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A changing world, new urban challenges

As cities are increasingly affected by global challenges and rapid 
change, it has become more important than ever to understand 
and prioritize what communities value most in their daily lives. 
Access to essential services, public spaces, social connections, 
and a sense of belonging are key elements in how billions of 
urban dwellers define the ‘good life.’

The Quality of Life Initiative is a global effort designed 
to accompany such a rapidly shifting urban landscape. 
Implemented by UN-Habitat and sponsored by the Quality of 
Life Program of Saudi Arabia, the Initiative is a people-centered 
global effort to redefine conventional approaches to assessing 
and monitoring the quality of life in cities through innovation to 
support real policy change on the ground. 

What makes a city a great place to live? Is it safe 
public spaces, reliable transportation, clean air,  
or access to jobs? These are the kinds of questions 
the Quality of Life Initiative seeks to answer, helping 
cities around the world improve the well-being of 
their people.

About the  
Quality of Life Initiative  
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In doing so, the Initiative directly advances the priorities of 
UN-Habitat’s Strategic Plan, which calls for action to make 
cities inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable, with a particular 
focus on adequate housing for all and localizing the Sustainable 
Development Goals. By aligning with these global objectives, the 
Initiative helps bridge data and policy, ensuring that improvements 
in quality of life are both measurable and transformative.

The Quality of Life Initiative is embedded within and reinforces 
global agendas aimed at advancing sustainable, inclusive urban 
development. As one of UN-Habitat’s corporate tools for SDG 
localization and a contribution to the Local2030 Coalition, the 
Initiative helps translate global commitments—including the 2030 
Agenda, the New Urban Agenda, and Our Common Agenda—into 
meaningful local action. It complements UN-Habitat’s SDG Cities 
Flagship and the Partnership Platform on Localizing the SDGs, 
providing cities with human-centered metrics and innovative data 
to bridge global targets with lived experiences. By aligning with 
emerging UN efforts such as UN 2.0 and Beyond GDP, as well as 
the Pact for the Future, the Initiative strengthens coherence across 
global frameworks while emphasizing the centrality of well-being 
and dignity in shaping sustainable urban futures.

The Quality of Life Initiative is transforming how cities understand 
and improve urban well-being, by harnessing human-centered 
data to capture what people truly value.

The Initiative partners with cities to assess residents’ quality of life 
and identify priorities for action. Through an inclusive approach 
that goes beyond the numbers, it equips communities with 
the insights and tools to shape more resilient, compassionate, 
sustainable and thriving cities that reflect the unique needs and 
values of the people who live there.

A people-centered approach to urban well-being 
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Our value 
The Quality of Life 
Initiative is: 

1.
Reflecting 
subjective 
experience 

 in cities 

5.
Reframing 

challenges and 
opportunities 

through quality 
of life lenses

2. 
Creating a  

globally relevant, 
locally applicable 

index 
3.

Disaggregating 
data to foster 

inclusive policies 

4.
Harnessing 

new and 
innovative  

data 

The Initiative is equipping local decision-makers globally 
with knowledge and tools, including the Quality of Life Index, 
which integrates measurements of individuals’ experiences in 
their environment as well as global indicators for well-being. 
This process is aligned with international standards and 
sustainable development goals, yet tailored to the unique 
needs, people, and culture of each city.

At its core, the Initiative features the development of an 
innovative, globally relevant, locally applicable Index to 
evaluate and accelerate progress on local and global policy 
agendas around improving the quality of life in cities.

How we measure  
Quality of Life 
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The Quality of Life Index
The Quality of Life Initiative takes a holistic approach to 
assessing urban well-being, moving beyond traditional metrics 
like GDP to focus on human experiences and values. 

At its core is the Quality of Life Index, which offers cities a 
two-layer measurement tool comprising:

STRUCTURAL
LENSES

FAIRNESS
LENSES

PERCEPTION
LENSES

Basic Services 
& Mobility

Governance Economy

Environment

Health

Education Housing

Social
Cohesion

Culture &
Recreation

Domains
of urban

quality of life

Global Layer

Local Layer

Subjective
indicators

Objective 
indicators

Global layer
Universal indicators that reflect 
quality of life dimensions 
relevant to most cities 

Local layer
Community-specific indicators 

that reflect the unique needs, 
values and priorities of each city 

By adopting this dual-layer structure, the Index enables cities 
to track and enhance dimensions of urban life that are both 
universally relevant and locally meaningful, ensuring policies and 
interventions reflect what truly matters to residents.

5
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A combination of both objective and subjective 
indicators reframes conventional urban development 
issues through a quality of life lens, ensuring that 
urban interventions go beyond numbers to reflect on 
the experience of people.

Cities build their Quality of Life Index by collecting 
data across the Global and Local Layers. 

Global Layer 
The Global Layer consists of 28+1 universal indicators that are 
sourced from a combination of objective and subjective data, 
including the +1 benchmark Life Satisfaction indicator.  

The Quality of Life Index Survey allows cities to collect subjective 
opinions about the quality of life in their city from residents.  
Cities can also add additional questions to the survey to inform 
the Local Layer of their Index. 
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The Local Layer 
The Local Layer of the Index is comprised of a set of city-specific 
quality of life indicators developed collaboratively with stakeholders 
by the city that measure priority issues unique to the community’s 
needs, context, and culture. It complements the universal Global 
Layer by including measures that are important in the local context 
without duplicating indicators, enabling a tailored and actionable 
Quality of Life Index for the city.

The Local Layer is developed by the city through a four-part, 
in-person workshop series that identifies local priority issues for 
quality of life, defines their benefits, selects the most relevant 
indicators, and begins mapping available data.

Local Layer Workshop Format

1. Problem/Priority Definition
To identify the critical and current 
priority for quality of life concerns in 
the City under the nine domains.

2. Benefits Identification
To document the benefits to local 
quality of life that will emerge as 
a result of addressing the factors 
identified in Workshop 1.

3. Indicator Selection
To commence the process of indicator 
selection for measuring each indicator 
in terms of the described benefits (2.) 
of addressing each problem (1.)

4. Data Discovery
To commence the process of 
identifying the type of data, data 
sources and resource implications 
for measuring the indicators.
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The Quality of Life Lenses 
The Quality of Life Initiative integrates thematic lenses across all 
its domains to ensure an inclusive, equitable and holistic approach 
to urban well-being. 

By examining quality of life across these lenses, the Initiative 
ensures that cities focus not only on improving services and 
infrastructure but also on making them accessible and responsive 
to the diverse needs of their communities, fostering long-term, 
sustainable improvements in the quality of life. These lenses guide 
both indicator development and the inclusive policy making.

STRUCTURAL
LENS

FAIRNESS 
LENS

Urban 
quality of life

PERCEPTION 
LENS

Address the foundational 
realities that shape people’s 
lives, such as the availability, 
quality, and cost of essential 
services and infrastructure.

Capture people’s lived 
experiences, including their 
sense of safety, belonging, 
and meaning in the urban 

environment.

Address the foundational 
realities that shape 

people’s lives, such as the 
availability, quality, and 

cost of essential services 
and infrastructure.

8
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Knowledge Ecosystem
At the core of the Initiative lies knowledge, both as a driver of global 
conversations on the centrality of quality of life to urban development, 
and as a concrete enabler of change. Knowledge reframes how cities 
think about development while providing the tools and evidence they 
need to act. In doing so, the Initiative works to bridge to gap between 
knowledge and action, moving from understanding and measuring 
quality of life, to actually changing it.

In creating a Knowledge Ecosystem, the Initiative goes beyond the 
Index to build momentum, collecting data, evidence, and stories for 
action on how to improve quality of life for cities and citizens.

Our Knowledge Ecosystem includes:

Webinars 
and virtual 
meetings

Global Urban 
Lecture Series 

on quality  
of life

Research and 
syntheses on 
quality of life
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Our innovative Platform brings the Index, knowledge ecosystem, and capacity 
building tools together in one digital space where cities and their citizens can 
view the data and insights that inform decision-making and guide urban policy to 
enhance quality of life.

By integrating innovative measures that reflect people’s own experience in their 
neighborhood and city into a dedicated monitoring mechanism, the Quality of Life 
Initiative adds value to what matters to individuals and communities, informing 
decision-making processes that positively impact lives.

The Quality of Life Platform

Visit: qolimpact.com

The Platform is: 

A powerful tool for exploring and analyzing quality of life in cities

A space for collaboration, learning, and progress tracking among cities, 
citizens, and partners

A hub showcasing cities’ Quality of Life Index results, priorities, data 
visualization and stories through interactive profiles

Home to the:

Quality of Life Index

Onboarding and implementation guide for cities

City-specific tools and insights including:
•	 Urban planning tools and trends
•	 City Explorer Map including points of interest, visualizations of indicators 

and environmental, traffic and land-use data
•	 AI-powered City Assistant providing insights, reports and recommendations

https://qolimpact.com/
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The Quality of Life Initiative Guidelines is a capacity-
building and knowledge management tool to guide your 
city in effectively implementing the Quality of Life Initiative.

The guidelines help you understand the overall nature and 
objectives of the Initiative, the participation process, and 
the steps taken to effectively compute the Index scores, 
and it explores the ways in wich the Index results can be 
interpreted and incorporated into policies and strategic 
plans along with the views and values of the communities.

The Quality of Life Initiative Guidelines Advance Release 1.3 Quality of Life Initiative Guidelines | Joining 1

Advance Release 1.3   September 2025

The Quality of Life Initiative 

Implementation 
Guidelines

Our goal is to provide you with an effective tool, 
process and policy-oriented outcome to improve 
the lives of your city’s inhabitants.

City Leaders/ 
Representatives

Implementation 
Leaders

Supporting 
Stakeholders

Enable cities to create a  
comprehensive Index:
•	 Step-by-step guidance to create a  

Local Layer and integrate it with the 
Global Layer.

•	 Instructions for establishing indicator 
values and uploading data to the  
Qol Platform.

Enable cities to continuously improve:
•	 Guidance for updating data, monitoring 

performance, and using the Index for 
policy and investment decisions.

Target Audience Objectives of the Guidelines

1.
Onboarding

2.
Planning

3.
Learn about 

the Index

5.
Data Collection & 

Index Computation

6.
Implementation

& Monitoring

Step 6.1
How do you 

interpret 
the data and 

Index values?

Step 6.2
How do you 
manage your 
city's Index 
through the 

Quality of Life 
Initiative 

Platform?

Step 1.1
Why join the

Quality of Life
Initiative?

Step 2.1
Do you know
what quality
of life means
to your city's
inhabitants?

Step 4.1
How do you 
incorporate 

crowd-sourcing?

Step 4.2 
How do you 

prepare for the 
Local Layer 
workshop?

Step 4.3
What is the 

pre-workshop 
inception 
meeting?

Step 4.4
How do you 
develop the 
Local Layer 
indicators?

Step 4.5
How do you 

refine the list of 
Local Layer 
indicators?

Step 5.1
How do you 
collect data 

for the Global 
Layer?

Step 5.3
How do you 
compute the 

Quality of Life 
Index?

Step 5.4
How do 

you validate 
the collected 

data?

Step 1.2 
How to
formally

register your
city in the

Quality of Life
Initiative?

Step 2.2
Who are your
Quality of Life

Initiative
stakeholders?

Step 2.3
What is the 

recommended 
workplan and 

what resources 
are needed?

Step 3.2 
What is the
Local Layer 

of Indicators?

Step 5.2
How do you 
collect data 
for the Local 

Layer?

Step 3.1
What is the 

Global Layer 
of indicators?

Joining Implementing Managing

4.
Indicator 

Development

Our Process

Index Development Roadmap
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Querétaro,
Mexico

In 2024, UN-Habitat piloted the Quality of Life Index in nine cities to test 
and refine, its  new approach to measuring urban well-being.

The pilot cities: Bhubaneswar (India), Kampala (Uganda), Logan 
(Australia), Madinah (Saudi Arabia), Niš (Serbia), Querétaro (Mexico), Quito 
(Ecuador), Udon Thani (Thailand), and Vancouver (Canada), provided 
diverse perspectives from across regions and income levels.

Piloting the Quality of Life Index

What we Learned: Case Studies from our Pilot Cities
Pilot City Index Insights

Top strengths: 
Culture & recreation, air quality, and life satisfaction. 
Priorities: 
Public transport convenience, green space satisfaction, 
and housing affordability.

Impact: 
Using the Index to guide equitable growth while 
preserving cultural heritage.

Few places like Querétaro combine pride 
in history, traditions, and identity with 
modernity and the vision of a future city 
offering an ever-improving quality of life.
Luis Bernardo Nava Guerrero, Former Mayor of the 
Municipality of Querétaro, Mexico (2018-2024)

WATCH: Querétaro, Mexico and the Quality 
of Life Initiative: A Pilot City Story

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9fvhIYMuxQY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9fvhIYMuxQY
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Madinah,
Saudi Arabia

Top strengths: 
Crime & safety, social cohesion, governance.
 
Priorities: 
Priorities identified included:
•	 Preserving its identity and tranquility, 
•	 Enhancing social cohesion and hospitality through 

strong neighborhood networks, and sustaining its 
centuries-old tradition of hospitality for millions of 
annual visitors. 	

•	 Balancing global best practices with local needs.
 
Impact
Aligning Vision 2030 goals with residents’ lived 
experience, leading on improving quality of life.leading 
on improving quality of life.

What distinguishes the Initiative most is its 
clarity and transparency in applying calculations 
and indicators according to international 
standards to give a clear and accurate picture 
of the strengths and developments that support 
decisions to enhance quality of life in Madinah.
H.E. Fahad Albuliheshi, Mayor of Madinah, Saudi Arabia

WATCH: Madinah, Saudi Arabia and the 
Quality of Life Initiative: A Pilot City Story



14

Vancouver, 
Canada

Top strengths:  
Education completion, transport 
convenience, and access to green 
and public spaces.

Priorities: 
Housing affordability and civic 
participation.

Impact: 
Advancing inclusive urban 
living and sustainability through 
evidence-led policy.

Top strengths: 
Culture, education, and health.
 
Priorities: 
Housing affordability and public transport 
satisfaction.
 
Impact: 
Building safer, better-connected communities 
for a growing, diverse population.

Logan,  
Australia

We have this incredible opportunity to 
work hand in glove with our community  
to design a city that their kids their 
grandkids their great grandkids will enjoy 
for the next 200 years.
Jon Raven, Mayor of the City of Logan, Australia

WATCH: Logan, Australia 
and the Quality of Life 
Initiative: A Pilot City Story

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PsFOKm1aFpg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PsFOKm1aFpg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PsFOKm1aFpg
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Niš, 
Serbia

For residents, quality of life in Niš is deeply tied 
to its resilient cultural heritage, evolving urban 
infrastructure, and a natural environment that 
balances tradition with progress, as the city 
continues its journey of modernization while 
honoring its unique character.

Top strengths: 
Mobility, housing affordability, and 
environmental quality (high tree cover, clean air).

Priorities: 
Governance and healthcare satisfaction.

Impact:
Combining industrial revitalization with livability 
for an evolving, resilient city.
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Are you ready to help shape the future of urban life? 
We welcome cities, countries, organizations, 
and partners to join us in co-creating better living 
conditions for millions of people worldwide.

•		  Partner with us to pilot the Quality of Life 
Index in your city.

•		  Collaborate on research, innovation, and 
policy tools.

•		  Share your expertise to strengthen the  
global Knowledge Ecosystem.

Fill in our short form to express your interest.  
We’ll connect you with upcoming opportunities  
and keep you informed as the Initiative grows.

Or email us at: unhabitat-qualityoflife@un.org

Get Involved

Platform: qolimpact.com

Website: https://unhabitat.org/quality-of-life-initiative

https://qolimpact.com/



