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The Single-Item Questionnaire

If, in the context of a survey, one wishes to know
how old a participant is, one question suffices: “How
old are you?” The same applies if one is interested in
participants’ alcohol use per day, or whether the person
is married or not. The use of a single item to measure
constructs is also common practice in disparate fields
such as job satisfaction ,' stress research ,” or happiness
studies .” In fact, how many different ways are there to
ask how happy a person is?

In education however, things are different. There,
multi-item questionnaires and tests are traditionally the
instruments with which constructs are measured. An
important reason is that the measurement reliability of a
single item cannot be estimated. One needs responses
to more than one item to assess the internal consistency
of a questionnaire or test. And sufficient reliability of
an instrument is a precondition for it to be valid.
However, here the same problem exists. Recently, I
asked a group of medical students to fill in the eight-
item self-efficacy” subscale of the well-known Moti-
vated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ)
developed by Pintrich.* Afterwards, one of the students
asked me: “Why do I have to answer largely the same
question eight times?" Indeed, how many different
ways are there to inquire about a student's self-efficacy?

Despite the measurement concerns, single-item ques-
tionnaires are on the rise. In particular, in true experi-
ments, researchers do not worry much about reliability
issues. For instance, studies into cognitive load, experi-
enced while working on a learning task, estimate with
just one item the amount of cognitive load felt. In
decision-making tasks, confidence in one's own judge-
ment is also usually measured by a single item.

TSelf—efﬁcacy is one's belief in one's ability to succeed in specific
situations or accomplish a particular task.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hpe.2018.02.001

And the reliability problem is easy to circumvent in
three ways: (1) Correlate the single item with a test that
is purported to measure the same construct. If the
correlation is high, say around .80, then use only the
single item rather than the test in the future. The single
item can be said to have high concurrent validity.
(2) Compare two groups that are known to be different
in terms of the construct measured. If differences on the
single item are statistically significant, the single item
can be considered to have sufficient discriminant
validity. (3) Sometimes, students go through a learning
event (they attend a lecture, a group discussion, or are
confronted with a problem they have to solve). If such
learning event is supposed to change the construct of
interest, this change should be reflected in single-item
measures taken before and after the event. This
indicates the predictive validity of the measure. This
approach is useful both in true experiments (where
treatments are withheld from half of the participants),
or in the in educational settings more useful time-series
design.

The central message: Freely use single-item ques-
tionnaires because they are as effective as multi-item
tests and far more time-efficient. But pay attention to
the validity issue.
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