Reducing Survey Bias Through Cultural
and Response-Style Awareness

Overview of Likert Scale Design and Statistical Interpretation

Survey research often contains Likert scale items (1 Strongly Agree - 5 Strongly Disagree), which
easily quantify a participant’s perception of research questions. Likert scales vary in number of
anchors (4-point versus 5-point scale), numerical representation (starting at 1 or 5), and placement
of text anchors (endpoints only versus at all points; South et al., 2022). It is a matter of debate
whether Likert scales should be used as interval or ordinal variables in data analysis (South et al,,
2022). Most researchers treat Likert scale variables as an interval level of measurement; for
instance, researchers could report means and standard deviations and use continuous diagram
representations (South et al., 2022). Fewer researchers interpret Likert scales as an ordinal level of
measurement; for instance, researchers could report median or quartiles and use discrete diagram
representations (South et al,, 2022).

Overview of Cultural Response-Style Bias

Cultural bias indicates that the culture a person was brought up in can influence how they interact
with the world. It can lead to response-style differences on questionnaires, which can result in a set
of systematic errors that undermines the validity of questionnaires administered in different
cultures (He etal,, 2017). It implies that differences in ratings might not reflect genuine differences
in the constructs of interest (He et al.,, 2017). For instance, if researchers were interested in
investigating international student interest in a new university service, differences in ratings might
not reflect differences in interest, but differences in the ways different cultures respond to the
Likert scale. According to He et al. (2017), there are a couple of ways a survey can be culturally
biased: method and construct. Method bias occurs when individuals from different cultures have
different response styles to Likert scale questions (He et al., 2017); this leads to differences in scale
ratings that are not due to differences in the construct being measured, which reduces validity (He
et al, 2017). Construct bias takes place when individuals from different cultures interpret the
meaning of the construct differently (He et al., 2017); for instance, some cultures measure distance
in kilometers whereas others measure distance in miles (He & van de Vijver, 2012).

Moss and Vijayendra (2020) outlined three types of method bias: acquiescence response style,

extreme response style, and middle response style. Individuals from the Middle East and Africa
tend to respond in an acquiescence response style by selecting “Agree” or “Strongly Agree” on a
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Likert scale, no matter the question. Individuals from Latin America tend to respond in an extreme
response style by selecting anchors at extreme ends of the scale (e.g., “Strongly Agree” or “Strongly
Disagree”). Individuals from Asian countries tend to respond in the middle response style by
selecting anchors in the middle of the Likert scale (e.g., “Neither Agree nor Disagree,” “Agree,”
“Disagree”).

Techniques for Reducing Bias

Tracking historical trends. Participants can be grouped by the country they are a citizen of, and
scores for individual countries can be compared over time. For example, if you asked, “How likely
are you to recommend University/Institution to a friend or colleague?” on a scale of 0 - 10, then you
could aggregate scores of participants for individual countries (e.g., China, India, Nigeria, etc.)
across time (e.g., yearly or quarterly). This method is beneficial because it allows you to track
trends within each country over time and avoid cultural bias (Moss & Vijayendra, 2020). A
limitation, however, is not having an aggregate view of the data (Moss & Vijayendra, 2020).

Use of visuals. Both facial emojis (Rintoul, 2019) and star ratings (South et al., 2022) can be used
instead of traditional Likert scale anchors. Emojis are prevalent globally; because they are visuals,
they function as a universal language that can bridge communication gaps between cultures
(Kejriwal et al,, 2021; Kimura-Thollander & Kumar, 2019). A caution regarding the use of emojis in
surveys: their meaning or prevalence may be different cross-culturally (Kejriwal et al., 2021). The
number and popularity of emojis individuals use differ cross-culturally, and some emojis are
culture-specific (Kejriwal et al., 2021).

Cognitive pre-testing. Cognitive interviews can be used to pilot a survey before distributing it
widely. This is the process in which a few participants are asked questions orally after they
complete a pilot survey to ascertain whether they understood the survey questions and thoughts
they had while answering the survey (Willis & Miller, 2011). Participants can also be asked what
they think specific words or questions mean, which can help researchers evaluate whether a
question is difficult to understand (Sha, 2020). After the cognitive pre-testing is complete,
researchers can then modify the survey based on trouble areas or misunderstandings that were
brought up during the interviews. For instance, a survey might ask, “How many kilometers is your
commute to campus every day?” Participants might state during a cognitive interview that they do
not understand kilometers but do know miles. Researchers might modify the question to have
answer choices that include both kilometers and miles.
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