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ABSTRACT, This investigation begins from the hypothesis that social indicators of
perceived well-being — e.g., people’s assessment of their own life quality — will, like
other atttudes, reflect two basic types of influences: affect and cognition. In addition,
the indicators were expected to include two other components: unique variance (mainly
random measurement error) and correlated measurement error. These ideas are investi-
eated using a structural modeling approach applied to 23 assessments of life-as-a-whole
from a national survey of Americans (¥ = 1072} and/or a survey of urban residents in
England (¥ =932). In both sets of data, models that included affective and cognitive
factors fit significantly better than more restricted models. Furthermore, as expected,
measures of (a) ‘happiness’, *fun’, and ‘enjoyment’ tended to be relatively moze loaded
with affect than were measures of (b) ‘satisfaction’, ‘success’, and ‘meeting needs’; and
icy measures designed to tap both affect and cognition tended to fall between the first
two groups. In addition, the results suggest that measures employing relatively many
scale points and direct assessments yield more valid indicators of people’s evaluations
of life-as-a-whole than do measures based on three-point scales or on explicit com-
parisons with other times or groups. These results contribute to basic knowledge about
the nature of life quality assessments, help to explain some previocusly puzzling relation-
ships with demographic factors such as age and education, and may be useful to
designers of future studies of perceived well-being.

1. INTRODUCTION

Previous research on the nature of attitudes suggests that they include at least
two fundamental components: cognition and affect. In figurative language,
cognition refers to the rational, ‘from-the-head’, aspects of a person’s
response, while affect refers to the emotional, ‘from-the-heart’ (or “from-the-
gut’) components.

Measures of perceived (‘subjective”} well-being — one type of social indica-
tor — are fundamentally measures of attitudes, and hence can be expected
to reflect cognitive and affective elements. Furthermore, different measures
of perceived well-being can be expected to include different combinations of
cognition and affect. In fact, this may explain why different measures of well-
being sometimes show distinct pattems of relationships to other variables.

This article reports a series of explorations into the affective and cognitive
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