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Executive Summary 

Task 4.3 in WP4 Innovations in Data Production of the SSHOC project is dedicated to Applying Computer-

Assisted Translation tools in Social Surveys. A key activity of this task is to incorporate newly created 

Translation Memories (TMs) from a corpus, which has been developed in Task 4.2 (Preparing tools for the 

use of Computer Assisted Translation), into an open-source computer-assisted translation (CAT) 

environment. Moreover, this report lays out a test case to demonstrate the feasibility of the usage of TMs 

within a CAT environment. The overarching goal is to introduce CAT tools and their usage possibilities to 

survey researchers to increase the awareness and adoption of existing and new digital tools for the 

survey translation process. 

Using the CAT tool MateCat, this report provides a theoretical framework of CAT tools with a focus on 

TMs, their practical use and a summary of the advantages and disadvantages of TM usage. To support 

social scientists in their increasingly digitized translation processes, increase awareness, and showcase 

the usability of TMs, a demo of the integration of TMs into the MateCat translation environment was 

recorded. The demo shows how the public TM MyMemory and private TMs created based on previously 

translated international surveys can be used and updated to increase the efficiency and quality of the 

survey translation process. 
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Abbreviations and Acronyms 

 

CAT tool Computer-assisted translation tool 

ESS European Social Survey 

EVS European Values Study 

MCSQ Multilingual Corpus of Survey Questionnaires  

MT Machine translation 
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SHARE Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe 

SSHOC Social Sciences and Humanities Open Cloud 
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1. Introduction  

Various disciplines conduct surveys to obtain research data. Against the backdrop of globalization and 

interconnectivity, survey research across these disciplines has increasingly become cross-national and 

cross-cultural. Many factors influence the comparability of data from cross-national or cross-cultural 

survey research. One of them is high-quality translation. To ensure high-quality translations, special 

translation methods have been developed and disseminated over the past decades.1 Major international 

surveys (e.g., European Social Survey (ESS), European Values Study (EVS), Survey of Health, Ageing and 

Retirement in Europe (SHARE)) have been producing measurement instruments in English and their 

comparable translations, following best practice translation methods when possible. 

The English source texts in these large-scale surveys and their translations are usually available online in 

a PDF format (see, for instance, ESS2) but not in a machine-readable format that can be automatically 

interpreted by a computer. Moreover, there is no information available in monolingual PDFs as to which 

translated elements correspond to which source text elements. To close this gap, the Multilingual Corpus 

of Survey Questionnaires (MCSQ), financed by the SSHOC project, was developed.3 This corpus allows 

the user not only to match the translated text of major surveys with the corresponding source text but 

also to download this “aligned” data in a machine-readable format that can be used to produce a 

Translation Memory (TM) for use within a computer-assisted translation (CAT) tool.  

Computer-assisted translation environment and Translation Memory are two examples of “translation 

technology in a narrow sense,” which “includes only those tools that are (relatively) specific to the 

translation process.”4  A CAT environment is essentially an integrated suite of tools, with the Translation 

Memory being its main module.5 The Translation Memory itself is a repository of translated segments 

(sentences, sets of words, or single words) matched or “aligned” with their respective source text 

counterparts (see Figure 1 for an example of aligned text). A Translation Memory, when used in a CAT 

environment, allows translators to re-use previously translated segments by automatically proposing a 

relevant translation from the memory as a complete solution or partial solution whenever the same or a 

similar sentence occurs again in future work.6  

 

 

 

1 Harkness, “Questionnaire translation”; Behr and Shishido, “Translation of measurement instruments.” 

2 English source text, ESS: https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/data/country.html?c=united_kingdom [May 2021] 
3 Multilingual Corpus of Survey Questionnaires (MCSQ): https://www.upf.edu/web/mcsq; [May 2021]; Zavala-Rojas et 

al., “The Multilingual Corpus of Survey Questionnaires” 
4 Krüger, “Contextualising computer-assisted translation tools,”120f. 
5 Bowker and Fisher, “Computer-aided translation.” 
6 Reinke, “State of the art.” 

https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/data/country.html?c=united_kingdom
https://www.upf.edu/web/mcsq
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FIGURE 1: SEGMENTED AND ALIGNED DATA FROM THE MCSQ (ENG_SOURCE_FRE_FR_ESS_R08_2016) 

The underlying idea of these tools is to assist a human translator in the translation process. Contrary to 

machine translation (MT), where the computer translates the whole text, within a computer-aided 

translation environment and with Translation Memories, human translators translate a text by 

themselves by making use of computerized tools to help them effectively complete the task and increase 

their productivity.7  

This report documents a use case scenario of Translation Memories for questionnaire translation within 

a CAT environment called MateCat. Moreover, a recorded demonstration for the use of Translation 

Memories accompanies this report. 

2. MateCat and Translation Memory 

MateCat8 is a freely accessible open-source CAT tool for the translation of texts, such as Word documents, 

Excel files, and many other file formats. It offers options for integration of different functionalities for the 

translation process, e.g., Translation Memories, machine translation, automatic spell-checking, etc. More 

 

 

 

7 Bowker, Computer-aided Translation Technology. 
8 “MateCat is an open source software released under the Lesser General Public License (LGPL) from the Free 

Software Foundation. Its open source license guarantees that you can download the software, integrate your own 

TM servers and machine translation engines” Source: Philosophy and Terms of service, MateCat; 

https://site.matecat.com/terms/; [May 2021] 

https://site.matecat.com/terms/
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information about the reasons for selecting MateCat for the current research project can be found in the 

SSHOC Milestone 17. Open-source CAT TM software selected. 

One of the main functionalities of MateCat is a Translation Memory function. MateCat provides two 

different types of TMs: a generic public TM and a private TM. 

The generic public translation memory called MyMemory is a large, publicly available source of Translation 

Memories, initially coming from European Union and United Nations projects. It can be accessed via an 

Application Programming Interface (API) by all MateCat users. It provides a search-like lookup of 

translated segments for a great number of combinations of source and target languages in various 

subject domains and is used extensively by MateCat. Moreover, it contains translations that translators 

using MateCat have voluntarily saved into this public memory. By default, MateCat uses MyMemory for 

its translations (see also SSHOC Deliverable 4.7. Data exchange between TranslationCTRL and open-source 

CAT tools). 

The private TM consists of private projects that contain segmented translation units, with source text 

(original text for translation) and target text (translation) matched or “aligned” with each other. A private 

TM can be a newly created and completely empty database that is filled up with source and target text 

and updated in real-time during the translation process. The filling up and updating happens every time 

a segment is translated and/or approved in the tool. 

On the other hand, a private TM can also be a newly created TM but with imported files containing 

previously translated text, which is uploaded before the actual translation process starts. To employ this 

option, the file with previously translated text needs to be in a special format called Translation Memory 

eXchange (TMX). 9  This format was developed by a working group within the Localization Industry 

Standards Association and has been widely used in the professional translation community. 

This latter type of private TMs is of key interest in this deliverable, since this report aims to showcase 

how the translations stored in the Multilingual Corpus of Survey Questionnaires can be of benefit for 

survey researchers in their translation activities. 

Why should survey researchers use the Multilingual Corpus of Survey Questionnaires as the basis for 

Translation Memory? The use of the corpus as a TM can be beneficial for the following scenarios: 

- Translators who wish to benefit from existing translations from major cross-national studies and 

to get ideas for their own translations. 

 

 

 

9 TMX Format Specifications Version 1.0: http://xml.coverpages.org/tmxSpec971212.html; [May 2021] 

http://xml.coverpages.org/tmxSpec971212.html
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- Translators who wish to replicate existing translations from the large-scale surveys in the corpus 

without having to search through PDFs (e.g., ESS Round 11 translators may wish to use ESS 

translations from Round 8). Please note, though: Section 6 lists what needs to be considered in 

order to have the metadata available that clearly specifies where (study, round, etc.) a translation 

in the TM came from. 

And why should survey researchers use a TM at all, in particular a TM that is created during the 

translation process? The use of a TM can be beneficial in the following scenario: 

- Translators who wish to ensure that there is consistency in the translation within a document. 

Consistency within a translation project should be checked to ensure the use of the same 

terminology, definitions, phrasing, scales, and the same wording within items’ stem and answer 

options, etc. 

3. Producing TMX files from the Multilingual Corpus 

of Survey Questionnaires 

Before proceeding to the integration of TMs into MateCat, this section first explains how a TM can be 

obtained from the Multilingual Corpus of Survey Questionnaires. Users need to register for and log in to 

the corpus10. Under the heading “MCSQ datasets” they will then find the function “Create TMX.” Here, 

they can select a target language (e.g. German) or a language-country combination (e.g., German from 

Germany), a study (e.g., ESS, EVS, SHARE) and/or year and then download a TMX file. The source language 

is always English because it is the source language of the surveys that are currently part of the corpus 

(ESS; EVS; and SHARE).  

The resulting files will be called in accordance with filters selected for the download, e.g. 

“CAT_ESS_2002.tmx” (standing for Catalan – ESS study – year 2002). It is advisable to add the source 

language to the file name, namely “ENG_CAT_ESS_2002.tmx”, so that at any time one can grasp from the 

title of the file what the language combination is that is contained in the TM, in this case: English – Catalan. 

It is advisable to additionally download a csv file with the same language/study/year combination, again 

under the heading “MCSQ datasets” but this time using the function “Download alignment.” The csv file 

will, unlike the TMX file, show for every segment where it came from (e.g., Source: 

 

 

 

10 The Multilingual Corpus of Survey Questionnaires page: https://www.upf.edu/web/mcsq/project [July 2021] 

https://www.upf.edu/web/mcsq/project
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"ESS_R01_2002_ENG_SOURCE_1016” and target “ESS_R01_2002_GER_AT_885”). Alternatively, you can 

open the downloaded TMX file with an XML viewer to see this additional information.  

 

4. Integration of Translation Memories into a 

MateCat project and their use 

In a short demo (“Use of Translation memories in survey translation”) that can be accessed on Zenodo11, 

the CAT tool MateCat and the integration of public and private Translation Memories are introduced. The 

recorded video includes the following steps: 

- Adding the public TM to a project 

- Adding multiple private TMs to a project, including the Multilingual Corpus of Survey 

Questionnaires 

- Private TMs from other users / sharing private TMs  

- Importing TMX files, exporting, and deleting TMs 

- Using the TM key 

- Using TM matches during the translation process: pre-fills, locking, exact and fuzzy matches, 

context matches, auto-propagation. 

A few key terms from the demo shall be repeated here:  

Matches in the TM can provide exact, in-context, or fuzzy information about previously translated text 

segments. While an exact match means that the entire segment of the source text for translation matches 

a source segment from a Translation Memory, an in-context match means that, beyond an exact match, 

the segments above and below are an exact match, too. Fuzzy matches include segments that have 

enough common content between a segment stored in the TM and the actual source text so that they 

can be useful as a starting point for translation. The threshold for usefulness must be defined by a 

translator during the translation task. Theoretically, a fuzzy match can have any value between a 99% 

and a 1% match. In practice, the default value for presenting fuzzy matches to the user in many CAT tools 

is between 65-70%; below this threshold, matches will not be shown unless a user changes the CAT tool 

settings.12 

 

 

 

11 Demo, “Use of Translation memories in survey translation”: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.5102929 [July 2021] 
12 TM matches: https://docs.sdl.com/783545/577385/sdl-trados-studio/tm-matches; [May 2021]  

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.5102929
https://docs.sdl.com/783545/577385/sdl-trados-studio/tm-matches
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During a translation project with several translators, a private TM can be used collaboratively if it is 

shared with others through a special private TM key. The special TM key is identified by a unique 

alphanumeric value. The key works as a password that enables collaborators to access the private TM. 

By using the private TM, the storage of translated and aligned text is visible exclusively for the creator of 

the TM and the person the key is shared with in contrast to the public TM, where every user can save 

their translations and overwrite the existing ones. For more information on how to share a private TM 

key with others, please refer to MateCat Post-editing and outsourcing made easy.13  

5. Advantages and Disadvantages of Translation 

Memories in general 

The use of Translation Memories always comes with positive and negative aspects that need to be taken 

into consideration when using Translation Memories for a translation project. Krüger defines the 

following advantages and disadvantages: 

For example, the use of TM systems may entail, on the positive side, a higher process standardisation, 

productivity and cross-document consistency and lower translation costs and, on the negative side, a 

possibly higher focus on individual translation segments (to the detriment of the textual perspective) 

or the uncritical adoption of low-quality translation units from contaminated TMs.14 

 

Other researchers (Christensen and Schjoldager) come to similar conclusions.15 The following positive 

and negative aspects can be summarized from their studies:  

TABLE: ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF TM 

Positive aspects Negative aspects 

translation with TM is experienced as easier translators may lose control of the process 

translation with TM is experienced as more 

interesting 

translators may forget about the context 

 

 

 

13 MateCat Post-editing and outsourcing made easy. User manual and installation guide: 

https://site.matecat.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/MateCat-User-Manual-and-Installation-Guide_v1.6.3.pdf; 

[May 2021] 
14 Krüger, "Contextualising computer-assisted translation tools,” 115. 
15 Christensen and Schjoldager, “Impact of Translation-Memory,” 149. 

https://site.matecat.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/MateCat-User-Manual-and-Installation-Guide_v1.6.3.pdf
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translation with TM is experienced as faster and 

more efficient 

translators may lose track of the text and the aim 

of the translation 

translations become more consistent translators may focus too much on the source 

text, the sentence level and terminology 

the use of a TM allows the translator to easily 

make use of other people’s knowledge 

translators may lose their critical sense 

 translating becomes more mechanical, less 

personal, less creative, less functional, and 

revision becomes more important 

 

The usage of the public TM - MyMemory, which is suggested by default in MateCat means, on the one 

hand, that translators can use previous translations from a very large database for a great number of 

language pairs in various subject domains; furthermore, everyone translating in MateCat can contribute 

to this publicly accessible database and thus increase the volume of text stored in the public TM even 

more. On the other hand, the quality of these translations cannot be guaranteed. Thus, users of these 

public TMs should be careful when (partially) recycling existing translations. 

6. Advantages and Disadvantages of Translation 

Memories from the Multilingual Corpus of Survey 

Questionnaires 

 

Besides the advantages and disadvantages of Translation Memories in general, as listed above, using the 

Multilingual Corpus of Survey Questionnaires comes with its own conditions of use. When incorporating 

the TMX file provided by the MCSQ corpus into a private TM in MateCat, the following benefits and 

shortcomings/limitations need to be considered carefully. 

Benefits include: 

- Large database (appx. 657.000 segments) and hence ideas for one’s own translations are 

provided. 

- Appx. 80% of the data in the MCSQ corpus are “aligned” (i.e., source text segments and 

corresponding translations are matched) and can be exported in the TMX format used for import 

into a private TM in MateCat. 

- The database consists of the most well-known international surveys in the social sciences 

domain. 

- The translation process becomes more efficient if existing translations are displayed 

automatically in the translation field and can be (partially) recycled. 
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- [Studies using ESS, SHARE and EVS items] Translations for items existing in the corpus can be 

inserted automatically into the translation environment, and thus be replicated. This ensures 

consistency of existing translations from round to round in the same survey or across studies. 

- The search functionality can be used for repeated questions to further strengthen the 

consistency between identical and similar questions. 

Shortcomings/Limitations: 

- The translation quality cannot be assured. Even in the ESS, known for its rigorous translation 

methodology, and where external translation quality checks have been incorporated in the 

translation process since its 5th round, consistently high quality of all translations cannot be 

guaranteed. The reliability of survey translations, even if already fielded, is always limited. 

Therefore, using already fielded questionnaire translations without quality check, even in well-

known survey projects, is not recommended; careful case-by-case checking is always required. 

- The Translation Memory itself or the corpus (using the corpus interface) do not provide 

information on whether translated items were pretested or validated or how they behaved in the 

actual survey. If one is interested in testing and validation procedures, documentation on 

translation from the actual surveys in the corpus needs to be accessed (if available). 

- All surveys in the MCSQ corpus are face-to-face surveys and they are restricted to a certain set of 

topics relevant for social scientists. This means wording suitable for self-administered surveys as 

well as topics relevant for other disciplines will not be covered by the corpus. 

- The suitability of translations and thus their transferability to new surveys depends on the 

respective questionnaire contexts; thus, even a 100% match provided by the TM may not work in 

the context of a new questionnaire due to different questionnaire contexts and survey needs. 

- Not all segments in the downloadable TMX file provided by the MCSQ corpus are “aligned” (that 

means, in these cases a corresponding text in the other language does not exist) (but they do 

exist in appx. 80% of the entries). 

- The alignment of the segments in the downloadable TMX file provided by the MCSQ corpus is 

done by an algorithm without human involvement16, and therefore the aligned segments can 

contain errors. 

Some tips for practical TM use: 

- The TMX file from the corpus, when implemented as a TM in a CAT tool, lacks metadata by design 

during the translation process, depending on how it was downloaded from the corpus. E.g., if 

one downloads all German language items from all studies of the corpus, the TM in the CAT tool 

does not show whether a suggested existing translation is from Germany, Austria, Switzerland, 

the ESS, EVS, or another study and from which round or wave from the study it came. Larger 

 

 

 

16 Sorato & Zavala-Rojas, “Sentence Alignment.” 
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control of what is contained in the TMs requires that one downloads targeted TMs, e.g.: English 

– German (Germany) – ESS – Round 5 or English – German (Austria) – ESS – Round 5. The TMX 

download must be study-, round- and language-specific. If one then uses the same name for the 

TM in MateCat as the name of the downloaded TMX file, this name will also be visible in the CAT 

tool when using the TM and it will indicate to translators where a suggestion came from (in this 

illustration from either Austria or Germany – ESS – Round 5). See section 3 for more details of the 

download function. 

- When using the MCSQ corpus as a TM, each translation project should clarify in advance how to 

use the corpus in case of similarity or identity of items with the TM. Should translations from the 

TM be adopted whenever possible – or should translators work with more leeway, making use of 

the MCSQ corpus TM as a source of inspiration, but beyond that take their own decisions on 

translation quality? One important question to ask in this context is as to whether any consistency 

and hence comparability to an existing survey (ESS, EVS, SHARE) is needed. Overall, though, the 

existence of Translation Memories will always call on discernment on the part of translators. Blind 

adoption should never be the rule. 

7. Conclusion 

This report presents computer-assisted translation technologies – the translation tool MateCat and 

Translation Memories – for use in questionnaire translation from a theoretical and practical perspective. 

The theoretical part contains definitions for CAT tools, for public and private TMs as well as their purpose 

and use scenarios. The practical part of this deliverable provides a recorded demo of the integration of 

TMs into a MateCat translation environment. The demo showcases how the public TM MyMemory and 

private TMs can be used and updated as well as how TM matches can be searched for during the 

translation process. The last part of the report describes the advantages and disadvantages of Translation 

Memories in general and of the public TM MyMemory as well as of TMs that can be created from the 

MCSQ corpus in particular.  

Some known advantages of TMs include increased productivity and consistency, reduction of cognitive 

load, and possibly cost. Some known disadvantages are the lack of quality control of the previously 

translated texts that have been used to create some TMs17, and therefore uncritical usage of translations 

with low- or unknown quality, lack of or insufficient metadata, and the possibility of quick adoption of 

suggested translations without further search for a better alternative translation. The bottom line is that 

 

 

 

17 In some translation companies and international organisations TMs are carefully reviewed, monitored, updated, 

and cleaned, so that their quality is high. 
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every translator needs to decide whether the benefits of using TMs outweigh the shortcomings, and they 

need to be aware of hidden traps of TMs.  

While it is known that professional translators are increasingly using TMs in their work, not much is 

known about social scientists using TMs within computer-assisted translation environments when 

working on translations for international surveys. Therefore, to support social scientists in their 

increasingly digitized translation process, this report and the short demo of TM use have been produced. 

To increase adoption of and interaction with CAT technologies among social scientists, the development 

of more interactive formats is recommended, e.g., workshops, hands-on tutorials, or boot camps about 

translation technologies and their use for international survey translation projects. In the meantime, the 

official documentation on MateCat, as a case in point for a CAT tool, is a great source for learning even 

more in detail about the use of translation technologies, such as MateCat.18 

Please note: Translation Memories and exported TMX files from the MCSQ corpus can be used in all types 

of CAT tools, beyond MateCat, and other CAT tools may have different functionalities compared to 

MateCat, for instance, additional search functions in a TM. 

Please note: (Questionnaire) text that is confidential should not be translated in MateCat! Technical 

support from MateCat, for instance, would have access to the text uploaded to the MateCat environment 

for translation, in case technical problems need to be solved. 

Please note: The use of a Translation Memory is not limited to using the download from the MCSQ corpus. 

Translation memories are built on the fly in every translation project that uses a CAT tool (see private TMs 

mentioned above). Furthermore, existing source questionnaires and their translations can be aligned in 

specific alignment tools by anyone and subsequently be used as a Translation Memory. Examples of free 

alignment tools include LF Aligner19 or the integrated alignment tool in MateCat20. When building own 

Translation Memory resources, the restrictions to the surveys, to the source language English and to the 

language combinations provided by MCSQ corpus do not hold, of course. 

This means: Researchers should take this deliverable as an idea of how Translation Memories, in general, 

can be used. The corpus serves as a powerful illustration, but your own resources can be built on top. 

  

 

 

 

18 MateCat user guide: https://guides.matecat.com/  [May 2021] 

19 LF Aligner: https://sourceforge.net/projects/aligner/ [July 2021] 
20 MateCat: https://www.matecat.com/plugins/aligner/index#/ [July 2021] 

https://guides.matecat.com/
https://sourceforge.net/projects/aligner/
https://www.matecat.com/plugins/aligner/index#/
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