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Abstract
This review identified six "approaches" to developing indices for
well-being: human development, city competition, city planning,
satisfaction, health, and sustainability. The review highlighted a number of
methodological issues around creating a new index, including the choice
and number of indicators, the relative importance (or weighting) of
indicators, geographical scale, and data availability. The review concluded
that it would not be effective to create a new index that attempts to
merge all six approaches. Instead, it could work around what Asian urban
residents themselves identify as their priorities and needs, as well as
incorporating both objective and subjective criteria for well-being.
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1
Unprecedented rate
of urbanisation in
Asia

Introduction
The future of Asia is in its cities. The share of the Asian population living in
urban areas has grown from 32% in 1990 to 42% in 2010. By 2025, the
United Nations (UN) forecasts 50% of Asians will be city dwellers.
Urbanisation in Asia is happening at a scale and speed that dwarfs that
which occurred in the global North during the industrial revolution of the
19th century. In 2010, there were 21 megacities with populations of more
than 10 million worldwide, only 5 of which are located in rich developed
countries: Tokyo, New York, Los Angeles, Osaka-Kobe, and Paris. Ten –
Tokyo, Osaka-Kobe, Beijing, Shanghai, Delhi, Mumbai, Calcutta, Dhaka,
Karachi and Manila – are located in Asia. 1 Close to home, the city of
Shenzhen grew from a population of 68,000 in 1978 to 8.77 million in
2006. 2 This scale of development has enormous human consequences. It is
said that urban renewal in Shanghai in the 1990s alone displaced more
people than it did over 30 years in the entire United States. 3 Infrastructure
development has failed to keep pace with migration in many cities, and it
is estimated that there are over half a billion people living in informal slum
settlements in Asia. 4
Figure 1: The world’s urbanised areas at night as seen from space.

Credit: Data courtesy Marc Imhoff of NASA GSFC and Christopher Elvidge of NOAA NGDC. Image by
Craig Mayhew and Robert Simmon, NASA GSFC. 2000, http://visibleearth.nasa.gov/view.php?id=55167

Urbanisation is also happening on a much more compressed time-scale,
with major repercussions for the urban landscape. In the global North, the
process of urbanisation took over a century. In England, the first country to
industrialise, 77% of the population already lived in cities by 1901. 5 The
post-war surge in car ownership and road-building actually precipitated
the hollowing out of many city centres, as affluent residents migrated to
the suburbs. London’s population peaked in 1951 at 8.1 million, declining
steadily to 6.6 million in 1981, before rising to about 7.1 million in 2001. 6
Asia’s megacities, in contrast, are dealing with migrant inflows and
outwards sprawl simultaneously. Rising levels of vehicle ownership in
countries such as China and India are causing serious congestion and air
pollution in city centres, while often lucrative investment in highways by
city authorities is facilitating the outward sprawl of unplanned
development.
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How cities manage
the urbanisation
process will
determine the wellbeing of its people
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The sheer size of Asia’s population makes the task of managing this rapid
pace of urbanisation especially daunting. Asian cities have massive projects
building both hard and soft infrastructure to accommodate on-going
urbanisation. How cities manage the urbanisation process will determine
the health and well-being of a vast number of people all over the world. It
is therefore important to track and measure urban quality of life in order
to make sense of the diverse changes in quality of life experienced by so
many different people across Asia.
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Indicators and indices

An index aggregates
several indicators to
describe a condition
or performance

An indicator is a single measure which is viewed as indicative of the
condition or performance of the object of study. Examples of social
indicators include life expectancy, carbon emissions, or GDP per capita. An
index aggregates a number of indicators into one measurement, which
may be expressed as a score, rank, a ratio, or a distance from an average. It
is a way of describing the general condition of the target in a way that is
easily understood.

This paper focuses
on indices
measuring wellbeing, quality of life
and liveability

There are many types of indices developed by many different kinds of
institutions to measure the performance of countries and cities. Publishers
of social, economic, and environmental indices include international
bodies, such as the UN and national governments; media organisations,
such as Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) and magazines, such as Monocle;
think tanks, such as the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, and other
institutions, such as the World Economic Forum, Heritage Foundation and
Mori Memorial Foundation; academic bodies; as well as consulting
companies, such as AT Kearney and Mercer. Indices include those
measuring population and demographic change, human development,
political effectiveness, global power, economic growth and
competitiveness, economic freedom, productivity, connectivity, relative
wealth, education level, environmental performance, ecological footprints,
health, advancement of women, governance, openness and transparency,
corruption level, creativity and innovation, happiness, and even frequency
of inhabitants’ sexual activity etc. This paper will focus on indices
measuring well-being, quality of life, and liveability.
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3
Concepts of wellbeing, quality of
life and
liveability are
used
interchangeably,
with no
consensus on
definitions
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Well-being, quality of life,
and liveability
The concepts of well-being, quality of life, and liveability are often used
concurrently or interchangeably by researchers. However, there is no
consensus about the definition of these terms, how they differ from or are
related to one another, or which domains should be included under their
umbrella.
There is a wide range of conceptual approaches reflecting the different
concerns, theoretical bases, and methodological conventions of disciplines
such as economics, public health, ecology, urban planning, psychology, and
more. Existing indices take a wide range of approaches in what indicators are
selected for measurement and how they are measured, reflecting the
particular concerns and goals of their authors. Some argue that it may not be
possible or necessary to establish a uniform definition of well-being, quality of
life, and liveability as they are complex multidimensional “container
concepts”.7

4
The major
approaches to
well-being are
outlined to guide
the design of an
Asian well-being
index

The purpose of this paper
This preliminary literature review aims to provide some reflections on the
possibility of designing and creating a quality of life index tailored specifically
to Asian cities. This paper will survey the different ways in which well-being,
quality of life, and liveability have been conceptualised and measured, as well
as to examine the purposes to which these measures have been put.
This paper will outline some of the major approaches to well-being, focusing
especially on those relevant to assessing cities. Each section will outline a
conceptual approach, and then describe several examples of existing indices in
order to examine their purpose, methodology, and biases.
The examples given are not intended to provide a comprehensive survey of all
indices within an approach, but are chosen as major illustrative examples of
different ways in which people have defined and measured the concept of
well-being. Due to the constraints of time and resources, this paper will also
limit its scope to examining indices purporting to measure subjective and
objective well-being, quality of life, or liveability. This means that indices using
philosophical frameworks with a different focus, such as the Heritage
Foundation’s Index of Economic Freedom, or Transparency International’s
Corruption Perception Index, will be excluded even though their domains do
have an impact on well-being.
One major omission is the World Cities conceptual approach. Although the
World Cities approach has spawned numerous comparative urban indices,
such as Loughborough University’s GaWC rankings, Foreign Policy magazine’s
Global Cities Index, the Mori Memorial Foundation’s Global Power City Index,
and Knight Frank LLP’s World City Survey, its main objective is assess a city’s
degree of influence and integration in the global economy. They typically focus
on the range and scale of advanced producer services present in urban
economies, and consider quality of life only in a peripheral way, if at all.
Additionally, while relevant methodological issues will be touched upon, this is
not a technical paper about index design.
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5

The Human Development
Approach
5.1 Concepts

An influential
approach …

The field of international development is concerned with the complex
process of transforming a developing country into a developed one,
encompassing economics, foreign aid, infrastructure, poverty reduction,
health, education, environment, gender equality, and human rights. Within
the field, the human development approach is perhaps the most influential
perspective on quality of life and well-being.

…concerned with
the fulfilment of
human potential

It was founded in the late 1980s by the economists Amartya Sen and
Mahbub al Haq, and led to the publication of the United Nations
Development Programme’s first annual Human Development Report in
1990. 8 The human development approach emphasises the fulfilment of
human potential as the end goal of development. This distinguishes it from
several other international development perspectives, including:
•

•

•
•

7

The economic growth approach, which treats well-being and quality
of life as the by-product of greater wealth. Economic growth is seen
as the most important means of raising standards of living, as
without resources, other goals cannot be achieved. This approach is
frequently tied to neoliberal economic policies, emphasising market
liberalisation and free trade.
The human capital approach, which is related to the growth
approach, and treats investment in human well-being as a means of
achieving greater growth. 9 For example, educating the population
will result in a more productive workforce.
The basic needs approach, which concentrates on the provision of a
bundle of essential goods and services to poor populations,
including food, water, shelter, health care, and clothing.
The human welfare approach, which emphasises that people should
be the ultimate beneficiaries of development. 10

It envisions quality
of life as having
the opportunity to
build positive
human capabilities
for fulfilling our
human potential

Like the basic needs and human welfare approaches, the human
development approach argued that a single-minded focus on economic
growth was not benefiting the majority of the population, and ignored social
ills such as crime, pollution, disease, and the weakening of the social
fabric. 11 However, it was also more theoretically ambitious in that it
envisioned quality of life as the availability of opportunity to fulfil human
potential, making people active participants in development instead of just
beneficiaries. It argues that policymakers should devote their efforts to
creating environments in which people are able “to lead productive, creative
lives in accordance with their needs and interests”. Opportunity is defined
not simply as negative freedom (e.g. an absence of restrictions), but as the
building of positive human capabilities to “lead long and healthy lives, to be
knowledgeable, to have access to the resources needed for a decent
standard of living, and to be able to participate in the life of the
community.” 12

5.2 Major existing indices
GDP alone cannot
sufficiently
measure a
country’s
development

Since the early 1990s, there has been a growing consensus among
development specialists that GDP alone was not a sufficient measure of
national development. GDP measures consumption and spending, and does
not distinguish between socially beneficial and harmful forms of
consumption: for example, spending on prisons or mitigation of
environmental degradation would be added to a country’s GDP. It was
thought that more holistic measures and indicators should be developed.

The HDI uses
objective
measures to assess
three areas of
development:
education, health
and income

The UN Development Programme’s Human Development Index (HDI)
emerged from this debate. It aims to objectively measure the basic
dimensions of human development: education, health, and income. 13 A
formula converts the raw statistics into a score between 0 and 1, which
represent minimal and maximal levels of human development,
respectively. 14 Countries are then ranked into 5 categories: “very high”,
“high”, “medium”, “low” and “very low” levels of human development. 15 Its
use of purely objective data, including life expectancy, years of schooling,
and Gross National Income per capita, distinguishes it from more subjective
approaches which may be more culturally biased and less internationally
comparable (see below).
Figure 2: Human Development Index (HDI) (2011)

The UN’s HDI incorporates the domains of income, education and health. Countries are scored between 0
and 1, with 1 representing the highest level of human development, and 0 the lowest. Credit: The Human
Development Report Team, United Nations Development Programme, 2011,
http://hdr.undp.org/en/data/map/
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The HDI excludes
many relevant
factors

However, the HDI has important limitations. By including only three
dimensions, it excludes many other factors which undoubtedly have an
impact on the fulfilment of human potential. (The UN actually publishes data
on a plethora of indicators in its annual Human Development Report; but
only the above mentioned three dimensions go into calculating the HDI.)
The HDI has been found to be empirically uncorrelated with many of these
other important factors; for example, countries which repress women or
certain minority groups may still score highly in terms of income, health, and
education. 16 The UNDP argues that the HDI was never meant to be a single
indicator of every facet of human development, but a simple figure which
unlike GNP, would not be “oblivious of everything other than income and
commodities”. 17
In 2010, the UNDP created three new supplementary indices: an inequalityadjusted HDI which captures “losses in human development due to
inequality in health, education and income”; a Gender Inequality Index,
which estimates “gender disparities in reproductive health, empowerment
and labour market participation”; and a Multidimensional Poverty Index,
which identifies “overlapping deprivations suffered by households in health,
education and living standards.” 18 However, the basic conceptual problem
remains that human opportunity is an abstract concept that can never be
directly measured. Only concrete results may be measured, which may not
always be an accurate proxy of opportunity.

City-level indices
are less prevalent
than country-level
databases

The HDI, as are most development indicators collected by international
organisations, is calculated at the national level. City-level indices and
indicator databases have been less comprehensive and consistent due to the
difficulties of compiling comparable data using the same definitions and
comparable definitions of city boundaries. Two major examples are the UN
Habitat Programme’s Global Urban Indicators Database (GUID), 19 and the
Asia Development Bank’s Cities Data Book. 20
The GUID is concerned with dimensions related to the achievement of the
UN HABITAT Agenda and the Millennium Development Goals for cities. It
therefore focuses principally on developing-country urban issues, such as
slum conditions, sanitation, and basic health and literacy. A range of
indicators are collected from secondary sources for the categories of
housing, infrastructure, health and education, water, waste management,
population, economy and labour, transport, safety, and local government.
As a result, its geographical and chronological coverage is somewhat patchy.
Chinese cities are especially underrepresented in the database. 21
The Asian Development Bank engaged in its own data-gathering exercise at
around the same time, publishing the Cities Data Book: Urban Indicators for
Managing Cities in 2001. 22 This was aimed at collecting internationally
comparable data tailored to the needs of urban policymakers, for research,
policy formulation, monitoring of the development impact of interventions
in the urban sector, comparison of performance between cities, and
improving the efficiency of urban service delivery. 23 It included an enormous
amount of information, with 140 indicators grouped in to 13 categories:
population, migration and urbanization; income disparity, unemployment
and poverty; health and education; urban productivity and competitiveness;
technology and connectivity; housing; urban land; municipal services, urban
environment, urban transport, culture, local government finance, and urban
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governance and management. However, the book has not been updated
since 2001.
The United Nations HABITAT programme created a City Development Index
for the Second United Nations Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat
II) in 1996. It was subsequently by both the UN and the ADB from 1997 to
2001. The CDI was made up of 5 sub-indices: infrastructure, waste, health,
education and city product (the city equivalent of GDP). 24 However, the CDI
does not appear to have been used in the UN’s latest revision of the GUID in
2003.
Table 1: City Development Index Formula
1.

Sub-indices
Infrastructure

Indicators
25 x Water connections + 25 x Sewerage + 25 x Electricity +25
x Telephone

2.

Waste

Wastewater treated x 50 + Formal solid waste disposal x 50

3.

Health

(Life expectancy - 25) x 50/60 +(32 - Child mortality) x
50/31.92

4.

Education

Literacy x 25 + Combined enrolment x 25

5.

City Product

(log City Product - 4.61) x 100/5.99

City Development = (Infrastructure index + Waste index + Education index +
Health index + City Product index) / 5
Note of explanation: The CDI’s five equally-weighted sub-indices are each composed of several
indicators normalized to a value between 0 and 1. This table shows the weightings given to each
indicator, which were decided using a statistical technique called Principal Components Analysis. 25
Source: ADB 26, UN HABITAT 27

The Asian Development Bank also then created a congestion index and a
connectivity index. The congestion index was composed of travel time,
residential density, and city population, favouring smaller dispersed cities
with good transport networks. The connectivity index was composed of
internet connections, corporations, tourism, and flights. 28
Countries
worldwide are
devising their own
indices based on
HDI or other
development
factors

Many individual countries have devised their own indices to track their
own development. Some use a modified HDI, disaggregated by region,
ethnic group and sex (among other categories) in order to gain a finergrained picture. 29 Others have established their own indices to serve not
just as measuring tools but as developmental goals to guide policymakers.
The ways in which they are framed and constructed reflect the values and
priorities of the countries in question.
For example, Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness 30 index is loosely based
on its Buddhist philosophy, which emphasises the interconnectedness of
material, spiritual, environmental and social well-being. One of its
domains, “cultural diversity and resilience”, pertains to the maintenance
of Bhutan’s cultural and religious traditions. 31 Gross National Happiness
has been developed into a national policy tool that requires Bhutanese
policymakers to assess the impact of any policy on every aspect of GNH
before putting it into action. 32
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China’s system of Xiaokang Indicators, adopted in 2000, reflects its
government’s tradition of central planning. 33 In contrast to Bhutan’s focus
on process, China’s xiaokang (小康) system focuses on outcomes. Targets
were set for 23 indicators across 7 dimensions (economic development,
enhanced democracy, advanced science and education, prosperous
culture, harmonious society, higher living standards, more efficient use of
resources and environmental friendliness), and xiaokang will be
considered to be achieved when all goals are met. The indicators reflect
the government’s priorities: for example, the ‘economic development’
goals’ inclusion of R&D expenditure as a percentage of GDP reflects
China’s desire to move up the manufacturing value chain. The ‘social
harmony’ dimension reflects the government’s growing concern about
the impact of inequality on social stability. The emphasis on hard targets
seems to have led to the occasionally questionable use of spending as an
indicator – for example, increased spending on culture, entertainment,
and education is used as a positive indicator of cultural development,
excluding any qualitative assessment or concerns about the affordability
of education.
Country-specific indices from developed countries tend to rely on more
subjective, survey-driven methodologies, reflecting differences in the
nature of quality-of-life aspirations in wealthier societies. Some of these
indices will be examined elsewhere in this paper, notably the Canadian
Index of Well-being, the Australian Unity Index, and the GallupHealthways Well-being Index.
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5.3 Lessons from the international
development approach
The international
development
approach is
practical for diverse
Asian cities at
different levels of
development

International development approaches to well-being and quality of life
may provide a valuable perspective given that Asia varies so greatly in
its level of development. For example, in 2010, Japan was ranked no.
11 on the HDI, with a score of 0.884, while Cambodia was ranked 124
with a score of 0.494. 34 It should be borne in mind that cities at
different levels of development face different challenges. For example,
a developing country city may struggle to provide electricity and clean
water to all its residents, especially those living in temporary slum
settlements. Meanwhile, a developed country city may be dealing with
problems such as unemployment, low educational attainment, and
substance abuse.

Factors become
more value-laden
and subjective for
cities at higher
levels of
development

While the human development approach may provide a unifying
framework for these disparate issues by putting quality of life in terms
of maximising opportunity, many problems remain. For example, how
does one define opportunity? It is easy to agree that people who lack
adequate food, clean water, housing, and access to basic medical care
will have few opportunities in life. However, in more developed
societies, even people whose basic needs are met may still experience
a lack of opportunity due to less easily quantifiable factors such as
discrimination, family breakdown, and social exclusion. Moreover, at
so-called higher levels of development, the further enhancement of
human potential becomes more value-laden and subjective. 35 Value
judgements must be made on whether phenomena such as rising car
ownership or urban redevelopment are positive or negative.
Given the great diversity of Asian cities, it would be challenging to
create a uniform index that is sensitive to challenges faced at all
different levels of economic development. A preliminary survey to find
out what issues are important to different cities’ residents would be
helpful to inform the index design process.
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6

The City Competition
Approach
6.1 Concepts

The City
Competition
approach aims to
uncover the best
places for
expatriates to live

Many well-known indicators of urban liveability published by consultancy
firms and magazines, such as the Mercer Quality of Living Survey, the
Economist Intelligence Unit’s Liveability Rankings, Monocle’s Most
Liveable Cities Index, and Rand McNally’s Places Rated Almanac (USspecific) can all be categorised under the city-competitiveness approach.
This is because although they differ in methodology and chosen
indicators, they are aimed at answering the question “Where is the best
place for nationally or globally mobile talent to live?”
Figure 3: London's cafe culture (left) and its culture scene (right)

The city competitiveness approach focuses on the ability of cities to attract internationally mobile
talent. London’s café culture and its cultural scene are thought to make it a more desirable place to
live. Credits: Mike Smith, 2007 and Ewan Munro, 2009 above and right respectively, Wikimedia
Commons

Liveable cities can
market themselves
as attractive places
to do business and
work
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In the city competitiveness approach, quality of life and liveability are
seen as elements of a city’s economic competitiveness. Cities are viewed
as competing with one another on the global stage to attract investors
and highly skilled workers, and liveability is seen as an important way in
which cities can market themselves as attractive places to do business and
to work. 36 Liveability indices play a role in facilitating this process. Some
indices, such as Mercer’s, are specifically designed to assist multinational
corporations in setting pay packages for expatriate employees in various
corners of the globe: employees being posted to less liveable places
receive higher wages as compensation for hardship. 37 Survey results often
receive plenty of media attention, and are therefore seized upon by city
governments as a promotional tool. 38

This means that
lifestyle factors
become important
for a city’s quality
of life

The city competitiveness approach has become influential amongst urban
policymakers due to globalisation, which has pressured city governments
to become increasingly responsive to the needs of internationally mobile
capital and labour. One influential idea is Richard Florida’s “Creative
Cities” theory, which argues that the most successful cities are the ones
which are able to attract young, dynamic, highly-skilled workers in
“science and engineering, architecture and design, education, arts, music,
and entertainment, whose economic function is to create new ideas, new
technology, and/or new creative content”. 39 In order to do so, cities must
offer an attractive environment to such workers, not only in terms of job
availability and housing, but in culture and entertainment.
Quality of life and well-being then become essentially about lifestyle,
focusing on the attributes of a place that would enable the target
population to live in their preferred manner. This approach tailors quality
of life considerations to the needs and tastes of a fairly narrow band of
the socio-economic spectrum, while the poor, the elderly, the unskilled,
and the economically inactive are downplayed or excluded. Problems and
conflicts caused by inequality are de-emphasised. 40 Residents are viewed
as consumers shopping for a place to live, rather than as citizens with a
long-term stake in their city.

6.2 Major existing indices
There are many competitiveness-oriented liveability indices published by
consultancies and magazines. This section does not contain a
comprehensive list, but focuses on three of the most well known ones in
order to highlight common themes. These are the Mercer Quality of Living
Survey, the Economist Intelligence Unit’s Liveability Rankings, and
Monocle’s Most Liveable Cities Index.
Index
methodologies
vary, using
surveys,
econometric data
or expert opinions

The three indices vary in aims, scope, and methodology. Mercer’s index is
intended specifically to assist in the relocation of expatriates, and is based
on a questionnaire on qualitative perceptions of living conditions. 41 The
EIU’s index can also be used for expatriate relocation, but also claims to
have broader applicability, for example in gauging a city’s general level of
development. It is primarily based on the judgement of in-house and onlocation experts, supplemented in places by econometric data from the
World Bank. Both Mercer and the EIU claim that their methodology is
objective and allows direct comparisons to be made between cities. They
try to foster an image of expert credibility as their findings are promoted
to corporations as a basis for making human resources decisions.
Monocle’s index is intended primarily for entertainment purposes, and
uses a looser, more subjective, and more openly value-driven
methodology.
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The tables below show the selected indicators:
Table 2: Mercer’s Quality of Living Survey
Domain

Indicators

1.

Political and Social
Environment

Relationship with other countries, internal stability, crime, law
enforcement, ease of entry and exit

2.

Economic
Environment

Currency exchange regulations, banking services

3.

Socio-Cultural
Environment

Limitation on personal freedom, media and censorship

4.

Medical and Health
Considerations

Hospital services, medical supplies, infectious diseases, water
portability, sewage, waste removal, air pollution, trouble and
destructive animals and insects.

5.

Schools and
Education

Schools

6.

Natural Environment

Climate, record of natural disasters

7.

Public Services and
Transport

Electricity, water availability, telephone, mail, public transport,
traffic congestion, airport

8.

Recreation

Variety of restaurants, theatrical and musical performances,
cinemas, sport and leisure activities

9.

Consumer goods

Meat and fish, fruits and vegetables, daily consumption items,
alcoholic beverages, automobiles

10. Housing

Housing, household appliances and furniture, household
maintenance and repair

Source: Mercer 42

Table 3: Economist Intelligence Unit Liveability Rankings
Domain

Indicators

1.

Stability (weight:
25%)

Prevalence of petty crime, prevalence of violent crime, threat
of terror, threat of military conflict, threat of civil
unrest/conflict

2.

Health care (weight:
20%)

Availability of private health care, quality of private health
care, availability of public health care, quality of public health
care, availability of over-the-counter drugs, general health
care indicators

3.

Culture and
environment (weight:
25%)

Humidity/temperature rating, discomfort of climate to
travellers, level of corruption, social or religious restrictions,
level of censorship, sporting availability, cultural availability,
food and drink, consumer goods and services

4.

Education (weight:
10%)

Availability of private education, quality of private education,
public education indicators

5.

Infrastructure
(weight: 20%)

Quality of road network, quality of public transport, quality of
international links, availability of good quality housing, quality
of water provision, quality of telecommunications

Source: EIU 43
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Table 4: Monocle Top 25 Most Liveable Cities
Domain

Indicators

1.

Population

Population size

2.

Crime

Murders, domestic break-ins, emergency services

3.

Climate

Sunshine, temperatures

4.

Business environment

How easy is it to start a business? Unemployment rate

5.

Connectivity

International flights, public transport, wired (wi-fi
accessibility), electric car charging points, cycling, local media,
international media

6.

and education

State education, medical care

7.

Lifestyle

Drinking and shopping, tolerance, culture, chain test (number
of Starbucks and H&M branches in the city)

8.

Environment

Green space, access to nature, environmental initiatives/issues

Source: Monocle 44

However, they share similarities in that they define quality of life as a
lifestyle issue. Mercer ranks its cities using New York City as a baseline; a
higher score than NYC means that an expatriate moving there from NYC
ought to experience an improvement in living conditions, and a lower
score means that the expatriate will experience a decline in living
conditions.45 It is even designed so that an expatriate’s hardship premium
will be calculated relative to the employee’s home country, so that
someone moving from Vancouver to Jakarta might receive a higher
premium than someone relocating from Shanghai. 46 The EIU’s scores are
to quantify the “challenges that might be presented to an individual's
lifestyle in any given location”, with 1 representing “intolerable”
conditions, and 100 representing “ideal” conditions. 47 Monocle’s
approach appears overtly value-driven, focusing on factors which its
editors believe make a city both amenable and interesting. Monocle gives
higher scores to cities with good public transportation infrastructure
(especially bicycle networks), high quality education and health care, a
green environment, and a socially liberal atmosphere. 48
The indices aimed at
affluent knowledge
workers from
developed countries

The three indices focus mainly on the availability, access, and efficiency of
delivery of selected goods, services, and amenities to the target audience.
They are less interested in the quality of experience, the satisfaction of
the residents, 49 or even how well the population is faring as a whole. The
selected factors clearly reflect the priorities of a specific audience.
Categories such as “discomfort of climate to travellers” or “availability of
consumer goods” are evidently aimed at affluent knowledge workers
from developed countries with temperate climates.

Key indicators
relate to access to
goods, services and
amenities

Even in the category of political stability and security, which at first glance
seems like a universal concern, an external orientation is evident. While
there are categories for the prevalence of crime, the threat of war or
terror, the prevalence of corruption, and the presence of media
censorship, there is no category for governmental transparency or civic
participation. Because the target audience is assumed to be transient,
there is no need for them to engage in the politics of their host city.
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6.3 Lessons from the competitive city
approach
The city
competitiveness
approach raises
the question:
“quality of life for
whom?”

The competitive city approach to liveability demonstrates the extent to
which terms like liveability and quality of life do not have universally agreed
meanings and are highly dependent on context and aims. It should not be
assumed that different quality of life indices are comparable; Mercer’s
quality of life index measures something very different from the UN’s HDI.
The city-competitiveness approach raises the question of “quality of life for
whom?”. It is not the case that everyone has the same priorities. For
example, one focus group study in Lancashire, Britain identified two groups
of people who felt alienated by the definition of “quality of life” used by the
researchers. One group was young men, who were more interested in
immediate gratification (e.g. drinking and entertainment) than in long-term
well-being (e.g. health and environmental quality). Another group was the
unemployed, who thought that the gap between their own situation and the
ideals implied by the term “quality of life” was so large as to make the term
depressingly irrelevant. 50
It is also easy to incorrectly assume that the factors that make a city highly
liveable to some groups will benefit everyone. What is good for some people
can be bad for others. In the 1990s, Austin, Texas developed a successful
high-technology sector and became an attractive place for highly-skilled tech
workers. The city authorities channelled this growth into revitalising the city
centre, which created the sort of cultural scene and night life that affluent
residents enjoyed. However, this came at the expense of rising inequality,
the dismantling of established communities and the reduction of the supply
of affordable housing in the metropolitan area. 51

Inequality exist not
only between
cities, but also
within cities
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This raises a challenge for an Asian cities index. Not only is there inequality
between cities, there is also inequality within cities. This must be taken into
account if the index aims to capture the quality of life of all citizens and not
just a small section. This may be easier said than done: simply including a
measure of inequality within a basket of indicators, or selecting a range of
indicators reflecting issues salient to different demographic groups, may still
obscure a dynamic where the well-being of different groups is in conflict.
Researchers should remain aware of the limitations of their methodology.

7

City Planning Approaches
7.1 Concepts

The focus of the
city planning
approach is on the
quality of the built
environment

City planning approaches to quality of life, well-being, and liveability focus
specifically on the quality of the urban environment. They differ from the
competitive cities and human development approaches in that the focus is
not on lifestyle or on the population’s performance along measures of
income, health or education etc., but on the structure and quality of the
built environment itself. Planners deal with a range of scales, from regional
development involving land use, transport, and infrastructure, to intimate
neighbourhood design.

It is informed by
intellectual
movements that
have influenced
urban planning in
the last century

There have been many different schools of thought about what makes a
liveable city, and it has been pointed out that these ideas tend to be
visionary and extremely difficult to evaluate empirically. 52 Planners must
deal with political, social, and economic constraints, and are seldom able to
fully implement their visions. Moreover, real cities do not offer the
opportunity to run the same experiment twice, so it is hard to discern
exactly why a plan has failed or succeeded. Prior evaluation is not always
possible either, as stakeholders cannot predict how a plan will turn out
before it is implemented, and often resist radically innovative ideas. 53
Therefore, urban planning ideas tend to shift and evolve based on historical
experience and ideological trends. Aesthetic preferences have also played a
role, particularly in the sub-field of urban design. The Garden City
Movement, Modernism, Post-Modernism, New Urbanism, and New
Regionalism are just some of the intellectual movements that have
influenced urban planning over the last century.
Much current thinking on urban liveability has been strongly influenced by
common experiences of many cities in the global North during the 19th and
20th centuries. In the 19th century, the Industrial Revolution caused massive
rural-to-urban migration, resulting in problems of pollution, overcrowding,
congestion, disease, and sanitation in European and North American cities.
The second half of the 20th century saw the decline of many urban centres
due to suburbanisation and deindustrialisation, which resulted in stark
spatial inequalities and inner-city crime. In the last two decades, some urban
centres have been revitalised, prompting debates about gentrification.
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Figure 4: Aerial photo over Arbour Lake, Calgary and Alberta

Many western intellectual movements in urban planning during the latter half of the 20th century
developed in reaction to the common experience of urban sprawl in cities across Europe and North
America. This aerial photo over Arbour Lake, Calgary, Alberta shows a typical North American pattern of
low-density car-dependent suburban residential development. Credit: Qyd, 2007, Wikimedia Commons

Urban planning
strategies arose
out of a need to
reduce the
negative impact of
automobilecentred urban
sprawl

This history has shaped the list of factors commonly cited by planners as
important elements of urban quality: liveability, character, connection,
mobility (including walkability), personal freedom and diversity. 54 For
example, concerns about preserving the character of cities arose from the
destruction of many historical neighbourhoods in urban renewal campaigns
of the 1960s. Urban planners’ emphasis on improving public transportation,
bicycle access, and neighbourhood walkability was a direct response to the
perceived negative impacts of automobile-centred urban sprawl. Concerns
about freedom and diversity grew as a result of socio-spatial segregation,
exemplified by the rising popularity of gated communities as secure enclaves
for the affluent.

Asian cities require
a different
approach to urban
planning

While the qualities sought by urban planners and designers may be
universally relevant, especially since globalisation has influenced urban
planning, development and architecture all over the world, it is worth
remembering that these ideas arose in a particular context, and that the
recent development trajectories of many Asian cities has been significantly
different. For example, some argue that Asian urban sprawl exhibits
fundamentally different dynamics than that in the global North. 55 Asia’s
inter-urban transport corridors are characterised by patches of built-up
zones interspersed with rural areas, which geographers call “desakota”,
using a combination of the Bahasa Indonesian words for “village” and
“town”. These are not formed by urban commuter belts extending into the
countryside, but by a gradual conversion of densely populated agricultural
areas to non-agricultural activities. 56 This means that even though rural-tourban migration is occurring, many rural Asians do not have to move very far
to become part of the urban economy. The city comes to them.
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Figure 5: A garbage dump in Jakarta

Informal settlements, which are a result of rapid rural-urban migration, are a common feature of urban
life in less-developed countries. This photo was taken near the East Cinipang garbage dump in Jakarta.
Due to Asia’s wide range of economic development, its cities face very different sets of urban planning
problems. Credit: Jonathan McIntosh, 2004, Wikimedia Commons

7.2 Major existing indices
There are few
accepted indices in
city planning to
compare the
quality of built
environments
internationally

While there are many well-known indices ranking various aspects of urban
development, economic performance and prominence, lifestyle, population
characteristics, and ecological impact etc., there are extremely few accepted
indices in city planning to compare the quality of built environments at the
international level. This is likely due to the heterogeneity and subjectivity of
the urban planning field, with its competing schools of thought on what
makes a good city. For example, while the philosophy of “smart growth”
which emphasises compact, walkable, public transport-oriented development
has gained influence in many urban planning circles, it also has fierce critics
who argue that it promotes artificial nostalgia, interferes with the free
market, and unnecessarily raises the cost of housing. The free-market US
think tank Demographia (which recently published a much debated
international survey of housing affordability) 57 favours car travel as a way of
promoting personal choice and economic productivity, and argues that public
investment in commuter rail is almost always financially unjustifiable. 58

Little agreement
exist amongst
planners about
what and how to
compare

The relative dearth of internationally applicable and recognised planning
indices may also reflect the local scale at which planners work. Planners
usually work for city and regional governments, each with their own policies,
practices, and local concerns, which makes it difficult to compare different
built environments or even to agree on what should be evaluated, or how.
What exists are a number of tools to evaluate built environments along
specific dimensions defined as important by policymakers, such as pedestrian
friendliness and environmental sustainability. Instead of comparing cities with
one another, these usually operate at a smaller scale, to help practicing
planners assess neighbourhoods that are being built or improved.
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The approach
seldom compares
cities, but rather at
the neighbourhood
level

Many of these assessment tools rely on observational surveys of an area’s
physical characteristics by trained staff. For example, the LEED for
Neighbourhood Development, 59 offered by the United States Green Building
Council, is a certification system that assesses neighbourhoods according to
prerequisites based on smart growth principles. A neighbourhood obtains
points for each criterion on the checklist that it manages to fulfil, and is
granted certification with silver, gold or platinum rankings depending on its
final score.
Similarly, the Pedestrian Environmental Quality Index, developed by the San
Francisco Department of Public Health, 60 scores streets in San Francisco
along a range of indicators in the categories of intersection safety, traffic,
street design, perceived safety and land use. The scoring is carried out by
trained observers, and the indicators are weighted based on prior surveys
on the importance of various factors in promoting pedestrian activity.

Evaluations of built
environment may
test pedestrian
perceptions or
seek to quantify
different street
configurations

Other methods of evaluating built environments range from the intuitive to
the highly technical. On the intuitive side, Kevin Lynch’s urban design ideas
are based on understanding how people perceive urban environments. This
is done by asking pedestrians to draw mental maps of a neighbourhood or
city. Lynch argues that people consistently understand their environments
through five elements, including edges, paths, districts, nodes, and
landmarks. Such “legibility maps” are a common tool used by urban
designers in evaluating urban environments.
At the other end of the spectrum are studies evaluating the walkability,
permeability and accessibility of neighbourhoods using technical forms of
network analysis. They quantify, based on the configuration of streets and
paths, how easy it is to reach each part of an area from every other part of
the area. 61 High levels of accessibility are equated with higher levels of
pedestrian-friendliness, and hence liveability.
A commercialised example of a walkability scoring service can be found at
www.walkscore.com. The website enables users to enter their own address
and calculate a walkability score for their own neighbourhood, using an
algorithm that calculates walking distances to various amenities such as
grocery stores, shops, restaurants, coffee shops, parks, schools,
entertainment, books and banks. A score of between 0 and 100 is
generated, with 100 indicating ideal walking conditions, and 0 indicating
complete car dependence. The algorithm relies on data provided by other
websites, including business listings on Google and Localeze, road network
and park data from Open Street Map, school data from education.com, and
public transport data from over 200 public transport agencies, so its
reliability depends on the comprehensiveness of said databases. 62
Walkscore also publishes annual walkability rankings for 50 US cities.
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7.3 Lessons from city planning approaches
The physical layout
and structure of
cities are
important
influencers of
urban life

In the field of city planning, there is little consensus on what policies make a
liveable, high-quality built environment. Hence, there are no generally
accepted indices of urban quality. However, there are many scoring and
ranking tools to evaluate urban areas from specific perspectives. While most
of these are aimed at assessing neighbourhoods rather than comparing
cities to one another, and while it may not be very practical to apply their
methodologies to a well-being index for Asian cities, they do offer a
reminder that the physical design of cities is an important dimension in
addition to the more abstract social, economic and environmental aspects of
urban life. City planning approaches focus on the physical layout and
structure of cities, which can be overlooked when dealing primarily in
abstract econometric figures and survey data.
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8

Satisfaction Research
Approaches
8.1 Concepts

This approach
defines quality of
life as subjective
well-being

Satisfaction research defines quality of life differently from the approaches
examined previously. Instead of trying to measure the objective
performance of a population or city, satisfaction research defines quality of
life as a subjective sense of well-being. Typically, surveys are conducted to
assess respondents’ self-reported well-being. Some studies are concerned
with tracking respondents’ current emotional state (happiness), while others
ask respondents to evaluate their overall life satisfaction.

However, people’s
perceptions may
be at odds with
their actual life
situation

There is some debate over whether objective or subjective measures should
be used to measure quality of life. A subjective view of well-being is valuable
in that it examines the quality of people’s experiences. When combined with
information about respondents’ values, experiences, and backgrounds, it
can also allow researchers to discover people’s priorities. However,
proponents of hard indicators argue that perceptions do not always match
up to actual life situations. Deprived people may be unaware of the extent
of their own deprivation, while those living in relative comfort may
nevertheless feel dissatisfied. Moreover, people may feel dissatisfied with
specific aspects of their surroundings (for example, the current
unemployment rate, air pollution), without these things having a significant
impact on their satisfaction with their lives as a whole. This is because
intrinsic personal factors which have nothing to do with living conditions,
such as age, ethnicity, gender, and personality also plays an important
role. 63

People have a
baseline level of
happiness –
positive life events
can only improve
happiness
temporarily

There is also the complex question of the degree to which people evaluate
their lives based on objective conditions (liveability theory), or based on
relative comparisons with other people’s lives or their past experience
(comparison theory). 64 Research on adaptation suggests that most people
experience a baseline level of happiness throughout most of their lives, and
while positive or negative life events may shift it, the effect is temporary and
their happiness level returns to normal (or close to normal) after they have
become accustomed to their new circumstances. 65 This has important
implications for policymakers: if relative changes affect satisfaction more
than absolute conditions, citizens may never become permanently more
satisfied because their expectations will adapt to improved conditions. For
example, while satisfaction tends to increase with income, there is also
some evidence showing that people adapt emotionally to increases in
income within four years, so raising GDP would not increase life satisfaction
permanently. 66
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Cultural norms
also affect
subjective
satisfaction levels

This also complicates attempts to compare satisfaction levels in different
cities or countries, as it cannot be assumed that differences in subjective
satisfaction are due to differences in objective quality of life. There is some
evidence that cultural norms affect reported levels of satisfaction. It has
been found that Latin nations (South and Central America, Spain), whose
cultures place a high value on positive emotions, tend to report higher levels
of happiness than would be expected for their level of income. On the other
hand, Confucian cultures (Japan, Korea, China), which view negative
emotions as also valuable, tend to report lower levels of satisfaction. 67
The apparent conflict between objective and subjective indicators has made
for a bountiful research topic. The satisfaction research literature has
investigated the correlation between a wide range of objective variables and
subjective well-being. Some of the variables which have been studied
include: 68
•
•
•
•
•
•

Personal characteristics: age, ethnicity, gender, personality
Socially-developed characteristics: education, health, type of work,
and unemployment
How people spend their time: working, commuting, caring for
others, exercising, and engaging in religious activities
Attitudes and beliefs towards the self, others, and life: attitudes
towards one’s own circumstances, social trust, political persuasion,
and relationships
Personal relationships: marriage, having children, seeing family and
friends
Wider economic, social and political environment: income
inequality, inflation, welfare system and public insurance, degree of
democracy, climate and natural environment, safety and deprivation
of the area, and urbanisation.

8.2 Major existing indices
There have been innumerable studies and indices focusing on subjective
well-being. This paper will focus on two major international surveys as
examples.

8.2.1 Gallup World Path
A global survey of
personal and social
well-being

Gallup conducts several polls that assess various aspects of life satisfaction.
Of these, the Gallup World Path: Macroeconomics poll is the most extensive.
It is conducted in over 150 countries, and is comprised of 19 indices grouped
into 7 categories related to personal and social well-being (see table on page
24).
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It builds a broad,
multi-dimensional
picture of wellbeing beyond
personal life
satisfaction

The questions do not all measure well-being in the same way. Some
questions ask respondents to evaluate their satisfaction (“Are you satisfied
or dissatisfied with the job you do?). Others ask about day-to-day emotions
(“Did you feel well-rested yesterday?”). Still others ask about respondents’
actual experiences (“Have there been times in the past 12 months when you
did not have enough money to buy food that you or your family needed?”).
Some questions evaluate personal satisfaction, while others ask respondents
to evaluate some aspect of their community (e.g. transportation
infrastructure, health services, corruption). This builds a broader, multidimensional picture of well-being that goes beyond personal life
satisfaction. However, it also means that the results for different types of
questions are not directly comparable to one another. Gallup scores each
subcategory index on a scale of 0 to 100, but in some cases a high score is
positive, while in others it is negative. 69

Gallup claims the
seven categories
provide a
framework for
communities to
follow in order to
thrive

Gallup claims that its World Path poll facilitates “continuous monitoring and
improvement” in well-being by highlighting “the link between every
resident's individual contribution and the community's or country's overall
success”. Gallup further argues that communities must create conditions of
well-being in order to “attract the best talent and promote quality GDP
growth”. The seven categories make up a framework that Gallup’s
researchers believe “communities must follow in order to thrive”. 70 Gallup
therefore justifies its approach from a city competition point of view, and
assumes that there is a close relationship between subjective well-being and
quality GDP growth. (Gallup does not define “quality GDP growth”).
However, the evidence is mixed.

Richer countries
tend to be more
satisfied, but
health and life
satisfactions are
not correlated

Gallup’s own study did find a clear relationship between a country’s
absolute GDP per capita and subjective life satisfaction, 71 with people in
richer countries saying they were more satisfied than people in poorer
countries. 72 This is largely consistent with previous research (although it
shows a stronger effect amongst the higher-income countries than previous
studies), and suggests that people use international comparisons when
asked to rate their lives against best and worst possible scenarios. However,
Gallup’s study also paradoxically found a negative relationship between the
rate of GDP growth and subjective life-satisfaction, which contradicts the
majority of previous research. 73 Furthermore, the study found no
relationship between life and health satisfaction, and actual health metrics
such as life expectancy, infant mortality, and HIV infection rates. People in
countries with worse objective health indicators sometimes expressed a
higher satisfaction with their own health, and a higher level of confidence in
their country’s medical system. Their assessments appeared to be more
influenced by recent changes in health rather than in absolute health
conditions.
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Table 5: Gallup World Path: Macroeconomics Poll
Domain

Sub-indices

Polling question topics

1. Law and Order

Law and Order Index

Asks about perceptions and experiences of crime and safety.

2. Food and Shelter

Food and Shelter Index

Asks whether respondents were able to provide adequate food and
shelter for their families in the last 12 months.

3. Institutions and
Infrastructure:

4. Good Jobs

5. Well-being

6. Brain Gain

7. Beyond the path

Community Basics Index

Asks about satisfaction with community infrastructure, including
health care, education, roads, public transport, air and water
quality, quality of housing, and physical beauty of the environment.

National Infrastructure
Index

Asks about confidence in the judiciary, military, national
government, and honesty of elections.

Youth Development
Index

Youth development index: asks about satisfaction with education
system, respect towards children, and opportunities for growth.

Communications Index

Communications index: asks whether respondents have access to a
telephone, mobile phone, television, and internet.

Good Jobs Index

Asks about employment status, and perceptions about job
availability and creation in respondent’s area.

Work Question Series

Asks about job satisfaction.

Personal Economy Index

Personal economy index: asks about satisfaction with personal
standard of living, perceptions of economic conditions and job
availability in respondent’s area.

Personal Health Index

Personal health index: satisfaction with health, experience of
negative feelings and emotions.

Social network index:

Social network index: Asks about respondents’ social support
network of family and friends.

Citizen Engagement
Index:

Citizen engagement index: Asks about whether respondents have
engaged in a range of civic activities.

Life Evaluation Index

Life evaluation index: Asks respondents to evaluate their current
and predicted future lives on a scale of 0-10.

Positive Experience
Index:

Positive experience index: Asks respondents whether they have had
a range of positive feelings or experiences during the day.

Negative Experience
Index

Negative experience index: Asks respondents whether they have
had a range of negative feelings or experiences during the day.

Community Attachment
Index:

Asks about respondents’ satisfaction with their city or area, and
whether they would recommend their area to others as a place to
live.

Diversity Index:

Measures perceptions of community’s acceptance of minority
groups.

Religiosity Index

Asks about respondents’ religious activities and practices.

Corruption Index

Asks about perceptions of the prevalence of corruption in
government and business.

Source: Gallup 74
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8.2.2 New Economics Foundation: National Accounts of Well-being
Focuses on
individual
assessment of
personal and social
well-being

Another major international survey of subjective well-being (albeit for
European countries only) is done by the New Economic Foundation. 75 So far,
the only data available is for 2006-07. Like the Gallup poll, the NEF seeks to
measure multiple dimensions of personal and social well-being. Unlike
Gallup, it focuses on individuals’ assessments of their own personal lives and
social relationships, and does not ask them to evaluate their communities,
social institutions or living environment. The domains are listed in table 6.
Table 6: New Economics Foundation National Accounts of Well-being
Domain

Indicators

1. Individual Well-being

Emotional well-being (positive feelings, absence of negative
feelings); Satisfying life;
Vitality;
Resilience and self-esteem (self-esteem, resilience, optimism);
and
Positive functioning (competence, autonomy, engagement,
meaning and purpose)

2. Social Well-being

Supportive relationships;
Trust and belonging

3. Well-being at Work

Well-being at work

Source: NEF 76

It utilises a range
of questions to
capture the
totality of life
satisfaction

The NEF also chose a different approach to measuring well-being than
previous studies. Most past studies focused on looking for the correlation
between some objective factor (such as GDP, hours worked, or religiosity),
and life satisfaction, which was measured by a single question asking
respondents to evaluate their lives as a whole. The NEF argues that a single
question does not adequately capture the totality of life satisfaction,
because people tend to interpret the question as referring to conventional,
status-oriented dimensions of success, such as their income and housing
rather than on intangibles such as emotional health and personal
relationships.77 Therefore, the NEF survey asks a range of questions about
individual, social and work satisfaction to acquire a more complex and
nuanced picture of subjective well-being. It can be argued that the NEF’s
approach merely shows the biases of the researchers – they have decided
that emotional health and personal relationships are more important than
survey respondents seem to think they are when asked a single question
about their life satisfaction. Yet all indices reflect the priorities and values of
the authors, simply through the choice of what to measure and how to
measure it.

The components of
individual and
social well-being
are designed for
policymakers to
see how they
change over time

The National Accounts of Well-being survey is specifically targeted at
policymakers, as the NEF argues that alternative measures of progress to
GDP are needed, and that policymakers should be focusing on maximising
happiness rather than wealth. In this regard, the separation of individual and
social well-being into various components is meant to help policymakers see
how policies affect different aspects of well-being over time. To this end, all
its scores are standardised to their deviation from the mean: All of the subindices are scaled from 0 to 10, with 0 representing the minimum, 10 the
maximum, and 5 representing the European mean. 78 This enables
comparisons across categories. For example, if a country scores a 6 in
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emotional well-being but only 4 in vitality, then this means that it is doing
better than average in the former but below average in the latter. However,
this also means that the scores are only meaningful in relative terms rather
than according to some absolute scale of satisfaction. For example, if
Europeans in general are very satisfied with their personal relationships, a
country where people are only “quite satisfied” will score below average.

8.3 Lessons from the life satisfaction
approach
This approach
uncovers the
different priorities
and spark dialogue
amongst Asians in
different cities

Life satisfaction research enables researchers to find out how people feel
about their lives and communities. This does not necessarily have a close
relationship with objective indicators such as wealth, educational
attainment, and health. Both objective and subjective indicators have a
valuable role to play, and the challenge is in finding a way to integrate them
that is meaningful and conceptually sound.
Many indices incorporate subjective measures into mostly objective data in
an ad-hoc manner. For example, the health domain of the Canadian Index of
Well-being includes self-rated health and satisfaction with health services
alongside objective data such as rates of smoking, depression and
diabetes. 79 Simply bundling subjective and objective measures into one
aggregate index might blur complex and possibly non-linear relationships
between the two.
If the purpose of a proposed Asian cities index is to spark dialogue within
and among Asian cities about their performance and challenges, the index
should incorporate the subjective perceptions of their citizens. One possible
way to utilise subjective data is to explore how citizens of different cities
prioritise various dimensions of urban performance. One established
strategy is to explore correlations between satisfaction and objective
performance in order to find out which dimensions actually have the
greatest effect on subjective well-being. This may produce results that differ
from people’s stated priorities, which are more prone to be influenced by
media coverage of current events.
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9

Health-based approaches
9.1 Concepts

Health approaches
encompass
mental, social, as
well as physical
well-being

There is a large literature in the fields of medicine, psychology, and public
health that deals with well-being in terms of health. The World Health
Organization’s constitution defines health as “a state of complete physical,
mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or
infirmity”. 80 In this regard, it is very similar to subjective well-being.
Health approaches deal with a broad range of questions: for example,
medical sociology seeks to understand social health problems such as drug
abuse and suicide through quality of life studies that encompass mental and
social as well as physical well-being. Disability studies focus on the extent to
which society successfully integrates the disabled. Public health investigates
the influence of ethnicity, gender, and socio-economic status on quality of
life and health outcomes. Medicine concentrates on disease management in
terms of maintaining patients’ quality of life, rather than merely treating
symptoms, while psychology investigates subjective well-being as both a
state of being and a personal trait. Positive psychology, in particular, seeks
to enhance human fulfilment and happiness. 81

Income inequality
affects personal
health and social
dysfunctions

Health-based approaches need not focus only on individual health. For
example, the groundbreaking study The Spirit Level: Why Greater Equality
Makes Societies Stronger by epidemiologists Richard Wilkinson and Kate
Pickett looked at the relationship between income inequality and broad
measures of well-being, encompassing both personal health and social
dysfunction, such as violent crime, teenage pregnancy, incarceration rates
and social mobility. 82 Their health-based approach is evident in their
explanatory framework, as they try to explain the impact of inequality on
social dysfunction in terms of the physiological and psychological stresses
placed on individuals when living in highly unequal societies.

Environmental
quality related to
liveability also
influence health

While most health-based studies do not focus heavily on liveability, some
studies do treat environmental quality as a factor influencing health. Health
and liveability have a complex relationship, and researchers have
conceptualised the connection in a number of subtly different ways. In some
models, health is treated as one indicator of liveability, while others treat
environmental quality as one of the determinants of health. Others models
treat health and liveability as separate but interacting variables, both of
which are aspects of quality of life. 83
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9.2 Major existing indices
A multitude of
indicators are used
rather than a
single measure of a
population’s
health

There is a huge number of health-based quality of life indices, most of which
are intended for specialised use, e.g. to gauge the recovery of patients after
specific illnesses, or to measure the quality of life of specific groups of
people such as the disabled or the elderly. The Australian Centre on Quality
of Life at Deakin University has compiled a list of several hundred
measurement tools of use to researchers across a variety of health-related
disciplines. 84
At a more general level, the World Health Organization’s Global Health
Observatory compiles a database of global health statistics, covering
mortality and burden of diseases, non-communicable and infectious
diseases, health systems, environmental health, violence and injuries,
equality, and the Millennium Development Goals (child nutrition and health,
maternal and reproductive health, immunisation, HIV/AIDs, tuberculosis,
malaria, neglected diseases, water and sanitation). 85
The WHO does not have a health equivalent of the HDI, and uses no single
figure to express the health of a population. Rather, there are a number of
indicators commonly used by global health experts, including life expectancy
at birth, infant and child mortality, and morbidity. 86 These basic measures
give a general picture of the populations’ overall physical health, but do not
reveal the physical, mental or social reasons for good or poor health. For
example, life expectancy is affected by diverse factors including nutrition,
sanitation, access to health care, violence, environmental quality, and
economic stressors. Two other common measures, disability adjusted life
years (DALY) 87 and quality adjusted life years (QALY), 88 attempt to combine
both quantity and quality of life by adjusting for life years lost due to
disease, disability, and premature mortality.
Below, we will look at two health-based attempts to measure well-being in a
more holistic way.

9.2.1 Gallup-Healthways Well-being Index
A US-based index
that takes a
holistic view of
health

The Gallup-Healthways Well-being Index attempts to compile a more
detailed but more subjective assessment of Americans’ health through
frequent rolling polls. Its stated aim is to provide information to improve
Americans’ health, increase productivity, and lower health care costs. 89
However, it is debatable how strong a relationship there is between
Americans’ self-reported health and actual health care expenditures or
economic productivity.
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The poll is tailored
to the US context
with concerns
about healthcare
access, fresh foods,
and lifestyleinduced illnesses

The poll attempts to take a holistic view of health, covering physical and
emotional health, access to health resources, healthy behaviour, work
environment and life evaluation. The domains are tailored to the US context.
For example, the inclusion of colds, flu and headaches as separate subindicators show that this is not a population where fatal infectious diseases
are a major problem. The inclusion of healthy eating, exercise, and obesity
similarly reflect US concerns about chronic lifestyle-induced illnesses. The
questions about affordable fruits and vegetables, as well as access to health
insurance, also reflect the fact that fresh foods often cost more than
processed foods and the absence of universal health coverage in the US.

Table 7: Domains of the Gallup-Healthways Well-being Index
Domains

Indicators

1.

Life
Evaluation

Based on the Cantril Ladder scale, the Life Evaluation Index includes a
self-evaluation of two items (present life situation and anticipated life
situation five years from now) using the Cantril Self-Anchoring Striving
Scale with steps from 0 to 10, where "0" represents the worst possible
life and "10" represents the best possible life.

2.

Emotional
Health

This measures respondents’ daily emotional experiences, including
smiling or laughter, being treated with respect, enjoyment, happiness,
worry, sadness, anger, learning or doing something interesting, and
depression.

3.

Physical
Health

The Physical Health Index includes nine indicators: sick days in the
past month, disease burden, health problems that get in the way of
normal activities, obesity, feeling well-rested, energy, colds, flu and
headaches.

4.

Healthy
Behaviour

The Healthy Behaviour Index measures lifestyle habits that have
established relationships to health outcomes. It includes four
indicators: smoking, eating healthily, weekly consumption of fruits and
vegetables, and weekly exercise frequency.

5.

Work
Environment

The Work Environment Index measures Americans’ perceptions of
their work environment and includes four indicators: job satisfaction,
the ability to use one’s strengths at work, treatment by one’s
supervisor, and an open and trusting work environment.

Basic Access

The Basic Access Index measures Americans' access to necessities
crucial to high well-being and includes 13 indicators: satisfaction with
the community or area, satisfaction with the community or area,
improvement in the area as a place to live, clean water, medicine, a
safe place to exercise, affordable fruits and vegetables, feeling safe
walking alone at night, enough money for food, enough money for
shelter, enough money for health care, recent visit to a dentist, and
access to a doctor.

6.

Source: Gallup-Healthways 90

9.2.2 The Australian Unity Well-being Index
The index assesses
health with a broad
range of life
satisfaction
indicators
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The Australian Unity Well-being Index was created jointly by Australian
Unity, a national health care, financial services and retirement living mutual
organisation, and Deakin University. It is strongly rooted in the life
satisfaction approach, as it is based on surveys that measure satisfaction
with different aspects of personal and national well-being (see table on page
30).

Table 8: Domains of Satisfaction in the Australian Unity Well-being Index
Domains

Indicators

1.

Personal Wellbeing Index

Health, personal relationships, feelings of safety, standard of
living, achievement in life, feelings of community belonging, and
future security

2.

National Wellbeing Index

Australian social conditions, Australian economic situation; the
state of the Australian environment; Australian business; national
security, and government.

Source: Australian Unity 91

As the table shows, the Australian Unity Well-being index measures far more
domains than just health, including satisfaction with life, community,
security, and broader social, political and economic conditions. What
distinguishes it as a health-based approach (as opposed to a general life
satisfaction survey) is not what it measures, but its justifications for
measuring them. Australian Unity claims that one of its main purposes in
creating this index is to improve the mental health of Australians, more
specifically, to give policymakers the information and tools they need to
reduce the risk of clinical depression in the population. The index is based on
“a working hypothesis that proposes well-being below a ‘normative range’
indicates a higher propensity to developing clinical depression.” The purpose
of the index is to help government agencies and community organisations to
identify at-risk groups in order to provide them with assistance. 92

9.3 Lessons from health approaches
It is worth bearing in mind that health is a broad concept which can be
applied to physical, mental and social aspects of well-being. There is
significant overlap between health and other domains of well-being such as
public safety, environmental quality, and subjective life satisfaction. Even
when narrowly defined as physical health, there is a complex relationship
between it and many of these other factors. It is affected by far more than
access to and quality of health care.
Health outcomes
are inconsistent in
Asia as it suffers
from both disease
of poverty and
affluence

Asia is an interesting case in that it suffers from both the diseases of
poverty, e.g. infectious diseases, and the diseases of affluence, e.g. chronic
non-contagious illnesses such as diabetes and heart disease. Income
inequality can be so great within a single country that its population suffers
both from under-nourishment and obesity. Therefore, care should be taken
both in selecting health indicators, and in interpreting them. A low rate of
heart disease may mean that a population is healthy, but it may also mean
that few people live long enough to develop heart disease. Asia’s
deteriorating environmental conditions have also complicated the picture.
For example, cancer is usually seen as a disease of affluence because of its
typical onset in old age. However, there are high rates of cancer in many
parts of China due to polluting factories which are tolerated due to the need
for economic growth in poor counties.
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10

Sustainability approaches
10.1 Concepts

Sustainability is
achieving balance
between the
environmental,
economic and
social domains of
human well-being

The sustainability approach envisions human well-being as part of the wider
ecosystem, and views the physical (environmental), economic, and social
domains as interdependent. It is usually conceptualised as achieving balance
between the three domains in order to meet present needs without
compromising the future. However, it remains a contested concept because
while it might be defined in abstract principle, it is difficult to determine what
sustainability entails in terms of concrete actions.

It is also
concerned with
ensuring that the
needs of future
generations are
conserved

Sustainability, as most commonly defined, has two parts. One part involves
achieving a balance between the environmental, social and economic spheres
of development. The other part involves intergenerational equity, which
means ensuring that future generations are also able to meet their needs.
Most scholarly approaches towards sustainability tend to focus more heavily
on one half of the equation or the other.
In one camp are models that emphasise sustainability as the balancing of
priorities. The domains of environment, economy and community are seen as
distinct but overlapping. They interact with each other in a dynamic way,
such that quality of life arises from positive interactions between all three
domains. 93 It is argued that policymakers should take all three into account in
order to produce a good quality of life.

Some believe the
key concern is to
negotiate/balance
between different
people’s desires
(liveability) within
the earth’s
ecological
constraints

Some scholars even argue that liveability and sustainability are inherently
value-driven, and that this must be explicitly acknowledged. Liveability is
defined as expression of human desires, essentially, the “environmental
services” that people enjoy. Sustainability is defined as the ecological
constraints on the meeting of those desires. It is therefore argued that
because different stakeholders have different desires, sustainability is not
objective and must always be “negotiated”. In this model, sustainability is
evaluated based on the ecological acceptability of various outcomes to
relevant interest groups. 94 However, these “balancing of priorities” models
risk accepting compromises at the level of the lowest common denominator.
Moreover, compromises between existing groups do not take into account
intergenerational inequities, as future generations have no one to speak for
them in the present.

Others see
sustainability as
meeting
economic and
social needs
without
compromising
future
generation’s
capacities

The other camp does not view society, economy and environment as three
equal spheres, but locates the first two within the third, as human beings rely
on the natural environment to fulfil their needs. The emphasis is on meeting
economic and social needs without damaging the ability of future
generations to meet their needs. 95 Therefore, sustainability means living
within the constraints imposed by finite resources and ecosystem limits.
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Reducing resource
consumption
while enhancing
liveability is the
aim of various
ecological models
of change

The city metabolism model, first proposed by Wolman in 1965 and refined by
Newman in 1999, views a city like a biological organism which absorbs inputs
such as land, energy, food, building materials and other natural resources,
and produces waste outputs including solid, liquid and toxic wastes, air
pollution, greenhouse gases, noise and sewage. In the process, cities also
create liveability for human beings, in the form of health, employment,
income, education, housing, leisure, accessibility, urban design and
community. For a city, achieving sustainability means reducing the amount of
inputs and waste outputs (or recycling waste) while simultaneously
enhancing liveability. 96
The field of environmental economics operates along similar lines in that it
also assumes economy and society are contained within and dependent upon
the environment. By pricing ecosystem services and environmental damages
in monetary terms, environmental economists attempt to bring
environmental externalities, which are ignored by conventional market
transactions, back into economic cost-benefit assessments.
Figure 6: Two contrasting views of sustainability

On the left, the environment, economy and society are viewed as three interacting and
overlapping spheres. On the right, society and the economy are viewed as being embedded
within and supported by the environment. Credits: Johann Dréo, 2007, and Sunray Iacchus, 2009,
respectively, Wikimedia Commons
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10.2 Major existing indices
Sustainability
indices are
typically a bundle
of environmental
indicators
measuring
outcomes or
processes

As the concept of sustainability is hard to operationalise, many indices for
measuring sustainability are basically an assemblage of environmental
indicators, such as solid waste disposal, wastewater treatment, air quality,
carbon emissions, and environmental policies and practices. For example,
Yale and Columbia University’s Environmental Sustainability Index (replaced
after 2005 by the Environmental Performance Index) is constructed along
these lines. 97 Both the ESI and EPI combine a large number of environmental
indicators for air, water, land, biodiversity and environmental health into a
single index, used to score and rank countries. The ESI focused more on
processes, as it included measures of environmental governance and
progress, while the EPI is more outcome-based and measures a country’s
ability to reach certain performance targets. Other environmental indices
include the EIU’s Asian Green City Index, 98 and Mercer’s Eco-city Index. 99
These indices do not actually measure sustainability, but rather,
environmental quality and management. The word “sustainable” is often
used as a stand-in for “environmentally friendly”. Instead of examining
indices of environmental quality, this section will mainly focus on two
examples of indices which are built on the concept of sustainability from the
ground up.

10.2.1 Happy Planet Index
Measures on a per
capita basis the
natural resources
needed to
generate a
person’s wellbeing
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The New Economic Foundation’s misleadingly named Happy Planet Index
aims to measure how efficiently a country can convert natural resources into
well-being for its citizens. It was launched in 2006, and has been
retroactively calculated for the years 1990 to 2005. (For OECD countries, the
HPI has been calculated back to 1960). Simply put, the Happy Planet Index is
calculated by obtaining a figure for a country’s “happy life years”, and
dividing it by its ecological footprint. Some statistical adjustments are made
to ensure that no single component dominates the entire index. 100 Unlike
most other measures of well-being, income per capita does not figure into
the Happy Planet Index at all.

The index shows
OECD countries
uses almost 3
times over its
equitable share of
natural resources

“Happy life years” is a composite measure composed of life expectancy at
birth as recorded by the UN’s Human Development Report (2007/8), and life
satisfaction, as measured by Gallup’s World Poll and World Values Survey
(2005). 101 A country’s ecological footprint is calculated according to a
method devised by ecologists Mathis Wackernagel and William Rees, which
is used by the Global Footprint Network and the WWF. 102 It is expressed as
the amount of land per capita that is necessary to provide all the resources
consumed by a country, plus the amount of vegetated land needed to
sequester all of its carbon dioxide emissions plus the CO2 emissions
embodied in the products it consumes. If the world’s available land were
divided equitably, then each person would be entitled to roughly 2.1
hectares worth of resources. According to the HPI, “one planet living” is the
level of sustainability that should be aspired to, as it represents the earth’s
ecological limits. The economically-developed countries of the OECD use
roughly 6 hectares per capita; if everyone in the world led OECD lifestyles,
they would need three planet Earths to sustain them.

This measurement
enables negative
externalities to be
internalised to
determine
sustainable income

As the Happy Planet Index is a ratio, a country scores highly if it has high life
expectancy, a high level of life satisfaction, and a “one planet” ecological
footprint; in practice no country achieves all three goals. Latin American and
Caribbean countries tend to score most highly on the HPI, mainly because of
their higher levels of self-reported life satisfaction due to strong social
networks, combined with relatively low ecological footprints. South-east
Asia and North Africa also tend to score fairly well. The economically
developed countries of the world receive middling scores due to their
ecological inefficiency, while sub-Saharan Africa receives the worst scores
due to its low life expectancies and life satisfaction. 103

10.2.2 Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare/Genuine
Progress Indicator
The Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW) was first devised by the
environmental economists Herman Daly and John Cobb in 1989. It has been
revised and refined over the years, and is now usually called the Genuine
Progress Indicator (GPI). The goal of the IESW or GPI is to measure in
monetary terms a country’s (or a region’s, or a city’s) level of sustainable
income, which is in keeping with the goal of environmental economics – to
internalise negative externalities in monetary terms.
The assumption behind the GPI is that not all GDP growth is beneficial to
human well-being. Beyond a certain threshold, further GDP growth does not
represent real progress, but merely compensates for a depletion of natural,
social and human capital. For example, if a town must pay more for water
treatment because wetland depletion has reduced the ecosystem’s ability to
clean the water supply, then this additional expenditure adds to
conventional calculations of GDP. Environmental economists think that
compensatory expenditures should be counted as costs, not income. The
ISEW/GPI attempts to put this principle into practice.
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The GPI relies on a Fisherian definition of income, based on the work of
Irving Fisher, the early 20th century economist, who put forward the
argument that national income should not be measured by all the goods
produced in a particular year, but by the “services enjoyed by the ultimate
consumers of all human-made goods”. This is termed “psychic income” or
“utility satisfaction”. 104 Lawn argues that “psychic outgo”, e.g. the costs
imposed by “irksome activities” such as pollution, noise, commuting costs,
crime and family breakdown should be subtracted from “psychic income” to
calculate “net psychic income”. 105
The GPI calculates
income by the
amount of utility
people derive from
it

The GPI also separates income from capital, because under the Fisherian
definition of income, capital expenditure is not a benefit in and of itself, but
a cost which enables you to enjoy benefits. One should not count
government spending on building roads, libraries or hospital towards the
GPI (it should be subtracted instead); rather, the value of public services
rendered during a particular year should be counted. Likewise, a family’s
spending on a car does not count towards GPI but the benefit the family
derives from the car does.
Additionally, since the GPI defines income by the amount of utility people
derive from it, it assumes that a dollar of income is worth more to a poor
person than to a rich person. Therefore, the GPI incorporates an inequality
index which can either add to or subtract from a nation’s overall GPI (see the
right hand column of Table 9).

There are no
accepted
methodology of
the ISEW and GPI,
but are adopted by
organisations to
guide local
policymakers
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The GPI, therefore, starts with personal consumption expenditure, and then
subtracts from or adds to that base figure the costs or benefits (in monetary
terms) associated with a range of economic and social activities. As there is
no organisation that calculates a running ISEW or GPI database
internationally, there is no uniformly accepted methodology. Rather, the GPI
has been adopted by individual governments, think tanks, and research
institutes as a guide for local policymakers, and so there are slight variations
that reflect local conditions, available data, and the value judgements of the
researchers. There have been attempts to calculate the IESW/GPI in the US,
UK, most of Western Europe and Scandinavia, Canada, Australia and Chile. It
may be calculated at the country, regional, county or city level. For example,
GPIAtlantic is an organisation that calculates GPI for Nova Scotia, Canada. 106
Table 9 shows a generalised methodology:

Table 9: Genuine Progress Indicator
Begin with Base Figure = Personal consumption expenditure
Positive items added to GPI (+$)

Negative items subtracted from GPI
(-$)

Items which can be
positive or negative
(+/- $)

Services yielded by consumer
durables

Cost of consumer durables

Income inequality index or weighted
personal consumption expenditure

Services yielded by publicly provided
human-made capital, e.g.:
 Roads and highways
 Railways
 Schools
 Libraries and museums
 Hospitals

Disservices generated by economic
activity, e.g.:
 Noise pollution
 Commuting
 Crime
 Under/unemployment
 Lost leisure time

Net capital investment
Defined as “the increase in the stock
of producer goods above the amount
required to keep the quantity of
producer goods per worker intact.”

Services provided by volunteer work
and non-paid household work

Defensive and rehabilitative
expenditures
Household pollution abatement
Vehicle accidents
Family breakdown
A percentage of private health
expenditure
(in some cases)

Net foreign lending/borrowing

Cost of sacrificed natural capital
services
 Loss of sources: farmland
 Loss of sinks: ozone depletion,
air and water pollution.
 Loss of life-support services:
long-term environmental
damage, loss of wetlands and
old-growth forests
Total GPI = Sum of all positive and negative items, valued in monetary terms
Source: Lawn 107
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10.3 Lessons from sustainability approaches
Considers human
environmental
impact in terms of
its effect on
human health and
happiness

Sustainability approaches remind us that human well-being is ultimately
dependent on ecosystem services provided by our environment, and
therefore quality of life should not be separated from humanity’s impact on
the planet. This makes them distinct from other approaches which may
include environmental considerations, but treat them more narrowly in
terms of their direct impact on human health and happiness. However, the
range of models described above demonstrates how difficult it is to
integrate measures of environmental impact with measures of human wellbeing in a clear and conceptually sound way.

Environmental
constraints have
been treated as
both a restriction
and catalyst to
increased
liveability

Different models envision the relationship between sustainability and
quality of life in different ways. Some models frame quality of life or
liveability as basically antagonistic – demands for liveability can only be
satisfied insofar as people are prepared to accept the environmental costs.
Others, such as Newman’s, seem to view sustainability and quality of life as
sympathetic: saving resources through efficient use should lead to a higher
quality of life, not a lower one. Still others, such as the New Economics
Foundation, frame sustainability and quality of life in terms of efficiency – a
sustainable society is one which efficiently converts resources into wellbeing.
There is also a lack of consensus over whether increasing quality of life
necessarily entails greater consumption or wealth. The New Economics
Foundation leaves out any calculation of income from its Happy Life Years
indicator. The Genuine Progress Indicator, on the other hand, starts from
the baseline of personal consumption expenditure in an economy. If an
economy could increase personal consumption while reducing negative
externalities, then its GPI score would be higher.

Indices do much
more than
bundling a
collection of
indicators to
capture the
sustainability
concept
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The variety of models and approaches reflect the complexity of the concept
of sustainability. While there is little consensus on what it means in practice,
it has generated some of the most conceptually sophisticated models of
well-being and demonstrated alternative methods of creating indices which
do not rely simply on amalgamating a collection of indicators.

11

Creating an Index:
Methodological Concerns

Outlines the major
challenges in index
design

The various approaches outlined above not only envision quality of life and
well-being in different ways, they also adopt different methodologies. This
section will explore in more detail methodological issues relevant to creating
a liveability index for Asian cities by looking at how other indices have
approached methodological challenges. This section is not a technical
manual on statistical analysis, nor is it intended as a practical feasibility
study for data collection. Rather, the aim is to outline some of the major
challenges in designing an index.

11.1 Indicator selection
The choice of
indicators will
depend on the
study aims and
should suit its
audience in terms of
detail and
complexity

The choice of indicators should closely match the study’s objectives. 108 Each
of the approaches outlined above has its own set of assumptions and beliefs
about what is needed to have a good quality of life, whether it is physical
and psychological well-being, conditions enabling the fulfilment of human
potential, the ability of a city to attract talented workers, human happiness
and satisfaction, or the efficient use of natural resources. Therefore, it is
important to first define what a city must achieve in order to create a good
quality of life for its citizens. The selected indicators should be carefully
selected to measure the defined objectives.
The indicators should also be selected to match the needs of the
audience. 109 In order for an index to spark discussion amongst the general
public as well as policymakers, it should be pitched at an appropriate level of
detail and technical complexity to be understood by the public. 110 The
indicators should also be clearly defined, based on high quality data, and
feasible to collect. 111 It is also important to give it a clearly descriptive name.

40

11.2 Number of indicators
Small number of
indicators can
place focus on
particular aspects
of well-being

There are trade-offs to be made between using a large or small number of
indicators. A small number of well-chosen indicators are more focused, and
more easily understood. The Human Development Index and the Happy
Planet Index are each composed of just three indicators chosen for their
significance to the theoretical frameworks that the indices were built
upon. 112 For the HDI, health, education, and material resources are seen as
the three most important factors in enabling people to fulfil their potential.
For the HPI, the concept of “happy life years” (composed of longevity and
life satisfaction) encapsulates a very basic non-materialistic view of human
well-being; this is then divided by the ecological footprint to derive a
measure of how efficiently resources are being turned into well-being.
However, an index composed of a small number of indicators lacks nuance
and necessarily excludes significant and relevant information. The HDI
deliberately excludes many factors which influence whether or not someone
can fulfil their potential, such as discrimination, social inequality, or political
repression.

A large number of
indicators can
capture more
diverse aspects,
but the details may
be lost in
aggregation

An index composed of many indicators can capture many detailed aspects of
a society, however much of this detail is washed out in the process of
aggregation. When many indicators are compiled into a single score or
ranking, this figure obscures the distribution of the sub-scores. For example,
two cities may have the same score, but for completely different reasons.
One city may achieve middling scores in all aspects, while the other
performs very well in one area but extremely poorly in another. This can be
mitigated by separating out sub-indices by category, but this comes at the
expense of convenience and ease of comprehension.
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11.3 Objective vs. subjective indicators
Objective
indicators
measures
conditions while
subjective
indicators assess
people’s
perceptions

Indicators may be either objective or subjective. Objective indicators are
hard data measuring some aspect of the world, such as life expectancy,
availability of clean water, or air quality. Subjective indicators measure
people’s perceptions. As we have seen, different approaches emphasise one
or the other – the international development approach is concerned
primarily with objective indicators as its goal is to guide policymakers to
improve living conditions, while satisfaction research is interested in
subjective perceptions as its goal is to explore the determinants of human
happiness. As well-being is ultimately about the way people relate to their
environment, looking at both objective and subjective indicators can shed
light on the impact of the environment on the human experience.

They are useful
when combined,
but need to be
careful not to
assume they can
be used
interchangeably

Some indices combine the two, such as the NEF’s Happy Planet Index, which
combines life satisfaction with life expectancy to derive a measure of “happy
life years”. This serves as a basic measure of human well-being. The GallupHealthways Well-being Index combines subjective measures of emotional
and health satisfaction with more objective (albeit self-reported) measures
of health conditions and behaviour, such as sick days taken or smoking. 113
However, care should be taken when combining objective and subjective
indicators, as research shows that perceptions are influenced by many
factors other than absolute objective conditions. They should not be treated
as interchangeable: for example, satisfaction with air quality should not be
used as a proxy for actual air quality data.
The use of “expert judgement” as an indicator sits somewhere between
subjective and objective data. Some indices, notably the EIU’s Liveability
Survey, use expert judgement as a proxy for objective data. 114 This may be
because objective, comparable data is difficult to obtain, or because it is
more cost-effective to use experts. However, expert judgement neither has
the quantifiability of objective data, nor is it likely to have sample sizes as
large as subjective surveys. The methods that the experts use to arrive at
their judgements may also vary widely. While such indices often present
their results as objective and scientific, there is no way of independently
verifying their rankings.
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11.4 Indicator weighting and calibration
Weighting of
indicators can
reflect one
indicators’
importance over
another

Many indices simply assign all indicators an equal weight. The decision to
treat all indicators as equally important is often an arbitrary choice of
convenience. Other indices weight indicators according to the perceived
importance of each, based on theoretical, empirical or statistical reasoning.
For example, the HDI simply takes the geometric mean of its three
indicators, but in pre-weights the income indicator by using its natural log.
This flattens out the top of the curve, as each additional dollar of income is
seen as having less marginal utility to a rich country than to a poor one. San
Francisco’s Pedestrian Environmental Quality Index weights its indicators
based on answers to prior surveys about the relative importance of different
elements of the street environment. 115 This represents an effort to evaluate
the environment as people actually experience it, instead of based on the
researchers’ preconceived notions about what makes a good street.

The weighting can
be arbitrarily
applied, or based
on prior public
surveys of
indicator
importance

The calibration of indicator scales is also an important consideration.
Questions such as “Is Jakarta’s traffic congestion mild or severe?” or “Is
Jakarta’s education system better or worse than its air pollution?” reveal the
importance of having a scale to measure indicators against. The first
question only becomes meaningful if one can compare Jakarta’s traffic to
other cities’. The second question, which compares two completely different
things, can only be answered if one can define an “average” level of
education and pollution (e.g. in reference to an international norm), and
determine whether Jakarta is performing below or above that average in
both domains.

Some indices are
calibrated against
the mean score,
while others set
along 0 to 100

Different indices deal with these problems differently. For example, the UN’s
HDI scale, from 0 to 100, is set against semi-permanent goalposts
representing minimal and maximum levels of development. The minimum
values for life expectancy, income and education are set at what are
deemed to be bare subsistence levels, while the maximum values are
derived from the highest levels ever achieved by any country on record.
Other countries’ scores are then placed along this spectrum. While the
HDI’s solution enables comparisons of aggregate scores between countries,
it does not allow comparison across domains. One cannot tell just by looking
at a single country’s HDI score whether it is performing comparatively better
in income, life expectancy, or education. 116
The NEF’s National Accounts of Well-being (which is a subjective survey of
satisfaction) deals with the problem differently by standardising all
countries’ indicator scores according to their distance from the mean. The
mean score always receives a 5 on a scale of 0-10, even if the respondents’
answers are in fact clustered towards one end of an absolute satisfaction
scale. 117 This method has the ability to compare across domains, but at the
expense of being able to make absolute judgements. One would be able to
tell whether Jakarta’s pollution is worse than its educational attainment
compared to the Asian averages for these domains, but one would not be
able to judge whether the Asian averages themselves were good or bad in
any absolute sense.
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11.5 Geographical Scale
Most indices
compare countries
rather than cities

The majority of the existing indices mentioned in this paper compare nationstates, rather than cities. Most publicly available data collected by
international organisations such as the UN, World Bank, OECD, Asian
Development Bank, etc. is aggregated at the national level. From an
international development perspective, the national level is assumed to be
the most relevant policymaking scale. It is also more convenient for
researchers to use national data for comparison as they do not have to
account for variations in the way countries draw their internal jurisdictional
boundaries.

City-level data can
be challenging to
acquire because of
the difficulty in
defining city
boundaries

Comparing objective, econometric data at the city level poses several major
challenges. The biggest one is where to draw the city boundaries. For
example, the built-up area of Paris is smaller than its administrative
metropolitan area, while many Australian cities physically exceed their
official administrative boundaries. 118 This poses a dilemma. While it is easier
in terms of data collection to take the metropolitan (administrative)
boundaries as the unit of comparison, it will result in inappropriate
comparisons. For example, a city with undeveloped rural land within the
official boundaries will have more green space on paper than a city that has
grown beyond its old administrative borders.

Using urban
agglomeration of
continuous builtup urban land to
define city
boundaries can be
complicating for
expanding megacities

The UN Global Urban Indicators database, on the other hand, uses the urban
agglomeration as the unit of comparison. This is the area of continuous
built-up urban land containing the “city proper (the historical city centre),
the suburbs, and continuously settled commuter areas”, regardless of where
the administrative boundaries lie. 119 Determining where an urban
agglomeration ends requires studying aerial photographs and maps, and
deciding whether or not a built-up area has a functional relationship with
the city centre. This may be very complicated when several historical cities
have merged together into one mega-conurbation, such as the cities of the
Pearl River Delta. Moreover, agglomerations have to be re-measured
periodically as cities expand (or in some cases, contract). As agglomerations
straddle metropolitan boundaries, data must be compiled from smaller
geographical units, such as municipal districts or census enumeration areas,
which also vary from city to city.
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11.6 Data availability
Up-to-date citylevel data is
difficult to obtain
with few ongoing
attempts by
international
organisations

The challenges of scale make it difficult to provide up-to-date data at the
city level. The GUI database does not include a full data-set for every
participating city, nor is there up-to-date data for many of the cities. The
Asian Development Bank’s attempt to create a cities databook was shortlived – there does not appear to have been any follow-up to its 2001 pilot
project. Much data comes from national censuses, which occur every five to
ten years, depending on the country. This means it is not possible to make
contemporaneous year-to-year comparisons between countries.

Objective city data
may come from
irregular national
censuses, but
idiosyncratic data
collection methods
often apply

Moreover, when local governments are unable to supply reliable or
comparable information, international organisations must make their own
estimates using the informed opinion of experts, extrapolate from national
data, or make approximations based on similar cities. 120 The Asian
Development Bank noted that it was high-income cities that were often
unable to provide internationally comparable data, due to having developed
their own idiosyncratic data collection methods and definitions over time
rather than adhering to the standards used by international development
organisations. 121
The uneven availability of data places constraints on the selection of
indicators, and even where data is available, it may be laborious and timeconsuming to compile it at the relevant geographical scale and in the
appropriate format.

Consequently
expert opinions
are frequently
used despite their
lack of scientific
rigour

As a result, many of the annual city indices created by commercial
consultancies or magazines rely heavily on other methodologies, such as
expert assessments. However, as mentioned above, expert rankings lack the
scientific rigour of objective or survey data.

Alternatively
public opinion
polls can address
this but will
require resources
and manpower

The use of public opinion polls or focus groups is an alternative way of
gathering data, which circumvents these problems, but is subject to
constraints on resources and manpower. This is especially the case in
developing countries, where telephone ownership may not be widespread
and polls must be conducted face-to-face. Gallup appears to be one of the
few organisations capable of conducting annual polls on a worldwide scale,
yet in developing countries, its polls are frequently limited to urban areas.
Additionally, as discussed earlier, it is important to note that subjective
opinion surveys are not a substitute for objective data, but provide
information of a different nature.
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Conclusion

Indices can be very
useful in
addressing how
well Asian cities
are managing the
process of
urbanisation

How well are Asia’s cities handling the challenges of urbanisation and
creating a decent quality of life for their citizens? Creating an index is a
useful way to begin addressing these questions. Indices, even when they are
flawed, are also very useful at provoking discussion. They can promote the
discussion of aspirations, values, concerns, and what people feel are their
cities’ biggest successes and failures.

A well-being index
can promote
discussion through
the process of
identifying the
priorities and
needs of Asian
residents

The approaches highlighted above illustrate how broad and varied thinking
about quality of life and well-being can be. It is not possible, nor should it be
desirable, to try to merge all approaches. Essentially, all indices are about
first defining values and purposes, and then selecting the appropriate
indicators to measure them. If the purpose of a well-being index for Asian
cities is to promote discussion in Asian cities, then its view of well-being
might be defined in reference to what Asian urban residents themselves
identify as their priorities and needs.

Creating separate
scores of objective
and subjective
indicators is one
way of isolating
factors that impact
highly on wellbeing

This literature review has also highlighted numerous ways of constructing an
index. One major issue is the use of subjective versus objective indicators.
They can potentially be used to shed light on each other, a potential that is
unfortunately overlooked by many existing indices, which merely compile
them into a single aggregate index. One possible solution might be to create
an index with two component scores, one objective and the other
subjective. This would enable comparisons to be made between different
cities’ objective living conditions and their citizens’ level of satisfaction,
promoting conversations about differing expectations and priorities
throughout Asia. This could also provide data which could be statistically
analyzed over time to identify the factors with the greatest impact on
satisfaction with urban quality of life.
This literature review has outlined several major approaches to quality of life
and well-being, each with its own biases, strengths and weaknesses. It has
also highlighted major methodological and data-gathering challenges. This
overview should provide food for thought, facilitate informed decisionmaking, and lay the groundwork for building a framework for a possible
well-being index for Asian cities.
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