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Satisfaction with the Quality of Urban 

Life: A Predictive Model 

Robin N. Widgery 2 

General Motors Institute, Flint, Michigan 

This paper explains a predictive model developed by using multiple linear 
regression techniques: 38 factors were regressed against two dependent 
variables, satisfaction with (a) the quality of  life in the Flint area, and (b) 
the quality of  life in the neighborhood. The 38 independent factors used in 
the modeling represented various social and psychological aspects o f  
community life. Among the major predictors o f  community-wide satisfac- 
tion were Trust in Government and Political System, satisfaction with 
Family and Friends, Aesthetic Quality o f  the Community, and Age and 
Years in Community, and Optimism about the Community. Important 

predictors o f  satisfaction with neighborhood quality were satisfaction with 
Neighbors, Home, and Aesthetic Quality of  the Community. 

In order to save or restore any kind of major human system, decision- and 
policy-makers need appropriate and reliable information about con- 
ditions within the system. They also need to possess an awareness of the 
relationship existing among the multitude of components constituting 
that system. Relative to American cities today, neither adequate data nor 
knowledge of relationship exists. What is needed is a general systems model 
which explains the economic, political, social, psychological, and environ- 
mental factors that make cities what they are. 

This is a tremendously tall order, but one that should gain support 
from every student of urban systems. To tackle the whole challenge laid 
out above is not the scope of this study. The purpose is to explore a little- 
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studied but extremely important aspect of an urban system--the modeling 
of the social psychology of city living. More specifically the author's 
purpose is to explore the degree to which people living in one community 
(Flint, Michigan) experience satisfaction with the quality of life in their 
neighborhoods and in the city in general. The objective is to investigate, 
via mathematical modeling techniques, the major social and psychological 
predictors of citizen satisfaction with the quality of life. 

Speaking of the need to develop sound theory in the defining of 
quality of life indicators, Bunge (1975) noted that they are "best justified 
when incorporated into a theory, e.g., a mathematical model." The author 
hopes to accomplish something useful in this direction by developing 
predictive models of community and neighborhood life quality. 

In the last 10 years there has been much research into the "quality 
of life" concept. Two branches of investigation have emerged: one em- 
phasizing the physical and psychological well-being of citizens (Andrews 
& Withey, 1976; Campbell, Converse, & Rodgers, 1976; Bharadwaj & 
Wilkening, 1977; Zautra, Beier, & Cappel, 1977), the other branch con- 
cerned with analyzing specific conditions within various communities 
(Liu, 1976; Todd, 1977; Widgery, 1978; Harris, 1978). The former studies 
have investigated a more global arena. They have been especially concerned 
with exploring the variables contributing to personal happiness and 
contentment. The latter studies have examined urban systems with the 
purpose of aiding the development of urban policy and of directing re- 
sources to urban needs. 

Among those studies assessing the quality of community life, 
especially Liu (1976) and Todd (1977), the investigators have emphasized 
objective measures to infer quality of life. In other words they have em- 
ployed quantitative variables such as environmental conditions, proportion 
of minority population, delivery of welfare assistance, etc., to determine 
quality. The study by Widgery (1978), while concerned with urban con- 
ditions, chose to use subjective measures, i.e., citizen satisfaction, trust, 
optimism, etc., to infer life quality. 

This study, based on the Widgery (1978) data, assumes that a better 
method to assess the quality of life is by measuring the amount of satisfac- 
tion people derive from living in their community. Moreover, it is believed 
that such an indicator of community life quality will be found to be 
dependent upon other variables within the subjective domain. 

METHOD 

During the fall of 1977 and winter of  1978, 6,917 adults were selected 
at random for in-depth interviews. Most of these interviews were conducted 
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by telephone, lasting an average of 45 minutes. About 250 interviews were 
conducted in-home in those neighborhoods having a relatively high per- 
centage of residents without phones. In the city of Flint, 3,719 interviews 
were conducted, approximately 100 from each of 37 defined neighborhoods. 
These city interviews provided the data base for the analysis presented in 
this paper. 

The representativeness of  the city and suburban/out-county samples 
may be examined by comparing the study data with population estimates 
provided by a local county governmental research unit. These two sets 
of data, shown in Table I, indicate consistency for sex and race proportions. 

Questionnaire 

There were more than 200 items in the questionnaire. These were 
designed to measure several important social and psychological dimensions 
of community life. These included: 

1. Citizen satisfaction with 57 aspects of community life. 
2. Degree of Citizen knowledge of the community. 
3. Optimism about the future of the neighborhood and community 

at large. 
4. Perceived power of citizens to influence community institutions. 
5. Citizen motivation (desire) to help solve neighborhood problems. 
6. CitiZen commitment to the community (strength of  desire to stay 

in the Flint area). 
7. Degree of citizen activity in the neighborhood and in the com- 

munity at large. 

Table I. Comparisons of Population Estimates Based on Local Govern- 
ment and Project Research 

Government Project 
Population estimates estimates Differences 

City of Flint 
Non-whites 33.1 33.9 .8 
Whites 66.9 66.1 

Males 43.4 44.4 1.0 
lremales 56.6 55.6 

Suburbs/Out-county 
Non-whites 3.2 4.7 1.5 
Whites 96.8 95.3 

Males 47.3 48.7 1.4 
Vemales 52.7 51.3 



40 Widgery 

8. Degree of citizen affiliation and membership in local organiza- 
tions. 

9. Amount of  citizen support for various civic institutions. 
10. Amount of  citizen trust and confidence in community institutions. 
11. Citizen opinions regarding life in the neighborhood and com- 

munity at large. 
12. Identification of  neighborhood and community-wide problems. 
13. Demographic data, e.g., sex, age, race, income, etc. 

Analysis 

In order to define the underlying structure of the 240-item question- 
naire, factor analysis was performed using the varimax method with 
orthogonal rotation. In all, 40 factors were identified (see Table II): 22 
are various Satisfaction scores 3 are for Trust in various institutions 
serving the community--government/political, business, and information 
(media). Other factors defined various citizen opinions and behaviors. 

Multiple linear regression analyses (stepwise program) were em- 
ployed using two dependent variables: (a) overall satisfaction with the 

Table II. Factors Defined by Factor Analysis 

Trust 
Government and political system 
Business system 
Information system (media) 

Demographics 
Dwelling 
Longevity 
Income level 
Shift 
Number of children 
Race 
Sex 
Employment status 

Opinions 
Optimism 
Potency 
Support 
Desire to move 

Behavior 
Affiliation/membership 
Activity 
Motivation 

Satisfaction 
Aesthetics 
Communication systems (media) 
Recreation and entertainment 
Neighbors 
Sense of security 
Economic conditions 
Government and community leadership 
Home 
Family/friends 
Government and community services 
Educational system 
Climate 
Race relations 
Trees 
Employment 
Transportation 
Safety services 
Traffic and streets 
Hospitals 
Medical services 
Neighborhood a 
Flint area a 

alndices major dependent variables. 
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quality of life in the neighborhood, and (b) overall satisfaction with the 
quality of life in the Flint area. All 38 other factors were regressed as 
independent variables. Each individual sample score for each factor was 
transformed for the regression analysis by multiplying it by the scores 
loading within the factor, thereby representing its weighting within the 
factor. In addition to using multiple linear regression analyses for the total 
city sample, analyses were made by race, age, and sex. 

RESULTS 

The two critical dependent variables in this study are overall citizen 
satisfaction with the quality of life in (a) the Flint area, and (b) the neigh- 
borhood. In Tables III and IV, the best predictors of the dependent 
variables resulting from the multiple linear regression analyses are dis- 
played. All reported predictor variables are significant at the .05 level, 
using the critical value of t as the determinant. 

Predictors of  Satisfaction with the Flint Area 

Using the proportion of variance accounted for (R2), five independent 
variables are the most important predictors of satisfaction with the Flint 
area: Trust in Government and Political System, and Satisfaction with 
Family and Friends, and with Aesthetics (attractiveness), Age and Years 
in the Community, and degree of Optimism. Less important (but statistical- 
ly significant) predictors are satisfaction with Climate, Race Relations, 
and Degree of Affiliation and Membership (see Table III). 

By Race. Some interesting differences emerge when blacks and 
whites are analyzed separately. While the highest predictor of community- 
wide satisfaction for blacks is Trust in Local Government and Political 
System, the best predictor for whites is satisfaction with Local Govern- 
ment and Leadership. Neither of these variables is a significant predictor 
for the other group. Moreover, Trust in the Business System is important 
among whites, but not among blacks. While satisfaction with Neighbors 
and Race Relations are significant for whites, satisfaction with Home and 
Degree of Affliliation and Membership are important among blacks. 

By Age. Young adults differ from older citizens in that Satisfaction 
with Race Relations and Trust in Local Government and Political System 
are not important predictors of overall satisfaction with city life. Unlike 
the older groups Trust in Business and satisfaction with Employment are 
important predictors among the young. The middle and older groups differ 
in that satisfaction with Educational System is important for the middle- 
aged, and satisfaction with the Communication System is a significant 
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predictor for the older group. Satisfaction with Aesthetics is not a predictor 
for older citizens, but it is important to both the young and middle-aged. 

By Sex. The major predictors for both sexes are importantly centered 
on perceptions of the role of local government, satisfaction with Local 
Government and Community Leadership (. 161) for males and satisfaction 
with Government and Community Services (.116) for females. The second 
most potent predictor for females is also an evaluation of local government, 
Trust in the Government and Political System (.067). Trust in the Business 
System (.048) is a more important determinant for males. Aesthetic En- 
vironment is much more important for males (.058) than for females 
(.010). Other predictors such as Optimism and Satisfaction with Climate 
are fairly similar for the two groups. Some of the other predictors are 
unique to each group: Family and Friends, Support for Millage Increase, 
and Age and Years in Community for females and Recreation and Enter- 
tainment, Race Relations, Communication Systems, and Neighbors for 
males. 

Predictors of Satisfaction with Neighborhoods 

When examining the total city sample, five significant independent 
variables emerge as significant predictors of satisfaction with neigh- 
borhood: satisfaction with Neighbors, Home, Aesthetics, Government 
and Community Services, and Neighborhood Security. These five account 
for nearly 40% of the total variance (see Table IV). 

By Race. The most obvious difference between black and white 
predictors is the magnitude of R 2 for the lead predictor for each group. 
High for whites is satisfaction with Neighbors (.234); high for blacks is 
satisfaction with Home (.211). A more important predictor for whites is 
Satisfaction with Neighborhood Security, while to blacks Satisfaction 
with Government and Community Services is more important. Moreover, 
there is a significant relationship between neighborhood satisfaction and 
Support for Millage Increase among blacks. 

By Age. It is interesting to note in Table IV the difference in the 
leading predictor for each of the three age groups: Home for the young 
(.193), Government and Community Services for the middle group (.171), 
and Neighbors for the older citizens (.215). Among the younger group 
Employment Status is significant. Finally, it is also interesting to note 
the higher R 2 (.084) for Neighborhood Security among older citizens than 
for the young and middle-aged. 

By Sex. While the same predictors were selected for both sexes 
there is one marked difference in their hierarchy. Note that Home is the 
leading determinant for females (. 179); it is Government and Community 
Services (. 153) for males. 
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DISCUSSION 

When doing correlational research such as described above, it is 
essential to remind the reader that while causality between independent 
(predictor) variables and dependent variables may be "assumed," causality 
is not proven nor even supported scientifically. However, assumptions 
of causality may be made by researcher when testing theory using correla- 
tional techniques. In the case of providing policy-makers with correlational 
data (predictors of various dependent variables as is the purpose here), 
the data should be interpreted as suggestive of types of relationshipsmsome 
probably causal, some coincidental, some neither. 

Of some concern to the researchers was the relatively low total 
variance accounted for (R 2) in the multiple linear regression analyses: .35 
for Overall Satisfaction with the Flint Area, and .39 for Satisfaction 
with the Neighborhood. This total predictive value is a bit higher however 
than that reported by Marans (1979). Using evaluative, perceptual, and 
demographic information in predicting neighborhood satisfaction, he 
reported an R ~ of  .36. To gain a better understanding of why our own R 2 
was relatively low, scatterplots were run for both dependent factors against 
each independent factor. Several scatters indicated significant curvilinear 
relationships existing between the dependent and independent factors. 
Since multiple regression analysis assumes linearity among factors, it is 
likely that much unaccounted for variance is hidden in some of these 
nonlinear relationships. Moreover, it is reasonable to assume that there 
were many variables that were not measured in the survey that could ac- 
count for still more of the variance. 

Community Satisfaction 

Of particular curiosity is the difference between major predictors of 
community-wide satisfaction for blacks and whites (Table III). The most 
important predictor for blacks is Trust in Local Government (. 146). For 
whites it is satisfaction with Local Government (.126). At first glance one 
would suspect that there may be a strong degree of multicollinearity be- 
tween these two factors. However, since each was derived by an orthogonal 
factor analytic format, we must assume that they are independent of each 
other. 

These results indicate that trust (or distrust) between blacks and City 
Hall importantly influences black satisfaction toward the community-at- 
large. Trust in the city fathers, however, does not appear to be a part of the 
white equation. Mediating this effect may be the fact that Flint is a white 
city (66°70) with a white-dominated government. This fact may accentuate 
the role of trust as a bridge between the black and white communities. 
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The climate of trust regulates the thermometer of community satisfaction 
for blacks. 

Analysis by age groups also showed some interesting discrepancies. 
For instance, the major predictor of community-wide satisfaction for the 
youngest group (18-34 years) is Aesthetic Environment (. 134). The R 2 drops 
to .048 for 35- to 54-year-olds and drops from significance for the senior 
group. This is not too surprising since the actual scores for the Aesthetic 
environment are higher the longer people live in the Flint area. Perhaps 
older citizens have allowed their increased ego involvement with the com- 
munity to " t int"  their perception of the city's aesthetic quality. Moreover, 
as a citizen's aesthetic evaluations improve, this dimension may no longer 
interact with community-wide evaluations. In other words an ugly city 
may suppress satisfaction with the quality of city life, but a beautiful one 
may not contribute as much to increased satisfaction. A more ominous 
explanation may be that ugliness creates enough dissonance among the 
young to motivate many of them to exit from the community. Those who 
stay may be individuals who are less sensitive to this dimension. The author 
suspects that both of these explanations are reasonable. 

Among the middle and older age groups Trust in Local Govern- 
ment is the primary predictor of community-wide satisfaction. The young 
group had no significant R ~ for this factor. A plausible reason may be 
that young people are less likely to be property taxpayers--having less 
stake in the policy output and performance of City Hall. Older groups 
are more likely to be property owners and thus watch local government 
more critically. 

The centrality of feelings toward local government is most noticeable 
for both sexes. However, the strongest male predictor is satisfaction with 
Government and Community Leadership (. 161) while it is satisfaction with 
Government and Community Services (.116) and Trust in Government 
and Political System (.067) for females. Perhaps females, who are more 
likely to be homemakers and close to the receiving end of community 
services in the neighborhood (garbage collection, security, etc.), are more 
likely to evaluate the community-at-large based on perceptions of govern- 
ment services provided in ways that meet the needs of the home. Perhaps 
male contact with government is at a more abstract and remote level. 
Their perceptions of government competency may be filtered through the 
media and its reports of actions and decisions made by government leaders. 
Images projected in this manner may create positive or negative associative 
links between the evaluations of leaders and feelings about the community- 
at-large. 

There is a strong youth (18 to 34 years) bias in the male sample (in 
Flint there are an inordinately high proportion of widows). This youth 
bias may explain the relatively high predictive value (.058) for Aesthetic 
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Environment among males. This factor was the leading determinent among 
the young group. Moreover, females (especially widows) are more likely 
to spend more time in their homes than are males--thus being less aware 
of the aesthetic ciuality of the community environment. 

Neighborhood Satisfaction 

Most noticeably, satisfaction with Neighbors and Home are the 
most potent determinants of neighborhood satisfaction. In the case of 
blacks, young adults, and females, Home is by far the leading indicator. 
It is important to note that each of these groups has a lower satisfaction 
rating than their comparison groups. These difference scores are statis- 
tically significant in the case of race and age, but not for sex. 

Satisfaction with Neighborhood Security is another example of 
marked differences in predictive value. Whites and older citizens have 
considerably higher R 2 than comparable groups. In both of these groups 
Neighborhood Security scores are considerably lower than the scores for 
other neighborhood attitude objects. 

The above examples of difference in R 2 for the various comparison 
groups suggest the operation of a deprivation effect. Factors which are 
less satisfied, if of comparable salience with other factors, may become 
more potent predictors of the dependent variable than the better-satisfied 
factors. Of course, it is also likely that satisfaction itself determines 
the relative salience of the factor. Moreover, if all indpendent factors are 
equally satisfied, salience may determine the hierarchy of predictive 
potency. 

CONCLUSION 

Providing usable information to urban policy-makers has been of 
concern to the author. A far greater problem is to insure that such informa- 
tion is presented in a simplified format and then used. Too often, however, 
local politicians make decisions based on philosophy, campaign promises, 
or reactions to the most vocal or strongest pressure group--without 
sufficient study of the most pertinent information on the issue. 

In this paper, I have developed a mathematical model using multiple 
linear regression techniques to show urban planners and decision-makers 
one way to better understand the relationships existing between citizen 
satisfaction with the community and several other psychological, social, 
and environmental dimensions. Although it is difficult to encourage urban 
decision-makers to decide policy based on coefficients or other indicators 



48 Widgery 

of  re la t ionsh ip ,  it  is h o p e d  tha t  they  will l ea rn  to  use  such d a t a  in o rde r  to  
gain  a be t te r  in tui t ive  g ra sp  o f  the  dynamics  o f  the  h u m a n  exper ience  in 
the commun i ty .  Such usage  shou ld  he ighten  thei r  sensi t ivi ty  to  the  const i -  
tuency,  and  it should  give t h e m  a bet ter  feeling for  the  l ikely ou tcomes  
resul t ing f rom their  decis ions .  
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