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Abstract
Likert scales are among the most widely used tools in social science research. Different numbers
of response categories would likely affect response style, data distribution, reliability, and construct
validity. There is a lack of research in deciding on the length of a Likert scale, when it comes to
qualitative approach. This study is aimed at fulfilling this gap. We have used observation from another
study and found that characteristics of the sample population can play a significant role in deciding the
length of a Likert scale. Our findings are tentative in nature and more conclusive research is needed in
future to substantiate them.
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Introduction
This paper is part of the thesis titled, ―Trade Practices in a Conflict Zone- an Empirical
Study‖. Not enough literature is available on the optimal size of a Likert scale. The idea for this
paper came while collecting data for the study. While collecting data and talking to some of the
respondents the researchers realized that the responses were getting choked or the respondents
were not getting enough scale options to respond as per their opinions/ preferences. After careful
observation and talking to some research experts we realized that the length of the scale was
good for some of the respondents, but it was not giving enough options to the other respondents.
We had employed a 5-point scale for the study. Even though my respondents shared many
characteristics like all of them belonged to the service sector of Kashmir, but they differed at the
industry level viz., Hospitality, Healthcare and education. This made them dissimilar to each
other as well.
In this paper, we are focusing on the optimal length of a Likert scale. By using a
qualitative approach like observations from our research. What should be the optimal length of a
Likert scale and how one should decide the length of the scale? What should be the key
considerations while deciding on the optimal length of the scale? If your sample population is
homogeneous than five-point or even a lower level Likert scale will do the job. But, if your
sample population is heterogeneous than a bigger Likert scale preferably seven-point is needed.
The homogeneity or heterogeneity of your sample population can be high as well as low. If we
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consider the demographic information of the sample population than every sample is always
heterogeneous, but this would be considered low level of deference among the respondents. On
the other hand, whenever a sample is taken from respondents belonging to different groups like
in our case from different industries instead of just one industry we say the heterogeneity if high,
warranting a use of bigger Likert scale.
This is a qualitative study of nature as it makes use of the observations to draw inferences
from another study. Most of the studies on the length of a Likert scale are quantitative and make
use of statistical measure to decide on the optimal length. An observational study is defined as a
study that is based on observed information and draws implications about the outcome of an
interference using matching of subjects, regression or propensity score analysis, where the
assignment of subjects into a cluster is outside the purview of the researcher (Rui, 2009). It is
also defined as, ―a type of non-randomized study in which the researchers do not interfere,
instead they simply observe the progress of trials‖ (NCBI). It is a kind of study in which
respondents are observed while collecting data or their responses without affecting the outcome
of the study in any way.
Review of literature
Since psychologist Rensis Likert in, (1932) invented the Likert scale, people have tried to
optimize the number of scale points. Scales from somewhere between just 2 points to a massive
101 points have been proposed at one time or another. It is a measuring tool or a scale used to
determine the opinions, behaviours, and perceptions of individuals’ or consumers. It is an
interview or set of questions used to know the agreements of respondents on a variety of items,
products, and services. Likert scales are typically adopted in a market research. There are usually
five possible choices used during the study which may include: strongly agree, agree, neutral,
disagree and strongly agree (Bissonete, 2007). Over the years much literature has been written on
the optimal length of a Likert scale keeping in view various considerations and various pros and
cons. This review will try to shed some light on some of that literature. There are various
benefits attached to the length of the scale both qualitatively and quantitatively.
Many articles published in the various International Journal describe the results obtained in
studies that have used Likert-type scales. Such scales have advantages and disadvantages. The
most significant consideration is to use a scale with at least five points (Allen & Seaman,
2007). We can always add ―very‖ on the two sides of the five-category scale, increasing it to
create a seven-category scale. Using a Likert scale with seven-points can increase the reliability
test values of the data (Allen & Seaman, 2007). Researchers have also found that respondent
preferences were highest on the 10-point scale, followed closely by the nine-point and sevenpoint scales (Preston & Colman, 2000). While conducting an online survey among Hispanics in
Puerto Rico (Rivera). The researcher discovered that a substantial difference exists in the
reliability of responses achieved through the Likert scale formats: seven, five and three points.
The results recommend that the Likert scale of seven points is the most reliable and may be
chosen while conducting studies online. Dawes, (2012) argued that the results obtained from a
bigger Likert scale of 7 to 10 points are more comparable than a smaller scale, which may lead to
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acquiring more information about the variables under study. He also grouped the 5 and 7 point
scales together and argued that they are likely to give somewhat higher mean scores compared in
relation to a ten-point scale, which will give the highest possible attainable mean score. Other
researchers (Revilla et al., 2014), argue that the studies which make use of AD scales (Agree,
Disagree Scales) should focus on 5 categories rather than on 7, 10 or a higher category as this
leads to acquiring data of lower quality.
Although psychometric properties are mostly similar among a different number of points,
the 4-point Likert scale is not recommended for its higher skewness and lower loadings; the 11point Likert scale from 0 to 10 is slightly preferred for its higher loadings and composite
reliability (Xu & Leung, 2018).
Some investigators investigated with metric using
the Likert scale with no neutral point and six response categories. Avoiding a mid-point
eradicates the easy way out for the respondents (Churchill & Iacobucci, 2006). While other
researchers have found that adding a mid-point to rating scales improved the reliability and
validity. Structural equation modeling of error structures revealed that omitting the middle
alternative led respondents to randomly select one of the moderate scale points closest to where a
mid-point would seem, which suggests that adding a mid-point is preferable (O’Muircheartaigh,
1999). Thus, Likert scales should have an odd number of scale points in order to comprise a midpoint as well, which, in respect of the above arguments, points to seven being the optimal length
of the scale.
Researchers also show that there is no clear difference between the 2 and 6 point scales in
terms of reliabilities, but a 6 point scale is preferred in respect of trace information and
percentages of variance in the one-factor model and is closer to normality (Cai & Leung, 2017).
Preston and Colman (2000) found that the scales with seven, eight, nine or ten points were more
reliable than the scales with two, three or four points. Furthermore, they found that respondents
preferred the ten-point scale, followed by the seven-point scale and the nine-point scale. Cultural
differences in responses to a Likert scale have also been examined (Lee et al., 2002).
The paper examines the notion of granularity in researcher-defined fixed rating scales, where
granularity refers to the number of response categories or cut off points that are imposed on a
scale (Smithson, 2006). The aim of this research paper is to examine the usefulness of a scale
with high granularity, from the perspectives of respondents and the researcher. It is concluded
that the 21-point scale was useful to respondents and by implication to researchers as well.
Although researchers commonly believe using additional scale points will maximize variance,
results indicate increasing scale points beyond 7 does not increase variance. Taken together,
a fully labeled 7-point scale may provide the greatest benefits to researchers (Eutsler & Lang,
2015). Most of the literature reviewed above takes a quantitative approach while commenting on
the optimal length of a Likert scale and forgoes qualitative approach. When it comes to deciding
the optimal length of a Likert scale both approaches should be considered.
Darbyshire & McDonald, (2004) examined the direct comparison of 400 responses on 5point and 11 –point scales to the same question, by the same people. They examine some of the
important differences previously found and then illustrate the impact that has on data quality and
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usability. Their conclusion, based on past research and their own analysis, is that longer,
balanced and unlabelled scales offer the maximum flexibility and reliability in the majority of
cases. While there are those who oppose the use of bigger scales especially 7-point and show
strong support in favour of using binary scales (Dolnicara et al., 2011).
Observation
As a type of closed-ended question (Dillman, et al. 2009), Likert type scales represent a
forced choice format of questioning. Given the fixed and limited range of options provided, it is
assumed that respondents would generally respond better to a wider range of meaningful choices.
The question remains though, as to what can be regarded as an optimal number of response
categories? It has previously been noted that the number of categories needs to be meaningful to
respondents and not trivial. It is acknowledged that having the items reviewed by experts
(DeVellis, 2003) and pretesting or piloting the questionnaire (Dillman, et al. 2009), will also
facilitate the design of a questionnaire with meaningful response categories. However, this
usually takes place towards the end of the design process, if it is given any purposeful and
conscious attention at all. Our focus of interest here is more on the characteristics of the sample
population to be considered, the design of the response categories themselves, while the
questionnaire is being constructed.
Based on our observation of studying the various responses which were collected for the study.
We have a major recommendation which should be considered in future studies while using
Likert scales for data collection. Most of the researches in social science field use a Likert scale
to measure the Opinion, Attitude, Perception, Behavior, Etc. of respondents (Likert, 1932). Our
study also uses the Likert scale to measure the impact of conflict on trade practices. The question
arises, is there an optimal number of responses/categories to be incorporated in every survey? Or
does it differ from one study to another? We found from our observation of the respondent’s
behavior that if a study involves homogeneous sample population then the scale category type
does not make a difference. Using a 5-point scale or a lower type is sufficient to gauge the
opinion of the respondents. On the other hand, when it involves heterogeneous sample
population groups as in our case respondents from various industries like Hospitality, Healthcare
and Education industries participated in data gathering. Even though all are associated with the
service sector of the Kashmir valley, but are very dissimilar in their business models. What we
found is that using a bigger scale in this case facilitates more with inter-group comparisons than
a smaller scale. As it will provide the respondents with increased choices and not to choke their
responses on the scale. Preference should be given to a 7-point scale or a higher. This will stop
respondents from being too neutral in their replies which seems to be the case in of smaller
scales.
As we move from a sample population who are very similar in characteristics towards the sample
population who have a low level of similarity in characteristics the use of more response
categories is warranted. But this also is known that there is always some level of dissimilarity in
our sample population in other words our sample is never completely homogeneous. Like the
dissimilarity due to demographic information like age, gender, income, etc. Again this would be
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considered a low-level heterogeneity as it would not affect their responses to a question much.
While as, bigger dissimilarities like belonging to different industries can have a profound impact
on your responses to a similar question.
Findings and future scope
Our findings from the study are exploratory in nature as we make use of our personal
observations to draw inferences about the sample population. Characteristics of a sample can
range from low to high in terms of similarity and high similarity warrants a use of smaller scales
whereas, low level of similarity warrants a use of bigger scales. No other paper has discussed
the use of sample characteristics as a precondition to deciding the length of a Likert scale. But, as
we have discussed that this would have an impact on the responses and affect intergroup
comparisons. In a way these are tentative findings and more conclusive research is needed in
future to substantiate them. In future researchers can work on the same findings using
quantitative means and statistical measure to validate our findings.
Conclusion
Likert scales containing either five, seven, nine or ten response categories have the most
backing in the literature in terms of validity, reliability, discriminatory power and respondent
preferences. However, despite around a century of research, different researchers may still have
different opinions as to what constitutes the optimal number of scale points. There is evidence to
support even smaller or bigger scales. All this is circumstantial in nature. We have tried to focus
on the qualitative aspect of selecting a Likert scale and based the decision on the characteristics
of the sample population.
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