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Tip Sheet 

Purpose 

Response categories are the 

answers you give people to choose 

from on a survey  

 

Key Points 

 The response categories 

themselves can influence how 

people answer the questions 

 The more number of points 

you give, the more precise the 

measure is 

 When using 5-point scales or 

higher, it is not necessary to 

label every level of answer; 

you may label only the lowest 

and highest points or the 

lowest, middle, and highest 

points 
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What are response categories? 

When writing a survey, it is just as important to think about 

the answers you give people to choose from as the  

questions. The answers are called response categories. 

 

Is there a better set of categories to use besides how much 

people agree? 

It is critical that your questions and response categories all 

line up with one another. Because they are so common, we 

often start by imagining our questions as “agreement”  

questions where we give respondents a scale such as: 

“Strongly Disagree / Disagree / Neutral / Agree / Strongly 

Agree.” Sometimes, these were fine. However, at other times  

“agreement” is not what you want to measure. In that case, 

an agreement scale does not fit.  

 

The table on the next page can help you decide what it is you 

want to know and what response categories fit best.  

 

 

What about a “Neutral” answer? 

Before using any kind of “neutral” category in your  

responses, you need to think about what that actually 

means. “Neutral”, “Does not apply”, and “No opinion” do not 

all mean the same thing. If it fits what you are asking about 

and who you are asking it of, “neutral” is an acceptable mid-

point on a scale. “Does not apply” and “No opinion” are not  

midpoints. Instead, they would come at the end of the scale 

and be coded separately so that those numbers do not get 

calculated into an average (mean) score.  



If you want to know... Try a scale like... 

How much people know or if their 

knowledge changes 

Don’t use a scale! Ask factual questions that have correct and 

incorrect answers. Then total up the number they got correct.  

How satisfied people are Not at all satisfied 

A little satisfied 

Moderately satisfied 

Very satisfied 

How much people agree Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly agree 

How important something is  Not at all important 

A little important 

Moderately important 

Very important 

How useful something was  Not at all useful 

A little useful 

Moderately useful 

Very useful 

How effective something was Poor 

Adequate 

Good 

Very Good 

Excellent 

How likely people are to do  

something 

Not likely 

Somewhat likely 

Very likely 

Extremely likely 

How often people do something Never 

Rarely 

Sometimes 

Often 

Always 


