
Ekológia (Bratislava)

309

GEOGRAPHICAL CONCEPTUALIZATION OF QUALITY 
OF LIFE

FRANTIŠEK MURGAŠ

Department of Geography, Faculty of Science, Humanities and Education, Technical University of Liberec, Student-
ská 2, 461 17 Liberec, Czech Republic; e-mail: frantisek.murgas@tul.cz

Abstract
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The conceptualization of quality of life in terms of geography is based on two assumptions. The 
first assumption is that the quality of life consists of two dimensions: subjective and objective. The 
subjective is known as ‘well-being’, while the objective is the proposed term ‘quality of place’. The 
second assumption is based on the recognition that quality of life is always a spatial dimension. 
The concept of quality of life is closely linked with the concept of a good life; geographers enriched 
this concept by using the term ‘good place’ as a place in which the conditions are created for a good 
life. The quality of life for individuals in terms of a good place overlaps with the quality of life in 
society, namely the societal quality of life. The geographical conceptualisation of quality of life is 
applied to settlements within the city of Liberec.
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Introduction

Quality of life is one of the current concepts, an attempt to understand the social and economic 
reality. This concept has two dimensions: subjective and objective, however, this distinction is 
rarely used. For the subjective dimension, psychologists generally use the terms ‘well-being’, 
‘happiness’ and ‘life satisfaction’. Economists and other scientists, who are concerned with space 
usage within the objective dimension, use terms such as economic well-being (Easterlin, 2014), 
objective well-being (D’Acci, 2014) or well-being of nations (Veenhoven, 2014b). Quality of life 
research has increased in the past two decades (Rapley, 2003; Sirgy, 2012), as a result of the need 
to restore the science of quality of life (Sirgy, 2012). The understanding of quality of life (and luck) 
dominates the researches in a positive sense. Although there were notions of ill-being (Pacione, 
2003), examining negative well-being in a variety of symptoms (e.g., pain and suffering) is not 
common (Anderson, 2014, 2015; Glatzer, 2015). This fact is probably associated with the devel-
opment and spread of positive psychology, which focuses on the positive mental phenomena 
of human life. In research, the focus on the quality of life in various settlements is increasing, 
while the quality of urban life (Frick et al., 1986; Pacione, 2003; Ira, Andráško, 2007; Andráško, 
2008; Marans, Stimson, 2011; Berry, Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2011; Ira, 2015; Murgaš, 2013, 2014) far 
exceeds the quality of rural life (Spellerberg et al., 2007; D´Agostini, Fantini, 2008; Baránková et 
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al. 2011; Špulerová et al. 2013; Böhm, 2015a,b; Jakubcová et al., 2016; Angelovič, Ištok, 2016). 
Another specialization with an increasing representation is the study of happiness (David et 
al., 2013; Veenhoven, 2014a), including geography of happiness (Mitchel et al., 2013; Hotová, 
Murgaš, 2014). On the other hand, the quality of life has become a ‘shibboleth’ in public dis-
course. Different scientific disciplines are dedicated to the quality of life as a study of the good 
life. Since geographers – even on a global scale – are not paying enough attention to the concept 
of objective dimension, notwithstanding that it should be at the centre of their interest, other 
experts, especially sociologists and economists, are exploring it. The reason why geography as 
a subject should deal with the quality of life is because of its focus on space. The phenomenon 
of a good place is related to this (McCann, 2004) as a place in which the good life is lived, to a 
varying degree (Veenhoven, 2014b). ‘Place in general is a central concept of human geography’ 
(Henderson, 2009, p. 539). For this reason, the term quality of place is used for the objective 
dimension focusing on space (Trip, 2007; Burton, 2014; Murgaš, Klobučník, 2016). Various 
rankings testify1 that states, regions or settlements can be regarded as good places; then we talk 
about the settlement quality of life.

The aim of the paper is to propose a draft of the geographical conceptualisation of quality of 
life and its ecological domain with their geographical applications.

Theoretical background

What is quality of life? It is a concept, a subjective thought-construction. It expresses how emo-
tionally and cognitively we value our life on a scale of good to bad2. Quality of life3 is not the 
only term with which people express the evaluation of their life; it also applies to the public 
sector and researchers. Other commonly used terms are well-being (Pacione, 2003; Kearns, 
Andrews, 2010), or life satisfaction (Sirgy, 2012). The term subjective quality of life (McCrea et 
al., 2011; Sirgy, 2012) is also used to distinguish it from an objective dimension. In scientific 
papers, which are dedicated to dealing with health as a part of quality of life, quality of life is 
identified within the health domain. The Health-Related Quality of Life (HRQoL) is used for 
this domain. The term happiness has an independent status in the context of quality of life. 
However, quality of life cannot be equated with well-being, health and happiness because of its 
complexity and multidimensionality.

The basic element with which the concept of quality of life is closely linked is the concept 
of a good life (Ferris, 2010; Michalos, Robinson, 2012; Veenhoven, 2013; Widmer, 2014). For 
a good life, there is also the definition of quality of life – ‘the degree to which a life meets vari-
ous standards of good life’  (Veenhoven, 2014b, p. 5265). The good life is associated with good 
society; conversely, the creation of a good society is the key to a good life. An important ques-
tion is whether a welfare state is crucial for a good society (Ferris, 2010). The ‘creation´ of good 
life through a good society is a top-down approach. The problem is that opinions on what is 
a good society, as well as what is a good life, are diametrically different. On the other hand, a 
bottom-up approach involves creating conditions for a good life. It incorporates not only the 
1 UN Human Development Index, Happy Life Expectancy, The where-to-be-born index 2013 The Economist Intel-
ligence Unit, OECD Better Life Index, etc.

2 In eleventh Cantril´s grade scale (0-bad 10-excellent) Westerners on average evaluate their lives at 7.5.
3 Some authors (Kearns, Andrews, 2010; Pain, Smith, 2010) use the term quality of life.
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traditions of all the great world religions, but also knowledge of psychology. The most impor-
tant aspect is the knowledge of factors determining the source of well-being. Fifty percent of 
well-being is genetically determined and forty percent of resources demonstrate intentional 
activity that is formed by a large variety of people’s daily activities. Only ten percent of well-
being is influenced by the physical environment and demographic and social characteristics 
of the regions in which people live (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). The external environment with 
its characteristics and facilities creates a quality of place. Although its impact on quality of life 
is not decisive, it is not negligible either. Its importance underlines the fact that within states, 
and also on an international level, people move mainly to locations or countries that represent 
a high quality of place.

Geographers pay major attention to the concept of a place. Matlovič and Matlovičová 
(2006) cite Harvey (1996, p. 298, 261): importance of qualitative aspects of place increase, 
mainly the importance of a quality of life in a place as well as the meaning of creation of the 
city image and city marketing... Places must present themselves as a good place for life, work 
and investment.  Matlovič (2007) presents a trinary conception of cities with three levels of the 
spheres.   A good place is a place of high quality that meets the quality of life for individuals and 
the quality of life of the society or societal quality. According to Andrews (2001, p. 201), the 
quality of place is ‘a comprehensive indicator of external environmental factors that contribute 
to quality of life’. The quality of place can be described as emotional and cognitive assessment of 
external, material and immaterial conditions for human life. Usually, the term ‘quality of place’ is 
used in different contexts, such as creative class (Florida, 2002), urban development (Trip, 2007; 
Burton, 2014), economic development (Reily, Renski, 2008), and quality of life (Pacione, 2003; 
Azevedo et al., 2013). Murgaš and Klobučník (2016) propose the term of quality of place for the 
objective dimension of quality of life, as psychologist use for the subjective dimension the term 
of well-being. The quality of place can be described as the emotional and cognitive assessment of 
external, material and immaterial conditions for quality of life.

In general, quality of life does not have any accepted definitions, methodology or terminol-
ogy. One of the main reasons for this is that the methodological development of quality of life is 
significantly lagging behind its applications. According to Heřmanová (2012, p. 41) ‘the quality 
of life as perceived and lived by individuals is a reflection of objective environmental condi-
tions (the external environment) and self-reflection (the internal environment) of humans in 
the context of cultural, valuable, social and spatial (geographical) systems, and in relation to 
individual motivation, capabilities, goals and expectations.’ The above definition of quality of 
life, created by the geographer, is an effort of a holistic understanding of quality of life, which is 
not shown by authors who are not geographers. Easterlin and Angelescu (2012, p. 113) define 
it: ‘The quality of life involves multiple dimensions of human experience that affect well-being’. 
According to Veenhoven (2014b, p. 5265), the quality of life is ‘the degree to which a lifetime 
meets various standards of good life.’

Dimensions are in the methodology of the quality of life and its part at the highest hierar-
chical level. There are two dimensions of quality of life: subjective (well-being) and objective 
(quality of place). Well-being expresses the subjective, emotional survival and evaluation of 
satisfaction with its own life. Time-space variability comes from subjectivity of evaluation. Out 
of both dimensions, well-being is more important (Casas et al., 2004; Sirgy, 2012), while qual-
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ity of place is also necessary for the assessment of quality of life (Sirgy, 2012). The structure of 
dimensions, domains and indicators (variables) of quality of life is shown in Table 1.

Hierarchy characteristic examples 
Dimensions Domain clusters Well-being, quality of place 

Domains Indicator clusters Demographic, education, environment facility

Indicators Individual variables Life expectancy, emissions, divorce, education

T a b l e  1. The structure of dimensions, domains and indicators of quality of life.

Quality of place 
Well-being

Good Bad
Good WELL-BEING DISSONANCE
Bad ADAPTATION DEPRIVATION

The relationship between the alternatives to well-being values and quality of place is re-
flected in Table 2 in a simplified form. An inspirational statement in relation to quality of place 
has been given by Andrews (2001). According to him, the parameters of quality of place differ 
in good and bad times.

T a b l e  2. Relationship opportunities amongst dimensions of quality of life.

Source: Adapted according to Rapley (2008). In the original text, Quality of Place is called Objective Living Conditions.

In good times, when people are satisfied with their personal and professional life, they are 
interested in the facilities of a place, opportunities for recreation, friendly neighbourhood com-
munities and a pleasant environment. Conversely, in bad times people are primarily concerned 
with the availability of jobs, food, housing and security.

Domains represent the medium hierarchical level in quality of life methodology (clusters 
of indicators with internal causality); indicators represent the lowest hierarchical level. Ira and 
Šuška (2006, p. 311) understand domains as ‘the main ingredients that help shape a whole’. 
Quality of life indicators are the variables important for its (domain) measurement. The high 
number of domains and indicators used in quality of life research relate to the methodological 
uncertainty of this concept. The presence of indicators of well-being and quality of place are 
required for the measurement of holism of quality of life.  The lowest number of indicators with 
the highest denouncing value is generally considered as the target state. Heřmanová (2012) 
states an overview of used domains and indicators.

The geographic approach to quality of life is based on the premise that quality of life has 
its own spatial dimension. Schwanen and Atkinson (2015) state that geographers play a key 
role in the discussions about the governance of well-being. The Human Geography Research 
Group of the University of Edinburgh is an example of a workplace that is concerned with the 
quality of life. The geographies of health and well-being are considered as one of six parts of 
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human geography. The connection between quality of life and health is common (Rapley, 2008; 
Castelli et al., 2009). However, the quality of life also enters into many other geographic phe-
nomenon, for example ageing (Bucher, 2016), social quality (Antalová, 2015), and standards of 
living (Aivazian, 2016).

Some authors (Kearns, Andrews, 2010; Pain, Smith, 2010; Schwanen, Atkinson, 2015; Flor-
ida, 2015) use ‘geography of well-being’ as a term. This term is meaningful when it expresses 
the geography of personal and subjective dimensions of quality of life. Psychologists call it well-
being and other sciences downloaded this psychological term. The geography of quality of life 
is an adequate term for the quality of life as a holistic concept. So for example, regarding spatial 
differentiation of the Human Development Index in the USA (Florida, 2015) – which of course 
is not about spatial differentiation of well-being but about the quality of life – it is methodologi-
cally correct to say ‘geography of quality of life’ rather than ‘geography of well-being’.

Two directions evolved during the development of quality of life research: social and eco-
nomic. Both have a common platform that is space (Kominácká, 2011). A space results in per-
sonal evaluation of quality of life at different hierarchical levels, starting from the micro level 
of a rural village or the urban district of a city, to the mezzo level of districts, up to the macro 
level of regions or states. Micro level – local level – is the place where every day human activi-
ties take place. At this level, the impact of space is most intense; man assesses it according to 
the emotional, psychological and sociological criteria. The result is a positive correlation to the 
place, Yi-Fu Tuan labelled it as ‘topophilia’ or negative, Ruan and Hogben named it as ‘topopho-
bia’ (Siwek, 2011). Human activities mainly take place at a mezzo level, in terms of quality of 
place. The space is reflected, but its perception is not intense. At a macro level – considered state 
level – space is reflected at a low level. Rare events such as political changes or natural disasters 
are exceptional. For every human, the perception of space is assessed as a part of quality of life. 
Mental maps can be considered as a geographical expression of spatial perception, an objective 
dimension of quality of life. Differentiation of quality of life is projected into maps; however, 
there is another aspect of space autocorrelation (Slavík et al., 2011; Klobučník, Slavík, 2013).

Geographers strive as a priority to provide information about where the quality of life is 
high, medium or low. Geographers do not have the tools of psychologists and social psycholo-
gists to identify how the quality of life arises. However, they can comment upon how the ex-
ternal environment affects it, and how it is spatially differentiated. Their sphere is the external 
environment of humans, and the feedback between man and the quality of life, resulting in a 
phenomenon mentioned in the introduction of ‘good place’ as a place where people ‘live well’. 
The existence of feedback demonstrates the attractiveness of a place. This attractiveness can be 
considered as ‘place output’ of quality of life; in geographical terminology, it is understood as 
the relationship of quality of life with other elements of the geographical sphere. In countries 
with a tradition of high spatial mobility of the population, such as the USA, quality of life is one 
of the important reasons for immigration (Rappaport, 2009).

Pacione (2003, p. 23) states nine problematic areas identified by geographers in relation 
to the quality of life. The main ones are: (i) performing basic measurements of quality of life, 
allowing time comparisons, (ii) the knowledge of differentiation between satisfaction and dis-
satisfaction in society and space and (iii) an understanding of how people combine their per-
ception of issues of their lives with the overall assessment of quality of life.
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Along with the study of spatial differentiation of quality of life in different hierarchical lev-
els, an important part of geographical quality of life research is the quality of urban life research. 
In different regions, particularly on a hierarchical level of large regions (regions or countries), 
personal dimensions of quality of life recede into the background in comparison with spatial 
dimensions. Regarding cities, both dimensions are at a balanced ratio, considering the quality 
of their urban life. This means that the concept of quality of urban life is the closest to the ideal, 
which is a holistic understanding of quality of life.

Concepts such as environment, sustainable development, environmental protection, nature 
conservation or ecology are interchangeable in public and academic discourse. We understand 
them synonymously as a part of the environmental domain in the context of the quality of life. 
One of the possible perceptions of ecology comes from the Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian 
understandings that focus on human attitudes, perceptions and understanding of nature and 
man’s place in it. This perspective is known as environmental ethics (Kohák, 2006).

There is an important relationship between quality of life and ecology. The understanding of 
ecological crisis as an inevitable clash of the finite world and the infinite right to grow (Murgaš, 
2014) is naturally reflected by this relationship. According to Kohák (2006, p. 65) ‘the adoration 
of consumption in contemporary consumer society takes the form of “affluenza epidemic”, a 
deadly epidemic of excess. Is the idea that the only purpose of life and almost a moral duty to 
citizens is to accumulate and consume more and more tangible assets? Is the desire for ‘more’ 
natural?, asks the author and matches: No, but satisfies the conditions of the consumer society, 
which fashionable thinkers like to refer to as “postmodern”` - a distracted, fickle society that 
is still hungry for’. This understanding of ecology is significantly associated with a eudemonic 
quality of life; their intersection has the same value basis. An expression of the intersection is 
the quality of place as a place where a good life is lived (Murgaš, Klobučník, 2016).

According to Murgaš (2015), there are two key questions in the relationship of quality of 
life and sustainability. The first one is: what kind of life, specifically, do we want to maintain? 
Nowadays in wealthy Western countries, a large proportion of the population survives in a 
material excess and lives a hedonistic and prodigal way of life. Does sustainability mean that 
we want to maintain this way of life? The second question relates to the first one: What are the 
indicators with which we can measure what we want to keep? We think that quality of life can-
not be identified with sustainability or ecology. Considering the number of common elements, 
they also have differences. While sustainability is focused mainly on the future, quality of life is 
primarily focused on the present. Another difference is the position of the environment indica-
tor. Environment is one of the numerous indicators in the measurement of quality of life, while 
sustainability is a key element.

Results

Geographical access to quality of life is successfully applied at different hierarchical levels, start-
ing from settlements (Ira, Šuška, 2006; Ira, Andráško, 2007; Heřmanová, 2012; Ira, 2015; Klad-
ivo, Halás, 2012) to the districts and regions (Ira et al., 2006; Murgaš, 2009; Murgaš, Klobučník, 
2016). Settlements and regional units were analysed as good places to live. In 2016, a research 
was carried out in Liberec which focussed on the assessment of personal well-being, as well as 



315

satisfaction with the quality of Liberec as a good place to live. The questionnaire developed by 
the author of the contribution was used in the research. There were 515 residents older than 18 
years involved in the research. Within the research of quality of place in the settlements of the 
Czech Republic (Murgaš, Klobučník, 2016), Liberec reached the value of 6.41 (out of 10). The 
average value of the regional cities was 6.38; the average value of all the settlements was 5.29. 
Within the research in Liberec, the answer to the question ‘How would you express satisfaction 
with your life?’ was considered as the quality of urban life. Please, indicate the number on a 
scale from 0 to 10, where 0 is an absolute dissatisfaction and 10 is an absolute satisfaction. Qual-
ity of life in Liberec reached the value of 7.5 (out of which, 7.4 was for men and 7.6 for women). 
In addition to the assessment of well-being, we asked the residents about their satisfaction with 
life in Liberec, that is to say, on the assessment of Liberec from the point of view of quality of 
place (Table 3). It follows from the above that the primary data about well-being of inhabitants 
of Liberec and also their satisfaction with life in the city has higher values than the value of 
Liberec, in terms of quality of place identified from the secondary data.

Satisfaction
%

average men women
Very satisfied 36 41 32
Mostly satisfied 44 40 47
Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 17 17 17
Mostly dissatisfied 3 2 4
Very dissatisfied 0 x 0

Note: x –data did not occur.

T a b l e  3. Satisfaction with life in Liberec (%).

Discussion

All people look for quality, that is a good life, but everybody has a different idea about its con-
tent. The term good life has been used by ancient authors; the desire to live well is the archetypal 
human desire. At the same time, the quality of life has become an overused and empty concept 
in public discourse. The final chapter of a Rappley’s monograph (Rapley, 2008, p. 212) entitled 
‘Should We “Hang up Quality of Life as a Hopeless Term”?’ – is it therefore important to deal with 
quality of life scientifically? Overused, eventually the emptying of the content of quality of life 
concept is linked with an intuitive relationship of the public against it, just as it was at the previ-
ous concept of the environment, or the actual phenomenon of globalization, which is currently 
part of the normal spoken language. In the production of scientific articles and monographs, 
those which are application oriented strongly dominate, resulting in a lagging behind of meth-
odology and quality of life theory. A complexity of quality of life, in terms of having links be-
tween two dimensions and the need for a holistic approach to it are the only aspect mentioned.

For geography as a subject, the quality of life is an important opportunity to increase its im-
portance in society. The quality of life is one of the key concepts of public and decision-making 
sphere interest, and that logically raises the demand for its outputs. According to some authors 
(Pacione, 2003; Van Kamp et al., 2003; McCann, 2004; Kominácká, 2011; Murgaš, 2012), space 
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is a factor with a significant impact on quality of life. A quantification of the quality of life index 
in settlements of the Czech Republic (Murgaš, Klobučník, 2016) and from this, the resulting 
indexes of quality of life on a hierarchical level of districts and regions are based on a gold 
standard model of quality of life with ten indicators (Murgaš, 2012). The results provide valid 
information about the achieved levels of objective conditions for a good life on a decision-
making level. Improving these conditions should be the primary content of public policy at all 
decision-making levels. The academic sphere should have the ambition and ability to explain 
the large differences among settlements. The amount of differences are four and a half times 
among the municipalities with the highest and the lowest value on the quality of life index, 
which is for a state the size of the Czech Republic – unfounded, as well as the differences in the 
level of districts and regions. The second task for the academic sphere should be the ability to 
explain the large differences among neighbouring districts. Geographers might approach these 
tasks only as a necessity for the development of their own methodological approaches to qual-
ity of life.

Conclusion

The aim of the paper is to propose a draft of the geographical conceptualisation of quality of 
life and its ecological domain with their geographical applications. The reason why geography 
should deal with quality of life is its focus on space. With this is related the phenomenon of a 
good place as a place, in which good society (Ferris, 2010) to a varying degree, lived a good life 
(Veenhoven, 2014b). Therefore, geographers Murgaš and Klobučník (2016) used a label quality 
of place for the subjective dimension, focusing on space. A good place might be settlements, at 
which point we talk about quality of life of settlements or regions on different hierarchical levels. 
Due to the dominance of towns in settlement structures, the quality of life of settlements gener-
ally has the shape of quality of urban life (Marans, Stimson, 2011).

A conceptualization of quality of life is based on the term ‘good life’ (McCann, 2004; Ferris, 
2010; Michalos, Robinson, 2012; Veenhoven, 2014b). The hierarchical structure of quality of 
life, in terms of dimensions, domains and indicators, is proposed in the paper. The general con-
sensus in the study of quality of life is in identification of its two dimensions – personal, which 
is operationalized as well-being and spatial, and also as quality of place. The personal dimen-
sion is considered to be the most important; however, the holistic research of both dimensions 
is also necessary. Geographical applications of the quality of life concept are discussed in the 
next section. The geographical approach to quality of life is based on the premise that the qual-
ity of life always has a geographic dimension that is firstly planned in its spatial dimension and 
secondly planned in its personal dimension. In the development of quality of life, two direc-
tions have been formed – social and economic. Both have a common platform which is space. 
Geographers especially are expected to provide data about this, where the quality of life is high, 
medium or low. Geographers do not have the tools of psychologists and social psychologists to 
identify how the quality of life arises. However, they can comment on what it saturates and how 
it is spatially differentiated. Their sphere is man’s external environment manifested by the qual-
ity of place in terms of a phenomenon of ‘good place’ as a place where people ‘live well’, which 
was mentioned in the introduction.
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Geographical application, which examines the quality of life at different hierarchical levels, 
can deliver results for decision-making sphere and for the public, but the development of theo-
retical assumptions of geography of quality of life is essential.
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