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The severity of bias in consumer self-reports due to acquiescence response style (ARS) and extreme response style (ERS) depends

strongly on how stable these response styles are over the course of a questionnaire. In the literature, different alternative hypotheses on

response style (in)stability circulate. Therefore, nine alternative models are derived and fitted to secondary and primary data. It is

found that response styles are best modeled as a tau equivalent factor complemented with a time invariant autoregressive effect. This

means that ARS and ERS are largely but not completely stable over the course of a questionnaire, a finding that has important

implications for response style measurement and correction.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Previous research has shown that the validity of consumer

research using self-report agree-disagree items is threathened by
bias due to response styles, especially acquiescence response style
(ARS) and extreme response style (ERS). The impact of ARS and
ERS, however, depends on their stability over the course of a
questionnaire. Consider the following three scenarios. (1) If ARS
and ERS are completely unstable, they reduce to random error. (2)
If they are highly consistent across item sets in a questionnaire, they
have high impact, but are easy to measure and hence to correct for.
(3) Finally, if ARS and ERS are partly stable, partly unstable over
the course of a questionnaire, they can be expected to have an
important but local impact, while being hard to measure.

In the literature, different alternative hypotheses on response
style (in)stability circulate. A methodical evaluation of these alter-
native hypotheses is called for. Therefore, nine models were formu-
lated representing the relation between response styles in k sets of
items that follow one another in a single questionnaire but that are
not related in terms of content. For each item set, a response style
indicator can be computed for ARS and ERS, resulting in k ARS
indicators and k ERS indicators.

The proposed models for the k response style indicators vary
on two dimensions. First, the response style indicators may have
loadings on a common factor that are (1) estimated freely for each
indicator, (2) equal across item sets (tau equivalent), or (3) zero
(there is no common factor). Second, subsequent indicators may be
linked by means of an autoregressive effect that is (1) freely
estimated for each pair of subsequent indicators, (2) equal across
pairs (time invariant), or (3) zero (there is no autoregressive effect).

The models were fitted to data reported by Hui and Triandis
(1985) in support of response style instability, as well as to a data
set that was collected by means of a specifically designed question-
naire, which consisted of a random sample of items taken from scale
inventories in marketing and social psychology. Model-data fit was
evaluated in terms of RMSEA, close fit and BIC.

It was found that response style indicators based on item sets
in the same questionnaire share a strong common factor. This
finding provides convincing evidence against the claim that re-
sponse styles are completely unstable, irrelevant (an apparently
common belief) or even non-existing.

Though less outspoken, there also was evidence of an
autoregressive effect, indicating that there is a local component to
response style variance in addition to the stable variance captured
by the common factor. The model that makes the optimal trade-off
between parsimony and fit (and has the lowest BIC) uses only two
parameters (in addition to the unique variances) to capture the
structure underlying response style variance: one factor loading
(the model posits tau equivalence) and one autoregressive coeffi-
cient (which is time invariant).

Based on the results, the following approach is recommended
for consumer research. When designing a questionnaire, random
sets of items should be drawn from the same item universe (e.g., the
universe of marketing items) as the substantial items in the study.
These random items, grouped in four to five item sets, should be
included dispersed throughout the questionnaire, so that they can be
used as indicators for latent ARS and ERS factors. Using multiple

indicators, ARS and ERS can be modeled as latent variables to be
used as control variables in the model(s) of interest. If researchers
want to use only one set of items to create one response style
indicator, for example using the ERS scale by Greenleaf (1992), it
is recommended to include it in the questionnaire right before the
scale of interest. However, the use of multiple response style
indicators based on randomly sampled items is preferred. Such
procedure has not been implemented yet to measure response
styles, though it offers important benefits. First, it allows for more
thorough model comparisons than have been common in the
context of response styles: the issue of (in)stability cannot be
addressed by coefficients of internal consistency, split-half corre-
lations or visual inspection of correlation matrices. Second, it
allows for further evaluation of measurement models in terms of
discriminant and convergent validity as well as the assessment of
measurement invariance across different groups of respondents,
like different modes of data collection, cultural groups, etc. Further,
the use of random items makes the response style measure applica-
ble to all other items taken from the same item universe rather than
risking content domain specificity. Also, modeling response styles
by means of several indicators allows for unique variance in the
item sets. Finally, the use of several indicators enhances stability of
the response style model.

To conclude, ARS and ERS appear to have causes that are
partly but not fully stable. Modeling the response styles by means
of multiple indicators that share a common factor (with tau equiva-
lence), complemented with a time invariant autoregressive effect,
provides an important tool for measurement and correction of
response styles in consumer research.
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