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The Impact of Mentioning a Scale Mid-Point in Administering a Customer
Satisfaction Questionnaire via Telephone

Abstract
This study examined the effect of mentioning a scale mid point compared to not

mentioning it, while administering survey questions on customer satisfaction. The
guestions were asked during a telephoneinterview of Audralian insurance consimers
usng an eleven point, zero to ten numerical scale. The study foundthat there were more
QowerOscores (7 out of ten or lower) and fewer thigheOscores (over 7 out of 10) when
amid point was mentioned. Based on this finding, there are two possible implicationsfor
market research providers. First, within any survey the use of mid-points should be
congstent B they should be mentioned by al interviewers or not mentioned at all.
Inconsstency in the use of scale mid-points may introduce additiond unwanted variation
into thedata. The secondimplication is tha if mid points are mentioned or used in one
survey for a paticular client, and not for a subsequent survey, the results for one survey

could bedifferent fromtheother.



Background
Market research surveys often use questionstha alow respondents to ansver on some

type of measurement scale, with the scale alowing responss between extremes such as
Gtrongly disagree Dstrongly agreeQ Qrery poorBvery goodQand so on. A topic of
interest to market researchers relates to the use of mid-points for such scales. Opinions
ontheusefulness of mid-points vary. Opponaents of the use of mid-points arguetha they
can result in too many neutral responses, and scales that GorceOrespondents to allocate
either apostive or negaive respons are more desirable. Proponants of theuse of mid-
points suggest tha respondents can have neutral feelingsor opinionsaboutparticular
issues and mid-points provides for the expression of those neutral feelings(eg. see Tull

and Hawkins 1993)

Theindugon of a scale mid-point may changerespong paternsto survey questionsin
several ways. Using a mid-point could reduce thepropottion of postive andnegaive
responses tha might be obtained if it were omitted (assuming more respondents use the
mid point asther respone when it is mentionad). Alternaively, amid point could result
in more postive responges and fewer negaive responses bor vice versa. Theeffect on
postive or negdive respongs might depend on thetype of question asked. For example,
suppo® oneasked a question that mos people would agree or strongly agree with, and
hardly anyonewould strongy disagree with, usnganumerical scale. Intha stuaion,
what respondents might consder to be a Gheutral Oor Gnid pointOrespons might notbe

in the @entreOof the scale, for example 5 outof 10, it could perhgpsbe 7 outof 10.



Therefore some respondeants who might otherwise have respondel with, say a 7 outof 10
would ingead give arespons of 5 outof 10 when amid pointis mentioned. A scale
mid-point could also have different effects on theresponss aroundthe middle values of
the scale compared to the extreme points of thescale. Undeastanding how scale mid
points affect respon® paternscould bevery ussful for market research organisationsand

thdr clients.

Previous Research
There have notbeen very many published studies on the effects of mid-pointinduson.

Worcester & Burns (1975 compared respongs to Likert scale questionsand marks ona
blank linefrom the same respondents, where theline marks were subsequently allocated
numerical scores. Theresearchers conduded that use of a scale withouta mid-point
oushes more respondants to the postive end of the scaleQ(p. 196), but this condusion
was based on the comparison between the Likert scales and the scores derived fromthe
blank lines. Worcester & Burns(1975)did notreport on any differencesin the
propottion of respondents tha gave a particular regponge according to the presence or

absence of amid-point ontheLikert scales.

Two other studies have examined how theinduson of amid paint alters the propartion
of postive or negdive responss obtained. Spagna (1984)foundtha respondents
allocated fewer postive respongs and more negaive respongs when a mid-point was
induded in ascale. Garland (1991)reported quite different results - respondents

allocated fewer postive respongs and more negaive responss and when a mid-point



was notindudel in ascale. Sotheavailable evidence on the effect of scale mid-pointsis

very incondusve.

It is aso noteworthy that these three studies used either mail or face-to-face survey
methodsfor data collection. A literature search revealed no studies which have addressed
how the use of scale mid points might affect responssin telephonesurveys. Thisis
surprising, as telephonesurveys have been themods prevalent market research survey
methodfor some time (Aaker and Day, 1986) Furthermore, the use of scale mid-points
isatopical issuefor telephonesurveying. Telephonesurveys differ fromthose that use
self-completion questionnares or thos filled out by an interviewer face-to-face. For self
completion or face-to-face methodstha use scales, the respondent can often see the scale,
either onthequestionnare itself or ona Ghow cardOwhich has therangeof possible
responss. In atelephonesurvey, therespondent cannotsee the scale, and respondents
have limited ability to recall response categories (Dillman, 1978. To overcome this
limitation, researchers often use multiple-category numerical scales tha simply ask the
respondent to give anumber as an answer, for example from between oneto five, or zero
to ten, and so on. Theend-paints of such scales can be anchored as Qrery good.very
poorQ Qotally agree E. totally disagreeQ amongothe's. Such QungructuredOscales
(Holmes, 1974)tha make minimal use of verbd tagsare common in marketing research
(eg.seeLokenet d., 1987. However, researchers might wish to provide additiond
guidance for respondants, by induding a mid-point, for example (adgpted from Dillman,

1978p.208)



CCould you tell me how satisfied you are with your new car ? Please give me
anumbe from zero to ten where zero indicates very dissatisfied, fiveis
nether dissatisfied or satisfied, and ten indicates very satisfiedO

It could bevery ussful for both research providers and ther clients to know more about
the possible effect from mentioning mid pointsin this manne viatelephonesurveys. For
ingance, if some research providers do typicaly use mid points when administering
guestionsof this sort, thar results might bedifferent to those tha donot If aclient
changed providers (or a provider changed methodg, they could see sudden shiftsin
results and might not know exactly why this occurred. However, as mentioned, thereisa

paudty of research onthe subject.

An oppotunity arose to gather evidence on theissue as part of a cusomer satisfaction
survey. Cugomer satisfaction appeared to be an excellent vehicle to use for thestudy, as
itisanissuethat isconsdered to be extremely important research areain marketing (e.g.
Churchill and Surprenant, 1982,Rug and Zahorik, 1993) and is also afrequent subject
of commercia surveysintheauthors expeience. Therefore theresults would besalient
to many research clients and providers, not only in terms of scale mid points per se but

also to customer satisfaction measurement.

Method
As pat of acommercia market research survey on houshold insurance in Audralia, two

versionsof acugomer satisfaction questionnare were created. Oneversion indudel a

guestion with amid point, and onedid not Thenumerical scale tha was used ranged



from zero to ten points, arangetha has been fourd to be particularly suited to telephone
surveys (e.g. Brennan et d., 1995 Loken et al., 1987). Thetwo versonsof the

guestionnare are shown as Appendix 1.

Onegroup of respondents was administered the version of the questionnare withoutthe
mid-point. They werefirst asked abouthow satisfied they were with ther buildings
inurance company, then were asked how satisfied they were with ther car insurance
company. Theother group was also asked aboutther satisfaction with thar buildings
insurance company, then ther car insurance company, butthe questionsfor the second
groupinduded themention of the scale mid-point, as shown in Appendix 1. The

allocation of respondants to thetwo versionsof thequestionnare was random

Thesurvey was administered to arandomsample of 603 peoplein thegenea popuktion
of South Audralia, in late 1999 by professiond market research telephoneinterviewers.
Thesole criteriafor inclusonin the survey was that the respondent had eithe a car or
buildingsinsurance policy. A CATI (Computer Aided Telephonelnterviewing) system
was used, which makes administering different versionsof a questionnare to selected
groupsof people very easy. A propottion of theinterviews were monitored by a
supevisor to enaure theinterviewers followed ther ingructionsclosly as part of normal

qudity control guiddines.



Results & Discussion
Asthequestionsrelating to buildingsand car insurance were asked of the same

respondents we examined how many respondents gave the same or a different respons to
thetwo insurance categories. Thereasonwasthat if mod respondents gave the same
responge for both categories there would belittle point in reporting theresults for both
categories separately. Table |l showstha 40% of respondents gave a different response
for ther level of satisfaction when asked aboutcar inurance, compared to their respone
for buildingsinaurance. Thereforeit is appropriate to present theresults for both

buildingsand car insurance separately.

Insrt Tablel heae

Discussion
Tables |l and Il showthepropottionsof responses for each respon category. There

was onedtatistically significant difference at the p=0.10 level between the propottion of
responses given for a question with a mid-point compared to thoe given for a question
withouta mid point, namely for buildinginsurance. 22% of respondentsused "5" asa

respon® when it was mentioned by theinterviewer, compared to 129 when it was not

Insert Tables |l andlll here

In order to further appraise whether the differencesin responss for questionswith amid
point compared to questionswithoutamid point were statistically significant, the scores
were combined into two categories. Thefirst category comprised all respongs up to and

induding 7 outof 10, the second comprised al responss over 7 outof 10. The break



point of 7 was used as it was closest to the mean average satisfaction score. For
simplicity these categories are later referred to as denoting QowerOscores and higheO

scores respectively.

This aggregation enabled the daato be presented in a smple two-way contingency table,
with statistical significance examined usng the chi-square test. Theresults are shown in

TablelV.

Insrt TablelV here

Table IV showstha theuse of a scale mid point did affect theresponss. For ingance, in
thebuildingsinsurance category, when the mid-point was mentioned, the propartion of
QowerOscores (upto 7 out of 10) was43% When the mid-point was not mentioned this
propottion was 32%. Thedifference in propottions in buildingsinsurance was
gatistically significant at the0.02 level. For car insurance, the propotion of GowerO
scores was 37% when the mid point was mentioned compared to 27% when it was not
Thedifference in propottionsfor car insurance was statistically significant at the 0.01

level.

These results are congstent with previousresearch by Worcester & Burns(1975 and
Spagna(1984) However, they are in contrast to Garland (1991) Thereisno appaent
explanaion for this. It may betha, as Garland suggested, Qheway in which people will

respondto abaanced Likert Ptypescale is content specificO(p. 2). However, more



research could hep determinehow the use or omission of a scale mid-paint affects

respon® paterns in wha way, and unde what conditions

Conclusion
Thisandysisis based ononly asingle set of data, so generalisationsmug betentative.

However, it suggests tha administering a questionnare via telephone(particularly a
cugomer satisfaction questionnare, but pehgpsaso other types of questionnares) usng
numerical scales with amid-point mentioned may produe more GQowOscores and fewer
nhighGscores than if amid point was not mentioned. 1t may also bereasonable to assume
that this effect would be more likely for questionsthat typically generate anegaively
skewed distribution of respongs, that is, more responses toward the highe end of the
scale. Thereasonistha mentioningamid-pointwill probably increase the propottion of
respondants who will use it Band therefore reduce the propottion of responss abo\e the

mid point.

Whether thefindingspresented here generalise to other types of question, or to different
circumstances, isaquestion for future research. However, if it isinde=d the case tha the
mention or not of a scale mid point influences respon paterns there are two
implicationsfor market research providers. First, within any survey the use of mid-points
should be congstent Bthey should bementioned by all interviewers or notmentioned at
al. Othewise, additiond randomvariance isintroduced into thedaa. Second,if mid
points are mentioned or used in onesurvey for aparticular client, and notfor a

subsequent survey, this might explain unexpected variation in scores or respon® paterns
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Table 1. Same or different response for buildings/ car insurance questions

Response N %
Gave same respon to both questions 241 60
Gave different respon to oneof thetwo 163 40
guestions

Total (does notinduderesponss where 404 100

there was a missing valuefor oneof the

responss)

13



Tablell: Resultsfor Buildingslnsurance

BuildingsInsurance

Frequency Distribution (1) (2)
With Mid WithoutMid Difference
Point: % of  Point: % of (1-2)

responss responss

0 (extremely dissatisfied) 0 0 0
1 0 0 0
2 0 0 0
3 0 0 0
4 2 0 0
5 22 12 +10*
6 2 5 -3
7 13 13 0
8 20 25 -5
9 10 14 -4
10 (extremely satisfied) 24 25 -1
Don®know 7 4 +3
Mean Satisfaction Score 76 8.0

Total responses 229 267

* gtatigtically significant difference at p<0.10.



Table l11: Results for Car Insurance

Car Insurance

Frequency Distribution (1) (2)

With Mid WithoutMid Difference

Point: % of  Point: % of (1-2)

responses responses
0 (extremely dissatisfied) 0 0
1 0 0
2 0 0
3 0 1 -1
4 1 0 +1
5 15 10 +5
6 3 4 -1
7 15 11 +4
8 19 24 -5
9 13 19 -6
10 (extremely satisfied) 27 29 -2
Don®know 6 2 -4
Mean Satisfaction Score 79 8.2
Total responses 302 284
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TableIV: Contingency table

BuildingsInsurance Car Insurance
% % % %
Responses Responss Row Responses Responss Row
With Mid- No Mid- % With Mid- No Mid- %
point point point point
Score upto 43% 32% 37% 37% 27% 31%
7/10
(QowerQ
Score over 58% 68% 63% 63% 73% 69%
7/10
(OnigheQ
Column Total 212 256 218 278
Column % 45% 55% 44% 56%
| % gatistic 5.0 6.3
df. 1 1
p value 0.02 0.01



Appendix 1: Questions

Note: respondents were asked several other questionsaboutthdr insurance needsand
which companythey were insured with before these questionswere asked. The questions
for car insurance were identical to the ones shown here for buildingsinsuranae except
for the subgitution of thewords Ccomprehensive carOfor CouildingQ If therespondant
had previoudy indicated they owned more than one residence, the question was prefaced
with the words Cthinking nowaboutyour main residenceE Q If therespondent had
previoudy indicated they owned more thanonecar, the question was prefaced with the

words Cthinking aboutyour main car E O

Question version with Mid point

(How satisfied are you with your current buildingsinsurance company ? Can you give
me a score from zero to ten, where zero is extremely dissatisfied and ten is extremely
satisfied, and five is neither satisfied or dissatisfiedO

Question version without Mid point.

(How satisfied are you with your current buildingsinsurance company ? Can you give
me a score from zero to ten where zero is extremely dissatisfied and ten is extremely
satisfiedO
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