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Abstract 

This study presents the development of an assessment tool model that evaluates 
the quality of urban life (QOUL) in residential neighbourhoods in Doha, Qatar, 
based on a substantial literature review of the QOUL concept. The tool aims to 
assess the built environment qualities and the level of satisfaction of the residents 
based on their real interaction and relationship with their living built environment. 
The study introduces aspects and criteria that should be considered for improving 
the physical qualities of the residential neighbourhoods and contributes towards 
enhancing its social and perceptual dimensions. This assessment tool follows a 
framework to direct its investigation, which consists of two dimensions. The first 
stage assesses and tests the urban quality (UQ) in the neighbourhood, primarily to 
evaluate the built environment attributes and examines human behaviour, 
interaction and urban activity. The second stage assesses and determines the level 
of residential satisfaction and attachment (RS) in the neighbourhoods by users in 
order to determine an effective appraisal of users with their built environment 
elements. The conclusion provides an understanding of the significant physical, 
social, and perceptual aspects in residential areas in Doha to assist urban designers 
in specifying the major needs of the residences, as well as to support the 
improvement of Doha’s neighbourhood legislation that corresponds to Doha’s 
climate, culture and social situation. Another important aspect was to improve the 
assessment tool with specific aspects and criteria that can be used in future studies 
and future residential development. 
Keywords: quality of urban life (QOUL), quality of life, residential satisfaction, 
urban qualities, assessment tool. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Research overview and problem 

This research study focuses on assessing the quality of urban life in residential 
neighbourhoods in Doha by developing an assessment tool model for residential 
qualities. The study measures and analyses existing aspects and features in Doha’s 
residential neighbourhoods with the aim of identifying the distinct and particular 
nature of urbanism in Doha.   
     Qatar has recently become an attractive living and working destination for 
people from a variety of different backgrounds and cultures. This has resulted in a 
population with diverse needs. In addition, Qatar is currently undergoing a process 
of massive urban and infrastructural development, which is a result of 
unprecedented rapid urban and economic growth (fig. 1). 
     Because Doha is located in an extremely hot and dry desert littoral region in 
the Arabian Gulf, it has specific climate and environmental conditions that need 
to be taken into consideration to enhance the quality of the built environment of 
its neighbourhoods to be more liveable, attractive, user-friendly, and walkable. 
Currently, urban settings are being developed without consideration of the quality 
of urban life. Most developers of residential neighbourhoods only plan for the 
accommodation aspect, i.e. housing demand, without taking into consideration 
diverse habitat needs and the liveability perceptions of the residents. As a result, 
the social and perceptual dimension is generally ignored. 
     Enhancing the built environment and its social and perceptual dimensions by 
improving the quality of the physical attributes of neighbourhoods according to 
user specifications should help satisfy inhabitant and user needs for a more 
liveable and enjoyable built environment. 
     The present study identifies factors that should exist in neighbourhoods to 
enhance the relationships between inhabitants and their residential environment 
for the purpose of providing suggestions for neighbourhood improvement from 
community and user perspectives according to these selected factors. This is 
accomplished through the development of an assessment tool based on previous 
studies assessing Quality of Urban Life (QOUL) in residential neighbourhoods, 
which was then used to study the qualities of specific physical and social aspects 
of neighbourhoods in Doha. For later research this will be followed by testing the 
assessment tool on existing real case studies, with qualitative methods as a 
confirmation of its efficiency and help with its development and design (fig. 2). 
This assessment tool can be used by governmental institutions and urban planners 
as a reference guide for improving residential areas. In addition, the conclusions 
of this study can be used as a reference for future researchers in the field supporting 
future development of qualitative methods to enhance the built environment of the 
residential areas in Doha and other contexts that matches the real and existing 
needs of residential users and inhabitants. 
     The quality of life in a residential environment is determined by objective 
values that affect a given group of people that share a common physical, social 
and environmental perception of their living conditions. This is in addition to 
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subjective values, which are identified by assessing and studying the users’ and 
residents’ satisfaction with their quality of residential life. People experience their 
neighbourhood in different ways. This experience is a result of their direct 
interaction with the physical features and elements of their living environment. 
This experience is translated into different behavioural responses and relative 
bonds that reflect their feelings and their level of satisfaction with their living 
environment; hence it is evident that a neighbourhood necessitates direct 
interaction with people for their daily needs. For a neighbourhood to be considered 
desirable and liveable, it should fulfil all QOUL dimensions and thus provide a 
high level of satisfaction and accessibility to all of its physical elements for users. 
Satisfying these requirements will affect the social and physical interaction of 
users and residents. With this in mind, designing a neighbourhood that provides 
for all the main social and perceptual needs of users will enhance the QOUL level 
and foster resident satisfaction. Developing the assessment tool focused on 
selecting the major physical elements, aspects and dimensions that were consisted 
important in to QOUL (figs 3 and 4).  
 

 

Figure 1: Urban expansion of Qatar pre-oil period (1947 to 2007) (Salama et al. 
[1]). 

     The research procedure for this study focused on investigating human activity 
(behaviour) in residential neighbourhoods in Doha. The main purposes are to 
identify the main aspects that affect the QOUL in Doha’s neighbourhoods and  
to develop the QOUL assessment tool by answering: what are the main factors that 
shape the notion of resident satisfaction and place attachment in Doha 
neighbourhoods, and what are the main elements that ought to be considered while 
designing residential neighbourhoods in Doha? 

2 Literature review 

The literature review for this study focused on defining QOUL and the quality of 
the residential neighbourhood and identifying the main quality dimensions. These, 
in turn, helped structure the study framework and underpinned the development 
of the assessment tool criteria. Investigating living standards and quality of living 
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spaces and places is an important field of research that requires a number of 
analytical research strategies. While such studies are quite common in Europe, 
Australia and North America, very few similar studies on QOUL and residential 
satisfaction have been undertaken in Middle Eastern countries, including Qatar.  
     Of particular interest to this study are previous studies that investigated the 
significance of quality of life as it relates to residential satisfaction. In the 
introduction to the comprehensive text on wellbeing, Kahneman et al., as quoted 
in Marans [2] presented an overview of the literature that addressed global 
evaluations of quality of life. They stated that the quality of life experience is 
embedded in the cultural and social context of both the subject and the evaluator. 
Mulligan et al., as discussed in Marans and Stimson [3] defined QOL as “…the 
satisfaction that a person receives from surrounding human and physical 
conditions, conditions that are scale-dependent and can affect the behaviour of 
individual people or groups.” 
     Investigating QOUL includes examination of the relationships between the 
characteristics of living places and the people that live there. In addition, studying 
QOUL involves examining the patterns of intra-urban mobility as mentioned by 
Keeble and Lev, in Marans and Stimson [3]. According to Szalai in Kamp et al. 
[4], the quality of life refers to “…the degree of excellence or satisfactory character 
of life. A person’s existential state, well-being, satisfaction with life is determined 
on the one hand by exogenous (objective) facts and factors of his life and on the 
other hand by the endogenous (subjective) perception and assessment he has of 
these facts and factors, of life of himself.” It is therefore clear that quality of life 
depends, to a large extent, on an individual’s well-being and perceptions of well-
being.  
     The investigation of QOUL can be achieved by using two approaches 
advocated by Andelman et al. in Marans and Stimson [3]. The first approach is the 
objective approach, which is most typically confined to the analysis at different 
geographic special scales. This is done by testing the physical and functional 
dimensions of the neighbourhood elements. The second approach is the subjective 
approach, designed to collect data at individual levels using social assessment, 
focusing on the people’s behaviours. This study focused on the subjective side to 
formulate the assessment tool criteria by focusing on the users’ needs, desires and 
opinions and by examining and evaluating the relationship between the 
characteristics of the urban environments and the relationship to user and resident 
behaviours and interaction. As a result, it is a qualitative research. The objective 
attributes were not ignored, however, the assessment tool investigate and assess 
some of the physical features in the neighbourhoods, which are includes in the 
assessment tool; in regards to how people are using these features and interact with 
it. 
     According to Hester [5] a neighbourhood space is “that public outdoor territory 
close to home, which because of the residents’ collective responsibility, familiar 
association, and frequent shared use, is considered to be their own”. It is therefore 
imperative for an acceptable quality of life that people feel comfortable with the 
neighbourhood they live in and interact with. People need to feel ownership of 
place and space. When they do, they take more of an interest in it and interact with 
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it on a more personalised level. Romice in Aiello et al. [6] notes that a 
community’s personal and interactive experience can be a fundamental starting 
point in the process of creating sustainable environments and neighbourhoods for 
users. Accordingly, neighbourhood improvement should be based on the analysis 
of not only how residents use, interact, and experience their residential 
environment, but also on what makes them satisfied with it. Lee in Amerigo and 
Juan [7] suggests that the urban neighbourhood should be more succinctly defined 
as a socio-spatial schema, that is, the unification of both the social and physical 
components of a neighbourhood. Every user defines a neighbourhood according 
to his own life experiences and standards. Lynch [8] calls this ‘imageability’: 
“…every user and resident translates these elements due to his life experience in 
the neighbourhood and his own understanding and his own uses.’’ A 
neighbourhood should contain different public spaces with different facilities for 
different users. These should be designed for and should provide for various 
inhabitant activities, needs and desires. In addition, a good neighbourhood should 
include empty spaces or parks between housing units and residences that children 
can use as play areas so that the community experiences liveability of the built 
environment on the quality of facilities, infrastructure and housing that it provides. 
Aiello et al. [6], based on Canter (1977), evaluated several residential 
neighbourhoods in Rome by examining the relationships between the physical 
attributes of the environment, the cognitive perceptions and the affective 
appraisals of residents, and the activities the activities they carry out. According 
to Moustafa [9], a local community is characterized by three major elements: a 
specific set of needs, wants, and interests shared by members; specific appropriate 
or desired behavioural mechanisms through which these needs, wants, and 
interests are thought to be fulfilled or pursued; and a spatial or geographical base 
at a specific scale of the residential environment. The development of the 
assessment tool was based on understanding the previous literature review aspects 
related to QOUL, which focused on investigating the residents’ needs by 
observing, evaluating and analysing their actions, interactions and behaviour with 
their existing built environment. 

3 Research framework and assessment tool development 

The framework used in the study focuses on assessing two dimensions of QOUL: 
urban quality and residential satisfaction. At the same time the assessment tool 
aspects and criteria follow the framework trajectory in the assessment procedure. 
This process involved two stages. The first stage assesses physical and social 
dimensions (fig. 2), which are grouped under Urban Quality (UQ) in the 
neighbourhood, primarily to evaluate the built environment’s physical attributes 
with regard to their functional and spatial aspects and to examine human 
behaviour, interaction and urban activity, focusing on the qualitative values of 
these aspects. For example, Canter in Aiello et al. [6] mentioned that the findings 
of such an investigation will support the premise that resident and residential 
satisfaction is actually a multidimensional construct wherein user perceptions of 
different specific aspects of a place, such as spatial features, human features, and 
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functional features, must be considered. It is important to note that the  
physical dimension of a built environment (i.e. inhabitant use) impacts the social 
dimension (i.e. user behaviour), while the perceptual dimension is a result of  
social dimension interaction with the physical attributes of the neighbourhood 
built environment. Oktay and Marans [10] suggested that to make a 
neighbourhood an appropriate place to live and to raise children, with easy 
availability of things to do there, such facilities as parks and play areas should be 
provided in accessible locations. Smith et al. [11] also developed specific criteria 
to measure the physical qualities of the neighbourhood environment. These 
included livability, character, connection, personal freedom and diversity. In 
addition to these neighbourhood features and elements, Oktay and Marans [10] 
examined other physical attributes such as cleanness, noise level and traffic 
intensity. 
     The social dimension refers to aspects of human behavior and the social needs 
that should be available in a neighborhood. This part of the study explored the 
main factors and criteria that are related to how the residents behave and interact 
with their built environment. Marans in Richman [12] introduced a categorization 
for these needs that the assessment took into consideration: (1) the need to escape 
from the physical stresses of the environment, (2) the need to experience nature 
(vegetation, greenery), (3) the need for privacy, (4) the need for security and safety 
for self and family (safety), (5) affiliation and belonging (6) social recognition and 
status, (7) physical exercise and physical activity services, and (8) tension release. 
The main methods that will be used in testing the assessment tool criteria for this 
dimension in future are analytical mapping based on walk-through assessments 
and field observations (fig. 2). 
     The second stage assessed and determined the third dimension (users’ 
perceptual dimension), which is classified under the level of residential 
satisfaction and residential attachment in the neighborhoods by users in order to 
determine an effective appraisal of users with their built environment elements in 
addition to establishing a basic understanding of residential neighborhood 
satisfaction and residential attachment. It was used to analyze the importance of 
the residential neighborhood with regard to user perceptions and perspectives. The 
main method that will be used in testing the assessment tool criteria for this 
dimension in future is face-to-face interviews to obtain residents’ views of their 
respective neighborhood (fig. 2). 
     The investigation used the assessment tool, which is based on the three main 
dimensions: physical, social and perceptual. Mainly it assessed three selected 
elements from neighborhoods, which are residential houses layout, services 
facilities and circulation networks (figs 3 and 4).  The three dimensions’  
investigation helps in assessing and measuring the quality of urban life in respect 
to selected neighborhood elements. The three dimensions covered are as follows: 
 The first criterion involved investigating physical qualities, including the 

functional and spatial characteristics for housing, buildings, services, and 
circulation elements of the neighborhoods.  These were categorized according 
to diversity, accessibility, location, availability, architectural features and 
landscape features (fig. 3). 
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 The second dimension, the social dimension, examined human behavior and 
interaction with the physical elements of the neighborhood. In addition, the 
study carefully did on-site observation of the availability or lack of  
the specific elements requisite to increase human behavior and interaction; 
these were noted, measured and assessed (fig. 3). 

 The third dimension, the perceptual dimension, was investigated to determine 
the concept of QOUL with regard to user satisfaction with the built 
environment, including residential satisfaction, attachment to their living area, 
enjoyment, sense of belonging and sense of place. Their perceptions of 
neighborhood attractiveness or unattractiveness were also queried and noted 
(fig. 4). 
 
 
 

 

Figure 2: QOUL Adaptive research framework diagram (author, 2013). 
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Figure 3: Assessment tool (urban quality dimension’s) criteria: Urban quality 
assessment aspects (author, 2013). 
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Figure 4: Assessment tool (perceptual aspect) criteria, residential satisfaction 
and place attachment assessment aspect (author, 2013). 

 

4 Discussion and conclusions 

The assessment tool involved qualifying the physical services by understanding 
the interaction of the residents and their perceptions of the neighbourhood 
(liveable, walkable built environment with visual appeal). This assessment tool 
could be used by city planners and policy makers to design and develop basic 
quality standards underpinned by specific criteria to refer to when planning future 
residential neighbourhoods, as well as provide recommendations and standards to 
further develop the assessment tool for future development. The assessment tool 
determined what facilities and services residents actually use and need. The 
assessment tool has specific criteria and aspects that target the improvement of the 
physical elements, which raise the user’s satisfaction and attachment shown by 
their social behaviours from the user’s point of view. Walkability, bikeability, and 
socializing create a major and important issue in Doha’s neighbourhood,  
and residents demand these increase. According to Jacobs and Whyte in Carmona 
et al. [13], criteria for appropriate and functional physical elements should include 
the following: “…good streets, sidewalks, parks, and other public spaces, which 
bring out the best in human nature and provide the setting for civil and courteous 
society. Everything will be fine if we can just get the design right….”    
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4.1 Conclusions and challenges for the assessment tool 

An analysis of the literature review provided background data and referents for 
designing the research framework and appropriate assessment tool. This helped 
the researcher prepare a study that investigated and analysed the dynamic 
interaction and conceptual validity between the resident and his/her residential 
environment; this included several processes, such as cognitive, affective and 
behavioural, all of which take place in such interactions. 
     One problem noted by the researcher is that the definition of the residential 
environment (as mentioned in studies in the literature review) was rather unclear. 
It is defined primarily by the facilities and services; however, other factors also 
need to be taken into consideration, such as social behaviours and perception 
aspects. 
     There are also methodological limitations; for example, such studies are very 
rare in Qatar and many people do not feel comfortable answering questions about 
their private lives, homes and neighbourhoods, so developing methodology will 
match the third dimension out of this limitation. 
     Satisfying residents’ needs is not an easy task. Cut parameters are a difficult 
issue to solve, as the results are subjective, and so trying to identify clear cut 
factors while considering a full range of users’ needs and desires that should be 
included in the assessment tool is challenging. The concept of user satisfaction 
with residential quality is determined by various personal, social and cultural 
factors, which are reflected implicitly in the complex and dynamic relationship 
between the residents and their living environment. Finally, the assessment tool as 
developed in this study was found to cover too wide a range of factors and 
dimensions, which made its use rather complex for following the analysis and 
findings. 

4.2 Future recommendations developing the QOUL assessment tool 

The main aim of this study was to develop qualitative standards and criteria for an 
assessment tool for investigating levels of user satisfaction in residential 
neighbourhoods. The research framework and the assessment tool thus developed 
may be used to make recommendations for improving neighbourhoods that would 
suit the real life needs and wants of users and residents. The focus of the study was 
to adapt quality standards to suit the Doha environment, rather than use Western 
applications that do not suit local living standards and climate. 
     Investigation of QOUL is at the core of current theories of contemporary urban 
design and planning; however, in order to achieve a better quality of life for 
existing communities, certain priorities must be identified. These must be based 
on applying investigative studies using appropriate qualitative standards and 
methodologies to determine users’ perceptions and needs; therefore, an integration 
with quantitative methods will be recommended. The results of such investigations 
can be used to help provide resident-friendly, sustainable development of new and 
existing neighbourhoods. Suggestions thus include that researchers in this field 
develop criteria and assessment measures for every neighbourhood element 
separately: residential building, services facilities and circulation elements using 
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qualitative and quantitative methods. Researchers may also want to explore more 
urban issues in detail and make a future research and assessment on the 
relationship between the building height and street width and scale that impact  
the urban fabric and affect social behaviour and resident use. In addition, future 
research should focus only on the relationship between the private and public 
spaces in the neighbourhood to better understand the links between them. 
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