
Closed-ended items are used when researchers have a good idea of the different responses that participants
might make. They are also used when researchers are interested in a well-defined variable or construct such as
participants’ level of agreement with some statement, perceptions of risk, or frequency of a particular behavior.
Closed-ended items are more difficult to write because they must include an appropriate set of response options.
However, they are relatively quick and easy for participants to complete. They are also much easier for researchers
to analyze because the responses can be easily converted to numbers and entered into a spreadsheet. For these
reasons, closed-ended items are much more common.

All closed-ended items include a set of response options from which a participant must choose. For categorical
variables like sex, race, or political party preference, the categories are usually listed and participants choose the
one (or ones) that they belong to. For quantitative variables, a rating scale is typically provided. A rating scale is
an ordered set of responses that participants must choose from. Figure 9.2 shows several examples. The number
of response options on a typical rating scale ranges from three to 11—although five and seven are probably most
common. Five-point scales are best for unipolar scales where only one construct is tested, such as frequency (Never,
Rarely, Sometimes, Often, Always). Seven-point scales are best for bipolar scales where there is a dichotomous
spectrum, such as liking (Like very much, Like somewhat, Like slightly, Neither like nor dislike, Dislike slightly,
Dislike somewhat, Dislike very much). For bipolar questions, it is useful to offer an earlier question that branches
them into an area of the scale; if asking about liking ice cream, first ask “Do you generally like or dislike ice cream?”
Once the respondent chooses like or dislike, refine it by offering them one of choices from the seven-point scale.
Branching improves both reliability and validity (Krosnick & Berent, 1993)7. Although you often see scales with
numerical labels, it is best to only present verbal labels to the respondents but convert them to numerical values
in the analyses. Avoid partial labels or length or overly specific labels. In some cases, the verbal labels can be
supplemented with (or even replaced by) meaningful graphics. The last rating scale shown in Figure 9.2 is a visual-
analog scale, on which participants make a mark somewhere along the horizontal line to indicate the magnitude of
their response.

Figure 9.2 Example Rating Scales for Closed-Ended Questionnaire Items

7. Krosnick, J.A. & Berent, M.K. (1993). Comparisons of party identification and policy preferences: The impact of survey question format. American
Journal of Political Science, 27(3), 941-964.
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