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Abstract
For many years measuring Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has been the standard
to which success has been defined by cities and countries alike. Economic brilliance
however, can only take us so far. Measuring quality of life (QOL) is quickly becoming the
preferred way of measuring success in the built environment. But what does it mean? QOL
is synonymous with terms like ‘happiness’, ‘well-being’ or ‘life satisfaction’, but includes a
more holistic evaluation of them. The purpose of this research is to shed light on why it is
we do the things we do, and to consider the role of a planner in a pragmatic way. All too
often planning is considered to be idealistic where decisions are made on the basis of
“best practices”. What this research intends to answer is; who are these ‘best practices’
looking to serve? Have we succeeded in doing what we set out to do? And to understand
that just because a decision was made in the past to serve a particular goal, it may not
equate to how we should be considering that goal now. What we should be asking
ourselves is; what does success look like? Can we define it? Can we measure it? Are we
happy?
The objective of this research is not only to understand if measuring QOL can
better inform policy decisions at a community level, but to understand which approach is
worth taking. Some might say its subjectivity is not appropriate for informing policy or
decision making. Others seem more optimistic of its potential, in that any movement
towards progress should be studied, and is worth while. This research seeks to recognize
the extent to which community planning impacts our QOL, with respect to the built
environment, and the role government plays in decision making.
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Glossary
Living Conditions

The everyday environment of people, where they live, play and
work. These living conditions are a product of social and
economic circumstances and the physical environment – all of
which can impact upon health – and are largely outside of the
immediate control of the individual. (Healthy Promotion
Glossary, 1998, pg. 16

Social Capital

The degree of social cohesion which exists in communities. It
refers to the process between people which establish networks,
norms, and social trust, and facilitate co-ordination and cooperation for mutual benefit (Healthy Promotion Glossary, 1998,
pg. 19)

Social Networks

Social relations and links between individuals which may
provide access to or mobilization of social support for health
(Healthy Promotion Glossary, 1998, pg. 19)

Well-being

The presence of the highest possible quality of life in its full
breadth of expression, focused on but not necessarily exclusive
to: good living standards, robust health, a sustainable
environment, vital communities, an educated populace,
balanced time use, high levels of democratic participation, and
access to and participation in leisure and culture (Canadian
Index of Well-being, 2012)
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Preface
“[The] Gross National Product counts air pollution and cigarette advertising, and
ambulances to clear our highways of carnage…it counts the destruction of the redwood
and the loss of our natural wonder in chaotic sprawl…Yet the Gross National Product
does not allow for the health of our children, the quality of their education or the joy of
their play. It does not include the beauty of our poetry or the strength of our marriages,
the intelligence of our public debate or the integrity of our public officials…it measures
everything, in short, except that which makes life worthwhile.”
-Senator Robert F. Kennedy, 1968
For many years measuring Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and Gross National
Product (GNP) have been the standard to which success has been defined by cities and
countries alike. Economic brilliance however, can only take us so far. Measuring quality
of life (QOL) is quickly becoming the preferred way of measuring success in the built
environment among academics. But what does it mean? QOL is synonymous with terms
like ‘happiness’, ‘well-being’ or ‘life satisfaction’, but includes a more holistic evaluation of
them. The World Health Organization Quality of Life defines QOL as a multidimensional
concept inclusive of cultural and social value systems and our perceptions of them. It
includes, but is not limited to, one’s personal health, psychological state, level of
independence, social relationships, personal beliefs and their relationship to salient
features of the environment (WHOQOL, 1993). The Ontario Social Development Council
and Social Planning Network of Ontario defines QOL as “the product of the inter-play
among the social health, economic and environmental conditions which affect human and
social development.” While there is no universally accepted definition of QOL, many policy
documents will refer to it as either an outcome or a goal (Massam, 2002).
So, what does community planning and QOL have in common? Local governments
are the closest level of government to the people. This means that the interface with
people and their decision makers is a constant one. Everyday we interact with our local
government in one way or another, whether it is through voting, using social services,
xi

obeying street signs, and everything in between. A less obvious interaction with local
government is when policies and regulations are adopted. Policy directs the way we
develop, which in turn affects how and where we live, which in turn affects the quality of
our lives. And yet, how often do planners ask “what psychological or social effect will this
development have on the people around it?” Here in lies an important question, how can
a local government begin to measure something as subjective as the quality of life of its
citizens, in order to better inform land use decisions. QOL in planning is the idea that
variations in QOL among individuals, groups or places can be studied, monitored and
increased (Massam, 2002). This research is meant to understand the connection between
governance at the local level and planning decisions, and what makes for a good quality
of life.
Below is a list of questions this research will endeavour to explore:
•

What is QOL?

•

How has QOL been measured?

•

What is the connection between QOL and community planning?

•

Should we use QOL research when planning for community?

This research will use an inductive approach to conducting a qualitative analysis
of existing literature on QOL. The literature review will include content from the field of
community planning, psychology, and sociology. Literature on QOL research is extensive
and includes many international examples. The existing research includes a number of
publications describing; the various ways to define QOL, the rural/urban divide, inequality
in urban areas, sustainability, social indicators, economics, and best practices, just to
name a few. Considering the extent of existing knowledge, this research will aim to have
a preliminary understanding of QOL, with the expectation that enough information will be
derived to answer the research questions concerning the connections between QOL and
planning.
Examples of governments, cities and organizations will also be considered in order
to derive an empirical understanding of how QOL has been measured in the past. The
xii

goal of this research is to better understand QOL, and to determine if measuring QOL is
an appropriate method for measuring success in community. This research will begin by
looking at the history of QOL studies and how it evolved. Consideration will be given to its
subjectivity, its connection to community planning, and the various ways in which it has
been measured. It will then examine how QOL research was used in the “socially
responsive planning” of a resource town in British Columbia. In addition, potential QOL
policy areas are discussed, as well as examples of QOL policy driven planning initiatives.
Finally, this research considers the role of community planning in shaping QOL, and how
community planning can better reflect QOL ambitions.
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Chapter 1.
Introduction
“We need to understand that the notion of progress goes well beyond lack of
income or consumption to include non-monetary aspects such as weak social
connections, the psychological costs of alienation and isolation, the exposure to risks
and the experience of vulnerability.”
-Tshering Tobgay (Former Prime Minister of Bhutan)
Quality of life research is not a new concept. Nor is it specific to community
planning. Quality of life research can be found in almost any field, including; international
development, health care, politics and employment. What it comes down to is the
measurement of one’s subjective well-being (influenced by personal feelings) or objective
well-being (not influenced by personal feelings) as it relates to an acceptable benchmark.
Measuring QOL is one-way researchers can follow and determine patterns and monitor
success over time. The Department of Psychology in the Netherlands suggests there are
three dimensions to QOL; the physical, psychical and social (Forward, 2003). The physical
dimension, relates to health and includes personal health and the overall health of a
population. The psychical dimension includes; love, satisfaction, happiness, morale, selfesteem, perceived control over life, self comparison, expectations of one’s life, and self
beliefs (Forward, 2003, pg. 6). The social dimension includes both private and public
elements of life; social networks, social support, level of income, education, job, our
community, climate, social security, quality of housing, pollution, as well as aesthetics
surrounding traffic, transport, incidence of crime, equality and equity (Forward, 2003, pg.
6).
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A correlation exists between the social dimension of our QOL, and our built
environment. More specifically, our social networks, our education, jobs, community,
housing, pollution, the way we move about a city and even our equality, are determined
by where and how we live. The objective features that make up ones QOL with respect to
community planning may include aspects of the built environment, the natural
environment, economy and social domain (Maclaren, 1996, pg. 27). Alternatively, the
subjective features may include people’s attitudes towards crime in their neighborhood
(Maclaren, 1996). Evidence suggests the three dimensions are interrelated, meaning
where one-dimension changes, the others are likely to follow (Forward, 2003). As we
imagine our cities as networks of infrastructure, goods and services, we can imagine the
people residing in them to be just as complex. Social interactions among people depend
tremendously on our ability to stay connected with one another. As social beings we are
hard wired to touch, feel, see, and hear other people, and we are most happy when our
environments allow us to do just that. Clark (2000) suggests, “that QOL for an individual
is affected significantly by his or her social environment”, hence there is a strong collective
or public dimension to QOL to complement the private individual. Furthermore, the social
environment is closely related to the built environment (Massam, 2002, pg. 148).
The ease with which we have access to other people makes us more likely to stay
connected. Staying connected means, we are more likely to have a higher self-esteem,
be more empathetic towards others, be more trusting, and strengthen our immune
systems (Seppala, 2012, par. 2). Studies show a lack of social connection is more
dangerous to our health than obesity or high blood pressure (Cohen, 2004). And yet for
years our practice in North America, in city building, has been to build out, not up,
facilitating isolation where there used to be a sense of community. This form of
development creates dependency on the private automobile, for those who can afford it,
and for those who cannot – a dependency on public transportation. In addition, it is more
difficult for people to stay connected, to both people, and the natural environment.
The quality of our lives is infinitely shaped by how, and where we choose to live.
Cities, and the governments responsible for shaping them, are in control of providing
people the services necessary for everyday life. From services like social programs, to the
2

infrastructure we use to fill our water bottles, to supporting job creation so that people can
make a living, the actions taken by local governments influence people’s lives, directly and
indirectly. It seems evident then that local governments play a significant role in the quality
of the lives of the people living in their communities. But to what extent? When considered
at a community planning level, quality of life can be attributed to a multitude of factors,
including; affordable and appropriate housing, civic engagement, community and social
health, education, employment, the economy, the natural and built environment, personal
safety and financial security.

1.1. QOL and the History of Planning
Evidence would suggest that from the beginning, the practice of planning
settlements was meant to promote a higher quality of life, whereby the goal was to produce
an environment to meet the needs of human beings (Smith, 2007). Evidence, as early as
2600 – 1600 BCE, otherwise known as the Pre-classical era, suggests places like
Mesopotamia were planned and meant to follow a grid pattern laid out on a right-angle
(Smith, 2007). Houses were built to protect from noise and allow for privacy, while
drainage systems provided sanitation outlets (Smith, 2007). Presumably these decisions
were made with people in mind in order to increase efficiency and an individual’s
satisfaction within their built environment.
During the 6th century BC, Roman empires were planning convenient settlements
for people by establishing commerce in the middle, surrounded by a compact grid like
system meant to provide a more compact settlement pattern (Toynbee, 1967). They were
often located near a waterbody to provide sources for sanitation and transportation. These
areas were often protected by city walls with land just outside of the wall left open for
farming practices (Toynbee, 1967). These practices suggest a desire for human
settlement and social well being. Many European cities built during the 10th and 11th
century also used the grid system and dense forms of development. During the 14th and
15th century, as a result of famine and the plague, development stopped (Jordan, 1996).
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The Enlightenment era in Europe and the United States saw many technological
changes in the construction of buildings (Hume et al., 2011). It modernised the
reconstruction of cities like London after the Great Fire in 1666 (Hume et al., 2011), to
include measures for safety and hygiene (Risse et al., 2016). In the 1860’s a Spanish
Engineer named Ildefons Cerda coined the term urbanisation which sought to facilitate
density, and the movement of trams (Diaz and Araujo, 2017). Its goal was to increase
quality of life by improving the health of inhabitants through the planning of cities. During
this period, new ideas emerged, including building houses adjacent to gardens oriented
to maximize sunlight and encourage people to socialize outdoors.
In 1854 an English Physician, John Snow, was the first to connect a cholera
outbreak in London to a contaminated water pump (Gilbert, 2004). It was around this time
that modern city planning was born. The industrial revolution (1760-1840) caused worry
in the eyes of health care professionals and social workers, because of the lack of
separation between incompatible land uses. The industrial revolution was responsible for
an increase in technology and jobs, which in turn led to an increase in population (Hall,
1988). A rise in population, densification, and poor sanitation gave way to disease, conflict,
and a poor quality of life for urban dwellers. Many urban planning theories stemmed from
the impacts of the industrial revolution, and were meant to provide citizens with healthier
environments.
In 1898 a social reformer, Ebenezer Howard, devised a plan to remove people
from the ills of the industrial revolution. His idea, rightfully called the “Garden City
Movement”, aimed to bring urbanites closer to nature (Ward, 1992). The movement sought
to have self-contained communities surrounded by greenbelts in a concentric pattern. The
Garden City would have a maximum population of 32,000 people, before a new Garden
City would be established, and be linked by road and rail. The purpose of these towns was
to respond to the poor quality of life in urban areas and to establish better environments
for people to live and work (Ward, 1992). It was during this time, in the 20th century, when
zoning became legal for cities to demarcate uses on the landscape, with public health as
the rationale (Hall, 1988). Also, in the 1920’s, Patrick Geddes, a sociologist and planner,
championed what is now known as regional planning and encouraged all political
4

decisions to consider human needs in the reconstruction of cities (Meller, 1994). Geddes
believed that social processes and the spatial form are related and that by changing the
spatial form it was possible to change the social structure as well (Planetizen, 2019, par.
2).
The City Beautiful Movement (1900-1945) was influenced by architects and
planners who sought to curb social tensions of the time through design (Hall, 2002). This
was the first point in history when the urban population was outnumbered by the rural
population, and as people migrated social tensions grew (Hall, 2002). In addition, crowding
and misuse of public spaces were widespread (Hall, 2002). It was thought that if people
had pride in where they lived the problems of disease and discontent would go away (Hall,
2002). Daniel Burnham was a notable figure responsible for bringing the movement to
cities like Chicago, Cleveland and Washington (Hall, 2002). The design intentions of the
movement were in affect trying to mimic the style of European boulevards and wide-open
green spaces and public squares (Hall, 2002).
A famous Swiss architect named Le Corbusier was arguably one of the most
influential architects of the 20th century. His modern approach to architecture, and
eventually planning, was in reaction to the First World War and the Great Depression. He
sought to remove people from the ills of war by building a city to mimic that of a well-oiled
machine. His ideal city emphasized technology and utility with the hope of providing better
living conditions for overcrowded citizens, and increase the overall quality of life of the
working class (Crow, 1989).
In Europe, after the second world war, governments wanted to rebuild what was
lost in the devastation, while in the U.S., leaders wanted to pick up where development
had been left at a standstill. In addition to encouraging development, they wanted to give
people hope by providing land to build a home and start a family (Filion, 2013). The
introduction of the assembly line and the mass production of cars, meant more people
could locate away from the city, where there was an abundance of land (Filion, 2013). In
addition to the fast-paced development, the civil rights movement in the United States, the
White Flight, saw families fleeing the city for the newly built suburbs (Filion, 2013). The
5

White Flight drastically changed the socio-economic fabric of many communities,
especially in the U.S.
The history of planning would suggest that from the beginning, QOL has been a
key goal of community planning. And yet today, little emphasis, by the way of legislation
in British Columbia, has been created to encourage it. Section 473 of the Local
Government Act (LGA) sets out the requirements of an official community plan, inclusive
of things like approximate location, amount, type and density of residential development
required to meet anticipated housing needs for a period of at least 5 years. And although
there is an implicit concern for well being as it relates to housing, it isn’t until Section 474
of the LGA where policy statements may be included; this section implies an option for
local governments to consider policies relating to the social needs, social well-being, and
social development of their communities.

1.2. Purpose and Scope
As cities continue to face wicked problems like climate change, homelessness,
and the ever-increasing cost of living, we need to consider alternative ways of planning.
The challenge for a planner is to understand the complexity of what it is we are planning
for. The issues are real and involve real people. We owe it to them to consider all facets
of decision making, including asking ourselves questions like; do we have all the
appropriate information? Have we considered all options? Who does this serve, and who
does it fail? Why does it matter? What does success look like and can it be measured?
Quality of life has evolved to be a standard which should frame decisions affecting
people and the communities within which they live; meaning, local government decisions
should minimize the detrimental effect upon the QOL of its citizens. Our history of land
use decisions serves as a lesson about the dangers of considering these decisions
unilaterally. Where emphasis is placed on one direction, and one direction alone, many
other considerations seem to be forgotten in the process. The economy, for example, has
often been used as a catalyst for urban development, often at the detriment of people
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displaced by rapid urbanization. Understanding what quality of life means, and how we
might best facilitate the enhancement of it, is key to the success of common day planning
practices.
The purpose of this research is to shed light on why it is planners do the things
they do, and to consider the role of a planner in a pragmatic way. The notion of QOL may
seem theoretical in many ways, however the crux of the argument is to make decisions
based in data. The purpose is to consider if we have succeeded in doing what we set out
to do, and to understand that just because a decision was made in the past to serve a
particular goal, it may not equate to how we should be considering that goal now. What
we should be asking ourselves is; what does success look like? Can we define it? Can we
measure it? Are we happy?

1.3. Research Questions
As identified above, this research seeks to answer many questions. The
researcher will apply an inductive approach to the research. Therefore, no theory has yet
been established. In an effort to answer the following research questions, a qualitative
analysis of existing literature will guide the approach in hopes of developing a theory.
The primary research question is:
•

To what extent should land-use planners in local governments consider quality of
life in the implementation and evaluation of public policy?

The secondary research questions are:
•

What is QOL?

•

How has QOL in community been measured?

•

What is the connection between QOL and community planning?

•

Should we use QOL measurements when planning for rural and urban areas?
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1.4. Objectives
Although a vast quantity of literature exists on the merits of QOL research, many
authors still question its validity. The objective of this research is not only to understand if
measuring QOL can better inform policy decisions at a community level, but to understand
which approach is worth taking. Some might say the subjectivity involved in QOL
measurement is not appropriate for informing policy or decision making. Others seem
more optimistic about the potential of QOL, in that any movement towards progress should
be studied, and is worth while. The objective of this research is to understand the
relationship between QOL and community planning. It seeks to recognize the extent to
which community planning impacts our QOL, with respect to the built environment, and
the role government plays.
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Chapter 2.
Literature Review
2.1. History of QOL
“The great society is concerned not with how much, but with how good – not with
the quantity of goods but with the quality of their lives.”
– U.S. President Lyndon Johnson (1964)
The history of using indicators dates back to the early 1800’s in Europe and United
States (Cobb & Rixford, 1998). Physicians and statisticians began collecting and using
results from census data to improve public health and social conditions. It was through
this research they found poverty was linked to disease. Around the 1830’s a social
movement in the U.S., known as the temperance movement used statistics to show the
extent of peoples drinking habitats. The hope was to prove alcohol was the cause of crime
which led to poverty and criminal behavior (Cobb & Rixford, 1998). In the later part of the
19th century, statistics were used by the U.S. Bureau of Labour to demonstrate terrible
working conditions and low wages.
In the 1900’s indictors evolved to include community indicators. In the U.S., in
Pittsburg, a survey was conducted to assess the situation of industrial working conditions.
After the results of the survey were published, many other cities began doing similar work.
It was not long after a variety of organizations began measuring things like education,
recreation, public health, crime and social conditions (Holden, Philips, & Stevens, 2017).
During the Great Depression, the social indicator movement transitioned towards a means
of producing economic indicators, like GDP, used to analyze wartime production, and
ultimately stimulate economic activity (Cobb & Rixford, 1998).
Modern quality of life reporting has its origins in the social indicator movement, the
impetus for which was the Space Race in the 1960’s between the U.S. and the Soviet
9

Union (Rapley, 2003). The National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) along
with the American Academy of Arts and Sciences wanted to predict the societal effects of
the space race (Rapley, 2003). The researchers came to the conclusion that there was a
large gap in facilitating this type of work and in monitoring progress over time – they
needed better data. The social indicator movement, born in 1969, was an effort in
collecting data to better understand the current position of well-being in society, and the
variety of societal goals with respect to personal values.
By the 1970’s the social indicator movement in the U.S. was leading the way in
social science research. The Social Science Research Council Center for Coordination of
Research on Social Indicators was established in 1972, in Washington, D.C. with the
purpose of measurement, analysis, and the reporting on aspects of social conditions
(Land, Michalos, 2017). By 1976 efforts were made in developing a methodology for using
social indicators as a way of measuring subjective well-being and QOL (Campbell et el.
1976).
The United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in
1977 published a report titled, UNESCO’S Policy Relevant Quality of Life Research
Programme. As an international agency, UNESCO’s hope was to disseminate information
on how member nations were measuring QOL. The report goes on to describe QOL as a
global concern, beginning with the individual. It was UNESCO’s view that QOL is
experienced first by the individual, and that the QOL of a community or nation is related
to the qualities as individually experienced by the people who live in them and that finally,
QOL on a global scale is dependent on global cooperation (UNESCO, 1977, pg.1). The
report also sheds light on the differences between cultures, needs, resources, and varying
levels of development (Solomon et al., 1980).
Closely related to the work of UNESCO, the Brundtland report in 1987 emphasized
that ‘‘sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs…The essential
needs of vast numbers of people in developing countries…are not being met, and beyond
their basic needs these people have legitimate aspirations for an improved quality of life’’
10

(Brundtland report, 1987, pg. 43-44). The report was meant to encourage politicians to
consider the environment and development as one single issue (Brundtland, 1987). It shed
light on the fact that our patterns of development have detrimental affects on our
environments and societies as a result.
The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) has a
mandate to support governments in achieving sustainable economic growth and
employment, and to help raise the standard of living in member countries while
maintaining financial stability, and contributing to the development of the world economy
and social well-being around the globe (OECD, 2008). The OECD was established in
1948, after World War II, as a result of the devastation in Europe. Global leaders wanted
to rebuild cities, and ensure lasting peace by encouraging economic co-operation (OECD,
2018). Canada signed on as a member in 1960; today there are 36-member countries
belonging to the OECD. By the 1970’s the OECD established the Social Indicator
Development Program following a ministerial declaration which stressed “growth is not an
end in itself, but rather an instrument for creating better conditions of life” and that “…
increased attention must be given to the qualitative aspects of growth, and to the
formulation of policies with respect to the broad economic and social choices involved in
the allocation of growing resources” (OECD, 1976, pg. 7).
In 1996, the Federation of Canadian Municipalities (FCM) initiated a Quality of Life
Reporting System which supported 22 local governments in collecting data (Janzen,
2003). The data was primarily focused on social and economic conditions, though the
desire was to eventually include environmental and infrastructure issues as well. The
reports were used primarily to inform advocacy initiatives directed at the federal
government, but were also used at the local level to inform community planning decisions
(National Research Council (U.S.), 2002). Unfortunately, the reporting system was
discontinued in 2017.
The U.S. National Research Council published a book in 2002 titled, Community
and Quality of Life. In it they describe livability, sense of place, and the collaborative
planning process necessary for good decision making (National Research Council (U.S.),
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2002). By breaking down ‘livability’ into three sections, social, economic and ecological,
we may begin to describe what people value about the places in which they live. Sense of
place is recognised as having relevance to many people, especially the relationship
between the regional and local identity (National Research Council (U.S.), 2002). Using
data as a means of identifying these values has proven to be very successful in formulating
policy, as well as encouraging politicians to make better informed decisions (National
Research Council (U.S.), 2000).
QOL indicators are more commonly used today as a means of measuring
successful policy, and the creation of policy. The Community Quality of Life Indicators:
Best Cases III publication discusses the importance of using such a model to increase
public participation throughout the planning process. With the idea that if more people
participate in the development of planning policy, the more likely the policies are to be
successful, given the amount of buy in at the community level. This document highlights
communities around the world that have used QOL indicators as a means for either the
development of policy or as a measurement tool. A Canadian example is provided by John
Burrett, in which he describes the increasing importance of sustainability in Canadian
municipalities. Sustainability, he says, has historically been concerned with environmental
conservation, but suggests that it ought to consider the social and cultural aspects of a
community as well (Sirgy, Phillips, & Rahtz, 2009)
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2.2. The Dark Side of QOL
“Any city however small, is in fact divided into two, one the city of the poor, the
other of the rich.”
– Plato (Athenian philosopher)
The most frequent argument against quantifying QOL is because of its subjective
nature. In QOL research, there is no agreed upon definition of what is ‘a good life’. The
reasons for lack of agreement, according to Romney, Brown and Fry (1994) would appear
to be threefold. The first of which is the fact that QOL is substantially value laden, meaning,
any data collected cannot be presumed to be accurate for all people, especially in a world
where inequality is so prevalent. It depends entirely on who you are collecting data from,
and what they value. Our life experiences, background, ethnicity, income, age, gender,
religion and everything in between teaches us to desire different things, to value what
matters most, and to forget the rest.
There can be no universally accepted definition of QOL where the quality that
defines that life cannot be agreed upon, from person to person, country to country. In
North America we have historically placed a great deal of value in owning a piece of land
with a big dream house, where we can grow our families, and work at a job that pays well.
In many European countries the opposite is true, where the common form of development
is in having smaller houses, to account for the number of people living in dense cities, and
to encourage vibrant public squares instead. These squares promote social interaction
and community.
This leads to the second possible reason for no universally accepted definition of
QOL. Countries and individuals alike value things differently and therefore define success,
and progress, very differently. Culture, the social behavior and norms found in human
societies which manifest in customs, art, social institutions, achievements, and people, is
vastly different from place to place. Since the 1970’s, Canada has placed a great deal of
value in peacekeeping (Martin-Brûlé, 2017). For instance, where many other countries are
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quick to declare war, Canadians, collectively value peace and prosperity as a social
institution.
The third possible reason has everything to do with our environment(s). The
concept of QOL embodies the understanding of human growth and development, and the
processes personified by the environments we live in (Romney, Brown, and Fry (1994).
This again, reinforces the subjectivity of QOL studies in that the quality of our lives is
shaped by how and where we live. As our environments change, we learn to adapt by
prioritizing what is important to us based on personal resources. This has major
implications for the way we develop as human beings, and ultimately how we perceive our
own QOL. For example, the perceived QOL of a child living on a reserve in Northern
Saskatchewan, who has just been given access to clean drinking water, might consider
their QOL to be higher after receiving this basic necessity. A similar child living in the same
province but in an urban centre may report their QOL to be low, despite having had access
to clean drinking water their entire life. The contrast in their different perceptions could
relate to the differing environments within which they live. Each has experienced
substantially different situations that have led to issues in personal growth and
development. The reasons for which has everything to do with economics, politics, history
and how humans develop emotionally and physically.
The fact is, no matter how QOL is defined, the research shows it depends on two
things: (1) the objective factors that make up one’s life, and (2) the subjective perceptions
of those factors (Evans, 1994). Objective measures, as defined by Evans, represents “the
individuals standard of living represented by verifiable conditions inherent in the given
cultural unit (e.g. needs)” (Evans 1994, pg.53). And subjective measures as “the degree
to which one’s life is perceived to match some implicit or explicit internal standard” (Evans
1994, pg. 53). QOL research and the subsequent measurement of it depends on people’s
objective and subjective perception of their own QOL. That being said, the QOL of a
community is a direct reflection of how that community sees their QOL, and should be
reflected accurately in policy.
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Efforts to accurately reflect QOL generally across a community may be difficult to
accurately address because of the gaps in inequality. Inequality goes well beyond income
and educational attainment and exists everywhere, in households, communities, cities,
countries. From the beginning we are born into situations out of our control. Many of us
will be born into loving homes with two parents who have stable, well paying jobs. Others,
will not be so fortunate. This is often perpetuated by the fact that many people living in low
income situations are more likely to marry a partner in the same situation (OECD, 2017).
Moreover, at birth we are assigned a gender which, if you are born female, means you are
60% less likely to move from middle management to executive ranks than your male
counterpart,

according

to

the

Canadian

Women’s

Foundation

(https://www.canadianwomen.org/). Or perhaps you are one of the 69.8% of children in
Canada, each year, to be born with one or more disabilities (Statistics Canada, 2008). Our
inequalities tell a lot about us and can even shape the way we see ourselves, which may
determine how we treat others, and how they treat us.
These inequalities are difficult to plan for as they are often out of our control.
However, the data from the OECD’s How’s Life? 2017: Measuring Well-Being, suggests
many inequalities are generational and could lead to adverse economic conditions later in
life. The report highlights countries like Finland and Slovenia where the odds of being poor
later in life are 1.3 times higher if you have grown up in a similar situation, whereas for
countries like the Netherlands, Belgium and Hungary that percentage goes up to more
than 2.5 percent (OECD 2017, pg. 99). The study also finds a correlation between living
in poverty and health complications later in life. If the data suggests a correlation between
existing inequalities and possible future ones, this is something we can plan for but only if
we have the appropriate data.
We might not be able to foresee every situation, and be able to plan accordingly,
but it is better than the alternative. A quote from the UN Habitat summarizes just how
important it is to consider inequalities when planning for community: “when equity is
embedded in urban development strategies, efficiency is enhanced, asset utilisation
becomes optimal, productivity improves and social cohesion is strengthened” (UN Habitat,
2013). Societal inequalities seem to have the greatest affect on the people left behind by
15

governments, communities, or family, making it all the more difficult to have access to
things like public services and reliable work (OECD, 2017). The results of which will often
lead to community wide impacts including a smaller work force, mental health issues,
substance abuse and homelessness and should be considered at a policy level (OECD,
2017).

2.3. QOL in Place
“A community is the mental and spiritual condition of knowing that the place is
shared, and that the people who share the place define and limit the possibilities of each
other’s lives. It is the knowledge that people have of each other, their concern for each
other, their trust in each other, the freedom with which they come and go among
themselves.”
-Wendell Berry (Environmental activist, cultural critic and farmer)
According to Dissart and Deller, the notion of QOL has considerable implications
for planning communities (2000). Their research analysed existing literature on QOL and
community planning and found four major themes; QOL in place, business location, spatial
distribution and government. The first theme, QOL in place relates to places or geographic
areas. Research shows our well-being is directly influenced by our surroundings, socioeconomic status, geographic location, and even gender. When considering QOL in place,
we must think of the qualities that make up spaces, including the people within them and
how they move. How and where people choose to live directly affects the fabric of any
community, and is often influenced by peoples desire to increase satisfaction. It may also
mean people are choosing to move because they are fleeing difficult situations, or have
lost all sense of community and want to find it again. How and where people choose to
live affects the QOL of a place, for all people.
A sense of place is attributed to many feelings like love, creativity, joy, freedom,
excitement, and any other feelings associated with the emotions we experience while
being present in a space. Of course, a sense of place can be attributed to negative
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emotions as well. Typically, we tend to avoid spaces that may cause us to feel threatened
or unwelcomed. A positive sense of place, otherwise known as topophilia, influences
people’s sense of belonging (Ogunseitan, 2005). A study from the University of
Environmental Health, Science, and Policy at the University of California suggests a strong
correlation between topophilia and QOL (Ogunseitan, 2005). As a result, the way we build
cities has obvious consequences for peoples overall QOL (Ogunseitan, 2005).
Many authors have studied the relationship between space and QOL. And, unlike
individual QOL, the merits of which are based on factors that make up one’s overall wellbeing, spaces are evaluated as they relate to human perception. Susan Cutter proposed
a model of QOL which incorporates both subjective and objective information in three
dimensions of place; social, environmental, and perceptual (Cutter, 1985). Cutter argues
that when we evaluate place, we ought to consider not only the objective indicators that
make up the space, but their importance as it relates to people’s subjective assessments
of those places (Cutter, 1985). In order to do this, we must have a good understanding of
how people see and experience space.
Another study from the early 1990’s asked a panel of rural Pennsylvanian
residents, “how satisfied are you with your way of life in this community?” The responses
were scored using an ordinal scale, and showed a direct link between happiness and
sense of place, even when the income variable was controlled (Crider, Willits, and Kanagy,
1991). For rural residents of the study, income was second to friends in predicting wellbeing, and the opposite for urban dwellers (Crider, Willits, and Kanagy, 1991). This was
further reinforced by a study from the University of California which identified density and
rates of growth as significant predictors of QOL over time (Baldassare, Mark, and
Georjeanna Wilson, 1995). The study analyzed data from surveys between 1982 and
1991, which showed a decrease in the perceived QOL of suburban dwellers in California,
and the relationship between QOL and urbanization (Baldassare, Mark, and Georjeanna
Wilson, 1995). Quality of Place has been well addressed in the literature and could stand
as its own research area, but it is not further addressed here as it is outside the scope of
this research.
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2.3.1.

Mobility and Accessibility
“Quality of life – which includes both health and wealth – may not be a function of

our ecological footprint, but the two are deeply interrelated. To wit, if we pollute so much
because we are throwing away time, money, and lives on the highway, then both
problems would seem to share a single solution, and that solution is to make our cities
more walkable. Doing so is not easy, but it can be done, it has been done, and indeed it
is being done in more than a few places at this very moment.”
- Jeff Speck (Co author of Suburban Nation)
Mobility can be defined as having the ability or capacity to move freely, whereas
accessibility means moving within one’s reach (Merriam-Webster, 2019). How people
access goods and services has everything to do with the patterns of land use within the
built environment. This includes the number of trips people make, by what means they
choose to travel, the length of trips, and the routes taken (Peden et al., 2004, pg. 109).
Where cities have prioritized the private automobile, they have coincidently neglected the
well being of pedestrians, cyclists, even the operator of the private automobile. Since
World War II, many North American cities have developed in such a way as to encourage
the ownership of private automobiles. Unfortunately, this form of development is still
supported in many cities across the country, despite evidence suggesting a strong
correlation between commuting and health related issues including; high blood pressure,
heart attacks, and obesity, just to name a few (Jackson, 2004). In addition to health-related
implications, commuting long distances has been proven to be detrimental to one’s QOL.
Sprawl, according to Howard, Lawrence and Richard, contributes to air pollution,
inhibits physical activity, increases risk of automobile crashes, increases anger, loneliness
and isolation, all by undermining the power of social connection (Jackson, 2004). In fact,
one American study found that a 23-minute commute had the same effect on happiness
as a 19% reduction in income (Jackson, 2004). This statistic reinforces many of the
present-day planning principles we use today, including, encouraging mixed used
developments, live-work situations or patterns of development that don’t necessitate car
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ownership. In addition, a report from a Harvard professor suggests commuting is the
leading indicator for determining civic engagement. In his book Bowling Alone, he states
that “each ten additional minutes in daily commuting time cuts involvement in community
affairs by ten percent – fewer public meetings attended, fewer committees chaired, fewer
petitions signed, fewer church services attended, and so on” (Putnam, 2000).
The Mercer Quality of Living Survey ranks over 230 cities around the world each
year on QOL. The categories included in the survey include; political stability, economics,
social quality, health and sanitation, education, public services, recreation, consumer
goods, housing and climate (Speck, 2013). Many of the cities highest on the ranking
include places like Vienna, Zurich, Munich, Auckland, and Vancouver (Mercer, 2019). One
of the qualities common to each of these places is their emphasis on walkability, in fact
there isn’t a single car-oriented city in the top 50 (Speck, 2013). The cities which rank the
highest all have similar patterns of development which include compact urban settlements,
good transit, and high walkability (Speck, 2013). These findings are significant for many
reasons, the obvious being, that where car dependence has been built into the fabric of
urban life, it does not equate to a higher QOL. In fact, it appears to be the opposite, in that
the cities which rank the highest prioritize pedestrians and cyclists.
In the 1960’s the City of Vancouver made a conscious decision to prioritize
people’s well-being when they decided to prevent the construction of a proposed freeway
through their downtown. Today, Vancouver remains the only major North American city
without an inner-city freeway. The significance of this decision should not be understated,
considering the time in which the decision was quashed (1960’s), freeway construction
was not only encouraged, but celebrated. The decision to prevent the freeway was largely
to do with the public outcry and the dissatisfied community members whose homes would
be affected by the construction. Since then, planners for the City of Vancouver have
incentivised density in the downtown core, and required stringent development regulations
including green spaces and transit connections (Speck, 2013). In fact, since making
liveability a priority, the amount of walking and cycling trips citywide has doubled, from
15% to 30% (Speck, 2013). This conscious decision is one reason the city continues to
rank highly on QOL surveys.
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The Swedish National Road and Transportation Research Institute initiated a
research project in 2002 with a focus on mobility and accessibility. The main objective of
the project was to provide knowledge about the practice of life quality assessment by
different disciplines in connection with different types of public measures in the area of
town planning and design, transportation and mobility (Forward, 2003, pg. 3). The report
defines accessibility as, “the ease with which specific locations or activities can be
reached”, and mobility as, “a person’s ability to move about” (Forward, 2003).
The report is consistent with the intentions found in the Brundtland report of 1987,
in that sustainability is closely related to transportation. Sustainable transportation,
according to the report, should; “allow the basic access and development needs of
individuals, companies and society to be met safely and in a matter consistent with human
and ecosystem health, and promotes equity within and between successive generations”
(Forward, 2003, pg. 20). This desire is consistent with QOL research and the message
provided in Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs, in that, in order to reach our highest potential,
we must first satisfy our basic human needs. Those needs include being able to access
things like healthy food, water and safety. For many people living in North America, access
to these things is not an issue, however for many others, just being able to get around is
difficult.
The report suggests sustainable transportation ought to be “affordable, operate
fairly and efficiently, offers a choice of transportation modes, and supports a competitive
economy, as well as balanced regional development” (Forward, 2003, pg. 20). The desire
is consistent with encouraging a higher QOL for all. In order to support the movement of
people and goods for reasons of equity, how you choose to do that must be affordable
and accessible, for all. In addition, the report suggests sustainable transportation ought to
“limit emissions and waste within the planet’s ability to absorb them, use renewable
resources at or below their rates of generation, and use non-renewable resources at or
below their rates of development of renewable substitutes, while minimising the impact on
the use of land and the generation of noise” (Forward, 2003, pg. 20). Simply having
transportation options is not good enough when it comes to increasing QOL for all.
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Transportation options (e.g. private automobile, bus, train, etc.) should be considered on
an impact basis and seek to reduce any negative impacts on the environment.
Another finding of the report suggests many cities have been designed for able
bodied people, making it very difficult for the people who aren’t, to access services within
them. By measuring things like pedestrian accidents, vehicular speeds, quantity and
quality of pavements, and the number of services within walking distance, we can begin
to understand where the challenges are, and how to fix them. Other research has
considered the variety of ways in which to improve conditions of mobility for all. A report
published by the World Health Organization, titled World Report on Road Traffic Injury
Prevention, acknowledges the impact planning decisions have on transportation.
Networks of transport, no matter which form it takes, impacts the economic activity of a
place, property prices, air and noise pollution, social deprivation, health, crime and
therefore QOL (Peden, 2004).
An article by Robert Gifford, from the University of Victoria Department of
Psychology, suggests technological advancements in car manufacturing (e.g. energy
efficiency) are no match for our desire to drive (Steg et al, 2005). The problem, he
suggests, is in changing the behaviours of the people driving vehicles by shifting to less
polluting modes of transport, changing destination choices, combining trips, or travelling
less (Steg et al, 2005, pg. 59). The benefits of changing our behaviour may lead to
improved environmental quality, urban QOL, and destination accessibility (Steg et al,
2005). The opportunity for community planning is to facilitate the construction of cities with
the intention of lowering reliance on private automobiles by encouraging forms of
development that intuitively make people want to change their behaviour in how they move
and by including policy directing alternative forms of sustainable transportation options.
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2.4. QOL in Business Location
The second theme identified by Dissart and Deller in the planning literature
concern QOL and firm location. While classic location theory in economics suggests firms
are more likely to choose a location that minimizes their costs, QOL research suggests
businesses are now more likely to consider QOL factors in deciding where to locate. Many
local governments include in their policies incentives specific to increasing industrial
activity like tax abatement or simplified zoning regulations. These tools are often used to
encourage industrial development where a community wishes to increase job potential
and tax revenues.
Many factors have influenced the ways in which firms decide where to locate,
including; lower transportation costs, proximity to natural resources for the purpose of
extraction, and availability of land. What recent research shows is that firms are now more
likely to consider QOL factors in their decision of where to locate (Dissart and Deller,
2000). But, as people become more mobile, QOL factors include proximity to quality
schools and affordable housing, recreational and cultural opportunities, to name a few
(Dissart and Deller, 2000). There is opportunity for both the firm and the community in that
often times a firm will add economic benefit to a place (e.g. job creation). For the firm it
means establishing a business where people will want to locate, and where there is ample
hiring potential. Thus, QOL has become an increasingly key element for firm location
considerations.

2.5. QOL in Spatial Distribution
Where people choose to live impacts the quality of their lives. Additionally, the QOL
within a community depends greatly on who chooses to live there. As individuals become
increasingly mobile, there is growing evidence that QOL is a key determinant for location
decision making (Florida, 2004). There appears to be two principle factors for migration:
(1) moving due to the ability to relocate for economic, or familial factors; (2) to secure a
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better future (Dissart and Deller, 2000). In each instance, QOL plays a key factor in how
and where people choose to locate.
Additionally, QOL research suggests a need to consider people living on the
fringes of society. Those people most effected by changes in economic, environmental,
political and social policy are often those who do not enjoy the same degree of access to
public goods, or equal ability and opportunity to influence the public good through active
participation (Massam, 2002, pg. 159). All too often these people are marginalised in
society because of the color of their skin, their religious beliefs, sexual orientation or
economic status. For many reasons, people living on the fringe are pushed out, or
disregarded, often at the expense of the pursuit of something greater. As a result, the
spatial distribution of people serves as an indication of where and how people want to live,
as well as where they need to be.

2.5.1.

Immigration
For many reasons, people around the world are on the move. In 2017 the OECD

found that 120 million people living in OECD countries were originally from a different
country (OECD, 2017). The biggest reason for this demographic shift is to do with the
migration of people from one country to another. The motivation to immigrate is due to a
variety of reasons like the desire for a better life, a more stable economic situation, fleeing
war or violent situations, lack of access to services including health care, joining family
members already living in another country, reasons to do with climate change, and
education, just to name a few (OECD, 2017).
When considering QOL research in a given community its important to consider
those most vulnerable, including those who might not have access to essential services,
or speak the language. Because the rates of human migration are increasing, for a variety
of global reasons, this will become more and more prominent in many communities around
the globe. In order to accurately assess the QOL of a given area we ought to consider
how migration influences the QOL of those people immigrating, as well as the community
at large.
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According to the OECD How’s Life? 2017 study, migrants are, on average, more
likely to experience poverty, poor environmental and housing conditions, less likely to find
quality work, but more likely to be overqualified and underpaid, than their non-migrant
counterparts (OECD, 2017). Considering 1 in 8 people within the OECD member countries
are migrants, this has enormous implications for the QOL of any community. The 2016
census in Canada showed 7,540,830 people had come to Canada through the immigration
process, representing 21.9% of the total population (Statistics Canada, 2017). Since
confederation, the highest recorded number of immigrants to Canada was 22.3%
(Statistics Canada, 2017). Although much of a migrants QOL will depend on the reasons
for why they left their country of birth, host countries have the potential to make it both
easier for them, and the rest of the community who may not see the benefits of a
multicultural society.
Proper migration into a foreign society means providing all people with the
resources needed to establish themselves in a new community. One aspect of this, as it
relates to community planning, is access to proper and affordable housing. On average
across OECD countries, 41% of people in migrant households live in sub-standard or
overcrowded housing compared with 27% of people in a native-born household (OECD,
2017, pg. 142). Having access to appropriate housing is fundamental to QOL, and
necessary for the well-being of any community.
The OECD report highlights the “push/pull” factors related to the spatial distribution
of people, and how QOL factors relate to how people decide where to migrate. The “push”
factors can be described as the reasons why people leave (e.g. climate refugees), while
the “pull” factors are the reasons why people come. As outlined above, the factors pushing
people to leave their country of birth can be for a variety of reasons, meanwhile the
reasons why people choose one country over another are even more complex. Typically,
the pull for people moving to another country are reasons based on improving some area
of QOL, (e.g. greater job opportunity, better schools, etc.).
The United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development commits countries
to facilitate orderly, safe, regular and responsible migration and mobility of people,
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including through the implementation of planned and well-managed migration policies
(Agenda for Sustainable Development, 2015). By better understanding the QOL of
migrants within communities we can better facilitate policy, at the local level, to encourage
the safe and happy transition of peoples lives into new communities, and ultimately
increase QOL for all.

2.5.2.

LGBTQ2+
The 21st century has seen a number of social movements, including the

acknowledgment of LGBTQ2+ rights in society. The acronym is meant to encompass
people who identify as lesbian, gay, bi-sexual, transsexual, transgender, intersex, queer,
questioning, two-spirit, or asexual. Although there has been significant research in
geography to do with sexuality in urban spaces, little work has been done in the field of
community planning to facilitate proper planning practices for people who may feel
alienated within their own community because of their sexuality (Doan, 2015). The reason
for this is unknown, but is likely to do with the unwillingness to be comfortable with
engaging in a controversial topic. Since the LGBTQ2+ population has typically not been
central to QOL discussions in planning literature, but nonetheless is a significant
population, more attention needs to be paid to their needs and evaluations of QOL in
space.
Historically, LGBTQ2+ people have been victims of discrimination, including in
places of work, worship, commerce, and even their own homes. After WWII, as many of
the white families were fleeing the city for “the good life” in the suburbs, many minority
groups found relief in the city (Doan, 2015). This resulted in many social challenges for
people living within the gay community, in cities, because of the apparent visibility during
a time where being gay was renounced. It was not until the 20th century when LGBTQ2+
communities saw higher levels of organized rallying in defense of space. In the U.S., a
number of social activist movements including the riots at the Compton Cafeteria in San
Francisco, and the Stonewall Inn in New York in the late 1960’s, initiated the need for safe
spaces for all LGBTQ2+ people (Doan, 2015). “Gayborhoods” were established in discrete
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areas of the city and offered to many community members safe and organized areas to
live (Brown, 2013).
Since then cities have seen a rise in more established gay residential and
commercial areas. The “gay village”, or street, proves a safe space for the LGBTQ2+
community to recreate, use health services, shop and belong. It is unlikely that a single
gay village will serve the diverse needs of all LGBTQ2+ community members (e.g. African
American, lesbian, trans gendered etc.) but it is important to protect these spaces as a
central location to provide services, and encourage coordination around the many social
and political issues faced by the LGBTQ2+ community. These spaces are not always the
most inclusive of spaces however, especially for people of color, or the less affluent,
despite being a part of the community. In more metropolitan areas, these exclusionary
spaces were subject to high property values, forcing many individuals out who otherwise
could not afford it (Doan, 2015).
As these areas established themselves as popular within the city, many
businesses were attracted to the bustling area. This encouraged gentrification of these
areas as more and more people wanted to live where the best clubs, restaurants and
shopping was located (Doan, 2015). Eventually many gay people moved to the suburbs
where housing was less expensive. This increased the population decline in the
centralized gay area. Some cities, most notably New York, have seen a decline in their
gay neighbourhoods as many younger LGBTQ2+ community members are opting for
more affordable areas (Doan, 2015). The demise seems to be a result of many factors,
including the gentrification of these areas, as well as the high land values and increasing
housing/rent prices (Doan, 2015).
A study by Doan examined how planning discriminated against the LGBTQ2+
community by directly influencing the degradation of a central gayborhood in Atlanta. In
an effort to “clean up” the gay area, the city incentivised development elsewhere, which
led to many existing property owners (e.g. gay bar owners etc.) to move away (Doan,
2015). The city also changed the zoning in the gay area to preclude any “adult oriented
businesses”, making the area “safer for capital investment” (Doan, 2015). It is unwise to
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consider the increase in support for same sex marriages to be correlated to an increase
in safe spaces for the LGBTQ2+ community. Anti-gay violence remains an issue in many
cities across the globe (Doan, 2015). The concentration of gay neighbourhoods means it
is easier for people to organize themselves in the face of adversity, however also leaves
them open to violence (Doan, 2015).
Some possible considerations going forward is how we might assist in developing
appropriate policy and encouraging things like social care in areas specific to the gay
community. We must also consider the different segments within the gay community. The
resources needed for gay white men will be different than those needed for transgendered
folks, or people who have been forced to flee their home because their families did not
approve of their life choices. These people may have very little resources to function in
the city, and will end up facing discrimination in the public realm and in the work force. In
an effort to support LGBTQ2+ folks and increase QOL amongst the community, planners
and local officials need to offer support by way of social services, as well as provide
affordable and adequate housing, increased safety, and the resources needed to support
community. In addition to support, city councils may choose to disincentivize the
redevelopment of these areas in an effort to avoid gentrification.
The establishments of placards, monuments or rainbow flags not only
commemorates gay history, it identifies an atmosphere of acceptance and tolerance. It is
essential to recognize the LGBTQ2+ community as a collection of unique identities based
on race, age, income, ethnicity, immigration status, and not grouping the community into
just a few. Another way planners and governments can better plan for LGBTQ2+
communities are to include LGBTQ2+ representation on city councils, or advisory groups.
All of these considerations will help to increase overall QOL for people in the LGBTQ2+
community.
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2.5.3.

Rural Urban Divide
In 1861, a census was conducted in Canada asking residents about where they

lived. At that time, only years before Confederation, 3.2 million people lived in Canada, of
those 2.7 million lived in rural areas (Statistics Canada, 2011). The spatial distribution of
people in rural areas was consistent with the primarily natural resource economy, including
agriculture. By 1931, populations in rural areas declined more than 50% because of shifts
in the economy, from primarily agricultural to industrial practices (Statistics Canada, 2018).
By 2011, only 1 in 5 people lived in rural areas (Statistics Canada, 2011).
According to Michael Greenwood, similar changes in the U.S. were to do with a
number of factors related to social organization (Greenwood, 1985). Post World War II
many North American cities were expanding, meaning many rural areas were now being
used for residential forms of development, rather than for agricultural purposes
(Greenwood, 1985). As transportation technology progressed, it made moving around
easier for many people. More people now owned a private automobile which encouraged
them to live further away from the urban centre. In addition to the growth in the
transportation technology sector, development in the natural resource sector meant more
people were moving from the city to rural areas to take advantage of the landscape
(Greenwood, 1985). Another reason for the shift, as identified by Greenwood, from urban
to rural communities in North America was because of QOL. The perceived notion that
rural areas could offer a life style more conducive to a community environment
(Greenwood, 1985). This was associated with changes in lifestyle (e.g. slower pace of
living), less crime, better environmental qualities, better life for children, lower cost of
living, and access to recreational opportunities (Dissart, Deller, 200, pg. 140).
Today, more than 81% of Canadas population is urban (Statistics Canada, 2017).
For the same reasons people migrated to rural areas, people are now moving back to
more centralized areas within the city. The economy has shifted from a heavily resourced
based economy to include the technology industry, making up 7.1% of Canada’s economic
output (Lamb, Seddon, 2016). As the costs associated with driving continue to rise, more
and more people will likely turn in their private automobiles for alternative modes of
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transportation and may decide to move closer to where they work. This shift from rural to
urban has the potential to create an imbalance in resources (e.g. the cost of failing
infrastructure in rural areas) and should be considered in local government decision
making.
In conclusion, the spatial distribution of people influences QOL. Whether people
choose to live where they do, or they are required to be there for some reason beyond
their control, they are impacted directly and indirectly by their built and social
environments. This should be considered in the implementation of planning policy
because, ultimately, high levels of satisfaction among individual citizens will collectively
indicate high levels of city attractiveness (Massam, 2002). Additionally, policy making
should include all stakeholders affected to ensure proper analysis, interpretation and
implementation of the issues at hand (Massam, 2002).

2.6. QOL in Government
“The government solution to a problem is usually as bad as the problem.”
-Milton Friedman (Nobel Memorial Prize winner in Economic Sciences)
Many of the features that make up a good QOL include the actions taken by varying
levels of government. Each and everyday we are affected, directly and indirectly, by the
actions of our governments, and the services they provide including; security,
unemployment, disability or retirement, and major infrastructure investments (OECD,
2017 pg. 158). Every year, 40% of OECD countries GDP is spent on behalf of the tax
payer (OECD, 2017). Given that number, an equally high level of trust is afforded to the
people elected to represent us and the decisions they make which tremendously affects
the quality of our lives; insofar as how well they function, the outcomes they deliver and
the extent by which people feel as though they have a say in decisions affecting them
(OECD, 2017, pg. 158). Stackhouse (2001) describes development as a process of
struggle internal to each place and deeply democratic in nature, and to that end, QOL is
improved if individuals have control over their lives (Massam, 2002, pg. 151).
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The literature suggests QOL is affected by governance in two ways. First, there is
the way that people engage with public institutions which impacts our fundamental right
associated with peace, social order and human rights (OECD, 2015). The second is the
way we experience our government, meaning how well the government enables their
citizens to make the most of their lives through effective decision making (OECD, 2015).
Therefore, the quality of our lives depends on how willing we are to trust our politicians to
do the right thing in order for us to thrive. In many countries around the globe, trust in
public institutions appears to be eroding (OECD, 2015). Where governments fail to meet
the expectations of their constituents, their legitimacy is challenged which leads to mistrust
in government. Where governments fail, the community is ultimately the one to feel the
burden of a broken system.
In 2015 the United Nations adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
that describes 17 goals for sustainable development around the globe. Goal 16 refers to
peace, justice and effective, accountable and inclusive institutions (OECD, 2017). This
goal insinuates the need for good governance for all, and the importance of it as it relates
to sustainability. However, defining what good governance means is no small task, and
similarly to QOL, measuring good governance is just as difficult. The civic state exists in
its ideal condition to protect and enhance the betterment of all, in affect it exists to pursue
the common or public good (Massam, 2002, pg. 154). For the purpose of this research we
will focus on the importance of the principles, processes and outcomes of governance and
its affect on QOL (OECD, 2017).

2.6.1.

Principles
According to the OECD, principles of good governance include the level of voter

turnout, democracy and political engagement (OECD, 2017). Winston Churchill once
described democracy as the ‘least bad’ form of social organisation, meaning despite its
complexities, it works to some degree (OECD, 2017). For Canada, functioning in a
democratic society means people have choices, those choices may be limited, but
nonetheless offer some level of ownership on the issues that affect our very lives.
According to Martha C. Nussbaum, a philosopher and law professor at the University of
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Chicago, having a choice in the policies that govern one’s life is a key ingredient of a life
worthy of human dignity underpinned by fundamental rights and entitlements (Nussbaum,
2010).
Since the 1960’s, voter turnout in the OECD countries has been on the decline
(see Figure 1) (OECD, 2017). Research on the topic suggests a lack of trust in government
as being a possible reason for the decline (Gronlund and Staela, 2007). A connection is
made between the decline in voter turnout and QOL, in that the likelihood of a political
decision being endorsed by citizens depends on the level of involvement in the decisionmaking process (OECD, 2017). Where citizens feel as though they have been heard, and
that the decision was fair, they are more likely to feel a positive sense of self worth and
well-being (OECD, 2017, pg. 166). Levels of voter turnout are often used as social
indicators; the same data, however, may provide insight into potential implications for
people’s QOL.

Figure 1: Turnout at national elections has steadily declined in most OECD countries
(Excerpt from: OECD, P. (2017), pg. 165)
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2.6.2.

Processes
Another element of good governance, as it relates to QOL, is the process taken by

governments to make decisions. The process, or “series of actions or steps taken in order
to achieve a particular end” (Oxford University Press, 2019). Where the process is flawed,
people are more likely to lose trust, and are less likely to participate in the future. At a local
level, involvement might include volunteering on a committee or panel, running for an
elected position, participating in meetings (e.g. council or committee meetings), or
showing up to a public open house. Where public involvement is strong, politicians are
kept accountable for their actions and are more likely to listen to the word of the people.
Many of the processes adopted by local governments include the requirement for
public consultation. For local governments in British Columbia, certain requirements are
set out in the Local Government Act and Community Charter. These documents establish
minimum requirements for reaching out to the public and seeking opinion on matters
related to the community. Many local governments will follow these requirements and have
no cause for worry. Others will go above and beyond what is required of them and make
a sincere effort to involve all those affected by these types of decisions. Many local
governments are using social media to communicate with their residents and have had
great success in doing so.
The reason a transparent process matters to people and their overall QOL is threefold. Participating in decisions that affect our lives increases ownership in our community
because those needs have been satisfied. Without it we might feel as though decisions
are being made for us and perhaps contrary to what we feel is the right choice. By being
active politically in our communities we subsequently increase transparency which lends
itself to sound decision making. In addition, when people are involved in decisions that
affect them, they are more likely to support the outcome.
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2.6.3.

Outcomes
According to the OECD How’s Life? 2017 report, outcomes are just as important

as the processes or principles of good governance. Outcomes include; satisfaction with
public services, political effectiveness, and overall trust in public institutions (OECD,
2017). As discussed previously, a significant portion of tax payer’s money is spent on their
behalf. The idea being that governments are responsible for providing services necessary
for everyday life. Where people have reason to believe the government is failing to provide
those essential services, trust is effectively lost.
There are, however, many challenges to providing quality services. For many small
local governments in B.C., providing essential services may prove difficult where
populations are low, providing a minimal tax base. For regional districts, providing services
to meet the needs of rural residents is difficult for many reasons, including the difference
in current legislative powers. Regional districts in British Columbia do not have the same
lending powers as municipal governments, making them entirely dependent on the
provincial government, government grants and funds from municipalities within the RD –
for regional services (e.g. environmental services). Many local governments are restrained
by geography as well. In remote communities for example, access to things like water may
be difficult for reasons of location or topography.
Where services are scarce such as, water, sewer, education and health, people’s
needs are not being met. This is likely to cause issues in other aspects of their lives as
well. Where adequate servicing is provided, people are more likely to use them and are
more likely to trust in their government to care for them (Miller, Listhaug, 1990). With trust
comes political ownership and involvement, which increases QOL for all (Flavin, Keane,
2011). A study done by Borgonovi and Pokropek in 2017 considered the relationship
between socio-economic status and peoples perceived capacity to shape government
decisions (OECD, 2017). The results indicated that people with higher levels of education
were more likely to feel as though they had a say in what the government does (OECD,
2017). Income also showed similar results, in that higher income earners were more likely
than lower income earners to feel as though they have a say in what the government
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decides. Interestingly enough, the results seemed to indicate a decrease with age, in that
trust in political efficacy decreased with age (OECD, 2017). (See Figure 2)

Figure 2: Having a say in government, by personal and socio-economic characteristics
(Excerpt from: OECD, P. (2017), pg. 184)

Statistics show a decrease in overall trust in national governments across OECD
countries (OECD, 2017). Trust can be defined as, a person’s belief that another person or
institution will act consistently with their expectations of positive behaviour (OECD, 2017b,
pg. 184). Trust is the foundation of any relationship, including the one we all have with the
various levels of government. Without it, legitimacy is challenged which is crucial to the
implementation of policies needed for improvement (OECD, 2017). Where governments
cannot implement policies, people’s opinion of democracy is likely to change, making them
less likely to participate in politics (Schafer, 2013). A decline in political participation is a
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sign of weak social connections between the people and their institutions, and a cause for
disengagement and radicalisation (France Strategie, 2016, pg.4).

Figure 3: Long-term trends in people's trust in government, the United States
(Excerpt from: OECD, P. (2017), pg. 186)

In summary, governments exist to protect the public good. The word public is
defined in Black’s Law dictionary as “pertaining to a state, nation, or whole community;
common to all or many, open to public use”. While the word good is defined in the Oxford
Dictionary as “desirable end or object, thing worth attaining”. Meanwhile, principle can be
defined as “a fundamental truth or proposition that serves as the foundation for a system
of beliefs or behaviour or for a chain of reasoning” (Oxford University Press, 2019).
Collectively, the principles of protecting the public good, require that local governments be
honest and transparent about what their goals are. The end result will only ever be as
good as the input that was given, and if people are not given all the facts, in terms of what
the priorities are, then this will show in the result.
If planners encourage public involvement it ought to be representative of the
process. For example, where input is requested from the public, and opinions are given,
35

the results should accurately reflect those opinions. People need to be afforded the
opportunity to voice their opinions and see the results of those discussions, especially if
they are being impacted by the decision. Collectively, the processes involved in protecting
the public good, require that local governments be honest and transparent about the
decisions they make and why. One way to do this is to provide ample opportunity for
members of the public to be involved throughout the process, in multiple ways. This may
include going over and above the required process for public engagement provided in the
LGA to engage those not typically evolved in land use decisions.
Finally, the outcomes of government decisions are just as significant as the
principles behind them or the processes used to make the decision. The outcomes are
often the only thing people see or hear and depending how people perceive the outcome,
they may lose faith in their government doing the right thing. This can be especially true
where there has been little public involvement in the process, or a good understanding of
the principles behind their government. Local governments are the closest level of
government to the people and as such have a tremendous opportunity to impact the QOL
of the people they represent.
Where land use is concerned, planners working for local governments have a
responsibility to the public interest (CIP Code of professional Conduct, 2016). The
Canadian Institute of Planners Code of Professional Conduct requires that planners
“practice in a manner that respects the diversity, needs, values and aspirations of the
public and encourages discussion on these matters”. In addition, it says that planners
ought to “provide full, clear and accurate information on planning matters to decisionmakers and members of the public…” and to “acknowledge the inter-related nature of
planning decisions and the consequences for natural and human environments.” All the
while “providing opportunities for meaningful participation and education in the planning
process to all interested parties (CIP Code of professional Conduct, 2016).” A planner’s
role in increasing QOL, as it relates to proper governance, is to encourage the involvement
of people in planning, to educate on issues not commonly known, to listen, report and
facilitate the positive evolution of land use decisions where possible.
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2.7. Approaches and Theories Relevant to QOL
“Gross National Happiness is more important than Gross Domestic Product”
-King Jigme Singye Wangchuck (Former King of Bhutan, 1972)
This notion of ‘the good life’ has been around for millennia. Eudaimonia, which is
best translated as ‘fulfilment’, came from the Ancient Greek philosophers Plato and
Aristotle (Boniwell, 2008). The philosophy behind the term is that in life there are things
worth pursuing that may not equate to happiness, but lead to human fulfilment (Boniwell,
2008). Aristotle believed that true happiness is found by leading a virtuous life and doing
what is worth doing (Boniwell, 2008, par. 6). This is consistent with the QOL approach in
that being ‘happy’ is not necessarily enough. In order to live a quality life, we must also
have the capacity necessary to allow us to pursue the things we deem worth pursuing.
For some, this may mean having a family but keeping your job too. Or maybe it means
buying a smaller house so that you can live in the city instead of the suburbs. The point
is, ‘happiness’ alone does not equate to a high quality of life.
The modern approach to ‘the good life’ is more consistent with economics than it
has been in philosophy. For years, having a strong GDP was consistent with a country
having a strong quality of life. However, as Nussbaum indicates, this is problematic in that
a strong GDP does not tell us where the wealth is located, who controls it, and what
happens to the people who do not (Ilea, 2012). Additionally, GDP does not consider things
like crime rates, health statistics, levels of happiness or subjective well-being. There are
a number of approaches and theories that have since been developed which seek to better
understand how we might define and measure ‘a quality life’.
The theories provided in the following section illustrate the variety of ways in which
QOL has been considered in literature. From a planning policy perspective, they provide
alternatives to the ways we currently facilitate QOL in existing policy frameworks. From a
theoretical perspective, they represent possible considerations for the way we plan, in that
they embody a system of ideas intended to explain the way people feel, see and
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experience life. In order for planners to accurately represent QOL factors in the creation
of policy we need to have a good understanding of human behaviour. A considerable
amount of research has been done on the variety of ways people experience their built
and social environments.

2.7.1.

Gross National Happiness (GNH)
“We all know that our country belongs to a stream of civilization where the explicit

purpose of the government is to create enabling conditions for our citizens to pursue
happiness.”
-Tshering Tobgay (Former Prime Minister of Bhutan)
Gross National Happiness is a concept originating in Bhutan, dating back to 1729
(Ura, et al., 2012). The objective of GNH is to achieve balance in all facets of life that are
essential for happiness, including material and non-material values (GNH Centre Bhutan,
2019). It is best described as “a way to measure the quality of a country in a more holistic
way (than GNP) and believes that the beneficial development of human society takes
place when material and spiritual development occurs side by side to complement and
reinforce each other” (Ura, et al., 2012, pg. 6). Since 1972, the country has reflected in its
policy, and development plans, the GNH concept, even adding it to their constitution (Ura,
et al., 2012). The idea behind the concept is the acknowledgment that people strive,
ultimately, for happiness, and as such, the governments behind them should strive to
support the happiness of their citizens.
Further to the concept of GNH, and the intentional integration of spirituality and
compassion with governance, an index was created to properly measure the concept of
GNH in community (Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH Research, 2016). The index
includes 9 areas of life commonly found in similar QOL assessments that have been found
to contribute to people’s overall happiness, they are; living standards, health, education,
good governance, ecological diversity and resilience, time use, psychological well-being,
culture, and community vitality (Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH Research, 2016). In
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addition to the 9 areas contributing to people’s happiness, the index includes 33 indicators
and 124 variables within those areas. (See Figure 4)

Figure 4: Gross National Happiness 9 Domains of Measurement
(Excerpt from: Gross National Happiness USA (GNHUSA), retrieved from: https://gnhusa.org/gross-nationalhappiness/)
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The index includes four unique areas worth further investigation, they are;
ecological diversity and resilience, psychological well-being, time use, and culture. Part of
what makes the GNH model so unique is the difference in what the Bhutanese people
value and aspire to be. For example, written in their constitution, it requires each citizen
of Bhutan to ‘…contribute to the protection of the natural environment, conservation of the
rich biodiversity of Bhutan and prevention of all forms of ecological degradation including
noise, visual and physical pollution…’ (Constitution of Bhutan, Article 5). The indicators
used to measure the impact on human development and the environment are (1) pollution
and the perceived intensity of environmental problems, (2) environmental responsibility
and the feelings of personal responsibility towards the environment, (3) wildlife and
damage to crops, and (4) urban issues and the adverse impacts on well-being as a result
of rapid urbanisation (Ura, et al., 2012).
Psychological well-being is assessed by considering three indicators. (1) Life
satisfaction and the individuals’ subjective assessment of their contentment levels with
respect to health, occupation, family, standard of living and work-life balance, (2)
emotional balance and the extent to which respondents experience positive or negative
feelings, and (3) spirituality and an individuals’ personal position on the spirituality
continuum (Ura, et al., 2012, pg.13-16). The GNH model understands the inherent desire
for psychological well-being and the need to recognize people as emotional human
beings.
Measuring ‘time use’ seems an obvious factor in understanding one’s well-being,
and yet little attention is paid to it in QOL indices. The Bhutanese people understand the
importance of balancing paid work, with unpaid work and leisure (Ura, et al., 2012). This
concept is summarized well in a quote from Robert Picciotto, who at the time was a
Director at the World Bank, in saying “the worth of women’s labor in the home has not
been accounted for because it is not part of a market, a mistake worth roughly $8 trillion”
(OECD, 2001, pg. 15). The people of Bhutan seem to understand this mistake and the
effects it has on national accounts. Since the 1970’s, more attention has been given to
unpaid work at home, and in the community, and the affects it has on people’s QOL (Ura,
et al., 2012).
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Culture is fundamental to the Bhutanese people, and includes language, traditional
arts and crafts, festivals, events, ceremonies, drama, music, dress and etiquette, and the
spiritual values that people share (Ura, et al., 2012, pg. 21). To measure culture amongst
citizens, three indicators were established which measured language and their selfreported fluency level in their mother tongue (there are over a dozen dialects), artisan
skills and one’s knowledge in the thirteen arts and crafts known collectively as Zorig
Chusum, a historic culture in Bhutan, socio-cultural participation, and Driglam Namzha
(Ura, et al., 2012, pg. 22). Driglam Namzha is known as Bhutan’s code of etiquette which
refers to physical behaviours, verbal and mental conducts (Phuntsho, 2016).
The idea of GNH is simple, it means to develop with values. The GNH model does
not disincentivize economic development, it finds a way to balance economic growth
without jeopardizing the environment or well-being of the less affluent. It understands that
without the happiness of its people, the government has failed to do its job to ensure the
invaluable elements of life are protected (Ura, et al., 2012). In 2015, the results generated
from the GNH survey, indicated a 1.8% increase in happiness for the people of Bhutan
(Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH Research, 2016). In addition to the increase in overall
happiness, the index was able to produce interesting information on the people of Bhutan:

1. Bhutanese people are healthier.
2. Educated people are happier compared to uneducated.
3. Living standards have improved.
4. People living in urban areas are happier than those living in rural areas.
5. Farmers are less happy than other professions.
6. Men are happier than women.
7. Government services need to be improved.
8. More needs to be done to strengthen our culture and traditions.
9. People feel less responsible for conserving environment.
(Excerpt from: Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH research, 2016)
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2.7.2.

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
Similar to the philosophy of Eudaimonia, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs says people

are motivated by needs (Mcleod, 2018). The model is a hierarchy of needs ranging from
basic needs at the bottom to self-fulfillment needs at the top (see figure 5). The model
says we must satisfy the lower needs before we can satisfy the next level. Basic human
needs are said to be physiological and include having access to food, water, warmth and
rest (Mcleod, 2018). The next level represents basic needs as well, and includes safety
and security. The third level includes our psychological needs like belongingness, and
love. The next is our need for self esteem and our desire for self-acceptance from others.
The final level is self-actualization which includes the need to achieve one’s full potential,
including the opportunity to be creative (Mcleod, 2018).
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Figure 5: Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs
(Excerpt from: McLoed, 2018, retrieved from: https://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html)

The model is said to be more flexible than what was originally thought. In that, from
its inception in 1943, it was thought that a person must sufficiently fulfil one level prior to
attaining the next. However, if we consider someone living in a third world country who
may not have access to water it does not necessarily mean they are not capable of love.
The model today is considered to be more flexible in that we are constantly being
motivated by the next level and may not achieve fulfillment in one but continue to seek the
next level. Maslow believed humans are born with an innate desire to be all we can be
(Mcleod, 2018).
The model suggests that at the very least, humans need access to food, water and
clean air (Mcleod, 2018). The idea that humans need food, water and clean air to live
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would seem like a basic concept and yet we struggle to fulfil this basic need. In 1996, a
summit was held in Rome by the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization,
calling to action all countries in response to the food crisis (Population Council, 1996). At
a previous gathering, in 1974, it was declared that “every man, woman and child has the
right to be free from hunger and malnutrition”, this was at a time when the worlds
population was just 4 billion (Population Council, 1996, pg. 807). During that conference
goals were established to eradicate world hunger within the decade (Population Council,
1996). By 1996, more than 800 million people did not have enough food to meet their
basic nutritional needs (Population Council, 1996, pg. 807).
Maslow’s Hierarchy can be useful when considering land use at a policy level. For
example, when considering homelessness, Maslow’s hierarchy suggests a need to
consider the factors that surround homelessness in addition to access to adequate
housing. For example, opportunities for affordable housing should be located in areas
where an individual would have access to healthy food, preferably within walking distance,
and to avoid food deserts. A ‘food desert’ can be defined as a low-income, urban area with
limited physical and economic access to healthy and affordable food services (SmoyerTomic, Spence, & Amrhein, 2006, pg. 309). Food deserts have been said to contribute to
social and spatial disparities in diet and diet-related health outcomes (Beaulac,
Kristjansson & Cummins, 2009, pg. 1).
Without meeting basic human needs, the hierarchy suggests difficulty for people
experiencing homelessness to feel as though they belong in society, and in effect,
contribute to their own accomplishments. When basic and psychological needs are not
met, it is unlikely that an individual will reach their full potential. This pattern has community
wide impacts, in that when people’s basic needs are not met, they are unlikely to support
the social economy, and instead are more likely to put pressure on the system, and have
a low QOL.
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2.7.3.

Human Development Approach
The Human Development Approach, developed by Martha Nussbaum in the

1980’s seeks to place people’s lives as the central objective of development. Otherwise
known as the ‘Capabilities Approach’, it can be defined as an approach to comparative
QOL assessment and theorizing about basic social justice (Nussbaum, 2011, pg. 18). In
other words, it is a way of looking at progress by simultaneously packaging comparative
information to better inform policy making and debate. Inherent in its name, the
Capabilities Approach is concerned with the number of elements that make up one’s QOL
(plural), and that individual lives cannot be reduced to one single metric (e.g. GDP)
(Nussbaum, 2011).
This approach seeks to understand individuals’ capabilities as it relates to their
personal QOL. To understand this, at an individual level, is to ask the question “what is
each person able to do and to be?” (Nussbaum, 2011, pg. 18). Inherent in this approach
is the freedom for individuals to choose what matters most to them, and to seek out those
opportunities where they exist. From a social planning perspective, the Capabilities
Approach provides people with the freedom to make choices about the environments they
live in so that they may lead healthy lives. By encouraging involvement in one’s community
it simultaneously encourages educated involvement in issues people may be unfamiliar
with. With more public involvement and education in land use decisions the more likely
rational choices will be made, and the less likely people will adapt to the status quo. There
is a tremendous amount of good that can happen when people recognize the power they
have to affect change.

2.7.4.

Subjective Well-Being (SWB)
Subjective well-being can be defined as having “good mental states, including all

of the various evaluations, positive and negative, that people make of their lives and the
affective reactions of people to their experiences” (World Happiness Report, 2017). In
other words, it is how we perceive our own QOL. In 2009, the Stiglitz Report was published
by the Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress,
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which concluded government agencies ought to survey populations to better understand
subjective well-being (Stiglitz et al, 2009). The report recommended a more holistic
approach to measuring well-being by analysing quality of life factors, instead of traditional
economic approaches alone (NRC, 2013). The reason behind the recommendation is to
achieve policy directives inclusive of non-objective indicators of success, like sustainability
(NRC, 2013).
One consideration for using the subjective well-being model is understanding the
causal link between the emotions we feel and their outcomes. For example, when we are
happy, we are more likely to be in a healthy state. Is happiness the result of being healthy,
or are we healthy because we are happy? Understanding the relationship between our
subjective well-being and the outcomes of feeling those emotions is important to
understanding how we might begin to use these indicators to better plan for cities through
policy directives.

2.7.5.

Social Indicators
Using indicators to monitor social well-being has been happening since the 1970’s.

Social indicators can be defined as; “a statistic of direct normative interest which facilitates
concise, comprehensive and balanced judgements about the condition of major aspects
of a society…social indicators are a direct measure of social welfare and is subject to the
interpretation that if it changes in the ‘right’ direction…things have gotten better, or people
are ‘better off’” (US Department of Health, Education and Welfare 1969, pg. 97). According
to the OECD’s report on social indicators from 1971, indicators act as a system of “early
warning” of growing imbalances, social disbenefits, dissatisfactions and merging social
needs (Forward, 2003).
The use of social indicators for the purpose of monitoring social well-being
happens all over the world including in Europe, the United States, and New Zealand. It
goes beyond the collection of data to include an analysis of patterns and evaluation of
what people value in their lives. The collection of data can generate quantifiable
information on a specific group or population, toward a specific domain (e.g. safety in your
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neighbourhood) (Noll, 2016). The data may also be collected from a large population and
be very general (e.g. your overall quality of life). To this end, the use of social indicators
can offer analytical knowledge of well-being for a specified group (Noll, 2016). This allows
the researcher to measure, empirically, the well-being of a population and to better
understand what is important to them.
The Institute for Research on Poverty at the University of Wisconsin-Madison
published a report on social indicators and public policy in 1997. In the report they identify
5 basic policy relevant uses of social indicators as follows:
1. Description – Knowledge about society
2. Monitoring – Track outcomes which may require policy interventions
3. Goal Setting – Establish quantifiable thresholds to meet within specific
time frames
4. Outcomes-based accountability – To hold managers, agencies,
governments, and even whole communities responsible for improving
social well-being and for meeting established goals
5. Evaluation – To determine which programs and policies are effective and
why
(Excerpt from: Brown, Corbett, 1997, Pg. iii)

In order to achieve an accurate assessment of someone’s life, indicators should
reflect the objective factors as well as subjective factors that make up that life. Objective
indicators would include external life conditions (e.g. income, crime rates etc.), whereas
subjective indicators would include an individual’s perception of those objective indicators
(how they feel about their income) (Forward, 2003). Considering both objective and
subjective factors in assessing overall QOL can prove to be difficult as subjective
indicators are often difficult to assess and interpret (Forward, 2003). The benefits,
however, of measuring both include a more holistic view of the QOL of a community,
because objective and subjective indicators measure very different things.
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Although no universally agreed upon definition of QOL exists, the research shows
similarities in the indicators used by many researchers in the field (Cummins, 1999). The
following table was created and proposed 22 different indicators in order to measure QOL:
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Table 1: Quality-of-Life aspects and their descriptions
(Excerpt from: Poortinga et al., 2001)

Dr. Leitmann, an urban resiliency specialist, wrote an article in 1999 posing the
question, can city QOL indicators be objective and relevant? His answer, no and yes
(Leitmann, 1999). He later goes on to explain QOL indicators cannot be purely objective
but can in fact be relevant while being subjective (Leitmann, 1999, pg. 169). He suggests,
QOL indicators are subjective because people define, and interpret, ‘quality’ very
differently and therefore their valuation of them will depend entirely and who you ask and
how you ask it (Leitmann, 1999). According to Dr. Leitmann, who is now a Lead Disaster
Risk Management Specialist at the World Bank, indicators should have the following
characteristics:
1. Measurable: Indicators should be quantifiable
2. Based on existing data: Where possible, indicators should be derived from
reliable existing information to speed up their use and costs
3. Affordable: The financial cost and time required to assemble and analyse
indicators should be prescribed by a predetermined budget
4. Based on time series: The same indicator should be collected over a regular
interval so that change can be evaluated
5. Quickly observable: Indicators should change as conditions change so that they
can accurately reflect reality
6. Widely accepted: Indicators should be understood and accepted by their users
7. Easy to understand: Indicators should be reported in a simple fashion so that a
wide range of people can understand them
8. Balance: Indicators should be politically neutral and allow for measurement of both
positive and negative impacts
(Excerpt from: Leitmann, 1999, pg. 178)
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2.7.6.

Community Indicator Programs
Community Indicator Programs use indicators specific to the area of study in order

to measure the extent to which objectives have been met (Government of Canada, 2015).
These programs monitor changes over time and can be used by other communities
wanting to do the same. Community indicator programs provide evidence-based research
for the development of policy.

2.7.7.

Psychological Well-Being (PWB)
Carol Ryff, a professor of psychology advocates the PWB approach to well-being.

This approach considers 6 elements of well-being, including; self-acceptance, personal
growth, purpose in life, positive relationships with others, environmental mastery, and
autonomy (Boniwell, 2008, par. 13). Psychological dysfunction is well understood in many
fields to be an imbalance within our mental state. Psychological well-being, however, is
the study of the positive psychological functioning within the human experience (Ryff,
1995). From a policy perspective, if we understand what makes people experience
positive feelings toward something, we can encourage more of it. We would do well to
understand psychological well-being not simply as the absence of negative mental health
problems, but as having a positive sense of purpose within our lives.
For local governments, this can be achieved by providing people the things
necessary for fulfilment and joy in their lives. This includes access to adequate housing
for all people, access to healthy and affordable food, the opportunity to enter into the
workforce, the opportunity for spontaneous social interaction, and equality. Access to the
essentials of life should be automatic, yet too many people go without food, or appropriate
housing. The research confirms this not only affects the people living in those situations,
but everyone in the community. The burden of these issues is a community wide
responsibility and should be considered as such if we want to fix it. The responsibility for
local governments is in understanding the psychological well-being of their citizens in
order to encourage more of what people value in order to pursue what they deem
necessary for life.
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2.7.8.

Self-Determination Theory (SDT)
The SDT theory is derived from the eudaimonia model, which suggests people are

encouraged by motivation. Developed by Ryan and Deci, the theory itself includes 6 subtheories involved with personal motivation. The broad notion of self-determination is
concerned with the sources of motivation people face regularly (e.g. career goals) and the
role those sources play in social development (Ryan, Deci, 2000). SDT can also focus on
social and cultural factors that facilitate or undermine people’s motivation, in addition to
their well-being (Ryan, Deci, 2000). The self determination theory suggests that, given the
right environment, people will pursue success in life, and that inherently people want to be
good.
The theory identified three universal needs in supporting a high level of personal
initiative. They are; autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Boniwell, 2008). SDT
proposes that the degree to which any of these three psychological needs is unsupported
or thwarted within a social context will have robust detrimental impacts on wellness in that
setting (selfdeterminationtheory.org, 2019, par. 2). From a planning perspective,
encouraging political and community engagement is one way of inspiring people to
express their autonomy, competence and relatedness. Urban design is also important in
creating human connection in our built environments by designing spaces that are safe,
playful and convenient (Boniwell, 2008).

2.7.9.

Authentic Happiness Theory
Martin Seligman in 2002 introduced the Authentic Happiness Model. The model

differentiates between the pleasant life, good life, and a meaningful life, in order to
understand what ‘well-being’ really is (Boniwell, 2008). The pleasant life may be thought
of as, the desire to increase positive emotions – we are motivated by pleasure. The ‘good
life’ is synonymous with doing what we love – motivated by passion. And finally, the
‘meaningful life’ is in using your strengths in the service of something greater than yourself
– motivated by care for our fellow human beings (Boniwell, 2008). From a planning
perspective, the three elements of the authentic happiness theory are embodied in the
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notion of community. When done properly, community offers spontaneous interactions
with neighbours, (e.g. street hockey games on the street) and the feeling of belonging to
something greater than us. Community, then, is as authentic as it gets. The Authentic
Happiness Theory suggests we ought to facilitate more of it.

2.7.10.

Hedonic Well-Being (HWB)

The Hedonic Well-Being model seeks to increase pleasurable experiences and
avoid negative ones (McMahan and Estes, 2011). Its origins begin in the 4th century B.C.
by the Greek philosopher, Aristippus (Ryan and Deci, 2001). He believed the goal of life
was to experience the maximum amount of pleasure and that happiness is the totality of
one’s hedonic moments (Ryan and Deci, 2011, pg.143). Today, hedonism is concerned
with the subjective happiness of an individual, and broadly refers to all experiences of
good or bad feelings (Ryan and Deci, 2001). Although there is no explicit theory for
hedonic well-being, themes are consistent with QOL research, and appear to add value
to the strength of behavioral theories of reward and punishment (Ryan and Deci, 2011,
pg. 145). From a social planning perspective this is interesting because it means people
do not necessarily want to be working all of the time, or commuting long distances.
Hedonic Well-being suggests people need balance in their lives and that one way to
achieve this is to offer an environment conducive to increasing happiness, or pleasurable
experiences.

2.7.11.

Utility

Utilitarianism is one of the most influential approaches to normative ethics in the
history of philosophy (Driver, 2014). Jeremy Bentham, an English philosopher and social
reformer, is known as the founder of utilitarianism (William, n.d.). Utilitarianism approves
of an action in so far as an action has an overall tendency to promote the greatest amount
of good or happiness for the most amount of people (William, n.d.). The Classical
Approach to utilitarianism sought to improve social and political reform, the motivation for
which was the desire to see ‘useless, corrupt laws and social practices changed’ (Stanford
52

Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2014, sec. 2). It posed the question “what is the truth about
what makes an action or a policy a morally good one, or morally right?” (Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2014, sec. 2). According to Bentham, what made them bad
was their lack of utility, in that they did not support happiness. He came to the conclusion
that if a law or action does not do any good, then it is not any good (Stanford Encyclopedia
of Philosophy, 2014, sec. 2).
Community planning inherently seeks to achieve utility. At its core, utilitarianism
seeks to achieve the most amount of good for the most amount of people, in essence – it
seeks to achieve community. Community, by definition, is ‘a group of people with common
interests living in a particular area’ (Mariam Webster, 2019). Planning, may be defined as
“the control of urban development by a local government authority” (Mariam Webster,
2019). Together they seek to facilitate policy directed towards the good of the collective
whole. However, inherent in the goal of utility is the assumption that people value the same
thing and therefore agree what ‘good’ is.
In conclusion, the theories and approaches presented above illustrate just how
complex human behaviour is. What many of them offer is a roadmap to help bridge the
gap between happiness and policy. They offer a better understanding as to how people
see the world and conversely how governments might facilitate a QOL for all. The GNH
model summarizes this intention well by explaining its direction is influenced by
‘developing with values’. The same values needed to understand that without meeting the
basic needs of human life, people will struggle to achieve happiness and self sufficiency,
as illustrated by Maslow’s Hierarchy. Instead, we ought to be asking ourselves the
question asked by Nussbaum in the Human Development approach, “what is each person
able to do and to be?” When considering new developments, or old ones, we should try
to understand how people feel or perceive the situation or space, as identified in the
Subjective Well-Being approach. How might we do this? Social Indicators can be used as
a tool to better understand if policy is on the right track to achieving utility.
Psychological Well-being might suggest that planners ought to have a better
understanding of the psychological effects of decision making, especially where they
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involve social and built environments, and people’s interaction with them. The Self
Determination Theory suggests people are motivated by success, but what does success
look like from a planning perspective? The Authentic Happiness theory believes that in
order for people to reach their highest level of happiness it requires service for the greater
good. In essence, it suggests, inherent in all people is the desire to belong to, and support,
the broader community. Whereas the Hedonic Well-being model suggests we are
motivated by pleasurable experiences and that our built environments should invite those
experiences.

2.8. Case Study
The following case study was chosen to illustrate how QOL driven initiatives can
influence policy and the way we build communities. This situation is unique in the sense
that the community was not yet established and so the planners had a head start on how
they might facilitate development. That being said, they opted for a ‘socially responsive’
approach to planning, one which considered subjective and objective factors that make
up QOL as a means for achieving appropriate development. The results of their efforts
were successful despite the ebbs and flows that accompany planning for resource towns.
Lessons can be derived from the planner’s efforts to achieve a balanced community
despite the influence of the resource extraction company.
The district municipality of Tumbler Ridge is located in the beautiful foothills of the
Canadian Rockies. It occupies a total area of 1,558 square kilometres, and today has a
population of 2,000 residents (Statistics Canada, 2016 Census). Tumbler Ridge is better
known as “the mining town that refused to die”, even espoused in their moto, Invitatio
Prosperitati, which in Latin means, “invitation to prosperity”. The towns resiliency makes
for an interesting case study for QOL research, in that their success was due, in part, to
socially responsive planning. Like many other ‘boom and bust’ towns, Tumbler Ridge was
dependent on one economy – mining. However, as the community developed, the
planners of Tumbler Ridge knew they needed to find a way to keep the town alive in the
event the mine shut down (Gill, 1990).
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Historically, resource towns in British Columbia have been established for one
thing, to support resource extraction. They are often remote, with poor connection to larger
centres making it difficult for people to go and come as they please, and the people who
do come are there to work (Gill, 1990). The issue for resource towns is most commonly
the dependence on one economy, which makes the community susceptible to collapse.
Another issue for resource towns is the difficulty that comes with establishing any sort of
community feel as a result of a transient population.
Investments were made in the creation of Tumbler Ridge as a result of foreign
investment in BC coal. In 1981, Japanese steel mills agreed to purchase 100 million
tonnes of coal over 15 years for $7.5 billion U.S. (Jackson, Illsley, 2006). The mines to
supply the coal were Quintette mine and Bullmoose mine. While plans were underway for
infrastructure projects to establish the mines, plans were also being developed for the
community of Tumbler Ridge. The planners hired for the project understood the challenges
associated with resource town planning and opted to undertake a more holistic approach.
The term ‘socially responsive planning’ was the result of their research into the social and
psychological implications of physical design (Alexander, et al., 1971; Vischer, 1986). The
objectives for the planners were “to create a socially cohesive, financially viable, selfgoverning community conducive to attracting and retaining a stable workforce” (British
Columbia, Ministry of Municipal Affairs, 1984).
Once the town began establishing itself, a government was formed in hopes of
distancing the towns people from the resource company. The purposeful move meant the
citizens and planners had more control in decision making and had a better chance of
protecting the community of Tumbler Ridge. Fundamental to all planning decisions made
were a collection of social principles including; choice, commitment, challenge, selfreliance, participation, integration, equity, fiscal responsibility, environmental sensitivity
and flexibility (Gill, 1990, pg. 180). These principles were identified by the planners from
their research into social behaviour, and were meant to be translated into the various
design elements for the town (Gill, 1990). The following table describes each social
principle and the expected social or behavioral consequence of implementing the design
element.
55

Table 2: Guiding social principles with selected examples of design elements and
anticipated responses
(Excerpt from: Gill, 1990, pg. 182)
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Five years after the town was established the planners wanted to see if the design
elements were working as they had hoped. They initiated a community wide survey and
did interviews; council reports were reviewed and research was done into social principles.
All to determine if they had achieved the QOL they were hoping to provide for the citizens
of Tumbler Ridge. In addition to questions about the demographics of the area, the survey
requested input on a number of QOL issues including housing, the work environment,
community services, the social environment and overall measures of community
satisfaction (Gill, 1990, pg. 184). Below is a demographic profile of the survey
respondents.

Table 3: Demographic profile of survey respondents
(Excerpt from: Gill, 1990, pg. 183)
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Community satisfaction was evaluated based on 22 community attributes using a
5-point scale, with 1 being “very poor” (Gill, 1990). The mean average was used to indicate
overall community satisfaction, the results of which can be seen in Table 4. ‘Attractiveness’
was given a mean average of 3.87, meaning the community saw the town as aesthetically
pleasing, a commitment the planners made from the beginning to reflect features of
physical design (Gill, 1990). This result was consistent with the principle of ‘commitment’
which was meant to enhance a ‘sense of place’ and encourage commitment to the
community as a whole. The features with the lowest ratings were features most commonly
rated low in resource towns, like places to shop, and relate to the principle of choice (Gill,
1990).

Table 4: Evaluations of community attributes: mean responses
(Excerpt from: Gill, 1990, pg. 185)

From this data, the planners were able to better understand where their principles
of design had worked, and where they were lacking. The dependency on the mining
company remained a primary issue for the town’s resiliency, in that community
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development relied on the success of the mines. Not soon after the two mines opened,
global coal prices dropped creating uncertainty in the communities’ market place. Prices
went from, the negotiated $96 a tonne, to $58 (Gill, 1990). Through the results of the
survey, planners found that 66.1% of survey respondents worked for one of the two mines,
and the remainder worked in the service sector, equally at the whim of the resource
companies (Gill, 1990).
Also acknowledged through survey results was the level of control the mine had
over the housing stock. The majority of the housing units were built by the resource
companies on land purchased by the mine from the municipality, against the planners’
recommendation (Gill, 1990). This, along with many other obvious reasons equated to
86% of survey respondents feeling as though they lived in a company town (Gill, 1990).
Despite these high numbers, efforts were made to establish a more viable social
environment in Tumbler Ridge. The Social Development Officer position was created and
was responsible for coordinating events and ensuring the easy transition of new comers
(Gill, 1990).
In addition to the Social Development Officer position, efforts were made through
design to encourage social interaction throughout the built form (Gill, 1990). Principles of
Christopher Alexander’s ‘pattern language’ were used in the layout of the town, including
elements of human scale, gateways, anchors and environmental sensitivity (Gill, 1990,
pg.194). Networks of pathways connected the various neighborhoods with the intention of
increasing mobility and human interaction. The downtown featured a main street with retail
and community services with low two-storey buildings. Areas leading into downtown
featured winding streets, meant to slow the pace of traffic and add excitement along the
way (Gill, 1990). The intentional choice for the town hall location downtown, meant to
signify the importance of local government in the establishment of a resource town.
After the council was established and the community gained control over decision
making, the residents fought against many of the unique efforts of the planners to include
social elements in the way they develop. A basic problem in the socially responsive
planning approach, therefore, was that the instigation of resident autonomy worked
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contrary to innovation (Gill, 1990, pg. 202) This led to some of the planner’s ideas not
coming to fruition, however many still did. Despite efforts by the residents to have less
control, the community rated highly the attractiveness of the town, as well as safety, and
friendliness (Gill, 1990). Unfortunately, no elements of continuity were implemented in the
design of the plan which led to many of the ideas being lost as new residents and staff
came and went (Gill, 1990).
Tumbler Ridge, from the beginning was planned with QOL in mind. And as the
results of the survey suggest, QOL is about average, all things considered. That being
said, when the results were compared to that of other resource towns in British Columbia,
Tumbler Ridge was below average (Gill, 1990). One reason for this could be the time in
which the town was established. At the time this research was done, Tumbler Ridge was
merely 5 years old, making it difficult to say one way or another if the efforts on the
planner’s behalf were overly successful. Another reason was the planners lack of control
over the economic situation of the mining company, in that international market demands
played a huge role in deciding the fate of the community, and ultimately the population
residing within it (Gill, 1990).
The case of Tumbler Ridge offers many lessons for other communities wishing to
do similar work, particularly resource towns. Much like any community, there are elements
of city building that are out of our control. For example, markets often determine resource
availability and quantity, something outside of the control of planners. For Tumbler Ridge
this meant having to find ways to establish a sense of community where there had
previously been none. A task of this magnitude should not be understated. Going forward,
the lessons of Tumbler Ridge, and the planning of a ‘socially responsive’ town should be
considered in the establishment of resource towns.
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Chapter 3.
Methodology
The motivation behind this research was born of an observation: born from a desire
to understand how community planning can do better. And to understand, by what extent,
does planning influence QOL. The planning profession itself has been tasked with the
responsibility of choreographing civilization. This, justifiably so, includes many aspects of
life, governance, process, resources, as well as everything and anything in between. To
that end, community planning’s role in providing for a quality life, or the potential planning
has to impact people’s lives, is extensive. In Canada we have been planning communities
for well over a century, and yet, never before in the history of planning have planners been
tasked with solving “wicked problems”. Problems so large they cannot conceivably be
answered by one individual or country, but rather a collective effort is needed to make
even the slightest dent in the issue. This begs the question: is what we are doing enough?
Have we succeeded? Do we know what success looks like?
After three years working in the field of development planning for a local
government on Vancouver Island, the researcher has identified a disconnect in planning.
In that, the implementation and results of regulations and policies enforced by local
governments are often overlooked by many local governments. Relatively speaking, it is
easy for local governments to enforce their regulations, they do it everyday. By providing
guidance on land use decisions to the public, or ticketing violators of those same
regulations, local governments are enforcing their bylaws. What is less common, for many
reasons, is the evidence to support why we do what we do.
Legislatively, local governments are required to enforce their bylaws once adopted.
This could very likely mean planners are put in the position of having to defend and enforce
bylaws that are antiquated, or don’t accurately reflect relevant planning principles, or
worse, don’t accurately reflect the needs and desires of the community they represent.
The results of this complex situation are not likely to lead to a desired outcome. One
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possible reason for this are the complexities in maintaining and adopting bylaws in a
society of ever-changing desires and needs. For this reason, many local governments
have opted for a more fluid approach to their bylaws, and use broad language in order to
derive meaning suitable to their analysis.
At its core, planning seeks to understand community desires in a comprehensive
way and details steps to reach certain goals. If those goals are being undermined by
inaccurate policies (input), this will reflect itself in the results (output). In order to reach a
goal, we must be able to prove, in some way or another, that what we are doing is leading
to some measurable form of success. Yet, very few official community plans define what
success looks like and how to know if they’ve achieved it or not. And beyond the
enforcement of bylaws, very few local governments follow up on the implementation of
their bylaws. This research responds to this dilemma. What does success look like? What
measure can be used to better inform whether or not we are on the right track? What
defines success better than a good quality of life?

3.1. Approach
The methodology used to answer the research questions included an inductive
meta-synthesis literature review. The research is considered to be inductive since no
theory was established prior to the initial research. Rather, this research began with
observations in the field of development planning. The motivation for this research arose
as a result of questions related to the effectiveness of community planning on the overall
QOL of people. Data collection, included reviewing existing literature on the topic of
community planning, economics, history, psychology, QOL, sociology and urban design.
No statistical techniques were used to derive meaning from the data, instead themes were
identified. This technique integrates, evaluates and interprets findings of multiple
qualitative research studies in an effort to establish a theory (Noblit, Hare, 1999).
Inductive reasoning begins with an observation, or question, then works its way
through existing data and literature, examining its contents for themes, to develop a
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theory. Once an observation had been made, the researcher began a preliminary search
of QOL language within seven existing official community plans of a local government on
Vancouver Island. There was evidence to suggest all but one of the plans wished to
influence QOL through policy. There was however more mention of QOL then there was
policy directing its implementation. One of the seven documents defined QOL, but offered
no evidence to suggest it was derived by community input or community desires.
Further investigation was done into the history of QOL research and the use of
social indicators as a tool for measuring QOL. Parallels were found between the history of
QOL and the history of community planning. From there a review was done of
organizations who have measured QOL and well-being, globally. Resources were
analyzed from their work as well as existing content on QOL in planning literature, and
included an exploration into; equality, food security, gender, governance, happiness,
immigration, mental health, placemaking, policy, rurality, sexuality, sociability, sprawl
sustainability, transportation, urban design, well-being, and a variety of existing theories
on the topic. Each of the sources led the researcher to the next source, building upon the
existing body of knowledge.
The purpose behind using an inductive approach to qualitative data analysis was
to condense a great deal of information relevant to the topic of QOL in a comprehensible
way. In addition, the approach established clear links between the data found in existing
literature and the results, and helped to develop a framework consistent with existing data
(Thomas, 2006). The meta synthesis approach was appropriate considering the inductive
nature of this research, in that this qualitative research should be interpretive rather than
aggregative (Noblit, Hare, 1999). Authors Noblit and Hare anticipated this method specific
to “social scientists who struggle to put together the many qualitative studies being
produced, to the researcher or student who wishes to construct interpretivist literature
reviews, to policy researchers and policymakers who wish to use humanistic research in
their deliberations but who are at a loss about how to reduce it, and to qualitative
researchers concerned with interpreting multiple cases and/or alternative lines of
argument” (Noblit, Hare, 1999, pg. 94). Meta synthesis therefore purports to synthesize
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information in a comprehensible way by “interpretive explanations”, which leads to the
development of theory (Noblit, Hare, 1999).

3.2. Limitations
Limitations of this research include, a limited number of primary studies used as a
result of the limited amount of time required to complete research. Because of this, further
interpretation by policy makers is required. The methodology chosen for this research was
entirely qualitative in nature and therefore provides no quantitative results. Because of its
qualitative nature, subjectivity may be considered a limitation of the study, as there is a
clear bias for the promotion of QOL in planning policy and governance. In addition, the
findings of this research assume sufficient and appropriate applications in practice, and
therefore cannot control the likelihood of success.
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Chapter 4.
Discussion
The literature confirms QOL and well-being should be, and largely are, at the
forefront of the policy debate. In addition, the literature clearly illustrates the significant
amount of research that has gone into measuring QOL, and yet how very little has been
done in the application of QOL in policy (Bache et al., 2015). Rittel and Webber (1973)
question whether planners have the appropriate theories or models for knowing how to
intervene with the present dilemma. They make the point that:
“one of the most intractable problems is that of defining problems (or knowing
what distinguishes an observed condition from a desired condition) and of
locating problems (finding where in the complex causal networks the trouble
really lies). In turn, and equally intractable, is the problem of identifying the
actions that might effectively narrow the gap between what-is and whatought-to-be” (Rittel and Webber, 1973, pg. 159).
An article published in 2015, in the Journal of Happiness Studies, titled Wellbeing
as a Wicked problem: Navigating the Arguments for the Role of Government, considers
how planning for well-being, and ultimately QOL, is todays ‘wicked problem’. Its authors
argue that understanding well-being as a wicked problem ‘steers us towards deliberation
and scrutiny as central to the agenda and cautions us against expecting to find a panacea’
(Bache et al., 2015, pg. 893). They make the distinction between problems that can never
be solved (‘wicked problems’), only re-solved over and over again (Rittel and Webber,
1973), and problems that can be solved because it is possible to formulate enough
information to come up with a solution (‘tame problems’) (Bache et al., 2015). This is not
to say that ‘tame problems’ are easy to answer, they can be extremely complex, however
the distinction is that they are definable, and when the problem has been solved, it is clear,
whereas wicked problems are not (Bache et al., 2015).
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The article cautions against thinking of the QOL issue unilaterally, and that in order
to contribute to the advancement of it, we must take a collective and collaborative
approach. The domains that make up QOL are multifaceted and as such it would make
good sense that the approach would be too. There has been continued emphasis on the
importance of interconnected problems across multiple policy domains, necessitating the
importance of multiple levels of government or ‘multi-level governance’ (Bache et al., 2015,
pg. 896).

4.1. Potential QOL Policy Framework
The Canadian Index of Wellbeing (CIW), published in 2012, is a good example of
a potential QOL policy framework. The CIW was directly influenced by the 2008 economic
recession and the historic dependence on GDP as a measurement of success in Canada.
The index does not ignore GDP as a measure of economic growth or decline, but goes
further to include aspects of people, the environment, and democracy (Canadian Index of
Wellbeing, 2012). The report acknowledges the importance of collecting data in order to
measure progress and to better understand where resources are needed. Among many
things, the report confirms a growing gap in inequality throughout Canada (Canadian
Index of Wellbeing, 2012).
The framework used in the CIW, includes 8 domains of key social, health,
economic and environmental factors contributing to overall QOL. They are; healthy
populations, democratic engagement, community vitality, environment, leisure and
culture, time use, education, and living standards (Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg.
13). In addition to the 8 domains, there are 8 indicators within each, making a composite
index of 64 indicators consolidated into a single CIW average (Canadian Index of
Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 13). The report realizes the on-going efforts to understand well-being
and QOL better and that it is likely for these indicators to change overtime. Therefore, the
CIW is not a static measuring tool, but rather, a tool for ‘informing evidence-based policy
change’ (Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 61).
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One of the main goals of the CIW is “to identify and understand the
interconnections among the many factors that influence well-being. The intention is to go
beyond the traditional “silo approach” that has too often shaped public policy decisions,
and move toward more comprehensive, inclusive solutions. By understanding how a
variety of factors combine and interact, “policy shapers and decision makers can bring
forward policies and programmes that meet the challenges of the 21st century” (Canadian
Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 54). With that in mind, the report describes ways in which
we can facilitate the development of progressive policy in order to facilitate positive
change. The following are a list of actions that, if functioning properly, would offer a better
chance of a higher QOL for many Canadians. Many are directed at a federal level however
it would be wise for local governments to conceive of ways in which they can support the
achievement of these actions in order to pursue QOL locally. Although the following are
not direct policy recommendations, they do suggest factors to consider when developing
QOL policy frameworks:
1. Reduce inequality: Inequality is not confined to living standards (e.g. material
wealth) alone but leads to greater imbalances between the rich and the poor,
educational attainment, health outcomes, and access to leisure and cultural
opportunities. Furthermore, inequality undermines our sense of common
purpose, marginalises and excludes the poor, reduces equity in the workplace,
threatens our democracy, and even reduces life expectancy (Canadian Index
of Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 55).
2. Develop a national strategy for expanding access to Community Health
Centres across the country: Despite having a good health care system in
Canada, many people face socio-economic barriers to health care. These
factors include income levels, access to shelter/housing, education, language
and geographical barriers. Having proper access to the health care system is
crucial to the well-being of people and should be considered at a community
level (Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 56).
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3. Develop a national transit strategy: The report acknowledges the growing
concern of long daily commutes. The time spent in a vehicle not only hampers
economic productivity but increasingly adds to our green house gas emissions,
as well as reduces our overall QOL. The Federation of Canadian Municipalities
(FCM) has lobbied the federal government to reinvest more tax dollars into
sustainable transportation options (Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg.
57). At a local level, we need to stop incentivising sprawl and instead
incentivise public transit, multi modal pathways and carpooling.
4. Increase democratic engagement among youth through new technology: This
highlights the importance of civic participation and the desire to see youth
engaged in the political process (Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 57).
At a local level, engaging youth in politics is one way to increase ownership
over community decisions. These decisions are more likely to impact youth
and therefore their opinions of them are crucial to their QOL in the long term.
5. Make leisure and culture opportunities more accessible to diverse groups: The
ability for people to have fun and play in their lives is vital to QOL. Opportunities
to recreate should be available to everyone despite their socio-economic
status.
6. Coordinate National Early Childhood Education programming: Coordinating
programming could lead to medium – and long-term benefits by enhancing
school readiness, thereby leading to better academic success, and ultimately
to reducing pressures on the health care system (Canadian Index of Wellbeing,
2012, pg. 58).
7. Reduce our dependence on non-renewable energy reserves: In order to
preserve what we have left of our natural environment, so that future
generations can enjoy the same QOL as we do, we need to start getting serious
about reinvesting in sustainable forms of energy such as wind, solar and
biomass (Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012).
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8. Strengthen institutional capacity – from data to policy enforcement: The report
stresses the importance of data availability and access. Without a good
understanding of the numbers, it is difficult to implement effective policy.
Moving forward in the push to ensure a high QOL for all Canadian citizens is
ensuring the continued availability of reliable, valid, and timely data. Evidencebased decision-making is critical to ensure that policy development and
implementation is guided by the most current and relevant indicators of those
aspects of our lives that matter most. Having access to ‘meaningful data
therefore is paramount’ (Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 60).
The report concludes by saying “the divergence in the CIW and GDP tells us
emphatically that we have not been making the right investment in our people and in our
communities – and we have not been doing it for a long time. It is time public policy focused
more on the quality of our lives” (Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 61). The report
is a great tool for any Canadian community wanting to incorporate QOL as a goal of their
policy documents. There have been many positive changes in policy, in Canadian
communities, since the release of the CIW. Those will be discussed later in this chapter.
One key take-away of the report is how important it is to have reliable data, without which
you run the risk of having incomplete or inaccurate findings. During the Harper
government, funding was severely cut from Statistics Canada, the federal agency
responsible for producing statistics to help better understand the Canadian population,
resources, economy, society, and culture (Canadian Library Association, 2014). Because
of this, it is especially important that any community wanting to study the QOL of their
citizens must have reliable, informed and valid data.
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4.1.1.

Strengthening Data Collection
“…to do better, we must have some way of distinguishing better from worse.”
-

Alice M. Rivlin, 1971

There has been a substantial amount of research done in the field of QOL indexes
at both the community and national level. A report by the Committee for Societal QOL
Indexes (ISQOLS) reviewed 22 of the most used QOL indexes in the past 30 years from
around the world and compared each of them to a set of 14 criteria used to judge their
usefulness and validity within public policy (Hagerty et al., 2001, pg. 1). What made the
indexes successful was their reliability, established time series measurements, and their
ability to be disaggregated to study populations (Hagerty et al., 2001, pg. 1). The report
found faults in the indices in the following; (1) they varied greatly in their coverage and
definitions of domains of QOL, (2) they failed to distinguish among the concepts of input,
throughput, and output that are used in public policy analysts, (3) they failed to show how
QOL outputs are sensitive to public policy inputs, and (4) that none had examined the
convergent validity against each other (Hagerty et al., 2001, pg. 1).
Although there are many ways in which to collect data, and many different styles
of surveying, there is evidence to support the importance of asking the right questions. A
part of understanding QOL well is to know the factors that make up the issues most
common in people’s lives, and to derive suitable indicators from that data. Alternatively, a
researcher may wish to monitor changes over time specific to one factor, in order to do
this properly it also requires a solid understanding of the issue and which indicator will be
best suited to measure the changes. The report from ISQOLS provides examples of the
qualities that should be present in a good indicator. For an indicator to be successful it
needs to be reliable. Reliable in the sense that any significant result must be more than a
one-off finding, in other words your findings should repeat themselves (Shuttleworth,
2008). The reliability lends itself to the validity of your argument and statistically significant
results (Shuttleworth, 2008). Indicators should also be based on time series to allow
periodic monitoring and control (Hagerty et al, 2001, pg.6). This is significant in public
policy because it allows the researcher to assess whether conditions are improving and
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may help in forecasting future conditions (Land, 2012: 2000). Another quality is the ability
to disaggregate the data between different populations to provide accurate policy
recommendations for different programs (Hagerty et al, 2001).
There are, nevertheless, numerous qualities that make for good indicators, or
indexes. The report further suggests the need for a clear and practical purpose (e.g. public
policy). The indicator should also be grounded in theory meaning there is empirical testing
behind its relevance (Hagerty et al, 2001). In addition to it being reliable and valid, it should
be sensitive in that changes in input will affect the output in a noticeable way (Hagerty et
al, 2001). Each indicator should independently encompass some portion of QOL, but
collectively should encompass the totality of the QOL construct (Hagerty et al, 2001).
When creating a generic QOL index, all domains should indicate relevance to most
people, if something is non-generic it ought to be clear as to how it contributes to the QOL
construct (Hagerty et al, 2001).

4.2. Potential QOL Policy Areas
Existing literature on the topic of QOL provides a variety of potential policy areas.
Because the concept is so broad, and many researchers have studied it, there is an
overwhelming number of indicators that have been used to measure QOL and as such,
present a huge potential for policy development and application. In terms of creating policy
in hopes of increasing overall QOL, it is important to remember the different levels of
government that affect QOL delivery and achievement. Within Canada, the powers and
responsibilities change depending on which government has jurisdiction in that specific
policy area. For example, the Federal government has jurisdiction over border control,
citizenship and immigration. A potential policy area to do with QOL might be to provide
new comers with aid, either financially, socially, or health related, so that their transition
into a new country might be easier (Government of Canada, 2016). Other big policy areas
for the federal government relates to the health and safety of Canadians, natural
resources, transportation, employment and social development, the environment and
climate change, and agriculture, among many (Government of Canada, 2016). While there
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is overlap between all levels of government, consideration needs to be given to how the
levels may work together to achieve consensus on broader QOL policy goals.
At the Provincial level, potential policy areas include; property rights, natural
resources and the environment, education, health and welfare (Government of Canada,
2016). Policies to do with QOL and the environment might include introducing taxes on
carbon to encourage people to lower their carbon footprint. From a health perspective,
Provincial governments might include policies to break down the stigma of mental health
issues within our society, as a way to help decrease the number of people suffering with
mental health. The Provincial governments should place QOL on the policy table and start
thinking, critically, about the well-being of the people living within their jurisdictions.
From a community planning perspective, policy making at the Municipal level has
the potential to facilitate immense change in QOL. Policy areas may include; water,
sewage, waste, public transit, land use planning, libraries, emergency services, and
economic development (Government of Canada, 2016). Each one of these areas presents
endless possibilities for change in the way people live their lives. Land use planning, as
we have come to see, has a lot to do with QOL. The way we build cities, meaning what
we prioritize and what we do not, in turn demonstrates to the people living within them,
what we value, and conversely, what we do not. What we have come to learn is that if we
do not value people first, it will likely reflect poorly in the QOL of those same people. The
same people who live, work, play in the very communities we are trying so desperately to
create.
Potential QOL policy areas in community planning are endless. According to the
CIW report, there are 8 policy areas in community planning most important to QOL. The
first being, community connection, and the way we interact with other people. ‘Community
Vitality’, as the report suggests, has ‘enormous implications for our well-being’ and
includes levels of participation in organised activities, providing help to others, rates of
crime, feelings of safety and trust, and the feeling of belonging (Canadian Index of
Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 18). Another potential policy area is ‘Democratic Engagement’. The
report suggests, “a society that enjoys a high degree of democratic engagement is one
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where citizens participate in political activities, express political views, and foster political
knowledge; governments build relationships, trust, shared responsibilities, and
participation opportunities with citizens (Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 20).
Levels of democratic engagement are measured by considering the percentage of people
who are satisfied with Canadian democracy, levels of voter turnout, the number of women
represented in parliament, and the level of Canada’s global engagement (Canadian Index
of Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 23).
The third potential policy area is ‘Education’. The CIW report recommends
education as “one of the core personal resources that each of us needs to manage our
personal well-being”, and that it goes well beyond schooling (Canadian Index of Wellbeing,
2012, pg. 28). The ‘Environment’ is another big policy area, especially where community
planning is involved. The CIW report acknowledges that the environment has deteriorated
more so than any other domain used in the index since 1994 (Canadian Index of
Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 32). Since many of the changes in our environment are likely to do
with our practices in city building, this domain is of great significance to this research.
Below are just a few of the findings from the report as they relate to the environment:
•

“Air quality has fluctuated over the years, but is still problematic and costly
to the health of Canadians, particularly in cities congested by heavy traffic”
(Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 32).

•

“After several years of dramatic increases, greenhouse gas emissions
dropped in 2009, but they remain well above the levels of the mid-1990’s”
(Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 32).

•

“Water supplies have varied over the years. Since 1994, they have
increased in Southern Canada, but have been shrinking in other parts of
Canada. Combined with high demand, this raises concerns for the future”
(Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 32).
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Some of the indicators used to determine the status of the environment and its
affect on people’s well-being include; GHG emissions, rates of consumption and
production of hydrocarbons, our ecological footprint, species at risk, freshwater supply
and metal reserves (Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012). Many of these indicators have
huge implications for ‘infrastructure, communities, and species throughout the Arctic,
causing disruptions to cultural practices, the economy, and general well-being’ (Canadian
Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 33). The figure below explains where Canada’s GHG
emissions come from, with the highest being the combustion of fossil fuels to make energy,
including heat and electricity from homes, shops, schools and other private and public
buildings (Environment and Climate Change Canada (2015). With more power-smart
building designs, such as those introduced by the B.C. Energy Step Code (Building and
Safety Standards Branch, 2019), city building practices can help to significantly reduce
GHG emissions (Environment and Climate Change Canada (2015).
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Figure 6: Where do Canada's Greenhouse Gas Emissions Come From?
(Excerpt from: Environment and Climate Change Canada (2005))

‘Healthy Populations’ is the fifth indicator used to measure well-being among
Canadians. What is unique about the way this indicator is used to measure well-being is
that it goes beyond just physical health qualities such as dietary practices, and regular
physical activity to include individuals’ choices and behaviours and how they are shaped
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by broader social factors (Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 35). Social factors
including how food is distributed and priced, how houses are constructed and located,
how urban transportation is designed, and how carefully humans interact with the
planetary system (Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 35). All of which are directly
influenced by cities, the resources used within them, and the policies influenced by
community planning.
‘Leisure and Culture’, as identified in the CIW report, contributes to people’s QOL
as individuals, as well as the community as a whole (Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012,
pg. 40). From a community and social planning perspective this indicator can be
influenced by the number of historic sites in a community, participation in physical activities
(e.g. walking, cycling), number of volunteers for culture and recreation organisations,
attendance at performing arts performances, and attendance at social and arts and culture
activities (Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 42).
The seventh indicator used in the CIW report is ‘Living Standards’. In addition to
income and wealth distribution, the report considered many factors related to community
planning. ‘Poverty rates, economic security including labour markets, housing security,
and security provided by the social safety net’ (Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg.
45), were measured to assess living standards among Canadian people. Despite a
growing economy, income inequality among Canadians is growing (Canadian Index of
Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 45). All of these factors relate to the increasing number of Canadians
experiencing homelessness. According to the State of Homelessness in Canada report
(2016), “mass homelessness in Canada emerged in the 1980’s, following a massive
disinvestment in affordable housing, structural shifts in the economy and reduced
spending on social supports”.
The Canadian Observatory on Homelessness conducted a study to look at the
costs associated with housing someone in jail, a hospital or shelter, and compared that
cost with the cost associated with social or supportive housing (Canadian Observatory on
Homelessness, 2018). The study compared four Canadian cities and found the average
institution (jails, hospital, etc.) cost $66,000 - $120,000 annually, whereas emergency
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shelters cost $13,000 - $18,000 and affordable housing without supports was $5,000 $8,000 (Canadian Observatory on Homelessness, 2018, par. 2). These numbers are
startling for many reasons, one of which is that this study was done in 2005. It is likely that
those numbers are even higher today considering the estimated cost of homelessness, to
the Canadian economy, in 2013 was $7.05 billion annually (Canadian Observatory on
Homelessness, 2018), whereas in 2007 it was $4.5 billion (Canadian Observatory on
Homelessness, 2018). Not only do these numbers have severe implications for the
economy, they have even greater implications for the QOL of the estimated 235,000
Canadians experiencing homelessness every year (Gaetz et al., 2016).
At the local level, many cities in Canada have done exceptional work with respect
to the homelessness crisis. Cities like Hamilton, who are on track to end homelessness
with their 10-year Housing and Homelessness Action Plan, Medicine Hat who used a
Housing First model, and Montreal who released their own Action Plan for 2014 – 2017
which outlined “5 axes upon which future policy should be designed; (1) the right to
housing, (2) health and social services, (3) access to income, (4) education, social
inclusion, and workforce, and (5) social integration” (Gaetz et al., 2016, pg. 39).
The final indicator used in the CIW report to measure overall well-being of
Canadians is ‘Time Use’. Although explicitly there may seem to be no connection to
community planning, there is an implicit concern for how people are spending their time
from a planning perspective. The most obvious implication is the time we spend
commuting, in that, since 1994 Canadians are commuting on average 19.9% more than
they were before (Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 50). According to the report,
“traffic congestion has an economic, social, and environmental cost. It increases stress
among commuters, it delays deliveries and reduces business productivity. It contributes
to urban smog and pollution thereby diminishing environmental quality and jeopardising
public health” (Canadian Index of Wellbeing, 2012, pg. 52). The implicit concern here is
the more time we spend in transit getting to and from places is less time spent with family,
friends, community and participating in arts, culture and recreation – the things that bring
us joy, excitement and happiness in life.
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4.3. Examples of QOL Policy Driven Planning Initiatives
Examples of QOL policy driven planning initiatives in Canada can be seen in
places like Toronto, O.N. and Field, B.C. (Massam, 2000). In 1999 the chief planner for
the City of Toronto, Paul Bedford, began a process to develop a new plan for the city
(Massam, 2002). One of the themes of the process for creating the plan was the explicit
recognition of QOL, and how its actualization lies at the heart of a successful planning
process (Massam, 2002, pg. 153). While in the Town of Field, community members
worked with all levels of government, as well as NGO’s, in order to develop and implement
a plan to make Field a sustainable community with emphasis on maintaining a high QOL
(Massam, 2002, pg. 167). While there are many other examples in Canada of QOL policy
driven planning initiatives, European communities offer innovative and unique
opportunities to enhance QOL.
The Città Slow movement, also known as “the slow city movement”, began in Italy
in 1999 (Mayer and Knox, as cited in Sirgy et al., 2009). The movement has roots in the
Slow Food movement, which recognized the importance of good, quality, local food. The
Slow Food movement was in response to a proposal for a McDonald’s restaurant in the
heart of Rome. The movements founder, Carlo Petrini, considered the proposal to be
“culturally invasive and corrosive”, and a serious threat not only to healthy diets but also
to the sociability of eating and to valued patterns and rhythms of life (Mayer and Knox, as
cited in Sirgy et al., 2009, pg. 24). While the goal of the Città Slow movement is different
from the Slow Food movement, they have similar geographic and cultural origins and are
complementary in their desire for a slow city. (Mayer and Knox, as cited in Sirgy et al.,
2009)
A ‘slow city’ is one which favors local, traditional cultures, leisurely consideration,
enjoyment, and conviviality (Mayer and Knox, as cited in Sirgy et al., 2009, pg. 25). A slow
city discourages development often associated with a fast paced life such as fast food
restaurants, noise, concrete and parking lots (Mayer and Knox, as cited in Sirgy et al.,
2009). The Città Slow movement was started by Paolo Saturnini, the Mayor of Greve-inChianti in Tuscany (Mayer and Knox, as cited in Sirgy et al., 2009). Saturnini, and three
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other mayors of surrounding towns, agreed on a set of principles to guide planning
decisions. The goal was to foster the development of places that enjoy a robust vitality
based on good food, healthy environments, sustainable economies, and traditional
rhythms of community life (Cittaslow, 2006, as cited in Sirgy et al., 2009, pg. 25). The
principles turned into a Charter and a 54 point indicator system, as well as a philosophy
promoting environmental protection, sustainability and QOL (Mayer and Knox, as cited in
Sirgy et al., 2009).
The Charter is a manifestation of the philosophy behind the movement and not
only acts as a guide for planning decisions, but also serves as an indicator system for
communities involved in the movement to assess their progress (Mayer and Knox, as cited
in Sirgy et al., 2009) (See Table 5 for an example of the slow city indicator and point
system). It is also used in the certification of new member communities. Membership is
tightly controlled and requires that, prior to acceptance as a Città Slow community, a QOL
audit is completed and considers the following; environmental policies and planning, use
of infrastructure, integration of technology, promotion of local produce and ways of life,
hospitality and the rhythm of life, and sense of place (Mayer and Knox, as cited in Sirgy et
al., 2009, pg. 26). An annual fee is also required, and once a community has been certified
it is required to go through re-certification every four years, making it a priority for the
community to implement the appropriate policies to achieve their Charter (cittaslow.org,
2019).
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Table 5: Example of a slow city indicator and point system (page 1 of 3)
(Excerpt from: H. Mayer and P. Knox, as cited in Sirgy et al., 2009)
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Table 6: Example of a slow city indicator and point system (page 2 of 3)
(Excerpt from: H. Mayer and P. Knox, as cited in Sirgy et al., 2009)
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Table 7: Example of a slow city indicator and point system (page 3 of 3)
(Excerpt from: H. Mayer and P. Knox, as cited in Sirgy et al., 2009)
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Local distinctiveness is an important part of the Città Slow movement, as such the
Charter covers many aspects of urban design and community planning. In addition to
supporting local economies and traditional arts and culture, candidate cities must
conserve the distinct character of the built environment, plant trees and add more green
spaces, increase cycling infrastructure, pedestrianize streets, avoid billboards and neon
signage, reduce noise, air and light pollution, foster the use of alternative sources of
energy, improve public transport, and promote eco-friendly architecture in all new
developments (Mayer and Knox, as cited in Sirgy et al., 2009, pg. 25). By 2001 only 28
cities had been certified, all of which were located in Italy (Mayer and Knox, as cited in
Sirgy et al., 2009, pg. 25). Today there are more than 250 communities around the globe
that identify as ‘a slow city’, and at least 300 other towns who have inquired about joining
(cittaslow.org, 2019). In Canada there are 4 certified Città Slow communities; Cowichan
Bay, B.C., Naramata, B.C., Lac-Mégantic, Quebec., and Wolfville, Nova Scotia
(cittaslow.org, 2019).
Unlike other QOL indicator systems, the Città Slow criteria are meant to act as
policy directives instead of solely a measurement of progress, and are meant to encourage
authentic place-making (Mayer and Knox, as cited in Sirgy et al., 2009). The Charter and
its criteria offer a framework for communities wishing to retain and enhance their identity
within an increasingly globalized world (Mayer and Knox, as cited in Sirgy et al., 2009, pg.
36). The Città Slow system acknowledges the connection between planning, policy, QOL
and local governance. It encourages community and authenticity of place, qualities most
commonly found in slower paced environments. These environments are places known
for their local wine, food, shopping, and way of life, although many of them are in Europe,
Canada is beginning to recognize the importance of slowing down for a better QOL.
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Chapter 5.
Application of QOL in Community Planning
5.1. Role of Community Planning in Shaping QOL
Evidence would suggest that, community planning has a remarkable role in
shaping the QOL of people. Life, as we know it, is inherently connected to everything. The
way we move, where and what we eat, the goods we purchase, the energy we consume,
the people we meet, are all intertwined in a web of decisions made by us and the politicians
elected to represent us. Many of those decisions, and coincidently the actions taken as a
result, are in response to our personal choices. These decisions are seemingly a result of
our own economic situation, how we were raised, our current life situation and various
other factors that make up one’s life.
The idea that our QOL rests solely in the decisions made by ourselves and our
politicians, is however, flawed: flawed in the sense that we are all imperfect emotional
human beings, and at times are afraid of change. Or maybe, we are afraid to take a stand
and disagree with a popular opinion. Perhaps this is difficult to do for many people
because, as imperfect emotional human beings, we are hard wired for emotional
connection (Brown, 2012). We are afraid to make the wrong choice or disappoint because
we intrinsically want to belong. We want community. Unfortunately, however, this also
means that sometimes we make the wrong choice in hopes of not disappointing the people
we want so desperately to belong to. Maybe it means we fail to see people for who they
are, or are quick to judge their character because it doesn’t align with our own. Or maybe,
we fail to see politicians as people with difficult jobs and that sometimes they make wrong
decisions too. Or perhaps, we desire something we think will make us happy but in reality,
does a better job of fulfilling superficial happiness, and not what we actually desire. All we
can really hope for is some measurable amount of progress, but how we choose to define
that progress is up to us.
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The role of a planner, effectively, is to be that voice. As planners, it is our
responsibility to understand not only what the community wants, but what the community
needs. Unfortunately, this may result in having to make difficult decisions in the short run
in hopes of seeking a positive result in the long run. The role of community planning
therefore, in QOL, is a complicated one. The challenge is in understanding what we need
to be planning for. The issues planners deal with are real and involve real people. Planners
owe it to themselves to consider all facets of decision making. And in order to do this, we
must ask ourselves the questions posed earlier; do we have all the appropriate
information? Have we considered all options? Who does this serve, and who does it fail
to serve? Why does it matter? What does success look like, and how can it be measured?
From our history, we know the impetus for community planning has always been
to provide people with a healthy environment in which to thrive. Since the industrial
revolution, community planning has taken on more than just the construction of buildings
and park space within a city. Community planning today includes; social planning,
sustainability, economic development, including tourism and recreation, and so much
more. Planners would be doing a disservice to the community they represent, to consider
the built environment in isolation from things like well-being, health, and ultimately QOL.
Community planning is a complicated construct, as is the notion of QOL. But the
thing is, we can’t have one without the other, they are inherently linked. Independently,
community planning seeks to affect change in a positive way by considering objectives of
the built and social environments. If we were to follow those threads of decision making
far enough, we would see a convergence with QOL. QOL, is the goal. Whether it’s a
decision made by us or our elected officials, we are all innately motivated by progress
and/or success. By measuring factors that make up one’s QOL we can more easily assess
if our practices in city building, and the implementation of policy, are working or not. Many
organizations have done incredible work in the realm of measuring QOL globally.
The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development’s Better Life
Initiative focuses on people’s well-being and societal progress (OECD, 2017). As part of
the initiative they have developed an index based on 11 topics identified as essential in
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the areas of material living conditions and QOL (OECD, 2017). These areas include;
housing, jobs, education, civic engagement, life satisfaction, work-life balance, income,
community, environment, health and safety (OECD, 2017). Data is collected from
participating OECD countries and is used to profile each individual country in terms of their
strengths, challenges and changes in well-being. We can see from the list of topics used
to generate the data, that many of them are influenced by community planning. For
example, the level of civic engagement depends on, among many things, a healthy worklife balance and the desire to be involved in community. Similarly, people’s health is
dependent on the environment in which they live, level of appropriate housing and
personal safety, among others. From this list we can derive meaning to assume
community planning plays a large role in shaping peoples QOL.
The Mercer’s Quality of Living Survey ranks 231 cities across the globe on 9 factors
that make up QOL. They are; recreation, housing, economic environment, consumer
goods availability, public services and transport, political and social environment, natural
environment, socio-cultural environment, school and education and medical and health
considerations (mercer.com, 2019). Although their primary concern for measurement is in
determining where employers may wish to establish business, or send employees for work
abroad, these numbers may also provide people an idea of where they would like to live
according to how well a city ranks in each of the 9 factors. Data such as the ones found in
the Mercer’s Quality of Living Survey, provide a clear indication of how likely businesses
are to establish themselves in a place. Many large organizations will use the information
found in the survey to decide where to locate.
Similarly, to the evidence suggested by Richard Florida in The Rise of the Creative
Class, large industries like the tech industry are attracted to places with high levels of
QOL. It is by no accident that companies like Apple, Google, Facebook and Visa are all
located in California. California ranked 34th on the Mercer’s Quality of Living Survey and
is the first state in the US to appear on the list (mercer.com, 2019). Not only are these
places great to live and operate business in, but they offer a certain level of employee
retention to do with the fact that people want to be there for QOL reasons.

86

In response to the research question, the extent to which governments should
consider QOL in planning for their communities, is to the extent by which governments
should show up for their people. That extent, supported by an increasing amount of
evidence, is endless. The role of community planning within government cannot not be
understated. From the beginning, much of the work of community planning has had people
in mind. In the orientation of buildings, as to take advantage of sunlight, the location of
institutional buildings in a central location so that all people could have access to them,
the installation of walls as sound barriers and protection from danger, and the purposeful
creation of clean and open spaces for socialization and health. The practice of planning is
the practice of providing QOL. However, somewhere between 2600 BCE and today, we
started to place more emphasis on the role of the economy on our QOL, and less on the
overall benefit of people’s well-being. Whereas the role of government has always been
to provide the means for people to create their own economic security (Slaughter, 2017),
it is our government that chose to use GDP as a measurement of success, a measurement
inflated by divorces, car crashes, and wars (Montgomery, 2013).
This isn’t to say we haven’t done a lot of things right too. There are countless
examples of great things happening around the world as a result of good planning practice.
But in a world ravaged by homelessness, isolation, hunger, inequality and any ism you
can think of, we have to do better. Planning, by no means has all the answers, but we
have to stop believing that it plays less than a significant role in the well-being of the people
it is meant to serve. Individually, we have the power to create a quality life for ourselves
by making deliberate and well thought out decisions in our lives. There is no doubt this is
more difficult for some than it is for others, but one thing we all have in common is that
there are things beyond our control that influence our QOL.
It is for this reason we have government. The role of government is to deliver on
three basic responsibilities, to protect, provide and invest in its people (Slaughter, 2017).
These three responsibilities can be perceived to mean different things to different people.
However, it is safe to say, there are elements within these three areas that our
governments perform exceptionally well in. The Government of Canada has done some
work with respect to environmental conservation and protection, providing social services
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to people who need them the most, and have made investments in infrastructure across
the country (Government of Canada, 2019). But for the purposes of this study we might
infer those same responsibilities to mean the protection from homophobic violence, or
refugees fleeing war torn countries. Or, the responsibility to provide healthy food for those
who can’t afford it, and the true investment in what we all want – a community.

5.2. How Community Planning Can Better Reflect QOL
Ambitions
In order for planners to develop policy directed towards increasing the overall QOL
of their communities, they must first have a good understanding of what issues people find
troubling, as well as, what is going well. ‘Good planning principles’ however, are only as
good as the issues behind them. And for too long, too many planners and politicians, have
been addressing the symptoms, found in any city, and not the reasons behind the
problems themselves. In order to accurately assess the issues, and find ways to mitigate
them, we must first know what they are. Having data to support the argument is the best
shot we have in educating, convincing, proving, and delivering on success. Furthermore,
understanding what is going right in community is just as important for planners to know
as what is not. If we know what makes people believe they have a high QOL, we can infer
that to mean something was done right. And it might be that planners had nothing to do
with it, but there is still a tremendous amount of value in understanding how that success
came to be.
The Legatum Prosperity Index is an example of a tool that is used to measure the
drivers and causes of prosperity, rather than measuring outcomes (prosperity Index, 2008,
pg. 9). Despite having more economic prosperity than ever before, we are still failing to
meet basic human needs, even within our own cities. Despite many calls to action, food
security remains an issue, globally. In Canada, over 4 million individuals are affected by
food insecurity (Vesna, 2017, pg. 3). While in the U.S., 20 million children are mentally
impaired by malnourishment every year (Wright, 2004, pg. 126), the amount of farm land
lost each year in the U.S. alone from urban sprawl accounts for an area the size of
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Scotland (Wright, 2004, pg. 126). A recent study on social isolation and the value of
community connection was done by Community Food Centres Canada, in 2017. Their
results revealed that the mortality risk associated with social disconnection was on par
with smoking up to 15 cigarettes a day or excessive drinking, more harmful than not
exercising, and twice as harmful as obesity (Community Food Centres Canada, 2017, pg.
2). And yet, we wonder why our systems are failing so many people. We keep trying to fix
the symptoms of issues without understanding the problem.
The decisions planners make directly influence the health of the people living
within the affected community. But equally as important are the issues we choose to ignore
in the building of our cities, and the effect they have on people. Our current practice in city
building here in Canada is still very much sprawl oriented. We clear cut potential farm land
to accommodate more people, while some of those very same people cannot afford to
eat. We encourage healthy lifestyles by speaking to the benefits of walking and cycling
more, yet fail to provide adequate infrastructure to do so.
Measuring QOL factors is one way that planners may begin to understand where
the problems are, and where opportunities exists. Many communities around the globe
have done incredible work with respect to measuring QOL, or some realm of it, and have
used those measurements to facilitate positive change. The Town of Qualicum Beach in
British Columbia, provided a survey, designed with input from Council, staff and a Steering
Committee, to each household asking questions related to their overall QOL. Questions
were asked to do with services and activities, recreation, public transportation,
sustainability and growth (Quality of Life Survey, 2017). The responses directly supported
the review of their Official Community Plan.
A similar but more ambitious report was done for all of Europe, and considered
aspects of QOL related to subjective well-being, living standards, work-life balance, public
services, healthcare, neighbourhood quality, social tensions, community involvement and
levels of trust (Eurofound, 2017). The survey was in response to changing societal
pressures as a result of the economic crisis experienced in many European cities during
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the last decade (Eurofound, 2017). The results offered a clearer picture to policy makers
and politicians, with the goal of bringing them closer to how people experience QOL.
The Healthy Cities Project was initiated by the World Health Organization in 1986
(WHO, 2019). The goal of the project was to emphasize and encourage the need for policy
to reflect the multi-dimensionality of health (WHO, 1946). And that at its core, a city should
provide for a healthy environment through design and policy. A “healthy city” is defined by
WHO as; “one that is continually creating and improving those physical and social
environments and expanding those community resources which enable people to mutually
support each other in performing all the functions of life, and in developing to their
maximum potential” (WHO, 1998, pg. 13). The Adelaide recommendations on healthy
public policy (1988) stated that “healthy public policy is characterised by an explicit
concern for health and equity in all areas of policy.” Whereas, health policies arise from a
systematic process of building support for public health action that draws upon available
evidence, integrated with community preferences, political realities and resource
availability (Health promotion Glossary, 1998, pg. 11). The Healthy Cities Project is a great
example of pushing the health agenda with QOL and design as a byproduct.
Another way planning can contribute to a better QOL is through the practice of
sustainability. Research shows a link between the two, in that sustainability and a good
QOL can be by-products of the very same interventions, and that in fact, the two are
complementary (Montgomery, 2013). Montgomery offers many examples of this in
practice including a story from his book Happy City: Transforming our Lives Through
Urban Design, about Enrique Peñalosa the mayor of Bogotá. Peñalosa in 2000, accepted
the Stockholm Challenge Award for Environment when he decided, against the wishes of
many citizens, to remove 850,000 vehicles off the streets of Bogotá for a day
(Montgomery, 2013). The car free day was so popular among residents that it is now an
annual event, and will be celebrating 15 years this October. He then established a Bus
Rapid Transit (BRT) system, the first transit system to be accredited under the UN’s Clean
Development Mechanism – its reductions in carbon dioxide emissions are estimated to be
250,000 tons a year (Montgomery, 2013, pg. 254). In addition, Peñalosa was instrumental
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in the construction of thousands of bicycle paths within the city, which are now world
renowned (Montgomery, 2013).
The ironic thing about it all is that Peñalosa never sought to win environmental
awards, or lower any carbon footprint. But what he did want to do was to make Bogotans
happier (Montgomery, 2013, pg. 6). He was quoted during his election campaign by
saying, “We need to walk, just as birds need to fly. We need to be around other people.
We need beauty. We need contact with nature. And most of all, we need not to be
excluded. We need to feel some sort of equality” (Montgomery, 2013, pg. 6). The
relationship between planning, health and climate change, as Montgomery suggests, is
related to both our ‘pocket books’ and our QOL (Montgomery, 2013, pg. 258). Not only
does a dispersed city encourage inactivity, which we know is a primary contributor to the
obesity epidemic (Gray et al. 2018), it also increases our chances of vehicle related
incidents, as well as high levels of exposure to air pollutants (Montgomery, 2013). The
cost of obesity, in the U.S. alone, is estimated to be $142 billion every year (Montgomery,
2013). And the cost of traffic accidents, another $180 billion (Montgomery, 2013).
The issue with sustainability however, is that for many people, they see scarcity.
They see the end of car use, having to grow their own food instead of buying it from the
grocery store, they see minimalism and, in a society, bred to consume, we’re scared. As
planners, we need to show people that sustainability and QOL go hand in hand. That in
order to have a QOL we too must be sustainable, and that by being sustainable it should
add to our QOL. As planners we need to show people that it is worth doing. But, in order
for people to believe and accept it, we too must practice what we preach. This means,
coming back to the basics of governance, to protect, provide and invest in people in a way
that does not negatively impact the ability for future generations to live their lives
(Slaughter, 2017).
In conclusion, community planning can better reflect QOL ambitions by
understanding what is working in a community, and what is not. This may require a
community wide survey, or other form of data collection, in order to accurately observe
community characteristics, measure variations in statistics, analyze issues, implement
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policy and test whether or not the policy was effective. Furthermore, planners and decision
makers need to consider the generational implications of their actions, and whether or not
basic human needs are being met today, and how they can be met in the future. Local
governments are the government closest to the people and therefore the extent to which
community planning impacts our QOL, with respect to the built environment, is decided,
largely by the government.
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Chapter 6.
Conclusion
This study examined the history of QOL, highlighting the evolution of indicators,
social indicators and QOL indexes. This evolution is indicative of the constant progress
being made in the field of QOL, and the need to stay up to date with current research.
Similarly, the variety of theories and approaches to community planning are constantly
changing as well. The evidence presented in this paper suggests a strong association
between community planning and our QOL, insofar as; placemaking in the built
environment, accessibility and mobility of goods and people, business location and the
impact on local economies, the spatial distribution of people and the role inequality can
play, and the role of government in the decision-making process. Ideally, more
consideration will be given to QOL when planning for community, either through policy
implementation or regulation.
There are many approaches and theories relevant to QOL that should be
considered when trying to achieve QOL goals. These are important to consider when
writing QOL policy because they help explain the way people feel, see and experience
their built and social environments. An example of where this was done well was in
Tumbler Ridge, and their approach to ‘socially responsive’ planning. The planners studied
the affects of policy and design interventions on people and described the expected social
and behavioural consequences of those actions.
The extent to which governments should consider QOL in planning for their
communities, is to the extent by which governments should protect, provide, and invest in
their people and their well-being. More specifically, the role of a planner, effectively, is to
be a voice. As planners, it is our responsibility to understand not only what the community
wants, but what the community needs. Unfortunately, this may result in having to make
difficult decisions in the short run in hopes of seeking the desired result in the long run.
The role of community planning therefore, in QOL, is a complicated one.
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Although, the research may not offer an explicit answer to the research question,
some possible considerations going forward for planners and local governments, wanting
to adopt QOL as a tool for policy implementation, should consider the following;
understand the benefits of knowing the data, analyze the findings and establish patterns,
assess the implications and applications of your work and suggest policy changes,
implement your findings, and reassess to know whether or not the policies have worked
as originally proposed. In order to do this, it may help to ask the following questions when
reviewing development applications; do we have all of the appropriate information? Have
we considered all of the options? Who does this serve, and who does this fail to serve?
Why does it matter? Can it be measured? And finally, what does success look like?
The capacity for local government policy to affect change in the realm of QOL is
massive. As identified in the examples given of potential QOL policy frameworks, there
are a number of factors that make up one’s QOL. Many of which have relevance to
community planning and the decisions made by local governments. When considered at
a community level, QOL can be attributed to factors including; affordable and appropriate
housing, civic engagement, community and social health, education, employment, the
economy, the natural and built environment, personal safety and financial security. I would
argue therefore, the role of community planning in shaping QOL is limitless.
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