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		Abstract

		Anxiety is a common mental disorder that is characterized by intense worry or apprehension about a possible future adverse event. Accurately assessing it is important for prevention and treatment. Like other mental states, anxiety is often assessed on questionnaires that are comprised of multiple polytomous items. We propose a polytomous Item Response Theory (IRT) model that incorporates a specification of the mechanism behind the binning process by which individuals select the cut points that they use to map their underlying continuous state to the discrete response options. Individuals select these cut points by minimizing the expected error made in communicating their experienced mental state relative to their beliefs about a reference distribution held by the interviewer. We are thus able to disentangle the distinct process of selecting cut points to optimize expected communication, from that associated with a specific realization of a mental state. We apply the model to data collected on anxiety among 800 respondents. The results show that the proposed model fits the data better than classical IRT models which treat cut points as (homogeneous or heterogeneous) incidental parameters. Our data collection and analyses allow us to validate key aspects of the model. The analyses provide meaningful insights about the underlying mechanism by which people communicate their levels of anxiety. 
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