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SOCIAL INDICATORS AND
QUALITY OF LIFE
Nan Lin
State University of New York at Albany
Abstract
Since the 1960’s, two research traditions have

generated much international enthusiasm and attention,

with promises of utility to developing and developed
nations alike. They are the social indicators research and
the quality of life research. Both research traditions owe
intellectual debts to Ogburn and his collaborators at the-
University of Chicago who compiled large—scale quanfita
tive data on social trends and soeial changes in the 1920"s
and 1930’ s, Spurred on by the technological developmentand
the notionof the Great Society in the 1960’ s,both traditions
gained momentum in the United States (Bauer, 1966,

Sheldon and Moore, 1968). By the mid-1970’s, the so-—
called social indicators movement reached its peak, with
the appearance of an international journal and institu-
tional bases provided by the National Science Foundation,
the Social Science Research Council, the Russell Sage
Foundation, and the Bureau of Census, Publications ran
into thousands. Its diffusion to other nations was just
as swift, By late 1970’s, over 30 nations have established
national social indicators. The Organization for Econo-
mic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has published
a list of social indicators for potential universal adoption.

This movement, in part, attempted to provide res-
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ponse to the need of non-economic indicators for societies.
For example, the OECD list furnishes specifications and
statistical guidelines for 15 categories of social indica-
tors: length of life,healthfulness of life, use of educational
facilities, learning, availability of employment, quality
of working life, use of time, income, wealth, housing
conditions, accessibility to services, environmental nui-
sances, social attachment, exposure to risk, and perceived
threat.

Almost pararell to the social indicators movement in
time and thrust was the quality of life (QOL) research,
Bogun in the late 1950’s, spurred by Eleanor Sheldon
and Wilbert Moore at the Russell Sage Foundation,
important works were produced in the 1960’s and 1980°s
on the assessment of mental life (i.e., happiness, life
satisfaction, and well-being). The University of Michigan
scientists led the way (Campbell and Converse, 1972;
Campbell, Converse and Rodgers, 1976). Focusing on
the mental health or psychological state of individuals,
the QOL research examines, for example, the use of
time, the community, family, kinship and bureacracy,
work, leisure, economic affairs, American electorate,
black population, American criminal justice system,
aspiration, satisfaction and fulfilment, and alienation
and engagement, Similar studies have been conducted in
a number of other nations.

Interestingly, while the two research traditions over—
‘lap much in time and share areas of intellectual coneraus,
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they remain distinctive in the literature.While each ack-—
nowledges the existence of the other and, indeed, incorpo~
rates and cites many of the same publications and
scholars, the two research traditions seem unable to inte-
grate into a single eaterprise, Arguments have been offered
to differentiate the two., For example, social indicators
are thought to focus on macro-systems, on changes and-
trends, and on existing and secondary data  sources,
whereas quality of life research seems to focus on micro—
systems, on outcomes, and on primary and survey data
sets,

However, these distinctions reflect differencesin re_
search emphases rather than substance of interest, Both
research groups have dealt with macro-and micro-systems,
with trends, changes and outcomes, and with primary
and secondary data sets. The lack of intellectual inte-
gration is not only possible, but, I argue, provides an
important avenue to rejuvenate the subsided momentum
witnessed in the last ten years or so. Such an integra-
tion should (1) provide a clear definition and boundary of
social indicators, (2) establish a theoretical model in
which social indicators serve as exogenous variables for
quality of life measures, and (3) offer validity criteria
in the structuring and trimming of the model,

Social indicators are defined here as characteristics
of the social environment meaningful to the system and
Jor its constituents, The “meaningfulness” can be as-

sessed by both universal and particularistic principles,
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Universal principles are principles which have universal
appeals, such as marital harmony, access to education,
better means of communication and transportation, accesS
to health and sanitation facilities, to fresh and sanitized
food, etc. Particularistic principles are principles norma-
tively upheld by the constituents or the social system,
but not necessarily shared with other social systems.
Examples may include the one-child family notion, legal
requirement to care for the elderlies in the family, being
a member of a religious community, or upholding a par-
ticular political ideology or belief.
Using such a definition as a guide, it may then be
possible to specify social indicators at both the macro-
and micro-levels for a given social system. In this pa-
per, I present a micro-level set of social indicators,
These indicators of the social conditions fall into three
related categories : (1) structure and quality of social
reations (family, work, household mneeds, and leisure),
(2) access to resources embedded in both the social and
materialist environment, and (3) resource allocations
(economic and time allocations). This conceptual scheme
assesses the social conditions and contexts within which
individuals organize and conduct their day-to-day acti-
vities, Therefore, they are conceived as meaningful.
However, their meaningfulness must be examined

rather than assumed. ] propose that quality of life mea-
sures be used as the endogenous variables or criteria va-

riables. The theoretical hypothesis is that if these social
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indicators are indeed meaningful, then they ought to
affect the mental and behavioral states. It is possible to
identify three types of measures for such expected rela-
tionships with social indicators: (1) solidarity measures
(identification with the components in the structure of
social relations and the larger community and social sys-
tem), (2) measures of mental states (Sense of cognitive
and expressive fulfilments, such as life satisfaction, hap-
piness, and well-being), and (3) behavioral feedback to
the system - (feedback behaviors, without monetary or
other material compensation or reward, to sustain and
improve the system, such as voluntary participation in
public services and altrustic public behaviors).

With these social indicators and quality of life mea-
sures, it is possible to consiruct a structural model in
which the social indicators are seen as exogenous‘ variables
contributing significantly to the variations in. the quality
of life measures, used as the endogenous variables. Such
a model may then expand to incorporate economie indi~
cators as . well as sociodemographic characteristics.
The ultimte ‘goal is to validate a model of socio-
economic indicators of quality of life meaningful to
each social system. While common characteristics and
- elements may emerge across social systems, the final va-
lidated model should contain and refiect the unique fea-

tures of a given social system and its constituents,
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