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Testing Bias in Cross-Cultural Research
Cross-cultural research is a multi-faceted field that requires special attention.
Global research is a quickly growing field, and will continue to grow as more businesses
become internationally owned and run. Since this type of research utilizes populations
from different countries, different cultures, and different ethnicities, it is not hard to
believe that past research has shown many potential sources of bias.
Not only are the construct definition and sampling portions of the research

M

complex, but procedural equivalency also provides a challenge. Therefore, this paper

definition.

Defining the Construct

ra

oi

will outline the problems in conducting cross-cultural research, beginning with construct

E.

When approaching a cross-cultural research topic, the first step is to decide how
to define the culture being examined. Many studies choose to use either an emic or an

H

etic approach to accomplish this task. An emic approach looks at the construct within a

an

culture and attempts to understand it in the way that the cultural natives understand it.

na

An etic approach, in contrast, compares two or more cultures in order to provide an
understanding of the construct. When an etic approach is employed, the probability of
generalizing the findings increases since more than one culture is examined (Shaffer &
Riordan, 2003).
Researchers have supported both the emic and etic methods in the past. Fouad,
Harmon, and Borgen (1997) primarily relied on an emic approach for examining the
cultural validity of vocational interests using the Strong Interest Inventory throughout
sub-cultural groups in the United States. Although they used the emic approach, there
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was some data suggesting that an etic approach would be useful since interest is valid
across different cultural groups (Fouad, et al., 1997; Leong, 1997).
Not all research relies on either the emic or etic approach, however; various
studies use a combination of both. For example, Arce-Ferrer and Ketterer (2003) tailored
a self-efficacy scale (Spanish version), using both etic and emic type questions for a
population in Mexico. They used etic items to ensure that the translation was valid for
the Mexican population in the study. In order to include questions that were directly

M

relevant to Mexican culture, they added items derived using the emic approach.

oi

The studies presented here demonstrate that the best method for examining and
defining constructs may not be a single facet approach (emic or etic), but rather a

ra

combined emic-etic approach (Schaffer & Riordan, 2003). This combined approach

E.

allows for the examination of more culturally specific information as well as information
that links and differentiates the cultures allowing for generalizability.

H

After deciding whether to use either the emic, etic, or emic-etic approach, the next

an

step in cross-cultural research is to operationally defining the term culture. Throughout

na

the literature, country and culture are frequently used synonymously; this definition,
however, may not address sub-cultural differences that can be present within a country.
A possible remedy to this confusion and ambiguity is to eliminate the use of country as a
substitute for culture. By eliminating the use of country, data collection will be more
reliable and consistent (Schaffer & Riordan, 2003).
After deciding to eliminate country as a proxy for culture, cultural differences
must be identified. The best method for collecting this information on differences is to
use multiple methods of data collection. This will provide a more rounded, accurate, and
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complete view of the cultural values present in a particular sample and may even help the
findings to be replicated, whereas a single method may provide inaccurate or incomplete
data (Traindis, McCusker, & Hui, 1990).
From the topics discussed here, cross-cultural research constructs should be
defined in terms of emic and etic items. If this approach is followed, culture will be
defined at both the broad and specific (sub-cultural) levels.
Forming Equivalent Samples

M

Data collection in cross-cultural research has many potential sources of bias.

oi

Perhaps the most difficult aspect in testing constructs cross-culturally is to develop
equivalent groups. Without equivalent samples, test bias (when two groups do not have

ra

the same chance to answer accurately) may occur.

E.

In an effort to create equivalent samples, many researchers minimize the sample
differences that directly relate to the main focus of the study. It is also critical, however,

H

to minimize more peripheral differences such as age, education, and experience that may

an

indirectly affect the main focus. Since samples used in cross-cultural research are not of

na

the same nationality, peripheral differences must be controlled, in order to reduce the
chance that effects will be due to anything other than the main focus.

One way to control for individual differences is to match participants between the
countries being studied. For example, Begley and Tan (2001) used participants in six
East Asian countries and four Anglo-Saxon countries. All participants were
approximately 30-years-old to eliminate age difference effects, and all were completing
an MBA program, which ensured that each participant had approximately the same
amount of knowledge of business practice. One danger in matching participants,
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however, is that important cultural aspects and variables may be lost due to range
restriction. For example, if the mean age of MBA students in Japan is 50-years-old and is
30-years-old in the United States, matching a sample using the United States’ mean age
ignores the fact that the means in the two countries differ by 20 years.
Another concern when developing equivalent samples is environmental
differences. Environmental differences can include both societal and organizational
factors, such as religion, economy, and politics that can vary by country. Unfortunately,
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many of these differences can be hidden by more global variables such as occupation,

oi

age, sex, and marital status. For example, two individuals from the same country who are
both married and work in the same textile factory, but differ on religion (i.e., one person

ra

may be Catholic and another may be Jewish in a country that is primarily Protestant) will

E.

have different overall experiences, as well as see and react to situations differently.
Therefore, in attempting to match samples, it is important to identify the environmental

H

factors may be present, and take them into consideration in addition to the broad

na

Test Translation

an

variables such as demographics discussed earlier.

Cross-cultural administration of a test or survey is not simply a matter of
translating and then back-translating the text. Test translation and scaling is a large
source of bias, and can be defined in terms of construct, method (to be discussed later),
and item bias (Van de Vijver & Hambleton, 1996). The first type of bias that can occur
in test translation is construct bias. Construct bias is present when the instrument
measuring the construct shows differences across cultures. This type of bias is more
likely to occur when a previously developed test is simply translated to a new language,
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than when the test is developed simultaneously in multiple languages. By simultaneously
developing a test for multiple languages, it is possible to avoid words, concepts, and
phrases that do not translate or have un-equivalent meanings in different languages and
cultures.
The other form of bias in test translation, identified by Van de Vijver and
Hambleton (1996) is item bias/differential item functioning. Item bias refers to people of
equal ability not achieving the same score on a specific item. Among the causes of item

M

bias are poor wording, poor translation, and/or non-equivalent content across cultures.
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Each of the biases in translation (i.e. construct and item) can play a large role in
gathering accurate data. The International Test Commission (ITC) makes suggestions in

ra

four areas: context, instrument development, administration, and score interpretation

E.

(Hambleton, 2001). Included among the guidelines are suggestions to make sure
translation takes into account cultural differences, that handbooks are developed for all

H

populations, and item equivalence is established between languages. This is not a

an

complete listing of all possible solutions and procedures that can be used to heighten

procedures.

na

accurate translation of tests for cross-cultural use, but are some of the most important

Item Scales and Scoring
In addition to translation, response scales can also be biased. For example,
method bias can ultimately affect all of the items in a survey, and lead to differences
among groups that is inaccurate (Van de Vijver & Hambleton, 1996). In developing
scales, therefore, it is important to address the issues of social desirability, faking, and
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random responding, all of which can arise based on the survey content and the culture of
the sample (Murphy & Davidshofer, 1994).
A common problem when sampling multiple cultures is whether or not
individuals will have different tendencies towards responding with extreme responses,
acquiescence, or yeasaying/naysaying (Clarke, 2001; Greenleaf, 1992). When samples
differ on response style, it becomes difficult to accurately compute a correlation between
the samples. A proposed method for reducing extreme responding is to limit the number

M

of responses to 5-7 choices on a Likert-type scale. Clarke (2001) reported that additional

oi

choices beyond 7 do not significantly reduce extreme responses.
Certain cultures, for example Asian cultures, tend to respond in a neutral manner,

ra

regardless of their true feelings, in order to fit into the norms of the culture. As

E.

mentioned earlier, acquiescence bias is a problem, particularly in attitude scales (Javeline,
1999). Despite the knowledge of this problem, it is difficult to recognize and still more

H

difficult to determine the extent to which it is occurring in a particular sample. This may

an

be due to the fact that in some cultures, participants will endorse anchors that are contrary

na

to their true beliefs if the choices provided are not equally viable.

Given the potential of response bias, it is important to validate the scale used, not
just the questions and construct. Scale validity can be divided into two facets, conceptual
equivalence and scale equivalence. Conceptual equivalence refers to whether or not
participants respond to the items using a similar frame of reference (Riordan &
Vandenberg, 1994). If all of the participants do not use the same frame of reference
when responding, it will not be possible to compare results across cultures, which is the
point of cross-cultural research.
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One of the most common problems in conceptual equivalence occurs when trying
to measure organizational aspects. Despite the intent to measure a single construct or
dimension in an organization, workers in different cultures may value work
characteristics differently (i.e. self-sufficiency vs. interdependence). This difference in
values may result in differing definitions of organizational concepts. Research has shown
that not all measures have conceptual equivalence across cultures, which renders data
collected in these situations useless.

M

The second type of validity that must be addressed is scale equivalence. People

oi

of different cultures may perceive scale anchors and intervals differently. For example,
one person may select an anchor of “No Opinion” and another person may also select that

ra

same anchor, but perceive it to mean “Little Interest”.

E.

It is easy to see that, similar to the problem with conceptual in-equivalence, if
there is not scale equivalence, data cannot be compared across cultures (Riordan &
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Vandenberg, 1994). One solution to the problem of scale in-equivalence is to balance the

an

number of positively and negatively worded items to reduce acquiescence bias. Another

na

method of dealing with scale in-equivalence, used by Gelfand and Realo (1999), is to
translate the participant’s scores into z scores. By standardizing the scores, it is then
possible to compare participants across cultures. In order to use this method, however, it
is best to have large heterogeneous samples, and therefore, is inappropriate for small
homogeneous samples.
Perhaps the best and most thorough method of looking at scale equivalency is
item response theory (IRT) (Fan, 1998; Roberts, Pobst, Martocchio, Drasgow, & Lawler,
2000; Ryan, Horvath, Ployhart, Schmitt, & Slade, 2000; Schmit, Kihm, & Robie, 2000).
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IRT gives information to determine whether or not there is differential item functioning.
If the item is indeed measuring differently for different groups, then the scale needs to be
assessed to determine what is causing the discrepancy. Although IRT is possibly the best
method for examining bias that may be present in a scale, the necessity of a large sample
severely limits its use in small settings.
In summary, the ITC provides guidelines when approaching item scales and
scoring. They suggest that scores from different cultures cannot be taken at face validity

M

due to variance, scores across cultures can only be compared for areas that are not

oi

contaminated with method, construct, and item bias, and finally, the test developer should
provide the user with information of environmental and socio-cultural factors that may

ra

affect responses and scoring.

E.

Test Administration

Delving even deeper into data collection lays the problem of test administration.

H

Although it is not best practice, when using a single culture, one may be able to

an

successfully administer a survey without standardized procedures, but this is not the case

na

in cross-cultural research. Each aspect of the administration must be standardized or
there is a risk of bias (Schaffer & Riordan, 2003). Standardization includes instructions,
time allotted for the survey/test, where and when the test is administered (i.e., time of
day, month, year), who administers the test, as well as interpersonal interactions.
Building a rapport is a large part of the interpersonal interaction that occurs
during test administration. Many people, however, do not feel comfortable in a variety of
cultures and therefore, do not act and interact in the same manner throughout all cultures.
It is important, despite the potential lack of comfort, that all participants are treated
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equally and similarly. If the administrator promotes discussion with one sample, then
they must promote discussion in the same manner with all other samples. For example, if
the administrator greets one sample individually and by name, they must do so for each
subsequent sample. One possible remedy to ensure equivalent treatment is to minimize
the interactions between administrator and participant (Hambleton, 2001).
The ITC suggests that when developing procedures it is necessary to anticipate
problems that may arise during administration and methods for handling the problems. It

M

is also suggested that any environmental aspects affecting responses across the cultures

oi

be held constant, and instructions be given in the language that the participant is taking
the test (Hambleton, 2001). These are not a complete list of the guidelines, but provide

ra

an overview of the most important aspects in standardizing test administration.

E.

Conclusions and Implications

Due to the steady rise in cross-cultural research and business, it is very critical to

H

examine biases that may be present. Although cross-cultural test bias may be a relatively

an

benign problem in pure research, there are legal implications of not controlling and

na

correcting for potential bias when in industry. If a measure is being used cross-culturally
for selection, the EEOC guidelines must be taken into account. When a selection
measure has not been translated accurately, response scales are not equivalent, specific
cultural nuances are tested that are not necessary to the job, or if the test is administered
differently to different cultures, adverse impact (direct and indirect discrimination) can
occur (Higuera, 2001). Since adverse impact can lead to lawsuits and other legal action,
assessing the potential biases discussed in this review are a necessity.
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Although tests used for research purposes only may not result in the same type of
legal action as tests given in industry, there are still ramifications. Just like in industry,
using biased measures can give inaccurate and incomplete data, thus causing the
reporting of inaccurate findings. Therefore, independent of the purpose of the crosscultural measure, it is important to thoroughly assess the potential forms of bias true of all
measures and focus on those that are specific to testing cross-culturally.
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