The Semantic Differential and the Likert scales are both used to measure attitudes of respondents with respect to objects, brands, or issues.  However, the Semantic Differential is better suited to measuring knowledge or perceptions of characteristics, while the Likert scale is better suited to measuring evaluations or the affective component of attitudes.

The Semantic Differential scale measures attitudes by giving a series of bi-polar adjectives describing the characteristics or attributes of an object/issue, and asking the respondent to indicate, along a scale between the adjectives, which adjective better describes the object/issue.  If the object is a product and you wanted to compare brand image, then each brand would be rated on the same scales.  The scale is typically 7 points, and each point is numbered from 1 to 7.  For example, in rating beers you could have

Flat 
---- : ---- : ---- : ---- : ---- : ---- : ----   Effervescent

Heavy
---- : ---- : ---- : ---- : ---- : ---- : ----   Light

and you could number from left to right.  For many attributes there will not be a good or bad since preferences for features varies among individuals (like in the two examples above), so there may be no reason to reverse the scale numbers.  However, some attributes could have directionality (such as service or food quality in a restaurant) and you might want to number the scales so the better adjective gets a higher score.  You would want to mix up the characteristics so there would be no halo effect.  For each scale and for each brand, the mean response would be computed.  Each brand could then be plotted on the scales, creating a profile or product positioning.  The brands could then be compared.  

The Semantic Differential gives people’s perceptions about product/issue characteristics or attributes.  It does not determine preference.  However, it is possible to ask the respondents to rate their Ideal brand and it would then be possible to compare each person’s ideal against all of the brands.  Then you would have an idea of what brands the person liked or preferred.  

The Likert scale measures attitudes by giving a series of statements expressing favorable/unfavorable attitudes about the object/issue and asking the respondent to indicate by how much he agrees or disagrees with each statement.  The scale is typically five points ranging from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree.  The statements could be about whether a brand/issue possesses a particular attribute.  However, unlike the Semantic Differential, the statements in a Likert scale will always have a direction sense of more/less, good/bad, like/dislike, better/worse, etc.  

In the Likert scale, numbers are assigned to each response category, but the direction sense must be maintained.  That is, agreeing with a positive statement should get the same score as disagreeing with a negative statement.  For example

President Clinton is

Strongly
Somewhat
Somewhat
Strongly

doing an excellent job.

Agree

Agree

Disagree
Disagree

President Clinton is

Strongly
Somewhat
Somewhat
Strongly

a real loser.


Agree

Agree

Disagree
Disagree

so if responses to the first question are numbered 1 to 4 (left to right) then the second would have to be numbered 4 to 1 (left to right).  These scores are added up for each individual to give them a total score on the scale.  This is their overall attitude (positive or negative).

There are a number of issues involved in these scales.  The first is how many scale points to use, and whether to have a mid-point or not.  We talked about the number 7 ( 2 which says we should use at least 5 but no more than 9 categories.  If we want to force a choice, particularly with the Likert scale, we should use an even number of points.  With an odd number there is the problem of whether the middle response represents indifference or don’t know.

Second, in the Semantic Differential there is the problem of what adjectives to use and the cases where there is no obvious bi-polar adjective.  We talked about using Kelly’s Repertory Grid technique for finding adjectives, and possibly using the Stapel scale if it was not possible to find bi-polar adjectives.  

Third, in the Likert scale, the statements may cover multiple dimensions or features, and simply computing a total score may lead to unreliable interpretation.  When we discussed the cases we talked about grouping statements into similar categories and calculating a total score for each category.  Of course, we could still do a profile if every statement covered a different dimension.

Fourth, neither are standardized, and in both cases you have to develop a new set of scales for every problem.

