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Editorial

Some Thoughts Concerning the
Recent Shift from Measures with Many Items

to Measures with Few Items

Karl Schweizer

Editor-in-Chief

The typical inventory of the past included several scales
composed of a minimum of at least 10 to 12 items each
from which the respondent had to select between a very
limited number of response alternatives. In many cases
there were only “yes” and “no” alternatives. A major con-
cern in evaluating the quality of such scales was its reliabil-
ity and its accuracy – which is closely related to its reliabil-
ity; a good reliability was considered the most important
property of the scale. The true-scores theory that guided the
construction of such scales concentrated on reliability and
provided clues as to how to achieve an agreeable degree of
reliability (Lord & Novick, 1968). In this framework in-
creasing the number of items was considered the proper
means for increasing the reliability. Consequently, many
items usually characterized such a scale.

Recent observations suggest that the described charac-
teristics no longer apply. The issues of the European Jour-
nal of Psychological Assessment over the last year tell a
different story: A number of scales published within this
time frame include only five or even four items (Baccman,
& Carlstedt, 2010; Balzarotti, John, & Gross, 2010; Di
Giunta, Eisenberg, Kupfer, Steca, Tramontano, & Caprara,
2010; Isoard-Gautheur, Oger, Guillet, & Martin-Krumm,
2010; Maiano, Morin, Monthuy-Blanc, & Garbarono,
2010; Molinengo, & Testa, 2010; Moustaka, Vlachopou-
los, Vazou, Kaperoni, & Markland, 2010; Newman, Lim-
bers, & Varni, 2010; Petermann, Petermann, & Schreyer,
2010; Rivero, Garcia-Lopez, & Hofmann, 2010; van Baar-
dewijk, Andershed, Stegge, Nilsson, Scholte, & Vermeiren,
2010). These scales were published because the authors
were able to demonstrate a sufficient degree of reliability,
which was actually alpha consistency despite the small
number of items. There was even one scale composed only
of three items (Vlachopoulos, Letsiou, Palaiologou, Lepto-
karidou, & Gigoudi, 2010). Obviously, the authors were
able to generate a high degree of alpha consistency al-
though the number of items was small.

How did they do this? They replaced the binary response
format by multiple response formats consisting of a mini-
mum of four ordered categories. The items of the three-item
scale even included seven response categories (Vlachopoulos
et al., 2010). The effect of the increase in response categories
is quite clear: Omitting the problems concerning the metric
of the categories, it can be argued that more categories mean
an increase in accuracy and a decrease in the error of mea-
surement. A decrease in error in turn is associated with an
increase in reliability. So there is a kind of analogy between
the increase in number of binary items and the increase in the
number of response categories.

In a way the new development is a favorable develop-
ment. The scales constructed in this way can be expected
to show a higher degree of homogeneity than those con-
structed in the “old” way, and they are more likely to sur-
vive an investigation by means of confirmatory factor anal-
ysis according to congeneric test theory (Lucke, 2005; Mc-
Donald, 1999). It is simply easier to arrive at a small set of
homogeneous items than at a large one. So the new devel-
opment is really favorable for the construction of very ho-
mogeneous scales, and it is instrumental for the research
concentrating on very homogeneous constructs.

However, there are also disadvantages that must be tak-
en into consideration. One disadvantage lies in the limita-
tion in the representation of a construct. The danger is that
such scales with few items – this also includes short ver-
sions of scales and scales for the purpose of screening – do
not really properly represent the construct of interest. Es-
pecially in the case of short scales associated with second-
and third-order constructs only a limited scope of the con-
tents characterizing the construct may be truly represented.
Furthermore, there is another problem to be considered:
The content of the item must allow for more than two re-
sponses. In statements that allow for only two responses a
response format that includes several response categories
does not apply.
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So the new development that seems to marginalize reli-
ability as a criterion for evaluating the quality of a scale
should be accompanied by an increased concern regarding
the validity of a scale. Not surprisingly, validity was recent-
ly regarded as the most important property of a scale (Ci-
zek, Rosenberg, & Koons, 2008). The described develop-
ment in test construction even seems to further increase the
importance of validity. In the future much more emphasis
should be given to the evaluation of validity than is pres-
ently the case. There even seems to be a need for a revision
of the criteria for demonstrating the validity of a scale. New
methods appropriate for assuring the appropriate represen-
tation of a construct may have to be developed. The dem-
onstration of trait-specific equivalence (Schweizer &
Schreiner, 2010) may be one of them.
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