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About the Quality of Life Initiative 
The Quality of Life Initiative is a global effort to enhance urban well-being through data-driven 
measurement, monitoring and insights. The Initiative, implemented by UN-Habitat and sponsored by 
the Quality of Life Program in Saudi Arabia, has piloted implementation of its novel Index in nine 
cities around the world and has expanded to more than 100 cities. By adopting the Quality of Life 
Index, local and regional governments gain a powerful tool that goes beyond GDP to measure and 
improve well-being in their communities through metrics that respond to global imperatives as well 
as local contextual needs. The Initiative provides cities with a globally relevant yet locally applicable 
Quality of Life Index to measure and improve well-being in their communities across nine essential 
quality of life domains: Basic Services & Mobility, Culture & Recreation, Economy, Education, 
Environment, Governance, Health, Housing, and Social Cohesion. By leveraging cutting-edge data 
sources such as satellite imagery, mobile data, and social media surveys, cities gain dynamic, 
actionable insights to inform sustainable urban policies like never before. The Index’s novel 
structure incorporates a compulsory global layer that captures universal aspects of quality of life and 
a local layer defined by the community.  The Index and its integrated knowledge ecosystem are 
brought to life through a state-of-the-art digital platform (www.qolimpact.com), which houses 
interactive visualization and mapping tools and harnesses advanced technologies to generate 
insights derived from Index values, delivering actionable recommendations for cities, urban 
planners, policymakers, researchers, and the wider public.  
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Executive summary 

Based on the experiences of cities that piloted the Quality of Life Index, the Index has proven 
to be methodologically robust, operationally feasible, and highly relevant across diverse urban 
contexts. Its core strength lies in combining novel data types, stakeholder participation, and 
place-specific policy relevance to support evidence-based approaches to improving residents’ 
quality of life. For successful global expansion, the Index should be scaled not only as a 
measurement framework, but as a comprehensive system for learning, collaboration, and 
action, supported by local institutional anchoring, capacity-building to underpin long-term 
sustainability, and a robust digital platform that enables local benchmarking and context-
sensitive learning transfer. Ultimately, the Initiative has the potential to become a global 
standard for measuring and improving urban quality of life, provided that it prioritises usability, 
flexibility, and the link to real-world impact.  

Overview and purpose 
This report synthesizes the experiences of five pilot cities – Madinah (Saudi Arabia),  
Niš (Serbia), Querétaro (Mexico), Udon Thani (Thailand), and Vancouver (Canada) - in 
implementing the Quality of Life Index. Based on responses to a survey conducted in the 
fourth quarter of 2025, it complements prior technical validation work by focusing on user 
perspectives, including feasibility, institutional requirements, value addition, and lessons  
– both for cities and for UN-Habitat, for scaling the Initiative globally. 

The Index is a multi-dimensional measurement framework spanning nine domains  
(Basic Services and Mobility; Culture and Recreation; Economy; Education; Environment; 
Governance; Health; Housing; and Social Cohesion) and combining objective data with 
subjective, perception-based data. It is designed to help cities move beyond GDP-based 
assessments toward a more holistic understanding of urban well-being. 

The report is forward-looking, aiming to inform the global roll-out of the Index, with over  
100 cities expected to adopt it following the pilot phase which ended in late 2025. 

Key findings 

1. Cities’ motivations and expectations for implementing the Index 
Cities reported being motivated by a commitment to evidence-based, people-centred urban 
development. The Index was widely seen as strengthening existing planning frameworks 
rather than replacing them, while also supporting the integration of global agendas (particularly 
the Sustainable Development Goals1) into local policy. This includes by facilitating international 
learning transfer and by providing a mechanism to capture citizens’ lived experiences, which 
are often missing from conventional datasets. A perceived major strength is the Index’s ability 
to combine quantitative indicators with perception data, enabling cities to identify mismatches 
between infrastructure and lived experience among other benefits. 

In the experience of pilot cities, political and institutional support proved critical. Cities with 
strong leadership backing and alignment with national or local strategies reported positive 
experiences of implementing the Index. 

 
1 United Nations (2015) 
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2. Institutional arrangements  
Cities adopted two main models – what may be termed an ‘embedded approach’ where they 
used existing institutional structures (e.g. urban observatories, urban planning units); and an 
‘ad hoc/project-based approach’ where temporary coordination mechanisms were set up to 
deliver the Index. Cities viewed the most effective implementations as those anchored in 
existing governance systems and linked directly to decision-making processes. 

Key success factors included clear leadership and coordination roles, integration with planning 
and budgeting systems, and sustained political or leadership buy-in. Where these were absent 
or unclear, cities perceived the risk of challenges emerging around continuity, coordination, 
and ability to see the Initiative through to long-term impact. 

3. Timeframe 
Implementation time requirements of the Index during the pilot phase varied significantly, 
ranging from several months to over a year, largely depending on institutional readiness, data 
availability, and prior experience with similar frameworks. Cities with strong existing data 
systems, clear leadership, and defined coordination mechanisms progressed more efficiently, 
while those facing technical capacity constraints, data gaps, informal structures, or limited 
staffing experienced delays. The perception-based social media survey was a key determinant 
of overall timelines due to its complexity and resource requirements.  

Methodologically, cities suggested there could be benefits to the overall process in allocating 
additional time for preparatory activities, particularly to build stakeholder understanding, and 
for post-implementation phases to translate findings into policy and planning processes. While 
first-run implementation was reported by some cities to have been more time-intensive than 
expected, cities anticipate that subsequent iterations will be faster as familiarity increases.  

4. Index creation process 
4.1 Local layer workshop and local priority identification  
The process of identifying local quality of life priorities through multistakeholder workshops 
(so-called ‘local layer workshops’) was widely regarded as valuable, participatory, and trust-
building, contributing to more inclusive and evidence-based urban governance. It helped 
structure dialogue across departments, strengthen cross-sectoral collaboration, and surface 
locally relevant priorities, while also reinforcing or clarifying existing strategic directions. Cities 
associated broad stakeholder participation with greater confidence in the legitimacy and 
usefulness of outcomes. including technical experts, leadership, and external partners. 
However, the effectiveness of the process varied depending on stakeholder representation 
and local capacity. Limited participation (for instance, with senior decision-makers absent) in 
some cases reduced the depth of engagement, while cities highlighted the need for more 
continuous and inclusive consultation over time. A key challenge was the misalignment 
between stakeholder-identified priorities and municipal mandates, particularly where issues fell 
outside local authority control. This highlights the need for clear guidance on managing such 
tensions, as well as on the role of facilitation to balance inclusive dialogue with practical policy 
relevance. 

4.2 Data identification and gathering  
All pilot cities reported challenges in data identification and gathering, including in data-rich 
contexts, with particular difficulties related to local layer indicators and perception-based 
survey data. Key issues included data gaps, ensuring consistent understanding of survey 
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questions, and achieving representative survey responses. Cities adopted different 
approaches to data limitations: some adjusted their indicator sets based on available data, 
while others retained indicators despite missing data to signal future priorities. Data gaps were 
addressed through proxies, estimates, alternative sources, and additional primary data 
collection, often drawing on both local and national datasets. 
Responding cities also highlighted trade-offs between using existing data - which supports 
comparability and efficiency - and generating new data, which better captures local realities 
but is more resource-intensive. Importantly, the data-gathering process was widely seen as a 
valuable capacity-building exercise, strengthening understanding of the link between data and 
policy, improving collaboration across departments, and highlighting the need for more robust 
local data systems. Looking ahead, cities expressed interest in improving survey 
methodologies and exploring more technologically enabled and coordinated approaches to 
data collection. 

4.3 Cost of data collection 
Cities identified the perception-based survey as the most resource-intensive component of 
data collection, alongside costs related to integrating fragmented datasets and translating 
survey tools. In some cases these factors were viewed as contributing significantly to the 
overall financial and operational demands of implementing the Index, particularly in contexts 
with limited resources or less developed data environments. 
To optimize costs, cities highlighted several practical strategies, including greater use of 
existing and national-level data, leveraging established data partnerships, and strengthening 
coordination and data-sharing across departments. Embedding surveys into routine municipal 
processes, identifying data gaps early, and investing in digital tools for more efficient data 
collection and processing were also seen as potentially helpful approaches. Overall, strong 
inter-departmental coordination emerged as a key factor in reducing costs and improving 
efficiency. Looking ahead, some pilot cities recognised the potential for lowering time and 
resource investments in future repeat Index runs as compared to the first Index run.  

5. Outcomes and value addition 
Across pilot cities, the Quality of Life Index was widely perceived as a valuable strategic tool, 
particularly for diagnosis, communication, and evidence-based planning. Its internationally 
standardised framework supports benchmarking and peer learning, while the integration of 
objective and subjective data provides nuanced, policy-relevant insights. Cities highlighted its 
ability to offer a holistic view of urban well-being, linking traditionally siloed sectors and 
enabling more informed prioritization and resource allocation. 

5.1 New insights 
Cities valued the new disaggregated insights into local conditions generated by the Index, 
including spatial (neighbourhood-level) inequalities, service gaps, and mismatches between 
infrastructure provision and citizen satisfaction, in their potential to support more human 
experience-centred policy responses. 

5.2 Validation of existing priorities 
In several cases, findings reinforced existing policy priorities, strengthening confidence in 
current strategies and aligning stakeholder perspectives. 

5.3 Identification of scalable local success stories 
Through local multistakeholder workshops cities identified context-specific urban success 
stories with potential for replication elsewhere in the same city, suggesting the Index can 
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support urban feature/asset-based development at home, and extend such insights to cross-
city learning. 

5.4 Benchmarking 
The Index was valued for helping guide cities to establishing baselines for tracking progress 
over time while also enabling meaningful international comparison (rather than reductive city 
rankings), with the value of the Index expected to increase across the board as more cities 
adopt the Index and longitudinal data is accrued. 

5.5 Translating findings into policies and projects 
Early evidence from pilot cities shows that Index results are already informing strategies, 
plans, and projects, enhancing existing policy frameworks with a stronger people-centred 
perspective and supporting targeted interventions across sectors. 

5.6 Data gap identification 
The process highlighted critical data gaps, reinforcing the need to strengthen local data 
systems and institutionalise data collection related to quality of life. 

5.7 Capacity-building and awareness-raising 
The Index was perceived by three of the five responding pilot cities to have functioned as a 
capacity-building tool, improving understanding of quality of life concepts, strengthening data-
policy linkages, and fostering collaboration across departments. 

5.8 Communicating about quality of life using the Index 
Cities considered the Index to be effective for communicating complex issues to internal 
leadership, to stakeholders and the public, supporting engagement and policy dialogue 
through accessible and visual outputs. 

5.9 Time needed for full impact to be realised 
Cities noted that full policy impact will require time, sustained leadership engagement, and 
structured follow-up to translate findings into action. 

5.10 Online platform as a global collaborative learning forum 
The online platform was recognised as a valuable resource for data sharing, benchmarking, 
and peer learning, though improvements in functionality, usability, and reliability were 
suggested to enhance its role as a global knowledge and collaboration hub. 

6. Sustainability and next steps 
There was broad interest among pilot cities in continuing the use of the Quality of Life Index 
beyond the pilot phase, although the extent and certainty of future implementation vary 
depending on institutional capacity, political support, and resource availability. Several cities 
expressed a clear intention to institutionalise the Index as a regular component of planning, 
monitoring, and reporting systems, recognising its value in tracking progress over time, 
informing strategic priorities, and strengthening evidence-based decision-making. Integrating 
the Index into formal governance structures was seen as key to ensuring continuity, including 
linking city-level indicators with city and – notably - national data systems, and embedding the 
framework within long-term development plans. Cities also noted that future iterations are 
likely to become more efficient as familiarity with the methodology increases. 

Other cities indicated more conditional or aspirational plans for continued use, highlighting the 
need for sustained political commitment, dedicated resources, and stronger institutional 
anchoring. For these cities, the pilot phase established an important baseline and 
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demonstrated the Index’s potential, but additional support will be required to ensure long-term 
sustainability. External technical assistance and opportunities for peer learning were identified 
as important enablers of continued implementation. Most cities envisaged repeating the Index 
on a two- to three-year cycle, with some considering more flexible approaches, such as partial 
updates, to balance ambition with capacity constraints. 

7. Advice to others on taking the Initiative forward 
7.1 Advice to cities considering participating in the Initiative 
Cities highlighted that successful participation in the Quality of Life Index requires strong 
institutional anchoring, early coordination, and realistic planning for time, capacity, and data 
demands. Identifying a lead department, securing senior-level support, and engaging a broad 
range of stakeholders—including civil society and vulnerable groups—are critical to ensuring 
ownership, credibility, and effective implementation. Cities emphasized the importance of 
treating the Index as a participatory, people-centred and long-term learning process rather 
than a one-off exercise, with early data assessments, flexible approaches to indicators, and 
sustained engagement helping to maximise its value as a tool for ongoing monitoring, policy 
development, and improved decision-making. 

7.2 Advice to UN-Habitat as it works towards the success of the Initiative 
Cities advised that, as the Index scales, UN-Habitat should strengthen implementation support 
through clear, early, and sustained technical guidance, particularly on methodology, survey 
design, and data use, while also providing clearer expectations on processes and timelines for 
new participants. Greater flexibility was recommended to accommodate diverse local contexts, 
including options for phased implementation, adapted indicator sets, and more cost-effective 
data approaches. Cities also emphasized the importance of positioning the Index as both a 
measurement and capacity-building tool, framing challenges such as data gaps as part of the 
learning process. Continued engagement beyond the pilot phase - through enhanced peer 
learning, practical case studies, and support in translating findings into policy-relevant actions - 
was seen as critical to sustaining political buy-in and demonstrating real-world impact. 

Recommendations 
For each of the foregoing seven themes the current report provides a set of complementary 
recommendations - seven for cities as Index users and beneficiaries, and six for UN-Habitat as 
Index convenor. Reflecting the collaborative and iterative nature of the Initiative, the 
recommendations recognize that the success of the Index depends on a reciprocal partnership 
between cities and UN-Habitat, with both parties contributing to its refinement, implementation 
and long-term value. The following recommendations, drawn from the rich insights provided by 
pilot cities above, are aimed at enhancing the success of the scale-up of the Index to cities 
worldwide.   

Recommendations for cities considering a first or repeat run of the Index 
The following recommendations aim to help cities maximize the value, sustainability and 
long-term usability of the Index. 
1. Position the Index and its data generation effort strategically as a complement to 

existing frameworks 



viii 
 

 

Quality of Life in Cities: Experiences of cities piloting the Quality of Life Index 

 

 

2. Ensure strong institutional anchoring and leadership to increase the likelihood of a 
sustainable Index 

3. Plan for realistic timelines and resource needs 
4. Invest time in broad-based stakeholder engagement  
5. Treat data challenges as learning opportunities  
6. Actively use results to inform policy and planning, and document and disseminate 

impacts 
7. Plan for repeat cycles to maximize long-term value, through both efficiency gains 

and through accruing robust time series data 

 

Recommendations for UN-Habitat as it supports the global scale-up  
of the Index 
The following suggestions are aimed at strengthening UN-Habitat’s support for the 
broader adoption, institutionalization and long-term sustainability of the Index. 
1. Emphasize the Index as a flexible, adaptable tool that can be implemented in across 

a range of data maturity settings 
2. Provide clear technical guidance, especially on local indicator selection, survey 

methods, and approaches to handling data gaps  
3. Expand capacity-building and technical assistance to cities, particularly in less 

developed data environments 
4. Strengthen the online digital platform as a hub for peer learning, case studies, and 

context-sensitive benchmarking. Consider improving its data visualization and 
analytical capabilities 

5. Support Index institutionalization pathways by documenting and disseminating 
diverse empirical examples to support long-term sustainability  

6. Promote the Index’s multiple value additions, including its diagnostic, strategic, 
communicative, and capacity-building functions 

 
The pilot phase demonstrates that the Quality of Life Index is perceived by pilot cities as 
valuable, feasible, and credible across diverse urban contexts. Based on the invaluable 
feedback of cities which piloted the Index, its distinctive combination of data innovation, 
stakeholder participation, and policy relevance are perceived to position it as a powerful and 
innovative tool for improving urban well-being.  
Overall, pilot phase city feedback strengthens confidence that the Quality of Life Index is ready 
to be scaled up in a consistent and impactful way. City user perspectives have further 
indicated that successful global scale-up will depend on more than measurement: it will require 
building a comprehensive and user-friendly ecosystem of capacity, collaboration, and action, 
supported by local institutional anchoring and practical guidance from UN-Habitat. With 
continued progress on these conditions, the Index has the potential to become a global 
standard for measuring and improving quality of life in cities, driving more inclusive, evidence-
based, and people-centred urban development at scale.   
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Foreword 
Cities today are at the forefront of addressing some of the most pressing challenges of our 
time, from rapid urbanisation and climate change to inequality and the need for more inclusive, 
people-centred development. In this context, understanding and improving quality of life is a 
policy ambition and necessity for sustainable urban futures. 

The Quality of Life Initiative, implemented by UN-Habitat and sponsored by the Quality of Life 
Program of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, represents an important step forward in equipping 
cities with the tools they need to measure what matters to people. By combining objective 
indicators with the subjective lived experiences of residents, the Quality of Life Index sits at the 
heart of the wider Initiative to offer a comprehensive and nuanced framework for 
understanding urban well-being across diverse contexts. 

This report captures the experiences of five cities – Madinah, Niš, Querétaro, Udon Thani, and 
Vancouver – which implemented the Index in its pilot phase from 2024 to 2025. Their insights 
demonstrate that the Index is methodologically feasible across diverse contexts, and valuable 
in the eyes of cities and their stakeholders to adopt a multidimensional, data-driven approach 
to urban quality of life. Importantly, their experiences suggest that the full value of the Index 
lies not only in local priority identification and indicator measurement, but more widely in its 
ability to improve the local data environment, strengthen stakeholder collaboration, and build 
capacity on translating reliable data into meaningful policies and action. 

As the Initiative moves from pilot phase to global scale-up, the lessons presented in this report 
will be critical. They underline the importance of continuing refinement of tools and guidance, 
strong institutional anchoring, broad stakeholder engagement, and sustained capacity-
building. They also reaffirm the need for flexible approaches that respond to local realities 
while maintaining a globally consistent and credible Index standard. 

UN-Habitat remains committed to supporting cities in this journey. By fostering a global 
community of practice and advancing innovative approaches to urban data, we aim to help 
cities build more inclusive, resilient, and sustainable futures for all. 

I would like to express my sincere appreciation to the pilot cities for their leadership, openness, 
and valuable contributions to this report. Their experiences are helping to shape a global effort 
that places people’s quality of life at the centre of urban development. 

 

Marija de Wijn  

Global Coordinator  

Quality of Life Initiative  

UN-Habitat 

Riyadh, Saudi Arabia    
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Purpose of this report 

The Quality of Life Initiative is a global effort to enhance urban well-being through data-driven 
measurement, monitoring and insights. Implemented by UN-Habitat and sponsored by the 
Quality of Life Program in Saudi Arabia, the Initiative has deployed a multi-domain urban Index 
designed to capture objective and subjective measures of quality of life. The Index has been 
successfully piloted in nine cities from different regions around the world in 2024, with the 
intention to expand its adoption to more cities worldwide. 

The pilot phase from 2023 to 2025 aimed to test the feasibility of the Quality of Life Index in 
geographically and developmentally diverse contexts, validate its design, and refine it as a tool 
in real-world conditions before global roll-out. The computational and statistical validity of 
indicator scores as well as their normative potential have been successfully demonstrated 
through UN-Habitat’s analysis of data findings (UN-Habitat, 2025). In 2026, the 57th Session 
of the United Nations Statistical Commission provided formal recognition of the Index within 
the global statistical system and a clear mandate for continued development and expansion. 

This report aims to complement the technical validation of the Index findings with a synthesis 
of views gathered from city authorities involved in piloting the Index, capturing user-centric 
perspectives on its appeal to cities; its feasibility and methodological practicability; credibility 
and stakeholder buy-in; policy relevance; and overall value addition. The qualitative insights 
identified will help ensure that scale-up to other cities is guided not just by what the Index 
measures, but by how it works in practice and how it is experienced by the cities implementing 
it. The report highlights institutional, political and other contextual factors identified by cities as 
enablers and barriers to Index implementation.  

The timing of the current report, directly after the end of the pilot phase, means that concrete 
impacts attributable to the Index generally have yet to reach fruition in the pilot cities. The 
scope of analysis, then, is on the cities’ self-reported experiences across the stages of first-run 
Index implementation, and on early and emerging impacts on decision-making of index 
findings. 

With over 100 cities already committed to implement the Index in the post-pilot phase from late 
2025, the current report is a learning-focused, forward-looking resource geared primarily 
towards supporting the global roll-out of the Initiative. The report identifies actionable insights 
targeted both to cities as the primary index users and to UN-Habitat as Index methodologist, 
coordinator, and capacity-building guide. 
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SUMMARY  
Quality of Life Index components and process 
A full description of the Index features and implementation process, as well as lists of specific 
indicators, can be found in the report Quality of life in cities: Insights from the Quality of Life 
Initiative Pilot Phase (UN-Habitat, 2025). To contextualise discussion in the current document, 
a summary is provided here. 

 
Figure 1.  Quality of Life Index conceptual structure 

• The Quality of Life Index is a composite city metric combining indicators grouped into nine 
statistical domains spanning environmental, economic and social dimensions. These 
domains are: Basic Services and Mobility; Culture and Recreation; Economy; Education; 
Environment; Governance; Health; Housing; and Social Cohesion (Figure 1). 

• Within this nine-domain structure, the Index comprises a mix of pre-defined indicators 
considered universal to quality of life (the so-called ‘global layer’ indicators) and indicators 
selected by cities (the so-called ‘local layer’ indicators). 

• Local layer indicators are selected by cities themselves during city authority-led, 
multistakeholder ‘local layer workshops’, designed to deliberate on their respective quality 
of life priorities. The workshop, run over a number of days, is also tasked with identifying 
indicators to measure identified local priorities. Indicators thus identified form the so-called 
‘local layer’ of indicators. Each city subsequently gathers data for both this local layer of 
indicators and for the ‘global layer’ of indicators common to all cities. 

• Across the global and local layers, indicators in each domain are either objective 
(quantifiable / externally observable) or subjective (personal perception-based). 
Combining both types of indicators in each domain is a core methodological feature of the 
Index, aiming to elevate the value of perceptions and satisfaction as inputs into policy and 
decision-making in complement to standard quantitative metrics. 

• Subjective indicators as well as the domain-independent Life Satisfaction indicator are 
populated through a social media survey. 

• Data is gathered where possible on a sex, age, and disability disaggregated basis. 
• Indicator data is normalised and averaged to provide a score per domain.  
• Raw and normalised data is posted for each city by domain and by indicator on a live 

online platform, www.qolimpact.com. The intention is not to rank or compare cities, but to 
support multi-dimensional understandings within cities and context-sensitive learning 
transfer across domains or indicators.  

http://www.qolimpact.com/
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Method 
This report is based on primary data. Index focal points in pilot cities were invited to provide 
responses to a questionnaire (Annex 1), either verbally by interview or in written form. The 
questionnaire covered seven substantive topics, spanning cities’ motivations to adopt the 
Index, institutional arrangements through which it was implemented, enablers and barriers 
encountered during key implementation stages, the timeframe needed, views on Index value 
addition, the sustainability of the Initiative and re-run intentions, and advice to other cities 
and to UN-Habitat that may help with the global Index roll-out. 

Over a designated response period of October to November 2025, feedback was received 
from five out of nine pilot cities invited to respond (Madinah in Saudi Arabia; Niš in Serbia; 
Querétaro in Mexico; Udon Thani in Thailand; and Vancouver in Canada), offering a diverse 
sample in terms of urban population, statistical capacity, internet penetration rates, and 
incomes levels2 (Table 1).  

The current report was shared for comment with responding cities before publication. 
City National  

City population 
Note: Based on UN 
DEGURBA method 
– may differ from 
city figures3 
UNDESA, 20244 

Country Statistical performance 
indicator  
World Bank, 20255  

Internet penetration  
rate % 
World Population 
Review, 20236 

GDP per capita 
(nominal, USD) 
World Bank, 20247 

GDP per capita (Purchasing 
power parity, USD) 
World Bank, 20248 

World Bank  
income category  
World Bank,20239 

Madinah 1,390,443 KSA 81.5 100 (2023) 35,057.2 71,243.4 High income 

Niš 200,937 Serbia 84.4 85.63 (2023) 13,523.7 31,867.4 Upper middle income 

Querétaro 875,179 Mexico 91.6 81.18 (2023) 14,157.9 25,688.1 Upper middle income 

Udon Thani 140,528 Thailand 81.1 89.54 (2023) 7,345.1 24,708.2 Upper middle income 

Vancouver 1,693,373 Canada 93.5 94 (2022)10 54,282.6 65,463.1 High income 

Table 1 Pilot cities responding to the ‘City Experiences’ questionnaire, their city populations, and national-level 
statistical performance indicator, internet penetration rate, GDP per capita, and income category. Note: City level 
figures may vary from national level averages. 

Caveats 
The findings presented in this report should be interpreted in light of the pilot nature of the 
exercise, the limited number of participating cities, and the reliance on self-reported qualitative 
feedback, which together constrain the generalizability of results. In line with the pilot phase 
focus, results are experiential and exploratory, rather than statistically representative of the 
diversity of global contexts.  

 
2 Statistical capacity, internet penetration rates and income levels here refer to the national level for which comparable indicator 
data is available, rather than the city level. 
3 While city proper and metropolitan city population figures are typically maintained by city authorities, the city population figures 
used here are drawn from the UN DESA Population Division data repository, derived using the DEGURBA method. (‘Data are 
presented … for Cities as defined by the Degree of Urbanization using a combination of population size, density, and contiguity 
thresholds based on 1km² population grids and satellite data to provide a consistent measure of urbanization across countries’. 
See https://population.un.org/wup/assets/Download/Cities/WUP2025-F21-DEGURBA-Cities_Pop.xlsx.) This is because the 
current purpose is to show the range of pilot city population sizes compared on a like for like basis: This may however introduce 
discrepancies with figures used locally. For instance, as at 2025, the City of Vancouver has a population of 740,454 and that of 
Metro Vancouver region a population of 3,087,023 (Statistics Canada, 2025); this compares to a DEGURBA figure of 1,693,373 
(Table 1). Cities will use their preferred local population data for policy and other purposes. 
4 UN Population Division, Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2025)  
5 World Bank Statistical Performance Indicators (2025) 
6 World Population Review (2023) 
7 World Bank Group Website - World Bank Open Data (n.d.) [Accessed 16 September 2025] 
8 Ibid 
9 World Bank Website (n.d.) [Accessed 20 November 2025] 
10 Statista (2025)  
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Findings 

Questionnaire responses from all responding cities are synthesised to highlight common 
themes emerging and to elicit implications relevant to both cities and to UN-Habitat in the 
Index scale-up phase.  

1. Cities’ motivations and expectations for undertaking the Index 

Cities are committed to strengthening the evidence base 
Across participating cities,11 motivation to undertake the UN-Habitat-implemented Quality of 
Life Index was largely driven by a shared commitment to strengthening evidence-based, 
people-centred urban development while aligning local priorities with global frameworks. 
Several cities viewed the Index as a strategic complement to existing policies and planning 
instruments rather than a standalone exercise. For example, cities with mature planning and 
monitoring systems saw the Index as a way to enhance coherence, structure, and international 
comparability in their ongoing work (Madinah, Vancouver, Querétaro).  

The Index was foreseen as an opportunity to build on existing complementary data initiatives: 
Madinah had success with establishing urban indicators based on ISO 37120,12 and the UN-
Habitat Urban Monitoring Framework,13 as well as having gained recognition under the SDG 
Cities initiative.14 Similarly, for Niš, the Index was a ‘natural continuation and complement’ to 
its ongoing work on a Voluntary Local Review of SDGs. For Udon Thani, the Index ‘aligned 
well with … ongoing efforts to integrate the SDGs into local planning’.  

Cities recognise a need for holistic data on citizens’ lived experiences 
A recurring motivation was the need for more holistic and reliable data on residents’ lived 
experiences. Cities highlighted that conventional administrative indicators often fail to capture 
social inclusion, well-being, and spatial inequalities. The Index was therefore valued as a 
diagnostic tool that combines objective metrics with perception-based data, enabling cities to 
better understand disparities, prioritize interventions, and track progress over time (Niš, 
Querétaro, Udon Thani). 

‘The Initiative offers more than just a set of indicators; it provides a multidimensional and 
people-centred approach to urban well-being. It combines objective data (…) with 
subjective data that captures how residents actually feel about their daily lives. This 
combination allows us to see not only where we stand, but also how our citizens 
experience living in our city.’ (Querétaro) 

Political support for engaging in the Index was determinative 
Institutional and political readiness also influenced participation. Support from city leadership 
(Madinah) as well as national counterparts (Madinah, Niš), and alignment with existing urban 
development strategies (Vancouver, Niš) made engagement with the Index both attractive and 

 
11 It should be noted that the Index’s appeal to pilot cities is a priori likely to be positive given these are the cities which actively 
undertook piloting. Findings may be affected by self-selection bias, as cities participating in the pilot phase were already 
predisposed toward innovation in quality of life measurement and may therefore hold more favourable views than non-
participating cities. More diverse commentary on the appeal of the Index could be expected from a wider sample of cities that 
includes those not piloting it. 
12 ISO 37120 is an international standard developed by the International Organization for Standardization that establishes a set of 
standardized indicators to measure the performance of city services and quality of life. 
13 This is a UN-endorsed system for monitoring urban development and tracking progress on the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) and the New Urban Agenda. See UN-Habitat (2022).  
14 UN-Habitat (2024)  
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feasible. By the same token, the pace and continuity of index work was impacted by changes 
in city leadership (Niš, Udon Thani). 

‘(Index) governance was reinforced by the Urban Observatory Executive Council, 
chaired by His Royal Highness the Governor, which gave the process strong political 
backing.’ (Madinah)  

Cities emphasized that working with UN-Habitat added credibility to local data efforts (Udon 
Thani) and helped build internal capacity for integrated urban monitoring (Madinah, 
Vancouver). 

The Index is anticipated to help localise global agendas, including by fostering 
global learning exchanges 
Overall, cities were motivated by the Index’s ability to translate global urban agendas into 
actionable, locally relevant insights that can inform policy, enhance accountability, and 
ultimately improve quality of life for residents in measurable and meaningful ways.  

‘The Initiative aligned well with our ongoing efforts to integrate the Sustainable 
Development Goals into local planning and to enhance citizen-centred urban 
development.’ (Udon Thani) 

The opportunity to engage in a global learning network and exchange experiences with peer 
cities was seen as a significant benefit, particularly for cities seeking to benchmark themselves 
internationally and adapt best practices to local contexts (Querétaro, Udon Thani). 

‘The Quality of Life Initiative connects us to a global network of innovative urban leaders, 
giving us access to shared knowledge, technical tools, and international best practices.’ 
(Querétaro) 

Implications for scale-up 
The motivations identified across participating cities point to several important implications for 
scaling up the UN-Habitat-implemented Quality of Life Index to additional cities in the future. 

Cities 
• Cities may seek to actively identify if and how the Index can support, complement 

and capitalise on data initiatives already underway in or of interest to themselves. 
• Cities enjoying a mature statistics environment may find Index adoption to be ‘low-

hanging fruit’. The required staff capacity and some of the data may already be 
available, meaning that a limited level of additional capacity building and data 
gathering may quickly unlock cities’ access to the valuable strategic learning 
network of peer cities that comes with Index membership. 

• Index uptake and continuity may be improved by drawing on the political support not 
only of urban-level leaders but also of counterparts at the national level.  

 

UN-Habitat 
• The importance interviewees attached to how the Index aligned with their cities’ 

existing frameworks suggests that UN-Habitat should position the Index as a flexible 
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tool that complements local planning, monitoring, and SDG-reporting processes. 
Clear guidance on how the Index can be adapted to different institutional contexts 
while maintaining the Index’s structure and comparability may help maximise its 
appeal to a wide range of cities, including those at different stages of data maturity. 

• The demand for people-centred, perception-based data corroborates the importance 
of maintaining the Index’s focus on lived experience. As the Index expands, UN-
Habitat will need to ensure that survey methodologies remain robust, accessible, 
and cost-effective, particularly for cities with limited technical or financial capacity. 
Providing standardized tools, training, and technical support will help lower entry 
barriers and support consistently robust implementation at scale. 

• The role of political leadership and institutional buy-in indicates that successful 
expansion will depend on engaging decision-makers – both at local and national 
levels - early and clearly demonstrating the practical value of the Index. 
Interviewees reported the appeal of measuring the specificities of a given city 
through a globally standardised methodology that helps cities navigate peer learning 
exchanges. This underlines that Index scale-up should be accompanied by strong 
platforms for knowledge sharing. Expanding communities of practice, and fostering 
exchanges between geographical cohorts (such as within a multi-country region) 
may reinforce the value of participation and foster long-term commitment. 

2. Institutional arrangements 

Some cities implemented the Index through pre-existing institutional structures 
For three of the five responding pilot cities, institutional arrangements for implementing the 
Quality of Life Initiative were embedded within existing governance structures, rather than 
relying on new temporary or permanent entities. These cities anchored implementation within 
established strategic or data coordination frameworks, including those linked to Urban 
Monitoring Units (Niš, Madinah) and an urban development strategy framework (Vancouver). 
This approach helped streamline implementation and ensured alignment with existing planning 
and reporting processes. In these cases, a central planning, strategy, or data unit acted as the 
lead coordinator, convening sectoral departments and external partners as needed. 

Other cities implemented the Index through new dedicated institutional 
structures 
For two of the five responding pilot cities, Index implementation took place via newly 
established or project-based arrangements. For Querétaro, a multisectoral stakeholders group 
was formed specifically for the development of the local Index, coordinating across the three 
municipalities making up the metropolitan area. In Udon Thani, a multi-departmental 
coordination mechanism led by the Strategic Planning Division under the Mayor’s office was 
established. This unit acted as the focal point for consolidating local data, coordinating with 
UN-Habitat, and facilitating workshops among municipal departments. Each bureau or division 
was assigned specific indicators under its mandate. 

Responsibilities were sometimes distributed across departments without formal mandates, 
dedicated staff, or long-term budgetary integration (Niš, Udon Thani). While these 
arrangements enabled engagement in the pilot phase, they also exposed vulnerabilities 
related to continuity (for instance, in the face of political leadership changes (Niš, Udon Thani), 
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or in the face of overarching urban strategy development delays (Vancouver)), cross-
departmental coordination, and reliance on good will and individual champions. 

‘The institutional framework was ad hoc, meaning that responsibilities were not formally 
integrated into existing municipal planning systems or budgets.’ (Udon Thani) 

The connection between the Index and decision-making structures is critical  
for impact 
The institutional interface between Index generation and urban policy and decision-making was 
raised by a number of cities. Madinah envisages automating data flow from the Index toward a 
wide range of stakeholders to enhance its absorption into evidence-based policy-making. For 
Querétaro, efforts were made to engage directly with municipal governments, enabling the city 
to ‘connect community experiences and local data with the institutions responsible for designing 
and implementing solutions’. In contrast, Niš suggested that the Index process would be 
optimized if it were directly linked to the planning system. In Udon Thani, it was perceived that 
‘the institutional framework was ad hoc, meaning that responsibilities were not formally 
integrated into existing municipal planning systems or budgets’. 

Implications for scale-up 

Cities 
• Embedding the Quality of Life Index within existing strategic, statutory, or budgetary 

processes appears to be important for sustainability beyond a pilot phase. 
• Clear institutional leadership and defined coordination roles reduce fragmentation 

and reliance on individual staff members. 
• Investment in staff capacity is essential to bridge the gap between indicator 

production and policy use. 

 

UN-Habitat 
• The pilot confirms that new institutions are not required, but clear guidance on 

institutional anchoring models will be essential as the Index expands. UN-Habitat 
should promote flexible implementation pathways suited to different governance and 
capacity contexts, while clarifying minimum institutional requirements. 

• Expanded technical assistance and capacity-building will be critical, particularly for 
cities relying on project-based arrangements. 

• Guidance on securing sustained political and executive buy-in will increase the 
likelihood of institutionalization and long-term uptake. 

3. Timeframe 

Index implementation ranged from several months to over a year 
Based on the cities’ responses, the overall timeframe to implement the Quality of Life Initiative 
during the pilot phase varied considerably, generally ranging from several months to over one 
year, reflecting differences in factors including institutional readiness, data availability, and 
prior experience with indicator-based frameworks. 
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Implementation is accelerated by strong existing data systems and institutional 
leadership, with methodological clarity supporting predictability 
Cities which self-reported strong pre-existing data systems and clear institutional leadership 
were able to complete the Index within a shorter timeframe. In these cases, a considerable 
share of required data was already available, coordination mechanisms were established, and 
responsibilities were clearly assigned, allowing implementation to progress relatively smoothly 
from initiation to completion (Vancouver, Querétaro). These cities reported that while the 
process was resource-intensive, timelines were manageable once the methodology was 
understood.  

Implementation may be delayed by technical capacity constraints, reliance on 
informal coordination structures, and absence of dedicated staff 
By contrast, cities with more limited technical capacity or less formalized coordination 
structures reported experiencing longer and less linear timelines. Delays were cited to be 
linked to data gaps, the need to adapt indicators to local contexts, staff turnover, and the time 
required to build internal understanding of the Index and its objectives (Niš, Udon Thani). In 
some cases, implementation was extended due to competing priorities, political leadership 
changes, and the absence of dedicated staff working full-time on the Initiative. 

The social media survey can be a key determinant of overall timeframe 
Across multiple cities, the perception-based survey component emerged as a key driver of 
overall timelines. Designing survey instruments, securing approvals, administering surveys, 
and validating results required significant time and, in some cases, external technical support, 
influencing the duration of the exercise.  

Cities see benefit in factoring in additional pre-implementation and post-
implementation phases to the Index creation process 
Some cities viewed that additional time could have been usefully programmed in ahead of the 
local layer workshop on ensuring understanding among stakeholders of the Index’s purpose 
and its methodology (Udon Thani, Niš).  

‘In order to ensure motivation and genuine participation, it is essential that participants 
first have a proper understanding of the methodology and objectives’ (Niš) 

Udon Thani viewed that such preparatory work would clear the ground for more context-
specific debate on indicators, and how amenable each is to local authority control, instead of 
abstract discussion about the Index during the local layer workshop. 

These cities also felt that more time could have been allocated to the phase moving from 
Index measurement to action – such as distilling out the policy implications of Index results 
and process institutionalization to support long-term impact. 

‘The period following the official process should focus on integrating the results into 
planning practices and using the indicators to improve both the planning system and the 
overall quality of life.’ (Niš) 

‘The interpretation and application phase could have been given more time to translate 
findings into policy recommendations and link them with the upcoming municipal 
strategic plan.’ (Udon Thani) 
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Cities anticipate that Index re-runs will take less time than the first run 
Some cities also noted that initial implementation took longer than anticipated, but expected 
future iterations to be faster as familiarity with the process increases. 

Implications for scale-up 

Cities 
• Cities should plan for flexible and realistic timelines, particularly for first-time 

implementation.  
• Early assessments of data readiness, clear designation of institutional leads, and 

allocation of dedicated staff time may significantly reduce delays. 
• Cities with more limited capacity or anticipating potential barriers such as local 

elections may anticipate longer timelines, and may consider phased implementation 
approaches. 

 

UN-Habitat  
• For UN-Habitat, the pilot highlights the need to communicate indicative timeline 

ranges based on different capacity profiles and to emphasize upfront readiness 
assessments. This may be collated and analysed based on the growing number of 
case examples of index application as more cities join the Initiative.  

• Targeted technical support, especially for survey design and coordination, will be 
critical to helping cities manage timelines effectively as the Index expands.  

• UN-Habitat may consider refining and bolstering existing resource packages 
provided to cities joining the Initiative to ensure that local layer workshop 
participants are equipped to focus workshop time on context-specific rather than on 
general discussions about the Index. 

• As real-world experience of the Index accrues, UN-Habitat will be in a position to 
identify, document and disseminate immediate post-hoc practices that lead to the 
long-term absorption and sustainability of the Index in cities’ data environments and 
urban planning systems. Scaling the Index arguably requires a formalised step 
between data and action, where results are interpreted in context, prioritized for 
action, and converted into recommendations. Absence of this systematized step 
may risk a data-rich but action-poor scenario for cities. The time and resource 
implications of minimum best practice in this regard could be estimated based on 
case examples as they emerge. 

• As part of monitoring the experiences of cities undertaking repeat runs of the Index, 
lessons on time and resource savings associated with repeat runs should be 
systematically documented and leveraged. Efficiencies in repeat runs may arise, for 
instance, from mainstreaming of Index data flows into routine municipal data 
collection systems, maintaining ongoing or periodic engagement with stakeholders 
involved in the local layer workshop, and building on staff capacity developed during 
the initial run. Conversely, clearly distinguishing the typical resource requirements of 
first-time and repeat applications of the Index would help cities better plan and 
budget for its sustained use. 
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4. Index creation process 

4.1 Local layer workshop and local priorities identification 
Based on cities’ responses, the process of identifying local Quality of Life priorities was 
generally viewed as valuable, constructively participatory, mutual trust-building, and clearly 
defined methodologically, though uneven in depth and ease across pilot cities, depending on 
factors like stakeholder representativeness and local capacity including experience with such 
data exercises. 

‘We view this process as a model for inclusive, evidence-based urban governance. It 
strengthened trust between institutions and citizens, encouraged collaboration across 
municipalities, and provided the foundation for more responsive and human-centred 
public policies in the Metropolitan Area of Querétaro.’ (Querétaro) 

Some cities affirmed that the process helped structure internal reflection and dialogue around 
what quality of life means in their specific context (Querétaro, Madinah). By requiring 
departments to jointly assess priorities, the exercise encouraged cross-sectoral discussion and 
helped surface issues that may have been previously implicit or fragmented across policy 
areas (Madinah, Querétaro). For Madinah, the process was seen as reinforcing existing 
strategic priorities while providing a framework to articulate them. 

Stakeholder engagement in priority-setting played a decisive role in shaping perceptions of the 
Index. Cities reporting satisfaction with the breadth of actors engaged  – from technical 
departments, political leadership, to external partners such as universities – also reported 
confidence in the legitimacy and usefulness of the identified priorities (e.g. Querétaro). 
Conversely, limited stakeholder representativeness in priority-setting presented challenges: 
Vancouver reported that limited senior leadership engagement in the local layer workshop 
meant there was a need for top-up parallel engagement processes later in the process. Niš 
reported that broader consultations with more time allocated would enhance the quality of 
participatory inputs into the Index process. Udon Thani expressed the aim of extending future 
engagement to more groups – flagging community-based groups, women’s networks, youth 
councils in this regard. 

Looking forward, the need for continuous rather than one-off identification both of priorities and 
stakeholders was highlighted by Niš. This consideration bears on the nature of the process to 
be conducted by cities undertaking repeat runs of the Index. 

A recurrent tension was the disjunct between quality of life priorities organically identified by 
stakeholders on one hand, and local authority operational mandates on the other. It is to be 
expected that quality of life priorities identified by city stakeholders will not map neatly onto the 
duties and powers of the city authorities convening the Index. There may be a gap in guidance 
to cities about how to approach this disjunct conceptually and practically.  

This disjunct also raises questions about the important role of the workshop facilitator. One city 
authority (Querétaro) laudably described its role in the workshop as ‘facilitator and listener’ in 
the interests of ‘genuine bottom-up dialogue’. However, there is probable value in the city 
authority maintaining a full and active role as a stakeholder with expertise and interests to 
represent in the quality of life priority identification process. Methodologically, consideration 
may be given to guiding cities towards a clear separation of an independent workshop 
facilitator role from the city authority-as-stakeholder role.  
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Implications for scale-up 

Cities 
• Investing time up-front in inclusive and well-facilitated priority-setting processes 

strengthens the ownership and relevance of the Index. Cities reporting satisfaction 
with the breadth of actors engaged in the process also reported confidence in the 
legitimacy and usefulness of the identified priorities, with constrained stakeholder 
representation perceived as undermining the robustness and efficiency of the 
Initiative.  

• The pilot has suggested that the Index process stimulates cross-departmental and 
cross-stakeholder coordination and assessments of priorities, which can be 
capitalised on to validate or challenge existing policy directions. This dynamic can 
be strategically leveraged to secure broad institutional support for the Initiative. 

• Cities should ensure that workshop time is focused on context-specific quality of life 
priorities as opposed to on Index generalities. Ensuring that prospective workshop 
participants benefit from a comprehensive introduction to the Index and its aims is 
likely to make this possible. 

 

UN-Habitat 
• Overall, the pilot affirms that broad participation in priority-setting during the local 

layer workshop is central to the Index’s credibility and long-term uptake, and 
should remain a core feature as it scales to more cities. 

• UN-Habitat could refine and standardise its guidance for cities on handling quality 
of life priorities identified by stakeholders that fall outside local authority control. 
This could include how to engage relevant actors beyond the city level, whether 
and how to filter such priorities, and how to address valid issues that might be 
excluded due to limited municipal influence. 

• Methodological consideration should be given to the consequential role of the 
workshop facilitator charged with facilitating priority identification, in regard to the 
independence of that role from the city authority convening the Index.  

4.2 Data identification and gathering  
Responding pilot cities unanimously reported some degree of challenge in gathering data for 
their indicators, even in data-rich contexts (Madinah, Vancouver) and those where staff are 
reported to be accustomed to addressing data challenges (Vancouver). Difficulties attached 
particularly to local layer indicators, and to the survey data - where ensuring that questions are 
understood similarly by all and respondent representativeness is reached (Udon Thani) being 
key issues affecting data reliability.  

Unavailability of data elicited different responses from cities. Two (Niš, Udon Thani) iteratively 
looped data availability findings back into their local layer indicator list by deleting from their list 
indicators for which data was not available. For one city (Querétaro), the local layer indicator 
set was retained as an Index process output, with no indicator deletions due to data 
unavailability. 
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‘Importantly, for certain metrics where no prior data existed or where we could not collect 
the information ourselves, we made a deliberate decision to retain those indicators in the 
Index, even if the result was zero. By doing so, we ensure that these priorities are 
acknowledged and tracked in the future, providing a starting point for policy development 
and continuous improvement.’ (Querétaro) 

Data gaps were variously filled across cities using estimates, proxies, alternative sources, and 
through additional stakeholder consultations (Niš) and other primary data collection (e.g. 
measuring pedestrian walkways in Querétaro).  

The Index drew data not only from the urban level (e.g. Urban Observatory in Madinah) but 
also from the national level, from entities such as National Institute of Statistics and 
Geography (Querétaro). 

Several cities recognised the trade-off between using existing data streams (cost-effective, 
may be compared over time and between places) and gathering primary data (pilot phase time 
constraints; resource-intensive). One city (Niš) noted that ‘while existing data ensures 
continuity and comparability, new data is often necessary to capture realities recognized by 
the community but not yet statistically recorded’.  

The data-gathering step was viewed by some cities as a capacity-building or learning 
experience during which city officers improved their understanding of the relationship between 
data and policy, and of the wider imperative to ‘build awareness of the importance of 
structured local data systems’ (Udon Thani). It served as a mobiliser for collaboration 
(Querétaro), importantly offering an insightful way to proof the prevailing statistical 
environment against local priorities. 

‘The process of identifying data to measure the local Quality of Life priorities was useful 
as it helped establish a clear link between local needs and available information.’ (Niš) 

One city expressed its aspiration to move away from traditional surveys for data collection and 
towards technologically assisted methods,15 as well as relying more on inter-agency 
coordination for data collection (Madinah). Udon Thani envisaged improving subjective data 
gathering, aiming to ‘strengthen survey design, expand respondent groups, and provide better 
facilitation to ensure subjective data accurately reflect public perception’.  

Implications for scale-up 

Cities 
• The pilot phase suggested that data availability constraints are virtually 

unavoidable, even in relatively data-rich environments. Cities should be prepared 
for this and be ready to make strategic choices, such as in regard to the balance 
of secondary and primary data to be used in the Index and the sustainability of 
the approach opted for in local budget terms.  

 
15 Madinah’s ongoing transition from traditional survey approaches towards more technologically enabled methods across the full 
data cycle includes the use of digital tools for building survey components and questionnaires that are adaptive rather than static; 
implementing the survey in the field and following up with field progress; survey distribution and sampling using geospatial 
analysis technologies (shifting from enumerator dependency to leveraging hybrid intelligence); and analysing survey data through 
interactive dashboarding and pre-established analysis tools and monitoring (shifting from static reports to ‘living systems’ enabling 
real-time analysis). 
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• Cities should expect data identification to require significant upfront effort and 
time, particularly during first-time Index implementation.  

• The pilot suggests that data-gathering should be understood not merely as a 
technical step, but as a capacity-building exercise. As such, cities should 
embrace data identification as a learning process that can improve long-term 
planning and monitoring practices. 

 

UN- Habitat 
• For UN-Habitat, the pilot confirms the importance of providing cities with clear 

guidance on indicators, data sources, and acceptable proxies, alongside targeted 
support for perception-based data collection. Guidance should explicitly 
acknowledge data gaps as a common scenario, and provide cities with clear 
options to respond to the challenge. 

• UN-Habitat should formulate a conceptual position and methodological guidance 
on the recurring question of whether and how data availability should be 
permitted to influence the composition of the city-specific local layer indicator list 
should be formulated. This is important because it affects how directly the 
indicator set reflects local quality of life priorities. Options to support cities facing 
data gaps - or to better populate particular indicators - warrants further 
exploration. In this regard, UN-Habitat could further examine the extent to which 
synthetic data16 could responsibly help cities address indicator gaps without 
undermining the local relevance and credibility of the Index.  

• The pilot underscores the importance of positioning data gaps not as failures, but 
as strategic signals that can inform advocacy and future investment in urban data 
systems. The Index may thus be considered a measurement tool and a catalyst 
for strengthening city-level data governance by linking more directly to local 
quality of life priorities. 

• UN-Habitat should collate emerging good practice from cities and formulate 
guidance on expanding the use of technologically enabled methods of data 
generation in ways that reduce the burden on cities (see Footnote 15 for 
examples from Madinah). 

 

 

4.3 Cost of data collection 
Cities were asked about their experience of data gathering in terms of cost implications, and 
particularly in regard to how these costs could be optimized. 

Across multiple cities, the perception-based survey component was identified as the most 
resource-intensive elements of data gathering (Vancouver, Madinah, Niš). The integration of 

 
16 Synthetic data refers to artificially generated data created to statistically resemble real-world data when actual local data are 
missing, incomplete, inaccessible, or too costly to collect. The approach involves using models, existing datasets, proxies, 
simulations, or statistical estimation techniques to produce plausible values that approximate likely real conditions. 
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fragmented datasets was also cited as a cost (Madinah), as was the need to translate the 
survey tool to different languages (Vancouver). 

Opportunities to optimize the costs of data gathering and generation for the Quality of Life 
Index as identified by responding cities included: making more use of existing data (Madinah) 
including disaggregated components of national-level data (Querétaro), leveraging existing 
data partnerships and networks (Vancouver, Niš); stronger and coordinated data sharing 
across departments (Madinah, Udon Thani); embedding perception surveys into routine 
processes ongoing at local level (Madinah); identifying data gaps early to help plan for efficient 
data gathering (Querétaro); and investing in digital tools and platforms that enable fast data 
collection and processing (Niš). Strong inter-departmental coordination was identified as a key 
cost-saving measure, particularly where data responsibilities were split between units. 

Implications for scale-up 

Cities 
• Cities should explore optimizing data costs strategically from the outset. Early 

data audits, clear coordination arrangements, and an appropriate balance of 
primary and secondary data collection may minimise costs without undermining 
Index integrity.  

• Strengthening internal and external data partnerships is likely to improve city 
authorities’ access to data relevant to the Index in cost-efficient ways.  

• Piggy-backing Index perception surveys onto routine municipal data-gathering 
processes already mainstreamed in a city authority may spread the cost burden.  

 

UN-Habitat  
• For UN-Habitat, the findings underscore the value of providing clear guidance on 

cost-efficient Index implementation pathways, with particular relevance for lower-
capacity cities.  

• To support the roll-out of the Index to more cities, dissemination of standardized 
tools and case examples of cost-efficient Index implementation models will be 
useful for lowering cost barriers to participation while maintaining methodological 
consistency and data quality. 

5. Outcomes and value addition 
Across the pilot cities, the Index was typically viewed as useful and meaningful, particularly as 
a strategic diagnostic and communication tool. The internationally standardised data 
framework was viewed as attractive for cities for international benchmarking and targeted 
learning transfer, while the structured blend of objective and subjective indicators was widely 
valued as offering new policy-relevant insights.  

New insights 
Several cities stated that the Index generated original insights about their cities. For Madinah, 
the Index translated broad goals (liveability, resilience) into new disaggregated understandings 
about neighbourhood-level disparities in access to services. Niš reported that the Index 
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surfaced new information about citizens’ priorities and needs, emerging particularly from the 
Index’s hallmark combination of objective and subjective indicators.  

‘The mix of data highlighted mismatches, for instance where infrastructure existed but 
satisfaction lagged, guiding more human-centred solutions.’ (Madinah) 

For Udon Thani, the Index was seen to help visualize the city’s overall performance across 
different dimensions of wellbeing, providing a baseline understanding of where the city stands 
on several issues including environment, health, and urban infrastructure.  

Cities emphasized the Index’s value in providing a holistic and integrated picture of quality of 
life by bringing together dimensions often addressed separately across departments. They 
also noted that the Index helped make trade-offs visible, highlighted inequalities between 
population groups or neighbourhoods, and supported more evidence-based discussions on 
priorities and resource allocation (Vancouver, Querétaro).  

Validation of existing priorities 
For a number of cities, the Index brought value by affirming previously identified findings and 
priorities. Querétaro noted that the stakeholder discussions and data findings provided a 
welcome validation of previously established urgent priorities including the need for a 
sustainable metropolitan urban mobility system and for effective management and reuse of 
water resources. For Vancouver, results were reported as ‘unsurprising’ given survey data 
gathering already underway.  

Identification of scalable local success stories 
The exercise helped in pinpointing potentially replicable urban successes that contribute 
strongly to residents’ quality of life. Querétaro identified through its stakeholder deliberations 
its Historic Monument Zone as a feature that could inspire similar built formats elsewhere in 
the city. This example suggests that the Index implementation process can be used to identify 
context-specific urban environment features that contribute to local quality of life. Such 
features can inform asset-based urban development approaches. A shared repository of 
documented ‘local successes’ could animate city-to-city learning networks and thematic 
exchanges within the framework of the global Quality of Life Initiative. 

Benchmarking 
Importantly, the Index was viewed as establishing a baseline against which future progress 
could be measured, rather than as a one-off exercise. This suggests that cities anticipate the 
value addition of the Index to grow as time series data is accumulated. 

For Vancouver as well as Madinah, further value addition was found in the ability of the Index 
to allow enriching international benchmarking comparison of their city with previously 
incomparable contexts. This underlines the importance of the wide geographical scope of the 
Index, and the potential for the scale-up in global adoption – currently underway - to enhance 
its value in the future.  

Translating findings into policies and projects 

‘Overall, the Index is not only a snapshot of current conditions but also a practical 
guide for policy-making, urban planning, and long-term strategic improvement, giving 
the city both direction and confidence in its ability to improve the quality of life for all 
residents.’ (Querétaro) 
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Index findings were considered to add value at their technical interface with several policy 
instruments. For Querétaro, the Index results are viewed as a key diagnostic tool for the 
development of its Urban Metropolitan Program. For Vancouver, the Index findings will be 
presented to the City Council to feed into the forthcoming update of its Healthy City Strategy – 
the city’s main framework for coordinated social planning. Udon Thani reported that its 
Strategic Planning Division had begun using Index results to inform ongoing strategy 
formulation and performance assessment, with findings anticipated to guide revisions to the 
city’s medium-term development plan. For Niš, work is underway to link its index results to 
concrete decisions and plans through the city’s General Urban Plan of Niš among other policy 
frameworks. Overall, the Index was seen as complementing existing planning and monitoring 
tools including by adding a people-centred focus as well as a perception-based dimension. 

Index findings were reported to be feeding directly into projects, despite the short time period 
since Index implementation. Madinah cited multiple cross-sectoral project types in which Index 
findings were being drawn on: 

‘…the Index influenced concrete programs, including walkability and humanization 
projects, cultural heritage initiatives, and resilience planning for flood control and green 
infrastructure.’ (Madinah) 

Similarly, Vancouver has begun using findings to inform ongoing projects and initiatives, 
drawing on the Index’s gender- and age-disaggregated data to inform anti-racism, gender 
diversity inclusion and youth safety and wellbeing work. 

‘for our anti racism work, we have been able to look at different people’s experience of 
discrimination and its impact on wellbeing.’ (Vancouver) 

Data gap identification  
Querétaro noted that the Index data-gathering process revealed which new data was needed, 
and the associated imperative for institutionalising structures for data collection and 
management related to ‘people-centred quality of life’. 

Capacity-building and awareness-raising 
Some cities saw that the primary value of the Index lay in its role as a learning and capacity-
building instrument about urban quality of life. Even though at the current stage policy 
application is viewed as still emerging (Niš, Udon Thani), cities highlighted how the process 
and index results strengthened internal understanding of quality of life concepts, data gaps, 
and the links between indicators and policy (Niš, Udon Thani). One city (Vancouver) noted 
that implementing the Index was a feasibility test of data collection by local surveying,  
while previously, subjective survey data for the city would have been drawn down from the 
central level.  

Communicating about quality of life using the Index  
Several cities pointed to the Index’s usefulness as a communication and engagement tool, 
both internally and externally. The clarity of the framework and visualizable outputs are viewed 
as amenable for communicating complex issues to political leaders, stakeholders, and the 
public, helping support policy dialogue about citizen priorities and lived experience (Madinah, 
Querétaro, Udon Thani). Udon Thani reported its intention to leverage the results for future 
participative policy discussions.  
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‘…the results will likely be used for public communication and as a reference for policy 
dialogues and future workshops.’ (Udon Thani) 

Madinah reported communicating its results with decision-makers, agencies and the public 
through interactive dashboards and geospatial tools.  

Niš, on the other hand, reported that promotion of Index results was as yet unsystematic and 
required more attention. 

Time needed for full impact to be realised 
Niš also highlighted the need for more time before the Index is sufficiently utilised in practice. 
Some cities cautioned that translating results into concrete policy action further requires 
continued leadership engagement and follow-up mechanisms.  

Online platform as a global collaborative learning forum 
All pilot cities have engaged to some degree with the online data platform 
(www.qolimpact.com) where their Index results are posted. They generally recognized its 
value and potential, though perspectives vary. Madinah described the platform as organized 
and user-friendly, particularly appreciating features like aggregated scores, indicator 
breakdowns, and mapping. Querétaro viewed the platform not only as a valuable 
benchmarking and learning tool, capable of informing policy decisions and enabling peer 
learning, but also as a central tool for building partnerships based on international cooperation 
and knowledge-sharing: 

‘We view this collaborative approach as a direct reflection of SDG 17 ‘Partnerships for 
the Goals’ (…) the platform helps us strengthen partnerships, build capacity, and 
continuously improve the quality of life for our residents while contributing to global 
learning and collaboration.’ (Querétaro) 

Vancouver viewed the platform as useful but not essential, given their pre-existing advanced 
data systems, though recognising that the platform would likely offer more value to cities with 
lower capacity in this regard.  

While the Index is designed explicitly to support context-sensitive analysis rather than direct 
score comparisons between cities, it is notable that pilot cities themselves gravitate towards 
seeking comparisons via the online platform. Udon Thani stated an interest in using the all-
cities dataset to help set local baselines and targets. Vancouver valued the ability to 
benchmark itself against other cities for which comparable data would not previously have 
been available. Querétaro viewed the platform as useful for learning-oriented global 
comparison: 

‘By comparing our results with the global index, we gain insight into how our metropolitan 
area aligns with international standards and priorities, while also identifying areas where 
we can improve.’ (Querétaro) 

Improvements to the interface suggested by cities included better visualizations of data, online 
tools to compare cities, and positioning the mapping feature more centrally. 

Two cities encountered technical issues using the platform which prevented their continued 
use, highlighting reliability challenges relevant to any such online endeavour.  

 

http://www.qolimpact.com/
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Implications for scale-up 

Cities 
• The pilot phase affirms that cities recognise a considerable range of value 

additions from Index adoption, even at an early stage post-implementation when 
tangible impacts on the ground have yet to come to fruition. Positive perceptions 
of the Index as a useful, credible and policy-relevant tool constitute important 
findings for cities considering Index adoption. 

• Pilot city feedback has pointed to a strong demand for holistic and integrated 
analysis. Cities value the Index for combining objective and subjective data; for 
linking siloed policy areas; and for helping reveal trade-offs and inequalities – 
including from a spatial angle. The Index highlights the need for increasingly 
integrated data governance approaches, as the Index exposes cross-sector 
interdependencies. 

• The Index process builds internal understanding of quality of life concepts while 
identifying missing data and governance gaps. Cities joining the Initiative may 
need to prepare for investing in data systems and institutional capacity-building 
and awareness-raising - treating the Index as a learning process rather than just 
a data output. 

• As cities noted that policy uptake of Index findings is as yet still emerging, it is 
clear that realising the full value of the Index depends on sustained engagement 
and leadership. Cities should consider planning from the outset for follow-up 
mechanisms that translate insights into tangible outcomes on one hand, as well 
as for repeat implementation cycles of the Index on the other. 

• The online data platform can be actively used by cities as a central hub for quality 
of life indicator data and insights, supporting peer learning. Cities can use the 
platform to initiate exchange of experiences with other cities facing similar 
challenges. Even without formal rankings, cities can make peer comparisons for 
their own improvement - identifying gaps, setting baselines, and defining local 
targets. Cities with limited data systems may stand to gain the most, using the 
platform to build analytical and planning capacity.  

 

UN-Habitat  
• For UN-Habitat, the findings provide a strong support for global scale-up of the 

Index. They highlight the importance of promoting the Index’s multiple value 
propositions – diagnostic, strategic, communicative, and capacity-building – to 
support its expansion to new cities.  

• Cities see the Index not only as a measurement framework but as a practical 
learning and policy support tool; however, to sustain engagement and 
demonstrate impact, they may benefit from support in translating results into 
policy-relevant narratives and concrete actions. To enable this, UN-Habitat 
should combine capacity-building (e.g. training on data interpretation, people-
centred metrics, and action planning) with clear guidance on integrating Index 
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findings into planning instruments, strategies, and projects, with particular 
attention to the needs of lower-capacity cities. 

• With cities highlighting the value of international benchmarking and learning 
transfer, UN-Habitat’s current role in providing an online platform 
(www.qolimpact.com) for city-to-city Index data sharing is affirmed. This may in 
time be expanded to cover, for instance, general case studies, domain-specific 
success stories, replicable practices and other transferable solutions that 
facilitate peer learning and contextualised knowledge exchange. 

• Pilot city responses offer qualified confirmation of the online platform’s 
importance as a central resource for data, learning and collaboration. There 
appears to be potential for leveraging it to facilitate city-to-city exchanges and 
align with global agendas (e.g. UN Global Sustainable Development Goal 17 
‘Partnerships for the Goals’17). UN-Habitat could explore ways to accommodate 
user demand for inter-city comparisons, such as by introducing context-sensitive 
benchmarking tools that support learning, without encouraging simplistic 
rankings. UN-Habitat may also consider investing in usability and functionalities 
flagged by city users, including improved data visualization, mapping, and 
comparison tools. This may enhance user engagement. Part of this will relate to 
technical reliability, as for any online resource. UN-Habitat may consider 
prioritising platform stability, maintenance, updating frequency, and user support 
as essential for scale-up credibility. 

 

6. Sustainability and next steps 
Based on cities’ responses, there was broad interest in continuing to use the Quality of Life 
Index framework beyond the pilot phase, though the form and certainty of future use varied 
according to institutional capacity, political support, and resource availability. 

Several cities expressed a clear intention to institutionalize the framework and repeat the 
exercise on a regular basis, viewing it as a valuable complement to existing planning, 
monitoring, and reporting systems. In these cases, the Index was seen as sufficiently robust 
and relevant to justify continued use, particularly as a tool for tracking change over time, 
informing strategic priorities, and strengthening evidence-based decision-making (Vancouver, 
Querétaro). Some cities noted that future index runs would be more efficient as internal 
familiarity with the methodology increases. Integration of the Index process into the institutions 
of city governance was noted as a safeguard against the vagaries of political leadership 
change (Querétaro). Notably, institutionalization intentions included linking city indicators to 
the national level data ecosystem (Udon Thani). 

If the Quality of Life Index becomes an official implementation tool under the norms of 
the Urban Metropolitan Program (…) we see it as a cornerstone of our long-term 
strategic planning, ensuring that quality of life improvements are embedded into the 
city’s policy framework rather than being dependent on changing administrations. 
(Querétaro) 

 
17 United Nations (2015)  

http://www.qolimpact.com/
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The Strategic Planning Division intends to integrate Index indicators into the next 
municipal development plan, linking them with SDG localization frameworks and national 
performance indicators. (Udon Thani) 

Other cities indicated a conditional or aspirational commitment to continued use. While 
recognizing the value of the framework, they noted that future application would depend on 
securing political buy-in, dedicated resources, and stronger institutional anchoring. For these 
cities, the pilot was seen as an important first step that established a baseline and 
demonstrated potential, but further support would be needed to ensure sustainability (Niš, 
Udon Thani). 

External support, including technical assistance and exchange of experiences with other 
pilot cities and the UN-Habitat team, would also contribute to capacity-building and better 
application of the framework in the future. (Niš) 

Three cities envisaged repeating the Index on a two to three year cycle. One speculated on 
the possibility of partial or adapted Index updating focused on the local layer indicators. This 
approach reflects the concern to strike a pragmatic balance between ambition and capacity. 

Implications for scale-up 

Cities 
• The intention of all responding pilot cities to accrue time series data for their 

Index is an encouraging indication of the perceived value and feasibility of the 
Index. 

• A rough estimate of Index re-run periodicity of two to three years by ground-
tested cities offers a starting point for medium-term planning by cities considering 
joining or re-running the Initiative. 

 

UN-Habitat 
• For UN-Habitat, the findings underline the importance of supporting cities beyond 

the pilot phase by setting out clear sustainability pathways. Consideration may be 
given to producing guidance or other forms of support to cities on leveraging their 
Index findings and associated impacts to gain support among local leadership; 
institutionalization pathways, and resource planning.  

• As the Index scales, offering flexible models for continued use - ranging from full 
index repetition to partial updating - may be considered to help accommodate 
diverse city contexts while reinforcing long-term commitment and impact. Specific 
guidance addressing repeat Index runs may be beneficial, with questions likely to 
arise on how often local quality of life priorities need to be reassessed and on 
dealing with indicator continuity challenges, to name a few. Partial updating may 
conceivably focus on domain-specific or local priority-specific indicators. 

 

7. Advice to others on taking the Initiative forward 
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7.1 Advice to cities considering participating in the Initiative 
Advice from participating cities converged around a set of practical, experience-based lessons 
focused on preparation, institutional coordination, and realistic expectation-setting. 

• A recurring message was the importance of strong institutional anchoring and early 
internal coordination. Cities advised peers to clearly identify a lead department, secure 
senior-level support, and engage relevant municipal units from the outset to avoid 
fragmentation and delays (Vancouver, Querétaro). Early buy-in was seen as critical not 
only for implementation, but also for ensuring that results are taken seriously and have 
currency beyond the technical exercise. 

• Several cities emphasized the need to plan realistically for time, capacity, and data 
constraints. They advised that data identification and survey implementation may well 
prove more demanding than initially expected, particularly during the first Index run. 
Conducting early data audits and being prepared to adapt indicator sets or use proxies 
were highlighted as effective strategies for managing constraints (Niš, Udon Thani).  

• Cities also highlighted the value of embracing the participatory and people-centred 
nature of the Initiative. Engaging stakeholders across departments and, where 
possible, external partners helped strengthen ownership, credibility, and relevance of 
the results (Querétaro, Madinah). Several cities advised peers to invest time in 
explaining the purpose of the Index internally, to build shared understanding of how 
quality of life data can inform policy and planning. 

‘Engage a broad and diverse group of stakeholders. Include voices from civil society, 
youth, vulnerable populations, and the private sector to ensure that the quality of life 
priorities reflect the lived realities of all residents.’ (Udon Thani) 

• Finally, cities stressed that the pilot phase should be approached as a learning process 
rather than a one-off assessment. Cities encouraged others to view participation as a 
long-term opportunity, rather than focusing only on immediate outputs (Madinah). The 
Index was seen as particularly valuable when treated as a baseline for ongoing 
monitoring and dialogue, with benefits likely to accumulate over repeated cycles 
(Vancouver, Niš). 

‘My advice is to see the Index not as an external reporting obligation, but as a strategic 
opportunity to strengthen decision-making, align with international standards, and 
amplify the voices of residents in shaping urban priorities.’ (Madinah) 

7.2 Advice to UN-Habitat as it works towards the success of the Initiative 
Based on cities’ responses, advice to UN-Habitat focused on strengthening implementation 
support, increasing flexibility, and reinforcing the practical value of the Index as it scales to 
more cities. 

• A central message was the importance of clear, early, and sustained technical 
guidance. Cities advised UN-Habitat to continue refining methodological guidance, 
particularly around indicator selection, survey design, and acceptable data proxies, to 
reduce uncertainty as well as the implementation burden for new participants. Clearer 
upfront explanations of process steps, timelines, and minimum requirements were seen 
as especially valuable for first-time cities (Niš, Udon Thani). 

• Several cities emphasized the need for flexibility to accommodate diverse local 
contexts. They encouraged UN-Habitat to allow adaptive pathways - such as phased 
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implementation, partial indicator sets, or lighter-touch survey approaches - while 
preserving the core integrity of the Index. This flexibility was viewed as useful for 
enabling participation by cities with varying levels of institutional capacity and data 
maturity (Madinah, Niš). 

• Pilot city advice to UN-Habitat also emerged on the need to advise on and consider 
alternatives to relatively costly Index data inputs, such as mobile phone ping data or 
datasets from private sector providers, because the costs may impact on uptake and 
sustainability in the long term (Madinah). 

• Some cities encouraged UN-Habitat to position the Index explicitly as both a 
measurement tool and a capacity-building process, framing data gaps and 
implementation challenges as normal and valuable learning outcomes rather than 
shortcomings (Udon Thani). 

• Cities also highlighted the value of continued engagement and follow-up by UN-Habitat 
beyond the pilot phase. Advice included strengthening peer-learning platforms, sharing 
concrete examples of how other cities have used Index results in policy and planning, 
and supporting cities in translating findings into actionable narratives for decision-
makers (Vancouver, Querétaro). This was seen as critical for sustaining political buy-in 
and demonstrating the Index’s real-world impact.  



23 
 

 

Quality of Life in Cities: Experiences of cities piloting the Quality of Life Index 

 

Conclusions and recommendations for  
Index scale-up 

This report has analysed interview responses from cities which piloted the Quality of Life Index 
to identify experience-based lessons and insights relevant to the refinement and development 
of the Index methodology and associated guidance. The overarching goal is to enhance the 
success and sustainability of the Index, as the Initiative shifts into a phase of expansion to 
cities globally from 2026 onward. Several key conclusions emerge. Conclusions and 
recommendations for (i) cities planning to implement a first or repeat run of the Index, and (ii) 
UN-Habitat as Index convenor and methodologist are now offered. This two-way approach 
reflects the collaborative and iterative nature of the Initiative, recognising that the success of 
the Index depends on a reciprocal partnership between cities and UN-Habitat, with both 
parties contributing to its refinement, implementation and long-term value. 

(i) Conclusions and recommendations for cities 
The following points aim to help cities maximize the value, sustainability and long-term 
usability of the Index. 

Strategic positioning  
• Cities should where possible explicitly position the Quality of Life Index as a 

complement to existing strategies, plans, and reporting frameworks, including SDG 
localization, rather than as a parallel exercise. This may not be relevant, however, in 
contexts where the data environment is in the earlier stages of development.  

• Cities with mature data environments can treat Index adoption as low-hanging fruit, 
while cities with more limited capacity may require time and resources for phased 
engagement. 

Institutional anchoring and governance 
• Sustainable use of the Index is likely to be enhanced by embedding it within existing 

institutional structures, such as urban planning departments, urban observatories, or 
SDG-related coordination units. 

• Clear leadership, defined coordination roles, and links to executive decision-making 
bodies can avoid both fragmentation of the city’s Index effort, and fragile reliance on 
individual champions. 

• Partnerships with universities or research institutions – including in the local layer 
workshop stage - can strengthen analytical capacity and credibility, particularly where 
in-house expertise is limited. 

• Continued refinement and development of stakeholder inclusion guidance is likely to be 
well received by cities, noting the recurring concern with representativeness by pilot 
cities. Field experience-based guidance may focus, for instance, on removing 
participation barriers, the use of targeted outreach mechanisms, monitoring inclusion 
quality and identified gaps over time as repeat Index runs are contemplated, and 
transparency and feedback loops which help build legitimacy and sustained 
engagement. 
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Planning for time, capacity, and sequencing 
• Cities should plan for flexible and realistic timelines, especially for first-time 

implementation. 

• Early assessments of data readiness, allocation of dedicated staff time, and clear 
designation of institutional leads may significantly reduce delays. 

• Cities with limited capacity should anticipate longer timelines and may benefit from 
phased implementation. 

Participatory quality of life priority-setting 
• Investing time upfront in inclusive, well-facilitated stakeholder workshops strengthens 

ownership, legitimacy, and relevance of local priorities. Including decision-makers at 
this stage may avoid the need for parallel engagement processes in later phases. 

• Valuable multisectoral local layer workshop time should not be weighted towards 
general discussions of quality of life and index methodology, but should be weighted 
towards identifying local specificities. Active dissemination of Index briefing materials to 
potential workshop participants may help in this regard.  

• Anticipating and managing tensions between community-identified priorities and 
municipal mandates is essential for credibility. 

Data identification, gaps, and learning 
• Data identification should be treated as a learning and governance exercise, not only a 

technical task. 

• Cities should expect data gaps and be prepared to adapt indicator sets, use proxies. 
Cities should strongly consider retaining aspirational indicators, for which data is not 
currently available, as part of a longer-term data agenda. 

• Early data mapping, clear responsibility assignment, and inter-agency coordination 
ease implementation and improve efficiency. 

Cost management and sustainability 
• Costs can be optimized through early data audits, stronger coordination between local 

and national entities to avoid duplication in gathering data for the Index, ensuring that 
the overall data gathering scope is sustainable in respective local budget contexts, and 
aligning the Index social media survey questions with existing surveys where possible 
to avoid overlap and maximise efficiencies. Cities with constrained resources may wish 
to consider focused indicator sets and phased approaches. 

• Long-term sustainability is most likely where the Index is embedded in formal planning, 
budgeting, or monitoring cycles, with clear ownership and repeat timelines. 

Using results for impact 
• Cities derive greatest value when Index results are actively channelled into policy 

instruments, strategies, and communication efforts.  

• The Index should be viewed as both a decision-support tool and a baseline for long-
term learning, with value increasing over repeated cycles. 
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• Treating participation as a learning and capacity-building process helps manage 
expectations and maximise long-term benefits. 

(ii) Conclusions and recommendations for UN-Habitat 
The following points are aimed at strengthening UN-Habitat’s support for the broader adoption, 
institutionalization and long-term sustainability of the Index. 

Positioning and communication for scale-up 
• Scale-up will be most effective if the Index is consistently positioned as a flexible, 

complementary tool that can align with existing urban planning and monitoring 
processes, including those related to localising SDGs. 

• Strategic communication should emphasise the Index’s multiple value propositions: 
these have been identified by cities to relate to its diagnostic, strategic, communicative, 
and capacity-building roles. 

Institutionalization guidance and flexibility 
• While new institutions are not required by cities seeking to implement the Index, clear 

guidance on institutional anchoring models seems essential to offer to prospective 
cities considering the feasibility of the endeavour for their city. 

• UN-Habitat should promote flexible implementation pathways suited to different 
governance and capacity contexts, while clarifying minimum institutional requirements. 
Qualitative empirical data on institutionalization models emerging from early adopters 
should be documented and formularized for the benefit of the wider initiative.  

Technical guidance and readiness support 
• Clear, early, and sustained methodological guidance is critical, particularly on indicator 

selection, survey design, acceptable proxies, data gaps and their interpretation. 

• Conducting upfront readiness assessments, alongside estimating indicative timelines 
based on cities’ capacity profiles, could be promoted as standard good practice. 

Survey methodologies and data innovation 
• UN-Habitat should continue to offer support to ensuring survey methodologies remain 

robust, accessible, and cost-effective, and progressively explore technologically 
enabled data collection methods. 

Capacity-building and technical assistance 
• Expanded technical assistance by UN-Habitat will be critical, possibly particularly for 

cities relying on project-based or ad hoc arrangements or of low data capacity. 

• Data gaps should be explicitly framed as normal and valuable learning outcomes, not 
failures, reinforcing the Index’s role in strengthening urban data governance. 

Knowledge exchange and peer learning 
• Scaling up should be accompanied by a strengthened peer-learning platform that is 

responsive to user feedback, with learning-oriented benchmarking opportunities - for 
instance, potentially offering analysis based on geographical (e.g. regional) cohorts. In 
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this way, the platform may be positioned not just as a data portal but as a key enabler 
of global urban learning and action on quality of life. 

• Sharing concrete case studies of how cities have translated Index findings into policy 
and investment decisions and quality of life impacts will likely prove of enormous value 
to building demand and sustaining participation. 

Sustainability pathways and long-term impact 
• UN-Habitat should provide clear sustainability pathways beyond the pilot phase, 

including guidance on institutionalization, and formularizing approaches to ‘lighter 
touch’ repeat cycles and partial or modular continuation models. 

• As adoption matures, UN-Habitat may consider planning for a multi-city impact 
evaluation to assess matured experiences of longer-term policy and development 
impacts of the Index across full urban policy cycles. 

  



27 
 

 

Quality of Life in Cities: Experiences of cities piloting the Quality of Life Index 

 

References 
International Organization for Standardization (ISO) (2018) ISO 37120: Sustainable cities and communities — 
Indicators for city services and quality of life. Geneva: ISO. (Accessed 20 November 2025) 

Statista (n.d.). Webpage. Percentage of population using the internet in Canada from 2015 to 2025. 
https://www.statista.com/statistics/209104/internet-penetration-canada/ (Accessed 20 November 2025) 

Statistics Canada (n.d.) Website. Population estimates, July 1, by census subdivision, 2021 boundaries. Table 17-
10-0155-01. City of Vancouver: 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv!recreate.action?pid=1710015501&selectedNodeIds=1D4334&checkedL
evels=&refPeriods=20010101,20250101&dimensionLayouts=layout2,layout3&vectorDisplay=false; Greater 
Vancouver: 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv!recreate.action?pid=1710015201&selectedNodeIds=1D271,3D1&check
edLevels=1D1&refPeriods=20010101,20250101&dimensionLayouts=layout2,layout2,layout2,layout3&vectorDisplay
=false. (Accessed 14 Apr 2026) 

United Nations (2015) Goal 17: Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the Global Partnership for 
Sustainable Development. https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal17 (Accessed: 13 April 2026) 

United Nations (2015) Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. United Nations, 
New York. https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda 

UN Population Division, Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2025) World Urbanization Prospects: The 
2025 Revision. File 21: Population Residing in Cities with 50,000 Inhabitants or More at Mid-Year by Country or 
area, 1975-2050 (per cent). https://population.un.org/wup/assets/Download/Cities/WUP2025-F21-DEGURBA-
Cities_Pop.xlsx (Accessed 14 Apr 2026) 

UN-Habitat (2022) The Global Urban Monitoring Framework. https://unhabitat.org/the-global-urban-monitoring-
framework (Accessed: 13 April 2026) 

UN-Habitat (2025) Quality of life in cities: Insights from the Quality of Life Initiative Pilot Phase. Nairobi: UN-Habitat. 
Quality of Life in Cities: Insights from the Quality of Life Initiative Pilot Phase 

UN-Habitat (n.d.) Website. Quality of Life Initiative platform. https://www.qolimpact.com (Accessed: 13 April 2026) 

UN-Habitat (2024) Madinah City Achieves Gold Level Recognition. https://www.sdg-
cities.org/stories/articles/madinah-city-achieves-gold-level-recognition 

United Nations Statistics Division (2026) ‘Progress on the implementation of the quality of life initiative’ Report of 
the 57th Session of the United Nations Statistical Commission.’ New York: United Nations.BG-3c-
Progress_on_the_Implementation_of_the_Quality_of_Life_Initiative-E.pdf 

United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) (2024) World population data. 
https://population.un.org  

World Bank (2023) World Bank country and lending groups. 
https://datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledgebase/articles/906519 (Accessed 20 November 2025) 

World Bank (2024a) GDP per capita (current US$). https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD 
(Accessed 20 November 2025) 

World Bank (2024b) GDP per capita, PPP (current international $). 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.PP.CD (Accessed 20 November 2025) 

World Bank (2025) Statistical performance indicators. https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/statistical-
performance-indicators (Accessed 20 November 2025) 

World Bank Group (n.d.) Website - World Bank Open Data. (Accessed 16 September 2025) 

World Bank. (n.d.) Website. World Bank country classifications by income level for 2024-2025. 
https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/opendata/world-bank-country-classifications-by-income-level-for-2024-2025 
(Accessed 20 November 2025). 

World Population Review. (n.d.) Website. Internet penetration by country rankings 2023. 
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/internet-penetration-by-country (Accessed 16 September 2025)  

https://www.statista.com/statistics/209104/internet-penetration-canada/
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv!recreate.action?pid=1710015501&selectedNodeIds=1D4334&checkedLevels=&refPeriods=20010101,20250101&dimensionLayouts=layout2,layout3&vectorDisplay=false
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv!recreate.action?pid=1710015501&selectedNodeIds=1D4334&checkedLevels=&refPeriods=20010101,20250101&dimensionLayouts=layout2,layout3&vectorDisplay=false
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv!recreate.action?pid=1710015201&selectedNodeIds=1D271,3D1&checkedLevels=1D1&refPeriods=20010101,20250101&dimensionLayouts=layout2,layout2,layout2,layout3&vectorDisplay=false
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv!recreate.action?pid=1710015201&selectedNodeIds=1D271,3D1&checkedLevels=1D1&refPeriods=20010101,20250101&dimensionLayouts=layout2,layout2,layout2,layout3&vectorDisplay=false
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv!recreate.action?pid=1710015201&selectedNodeIds=1D271,3D1&checkedLevels=1D1&refPeriods=20010101,20250101&dimensionLayouts=layout2,layout2,layout2,layout3&vectorDisplay=false
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal17
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://population.un.org/wup/assets/Download/Cities/WUP2025-F21-DEGURBA-Cities_Pop.xlsx
https://population.un.org/wup/assets/Download/Cities/WUP2025-F21-DEGURBA-Cities_Pop.xlsx
https://unhabitat.org/the-global-urban-monitoring-framework
https://unhabitat.org/the-global-urban-monitoring-framework
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2025/12/quality_of_life_in_cities_insights_from_the_quality_of_life_initiative_pilot.pdf
https://www.qolimpact.com/
https://www.sdg-cities.org/stories/articles/madinah-city-achieves-gold-level-recognition
https://www.sdg-cities.org/stories/articles/madinah-city-achieves-gold-level-recognition
https://unstats.un.org/UNSDWebsite/statcom/session_57/documents/BG-3c-Progress_on_the_Implementation_of_the_Quality_of_Life_Initiative-E.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/UNSDWebsite/statcom/session_57/documents/BG-3c-Progress_on_the_Implementation_of_the_Quality_of_Life_Initiative-E.pdf
https://datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledgebase/articles/906519
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.PP.CD
https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/statistical-performance-indicators
https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/statistical-performance-indicators
https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/opendata/world-bank-country-classifications-by-income-level-for-2024-2025
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/internet-penetration-by-country


28 
 

 

Quality of Life in Cities: Experiences of cities piloting the Quality of Life Index 

 

Annex Questionnaire 
Quality of Life Initiative: Interview to inform ‘City Experiences Report’  
Purpose of interview  
UN-Habitat is compiling a short report that aims to document the combined good practice, 
challenges and lessons learnt by up to ten of the cities which piloted the Quality of Life 
Index (QoLI). The purpose is to support the ongoing scale-up of the Quality of Life Initiative to 
other cities in the future. Findings will also be relevant to pilot cities planning to repeat the 
exercise in due course.   

Capturing the insights of your city with its early experience of the QoLI is invaluable to 
ensuring the future success of the overall initiative.  

Interviewees  
We invite two or more individuals from your city who were involved - or are familiar - with the 
pilot phase process in your city to take part in a 45 minute online meeting. Brief verbal 
responses to the below pre-shared questions will be solicited. There is no need to provide 
written responses unless that is the preferred mode of communication.  

Structure of interview  
There are seven questions, each with a number of prompts (grey text) to support 
discussion.   
We are seeking responses to all seven questions, though not all prompts need to be answered 
individually.  

Steps after the interview 
The report will be shared for your comment before finalization and dissemination. Input from 
your city will be acknowledged in the report.  

Further information  
suzanne.maguire@un.org 

 
1 Motivation and expectations  
Q What motivated your city to participate in the QoLI?   

• What early actions or pre-existing circumstances helped build momentum?  
 

2 Institutional arrangements  
Q What institutional structures were put in place by the city to implement the QoLI?   

• What were your successes and challenges in establishing these institutional / 
governance structure?  

• In light of your experience, how would you adapt the institutional arrangements in your 
city to optimize the process of running the QoL Index?  

 
3 Timeframe  
Q What was the overall timeframe from start to completion?  

• Could any of the steps in the process been allocated more or less time? 
  

4 Index creation process  
4.1 Local priorities identification  

mailto:suzanne.maguire@un.org
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Noting that local quality of life priorities were identified as part of a city-led multistakeholder 
‘local layer workshop’ facilitated by UN-Habitat:  
Q How did you view the process to identify local Quality of Life priorities?   

• Did it result in an accurate representation of your city’s priorities?   
• Did you feel that diverse stakeholder views – particularly under-represented voices - 

were satisfactorily incorporated?  
• On reflection, how could the process to identify local quality of life priorities have been 

improved?  
4.2 Data identification and gathering    
Noting that data identification against local quality of life priorities was undertaken as part of 
the ‘local layer workshop’:  
Q How did you view the process of finding data to measure the quality of life priorities you 
identified?   

• What were the main data gaps that emerged, and how did you deal with them  
• Did data availability constrain your choice of local layer indicators that were included in 

the Index?  
• How did you view the trade-off between using existing data streams and gathering new 

data for the QoL Index?  
• How did you view the use of objective compared to subjective (perception-based) data 

in your index?   
4.3 Cost of data collection  
Q How might the costs of data gathering and generation for your QoL Index have been 
optimized?  

• What were the most costly steps in generating data for your QoL Index?   
 
5 Outcomes and value addition  
Q Looking at the final index, how useful is it for your city? 

• Did it generate insights that were new or surprising? Did the Quality of Life framing lead 
you to identify priorities that you may not otherwise have arrived at? 

• Was the mix of objective and subjective indicators used helpful in generating insights?  
• Did it influence any policies, programs, or planning decisions?  
• Did the process strengthen data culture in your city? 
• How have you presented and promoted your city’s QoL Index?  

Q Considering the QoL Impact platform where pilot city results are posted and tools featured, 
have you or do you intend to use this?  
 
6 Sustainability and next steps in your city  
Q In the future, do you see your city continuing to use this framework beyond the pilot phase?  

• Would your city be interested in repeating the exercise? What time interval would be 
ideal and why?   

• Do you foresee fitting it into your city’s long-term strategy?   
• What forms of support would be helpful to sustain or expand this work beyond the pilot 

phase (from within the city government or from external sources)?  
 

7 Advice to others about taking the Initiative forward  
Q What advice would you give to (i) other cities considering participating in the Initiative, and 
(ii) to UN-Habitat as it works towards the success of the Initiative? 

https://www.qolimpact.com/about
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