The Role of Importance Ratings in Quality of Life Measurement

Associate Professor Tom Trauer and Associate Professor Andrew Mackinnon

Mental Health Research Institute, Melbourne

Many Quality of Life (QoL) instruments ask respondents to rate a number of life domains in terms of satisfaction and personal importance, and derive weighted satisfaction scores by multiplying the two ratings. This paper demonstrates that this practice is both unnecessary and undesirable. 

Firstly, there is evidence that, for most instruments, QoL domains are selected on the basis of their inherent importance, rendering separate importance rating partially redundant. 


Secondly, multiplied scores present difficulties in interpretation: is high satisfaction multiplied by low importance really equivalent to low satisfaction multiplied by high importance?

Thirdly, multiplicative composites have undesirable psychometric properties. Correlations of such composites with external variables can change simply by changing the scaling of a 5-point scale from 0 to 4 to 1 to 5. It is surprising and somewhat counter-intuitive that such a seemingly inconsequential change to a rating format could change the relationships of the QoL measure with other variables.

Fourthly, correlational and predictive studies that have compared weighted with unweighted satisfaction ratings have found that there is negligible or no advantage in the weighted ratings.

These considerations do not mean that the importance of QoL domains are irrelevant to respondents, nor that they have no practical or theoretical value in their own right. However, apart from the face validity and the intuitive appeal of multiplying satisfaction ratings by importance ratings, there appear to be no sound reasons for doing so, and several good reasons not to do so.

Identifying and Addressing "Invisible" Errors in the Cross-Cultural Adaptation of Health Status Measures

Kaye Brown, Sandra Gifford, School of Health Sciences, Deakin University.

Common perceptions of health-related quality of life (HRQoL) questionnaires emphasize their status as "instruments" but give little consideration to the fact that they are also a text destined for discourse. This situation can be attributed to the pervasiveness of the ‘message’ model of communication, an approach embodying a set of inter‑related assumptions with respect to the nature of language, context and meaning. We use Clark’s collaborative model of communication to illustrate how understanding is achieved in the course of ordinary interaction and to demonstrate how misunderstandings may remain “invisible” to normal survey quality control procedures for standardized HRQoL interviews. Based on this analysis, we argue that the cross‑cultural adaptation of HRQoL measures would benefit from a greater focus on ‘throughput’‑oriented methods, such as cognitive interviewing techniques (interaction coding, paraphrasing, questionnaire appraisal coding, etc) that are now routinely used in survey contexts. This may be particularly useful in the context of cross-cultural adaptation of HRQoL measures where the more traditional ‘input’‑oriented methods, such as translation and back‑translation; and the ‘output’‑oriented methods of psychometrics are much in evidence with little apparent effect of more recent models of communication. Adding cognitive interviewing techniques that draw information from different sources (e.g., interviewers, respondents, experts) addresses gaps in existing translation and adaptation protocols and, when used with traditional methods, can provide a more accurate overall means of identifying problematic questions than relying on input‑ and/or output‑based methods.

The Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) 

Survey and Quality Life Measures

Mark Wooden, Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research, University of Melbourne

Most industrial nations now conduct large-scale, representative household-based panel surveys. This paper reports on a recent Commonwealth initiative to implement a similar large-scale panel survey in Australia – the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (or HILDA) Survey. Moreover, a feature of the HILDA is that its coverage extends beyond an economic focus to consider other broader issues, including quality of life.

The principal objectives of the paper are twofold. First to provide an outline of the HILDA Survey design and second, to summarise the types of quality of life measures on which data are being collected. Additionally, the paper will briefly report on research being undertaken using these type of data in other countries

Carers of people with mental illness: 

Personality, perceived control and subjective quality of life.

By Rachel Cousins

Supervised by Bob Cummins

Subjective quality of life is a useful concept for describing populations.  Yet, better understanding how subjective quality of life is maintained can enhance the information this concept provides.  Personality and perceived control are two psychological processes proposed to maintain subjective quality of life.  Carers of people with mental illness comprise an informative population in which to investigate these three variables, as they are likely to have low subjective quality of life and may be vulnerable to obvious losses in perceived control.   This research aimed to examine the differences in, and relationships between, personality (extroversion and neuroticism), perceived control (approach control and avoidant control) and subjective quality of life in a sample of carers of people with mental illness and a comparison sample of people who do not care for someone with a disability.  The results showed that carers of people with mental illness had significantly lower subjective quality of life, particularly in the domains of health and emotional well-being, and approach control.  Furthermore, unexpected differences in personality were found where carers had higher neuroticism and lower extroversion than the comparison sample.  The relationships between the variables were complex for the carer sample.  Here neuroticism, approach control and avoidant control added to the prediction of subjective quality of life.  Furthermore, there was evidence that neuroticism predicts subjective quality of life both directly and indirectly, via approach control.  The relationships between the variables for the comparison sample indicated that neuroticism predicted subjective quality of life indirectly via approach control.

Self-esteem, control and optimism: What is their relationship?

Catherine Croft and Robert Cummins,

Deakin University

Self-esteem, perceived control and optimism are often seen as three interrelated constructs due to each being a positively biased cognition that contributes to a sense of subjective well-being.  Surprisingly however, few studies have empirically examined the relationships between these constructs.  The current research was designed to assess the validity of the assumption that self-esteem, perceived control and optimism form three distinct well-being constructs.  To achieve this end a factor analysis was performed on scale items that were rendered equivalent in terms of likert scale construction and response mode.  Participants consisted of 309 adults aged between 18 and 90 years who were randomly selected from the general population.  It was hypothesised that self-esteem, perceived control and optimism would form one underlying factor representing a general positive perspective.  The results support this hypothesis.  Implications of these results for self-esteem, perceived control and optimism measurement and theory are discussed.
Preventive Intervention for Conduct Disorder:

Consideration of a Novel Approach Involving Animal-Assisted Therapy.

Nicholas, R. Fawcett and Eleonora Gullone

Department of Psychology, Monash University

Conduct disorder (CD) is among the most intractable mental health problems and has been found to be increasingly prevalent through childhood, and into adolescence. Although many of the behaviours that comprise CD have been studied, there has been a lack of research on preventive interventions for childhood conduct problems. This article examines the risk factors for the development of CD, which include the characteristics of early-starting conduct-disordered children, their parents and families. The limitations of current preventive intervention strategies are discussed, and directions for future preventive interventions are identified, including the promotion of concern for others, and the development of positive relationships with others. A case study is used to illustrate the possible benefits of incorporating non-human animals in an intervention. This is followed by a discussion of the potential benefits of Animal-Assisted Intervention for the preventive treatment of conduct problems in children, and the need for empirically validated research in this area. In sum, this article demonstrates that developing a better understanding of risk and protective factors of CD in children, and adolescents, will lead to improvements in primary prevention and intervention efforts for children at risk.

Spirituality and Well-being: A comparative study between university and theological college students

Wenda McPherson and Robert Cummins

Although the contribution of spirituality to subjective well-being has become a growing area of interest to researchers examining well-being in the human sciences, few studies have empirically examined the relationships between the constructs.  The few studies that have considered the relationship have reported contradictory findings with several of the studies concluding that no apparent relationship is evident.  The suggestion that personality is a significant predictor of subjective well-being and a major component in the system that maintains subjective well-being is explored.  It is proposed that personality may not have been taken into consideration in the previous studies and may well be an explanation for the inconsistent findings of the relationship.  This cross-sectional study is investigating how well reported levels of spirituality in a population of mainstream university students as compared to a population of theological college students, can predict subjective well-being when the effects of personality are held constant.

Examining the Influence of Job Autonomy on Job Satisfaction and Job Related Primary Control and Secondary Control Strategies

Elise Maher and Robert Cummins

Deakin University

Within the field of industrial and organisational psychology, job satisfaction is one of the most extensively researched topics.  Several theories of job satisfaction have demonstrated that job autonomy is a predictor of job satisfaction.  The most widely cited theory of job autonomy is the job demand-control model (Karasek, 1979).  This theory postulates that job autonomy buffers the effects of job demands.  This theory is criticised however, for its explanation of the buffering effect.  We still do not know how an employee with low job control handles a job demand as compared with an employee with high job control.  In response to this, a more detailed explanation of how job autonomy buffers job demands is developed.  This explanation proposes that job autonomy buffers job demands by influencing the way employees respond to their demands (i.e., primary control strategies or secondary control strategies; Rothbaum, Weisz & Snyder, 1982).   Primary control strategies involve changing the environment to suit the needs of the self, whilst secondary control strategies involve changing the self to fit in with the environment.  It is expected that employees with low job autonomy will experience more primary control failure than employees with high job autonomy, and thus will report lower primary control.  In order to compensate for this primary control failure, they are expected to increase their reliance on secondary control strategies.  These propositions were tested on a sample of academics and supermarket register operators.  Although the two groups did not report different levels of job satisfaction, the academic group reported higher levels of job autonomy, and lower levels of secondary control, than the supermarket operators.  The implications of these findings, both theoretical and practical, are discussed.  

Subjective quality of life and health of Croatian immigrants in Australia

Gorka Vuletic, Robert Cummins

The aim of the research is to compare the subjective quality of life and self-perceived health status in Croatian immigrants living in Melbourne with Australian population and examine associations between social support, physical and mental health status, sense of control and life satisfaction in this group. In addition, there is the assumption that differences in subjective quality of life and health between immigrants and Australian population are explained by social disadvantages.  Also, we intended to determine their major sources of satisfaction and dissatisfaction, and to discover links between such factors and health.  Results from Australian national health survey and Croatian health survey will be shown for comparison.

Communication skills online: anomaly or necessity?

Anita Jawary

Deakin University

This paper compares the use of two online environments, First Class and WebCT, by Deakin University School of Computing and Mathematics for unit delivery of Communication Skills for Information Technologists,(SCC111). It examines student online submissions in the light of social satisfaction, teaching objectives and current perceptions of the meaning of 'good communication skills'. On the basis of research findings, the paper will propose future directions for improved communication skills acquisition as well as communication satisfaction in an online learning environment. 

Antipodean worlds?

Politics and quality of life for the ‘options generation’

Dr Peter Haeusler

School of Australian and International Studies

Deakin University

Young adult Australians are commonly cast as the generation for which politics is of little moment. Notions of apathy, cynicism, disengagement, uncertainty and disappointment abound in the literature. At the same time neo-liberal prescriptions have affirmed the efficacy of the market and the problem-bound nature of political/governmental activity. Seemingly, for a great many people the world of politics diverges evermore from that associated with human development, happiness and fulfilment. In examining the political values and dispositions of young adults this paper argues that there is a propensity among commentators to cast them in totalising, often highly stereotypic terms, a situation exacerbated by lingering, yet very contestable historical suppositions. Moreover, there is a dearth of substantive empirical research, while the tendency towards restrictive, overly static formulations of ‘the political’ means that the shifting and diverse forms of political attachment, expression and understanding today are not adequately recognised or drawn into account. In addition, conceptual vagueness, even confusion and conflation mark the literature, particularly where notions of alienation, apathy and cynicism are concerned. One result is that the degree of resistance and desire for a reinvented politics is diminished, if not rendered invisible. The paper also reports on preliminary qualitative research being undertaken among young political activists in connection with these issues. Overall, it is argued that among young adults quality of life issues remain strongly associated with political life, although there are tensions as well as ambiguities here. 
Do Community-based Methodone programs influence Subjective Well-Being?

Rachael Freeland and Robert A. Cummins

Deakin University

AIM: TO investigate whether individuals participating in community-based methadone programs report lower levels of subjective well-being (SWB) that a control group of non-users.

RATIONALE:  Methodone maintenance has been described as an effective treatment modality to reduce illicit drug use and the criminal behaviors associated with such use.  However, individuals participating in this treatment face numerous constraints, including the financial burden, the perceived loss of control, the stigmitisation, and the adverse side effects.  To date, few studies have explored the subjective experience of this group, and an understanding o the SWB is important in developing effective treatment regimes for opiate users.

METHODS: Subjects: 52 individuals who had been in their current methadone program for 18 months or less, 60 individual who had been on their current methodone program for longer than 18 months, and 95 individuals who did not have an addiction to opiates.

Measures: Comprehensive QOL scale (Cummins, 1997); NEO Five factor inventory (Form S) (Costa & McCrae, 1992), the revised LOT (Scheier & Carver, 1985), Rosenberg's (1965) Self-esteem scale, and the Primary and Secondary Control Scale (Maher et al., 2001).

RESULTS: Significant differences existed between the methadone groups and the control group on SWB, and on each of the variables which play a role in its homeostatic maintenance, including personality, self-esteem, optimism and perceived control.  There was no significant differences between the methadone groups.

CONCLUSION: The participants from the methadone group demonstrated reasonably fragile SWB homeostatic systems which were not very robust to changes in extrinsic circumstances.
Living with arthritis: Subjective Quality of Life and Control

Misajon, R., and Cummins, R. A.

Deakin University, Melbourne, Australia

Previous research has indicated that arthritis has a negative impact on subjective quality of life.  This study examines the subjective quality of life of people with arthritis, as compared to the general population, and also investigates the role of pain, personality (extraversion, neuroticism), control (domain, primary, and secondary) and world beliefs.  There were ninety-four participants with arthritis, and ninety-eight from the general population.  The expectation that people with arthritis would experience a lower subjective quality of life was not supported.  This finding may be related to the fact that the arthritis participants were recruited from arthritis self-help groups.   As expected, the arthritis group experienced significantly higher pain disability and pain intensity.  They also experienced lower negative world beliefs and were less extraverted.  No group differences existed in regards to control.  However, for both groups, domain control was a significant predictor of subjective quality of life.  This indicates the importance of control in regards to subjective life quality, but the findings also provide positive evidence that some people are capable of maintaining moderately high levels of subjective quality of life even in the presence of arthritis.

A new direction for Quality of Life: Evaluating the Comprehensive Quality of Life Scale as a measure of satisfaction and depression.

Name: Vanessa Cook (student of Health Psychology Doctorate), supervised by Professor Robert Cummins.

Depressed individuals have a reduced Quality of Life (QoL), as shown by the close negative correlation between quality of life and depression scores and the significant ability of QoL measures to predict depression.  There is a recognised a need for a measure to quantify levels of happiness and depression along a continuum.  Personality and affective factors have been shown to influence subjective well-being, and furthermore appear to correlate with and predict depression.  This research proposes to assess the ability of the Comprehensive Quality of Life Inventory to assign a score of satisfaction and depression and indicate the life domains that are associated with the depression for the individual.  The participant group will consist of a sample of the general population who are currently involved in another quality of life study.  Approximately 1,000 participants over the age of 18 will be mailed the questionnaire for this project, which will consist of the Comprehensive Quality of Life Scale, a depression inventory yet to be confirmed (possibly the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale), the NEO Personality Inventory and a Trait Mood measurement. A MANCOVA statistical analysis will be used to evaluate the ability of the ComQol to screen for depression, and to identify the interaction between personality, affect, Quality of Life and depression.

Improving the Quality of Life of patients with co-morbidities requiring acute care

Allison Williams

Reduced mortality rates in the Western world have created an increase in people with co-morbidities who have the potential to require acute care hospital services.  These patients' chronic conditions often require complex needs that may not always be met by an acute care focus.  This has created a precedent for nurses concerned with the holistic care and quality of life for these patients.  This paper aims to describe the experiences of patients with co-morbidities who were admitted to hospital with an acute illness.  This exploratory descriptive design selected patients in acute care who had more than one co-morbidity for approximately five years.  Data was obtained from a purposive sample of twelve patients within two weeks of being discharged home using a semi-structured interview approach.  Data analysis was conducted utilising Nvivo software to process the Colaizzi [1978] method.  The theme clusters revealed a lack of continuity and co-ordinated care of the patients' co-morbidities during the acute admission and in discharge planning.  It was seen that combinations of chronic conditions and treatments affected these patients' experience of acute care and thereafter, where conceptualisations of co-morbidity failed to accurately capture the underlying health care needs of these patients.  These findings have implications for a comprehensive and considered approach to these patients' health care needs and quality of life whilst developing an improved understanding of co-morbidity for nursing.  Recommendations for further research conclude this paper.

‘Violent scatterings and quality of life’

Associate Professor Liz Eckermann,

Arts Faculty, Deakin University, Geelong 3217, Australia

The paper examines the effects of diaspora on the quality of life of two groups of war refugees to Australia and the United States. In particular it explores what happens when war refugees such as the Hmong (from Lao PDR) or the Nuer (from southern Sudan) arrive on Australia’s shores with attitudes to violence generated in their war-torn home countries and face laws and services geared to the host country’s non-negotiable principles on violence? Whether violence is perceived as a survival strategy or as undesirable appears to be influenced by key dimensions of quality of life, namely: evaluations of safety, trust, social connectedness, and experience of social, economic and racial discrimination. Do attitudes to civil and tribal violence spill over into the domestic sphere and are health and social services in the host country geared to providing appropriate care and support? The paper addresses these questions and poses a series of challenges for cross-cultural measurement of dimensions of quality of life. 

An Orwellian Pig: The Sane Indian"

Bharat Hazari

Deakin University

This paper describes events that were witnessed by the author on a recent visit to Delhi.

The events had a traumatic effect on the author and made him reflect on issues related to quality of life from several perspectives.  The paper challenges the wisdom of applying neo-classical economics in essentially "irrational environments".  It also highlights the problems in Hindu philosophy of lack of separation between religion and day to day life and psychic causality.

Approaches to Researching the Quality of Life of

 Australian Interwar Feminists 

Mel Irenyi

Deakin University

This paper will discuss the methodology employed to examine the social processes and impact of feminist conflict in Australian in the interwar period of 1920 – 1939. It is a qualitative examination of how feminists viewed the quality of life of women as individual subjects and as a monolithic social group and will explore the issues they identified as impacting on their quality of life and the discourses employed in their endeavours to remedy perceived social imbalances. While acknowledging the potential application of quantitative research tools closely aligned with the positivist tradition of Quality of Life, I will outline the use and value of the qualitative methods I adopted in undertaking archival research and also to contribute to contemporary understandings of Quality of Life. The project forms part of doctoral research which examines the origin, conduct and effects of conflict on Australian feminism as a social movement.

Exploring QOL with Centenarians and Supercentenarians in Australia

Dr. John McCormack

La Trobe University


            Centenarians, and, on a much smaller scale, supercentenarians (people aged 110 years or more) are a newly emerging socio-demographic group in our society, due predominantly to improved public and private health, and decelerating mortality at age 80 years and above. These remarkable survivors are redefining old age, and are of scientific interest not only in terms of the nature / nurture debate but also from a health and social security perspective. Many industrialised economies have centenarian studies underway, looking predominantly at the bio-medical aspects of extreme ageing. These studies confirm, to a certain degree, the expected finding that physical disability continues to increase with age, although there is some heterogeneity within this trend. There is however very little literature on what life is like at these extreme ages.

This work-in-progress study aimed, inter alia, to explore quality of life for people aged 100 years or more via self-report measures of health, memory, life satisfaction and so on. Proxies, who were either family members or paid staff, assisted in completion of the questionnaire. The highly selected sample (n = 33 to-date) consists of people in both residential and community settings, and includes two supercentenarians. An aggregated score on the self-report measures was used to classify people into four status levels. This process resulted in findings of both similarity and difference amongst the centenarians. Most people appear happy to have lived this long, while others do not wish to continue The bootstrap method was used to generate confidence intervals for bivariate correlations, which highlighted self-rated memory as a key variable. The project will continue to develop these measures in conjunction with a multi-disciplinary team.
People with Arthritis: An investigation of those aspects of remedial programs that are effective in enhancing quality of life.

Suzanne McKern (School of Psychology, Deakin University)

Robert A. Cummins (School of Psychology, Deakin University)

The present study was designed to evaluate the subjective quality of life of people engaged in two programs run by Arthritis Victoria: warm water exercise classes and self-management programs. The sample comprised 169 past Self-Management participants (82.2% female), 205 long-term Warm Water Exercise participants (90.4% female), and 180 controls (79.8% female). The majority of participants were English-speaking Caucasians, and approximately a third of each group lived alone. Participants completed a questionnaire comprising a demographic survey and measures of health status, subjective quality of life, control, personality, and use of health care services. Analysis of the data revealed that the overall level of subjective quality of life of each group was within in the normal range (70-80%). However, the subjective quality of life of the warm water exercise group was higher than the other groups. Subsequent tests revealed that satisfaction with health was lower for the control group, and satisfaction with community was higher for the warm water group. Participants in the warm water exercise group reported fewer health problems and lower levels of neuroticism than self-management course participants and controls, while individuals in the control group reported higher levels of pain and more frequent visits to a General Practitioner than their counterparts. Taken together, these findings suggest that participation in Arthritis Victoria’s programs strengthens the homeostatic maintenance of subjective quality of life and reduces frequency of visits to a GP.  However, these findings also suggest a tendency for Arthritis Victoria to recruit program participants who are lonely, female, English-speaking Caucasians, who are coping reasonably well with their illness.

Quality of Life amongst people over 65 years of age:  Does constipation make a difference?

WC Hunter1*, GP Jones1, HM Devereux1, D Jolley1
Deakin University
Aims

The aims of this study was to determine whether quality of life for people 65 years and over is affected by constipation and laxative use and to identify dimensions or functions of quality of life that were specifically affected by constipation.

Method

Of the 79 subjects who completed the pre-screening questionnaire to determine their bowel function and laxative use status , 58 agreed to participate in the phase of the study (73%) of which 22 were females and 36 were males. Subjects completed a quality of life questionnaire, comprising of ComQoL questions and SF36 questions during a face to face interview conducted in their own homes.

Results

ComQoL importance and satisfaction scores were compared by bowel health status and gender.  The most important dimensions for all subjects were health (mean score 9.4), family (mean score 9.3) and their own happiness (mean score 8.7). The total mean for satisfaction score for the whole group was 69%, fractionally lower that the bottom end of the normative range (70-80%).  Constipated subjects scored satisfaction with their health significantly lower than the not constipated group (p =0.02) and subjects who took laxatives once a fortnight or more also had  significantly lower satisfaction with their health (p=0.03).  

Conclusion

Overall the subjects reported a high level of satisfaction with their lives, constipation and laxative use affected their satisfaction with their health.  Further exploration is needed to determine how this will affect lifestyle and health behaviours.

