
  

Pros and Cons of the Simple 

Sum Score on Tests and 

Questionnaires 
 

Professor Klaas Sijtsma 
Emeritus Professor, Tilburg University 

 

May 14, 2024 (Tuesday) 
12:45 – 14:00 
Room 401-402, Meng Wah Complex, HKU 
Chair: Professor Jimmy de la Torre 
 

Registration: https://hkuems1.hku.hk/hkuems/ec_regform.aspx?guest=Y&ueid=93966  

Abstract:  
Since the introduction of latent variable models such as item response theory models and factor models (structural equation 

modeling), latent variables have become favorite for representing abilities and traits and differentiating individuals with 

respect to these attributes. However, in the practice of reporting test results to examinees and others concerned such as 

parents, teachers, employers, and therapists, sum scores and test scores that are transformations of sum scores 

(standardized scores, percentiles, IQ-scores, scores on educational tests) are often used because of their simplicity and 

intuitive appeal: They are simply easier to understand and interpret than scores on latent variables such as log odds, and 

therefore have greater potential for communication.  

I will demonstrate that for standard testing, sum scores and their transformations are fully acceptable. Actually—and few 

people including psychometricians know this—item response theory provides the theoretical justification for the practical 

use of the simple sum score. I will discuss situations in which the sum score should be preferred to the latent variable and 

illuminate the opposite situations where the latent variable is superior and must be preferred to the sum score. Both have 

merits and drawbacks, often in different situations. Thus, they complement and strengthen each other rather than compete 
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