
Rating Scales
and Shared Meaning

A rating scale is an aid to disciplined dialogue . Its pre-
cisely defined format focuses the conversation between the
respondent and the questionnaire on the relevant areas . All
respondents are invited to communicate in the shared lan-
guage of the specified option choices (Low 1988) .

Ambiguity and uncertainty, however, remain . First,
some respondents may not use the rating scale as it was in-
tended to be used . Choosing socially acceptable responses
or falling into a response set defeats the purpose of the ques-
tionnaire . Second, respondents can only interpret a rating
scale in terms oftheir own understandings of category labels .
Lack of clear, shared category definitions invites ambiguity
and idiosyncratic category use . Different interpretations lead
to inconsistent use patterns .

Traditional statistical analysis, however, mistreats all
rating scale observations as precise and accurate communi-
cations . Researchers seldom provide for differences in per
spectives among respondents. These differences cannot be
overlooked ifour objective is the pursuit of useful knowledge
and sound decision-making . We must recognize the various
ways in which rating scale categories might be used and iden-
tify those which enable the maximum extraction of mean-
ing . While this involves choice on the part of the analyst,
"selective emphasis, choice, is inevitable whenever reflec-
tion occurs" (Dewey 1925) . Because there can be no knowl-
edge without choice, it becomes the responsibility of the ana-
lyst to develop criteria by which those choices can be made .

"Meanings do not come into being without language
and language implies two selves in a conjoint or shared un-
derstanding" (Dewey 1925) . Some level of ambiguity is un
avoidable because language can never be exact . Neverthe-
less, shared meaning cannot be extracted from individual re-
sponses unless analysis can identify a common, cooperative
mode of communication among all parties concerned.

Rating scale analysis must take the perspective that
while a rating scale offers respondents a common language, a
tool for "categorizing, ordering and representing the world"
(Halliday 1969), it does not by itself make for meaningful
communication . Since "meaning is located neither in the
text nor in the reader but in their interaction" (Bloome &
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Green, 1984), we must include a step concerned with dis-
covering, rather than asserting, meaning as we conduct our
statistical analyses . just as readers "must choose between
competing interpretations of text" (Bloome & Green 1984)
so must the analyst choose between different interpretations
of the rating scale in order to find a coherent, shared repre-
sentation of what is investigated .

A rating scale, like any other tool, "is defined by how it
is used" (Halliday 1969) . A focus of our analysis must be
how the rating scale is actually used by respondents . We must
discover which transformation of the initial rating scale cat-
egorization extracts the "maximum amount of useful [shared]
meaning from the responses observed" (Wright et al . 1992) .

As shared meaning develops, we establish criteria so
that we do not ignore the individual, but rather provide a
scoring medium through which the dissenting individual's
voice may be heard more clearly. We set the stage so that
individuals who do not subscribe to our construction ofshared
meaning can stand out and be noticed . By establishing an
explicit commonality among most respondents, we enable the
meaning which stems from an individual's unique interac-
tion with an item or a group of items to emerge .

The constructive analysis of rating scale data can pro-
mote both general dialogue with the group and specific dia-
logue with the individual .
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