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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores how quality of life (QOL thereafter) is constructed by lay people
in contemporary China. Theoretically, the thesis critiques the mainstream literature on
QOL - which uses expert categories to distinguish sharply between “objective” and
“subjective” factors in the assessment of QOL - for failing to address the lifeworld of
ordinary people and the wealth of meanings which they attribute to QOL. The
dominant literature is particularly problematic when transposed to a Chinese context.
The thesis therefore proposes an alternative theoretical framework to study QOL: a
social representational approach. This approach re-conceptualises QOL as a symbolic
construction, which is inherently cultural and historical, and which takes on different
meanings as a function of people’s social milieus and particular social position. It
posits QOL as a system of symbols and meanings structurally bound up with current
societal changes in China. Methodologically, the research is based on five
complementary research methods and data sets: word associations, semantic
differentials, public discourse in the media, individual interviews and focus groups
discussions. Data are collected both in rural and urban settings, and amongst different
generations of Chinese people. The analysis shows that, deeply embedded in the
collective memory of Chinese society, the representation QOL is organised around a
central thema opposing having and being. Having and being are antinomic
orientations, emphasizing material possessions and spiritual subsistence, respectively,
on the one hand, and are dialogically interdependent, on the other. The synthesis of
the opposites between having and being constitutes the deep structure of QOL. The
thema of having/being is expressed in the two sets of semantic artefacts. Having is
objectified in material possessions, together with the pleasure and positive symbolic
meanings consequent upon such possessions. Being is objectified in rootedness,
connectedness, participation and freedom, and manifested through joy. The thema of
having/being spills over, permeates and underpins the critical domains of life: health,
family, work, social relations and the natural environment, emphasizing the
instrumental and expressive aspects of QOL in each domain. The thema of
having/being, intertwined with the coexistence of rival cultural, political and
economic systems — Confucianism, Marxism and capitalism — in China’s current
social transition, provides the framework within which lay people organise their
everyday life, assess of their own QOL and develop aspirations.
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis aims to explore the organisation of social thinking with respect to quality
of life (QOL thereafter) in contemporary Chinese society. It offers a specifically
social representational approach towards QOL, which has been virtually neglected by

either social representations, or QOL, researchers.

The question of what is the “good life” has generated long and philosophical debate
for millennia. For the Epicurean philosophers of ancient Greece, the good life resided
in human agency; they believed that a wise and self-controlled individual could live a
happy life irrespective of any adverse situation (Markova, 1995). For the Confucian
thinkers of ancient China, the good life was to be found in a harmonious society
wherein individuals fulfilled the duties and obligations inherent in their status. In
modern Western industrial societies, the public concern with QOL is closely
associated with the paradox of affluence: whereby great improvement in material
wealth seems to go hand in hand with spiritual discontent, social alienation and
environmental degradation (Day & Jankey, 1996; Evans, 1994; Evans & Wingo,
1977). For instance, American President Lyndon Johnson referred to the idea of QOL
in a speech saying: “the Great Society is concerned not with how much, but with how
good — not with the quantity of goods, but with the quality of our lives” (quoted in
Campbell, 1981, p.4).

However, this is not the same case in contemporary Chinese society. The term QOL
has not entered Chinese society until the death of Mao Zedong in 1976. In the Mao
era, China was an autarkic society, the state was dictating much of ordinary people’s
lives, freedoms were curtailed, and only the very basic could be guaranteed. There
was little public articulation of QOL. In the late 1970s, the Communist Party of China
explicitly renounced class struggle as a vehicle for social development and carried out
the policy of reform and opening-up. This new policy prioritised the modernisation of
Chinese society, the development of the national economy, and the improvement of
Chinese people’s quality of life. Since then, ordinary Chinese people have

experienced increased material comfort, greater freedoms and more diverse lifestyles,
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and the term QOL has progressively found an existence in the symbolic articulation of
everyday life. The term QOL now has infiltrated into daily conversations and
permeated the mass media; it has become a part of ordinary language in Chinese
society. Jiang Zemin (2001), the General Secretary of the Communist Party of China,
clearly states that the Party’s policy is to enable all people across the country live a
comfortable life, and to continue to improve their QOL. In this sense, it seems that

QOL is a new social representation in China.

Moreover, Chinese society is undergoing a massive transition. The rival cultural,
ideological, political and economic systems of Confucianism, Marxism and capitalism
now co-exist, bringing about a number of opportunities as well as a series of
constraints to people’s lives. The move from the so-call “iron bowl of rice” towards a
job market entails both the freedom of mobility and the insecurity of employment.
The “gold rush” of rural-to-urban mobility bestows some tens of millions of rural
migrants with great economic rewards at the expense of uprootedness. The new
economic ethos requires people to give precedence to their own needs and desire,
while both the Confucian and the communist systems emphasise the social
embeddedness of people and their obligations to others. The one-child-per-couple
policy forces ordinary people to confront the dilemma between the duty to the state
and the filial obligation to family and ancestors. Living in the midst of such a social
transformation, ordinary Chinese people are increasingly concemed with how to
establish their priorities amongst competing value systems, how to reconcile the
contradictions in expectations, how to deal with the uncertainties introduced by the
free market, how to take maximum advantage of the reform, and how to organise their
lives. These kinds of concems are, to a great extent, cohered and crystallised under the
umbrella of “QOL”.

The systematic study of QOL began some four decades ago (McCall, 1975). Research
into QOL currently spans a wide range of disciplines such as psychology, sociology,
economics, politics, marketing, urban planning, medical sciences, but no agreement
exists as yet as to the precise meanings of QOL (Grayson & Young, 1994). I shall
argue, the mainstream literature on QOL is particularly problematic when it is
transposed to a Chinese context. Recently, some Chinese scholars, for instance, Feng

and Dai (1996), have begun to study QOL in Chinese society. However, following the
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model of the mainstream literature on QOL in Western societies, they lock themselves
up in a list of items constituted by the researchers themselves to evaluate the quality
of Chinese people’s lives. As a consequence, the richness of social knowledge about
QOL in Chinese culture from the perspective of social actors is absent, and the
research loses its significance to the ordinary Chinese people whose QOL it is
supposed to be captured.

This poses an important question: how can social psychology contribute to the
scientific analysis of social thinking about QOL in Chinese society? The theory of
social representations, I believe, is ideally placed to answer the above question as the
theory is concerned with the social origins of common-sense knowledge and the
constitutive role of social representations in social life (Moscovici, 1984a). Its
ultimate aim is to understand and to explain the genesis, structure and content of lay
knowledge. I shall argue, and attempt to demonstrate, that the theory of social
representations provides a viable conceptual approach towards capturing the
organisation of common-sense knowledge about QOL in Chinese society. It does so
by positing a degree of correspondence between lay thinking and social morphology. I
hope to redress some of the academic “colonialism” which currently characterises
much of the social scientific work on QOL by developing a social representational
approach towards QOL which better addresses the social and cultural embeddedness
of lay thinking about QOL in Chinese society.

This thesis comprises nine chapters. Chapter One describes the context of my study:
Chinese culture and its recent transformations. With a long history, Chinese culture is
both rich and complicated in its content, which is divergent from mainstream Western
culture. As mentioned above, the theory of social representations pays much attention
to the social determination of common-sense knowledge in communicative practices,
and stresses the structural relationship between special social conditions and their
corresponding forms of knowledge. It is thus necessary to discuss the context of
Chinese culture and society in which the social representation in question emerges

and circulates at the very onset of the thesis.

Chapter Two critically reviews some key theoretical perspectives and empirical

studies on QOL. It suggests that the miscellaneous theoretical approaches to the study
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of QOL can be grouped conceptually into: a) objective models, b) subjective models,
and c) holistic models. Each of these models represents a body of research, with a
particular set of concerns and assumptions to an understanding of QOL. On the basis
of the discussions of the characteristics, strengths and weaknesses of each model, it is
argued that the mainstream literature on QOL is underpinned by Cartesian dualisms
(Markova, 1982), which prevent them from addressing the social construction of QOL.

Chapter Three proposes an alternative theoretical framework to the study of QOL: a
social representational approach. It suggests that the Cartesian dualistic paradigm
should be supplanted by a Hegelian paradigm (Markova, 1982) to overcome the
problems entangled in the mainstream literature on QOL. The theory of social
representation is one of the few approaches in contemporary social psychology to be
truly committed to a Hegelian paradigm. It focuses on the dialectical relationship
between subject and object as well as between the individual and society, and it thus
provides a viable theoretical framework to embark on a study of how ordinary
Chinese people are involved in the construction of contemporary societal
understandings of QOL. By re-conceptualising QOL as a social representation, it is
argued that QOL is socially shared knowledge of what counts as the “good life” in

contemporary Chinese society.

Chapter Four addresses methodological issues. It firstly develops a methodological
framework within which the social representation QOL can be sampled and analysed
in its diverse locations through a triangulation of different methods. Then it depicts
the five complementary research methods used in the empirical studies to account for
QOL: word associations, semantic differentials, public discourse in the media,
individual interviews and focus groups discussions with the rural and urban residents
amongst different generations. For each method, its theoretical rationale, research
procedures and the method of data analysis are described. Finally, it addresses how

the different data sets are integrated.

The empirical findings are presented in four chapters. Given the scarcity of research
on the lay representation QOL and the complexity of the issue involved, Chapter Five
explores the semantic meanings of QOL in contemporary Chinese society. Rather

than attempting to approach to the issue in the manner of lexicons and thesaurus, this
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chapter examines the denotative and semantic meanings of QOL through word

associations and semantic differentials tasks.

Chapter Six explores the basic organisational principles of the representation QOL:
What is the underlying taken-for-granted basis of the notion of QOL in contemporary
Chinese society? The chapter shows that, despite the great complexity evident in the
data, QOL is a dyadic construction structured around the dialogical opposite between
having and being. It suggests that this dialogical opposite between having and being is
the deep structure of the representation QOL, and thus constitutes the thema of the
representation. The semantic artefacts of this thema in contemporary Chinese society

are also discussed.

Chapter Seven explores how the thema of having and being is “horizontally” spilled
over the domains of life. It shows QOL is activated in five critical domains: health,
family, work, social relations and the natural environment, and the thema of having
and being permeates and underpins these domains, emphasizing the instrumental and

expressive aspects of QOL in each domain.

Chapter Eight examines the ways in which social transition in China are restructuring
the relations both between individuals and their family and between the individual and
the state, how ordinary Chinese people frame these transformations — based on the
competing value systems of Confucianism, Marxism and capitalism — as either
opportunities or constraints in terms of their own QOL, and how the thema of
“having” and “being” is expressed in the ways in which people actually pursue their

QOL in this context.

Finally, Chapter Nine, the concluding chapter, integrates the empirical findings on
QOL in Chinese society, and attempts to use these empirical findings to explore,
theoretically, the structure of social representations and their embeddedness in the
history and culture of a given society. It is my hope that this thesis, as a whole, not
only presents detailed empirical descriptions of the organisation of the representation
QOL in China, but also attentively offers an alternative conceptual framework for the
study of QOL and contributes the development of the concept of themata concerning

the structure and genesis of social representations.
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1

THE CONTEXT OF THE STUDY:
CHINESE CULTURE IN THE THROES OF SOCIAL TRANSITIONS

With its long history, Chinese culture is both rich and complicated, and it differs in
substantial ways from mainstream Western culture. Modern Chinese history is
characterised by ideological and cultural confrontation, destruction and reconstruction.
This century alone, China has undergone massive, even revolutionary, shifts in its
economy, politics, society and culture. Recent social transition seeks to modernise the
state, to introduce the free market and to improve the quality of Chinese people’s lives.
The meaning of QOL needs to be addressed in this context. QOL in contemporary
Chinese society cannot be understood without an understanding of traditional Chinese
culture and its transformations in the course of modernisation. These are issues to
which this chapter is devoted. It aims at providing, in brief, a context of the research:
the basic characteristics of traditional Chinese culture and its recent transformations.
Section 1.1 introduces the key doctrines of the Confucian ideology and their
prevalence in traditional Chinese society. Section 1.2 discusses the impact of Marxist
ideology upon Chinese culture and Chinese rural-urban dual society system during
1949-1978. Section 1.3 focuses on the dramatic social change and the new ideological
configuration in contemporary Chinese society that resulted from China’s transition

into a market economy since the late 1970s.

1.1. Traditional Chinese Culture: Confucianism

For many centuries, Chinese society was characterised by a small-scale, self-
contained and self-sufficient peasant economy. The small-scale production in
agricultural society and the blood relations of the patriarchal clan system were the
social and economic foundations of traditional Chinese culture (Tang & Zou, 1996). It
is widely acknowledged that Confucianism is at the heart of traditional Chinese
culture (De Bary, Chan & Watson, 1960; Tu, 1990; Weber, 1951). Founded by
Confucius (551- 479 BC), a key figure in Chinese intellectual history, Confucianism
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is a blend of ancient Chinese folk knowledge with the original thoughts and
observations of Confucius. As a worldview and a way of life, Confucian ideology has
already transformed itself into a culture, a history and a reality (Feng, 1948), and
exerted a profound influence upon Chinese society for more than two and half
millennia. The term “Confucianism” is thus often used as synonymous with

traditional Chinese culture (Stockman, 2000).

1.1.1. Harmonious Society and Social Hierarchy

A significant feature of Confucianism is its emphasis on a harmonious society and the
appropriate arrangement of social relationships (Abbott, 1970). The harmony of
society in traditional Chinese thought was based on hierarchical and unequal relations
in which each individual occupied a proper place. The most important relations in
traditional Chinese society, embedded in the Confucian doctrine of “rectification of
name”, were “let the ruler be a ruler, the subject a subject, the father a father, and the
son a son” (Kim, 2000, pp.280-281). Each of these “names” or “statues” contained
certain responsibilities and obligations, and there were strict rules of order for people
with different ranks. The achievement of a harmonious society was thought to be

determined of people’s fulfilment of the duties and obligations inherent in their status.

The doctrine of “rectification of name” organised traditional Chinese society into a
pyramid-like hierarchical society. The bottom layer of society comprised many clans
of ordinary people or subjects which were connected by the blood relationship
between the father and the son as the mainstay of the society. At the apex of society
was the emperor. The emperor was the symbol of the “unity of man and Heaven”, and
his personal position was based exclusively on “his charisma as the plenipotentiary of
Heaven where his ancestors resided” (Weber, 1951, p.143). The ministers and a range
of government officials at different levels were located in-between. The emperor and
the father were given absolute authority over the subject and the son, respectively.
The relationship between the emperor and his ministers was regarded as the
relationship between the father and the son. The unequal status amongst people had

thus been determined. Large-scale peasant uprisings in Chinese history only replaced
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the dynasties, but they never touched upon the hierarchical order of society itself
(Tang & Zou, 1996).

The doctrine of yin and yang, originally used to explain the origin of the universe in
Taoism, was the metaphysical basis of social hierarchy (Tang & Zou, 1996). Yin and
yang are considered as the two forces which regulate the universe. Yang represents
masculinity, power, warmth, light, dryness, hardness, while yin represents femininity,
passivity, cold, darkness, moisture and sofiness. Everything in the world carries yin
and embraces yang. They achieve harmony by combining these two forces. In the
hierarchical order of social life, the emperor, husband and father were considered as
yang, and subject, wife and son were regarded as yin. Yang was above and yin was
below. Thus the emperor ruled his subject, the husband dominated his wife and the

father guided his son.

Since Confucianism positioned individuals in a strict social hierarchy, there were little
equal relationships amongst people. As Fairbank (1966) observes, an equal
relationship has little precedence in Chinese experience, “the order of nature is not
egalitarian but hierarchic” (p.12). The distinction between the dominant and the
dominated as the feature of social life was widely accepted as a matter of fact.
Consequently, as a relational being, the individual in traditional Chinese culture was
“sensitive to his relations with other, above, below or on equal footing with him”
(King & Bond, 1985, p.31).

1.1.2. The Centrality of Family

The predominance of the family over the individual and the continuity of patrilineal
descent occupied a central position in Confucianism. China being an agrarian society
based on the family as the basic unit of production for a long time, traditional Chinese
culture emphasised the collective quality of the family member’s life and behaviour.
The family dominated most people’s economic and social life. The collective interests
of the family as a whole were deemed much more important than those of its
individual members. The consequences of individual behaviour were considered to be

shared by the whole family, as King & Bond (1985) exemplified that the meaning of
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“face” should be viewed in relation to the gain and loss of the status of the family, not

just those of the individual.

The main axis of family life in traditional Chinese society was vertical (i.e. parent-
child), rather than horizontal (i.e. husband-wife) (Fei, 1992; Hsu, 1953). The parent-
child tie was considered as permanent, and superior to the husband-wife bond. Filial
piety, one of the important doctrines in Confucianism, connected, social
psychologically, the younger generation with the elder in the family. Filial piety
comprised three implications: showing filial obedience to parents, being willing to
support parents and having sons to continue the family line (Tang & Zou, 1996). With
regard to the relationship between a husband and a wife, it was not regarded as natural
relationship as it contained some elements of social relations, and was thus less
important. For instance, a man may have to divorce his beloved wife because she did

not please his mother (Hsu, 1953).

The continuity of patrilineal descent was a fundamental principle of the traditional
Chinese family system (Ebrey, 1990). This principle dictates that male offsprings
were especially valued for their roles in carrying on the family line. The continuity of
patrilineal descent was central to the spiritual sustenance of Chinese people. Of three
unfilial acts, producing no son was the worst. If a wife could not produce male
offsprings, her husband was enjoined to take a concubine, if he could afford it, to raise
a son (Lamson, 1935). Patrilineality, in this way, was allied with gender inequality.
Confucianism defined a woman in terms of her obligation to the male family member.
This is illustrated in the so-called rule of the “Three Follows” (Fei, 1992, p. 85),
according to which a woman’s status was thought to be subject to that of her father
before marriage, of her husband during marriage, and of her son in widowhood. When
a daughter married out of her natal family, her obligation transferred to the family of
her husband.

A family in traditional Chinese culture was more than the sum total of all its living
members. A family acted as the primary milieu in which a strong bond held together
the generations of the past and the present (Chu, 1985). In this sense, a family was the
converging point in the temporal sense where the ancestors and the living members

interfaced. The belief in the continuity between the dead and living was at the heart of
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ancestor worship (De Bary, Chan & Watson, 1960; Ebrey, 1990; Freedman, 1967a).
Ancestors were thought to bring prosperity to their descendants, provided that the
descendants properly protected their graves and performed ceremonies in the home
(Hunter & Sexton, 1999). In this line, Hsu (1949) argues that the Chinese sought and
found their security in the ancestor’s shadow. Ancestor worship was also exemplified
by the Chinese custom that an individual’s achievement was credited to the ancestors.
It was the obligation of an individual “to glorify clan and honour ancestors”, as a
popular Chinese saying goes. Failure, on the other hand, was thought to bring disgrace

to the ancestors.

Family life also played an important role in the maintenance, transmission and
transformation of the Chinese cultural heritage. As the primary social reality for
people, the family was chiefly responsible for socialising its members to function
within the Confucian ideology (King & Bond, 1985). The esprit of traditional Chinese
culture was transmitted and reproduced into the mind of family members by family

teaching and daily practices.

1.1.3. The Self and Society

The emphasis on the hierarchy and harmony of familial and social relationships rather
than on individuality in traditional Chinese culture does not entail a disinterest in the
self, but an insistence on seeing the self in a web of relationships. Confucianism
attached great importance to the self. But the self was discovered through a person’s
role in the family and in social life, and was thus considered to be linked to others in a

web of interrelatedness.

Fei (1992) argues that the self in Confucian culture was embedded in familial and
social relationships and was emotionally tied to personal obligations as defined by
those relationships. These relationships and obligations bound individuals to others in
their lifeworld. Furthermore, King & Bond (1985) insist that more than a role-player
prescribed in social structure, the self was an active and reflective entity. This view of
self was crystallised in the unique Confucian concept of self-cultivation which entails

a subtle interplay between role and identity. Open acknowledgement of the role of
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others in shaping one’s life is a central feature of collective culture (Gervais &
Jovchelovitch, 1998b). By contrast to individualistic Western culture, in which people
share a set of implicit and unexamined cultural values and practice that emphasise
individual rights, independence, self-determination, and freedom, collectivistic
traditional Chinese culture placed higher value on interdependence, and fostered a
solid connection between the self and others (Fiske, Kitayama, Markus & Nisbett,
1998). There was no clear-cut boundary between the self and others. An individual
was expected to adjust one’s self to meet other’s expectations and to work for the
good of the dyad, the family, and the state. In this sense, an individual made no
distinctions between personal and collective goals, or subordinated his/her personal
goals to collective goals if he/she did make such a distinction (Hui & Triandis, 1986).

This collectively constitutes the person’s social identity in Chinese society.

Moreover, Confucianism holds that all things in the universe are inseparably
interrelated and mutually interacting. There is a transcendence dimension in
Confucianism that unites self, society, nature and the supernatural (Tu, 1990). The
purpose of self-cultivation extends far beyond the individual self, it relates at once to
the family, the society, and the cosmos. This “anthropocosmic” vision in the
Confucian ideology extends the interrelatedness for the self not only to familial and

social relationships but also to the natural and the supernatural environment.

1.2. Ideological Crisis and the Introduction of Marxism in China

With several thousand years of civilisation, China boasted itself as the “Middle
Kingdom”: the nation occupying the centre of the world. Chinese people also thought
that their culture was the most advantageous one in the world (Levenson, 1958). This
Chinese anthropocentric self-image was, however, repeatedly defeated and humiliated
by firepower in the Opium War (1839-1842) and the Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895).
The Chinese elite in the early twentieth century began to question the values of
Confucianism, once the official ideology and cultural foundation of China. Various
social reform schemes, national construction plans, and revolutionary campaigns were

debated and pursued to revitalise the nation.
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Three very different ideological approaches underpinned these schemes, plans and
campaigns: a) wholesale Westernisation, b) traditionalistic conservatism, and c)
pragmatic eclecticism (Ci, 1994; Yang, 1998). Wholesale Westernisation advocated
an unconditional replacement of Confucianism with Western culture. Traditionalistic
conservatism defended orthodox Confucianism and rejected Western culture.
Pragmatic eclecticism upheld the essence of Chinese culture but integrated specific
aspects of Western civilisation especially in relation to its technological achievements.
Yang (1998) notes, Chinese people have long been torn between the need for cultural
maintenance and that for social change. The intellectual dilemma of reconciling
Chinese cultural identity with potentially threatening social and economic reform has
been at the heart of all attempts at modernisation. Different ideological approaches

focused on the culture identity and social change in radically different proportions.

However, all of the non-violent, reformist ideological campaigns failed to stop an
aggressive fascist Japan from nibbling more and more territories from China
throughout the 1920s and 1930s. There was therefore a strong call for a complete,
revolutionary change to sever China from these humiliating experiences. With the
success of the Russian October Revolution, the Leninist version of Marxism —
characterised by class struggle and violent revolution — seemed an attractive model to
follow. It would restore pride to China. Thus, following the victories of the Anti-
Japanese War (1937-1945) and of the Chinese Communist Party against the Chinese
Nationalist Party in the Civil War (1945-1949), Marxism, a “Western counterculture”
(Shaw, 1996, p.255), gained its wider popularity in mainland China.

With the seizure of the state power in mainland China in 1949, the Chinese
Communist Party determined to transform China’s backward, agrarian society into an
advanced, socialist society. It launched a series of campaigns to promote and instil
Marxist ideology, and adopted two intertwined steps, a planned economy and class

struggle, towards constructing a socialist society.

According to orthodox Marxism, socialism is a grandiose scheme to cure the social
problems created by capitalism. For Karl Marx (1883/1976), capitalists employ
workers from free labour markets and exploit their labour force without mercy. They

produce irresponsibly, pour products continuously into consumer markets, and create
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cyclical production surpluses and economic crises. When an economic crisis occurs,
capitalists lay off workers and drive them to the streets without taking any social
responsibility. In reaction to Marx’s critique of the early capitalists, socialist China,
following the Soviet Union’s model, practised a planned economy. It sought to
determine centrally both the supply and the demand sides. The Chinese Communist
Party also regarded class struggle as the essence of Marxism and as the crux of the
Russian October Revolution (Tang & Zou, 1996). The proletarian and bourgeois
classes were seen as social enemies with antithetical economic goals and ideological
interests. Class struggle in China aimed at the expropriation of private property, on
behalf of the proletariat class, and finally, the destruction of class relationships which
had prevailed in traditional China. This communist revolution contributed
tremendously to publicising the ideas of equality, equity and fairness across the old
line of social stratification amongst all the Chinese people. The egalitarian practices,
however, were dualistic in nature, and actually rigidified the distinction between rural

and urban sectors.

In rural areas, private land ownership and land tenancy were abolished, and land
ownership was transferred to the state. Traditional family-based agricultural producers
were integrated into People’s Communes, which geographically consisted of several
natural villages. People’s Communes were popularised throughout the whole country
from the 1950s. As a basic unit of society in rural areas, a Commune took charge of
everything, including not only agriculture, but also industry, commerce, education and
even militia. The government of the township was also abolished and integrated into a
Commune. A People’s Commune was meant to be economically self-sufficient.
Members of a Commune had equal income for equal labour, which was calculated by
the work-point. They were tightly controlled by the collective but enjoyed
comparatively few state welfare benefits. People’s Communes were regarded as a
transitional form from socialism to communism in the relations of production as well
as in the relations of distribution. Mao Zedong, the leader of the Chinese Communist

Party, called it as “the bridge to communism” (Tang & Zou, 1996).
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In urban areas, the state owned and operated major work organisations. The basic
work organisation in China was called danwei' (it means literately the “work unit”). A
danwei was organised around a line of production, business, service, profession, and
administrative function. As a building block of society in urban areas, the danwei was
a salient social phenomenon and held an important position in the individual’s work
and life (Shaw, 1996). A danwei referred not only to a workplace where a group of
people were employed to carry out a line of business under the socialist state planning.
Rather, it was an all-encompassing welfare institution that covered its employees’
housing, health care, pension and childcare. The state also practised a centralised
distribution of the labour force; all employment was arranged by the government.
Low wages and wide employment were the basic principles aimed at “everyone being
secured a living and everyone having a job” so as to ensure social stability. Under the
socialist planned economy, the state assigned each urban resident a job. Once
assigned, lifetime employment was guaranteed, and mobility was largely restricted to
promotion with the danwei. Workers in state enterprises were considered as the
proletarian category, all jobs were considered as equal importance to the socialist
revolution, and income differentials were relatively small in this low-income, high

welfare, lifetime employment system.

This rural-urban dual society system was instituted by the unique Chinese hukou
system, which refers literally to the household registration system. Up to the late
1970s, China maintained a tight control over rural-to-urban mobility. The Aukou
system was seen as an indispensable feature of Chinese socialist economic planning
and designed to forestall rural-to-urban migration (Cooney & Li, 1994). Every citizen
was required to register at his/her permanent residence. Registration under the Aukou
system was the principal means to establish one’s official status (Chan, 1994) and to
approve one’s residence in a specific city, town or village. One’s hukou status was
inherited from one’s mother and was thus predetermined. While initially conceived as
an instrument for migration control, the Aukou system was soon transformed into a
social institution which divided Chinese society into spatial hierarchies whose

29

sharpest division was between “agricultural” and “non-agricultural” registration

! This thesis employs the Pinyin system for the translation of Chinese terminology. Having replaced the
older Wade-Giles system, the Pinyin system is now the official romanisation system in the People’s
Republic of China, and has been adopted by the United Nations.
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status (Mallee, 2000). The essential distinction between these two categories of
citizens was their relations to the state. Individuals registered as the “agricultural”
category depended mainly for their livelihood on their own labour and the fluctuating
harvests. Social welfare provisions such as education and medical service under the
administration of People’s Commune were supported by the villagers themselves, and
maintained at a low level. Individuals registered as the “non-agricultural” category, on
the other hand, were issued with rationed coupons for daily necessities such as grain,
cooking oil and cotton clothes, and were eligible for housing provision and other
major social welfare provided by the government through their danwei. Labour influx
from rural to urban areas was rigidly controlled by the government through the Public
Security Bureau. An individual could be sent to rural areas as a punishment or for “re-
education” if he/she were violating regulations. Urban residents were thus seen as
superior to rural residents in terms of both social reputations and tangible advantages.
In this sense, a new inequality between rural and urban sectors was introduced into

Chinese society by the communist egalitarian practices.

The egalitarian philosophy at the heart of the Chinese Communist Party was a key
driver of gender equality in an otherwise rigidly gendered society. Traditional Chinese
society believed, and practiced, a gendered division of labour in which a man’s place
was at work and woman’s place was at home. The Chinese Community Party wiped
out this traditional belief and practice. Its women policy was framed within the
Friedrich Engelsian (1884/1972) concept of women’s liberation and gender equality
(Zheng, 2000), which insisted that women would only achieved liberation through
participation in social and economic production. It was the Party’s policy that urban
women should enjoy equal employment opportunities with men, that rural women
should share the same farming workload as men, and that women and men should
enjoy equal pay for equal work. Women’s participation in social and economic
production enhanced their status both at home and in social life. For the first time in
Chinese history, it was recognised that women could “hold up half the sky”. The

position of “housewife” became a scorned social category and a historic relic.

Collectivism, the core value in traditional Chinese culture, was not abandoned, but
was incorporated into the Marxist ideology characterised by class struggle and public

ownership. Arguably, it was precisely this collectivism which made the integration of
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Marxism in Chinese society imaginably in the first place. The purpose of class
struggle was to eliminate class exploitation and class oppression by abolishing private
ownership, and thus to realise social justice, fairness, and equality. The value of an
individual was publicised as being unified with the responsibilities of society. An
individual must not have concern for his/her personal fame and gain, but must
subordinate his/her personal interests to those of the proletarian class. Western
individualism was criticised as morally vacuous and socially irresponsible. The
collectivism which was used to characterise traditional Chinese culture was
intensified thereby. Its foci were the perpetuation of self-sacrifice and the

establishment of a collective will.

1.3. Recent Reform and Opening-up and Ideological Conflicts

China’s liberal economic reform and opening-up to the outside world were
inaugurated at the Third Plenum of the Eleventh Central Committee of the
Communist Party of China in December 1978. The new leadership, headed by Deng
Xiaoping, explicitly renounced class struggle as a vehicle for social development, and
introduced a policy of reform and opening-up. Priority was given to developing the
national economy, improving the quality of people's life, and striving for a
modemnised society. The decollectivisation and decentralisation of the economy have
since then proceeded unevenly, and a predominantly state-owned and centrally
planned economy is being gradually transformed into a market economy. A stock
market, real estate market, labour market and other crucial elements for a market
economy are coming into being. The reform and opening-up have not only resulted in
a remarkable increase in the growth rate of the Chinese economy and average per
capita income, but also brought about far-reaching social transformations. The impact
of the massive social, cultural, economic and political change stretches out to every
corner of the country, and touches the every facets of ordinary people’s daily life, thus

marking a distinct break with the past communist ideology and practices.
The reform started in the agricultural sector with the elimination of the People’s

Commune, and the establishment of a ‘“household responsibility system”. The

“household responsibility system” is the functional equivalent of family farming.
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Although land ownership still belongs to the state, individual households are
permitted to sign contracts that afford them effective control over the management,
output, and marketing of agricultural production in exchange for payments. The
decollectivisation of agriculture and the emergence of state-sanctioned free markets
not only stimulate the enthusiasm of farmers and lead to a rapid increase of
agricultural production, but also relax the restrictions on rural-to-urban mobility.
Faced with the surplus rural labourers due to the introduction of the ‘“household
responsibility system”, the government permits, and in fact encourages, villagers to
engage in non-agricultural occupations. Rural migrants are mainly involved in
unskilled/semi-skilled occupations, such as construction work, peddling, unskilled
commercial work and domestic help. By the mid-1990s, the total migrant population
had reached about 80 million (Mallee, 2000), certainly making China’s recent
peacetime population movement the largest in history. The term “migrant flood” thus
gains its currency to depict rural labour flows. Rural migration plays a double role:
remedying hardcore rural poverty and lowering urban-rural inequality. However, it is
almost impossible for the people who are working in the city but coming from rural
areas to change their Aukou from the “agricultural” to the “non-agricultural” category.
As “outsiders”, migrants are segregated from the urban host population. They are
considered as “rustics” by urban residents, and maltreated at work. They remain
ineligible for many benefits enjoyed by those with legal urban identity, such as
housing, social insurance and child education services. Although the hukou system is
no longer used to prevent rural-to-urban mobility, Chinese society can still, by and
large, be divided into an “agricultural” segment and “non-agricultural” one. This

division remains crucial in determining people’s life chances.

The initial success of the reform in rural areas leads to urban reform. The urban
reform involves two interrelated ingredients: the introduction of plural forms of
ownership and the restructuring of the employment system. As the non-public
economic sector has been clearly stipulated to be an important component of a market
economy, the mushrooming of private firms, joint ventures and foreign-invested
businesses has turned China into a pluralistic economic society. Parris (1999) argues
that the popular image of the successful private “boss”, complete with a private car
and a villa in the suburbs, provides an attractive alternative lifestyle for many people,

marking a significant shift in society from public to private interests. The employment
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system reform, which involves worker recruitment, unemployment insurance, labour
contract and the possible dismissal of workers, has eliminated a majority of urban
residents’ dependence on the government for lifetime employment, and attachment to
a danwei. In the process of restructuring thousands of state-owned non-viable
industrial enterprises through mergers, bankruptcy or privatisation, millions of
employees have found themselves in the category of “surplus labour”. Zheng (2000)
argues that the move from job assignment by the government to a job market — in
which plural forms of ownership coexist and compete, freedom of mobility joins
freedom of discrimination, and opportunities blend with insecurity — has profoundly
changed individuals’ relationships to state and reshaped their identities. The once
powerful danwei has had to waive its prestige and give way to a new economic reality.
An employer can no longer afford to provide the welfare to its employees. Healthcare,
education and housing have been increasingly recompensing services to those who

can pay for them, rather than the socialist welfare for every citizen.

The great improvement and enrichment of ordinary people’s lives go hand in hand
with the swell of the disparities between the better off and the worse off. The reform
has promoted and glorified the new rich by rejecting the “Maoist cult of poverty”
(Parris, 1999). The gap separating the rich and the poor, both between and within
regions, has enlarged rapidly under the reform (Perry & Selden, 2000). Egalitarianism
is now blamed for a lack of incentives and perceived to be hindering economic
development. One of Deng Xiaoping’s famous adages is that “to get rich first is
glorious”, which encourages individuals to work hard for personal material prosperity.
As a consequence, a class of wealthy entrepreneurs, which is identified as China’s
“new middle class” (Goodman, 1999), is coming into existence with control over
material resources far in excess of the average urban residents, and the mass media
recount on a daily basis the success stories of millionaires (Stockman, 2000).
According to the United Nations Development Programme (1998), China in the
course of a few decades has moved from the rank of the world's most egalitarian
societies to one of the most unequal in its distribution of income, wealth and
opportunity. The increasing mobility and greater media access heighten the awareness

of these disparities.
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The population policy in China has witnessed two reverse processes over the past
half-century: pronatalism and antinatalism. A pronatalist policy had been
implemented during the 1950s and the early 1960s. A positive approach to population
growth stemmed from the Marxist outlook towards population. In diametrical
opposition to Malthus (1798), Marx (1883/1976) argued that the elimination of the
existing capitalist system and the establishment of a socialist system would create
more room for population growth. Engels (1884/1972) also believed that there ought
to be more wealth if there were more people. This viewpoint exerted tremendous
influence upon China’s pronatalist policy at that time. Mao Zedong (1964) insisted a
man is not only a consumer but also a producer, and, thus, that China’s large
population would be a great asset. However, facing serious pressures on the country’s
resources and infrastructure, aggravated by the rate of population growth, the Chinese
government conducted birth control campaigns and promoted a voluntary birth
control from the late 1960s, and further introduced a policy of one-child-per-couple
since 1979. The policy stipulates that a couple is allowed to give birth to only one
child in normal circumstances. But there are regional and urban/rural differences in
the implementation of the policy. The aim of the policy is to ensure that the
population growth keeps in step with economic development and that economic gains
resulting from reform and opening-up are not entirely consumed by an ever-
burgeoning population. On the other hand, as a core cultural value, having offsprings
is integral to the family happiness, and male offsprings are especially valued both for
their contribution to the family welfare and for their roles in preserving family
continuity through future generations. This value is deeply entrenched in the mind of
Chinese people. This antinatalist policy is thus fraught with profound implications and

complications of Chinese culture.

Under an international context of two-pronged antagonistic relations with both the
West from the 1950s to the 1970s and the former Soviet Union during 1960s and the
1970s, China was a relatively autarkic society. It sacrificed the potential fruits of
international cooperation for economic autonomy and self-reliance. Today the reform
and opening-up extend and intensify China’s engagement with the outside world; the
links to the rest of the globe are extraordinarily dense both economically and
culturally. An increasingly large numbers of foreign companies come to China and set

up their branches there. International capital defines leading sectors of economy and
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finance. Hollywood films are being shown in Chinese cinemas. Foreign television
programmes captivate much of audience. Western fast food franchises such as
McDonald's, KFC and Pizza Hut rub shoulders with Chinese restaurants. Global
fashions such as the craze for famous brands, discos, keeping fit, bowling, share
dealing, surfing the Internet, bungie jumping, rock climbing and river rafting have all
entered China and attracted now many participants. With ever increasing connections
with the rest of the globe, China is becoming a member of the international
community. It is through the process of globalisation that Western capitalist ideology
and lifestyle have made deep inroads in the minds of Chinese people, and facilitated

ideological and cultural change in contemporary Chinese society.

The rapid development of a market economy provides Chinese people with the
freedom to pursue materialistic goals. The state’s decreasing control over the
individual promotes the individual’s free-choice and self-reliance. Increasing
involvement in the globalisation introduces Western ideology and remoulds the
traditional Chinese mentalities. In this way, a wave of individualism and materialism
is challenging the traditional Chinese way of life, and sweeping away communist
values such as “selfless devotion to others”. Ordinary Chinese people find themselves
in the throes of ideological transitions. The ideological shifts directly undermine the
values of collectivism and communism. Wong & Mok (1995) argue that there are
three major systems of value which shape the ideological configuration in
contemporary China: traditional Confucianism, egalitarian socialism and free market
value. These contesting value systems offer different, sometimes complementary or
competing sets of values and orientations for the definition of social relations and the

organisation of social life.

14. Summary

This chapter has briefly introduced the cardinal features of traditional Chinese culture
and its transformations during the past half-century. Traditional Chinese culture
emphasised the hierarchical and unequal relations between the dominant and the
dominated, the predominance of the family over the individual and the continuity of

patrilineal descent, and saw the self at a web of interrelatedness of family, social
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relations, nature and the supernatural. As the Chinese Communist Party seized the
state power in 1949, Marxism became a guiding ideology in Chinese society. China’s
communist experiment during 1949-1978 was characterised as the establishment of a
collective will, the distinction between rural and urban sectors, and egalitarianism
within each sector. Chinese society is now undergoing yet another massive and rapid
transition. The decollectivisation and decentralisation of the economy and increasing
involvement in the globalisation since the late 1970s have brought about far-reaching
transformations to contemporary Chinese society. The contesting value systems of
traditional Confucianism, orthodox Marxist and Western capitalism represent a new
ideological configuration in contemporary China. In this sense, Chinese culture and its

transitions provide a real “laboratory” for exploring how QOL is socially constructed.

30



2

CONCEPTUAL MODELS OF QOL: A CRITICAL REVIEW

This chapter critically reviews theoretical perspectives and empirical studies on QOL.
It suggests that miscellaneous theoretical approaches to the study of QOL can be
grouped conceptually into: a) objective models, b) subjective models, and c) holistic
models. Each of these models represents a body of research, with a particular set of
concerns and assumptions in relation to QOL. Sections 2.1, 2.2, and 2.3 discuss and
analyse the characteristics, strengths and weaknesses of each type of models, on the
basis of some representative approaches which predominated in the mainstream
literature on QOL. Section 2.4 argues that the approaches reviewed offer but a partial

and limited insight on QOL, and that they are based on implicit Cartesian assumptions.

2.1. Objective Models

2.1.1. Characteristics

The objective models of QOL are characterised by defining QOL in terms of objective
living conditions. The criteria for defining QOL may include physical health, personal
circumstances (income, accumulated wealth, living conditions, etc.), social
relationships, activities, and wider societal and economic influences. They exclude
any reference to how the individual perceives and interprets such objective conditions.
These objective models do not depend on any self-ratings based upon an internal
referent, but only on a person’s actual behaviour and current conditions compared to
some objectively determined and measurable external referents. They “represent in a
broad sense the individual’s standard of living represented by verifiable conditions

inherent in the given cultural unit” (Evans, 1994, p.53).
The national and regional demographics are the major sources of information on the

objective living conditions. These statistics are compiled through censuses, micro-

censuses, economic accounts and specialised surveys, all containing socio-
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demographic and socio-economic data which contribute to a representative picture of
the state of society and developments in objective dimensions. Social scientists in this
field often depend upon this material for secondary analysis. “The research is

restricted to measurements of such ‘hard’ data” (Glatzer & Mohr, 1987, p.16).

The objective models of QOL are closely related to the social indicators movement
(Miles, 1985). Originally the term “social indicators” emerged as a political entity
(Sullivan, 1992) and was used by politicians as a platform to trumpet the success of
their administrations. For instance, in 1932 Herbert Hoover campaigned for the
presidency promising “a car in every garage and a chicken in every pot” (quoted in
Campbell, Converse & Rodgers, 1976, p.1). Social indicators first came into the
research field as a scientific concept and a course of concern in the mid-1960s. From a
social scientific perspective, research on social indicators was prompted by the
recognition that along with a rise in national income, and personal material benefits,
there also appeared rising levels of violence, public disorder, and environmental
pollution. These new problems suggested that “there was more to society than
economic growth, and the social indicators gauged the rising importance of the social
welfare of the nation” (Day & Jankey, 1996, p.41). Social indicators were seen to
reflect the overall “health” of the nation and the well-being of its citizens. Social
indicators are comparable to the Gross National Product (GNP) in that they emphasise
on measurability and comparability. These attributes provide the thrust for intensive
research on social indicators as an appropriate subset of social statistics. Yet, social
indicators widen the range of issues that are deemed important to the well-being of a
nation, and include social development alongside economic well-being. Social
indicators are used as tools “for monitoring unpredictable patterns of national
development, for providing data to help simplify decisions about complex issues”
(Miles, 1985, p.25), and for comparing and contrasting the resource amongst different

nations and regions.

2.1.2. Representative Approaches

There are various objective approaches to the study of QOL. Each of these is based on

a set of assumptions about what represents the good life. The representative types
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proposed and practised include the Social-Economic-Political-Environmental Index
(Liu, 1974), the Physical Quality of Life Index (Morris, 1979), the Human
Development Index (the United Nations Development Programme, 1990; 1991), and
the Quality Adjusted Life Years (Williams, 1979, 1985).

2.1.2.1. Social-Economic-Political-Environmental Index

The Social-Economic-Political-Environmental Index (SEPEI) is one of the early
approaches in the social indicators movement. Based on an understanding that QOL
does not necessarily increase proportionally with rise in material wealth, and that
QOL index should not be directly related to economic indicators, Liu (1974)
developed the SEPEI as an alternative “systematic methodology for assessing a group
of social, economic, political and environmental indicators” (p.188) to reflect

adequately the overall “health” of a nation and its citizen’s well-being.

The SEPEI includes nine indicators: individual status, individual equality, living
conditions, agricultural production, technological development, economic status,
education, health and welfare, and state and local government. Each factor involves a
numbers of variables. The criteria used to select these indicators are that they should
be “sufficiently universal”, “flexible enough to encompass any lifestyle”, “general
consensus” and “open to verification” (Liu, 1974, pp.188-189). The nine indicators
can be used separately to assess performance in the respective areas, but the overall
SEPEI is constructed based on the assumption that the nine composite indicators have

equal importance in determining QOL.

2.1.2.2. Physical Quality of Life Index

The Physical Quality of Life Index (PQLI) was developed by the US Overseas
Development Council (ODC) under the direction of Dr Morris in the late 1970s.
Because the traditional yardstick of economic performance (i.e. GNP) alone could not
provide adequate information about changes in the live of individuals, Morris (1979)
introduced the PQLI as a new social indicator to monitor progress. The PQLI has been
vastly influential as a measure of national development, due to its institutional

backing and the simplicity of its calculation.
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The PQLI consists of three components or indices, namely, infant mortality, life
expectancy at age one, and basic literacy. The selection of components is based on the
following three assumptions: a) people, generally, prefer to have no or few deaths
amongst the infants born to them; b) under almost all circumstances people prefer to
live longer, rather than shorter, lives; and c) literacy could serve as a surrogate for
individual capacity for effective social participation (Morris, 1979). Each index meets
the following criteria: the need for a non-ethnocentric measure; the need to measure
results, not input; the need to reflect the distribution of social results; the need for
simplicity; and the need for international comparability (ibid). Concerning the
composition of the components, it is assumed that these three factors are linear
additive. Each of these three indicators is thus essentially treated as contributing
equally to the PQLI. The PQLI can be used not only to measure change at the
national level and to look at relative performance amongst the countries, but also to

measure change over time, to make comparisons amongst various sectors.

2.1.2.3. Human Development Index

The Human Development Index (HDI) was suggested by the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) in 1990 and modified in 1991. Since then, the
UNDP has published HDI for various areas around the world in its annual Human
Development Report. The HDI has attracted a great deal of attention from policy-
makers, academics and members of the general public. It has become an influential

criterion to measure the social development of countries.

The HDI consists of three components: longevity, educational attainment and a decent
standard of living. Human development, according to the UNDP, “is a process of
enlarging people’s choices” (United Nations Development Programme, 1990, p.10).
In principle, these choices can be infinite, such as political freedom, guaranteed
human rights and self-respect. Nevertheless “the most critical ones are to lead a long
and healthy life, to be educated and enjoy a decent standard of life” (ibid, p.10). Thus,
the UNDP suggests the system to measure and monitor human development should,
for the time being, focus on these three essential elements of human life. Longevity is

measured by life expectancy at birth; the educational attainment is measured by a
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combination of adult literacy (two-thirds weight) and combined primary, secondary
and tertiary enrolment ratio (one-third weight); the decent living standard is measured
by real GDP per capita. The HDI is composed of these three components in a linear

additive model.

2.1.2.4. Quality Adjusted Life Years

The Quality Adjusted Life Years (QALYs) (Williams, 1979, 1985) attempts to
integrate the study of QOL into a framework of cost-utility analysis, by adopting and
explicit economic approach, the QALY distanced itself from the social indicators
movement. The QALYs is based on the belief that a person’s QOL should affect the
value (or “utility” in economic terms) of that particular year of his or her life.
Originally, this approach was used in an attempt to reduce health care gain to a
common unit of account, and hence enable “objective” decisions to be made about the

allocation of resources amongst conflicting priorities.

The basic idea of the QALYs is that a person who is faced with the prospect of living
Y years at less than full health may be able to equate this with the prospect of living X
years (where X<Y) at full health. The QALYSs assigns a value of one to a year of
healthy life expectancy, and assigns a value of less than one to a year of unhealthy life
expectancy. For example, if a person were only at 50% full health over a 10-year
period, he or she would score five QALY for those ten years. Thus, any number of
profiles of probable survival duration in a whole range of health states can be

converted to their respective “full health life year” equivalents.

The central premises underpinning the philosophy of the QALY are stark economic
facts that health demands are infinite but a country’s healthcare resources are limited;
a monetary value of life, utilising various decision theory models, is, therefore, a
rational and efficient means of allocating the scarce available resources (Fallowfield,
1990). The QALY have been used in two separate contexts. First, where a choice has
to be made amongst different possible forms of treatment for the same individual, and,
second, where a choice must be made amongst altemative ways of allocating

resources for a diverse range of health interventions. The idea is that a QALYs
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measure may be used as a decision aid in cases where different therapeutic options

may produce quite diverse combinations of lengths of survival and of QOL.

2.1.3. Criticisms

The objective approach to QOL has been applied to various fields, because it
“facilitates concise, comprehensive and balanced judgement about the conditions of
major aspects of a society” (Raphael, 1996, p.160). Yet, I wish to ague that there are

a number of problems with all the objective models of QOL described above.

Firstly, these objective models fail to distinguish external causes of QOL and QOL
itself. As Schuessler and Fisher (1985) note, external conditions may foster or
facilitate QOL, but they do not constitute QOL itself. It is mistaken to define QOL as
some kind of conditions external to human life. Even in the social indicators
movement, a debate broke out over the adequacy of various measures (Glatzer &
Mohr, 1987).

Secondly, the domains of QOL research reflect the concerns of individual researchers
and government agencies rather than the concerns of ordinary people. Professionals
and researchers “decide, on the basis of their own judgement, what constitutes a good
quality of life and what comprises the components of such an assessment” (Markova,
1995, pp.201-202). Each individual researcher has his/her own set of favoured criteria
in defining, and consequently, his/her own method in evaluating QOL” (Liu, 1974).
All the measures in these objective models consist of such a set of domains or
components, which are then pooled through a simple linear additive model to arrive at
the overall QOL index. In this sense, the objective modes of QOL seem somewhat

arbitrary.

Thirdly, the perception of what constitutes the good life is likely to be radically
different between societies and cultures (Diener & Suh, 2000b; Oliver, Holloway &
Carson, 1995). Yet, the objective models of QOL do not take account of culturally-

bound characteristics of QOL. Such silence amounts to ethnocentrism.
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To conclude, due to these limitations, these objective models provide only a limited

and, in many ways, inadequate approach to the study of QOL.

2.2. Subjective Models

2.2.1. Characteristics

The subjective models of QOL are characterised by defining QOL in terms of an
individual’s subjective reactions to life experiences. Such a subjective approach
depends on the direct experience of the person whose life is being assessed. It
indicates how people perceive their own lives. Satisfaction, happiness, or related
attitudes are all worthy of measurement in the subjective approach. The overall
reaction to life may be reflected in a number of specific life domains, such as material
comforts, health, work, leisure, family life, social relations, safety, religion,

neighbourhood, housing, education, the self.

The subjective models of the QOL can be distinguished into an external referent
approach and an internal referent approach (Evans, 1994). The external referent
approach rests on the assumption that an individual’s satisfaction or happiness is
determined by particular external, or environmental, variables. It seeks the origin of
QOL in the extent to which the environment and social welfare satisfy the individual’s
need. QOL in this approach is viewed as the individual’s subjective judgement as to
the extent to which his or her needs in the various domains of life have been met. The
internal referent approach is based on the proposition that the quality of a person’s life
is an enduring internal characteristic that causes certain outcomes. In this approach,
satisfaction, happiness, or related attitudes are derived from an individual’s state of
mind. The QOL of an individual is, in principle, independent of environmental or

societal factors, and is determined by the individual him/herself.

2.2.2. Representative Approaches
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Various subjective models of QOL have been developed. Each model proceeds from
its particular view of the individual’s perceptions on the good life. The main types
found in the literature include the subjective social indicator (Campbell, Converse &
Rodgers 1976; Campbell, 1980), the person-centred approach (Schalock, 1990, 1994
& 1996), the city ranking approaches (Pacione, 1989), the want-equilibrium theory of
happiness (Nordenfelt, 1993), and sense of relative superiority (Headey & Wearing,
1988). The former three belong to the external referent approach, and the latter two

belong to the internal referent approach.

2.2.2.1. Subjective Social Indicator

The subjective social indicator (Campbell, Converse & Rodgers 1976; Campbell,
1980), aims at “developing indicators that would document the subjective quality of
life” (Campbell, Converse & Rodgers, 1976, p.ix). The concern here is the

experiences of life rather than the conditions of life.

The work of Campbell et al has attracted a great deal of attention amongst social
scientists, policy-makers and the public in general, because they “redirected the
course of quality of life research” (Day & Jankey, 1996, p.41) from an objective
approach to a subjective approach. Campbell et al (1976) note that the roots of this

redirection are as follows:

The nation must change from its fixation on goals which are basically
economic to goals which are essentially psychological, from a
concentration on being well-off to a concern with a sense of well-being.
(...) It is no longer enough for the nation to aspire to material wealth; the
experience of life must be stimulating, rewarding, and secure. (p.1)

Campbell et al (1976) define QOL as a general sense of well-being. The self
experiences a sense of well-being when the needs he/she feels are appreciably reduced.
Need satisfaction stems from the degree of fit between an individual’s perception of
their objective situations and their needs or aspirations. The self has many needs, and
needs may be met in many ways. QOL inheres in the totality of all such feels of need
satisfaction. The conceptual model of QOL Campbell and his colleagues put forward
is shown in Figure 2-1.
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Standards of Comparison
Aspirations, Expectations etc.

The Objective N The Perceived The Valuated N Domain
Attribute Attribute Attributes Satisfaction

Figure 2-1: The conceptual model of subjective social indicator
(Campbell, Converse & Rodgers, 1976, p.13)

Within this model, how a person assesses a particular attribute of a particular domain
is dependent on his or her perception of that attribute in relation to internal standards
against which he or she assesses that perception. Campbell er al (1976) suggest that a
person’s perception of any domain attribute is dependent upon, but distinct from, the
objective environment. The way in which a person perceives the environment is not
necessarily identical to the environment as it actually is. The mechanisms governing

subjective-objective divergence are the levels of aspiration and individual taste.

Empirically, Campbell et al (1976) prefer to study domain-specific satisfactions. The
domains which they selected include health, marriage, family life, national
government, friendships, housing, job, community, religious faith, non-work activities,
financial situation, and organisations. The selection of the domains is “based in part
on the presence of earlier research, in part on relevance to questions of public policy,
and in part on our intuitive sense of their importance in the lives of the general
population” (ibid, p.13). The global feelings of well-being about life could accurately
be seen as a composite of feelings of satisfaction or dissatisfaction with each of the

above domains of life.

2.2.2.2. Person-Centred Approach
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The person-centred approach (Schalock, 1990, 1994 & 1996) emphasises that the
study of QOL requires an in-depth knowledge of people and their perspectives.
Schalock (1996) defines QOL as a subjective phenomenon based on a person’s
interpretation of personal characteristics, objective life conditions, and the self’s
perception of significant others. This approach attempts to integrate major factors in
an individual’s perceived QOL. Based on the literature review, Schalock (1994)
suggests that a person’s perceived QOL is related significantly to factors within three
major life domains, namely, home and community living, school or work, and health
and wellness. Satisfaction serves as an intervening variable between each of the

domains and a person’s perceived QOL (Schalock, 1996).

2.2.2.3. City Ranking Approaches

City ranking approaches are based on Cutter’s (1985) suggestion that QOL is related
to the following three main indicators, namely, the social environment, the physical
environment, and perceptual indicators. Within the social and physical environments,
each QOL dimension could be measured either objectively, using existing data
sources, or subjectively, reflecting a population’s “self-image” of well-being.
Perceptual indicators, reflecting the subjective assessment of place and objective
measures, enable the assignment of weightings to QOL characteristics. The weighting
is an essential issue in the city ranking research. The various elements of QOL are
quantitatively different from one another in the sense that they cannot be reduced to a

single index on objective grounds; thus, the perceptual weightings are needed.

Cutter’s conception of QOL is employed by the Strathclyde/Glasgow Quality of Life
Group as the basis of a new method of incorporating perceptual weightings in their
QOL studies. Unlike those studies which use “expert opinion” or the researchers’ own
views as the source of weightings, the Group employs opinion survey data to derive
weights which are then attached to a set .of some 50 objective QOL criteria, and so
derive a single set of measures and rankings. This approach, it is argued, gives a
measure of the relative importance of QOL measures without reference to a specific
location, and thus avoids some of the problem of distinguishing between the “real”

and perceived assessments of QOL in cities.
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Pacione, another Glasgow researcher, uses objective indicators to explore inter-city
differences, and those between Glasgow’s sub-areas, but relies on a survey method
with a random sample of households to explore micro-level variations in the
perceived QOL. Pacione (1989) argues that his multi-scale, multi-indicator
methodology provides a comprehensive assessment of the structure and distribution of

QOL in Glasgow, and that his methodology can be applied to other cities.

2.2.24. Want-Equilibrium Theory of Happiness

The want-equilibrium theory (Nordenfelt, 1993) takes human happiness as the kernel
of QOL. The theory argues that “want-equilibrium takes care only of the relation
between wants and satisfied wants”(Nordenfelt, 1993. p.7, italic in original).

The theory equates QOL with the dimension of happiness-unhappiness with life. The
basic idea can be formulated in the following way: P (a person) can be completely
happy with life, if P’s conditions in life are exactly as P wants them to be; Similarly, P
may be completely unhappy with life, if nothing in life is at all as P wants it to be; P
can be more or less happy with life according to the degree of agreement between the

state of the world — as P sees it — and his or her wants.

2.2.2.5. The Sense of Relative Superiority

Headey and Wearing (1988) equate QOL with subjective well-being (SWB), and
consider “the sense of relative superiority” (SRS) as a key adaptive mechanism which

maintains SWB.

Headey and Wearing (1988) notice that almost all human beings explicitly believe
that their own performance in major life roles is well above average. QOL researchers
have made many attempts to explain this, such as attributing it to measurement error,
low levels of aspiration as well as to high levels of perceived achievement (e.g.
Campbell, Converse & Rodgers, 1976), but without much success. In addition, they
found the effect is commonplace in research on social comparison theory (Festinger,
1954) and attribution theory (Heider, 1958). Much research in the field of social

comparison theory turns out that most people believe that they are healthier, more
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considerate, more honest and more creative than others, and will live longer than
others (e.g. Myers, 1980; Nosanchuk & Erickson, 1985). People also believe that in-
groups to which they belong are superior to out-groups (Janis, 1972). Attribution
theory espouses the principle that people tend to accept explanations which maintain
or enhance their self-esteem. Most people give more favourable motives and
explanations for their own behaviour than they attribute to others who engage in
precisely the same behaviour. However, the significance of SRS, and particularly its
close link to SWB, has been largely overlooked in social comparison theory and

attribution theory.

Headey and Wearing (1988) label the phenomenon, that people rate themselves
favourably compared to others in most major roles and domains of life in QOL
research, as the human sense of relative superiority (SRS). “SRS is a crucial
mechanism accounting for high levels of SWB” (p.499). The particular significance of
SRS, they suppose, is that it appears to be a prop that most people have in place to
support a high absolute level of SWB. The cost of SRS is to fail to perceive one’s
own poor performance and hence to take corrective action. The general proposition
underlying the model of SRS is that SRS is an important link in the chain of SWB, an
important psychological mechanism which reinforces both SWB and personality traits
associated with SWB.

2.2.3. Criticisms

Although “subjective appraisal of life conditions proved a better predictor of global
QOL than did background factors or scores of objective QOL within life domains”
(Oliver, Holloway & Carson, 1995, p.2), there are serious limitations to the subjective
models of QOL.

First, various subjective models of QOL tend to be highly individualistic. They treat
QOL as synonymous with the happiness and the satisfaction of the individual, and
seek answers based on the isolated, static and analytical research on states of the
individual. The emphasis in this approach is the importance of cognitive factors in the

individual evaluation of QOL, where these factors are “uniquely personal” (Oliver,
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Holloway & Carson, 1995, p.2). Particularly, the internal referent approaches of the
subjective models assume that QOL is an enduring internal characteristic of the
individual, and independent of societal conditions. Thus these subjective models of
QOL fail to provide any theoretical insight to account for the dynamics of social
change and to reflect the complexity of social reality. One must suppose, however,

that QOL is in some way related to social conditions.

Secondly, like the objective models of QOL, the domains of QOL research in various
external referent approaches of the objective models reflect the priorities and interests
of each individual researcher rather than the concerns of ordinary people.
Respondents are only allowed to place the importance on a number of the life
domains selected by researchers. A linear additive combination of domain
satisfactions is normally used to account for a global QOL. The issues of how

ordinary people experience and think about QOL are seldom taken into consideration.

Thirdly, some recent QOL researches limit themselves to a particular domain of
human life, such as the quality of family life, the quality of working life and the
quality of friendship. In this way, it breaks down artificially the whole construct, QOL,
into its components. This unfavourable trend results directly from a debate over the
relations between global satisfaction and domain-specific satisfactions within the
framework of the subjective approach to QOL (Schuessler & Fisher, 1985; Headey,
Veenhoven & Wearing, 1991). Although the concern underpinning this more

atomistic approach is legitimate, the solution it proposed is most unfortunate.

Therefore, like the objective models discussed in section 2.1, the subjective models of
QOL only constitute a very partial and limited contribution to an understanding of
QOL.

2.3. Holistic Models

2.3.1. Characteristics

43



The study of QOL is characterised by a continuous shift back and forth between the
objective and the subjective models. It is in the context of such unproductive
pendulum swings that a holistic approach to QOL was developed. It attempts to
integrate both the objective and subjective elements of human life. This approach is
characterised by viewing QOL as a multidimensional phenomenon, as a dynamic,
complex, constellation of interacting components. The underlying assumption in the
holistic models of QOL is the recognition of an individual’s physical, psychological,
spiritual and social aspects of QOL, together with the personal values or needs

associated with these aspects.

2.3.2. Representative Approaches

Two representative holistic models of QOL will be discussed in this section: one is
the “overall general well-being approach” (Felce & Perry, 1995, 1996), and the other

is the “Being-Belonging-Becoming approach”.

2.3.2.1. Overall General Well-Being Approach

The overall general well-being approach (Felce & Perry, 1995, 1996) aims at
integrating objective and subjective indicators, collectively reflecting a broad range of
life domains, through an individual weighting of the relative importance of each
domain. This model accommodates both concerns that objective data should not be
interpreted without reference to personal autonomy and preferences and concerns that
expressions of satisfaction are themselves relative to the individual’s temperament
and the circumstances and experiences that have shaped their frame of reference
(Felce & Perry, 1995).

The model is based on a broad agreement that QOL is a multidimensional construct.
QOL in this model is defined as an overall general well-being. The overall general
well-being comprises objective descriptions and subjective evaluations on five life

domains, which are weighted by a set of personal values, as shown in Figure 2-2,
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Figure 2-2: The overall general well-being model

(Felce & Perry, 1996, p.53)

The three facets in the model are objective description, subjective evaluation and
personal values. Objective description refers to the description of the life conditions in
which people live. Subjective evaluation refers to personal satisfaction with such life
conditions. The significance of both is interpretable in relation to the value or
importance the individual places on each life domain. The basic idea in this approach
is that these three facets are “in dynamic interaction with each other” (Felce & Perry,
1995, p.62). Changes in some objective domains of life, for instance, may change
satisfaction or one’s personal values or both, as well as affecting each other. These
three facets, on the other hand, are capable of changing independently of each other

because of external influences.

The five life domains in this model are not empirically determined, but devised by the
researchers “as a means of classifying the substantial agreement on the range of
factors relevant to quality of life that the authors report in their analysis of the
literature”(Felce & Perry, 1996, p.54). These five domains refer to physical, material,
social, and emotional well-being, together with the extent of personal development

and purposeful activity.
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23.2.2. The Being-Belonging-Becoming Approach

The Being-Belonging-Becoming approach to QOL is developed by a
multidisciplinary research team from the QOL Research Unit at the Centre for Health
Promotion (CHP) at the University of Toronto. The approach is heavily influenced by
the humanistic-existential tradition in philosophy. It recognises the individual physical,
psychological and spiritual dimensions. It acknowledges individuals’ need to belong,
in both a physical and a social sense, as well as distinguishing themselves from others
as individuals by pursuing their own goals and making their own choices. “These
themes are incorporated in three major domains of quality of life - namely, Being,
Belonging, and Becoming” (Renwick & Brown, 1996, p.77, italics in original). QOL
in this approach is defined as “the degree to which the person enjoys the important
possibilities of his or her life” (ibid, p.80). This conception of QOL is modelled in
Figure 2-3.

The degree to which the person enjoys

the important possibilities of his/her life

/i
Opportunities
& Constraints

7 / /
By Chance / Me-mo- > By Choice

Person w  Environmental Context

Components of quality of life:
BEING
BELONGING

BECOMING

Figure 2-3: The Being-Belonging-Becoming model of QOL
(Renwick & Brown, 1996, p.81)
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The model is multidimensional and it assumes that QOL is holistic in nature. The
model was developed on the basis of an analysis of the QOL literature and of
qualitative data that the researchers collected in the focus groups and in-depth
interviews with people. The exclusive use of qualitative research methods in relation

to QOL is found only in this body of research.

In the above model, possibilities refer to both the opportunities and the constraints in
people’s lives and reflect the continuing interaction between people and their
environmental contexts. Some possibilities occur “by chance”, they are not,
essentially, under a person’s own control, such as one’s gender and one’s family’s
socio-economic status. Other possibilities occur “by choice”, they are amenable to
much more control by individuals, such as an individual’s decision about the selection
of a friend, joining groups and choice of occupation. QOL results from “those
possibilities that have become important to people and the way they live their lives”
(ibid, p.81).

The notion of enjoyment implies two interrelated ideas. One refers to the experience
of pleasure or satisfaction; the other refers to the possession or attainment of some
characteristic, as embodied in such expressions as “they enjoy a good health”. In
essence, enjoyment of important life possibilities includes “both the attainment of
meaningful things or goals that are possible in people’s lives and the pleasure
associated with this” (ibid, p.82).

The model focuses on “the person’s possibilities in three fundamental areas of life that
are common to the human condition and are essential dimensions of human
experience” (ibid, p.82). That is, being, belonging, and becoming. Each of them has
three sub-domains. Being refers to the most basic aspects of who is one as an
individual. It comprises physical being, psychological being, and spiritual being.
Belonging is concerned with the connections between an individual and his or her
environments. It contains physical belonging, social belonging, and community
belonging. Becoming focuses on achieving personal goals, aspirations, and hopes by
engaging in purposeful activities. It consists of practical becoming, leisure becoming,

and growth becoming. The extent of people’s QOL in each of the nine areas “is
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determined by both the relative importance or meaning attached to each dimension

and the extent of individuals’ enjoyment in each area” (ibid, p.84).

2.3.3. Criticisms

The holistic approach to QOL is relatively a new trend. It highlights the complexity of
the concept of QOL by viewing QOL as a multidimensional phenomenon and by
taking into account both the subjective and the objective dimensions of human life.

However, there are also serious limitations in this approach.

Firstly, the holistic approach does not overcome the false separations between subject
and object as well as between the individual and society. It stops at taking into
account Both the subjective and the objective dimensions of human life and jointly
measuring QOL both subjectively and objectively. The dialectical relationships
between subject and object as well as between the individual and society (Mead,
1934) is less elaborated in this approach. This approach thus goes less than half way

to overcome the dualism dominated in the study of QOL.

Secondly, the holistic approach pays little attention to the intrinsically cultural and
historical embeddedness of QOL, because it fails to elaborate the dialectical
relationship between the individual and society. As a result, QOL is considered as a
universal construct that is amenable to unrestricted context-free generalisation. For
instance, the researcher within the holistic approach proposes that “conceptualisation
of quality of life should be generic as well as applicable across society as whole and

to particular subgroups within it” (Felce & Perry, 1996, p.52).

To sum up, the holistic model, like both the subjective and objective models, does not

provide a satisfactory approach to the study of QOL.

2.4. Crisis in QOL Studies and the Cartesian Paradigm
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2.4.1. The Current Crisis in the Study of QOL

Having reviewed the extensive literature on the QOL research in the previous sections,
the reader may legitimately ask: “is there actually such a thing as QOL?” Our review
reveals that the concept of QOL has spawned a multitude of conceptual models at
diverse levels of inquiry, and that there are endless debates ranging from fundamental
ideas concerning the nature of reality to the nuts and bolts of actually measuring QOL.
Some identify QOL as the life satisfactions or dissatisfactions of individuals with their
life conditions. Some, by contrast, relate the concept to social, economic and political
factors as well as the objectives of government social policy: levels of health,
education, the distribution of income, welfare, and so on. Others argue that QOL is a
complex constellation of interacting mechanistic and causal components, and that life
conditions and life satisfaction, as well as being personal values, all interact to
determine QOL.

It is apparent that research on QOL is ill-integrated. There are many conflicting
proposals and assertions. Theoretical and methodological problems abound. There has
been no generally accepted notion or definition of QOL. As a result, Rosenberg
(1992) suggests that the term of QOL is a “misnomer” (p.77), and Wolfensberger
(1994) advocates abandoning the concept of QOL in an article entitled: “let’s hang up
‘quality of life’ as a hopeless concept” (p.285). It would appear that QOL, as a

concept and a field of research, is in crisis.

2.4.2. The Root of the Crisis: Cartesian Paradigm

I wish to argue that the current crisis in QOL research has its roots in the Cartesian
paradigm® (Markov4, 1982). Underpinned by this paradigm, QOL is viewed as a
purely objective or a purely subjective phenomenon or the combination of both, and

as a time-free and space-free construct. This perspective urgently needs to be shifted.

? The term paradigm in this thesis is used as in Kuhn’s (1962) sense, i.e. a set of metatheoretical
presuppositions which form a framework underlying scientific research.
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2.4.2.1. The Subject/Object Dichotomy

One of the major problems in current QOL research is the dichotomy between object
and subject. This chapter has identified the objective and subjective models. The
differences between the two are substantial. The former assumes that observable,
external conditions of life are absolute standards and valid measures for QOL. The
latter equates QOL as one’s satisfaction with his or her lot in life: an inner sense of
contentment or fulfilment with one’s experience of the world. It insists that the
individual, himself or herself, is the one and only judge of his/her QOL. QOL has no
meaning apart from a person’s happiness. This dichotomy subject/object is related to
the dichotomy individual/society. The objective models concern with QOL at a

societal level; subjective models concern with QOL at an individual level.

These dichotomies, subject/object as well as individual/society, in the study of QOL
are by-products of a hidden Cartesian dualistic paradigm (Markova, 1982). The
Cartesian mind/body dualism claims that the mind and the body are two independent
entities, the mind exercising intellectual activities, the body being governed by
mechanical laws. By proclaiming that the existence of objects in the outside world can
only be deduced from the contents of the mind with the help of operations of the mind,
the Cartesian dualism between mind and body also creates dualisms between self and
other as well as between the individual and society. The separation of subject and
object, in other words, the world-of-consciousness and the world-in-itself, in the
Cartesian dualistic paradigm is complete. “Interaction between the thinking subject
and the rest of the world was not considered by the Cartesian paradigm”(ibid, p.23).

These Cartesian presumptions have become the unquestioned assumptions
underpinning all of the three conceptual models of QOL. Many Cartesian principles
are embedded in these models. Subject and object as well as individuals and society
are separated from each other. The objective models equate QOL with external life
conditions, without reference to any individual’s subjective experience. The
subjective models treat QOL as synonymous with happiness and satisfaction of the
individual, with priority being given to the mind of the individual. In this way they
individualise QOL. More recently, some holistic models consider QOL as a

multidimensional phenomenon comprising both objective living conditions and
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subjective judgements, but they do not transcend the false separation between subject
and object in the study of QOL. They virtually ignore the dialectical relationships

between subject and object as well as between the individual and society.

2.4.2.2. Mechanistic Approach

Cartesian philosophy, by integrating itself with Newtonian physics which provides a
static or mechanistic conception of the world, resulted in a positivistic approach. The
positivistic viewpoint stresses the isolated, static and analytical nature of research, and

is concerned only with how the world works, as it is.

It is rightly assumed that, in order to study a phenomenon, we are obliged to
set it apart artificially from the great whole, to isolate it, to make it as ‘pure’ as
this may be done; we only follow as far as possible the variation of a single
element at a time, while we suppose that, during this time, all others remain
without change. (Meyerson, 1908, p.431)

In addition, in the positivistic framework, phenomena still remain the same despite
any changes in their surrounding contexts. They are given in nature and so can move
freely from one context to another without themselves being changed. As a
consequence, scientific generalisations about human cognition can be accepted as
universal, unrestricted, and stable. This means that we do not need to consider the

cultural and historical context of the phenomena we study.

Current QOL research is dominated by such a positivistic approach. The positivistic
approach “so dominated quality of life research across all areas that its assumptions
are frequently not even recognised by those working in the quality of life field”
(Raphael, 1996, p.151). Following the positivistic point of view, firstly, QOL is
viewed as an independent entity capable of being defined and measured; secondly,
QOL is understood through the development of concepts based on what is observable
and measurable; thirdly, the purpose of inquiry is to develop universal principles and
laws to explain and predict QOL, which is time- and context-free; and finally, there is
a distinction between fact and value, QOL is considered to be value free, the
researcher only collects “facts” without reference to any interpretation on value

judgement.
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In brief, although all three models of QOL reviewed in this chapter are useful in some
cases, they fail to provide any theoretical insight to account for the social and cultural
embeddedness of QOL. The false separation between subject and object, as well as
mechanistic viewpoint, in the current study of QOL is the direct consequences of the

Cartesian assumptions. This perspective requires an urgent shift in focus.

2.5. Conclusion

This chapter has identified three types of conceptual models of QOL: objective,
subjective, and holistic. A range of theoretical approaches to QOL have been
reviewed, categorised, and criticised according to the framework of these three
conceptual models. These models deal with QOL at different levels of inquiry. The
objective models are sociologically oriented. The focus of the inquiry is the external
conditions of life; it is highly related to the development and implementation of social
policies and programmes. The subjective models are psychologically oriented, with
priority being given to the human mind, and the focus of the inquiry is the happiness
and satisfaction of the individual. The holistic models view QOL as a
multidimensional phenomenon, taking into account both subject and object as well as
a set of personal values. As far as the root philosophy is concemed, each of these
conceptual models is underpinned by the Cartesian dualistic paradigm, and dominated
by a positivistic viewpoint. This places the current study of QOL in crisis. Therefore,
a shift in perspective and in the level of inquiry is essential. The next chapter shall
argue that the Hegelian tradition of thought is a more viable paradigm to explore QOL
and the theory of social representations is an appropriate conceptual framework to this
end. It shall advocate that QOL should be studied at the socio-psychological level, by
re-conceptualising QOL as a social representation, which is socially and culturally

determined.
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3

A SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL APPROACH TO QOL

This chapter discusses the epistemological standpoint and conceptual framework
which guide my study of QOL. Section 3.1 advocates the adoption of the Hegelian
paradigm for redirecting the metatheoretical presuppositions on QOL. Section 3.2
argues that the theory of social representations can serve as an appropriate framework
to conceptualise QOL. Section 3.3 suggests that QOL be best conceived as being itself
as a social representation, in the light of the Hegelian paradigm and the theory of

social representations.

3.1. Hegelian Paradigm

Chapter Two has concluded that the current crisis in the study of QOL is rooted in
Cartesian assumptions, and that a shift in paradigm is extremely urgent. This section
shall argue that the Hegelian tradition of thought is a viable paradigm for re-directing
the analysis of QOL.

The Hegelian tradition of thought (Markova, 1982) transcends Cartesian dualisms and
constructs a synthesis of the individual and society. Firstly, in the Hegelian paradigm,
subject and object are different aspects of the same process. Hegel transcended the
dualism between the world-for-consciousness and the world-in-itself, i.e. between the
knowing subject and the object of his knowledge, by re-conceptualising the
relationship between the knower and the known. All knowledge in the Hegelian
tradition of thought is neither subjective nor objective knowledge. Rather, “it is
knowledge based on interaction between the knowing subject and the object of its
knowledge” (Markova, 1982, pp.111-112, italic in original). Thus, the world-for-
consciousness and the world-in-itself form an inseparable unity. Secondly, a basic
premise of the Hegelian tradition of thought is the social or interactive nature of mind
and, as a consequence, a reflexive self-consciousness. Mind and consciousness

develop out of the mutual encounter of one person with another and communication
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amongst people. Whilst interacting with others, “the one has to be able to see himself
through the eyes of the other to become self-consciousness” (Markova, 1982, p.149).
In this way, the individualistic notions of mind and consciousness are transformed
into dynamic and social conceptions, transcending the dualism between self and
others as well as between the individual and society. Thirdly, the evolutionary or
historical perspective is an important character of the Hegelian paradigm (Purkhardt,
1993). Contrasting with the mechanistic conception of the world inherent in Cartesian
paradigm, the Hegelian tradition of thought provides an organic and developmental
conception of world. Any knowledge is relative to specific social and historical
contexts which evolve and change. Knowledge is acquired through a “circle returning
within itself” (Markova, 1982, p.178). It is through the interdependent development of
the individual and society that reality is gradually reconstructed and recreated
(Purkhardt, 1993).

The course of scientific activity is shaped into the scientific community’s choice of a
paradigm (Kuhn, 1962). To overcome the limitations inherent in the mainstream
literature on QOL as discussed in Chapter Two, Cartesian dualistic paradigm should
be supplanted by Hegelian paradigm (Markova, 1982), because “the best antidote to
Cartesian dualism is some form of Hegelian synthesis™ (Farr, 1987, p.354). It is the
above distinctive features of the Hegelian tradition of thought which provide a more
appropriate epistemological perspective, or a viable paradigm, to analyse QOL.
Within this paradigm, it is essential to draw attention to the dialectical relationships
between subject and object as well as between the individual and society, to
reconceptualise QOL as a socio-psychological construct, and to examine QOL in a

particular social, cultural and historical context.

It is worth noting that Moscovici’s theory of social representations is in some ways in
debt to Hegel (Wells, 1987; Farr, 1987). Moscovici (1987) acknowledged that he was

aware of, and influenced by, the Hegelian tradition of thought.

3.2. The Theory of Social Representations
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The aim of this section is to clarify some critical aspects of the theory of social
representations, and to highlight those aspects of the theory which are of relevance to
the study of QOL. The theory will enables me to reconceptualise QOL as being itself
a social representation, that is, a social construct which is both socially “real” and

psychologically active for human beings.

3.2.1. Social Representations as Common Sense Knowledge

A key feature of the theory of social representations, as far as the present study is
concerned, is its explicit focus on common-sense knowledge. Moscovici states that he
was led to take an interest in social representations by his desire to “a scientific
analysis of what is commonly called common sense” (Moscovici, 1973, p.ix), or to
“rehabilitate common thinking and common knowledge” (Moscovici & Markova,
1998, p.376, italics in original) in social psychology. Social representations, for
Moscovici (1981b), are “the contemporary version of common sense”, “a set of
concepts, statements and explanations originating in daily life in the course of inter-
individual communications” (p.181). Common-sense knowledge in a modern society
originates not only from tradition and consensus which are produced spontaneously
by the members of a society, but also from public debates around recent scientific

discoveries and theories which are spread by the mass media (Moscovici & Hewstone,
1983).

Empirically, research on social representations was originally concerned with the
transformation of scientific knowledge into common knowledge. Moscovici’s seminal
work, La Psychanalyse: Son image et son public (1961/1976), focused on how the
science of psychoanalysis was transformed into everyday thinking in French society
in the mid 1950s. Following this narrow view on social representations, a number of
empirical studies became concerned with the circulation of knowledge from a core of
experts into the wider mass public (Bauer & Gaskell, 1999). However, it is now
recognised that social representations do not necessarily develop from scientific or
expert knowledge. Researches have studied such diverse objects as everyday
conception of health and illness (Herzlich, 1973), the human body (Jodelet, 1984),
madness (Jodelet, 1991), nature (Gervais, 1997), death (Bradbury, 1999), and
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African-American (Philogéne, 1994, 1999). Taken together, these studies have
augmented and somewhat transformed the meaning of social representations to
encompass not only popularised scientific theories, but also the “broad and heavily
contested field of social or cultural phenomena” (Wagner, 1998, p.299). In other
words, the notion of social representations is mainly concerned with common-sense
knowledge in general. This expanded view of social representations as the belief
systems of modern societies is widely accepted amongst researchers (Wagner, 1998).
The theme of the present study, QOL, falls under this broad view of social

representations.

3.2.2. Social Representations as a Sensitising Concept

Moscovici refers to social representations in different ways, according to changing
contexts. In an early paper, Moscovici defined social representations as “the
elaborating of a social object by the community for the purpose of behaving and
communicating” (1963, p.251). Later, he specified somewhat his idea, defining social

representations as “a system of values, ideas and practices...”, and “‘theories or
branches of knowledge’ in their own right, for the discovery and organisation of
reality” (1973, p.xiii). However, the concept has been widely criticised as “vague” or
“i1l-defined” (Potter & Litton, 1985; Jahoda, 1988). As a reply, Moscovici suggests
that vagueness is a virtue of the theory of social representations, that it arises by
design (1985), and that it makes possible for further development and elaboration
(1988). However, it seems to me that a failure in differentiating different types of

concepts has led to some critical confusion.

Blumer (1969) makes a distinction between a “definitive concept” and a “sensitising

concept™:

A definitive concept refers precisely to what is common in a class of
objects, by the aid of a clear definition in terms of attributes or fixed bench
marks. This definition, or the bench marks, serve as a means of clearly
identifying the individual instance of the class and make-up of that
instance that is covered by the concept. A sensitising concept lacks such
specification of attributes or bench marks and consequently it does not
enable the user to move directly to instance and its relevant content.
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Instead, it gives the user a general sense of reference and guidance in
approaching empirical instances. Whereas definitive concepts provide
prescriptions of what to see, sensitising concepts merely suggest directions
along which to look. (pp.147-148)

A number of concepts, such as culture, intelligence and social class, are not definitive
but sensitising concepts by nature. That a concept is sensitising, but not definitive,
Blumer (1969) argues, is not merely because of its immaturity and lack of scientific
sophistication, but due to the nature of the empirical world which it is seeking to study
and analyse. In the same vein, Gergen (1973) argues that psychological theory should

“play an exceedingly important role as a sensitising device” (p.317).

From this perspective, Potter and Litton’s (1985), as well as Jahoda’s (1988),
criticisms may only refer to the failure of social representations theory to provide a
definitive concept; while Moscovici consistently refers to social representations as a
sensitising concept, unwittingly. In my view, it is most meaningful to regard explicitly
social representations as a sensitising concept. In doing so, the concept can direct the
gaze of social psychologists towards the lay theories which ordinary people elaborate
and towards the profane thought through which they construct reality in their natural

settings.

On the other hand, it is worth noting that the concept of social representations runs the
risk of becoming so ‘versatile’ (Allansdottir, Jovchelovitch & Stathopoulou, 1993) as
to lose its specificity (Gervais, 1997). Thus, it is necessary to clarify social
representations else conceived as a sensitising concept. Jodelet’s (1988) definition

offers the most clearest and most consensual view of social representations.

The concept of social representations indicates a specific form of
knowledge, i.e. common-sense knowledge, the contents of which reveal
the operation of processes that are generative and that (serve) distinct
social purposes. More generally, it indicates a form of social thought.
Social representations are practical and communicable ways of thinking
that are oriented towards an understanding and mastery of the
environment (both social and material...). As such, they offer specific
distinguishing features in regard to how either the contents, or the mental
operations or the logic (of social representations) are organised. The
social distinctiveness of either the contents or the processes is
attributable to: (i) the conditions and contexts in which the
representations emerge; (ii) the means by which they circulate; and (iii)
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the functions which they serve in interaction both with the world and
with others. (pp.361-362; quoted from: Farr, 1990, p.48)

Furthermore, in accepting social representations as a sensitising concept, it is natural
to treat the distinction between the consensual and the reified universes as a
sensitising, but not a definitive, device. Moscovici’s distinction between two
universes engenders heated debates amongst social representation theorists (cf.: Farr,
1987; Wells, 1987, Mckinlay & Potter, 1987; Purkhark, 1993; De Rosa, 1994;
Moscovici, 1987). Much of these debates are concerned with the failure to specify the
precise and definitive features of each social universe and of their corresponding
forms of knowledge. In my view, the distinction between the two universes is
intrinsically sensitising, but not definitive, in nature. The distinction is “grounded on
sense instead of on explicit objective traits” (Blumer, 1969, p.150). It lacks precise
“reference” or “bench marks” which allow a clean-cut boundary between the two. The
role of the distinction between the two is to “direct study of our natural social world
wherein empirical instances are accepted in their concrete and distinctive from™ (ibid,
p.-152).

3.2.3. The Constructionist Features of Social Representations Theory

The aim of the theory of social representations was to counteract, and redefine, the
problems and concepts of individualistic social psychology. It is the following
constructionist features of theory, in my view, that constitute a radical challenge to
individualistic and reductionist social psychology, and that grant the theory its

significance.

Firstly, social representations are socially constructed phenomena. They are
constructed through the processes of people’s interaction with, and communication
about, their physical and social environments. Social representations provide an
environment of thought which determines how people perceive and understand the
world and which directs their actions. In other words, social representations neither
exist purely in the mind of subject nor purely in some objective reality “out there”, but

in the interaction between the two. They “represent things which exist independently
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and endow them with attributes which simultaneously relate subjects and objects”
(Wagner, 1998, p.322). Moscovici aims explicitly at overcoming the false separation
between subject and object that has come to characterise so much of modem

psychology:

There is no implication of any clear-cut division between the outside
world and the inner world of the individual (or group); subject and
object are not regarded as functionally separated. An object is located in
a context of activity, since it is what is because it is in part regarded by
the person or the group as an extension of their behaviour. (Moscovici,
1973, p.xi)

The notion of social representations here clearly eliminates a blind faith in the law of
causality which insists on the independence of entities; it nullifies the distinction
between subject and object, and it gives priority to the relational and supra-individual
nature of social psychological reality. A representation is simultaneously a
representation of something and of someone, i.e. it refers to some object, yet belongs

to some person or some group (Moscovici, 1984a; Farr, 1987).

Secondly, social representations are based on communication and are basic to
communication. On the one hand, social representations arise in the communication
process, both under influence of the media and in the course of ordinary conversation.
“Representations are formed through the act of communicating. This, of course, is
also the mechanism whereby they become realised collectively” (Farr, 1990, p.50). It
is through the process of communication that the cognition of the individual is shared
by others and thus emerges into the “public eyes as a social representation”
(Philogene, 1994, p.103). For Moscovici (1984b), the word “social” was meant to
“indicate that representations are the outcome of an unceasing babble and a permanent
dialogue between individuals” (p.950). On the other hand, social representations
permit communication to take place in a social group by providing a meaning for the
objects of talk common to members of the group. People communicate to reach a
consensus about reality and to maintain an identity with group members. In this sense,

Moscovici and Hewstone (1983) state, representations are “food” for communication.

Thirdly, the theory of social representations differs from much of research in social

cognition through its simultaneous focus on structure, process and content. It is
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impossible to divorce the structure and process of social representations from their
content. This stands in contrast to purely cognitive representations, which focus on
structure and process of representation which are universal, irrespective of content.
The content differs across social groups and cultures at one point in time, and changes
over time within each group or culture. Along this line, Moscovici (1988) argues that
a social representation must be conceived of as a dynamic “network of interacting
concepts and images whose content evolves continuously over time and space”
(p.220). As such, a task of the theory of social representations is to study specific

belief systems within different social groups and cultures across time.

Fourthly, social representations are both cognitive and cultural phenomena. Social
representations, once constructed, exist in some sense independently of that which is
being represented. They become objects in their own right. This applies not only to
representations shared in the minds of individuals and groups, but also to
representations embedded in the symbolic and cultural artifacts of a society.
Representations exist in the culture as much as they do in the minds of people. In
studying social representations, “one must study both the culture and the mind of the
individual” (Moscovici & Markova, 1998, p.400). An individual’s mind cannot be
divorced from the physical and cultural milieu, in which it develops and in which it is
immersed. The mind is more than just located in the physical brain of the individual.
It is also expressed in our social interactions and in the cultural products of our society.
For the theorists of social representations, “stereotypes are in the media as well as
being in people’s minds. They are in the one because they are in the other” (Farr,
1990, p.48-49). Thus, they “advocates the sampling of culture as well as of cognition;

of the media as well as of minds; and of objects as well as subjects” (ibid, p.48).

And finally, social representations are intrinsically related to social, cultural and
historical contexts. Social representations are shared bodies of knowledge that
constitute the social realities in which people live. They are the dialectical by-products
of the acquisition of knowledge in the society, as they are influenced by the
knowledge that has already been acquired through time. They are the symbolic
products of social thinking, communicating, and interacting amongst group and
individuals, within a particular social, cultural and historical context. Moscovici

revived the long-neglected Durkheimian concept of “collective representation” with
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his theory of social representations in the 1960s. This reflects his interest in
understanding modern societies which are much more dynamic, continually changing
and than ever before (Farr, 1990, 1998). As such, there is a strong commitment to
treat seriously the social, cultural and historical nature of social representations. “To
describe and explain historically and socially changing forms of social knowledge is

precisely the aim of the theory of social representations” (Gervais, 1997, p.48).

3.3. QOL as a Social Representation

This section re-conceptualises QOL as being itself a social representation, by
relocating QOL within the consensual universe, and arguing that QOL is socially
constructed within a given cultural and historical context. This section also proposes
that the actor’s point of view must be the primary focus of the study of QOL, and
suggests that QOL is internally organised as a dynamic network.

3.3.1. The Consensual Universe of QOL

Moscovici (1981b, 1984a) differentiates the universes of discourse into the reified and
the consensual. The reified universe and the consensual universe form two distinct
types of reality, each with its own logic, limits and attributes (Moscovici & Hewstone,
1983). Firstly, the reified universe is in which “all things are the measure of man”
(Moscovici, 1984a, p.20). This universe treats society as the system of isolated objects,
such as persons, ideas, environment and activities, in which individuality has been
lost: “This society ignores itself and its creations” (ibid, p.20). The consensual
universe, by contrast, is one in which “man is the measure of all things” (ibid, p.20). It
is a system of symbols and meanings derived from common parlance and everyday
life. In this universe, society is a visible and continuous creation itself. Secondly, the
reified universe is one which generates scientific or expert knowledge. It corresponds
to the spheres of the professions and academic disciplines, in which not everyone is
equal and free to express an opinion, or to access the truth. Only experts, according to
specific criteria and rigorous rules, can distinguish between truth and falsehood. In the

consensual universe, by contrast, everyone acts as an “amateur scientist” or “curious
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observer”. In principle, all have an equal right to voice their opinions. Conversation
amongst members of the public creates a sense of communality and maintains social
life. This distinction between the two universes, in my view, provides us with a
powerful sensitising device for shifting the focus of the study of QOL from the reified

universe onto the consensual universe.

It seems that most conceptual models and empirical studies on QOL as discussed in
Chapter Two place the phenomenon of QOL in the reified universe. This
misplacement opens a door to Cartesian paradigm. As a result, QOL is conceptualised
as an independent entity which is indifferent to the collective life of humans.
Researchers presuppose the logical separation between the individual and society.
They seek precise and unambiguous laws on QOL by means of empirical observations.
They set criteria for assessing QOL, based on their own judgement and rules. Thus,
the misplacement caused much confusion concerning QOL and a crisis in the study of

QOL as discussed in Section 2.4.

I shall argue, here, that the phenomenon of QOL corresponds to the consensual
universe with the following justifications. Firstly, the term QOL is widely used in
public discourse. It “has become popularised, even cliched” (Farquhar, 1995, p.1439).
In the West, the term QOL came into being in the 1960s (Campbell, 1981; McCall,
1975). As it is associated with the old concern of what constitutes the good life, this
new term gains acceptance in general public and infiltrates rapidly people’s everyday
life and ordinary conversations. Everyone has a voice in and a share of what
constitutes QOL. In the course of daily conversation and of mass mediated
communication, everyone contributes to a greater or lesser degree to the elaboration
of the collective understanding of QOL. In recent years the term QOL has appeared in
a range of media from television to newspapers and it has been linked to various areas
from advertisements to political speeches. In this way, QOL is materialised as a

symbolic cultural product, and becomes part of social life.

Secondly, there is a multiplicity of discourses related to the term QOL. Such diversity
is reflected in both scientific and lay conceptions of QOL. The notion of QOL varies
according to changing perspectives and cultural values. In scientific discourse, there

are “countless definitions of quality of life” (Romney et al., 1992, p.166), it often
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seems that there are as many definitions of the QOL as there are QOL researchers. In
public discourse, the notion of QOL is bound to historical and cultural contexts,
according to their own circumstances and how they perceived those of others.
Ordinary people consciously attach or unconsciously project their own meaning on to
the term. The construction of QOL appears in different prototypical forms rather than
in a single model. It is scarcely surprising that one should find such heterogeneity in
the everyday understanding of QOL. The concept QOL is also confused with diverse
notions concerning what might otherwise be called the good life, happiness, well-
being, welfare, and so on. The polysemy of the concept is an undoubted fact. But
while such varied and loose meanings are problematic from a mainstream scientific
perspective or in the context of policy-making, it becomes a sign of the richness the
lay conception of QOL from a social representational perspective. The task is to map
these meanings to reflect their structure, their origins, their process and their

psychological function in changing contexts.

Thirdly, the other side of the coin is that, despite the diversity of discourses involving
the term QOL, there is nevertheless a sort of consensus. Whatever the differences in
emphasis, QOL remains a popular conception, held by lay people, experts, and
governments. These very different social actors share the belief that they are dealing
with the same construction, QOL. In everyday parlance, the term QOL is seen as
important to individuals, related to their situations and, in particular, to their value
systems. The term is likely to include a number of factors or domains of life, such as
good health, reasonable income, satisfying interpersonal relationships, intelligence,
personal security, sexual fulfilment, interesting work, and plentiful leisure time, etc.
All of these connote a positive sense. Undoubtedly the term sometimes refers to
adverse factors, such as unhappiness, environmental pollution and discomfort.
However, the awareness of these adverse factors reflects a yearning for a reasonable
standard of life and a good QOL (Jahoda, 1995).

In brief, the term QOL is widely used in public discourse albeit in a polysemous
fashion. It also is used and understood by lay actors in the course of everyday life.
These are in themselves authoritative reasons for locating QOL in the consensual
universe. “QOL” may be conceived as a shorthand for all that is desired. It is therefore

inherently social and cultural. It can only be understood in the changing contexts of
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people’s lives, aspirations, expectations and self potentialities, as these all shaped

through participations in social, cultural, political and economic life.

3.3.2. QOL is Socially Constructed

The nature of QOL has not been elaborated systematically either in the history of
Western civilisation or in contemporary research. As Markova (1995) notes, there are
two extreme philosophical viewpoints on QOL, or well-being, in the history of
Western civilisation: the Epicurean and the Utilitarian The former derives QOL
entirely from an individual’s attitude of mind, independent of environmental and
societal factors; while the latter seeks the origin of QOL in the extent to which
environmental and social welfare satisfies the needs of the individual. Thus, from the
outset, QOL was misconceived as a phenomenon at an individual level. This
misconception stems from a false dichotomy between individual and society and from
treating them as separate entities. Research on QOL since the 1960s, as discussed in
the previous chapter, has also failed to elaborate the dialectical nature of the

relationships between subject and object as well as between the individual and society.

The Hegelian paradigm and the theory of social representations provide sufficient
conceptual tools to re-conceptualise QOL as a social construct, which is produced by
dialogical interactions between self and others, between subject and object, and
between the individual and society as well. Both sides are different aspects of the
same social process. They sometimes coincide each other, sometimes they are in
opposition. The formation and transformation of QOL are possible through the
reconciliation of the opposition. QOL is actively constructed in the process of social
interaction, but it is not merely an individual phenomenon. This argument can be

elaborated in the following five aspects.

Firstly, the meanings of QOL are continuously produced, transmitted and transformed
in the course of social interaction. Individuals are born into particular socio-cultural
settings, and grow up leamning about themselves and their social-cultural settings
through a particular set of cultural, personal, and linguistic experiences. They develop

these experiences through social sources, such as family, friends, schools and the
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mass media. These experiences become a part of individuals’ conscious and
unconscious frameworks for reacting to their own socio-cultural settings and judging
their own QOL. Individuals’ reactions to their socio-cultural settings and judgement
on their own QOL, in turn, further develop these experiences. As a consequence, QOL

is inevitably social in nature.

Secondly, QOL involves social processes. It is grounded in inter-personal relationship,
and oriented both to self and to others. It is not only influenced by, but also influences,
the relationship between self and others. Although QOL may sometimes be expressed
as life satisfaction or the happiness of the individual, to conceive of it as an
individualistic phenomenon is mistaken. “One can become an individual, the self,
only through a dialogical process of interaction of one self with the other self”
(Markova, 1995, p.195, italics in original). The awareness of self in relation to other is
critical for QOL.

Thirdly, QOL as a system of beliefs, values and practice are formed and maintained
collectively by the act of communicating. In Chinese culture, people often hold such
beliefs as “more children equals greater happiness”, and “you will live to be a healthy
99-year-old, if you always walk 100 feet after dinner”. This kind of QOL-related
knowledge is based on tradition and consensus, and spontaneously produced by
ordinary people. It is transmitted from one generation to another by, and prevails in,
the ordinary conversations. Other aspects of QOL-related knowledge, for instance,
“smoking harms health”, is originated from scientific discoveries, and diffused mainly
through the mass media of communication. By communicating with each other,
individuals create the consensual world that enable them to share QOL-related

knowledge, which, in turn, is capable of orienting individuals’ QOL-related practice.

Fourthly, the gaps between the subjective and objective aspects of QOL may be
bridged by a process of social comparison. Individuals do not assess their QOL in a
vacuum; they are motivated to make social comparison between themselves, others,
and the objective world in general. When an individual reports that he/she has a high
or low level of QOL, it depends on whom the comparison is being made with
(Festinger, 1954). Here the notion of a frame of reference is employed. According to

social identity theory (Tajfel, 1978; Tumer, et al., 1985), when making social
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comparisons, i.e. between self as in-group member and other as out-group member,
there is a tendency to perceive one’s in-group as being different from, and better than,
the out-group, thereby achieving a positive distinctiveness, and enhancing one’s social
identity. This tendency can explain some paradoxical findings in the empirical study
of QOL. For example, older African-Americans report higher levels of happiness than
older Anglo-Americans despite their inferior objective living conditions (Campbell et
al, 1976); some individuals who are disabled in accidents report a high level of

happiness, compared to individuals who are not disabled (Campos & Johnson, 1990).

Fifthly, individuals may adopt different perspectives on QOL depending on their role
in the social interaction. The self can clearly distinguish between his/her own
perception of QOL and those of others, and so can judge his/her own QOL by
different criteria from those of others. Jahoda (1995) highlights the differences in
perspectives on QOL of people with learning disabilities as between themselves and
client carers. While the carer focuses on fostering his/her clients’ self-sufficiency or
self-help skills to require a minimum of staff supports, the client with learning
disabilities focuses on social life and friendship; he/she tends to regard staff as an

important and reliable source of social support and friendship.

3.3.3. The Intrinsic Cultural and Historical Relativity of QOL

QOL, as a social construct, is bound to be relative to the experience, expectations, and
aspirations of the surrounding culture and its historical realities. It differs widely from
one culture to another at the same point in time and from one point in time to another

within the same culture.

When talking about cultural relativity, one has to confront the relationship between
global and local aspects of QOL. Undoubtedly, there are globally agreed upon aspects
to QOL. The systems of human cultures and values tend towards convergence, rather
than divergence, with rapid development of mass media of communication and their
accelerative influences on modern societies, on the one hand, and with political and
economic integration globally in the wake of the Cold War, on the other hand.

Improving human QOL has become a worldwide development strategy. There are
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many values which are universally accorded recognition as QOL, such as health,
longevity, education, employment, leisure, and social security. It is internationally
agreed, according to the World Health Organisation (cf.: WHOQOL Group, 1993;
Skevington et al, 1997), that the concept of QOL incorporates and is affected in
complex ways by a person’s physical health, psychological health, level of
independence, social relationships and his/her relationship to salient features of the
environment, despite considerable cultural differences. People’s beliefs concerning
QOL, however, vary dramatically from culture to culture, and they are shaped in a
powerful way by cultural values. The differences in beliefs concerning QOL between
cultures are substantial. There are no universal, unrestricted, context-free
generalisations on QOL which can be indiscriminately applied to all cultures.
People’s beliefs concerning QOL are inextricably linked to the values, norms, and
ideological aspects of a given culture. QOL cannot be understood without an
understanding of the values and ideology of a given culture, and of how these values

and ideology are expressed, sustained and challenged by individuals.

A central value in Western culture is individualism, a collective representation of the
individual as being responsible for his/her own actions. This is built into the legal
codes of many Western countries (Farr, 1991). Thus QOL in Western cultures is seen
as reflected in the realisation of individual rights (Markova, 1995). In contrast, the
central value in traditional Chinese society was collectivism. Individuals were
expected to accord primacy to collective goals, to evaluate one’s actions in terms of
their consequences for the well-being of the group, and to seek harmony in social
relations. This collective representation of collectivism in traditional Chinese culture
was intensified by a socialist system, which characterised by a public ownership, in
modern Chinese society in the pre-reform era. However, China is undergoing a
massive transition into a market economy. The rival sets of values, collectivism and
individualism, currently co-exist in Chinese society. This creates an important socio-
psychological question: what do ordinary Chinese people consider as the central to
their quality of lives in the symbiosis of antithetical value systems? Indeed, why has

the very concern with QOL emerged now in the public space.

The historical dimension is also important to understand QOL. People’s beliefs

concerning QOL are firmly wedded to historical circumstances, and thus are dynamic
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and continually changing. Every historical era has its own political-economic
structure and life-style which, to some extent, is different from those of another era.
QOL at any given time reflects the zeitgeist of that era. It varies substantively across
different historical eras. There is no such a thing as “transhistorical validity” (Gergen,
1973, p.314) in relation to QOL. Taking the material aspects of QOL as an example.
In Chinese society from the 1950s to the early 1970s, a bicycle, a watch, and a sewing
machine were seen as essential to QOL. From the late 1970s through the 1980s, a
colour TV, refrigerator, and washing machine were the focus of QOL. In this decade,
the focus seems to shift into private housing and car ownership. It is exceedingly
important to study dynamically changing conception of QOL across different
historical eras. Archive documents and other historical materials provide a resource
for the longitudinal study of QOL. However, it is striking how little attention has been
paid to this issue, both theoretically and empirically.

To summarise the discussions from Section 3.3.1 to 3.3.3, QOL is located in the
consensual universe, thus it is a system of symbolic meanings, which, although
recently dominated by expert discourses, is fundamentally derived from common
parlance and daily life. QOL is socially constructed through dialectical interactions
between self and others, between subject and object, and between the individual and
society as well. As a social construct, QOL is firmly embedded in specific cultural
and historical circumstances. Thus, it differs widely from one culture to another at the
same point in time and from one point in time to another within the same culture. On
the basis of these arguments, it is reasonable to conclude that QOL is itself a social

representation.

3.3.4. QOL from the Actor’s Point of View

Bruyn (1966), by citing William James, makes a distinction between knowledge of
people and knowledge about people: “knowledge of people is personal and social,
whereas knowledge about people is intellectual and theoretical” (p.34). The
distinction reflects the divergence in perspective between actors and observers (Farr
& Anderson, 1983). The former is the perspective of the actor; the latter is the

perspective of the observer. Mainstream literature on QOL as discussed in Chapter
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Two, concerns knowledge about people. The evaluation of QOL is assumed to be in
the eye of the observer. The criteria or components of QOL are set by researchers, and
reflect the priorities and interests of each individual researcher. As Nordenfelt (1993)
notes, the researcher lock him/herself up “in a framework constituted by a more or
less arbitrarily selected list of items, and let[s] the questions within this framework
determine the evaluation of a person’s QOL” (p.136). The point of view of the actor is

thus lost.

In light of the Hegelian paradigm and the theory of social representations, the study of
QOL must shift its position from knowledge about people to knowledge of people, i.e.
shift its ground from the eye of the observer to that of the actor. QOL as a
representation is held by the actor, thus it is essential to understand QOL from the
actor’s point of view. The concept of QOL has little meaning if it is set apart from the
way in which ordinary people experience, perceive and explain their own lives and
circumstances. The actor’s point of view must be the primary focus of the study of
QOL. Looking at the world from the perspective of the actor is conducive to the
exploration of how ordinary people “theorise about” QOL in which they participate,
and of how these theories enable them to construct reality and to determine their

actions ultimately.

Different actors who share the same culture may adopt different perspectives and thus
attach different meanings to QOL. For instance, the representation QOL varies
substantively across the life cycle of the individual. Every age group has its own set of
central activities. The QOL for a given age group will revolve around this core of
activities. When individuals mature, their self-images, roles and opportunities change,
the meaning of QOL for them changes too. Bearon (1989) notes that young adults are
reported as seeing material well-being as more important than health, whereas health
is more salient for the elderly. The elderly normally pay close attention to maintaining
the status quo and to preventing their worst fears from being realised. For retirees,
formal work plays a less significant role, while leisure becomes more prominent and
they tend to choose pleasurable activities that foster intimacy with families and
friends. On the other hand, their abilities to cope with the pressure of life tend to
reduce, so they have an increasing need to rely for practical assistance on their

network (Moss, 1994). I shall discuss later, in relation to sampling issues, the possible
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influences of some socio-demographic variables, such as generation and residence

area, on ordinary people’s representation QOL in Chinese society.

3.3.5. Internal Structure of QOL

The representation which ordinary people have of their QOL may contain a number of
components, such as health, education, finance, personal development, interpersonal
relationship, and work, to mention but a few, in varying orders of priority. The
elements of QOL must be settled empirically by the actor, but not determined a priori
by the researcher. It is essential, as discussed in Section 3.3.4, to disclose the actor’s

“naive” theories concerning QOL, without imposing the researcher’s preconceptions.

The representation QOL, by its very nature, involves not only a number of
components, but also the complicatedly intrinsic relationships and organisation of
these components. Abric’s (1993, 1996) theory of the central-peripheral system is an
influential approach for a structural analysis of social representations. According to
this theory, some elements constitute a central core, which is decisive for the meaning
and the organisation of the representation; whereas others are peripheral elements,
which serve to adapt the representation to different contexts. However, it seems that
this theory is, to some extent, an oversimplification. By re-analysing the empirical
findings of Herzlich (1973) concerning health and illness and of Herzberg et al (1959)
concerning job satisfaction and job dissatisfaction, Farr (1977 a, b) points out, there is
a tendency, as Heider’s (1958) theory of social attribution concerning success and
failure, of attributing the positive pole to the self and the native pole to the non-self.
The same structure holds across the representations of success/failure, of health/illness,
and of job satisfaction/job dissatisfaction. Inspired by his argument, this thesis
theoretically supposes that the representation QOL is organised around a deep-seated
inner-core, and that this inner-core is generative across different domains of life and is
social in origin. On the other hand, the internal structural of QOL should principally

be determined empirically. A key task of thesis is to explore this organisation.

70



3.3.6. A Theoretical Model of QOL as a Social Representation

On the basis of above discussions, a theoretical model of QOL as a social

representation is developed as shown in Figure 3-1 3
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Figure 3-1: A theoretical model of QOL as a social representation

* The format of this model is partly inspired by Jodelet’s (1988, 1989) work.
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The model depicts the potential dynamic relationships amongst the conditions and
contexts in which the representation QOL is produced, the means by which QOL
circulates, and possible ways in which QOL is organised internally. These

relationships can be elaborated in words as follows:

1. The representation QOL originates in, circulates and diffuses throughout,
society, under specific cultural and historical conditions; it also evolves over
the time in different cultures.

2. It is through the process of interaction between subject and object, which are
embedded in a given cultural and context, that the representation QOL is
socially constructed. The representation QOL, once constructed, becomes a
part of the culture and history.

3. The representation QOL constructs, and re-presents, new social realities; and it
gives them a mode of expressions. It also symbolises objective conditions of
life, and gives them interpretations and meanings.

4. The representation QOL is a broad-range dynamic system, which incorporates
a number of elements, in varying orders of priority; these elements lie in a
deep-seated inner-core, which is generative and social psychological in nature,

and involves complex chains of causation amongst them.

3.4. Conclusion

The Hegelian tradition of thought, which transcends Cartesian dualisms, provides a
viable paradigm for directing the study of QOL. The theory of social representations,
which is located at the crossroad of sociology and psychology, offers a powerful
conceptual framework to redefine QOL at a social psychological level. It is argued
that the concept of social representations is not definitive, but sensitising. In doing so,
some critical confusions on the theory have been clarified. The theory expresses a
clear commitment to a social constructionist approach. Furthermore, QOL itself is
reconceptualised as a social representation. It is argued that QOL should be relocated
in the consensual universe. QOL is socially constructed in daily interactions, and it is

embedded in a specific social, cultural and historical context. It is essential to study
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QOL from the actor’s point of view. It is supposed that the representation QOL is
organised around a deep-seated inner-core, which is generative across different
domains of life and is social origin. A theoretical model of QOL as a social
representation is developed. The model reflects dynamic relationships amongst the
conditions and contexts in which the representation QOL is produced, the means by

which QOL circulates, and ways in which QOL is organised internally.
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4

METHODOLOGY

This chapter discusses the methodological principles and strategies which guided my
empirical research. Section 4.1 develops a methodological framework within which
social representations in general, and QOL in particular, can be sampled and analysed
in their diverse locations through a combination of different methods. Sections 4.2,
4.3 and 4.4 discuss three sets of methods, namely, a) word associations and semantic
differentials; b) interviews, including individual in-depth interviews and group
interviews; and c¢) content analysis of a Chinese newspaper, respectively. Each section
begins with a justification for using that method in the study of QOL, includes a
description of the research design, and presents methods of data analysis. Section 4.5

explicates the strategy for integrating these different research methods and data sets.

4.1. A Multi-Method Approach

In his discussion of methodological issues in the study of social representations, Farr
(1993) notes, “it is a singular feature of the theory that it does not privilege any
particular method of research” (p.22). Due to the complexity of the phenomenon of
social representations, methodological triangulation (Flick, 1992a, b) is a standard
practice amongst researchers. Moscovici has encouraged, from the outset, the use of
different methods, complementarily, to examine a given phenomenon. In his seminal
work, Moscovici (1961/1976) himself studied social representations of psychoanalysis
on different levels by a combination of different methods, including content analyses
of the French press, questionnaires, an opinion poll, and open-ended interviews. A
combination of methods, since then, has been a distinctive characteristic of the
empirical works in the field of social representations. For instance, Jodelet (1991)
studied madness by using participant observation, questionnaire, interviews with
different social groups, and analyses of documents. Gervais (1997), in her work on
nature, combined the analysis of local newspapers, with individual interviews, group

discussions, a public debate and participant observation. The exception is the
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Herzlich’s (1973) study on social representations of health and illness. She chose
open-ended individual interviews as her only method for collecting data. Her work,
however, is criticised because she fails to sample and to demonstrate the phenomena

at a collective level (Farr, 1977a, 1993).

The methodological basis for a multi-method approach, however, has not been fully
elaborated in the field of social representations. Sotirakopoulou and Breakwell (1992)
argue that different methods allow researchers to investigate different components of
a social representation, and then a synthetic procedure has to be used to bring all these
different components together. The critical shortcoming of this proposition, however,
is its underlying elementarist assumption on the nature of social representations, i.e.
the “‘break down’ of the construct in its components” (p.32). It sets social
representations apart, artificially, from its greater whole. Gervais (1997) establishes a
link between the methodological foundation and Duveen and Lloyd’s (1990a)
typology of processes involved in the emergence and transformation of social
representations, namely, sociogenesis, ontogenesis, and microgenesis. She proposes
that the triangulation of research methods should “highlight these three genetic
processes and their respective functions” (p.116). It is a distinctive contribution to the

methodology of social representations.

Triangulation, in my view, must take into consideration the multilayered nature of a
social representation and the fact that the representation operates simultaneously at
different levels of human thought. Markova (1996) suggests that human thought and
knowledge are multilayered and that they operate concurrently at the levels of both
reflexive awareness and of taken-for-granted, unreflexive thought. The theory of
social representations, she claims, is concerned with “interdependencies between
conscious and reflexive thinking processes on the one hand and with unconscious,
habitual and automatised thinking processes on the other hand” (Markova, 1996,
p.181). Farr (1990, 1993, 1998) proposes that social representations co-exist
simultaneously at both the cultural and the psychological levels, and that they are both
of culture and of cognition. These analytical distinctions have significant
methodological implications. In my view, both of these distinctions, in a
complementary manner, provide a solid methodological foundation for empirical

work on social representations.
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Unreflexive thought processes refer to “such processes that take place largely without
awareness”, including “such forms of thought that can be described as habitual,
automatised, un-reflected upon and unconscious” (Markova, 1996, p.185). Reflexive
thought processes are “those of which the individual is aware”, they are “based on
reasoning, reflexion” (ibid, p.186). Social representations, at the collective level,
correspond to culture. “They are collectively available both at the time of transmission
and, later, in archives and libraries” (Farr, 1998, p.281). Culture is both a product of
and a producer of the human mind. The theory of social representations is concerned

with all of those diverse forms of thought and their products.

The multilayered nature of a social representation, together with the fact that social
representations exist and operate simultaneously at different levels of human thought,
raise a number of questions as to which methods should be employed in order to
intercept and to explore the diverse locations of the social representation under study.
In this study, the methods selected and combined are word associations, semantic
differentials, individual and group interviews and a content analysis of the mass media.

This particular combination reflects the following concems:

Firstly, the methods of word associations and semantic differentials are considered
specifically suited to exploring the unreflexive psychological layers of a
representation. In a task of word associations or semantic differentials, respondents
usually respond immediately and unreflexively. Such responses are “likely to be
stereotypes and culturally shared beliefs: something that is not thought about but
evoked more or less automatically” (Markova, 1996, p.191).

Secondly, interviews are considered especially pertinent to exploring the reflexive
layers of a representation. In an interview situation, either an individual interview or a
group interview, respondents are expected to reflect upon their own thoughts, “to
provide rational answers and to explain and to elaborate their positions on the issues
in question” (Markova, 1996, p.191). This does not imply that respondents speak only
their own voices, and that respondents’ implicit and unreflexive views are not also
circulating in the processes of communication. Rather, through their voices, it is

possible to retrieve the belief systems, or social representations, which are socially
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and historically endorsed. In an in-depth interview, implicit and unreflexive ideas are
likely to be elaborated into more explicit “lay theories” in the course of social

interaction.

Thirdly, a content analysis of the mass media of communication is considered
especially appropriate to exploring a social representation at the cultural level. The
media are a basic form of mass communication in modern societies, which make
those societies significantly different from traditional societies. Social representations
presented in the culture are mainly reflected in the mass media. It is through the very
act of communicating via the media that social representations are formed and

transmitted in modern societies.

These rationales offer a useful framework for sampling and analysing social
representations at their diverse locations. The use of multiple methods in a
complementary fashion, or methodological triangulation, reflects an endeavour to
realise an in-depth understanding of different aspects of a social representation. In the
following sections, I will justify and describe the research designs associated with
each of these methods — word associations, semantic differentials, individual and
group interviews, and the content analysis of a Chinese newspaper — in relation to my

empirical study of QOL in Chinese society.

4.2. Word Associations and Semantic Differentials

The common feature of both word associations and semantic differentials is that they
are effective ways for obtaining information about the meanings of a target object
(here, QOL) produced spontaneously by respondents, although technically the former
is an unstructured procedure, while the latter is a structured procedure.

4.2.1. Justification

4.2.1.1. Word Associations
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The purpose of using the method of word associations in the present study is to
uncover shared ideas of QOL held by ordinary Chinese people at an unreflexive level.
These ideas are elicited by asking respondents what comes into their minds when they
are presented with a stimulus word. This method allows the researcher to access what

respondents habitually and automatically think about QOL.

The method of word associations, like other open-ended methods, allows respondents
to freely express their feelings, understandings, views and opinions of QOL, albeit in
very concise form, without imposing the researcher’s preconceptions. It has the
advantage of “leaving the choice of significant categories to the subject” (Di Giacomo
1980, p.332). Moreover, this procedure, unlike other open-ended methods, is easily
distributed to a large population and thus enables the researcher to tackle the

representation QOL within a large population.

With these advantages, the method of word associations, combined with other
methods, is frequently used to investigate various topics under the framework of
social representations. These topics include the individual (Markova, et al, 1998), the
Euro (Meier and Kirchler, 1998), war and peace (Wagner, et al, 1996), the meaning of
work (Mannetti and Tanucci, 1993), mental illness (Zani, 1993), a student protest
movement (Di Giacomo, 1980), and self-identity and time perspective (Mahjoub,
Leyens, Yzerbyt & Di Giacomo, 1989).

It is important to acknowledge the limitations of using word associations in the study
of QOL. The method of word associations only enables the researcher to access
decontextualised contents, but cannot inform about complex dynamic relationships
amongst aspects of the construction. It gives some important insights into the content
spontaneously associated with QOL, but not how such content categories may be

organised or structured in Chinese people’s thinking.

4.2.1.2. Semantic Differentials

The purpose of using the method of semantic differentials (Osgood, Suci &
Tannenbaum, 1957) in the present study is to capture the connotative meanings of

QOL at an automatic thinking level. The method of semantic differentials “is a
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combination of associations and scaling procedures designed to give an objective
measure of the connotative meaning of concepts” (Osgood & Luria, 1969, p.505).
This technique usually asks respondents to rate one concept or a set of concepts on a
list of 7-point bipolar scales. The technique of semantic differentials is designed to
measure the spontancously affective or emotional connotation of a concept. It
“responds only to feeling, not to reason” (Osgood, 1971, p.36). It assesses emotional

connotation in the form of a group aggregate and for a general situation (Bauer, 1993).

The method of semantic differentials is “a componential model”, which describes “the
meanings of a large number of concepts in terms of a relatively small number of
distinguishing features” (Osgood, 1971, p. 3). Based on a series of studies on different
concepts, Osgood postulated that the connotative aspect of a concept could be
described in three independent dimensions: Evaluation (E), Potency (P), and Activity
(A). As a semantic frame of reference, these dimensions are deemed to be universal,
irrespective of linguistic and cultural background. Any concept can be represented as
an endpoint of a vector in this three-dimension space (Osgood, et al, 1957; Snider &
Osgood, 1969; Osgood, 1971). The natural adaptability to a factor analysis is a
positive feature of the semantic differentials, but “shared affective features, E, P, and
A, will be amplified and the many subtler denotative features of meaning will be
damped.” (Osgood, 1971, p. 38) through using a factor analysis. Thus, Osgood (1971)
admits that this technique is significantly “insufficient as a vehicle for discovering the

features of semantic space” (p.38).

The technique of semantic differentials, combined with other methods, has been used
in the study of social representations in different contexts, for instance, to investigate
resistance to change (Bauer, 1993) and mental health (De Rosa, 1987). Usually, this

technique “is not used in its classic form but is modified and adapted to the object of
SRs” (Doise, Clémence, Lorenzi-Cioldi & Kaneko, 1993, p.54).

4.2.2. Research Design

4.2.2.1. Data Collection
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The data were collected by means of self-completion questionnaires in Chinese. The
questionnaire was originally designed in English, and it was piloted prior to in the
actual thesis. I translated it into Chinese myself. Two Chinese postgraduate students at
the University of London checked the accuracy of the translation. The questionnaire
consists of three parts: a) word associations task; b) semantic differentials task; and c)

socio-demographic information (See Appendix I).

In the word associations tasks, respondents were asked to answer the following two

questions:

1. Please write down the first 5 words or phrases which come into your mind
when you think about “quality of life”.

2. All things considered, what do you think are the most important factors
influencing a person’s quality of life? Please: (a) list as many key words or
Dhrases as possible; (b) mark these factors in order of importance by using 1,
2, 3, etc.

Task 1 is a typical task of word associations. Task 2 is a variant task of word
associations. These two questions aim at exploring the same issue, the semantic
universe of QOL, but from different angles. Task 1 invites the respondents to express
their spontaneous responses to the stimulus word “quality of life”. Task 2 asks
respondents to give their answers to the question of what are the most important
factors associated with “quality of life” by considering all aspects of the subject
matter. Task 2 may thus involve more or less reflective thinking on QOL. It is
assumed that the order of the responses for Task 1 would reflect the importance of
that respondent’s diverse ideas of what are the constituents of QOL; Task 2 includes

an explicit ranking task.

In the task of semantic differentials, a specific set of polarities for the concept QOL
was developed. Six persons, including three Chinese postgraduate students at the
University of London and three non-Chinese postgraduate students in the Department
of Social Psychology at the LSE, were asked to choose 25 relevant polar attributes out
of 78 that are listed by Snider and Osgood (1969). The criterion used to select bipolar
scales was relevant to the concept being judged, as suggested by Osgood et al (1957).
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For the present study, this concept is QOL. Those 25 polarities which were mentioned
more than 3 times were chosen. The 7-point rating scales were randomly oriented and

ordered, and were anchored at the endpoints.

4.2.2.2. Sampling

The sampling is not intended to be representative of the Chinese population as a
whole in any statistical sense, but rather be a source of illustrative data. Respondents
were thus selected on pragmatic criteria, but not at random. For the convenience of
sampling, three types of natural group respondents in the two cities of China: Beijing
and Changchun, were used in this study. These three types of natural group are middle
school students, university students and further education college students. Further
education college students normally are employed in various occupations; they attend
classes in the evenings. The size of the sample is n = 320 *. The average age is 25.3
years, ranging from 12 to 72 years. For the basic characteristics of the sample, see

Appendix II.

The respondents were approached in June 1998 5. The questionnaires were completed
in group sessions. Respondents were asked to fill in the questionnaires independently

and as quickly as possible on the basis of their first impressions.

4.2.3. Data Analysis

For the word associations, data were analysed and coded for the purpose of
identifying the different semantic elements of QOL, according to classical rules of
content analysis (cf.: Holsti, 1969; Rosenberg & Jones, 1972; Di Giacomo, 1980).

The principles and rules for distinguishing the semantic elements are as follows:

1. Extracting all original words and phrases mentioned by respondents by
previewing all answer sheets. Exactly repeated words and phrases were

eliminated in this way.

* Only 317 respondents completed word associations tasks.
*I would like to thank Dr Yuxiang Lu at Beijing Normal University and Ms Bo Du at Jinlin University for
helping administer the surveys in China.
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Words or phrases that obviously have the same meaning are grouped under
the most common word when nuances seem irrelevant, e.g. “work”, “job”,
“career”, “occupation” — “work”.

Phrases accompanied by modifiers that do not change substantially
meaning of their core words are grouped under their core words, e.g.
“happy family”, “family”, “family members”, “family harmony”, —
“family”.

Phrases that obviously have two or more meanings are placed in two or
more separate entries, e.g. “clothing, food, housing” are placed in the
“clothing”, “food”, “housing” entries, respectively.

Some specific objects are grouped under general entries, e.g. “physical

health” and “mental health” are grouped under “health”.

30 semantic elements of QOL were identified in this way. For details of the coding

scheme, see Appendix III. Data were originally coded by myself. The inter-coder
reliability is CR = 0.86 6.

For the semantic differentials, the profiles of scale medians are plotted. Factor

analysis is used to discover semantic space, within which connotations of QOL can be

specified.

4.3. Interviews

The aim of interviews in the present study is to disclose ordinary Chinese people’s

“naive” theories concerning QOL. Both individual and group interviews’ will be used

in this study.

4.3.1. Justification

® This coefficient of reliability (CR=2xCA/n1+n2) was based on 35 (about 11 % sample) randomly selected
response sets which were coded independently by two coders, me and Dr Zhongfei Zhou at the Queen Mary
and Westfield College. I would like to thank him for his help.

7 The terms group interviews, focus group interviews and focus group discussions are used interchangeably

in this thesis.
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Individual in-depth interviews, and, more recently, group interviews, have been
widely used in the study of social representations. Interviews enable researchers to
gain access to social representations in general, and to QOL in particular, at a
reflexive level. Like most open-ended qualitative methods of data collection, they
allow respondents to express freely and in their own words their “naive” theories on
the subject under study without being too much constrained by the researchers’ own

preconceptions.

4.3.1.1. The Parallels between Social Representations and Interviews

The interview is an ideal method of data collection for the study of social
representations. There are at least three parallels between social representations and

interviews.

Firstly, social representations have been defined as “branches of knowledge”
(Moscovici, 1973, p.iii), as “social constructions of everyday knowledge” (Flick, 1994,
1998a), and as “lay knowledge” (Markova, 1996). Likewise, an interview is viewed as
“a construction site of knowledge” (Kvale, 1996, p.14). As a specific form of human
interaction, the interview provides a specific social encounter through which
knowledge is not only expressed but also constructed and evolved through dialogue
and interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee (individual interview) or

amongst participants (group interview).

Secondly, social representations can be social in at least three senses, in that they are
(1) representations of some aspects of the social world, (ii) socially shared, and (iii)
social in origin (Jaspars & Fraser, 1984). Similarly, the interview seeks, through
questioning, to obtain empirical knowledge concerning the everyday life of
participants from their own perspectives and in their own terms. The nature of
empirical knowledge of the everyday life is “the social construction of reality”
(Berger & Luckmann, 1966). This is socially negotiated, shared knowledge of the

social scene, even it is elicited from individuals.

Thirdly, social representations are generated through everyday conversations.

Conversation, as Moscovici (1984a) puts it, “is at the hub of our consensual universes

83



because it shapes and animates social representations and thus gives them a life of
their own” (p.54). Correspondingly, the interview is a form of conversation, a
“conversation with a purpose” (Webb & Webb, 1932, p.130), which incorporates
elements of everyday life into the conduct of research. Therefore, it makes sense to
reproduce everyday conversations in the form of individual or group interviews. In an
interview situation, the informal encounters of everyday life are replicated and
simulated in a research context. Thus the interview, as an admittedly approximate
simulation of relatively inaccessible everyday conversation, is an effective means of
accessing the processes by which meaning is socially constructed through everyday
verbal interaction. Through this kind of conversation the researcher can intercept and

focus on the social representation under study.

4.3.1.2. Combining Individual Interviews with Group Interviews

There are various forms of research interviews. The in-depth individual interviews
and the group interviews are both widely used. Both modes, normally, use an open-
ended interview schedule to stimulate respondents to address their feelings,
understandings, and explanations on a given topic in their own terms. Each has its
own strengths and limitations. The strategy in the present study is to apply these two
modes to the same topic so as to draw on each mode’s strengths and avoid or counter

the other mode’s weaknesses.

Firstly, it is often argued that there is a difference of depth versus breadth between the
two modes (Crabtree, Yanoshik, Miller & O’Connor, 1993). In an in-depth individual
interview situation, the interviewee has many more opportunities to clarify his/her
intentions and meanings. This type of interviews probes deeply the respondent’s
feelings and understandings. In a group interview, the context provides comparisons
and debates which can lead participants to talk about a wider array of experiences and
opinions. Group interviews may be less controlled than individual interviews. They
afford opportunities for unanticipated issues or themes to arise. Social representations
need to be explored both in depth and in breadth by using the two modes (Lunt &
Livingstone, 1996).
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Secondly, the two modes of interviews may reveal or access the social representation
under study from different points of view. In an individual interview situation, the
interviewee tends to adopt a perspective of his/her own, and focus on his/her own
QOL. While in a group context, the participants may adopt the perspective of an
observer, and discuss wider views on QOL, beyond the views of the participants
themselves. The divergence in perceptive between the actor and the observer is an
important issue in social psychology (Heider, 1958; Farr & Moscovici, 1984a; Farr &
Anderson, 1983). Gathering the data from individual and group interviews allows this
research to retrieve important information about the representation QOL with respect

to oneself and respect to others.

Thirdly, the two modes of interviews elicit social representations through different
interactional mechanisms. In an individual interview situation, data and insights arise
from the interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee. The interviewer
seeks rapport, creating an atmosphere of empathy, privacy and intimacy, as a means
to gathering data. The interviewer and the interviewee act in relation to each other and
reciprocally influence each other. In a group interview situation, participants interact
amongst themselves, and the role of the interviewer (or mediator) is significantly
reduced. Data and insights are produced “on group interaction, on realities as defined
in a group context, and on interpretation of events that reflect group input” (Frey &
Fontana, 1993, p.21). The interactions between two individuals and amongst a group
of individuals, in my view, are two typical, and quite different, forms of face-to-face
communication and co-operation. Social representations are created, reproduced and
challenged through both dyadic interaction and group interaction. Both types of
interviews can be regarded as simulations or replications, as far as possible in a
research context, of different everyday social communications and of different forms

of normal human interaction.

Fourthly, the criticisms from quantitative researchers concerning interviews relate to
their reliability and validity (cf. Morgan, 1993). Reliability (which refers, here, to the
reproducibility and stability of a representation, excluding transcription reliability and
coding reliability), in my opinion, is not valid criterion for interview in the study of
social representations. This is primarily because social representations operate at a

particular juncture in time and space, in a given society, rather than in the laboratory.
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Social representations change over time. They never repeat themselves. Concerning
validity, some researchers have devoted much conceptual effort towards developing
alternative criteria for qualitative study. Lincoln and Guba (1985), for instance,
suggest that qualitative research should emphasise trustworthiness rather than validity.
However, no general agreement has been reached on alternative criteria on the part of
qualitative researchers. The issue concerning validity has to be considered in a
research design. One major source of invalidity for group interviews is their false
consensus effect or group polarisation (Paicheler, 1979; Myers, 1982), i.e. participants
in a group have a tendency either to move towards a consensus or to shift towards
unrepresentative extremes. One major source of invalidity for an individual interview
is the demand characteristics of the interviewee. However, concurrently applying the
two modes of interviews to the same topic, although time-consuming and expensive,

should contribute to increasing the overall validity of the empirical analysis.

It is clear that each of two modes of interviews involves quite different contextual
factors and comprises a distinct set of strengths and limitations, which either facilitate
or inhibit certain kinds of discourse. The best approach is to combine the two types of

interview, in a complementary manner, to the study of QOL.

4.3.2. Research Design

4.3.2.1. Sampling

Burgess (1982a) makes a distinction between statistical sampling and theoretical
sampling. The former is expected to be random and representative, while the latter is
expected to be typical and diverse (Patton, 1980). The strategy of theoretical sampling
is especially suited for the study of social representations (Bauer & Gaskell, 1999).
This strategy was adopted for both individual and group interviews in the present
study.

The arrangement of sampling is based on three different social categories: generation,

gender, and area of residence. This arrangement is derived from the following

considerations. Firstly, the older generation may be assumed to be more profoundly
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influenced by Confucianism and Marxism, while the younger generation, who grew
up in a social environment where China is in a transition into a market economy, may
be assumed to be more affected by capitalism and individualism. Secondly, in
traditional Chinese society men were superior to women. Gender relations have been
radical transformed since the introduction of communist ideology. Men and women
are equal under the laws. The traditional values of gender inequality, however, have
not lost their hold on the lives and thinking of ordinary Chinese people, especially in
rural areas. It therefore made sense to sample the views of both men and women with
respect to QOL. Thirdly, there are huge gaps between urban and rural areas in China
in terms of daily life. Rural life is more traditional than urban life, and rural
inhabitants fare generally less well than urban residents in terms of their financial
income, access to health and entertainment facilities, and in educational attainment.
The boundaries between the two sets of populations are relatively fixed and rigid.
Thus, these three factors, generation, gender, and area of residence, are important for
the representation, QOL, in Chinese society. They provide usefully interpretative rules

make sense how Chinese people understand their QOL as well as that of others.

With these theoretical and empirical considerations in mind, I selected 16
interviewees for in-depth individual interview, covering three social categories:
generation (older, at age of 50-65, and younger, at the age of 20-35), gender (male and
female), and the area of residence (Beijing and Yangjiasan village in Hebei Province).
There were 2 interviewees in the each of the eight different combinations of these
three social categories. In group interviews, these three social categories, generation
(older and younger), gender (male and female) and the area of residence (Beijing and
Yangjiasan village), were also used to select the participants. There were four
interviewing groups, namely, 1) elderly people in Beijing, 2) young adults in Beijing,
3) elder people in the village, and 4) young adults in the village. Each of four groups
included both men and women. In these kinds of group settings, members of an
interviewing group are of similar age and residence, but of mixed gender, in an
attempt to replicate an everyday context of group composition in the “thinking
society” (Farr, 1993). Each of these groups was composed of 5 or 6 participants.

Appendix IV depicts the characteristics of these interviewees and participants.
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4.3.2.2. Interview Strategies

Cohen and Manion (1989) list the advantages of using open-ended questions in the

interviews;

They are flexible; they allow the interviewer to probe so that he may go
into more depth if he chooses, or clears up any misunderstandings; they
enable the interviewer to test the limits of a respondent’s knowledge;
they encourage cooperation and rapport; and they allow the interviewer
to make a truer assessment of what the respondent really believes. Open-
ended situations can also result in unexpected or unanticipated answers
which may suggest hitherto unthought-of relationships or hypotheses.

(0.313)

Due to these advantages, an unstructured, open-ended interviews strategy was applied
to both individual and group interview sessions. The following questions were used in
the different phases of an interview session to map out the general aspects or the key

issues of QOL as experienced by respondents:

1. What is your understanding of quality of life? How would you describe your
quality of life?

2. Think of a time when you felt exceptionally good or exceptionally bad about
your life. Tell me what happened.

3. What could make your life better? And what could make your life worse?

4. Looking a few years ahead, what improvements in your life would you most

hope for? What are you going to do to achieve these improvements?

In the course of an interview, the questions asked varied depending on the actual
development of the interview. When a sub-theme, for instance, health, emerged in an
interview session, the respondents were, normally, questioned at the following three
levels:

a) Descriptions, for example:

What are the signs with regard to your health states?

What do you do to keep healthy or to avoid being ill in daily life?

b) Comparisons, for example,

How is a healthy person different from an unhealthy person?
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Comparing with the past two decades, are people healthier now or not?
Why/why not?

c) Explanations, for example,

Why is health important for your life?

Why can some people keep healthy and avoid being ill?

4.3.2.3. Procedures

I conducted both the in-depth individual and the group interviews myself. Both modes

of interview were conducted in the following three phases:

Initiation

I introduced myself (a PhD student), the context of the interview (collecting data for
my PhD thesis) and the main topic of the interview (your personal views on QOL). 1
also confirmed the confidentiality of what they say, and asked for their permission to
record the interview. When the tape-recorder was switched on, the respondents were
invited to introduce themselves in terms of their general personal information, such as,

age, occupation, educational attainment, etc.

Main conversation

Both types of interviews were started with the very general theme of QOL. The order
of the sub-themes and questions in different interview sessions were flexible,
depending on the sequence of these sub-themes discussed by the respondents
themselves in the course of their narration. This strategy was adopted in an attempt to

avoid putting the issues into the respondent’s mouth.

Every effort was made to create an open and relaxed atmosphere in which each
respondent felt free to share his/her point of view in both the individual and the group
interview situations. I did not predetermine a<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>