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Introduction

This book is about quality of life (QOL), particularly as it relates to place. By place, 
we mean the geography or environments of individuals and groups of individuals 
such as households, neighborhoods and communities. Since most people live in 
urban environments, and especially in large urban environments that we call cities 
or metropolitan areas, the focus of the book is on the investigation of quality of 
urban life.

In their extensive review of the literature on QOL, Mulligan et al. (2004) broadly 
interpret QOL as the satisfaction that a person receives from surrounding human 
and physical conditions, conditions that are scale-dependent and can affect the 
behavior of individual people, groups such as households and economic units such 
as firms. For reasons outlined on the following pages, we believe their definition 
more accurately reflects quality of urban life (hereafter referred to as QOUL) rather 
than QOL. Accordingly, the book considers the meaning of QOUL as well as how 
it is measured and assessed.

The measurement and the assessment of QOL, and the investigation of its effects 
on human behavior are increasingly important topics within the social sciences 
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(Dissart and Deller 2000; Diener and Suh (2000); Diener and Biswas-Diener 2008). 
And as discussed by Lambiri et al. (Lambiri 2007), QOL has increasingly become 
a concept researches theoretical and empirical in economics.

Investigating QOUL is important not only because it affects how people 
behave but also their life satisfaction and happiness. And it has broader implica-
tions for research and urban policy. For example, QOL in general and QOUL in 
particular can:

Underlie the demand for public action (Dahmann •	 1985; Lu 1999)
Directly affect the liveability of cities for residents and provide a set of metrices •	
which allow policy makers and planners to assess the effectiveness of their efforts 
(Marans 2002)
Motivate residential location decisions and choices (Campbell et  al. •	 1976b; 
Golledge and Stimson 1987; Zehner 1977)
Have broad implications for patterns of regional migration, regional economic •	
growth, and environmental sustainability (Kemp et al. 1997)

Indeed it is well established that, at least in part, migration patterns and urban 
growth arise in response to differences in QOL between places (Keeble 1990; Ley 
1996; Glaeser et al. 2000; Liaw et al. 2002), which may reflect the nature of employ-
ment opportunities (Brotchie et al. 1985; Grayson and Young 1994; Rogerson 1999), 
and the competitiveness of a city or metropolitan area (Sirgy et al. 2000). Patterns of 
intra-urban mobility are also related to differences in both the objective characteris-
tics of neighborhoods and the subjective evaluations people make about aspects of 
the QOUL, and how that may vary across urban space (Keeble 1990; Ley 1996).

It is, then, not surprising that there is widespread interest in QOL, particularly 
within the context of the places where people live.

In order to understand the QOL in a particular setting, such as a city, we need to 
measure conditions in that place using sets of indicators. Furthermore, we need to 
monitor changes in those conditions over time in order to appraise or determine if 
and how those conditions have changed. And if they have changed, we need to 
determine if they have improved or deteriorated and by how much. This effort might 
include evaluating the impact of various public or private interventions which sought 
to improve conditions.

We know that different people may have different perceptions and therefore 
make different subjective judgments about the things which impinge on their QOL 
including specific attributes of their urban environment. To adequately investigate 
those aspects of QOL, we need to use model frameworks and collect data to opera-
tionalize those frameworks within a particular context.

This book includes sections that provide an overview of the evolution and appli-
cation of theoretical frameworks and methodologies that have been used to investi-
gate QOL. As discussed by Andelman et al. (1998), investigation has been pursued 
predominately through two approaches:

	(a)	 The objective approach which is most typically confined to the analysis and 
reporting of secondary data – usually aggregate data at different geographic or 
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spatial scales – that are available mainly from official governmental data 
collections, including the census. This is an approach that is often associated 
with social indicators research.

	(b)	 The subjective approach which is specifically designed to collect primary data 
at the disaggregate or individual level using social survey methods where the 
focus is on the peoples’ behaviors and assessments, or evaluations of aspects of 
QOL in general and of QOUL in particular.

We might identify a set of objective indicators and subjective indicators that may 
be used to evaluate QOL in a city or neighborhoods within a city such as those attri-
butes listed in Table 1.1. As illustrated in the third column in Table 1.1, we might 
want to also identify explicitly behavioral indicators of QOL.

But it is the nature and the strength of the links between broad objective dimen-
sions and subjective evaluations of the urban environment which has represented a 
challenge for researchers The nature and strength of linkages need to be tested as 
understanding them may be important in informing how planning and other policy 
interventions might contribute to improving the QOUL.

Much of this book is devoted to a discussion of QOUL in a number of places 
or environments throughout the world, reporting the outcomes of recent empiri-
cal research that has used survey methods to collect primary data on aspects of 
QOUL. In most of the studies, a relatively common set of core questions were 
included to measure perceptions of QOL domains, including those dealing 

Table 1.1  Examples of QOL indicators that can be used to investigate QOUL in cities and 
neighborhoods

Objective indicators Subjective indicators Behavioral indicators

Employment rates Housing and neighborhood 
satisfaction

Public transit use
Educational attainment Participation in sports
Per capita income Desire to move Amount of walking and 

bicyclingCrime statistics Perceptions of crime
Domestic violence Perceptions of school quality Visits to cultural amenities and 

eventsDeath rates Perceptions of health care services
Incidence of chronic 

diseases
Feelings about neighbors Visits to parks
Feelings about rubbish collection Visits to health clinics/doctors

Air quality Feelings about congestion and 
crowding

Amount of neighboring
Residential density Participation in voluntary 

organizationsHousing vacancy rates Feelings about government
Amount of parkland Satisfaction with health Participation in local decision-

making organizationsNumber of public transit 
riders

Satisfaction with family, friends, 
job etc Residential mobility

Distance to transit stop Life satisfaction, overall happiness 
(overall well-being)Availability of grocery/

food stores

Vehicle kilometers/miles 
traveled

Source: The authors
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explicitly with place. In many, information relating to the sociophysical 
environmental context of those places was also collected. Some of the case stud-
ies present the results of modeling that explores relationships between subjective 
and objective aspects of QOUL, including the use of geographic information 
systems (GIS) technology to integrate survey-based subjective information with 
spatial objective information.

In the remainder of this introductory chapter, we provide an overview of 
approaches to the investigation of QOL in general and of QOUL in particular.

Quality of Life and Living Environments

For many years, scholars in both the social sciences and the environmental design 
professions have been arguing that “quality” of any entity has a subjective dimen-
sion that is perceptual as well as having an objective reality. Central to that assertion 
is the notion that the environment may be defined as having built, natural, and socio-
cultural dimensions (Marans 2005: p. 315), and different environmental settings 
will have specific characteristics with respect to those dimensions. But the places in 
which people live consist of all three of those dimensions, and research findings 
have clearly demonstrated that all three form important components of the QOL or 
subjective well-being of people living in a specific place.

In the introduction to their comprehensive book on well-being, Kahneman et al. 
(1999: p. x) indicated that the quality of life experience is embedded in the social 
and cultural context of the subject and the evaluator. Those researchers also suggest 
that the objective characteristics of society – such as poverty, crime rates and pollu-
tion – contribute predominately to peoples’ judgments of their lives.

QOL is certainly a multi-faceted concept that seems to defy precise definition. 
Often it is difficult to differentiate between the notions of QOL, well-being, satisfac-
tion, and happiness. Over the years, the study of QOL has attracted the attention of 
researchers from a wide range of academic disciplines as well as the interest of poli-
ticians, policy makers, planners and others in the environmental professionals. It is 
certainly an interdisciplinary field of study.

Many QOL studies have tended to examine attributes of individuals, such as their 
employment, age, health, and interpersonal relationships. However, people live their 
lives in places or series of places, each of which has particular environmental char-
acteristics. Those places might be viewed at various levels or scales – from the 
dwelling to the local area or neighborhood, to the city, to the broader region or even 
to a state or a nation – and it may be argued that where people live will influence 
their lives and, therefore, their QOL. As such, a fundamental assumption underlying 
many approaches to planning is that urban environments (places) may be designed 
to increase the level of satisfaction with the lives of residents. Given that most people 
in advanced economies live in the large urban environments that we call cities or 
metropolitan areas and such areas are expected to grow over the next few decades, 
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it is important to examine the relationships between the characteristics of urban 
environments and the perceived QOL of the residents.

While social scientists have had a strong interest over a long period of time 
in investigating aspects of QOL, that intensity of interest, the approaches used 
and the focus of those investigations have varied. But in recent times, there does 
seem to have been an upsurge of interest in QOL studies and related phenom-
ena. An indication of that is the formation of the International Society for 
Quality-of-Life Studies (ISQOLS), which holds an annual conference and which 
launched in 2006 the journal Applied Research in Quality of Life. That journal 
deals with QOL studies in applied areas of the social and natural sciences, and 
it has the goal to:

… help decision-makers apply performance measures and outcome assessment techniques 
based on concepts such as well-being, human satisfaction, human development, happiness, 
wellness and quality-of-life.

That statement is indicative of breadth of concerns which might be related to the 
notion of QOL, and it reinforces the “fuzziness” of its meaning.

Approaching How to Investigate Quality of Life

As mentioned earlier, two basic approaches have been used by researchers to examine 
QOUL, particularly in the context of people living in cities and metropolitan areas:

	(a)	 The first has involved monitoring QOL/QOUL through a set of indicators – 
usually over time – derived from aggregated spatial data using official sources, 
such as the census, that are said to be related to perceived QOL (for example, level 
of household income, crime rates, pollution levels, housing costs, and so on).

	(b)	 The second has involved modeling relationships between characteristics of the 
urban environment and measures of peoples’ subjective assessments of QOL 
domains, including their satisfaction with specific phenomena and with life as a 
whole. This approach typically involves data collected through survey research 
methods and analyzed using techniques such as regression analysis or structural 
equation models.

Monitoring indicators over time can provide information on those aspects of 
QOUL that people see as improving or declining, while survey data can also provide 
information on individual and community level perceptions, behaviors, subjective 
evaluations and levels of satisfaction with various aspects of urban living. However, 
as pointed out by McCrea et al. (2005), while those indicators are useful, they are 
also limited. That is because they cannot by themselves indicate the relative impor-
tance of the different attributes of urban living and environments that contribute to 
the level of satisfaction of individuals with urban living.

Even if a sample of residents living in a city were asked to rank in order of 
importance a list of items relating to QOUL, the information thus gathered does not 
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necessarily allow one to estimate the proportion of the level of satisfaction explained 
by any one factor nor the unique contribution of any one factor. Therefore, it is 
important to develop models to analyze the data and to test hypotheses about those 
relationships using methods to establish the relative and unique importance of 
various aspects of urban living in contributing to the QOUL of various groups of 
residents. These methods could range from regression analysis to more sophisti-
cated structural equation modeling techniques.

The complex relationships between the characteristics of urban environments 
at different scales and the satisfaction of the residents of a city with QOUL 
domains are certainly difficult to model without a theoretical framework to 
guide the process. In addition to the complexities just discussed, Schwirian et al. 
(1995) have identified an “urbanism” construct which consists of four related 
dimensions, namely:

Demographic characteristics•	
Economic stress•	
Social stress•	
Environmental stress•	

The notion is that economic, social, and environmental conditions in an urban 
setting might create stressful situations or experiences for some of the people 
living there.

It might appear that it is difficult to incorporate such a complex set of factors 
into one model. However, in seminal work more than 30 years ago, Marans and 
Rodgers (1975) proposed a model of satisfaction with residential environments 
and adapted in Campbell et al. (1976a). The literature in QOL studies seems to 
most frequently cite the Campbell et  al. reference as providing an overarching 
model framework for the investigation of QOL which can readily incorporate a 
range of demographic, social, economic and environmental relationships, while 
taking into account satisfaction with different levels of living or domains of life 
(see Fig. 1.1).

The model rested on the following four principles:

	(a)	 The experiences of people are derived from their interactions with the surround-
ing environment.

	(b)	 The subjective experiences of people are different from the objective 
environment.

	(c)	 People respond to their experiences with the environment.
	(d)	 The level of satisfaction in various life domains contributes to the overall QOL 

experience.

In essence, the model specified a series of linkages between various objective 
attributes of each life domain and satisfaction measures of those domains, which in 
turn could be influenced by a range of individual characteristics and individual stan-
dards of comparison.
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The approach proposed by Campbell et al. (1976a) suggested that satisfaction 
with life could be viewed at multiple levels of analysis (or for different life domains). 
As suggested by Marans and Rodgers (1975), that might include, for example:

Satisfaction with housing•	
Satisfaction with neighborhood•	
Satisfaction with the wider community (or broader region).•	

This was thus a bottom-up model framework in which urban characteristics 
(such as perceived crime) might contribute to satisfaction in a specific domain 
(for example, neighborhood satisfaction) which, in turn, might contribute to overall 
satisfaction with life. Paths could thus be mapped from economic, social and 
environmental characteristics of urban living to satisfaction with different living 
domains, and those paths are mostly between variables at the same level of analysis. 
However, the Campbell et  al. (1976a, b) model did provide for relationships 
between the various QOL domains and geographic levels of urban scale to be 
analyzed.

MODEL SHOWING RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN
DOMAIN SATISFACTIONS AND LIFE SATISFACTION(QOL)*

Objective
Attributes

Objective
Attributes

Objective
Attributes

Perceived
Attributes

Evaluated
Attributes

Life
Satisfaction

Coping
and
Adaptive
Behavior

Perceived
Attributes

Perceived
Attributes

Evaluated
Attributes

Evaluated
Attributes

Satisfaction
with
Domain 1
(family)

Satisfaction
with
Domain 2
(health)

Satisfaction
with
Domain 3
(place)

Domain 1
(family)

Domain 2
(health)

Domain 3
(place)

Standards of
Comparison

Personal Characteristics

From Campbell, Converse, and Rodgers, 1976.

Fig. 1.1  Model showing the relationship between domain satisfactions and life satisfaction 
(Source: Campbell et al. 1976a)
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Some Related Concepts: Well-Being, Satisfaction, and Happiness

One of the confusing things in the QOL literature is the proliferation of terms used 
to relate to the concept QOL. Those terms include well-being, satisfaction, and 
happiness when talking about investigating aspects of life experiences and QOL.

In their seminal study of the quality of American life, Campbell et al. (1976a) 
conceptualized the “QOL experience” as being about individual well-being. They 
measured peoples’ perceptions, evaluations and satisfaction with domains of QOL 
including urban domains using scales incorporated in questionnaires that were 
administered to a sample of more than 2,000 US residents. Primarily, the focus was 
on measuring the global evaluations of life rather than on actual conditions of life. 
In doing so, the Campbell et  al. approach addressed the concept of satisfaction 
rather than happiness, which had been considered in earlier studies of well-being 
(such as those by Bradburn and Caplowitz 1965; Bradburn 1969). “Satisfaction” 
was viewed as being more definable and implied judgment or cognitive experience, 
whereas “happiness” reflected a relative short-term mood of elation or gaiety. And 
“satisfaction” was also considered by Campbell et al. (1976a) to be a more plausible 
and realistic objective for policy makers than “happiness” if research outcomes 
were to be used by policy makers. The intent of Campbell et al. was, then, to mea-
sure and compare peoples’ assessments of several domains of their lives as well as 
their “lives as a whole,” and to determine the degree to which each domain explained 
overall well-being or QOL. The seven domains considered were: health, marriage, 
housing, family, financial situation, leisure, and community or place of residence.

In addition, Campbell et  al. (1976a) considered that context and evaluator or 
person characteristics were important in understanding QOL, with “context” being 
the actual conditions of life or “objective attributes.” But their attempts to measure 
those attributes were modest.

With respect to domain satisfactions, Campbell et al. (1976a, b) suggested that 
they were a reflection of peoples’ perceptions and assessments of the many attributes 
of each domain and that these in turn were influenced by the objective attributes 
themselves. For example, job satisfaction was seen as a function of a person’s 
assessment of the many attributes of a job, such as the degree of autonomy, relation-
ships with co-workers, wages and so on. Furthermore, the assessment of the wage 
attribute was considered a function of the level of a person’s actual salary and his/
her expectations and standards of comparison. Similarly, perceptions of crowding in 
a dwelling were expected to be associated with an objective measure (such as the 
number of people per room or another measure of housing density) and individual 
standards relating to crowding. That was similar to the later views of Kahneman et al. 
(1999) on the role of the objective world in understanding subjective well-being.

In recent years, it has again become fashionable for writers and media commen-
tators to talk about “happiness” For example, on ABC NEWS.COM (May 29, 
2008), Bob Cummins, a psychologist in Australia, said:

… When happiness was considered a mysterious, ephemeral state of mind, it was not worthy 
of serious consideration. But over the last few decades, science has begun to lift the veil of 
mystery, revealing happiness as an ordinary state of mind that can be studied and understood.
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There has in fact been a proliferation of research and writings on “happiness” as 
seen in the recent publication of a range of books (such as those by White 2006; 
Thaler and Sunstein 2008; Eid 2007; van Praag 2004; Lyubomirsky 2008; and 
Weiner 2008; Diener and Biswas-Diener 2008). Some of that research on happiness 
(for example, van Praag 2004) reflect what has been perused by economists, and 
that type of research is considered by some to be at the frontier of that discipline 
using econometric analysis to deal with variables including income, health, mar-
riage, gender, social comparison norms and the dynamics of satisfaction. However, 
as has already been noted, most of those factors have long been considered in 
research by psychologists and sociologists in the study of happiness and satisfac-
tion, often in the context of studying well-being.

The quantitative analysis of happiness by social scientists has resulted in the 
development of sophisticated scales to measure individual and collective norms that 
include satisfaction with life as a whole as well as with various domains of life, such 
as health and income. And there are a number of on-going surveys that attempt to 
measure “happiness,” one being the Australian Unity Wellbeing Index, which has 
been measuring the happiness of Australians since April 2001 (see Cummins et al. 
2003). It uses the Subjective Wellbeing Homeostasis management system, which 
suggests that we hold happiness within a relatively narrow range of values. It has 
been shown to be resilient. It would seem that two key factors relating to peoples’ 
happiness are:

An internal factor, namely relationships (for which one may read as having an •	
emotionally intimate relationship)
An external factor, namely resources (for which one may read as “money”)•	

That Australian study suggests that happiness rises only marginally beyond a 
household income of about A$100,000 a year and that after A$150,000, there is 
no more rise in happiness. And having more money is not a substitute for not hav-
ing a good relationship. This is the so-called Easterlin Paradox, which says that 
once people have met their basic needs, they do not become happier as they 
become richer.

Place and Environmental Setting Do Matter

There is considerable evidence to show that “place” matters when it comes to QOL 
concerns, and studies focusing on QOUL enable us to better understand the mean-
ing of QOL and how it might be measured (Marans 2002: p. 2). For example, Marans 
and his collaborators (Marans and Rodgers 1975; Lee and Marans 1980; Connerly 
and Marans 1985, 1988) have built on the seminal work by Campbell et al. (1976a) 
to explore the objective–subjective relationships in investigating QOUL, asserting 
that the quality of a place or the geographic setting at various levels of scale (the 
region, the city as a whole, the neighborhood, the dwelling) is in fact a subjective 
phenomenon and that each person occupying that setting might differ in their views 
about it. Further, it has been suggested that those views would reflect each individual’s 
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perceptions and assessments of a number of setting attributes that could in turn 
be influenced by certain characteristics of the occupant, including their past 
experiences. Those past experiences thus represent a set of standards against 
which current judgments are being made. Those judgments include other settings 
experienced by the resident of a place, and they also include their aspirations. 
Finally, it also has been asserted that those assessments and perceptions of setting 
attributes are associated with the place attributes themselves. Marans (2002) 
provides this example:

… the degree to which a person feels crowded at home is expected to be related to some 
degree to the number of people in his household per room (i.e. housing unit density). At the 
neighborhood level, assessments of air quality and family health (e.g. the incidence of 
asthma) are likely to be associated with air quality measures in the neighborhood. (pp. 1–2)

Marans and Rodgers (1975) had proposed a model depicting such relationships 
for different residential domains of urban environments and how those domains, 
together with other domains, contribute to QOL (see Fig. 1.2). There are, of course, 
assumptions underlying the model:

	(a)	 One is that the quality of the geographical or environmental setting (the region, 
the city, the neighborhood or the dwelling) cannot be captured through a single 

MODEL SHOWING RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN
RESIDENTIAL DOMAIN SATISFACTIONS AND QOL*

Adapted from Marans and Rodgers, 1975.

Objective
Environmental
Attributes (Eo)

Eo

Eo

Eo

Perceptions of
Environmental
Attributes (Es)

Es

Es

Es

Assessments of
Perceived
Environmental
Attributes

Assessments
Satisfaction
with Neighbor-
hood

Assessments

Assessments

Neighborhood

Satisfaction
with HousingHouse/dwelling

City,Town

Country

Satisfaction
with Community

Satisfaction
with Country

Residential
Places

Person Characteristics

Standards of Comparison

Other Domain
Satisfactions

Overall
Quality of
Life
Experience

Fig. 1.2  Model showing the relationships between residential domain satisfactions and quality of 
life (Source: Marans and Rodgers 1975)
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measure; rather, it requires measures of multiple attributes of the environmental 
setting in question. In as yet to be specified combination, it reflects the overall 
quality of the setting.

	(b)	 Another is that quality is a subjective phenomenon reflecting the life experiences 
of the occupants of the setting. The objective conditions of the setting them-
selves do not convey the true quality of the setting; rather, its quality is a reflec-
tion of the meaning of those conditions to the occupants.

More recently, Marans (2002) has elaborated on the model by showing the rela-
tionships that might account for people’s feelings about their neighborhood (that is, 
“neighborhood satisfaction”), as demonstrated in the example given in Fig. 1.3.

As Marans (2002) has stated:

… Often, policy-makers want to know the most effective means of enhancing satisfaction. 
An important part of research therefore is determining the degree to which various objective 
conditions are associated with satisfaction. There is general agreement that satisfaction as 
an indicator of individual well-being is an important outcome in quality of life research. 
Nonetheless, there are other outcomes of importance to well-being that may be examined in 
quality of life studies. For instance, the physical health of individuals and the amount and 
type of physical activity they engage in are important to their overall well-being. (p. 3)

Fig. 1.3  Model showing the relationships between objective neighborhood conditions, subjective 
responses and neighborhood satisfaction (Source: Marans 2002)
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It may be that in investigating QOUL, researchers might want to explicitly focus 
on outcomes additional to those indicated in Fig. 1.2. By way of example, that might 
include the outcomes for people at the neighborhood level and at the dwelling level 
that are listed in Table 1.2. Particular measures might be used to relate to an out-
come on a particular domain, such as the items in italics that could relate to physical 
health outcomes.

A further conceptual model proposed by Marans and Mohai (1991) suggests how 
health may be linked to a number of objective conditions associated with a set of 
leisure resources including environmental quality, as illustrated in Fig. 1.4. It showed 
that environmental and urban amenities are related to community quality and indi-
vidual activities, satisfactions, and physical health:

	(a)	 Environmental amenities include both:

Natural recreation resources (for example, rivers, lakes, wetlands, •	
forests)
The quality of the ambient environment (air, water, noise, solid, and hazard-•	
ous waste)

	(b)	 Urban amenities include both:

Man-made recreation resources (swimming pools, bicycle paths, walking •	
trails, golf courses)
Cultural resources (cinemas, concert halls, orchestras, museums, galleries, •	
sports teams)

The model hypothesized that the perceptions or awareness of these environmen-
tal and urban amenities will influence peoples’ evaluation and their use of them. 
And the model also suggested that in the case of the man-made recreational resources 
and the natural recreational resources, their use or non-use by an individual is asso-
ciated with physical health.

Table 1.2  Additional possible outcomes at the neighborhood and the dwelling level

Neighborhood Dwelling

Concern for safety Amount of leisure time spent at home
Rating of school quality Number of accidents
Public transit use Amount of time spent with children
Assessment of public transit Time spent in housekeeping
Involvement in governance at a city level Time spent in home maintenance
Amount of neighboring
Number of shopping trips
Where children play
Park visits Airborne-related illnesses
Amount of walking Number of meals at home
Visits to doctors

Note: Items in italics might be used as physical health-related outcomes
Source: The authors
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Models such as that depicted in Fig. 1.4 provide opportunities to explore many 
relationships including the role of recreational, environmental, and cultural resources 
in understanding QOL and in particular QOUL. Conceptualizing similar models 
can serve to guide data collection and analyses for other outcomes associated with 
QOL and with quality of place.

But the importance of relationships between urban characteristics and the per-
ceived or subjective assessment of QOUL extends far beyond the satisfaction of 
individual residents with their living environments. Indeed, that has been the focus 
of much of the aggregate level analysis and modeling that had been conducted using 
spatial objective data. For example, as discussed at the outset to this chapter, migra-
tion patterns are often attributed in part to QOUL considerations associated with 
particular cities or regions that may either be places from which people move or 
places to which people are attracted, and there is a rich literature in geography and 
regional science investigating migration flows using aggregate data derived from 
the census. Such models typically use as explanatory variables place-related attri-
butes, including measures of local labor market characteristics (such as industry 
structure and wages) and urban amenities, which might include, for example, cli-
mate, the amount of public open space and the number of recreational facilities, 
museums and art galleries, sports teams, health services and facilities, and public 
transport characteristics.

By way of an example, in a study for the US Department of Housing and 
Urban Development, Glaeser et al. (2000) made the claim that urban growth is 

Fig. 1.4  A model linking recreation resources and activities to individual well-being, health and 
community quality (Source: Marans & Mohai 1991)



14 R.W. Marans and R. Stimson

driven by a variety of QOUL issues that relate to urban consumption experiences. 
Their research identified seven urban consumption areas that are said to predispose 
an area to rapid urban growth:

A rich variety of high-quality public services (especially in health, education and •	
public safety)
Aesthetic and attractive physical settings in the form of architecture, urban •	
design, and natural features, such as a favorable climate.
Easy movement around the city, with resident location having more to do •	
with easy access to consumption opportunities and less to do with access to 
work
A housing stock that is architecturally distinctive, affordable, and varied•	
Neighborhoods that are safe and ethnically diverse, that offer transport choices, •	
that have a mix of compatible uses (for example, retail, residential, and commercial), 
and that contain parks and open spaces
Civic spaces and civic activities that provide opportunities for social interaction •	
among residents
A reasonable cost of living•	

In addition to population flowing to places offering a higher QOUL, so too does 
economic capital as additional investment is needed to cater for an increasing popu-
lation, and this in turn is likely to enhance the region’s economic growth and 
possibly its competitiveness (see, for example, Grayson and Young 1994). And 
Rogerson (1999) has suggested that the consumption experiences afforded in such 
places of in-migration and urban growth are key factors determining QOUL (as 
seen, for example, in research by Ley 1996).

A concern for these issues is clearly evident in strategy formulation for regional 
and local economic development, where a focus on business development and 
attraction through policy and programs that seek to enhance place amenity, create a 
business-friendly culture, and build human capital are common-place, with the 
objective being to improve overall QOL (Blakely 1994; Wong 2006; Roberts and 
Stimson 1998; Mathur 1999).

The importance of “place” is also demonstrated by Richard Florida (2008) in his 
book, Whose Your City?, in which he had this to say:

… The place we choose to live affects every aspect of our being. It can determine the 
income we earn, the people we meet, the friends we make, the partners we choose, and 
the options available to our children and families. People are not equally happy everywhere, 
and some do a better job of providing a high quality of life than others. Some places offer 
us more vibrant labor markets, better career prospects, higher real estate appreciation, and 
stronger investment earning opportunities. Some places offer more mating markets. Others 
are better environments for raising children.

In his writings, Florida (2002, 2008) has claimed that the opportunities offered 
by certain places for achieving a high QOL has become the impetus for attracting 
and retaining what he calls the “creative class.” That class, he says, has been the key 
to the emergence of the dynamic contemporary of the creative economy which is 
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highly spatially concentrated in particular large cities or urban regions, the top three 
of which, he says, are the San Francisco Bay Area, Boston and Seattle. The high 
QOL experiences by the creative class are achieved by the individual consumption 
of necessities – like health, housing, education – and the consumption of goods and 
services that help satiate the hedonistic values of the contemporary age, but Florida 
(2002) claims that most importantly, it is acquired through

… a passionate quest for experiences. The idea… is to ‘live the life’ - a creative life packed 
full of intense, high quality multidimensional experiences. And the kinds of experiences 
they crave reflect and reinforce their identities as creative people … [T]hey favour active, 
participatory recreation over passive spectator sports. They like indigenous street-level 
culture – a teeming blend of cafes, sidewalk musicians, and small galleries and bistros, 
where it is hard to draw the line between participant and observer, or between creativity and 
its creators. (p 166)

Florida puts the argument that the communities (or “neighborhoods”) in which 
these people live are chosen because they offer opportunities for those experiences. 
They are close to work in the inner city, where these experiences are most likely to 
be concentrated. In this way, the post-industrial community of the creative class has 
some semblance to the occupational community of the earlier industrial age. Both 
types of community were or are located in the inner city, close to places of work, 
with residents of what is called “the occupational community” being the key class 
(the working class) of the industrial era. Florida has called this community an 
“occupational community” because of the close ties that exist between home/the 
community and place of employment (for example, a ship building yard). Yet there 
are also fundamental differences between the communities of the industrial and 
post-industrial ages. Whereas those residing in industrial age communities had 
close-knit ties and thus – in Putnam’s (1993) terms – held considerable social capital, 
the post-industrial communities of the creative class have weak ties and thus limited 
social capital. Putnam’s lament about the decline of social capital in the contempo-
rary world is not shared by Florida. Indeed Florida (2002, 2008) has shown that 
places with extensive social capital are not only where the creative economy is 
largely absent, but those places contain remnants of the earlier and now defunct 
industrial economy and its working class. Conversely, places with dynamic, con-
temporary, creative economies – and thus the creative class – have weak ties and 
low levels of social capital. Moreover, according to Florida the cities and urban 
regions where the creative economy (and thus the creative class) is concentrated are 
characterized by diversity and tolerance, with this openness providing a climate for 
innovation.

Florida (2008) has gone as far as listing those places in the USA which his 
research shows as offering the “best” places for particular groups of people accord-
ing to their stage in the life cycle. For example, Table1.3 lists his “best places” for 
(a) mid-career professionals who are single or married, without children and aged 
30 to 44 years, and (b) empty-nesters aged 45 to 64 years.

Florida (2008) says the key is to find a place that fits, that makes one happy, and 
that enables one to achieve one’s life goals.
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Benefits of a Modeling Approach

From the discussion so far, it is evident that the relationship between QOL and 
urban environments is undoubtedly complex, and people’s satisfaction with living 
in urban environments is influenced by their personal characteristics, such as (indi-
vidual or group) values, expectations, perceptions and evaluations, and their demo-
graphic and socioeconomic characteristics. People vary in what they may consider 
to be important when judging their satisfaction with life in general and their QOUL 
in particular (Hsieh 2003), and different people might perceive things differently in 
the same situation or setting. The complexity of the relationships between urban 
characteristics and those subjective judgments or evaluations might help explain 
why research finds that a low correlation is often found to exist between individual 
subjective evaluations and objective measures of QOL (see, for example, Warr 1987, 
1999; Schwarz and Strack 1999).

The benefits of using the modeling approaches that have evolved from the 
original Campbell et al. (1976a) model are numerous, as discussed by McCrea 
et al. (2005):

	(a)	 The models have been able to accommodate a large number of factors thought 
to influence levels of satisfaction with urban living as well as personal charac-
teristics of people.

	(b)	 The models also have allowed for the comparison of a number of different geo-
graphic levels of urban living. Including different levels of urban living in QOL 
models has been important because different planning, urban development and 
service provision policies may target different levels of urban living. When only 
one level of analysis is incorporated into a model, the results may be confounded 
because the other levels of analysis are not controlled (Gyourko and Tracy 
1991). For example, relationships depicted in a model that are confirmed when 

Table 1.3  Overall best places for people to live in the USA

Large regions Medium-size regions Small regions

(a) For mid-career professionals, single or married, without children, aged 30–44
San Jose, CA Stamford, CT Durham, NC
Minneapolis Portland, ME Prova, UT
Austin Madison, WI Reno, NV
San Diego Omaha, NE Fayetteville, AR
Denver Des Moins, IA Boulder, CO

(b) For empty-nesters aged 45–64
San Francisco Stamford, CT Boulder, CO
Seattle Portland, ME Trenton, NJ
Boston Madison, WI Fort Collins, CO
Minneapolis Honolulu, HI Santa Rosa, CA
Hartford, CT Rochester, NY Norwich, CT

Source: Florida (2008)
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analyzing data covering an entire region may not hold up when analyzing data 
for separate communities within that region. That is because of what geogra-
phers refer to as the “aggregation/disaggregation problem” whereby greater 
clarity in terms of spatial differentiation in a phenomenon is more likely to be 
evident at a more disaggregated level of scale than will be the case at a more 
aggregated level of scale.

	(c)	 In addition to incorporating different levels of urban living, models have allowed 
for characteristics of one particular satisfaction domain to contribute to satisfac-
tion in another domain. For example, a public transport system may be a char-
acteristic of a city and contribute to its overall quality, but it may also influence 
neighborhood satisfaction and people’s ability to move easily throughout a 
region.

	(d)	 Finally, it is possible for the level of satisfaction in one domain to influence 
(or color) satisfaction in other domains. For example, housing and neighbor-
hood satisfaction have been shown to predict community satisfaction. Such 
links between satisfaction domains are “spillover effects” (Jeffres and Dobos 
1995).

Social Indicators, Urban Amenity and Livability Studies

As indicated earlier in this chapter, one of the common approaches to the investiga-
tion of QOL and of QOUL has been concerned with the secondary analysis of 
aggregate data at different levels of spatial scale typically using information avail-
able from official data collections, including the census. Mulligan et al. (2004) have 
provided a comprehensive review of the research – published predominately in the 
economics, regional science and geography literature – which has analyzed and 
modeled QOL in a spatial context using those approaches.

Social Indicators

In an early seminal study, Thorndyke (1939) assessed QOL using a wide variety of 
single-variable indicators grouped into six categories. Then much later in the 1960s 
and 1970s, a vast amount of research was conducted using Thorndyke’s approach in 
what became known as the social indicators movement, which grew out of a long 
tradition of social and social policy research. That was reflected in the publication 
of an array of books written by social scientists from many disciplines, including for 
example, contributions by geographer David Smith (1973; 1977; 1979), planner 
Judith Innes de Neufville (1975), and sociologists Otis Dudley Duncan (1969) and 
Peter Rossi (1972).

The social indicators movement reflected an increasing policy interest in and a 
concern for an array a range of social issues – such as poverty and crime – which 



18 R.W. Marans and R. Stimson

reflected the incidence of social disadvantage in society. The research was conducted 
at a variety of levels of spatial scale, from the analysis of social indicators at the 
national level using data for states and counties in the USA, to the analysis of pat-
terns within cities, to a focus on the study of neighborhoods. Often the research 
involved the benchmarking of performance at the local or regional level against a 
national performance figure (or standard), and it was common for geographers to do 
this by mapping the location quotient scores of regions on a particular social 
indicator.

An example of that approach was a study by Liu (1976) in which more than 240 
US metropolitan areas in 1970 were assessed using five general categories of well-
being, namely:

Economic health•	
Political performance•	
Environmental conditions•	
Health and education•	
Social concerns.•	

The raw data were standardized and then added so that once assigned to three 
size-groups, the cities could be designated as being “sub-standard,” “adequate,” 
“good,” “excellent,” or “outstanding.”

In addition, many studies have used multivariate data reduction techniques, 
such as principal components analysis, to reduce to a small number of significant 
social dimensions the scores of regions on a battery of social indicator variables 
(see, for example, Hadden and Borgatta 1965; Berry and Kasarda 1977). Others 
have used discriminant analysis to classify places according to their social disad-
vantage problem using measures of inequality and deprivation. An example is the 
Cheshire et al. (1986) study of more than 100 of the largest metropolitan areas in 
the European Economic Community countries using functional urban regions and 
using variables relating to income, unemployment, migration and travel demand. 
They were able to compare the rank position of cities and calculate a change in 
health score over the period 1971 to 1988.

It has been relatively common for studies such as those referred to above to claim 
that they are measuring QOL. A more detailed discussion of social indicators, and 
in particular of territorial social indicators, is provided in Chap. 2.

Urban Amenity

Social indicator studies fell into disfavor after the 1970s, especially in the USA. 
However, in recent decades, there has been a resurgence of interest among some 
social scientists in conducting QOL studies using spatial social data sets with the focus 
being on the evaluation of regional or city level performance, including the study of 
urban amenity – including public goods – as an attractor for migration in the context 
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of researching labor regional markets and regional economic development, and the 
role of amenities in urban life, including their impact on housing markets (see, for 
example, Bartik and Smith 1987; Gyourko et al. 1999). This interest – particularly 
among regional scientists – is elaborated in more detail in what follows.

The substantial literature that has developed investigating urban amenity has 
focused on both the inter-urban and the intra-urban scales. In the context of QOUL 
studies, the role of urban amenity has typically been seen from an economic per-
spective and as being capitalized in real estate and rents – and even wages – which 
will reflect non-market amenities. That influence has been explained through the 
compensating differentials concept. Over time, there has developed a consider-
able literature on the capitalization of urban environmental amenity (see, for 
example, Geoghegan et al. 1997; Orford 1999; Mahan et al. 2000; Esparza and 
Carruthers 2000; Hardie et  al. 2001; Johnston et  al. 2001; Bastian et  al. 2002; 
Smith et al. 2002).

The range of amenity variables used in such studies has been considerable and 
includes surrogate measures of the following:

Wages and income•	
Industrial structure and employment•	
Housing prices•	
Quality of education facilities and production of human capital•	
Cultural facilities•	
Wetlands•	
Scenic views•	
Proximity to farmland•	
Climate (especially average temperatures).•	

It is interesting to note that urban amenity thus incorporates landscape diversity 
and the built environment in addition to cultural and economic factors. The notion 
is that all such factors – many of which are intangibles – can operate to enhance 
QOUL. But spatial variation in the provision of and in access to those place amenity 
factors is highly variable not only on an inter-regional basis but also on an intra-
regional basis (that is, within a city). Similarly, QOUL will be spatially highly vari-
able. This is an indication of the Tiebout principle at work (1956), where residents 
relocate to maximize their satisfaction with public goods by matching their indi-
vidual preferences and circumstances with the substantial spatial variations in insti-
tutional capacity and capability as is clearly seen in the differential performance of 
local government across urban space and the way in which property taxes are capi-
talized (Logan and Molotch 1987; Ladd 1994; Brasington 2002).

Many such studies on urban amenity have used hedonic analysis to model the 
effect of location-specific amenities on wages and housing prices, while controlling 
for effects such as education and race (see, for example, Rosen 1974, 1979; Roback 
1982, 1988). And there has also been focus on investigating revealed preferences 
(see, for example, Kahn 1995). Much of that modeling has operated at the intra-
urban scale.
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Thus, there is now a vast literature on urban amenity which incorporated a variety 
of research approaches some of which are explicitly linked to the study of QOL 
and QOUL, while in others, the link is more implicit than explicit. A more detailed 
discussion is provided in Chap. 5, in which models dealing with urban amenity – 
mainly in the USA – are presented.

Benchmarking national, state and regional “performance” has almost become 
an industry in itself as there is an increasing concern, particularly among local 
officials, to see how their jurisdictions “rate” against other places, often those 
places seen as being “competitors.” In 1989, the State of Oregon in the USA began 
a statewide performance measurement initiative called Benchmarking Oregon, 
which attempted to benchmark its performance on measures related to economic, 
social and environmental “livability” on phenomena as diverse as the educational 
attainment of Oregonians, income levels and much exercise people were getting 
every week.

One of the best known of these types of studies is the Places Rated Almanac 
(in the U.S. and Canada) which ranks more than 350 cities across nine general 
categories and a variety of sub-categories (Savageau and D’Agostino 2000).

It has thus now become common place for states, cities and regions to rate them-
selves on so-called livability indicators, and it has been estimated by the on-line 
www.governing.com (the resources for States and Localities) that there are now 
more than 170 efforts going on at the state, regional and local levels across the USA. 
In some ways, such efforts might be regarded as exercises in “feelgood,” but 
nonetheless they seem to be taken seriously by public officials, and when the per-
formance of a place is favorable, are widely used in city marketing and promotion 
campaigns.

Similarly, there has been an increasing interest in rating cities according to their 
QOL/“liveability”/“amenity.” This is reflected in the emergence in recent years of 
a number of “city rating” ranking studied published by private firms including 
media outlets (such as Mercer, Monocle Magazine, and The Economist Intelligence 
Unit). A discussion of those approached to the investigation of QOUL is provided 
in Chap. 2.

Environmental Quality of Life

There has, of course, been a long interest among researchers in issues to do with 
environmental quality in the context of urbanization and city planning and how to 
deal with urban problems (see, for example, Schmandt and Bloomberg 1969).

One of the earlier books dealing specifically with the quality of the urban 
environment and its effect on QOL was a set of papers in a book edited by 
Harvey Perloff (1969) in which a diverse range of issues were canvassed, includ-
ing pollution, open space, amenity resources and transport. In addition, the rela-
tionships between the environmental factors and the role of location, size and 
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shape of cities were addressed. In the introduction to that book, Perloff (1969) 
wrote this:

… The current interest in the quality of the urban environment is in large part a convergence 
of two other evolving public concerns. One is a concern with the quality of the natural 
environment – the quality of air, water, land, wilderness areas, and other resources. The other 
is a concern with the development of our urban communities – with all the matters coming 
under the rubric of more traditional city planning, but recently refocused to a special con-
cern for the human beings in the city. The quality of life of all the people who are clustering 
into urban communities is clearly influenced by what happens to both the natural and the 
man-made environments in direct interrelationship with each other. (p. 3)

Of particular significance was a concern about the possible arrays of environ-
mental elements and the trade-offs that give rise to the urban-environment system 
and the implications for policy decision-making.

Much of the focus of research on urban environmental quality has been on pol-
lution (mainly air and water quality), the costs of pollution, pollution as a disamenity, 
and abatement measures (see, for example, Gleaser 1998; Smith and Huang 
1995; Kahn 2002). And some research has investigated the relationship between 
environmental quality and a range of socioeconomic attributes and other attributes, 
such as political activism (see Millimet and Slottje 2002).

Concerted attempts to address environmental quality also have been evident in the 
area of land-use planning and zoning through mechanisms to protect, restrict and exclude 
(see, for example, Knaap 1998; Mayer and Somerville 2000; Pendall 2000; and Malpezzi 
2002). However, spillover effects may occur as often poorer people and some firms 
are displaced to less-restricted localities (Landis 1986; 1992). Through the differential 
policies and actions of local governments, for example, there can thus be generated 
considerable differentials in QOUL across large urban regions. At the metropolitan 
regional level of scale, planning interventions – such as the imposition of an urban 
growth boundary and other measures aimed at restricting urban sprawl – can also 
have spillover effects and thus change amenity and perceived QOUL. Knaap (1985) 
has found that these may influence expectations about when land will be developed, 
thus distorting price gradients and the like. Metropolitan urban planning policy 
interventions like these are now widespread and may also lead to supply-restricted 
increases in property prices detrimentally affecting housing affordability and helping 
to create stress on the QOL, especially of lower income households.

In more recent times, with the increasing interest in and concern for issues to do 
with the environment, sustainable development, and the challenges of climate 
change, it is not surprising that there has emerged a considerable literature on envi-
ronmental quality of life [Rehdanz and Maddison 2008; Schaffer and Vollmer 2010; 
Westaway 2009].

This increasing emphasis on environmental QOL is seen in public policy and plan-
ning responses as demonstrated, for example, in the assertion by Choonyong (2008) in 
the Korean Research Institute for Human Settlements publication KRIHS Gazette that:

… paradigm shift is needed in the policy for road space towards prioritizing human beings, 
environmental quality of life, as well as public transport and walking.
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Summing up

In the conclusion to their comprehensive review of the multidisciplinary literature 
addressing the complex relationships that exist between the urban environment and 
QOL, Mulligan et al. (2004) had this to say:

… Hedonic models have been emphasized but other perspectives have been included. 
Natural amenities like climate and topography remain important in household migration 
and are partially responsible for the high housing costs of some cities. However, fiscal pru-
dence, cultural and lifestyle tolerance, and the responsible management of key human-
made amenities - especially crime, education, and land use - are increasingly seen as being 
critical for the continued success of cities. In order to be competitive in a global, high-tech 
economy, firms must be able to attract high human-capital workers. But these people prefer 
to live in large cities with broad QOL appeal or smaller places with specific QOL appeal. 
These same persons avoid areas of high crime, locally if not regionally, and they want their 
children to be educated in high-quality school districts. Housing costs are bid up accordingly 
and high taxes ensure the provision of high-quality public goods and services. Especially in 
large urban areas, these same people tolerate a wide diversity of lifestyles and, increasingly, 
they demand an orderly and aesthetically pleasing urban landscape. With non-intervention-
ist state- and national-level public policies, and political fragmentation in metropolitan 
areas, existing resource and life-opportunity gaps between the most advantaged and the 
most deprived will only widen in our largest cities. (p.787)

The Introduction of Geographic Information Systems

Increasingly Geographic Information Systems (GIS) technology is being used in 
social research including QOUL studies, and it is certain that this will become more 
common in the future.

GIS technology has been employed widely by researchers in re-examining the 
entire issue of accessibility in urban environments to assess how overall proximity 
to diverse opportunities such as employment, education, shopping, health and rec-
reation might directly affect something such as personal health (Witten et al. 2003). 
Studies have examined the relationships between health levels and urban lifestyles, 
assessing – among other things – how transportation infrastructure affects longevity 
(Handy et al. 2002; Boarnet et al. 2003).

But it has been the use of GIS technology which now permits the integration of 
survey-based data on subjective QOUL at the level of the individual with spatial 
objective information about the urban environment where currently, profoundly 
dramatic innovations are being made in QOUL studies. By geocoding the residen-
tial location of respondents to QOL surveys, it is possible to integrate:

Survey-based information on individuals’ attitudes, preferences, behaviors and •	
expectations with respect to QOL domains and of aspects of QOUL at different 
spatial scale levels
Spatial objective information on the demographic and socioeconomic character-•	
istics of populations and of housing of local areas derived from census data
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Spatially objective environmental data relating to land use, proximity to urban •	
services and facilities and natural resources like parks, residential density, brown-
field sites and noxious industry
Community data relating to schools, crime, health, taxes, etc.•	

This integrative capability of GIS is conceptualized in Fig. 1.5 and has been used 
in a number of QOUL studies recently, including in research that has investigated 
QOUL in metro Detroit (see Chap. 7) and in the Brisbane-South East Queensland 
region in Australia (see Chaps. 8 and 18). Data integration gives rise to the possibility 
of investigating many aspects of the relationships between contextual data and 
responses to survey questionnaires on QOL using bi-variate analysis and multi-
variate statistical modeling. For example, an analysis might address a question such 
as how density (as reflected by multiple density measures) affects peoples’ responses 
to crowding, knowing the names of neighbors, and their interactions with them.

Marans (2002) suggests that this integrative capability potentially is most useful 
to help researchers address issues that might have policy significance or be useful in 
helping us to address urban and environmental planning issues. Marans gives the 
following examples of questions that might be addressed:

Where do people live who feel negatively about their cities and their •	
neighborhoods?

Fig. 1.5  Using GIS to integrate data sources to generate a merged data set (Source: Marans 2002: 
p. 7, Figure 5)
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To what extent are police reports about crime associated with concerns about •	
neighborhood safety?
To what extent is public transit use influenced with proximity to bus routes and •	
bus stops?
Do people living in mixed-use neighborhoods use public transit more and •	
walk more than people living in neighborhoods consisting of single family 
homes?
Is there a relationship between access to parks and frequency of park visits?•	
Is the amount of walking that people do associated with self-reports of •	
health?
What physical and social attributes of neighborhoods if any contribute to the •	
degree to which residents feelings about “sense of community”?
Are preferences for open space neighborhoods associated with feelings about •	
urban sprawl, preservation of farmland, and natural resource conservation?
Is the type of street network in a neighborhood associated with amount of auto-•	
mobile use?

The research investigating the relationships between subjective evaluations of 
QOUL and objective indicators of QOUL in the Brisbane-South East Queensland 
metropolitan region in Australia has also demonstrated this integrative capability of 
GIS technology to model those relationships (see McCrea et al. 2005, 2006; McCrea 
2007). The possibilities for innovation in this regard are also demonstrated in some 
of the chapters in Part IV of this book.

Conclusion

This chapter has provided a broad overview of the evolution of approaches to 
research on QOL and on QOUL. The review has demonstrated that the research is 
both diverse and complex, incorporating both objective approaches and subjective 
approaches. Both have evolved over time in terms of theories and methodologies, 
and in more recent times, the availability of geographic information system (GIS) 
technology has enhanced the evolution and development of integrated approaches. 
GIS provides exciting new opportunities for the development of more holistic 
frameworks for the analysis and modeling of the complexities of QOUL – its 
nature, characteristics and the complex inter-relationships between the objective 
and subjective elements that influence overall QOUL and specific QOUL outcomes 
over time.

There is no doubt that QOL and QOUL studies are experiencing something of a 
resurgence of interest in contemporary times, driven not only by the research com-
munity but also by public policy and the concern in urban governance, planning and 
management with how to make cities more competitive, achieve sustainable devel-
opment, and enhance the well-being of residents. Central to those concerns is a 
whole set of issues that can be informed through QOUL studies.
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