Warsaw (Poland) – June 29 – July 3, 2009

3rd conference of the 

European Survey Research Association

Session suggested:

Human values
Human values and subjective well-being. A study in an Italian context.

Caterina Sciarra & Maurizio Cappelli 
Università degli Studi di Firenze (Italy)
Email: 

catemama@libero.it

mauriziocappelli@libero.it

In the ambit of a quality-of-life project, firstly supposed to be used in order to help local authorities to improve their policy standards, two different surveys have been carried out in two middle small urban contexts in Italy (Fucecchio and Atri) by using the same questionnaire design. 

Moreover, collected data allowed researchers to investigate thoroughly the relationships between subjective well-being and human values, observed in terms of importance that each individual attach to life ambits. 

In this perspective, one of the questionnaire’s areas aimed at studying human values by applying the well-known Thurstone scaling approach by asking interviewees to rank eight ambits (friendship, physical aspect, career, culture, family, earnings, social relationship and health).
The results of the analytical approach allowed us to point towards three main goals:

· testing the methodological soundness of Thurstone scaling approach in studying human values 
· studying the relationship between human values and subjective well-being in cross-cultural comparison. This will be done in the perspective of managing “Thurstone data” as importance weights in building complex well-being indicators (F. Maggino, 2007)

· analysing differences and similarities between the two cultural contexts: data allowed us to understand how interaction between subjective well-being and human values may vary by shifting from a context to another, thought these contexts can be considered similar at a macro level.
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Introduction

Thurstone scaling is perhaps the most popular application of the Thustone’s works in subjective measurement.
The studies career of Thurstone might be divided into two phases: the first one is committed in engineering studies, in which, after graduating, he also offered his assistantship in the Thomas Edison’s laboratory. While, in the second period he shifted his scientific interests to another discipline: the psychometrics. As a matter of fact, in the summer of 1914, he enrolled for graduate studies in psychology at the University of Chicago. 
The methodological matter that Thurstone always tried to solve has been the measurement, in such areas as mental abilities, intelligence, attitudes, social judgment, psychophysics and personality.
Our interest focuses on the measurement of attitudes, in which he was engaged because he was persuaded that the methods of attitude measurements mainly adopted during the twenties were inadequate. 
Thurstone formulated the concept of equal appearing intervals, which he extended to the measurement of attitudes through a scale, the Thurstone scale.
“The scale is so constructed that two opinions separated by a unit distance on the base line seem to differ as much in the attitude variable involved as any other two options… also separated by a unit distance” (Thurstone & Chave, 1929, pp. XI, XII). The way in which this scale can be constructed is complex and time-expensive: the researchers develop one theme writing and presenting, to a consistent number of judges (300 experts), a series of about 100 opinions. These judges have to arrange the opinions in 11 piles, ranging from extremely unfavourable to extremely favourable. This intermediate phase is done in order to obtain a selection of items that will compose the final set (of 45 items) which will be submitted to the sample of respondents.
The Thurstone scaling in human values measurement
This introduction is necessary in order to explain the main reason we decided to use the Thurstone scale within a few items of our questionnaire. Basically, we use this scale – in a sort of “experimental way” – with reference to this question: “After reading this series of aspects of an individual’s life, try to order them from the one you consider most important (1) to the one you consider less important (8). The question has been included into the questionnaire in order to investigate the attitude of respondents toward: family, health, look, career, wealth, culture, friendship and social relations.
As the debate about the definition of “attitude” is still open, and there are many schools of thought,  we are going to explain which is the one we used.

Therefore, we embraced the Eagly & Chaiken definition of attitude (1993), which says that an “attitude is a psychological tendency expressed evaluating a specific entity, with any degree of favour or disfavour”. 
- As “tendency” they mean the disposition to answering; 
- As “evaluating” they mean the attribution of any degree of positivity or negativity;

- As “entity” they mean objects, ideas, people, problems...and so on. 
The attitude is multidimensional, namely it is composed of 3 dimensions: affective, cognitive, and behavioural. We tried to take care of all these dimensions in the steps of items construction. 
According to Schwartz, values are the purposes which represent the interests of an individual or a group of people. Each value is included into a system, depending on priorities (Schwartz, 1992). 
Rokeach remarks that values are different from attitudes: the former mainly belong to the “abstract” sphere of the human mind, strictly linked with the personality of each individual; the latter are related to objects, situations, individuals, etc…and mainly belong to the human experiences.  Thereby, he affirms the values determinate and rule attitudes (and they are more resistant to changes). At an individual and social level, values have a motivational, prescriptive and proscriptive function: moreover they are organised into systems hierarchically rated. A system of values, instead of a single value, might give a better and overall comprehension of motivational factors which rule beliefs, attitudes and behaviours. 
As a consequence, we study attitudes, because we consider them as mediators between the most general values and the most specific behaviours. This is confirmed by the existence of an indirect relation between values and behaviours (Kahle, 1983, 1984). 
Although Thurstone scale method has been a remarkable cue for other following surveys it has been criticised over several aspects with reference to the attitudes measurement.
Edwards (1957) highlighted the risks of this plodding process used to achieve the items. “Around 100 judges are necessary if a reliable scaling has to be achieved, there are obvious difficulties of sampling. Again, if the judges do not accurately reflect the population which we are trying to measure, the whole procedure thrown off course”. On the contrary, Nunnally focused about a theoretical and methodological question: he argued that the major difficulty with this model is that items so rarely fit it. 

Our purpose was to streamline the long step of setting items, by jumping directly to rank the dimensions. One basic question: to what extent can the Thurstone’s technique be considered reliable in order to measure attitudes? (Or basically, is the Thurstone’s scale a method reliable and useful in order to rank human values?)

At an empirical level, by simplifying the process, we assume the basic principle of Thurstone method, which consist in placing the stimuli (our 8 values) on a list and asking to the respondent to evaluate them by ranking.
As we arranged this step without the pre-test phase, we did not split the concepts in more than one sentence by posting them only with their name: 

1 concept = 1 word
This operative procedure has been possible because we approached extremely familiar concepts that everyone can understand. 
Therefore, we assume and we use the same interval between the values: “The essential characteristic of the present measurement method is the scale of evenly graduated opinions so arranged that equal steps or intervals on the scale seem to most people to represent equally noticeable shifts in attitude” (Thurstone, 1928) 
Advantages

Advantages are quite clear even at a first glance. As a matter of fact it is: 

a) Easy to understand by the respondents, that focus immediately and directly on the values; and their reciprocal relationships;
b) Easy to match with other indicators, either objective or subjective;
c) Useful and easily comparable with other parallel surveys (as in this instance). 
Moreover, ranking stimuli allows better focalizing on the taken-into-account values, reflecting the way in which people assign a priority and mark individual differences. (Moore, 1975)
Disadvantages
Disadvantages are linked on the other side of the advantages:

a) The process is too simplified and, consequently, researchers have scarcity of data to analyse;
b) The use of the single value into the items does not assure that every respondent attributes the same definition to the involved concept 

c) Ranking the values, instead of marking a score, does not give the possibility to attribute the same importance to different stimuli (values);
d) In the real life, people rarely compare two or more different stimuli at the same time. That is the reason why this comparison takes place at a theoretical level rather than a practical one. It can lead to a few acknowledged biases: the most remarkable is a dissonance between “what I believe” and “what I do”.
In order to better prove our empirical experiment, we test this method throughout a comparative survey concerning the perceived quality of urban life, carried out across 2007/08 in two similar middle small urban contexts such as Atri and Fucecchio. 

Although the two questionnaires differ on regard a few questions (this is due to a severe process of adaptation to the context), they have the same structure, based on the integration between objective and subjective indicators. 
Results
In the moment of answering nobody had any problems of comprehension of the concepts we were talking about. This is the reason why, we had the confirmation that our streamlining choice was correct. The following two paragraphs will show the results obtained by analysing the above question - related to the 8 values ranked by the use of the mean first, then by the Thurstone method, which technically has to be considered as a cumulative model. We are looking at one basic answer:
“To what extent are the two rankings different?”
Considered on regard one question submitted both in Fucecchio and in Atri
FUCECCHIO
The Answer
Taking everything into account, please rank the following 8 values by numbers from 1 (=the most important) to 8 (= the less important):
	a. Friendships
	(
	
	

	b. Look
	(
	
	

	c. Carrier
	(
	
	

	d. Culture
	(
	
	

	e. Family
	(
	
	

	f. Wealth
	(
	
	

	g. Social relations
	(
	
	

	h. Health
	(
	
	NR (   


As the mean value is an intermediary step in order to reach the cumulative final value, the following table shows both processes step by step. 
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Where:
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k = total number of values (8)

Z = score obtained by normal distribution

Therefore, one can easily observe how the two methods elaborate the same ranking, even though with opposite polarities

	Mean model
	Ranking
	Cumulative model

	Mean Score
	Values
	
	Values
	Mean Score

	1.89
	Health
	1
	Look
	0.49

	1.99
	Family
	2
	Carrier
	0.81

	3.70
	Friendship
	3
	Social relationships
	0.91

	4.98
	Culture
	4
	Wealth
	1.07

	5.13
	Wealth
	5
	Culture
	1.12

	5.64
	Social relationships
	6
	Friendship
	1.52

	5.92
	Carrier
	7
	Family
	2.16

	6.75
	Look
	8
	Health
	2.21


ATRI
Also in Atri, the ranking does not appear to change by switching from a model to another.
Roughly, people consider health as much important as family. Then they look at friendship, while culture, social relationships and wealth seem to be placed almost at the same level.  
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	Mean model
	Ranking
	Cumulative model

	Mean Score
	Values
	
	Values
	Mean Score

	2.16
	Health
	1
	Look
	0.38

	2.21
	Family
	2
	Carrier
	0.78

	3.68
	Friendship
	3
	Wealth
	1.04

	4.68
	Culture
	4
	Social relationships
	1.09

	5.02
	Social relationships
	5
	Culture
	1.21

	5.21
	Wealth
	6
	Friendship
	1.53

	5.99
	Carrier
	7
	Family
	2.06

	7.01
	Look
	8
	Health
	2.08


Conclusions

Although we obtained the same ranking, analysing the data either with the mean or with the Thurstone method, the second one allows interpreting the scores better than the mean, because it highlights the distances among values. 

We try to interpret the significance of distances at a sociological level.
The results obtained using the Thurstone method, as a matter of fact, highlight a different conception of what aspects have the priority in an individual’s life between Atri and Fucecchio.
Paying attention to the ranking and to the scores, in Atri health and family have almost the same score: 2,08 and 2,06, it means that the respondents consider these aspects have nearly the same importance degree. In Fucecchio we have not the same result, and the difference between health and family is distant 0.5 points. Another important difference is the inversion of wealth and social relationship: in Fucecchio we have the 5th place wealth (1,07) and social relationship (0,91) is at the 6th; in Atri the tendency is significantly inverted: 5th social relationship (1,09) and wealth (1,04), and it seems like in Atri the interviewees know that human interactions cannot be replaced by material things, more than in Fucecchio.  
The two parallel surveys in Fucecchio and Atri show how Thurstone model can be considered reliable in order to measure subjective values: either ranking or distance among values does not change remarkably by comparing the mean with the cumulative model, even if the cumulative model has the advantage to make clearest and readable the results.
Of course we should test this approach with a bigger number of cases presenting the same question included “at least” in a similar questionnaire: we need a wider sample. 

However, by the moment we can look easily at this study as a cue to develop. 
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