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Evaluating one’s life:
a judgment model of subjective
well-being

NORBERT SCHWARZ and FRITZ STRACK

Introduction

Much of what we know about individuals® subjective well-being is based on
the findings of a great number of representative surveys that asked respon-
dents 1o report how happy and satisfied they are with their life-as-a-whole
and with various life domains (see Chapters 2 and 13). These so-called
subjective social indicarors are used in social science research as measures
of the subjective quality of life to supplement measures of the objective
standard of living, which have dominated welfare research in the social
sciences for a long time.

As Angus Campbell {1981, p. 23), one of the pioneers of subjective
social indicator research. points out. the *'use of these measures is based
on the assumption that all the countless experiences people go through
from day to day add w ... global feelings of well-being, that these
feelings remain relatively constant over exlended periods. and that people
can describe them with candor and accuracy.™ As this research progressed,
however, il became increasingly obvious that these assumptions are highly
problematic. In particular. the relationship between individuals' experi-
ences and objective conditions of life and their subjective sense of well-
being was found to be weak and sometimes counterintuitive. Most objec-
live life circumstances account for less than 5 per cent of the variance in
measures of subjective well-being. and the combination of the circum-
stances in a dozen domains of life does not account for more than 1¢ per
cent (Kammann., 1982). Some dramatic examples from various domains
of life include that poor people are sometimes happier than rich ones
(Easterlin, 1974), that patients three vears after a cancer operation were
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28 Norben Schwarz and Fritz Strack

happier than a healthy control group {Irwin, Allen, Kramer and Danoff.
1982}, or that paralysed accident victims were happier with their life than
one might expect on the basis of the event (Brickman erf al., 1978). These
examples, and additional ones from other life domains, provide drastic
illustrations inconsisient with a simple and straightforward relationship
between external conditions and internal state.

Moreover, measures of well-being have been shown 1o have a low tesl-
retest reliability, usually hovering around .40, and not exceeding .60 when
the same question is asked twice during the same one hour interview
(Glatzer, 1984). In addition, these measures were found to be quite
sensitive to influences from preceding questions in a questionnaire or
interview (Schuman and Presser, 1981).

A judgmental perspective

While these findings have been deplored by researchers who consider
subjective social indicators to reflect rather stable inner states of the
respondents (e.g. Campbell, 1981), they are less of a surprise to
researchers in the area of social judgment. From this perspective, reports
about happiness and satisfaction with one’s life are not necessarily valid
read-outs of an internal state of personal well-being. Rather, they are
judgments which, like other social judgments, are subject to a variety of
transient infAuences. As Sherman and Corty (1984) noted, judgments
which researchers ask respondents to make ‘‘don't passively tap into or
elicit thoughts that are already in the subject's head™. Rather, “it is ofien
the case that the judgment is developed at the time the question is asked.
Whatever information is available at the time and whatever principle of
judgment happens to be employed will determine the nature of the
judgment., Many judgments can thus be considered constructions to a
particular question posed at a particular time”, rather than refleclions of
underlying stable attributes of the respondent (p. 218).

During recent years, we have applied this perspective to explore how
individuals evaluate their subjective well-being. In this research we have
not been interested in what makes a person happy, but rather in how
people determine whether they are happy er not. From a “'social cogni-
lion" perspective (cf. Bodenhausen and Wyer, 1987, or Strack, 1988, for
general introductions), we investigated the mechanisms of information
processing that result in the reports economists and sociologists use as
subjective social indicators.

[



Evalualing one’s life- a judgment model of subjective well-being 29
Accessibility of information
Which information is considered?

How do respondents go about it if they are asked *'How are you?" or, more
technically, “Taking all things together, how would you say things are these
days? Would you say you are very happy. pretty happy, not too happy?"'.

Unfortunately, “'taking all things together” is a difficult mental task. In
fact, as an instruction to think about all aspects of one's life, it requests
something impossible from the respondent. How can a person conduct a
complete review of “things these days”. particularly in a survey interview
in which the average time to answer a question is frequently less than one
minute (Groves and Kahn, 1979)? Therefore, the person will certainly not
think about all aspects but probably about some of them. The question is:
about which?

One of the most central principles in social cognition research predicts
that it is the most accessible information that enters into the judgment.
Individuals rarely retrieve all the information that potentially bears on a
judgment, bul truncate the search process as soon as enough information
has come to mind 10 form the judgmeni with a reasonable degree of subjec-
tive certainty (cf. Wyer, 1980; Bodenhausen and Wyer, 1987; Higgins and
King, 1981, for reviews}. Accordingly, the judgment reflects the impli-
cations of the information that comes to mind most easily. One determinant
of the accessibility of information is the frequency and recency with which it
is used. Applied to judgments of subjective well-being, prior use of relevant
information may increase the likelihood that this information enters into
the happiness judgment.

This reasoning was tested in a study in which we manipulated the accessi-
bitity of relevant information. We asked people to think about their present
life and asked them to write down three events that were either particularly
positive and pleasant or were particularly negative and unpleasant (Strack,
Schwarz and Gschneidinger, 1985, Exp. 1). This was done under the pretext
of collecting life events for a life event inventory, and the dependent vari-
ables, among them "happiness” and “satisfaction", were said to be assessed
in order to “find the best response scales” for that instrument.

As predicted, subjects who had previously been induced to think about
positive aspects of their present life described themselves as happier and
more satisfied with their life-as-a-whole than subjects who had been induced
to think about negative aspects.

In another study (Strack, Martin and Schwarz, 1988), the same idea was
lested with a somewhat more subtle priming manipulation. Respondents
were led to think about a relevant life domain simply by asking a specific
question before they had to report their general happiness. Generating an
answer should render this specific information more accessible for sub-
sequent use and therefore influence the judgment. In this study, we asked




30 Norbert Schwarz and Fritz Strack

American students how frequently they go out for a date. which is known to
be relevant to general happiness for that population (Emmons and Diener,
1985). We asked the dating question either before or after the general
happiness question and assumed that the correiation between the two
measures would be increased if the specific question was asked first. Empir-
ically, this was the case. When the general happiness question was asked
prior to the dating frequency question, both measures correlated r = —.12;
a correlation that is not significantly different from zero. Asking the general
happiness question after the dating frequency question, however, increased
the correlation to r = .66, p < .001 (z = 5.04, p < .001 for the difference
in the correlations obtained under both conditions}. We would obviously
draw very different conclusions about the impact of dating frequency on
happiness with one’s life, depending on the order in which the two questions
are asked.

Taken together, these findings indicate that it is not sufficient to experi-
ence positive and negative events, it is also necessary that these experiences
are cognitively accessible at the time of the happiness report. And whether
they are accessible or not may depend on transient influences, such as the
nature of the preceding questions in a research interview.

Is accessible information always used?

Accessible information is not always used in forming a judgment. Rather,
the communicative context of a conversation or a research interview may
induce individuals to disregard highly accessible information under some
conditions. One of the key norms of social discourse holds that speakers
should be informative and should avoid redundancy (Grnice, 1975). In par-
ticutar, speakers are expected to provide information that is “new"”, and
should not provide information that the listener already has. This principle
is known in psycholinguistics as the “given-new contract™ (cf. Clark, 1985),
and can be fruitfully applied to survey situations as suggested by Strack and
Martin (1987; see also Schwarz and Strack, 1988).
* As an example, consider the following question/answer sequences:

Conversation A
Q: How is your family?
Al . . E
Conversation B
Q: How is your wife?
Al ...
Q: And how is your family?
A

While the question about the well-being of the family includes the well-
being of the wife in Conversation A, this is not the case in Conversation B.
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In the latter case, the question about the family refers to the weli-being of
the remaining members of the family because information about the well-
being of the wife was already “given™ in response to the previous question.

The same given-new principle was found 10 underlie the use and disuse
of information when forming a judgment. Above, we reported an exper-
iment in which asking respondents about their dating frequency, prior to
assessing their happiness with life-as-a-whole, dramatically increased the
impact of dating frequency on reported subjective well-being, as shown in
Table 3.1 (Strack er al., 1988).

TasLE 3.1, Correlations berween “general happiness”
and “'frequency of dating"

Control "'Priming” “Conversation™
general dating dating
dating general general

+ conlext
r= =12 r= 66 re= .15

Note: N = 60/cell. avs. b: p < .001;bvs. c: p <.001;
avs, cp>.05.

Adapted from Strack. F.. Martin, L. L. and
Schwarz, N, Priming and communication: Social
determinants of information use in judgments of life
satislaction. European Journal of Social Psychology,
1988; 18, 429-442, Reprinted by permission.

While this question order effect indicated that respondents were more
likely to consider their dating behaviour in evaluating their lives when infor-
mation about dating was activated by the preceding question than when it
was not, another condition of this experiment demonstrated that this is not
always the case. For some subjects, we attempted to place the dating ques-
tion and the happiness question into the same communicative context. This
was accomplished by a lead-in that read, "Now we would like to learn about
two areas of life that may be important for people’s overall well-being.”
This introduction was followed by the same questions that were used in the
other conditions of the study, namely **(a) How often do you normally go
oul on a date? (b) How happy are you with your life in general?”

As is shown in Table 3.1, placing the dating and happiness questions into
the same communicative context, resulted in a dramatic decrease in the
correlation, as compared with the same question order without the above
lead-in. In fact, establishing one communicative context for both questions
completely eliminated the impact of question order. This suggests that
respondents who were asked the dating question prior to the happiness
question were not more likely to consider their dating frequency in evaluat-
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ing their life, despite its high accessibility, than respondents for whom the
accessibility of dating information was not increased to begin with.

In summary, this and related findings (cf. Strack, Martin and Schwarz,
1987, 1988; Ottati ef al., in press) demonstrate that highly accessible infor-
mation will not be used in forming subsequent judgments if it is already
“given", because the norms that govern the conduct of conversation request
speakers to be informative and to avoid redundancy.

How is accessible information used?

We now need to consider how individuals use accessible information, if they
do so. In the preceding examples, the accessible information provided the
basis of the judgment and influenced the answer in the direction of the
valence of the experience. This, however, is not necessarily the case. There
are conditions under which accessible information influences the judgment
in the opposite direction.

In the first study mentioned above (Strack er af.. 1985, Exp. 1), not only
the hedonic quality of the life event was varied, but atso the time perspec-
tive. Some participants had to think about a recent event, others, however,
about an event that had occurred several years ago. The consequences were
quite different, as is shown in Table 3.2.

TaBLE 3.2. Subjective well-being: the impact of valence of event and
time perspective

Valence of event
Time perspective
Positive Negative
Present 8.9 7.1
Past 75 8.5

Note: Mean score of heppiness and satisfaction questions, range is
110 1. with higher values indicating reports of higher well-
being.

Adapled from Experiment 1 of Strack, F., Schwarz, N. and
Gschneidinger, E. Happiness and reminiscing: The role of time
perspective. mood. and mode of thinking. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology. 1985: 49, 1460-1469. Reprinted by per-
mission.

Thinking about hedonically relevant past events did nol only fail to
influence well-being judgments in the direction of their valence, but actually
had a reverse impact. Respondents who thought about a negative past event
reported higher well-being than respondents who thought about a positive
past event (F{1,48) = 8.42. p < .005 for the interaction of valence of event
and time perspective).

In combination, these findings indicate that highly accessible information
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will influence the judgment in the direction of its hedonic quality, resulting
in assimilation effects, if it pertains directly to one’s present living con-
ditions. If the accessible information bears on one’s previous living con-
ditions, on the other hand, it will serve as a salient standard of comparison,
resulting in contrast effects (see Chapter 6).

These experimental results are further supported by correlational data
(Elder, 1974) that indicate for senior US citizens, that the “children of the
great depression” are more likely to report high subjective well-being, the
more they had to suffer under adverse economic conditions when they were
adolescents. The cumulation of negative experiences during childhood and
adolescence apparently established a baseline against which all subsequent
events could only be seen as an improvement (cf. Filipp, 1982). Portraying the
other side of the coin, Runyan (1980) found that the upwardly mobile recol-
lected their childhood as less satisfying than did the downwardly mobile, pre-
sumnably because they used their current situation in evaluating their past.

While the above findings bear on the impact of temporal distance of the
event per se, subsequent research (Strack. Schwarz and Nebel, 1987) demon-
strated that it is not temporal distance by itself that moderates the use of
accessible information but rather the subjective perception of whether the
event one thinks about pentains to one’s current conditions of living or to a
different episode of one’s life. Specifically. we asked students to describe either
a positive or a negative event that they expected to occur in “five years from
now". For half of the sample, we emphasized a major role transition that
would occur in the meantime, namely leaving university and entering the job
market. Theoretically, this should increase the probability that respondents
would assign the expected event to a “different™ phase of their life, and would
therefore use it as a standard of comparison. The results support this reasoning.
When the role transition was not emphasized, subjects reported higher hap-
piness and life satisfaction when they had to describe positive rather than
negative expectations. When the role transition was emphasized, this pattern
was reversed, and subjects reported higher well-being after thinking about
negative rather than positive future expectations.

In summary, these findings indicate that the impact of an event depends
upon whether or not the event is cognitively accessible at the time of judg-
ment. Moreover, the direction of its impact depends on whether the event
is perceived to bear on one's current situation or is assigned to a different
phase of one's life. In the former case, the accessible information will result
in assimilation effects, but in the latter. it will serve as a standard of compari-
son, resulting in conlrast effects (see also Chapter 6). Accordingly, it is
not surprising that the overall relationship between objective conditions
of living and subjective well-being is weak: the same event may influence
subjective well-being in opposite directions, depending on its perceived
““distance™ to one’s current situation.
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Social comparison processes

All of the preceding examples pertained to the use of accessible information
about one’s own life. However, the same principle of accessibility applies to
the use of information about the living conditions of others. Much as the sub-
jectsin the above experiments used highly accessible information about their
own previous experiences as a standard of comparison, subjects were also
found 1o use salient information about others as a comparison standard.
Accordingly, they evaluated their own life more favourably when they were
exposed to a description of past adverse living conditions in their hometown
(Dermer et al., 1979), met a handicapped confederate (Strack, Schwarz,
Chassein, Kern and Wagner, in press, Exp. 2), or listened to a confederate
who described how a severe medical condition interferes with his enjoyment
of life (Strack et al., in press, Exp. 1). In the latier study, the impact of the
confederale’s description was found to be more pronounced whenthe seating
arrangements rendered the confederate visible at the time of the later hap-
piness report, than when they did not, a finding that further emphasizes the
role of temporary accessibility in the choice of comparison standards.

However, respondents’ choice of comparison standards is not only
affected by their exposure to the rather extreme living conditions of others.
Rather, subtle variations in question form, that frequently go unnoticed
in survey research, may also exert a profound influence on respondents’
judgments. Frequently, social researchers attempt to assess respondents’
experiences, their objective conditions of living, or the frequency with which
they engage in a certain behaviour, by asking them to check the proper
alternative from the list of response alternatives provided for them. While
researchers assume that the respondents’ answers inform them about the
respondents’ behaviours or experiences, they frequently overlook that the
list of response alternatives may also constitute a source of information for
the respondent,

As a number of studies indicated (see Schwarz, 1988a, in press a; Schwarz
and Hippler, 1987, for a review), respondents assume that the list of
response alternatives designed to assess their behavioural frequency reflects
the researcher’s knowledge of the distribution of the behaviour. That is,
they assume that the “‘average” or “‘usual” behavioural frequency is rep-
resented by values in the middie range of the scale, and that the extreme
values of the scale reflect the extremes of the distribution. Accordingly,
they use the range of the response alternatives as a frame of reference in
estimating their own behavioural frequency. Moreaver, they extract com-
parison information from their own location on the scale for use in sub-
sequent comparative judgments.

A study on leisure time satisfaction illustrates this phenomenon (Schwarz,
Hippler, Deutsch and Strack, 1985). In this study, we asked respondents to
repori their daily TV consumplion in an open answer format or on one of the

. 1]
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two scales that are shown in Table 3.3. along with respondents’ behavioural
reports.

TaBLE 3 3. Reported daily TV consumption and leisure lime sarisfaction as a
funciion of response alternatives

Low frequency High frequency

alternatives alternatives

Upto 4 h 11.5% Upto2l4h 70.4%
Y“hiolh 26.9% 2%htoldh 22.2%
lhwol%h 26.9% Jhtod%h T1.4%
I““hlo2h 26.9% J%htodh 0.0%
2hto2%:h 71.7% dhtod%sh 0.0%
More than 24 h 0.0% More thap 44 h 0.0%
Leisure time satisfaction 9.6 B.2
Note: N = 79.

Leisure time satisfaction was assessed as an 1i-point bipolar scale {I =
very dissatisfied, | wish there were more variety, IT = very satisfied, I don't
want more variety).

Adapied from Experiment 2 of Schwarz, N., Hippler, H. J., Deutsch, B. and
Strack, F. Response scales: Elfects of category range on reporied behaviour and
comparative judgments. Public Opinion Quarserly, 1985: 49, 388-395. Reprinted
by permission.

As expected, the range of the response alternatives affected respondents’
reports. More respondents reported watching TV for more than 2% hours
per day when given the high than when given the low frequency range scale
(cf. Schwarz and Bienias, in press. for a fuller analysis of the underlying
processes). More germane ta the present issue, respondents extracted com-
parison information from their own placement on the scale. Given a modal
daily TV consumption of slightly more than 2 hours in the Federal Republic
of Germany (Darschin and Frank, 1982), many respondents endorsed a
value in the lower range of the high frequency scale, suggesting to them that
they walch fess TV than “‘usual”. Accordingly, respondents who reported
their TV consumption on the high frequency scale subsequently evaluated
their satisfaction with the variety of things they do in their ieisure time more
favourably than respondents who reported their TV consumption on the
low frequency scale. Respondents who proyided their reports in an open
answer format, which does not provide relevant comparison information,
reported intermediate satisfaction.

In combination, these findings indicate that the use of comparison stan-
dards follows the same principle of cognitive accessibility as the use of other
information (for additional findings see Schwarz and Scheuring, 1988,

1989). Most notably, the selection of comparison standards is not primarily
determined by relatively stable attributes of the respondent, which may be
expected to change only slowly over time, such as his or her orientation at
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an enduring reference group (e.g. Hyman and Singer, 1968; Runciman,
1966), adaptation level (e.g. Brickman and Campbell, 1971), or aspiration
level (e.g. Michalos, 1985)—contrary to what sociological theorizing would
suggest.

The impact of mood states

So far, we considered which information respondents use to evaluate their
well-being, and how they use it. However, judgments of well-being are not
only a function of what one thinks about, but also of how one feels at the
time of judgment (see also Chapter 7). As we are all aware, Lhere are days
when life seems just great and others when life seems rather dreadful, even
though nothing of any obvious importance has changed in the meantime.
Rather, it seems that minor events that may affect our moods may greatly
influence how we evaluate our life. Not surprisingly, experimental data
confirm these experiences. Thus, we found that finding a dime on a copy
machine greatly increased subjects’ reported happiness with their life-as-a-
whole (Schwarz, 1983), as did receiving a chocolate bar (Miinkel, Strack
and Schwarz, 1987), spending time in a pleasant rather than an unpleasant
room (Schwarz, Strack, Kommer and Wagner, 1987, Exp. 2), or watching
the German soccer team win rather than lose a championship game
(Schwarz er al., 1987, Exp. 1).

Mood congruent recall or mood as information?

The psychologically interesting question is how the impact of mood at the
time of judgment is mediated. Two possible processes deserve particular
attention. On the one hand, it has been shown that moods increase the
accessibility of mood congruent information in memory (cf. Blaney, 1986;
Bower, 1981; Isen, 1984 for reviews). That is, individuals in a good mood
are more likely to recall positive information from memory, whereas indivi-
duals in a bad mood are more likely to recall negative information. Thus,
thinking about one’s life while being in a pood mood may result in a selective
retrieval of positive aspects of one’s life, and, therefore,‘in a more positive
evaluation,

On the other hand, the impact of moods may be more direct. People
may assume that their momentary well-being at the time of judgment is a
reasonable and parsimonious indicator of their well-being in general. Thus,
they may base their evaluation of their life-as-a-whole on their feelings at
the time of judgment and may evaluate their well-being more favourably
when they feel good rather than bad. In doing so, lay people may follow
the same logic as psychologists who assume that one’s mood represents the
global overall state of the organism (e.g. Ewert, 1983) and reflects all the
countless experiences one goes through in life (e.g. Bollnow, 1956). Accord-
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ing to this perspective, which has a long tradition in European phenomeno-
logical psychology, our moods are an integrative function of all the
experiences we have. If people share this perspective, they may evaluate
their life on the basis of their mood at the time of judgment, a strategy that
would greatly reduce the complexity of the judgmental task.

In fact, when people are asked how they decide whether they are happy
or not, most of them are likely to refer explicitly to their current affect state,
saying, for example, “Well. I feel good™. Accordingly, Ross, Eyman and
Kishchuk (1986) report thar explicit references to one's affective state
accounted for 41 per cent to 33 per cent of the reasons that various samples
of adult Canadians provided for their reported well-being, followed by
future expectations (22 per cent to 40 per cent). past events, (5 per cent to
20 per cent), and social comparisons (3 per cent to 13 per cent).

We conducted a number of laboratory and field experiments to explore
the judgmental processes thal underlie the impact of respondents’ current
mood on reported well-being: Is the impact of moods mediated by mood
congruent recall from memory or by the use of one's mood itself as an
informational basis? In one of these studies (Schwarz and Clore, 1983, Exp.
2), we called respondents on sunny or rainy days and assessed their well-
being in telephone interviews. As expecled, respondents reported being in
a better mood, and being happier and more satisfied with their life-as-a-
whole, on sunny than on rainy days.

To test the hypothesis that the impact of mood on reported well-being is
due to respondents’ use of their perceived mood as a piece of information,
some respondents were induced to attribute their current mood to a transient
external source which was irrelevant to the evaluation of one's life, If respon-
dents attribute their current feelings to transient external factors, they should
be less likely 1o use them as an informational basis for evaluating their well-
being in general. and the impact of subjects’ current mood should be greatly
reduced. In the weather study. this was accomplished by directing subjects’
attention to the weather. In one condition, the interviewers pretended 1o
call from out of town and asked, “'By the way, how's the weather down
there?’. With this manipulation, we wanted to suggest to respondents that
their mood may be due 1o the weather and may therefore not be diagnostic
for the quality of their life. What we wanted to suggest to respondents in a
very indirect way is, “'Don’t worry about it, everybody feels lousy these
days.”

Table 3.4 shows the results. While good or bad weather resulted in a pro-
nounced difference in reported well-being when the weather was not men-
tioned, this difference was eliminated when respondents’ attention was

directed to the weather asan irrelevant external source of their current mood.
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Tanre 3.4. The informative function of mood

Weather

Not mentioned Mentioned
Differences due to weather 2.1

Nove: The diflerence in well-being (mean score of happiness and satisfac-
tion; range is 1-10; 10 = high weil-being) reportedonsunny and rainy
days is presented.

Adapted from Experiment 2 of Schwarz, N. and Clore, G. L. Mood,
misattribution, and judgments of weli-being: Informative and directive
functions of affective siates. Journal of Personaliry and Social Psychology,
1983; 45, 513523, Reprinted by permission.

In addition, a measure of current mood, assessed at the end of the inter-
view, was not affected by the attention manipulation, which suggests that the
manipulation did not affect respondents’ current mood itself but only their
inferences based upon it. Accordingly, the mood measure was more strongly
correlated with reported well-being when the weather was not mentioned
than when it was mentioned.

In summary, these results (which have been replicated in a laboratory
experiment; Schwarz and Clore, 1983, Exp. 1} demonstrate that respon-
dents use their affective state at the time of judgment as a parsimonious
indicator of their well-being in general, unless the informational value of
their current mood is called into question. Moreover, the discounting
effects obtained in the present study, as well as in our follow-ups,
rules out an alternative explanation based on mood-congruent retrieval.
According to this hypothesis, respondents may recall more negative
information about their life when in a bad rather than a good mood, and
may therefore base their evaluation on a selective sample of data. Note,
however, that the impact of a selective data base should be independent
of respondents’ attributions for their current mood. Attributing one's
current mood to the weather only discredits the informational value of
one's current mood itself, but not the evaluative implications of any
positive or negative events one may recall. Inferences based on selective
recall should therefore be unaffected by salient explanations for one’s
current feelings. Thus, the present data demonstrates that moods them-
selves may serve informative functions. This hypothesis has meanwhile
received considerable support in different domains of judgment (cf.
Schwarz, 1987, 1988b; Schwarz and Clore, 1988; Schwarz, Servay and
Kumpf, 1985), and has provided a coherent framework for conceptualiz-
ing the impact of affective states on cognitive processes (Schwarz, in
press b).
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When do people rely on thelr mood rather than other
information?

So far, we have seen that individuals may evaluate their well-being on
the basis of comparison processes or on the basis of their affective state
at the time of judgment. This raises the question under which conditions
they will rely on one rather than the other source of information.

General life satisfaction versus specific life domains

On theoretical grounds, we may assume that people are more likely to
use the simplifying strategy of consulting their affective state, the more
burdensome the judgment would be to make on the basis of comparison
information. After all, humans have frequently been shown to be “‘cog-
nitive misers’’ (Taylor, 1981) who prefer simple strategies to more com-
plex ones whenever they are available. In this regard, it is important to
note a basic difference between judgments of happiness and satisfaction
with one’s life-as-a-whole versus judgments of specific life domains. Evalu-
ations of general life satisfaction pose an extremely complex task that
requires a large number of comparisons along many dimensions with ill-
defined criteria and the subsequent integration of the results of these
comparisons into one composite judgment. As noted earlier, one may
evaluate one's current situation by comparing it with what one expected,
with what others have, with what one had earlier, and so on. And which
domains is one to select for these comparisons? Health, income, family
life, the quality of your environment, and what else? And after making
all these comparisons, how should one integrate their results? Which
weight does one want 1o give to each outcome? Facing this complex task,
people may rarely engage in it. Rather, they may base their judgment
on their perceived mood at that time, unless the informational value of
their current mood is discredited.

Evaluations of specific life domains, on the other hand, are often less
complex. In contrast (0 judgments of general life satisfaction, comparison
information is usually availabie for judgments of specific life domains and
criteria for evaluation are well-defined. An attempt to compare one's
income or one's “'life-as-a-whole™ with that of colleagues aptly illustrates
the difference. Moreover, one’s affective state is not considered relevant
information in evaluating many domains. Therefore, judgments of domain
satisfaction are more likely to be based on inter- and intra-individual
comparisons rather than on the heuristic use of one's affective state at
the time of judgment. In line with this reasoning, we found that the
outcome of the 1982 championship games of the German national soccer
team affected respondents’ general life satisfaction but not their satisfac-
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tion with work and income (Schwarz, Strack. Kommer and Wagner, 1987,
Exp. 1).

The hypothesis that judgments of general well-being are based on
respondents’ affective states, while judgments of domain satisfaction are
based on comparison processes, raises the intriguing possibility that the
same event may influence evaluations of one’s life-as-a-whole and evalu-
ations of specific domains in opposite directions. For example, an
extremely positive event in domain X may induce a pood mood, resulting
in reports of increased global well-being. However, the same event may
also increase the standard of comparison used in evaluating domain X,
resulting in judgments of decreased satisfaction with this particular
domain. Such a differential impact of the same objective event may in
part account for the weak relationships between global and specific
evaluations, as well as measures of objective circumstances that have
frequently concerned sociological researchers in the subjective social
indicators tradition (Campbell, 1981; Glawzer and Zapf, 1984).

This possibility was explored by testing subjects in either a pleasant or
an unpleasant room, namely a friendly office or a small, dirty laboratory
that was overheated and noisy, with flickering lights and a bad smell. To
the extent that these rooms affect subjects’ mood, subjects should report
loxxer life satisfaction in the unpleasant than in the pleasant room. How-
ever, to the extent that the rooms serve as salient standards of comparison,
subjects in the unpleasant room should also report higher housing satisfac-
tion than subjects in the pleasant room. The results (Schwarz, Strack,
Kommer and Wagner, 1987, Exp. 2) confirmed this prediction as shown
in Table 3.5.

TasLE 3.5, Global well-being and housing saiisfaction: the impact of one's
current environment

Type of room
Pleasant Unpleasant
Global well-being 9.4 8.1
Housing satis(action 7.4 8.6

Note: Global well-being presents the mean score of happiness and salis-
faction with one’s life-as-a-whole, Range of scoresis 1-11, with the
higher scores indicating higher well-being or housing satisfaction,
respectively.

Adapied from Expeniment 2 of Schwarz, N, Strack, F., Kommer, D.
and Wagier, D. Soccer, rooms and the quality of your life: Mood effects
on judgments of sansfaction with life in gencrai and with specific life-
domains. European Journal of Social Psychology, 1987; 17, 69-79.
Reprinied by permission.



Evaluating one’s Ie: a judgment model of subjective well-being 4

The relative salience of mood and competing information

As we have seen before, however, the use of comparison information is not
limited 10 evaluations of specific life domains. Rather, we also found clear
evidence for comparison processes in judgments of general well-being. Most
importantly, respondents used events that they recalled from their own past
as standards of comparison and reported lower current well-being when
they recalled negative rather than positive past events (Strack er al., 1985,
Exp. 1}. How is this finding compatible with the assumption that people
prefer to evaluate their general well-being on the basis of their mood at the
time of judgment?

The available data suggests that individuals rely on their mood state if
their mood is pronounced, but use other salient information about their
life in the absence of pronounced mood states. The best evidence for this
assumption comes from two experiments in which we manipulated the
emotional involvement that subjects experienced while thinking about past
life events. In one experiment (Strack eral., 1985, Exp. 2), we asked subjects
to give either a short description of only a few words or to provide a vivid
account of one to two pages in length. In the other study (Strack e al.. 1985,
Exp. 3), subjects had to explain why the event occurred, or how the event
proceeded. Explaining why the event occurred or providing a short descrip-
lion did not affect subjects’ current mood, whereas how descriptions and
vivid reports resuited in pronounced mood differences between subjects
who reported positive and negative experiences.

When no pronounced mood state was induced, recalling negative past
events resulted in reports of higher general well-being than recalling positive
past events, thus replicating the contrast effects found earlier, as shown in
Table 3.6. When the recall task did induce a pronounced mood state, on
the other hand, mood had an overriding effect; in that case, subjecis who
described negative past events reported lower weil-being than subjects who
described positive past events, replicating the mood effects found in other
studies.

In combination, these studies demonstrate that the impact of an event is
a joint function of its hedonic quality, its temporal distance, and the person’s
emotional involvement while thinking about the event. That the relation-
ship between objective events and subjective well-being is as weak as the
subjective indicator literature demonstrated, is therefore not surprising.
Knowing the hedonic quality of an event does not allow a prediction of its
impact on reported well-being in the absence of knowiedge about other
judgmental variables.
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TaBLE 3.6, Subjective well-being: the impact of stvle of thinking

Valence of Event
Positive Negative
Detailed versus Short
descriptions
Detailed 9.1 1.9
Short 6.8 84
“How" versus “Why"
descriptions
How 8.2 6.3
Why 7.8 8.9

Note: Mean score of happiness and satisfaction questions, range is ] 10
11, with higher values indicating reports of higher well-being,
Adapted from Experiments 2 and 3. respectively: Strack, F., Schwarz,
N. and Gschneidinger, E. Happiness and reminiscing: The role of time
perspective, mood, and mode of thinking. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 1985; 49, 1460-1469. Reprinted by permission.

Reporting the judgment

Once respondents have formed a private judgment, either based on their
mood or based on a comparison process, they face the task of communica-
ting this judgment to the researcher. Depending on the nature of the
response situation, self-presentation and social desirability considerations
may bias reports at this stage. Smith (1979} provided meta-analytic evidence
that higher well-being is reported in face-to-face interviews than in mail
surveys, Experimental research confirmed this finding (Strack er al., in
press) and indicated that self-presentation effecls are moderated by inter-
viewer characteristics.

Specifically, respondents reported higher well-being in personal inter-
views than in self-administered questionnaires. Moreover, this difference
was more pronounced when the interviewer was of the opposite sex but
was not obtained when the interviewer was severely handicapped. Subjects
obviously hesitated to tell someone in an unfortunate condition how great
their own life is. In contrast, when the handicapped confederate did not
serve as an interviewer, but was only present in the room as another subject,
filling out his own questionnaire, his presence did increase subjects’
reported well-being, presumably because the handicapped confederate
served as a salient standard of comparison, as discussed previously.

In summary, this research indicates that public reports of well-being may
be more favourable than respondents’ private judgments. These findings,
in combination with the usually low correlations between measures of well-
being and measures of social desirability, which rarely exceed r = .20 (cf.

17 ey ——— -
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Diener, 1984), moreover, suggests that respondents' editing of their reports
may be more affecied by characteristics of the interview situation than by
individual differences between respondents.

A judgment model of subjective well-being

Figure 3.1 summarizes the findings presented in this chapter. If respondents

Tolsh
Globol —— 7 Spe:nl-=-—’
Allecine siole NO Retrieve
nformalve ? relevant
nlormalion
YES
Use mood os Seiect
nigemation stangord of
COMPOrison
Evoludta
Iniegrole
L————= Social aspects s————}

1o be considerad?

NO Repori
YES
Edil “private”
Judgmanl
Raport

Fic. 3.1. A judgment model of subjective well-being.

are asked to report their happiness and satisfaction with life-as-a-whole,
they are likely to base their judgment on their current affective state, which
greatly simplifies the judgmental task. If the informational value of their
affective state is discredited, or if their affective state is not pronounced
and other informaltion is more salient, they are likely to use a comparison
strategy, which is also the strategy that is most likely to be used for evalu-
ations of specific life domains.

When using a comparison strategy, both the selection of information
about one’s life and the selection of a comparison standard follow the prin-
ciple of cognitive accessibility: whatever comes to mind first, and is relevant
10 the judgment at hand, is most likely to be used, unless the conversational
context renders the use of information that has already been *‘given” inad-
equate. Whether information that comes to mind, and is used, serves as a
standard of comparison or as descriptive information depends on whether

it appears to bear on one’s own current living conditions or not. Information
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that appears as distinct, because it pertains to 2 different episode of one’s
life or to a distant person, is used as a comparison standard and results
in contrast effects. Information that directly bears on one’s current living
conditions, on the other hand, is used as descriptive information and results
in assimilation effects.

Finally, after having formed a judgment on the basis of comparisons or
on the basis of their affective siate, respondents have to report their judg-
ment to the researcher. At this stage they may or may not edit their reporl
10 conform to social expectations, depending on the nature of the situation.

This model, along with the research that bears on it. emphasizes that
reports of well-being, which are used by social scientists as subjective social
indicators, are subject to a number of transient influences. Like other social
judgments they can be considered constructions in response to particular
questions posed at a particular time rather than reflections of stable underly-
ing altributes of the respondent. In particular, these judgments depend on
the subset of potentially relevant information that is most accessible at the
lime, and they are strongly likely to be affected by news events (¢.g. the
outcome of soccer games), seasonal variations (e.g. the weather) or the
specific succession of questions in an interview, as well as other aspects of
question context. Moreover, the impact of retrieved information about the
objective circumstances of life is dependent on respondents’ lime perspec-
tive and emotional involvement. Thus, the same objective event may affect
respondents’ reported well-being in opposite directions depending upon its
temporal distance and respondents’ mode of thinking about the event. Low
test-retest reliabilities and a low explanatory power of objective conditions
of life are therefore unavoidable consequences of the judgmenta) nature of
reported well-being.

While some of these influences may be controlled for under some con-
ditions (cf. Schwarz, 1987, Chapter 8), they usually undermine the compar-
ability of data across time and studies. Unfortunately, this comparability is
a key prerequisite for most applied uses of subjective social indicators, as
well as other survey data. If we want to avoid misinterpretations of method
effects as substantive effects in this, as well as other areas of psychological
and social research, we will have Lo learn more about the cognitive processes
that underlie the reports that our respondents provide. Hopefully, the
recently initiated collaboration between survey researchers and cognitive
psychologists (for first results see Hippler, Schwarz and Sudman, 1987) will
advance our knowledge of these important aspects of social and psychologi-
cal research.
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‘NO OPINION’-FILTERS:
A COGNITIVE PERSPECTIVE*

Hans J. Hippler, Norbert Schwarz

ABSTRACT

Research on the use of ‘no opinion’-filters suggests that respondents are the less likely 0
offer a subsrantive response the more strongly che filter question is worded. A series of
cxperiments is reported that demonstrates that filter questions influence respondents’
perception of their task: the more strongly the filter question is worded, the more re-
spondents assume that they will have to answer difficult questions, and that they may not
have the required knowledge. Accordingly, filter questions discourage respondents from
offering global opinions that they may hold. In line with this assumption, all respondents
who reported not having an opinion in response to a filter question, subsequently pro-
vided substantive responses on a global opinion question—presumably because the
global question asked was less demanding than expected on the basis of the filter.
Analyses of these substantive responses indicated that respondents who initially reported
not having an opinion differed from respondents who reported having one. Methodo-
logical implications of these findings lor the use of filter questions and {or research on the
nature of ‘floating’ are discussed.

CONSEQUENCES OF ‘NO OPINION’-FILTERS

The major goal of public opinion research is the description of opinions held by
a population. Accordingly, public opinion researchers frequently attempt to
screen out respondents who do not hold an opinion on the issue under study
because they assume that these respondents may provide meaningless responses.
To accomplish this screening task, they developed a variety of filter questions
that allow the identification of respondents who do not hold an opinion.

This methodological research resulted in some of the most reliable findings in
the area of question wording (cf. Schuman and Presser, 1981; Sudman and
Bradburn, 1974 for reviews). In general, respondents are more likely to report
not having an opinion on an issue when this alternative is explicitly offered as

* A previous version of this paper was presented at the mexting of the American Association for Public
Opinion Research, Toronto, Canada, May 1988. The reported rescarch was supported by ZUMA's program
on Cognition and Survey Methodology and by & Feador-Lynen Fellowship from the Alexander von Humboldt
Sufrung to Norbert Schwarz.
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part of a ‘filtered’ question, than when it has to be volunteered in response to the
‘standard form’ of the question that does not explicitly offer a ‘don’t know’ re-
sponse alternative. Ila ‘don’t know’ option is offered, the increase in ‘no opinion’
responses depends on the specific form of the filter used. Generally, the use of a
so called ‘quasi-filter’ results in smaller increases than the use of a ‘full-Alter’. In
the former case, a ‘no opinion’ option is offered as part of a precoded set of re-
sponse alternatives, whereas in the latter case respondents are explicitly asked
whether they have an opinion on the issue before the interviewer proceeds to ask
the question proper. Finally, the increase in ‘don’t know' responses to a full filter
depends on the strength of the wording of the filter question, with stronger
wordings resulting in higher rates of no opinion responses. For example, more
respondents provide a substantive answer when the filter question is worded,
‘Do you have an opinion on this?’, than when it is worded, ‘Have vou thought
enough about this to have an opinion?’. Several processes are likely to contribute
to these findings.

CONVERSATIONAL NORMS

From the perspective of conversational norms, the mere fact that a person is
asked a question presupposes that the person can answer it (cf. Belnap and Steel,
1976; Clark, 1985; Grice, 1975 for a general discussion, and Strack and Martin,
1987 for applications to survey methodology). Thus, responding that one has no
opinion is an illegitimate answer to an opinion question that respondents are un-
likely to give unless the question indicates its legitimacy. In the survey interview,
this effect of communication norms is likely to be enhanced by respondents’
assumption that they have to work within the set of response alternatives pro-
vided to them (Schuman and Kalton, 1985). Accordingly, they may only offer a
‘don’t know'-response if that response is explicitly offered as a legitimate answer.
Note, however, that conversational norms do not account easily for the differen-
tial impact of different forms of filters because any filter should be sufficient to
render no opinion responses legitimate. Thus, the differential impact of different
filter wordings suggests that filters may have effects over and above the reduction
of question constraints.

Regarding the differential impact of filters, Bishop et al. {1983) suggested that
full filters ‘encourage’ don’t know responses more strongly than quasi-filters,
and the more so the more strongly they are worded. While this assumption de-
scribes the findings very well, it seems to us thar a slightly different focus, that is
in line with recent research on the informative functions of response alternatives
(Schwarz and Hippler, 1987; Schwarz, in press), provides a better account for
the underlying process.

Specifically, we want to suggest that full filters, in particular if they are
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strongly worded, discourage substantive responses because they suggest to re-
spondents that considerable knowledge is required to answer the question. For
example, respondents who are asked, ‘Have vou thought enough about this issue
to have an opinion on it?', may assume that this question is particularly import-
ant 1o the researcher and thart they should only answer it when they have a well
considered opinion based on sound knowledge of the facts. Moreover, respond-
ents may assume that this filter question leads in to a series of detailed questions
that require considerable knowledge about the issue. Both of these assumptions
may prevent respondents from offering a substantive opinion even though they
may have a general preference for one or the other side of the issue, which they
would report in response to a global question with, for example, ‘favor’/‘oppose’/
‘no opinion’ response alternatives.

If this analysis is correct, full filter questions—in particular if they are
strongly worded—may screen out respondents on the basis of an inappropriate
criterion: full filters may suggest to respondents that they face a much more
demanding task than is actually the case. To this extent, full filters may result in
a considerable underestimation of the proportion of respondents who hold an
opinion at the level of specificity to which the question proper actuzlly per-
tains—not to speak of opinions at the level of global reactions thar individuals
may act upon in everyday life.

Moreover, the discouraging effect of strongly worded filters may affect differ-
ent respondents to different degrees. For example, respondents who hold a posi~
tion with which they expect others to disagree, may be the more likely to avoid
substantive responses the more the filter suggests that they are expected to
answer a large number of difficult questions. Thus, the discouragement hypo-
thesis allows some specific predictions about the nature of floaters. However,
before we consider the methodological and substantive implications of the dis-
couragement hypothesis, we will first report some evidence that bears on the
impact of different filter forms on respondents’ perception of task demands.

EXPERIMENTS 1 AND 2: WHAT FILTERS MAY TELL
THE RESPONDENTS

MeTHOD

To explore the impact of different filter forms and wordings on respondents’
perception of their task, we conducted an experimental survey with 320 college
students at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, and a conceptual
replication of this study with 104 students of business administration at the
University of Mannheim, West Germany. As part of a larger self-administered
questionnaire, respondents were exposed to a controversial statement, e.g. in the
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US study: The Russians are basically trying to get along with America. For sub-
jects assigned to the Quasi-Filter Condition this statement was followed by

‘Do you agree or disagree, or do you have no opinion on this?
( )agree

() disagree

() have no opinion

For subjects assigned to the Weakly Worded Full Filier Condition the filter read,

‘Do you have an opinion on this?
() mo, have no opinion
( )yes, have opinion

whereas the Strongly Worded Full Filter read,

‘Have you thought emough about this issue to have an opinion on it?
() no, have no opinion
( )yes, have opinion

Subjects assigned to a No Filter Control Condition were only asked to consider
the statemnent before proceeding to the subsequent questions.

Following these experimental manipulations, respondents’ expectations about
the number of follow-up questions asked, and their difficulty, were assessed, and
respondents estimated how likely it is that they would have the knowledge
required to answer these questions.

REstLTS OF EXPERIMENT 1: US DaTa

The first row of Table 1 shows respondents’ expectations about the number of
follow-up questions that the researcher is likely to ask. As predicted by the dis-
couragement hypothesis, respondents’ expectations about the number of follow-
up questions they would have to answer increased with increasing strength of the
filter (F(3, 312)=9.43, p<o.0o1, for the linear trend). Thus, respondents
assigned to the No Filter Condition expected the smallest, and respondents
assigned to the Strongly Worded Full Filter Condition, the largest number of
follow-up questions.

Respondents’ assumptions about the difficulty of these follow-up questions
showed a similar increase (F(3, 312)=8.37, p <o.001, for the linear trend), as
shown in the second row of Table 1. Accordingly, their estimate of the likelihood
that they would have ‘all the knowledge required for an adequate answer’ de-
creased (£(3, 312)=75.49, p <o.001, for the linear trend).
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Taste 1 Respondents® Expectations about Follow-up Quesrions by Condition

Condition
Weak Full  Streng Full
No Filter  Quasi Filrer Filier Filier

Mean Values

Expecred Number of

Follow-up Questions' 1.92 3.2b 4.8¢c 7.4d
Expected Difficulty of
Follow-up Questions? 6.2a 7.3b 7.9b 9.8¢
Expected Availability of
Adequate Knowledge? 4.13 3.8b 3.6b 2.2c*

n= 320

Open ended question: number of expected questions.

Sale: 1=not atal) dificult 11 =vesy difficulr.

Scale: 1 =not at all likely f11 = very likely that ] have all the knowledge required for an adequate answer.
Means not sharing the same subscript differ at least a1 p < o0.10, Duncan Test.

A W

RestuLTS OF EXPERIMENT 2: GERMAN DaTa

A conceprual replication of parts of this study in West Germany (Trometer,
1986), using a question on the treatment of terminally ill patients, replicated the
basic findings. Again, respondents exposed to a strongly worded full filter ex-
pected a larger number of follow-up questions {M =6) than respondents
exposed to a weakly worded full filter (M =4), F(1, g2) =5.0, p <0.03. More-
over, the farmer respondents assumed thar these follow-up questions would be
more difficult to answer (M =6.7, on a 10-point scale) than the latter (M = 5.4),

F(1,97)=09.4,p <o.0L

SUMMARY

In combination, these findings support the hypothesis that the use of filter ques-
tions may discourage respondents from giving substantive answers: the stronger
the filter, the more respondents assume that they are facing a difficult task—and
the less likely they are to provide a substantive response, as many previous
studies have shown. Accordingly, the use of filter questions may result in an
underestimation of the number of respondents who hold an opinion at the level
of specificity that the question requires: respondents who may well hold an
opinion may be unlikely to report doing so because they expect a more demand-
ing task than they actually would have to face.

If this hypothesis is correct, respondents who give a ‘don’t know’ response to a
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filter question may well be able and willing to give a substantive response to a
general opinion question, even if they reported that they do not have an opinion.

EXPERIMENT 3: DISCOURAGEMENT AND THE
NATURE OF FLOATING

MEeTHOD

This possibility was explored in a third experiment, that followed a procedure
previously used by Hippler and Hippler (1986) in a study on threatening ques-
tions. Specifically, respondents were asked the actual opinion question indepen-
dently of whether they previously reported, in response to a full filter question,
that they have an opinion or not. A random sample, drawn from telephone direc-
tories, of 336 adults (age 18 or older) living in Mannheim, West Germany, parti-
cipated in a telephone survey on cable TV, conducted in the fall of 1986. As
Question 34, respondents were read the statement, It has recently been suggested
that horror videos may put teenagers at a risk. Some people believe that these videos
are harmful to teenagers, others think this is not the case. Directly following this
statement, respondents assigned to the Standard Form Condition were asked il
they found the effect of horror videos on teenagers to be ‘very harmful, harmful,
somewhat harmful, or not at all harmful”’. A ‘don’t know’ option was not
offered, but accepted if volunteered. Respondents assigned to the Weakly
Worded Full Filter Condition were asked if they ‘have an opinion on the issue’,
while respondents assigned to the Strongly Worded Full Filter Condition were
asked if they had ‘thought much about this issue?®’

Following the filter questions, all respondents assigned to the full filter con-
ditions—independently of whether they reported having an opinion or not—
were asked how harmful they believed horror videos to be for teenagers:

Generally speaking, do you think that the influence of horror videos on teenagers is
() zvery harmful

( )harmful

{ )somemhat harmful

() not at all harmful?

REstLTS AND DiscussioN

As in previous studies, more respondents reported having no opinion in response
to the strong (25 per cent) than in response to the weak (7 per cent) filter ques-
tion, or in response to its standard form (3 per cent), chi-square (1)=12.1,
p <o.o1. However, all respondents who had reported mot having an opinion
when presented one of the filter questions, subsequently provided a substantive
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response to the general opinion question. That is, all don't know (DK) respond-
ents eventually ‘floated’,

This finding is compatible with different theoretical accounts of the floating
phenomenon, each of which has different implications for the key issue: how
meaningful are the responses provided by floaters? On the one hand, the present
finding is in line with the discouragement hypothesis. According to this account,
respondents who hold a global opinion may nevertheless say ‘don’t know’
because the filter suggests that they willi have to answer a2 number of derailed
follow-up questions, and respondents may doubt that they have sufficient know-
ledge to live up to that task. Would they know that only one global judgment is
expected, they would be happy to offer it—and this is what they do when a
global question is asked. Accordingly, their substantive responses are perfectly
meaningful at the low level of specificity that the global question requires.

On the other hand, it has been assumed that floaters may provide random
responses—often referred to as a mental flip of a coin—in response to unfiltered
questions. This hypothesis is based on the assumption that floaters do not hold
an opinion on the issue but only dare to admit so il a ‘don’t know’ option is expli-
citly offered. Accordingly, floaters may also have given ‘random’ responses to the
global opinion question that followed the filter. Finally, it has also been sug-
gested (e.g. Bishop er al., 1983; Schuman and Kalton, 1983) that floaters are
highly uncertain about their opinion, and—if pushed to provide an answer—
may thereflore adopt the majority position to be on the safe side. Accordingly,
their responses would not reflect their opinion but rather a strategic self-
presentation.

To evaluate these issues, we need to explore the relationship of the substantive
responses provided by floaters to other variables. In previous research, this has
not been possible because respondents who said ‘don’t know’ were not sub-
sequently asked for their opinion. The approach used in the present study, how-
ever, does in principle allow this exploration because floaters’ substantive
responses are assessed. Unfortunately, the limited sample size of the present
study himits our possibilities to conduct the required analyses. However, 2 com-
panson of the substantive responses provided by floaters and non-floaters reveals
an interesting finding: specifically, more than half {56 per cent) of the respond-
ents who reported having an opinion on the filter question assume that horror
videous are very harmful to teenagers, as shown in Table 2.

In contrast, only 29 per cent of the floaters hold this position. Similarly, only ¢
per cent of the non-floaters assume that horror videous may be only ‘somewhat
harmful’, while z third of the floaters (31 per cent) holds this opinion. Thus, a
considerable proportion of the floaters endorsed what is a minonty position in
the sample. This finding is well in line with the discouragement hypothesis sug-
gested by the results of Experiments 1 and 2. If the use of filter questions elicits
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TabLE 2 Substantive responses of floaters and
non-floaters regarding the harmfulness of horror

videos
Floaters Non-Floaters

Harmfulness (n=13) (n=291)

per cent
Very harmful 29 56
Harmful 17 34
Somewhat harmiul 31 9
Nor at all harmful 3 1
Total: 100 100

X?(3)=188,p <o.o1.

expectations of a difficult task, respondents who hold a minority position may be
particularly motivated to avoid a series of detailed questions bearing on it. Note,
however, that this argument assumes that respondents were aware of their
minority status. While research on the spiral of silence (Noelle-Neumann, 1980)
suggests that respondents have a reasonably accurate perception of the distribu-
tion of opinions in the population, and may thus be aware of their minority or
majority status, a more direct test of the hypothesis is called for.

EXPERIMENT 4: PERCEIVED MAJORITY AND THE
LIKELTHOOD OF FLOATING

METHOD

To provide this test, respondents’ perception of the opinion held by the majority
of the population was assessed in a follow-up study. According to the above hy-
pothesis, it was assumed that respondents who perceive their own position as the
minority position are more likely to float than respondents who assume that their
position is shared by the majority of the population. As part of a larger survey
about the noise impact of heavily used freeways, conducted in the fall of 1987, a
random sample of 165 adults (age 18 years or older) living in the Heidelberg,
West Germany, area reported their own opinion, as well as their perception of
the majority opinion, on the use of leaded gas (a current issue in West Germany).

All respondents were exposed to a filter question that read: I7 is currently dis-
cussed that leaded regular gas should no longer be supplied. There are different
opinions about this issue. Some people are in favor, others are opposed 1o the issue. Do
you have an opinion on that? Following this filter question, all respondents were
asked how strongly they favor or oppose the supply of leaded regular gas
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TABLE 3 Substantive responses and perceived major-
ity position regarding the supply of leaded gas

Fleaters Non-Floaters
(™o Opinion) (Opinion)
Mean values

Own Opinion 4.5 5.9
Perceived Population
Position 44 4.9

Note Scale 1 =opposed 10’7 =in favor of supply of leaded regular gas.

(r =oppose, 7= favor). Either before or after this question sequence, respond-
ents were asked to report which position the majority of the population would
endorse on the same rating scale.

REsULTS

As in Experiment 3, all respondents who reported that they do not have an
opinion (10 per cent) in response to the filter question did provide an opinion on
the issue in response to the subsequent substantive question. As in the previous
experiment, their opinion differs significantly from the opinion of respondents
who initially reported holding an opinion about the issue. As shown in Table 3,
floaters were more opposed to the supply of leaded gas than non-floaters, F(3,
157)=10.3, p <0.0lL.

However, contrary to expectations, both groups did not differ in their estim-
ates of the majority position, F(3, 157)=1.6, n.s. Moreover, a comparison of re-
spondents’ own position with their perceptions of the majority position indicates
that the floaters perceived a high degree of similarity between their own position
(M=4.4) and the assumed majority position (M=4.5). In contrast, non-
floaters, that is, respondents who had reported holding an opinion in response to
the filter question, assumed that their own position (M =5.9) differs from the
majority (M =4.9). These findings obviously contradict the previously enter-
taincd minority hypothesis, and are more compatible with the rival hypothesis
that floaters may endorse what they perceive to be the majority position if
pressed to provide a substantive response.

CONCLUSIONS

In the present paper, we addressed two related issues. We explored what re-
spondents learn from various.forms of filter questions, and we attempted to gain
insight into the nature of floating. Regarding the first issue, our findings indicate
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consistently that filter questions influence respondents’ expectations about their
task. Respondents who are exposed to 1 filter question expect more, and more
difficult, follow-up questions, and doubt that they have sufficient knowledge to
answer them. Moreover, this effect is the more pronounced the more strongly
worded the filter is. Accordingly, the present findings suggest that it may be
fruitful 1o reconsider the use of filter questions. While recent research on the use
of filter questions focussed on, ‘How do we allow respondents to tell us that they
do not have an opinion?’, we also need to consider the complimentary issue:
‘How do we assure that respondents can report an opinion about which they may
not feel totally at ease?’ So far, it seems that using a quasi-filter, that is, offering a
‘don’t know’ option as part of the response alternatives, may be the choice that
satisfies both needs.

With regard to the nature of floating, our results do not allow substantive con-
clusions. While Experiments 3 and 4 demonstrated that the responses provided
by floaters differ from the responses provided by non-floaters, the obtained find-
ings are compatible with a number of different hypotheses. More importantly,
however, these experiments illustrate the feasibility of a procedure that avoids
one of the major methodological limitations in research on floating. Usually,
inferences about the opinion of floaters are based on comparisons of the re-
sponses provided 1o a filtered and a non-filtered form of the same question in a
between subjects design. This approach renders it impossible to identify floaters
and to analyze their behavior at the individual level. In contrast, using a within
subjects design, we atternpted to assess respondents’ opinions independently of
whether they reported having or not having an opinion in response to the filter
question—and found that all respondents offered a substantive answer, presum-
ably because the substantive question asked was less demanding than what they
expected when answering the filter question. While the use of a within subjects
design is not without its own problems, it provides the previously missing
opportunity to analyze floating at the individual level, and is therefore likely to
contribute to the power of future research in this area.
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