used five stages: forward translation, back translation, pre-
testing, group translation and coming up with a final version. Beaton et al. (2002),
however, recommend six stages, namely translation, synthesis, back translation, expert
committee review, pre-testing, and submission and appraisal. The US Census Bureau
(Pan and de la Puente 2005) also emphasizes a five-stage process such as preparation,
translation, pre-testing, revision and documentation, and they emphasize that the
process be handled by a team of translators, reviewers and adjudicators, unlike ours
which was handled by individuals, except for the group stage. Harkness (2003), for
one, stresses a focus on the TRAPD (Translation, Review, Adjudication, Pre-testing
and Documentation) model of translation and the use of parallel and split translation.
Although we applied the split component, we did not strictly comply with the model
she proposed. Willgerodt et al. (2005) propose seven steps of the Brislin translation
model if one is to achieve semantic and content equivalence, especially when dealing
with two separate samples.

It is our considered opinion that, much as there appears to be no standard framework
for translation, there is a general framework which should be adhered to during any
translation undertaking and we believe that we complied with this. Though there are
slight differences in the individual models proposed above, most generally focus on
common stages, namely forward translation, back translation and expert involvement.
However, we also recognize that in the health sector, back translation has been criticized
of late for having a detrimental effect on a research study and an alternative is suggested
(Colina et al. 2017). In psychology and social sciences, it has also long been acknowledged
that back translation alone cannot ensure quality and compatibility (Brislin 1970). Where
we were critically lacking was that our group work, which served as an expert committee
should have come before the pre-testing. We also wish to categorically state that the cases
of translation cited above are by no means the only ones available in the existent litera-
ture, there are many more, and perhaps these stages also differ by discipline (see Acqua-
dro et al. 2008; Behr and Kuniaki 2016). Besides, the context of translation such as the
nature of ethical and ideological frameworks within which translators operate (González
and Maylaerts 2017) has been outside our focus, yet this can potentially affect translation
outcomes. We did not also explore the newly emerging concept of community trans-
lation (Mustapha 2017). However, we strongly believe that, despite the limitations,
both the emic and etic approaches in the translation process still yielded the desired
data that, upon implementation of the recommendations, has the potential to signifi-
cantly and positively impact on the lives of persons with disabilities in the countries
studied in the education, health, employment and social protection sectors.

Lessons learnt

Wehave learnt that translation is a process which should not be rushed and the appropriate
stages should be meticulously followed. The precautionary approach allows room for
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consultations, revisits and correction that should lead to an effective translation. Though it
is pertinent that it is conducted in stages, it should not be seen as a linear process, but rather
an iterative one. It requires as much commitment and resources as other stages of a
research study. Besides, in order to improve comprehension from the perspective of the
research target population, as much participation as possible from such a population
should be encouraged – through recruiting competent translators from such a population
as well as testing the instruments from a subset of the same population – while at the same
time trying to maintain a fair balance between the emic and etic approaches.

We believe that translation is a professional undertaking and, as such, translators
should always endeavour to produce a translated text that is accurate, grammatically
correct, sensitive to regional or local variations and written at an appropriate reading
level. A committee of experts (reviewers) should always be engaged to ensure that the
text is accurate and written at an appropriate level, and that all technical terminology
is correct and understood by the majority of the people. As Solano-Flores and Nelson-
Barber (2001) suggest, translators and reviewers should be native speakers of the
target language, proficient in the reading the source language, experienced in translating
documents and also have experience within the field of research.

Admittedly, translators should know that translation is more than transposing words or
sentences from one language to another. Translation also requires adequate planning and
preparation. For example, Harkness (2003) agrees that, in the preparation stage, the translator
is expected to be equipped with a summary of the scope of the project, an explanation of the
target audience and survey mode, survey documentation that provides definitions of terms or
concepts, and access to people who can assist them with questions about the subject matter or
questionnaire design. She goes on to say that pre-testing is necessary to identify problems in
the translated text or help identifying other concepts that may be relevant within the target
population. Documentation of the translation process at each step makes it possible to track
the different survey versions or demonstrate that the survey functions well in the pre-test. It
also helps keep a record of any adaptations that were made between the different languages.

We have also learnt, and agree with Hunt and Bhopal (2004), that to avoid coming up
with too formal a translated version, many translation and adaptation considerations,
such as consultation and field testing, taking measures within the monolingual sample
of the target population and testing for face, content and construct validity of each
language, should be rigorously made.

Conclusion

In the context of the extant research, translation is admittedly complex and requires a pro-
fessional approach that should follow the requisite sequence. All the stages of the translation
are important and, if possible, should be meticulously followed. Though the challenges and
limitations aforementioned could be unique to the current translation project and its
context, some, especially the two-word nouns and the compound words, could provide a
common challenge across cultures and disciplines to which in practice, skilled practitioners
should appropriately respond. Future researchers should, therefore, be conversant with the
theory and practice of translation if they are to expect quality outcomes from their research.
However, we are confident that the outcome of this research to a great extent reflects the
extent of the validity and reliability of the questionnaires and resources committed in
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translating the questionnaires to ensure that there was clear communication between the
interviewers and the participants.
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