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ABSTRACT

Although widely used in survey research, the application of the Likert scale often lacks rigorous justification in relation to key

methodological decisions. Furthermore, inconsistencies in terminology persist, for example, the common reference made to the

“5-point Likert scale,” even though debate is ongoing about the optimal number of response categories. Using a narrative review

approach, this paper provides researchers with a concise, evidence-based guide for the appropriate use of Likert-type scales in

survey research. Drawing on existing literature on itemized rating scales, particularly the Likert scale, the paper identifies the

frequently overlooked critical decision criteria for anchoring the Likert scale. It clarifies essential considerations such as the

number of scale points, inclusion of midpoints, labeling of response categories, and response format presentation. As a practical

contribution, the paper offers evidence-based guidelines to help researchers make informed decisions when employing Likert-type

rating scales in survey research.

1 | Introduction

Researchers frequently use rating scales to measure latent vari-
ables such as attitudes, perception, personality, and willingness
to perform a specific behavior (see e.g., Lim et al. 2025; Paramitha
et al. 2025; Presbitero et al. 2025; Soon and Lim 2025; Taufique
et al. 2024; Yadav and Kar 2024). Several alternative scale formats
are available, including the continuous scale, Likert scale, seman-
tic differential scale, Stapel scale, and Thurstone differential scale.
However, the Likert scale, introduced by Rensis Likert (Likert
1932), is one of the most widely adopted instruments in social
science (Alabi and Jelili 2023; Chyung et al. 2017) and market
research (Heo et al. 2022). The popularity of the Likert scale
in social science research is attributed to a number of factors.
First, the Likert scale is relatively straightforward to develop
and adapt, while being easily comprehensible for respondents,

although its reliability is not without question (Heo et al. 2022),
with some of these factors discussed later in this paper. Second,
data collected through the Likert scale can be effectively analyzed
using statistical tools. Finally, measurements based on the Likert
scale have demonstrated commendable validity (Li 2013). The
extensive use of the Likert scale is also due to the popularity of
self-reported measures in broad social science research (Maulana
et al. 2019; Miyatake and Higuchi 2017) and behavioral studies
(Sabbir et al. 2023; Sabbir et al. 2021; Sarah et al. 2021).

When using a Likert scale, respondents are asked to indicate the
extent to which they agree or disagree with a declarative state-
ment. In a typical 5-point Likert-type scale, for example, response
categories are labeled as 1 = “strongly disagree,” 2 = “disagree”,
3 = “neither disagree nor agree,” 4 = “agree,” and 5 = “strongly
agree.” However, scale labeling can be altered depending on what
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is being measured. For example, “never”—“always” labels are
used for assessing frequency.

The term “Likert scale” is occasionally employed interchangeably
with the term “5-point Likert scale”, implying a default assump-
tion of five response categories (AL-Abrrow et al. 2021; Dolnicar
2021; Gomes et al. 2023; Haque et al. 2024; Makanyeza et al. 2023;
Oliveira et al. 2023). However, certain studies (Hossain 2019; Lim
et al. 2023) adopted a 7-point scale as an alternative. Weijters
et al. (2010) presented an overview of the formats commonly
employed in marketing research, indicating that the predominant
scale format in marketing research is the 7-point scale (55%),
followed by the 5-point scale (30%). Both the 5-point and 7-point
Likert scales typically feature labeling at extreme points, with
the midpoint represented by an odd number. Although these two
formats emerge as predominant, no conclusive standardization
of the response scale formats is found across studies (Weijters
et al. 2010). Evidence in the extant literature has even been found
of the use of a 6-point Likert scale which does not have a mid-
point (Taufique 2022; Taufique et al. 2017). Clearly, consensus
is lacking on the ideal number of response categories, with
formats including those featuring five, six, or seven response
categories, either fully labeled (i.e., all response categories possess
averbal description) or solely labeled at the extremes or endpoints
(e.g., labeling the initial category as “strongly disagree” and the
final category as “strongly agree”) (Bearden and Netemeyer 1999;
Bruner et al. 2001).

Addressing these issues is crucial as they are highly relevant to
marketing and consumer behavior research, which relies heavily
on Likert scale-based surveys, particularly those that use cross-
sectional designs. Most of these studies depend on self-reported
responses, making the choice of an appropriate scale format
critical to minimize response bias. In an attempt to reduce
these types of bias, researchers sometimes used different scale
formats within a questionnaire (Podsakoff et al. 2024) without
fully considering the appropriate criteria or contextual factors.
For example, researchers may reduce the number of scale points
(e.g., yes, no, do not know, etc.) to mitigate response fatigue (Tuan
et al. 2005), neglecting other psychometric properties such as
reliability and validity. With the dramatic rise in internet usage,
online surveys have become increasingly common. Yet responses
can vary depending on whether questions are presented vertically
or horizontally—an issue marketing and consumer behavior
researchers have often failed to consider (Weijters et al. 2021). To
date, a handful of studies (see Appendix A1) have examined these
aspects of Likert-scale design.

While the current findings (see Appendix Al) offer valuable
insights, they focus on a single aspect (e.g., the number of
response points) of Likert-scale-related issues and do not provide
comprehensive, quick guidelines for broad business and man-
agement researchers, especially in the marketing and consumer
behavior domains. This study, therefore, aims to fill this gap
by synthesizing existing research and offering clear, context-
driven guidance on critical scale-design elements to enhance
measurement reliability and validity. Specifically, this paper aims
to highlight four critical decision criteria for the appropriate use of
Likert-type scales in marketing and consumer behavior research:
(a) the number of response categories (i.e., scale points); (b) the

use of midpoints; (c) the labeling of response categories; and (d)
the format of response categories (horizontal vs. vertical).

2 | Method

This paper adopts a narrative review approach (Baethge et al.
2019) to identify and synthesize the most relevant articles on
the topic of interest (Demiris et al. 2019). Unlike systematic
reviews, narrative reviews do not follow a rigid, predefined
protocol; instead, they provide an evidence-based synthesis
based on reviewers’ judgement. This approach is particularly
suitable when the existing body of literature is broad and
diverse (Norfelt et al. 2025; Sukhera 2022), which is the case
for the subject matter addressed in this paper. Narrative reviews
also allow authors to incorporate interpretation and critical
insight while offering a comprehensive overview of the key
topic (Sukhera 2022). Consistent with this purpose, we reviewed
and synthesized the most relevant studies to identify and clar-
ify the decision criteria for the appropriate use of Likert-type
scales in survey research (Sukhera 2022; van Dinther et al.
2011).

We developed the search string based on existing literature
on Likert-scale measurement, using the following key words:
“Likert scale” OR “Likert-type scale” OR “rating scale” OR
“itemized rating scale” OR “measurement scale” OR “response
style.” Using the Scopus database, we searched for documents
containing these keywords in the article titles. Scopus was
selected because of its extensive journal coverage (more than
29,100 titles, https://www.elsevier.com/en-in/products/scopus/
content#0-content-coverage) and its frequent use in similar
review studies (e.g., ShabbirHusain et al. 2025; Tortajada et al.
2024). To ensure precision and relevance, the search was pur-
posely restricted to article titles, as our objective was to identify
methodological papers on Likert scales rather than studies that
merely used these scales as a tool. To maintain a focus on
business and management research, we further limited the search
to English-language articles published in journals listed in the
Australian Business Deans Council (ABDC) 2022 journal ranking,
which is a widely recognized and peer-reviewed classification of
academic journals in business, management and related fields.
This inclusion criterion is consistent with established practices
in comparable reviews (Dhaliwal et al. 2025; Gupta et al. 2023).
The search resulted in 395 retrieved records.

We first screened the retrieved records by reading their abstracts
and retained only those methodological articles that specifically
addressed Likert or Likert-type scales and response styles. This
resulted in a final selection of 27 articles from 23 journals
(see Appendix Al), all of which contributed to understanding
response bias and the decision criteria for using Likert and other
itemized rating scales in business and management research.
Following the procedure used in prior work (e.g., Gupta et al.
2023), the first author conducted an initial, in-depth review of the
selected papers and extracted the key findings. All authors then
engaged in a collective discussion to confirm the appropriateness
and relevance of these findings for the current study. The results
of this review are presented in the following section, and the
overall methodological process is summarized in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1 | The literature search, screening, and selection process.

3 | Major Decision Criteria
3.1 | Number of Scale Points

Since Likert’s (1932) introduction of the Likert scale, researchers
have extensively examined the optimal number of scale points to
maximize reliability. However, no consensus has yet been reached
on the ideal number of points to use. Some argued that reliability
increases with the number of scale options (Finn et al. 2015;
Hilbert et al. 2016), while others opined that reliability is not
dependent on the number of scale points (Boote 1981; Brown et al.
1991; Jacoby and Matell 1971). Schutz and Rucker (1975) suggested
that the number of categories on a scale does not essentially
influence the cognitive structure derived from the results.

Former researchers suggested different numbers of scale points
for maximum reliability, such as 7-point (Cicchetti et al. 1985;
Eutsler and Lang 2015; Finn 1972; Matell and Jacoby 1972;
Nunnally 1978) and 5-point (Chen et al. 2015; Jenkins and Taber
1976; Lissitz and Green 1975), while some studies even used a 4-
point scale (e.g., Padgett and Morgan 2020). Employing a higher
number of scale points may yield diminishing returns (Simms
et al. 2019). For example, Bendig (1954) contended that reliability
remains consistent with a 3-, 5-, 6-, or 9-point scale but diminishes
with an 11-point scale. In line with this, Green and Rao (1970)
observed that information retrieval is maximized by using 6- or
7-point response categories. They further noted that expanding
the number of scale points beyond 7 might generate minimal
additional information. An investigation of scale points (2-11) on
ameasure of service experience led by Preston and Colman (2000)
confirmed earlier findings on diminishing returns. Specifically,
the authors concluded that, when considering certain psychomet-
rics (reliability, validity, and discriminating power), 2- to 4-point

scales perform poorly, while performance improves on scales
of up to 7 points. Based on an examination with up to 6-point
scales, Lee and Paek (2014) concluded that 4-6 is the perfect
number of scale points. Indeed, 2- to 5-point scales were found
to attenuate the psychometric advantage for response scales, with
this ideal if extended up to 6 points, but not beyond (Simms et al.
2019). However, Harzing et al. (2009) illustrated that the 7-point
rating scale yielded better results than the 5-point rating scale in
cross-national studies.

The developers and/or the users of a scale should also take into
consideration whether the scale points are specified as unipolar
or bipolar (Jebb et al. 2021). For example, scale points ranging
from “0” to “4” usually signify a unipolar scale, while “-3”
to “+3” scale points imply a bipolar scale. The unipolarity or
bipolarity of a scale is also implied in the verbal description of
the scale point used. For example, labels, such as “not at all” to
“extremely,” indicate unipolarity, whereas labeling scales ranging
from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” imply bipolarity
(Jebb et al. 2021).

The choice of the number of scale categories influences the
response rate and midpoint response style (MRS) (as discussed in
Section 3.2). To this end, Hartley and MacLean (2006) identified
no significant differences in response rate with 3, 4, or 5 Likert-
scale categories. However, a relatively large number of scale
points (9 or 10) triggered a higher level of MRS, while, with a
smaller number of scale categories, no MRS emerged (Kieruj and
Moors 2010). In summary, no “one-size-fits-all” decision criterion
exists for the number of scale points for an itemized rating scale.
The decision should, therefore, be based on the study’s context,
in which cultural differences could be one of the major factors, as
highlighted in Section 3.2.
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3.2 | Use of Midpoints

Another important and often debated decision when using a
Likert-type scale is whether to include a midpoint. A common
concern with midpoints is the MRS, which reflects a tendency
for respondents to disproportionately select the middle response
category (Weijters 2006). The issue is even more critical when a
midpoint could be offering an easy way out to many respondents
(O’'Muircheartaigh et al. 2000). From a rational standpoint,
researchers typically favor respondents who make a definitive
choice rather than opting for a neutral or intermediate position
on a scale. Consequently, a scale without a midpoint would be
preferable as long as it did not compromise the reliability or
validity of the gathered information (Garland 1991). However,
research findings on this issue have remained inconsistent.

A recent review has suggested that a rating scale of greater than
5 scale points (e.g., a 7-point scale) with an odd number of
scale categories provides better reliability and validity coefficients
(Kusmaryono et al. 2022). Worcester and Burns (1975) proposed
that the absence of midpoints drives respondents more toward
the positive end of the scale. Conversely, Garland (1991) opined
that how people respond to a Likert-type scale without a midpoint
is content-specific. He further suggested that eliminating the
midpoint option in the scale can mitigate social desirability bias,
wherein respondents may wish to please the inquirer, appear
helpful, or avoid providing what is generally perceived as a
socially undesirable answer. Besides, midpoints might cause
ambiguity, proliferating measurement error if respondents per-
ceive it differently, given that midpoints may not accurately
represent their response (Simms et al. 2019). The reasons why
respondents choose midpoints on an odd-numbered Likert-type
scale include: (1) respondents actually have a modest response
about the measured items, (2) respondents face complexity when
choosing their opinion on the item, (3) respondents lack a proper
understanding of the item, and (4) respondents perceive that their
opinion is context-dependent (“it depends” thinking) (Kulas and
Stachowski 2013). The latter three reasons are problematic as they
fail to reflect respondents’ true perceptions or opinions, thereby
increasing measurement error (Simms et al. 2019).

The inclusion of midpoints has also been examined in relation
to scale reliability. Weems and Onwuegbuzie (2001) found a
notable prevalence of midpoint selections in their samples,
suggesting that this response pattern may undermine, rather
than enhance, reliability. In line with this finding, Tsang (2012)
indicated that midpoints are not necessary to benefit the internal
consistency of measurements. Similarly, Chang (1994) disagreed
with using reliability as a criterion to judge the merit of midpoints.
This argument could be further strengthened by Cronbach’s
note (Cronbach 1950, 22): “there is no merit in enhancing test
reliability unless validity is enhanced at least proportionately.” In
other words, validity should be a better criterion than reliability
(Chang 1994).

The decision whether to include midpoints in Likert scales is
also culture-specific (Harzing 2006). As Asian respondents, for
example, have a tendency toward the middle response option
(Beuthner et al. 2018; Harzing et al. 2012; Lee et al. 2002),
many researchers in this region prefer to use an even number
of response categories (see e.g., Ge et al. 2019; Li et al. 2019;

Taufique 2022). In one study on a group of Chinese, Japanese,
and Americans, Lee et al. (2002) found that Chinese and Japanese
respondents more frequently selected midpoints when presented
with items that required admitting to a positive emotion. In
another study, Chen et al. (1995) identified that respondents
from two collectivist cultures (Chinese and Japanese) showed
a greater preference for midpoints and a lesser inclination for
extreme points than those from individualist cultures (North
American). This finding was supported by another study (Grandy
1996), which revealed that Asian-American students are likelier
to choose midpoints and avoid extreme points on a 5-point Likert
scale in contrast to their white counterparts. Harzing et al. (2012)
also concluded that Asian respondents have a higher tendency
to choose middle response options. Likewise, Harumi (2011)
revealed that respondents from Japan and Malaysia have higher
average middle response tendencies than those of other cultures.
These findings suggest that researchers should exercise caution
in, or avoid, utilizing midpoints with specific justifications when
dealing with respondents in an Asian context.

3.3 | Labeling of Response Categories

Labeling, also known as anchoring, refers to assigning a verbal
description to scale points (e.g., 1 = “strongly disagree”). Endpoint
labeling is common as it is easier to implement. For analyzing
linear relationships such as correlations, regression, or structural
equation modelling, 5- or 7-point scales with endpoint labeling
are generally recommended (Weijters et al. 2010). However,
reversed items (e.g., negatively framed items) may introduce
bias in such formats (Weijters et al. 2010). To mitigate this,
researchers should strategically disperse reversed items among
buffer questions or alternate scales and include a method fac-
tor during data analysis (for details, see Weijters et al. 2009).
On the other hand, labeling all response categories facilitates
interpretation for researchers and respondents (Wildt and Mazis
1978). Fully labeled response categories are also linked to a higher
level of reliability (Krosnick 1991; Alwin and Krosnick 1991). The
intermediate options in fully labeled response categories tend to
be more noticeable; thus, they are likely to attract an increased
level of responses due to their high accessibility (Posavac et al.
1997, 2003). It is also argued that respondents consider the
meaning of the labels provided with the response categories when
choosing a specific response (Rohrmann 2003; Wildt and Mazis
1978). Hence, labeled response categories are believed to enhance
the likelihood of attracting respondents (Garland 1990; Krosnick
and Fabrigar 1997). Appendix A2 presents a list of different
response anchors.

Researchers should also consider the effect of perceived intensity
(e.g., the extremity of the measured items’ labeling) on response
categories. Prior research, as detailed below, has found that
label intensity was influential in response behavior. For instance,
flexible absolute labels (e.g., “agree” and “disagree”) as anchors
in the 5-point Likert scale resulted in a more even distribution
of responses across all five scale categories, compared to strict
absolute labels (e.g., “strongly agree” and “strongly disagree”),
where responses were centered more on in-between scale cat-
egories (Wyatt and Meyers 1987). However, Lam and Stevens
(1994) revealed that this intensity issue was linked to respondents’
understanding of the issue being measured and the structure
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of item wording (e.g., “I do not buy it” vs. “I hate buying
it”). Another critical issue pertains to whether respondents
have different perceptions of the use of diverse amplifiers (e.g.,
“strongly” or “completely (dis)agree”) as endpoints in terms
of intensity. In this regard, “extremely” was found to have a
more intensifying impact than “very,” which again had more
impact than “decidedly” (Cliff 1959). Similarly, Smith et al. (2009)
reported differences in respondents’ perceived intensity across
various amplifiers, such as “very much” and “definitely.”

Responses are influenced not only by perceived intensity but also
by familiarity with scale points, particularly when surveys involve
multiple languages requiring translation and back-translation.
If an endpoint label in one language is more familiar than
its counterpart in another, respondents are likely to select that
endpoint more frequently in the former language (Weijters et al.
2013). This finding is particularly relevant for cross-national
surveys where literal translations of the scale point labels may
fall short, leading to idiomatic translations and label familiarity
becoming critical concerns.

For example, the literal translation of “completely agree” in Ger-
man is “vollkommen einverstanden,” and in Dutch, it is “volledig
eens,” with the former scale point resulting in higher endpoint
endorsements/responses due to its familiarity (in Germany and
Switzerland) than the latter (in Belgium and the Netherlands)
(Weijters et al. 2013). In this context, completely avoiding the
amplifiers (e.g., using only “agree” and “disagree” as anchors) or
labeling exclusively in an international language, such as English,
are not considered viable solutions. Instead, careful attention
should be given to labeling response categories in Likert-type
scales to minimize cross-linguistic differences in familiarity
across languages (Weijters et al. 2013). For example, extreme
points such as “strongly” and “completely” (English version)
can be literally translated to “fortement” and “complétement”
in French. However, “very much” (English) and “tout a fait”
(French) are somewhat language-specific expressions (Weijters
et al. 2013) for which the exact meaning may not carry over across
languages, and should therefore be avoided.

Labeling effectiveness can also be improved by incorporating
relevant emojis (also known as ideograms or smileys) as response
options, which may elicit stronger engagement in certain con-
texts, particularly among respondents with intellectual disabili-
ties (Hartley and MacLean 2006). For example, a study involving
individuals with mild to moderate intellectual disabilities found
that response rates increased from 76% to 100% when scale
options comprised smiling and frowning faces (Rojahn et al.
1994). Similarly, the use of emojis may be particularly relevant
in high-context cultures, such as those in Asia, where non-verbal
cues play an important role in communication (Cheng 2017).

3.4 | Presentation of Response Format
(Horizontal vs. Vertical)

The use of online surveys has grown exponentially over the
past decade (Ramsey et al. 2016; Zhang et al. 2017), particularly
in social science research, enabling researchers to use different
Likert-type scale formats (e.g., horizontal vs. vertical) to enhance
respondents’ convenience and/or data quality (e.g., response rate)

(Liu 2017; Liu and Conrad 2016). However, responses generated
from alternative scale formats have been found to vary, the result
being poor internal consistency of measurement scales (Weijters
et al. 2021). This is likely to be due to the vertically presented
response categories being more prone to extreme response style
(ERS) and the greater tendency to select endpoints, such as
“strongly agree” or “strongly disagree,” compared to horizontally
presented categories.

Weijters et al. (2021) also showed that visually compact response
categories tend to produce higher ERS than visually spaced cate-
gories, even when both are labeled identically and presented hor-
izontally. These authors named this phenomenon the “response
category distance effect” (Weijters et al. 2021, 87). This effect is
significant for online surveys where respondents respond using
personal computers (PCs) or smartphones which may have differ-
ent formats for response categories. Weijters et al. (2021) further
recommended a few steps to mitigate the ERS effect: (i) a similar
response device (a PC or a smartphone) should be ensured; (ii)
the response format (either horizontal or vertical) should be
identical for all measured items; and (iii) in the case of combining
vertical and horizontal categories, the gap between (dropdown)
categories (in the case of vertical) should be increased.

In summary, the critical decision criteria regarding the number
of Likert scale points (e.g., 5-point vs. 7-point), use of midpoints,
labeling of response categories, and presentation of response
format (e.g., vertical vs. horizontal) are presented in Table 1,
offering a quick overview for researchers employing the Likert
scale in survey research.

4 | Implications for Researchers

The findings reported in this paper carry significant implications
for researchers seeking to improve the quality and credibility of
survey-based research using Likert-type scales. Many researchers
have continued to adopt scale formats without fully considering
their psychometric, cultural, and contextual implications. For
instance, although 5-point and 7-point scales are dominant in the
literature, their popularity often overshadows the nuanced trade-
offs involved, such as the risk of reduced validity with too few
options or cognitive overload with too many. The optimal number
of points is not a universal rule, but rather a contextual decision
that should reflect considerations of the scale’s reliability and
validity, as well as the cognitive capacity of the respondent group.
As discussed in Section 3.1, empirical evidence has suggested
that 5-point and 7-point scales emerge as viable standards,
offering a favorable trade-off between psychometric robustness
and respondent comprehension (Clarke 2000; Weijters et al.
2010). Specifically, a 7-point scale may be more appropriate for
samples with higher cognitive ability or familiarity with the
subject matter, such as student populations, whereas a 5-point
scale is often better suited for general population samples, where
cognitive load and survey fatigue may pose greater concerns
(Chen et al. 2015; Weijters et al. 2010). Moreover, the decision
between unipolar (e.g., “0” to “4”) and bipolar (e.g., “+3”
to “-3”) scale formats should be guided by the underlying
nature of the construct being measured (Jebb et al. 2021). For
instance, unipolar scales may be more suitable for measuring
intensity-based constructs (e.g., satisfaction), while bipolar scales
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TABLE 1 | Overview of major decision criteria.

Aspects

Findings

a) Number of scale points

b) Use of midpoints

No consensus on the optimal number of categories; 5-point and 7-point scales are commonly used
(Weijters et al. 2010).

Diminishing returns observed beyond 7 points (Simms et al. 2019).
6-7 points maximize reliability and information (Green and Rao 1970).

Scales with fewer than 5 points may perform poorly in terms of reliability and validity (Preston
and Colman 2000).

Scale point variations, such as “0” to “4” (unipolar) and “+3” to “-3” (bipolar), and verbal
descriptions, such as “not at all”—*“extremely” (unipolar) and “strongly disagree”—*“strongly
agree” (bipolar), reflect distinct polarity continua in construct measurement (Jebb et al. 2021).

Midpoints may introduce ambiguity and measurement error when not accurately reflecting
respondents’ opinions (Simms et al. 2019).

Eliminating midpoints can reduce social desirability bias but may push responses toward the
positive end of the scale (Garland 1991).

Cultural tendencies, such as Asian respondents’ preference for midpoints (Harzing et al. 2012),

suggest the avoidance or justification of midpoint usage in such contexts.

c) Labeling of response v Fully labeled categories improve interpretation and reliability (Alwin and Krosnick 1991).

categories

v Labels should account for perceived intensity (e.g., “strongly” vs. “completely”) to ensure accurate

measurement of responses (Cliff 1959; Smith et al. 2009).

v Cross-linguistic differences in label familiarity must be considered to avoid bias in international

studies (Weijters et al. 2013).

v Emojis or ideograms can enhance engagement and comprehension, especially for respondents
with limited literacy or intellectual disabilities (Hartley and MacLean 2006).

d) Presentation of response v/ Horizontal formats generally reduce ERS compared to vertical formats (Weijters et al. 2021).

format

v Compact horizontal response categories may increase ERS; ensuring consistent formatting and
spacing mitigates this effect (Weijters et al. 2021).

v Consistent formats across devices (e.g., PC or smartphone) enhance data quality in online surveys

(Weijters et al. 2021).

may be better suited for assessing contrasting attitudes (e.g.,
preference).

Equally critical is the decision to include a midpoint. Research has
suggested that midpoints can enhance data quality by reducing
mis-responses to reverse-phrased items (Weijters et al. 2010),
making them generally advisable unless specific contextual fac-
tors dictate otherwise. However, the assumption that midpoints
function as neutral options is problematic, particularly in cross-
cultural research contexts. For instance, in many Asian cultures,
respondents demonstrate a well-documented tendency to select
midpoints not as expressions of true neutrality, but rather as
a culturally conditioned response style. This phenomenon has
important methodological consequences: in these cultural con-
texts, omitting the midpoint may produce more discriminating
and psychometrically sound data by preventing artificial central
tendency bias. However, researchers should exercise caution
when omitting midpoints, ensuring that the targeted respondents
are sufficiently informed about the topic under investigation.
One effective strategy is to use appropriate screening questions

to confirm their familiarity; alternatively, a “no response” option
can be added to accommodate uncertainty.

Labeling and format choices are also highly significant. Endpoint
labeling is easier to implement and is recommended for analyzing
linear relationships, such as correlations, regression, and struc-
tural equation modeling (Weijters et al. 2010). Fully labeled scales
may improve clarity and engagement, but they must be designed
with sensitivity to linguistic nuances and cultural familiarity. This
is especially relevant in multilingual or cross-national research,
where subtle differences in phrasing can alter response patterns.
Additionally, the physical layout of the scale (e.g., horizontal
vs. vertical) can shape response styles in unexpected ways,
particularly in digital surveys across varied devices. To mitigate
these issues, researchers should pretest their surveys across
multiple devices, browsers, and screen resolutions to identify
and address potential formatting inconsistencies. Table 2 presents
a summary of the key considerations and practical recommen-
dations for researchers on the use of Likert scales in survey
studies.
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TABLE 2 | Summary of key considerations and practical recommendations for researchers.

Aspects

Implications/What to do

a) Number of scale
points

b) Use of midpoints

c) Labeling of
response categories

d) Presentation of
response format

v For optimal results, use 7-point scales for student samples and 5-point scales for general

population samples (Weijters et al. 2010).
For intensity measures (e.g., satisfaction), use unipolar scales (“0” to “4”); for opposing attitudes
(e.g., preference), bipolar scales (“+3” to “~3”) work better.

Use a midpoint to reduce mis-responses to reverse-worded questions.

This decision could also vary across cultures. For example, for Asian respondents, exclude
midpoints to prevent neutral bias and improve data quality.

Use endpoint labeling for linear analyses (e.g., correlations, regression, structural equation
modeling), but employ full labeling when developing scales (Weijters et al. 2010). However, when
considering interpretation and reliability, full labeling is preferred.

Select label intensity (e.g., “agree” vs. “strongly agree”), amplifiers (e.g., “very” vs. “extremely”),
and phrasing based on the construct’s nature and respondents’ cultural context, guided by prior
empirical evidence.

Incorporate emojis when surveying respondents with intellectual disabilities or populations from
high-context cultures (e.g., Asian contexts) to enhance comprehension and engagement.

Maintain consistent response formats (horizontal/vertical) and devices (PCs/smartphones) across
all survey items to ensure data comparability (Weijters et al. 2021).

Conduct pretests across multiple browsers and screen resolutions to identify and address potential
formatting inconsistencies in online surveys (Weijters et al. 2021).

Select items with means near the scale midpoint and use fully labeled response options to mitigate

scale format effects.

5 | Concluding Remarks

These findings underscore the need to tailor the Likert-scale
design to the research context, taking account of cultural,
linguistic, and methodological factors. Clearly, no “one-size-
fits-all” scale format is available for use in different research
contexts, but informed decisions on scale points, midpoints,
labeling of response categories, and appropriate presentation
of response format can significantly enhance data quality and
reliability. Researchers must justify their choices to ensure valid
and meaningful results.

While this paper provides a concise overview of key con-
siderations for Likert-scale design, it is not exhaustive. The
findings are based on selected studies rather than a systematic
literature review, which may limit the generalizability of the
recommendations. Future research should conduct a comprehen-
sive meta-analysis or systematic review to synthesize empirical
evidence across disciplines, identifying domain-specific best
practices.
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APPENDIX

Al. Summary of the reviewed papers

ABDC
Authors Journal name category Title Key findings
Green and Rao Journal of Marketing A* Rating scales and information Rating scales with about 6-7
(1970) recovery—How many scales  response categories and roughly 8
and response categories to  well-balanced scales provide optimal
use? information recovery, whereas coarse
2-3-point scales significantly distort
results and cannot be compensated
for by adding more scales.
Jacoby and Matell  Journal of Marketing A* Three-point Likert scales are Reliability and validity of Likert-type
(1971) Research good enough scales do not depend on the number
of response points; 3-point scales are
sufficient, as most variance comes
from response direction rather than
intensity.
Matell and Jacoby Educational and A Is there an optimal number of ~Likert scale reliability and validity
(1971) Psychological alternatives for Likert scale are largely independent of the
Measurement items? Study I: Reliability and number of response points, meaning
Validity 2- or 3-point scales can perform as
well as multi-step scales. While early
studies suggested 7-9 points for
optimal measurement, too few
points reduce discrimination, and
too many exceed rater ability, so no
single “best” number exists.
Matell and Jacoby Journal of Applied A* Is there an optimal number of Increasing the number of
(1972) Psychology alternatives for Likert-scale  Likert-scale response options does
items? Effects of testing time  not improve reliability, validity, or
and scale properties the proportion of scale used, while
testing time increases only slightly.
However, at larger scales, neutral or
“uncertain” responses are
significantly reduced, allowing more
precise expression of attitudes.
Benson et al. Journal of Management A* The impact of rating scale ~ Behaviorally anchored rating scales
(1988) format on rater accuracy: An [i.e., qualitative narratives with
evaluation of the mixed = numerical ratings (e.g., 1-5)] produce
standard scale more accurate performance ratings
than mixed standard scale [e.g.,
better than (+), equal to (0)] formats.
Garland (1991) Marketing Bulletin Cc The mid-point on a rating Social desirability bias—stemming
scale: Is it desirable? from respondents’ desire to please
the interviewer or appear
helpful—can be reduced by
removing the midpoint category
(e.g., “neither ... nor” or
“uncertain”) from Likert scales.
Russell and Journal of Applied A* Moderated regression analysis  Using coarse Likert scales reduces
Bobko (1992) Psychology and Likert scales: Too coarse the detection of true moderator
for comfort effects, leading to information loss,
whereas continuous scales increase
effect sizes by ~93%, highlighting the
need for more precise measurement.
(Continues)
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ABDC
Authors Journal name category Title Key findings
Chang (1994) Applied Psychological B A psychometric evaluation of The choice between 4- and 6-point
Measurement 4-point and 6-point scales may not have a universally
Likert-type scales in relation optimal answer and is likely to
to reliability and validity depend on the specific empirical
context.
Albaum (1997) International Journal of A The Likert scale revisited: An Test of predictive ability showed that
Market Research alternate version the two-stage format was a better
predictor of product preferences than
the one-stage format.
Clarke (2000) Journal of International B Global marketing research: Is ~ Expanding Likert scale response
Consumer Marketing extreme response style options from 3-4 points to 5-7 points
influencing your results? notably reduces ERS, with a 7-point
scale offering the most effective
balance.
Preston and Acta Psychologica A Optimal number of response While the internal consistency of the
Colman (2000) categories in rating scales: ~ scales was similar, scales with over
reliability, validity, 10 response options showed lower
discriminating power, and reliability over time. Respondents
respondent preferences also clearly preferred the 10-point
scale, with the 7- and 9-point scales
being a close second.
Harzing (2006) International Journal of B Response styles in Country-level traits—such as power
Cross Cultural cross-national survey distance, collectivism, uncertainty
Management research: A 26-country study avoidance, and
extraversion—significantly shape
response styles, including
acquiescence and extreme
responding.
Hamamura et al. Personality and A Cultural differences in East Asian respondents showed
(2008) Individual Differences response styles: The role of more moderate and ambivalent
dialectical thinking survey responses than
European-heritage respondents, and
these cultural differences were
largely explained by higher levels of
dialectical thinking rather than
actual differences in trait levels.
Kumar et al. International Journal of C Reexamining the consistency In the Malaysian context,
(2008) Operations and of Likert type scale in primary  respondents’ answers changed
Quantitative research significantly when the scale shifted
Management from fewer to more points or from

balanced to unbalanced formats.
However, changing the scale from
neutral to non-neutral did not
produce significant differences in
responses.
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ABDC
Authors Journal name category Title Key findings
Weijters et al. Journal of the Academy A* Assessing response styles Response style biases, like
(2008) of Marketing Science across modes of data acquiescence and midpoint
collection responding, can distort survey
results across modes. Measurement
invariance alone could not detect
this, but the representative
indicators’ response style means, and
covariance structure (RIRSMACS)
effectively corrected it, showing that
apparent differences were due to
response styles, not real content.
Kieruj and Moors International Journal of A Variations in response style Extreme response style (ERS) is
(2010) Public Opinion Research behavior by response scale unaffected by the number of scale
format in attitude research  points, whereas the tendency to use
the midpoint response emerges only
in longer scales.
Weijters et al. International Journal of A* The effect of rating scale ~ Scale-design elements (e.g., midpoint
(2010) Research in Marketing format on response styles: The use and category labels) shape the
number of response categories mean, distribution, and reliability of
and response category labels self-reported responses.
Rocereto et al. Advances in C The role of response formats ERS is higher when respondents use
(2011) International Marketing on extreme response style: A Likert-type scales than when they
case of Likert-type vs. use Semantic Differential scales,
semantic differential scales across United States and South
Korean respondents. ERS is also
significantly greater among US
respondents compared to South
Korean respondents when using
Likert scales.
Harzing et al. Management A Response style differences in Individuals with an East Asian
(2012) International Review cross-national research: (Chinese) cultural background are
dispositional and situational more likely to prefer mid-scale
determinants responses, whereas Western
respondents (from Australia and
Germany) are more likely to choose
the scale’s extreme options.
Wakita et al. Educational and A Psychological distance The number of response options
(2012) Psychological between categories in the  affected the perceived psychological
Measurement Likert scale: Comparing distance between categories,
different numbers of especially for 7-point scales and
options items with socially undesirable
content.
Li (2013) Expert Systems with C A novel Likert scale based on The traditional Likert scale leads to
Applications fuzzy set theory information loss and distortion due
to fixed response categories, while
the proposed fuzzy Likert scale
allows partial agreement through
fuzzy membership values, capturing
more accurate and nuanced
responses.
(Continues)
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ABDC
Authors Journal name category Title Key findings
Weijters et al. Journal of Consumer A* The effect of familiarity with Respondents are more likely to select
(2013) Research the response category labels  response categories that use labels
on item response to Likert they find familiar and common in
scales day-to-day language.
Chen et al. (2015)  Journal of Marketing C What is the optimal number The 5-point rating scale is the
Analytics of response alternatives for optimal format for questionnaire
rating design because it provides the best
scales? From an information balance between low cognitive effort,
processing perspective minimal response bias, and high
information quality.
Eutsler and Lang  Behavioral Research in A Rating scales in accounting Fully labelling all scale points
(2015) Accounting research: The impact of scale  reduces response bias, minimizes
points and labels error and improves variance and
statistical power. Results indicate
that a 7-point scale maximizes
variance more effectively than
shorter or longer scales, and adding
more than 7 points does not provide
additional benefits.
Beuthner et al. International Journal of A Examining survey response Mexican respondents were more
(2018) Market Research styles in cross-cultural likely to choose extreme responses,
marketing research: A including strong disagreement,
comparison between Mexican whereas South Korean respondents
and South Korean showed a stronger preference for
respondents midpoint responses.
Dolnicar (2021) Annals of Tourism A* 5/7-point “Likert scales” Bipolar 5/7-point survey formats,
Research aren’t always the best option  often miscalled Likert scales, show
low reliability, take longer to
complete, and capture respondents’
personal or culture-specific response
styles rather than true opinions.
Weijters et al. International Journal of A* Extremity in horizontal and  Data collected using scale formats
(2021) Research in Marketing vertical Likert scale format with unequal spacing between

response categories influences

responses. Some evidence of
how visual distance between

response options (e.g., those
commonly found in vertical vs.
horizontal layouts) can result in
variations in measurement model
parameters, including residuals and
factor loadings.

extreme responding

A2. Likert-type scale response anchors

Level of agreement

Level of appropriateness

1. Strongly disagree 1. Absolutely inappropriate

2. Disagree 2. Inappropriate

3. Somewhat disagree 3. Slightly inappropriate

4. Neither agree or disagree 4. Neutral

5. Somewhat agree 5. Slightly appropriate

6. Agree 6. Appropriate

7. Strongly agree 7. Absolutely appropriate

(Continues)
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Level of acceptability Knowledge of action

1 Totally unacceptable 1. Never true

2 Unacceptable 2. Rarely true

3 Slightly unacceptable 3. Sometimes but infrequently true

4. Neutral 4. Neutral

5 Slightly acceptable 5. Sometimes true

6 Acceptable 6. Usually true

7 Perfectly acceptable 7. Always true

Priority Frequency

1. Not a priority 1. Never

2. Low priority 2. Rarely, in less than 10% of the
chances when I could have

3. Somewhat priority 3. Occasionally, in about 30% of the
chances when I could have

4. Neutral 4. Sometimes, in about 50% of the
chances when I could have

5. Moderate priority 5. Frequently, in about 70% of the
chances when I could have

6. High priority Very true of me

7. Essential priority 7. Every time

Level of satisfaction—7 points Level of satisfaction—5 points

1 Completely dissatisfied 1. Not at all satisfied

2 Mostly dissatisfied 2. Slightly satisfied

3 Somewhat dissatisfied 3. Moderately satisfied

4. Neither satisfied or dissatisfied 4. Very satisfied

5 Somewhat satisfied 5. Extremely satisfied

6 Mostly satisfied

7 Completely satisfied

Level of familiarity Level of awareness

1 Not at all familiar 1. Not at all aware

2 Slightly familiar 2. Slightly aware

3. Somewhat familiar 3. Somewhat aware

4 Moderately familiar 4. Moderately aware

5. Extremely familiar 5. Extremely aware

Level of difficulty Likelihood

1 Very difficult 1. Extremely unlikely

2 Difficult 2. Unlikely

3. Neutral 3. Neutral

4 Easy 4. Likely

5 Very easy 5. Extremely likely

Level of quality Level of concern

1. Poor 1. Not at all concerned

2 Fair 2. Slightly concerned

3 Good 3. Somewhat concerned

4. Very good 4. Moderately concerned

5 Excellent 5. Extremely concerned
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