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What is a (text) corpus?

• Linguistics: a corpus (pl. corpora) is a large and structured set of  texts (data). Texts are 
stored in machine readable format.

– Are pdf’s machine readable? = No.
– Are MS Word documents machine readable? = No

• Corpus linguistics: uses corpus to conduct statistical analysis and hypothesis testing on 
language domains, checking occurrences or validating linguistic rules. Big data language 
apps use corpus data

• Parallel corpus: collection of aligned texts. Usually, alignments between a source text and its 
translations occur at the sentence level.

• Famous corpus:
– DCEP: Digital Corpus of the European Parliament - European Commission documents (23 languages, 1.37 

billion words, English segments 7.7 million (2000-2012)
–  Europarl Corpus consists of the proceedings of the European Parliament from 1996 (21 languages, 60 million 

words)
– Oxford English corpus, the largest one:  2.1 billion words
– Open subtitles: translated movie (and TV) subtitles
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Why a corpus of survey 
questionnaires?
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Background

• ESS, SHARE and EVS data archives provide similar information to end users: primary data in 
*.csv or similar formats and documentation including questionnaires in *.pdf format.

• Challenge: Access and use questions’ texts for research purposes, systematically and in a 
comparative way. 

• E.g. 
– To compare source items across rounds using the term ‘democracy’.
– To compare translations in French of a same question across languages
– To get the questions‘ texts and copy them in the Appendix of an article to be submitted to a 

journal
– To get questions in a format that allows programming of survey technologies that require 

survey questions texts in multiple languages (Qualtrics, electronic questionnaire device, 
etc.)

– To implement technologies that require texts of diferent survey projects (Euro Panel)
– To implement computational resources such as machine translation, prediction of 

question’s complexity
– To trace back breaks in the time series due to wording change
– Etc....
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Background  (II)

• Accessing and comparing questionnaires texts manually can 
be challenging. In the ESS R8:
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• FRE-  BE

• FRE-CH

• FRE-FR
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Background  (III)

• Accessing and comparing questionnaires texts manually can 
be challenging. In SHARE W7:
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• FRE-BE

• FRE-FR

• FRE-CH
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Background  (IV)

• Accessing and comparing questionnaires texts manually can 
be challenging. In EVS 2008:
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• FRE-BE

• FRE-FR

• FRE-CH

Looks good? but this was 

not the case in early rounds
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Background  (V)

• Accessing and comparing questionnaires texts manually can 
be challenging. In EVS 1981:
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• FRE-FR

ENG-CA

FRE-BE
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Background (V)

• In summary, end users have easy access to primary data, but 
usability of the documentation, including questionnaires, is not well 
developed yet (Mohler et al 2010).

Solution: a database (corpus) of survey questionnaires

• Provides machine readable data that has valuable metadata 
associated to it, which is not present in PDF questionnaires, to 
identify clearly the questions, their linguistic components and the 
survey projects. 

Corpus vs. question bank

• A corpus can be considered a question bank, because it is a 
collection of questions and metadata.

• A question bank cannot be considered a corpus, because it is not 
necessarily designed as linguistic data 
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[MCSQ]: some examples 
from the (prototype) interface)
http://easy.mcsq.upf.edu/
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The MCSQ: examples 12• Compare the “agree” items in French in France and Belgium in ESSR6
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The MCSQ: examples 13
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The MCSQ: examples 15
• Compare EVS response scales from 2008 in German in 

Germany and Switzerland, and include the French Swiss 
version 
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The [MCSQ] prototype interface 16
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The MCSQ: examples 17• Compare source questions using the expression “income”
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The [MCSQ] prototype interface 18
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The MCSQ: examples 19
• Map how ‘agree’ has been translated in Russian across countries
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The [MCSQ] prototype interface 20
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The MCSQ: Multilngual corpus of survey questionnaires 21

• MCSQ: a large and structured collection of questionnaires texts 
implemented as an Entity-Relationship database in SQL. 

• It is open-access and open source. In line with the FAIR data 
principles.

• Version 1.1 (Beatrice Worsley):
• 169 distinct questionnaires (ESS, EVS and SHARE Covid)
• Largest coverage for ESS
• Data:

– Nine languages: English source and its translations into Catalan, Czech, French, 
German, Norwegian, Portuguese, Spanish and Russian

– More than 20 countries
– Largest subset Russian: Azerbaijan, Belarus, Estonia, Israel, Latvia, Lithuania, 

Moldova, Russia, Ukraine
– 404,041 segments (sentences and shorter linguistic units)

• Nomenclature of the data provides information to identify survey 
items:

ESS_R01_2002_FRE_FR_i



This project is funded from the EU Horizon 2020 Research and Innovation Programme (2014-2020) under Grant Agreement No. 823782

The MCSQ: behind the scenes 22
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• The MCSQ decomposes survey items into four components: 
introduction, instruction, request and response. 

• This classification allowed to develop a tailored alignment method
• The corpus is designed to be scalable, new data is added easily 

• Access:
– Dedicated website:
 https://www.upf.edu/web/mcsq

– PostgreSQL platform:
http://mcsq.upf.edu/login
Write us to have access keys!

– (prototype) interface
http://easy.mcsq.upf.edu/

The MCSQ: behind the scenes

https://www.upf.edu/web/mcsq
http://mcsq.upf.edu/login
http://easy.mcsq.upf.edu/
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The MCSQ: Multilngual corpus of survey questionnaires 24

• Add more data
• Refine queries to the users’ interface 
• Add some functionalities (e.g. customized downloadable data) 
• Add linguistic annotations to the data
• Test the corpus in the context of translation procedures (translation 

memory)

• Dissemination and publishing: 

Zavala-Rojas, D., Sorato, D., Hareide, L., & Hofland, K. (forthcoming 
2021). [MCSQ] Multilingual Corpus of Survey Questionnaires. META: 
Journal Des Traducteurs. 

• Refine the (theoretical) TRAPD model with the use of corpus 
linguistics
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Conclusions

• Access to primary data is well developed across RIs
• Access to secondary data, including questionnaires’ text is still 

underdeveloped
• The [MCSQ] aims to contribute to users’ experience by making 

survey questions easily available
• It will support programming of survey tools by providing the texts 

in machine readable format
• The [MCSQ] provides a platform to improve translation 

procedures, documentation and research by allowing search and 
comparison of questions’ texts across languages, within 
languages and across survey projects

• Finally, it promotes linguistic analysis of survey questionnaires e.g 
text analysis and comparison of questionnaires, search for 
neighbour terms (collocations) by storing texts as data.

• Explore it at https://www.upf.edu/web/mcsq

https://www.upf.edu/web/mcsq
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Thank you for your attention!

 https://www.upf.edu/web/mcsq

https://www.sshopencloud.eu

Diana.zavala@upf.edu

@SSHOpenCloud

/in/sshopencloud
info@sshopencloud.eu

https://www.upf.edu/web/mcsq
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