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Psy 531  Affects and Emotions

Comments on Nettle, for March 12

I selected this book because Nettle addresses several questions that are central to our studies, in general, while focusing on Happiness. One thing that I thought useful was to consider one emotion/affective system “from A to Z.”  That said, this book provides an interesting contrast to ESR, because it approaches emotion almost entirely from an intra-individual perspective.  Although some sociocultural factors are considered, it certainly does not seem that Nettle thinks emotions “emerge” out of social interactions.  Nettle also views the functions of positive emotions somewhat differently from the way it is currently being portrayed by some American psychologists – it is notable that Barbara Fredrickson’s work is not cited at all (see highly recommended reading for March 12).

Much of the book focuses on his “Level 2” happiness, which (as indicated in Fig 1.2) has been called “well-being” or “life satisfaction” by others. But there are several sections in which the primary referent is Level 1 happiness (i.e., the emotion) and, as Chapter 7 indicates, his analyses lead to several “take home messages” that are relevant to Level 3 “quality of life.”  Indeed, one take home message might be that it is impossible to fully separate the three levels.

In addition, Nettle slips in several very important methodological points, and the primary intent of these comments is to draw your attention to these.

Chapter 2  His title:  Bread & Circuses, Mine:  Life Satisfaction

This chapter provides several opportunities to discuss self-report methodologies and questions you should regularly ask yourself when assessing the results of self-reports.  

For example, what is the exact wording of the self-report question? It may not matter, but the data reported in Fig 2.2 (from the NCDS study) is in reply to a question of the approximate form:  “what is your level of satisfaction with the way your life has turned out so far?” (p. 49, italics mine).  We are not told what question was asked to produce the data in Table 2.1.  But if it were:  “how satisfied are you with your life overall?” (p. 34) might this make a difference? 

If you didn’t re-read Chapt 1, I’d suggest reviewing at least pp. 34-38. Nettle also comments in Chapter 2 on the importance of a “frame-of-reference” for the scaling process (e.g., p. 54, p. 61), and provides a few examples. We’ll encounter many examples of frame-of-reference effects in self-report – one we’ve already seen is the possible influence of the selected set of affect ratings taken on each individual rating (e.g., is an “anger” rating taken alone the same as an “anger” rating taken when “fear” and “sadness” are also rated?).

[Notes: the mean for the UK in Table 2.1 is pretty close to that reported in the text for the NCDS study in Fig 2.2, which is reported to be 7.39 on p.55 and 7.29 on p. 68.  A quick review: the mean – or average – is only one measure of central tendency of a distribution of scores.  Other important measures are the mode, i.e., the rating provided most frequently, and the median, i.e., the rating that divides the distribution into halves.  One can obtain similar means with rather different score distributions.]

Another important set of questions is:  What did the scale look like, how many response options were there, how were the anchor options represented and labeled?  For example, the descriptions provided for Fig 2.2 and Table 2.1 state, respectively, that the rating scale was “1 to 10” (Fig 2.2) and “a 10-point scale” (Table 2.1).  However the graph in Fig 2.2 appears to include the response option of “0”.  This could mean several things:  a small percentage of the study population provided no answer to this question (if so, this is an extremely unusual way to report this fact), an error was made in putting together Fig 2.2, or the scale used was really an 11-point scale from 0 to 10 (it’s easy to mis-describe this as a 10-point scale).  

If “0” was included as a response option, does it matter?  Almost undoubtedly.  We’re not told whether there were verbal labels for the end points of the scale, but even if there were, raters treat a rating of “0” differently than they treat a rating of “1,” as the former implies literally “no” satisfaction, and “1” implies the smallest amount of satisfaction.  Taken one step further, an end-point of “0” implies that the quantification process has absolute anchors at each end (i.e., “10” = “100%”), and invites the rater to compare her/his satisfaction with some kind of external standard, whereas an end-point of “1” implies that the scale measures satisfaction compared to one’s own notion of the least and most satisfied one could be. 

 Another thing we know is that raters sometimes treat the mid-point of a scale as a rating of “50%” and other times treat the scale mid-point as the “zero-anchor,” with lower numbers meaning less than some expected amount and higher numbers meaning more than some expected amount.  In this case, the data suggest that the scale really was a 1-10 point scale, and that the raters used the scale mid-point as the “zero-anchor.” If so, this may help to explain the apparent Lake Wobegon effect, i.e., that most of the ratings were above 5. (although other explanations exist).

Chapter 3   His title:  Love and work, Mine: Factors influencing life satisfaction

Nettle provides a good introduction to the importance of considering the “reliability” and “validity” of dependent variables such as self-report scales (e.g., p. 68).  In addition, his examples of reliability on p. 66 include an example of test/retest reliability (measurements taken more than once on the target population) and of intra-rater reliability (measurements of the same thing taken from more than one source).

This chapter provides a neat introduction to the use of correlations in research, and specifically to the process of trying to assess when an obtained correlation is due to (mediated by) a third variable.  First, on p. 67, Nettle reminds us that “correlation is not causation.”  This easily forgotten fact should be a mantra when interpreting data.   Nettle then provides an example:  social class is correlated with self-reported life satisfaction.  But this correlation could be due to any of several different factors that vary with social class.   So, step 1 in trying to interpret this correlation is to think of all these factors.

One potential mediating factor is income, which varies with social class (especially as defined by employment type as in the studies summarized here).  First, we ask if income is also correlated with life satisfaction.  It is, so is the impact of social class mediated by differential income, or, conversely, is the effect of income mediated by social class?  The findings: social class and life satisfaction are still correlated when the effect of income is controlled (the technical description: when the effect of income is partialed out), but the correlation of income with life satisfaction disappears when the effect of social class is controlled.  In other words, income does not appear to have an influence on life satisfaction independent of social class.  Nettle goes on to assert that the effect of social class is primarily mediated by the factor of autonomy.

Note that the analyses on pp. 109-111 in Chapter 4 rely on the same types of analyses, as did the regression analysis in Siemer et al. and the mediational analysis of Neumann (March 5 papers).

Chapter 4  His title:  Worriers and enthusiasts, Mine: Personality and happiness

Nettle’s primary work is in the area of personality, and this chapter is a nice introduction to the well-accepted differences in positive and negative emotionality that accompany high scores on the extraversion and neuroticism scales. Because we’ve not yet talked about personality factors, there are several things to note at this point:  (1) these factors seem to influence both the affective “set points’ (p. 111) and the “tuning” or reactivity of affective systems (p. 104).  (2) some situational variables that seem to influence life satisfaction may, in fact, reflect (be mediated by) personality differences (see examples pp. 106 ff), (3) personality not only influences experienced affect, but also biases self-report (p. 107), (4) altogether, personality factors may be able to account for as much as 50% of the variance in “happiness,” by which I think Nettle means self-reported life satisfaction.  This is about as good as it gets in psychology-land.  

It’s important to note that extraversion and neuroticism are measured on two separate scales.  The extraversion scale is often referred to as the extraversion/introversion scale.  There is no common-use descriptor for those who score low on the neuroticism scale.  Although some have suggested that low scorers be called “emotionally stable” or “emotionally non-reactive”, these descriptors are potentially misleading.  The important thing to note is that these scales are not correlated, i.e., extraverts do not necessarily score low on neuroticism.  Similarly, extraverts show high positive affectivity, but can show either high or low negative affectivity, and neurotics show high negative affectivity, but can show either high or low positive affectivity.  At least in terms of these stable dispositions, positive and negative affects are not negatively correlated. 

Another thing to track:  Nettle seems to use “temperament” and “personality” interchangeably.  There is some evidence that extraverson and neuroticism can be predicted by very early behavioral tendencies in infants, and the twin study reported on pp. 92-93 suggests the existence of a heritable component to these personality dimensions.  But I agree wholeheartedly with Nettle’s comment on p. 112 regarding popular misperceptions of the modifiability of “biologically” vs “socially” endowed dispositional factors. 

The rest of the book either starts us thinking about topics to be considered later in the semester (Chapts 5 & 6), or sums up in an advisory fashion (Chapt 7).
