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INTRODUCTION 
 
The purpose of this literature review is to explore the concept of culturally-responsive validity 

as it relates to measurement tools and use such practices to determine the validity of a 

culturally responsive measurement tool to measure family-level protective factors. This project 

is one in a portfolio of projects from King County’s voter-approved Best Starts for Kids levy that 

works to improve health, well-being, and advance equity for children, youth, families and 

communities in King County. Traditional validity practices aim to demonstrate that an 

instrument measures what it says it will and produces consistent results. Just as the literature 

on culturally responsive research aims to address inequities in research by valuing different 

perspectives and centering communities as integral collaborators in the process, we expected 

to find literature on culturally responsive validation practices as well. However, “culturally 

responsive validity” was not a commonly found term in searches, so instead, the literature on 

culturally responsive research practices, community-based participatory research, and cross-

cultural equivalency informed our definition of culturally responsive validation: 
 

Culturally responsive validity views perspectives of the communities of focus as 

necessary to bridge traditional academic practices with their lived experience, 

culture, and language. Thoroughly integrating the community perspective will 

confirm that an instrument is accessible and relevant to communities, measures 

what it intends to, and produces consistent results. 

 

Our research demonstrates how culturally responsive practices will increase the likelihood that 

an instrument will be found valid and reliable. The cross-cultural equivalency literature 

highlights how cultural nuances must be considered in all aspects of the tool design and 

administration, from response scales to testing process to translations. These practices are 

particularly relevant in cases where a measurement tool is hoped to be universal, or aims to 

measure the same construct across multiple cultures.  
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METHODS 
 
We conducted this literature review to explore how researchers have determined the 

culturally-responsive validity of scales and instruments. We used Google Scholar, the University 

of Washington library, as well as “gray literature” (non-academic publications, such as those 

from the non-profit sector and government agencies), and input from community-based early 

childhood practitioners in King County, Washington. Practitioners were part of the Resilient 

Families Advisory Council (RFAC) with the culturally responsive measurement tool project from 

King County’s voter-approved Best Starts for Kids levy. RFAC members shared their insights on 

culturally responsive practices and validity through interviews and focus groups from February 

2021 through March 2022.  

 

Online searches included the following key words: “cultural* validat* AND method*,” “cross-

cultural valid*,” “cross-cultural equivalen*,” “decoloniz* quantitative research,” and “cultural 

translat*,” among others. Seminal articles on cross-cultural equivalence, culturally responsive 

research, and Community Based Participatory Research (CBPR) anchored our analysis. Sources 

were limited those accessible to the public. We 

reviewed 107 articles and cited 53 in our review, 

and referenced notes from interviews and meetings with 

the Resilient Families Advisory Council. Of the 53 articles 

cited, there were 171 total authors, and 24 shared their 

identities or backgrounds. One author identified as 

Asian-American; one identified as biracial; one identified 

as Dutch; one identified as Māori; one identified as 

Indigenous Chicano; two identified as Italian; nine 

identified as white; seven identified as Métis and First 

Nations and one identified as Native American; and the 

rest (147) did not disclose their identities. 

FIGURE 1: IDENTITIES OF AUTHORS WHO 
SELF-IDENTIFIED IN ARTICLES REVIEWED 
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FINDINGS 
 

VALIDITY & RELIABILITY OF QUANTITATIVE INSTRUMENTS 

Before exploring culturally responsive validation, we focus on traditional academic processes of 

establishing validity and reliability. Academic validity determines whether instruments 

accurately measure a given concept. Reliability determines whether the concept is measured 

consistently over time and across respondents (Drost, 2011; Heale & Twycross, 2015). The 

methodology can determine the comparability of instruments in fields that can be more 

subjective, such as those that assess human behavior (Davidov et al., 2014).  

. 

The validity of an instrument is often assessed through a variety of processes. First, researchers 

want to ensure content validity, or that their instrument reflects the concept(s) they are 

investigating.  To do so, they refer to other standards or tools that measure the particular 

concept, as well as theories about that concept, expert opinions, and interviews with 

individuals. After confirming that the instrument aligns with the research, individual constructs 

can be explored. Construct validity involves hypothesizing how individual items in an 

instrument will behave, then confirms or disproves those hypotheses. Convergent validity 

occurs when items measuring the same trait correlate, and discriminant or divergent validity 

occurs when items measuring different traits do not correlate (Drost, 2011; Heale & Twycross, 

2015). For example, researchers might expect that scores from an instrument measuring child 

abuse would correlate highly with scores from a domestic violence screening tool, but would 

demonstrate divergent validity with an instrument measuring parental nurturing and 

attachment (Counts et al., 2010). Finally, they will compare results over time to test whether 

the instrument is sensitive to change (Drost, 2011). 
 

Valid instruments must also be reliable (Hays et al., 1993). Internal consistency measures like 

Cronbach’s alpha (α) are easier to use than test-retest reliability techniques that compare data 

from two separate collection phases or equivalent-forms reliability tests that require an 

individual to take more than one test to compare results across similar instruments. Calculating 
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the Cronbach’s alpha reveals a number that is between 0 to 1, with scores closer to 1 indicating 

that the test is highly correlated and unidimensional (though results above .9 indicate the 

instrument should be shortened) (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011).  

. 

Despite their widespread acceptance 

and usage, if reliability and validity 

approaches are applied in research 

projects that did not involve the 

community nor design for different 

cultures or languages, there is reason 

to question the value of the findings. 

Various disciplines from education to 

policy have suggested that whether 

intentional or not, statistical 

processes, with their veneer of 

neutrality, can obscure the fact that perspectives or cultures have been excluded or that 

inequities exist in the research design (Godwin, 2020; Gilbourn et al., 2019; Pastori & Pagani, 

2017; Walther et al., 2015).  

 

Validity and reliability techniques are themselves borne from a "Western research paradigm" 

that include past and current research practices from predominantly white, European or North 

American researchers, and spread through practices like colonialism and globalization. This 

approach has excluded community perspectives, in some cases caused harm, and limited 

insights from other knowledge-creation paradigms (Roshid et al., 2015). In response to this 

legacy, some Indigenous communities have called to "decolonize research" by centering the 

perspectives and values of Black, Indigenous and other communities of color, and valuing other 

ways of knowing (Thambinathan & Kinsella, 2021). Other research practices like Community-

Based Participatory Research prioritize diverse viewpoints and lived experience in research. The 

emergence of these responses to the Western research paradigm are reason to explore the 

FIGURE 2: TYPES OF VALIDITY & RELIABILITY 
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context in which validity and reliability techniques are applied, even if the techniques 

themselves have been spared substantive critique.  

 

CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE VALIDATION & WHY WE NEED IT 
 

Culturally responsive validation was not a common term appearing in the literature - rather, 

authors explored cultural adaptations for measuring validity using different names. Many 

sources cited the importance of cultural responsiveness which combines concepts of cultural 

competence (one’s ability to effectively engage and communicate with people from other 

cultures) and cultural humility (one’s ability to critically evaluate their own beliefs, practices, 

biases, and assumptions) (Berryman et al., 2013; Tervalon & Murray Garcia, 1998). Researchers 

demonstrate cultural responsivity when they recognize, value and discuss cultural differences, 

acknowledge power differentials, identify non-traditional research methods that could fit 

better with different cultures, and validate world views (Farmer et al., 2005). 

 

The term “cross-cultural” and the connected term of “equivalency” revealed many more results 

for validation. There was a significant focus on cross-cultural validation in the health fields, 

especially for quality of life instruments, as such tools involve less concrete and more subjective 

measures (Herdman et al., 1998; Stevelink & van Brakel, 2013; Stewart & Nápoles-Springer, 

2000). Other sources focused on specific processes to achieve validity, such as equivalency 

across languages, whereas others spoke more generally about research design and its effect on 

validity. Since culturally responsive validation is not a recognized or oft-used term in the 

literature, we focused on culturally responsive research design and its effect on validity, and 

cross-cultural literature on equivalency.  

 

Culturally responsive validity is important because traditional methods of validation, which 

come from a Western research paradigm, may not effectively measure validity across different 

cultures. For example, non-Pueblo researchers Hennessy & John (1995) attempted to validate a 

measure of caregiver burden among Pueblo Indians in New Mexico. They found that, though 
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the original burden scale had been academically validated, many concepts measured did not 

resonate with the Pueblo caregivers (Hennessy & John, 1995). In a European study, Italian 

researchers used an instrument validated in the U.S. to assess teacher-child interactions in 

Italian preschools, but found that it did not assess peer relationships nor classroom 

environment which Italian educators believe to be a strong influence (Pastori & Pagani, 2017). 

Finally, in focus groups with RFAC members, several practitioners spoke about a commonly 

used childhood development questionnaire that asks about the child’s ability to eat with a fork. 

The assessment did not ask about other cultural food traditions wherein children may learn to 

eat with tortillas, hands, chopsticks or other tools, and therefore may inaccurately indicate a 

developmental delay (RFAC, February 2021). Thus, if an instrument is to be effective at 

measuring concepts and constructs across many different cultures and languages, researchers 

must integrate a cultural lens in their research and instrument design.  

 

The impacts of using measurement tools that have not been culturally validated include poor 

data quality and a breach of trust with community members. In interviews with early childhood 

practitioners, we asked the question, “How do your families react when a survey does not 

accurately represent their lives?” Practitioners shared that they have seen families shut down, 

become angry, or want to quit the survey. One member remarked, “They’re shocked, they 

laugh, sometimes they say ‘That’s not us… Why are you asking us this question? That’s not me 

or my community’” (RFAC Interview, March 4, 2022). They also stressed the importance of 

establishing trust. Without trust, researchers run the risk of community members declining to 

participate or choosing what they think is the ‘right’ answer (RFAC Interview, March 1, 2022), 

resulting in biased data. In addition, as one practitioner observed, if a question is unclear to 

participants, “It might be that they’re not answering what you’re asking, but a different 

question” (RFAC Interview, February 25, 2022). . 

. 

The importance of trust and relationship-building highlighted by practitioners echoes larger 

findings about how to conduct culturally responsive research. A mismatch between researcher 

and community identities, failure to involve the community in the research process, and 
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historical trauma within Black, Indigenous, and other communities of color can all lead to 

distrust and biased data. Though researchers may believe that they are unbiased or that their 

data is somehow neutral, all research will invariably reflect the researchers’ views, training, and 

beliefs (Gilbourn et al., 2019; Godwin, 2020). However, certain methodologies can reduce bias 

and build trust between researchers and communities. 

 

CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE RESEARCH PRACTICES 

Culturally responsive research practices highlight the importance of trust-building, respecting 

cultural norms, and involving communities at all stages of the process (Berryman et al., 2013; 

Huer & Saenz, 2003; Minkler, 2012). Established practices like community-based participatory 

research (CBPR), build trust by integrating communities throughout the stages of research, 

knowledge co-creation, and stepping back to let communities lead the work (Israel et al., 

2008). Using a CBPR approach is one way to incorporate culturally responsive validity processes 

that can lead to improved data quality and reflect the priorities of the community. 

 

Another consideration for designing culturally responsive research is considering whether to 

use qualitative, quantitative, or mixed methods. There is a debate within the literature about 

whether qualitative or quantitative research methods are more culturally responsive. Much of 

the research strongly argues for qualitative methods (Held, 2019; Petit-McClure & Stinson, 

2019; Simonds & Christopher, 2013). Qualitative methods may allow research participants to 

more fully participate in the research process by co-constructing knowledge and potentially 

exploring or raising topics that may not occur to the researchers (Rodriguez et al., 2011). Other 

researchers argue for quantitative research methods, especially because quantitative methods 

are often more accepted by, and persuasive to, policy makers, making them more aligned with 

the goals of culturally responsive research (Blackstock, 2009; Hayward et al., 2021). However, 

as Simonds & Christopher (2013) note, there is no checklist, rulebook or map for how to 

conduct decolonized, anti-racist, disability-informed research. Each community of focus, 

research team, and project is unique, meaning methods must be carefully considered and re-
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examined each time (Hayward et al., 2021). As a result, it is advisable to use a mixed-methods 

approach to research design and validation processes whenever possible. Using qualitative data 

allows researchers to go deeper with community members and understand the nuance of the 

topic at hand, while quantitative data may be more persuasive for making meaningful changes 

within communities. 

 

One important practice to employ in culturally responsive research and validation processes is 

for researchers to acknowledge how their identities may impact the study. Traditional Western 

research has assumed that researchers are neutral, impartial entities who can set aside their 

biases and beliefs to conduct research. However, researchers’ lived experiences, privilege, race, 

gender, and other intersecting identities all inform their research views (Godwin, 2020; Walther 

et al., 2015). Recently, there has been a movement to include positionality statements in 

research papers (Secules et al., 2021). Positionality statements identify researchers’ views, 

beliefs, and backgrounds and articulate which part of the research process each researcher has 

influenced (Holmes, 2020). These positionality statements can be helpful to the reader, but 

they also encourage researcher self-reflection and promote a critical cultural approach to 

evaluation and measurement tools (Pastori & Pagani, 2017).  

 

CREATING & VALIDATING CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE INSTRUMENTS 

In order to develop instruments that can systematically collect culturally relevant insights that 

are comparable across cultures, researchers face two options: (1) develop a new instrument in 

a specific language and for a specific culture (described by the term, emic – constructs and 

concepts specific to a culture), or (2) adapt and translate an existing tool (described by the 

term, etic – concepts and constructs universally understood cross-culturally) (Ægisdóttir et al., 

2008). It is typically less time consuming and costly to adapt an existing tool, a process we will 

explore in depth.  

If a tool intends to measure and compare the same constructs across multiple cultures and/or 

languages, researchers will create or adapt a universal instrument that measures “etic” 



DEFINING CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE VALIDATION PRACTICES                                                                      PAGE 11 

 

                      Prepared by       May 2022 
The Capacity Collective       www.thecapacitycollective.org  

constructs. Assuming it is possible to identify constructs with the same cross-cultural meaning, 

a universal instrument is advantageous in that results are directly comparable, and instrument 

development resources can focus on just one output (Herdman et al., 1998). However, a 

universal approach may not work if constructs do not have the same meaning across cultures 

and/or languages, and researchers should question whether a universal approach adequately 

captures the nuances of each culture (Pastori & Pagani, 2017). Researchers must either remove 

constructs that are not equally interpreted or are unique to one culture from their universal 

tool, or create a relativistic tool instead. Relativistic tools that measure “emic” constructs are 

often co-developed with a community of focus to first define the constructs, then develop the 

tool (Ægisdóttir et al., 2008; Tanaka-Matsumi, 2001). Though highly relevant to the culture for 

which it is developed, relativistic tools are likely not relevant to other cultures and therefore 

less comparable, and may be time-consuming and costly to produce. Ægisdóttir and colleagues 

(2008) describes a combined etic-emic strategy from Brislin and colleagues (1973) in which 

researchers begin with a etic-only tool, and then add emic items to the translated scale, which 

are unique to the culture of focus. The additional emic items should correlate with the etic 

items in the construct, but offer a greater in-depth understanding of the construct in a given 

culture.  

 

The practice of adapting and translating existing instruments is also known as cross-cultural 

validation or equivalence testing (Stevelink & van Brakel, 2013). Searches revealed that these 

practices occur across diverse fields such as health-related quality of life and other health 

assessment instruments (Herdman et al., 1998; Küçükdeveci, 2004; Palmieri et al., 2020; Sousa 

& Rojjanasrirat, 2011; Stewart & Nápoles-Springer, 2000; Van Widenfelt et al., 2005), 

educational assessment (Pastori & Pagani, 2017), parenting (Deković et al., 2006), 

organizational development (Robert et al., 2006), comparative sociology (Davidov et al., 2014) 

and many more. It seems clear that this process holds value for many different fields that aim 

to measure constructs across various cultures.  

Broadly, cross-cultural equivalence means that the tool is unbiased -- it measures the same 

concept in the same way across different cultures -- and researchers can compare test results 
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across cultures (Ægisdóttir et al., 2008; van der Vijver, 1998). If it is free of bias, then any 

differences detected are the result of true difference between groups, not differences inherent 

in the measurement tool or the sampling method (Eremenco et al., 2005; van der Vijver 1998). 

Establishing equivalence is especially important for tools that measure more subjective traits 

like values, attitudes, opinions or behavior (Davidov et al., 2014).  

 

There are five prerequisite forms of equivalence to assess before an instrument can be said to 

achieve overall cross-cultural equivalence. Adapted from Herdman et al. (1998) and van de 

Vijver (1998), Figure 3 explains the different levels at which to consider equivalence, and the 

types of bias that threaten it. Bias likelihood increases when the cultural differences bridged by 

the instrument are greater, and if the original instrument was ‘culturally saturated’ in a 

particular source culture (Ægisdóttir et al., 2008; van de Vijver, 1998). Culturally saturated 

FIGURE 3: TYPES OF CULTURAL EQUIVALENCE 
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instruments are more likely to reflect emic constructs specific to a culture and will not be 

universal, therefore needing more work to adapt for a different cultural group. 

 

At the broader instrument level, researchers explore construct equivalence, or whether the 

construct(s) or latent variable(s) are conceptualized in the same way in each culture. Construct 

equivalence is a fundamental prerequisite and should be explored first, since other types of 

equivalence depend on it. To determine whether construct equivalency is met, researchers can 

review the literature, then consult with experts and perform cognitive testing, such as through 

focus groups, interviews or think-aloud processes to explore the constructs (Dambi et al., 2018; 

Herdman et al., 1998). In one study, researchers explored “filial piety” which describes the 

cultural expectation of children to their aging parents, and found the concept to be well-

understood in China, but much less consistently in many Western countries (van der Vijver, 

1998). In another study, a “respect for elders” construct was conceptualized very differently in 

collectivist cultures when compared to more individualist American culture, making 

comparisons of this construct problematic (Robert et al., 2006). Researchers must continually 

question whether a construct is prioritizing the experience of white, middle-class Americans, on 

whom so much research has historically focused (Stewart & Nápoles-Springer, 2000). Van de 

Vijver (1998) also suggests that statistical techniques like confirmatory factor analysis and 

structural equation modeling be conducted per cultural group to explore variance. Any 

construct that does not have the same meaning across cultures should be removed from the 

tool, though Herdman and collaborators (1998) suggest that weighting instrument scores is a 

potential alternative.  

 

Once construct equivalence has been determined, researchers can explore individual items that 

measure it. The items must measure the broader construct(s) so that each culture understands 

them equally, in ways that are acceptable and relevant to each. This item equivalence can be 

determined through cognitive interview and think-aloud processes, secondary data reviews, 

and through calculating Cronbach’s alpha to determine whether the measurement scales are 

reliable and consistent (Herdman et al., 1998). Semantic equivalence asks whether each item's 
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meaning translates across cultures and language and is the focus of instrument translation 

processes. These can include forward and back-translations and committee review and testing 

phases, while referencing construct equivalence themes that could be important at the item 

level and could reflect item bias (Beaton et al., 2000; Su & Parham, 2002; Tsai et al., 2021). 

Decentering the original instrument version to consider both it and the translated version as 

equal can help translators avoid rigidity in sticking with certain phrasing or language (Ægisdóttir 

et al., 2008). Best translation practices have been discussed extensively in the literature and will 

not be described further in this review (see Banville et al., 2000; Beaton et al., 2000; Weeks et 

al., 2007). 

 

Operational equivalence means that the techniques used to test cross-cultural instruments 

were not subject to method bias. Method bias may look like survey delivery formats that 

unfairly disadvantage participants who have had less access to and feel less comfortable with 

technology, or those with lower literacy rates. Sampling bias is another type of method bias, 

which can either be addressed by randomly sampling from a population or using matched 

sampling that aims to control for a specific variable like age or education level (van de Vijver, 

1998). Administration bias comes through when there is uneven execution in survey delivery 

like when surveyors match one culture in terms of race or identity, but not another, or when 

untrained surveyors administer the survey (van de Vijver, 1998).  

 

Finally, once construct, item, semantic, and operational equivalence have been established, 

measurement equivalence focuses on the level to which survey scores can be compared. 

Measurement equivalence indicates that different groups understand the construct and 

response scale in the same way, not that researchers should expect the same results across 

cultures. For example, different groups may react differently to response scales. Shulruf et al. 

(2011) found that individualistic cultures tend to express more extreme responses to an ordinal 

scale like a Likert scale, while Lee et al. (2002) found that collectivist cultures gave more neutral 

answers. Differences in response scale interpretation can be explored through think-aloud 

processes or participant interviews, but if there are extreme differences, it may be that the 
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instrument cannot be universal.  Achieving measurement equivalence means that researchers 

are exploring “alpha change” – which is the true difference between groups or a control and 

experimental intervention group, rather than “beta change” (difference in interpretation of the 

measure) or “gamma change” (difference in interpretation of the underlying constructs) 

(Robert et al., 2006).  

 

Reaching full scalar equivalence which allows for the comparison of mean survey scores across 

groups is more difficult than reaching measurement-unit equivalence, which involves 

demonstrating similar factor structure using techniques like factor analysis (Ægisdóttir et al., 

2008; Herdman, 1998). Ægisdóttir et al. (2008) describes the practice of using ‘cut scores’ for 

different standards across groups (e.g., gender differences on a personality inventory related to 

alcohol use). Determining whether measures have achieved measurement unit or scalar 

equivalence is a noted challenge in the literature, and requires thorough statistical analysis 

through techniques like factor analysis, structural equation modeling, and item response theory 

(Herdman, 1998; Robert et al., 2006; van der Vijver, 1998). 

 

Each type of equivalence matters, and it is advised to evaluate each one in the order they have 

been presented here. Without construct equivalence, the premise upon which other forms of 

equivalence rests disappears. Item equivalence ensures that the item unit of each construct 

equally resonates across cultural groups, and semantic equivalence focuses on the quality of 

the translation. Operational equivalence confirms that survey implementation process was 

comparable across groups. Finally, measurement equivalence tackles the granularity with which 

survey scores can be compared. Exploring equivalence includes research into constructs and 

culture, tapping subject matter experts, exploring the perspectives and lived experience of the 

community, and instrument testing. Once these five types of equivalence have been 

determined, overall cross-cultural equivalence has been achieved.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

 

Traditional validation processes are part of culturally responsive validation, but culturally 

responsive validation thoughtfully integrates community perspectives and lived experience 

throughout the process. Although the literature does not point to specific best practices for 

culturally responsive validation per se, it does reference several methods and steps that are 

beneficial to consider. Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR) is an example of well-

regarded design that centers community perspectives in the research. However, even if a 

practice like CBPR is used, it does not automatically mean that the measurement tool can be 

applied across cultural boundaries. Many measurement tools are developed with a dominant 

group (e.g., American citizens), so using such an instrument without confirming equivalency in 

constructs, items, semantics (translations), operations (methods) or measurement, can result in 

unintentional bias. Researchers should be aware of the different types of equivalency and 

design a process to explicitly explore them.  Mixed methods approaches can better reveal 

multi-dimensional cultural nuance, which could include interviews and focus groups and could 

help confirm different types of equivalence. In particular, translation processes that consider 

the deeper meaning of constructs in addition to word for word translations will also result in 

more relevant, meaningful instruments. In some cases, culturally responsive validation and 

equivalency practices may reveal that it is not possible to universally measure a concept across 

cultures, and that a culturally specific or relativistic tool must be developed. Future research 

should explore the impacts of culturally responsive practices on validation, community-led 

models of validation, and other ways in which to involve the community of focus in the 

process.  
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