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The Fifth Edition of the ComQol scale, which is available through the Australian Centre on Quality of Life (http://acqol.deakin.edu.au), was created in 1997 following some five years of development. It has subsequently received modest attention, receiving 32 citations up to the end of 2000.

To a reasonable extent, the sale is valid, reliable, and sensitive to change. The published manuals present these data. Thus, it has proven utility as a quality of life measure and the data that have been obtained through its use are informative of the quality of life construct. However, ComQol has always been a ‘work in progress’ and much new information and understanding has been produced since the 1997 edition was created. During this intervening period, considerable thought has gone into the options of either creating a Sixth Edition of the Scale or using the new information and understanding to create a derivative scale.  The latter course has been chosen.

The reason for this choice is that major changes in format are required, and these are described below. However, this has been a difficult decision.  As I have grappled with developing the scale over the past decade, many colleagues have provided assistance by way of data sharing, scale translations, and ideas for improvement.  I am, and will remain, most grateful for this support.  It allowed development to proceed to the point where the scale was functioning well within the conceptual framework of its construction.  And here I must reiterate that data generated from the use of ComQol remain valid and reliable measures of life quality.  However, it is now clear that the scale can be improved in a number of different ways.  This makes it simpler to create a new derivative scale, rather than persist with the constraints of the old scale structure.

The most important single factor that has led to this decision is the realization that multiplying importance and satisfaction is an invalid procedure.  There are, however, a host of other matters which have been identified as problems with the ComQol, and which are solved by the Personal Wellbeing Index. A description of these issues is as follows:

1.
The objective scale

Despite numerous item changes over the years, the 21 objective items do not factor into seven factors of three items each as intended. The implication is that the items do not demonstrate construct validity at the level of the domains. These items can, however, be used as a general overview of objective life quality.

2.
Multiplying importance and satisfaction

A feature of this scale, and of several other quality of life sales, is that it multiplies Importance and Satisfaction. This has considerable intuitive appeal. It allows the satisfaction that a person experiences with any domain to be ‘weighted’ by the importance they allocate to the domain. The logic of this procedure becomes more compelling because, since the seven domains are fixed, all respondents are forced to register a satisfaction rating against each one. Thus, it may be the case that someone can be ‘satisfied’ with a domain (e.g. their material wealth), even through they do not value the domain (e.g. they have taken vows of poverty). In this case the multiplication by low importance would reduce the contribution of the domain to that person’s total subjective quality of life score (obtained by summing across the domains).

Unfortunately, compelling though this seems, the process is flawed. The product of Importance and Satisfaction is a ‘multiplicative composite’. It is, actually, an interaction term derived from the two primary variables. The difficulties and findings associated with this are as follows:

(a) It is assumed that the multiplication produces a meaningful outcome. That is, the meaning of the product can be understood in terms of each constituent variable. However, this can occur only for ratio data. Likert scale data are quasi-interval, not ratio. The procedure is therefore conceptually flawed.

(b) An additional assumption is that the psychological value of each scale choice point is equivalent between the two scales. Thus, for example, a score of 5 on a 7-point scale of importance has the same relative value as an equivalent numerical score on a scale of satisfaction. This assumption is almost certainly false. The psychometric distance between choice points is known to vary along the length of scales where the choice-points are labelled (McHorney et al, 1994). Moreover, different forms of labelling, as used for the importance and satisfaction scales, will produce different degrees of psychometric distance between adjacent scale choice points. The implication of all this is that the multiplication process is combining values with asymmetrical psychological meaning.

(c) In a similar vein, a change in an importance score from 2 to 4 should denote the same degree of perceptual shift as a corresponding score change in satisfaction. This has not been demonstrated.

(d) Data simulations demonstrate the non-linear nature of multiplicative composites derived from Likert scale data. This has been demonstrated by Trauer et al. (2001), who also argue the points made above.

(e) Because the multiplicative composite is an interaction term, its contribution to the explanation of relationships or differences should be calculated only after separate calculations have been made using importance and satisfaction. Thus, for example, if the relationship between perceived health and subjective QOL is to be examined, the correct procedure is to use hierarchical regression (Evans, 1991). In this procedure, Step 1 involves Satisfaction, Step 2 involves Importance, and Step 3 the composite (SxI). We have made this calculation on several occasions and have yet to discover any residual variance contributed by the multiplicative composite. In other words, the composite is failing to explain any additional variance beyond Satisfaction and Importance as separate variables.

Conclusion

There is no known justification for creating a multiplicative composite of Satisfaction and Importance. However, in practical terms, creating the composite does not appear to adversely affect the outcome. Through many examinations of such data, we find that the statistical behaviour of the composite is practically indistinguishable from the use of Satisfaction alone. So my advice is, don’t use it. But if you already have, it is unlikely to have adversely affected the outcome of your analyses. For all practical intents and purposes, the IxS composite behaves almost exactly like Satisfaction used alone. The reasons for this will now be examined.

3.
Measuring Importance

From the discussion above it may seem sensible to treat importance and satisfaction as separate variables. This may well be so. However, I am forming the view that importance may not be a useful construct to measure, at least in the way it is proscribed by ComQol. My reasons are as follows:

(a) Whenever we perform a hierarchical regression, as described in 2(e) above, we find that importance entered as the second step after satisfaction explains no significant extra variance. This is probably why the composite term IxS behaves as though it is satisfaction alone.

(b) The reasons for this may be twofold. First, the concept of ‘importance’ may be subsumed within ‘satisfaction’. We know this is not completely true because importance and satisfaction usually correlate about .5 to .6.  These correlations are high enough, however, for it to be clear that a substantial proportion of the measurable variance is shared. 

The second reason may be that ‘importance’ is a very weak and ambiguous construct. In a paper that is currently in preparation (Lau & Cummins, 2002) we review the literature and conclude that high importance can be accorded to some aspect of life for at least three very different reasons. The aspect may be absent but desired (food for a hungry person), it may be present and highly valued (a Cabinet post to a politician), or it may be present and unwanted (pain to a person with arthritis). As a consequence, ratings of importance confuse different underlying motivations. A rather similar conclusion has been reached by Wicker et al. (1993),  who argue that ‘importance’ is inadequate as a measure of need.

Despite the arguments above, the measurement of importance may yet yield insights relevant to QOL, but this will require a determined research effort in its own right. In the meantime, the nexus between the measurement of importance and satisfaction must be broken. Satisfaction alone is the key response variable reflecting subjective quality of life.

4.
The use of 5- and 7-point scales

We have argued the case (Cummins & Gullone, 2000) that 11-point (0-10), end-defined scales are superior to 5- or 7-point scales for the purpose of measuring life satisfaction. Our reasons are as follows:

(a) A key characteristic of a good response scale is its sensitivity to change. It should allow the respondent to record their satisfaction with a degree of precision that matches their ability to reliably discriminate between changing levels of satisfaction. Yet the 5-point scale provides most people with only a binary choice. The reason is that most people respond only to the positive half of a bipolar dissatisfied-satisfied scale. The 5-point scale thus presents an effective choice only between ‘somewhat satisfied’ and ‘very satisfied’. Cleary this falls far short of a respondent’s discriminative capacity.

The 11-point scale provides 5 levels of satisfaction above the point of scale neutrality. While the discriminative capacity of respondents is uncertain, five degrees of choice is unlikely to exceed this capacity given the universal estimate of 7(2 points of discrimination on a unipolar continuum.

(b)
Responses to 0-10 scales demonstrate equivalent reliability to scales with fewer choice points.

(c)
People find a 0-10 scale intuitively meaningful. 5- or 7-point scales impose a greater cognitive load on the respondent, most particularly since they also inevitably involve choice point labelling.

(d)
Labelling each choice point on a Likert scale introduces error variance since people differ to a remarkable degree in their allocation of a numerical value to such labels. 

Conclusion

The 0-10 point end-defined scale, anchored by ‘completely dissatisfied’ and ‘completely satisfied’, with the mid-point labelled as ‘mixed’, is superior to shorter, labelled scales.

5.
The ComQol domains

The seven domains have formed the basis for the Personal Wellbeing Index described below. These domains were intended to comprise the first-level deconstruction of ‘life-as-a-whole’, and they have performed well in this regard (Cummins, 1996; Cummins, 1997). However, some problems are now evident as follows:  (a) The domain of ‘spiritual or religious wellbeing’ was excluded; (b) The domain of ‘happiness’ seems out of place in that it is not a domain in the same sense as the others. Specifically, it cannot be reliably operationalised both objectively and subjectively (see Hagerty et al., 2001, for an extended discussion of domain criteria), and refers to an affective state rather than a domain of life; (c) The wording of some domain questions is not optimal in the original form.

6. The versions of the scale for school age children, and for people with either an intellectual or a cognitive disability

The ComQol scale has been produced in separate versions to cater for the above named groups of people. While the Personal Wellbeing Index will need to be trialled to establish its psychometric performance characteristics, it seems likely that it will perform in a manner very similar to the ComQol satisfaction scales. Moreover, there are two aspects of the Intellectual/Cognitive disability version that have proved useful and which can be applied to the PWI. One is the pre-testing protocol to establish respondent competence at the required task, and the other is the use of cartoon figures and faces to elicit scale responses. For all of these reasons the ComQol manuals remain available from http://acqol.deakin.edu.au

The Australian Unity Wellbeing Index

The seven domains of satisfaction from ComQol have formed the basis for a new scale called the Personal Wellbeing Index. This index has the following characteristics:

(a) It comprises seven domains of satisfaction

(b) It utilises an 11-point response scale

(c) It is being placed under intense evolutionary pressure

While the logic behind the first two points is self-evident from the preceding discussion, the final point (c) requires an explanation.

In early 2001, the Australian Centre on Quality of Life (ACQOL) at Deakin University formed a partnership with Australian Unity. The aim of this partnership was to develop and maintain an index of subjective wellbeing that could be used to monitor the Australian population. This resulted in the creation of two Indexes that are collectively called the Australian Unity Wellbeing Index: The Personal Index based on ComQol, and the National Wellbeing Index, measures people’s satisfaction with national domains such as economic progress and national security. Since that time, regular surveys of the Australian population have been conducted and these can be downloaded from the Australian Centre on Quality of Life web site  http://acqol.deakin.edu.au  (go to the Australian Unity Wellbeing Index button on the front page).

A guiding hand for the scale evolution is provided by the International Wellbeing Group (IWBG). This group first formed in 2002, constitutes researchers from a large number of countries, who are committed to developing this scale into an index of subjective wellbeing that is cross-culturally reliable and valid. The details of this IWBG and associated documentation, that includes the membership list and correspondence files, can also be found on the ACQOL site.

RECOMMENDATION

The Personal Wellbeing Index is recommended a measure of subjective quality of life. It is the most reliable, valid, and sensitive instrument that our on-going research process can generate. However, this Index should be regarded as a work in progress. It is designed to evolve in response to new empirical data and understanding. The latest version of the Index is available as an Appendix to the latest report on the Australian Unity Wellbeing Index, and also as a separate file on the IWBG web page.
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