


THE FEELING THERMOMETER

I. BACKGROUND

The CPS election studies have had respondents rate possible presi-

dential candidates on a thermometer measure since 1968. The pilot study

included three methodological studies of the thermometer question.

First, the calibration of the ratings was tested. As a visual aid,

respondents have always been shown a card (Figure 1) which labels nine

specific scores (0, 15, 30, 40, 50, 60, 70, 85, and 100). For example, 70"

is labelled "fairly warm or favorable feeling." While the intention of

this labelling is to make the scale more understandable to respondents, the

effect has been to convert a scale that was designed to be interval into an

ordinal g-point rating scale. As a case in point, in the 1978 CPS study,

96% of the ratings of Carter, Ford, Kennedy, Reagan, and Brown were one of

the nine labelled categories. Not only would it be desirable to make the

scale more interval as originally desired, but making the scale less

dependent on the labels would make the use of the thermometer in personal

interviews more comparable to its use in telephone interviewing. Art Miller

has already shown in a report to the Board of Overseers that thermometer

responses in phone interviews (where a card cannot, of course, be shown to

the respondent) are very different from those obtained in personal interviews

with the same households.

To measure the effect of the thermometer card in the pilot study,

new thermometer card was drawn up by Art Miller and Herb Weisberg, with

consultation with Center for Political Studies personnel. 'The new card

a

heavy

(Figure 2) gives verbal labels only to the middle 50" ("neither warm nor

cold") and to the two anchors 0" ("very unfavorable feeling") and 100" ("very
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9 labelled categories, compared to

thermometer card.

only 60% of the ratings with,the new

What intermediate ratings do respondents use when not given the

suggestions on the old thermometer card? Nearly all ratings (96%) are still

multiples of 5 (the exceptions were predominantly ratings of 1, 2, 48, 49,

51, 52, 98, and 9.9).. Table 2 shows the distribution of ratings across scores

that are multiples of 5. Note particularly the increased use of 75', and also

the increases'for 25",.80", 90", 45", 65", 55", lo", and 20".

It was originally intended to use the panel aspect of the pilot study

to determine the conversion rules between

Unfortunately, there are not enough cases

real confidence. Scores do tend to shift

would hope. For example, the new popular

old and new thermometer scores.

to explore these rules with any

from adjacent categories, as one

75" category tended to come from

responses of 85, 60, and 70 with the old card. At least, the ratings on the

old and new cards correlate highly for the form B respondents who rated

candidates on both cards. The correlations between the old and new scales

range from .61 for Ford to .73 for Carter, with an average correlation of.66.

A comparison of thermometer ratings obtained through personal and

telephone interviews reveals differences similar to those observed for the

old and new thermometer cards. Two data sets are available for making these

comparisons. The first derives from a planned methodological experiment

conducted by Robert Groves and Robert Kahn of the Survey Research Center

during the spring of 1976. This study involved personal interviews with a

representative sample of adults and a comparable set of telephone interviews

with a sample of individuals living within the same PSU where the personal

interviews were conducted. The thermometer was employed to measure ratings
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Table 2

Ratings of the Five Candidates (all in percentages of all valid ratings)

Wave I Wave II 1978 Study
Rating New Card Old Card Old Card

0 7.5 3.3 4.4

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

.2

1.9

.5

1.8

4.0

3.8

.5

4.6

2.8

24.2

2.3

8.4

2.7

.6 .l

3.7 3.0

.8 .3

.4 .l

4 . 1 4.5

.1

8.1 7.2

1.2 01

19.7 17.1

1.0 .1

16.4 17.0

1.9 .4

70 4.0 16.1 19.1

75 10.8 4.8 '.8

80 4 l 0 1.5 1.0

85 1.9 10.1 15.3

90 3.5 1.9 .6

95 .9 .1

100 5.7 3,7 8.5

non-multiple of 5 4.1 .8 .2

.# of responses (1274)

Not recognize
name 3.1%

(517) (10188)

2.1% 5.3%

Can't judge 5.9% 6.4% 5.7%
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