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Response Styles In Rating Scales: Evidence of Method Bias in Data from 6 EU 

Countries 

 

Abstract 

In cross-cultural studies with social variables such as values or attitudes, it is often 

assumed that differences in scores can be compared at face value. However, response 

styles like acquiescence and extreme response style may affect answers, particularly on 

rating scales. In three sets of data from marketing studies, each with representative 

samples from at least three out of six countries (Greece, Italy, Spain, France Germany 

and the UK), these two response styles were found to be more present in the 

Mediterranean than in North Western Europe. Evidence for response style effects was 

not only found in response distributions on rating scales, but also in discrepancies of 

these distributions with national consumer statistics and self-reported actual behavior. 

 

Key words: method bias, response styles, acquiescence, extreme response style, 
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Response Styles In Rating Scales: Evidence of Method Bias in Data from 6 EU 

Countries 

 

In this article we examine effects of one type of bias, namely response styles, that 

can affect answers on questionnaires. In cross-cultural studies, particularly with social 

variables such as value dimensions, one often finds that scores are being compared at 

face value. Such analyses assume that there is no systematic bias in these data. Various 

authors have alluded to the possibility of systematic differences in response styles 

between countries, or other populations defined in terms of culture (e.g., Berry, 

Poortinga, Segall & Dasen, 2002; Hui & Triandis, 1989; Johnson & Van de Vijver, 

2003; Van Hemert, Van de Vijver, Poortinga & Georgas, 2002). However, little is 

known about the extent to which such artifacts distort the validity of cross-cultural 

comparisons. One reason is that analysis of response styles requires an extensive 

research effort, because responses have to be checked somehow against a common 

standard, preferably actual behavior. 

In order to establish possible effects of response styles, we reanalyzed data from 

three multinational surveys, each including various countries of the European Union 

(EU), and together covering more than 6500 respondents. The surveys pertain to three 

behavioral domains (cooking, washing, and personal care), and include items at various 

levels of abstraction. In addition, consumer statistics on actual behavior were available 

to differentiate style effects from valid differences on the target variables. 

Response bias is ‘a systematic tendency to respond to a range of questionnaire items 

on some other basis than the specific item content’ (Paulhus, 1991, p. 17). For example, 

a respondent may tend towards answering on the positive side of a rating scale when 

assessing items or choose the most socially desirable answers. If a respondent displays 
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bias consistently across items and methods this bias is called a response style. There are 

three prominent response biases in the psychological literature (Paulhus, 1991), namely 

socially desirable responding, acquiescence, and extreme response bias. Social 

desirability is the tendency to make oneself look good in terms of prevailing cultural 

norms when responding to questionnaire items (Mick, 1996); it is especially important 

in personality scales or self-reports of sensitive behavior, and is the most frequently 

studied response style (Paulhus, 1991). Acquiescence is the tendency to agree rather 

than disagree with items, regardless of item content. It is also called agreement tendency 

or yea-saying. Extreme response bias (Paulhus, 1991) is the tendency to endorse 

extreme response categories on a rating scale (e.g., the 1 and/or 5 on a five-point scale) 

regardless of content. In other publications, this is also called extreme response style 

(e.g., Crandall, 1982; Greenleaf, 1992b; Hamilton, 1968).  

Response bias has been an issue in educational and psychological measurement for 

half a century (see Messick, 1991). Before that time, it was usually taken for granted 

that the answers respondents gave were a true reflection of their knowledge or their 

opinion. In the 1940s, research was started on the problem of response bias and 

Cronbach (1946, 1950) published two reviews on the issue. Cronbach (1950) used the 

term ‘response set’ to refer to tendencies in responses separately from content. The term 

‘set’ referred to a temporary reaction or a situation demand on a respondent, such as 

time pressure, or a specific item format, suggesting that by employing another item 

format or by doing the study at another time, unbiased measures can be obtained. 

However, some response sets appeared to be relatively stable (Cronbach, 1946; 

Messick, 1968) and it was suggested that these response sets might reflect aspects of 

personality as well. To emphasize this point, Jackson and Messick (1958) proposed the 

term ‘response styles’ as they considered the respondent to display bias consistently 
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across time and situations. The terms ‘response set’ and ‘response style’ are both still 

used in literature; some researchers use the term ‘set’ (e.g., Cheung & Rensvold, 2000; 

Chinese Culture Connection, 1987; Forsman, 1993; Hui & Triandis, 1985), whereas 

others use the term ‘style’ (e.g., Bachman & O’Malley, 1984; Baumgartner & 

Steenkamp, 2001; Greenleaf, 1992a; Messick, 1991). Here we adopt the term ‘response 

style’. With this we refer to a response tendency of an individual that has some 

consistency across items, across methods, and across behavior domains.   

The present study addresses acquiescence and extreme response style. In attitude 

and survey research these are considered the most problematic (Bentler, Jackson & 

Messick, 1971; Schuman & Presser, 1996).  

The issue of response styles is directly related to method bias as elaborated by Van 

de Vijver and Leung (1997) for cross-cultural psychology. They define three major 

kinds of bias: construct bias, method bias and item bias. The three levels of bias are 

related to three levels of equivalence (i.e., absence of bias). These three levels are: (i) 

structural or functional equivalence (a test measures the same trait cross-culturally, but 

not necessarily on the same quantitative scale); (ii) metric or measurement unit 

equivalence (measurement units of the scales are the same in all cultures, but there is no 

common scale anchor or origin); and (iii) scale equivalence or full score comparability 

(scores of a given value have in all respects the same meaning cross-culturally and can 

be interpreted in the same way).  

When an instrument measures the same construct across cultures, the scores are 

said to be structurally equivalent or to have no construct bias. This is a minimum 

requirement for any kind of comparison. The joint properties of the scoring scale are 

limited to qualitative aspects; the scale pertains cross-culturally to the same domain or 

construct, but units of measurements (steps on the test score scale, e.g., a Likert scale) 
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may be different across cultures. In other words, if an instrument is structurally 

equivalent for two cultures A and B, and if it measures a given construct in culture A, 

then it will also measure that same construct in culture B. However, numerically equal 

scores may well reflect higher (or lower) levels of intensity in the one culture than in the 

other culture. 

A lack of metric equivalence is likely due to method bias. This type of bias 

occurs when most or all items are affected to a similar extent by a factor that is 

independent of the construct studied. For example, if there is a general tendency 

towards acquiescence in some culture, the responses on all items will be affected. 

Method bias differs from item bias. The latter occurs when one or a few items deviate 

from the expectations about the response patterns in two cultural groups derived from 

other items in the same instrument. In other words, item bias can often be detected 

within a data set, for example, with the help of analyses based on item response theory 

(see e.g., Ellis & Kimmel, 1992). Removal of biased items should result in more 

equivalent scores. Method bias is not influenced by such deletions: inter-group 

differences in mean scores that reflect method bias will still be present.  

One approach to detecting method bias consists in measuring a set of constructs 

(or traits) with various methods (so called multitrait-multimethod design, e.g., Bagozzi 

& Yi, 1991; Campbell & Fiske, 1959; Marsh & Byrne, 1993). If the methods provide 

the same outcomes for each trait, then systematic sources of bias are less likely. Another 

way to assess response style is through the use of balanced scales. Such scales contain 

item pairs that are logical opposites (e.g., Knowles & Nathan, 1997; Ray, 1983; Ten 

Berge, 1999). However, developing balanced scales is difficult (Schuman & Presser, 

1996). For some items, there is no logical opposite. In addition, questionnaires in 



RESPONSE STYLES IN EU COUNTRIES   7  

 7

(applied) survey research usually cover various topics, and due to financial and time 

constraints, the number of questions that can be asked per topic is limited.  

Studies focusing on response styles in different cultural samples are scarce, and 

almost exclusively have employed students. For instance, response styles have been 

explored in Afro-American and European-American high school seniors (Bachman & 

O’Malley, 1984), and in groups of Hispanic and non-Hispanic Americans (Hui & 

Triandis, 1989; Marín, Gamba & Marín, 1992). In these studies the European-American 

respondents tended to display acquiescence less often. Watkins and Cheung (1995) 

reported less acquiescence for children in Australia compared to children in China, 

Nepal, and the Philippines. Grimm and Church (1999) found that Philippine students 

acquiesced more than American students when 2-, 5-, and 6-point rating scales were 

used. With samples in Europe, Williams (1991) found a higher mean in Italian samples. 

Steenkamp and Baumgartner (1998) reported differences in scale means between Greek, 

British and Belgian respondents. They noted that Greek respondents had the highest 

mean, followed by British and Belgian respondents. In another study, Baumgartner and 

Steenkamp (2001) argued that Greek and Portuguese respondents displayed more 

acquiescence than respondents from other EU countries.  

In our opinion there is no clear theoretical account for these findings. One 

suggestion is that respondents in countries commonly referred to as more collectivistic 

(e.g., China, Philippines, Greece) tend to acquiesce more than respondents in 

individualistic countries1. However, considering that acquiescence is a response set not 

contingent on item content, a relationship between acquiescence and the individualism-

collectivism dimension may point to the latter being a style dimension rather than a 

value dimension (i.e., the way in which the individualism-collectivism syndrome 

                                                 
1 This idea is supported by Smith (in press). Re-analyzing published studies including 34 or more nations, 
he found that acquiescence was positively related to collectivism. 
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usually is interpreted). Although it cannot be ruled out that values are related to styles 

(see Smith, in press), we are hesitant to postulate such broad relationships without more 

direct evidence of a causal link (see Berry et al., 2002). 

Differences in extreme response style were found between student samples from 

the USA, Canada, Japan, and Taiwan by Chen, Lee and Stevenson (1995). In their 

study, American students had more extreme scores than Japanese and Taiwanese 

students, and typically avoided the midpoint of the rating scales. In other studies 

employing Korean and US student samples (Chun, Campbell & Yoo, 1974; Lee & 

Green, 1991), a similar result was found; American students displayed more extreme 

scoring than Koreans did. Bachman and O’Malley (1984) reported more extreme 

response style for Black than for White high school seniors. Comparing extreme 

responses of students in Egypt, Syria, and Jordan, Soueif (1968) found that Egyptian 

students gave more extreme responses than Jordanian and Syrian students did. Watkins 

and Cheung (1995) reported more variation in scores (e.g., more extreme responding) 

for Australian children compared to children from China, Nepal, Nigeria, and the 

Philippines. However, Stening and Everett (1984) found that Indonesian and Malaysian 

non-college graduates displayed more extreme scoring than American respondents. 

Thus, regarding extreme response style, no clear relationship with Hofstede’s (2001) 

country scores for individualism was found. 

To explore the two response styles and to test a possible relationship with individualism-

collectivism, we used data from surveys in six countries in the EU, Greece, France, Spain, Italy, 

Germany, and the United Kingdom. The surveys covered three behavioral domains, cooking, 

washing, and personal care. We used the survey data to explore acquiescence and extreme 

response style across items at various levels of abstraction, including product specific attitudes, 

domain related attitudes, and general values. Moreover, we considered the results in the light of 

national statistics on actual levels of consumption and on self-reports of actual behavior. 
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Method 

Survey I 

The first survey was part of an international study on cooking behavior that was 

carried out in the period of 1988 through 1990 in three European countries, Greece, 

Italy, and France. In each country, a national quota sample of female homemakers was 

drawn that was representative with respect to age, region, and rural/urban residence. 

The sample sizes were 580, 598, and 532 in Greece, Italy, and France, respectively. 

Mean ages were 38.1 in Greece, 40.1 in Italy, and 41.5 in France.  

Using a face-to-face data collection procedure, information was gathered on 

attitudes regarding cooking behavior, actual use of products, and some demographic 

variables. Bilinguals translated the questionnaires from English into Greek, Italian, and 

French. In a second step, a discussion between project coordinators of the research 

agencies in the participating countries was held to check the equivalence of the 

translations. There were 12 items on domain related attitudes and 12 items on product 

specific attitudes. Examples of the domain related items are ‘I choose products that save 

me cooking time’; ‘One always has to think about health when preparing a meal'; and ‘I 

consume more calories than I need’. Five-point rating scales were used with 

symmetrical response categories ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ (= 1) to ‘strongly 

agree’ (= 5). Scale points were labeled verbally for the respondents.  

The product-specific attitudes were concrete; they referred directly to a specific 

product (butter or margarine) used in a specific application (making pastry, spreading 

on bread, spreading on toast). These applications can be considered functionally 

equivalent in an international context at least for European countries (cf. Craig & 

Douglas, 2000). In total, six items per application-product combination were presented 
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to measure product specific attitudes. Examples of items were ‘it is a product that offers 

value for money’, and ‘the product is easy to spread’. The items were measured on nine-

point rating scales with symmetrical response intervals ranging from ‘totally disagree’ 

(=1) to ‘totally agree’ (=9) around a midpoint. Only the end points and the midpoint 

(‘neither agree nor disagree’) were labeled for the respondents. All items were 

formulated positively.  

 

Survey II 

This survey, carried out in 1993, was on ‘washing of clothes’ in six EU 

countries, Greece, Italy, France, Germany, the UK, and Spain. The sample sizes (in the 

same order) were 281, 299, 313, 295, 298, and 303. Respondents in all samples were 

female homemakers, aged 20 to 60. Each quota sample was representative with respect 

to age and family size in each country. Mean ages were 40.5 in Greece; 44.3 in Italy; 

39.7 in France; 40.1 in Germany; 40.1 in the UK; and 41.8 in Spain. 

Information was gathered on washing clothes, using a face-to-face data 

collection procedure. The respondents assessed five items on washing. All items were 

formulated positively. An example of an item is ‘Doing the laundry for your family 

gives you a lot of satisfaction’. These items were assessed on a 5-point rating scale, 

where 1=’do not agree at all’ and 5=’agree completely’. All scale points were labeled. 

The same procedures for translation were used as in Survey I. 

 

Survey III 

The third survey was held in 1996 in five EU countries, namely the UK, France, 

Germany, Italy, and Spain. Respondents in this survey were male members of a large 
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European marketing research panel. In each country, the samples were representative 

with respect to age. To make the age range similar to that of the two previous surveys, 

only men aged 20 to 60 were included in the present analysis. Adjusted final sample 

sizes were 580, 550, 634, 806, and 453 in the UK, France, Germany, Italy, and Spain, 

respectively. Mean ages were 39.9 in Germany, 39.8 in the UK, 37.5 in Spain, 39.2 in 

Italy, and 37.9 in France. 

In this survey, a mail questionnaire was employed to collect information on 

attitudes related to shaving, actual shaving practices, general values, and socio-

demographic variables. The study included 41 items on attitudes towards shaving. Each 

respondent assessed the items with his own shaving method in mind, namely electric or 

blade shaving. All items were formulated positively, and answered on five-point rating 

scales, with the endpoints labeled 1 (’disagree strongly’) to 5 (’agree strongly’). 

Examples of items are ‘You feel fresh during shaving’; and ‘It is simple and easy to 

use’. The items cover several topics in shaving experience, such as the results and the 

convenience of the shaving method.  

The List of Values (LOV) by Kahle (1983) was used to assess general values. 

The LOV is composed of nine items, which were answered on nine-point rating scales. 

The scales were labeled 1 (‘very important’) to 9 (‘very unimportant’); midpoints of the 

rating scales were not labeled. Respondents were given the LOV items and the 

instruction that this ‘is a list of things that some people look for or want out of life’. 

They were asked to study the list and then rate each item on the nine-point scale. An 

example of a LOV item is ‘Security’.  

In addition, information was asked in 10 items about actual behavior such as, for 

example, shaving frequency, and use of beauty care products.  
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In each domain covered by one of the surveys information was available on 

actual behavior in the various countries either from survey questions or from national 

statistics. For national consumer statistics, we have employed the ‘Consumer Europe’ 

database (Euromonitor, 1994, 1997); this is an important source of data on international 

consumer markets (cf. Craig & Douglas, 2000). The database is compiled by 

Euromonitor Ltd. from many hundreds of different sources, including data from 

national statistical offices, trade associations, and company research. Data typically 

refer to actual retail sales to the general public in a country in a given year. Data cover 

sixteen major consumer goods categories. The first edition was published in 1976. 

Results 

In cross-cultural assessment, a first step is to determine whether scales are 

actually measuring the same concepts in all countries. Specifically, construct 

equivalence or absence of construct bias has to be established. For this purpose we 

analyzed the similarity of principal components structures in the various countries. 

After a target rotation of this structure in each country towards the components structure 

across all countries, Tucker’s coefficient of proportionality, called Tucker’s Phi 

(Tucker, 1951) was calculated. This procedure for assessing factorial agreement is 

common in cross-cultural research. Usually .90 is taken as a lower bound for 

equivalence (Van de Vijver & Leung, 1997).  

For the attitudes in the survey on cooking, three components were found in each 

country; they all had a value for Tucker’s Phi .92 or higher. For the product specific 

attitudes on baking there were three components; all coefficients were higher than .90. 

For the dataset on washing with two principal components the proportionality 

coefficients were .97 or higher in all countries. For the items on personal care five 

principal components were found for both wet shaving and dry shaving. For wet 
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shaving all coefficients were .90 or higher. For electric shaving Tucker’s Phi was below 

.90 in 4 countries for one component (4 items on absence of irritation), so this pointed 

to the presence of some construct bias. For the present analysis this component was 

removed from the data set. The Kahle values scale had two components, the first 

showed proportionality coefficients above .95 for all countries. The second component, 

containing the items ‘Excitement’ and ‘Sense of Belonging’ showed incongruities and 

was also removed from the data set.  

 

Acquiescence and extreme response indices  

To obtain scores for acquiescence and extreme response behavior, the 

frequencies of responses in the various response categories of a scale were calculated. 

Following the procedure of Bachman and O’Malley (1984), we computed the index for 

extreme response style as the relative number of scores given on the extreme categories 

of a rating scale. We counted. the responses in categories 1 and 5 on the 5-point rating 

scales and the categories 1 and 9 on the 9-point scales. This number was divided by the 

number of items, resulting in an extreme response index ranging from 0.00 to 1.00.  

To calculate an index for acquiescence we counted the number of clearly positive scores 

(2 highest categories on the rating scales) and subtracted the number of clearly negative 

scores (2 lowest categories on the rating scales). Thus, on the 5-point rating scales, the 

values 1, 2, 4, and 5 were taken and on the 9-point rating scales the values 1, 2, 8, and 9. 

The resulting number was divided by the total number of items, resulting in an 

acquiescence index ranging from –1.00 to 1.00. An advantage of the inclusion of two 

response categories at each end of a scale rather than one, was a much lower correlation 

between acquiescence index and extreme response index. The average correlation 

between the two indices was .23 when from both ends of a scale two categories were 
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included in the acquiescence index, and .45 when only one category was taken. It may 

be noted that correlations between measures of acquiescence and extreme response style 

are to be expected and commonly found (e.g., Baumgartner & Steenkamp, 2001). 

The acquiescence and the extreme response index were calculated separately for 

each item set and for each country. For example, for respondents in each country in 

survey I (cooking domain) six scores were obtained, three for the domain related 

attitudes and three for the product specific attitudes. The reliabilities (Cronbachs �)2 for 

the acquiescence and the extreme response index varied from .45 to .95 (Median: .79), 

with two exceptions. Both outliers were found in the acquiescence index;  � = .20 was 

found for attitudes towards washing in Greece, and � = .34 was found for domain 

specific attitudes for cooking in Greece. On inspection of the scores the exceptions were 

clearly due to ceiling effects. No variables were removed as differences between 

respondents were of no interest in this study, and consistently high scores in a country 

resulting in ceiling effects do not affect the stability(and validity) of the country mean. 

The average correlation between acquiescence indices was .35 (p < .001), and between 

extreme response indices .48 (p < .001), pointing to a reasonable level of convergent 

validity.  

 

Acquiescence  

In Table 1, an overview is given of the values of the acquiescence index for the 

various item sets in each country. The mean scores for the index range from -.523 

                                                 
2 The reliability of the extreme response index was calculated as follows. First, we defined new variables 
for each of the attitudinal statements. These variables were coded  ‘1’ if a person scored an extreme 
response, such as a ‘1’ or a ‘5’ on an original five-point scale, and were coded ‘0’ otherwise. Second, we 
calculated the internal consistency of the scores per country and per domain. For calculating the reliability 
of acquiescence scores the original variables were coded: ‘1’ if a person scored ‘4’or ‘5’ on the original 
five-point scale; ‘-1’ if a person scored ‘1’or ‘2; and ‘0’otherwise. The second step is similar to the one 
for calculating the extreme response index. For the nine-point scales the same procedure was followed 
using the extremes 1, 2 and 8, 9. 



RESPONSE STYLES IN EU COUNTRIES   15  

 15

(Germany, electric shaving, emotional aspects) to .951 (Greece, cooking, product 

specific attitudes). A negative index means that respondents more disagree than agree 

with the items.  

For each of the eighteen item sets, an Analysis of Variance was performed to 

determine whether acquiescence differed across countries. Following this analysis, 

differences between separate countries were tested using the Tukey-HSD test. In 17 out 

of 18 item sets, there were significant differences between countries (F-test, all p < 

.001).  

The acquiescence indices in Table 1 indicate that Greek respondents tended to 

answer more positively than Italian and French respondents. The Table shows 

substantial differences between Greece and Italy and between Greece and France on 

attitudes towards cooking and washing. For each of the eight item sets, the acquiescence 

index is higher in the Greek sample; this in itself already differs significantly from a 

chance distribution (p < .01). For Greek and French respondents the means are also 

different on all occasions. Similarly, differences in acquiescence indices were found 

between French and Italian respondents. In eleven of the eighteen item sets, the Italian 

and French indices are significantly different. In all eleven cases, the Italian index is 

higher (p < .01). The Spanish acquiescence index is higher than the French respondents’ 

index in six out of six different item sets (p < .05). The number of times the 

acquiescence index in Germany and the UK is lower than in Italy and Spain consistently 

differs from a chance distribution (p < .05). The acquiescence indices for German, 

French, and British respondents do not show consistent differences. 

The differences in acquiescence indices are only meaningful if they account for 

a substantive proportion of the variance (Cohen, 1988). As can be seen in Table 1, the 

average η2 in this study is .074, ranging from .00 (item set on convenience in electric 
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shaving) to .30 (item set on product specific attitudes). Peterson, Albaum and 

Beltramini (1985) reported that in most studies of consumer behavior, η2 attributable to 

treatments in experimental consumer research are below .090. Thus, the amount of 

variance accounted for by acquiescence in this study is of the same order of size as 

expected treatment effects. 

 

Extreme response  

Results for the extreme response index are presented in Table 2. As for 

acquiescence, there are significant differences between countries (F-test, p < .001). 

Results for the Greek respondents are striking. In all eight item sets in which Greek 

respondents participated, the extreme response index is higher for Greek than for Italian 

and French respondents (Tukey HSD, p < .05). In Italy, the extreme response index is 

higher than in France. In 12 out of the 13 item sets where scores are significantly 

different, the index is higher for Italy (p < .01). A similar result emerges between Italy 

and Germany (9 out of 9; p < .01) and between Italy and the UK (8 out of 8; p < .01). 

Italian respondents consistently tend to have a higher extreme response index than 

respondents in the Western European countries. As in Italy, the extreme response index 

in Spain is consistently higher than in France, Germany, and the UK (p < .05). Between 

Italy and Spain and also between France, Germany, and the UK there are no consistent 

differences in the Table.  

The index of effect size η2 (Cohen, 1988) is reported in the last column of Table 

2. The average effect size is .071, ranging from .01 (items on emotions in electric 

shaving) to .28 (items on attitudes on cooking). The latter effect size is almost of 

‘medium’ size (Cohen, 1988).  
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Response profiles of items  

 

If there is no acquiescence or extreme response style, items with the same mean 

across countries have about the same expected distribution of responses over categories.  

Thus, the mean of scores endorsed in the middle of the scale (‘2’, ‘3’ or ‘4’) can be 

employed to predict the number of responses in category ‘5’. This distribution should be 

independent of country. 

Across the three surveys, 85 items were measured on 5-point rating scales. For 

these items intervals of means for scores in the three middle categories were chosen in 

such a way that about 5 items in each country fell within an interval. Intervals that 

satisfied this criterion were 2.89 through 2.97, 3.02 through 3.09, 3.24 through 3.29, and 

3.41 through 3.45. As to be expected the proportion3  of ’5’-scores increased 

monotonically with the interval value. An ANOVA revealed that both interval (F(3,130) = 

72.26, p <.001; η2 = .56) and country (F(5,130) = 14.04, p <.001; η2  = .38) were 

important main effects. The interaction was not significant. The main effect of country 

indicates that there were differences in response style across countries. The proportion 

of responses in the highest category of the scale (’5’) was significantly higher for the 

Greek respondents for item clusters with a mean in the same interval than in other 

countries. Over all countries the average proportion of ’5’ across the four intervals was 

23%. For Greek respondents, this proportion was 33%, i.e. 10% higher. For German 

respondents, the proportion ’5’ was 7% lower than the average. For the other countries, 

these percentages are 8% higher for Italian respondents, 2% higher for Spanish, 5% 

lower for French, and 5% lower for British respondents. A similar result was obtained 

for the items employing nine-point scales, where only one subset of five items with a 

                                                 
3 Proportions were taken instead of numbers of observations, because frequencies differed across surveys.  
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similar mean on the midpoints could be identified. The proportion of responses in 

category ‘9’ was highest in Greece. All in all, these results confirm the other findings 

and indicate that these cannot be ascribed to a few items only; rather there are 

systematic differences in response styles between EU countries. 

 

Measures of actual behavior 

In order to further examine whether the observed differences reflect bias or 

differences in the target behaviors between countries, we used information from 

external sources on actual consumer behavior such as detergent sales, and sales of 

razors (Euromonitor, 1994, 1997). Moreover, the surveys asked also for information on 

practices, including self-reports on the applications used while cooking (survey I), and 

shaving frequency (survey III). If the observed differences in attitude scores are not due 

to response effects, they should match the data on actual behavior, because attitude – 

behavior relationships are expected to be neutral or positive (Fazio, 1986).  

To gain some insight into these relationships, we calculated a Spearman rank 

order correlation between the response style indices and the measures of actual behavior 

from surveys II and III. For survey II, the correlation between measures of actual 

behavior and response tendencies across the 6 countries is .33 (ns) for acquiescence and 

.02 (ns) for extreme response style. For survey III, blade shaving, the correlation was -

.50 (ns) for acquiescence and -.60 (ns) for extreme response style; for electric shaving 

the correlation was -.70 (ns) for acquiescence and -.90 (p < .10) for extreme response 

style. These results show that the national differences in response tendencies in ratings 

do not translate into national differences in actual behaviors; some of the correlations 

between behavior and response tendencies even are negative. 
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Another result making response styles (bias) a plausible explanation was found 

for Survey I. Here a low positive correlation was found between numbers of dishes 

prepared in cooking (behavior) and liking to cook (attitude) in all countries studied (r is 

about .12 in each country, p < .01). As can be seen in Table 3, the variety in cooking is 

highest in France, followed by Italy and Greece. Also, the number of times homemakers 

prepare pastry is higher in France and Italy than in Greece. Thus, it appears that the 

behavior of Greek homemakers does not justify a more positive attitude than the 

behavior of the French and Italian homemakers. In washing Greek homemakers use less 

detergent and other washing products than homemakers in Italy and France 

(Euromonitor, 1994). Again Greek respondents’ attitudes do not appear to be in line 

with actual behavior.  

Regarding shaving, the number of times per week a man shaves himself is 

positively correlated with his satisfaction about shaving (r = .10, p < .01). This result 

was consistent across all countries and both shaving methods studied. Thus, men who 

shave more should have (slightly) more positive attitudes towards shaving. However, 

behavior data (see Table 3) show that men in e.g., France shave more often than men in 

Italy do, although the pattern of means for attitudes was reversed. Moreover, French 

men spend more on razors and blades, and on electric shavers. Thus, differences in 

scores do not translate into corresponding differences in behavior. All in all, these 

results give reason to uphold the interpretation of score differences between countries as 

due to response styles. 

 

Discussion 

This article examined whether there are differences in response style between six 

countries in the European Union. An important finding is that Greek respondents tended 



RESPONSE STYLES IN EU COUNTRIES   20  

 20

to have a higher acquiescence and a higher extreme response index than respondents in 

the other EU countries. The scores for Greek respondents were higher, independent of 

rating scale type and behavioral domain. This higher acquiescence tendency was also 

demonstrated when items with a similar mean on the middle categories of rating scales 

were analyzed for the proportion of extreme positive ratings. This proportion was 

consistently the highest in Greece. In addition, we found that differences in score 

distributions on the self-report attitudes measures were not consistent with actual 

differences in behavior found between the countries, both in consumer statistics and 

self-reported behavior.  

Although contrasts were less strong than for the Greek samples, Spanish and 

Italian respondents also had consistently higher scores on acquiescence and extreme 

response indices than the British, German, and French samples. These latter three 

samples had about the same mean scores both on the acquiescence and on the extreme 

response index; if anything, British tended to display the lowest acquiescence of all EU 

respondents. Previously reported differences between Mediterranean and North Western 

European countries were found again in the present study. Moreover, our data suggest 

that such differences are likely to be indeed a matter of response styles, because in several 

tests no relationship was found for any relationship between higher levels of endorsement 

and actual behavior.  

Thus, it appears that Mediterranean countries that are usually classified as more 

collectivistic on values dimensions like individualism-collectivism (Greece, Spain) 

attain higher scores on acquiescence and extremity response styles than the North 

Western European countries that are said to be more individualistic. If a comparison is 

made with Hofstede’s results on individualism (1980, 2001), only Italy is somewhat of 

an exception. However, the individualism score found for this country by Hofstede was 
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substantially higher than predicted on the basis of external indicators (see Hofstede, 

2001, p. 215). 

We are reluctant to interpret our findings in terms of the individualism-

collectivism dimension as countries were not selected to represent this dimension. 

Moreover, there would be two competing interpretations. The first is that acquiescence 

is part of a broad syndrome of individualism-collectivism, together with many other 

aspects of behavior (e.g., Smith, in press; Triandis, 1989, 1995). The other interpretation 

is that the many findings mentioned in the cross-cultural literature as supporting the 

individualism-collectivism distinction have come about, at least in part, through cross-

cultural differences in acquiescence, and perhaps other response styles, supporting 

suggestions made, for example, by Berry et al. (2002) and by Van Hemert et al. (2002). 

Needless to say that the latter interpretation affects the validity of the distinction as a 

value syndrome.  

The focus in our analysis was on acquiescence and extreme response style. One 

could argue that the observed differences could at least in part be due to social desirability 

effects. As mentioned in the introduction, this response style refers to a tendency to 

enhance one’s self-image, i.e., to make oneself look good in the eyes of others, for 

example the interviewer. Items on ‘healthy cooking’ may have been affected by social 

desirability. However, for items on product characteristics of butter or margarine an 

explanation in terms of social desirability appears to be less plausible. Agreeing that 

butter or margarine is ‘easy to spread’ does not seem to make the respondent look good. 

Another reason making social desirability effects less likely can be found in data from 

Italy and France. Acquiescence is about equally present in the surveys (cooking and 

washing) where face-to-face interviewing was used, and in the survey where a mail 

questionnaire was employed. If social desirability would be a major explanation, one 
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might expect that the effect should have been stronger in face-to-face data collection. All 

in all, we think that the present findings have both theoretical and practical implications. 

Theoretically they demonstrate that method bias can play a significant role in cross-

cultural research, even with countries that by and large have a fairly similar standing on 

major dimensions, like economic affluence, education and political organization. We 

think that our findings are extremely worrisome for the many cross-cultural studies in 

which observed differences on rating scales are interpreted at face value.  

Practical implications are evident in the field of marketing from where the data 

were obtained. In analyses to predict sales volumes, it is common practice to employ 

score levels of surveys as an indication of purchase intentions. All other factors being 

equal, a company should not expect the same sales in Southern European countries as in 

North Western European countries when equal mean scores on attitude scales are being 

found.  

In summary, our findings indicate that there are acquiescence and extreme 

response effects in EU countries. Our results showed consistency across rating scales 

and more often than not the results were consistent across the three behavioral domains 

investigated. Perhaps the most important contribution of this article is the demonstration 

that rating scale scores did not match differences in actual behavior between countries. 

This strongly confirms that ignoring national differences in response styles may lead to 

invalid inferences in cross-cultural research.  
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Table 1 Acquiescence index  

 Domain Item content N items         
    Greece Italy Spain France UK Germany F η2 
 Cooking           
1 Domain related health 4 .913b,d .832d  .490   265.64 .24 
2  like cooking 6 .191b,d -.031  -.024   40.43 .05 
3  calorie consumption 2 .107b,d -.057  -.141   17.04 .02 
4 Product specific butter 4 .436b,d .267d  .087   25.75 .07 
5  butter 2 .951b,d .816  .787   5.12 .02 
6  margarine 6 .877b,d .603d  .465   127.78 .30 
            
 Washing           
7 Domain related doing laundry 3 .681b,c,d,e,f .542d,e,f .546d,e,f .426e .097 .341e 49.07 .12 
8  brand loyalty 2 .381b,d .162 .297 .158 .260 .314 4.82 .01 
            
 Personal care           
 Electric shaving           
9 Domain specific shaving: emotional 12  -.016d,e,f -.067d,e,f -.300f -.390f -.523 38.82 .14 
10 Domain specific shaving: sensorial 10  .415d,e,f .353d,e,f .027 .123 .117 17.97 .07 
11 Domain specific shaving: result 8  .326d,e,f .244e .136 .032 .137 6.57 .03 
12 Domain specific shaving: convenience 7  .683 .667 .673 .607 .654 1.03 .00 
            
 Blade shaving           
13 Domain specific shaving: emotional 12  .120c,d,e,f -.056e,f -.128e,f -.281 -.318 58.24 .10 
14 Domain specific shaving: sensorial 10  .598d,e,f .562d,e,f .383 .391 .476 23.39 .04 
15 Domain specific shaving: result 8  .582c,d,e .482e .482e .335 .507e 18.44 .03 
16 Domain specific shaving: convenience 7  .490e .539d,e .442e .334 .468e 13.89 .03 
17 Domain specific shaving: irritation 4  .257c,d,e,f .089e .013 -.100 .037e 24.63 .05 
            

18 General values   7  .659e,f .675d,e,f .612f .597f .528 15.75 .02 
Tukey HSD test p < .05; superscripts indicate a higher score;  
a: significantly higher than Greece; b: significantly higher than Italy; c: significantly higher than Spain; d: significantly higher than France; e: significantly higher than the UK; 
f: significantly higher than Germany 
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Table 2 Extreme response index  

 Domain Item content Number of items         
    Greece Italy Spain France UK Germany F η2 
 Cooking           
1 Domain specific health 4 .827b,d .700d  .400   324.02 .28 
2  like cooking 6 .900b,d .667d  .575   111.58 .12 
3  calorie consumption 2 .222b,d .190d  .153   17.63 .02 
4 Product specific butter 4 .559b,d .269  .278   20.24 .06 
5  butter 2 .853b,d .454  .409   21.96 .06 
6  margarine 6 .677b,d .321  .313   71.33 .19 
            
 Washing           
7 Domain specific doing laundry 3 .606b,c,d,e,f .360f .476b,f .421f    .440f .281 30.83 .08 
8  brand loyalty 2 .529b,c,d,e,f .274 .424b,f .399b,f .396b,f .256 21.60 .06 
            
 Personal care           
 Electric shaving           
9 Domain specific shaving: emotional 12  .448 .442 .384 .409 .475d 2.90 .01 
10 Domain specific shaving: sensorial 10  .420d,e,f .374d,e,f .281 .266 .280 9.74 .04 
11 Domain specific shaving: result 8  .400d,e,f .333d,f .236 .249 .237 11.89 .05 
12 Domain specific shaving: convenience 7  .573d,e,f .571d,e,f .421 .425 .410 11.48 .05 
            
 Blade shaving           
13 Domain specific shaving: emotional 12  .422d .423d .341 .374 .398d 6.83 .01 
14 Domain specific shaving: sensorial 10  .476c,d,e,f .389d,e,f .274 .278 .304 39.85 .07 
15 Domain specific shaving: result 8  .471c,d,e,f .409d,e,f .349 .328 .339 19.57 .04 
16 Domain specific shaving: convenience 7  .462d,e,f .471d,e,f .308 .308 .307 33.83 .06 
17 Domain specific shaving: irritation 4  .354d,e,f .334f .278 .279 .241 9.00 .02 
            

18 General values  7  .544d,e,f .520d,e,f .439f .452f .340 43.55 .06 
Tukey HSD test p < .05; superscripts indicate a higher score;  
a: significantly higher than Greece; b: significantly higher than Italy; c: significantly higher than Spain; d: significantly higher than France; e: significantly higher than the UK; 
f: significantly higher than Germany 
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Table 3 Consumer statistics and reported actual behavior  

 Greece Italy Spain France UK Germany 
      
Number of times per week pastry°  1.7 1.9  1.9   
Variety (different kinds of dishes) ° 4.4 4.4  4.9   
      
      
Textile washing products (national per capita value in Euro in 1993) °° 20.4 24.6 24.9 22.3 19.8 19.3 
      
Number of times shaving per week  if electric shaving  °°°  5.2 5.5 6.0 6.1 5.9 
Number of times shaving per week  if blade shaving °°°  4.3 4.4        5.4 5.6 5.2 
Sales of men’s razors and blades (national per capita value in Euro in 1996) °°°°  3.4 4.6 6.4 5.5 5.7 
Electric shavers (national per capita value in Euro in 1996) °°°°  .8 .7 1.7 1.7 3.2 
° Survey Kitchen studies (I) 
°° Euromonitor Ltd. (1994) 
°°° Survey Personal Care (III) 
°°°° Euromonitor Ltd. (1997) 
 
 
 


