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Abstract: In the present article, we investigate personality traits that may lead a respondent to refuse
to answer a forced-choice personality item. For this purpose, we use forced-choice items with an
adapted response format. As in a traditional forced-choice item, the respondent is instructed to choose
one out of two statements to describe their personality. However, we also offer the respondent the
option of refusing to choose. In this case, however, the respondent must report a reason for refusing to
choose, indicating either that the two statements describe them equally well, or that neither statement
describes them adequately. We use an Item Response Tree (IRTree) model to simultaneously model
refusal to choose and the reason indicated by the respondent. Our findings indicate that respondents
who score high on openness are more likely to refuse to choose, and they tend to identify more often
with both statements in the forced-choice item. Items containing non-socially desirable statements
tend to be skipped more often, with the given reason being that neither proposition describes the
respondent well. This tendency is stronger among respondents who score high on agreeableness,
that is, a trait that is typically related to social desirability. We discuss the theoretical and practical
implications of our findings.
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1. Introduction

Forced-choice personality questionnaires are assessment tools that present individuals
with sets of statements and, most commonly, ask them to rank the statements according
to how well they describe their personality [1,2]. This approach contrasts with the single-
statement approach, which usually requires individuals to rate themselves on a scale
of how much they agree or disagree with statements that are presented independently
from one another [1]. Using forced-choice items is often presented as a way to counter
response biases such as the acquiescence and the extremity biases [2]. In personnel selection
situations, the forced-choice approach is sometimes preferred to the rating scale approach
to assess personality because the former may be less prone to faking or social desirability
biases, as individuals are thought not to be given the opportunity to present themselves
in a more favorable light by choosing responses that align with their desired image [3].
There is evidence that questionnaires using forced-choice items are indeed less prone
to faking than questionnaires using traditional single-statement items [4,5]. Research
also suggests that forced-choice items exhibit strong equivalence with traditional single-
statement items, demonstrating similar reliabilities, validities, and minimal differential
impact on respondents’ emotional and cognitive reactions [6].

With forced-choice items, just like with single-statement items, it is theoretically
possible to leave the respondent the choice of not choosing a response, that is, skipping
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an item. Giving the choice to respondents to provide or not provide a response to an
item allows respondents not to answer questions they are uncomfortable with or do
not have a response for. This aligns with the general ethical principles of respecting
individual autonomy in personality assessments [7]. Beyond the ethical issue, forcing
respondents to answer questions they do not have a response to could result in misleading
or inaccurate responses. It is generally important to strike a balance between collecting
as much information as possible while also ensuring that the responses obtained are
meaningful and representative of the respondent’s beliefs and attitudes.

While it may seem important to leave the respondent the choice of not choosing a
response option, not choosing can adversely affect the psychometric properties of the
assessment. These non responses can be viewed as missing data, resulting in reduced
reliability of the measurement and larger standard errors of measurement when using
Item Response Theory (IRT) factor scoring. What is also problematic is that the decision
of refusing to choose an answer in a forced-choice item could be linked to characteristics
of items or specific personality traits of the respondents—possibly the very ones that are
supposed to be assessed by the questionnaire. In order to better understand what leads
some individuals to skip a forced-choice item, it is important to study the personality
factors contributing to this phenomenon in interaction with item characteristics.

1.1. Why Would Respondents Refuse to Choose?

To understand the mechanisms that could lead some respondents to refuse to give a
response to a forced-choice item, it is useful to first describe the process of responding to a
forced-choice item. Ref. [1] suggested using Thurstone’s law of comparative judgment [8] to
model the response process to forced-choice items. Specifically, the respondent first assigns
a utility value to each statement composing an item—the utility function being a linear
function of the latent trait [1,2]. The utilities of different statements are then compared
by the respondent who ranks the statements according to their utility [1,2]. In the case of
items presenting two statements, for example, the chosen statement will be the one with
the highest utility.

We propose two main psychological mechanisms to explain individual differences in
the propensity to refuse to respond to a forced-choice item. The first mechanism relates to
some individuals having more complex self-schemas than other individuals. The complex-
ity of self-schemas is sometimes referred to as self-complexity, that is, the number of self-
aspects that compose one’s identity [9]. Individuals with higher levels of self-complexity
have a self concept that is composed of multiple, distinct facets or identities, rather than
being overly simplified or one-dimensional. Following the definition of the construct, it
should be more difficult for someone with more complex self-schemas to rank personality
descriptors based on their utility than for someone with simpler self-schemas. This is be-
cause individuals with complex self-schemas recognize that several personality descriptors
may accurately represent different facets of their multifaceted self. The utility values of the
statements composing an item may appear to them as indistinguishable. Consequently,
they may subjectively experience that several statements describe them equally well, mak-
ing it difficult for them to rank the statements. Refusing to respond to forced-choice items
could thus be thought as a consequence of having complex self-schemas.

If refusing to choose a response can be thought of as a consequence of having complex
self schemas, one might expect that the personality traits that typically correlate with
complex thinking would also correlate with the tendency to skip forced-choice items. Open-
ness is the general personality trait that is most consistently associated with indicators of
complex thinking such as need for cognition [10], ambiguity tolerance [11], and integrative
complexity [12]. Individuals who score high on openness can thus be expected to more
often experience a difficulty to rank statements in a forced-choice item because of the
complexity of their self perception and their tendency to recognize many statements as
descriptive of who they are. Consequently, we hypothesized that openness is positively
associated with the propensity to skip forced-choice items.



Psych 2024, 6 102

There is a second mechanism related to social desirability that could explain why some
respondents refuse to give a response to a forced-choice item. Social desirability is defined
as the tendency to both overstate positive characteristics and understate negative ones.
Research shows, however, that there is an asymmetry between these two tendencies [13].
Specifically, it appears that social desirability is more about understating negative char-
acteristics than overstating positive ones [13]. In the context of an assessment, it should
thus be more important for a respondent not to present themselves in a negative light than
to present themselves in a positive light. When the statements composing a forced-choice
item are socially undesirable, respondents are forced to describe themselves in a socially
undesirable way, which should be particularly threatening with regard to social desirability.
For items using single-statements with a rating scale, the respondent can always indicate
that the item does not describe them; however, with forced-choice items, there is no escape.
To avoid having to describe themselves using undesirable statements, respondents could
be tempted to skip the item. It should be especially the case for respondents who have a
strong need for social desirability.

We can expect that personality traits that are associated with a strong propensity
for social desirability will be linked to skipping forced-choice items containing socially
undesirable statements. The literature on the links between HEXACO and social desir-
ability suggests that all traits are related to social desirability, except for openness [14].
Consequently, it can be hypothesized that, except for openness, all of the HEXACO traits
(honesty/humility, emotional stability, extroversion, agreeableness, and conscientious-
ness) will be more strongly associated with item skipping among items containing socially
undesirable statements than among items containing socially desirable statements. For
individuals scoring high on these personality traits, refusing to give a response to items
that are not socially desirable would be a way to avoid having to present themselves in a
less favorable light. In sum, we hypothesize that traits associated with social desirability
will interact with item desirability in predicting the propensity to skip forced-choice items.

1.2. Study Overview

To test our hypotheses, we used a series of sixty forced-choice items with an adapted
response format. Each item contains two personality descriptors drawn from the HEXACO
model. Within the same item, the descriptors are either both positive (e.g., honest, confident,
extrovert, friendly, organized, curious), or both negative (e.g., dishonest, nervous, introvert,
challenging, careless, cautious). In all, the questionnaire contains thirty positive and thirty
negative items. For each item, the respondent is asked to choose the descriptor that best
describes their personality. The respondent may also choose not to select one of the two
descriptors. In this case, the respondent is asked to indicate whether the two descriptors
describe them equally well, or whether neither proposition describes their personality.

In the present study, we are interested in modeling (1) the refusal to choose and
(2) the reason given for the refusal to choose. In the case where the respondent decides
to choose one of the two descriptors, we do not model this choice. The reason for this is
that, to our knowledge, there is currently no model that can take into account both the
process of responding to a forced-choice item—which requires the use of a Thurstonian
IRT model [15]—and the process of refusing to respond—which requires the use of an
Item Response Tree (IRTree) model [16]. Validating such a model is beyond the scope of
this paper. In the current paper, we use an IRTree model [16] to simultaneously model
the refusal to choose and the reason given by the respondent for skipping. IRTree models
combine elements of Item Response Theory (IRT) and decision tree modeling to provide a
more flexible and informative approach when modeling complex response processes [16].
Specifically, the response process is decomposed into more basic processes and modeled
using nodes—sometimes referred to as pseudo-items [17].

For the purpose of our study, we propose to decompose the process of skipping items
in our questionnaire into two more basic processes. The first one is that the respondent can
decide to choose one of the two descriptors or not (Node 1). If the respondent decides not
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to give an answer, the respondent can then choose to indicate that none of the descriptors
describes them or that both descriptors describe them (Node 2). Note that we do not make
assumptions about the order in which these two processes happen and, even if we wanted
to, an IRTree model gives no information on the order of processes [17]. To investigate
the influence of respondents’ personality traits and item positivity on the propensity to
skip items for one reason or another, we include personality and item covariates and their
interactions with the IRTree model. A conceptual and simplified version of the model is
presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Conceptual and simplified version of the IRTree model used in the current study.

2. Methods
2.1. Participants and Procedure

The sample for this study consisted of 497 users of an online recruitment platform
(Mage = 42.84, SDage = 11.24, 325 women, 164 men, and 8 participants who identified as
non-binary or prefer not provide information about their gender). We invited users who
had filled in a forced-choice personality questionnaire as part of building their online
personal profile to fill in an additional personality questionnaire using rating scales for a
research project via an online survey. No respondent was excluded from the analyses. All
respondents provided informed consent to participate in the study.

2.2. Measures

We administered a personality questionnaire using forced-choice items to measure par-
ticipants’ skipping. The questionnaire was developed using the assessment platform and as-
sesses personality dimensions according to a model based on HEXACO—honesty/humility,
emotionality (i.e., the opposite of emotional stability), extroversion, agreeableness, consci-
entiousness, and openness. It consists of sixty pairs of statements (half of them are positive)
for which users have to indicate which one describes them best. To classify items as positive
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or negative, we relied on a recent large language model that has been fine-tuned to provide
social desirability ratings of questionnaire items, including personality items [18]. In the
validation study, the authors reported a correlation of 0.80 between human ratings and
machine ratings on a validation sample of items, making the machine a cost effective alter-
native to human raters [18]. In our study, items that received a positive social desirability
score from the machine were coded as positive, whereas items that received a negative
social desirability score were coded as negative. Users also have the possibility not to make
a choice by selecting one of the following two non-focal response options: “none of the
options describes me well” or “both options describe me equally well”.

For our analyses, the personality traits and facets of respondents were not assessed
using the questionnaire described above. Instead, we used the Big Five Inventory 2 [19,20],
which is a more extensively researched instrument, and, due to its Likert scale response
format, facilitates the investigation of between-individual differences compared to a forced-
choice questionnaire. This questionnaire consists of 60 statements—we added 12 items to
measure honesty/humility (72 items in total)—for which respondents report their level of
agreement. The questionnaire assesses honesty/humility (facets: greed avoidance, modesty,
and sincerity), emotionality (facets: anxiety, depression, and emotional volatility), extrover-
sion (facets: sociability, assertiveness, and energy level), agreeableness (facets: compassion,
respectfulness, and trust), conscientiousness (facets: organization, productiveness, and
responsibility), and openness (facets: aesthetic sensitivity, intellectual curiosity, and creative
imagination). The scale-score reliability was satisfactory for all six general personality traits
with Cronbach’s α ranging between 0.73 and 0.88.

2.3. Statistical Analyses

In the statistical analyses, we used Item Response Tree (IRTree) models to account
simultaneously for the refusal to choose (Node 1) and the reason given for the refusal to
choose (Node 2) [16]. Because we are interested in simultaneously including person and
item covariates as predictors in the model, we used the multidimensional random item
model for linear response trees [21]. With this model, the variance and covariance of the
latent variables—that is, the tendency to skip and the tendency to choose one reason over
another—are estimated for both items and persons [21].

We estimated a series of models with and without person and item covariates and
compared their fit using the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) [22]. Since our planned
comparisons involved nested models, we also used likelihood ratio tests to compare models.
Model 1 consisted of a baseline model that did not include any person or item covariates.
In Model 2, we added the node, the positivity of the item (effect coded: −0.5 for negative
and +0.5 for positive) and the six HEXACO standardized scores as fixed effects. Finally, in
Model 3, we added all two-way interactions between the node and item positivity (effect
coded: −0.5 for negative and +0.5 for positive), all two-way interactions between the
node and each one of the six HEXACO standardized scores, and all three-way interactions
between the node, item positivity, and the six HEXACO standardized scores. For each
model, we report the marginal and conditional coefficients of determination for generalized
mixed-effect models (R2

GLMM) estimated with the R package MuMIn [23] based on [24].
The marginal R2

GLMM represents the variance explained by the fixed effects, while the
conditional R2

GLMM is interpreted as the variance explained by the entire model, including
both fixed and random effects [23,24].

The dataset was prepared using the irtrees package [21], a package that provides
a series of functions to reorganize datasets and facilitate the estimation of tree-based
item response models with the R package lme4 [25]—a statistical modeling package for
estimating generalized linear mixed models (GLMMs). To estimate model parameters, we
relied on lme4 along with its popular extension lmerTest [26]. GLMMs and lme4 have been
discussed as particularly useful to estimate IRT models [27], particularly IRTree models [21].
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3. Results

As expected, Model 1 was outperformed by Model 2, χ2(8) = 40.47, p < 0.001, AIC1 =
29,076.47, AIC2 = 29,052.00, which was, in turn, outperformed by Model 3, χ2(19) = 580.41,
p < 0.001, AIC2 = 29,052.00, AIC3 = 28,509.59. This indicates that there are significant
effects of the person and item covariates and their interactions on the propensity to refuse
to choose a response option and to give one of two reasons as a justification. Consequently,
we report the estimates of Model 3 in all subsequent analyses (see Table 1).

Table 1. Estimates of the fixed effects of all tested models.

Covariate Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Intercept −1.563 *** −1.786 *** −1.772 ***
Node 1.069 * 1.134 **
Item positivity 0.509 ** −1.207 ***
Humility 0.077 0.271 *
Negative Emotionality 0.075 0.076
Extraversion −0.050 0.061
Agreeableness 0.090 0.181
Conscientiousness 0.103 0.176
Openness 0.297 *** 0.279 **
Node × Item positivity 6.330 ***
Node × Humility −0.298 *
Node × Negative Emotionality −0.002
Node × Extraversion −0.159
Node × Agreeableness −0.140
Node × Conscientiousness −0.115
Node × Openness 0.032
Item positivity × Humility 0.017
Item positivity × Negative
Emotionality 0.274 ***

Item positivity × Extraversion −0.073
Item positivity × Agreeableness −0.129 **
Item positivity × Conscientiousness −0.011
Item positivity × Openness −0.039
Node × Item positivity × Humility 0.001
Node × Item positivity × Negative
Emotionality −1.221 ***

Node × Item positivity ×
Extraversion 0.479 ***

Node × Item positivity ×
Agreeableness 0.906 ***

Node × Item positivity ×
Conscientiousness 0.356 **

Node × Item positivity × Openness 0.595 ***
Akaike Information Criterion 29,076.47 29,052.00 28,509.59
Marginal R2

GLMM 0.00 0.03 0.19
Conditional R2

GLMM 0.61 0.60 0.61
The reference level for the Node variable is Node 1. Item positivity is effect-coded. *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01;
* p < 0.05.

Our findings suggest that the overall probability to skip a forced-choice item is 0.15.
Given that the item is skipped, the reason that is most often reported is that none of the
statements adequately describes the respondent, with an overall probability of 0.65. In line
with our hypotheses, we found that the level of openness of the respondent was positively
associated with the tendency to refuse to choose one of the statements, B = 0.28, z = 3.08,
p < 0.01. Openness also appears to be associated with the reason given for the refusal to
choose, with respondents scoring high on openness being more likely to refuse to choose
because the two statements describe them well rather than respondents scoring low on
openness, B = 0.32, z = 4.34, p < 0.001 (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Item skipping and given reason at different levels of openness. (Left panel): The respondent
scores low on openness (−1 SD). (Right panel): The respondent scores high on openness (+1 SD)

In line with our hypotheses, items consisting of positive statements were skipped
less often than items consisting of negative statements, B = −1.21, z = −4.61, p < 0.001.
The tendency to skip negative items more often than positive items appears to be stronger
among respondents who score high on agreeableness, B = −0.13, z = −3.15, p < 0.01,
and emotional stability, B = −0.27, z = −7.11, p < 0.001, and marginally stronger
among respondents who score high on extroversion, B = −0.07, z = −1.86, p = 0.06. As
expected, openness was not associated with the tendency to skip negative items, B = −0.04,
z = −1.15, p = 0.25. However, contrary to our hypotheses, the tendency to skip negative
items appears to be unrelated to honesty/humility and conscientiousness.

Interestingly, the reason given to skip negative items tends to be different from the
reason given to skip positive items, B = 5.12, z = 8.90, p < 0.001. For positive items, the
probability that respondents indicate that both statements describe them equally well when
they refuse to choose is 0.87, whereas for negative items, it is only 0.04. The difference in
the reasons provided to justify item skipping is also linked to the respondent’s level of
agreeableness, B = 0.78, z = 6.70, p < 0.001 (see Figures 3 and 4).

In response to a reviewer’s suggestion, we conducted a supplementary analysis
wherein we collapsed the two reasons for refusing to answer a forced-choice item, aligning
with the structure of the analysis at Node 1 in Model 3. The results of this simplified
analysis are in line with Model 3. Indeed, the simpler analysis also showed that items
consisting of positive statements are skipped less often than items consisting of negative
statements, B = −1.20, z = −4.58, p < 0.001. The level of openness of the respondent was
positively associated with the tendency to refuse to choose one of the statements, B = 0.30,
z = 3.26, p < 0.01. Consistent with the results of Model 3, the valence of the item did
not moderate the association between openness and the propensity to refuse to choose
an option, B = −0.04, z = −1.13, p = 0.26. Furthermore, consistent with Model 3, we
found that the tendency to skip negative items more often than positive items appeared to
be stronger among respondents who score high on agreeableness, B = −0.13, z = −3.15,
p < 0.01, and emotional stability, B = −0.27, z = −7.11, p < 0.001, and marginally stronger
among respondents who score high on extroversion, B = −0.07, z = −1.85, p = 0.06. The
results of this simplified analysis essentially indicate that the introduction of Node 2 in
Model 3 did not alter the associations between personality traits and the propensity to
either provide or refuse to provide an answer (corresponding to Node 1 in Model 3).
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Figure 3. Item skipping and given reason at different levels of agreeableness for negative items.
(Left panel): The respondent scores low on agreeableness (−1 SD). (Right panel): The respondent
scores high on agreeableness (+1 SD).

Figure 4. Item skipping and given reason at different levels of agreeableness for positive items.
(Left panel): The respondent scores low on agreeableness (−1 SD). (Right panel): The respondent
scores high on agreeableness (+1 SD).

4. Discussion

Our aim with the present study was to bridge the gap in the literature about the
antecedents of item skipping when responding to forced-choice personality questionnaires.
Based on two potential mechanisms to explain individual differences in item skipping in
this context, we proposed hypotheses on the links between general personality traits and
the propensity to skip items. On the one hand, we proposed that openness is positively
associated with item skipping because it is associated with more complex self-schemas
and the evaluation of several statements as equally descriptive of one’s personality. On
the other hand, we proposed that the traits associated with social desirability—that is,
honesty/humility, emotional stability, extroversion, agreeableness, and conscientious-
ness [14]—are positively related to item skipping but mostly when the items consist of
socially undesirable item statements.

Altogether, our findings suggest that different personality traits relate to item skipping
through different mechanisms. For example, openness is associated with a general tendency
to skip items, which we explain by open respondents identifying strongly with more
personality descriptors than less open respondents. This is consistent with the idea that
open respondents have more complex self-schemas, which leads them to skip items more
often. Agreeableness is associated with the tendency skip negative items especially, possibly
for the reason that respondents who are more agreeable do not identify with any negative
personality descriptor in comparison with respondents who are less agreeable. This is
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consistent with the idea that agreeable respondents have a higher need for social desirability,
which leads them to more often skip negative items in particular.

4.1. Implications

Our findings suggest that the propensity to skip forced-choice personality items
is not completely random, as it is associated with both person and item characteristics.
Researchers or practitioners who administer forced-choice questionnaires and allow re-
spondents to skip items should be aware that it is a potential source of bias that should
be taken into consideration. One seemingly easy way to circumvent the psychometric
problems caused by item skipping would be to simply remove the possibility to skip an
item in the first place. This solution is relatively easy to implement, especially in online
assessments in which forcing respondents to give a response before moving to the next
item is technically feasible. However, allowing respondents to skip items aligns with the
ethical principles of respecting individual autonomy in personality assessments [7] and
also prevents respondents from either stopping prematurely or responding carelessly to
the rest of the test. For these reasons, forcing respondents to make a choice may not be
optimal either.

Instead, we should be trying to find ways of limiting the potentially deleterious effects
of item skipping on personality assessments or even using the phenomenon to improve
the assessment. One of the main implications of our findings is that certain personality
traits are associated with a higher tendency to refuse to answer. Concretely, it means that
respondents with high scores on these traits will have more missing responses compared
to others. For these respondents, information is lost and the scores will tend to be less
reliable. One solution to mitigate this problem is to use Computerized Adaptive Testing
(CAT) in conjunction with a large item bank. With CAT, items are presented until (among
other possible criteria) enough information is obtained about a person’s location. With
CAT, respondents who tend to skip more often would need to be exposed to more items
before a reliable estimate of their personality traits is obtained, but the estimate would be
ultimately as reliable as the estimate of respondents who tend to skip less items.

Furthermore, using the same IRT framework as the basis of the CAT, it is even theoreti-
cally possible to extract information about the respondents’ personalities by analyzing their
tendency to skip forced-choice items [28]. In other words, skipping would itself provide
collateral information about the trait(s) measured. Based on our results, information about
skipping items (and the reasons given for skipping the item) indirectly provides informa-
tion about the complexity of the respondents’ self-schemas and level of social desirability,
and it directly provides information about their personality traits. The propensity to skip
forced-choice items could therefore not only be seen as a threat, but also as an opportunity
in psychological assessment.

4.2. Limitations and Future Research

To the best of our knowledge, our study is one of the first to investigate the antecedents
of forced-choice item skipping. However, as any exploratory work, it has limitations. A first
limitation is that we based our hypotheses on assumptions about psychological mechanisms
that might lead respondents to avoid giving a response to items for one reason or another
without directly testing these mechanisms. More studies are needed to test whether the
complexity of self-schemas and social desirability are indeed the psychological mechanisms
that explain the links we found between general personality traits and the propensity
to skip items. A better understanding of the mechanisms would be useful not only to
verify the relevance of our claims, but especially to potentially identify other antecedents
of item skipping. Discovering more antecedents would mean that more information about
the respondents could be inferred from their propensity to refuse to give responses to
forced-choice items.

Additionally, we only explored interactions between item desirability (positive vs.
negative) and the personality traits of respondents in predicting the refusal to choose.
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Exploring interactions with other item characteristics could provide further insights into
the phenomenon of item skipping. One promising idea is to investigate interactions
between the personality dimensions assessed by the forced-choice item and the personality
traits of the respondent when predicting item skipping. Previous research on latency and
personality traits suggests that when respondents score extremely (low or high) on a trait,
they provide faster answers because their self-schema is clearer [29,30]. This could mean
that, for forced-choice items, respondents who score extremely high or low on a trait would
be less likely to skip an item that relates to that trait. Examining these interactions could
allow test administrators to extract additional information from item skipping and inform
the design of more effective personality assessments.

Finally, the development of an integrated IRT model that combines Thurstonian IRT for
forced-choice items and IRTree for modeling the skipping process, along with the reasons
given by respondents, represents a valuable endeavor in the field of personality assessment.
To the best of our knowledge, there is currently no single model that can comprehensively
account for both the act of responding to a forced-choice item and the complex process of
refusing to respond. Such a unified model would not only address the limitations of the
model we used in our study—that is, a model that focuses on item skipping and not on the
forced-choice—but would also open up new avenues for exploring the complex interplay
between personality traits, item characteristics, and possibly the underlying mechanisms
involved in giving a response to forced-choice items.
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