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ABSTRACT Comparative social policy research continues to face considerable methodologi
cal challenges. Scholars particularly struggle to capture sub-national policy variation in 
comparatively reliable ways, including subjective perceptions of local policies. Local-level 
variation increases the need for conceptual and methodological attention to comparability 
across differing national, cultural, and linguistic settings. The article outlines a conceptually 
grounded approach relying on the 3MC (multinational, multicultural, multiregional) method 
to measure and compare individual perceptions of local policies cross-nationally. Often 
applied in cross-national survey research, a 3MC approach can help address methodological 
challenges inherent in comparative policy research and improve cross-national studies of 
local policy differences.
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Introduction

For comparative policy scholars, significant methodological challenges arise when trying 
to maintain comparability in cross-national, cross-cultural, and linguistically different 
research settings. Conceptually, crucial cross-country differences exist in the policy 
instruments used to address social issues (Capano and Engeli 2022) as well as the levels 
at which these instruments are implemented (Ciccia and Javornik 2019). Empirically, an 
absence of comparable data at any level can limit cross-national comparisons (e.g. Clasen 
et al. 2016). Even when comparable data exist, establishing similarities between cases 
can be difficult (e.g. Locke and Thelen 1998; Stegmueller 2011; Peters and Fontaine  
2020), often limiting the conclusions that can be drawn from comparative policy research 
(Geva-May et al. 2018).

These challenges of achieving comparability become even more complex when social 
policies and services are offered at lower levels of government, which produces addi
tional inter- and intra-country variation across cities and municipalities (Ciccia and 
Javornik 2019; Satyro and Cunha 2019). Conceptually, this variation can lead to com
mensurate variation in what policy is understood to be (e.g. Lidström 1998; Steyvers  
2019). Empirically, data availability becomes more problematic as sub-national data are 
often unavailable (Clasen et al. 2016), let alone comparable (Locke and Thelen 1998; 
Wolman 2008; Ciccia and Javornik 2019; Steyvers 2019; Peters and Fontaine 2020). We 
seek to advance comparative policy research by focusing on the local level, integrating 
insights from the social science comparative survey literature on issues of comparability 
(i.e. equivalence; see e.g. Locke and Thelen 1998; Stegmueller 2011). Our aim is to show 
how a 3MC (multinational, multicultural, multiregional) survey approach (see e.g. 
Johnson et al. 2019) can help address several comparative methodological challenges 
when measuring and comparing citizens’ subjective views of local policies and services. 
This explicitly comparative approach requires the collection of data from multiple 
populations with a design that deliberately recognizes cultural and linguistic diversity 
across regions. We further aim to contribute to comparative social policy research by 
opening up the “black box” (e.g. Damian et al. 2022) of the multiple steps taken to 
achieve this local-level comparability across countries.

Comparative Social Policy Research and the Turn towards the Local Level

The comparative method is “a way of thinking” aimed at drawing lessons, often through 
a comparison of macro-social elements (e.g. social policies) or causal relationships 
between policies and micro-level outcomes (Geva-May et al. 2018; Ferragina and 
Deeming 2023). Despite long-standing attention to local policy issues (see Lidström  
1998), comparative social policy research at the sub-national level remains limited (see, 
for example, Lidström 1998; see also Kazepov 2010; Steyvers 2019), in part given the 
additional conceptual and methodological challenges outlined above (Wolman 2008; 
Ciccia and Javornik 2019). Compounding these challenges, greater attention is needed 
for the fact that individuals are not equally able to find, engage with, and use local 
policies as a resource (Yerkes et al. 2019; also Simonse et al. 2023). Indeed, Geva-May 
and colleagues (2018, p. 32) suggest in their study of 20 years of comparative policy 
research in this journal that more attention regarding how policies are subjectively 
perceived “is critical to an understanding of policy success and failure”.
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Additional challenges arise in systematically comparing local policies and subjective 
perceptions of these policies (Lidström 1998; Wolman 2008; Steyvers 2019), alongside 
the limited availability of comparable data. A key conceptual issue is how to define 
local policy. Studies vary widely in their inclusion and exclusion of policy character
istics dependent upon the scope (i.e. breadth) and depth of the comparison (Lidström  
1998; Wolman 2008; Steyvers 2019; Peters and Fontaine 2020; Kazepov et al. 2022). 
Often a delicate balance must be found between comparative scope and depth sufficient 
to adequately capture national, regional, or local governance structures, subsidiarity 
principles, and relationships between these levels, for example. Studying how citizens 
engage with or view these local policies comparatively requires even greater concep
tual clarity to ensure the construct of “local policy” is similarly interpreted across 
localities, cultures, and languages. Scholars may also face methodological choices 
regarding explanatory factors in local policy uptake, demand or supply at multiple 
levels. Consequently, the contextualization of comparative research becomes even 
more salient (Locke and Thelen 1998; Hantrais 1999; Minas and Overbye 2010; 
Kazepov et al. 2022).

We suggest that a 3MC approach, widely applied in many comparative survey projects 
like the European Social Survey (ESS), can address two key methodological concerns 
when comparing local policies (Wolman 2008; Steyvers 2019; Peters and Fontaine  
2020): construct bias (i.e. ensuring that what we are measuring exists in each country 
and is understood similarly across cultures; van de Vijver and Poortinga 1997), and item 
bias (i.e. the content of each survey item is equivalently understood across units of 
comparisons; He and van de Vijver 2012). A 3MC survey approach emphasizes and 
strives for a high level of comparability of data across countries, regions, and cultures 
(Johnson et al. 2019).

We applied a 3MC approach as part of a larger, cross-national, mixed methods 
research project, ERC-CAPABLE, which included graphical policy analysis, interviews, 
focus groups, and a cross-national survey. The CAPABLE project investigates gender 
inequality in work–life balance, with a focus on the role of community. Community was 
conceptualized in terms of local relationships (e.g. families, friends), locality (place, 
space, and scale; Yerkes et al. 2020), and local policies and services (e.g. child and elder 
care provision, schools), which we focus on here. Also central to the project is providing 
comparative insights into the interplay between national and local-level policies. The 
case localities and countries in this part of the project included Amsterdam and Nijmegen 
(the Netherlands), Ljubljana and Maribor (Slovenia), Barcelona and Pamplona (Spain), 
and London and Leeds (United Kingdom). The Netherlands, Slovenia, Spain, and the UK 
provide a rich comparison given shared decentralization trends, with nuanced cross- 
country variation (Martinelli et al. 2017; Jansen et al. 2021). Within this comparison, we 
acknowledge the geographical differences amongst our case countries, with significant 
territorial and policy differences in the UK and Spain, where, for example, the territo
rially organized system is complex and multi-level (Gallego and Subirats 2012; also 
Deusdad et al. 2017). Against this background, the varied distribution of responsibilities 
between national/federal, regional, and local governments can shape citizens’ perceptions 
of local policies. In this article, we detail the steps taken within a 3MC approach to 
develop comparable survey questions aimed at capturing individuals’ capabilities for 
work–life balance (e.g. Hobson 2014). That is, the real freedoms individuals have to live 
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valued lives (e.g. Sen 1992) in relation to their perceived access to and use of local 
policies and services (hereafter PAULS).

Improving Comparative Survey Methods at the Local Level: The 3MC Approach

The 3MC approach and comparative social policy research have a shared aim of 
achieving equivalence (i.e. comparability) given the complexity of cross-national data 
(Locke and Thelen 1998; Harkness et al. 2010; Stegmueller 2011; Clasen et al. 2016; 
Ciccia and Javornik 2019; Steyvers 2019). Achieving equivalence in cross-national 
survey research means that “the range of interpretations associated with the evaluated 
items varies acceptably between cultural or language groups, given the survey measure
ment objectives” (Willis 2015, p. 363; emphasis added). Equivalence becomes even more 
salient when considering potential greater variation at the local level. We suggest that the 
3MC approach, developed in the field of social science survey methods (Harkness et al.  
2010; Johnson et al. 2019), can help address several conceptual and methodological 
problems encountered in comparative social policy research at the local level.

The 3MC approach focuses on achieving high levels of comparability by: (1) relying 
on an explicitly comparative design; (2) collecting data from multiple populations; and 
(3) deliberately designing survey instruments and other survey aspects to compare 
diverse populations (Harkness et al. 2010; Pennel et al. 2017). In short, 3MC survey 
research design proactively accounts for the fact that a study is researching the experi
ences and behaviours of respondents in multiple countries with different cultural back
grounds, whose first language may not be the same as the source questionnaire (Gray and 
Blake 2015). It therefore requires the explicit recognition of such differences in the early 
stages of research. Although comparative research designs underscore this need, much 
comparative research provides only limited acknowledgement of these differences in 
practice, particularly in cross-national survey research (Behr et al. 2021).

Equivalence problems can easily arise in cross-national research (Stegmueller 2011; 
Johnson et al. 2019) related to multiple forms of bias, that is, “nuisance factors that 
jeopardize the validity of instruments applied in different cultures” (He and van de Vijver  
2012, p. 3). Three types of bias can threaten measure comparability: construct, method, 
and item bias. Construct bias occurs when the measured construct differs across cultures 
or might not exist at all in one or more of the countries being examined (van de Vijver 
and Poortinga 1997). For example, survey measures may be incomparable if respondents 
apply different interpretations or have different levels of underlying knowledge. Varying 
interpretation of questions can occur due to (poor) translation but can also be due to 
differing cultural backgrounds or variation in respondents’ use of answer scales (Johnson 
et al. 2019). Conceptualization also becomes paramount: a lack of construct overlap (i.e. 
differing conceptualizations) between the source and target questionnaire (i.e. translated 
versions) can increase construct bias if a construct in one or more countries fails to 
capture all relevant aspects as developed in the source questionnaire (Schoua-Glusberg 
and Villar 2014; Padilla et al. 2019). Method bias can appear due to distorting effects 
through differences in sampling, structural features of the instrument (e.g. differences in 
familiarity with stimulus material such as pictures or response formats such as multiple 
choice questions), administration processes (e.g. differences in the mode of data collec
tion), or response styles (He and van de Vijver 2012). Lastly, item bias can appear due to 
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poor item translation, ambiguous source items, or the inapplicability of item contents or 
connotations associated with the item wording in a given country context (He and van de 
Vijver 2012). Construct bias threatens conceptual or theoretical validity whereas method 
bias and item bias potentially lower measurement validity. The greater the bias, the larger 
the measurement error (i.e. the difference between the observed value and the “true” 
value) (Biemer et al. 2013). The goal of a thorough 3MC design is to minimize error and 
maximize equivalence (Smith 2019).

Despite potential barriers to applying a 3MC approach in practice (e.g. it requires 
a good deal of time, methodological expertise, and potentially greater financial invest
ment), applying a 3MC approach in comparative research designs can help address 
existing data limitations (Ciccia and Javornik 2019; Steyvers 2019). It can do so by 
guiding the development of comparable sub-national survey measures across diverse 
populations, supported by pretesting for reducing item bias, while giving significant 
attention to linguistic differences through more extensive and ultimately accurate transla
tion procedures (Willis 2015; Harkness et al. 2016; Behr 2017; Pennel et al. 2017). It also 
helps to increase transparency in comparative research by shedding light on the steps 
taken to achieve comparability through extensive documentation (Damian et al. 2019). 
Given space limitations, we focus on the steps taken to reduce construct and item bias in 
our study. We note, however, that significant attention was also given to reducing method 
bias (e.g. by applying the same sampling procedures, giving attention to potential cross- 
country differences in response styles when developing answer scales, etc.).

From Concept to Measurement: Comparatively Studying Local Policies and 
Services

Several steps were taken in the preparation and implementation of data collection 
(September 2019–September 2021) aimed at conceptualizing and measuring citizens’ 
perceived access to and use of local policies and services (PAULS) in our application of 
a 3MC approach. We offer full transparency (see e.g. Daniels et al. 2019), providing 
examples at each stage (from research design through data collection), which included 
interviews with local policymakers and organizations, qualitative insights from local 
citizens, the translation of an online (CAWI) survey questionnaire fielded in the autumn 
of 2021, integrated with multiple rounds of cross-cultural national and local expert 
review. We particularly focus on the comparative challenges and the lessons to be learned 
in conceptualizing and operationalizing citizens’ subjective view of local policies using 
3MC principles. Given project timing, we discuss the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
where relevant.

Defining Local Policies: Conceptual and Empirical Issues

A first key challenge to address when incorporating local policies into comparative 
policy research is to conceptualize local policies, with multiple dimensions to include 
or exclude (e.g. Lidström 1998; Steyvers 2019). Conceptualization challenges can 
increase in larger-scale research projects that rely on a mixed methods design because 
of the need to investigate potentially differing perceptions of local policy (e.g. citizens, 
policymakers, and/or local stakeholders). Whereas a definition of local policy referring to 
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subsidiarity principles or territorial dimensions may resonate with policymakers, citi
zens’ perceptions are likely to differ substantially from this governmental perspective. 
The policy domain under consideration also matters, with varying constellations of actors 
and responsibilities within and across domains (e.g. Kazepov 2010).

In our project, we faced the challenge of conceptualizing local policies potentially 
relevant to individuals’ capabilities for work–life balance. On paper, our research design 
envisioned assessing the availability, accessibility, and design of local work–life policies 
and resources by distributing 15–20 questionnaires in each city to academics, local 
stakeholders (e.g. municipality/city government), and local work–family service provi
ders in each country. In practice, obtaining a relevant overview of policies relevant to 
work–life balance at the local level was not feasible given differences in geographical 
scale and territorial politics but also linguistic ambiguity about the term local policies, as 
noted by national and local cultural experts. Following the involvement of a comparative 
methods expert, we decided greater conceptual clarity was needed as well as a narrowing 
of the empirical scope of the envisioned research design to reduce the potential for 
construct bias.

The empirical scope was initially narrowed by planning for three focus groups in each 
city, as part of the development of a cross-national survey (discussed further below): 
young workers without care responsibilities, working parents, and working carers (con
sistently providing help or care for family members or loved ones).1 Moreover, to reduce 
variation across cities of diverse sizes, we decided to target specific neighbourhoods in 
each city, comparing two neighbourhoods within a given city district. Further discussions 
were held with national and local academic experts to determine the most representative 
district in each city and, within those districts, which neighbourhoods to focus on.

To gain greater conceptual clarity, we also adjusted the research design to interview 
a selection of local stakeholders (policymakers and civil society organizations represent
ing the interests of the planned focus groups; n = 108 across all municipalities) rather 
than rely on questionnaires as originally planned. The information provided by the policy 
interviews and concurrent discussions with local and national experts would be used to 
develop questions for the focus groups and it also provided two lessons.

First, despite careful research design, capturing the meaning of local “policy” in 
practice remained difficult given cross-country and linguistic differences. To illustrate, 
during the initial interviews with policymakers in the municipality of Amsterdam, an 
open question was asked around the type of “resources” offered by the municipality to 
employed residents. The term resources was used purposely by the researchers to spark 
discussion around policymakers’ terminology. Although the focus of the study was not 
on how policymakers define local policies themselves, their descriptions matter for 
understanding how policies and services are implemented and provided at sub-national 
levels, and thus for how citizens might perceive and access these policies and services. 
Policymakers explained that they viewed “policy” as the overarching structure developed 
by the municipality. Resources, services, and facilities were what municipalities offered 
to residents as a result of policy. Discussions that followed with local and national 
experts in the other countries revealed similar linguistic and conceptual issues. For 
example, in Spain, local experts questioned whether equipamientos públicos were 
included in the definition of services, revealing linguistic nuances. In Spain, “services 
and programmes” differ from “public facilities” and the latter is not always provided by 
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the national government. These discussions in Spain reflected the complex financing 
structure of policies and services across governmental levels (i.e. local (Ayuntamiento), 
autonomous community level (Administraciones autonómicas), and the national level 
(Administración General del Estado). Consequently, further discussions with the 
research team and experts led to us, in the remaining interviews, asking policymakers 
and stakeholders to reflect on the kinds of resources, services, and facilities offered to 
each group of workers, as well as what was needed for these groups.

Second, the interviews with policymakers and consultations with experts revealed that 
the initial narrowing of the empirical scope was reasoned too much from a comparative 
research design perspective, with insufficient attention to local realities in practice – 
realities that also differ across countries. From a design approach, we wanted to limit the 
amount of local variation, as in a most similar systems approach (Peters and Fontaine  
2020). Yet interviews with local policymakers and stakeholders in countries with rela
tively small municipalities, like Slovenia and the Netherlands, suggested that the decision 
to focus on specific neighbourhoods needed to be reversed. As respondents in these 
countries pointed out, local policies and services either targeted an entire municipality, or 
particular areas in the city, which made comparisons difficult. In countries with larger 
cities and municipalities, however, like Spain and the UK, national experts pointed out 
difficulties in not focusing comparative efforts on particular neighbourhoods. In short, 
defining local policies in comparative research requires even greater attention to equiva
lence issues as well as contextualization (through research planning, interviews with 
stakeholders and national and local experts) than in national-level comparative studies. 
This contextualization is needed at an early stage of research in order to understand the 
geographical and political/policy scope when comparing local policies (Locke and 
Thelen 1998), as well as in the analysis stage, as acknowledged in the literature 
(Steyvers 2019).

Gaining Conceptual Clarity: Perceptions of Policies in Local Contexts

A second key challenge in comparative research on local policies is accounting for potential 
differences in subjective perceptions of policies and services at the local level, in our case 
citizens’ perceptions. Following our contextualization of varying understandings of local 
policies through the policy interviews and cross-cultural expert consultations, we aimed to 
further increase conceptual clarity for the survey using comparative focus groups, thereby 
reducing potential item bias. Indeed, the original research design included using comparative 
focus groups (i.e. moderated small group discussion used to demonstrate shared experiences; 
Campanelli 2008, p. 197) to get a better idea of citizens’ perceived access to and use of local 
policies and services (PAULS) in reconciling work–life. Focus groups are useful for 
informing survey questionnaire design and the subsequent interpretation of quantitative 
results (Krueger and Casey 2014; Caspar et al. 2016). The intention was to conduct 4–6 
focus groups in each case country (2–3 in each city). Recruitment took place city-wide 
(rather than focused in particular areas) in early 2020 given an initial low response to 
recruitment efforts. In the rapidly changing environment of the COVID-19 pandemic in 
spring 2020, however, we had to cancel all planned face-to-face focus groups and switch to 
online, asynchronous focus groups (Daniels et al. 2019; Ramo et al. 2019) held on Microsoft 
Teams due to institutional restrictions and the need to meet General Data Protection 
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Regulation (GDPR) privacy guidelines. Although online focus groups were not an ideal 
replacement for face-to-face focus groups, national lockdown restrictions left us little 
methodological choice. Moreover, asynchronous focus groups can lead to more detailed 
and reflective responses from respondents given the time lag between the researcher and the 
respondents’ online presence (Barbour and Morgan 2017). Ultimately, however, Teams 
proved unworkable for the focus groups, leading to the open questions being asked of 
respondents in the form of an online survey on the platform Qualtrics. Consequently, 
participants were not able to see each other’s answers or respond to them, as envisioned in 
the comparative methodology.2

Despite the problems encountered, from a comparative perspective the following 
open-ended question provided additional conceptual insights on citizens’ PAULS: 
“What local services and institutions, facilities or infrastructure would you need to 
divide your time and energy between employment and non-work activities? These 
services include, e.g., municipal, community or private services and institutions.” 
This question was purposely left open to allow for respondents’ perceptions of what 
they understood services, institutions, facilities, or infrastructures to be.

We received qualitative insights from 64 respondents across the four countries at this 
stage. Data were simultaneously analysed in Excel to compare the answers cross- 
nationally. Although not representative, qualitative answers to this and other open-ended 
questions help to illustrate how the local policy context (e.g. the availability and perceived 
necessity of certain policies or services) shapes citizens’ subjective perceptions and 
ultimately, potentially contributes to cross-national conceptual differences. For example, 
the only reference to the need for elder care services came from a respondent in Spain, 
where the availability of elder care services is generally more limited (e.g. Blanca Deusdad 
et al. 2017). Other examples include respondents saying they needed internet services, 
medical services, and libraries (all mentioned in Spain and Slovenia, not elsewhere). 
Nuanced differences were noted between countries. For example, although respondents 
in each country mentioned the need for childcare services, a Slovenian respondent referred 
specifically to the availability of “a functioning public kindergarten system” that was “of 
the utmost importance” to them (emphasis added). Two respondents in Spain and the 
Netherlands talked about the need for extracurricular activities for children, country 
contexts in which early school closing times and insufficient or expensive after-school 
care options create difficulties in reconciling work and care.

Triangulating the insights from the focus groups and cultural experts at national and 
local levels (which provided insights into the validity of the interview data), we were able 
to cluster focus group answers into broad groups of services and facilities. Cumulatively, 
we distinguished eight categories of local policies and services and grouped the remaining 
services under a ninth category of “other services” (see Table 1). These included sports 
activities, leisure activities, cultural activities (including libraries), childcare, formal elderly 
care, work and income, public transport, public health, and other services. This concep
tualization was tested and further refined at later stages, detailed below.  

It is important to note that a small number of respondents reported no use of local services 
or had difficulty answering the open-ended question. For example, one respondent from the 
UK said: “I’m not sure I understand this question. Activities outside of work are walking the 
dog, and keeping fit. I do not have children or anyone to care for.” These responses pointed 
to the need for greater clarification in what local services are, a point we return to in the 
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Table 1. Overview of local policies and services for Spain, the Netherlands, Slovenia, and the 
United Kingdom

Answer provided in:

Category Local policy or service ES NL SI UK

1. Sports activities ● Gym/sport centres x x x
● Yoga and Pilates studios x
● Family-inclusive sport facilities x

2. Leisure activities ● Green spaces x
● Nature reserves x

● Water (pond, river, canal) x
● Parks and roads x x x
● Family-inclusive parks x
● Beach/pool x x
● Playgrounds/ x

Indoor playgrounds x
● Public spaces for recreation x
● Restaurants x x
● Shops x
● Saunas x
● Other hospitality services (“horeca”, x

“café”, “terras”)

3. Cultural activities ● Theatre and the cinema x x
● Cultural and community x x

centres/activities
● Civic centre x
● Neighbourhood associations x
● Volunteering programme at the local x

hospital
● Course/training centres x
● Shared place for x

studying/working/crafting
● A (creative) workspace nearby x

4. Childcare ● Local childcare/ x x
childcare, nursery x x

● Universal access to childcare services/ x
good quality childcare

● Childcare at their workplace and x
organized by employer

● Childcare occasionally at home x
● Extracurricular activities for the kids/ x

after school services/care x
● School/day care closer to home x

● Playgroups x

(continued )
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Discussion section. Additionally, the pandemic context meant that some respondents found 
it difficult to reflect on which services they needed or used. As one UK respondent noted: 
“Due to coronavirus I am working from home and dedicating most of my time to out of 
work activities within the home also. The only potential local services and facilities I use for 
outside of work activities is local parks and canalways for exercise.”

Operationalizing Local Policies

The policy interviews, cross-cultural expert consultations, and qualitative insights 
from local citizens were helpful for conceptualizing citizens’ PAULS. To operatio
nalize the concept of PAULS for use in the cross-national survey questionnaire (e.g. 

Table 1. (Continued) 

Answer provided in:

Category Local policy or service ES NL SI UK

5. Formal elderly care ● Assistance facilities for the elderly x
● More access to elderly care services x

6. Work and income ● Job closer to home/less commuting x
● Adequate furniture to work from home x
● Opportunity to work from home x

7. Public transport ● Public transportation x x x x
● More efficient and faster public x

transportation
● Good public transport connection to be x

able to travel fast from work to home
and the other way

8. Public health ● Rehabilitation centres x
● Private and communitarian services x
● Healthcare facilities [local] x
● Medical services closer to home x

9. Other services ● Internet x x
● Phone coverage x
● More online services to avoid x

bureaucracy
● Easy connection from school to work [by x

bike or walking]

Other ● Not aware of any, or did not use them x
● Don’t understand the question x
● None x
● Don’t need any local services/facilities x

Note: x indicates the theme was mentioned by at least one focus group participant in the respective 
country 
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to ensure questions would work as intended) (Campanelli 2008), as part of the 3MC 
approach, multiple rounds of consultation took place within the research team 
together with multiple rounds of external expert review. We wanted to go beyond 
existing survey measures capturing the use of local policies and services to measure 
what individuals value, what they think is possible (subjective opportunities) as well 
as what they manage to do in practice (objective opportunities; Brummel et al. 2023). 
In other words, individuals may differ in how they see and engage with local policies 
as well as their actual use of these policies (and to what effect). Building on work 
from Abma et al. (2016), we created multiple three-pronged capability measures 
tapping into (1) the importance of a given resource or activity (i.e. how much one 
values it; see Kurowska 2018); (2) perceptions of one’s opportunities to access these 
services or partake in given activities; and (3) the extent to which individuals 
actually manage to use these services or undertake a given activity. A three- 
pronged measure of local policies and services was one of the multiple capability 
measures developed. One category identified in the qualitative insights from local 
citizens, namely work and income, was excluded following expert review. We note 
that the order of the three-pronged measure for local policies and services was 
rearranged, first asking about the respondents’ use of local policies and services 
before asking about the importance they place on these local policies and services, 
and the opportunities they feel they have to use them. This decision was taken to 
avoid respondents overestimating the use of services based on what they feel is 
important to them.

The final test of this measure was through cross-cultural cognitive pre-testing of 
survey items (i.e. administering the questionnaire and asking interview respondents for 
additional verbal information about their responses to gauge understanding of the survey 
items and answer categories; Beatty 2004; Fitzgerald et al. 2009). Cognitive pre-testing 
is a crucial step in ensuring comparability (Fitzgerald et al. 2009; Willis 2015; Menold 
et al. 2023). When administered during the questionnaire development stage, issues of 
lack of equivalence can be revealed and avoided early on (Behr et al. 2016). Cross- 
cultural cognitive interviewing, when cognitive interviews are held in at least two 
cultural settings, helps to assess the cross-cultural equivalence of survey questions 
(Willis 2015) and can be used to identify poor source question design, translation 
problems, and the cultural portability of questions (Fitzgerald et al. 2011). Web probing, 
in combination with the cross-cultural expert interviews we relied on throughout the 
development of the survey, has been shown to offer the most consistent improvements to 
reliability and measurement invariance in cross-national survey measures (Menold et al.  
2023).

Although the English-language questionnaire was only to be fielded in the UK, we 
held cognitive interviews in both the UK and the US to provide sufficient English- 
speaker input on the English questionnaire. Additional cognitive interviews were also 
held in the Netherlands using one of the translated questionnaires. National experts were 
then consulted again in all countries to discuss the cultural portability of the capability 
measures. A total of 11 cognitive interviews were held online, given ongoing pandemic 
restrictions in November 2020 (nine in English) and March 2021 (two in Dutch), with 
men and women living with and without a partner, with and without co-resident minor 
children, across all educational levels.
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Using probing techniques, interview respondents were asked to read and respond to 
the questions out loud and were then probed about why they provided certain answers 
and/or how they interpreted and understood certain words and/or terms. We note two 
findings from these cognitive interviews that were crucial to our measurement of 
citizens’ PAULS. First, the capability questions on local policies and services were 
understandable but not ideal to test during the COVID-19 pandemic (given the closure 
of services in different settings, which varied across countries). Second, respondents felt 
that the second and third parts of the three-pronged measure needed to be shown on the 
same page in order to distinguish between subjective and objective opportunity ques
tions. These adjustments were made before fielding the survey.

The Comparative Devil Is in the Details: Maintaining Comparability in Translation

A methodological discussion of the challenges in researching local policies and services 
in comparative perspective would not be complete without recognition of linguistic 
differences. The importance of translation is often underestimated in comparative policy 
research, in terms of both linguistic differences as well as how policy concepts are 
embedded in varying cultures and institutional structures (Béland and Petersen 2014). 
Much cross-national research continues to rely on back translations to detect translation 
errors (Behr 2017; Pennel et al. 2017). However, back translations have been shown to 
miss translation mistakes and can lead to misleading results (Harkness et al. 2010). As 
part of the 3MC approach to increase equivalence, rather than rely on back translations 
we combined a pre-translation translatability assessment with a team-based TRAPD 
translation approach: Translation, Review, Adjudication, Pretesting, and 
Documentation, to capture linguistic and cultural differences and improve equivalence 
(Harkness 2003; Harkness et al. 2010).

“Translation” involves creating a translatability assessment (i.e. a draft translation of 
a pre-final questionnaire), with the goal of identifying potential translation issues at an 
early stage and resolving them before the actual translation process starts (Behr et al.  
2016). The questionnaire is ideally translated in a team approach (Harkness et al. 2010), 
whereby two translators create a parallel translation. This approach reduces the risk that 
the final translation is too strongly influenced by the translation style of a single 
translator, accounts for potential regional or local linguistic differences, and avoids 
translation mistakes as well as differences in the interpretation of key concepts (Behr 
et al. 2016). Parallel translations also have the advantage of providing translation options, 
revealing translation mistakes, and triggering a discussion about which version of 
a translation is better or whether it might be useful to combine elements of both 
translations in the final version. Such aspects are crucial in comparative policy research, 
where core concepts can often be vague and differ substantially across cultural and 
institutional settings (Béland and Petersen 2014), even locally.

At the review stage, a third person (the “reviewer”), becomes involved in the process 
and discusses the two draft translations together with the translators. The resulting review 
is a reconciled version of the parallel translations. At this adjudication stage, any final 
decisions regarding the translation are made and any issues that could not be solved 
during the review stage are fixed. For example, further consultation from methods or 
substantive experts can be necessary to clarify the meaning of a question or a specific key 
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term. In a best-case scenario, the final translation of any questionnaire should be 
pretested (e.g. with cognitive interviews). Lastly, this translation process should be 
well documented (Harkness et al. 2010; Behr et al. 2016; Pennel et al. 2017).

Our application was a slightly modified TRAPD translation method, relying on two 
independent translators and a cultural expert as adjudicator (i.e. reviewer), but with 
additional consultation between translators, adjudicators, and the research team. This 
translation process revealed, for example, difficulty in translating the capability measures 
from English to Spanish. The subtle differences between subjective and objective 
opportunities evident in the English-source questionnaire came across in Spanish as 
questioning the respondents’ answers. The translation of the three-pronged measure on 
local policies and services highlighted language difficulties as well. In Spanish, discus
sion took place between the translators and adjudicators regarding variation between 
public or municipal services (Servicios municipals/Servicios públicos). In Dutch, the 
adjudication led to the inclusion of the word “diensten” as well as its synonym, amenities 
(voorzieningen), a more familiar term for “services”. In short, the initial three-pronged 
measures were deemed difficult to understand and translate in several contexts given 
linguistic differences and cultural variation in how translations of English terms would 
work in practice.

Discussion and Conclusion

Achieving comparability remains a methodological and empirical challenge in compara
tive social policy research, particularly at the sub-national level (Lidström 1998; Locke 
and Thelen 1998; Wolman 2008; Ciccia and Javornik 2019; Steyvers 2019). When 
researching subjective perceptions of policies, additional methodological challenges 
arise when researchers rely on cross-national survey data (Harkness et al. 2010). We 
outlined key challenges particular to cross-country comparative research of citizens’ 
perceived access to and use of local policies (PAULS) to show how the application of 
a 3MC approach may provide some distinct advantages. In doing so, we also aimed to 
increase transparency in comparative research by outlining the steps taken to improve 
equivalence (Daniels et al. 2019), which included gaining insights from cross-cultural 
experts, qualitative insights from local citizens, undertaking multiple stages of expert 
review, undertaking cognitive interviews, and the use of TRAPD translation procedures.

Our paper underscores the potential of the 3MC approach to improve equivalence 
(Willis 2015; Menold et al. 2023) and the comparability of policy studies more broadly, 
and particularly those assessing citizens’ subjective views of policies at the local level. 
By recognizing and accounting for cross-country differences, as well as the variation in 
respondents’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds (Gray and Blake 2015), the 3MC 
approach can help researchers achieve high levels of comparability among diverse 
populations (Harkness et al. 2010; Pennel et al. 2017). First, it provides guidance on 
how to develop measures and design questionnaires to achieve a high level of compar
ability (Harkness et al. 2016), crucial in comparative policy research at any level. 
Second, the 3MC approach underlines the importance of pre-testing to reduce item 
bias before data are collected (Willis 2015). Attention to item bias is particularly salient 
when considering subjective perceptions of policy, given the need to ensure survey items 
are equivalently understood across individuals. Third, the 3MC approach, and its 
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TRAPD translation procedure in particular, provide more accurate translations and avoid 
errors more common in back translation methods (Behr 2017; Pennel et al. 2017). Poor 
translation can increase construct and item bias, with respondents consequently applying 
different interpretations of a poorly translated construct when answering the survey 
questions. In comparative social policy research, greater attention is needed regarding 
such linguistic and cultural differences (Béland and Petersen 2014).

We note two key implications in our application of the 3MC approach. Our study 
suggests that the use of cultural experts (academics and local policymakers and stake
holders) and insights from local citizens are a useful and necessary conceptual resource 
for defining and refining measures aiming at capturing citizens’ subjective perceptions of 
policies, which can help further research in this area (Geva-May et al. 2018). 
Additionally, our study suggests that important linguistic nuance can be gained 
(Béland and Petersen 2014), for example incorporating terms like resources, facilities, 
and services to correctly capture local variations in citizens’ PAULS. Although beyond 
the scope of this paper, in another paper in development, we empirically investigate the 
extent to which our application of the 3MC approach improved the equivalence of our 
survey data in relation to measurement invariance (i.e. cross-national comparability). 
A recent study of the effectiveness of piloting methods in improving equivalence 
suggests in any case that the use of cross-cultural experts, in combination with web 
probing and cognitive interviews, as in our study, can indeed increase data reliability and 
improve measurement invariance (Menold et al. 2023). It must be noted that these 
implications may reflect the specific combination of countries studied here. Future 
research in citizens’ PAULS in a broader set of countries, for example with greater 
variation in decentralization trends, would be useful in this regard.

Although the 3MC approach provides clear advantages and improves comparability, 
some comparative policy scholars may see such an approach as burdensome. Primarily, 
the approach requires a significant amount of time, which is often in short supply in 
research projects. It also requires sufficient methodological expertise within a research 
team and might be seen as overly costly, particularly in relation to translation. These 
issues, however, should be acknowledged and accepted at a very early stage in the 
research process, ideally at the design stage. This early acknowledgement would allow 
for the sufficient allocation of time and resources for the multiple procedures needed to 
improve comparability. Without such procedures, comparative researchers risk gathering 
and analysing cross-national data containing measurement errors (Behr et al. 2021).

We faced additional advantages and disadvantages related to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
a context which could affect comparative policy research in the future. In some situa
tions, the pandemic and eventual delays caused by lockdowns can be an advantage. 
Delays provide researchers with more time, which in our case gave the research team 
additional time to develop the survey measures and to reflect on the translation of 
constructs. Moreover, as discussed above, several elements of the 3MC toolkit remain 
unaffected by pandemic contexts. For example, expert review, cultural experts, the 
translatability assessment, and the TRAPD approach are easily feasible in an online 
environment. As this study highlights, however, the availability of local policies and 
services can be severely impacted by the pandemic, which can result in construct bias if 
respondents in varying contexts interpret constructs differently. In our case, measuring 
citizens’ PAULS required careful consideration of national and local pandemic 
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conditions. Conducting cross-national research at any time, and particularly during 
a pandemic, requires sufficient local and national expertise to make researchers aware 
of potential cultural and institutional differences that can detract from comparability. 
Despite the potential temporal and financial challenges of applying the 3MC approach to 
comparative social policy research, we suggest that this approach offers a promising way 
forward in improving comparability, particularly for researchers interested in subjective 
policy perceptions at the local level.

Notes
1. In addition to these groups, a country-specific group was to be chosen in each country to provide 

flexibility in addressing national specificities. These included the self-employed in the Netherlands 
(with or without care responsibilities), the “sandwich generation” in Slovenia (employees with 
children and informal care responsibilities), lone parents in Spain, and individuals with an ethnically 
diverse background in the UK.

2. We also initially adjusted the broader research proposal, intending to now conduct the focus groups 3 times 
online over a period of 18 months. In this manner, we hoped to account for the potential influence of the 
pandemic and the expected waning of the pandemic. As we noted in the amended research proposal, the 
topic list for the first set of focus groups would centre on questions relating to work, family, and community 
activities, referring to work-life policies and resources available before the COVID-19 pandemic and 
perceptions of these resources during the pandemic. Later measurements would be used to assess percep
tions of work-life policies and resources once COVID-19 measures had been relaxed. However, following 
the problems encountered with the proposed online focus groups, only one round of data collection took 
place.
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