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Abstract
Monitoring and evaluation, progress reports, assessment of benchmarks and milestones, and official

statistics underlie and are integral to the Sustainable Development Goals. They provide required

measures of progress, often represented through numerical summaries. The substantive aspects of

such measurements may seem purely quantitative, but the qualitative/quantitative divide can be an

artificial one.

Rather than considering the underlying statistical modelling, this paper will explore the crucial role of

language in even highly technical statistical research such as fine-level food security and child

undernutrition assessments and poverty mapping in aid projects undertaken for the UN World Food

Programme in Cambodia, Nepal and Bangladesh. The focus will be on equivalence of meaning, a core

issue which goes beyond choice of language (Khmer, Nepali, Bangla, etc.) and translation of terms

from or into English in the various survey and census instruments. Equivalence of meaning extends

further to the way local knowledge, encapsulated in local languages, is captured and represented in

the various survey instruments and field manuals used for data gathering in multilingual communities.

The human and financial resources needed for language-related tasks must be taken into account in

the planning, implementation and analysis of such development aid projects, if maximum accuracy is

to be achieved in collecting the measurements necessary to support effective interventions.



Sketch outline

1. Number of languages in Nepal, Cambodia, Bangladesh

2. Background to poverty mapping

3. Nutrition, food security, etc.

4. Use of small area estimation in aid allocation

5. “Equivalence” of meaning

6. Walls and roofs from Cambodia – definition / equivalence of meaning within one language

7. Equivalence table – roofs, floors or walls (Cambodia)

8. Questionnaires and field instructions in local languages, publicly available versions in English: alphabets and 

equivalence of meaning across languages? (Nepal)

9. Crucial role of local knowledge in how questionnaires are translated (in parallel to problem of the field manuals 

for roof and walls being in local language)

10. Conclusion: language and qualitative issues matter, even in substantially quantitative studies linked to the SDGs. 

3



Number of languages in Nepal, Cambodia, Bangladesh

Nepal – 123 languages 

• 45% of population of 26.5 million speak Nepali as a first language, written in 

Devanagari: Official language and script with104 ethnic groups

• Nepali = Gorkhali = नेपाली भाषा Nepālī bhāṣā = खस कुरा Khas kurā

• Regional languages include: Limbu; Maithili; Newar; Angika; Tharu;  

Gurung; Tamang; Magar; Sherpa; Kiranti; Sunuwar; Bhojpuri; Rajbanshi

• Source: Nepal Central Bureau of Statistics, 2011 National Census 
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The word "Nepali" written in

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Nepali_word_in_devanagri_script.png


Number of languages in Nepal, Cambodia, Bangladesh

Cambodia – 27 languages: 19 indigenous languages 

• Most of population of 13.4 million speak Khmer as a first language, written 

in : Official language and script 

• Khmer ភាសាខ្មែ រ or more formally ខមមរភាសា

• Indigenous languages include: Bahnaric, Cham, Chong, Jarai, Khaonh, 

Khmer, Kuy, Lao Nyo, Mel, Ra’ong, Sa'och, Stieng, Thmon

• Sources: https://www.ethnologue.com/country/KH

Cambodia National Institute of Statistics, 2008 National Census 

5

The word "Nepali" written in

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Nepali_word_in_devanagri_script.png


Number of languages in Nepal, Cambodia, Bangladesh

Bangladesh – 38 minority languages

• 98% of population of 142.3 million speak Bangla as a first language, written 

in : Official language and script 

• Bangla or Bengali script বাাংলা লললি Bangla lipi

• Indigenous languages include: Arakanese, Assamese, Bishnupriya

Manipuri, Chakma, Hajong, Tangchangya, Oraon Sadri, Khasi, Koda, 

Mundari, Pnar, Santali, War-Jaintia, Kurukh, Sauria Paharia, A'Tong, Chak, 

Chin, Asho, Bawm, Falam, Haka, Khumi, Koch, Garo, Megam, Meitei 

Manipuri, Mizo, Mru, Pangkhua, Kok Borok, Riang, Tippera, Usoi

• Source: Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, 2011 National Census 
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The word "Nepali" written in

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Nepali_word_in_devanagri_script.png


Background to poverty mapping

• Geographically-detailed information within a country is very expensive to 

obtain using national sample surveys because huge sample sizes are 

needed

• Poverty mapping is a statistical modelling technique, and one way of doing 

small area estimation (SAE), that models survey or survey and census data 

to produce fine-level estimates.

• SAE can be applied to provide fine-level detail for domains rather than 

areas (e.g. ethnic groups)

• It can also be applied for nutritional measures, eg kilocalorie intake, and 

stunting, underweight and wasting in young children

• The fine-level estimates are used as an important input into aid allocation.
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Where?

Brazil

Ecuador

South Africa

Cambodia

Thailand

Mozambique

Madagascar

Bangladeshh

Philippines

Vietnam

Indonesia

Nepal

Lao PDR
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Use of small area estimation in aid allocation

• Because the poverty related estimates are at a much finer level than 

possible with a survey alone, better targeting of aid is possible

• Decisions on aid allocation can use other information, such as 

population density

• Actual allocation depends on the aims of the aid project
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“Equivalence” of meaning

• But much depends on how well the statistical modelling is done

• This is turn depends on detailed data cleaning and comparison

• Part of this process is relatively technical, but an essential part is 

not, and depends instead on non-sampling complications

• Language, especially when questionnaires are conducted in local or 

national languages rather than English, and translation is involved, 

is one of these complications

• Even in a single language a question is how to interpret a single 

question or whether two questions in different questionnaires ask 

the same thing.
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“
Walls and roofs from Cambodia:

definition / equivalence of meaning within one language

• Questions that appear straightforward can be complicated, even in 

one language

• This is more obviously true of qualitative questions, but is also so for 

quantitative ones.

• So let’s look at a very simple situation where the initial impression is 

that there should be no problem at all
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Roofs, floors or walls (Cambodia)
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Wall type in Cambodia

Bamboo / thatch / grass / reeds

Earth, wood / plywood

Concrete / brick / stone

Galvanised iron / aluminium /   

other metal sheets

Asbestos cement sheets

Salvaged / improvised materials

Other (specify)















Crucial role of local knowledge in how questionnaires are 

constructed and translated

• In parallel, there is the problem of the field manuals (e.g. for roof and 

walls – Bangladesh, Cambodia, Nepal) being in local language only

• When quantitative questions in two questionnaires (e.g. census and 

survey or two surveys – Bangladesh, Cambodia, Nepal) require 

comparison for “equivalence”, the problem compounds

• Even for an identical question in two questionnaires, context may 

alter sensitive responses (e.g. child mortality in Nepal) 

• For qualitative questions (e.g. “Can the person [being interviewed] 

read and write” - Cambodia), issues are more subtle again.
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Questionnaires and field instructions: alphabets and 

equivalence of meaning across languages? (Nepal)
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Conclusion

• In quantitative studies, for example quantitative monitoring and 

evaluation, the final quality of the research is often determined by 

the “weakest link”

• Even highly technical studies with excellent methodology can 

flounder on small and apparently unimportant aspects

• Language, whether local or international or the connections between 

them, is one such aspect

• Language and qualitative issues really do matter, and should not be 

overlooked even in substantially quantitative studies linked to the 

SDGs.
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