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Most of the theoretically-based QOL indicators projects can be classified in 

terms of six major theoretical concepts: (a) socio-economic development, (b) 

personal utility, (c) just society, (d) human development, (e) sustainability, and 

(f) capability/functioning.  I explain the core aspects of these six theoretical 

paradigms and show how they help guide QOL researchers to select and 

develop QOL indicators that are significantly and qualitatively distinct.  Thus, a 

taxonomy of QOL indicators guided by a given theoretical concept is likely to be 

very different from others taxonomies guided by different theoretical concepts.  

Thus, the objective of this paper to explain these theoretical paradigms and 

show how they guide QOL researchers to select and develop QOL indicators 

that are significantly and qualitatively distinct.



The Concept of Socio-Economic 

Development

ÇMany community planners believe that their basic 
mission is essentially economic development.  
This is because economic development is the 
foundation for social development.  When a 
community achieves satisfactory levels of economic 
development, social development follows. 

ÇTherefore, community indicators projects guided by 
the opulence concept collect data on economic 
indicators such as household income, 
unemployment, type of jobs, quality of jobs, cost of 
living, poverty, and homelessness 
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Socio-Economic indicators of a community, 

state, or nation

ÁHousehold income

ÁUnemployment

ÁType of jobs

ÁQuality of jobs

ÁCost of living

ÁPoverty

ÁHomelessness



A More Liberal View of Socio-Economic 

Development

ÇSocio-economic development can be 

viewed broadly in terms of: 

ÁFinancial or economic capital

ÁHuman capital, 

ÁSocial capital,

ÁBuilt capital, and 

ÁNatural capital (Anielski, 2007).
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Human capital

ÅHealth and wellness: life expectancy, mortality rate, 

infant  mortality, low birth weight babies, teen birth rate, 

tobacco use, suicide rate, auto crash mortality rate, etc.

ÅRecreation and leisure: physical activity, affordable 

recreational activities, etc.

ÅWork: labor force participation rate, employment rate, 

unemployment rate, etc. 

ÅTime use: unpaid work, unpaid household work, unpaid 

parenting, unpaid eldercare, etc. 

ÅEducation & learning: educational attainment, high 

school drop out rate, average class sizes, etc. 

Social Capital

ÅDiversity: ethnic diversity, population that is foreign-born, 

etc.

ÅTrust and sense of belonging: trust of neighbors, 

neighborliness, community organizations, etc.

ÅSafety & crime: violent crime, property crime, drug 

crime, motor vehicle collision rate, etc.

ÅEquity & fairness: income gap between top and bottom 

income households, ratio of female earnings to male 

earnings, etc.

ÅCommunity vitality: number of cultural community 

events, attendance of public forums, etc.

ÅCitizenship: voter turnout on elections, etc.

Economic & financial capital

ÅEconomic vitality: GDP per capita, GDP annual growth 

rate, housing starts, building permit value per capita, etc.

ÅLiving standards: median income, average household 

expenditures as % of income, incidence of low income 

households, dependency on entitlement programs, etc.

ÅAffordable housing: average value of dwelling, property 

taxes per person, demand for subsidized housing, etc.

ÅAffordable & efficient govôt: municipal govôt

expenditures per citizen, municipal tax rates, etc.

Built Capital

ÅPublic & private infrastructure: private dwellings, 

growth in # of dwellings per 100 people, % of dwellings 

requiring major repairs, municipal govôtspending on 

transportation infrastructure, recreation facility venues, 

bile and walking trails, public transit expenditures by 

municipal govôtper capita, etc.

Natural Capital

ÅEcological footprint: demand on natural capital vs. natureôs supplies, ratio of ecological footprint to land, etc.

ÅPopulation density: people per sq km, etc.

ÅSustainable food production: % of food grown and sourced locally, prime agricultural land per person, etc.

ÅNatural environment: green space, forest cover, water quality, air quality, greenhouse gas emissions, etc.

ÅConsumption & conservation: water consumption, water storage per citizen, residential waste per capita, etc.



A Psychological View of Socio-Economic 

Development: Stocks and Flows

Headey (1993) development the concept of stocks and flows in QOL 

studies.  In financial terms, stocks constitute capital account 

whereas flows make up the current account.  

Ç Stocksreflect the strength of oneôs personality (high on extraversion 

and low on neuroticism), health (positive versus negative health 

status), social networks (partnered, availability of intimate 

attachments and friendships), leisure skills and equipment, work 

skills and equipment, education and general knowledge, and socio-

economic status.  

Ç Flows are satisfaction or dissatisfaction experienced in relation to 

daily activities in the context of various life domains such as 

finances, leisure, family, job, friendships, and health. 
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Stocks Flows

ÇPersonality indicators (e.g., extraversion, 

neuroticism, self-esteem)

ÇHealth indicators (e.g., physical health, 

mental health, quality of healthcare) 

ÇSocial indicators (e.g., marriage, divorce, 

widowhood, co-habitation, number of friends, 

quality of friendship, quality of romantic 

relationship)

ÇSocio-economic indicators (e.g., 

household income, source of income, 

occupational status, level of education, quality of 

housing and neighborhood)

ÇLeisure/rcreation indicators (e.g., amount 

of leisure time, quality of leisure time, availability 

of resources for leisure, availability of leisure 

programs in the community, access to these 

programs)

ÇWork/education indicators (e.g.,  level of 

education and training, work experience, 

availability of educational and training programs in 

the community, access to these program) 

ÇWork satisfaction

ÇFamily satisfaction

ÇMarital/love satisfaction

ÇLeisure/recreation satisfaction

ÇFinancial satisfaction

ÇSpiritual satisfaction

ÇIntellectual satisfaction

ÇHousing satisfaction

ÇNeighborhood satisfaction

ÇTransportation satisfaction

ÇCommunity satisfaction

ÇCulinary satisfaction

ÇSatisfaction with body image

ÇSatisfaction with friends

ÇHealth satisfaction

ÇSatisfaction with healthcare

ÇSatisfaction with childcare

ÇSatisfaction with elderly care



The Concept of Personal Utility 

The basic premise is that a community rated 

high on quality-of-life dimensions is a 

community that has conditions and 

services that satisfy the needs of 

community residents. 
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Local/National  

Conditions

Local/National Services

ÇEconomic conditions (e.g., job 

opportunities, quality of jobs, income and 

wealth, cost of living)

ÇSocial conditions (e.g., crime and 

public safety, racial/ethnic relations, social 

cohesion, education, leisure and 

recreation) 

ÇPhysical conditions (e.g., incidence of 

disease, air pollution, noise pollution, land 

pollution, water pollution, population 

density, traffic and congestion) 

ÇGovernment services (e.g., police, fire, 

refuse, water, transportation, healthcare, 

education, social services, job training)

ÇNonprofit services (e.g., religious, 

healthcare, social services, education)

ÇBusiness services (e.g., banking, 

shopping malls, department stores, drug 

stores, supermarkets, automotive) 



Mini-theories of Personal Utility

Several mini-theories subsumed under the big umbrella of personal 

utility theory have gained much popularity in the last 30 years or so.  

These include:

Ç bottom-up spillover theory, 

Ç hedonic psychology, 

Ç social judgment theory, 

Ç positive/negative affect, 

Ç human flourishing, 

Ç flow and engagement, and

Ç purpose and meaning in life.



The Concept of Bottom-up Spillover

Bottom-up spillover theory underscores the notion that 

overall global evaluations of life satisfaction are a 

function of evaluations made in various life domains 

such as family life, social life, leisure life, financial life, 

community life, spiritual life, and so on.  In other words, 

evaluations of life domains influence the evaluation of life 

overall, especially important life domains.  For example, 

if a person views work life as very important, overall 

evaluation of work life is likely to influence his/her overall 

evaluation of life at large (Andrews & Withey, 1976).  
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Andrews & Withey (1976) Measure of Life 

Satisfaction 

How do you feel about your life 

as a whole?

___________________________
Delighted Pleased Mostly Mixed Mostly Unhappy Terrible 

satisfied (about Dissatisfied

equally

satisfied and

dissatisfied)



Andrews & Withey (1976) Other Measure 

of Life Satisfaction 

I think my life is:

BORING 1   2   3   4   5   6   7 INTERESTING

ENJOYABLE 1   2   3   4   5   6   7 MISERABLE

USELESS 1   2   3   4   5   6   7 WORTHWHILE

FRIENDLY 1   2   3   4   5   6   7 LONELY

FULL 1   2   3   4   5   6   7 EMPTY

DISCOURAGING 1   2   3   4   5   6   7 HOPEFUL

DISAPPOINTING 1   2   3   4   5   6   7 REWARDING

BRINGS OUT 1   2   3   4   5   6   7 DOESNôT GIVE ME 

THE BEST IN ME MUCH CHANCE



Andrews & Withey (1976) Measures of 

Satisfaction with Life Domains 

___________________________
Delighted Pleased Mostly Mixed Mostly Unhappy Terrible 

satisfied (about Dissatisfied

equally

satisfied and

dissatisfied)

Using the delighted-terrible scale (scale is shown above), respondents answer questions such as:

Å How do you feel about your car?

Å How do you feel about you house/apartment?

Å The services you get in this neighborhoodðlike garbage collection, street maintenance, fir and police protection?

Å The outdoor space there is for you to use outside your home?

Å This particular neighborhood as a place to live?

Å This community as a place to live?

Å Outdoor places you can go in your spare time?

Å The weather in this part of the state?

Å How safe you feel in this neighborhood?

Å The way you spend your spare time, your non-working activities?

Å The things you do and the time you have with your friends?

Å Things you do to help people or groups in this community?

Å Your marriage?

Å The things you and your family do together?

Å Your houseworkðthe work you need to do around your home?

Å Your religious faith?

Å Your job?

Å éééééééééééééééé



Hedonic Psychology

The focal point of hedonic psychology is that subjective 

well-being can best be conceptualized in terms of 

momentary feelings of positive and negative affect 

captured through a variety of methods such as the 

immediate sampling method, end-of-day diaries, the 

recall-of-yesterday method, and the day-reconstruction 

method.  These methodological approaches to capturing 

subjective well-being were initially suggested by Daniel 

Kahneman and his work on ñobjective well-beingò 

(Kahneman, et al., 2004).
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Social Judgment Theory

One social judgment theory that has gained much 

popularity in QOL research is Alex Michalosô multiple 

discrepancies theory (Michalos, 1985; Lance, Mallard, 

& Michalos, 1995).  Michalosô theory helps us 

understand how people make these global evaluations 

about their life using standards such as the ideal life, the 

deserved life, past life, current life, future life, etc.
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An Example (Meadow et al. 1992; Sirgy et 

al. 1995)

Compared to your LIFETIME GOALS, IDEALS, and WHAT YOU HAD 

IDEALLY HOPED TO BECOME, how satisfied are you? 

Very dissatisfed 1   2   3   4   5   6   Very satisfied

Compared to what you feel you DESERVE TO HAVE HAPPENED TO YOU 

CONSIDERING ALL THAT YOUôVE WORKED FOR, how satisfied are you?

Very dissatisfed 1   2   3   4   5   6   Very satisfied

Compared to the ACCOMPLISHMENTS OF YOUR RELATIVES (parents, 

brother, sister, etc.), how satisfied are you?

Very dissatisfed 1   2   3   4   5   6   Very satisfied



Positive versus Negative Affect

There is a research program in QOL studies that 

demonstrates that the determinants of positive affect of 

well-being may be different from the determinants of 

negative affect.  Therefore, positive affect should be 

captured differently from negative affect (i.e., positive 

and negative affect are two separate dimensions and not 

polar opposites of the same dimension). A well-known 

measure based on positive/negative affect is the PANAS 

measure (Watson, Calrk, & Tellegen, 1988).
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An Example (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & 

Tellegen, 1988)



Human Flourishing, Self-Determination, 

and Psychological Well-being

In recent years a number of psychological theories of human flourishing have 

been developed.  These theories are essentially based on earlier 

humanistic psychology theories.  For example, Carol Ryff (Ryff, 1989; Ryff 

& Singer, 1998), and Ryan and Deci (2000) suggest that there are several 

universal human psychological needs, such as the need for competence, 

relatedness, and autonomy that contribute to human flourishing.  Keyes 

(2002) argues that the presence of mental health is flourishing in life, and 

the absence of mental health is languishing in life.  ñMental healthò is thus a 

syndrome of symptoms of both positive feelings and positive functioning in 

life.  Further, Fredricksonôs (2001) broaden-and-build theory of positive 

emotions suggests that cultivating positive emotions is useful for building 

resilience to stressful events.  In essence, positive emotions enhance 

coping behavior.
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Ryffôs (1989) Construct of 

Psychological Well-Being


