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Abstract 

Interest in livability of cities has been on the rise for almost four decades. That livability, 

sustainability and resilience are intertwined is non-debatable. However, the definition of 

livability still remains marred with difficulties because of seemingly conflicting views. Therefore, 

it remains less understood among policy-makers and researchers with some perceiving it as 

quality of life while others perceive it as an environmental quality. This work brings in the views 

of Charles Tiebout into the livability debate. The objective of this paper is to categorically show 

that livability is a characteristic of the environment not a quality of life as argued by some 

authors. The results from the arguments presented show that livability is a public good which 

enhances life satisfaction and, therefore, quality of life. This corroborates the predictions of the 

Tiebout model. By so doing, the study managed to show that livability is not quality of life but a 

person-environment relationship to enhance happiness. Therefore, researchers, planners and 

policy-makers must understand livability in the context of the person-environment relationship 

with livability being a public good. 
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1. Introduction 

Interest in livability has been increasing for some time now (NRC, 2002; Gough, 2015). Various 

conceptions of livability are prevalent in literature. The two main being that livability is a 

determinant of quality of life (QoL) and that it is QoL itself (Veenhoven, 2000).  

 

Its definition however remains somehow contentious. For example, according to the NRC (2002, 

p.24) livability ―... refers to the extent to which the attributes of a particular place can, as they 

interact with one another and with activities in other places, satisfy residents by meeting their 

economic, social, and cultural needs, promoting their health and well-being, and protecting 

natural resources and ecosystem functions‖. By meeting socio-economic needs, it may be taken 

to imply that a livable environment must, at least be able to, satisfy some human needs. The 

environment must also help one to assess public and private actions and failures, externalities 

included. From the definition above, key aspects can be deduced. These include attributes, which 

may mean characteristics which make the quality of the said environment and with using this 

perspective, livability is a public good. The word interact, as used in the definition by NRC 

(2002), may mean relate. Using this definition of interact, one may deduce that livability of an 

area is interpreted in relation to other areas with which it may be compared. To this end, it may 

imply that when one evaluates an environment‘s livability, the evaluator has a comparison 
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environment they consider suitable. By so doing it may be deduced as to whether the 

environment in question satisfies residents‘ needs and therefore their capability. Thus, livability 

may be interpreted in relation to needs fulfilment of that particular place. In line with this Gough 

(2015) defined livability as experience of place and noted that it is about now and here. This 

experience also has the potential to create place attachment which is likely to increase 

satisfaction with the place through habituation. Place, however, does not only refer to the 

physical territory but includes the individuals‘ feelings towards the physical environment, among 

others (Gheitarani, El-Sayed, Cloutier, Budruk, Gibbons and Khanian, 2020). 

 

Seemingly contrary to the above perspectives, Veenhoven (2000) argues that livability may be 

viewed as quality of life, welfare, level of living or what can be termed habitability. This seems 

to say livability is equivalent to the above items listed by Veenhoven (2000). However, one may 

be made to question whether livability is welfare or livability improves or reduces welfare of the 

inhabitant of such an environment. The best possible term might be habitability which implies 

that the environment is said to be habitable thereby improving welfare of its inhabitants. Again, 

livability enhances the quality of life one is leading but must not be considered to be the quality 

of life per se. By so doing one may be led to take livability as a characteristic of the 

environment.   

While NRC (2002) and Timmer and Seymoar (2005) seem to concur that livability is a 

characteristic of the environment, Veenhoven (2000) may be taken to view it as an end result. 

Thus, NRC (2002) views livability as an enhancer of quality of life, while Veenhoven (2000) 

sees it as the end result meaning it is actually quality of life. However, as already indicated, the 

use of the word habitability by Veenhoven (2000) brings another view to this definition. While 

the level of living may be related to welfare of the resident, habitability refers to the environment 

itself not the resident. To this end, Veenhoven (2000)‘s definition may be said to bring two sides 

together, the resident‘s view or the view internal to the person and the environmental 

characteristics, which is an external view of the environment. The view that livability refers to 

quality of life has also been shared by several authors such as Okulicz-Kozaryn and Valente 

(2018) and Kovacs-Györi et al. (2019). However, Okulicz-Kozaryn and Valente (2018) listed 

some of the synonyms of livability as environmental quality, urban quality and standard of living 

or level of living. In their perspective, environmental quality is more of characteristics of the 

environment. The two authors preferred the terms standard of living or level of living more than 

others since the two terms are measurable indicators of livability.  

According to Veenhoven (1996), livability means habitability, quality of life in the nation, the 

degree to which its provisions and requirements fit with the needs and capacities of its citizens. 

From the above, the term habitability comes in again and as earlier explained becomes important. 

Of note is the word provision. The word, as used in this statement, means supply. Thus, 

Veenhoven (1996) is referring to the supply of livability but seems to treat supply of habitability 

to mean habitability. For example, one cannot take supply of oranges to mean oranges. While 

supply means make available, the question is what is made available. In the context of livability, 

it is livability that is supposed to be availed to, say, the consumers. Thus, Veenhoven seem to 

have made an error of terminology in this definition. From the definition of livability given by 

Veenhoven (1996), livability is again taken as a needs fulfilment; where a livable environment 
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needs to fulfil certain life expectations. This is true in the sense that one supplies something so as 

to fulfil a need or want in the market for that good.  

 

Veenhoven (2000) in his four qualities of life views livability as a life chance. Thus, one may 

have a chance to live in a livable environment without necessarily experiencing a quality life. 

This means the environment may allow but the personal capabilities limit the attainment of a 

quality life. But the word capacity, in Veenhoven‘s (1996) definition of livability, means 

capability which according to Veenhoven (2000) may be interpreted as life-ability which is an 

inner quality of the person. According to Sen (1999) and Sen (2008), capabilities enable one to 

choose a life they have reason to live. The capabilities give one the freedom to choose, say what 

to consume. Thus, capabilities include opportunities (Sen, 1993, Terzi, 2007, Walker and 

Unterhalter, 2007) and incomes, among others. A given environmental quality gives its residents 

certain opportunities that may not be found in other areas. Such opportunities may include 

economic and social opportunities such as social capital building. However, it is up to the 

person‘s capabilities to live a quality life in such an enabling environment. 

 

Again, income determines the demand for certain environmental qualities. It, therefore, means 

the environmental quality may also be determined by the demands of those within it (Tiebout, 

1956) as also argued by Sirgy (2018) that community conditions are a result of community 

actions. If residents demand more quality, as is mostly known about the consumers of cars in 

Japan, the provider is expected to respond by providing the required quality even if it means at a 

higher cost, and if not provided residents will ‗vote with the feet‘. However, the provision is not 

instantaneous, hence, the probability of the consumer moving to the location where his or her 

preferences are currently met or are nearly met, as predicted by Tiebout‘s 1956 model. In the 

same way that Sen (1987) argues that living standards may be influenced by economic means, 

this study argues that livability may be a function of consumers‘ demands as informed by 

Tiebout (1956). In a residential area where residents are more concerned with quality and have 

democratic means of airing their demands, it is expected that better quality services will be 

provided as compared to other areas, just like consumer goods, ceteris paribus. While Sen (1999; 

2008) views capabilities as both inner and outer qualities in the context of Veenhoven (2000), 

Veenhoven (2000) views capabilities as only the inner qualities, which the author prefers to call 

life-ability. Despite the differences in the perspectives by the two authors, capabilities expansion 

may be determined by the environment within which the person finds him/herself. 

 

NRC (2002) noted that livability is broad and complex therefore its definition is difficult to be 

unanimously agreed upon. Therefore, van Kemp et al (2003, p. 6) said ―[c]oncepts as livability, 

living quality, living environment, quality of place, residential-perception and -satisfaction, the 

evaluation of the residential and living environment, quality of life and sustainability do overlap, 

and are often used as synonyms—but every so often are contrasted‖. This statement implies that 

in as much as the term livability has been used for several decades now, its understanding 

remains oblique because of the various connotations it holds. Therefore, its understanding is 

obliterated by this ambiguity. 

 

NRC (2002, p. 24) said ―[a]s the interest in livability continues to grow, there is increasing 

concern about the influence of transportation systems on the environment, economic health, and 
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social well-being at geographic scales ranging from the local to the national‖. From a happiness 

economics perspective, livability interest has been as a result of the social well-being movement. 

This may be the reason for the increased interest in social well-being research viewing 

satisfaction with environmental characteristics as a determinant of satisfaction with life. 

Veenhoven (2006) concurs by saying livability is a condition for happiness. He argues that a 

condition for happiness does not mean happiness per se. Therefore, along the non-universality of 

livability, Ruth and Franklin (2014) argued that different age groups and geographical locations 

define livability differently. Such connotations bring again controversy because of differences in 

definitions as determine by social characteristics and environments. 

As much as livability is an environment-person relationship, this study argues that it must be 

viewed more as a relative term which may not be universally agreed upon. Whilst there may be 

objective measures for a livable environment, the subjective measures are equally important 

since what one may consider to be a livable environment may not be what another may consider 

to be so. Given some difficulties in the measurement of the objective characteristics, the 

subjective approach seems better placed. As such, livability may then be better viewed as a 

relative and not an absolute characteristic. 

The aim of the study is to show that, despite the different connotations associated with livability, 

livability is an impure public good as viewed from economics. The objectives of this study have 

also been derived from the findings that livability studies have been concentrated on urban 

environments, as could be seen from the usage of the term ‗urban quality‘ by Okulicz-Kozaryn 

and Valente (2018), in developed nations and from city planning perspectives. The study aims to 

set an agenda for further studies including those in rural areas especially for satisfaction with life. 

Public policy aims at increasing well-being among citizens and one way among the many is to 

improve the livable environment. The understanding of this livable environment particularly 

from an economics perspective remains marred by various definitions from other disciplines. 

While the study accepts that livability is complemented by sustainability, for purposes of this 

discussion, however, that connection is not included here because of the guiding objectives. 

 

2. Literature 

 

Literature has it that livability is a characteristic of the environment. It is argued that living in a 

stressful environment reduces life satisfaction. Ng et al. (2009) argue that stress affects 

satisfaction with life. Stressful in what sense becomes a question that needs an answer. The 

answer to this question may bring one to conclude that livability is relative. The study says so 

because there are no universally livable conditions, thus stress in one environment may not be a 

stress in another. For instance, from the perspectives of Ruth and Franklin (2014) that 

geographical location determines livability differences, rural residents may view urban life 

differently from their own. In one sense they may view urban life better because of certain 

characteristics that may be perceived to make an urban environment seem better. On the one 

hand, for instance, in most rural areas in developing countries, having to travel several 

kilometres to fetch water and firewood will make one to conclude that life in the towns and cities 

is better because of tap water and electricity available inside the urban homes. On the other hand, 
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having to pay, in monetary terms
1
, for everything consumed may be viewed as stressful by the 

rural residents who mostly depend on their farm produce. These two perspectives will most 

likely lead to different effects on happiness because of the differences in living conditions as 

stated by Ng et al. (2009). These conditions are analogous to what Veenhoven (2000) term 

livability; which reflects an interaction between the external environment and life chances to the 

person concerned. With the differing perspectives, as outline above, an optimisation approach 

may need to be used where the costs and benefits to the inhabitant concerned need to be 

weighed. 

Contrastingly, congestion in urban roads may force urban dwellers to view rural life a bit 

satisfying. For instance, traffic jams associated with peak hours may make life more stressful 

than that in rural areas. Take for instance, a migrant worker who travels everyday to work in 

town. The said worker may find that to get transport to town is easy in the rural area, assuming 

ready transport because of a busy road that passes by his or her area, but he or she may be always 

delayed from work by traffic jams which start just a few kilometres into the city centre. This 

experience from both urban and rural life may lead the migrant worker to conclude that life in 

the urban area is more stressful. The two illustrations show that livability is relative. However, 

for the same person, the weighing of benefits and costs may help to solve the dilemma. 

 

One other explanation for the above discussions is habituation. Habituation may, in line with 

Huron (2013) and Schmid, Wilson and Rankin (2015), be taken simply to mean learning. In the 

above discussions, one may conclude that although some environments may not generally be 

considered livable, people living in these environments may learn to live within those 

environments and, therefore, are habituated to the said environment. By so doing people become 

happy within their environment not because it is better than others but because they are 

acclimatised to it.  

The above examples may also illustrate why then quality of life is relative. If one treats livability 

as quality of life, as Veenhoven (1996) did, then it is definitely relative as illustrated. But treating 

livability as quality of life is sometimes questionable because a livable life does not necessarily 

mean a quality life. The word livability reflects ability to attain that life but not necessarily the 

quality of the outcome variable which may be labelled life. Therefore, livability seems to be an 

input variable in this sense while quality of life is an outcome variable.  

 

This debate about what livability is brings us again to another theory: the comparison theory. In 

this theory, satisfaction with life is dependent on how one compares themselves with the relevant 

others. Because comparison is a social phenomenon, the study briefly focuses on the social 

comparison theory. Probably one of the first proponents of this theory is Festinger (1954). Of 

note is that livability may be viewed as an absolute standards approach while comparison theory 

is truly a relative standards approach. 

 

The argument of the comparison theory is that human, by nature, always make comparisons. The 

comparison is with previous experiences or other people (Jasso, 2001). Thus, happiness is a 

result of comparison, either with desired outcomes or relevant others who happen to be 

                                                           
1
 The study emphasises the word monetary because of the opportunity cost that is involved. 
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colleagues. If one feels being better than previous or envisioned self or other comparison groups, 

they feel happy. Thus, the comparison group usually is one‘s colleagues or those close to them. 

Within the livability argument, if one perceives his or her area to be of a better quality than 

surroundings, he or she is likely to view it as livable and therefore, will report higher satisfaction 

with life. This, however, does not rule out the possibility of place attachment and or habituation. 

Because of being attached to a place, one may perceive it to be better than the other comparison 

place possibly because the person has been habituated to that place.  

Since the paper argues that livability is a public good, a brief introduction to the theory of public 

goods will do justice to the topic. To attain that, the next subsection introduces public goods. 

 
2.1 A brief theory of public goods 

The definition of goods may refer to physical goods and services (Smith, 2003). Thus, in the 

whole of this paper, this definition applies. A public good in economics is both non-rival and 

non-excludable (Kollhoff, 2014). Thus, once provided everyone who wish to benefit can do so at 

no extra cost to the provider. Also, it is very expensive or even impossible to deter non-payers 

from benefitting. These polar characteristics give rise to a pure public good. In contrast, a pure 

private good is both excludable and rival in consumption. Excludability is very possible at no or 

less cost. Table 1 shows the classification of goods according to the two aforementioned 

characteristics. 

Table 1: Classification of Goods 

Characteristics Excludable Non-excludable 

Rivalry Private goods Common property 

resource 

(commons) 

Non-rivalry Congestible 

resources 

Pure public goods 

In terms of livability, in Table 1, the study argues that livability should be viewed as an impure 

public good, or what Holcombe (1997) calls, a Samuelsonian public good. Under Samuelsonian 

publicness, a good can be excludable but non-rival or non-excludable but rival. A common 

resource is one in whose consumption is non-excludable but continued consumption by many 

results in rivalry in consumption. A congestible resource is one where consumption up to a 

certain level is non-rival but when that certain level is reached, rivalry sets in. For example, a 

road is non-excludable (Holcombe, 1997), unless there are toll fees for its use, but an increase in 

number of users results in congestion which is a sign of rivalry. However, if toll fees are paid for 

its use, it becomes excludable but non-rival to a certain extent. The benefits from the toll gates 

may however not be commensurate with the associated costs. The inclusion of congestion and 

toll fees may affect livability of the said environment. These two have the ability to exclude 

other beneficiaries of the environment. However, for those who can pay the fees the environment 

becomes more livable because competition has been reduced. While competition is good in some 

instances like price determination in a market system, in situations like these it becomes 

detrimental to human life by affecting livability thereby reducing satisfaction with life. 

 

Another example is a tower light in a residential area or even street lights. These lights are 

available to all people close-by but as more and more people come closer to it, it becomes rival 

in consumption. Not rival because it cannot supply light to all but space restrictions make it rival 
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because all those around would compete to be as close to it as possible to get as much light as 

they can. Thus, a certain distance away from the light will reduce visibility until further increases 

in distance away from the light will make the benefits from the light not obtained. Perceived 

from the security perspective, one will feel threatened at night to travel under darkness than in 

light. Therefore, a street furnished with street lights is perceived more secure and the area will 

likely be considered better livable than another without. This environmental characteristic is 

likely to enhance satisfaction with life for the community at large.  

 

Livability has been defined sometimes in terms of transport services. Areas with well networked 

roads have been sometimes classified as livable communities. Such is true to some extent. This 

study argues that this is so because at times, especially during peak hours, these roads will be 

congested thus reducing potential life satisfaction hence quality of life. The same could be said 

about tower lights, as already alluded to before. They have the potential to improve quality of life 

because of presumed security when one is in light in a dark night, as alluded to before.  

 

Holcombe (1997) noted that public goods can efficiently be supplied by private suppliers unlike 

the presumed theory that they can only be efficiently supplied by the government. The definition 

cited by Holcombe (1997, p. 2) of a public good is a good which has ―... one or both of the 

characteristics of non-excludability and jointness in consumption‖. Thus, this definition includes 

both pure and impure public goods with impure public goods having been classified as common 

property resources and congestible goods in Table 1. As noted earlier on, Veenhoven (1996) 

viewed livability as being provided to meet human needs. Thus, livability may be viewed as a 

good as explained in the subsequent section.  

3.  Results: Livability as a Public good 

Previous literature suggests that livability is a characteristic of the environment. From this 

perspective, the characteristics of the environment may be viewed from the perspective of the 

public and private good. As a public good, the outside environment must be conducive for an 

area to be livable. For instance, security-wise the area must be perceived as safe for it to be 

considered desirably livable. But security of an environment may come as a result of public 

policy issues. Investment in tower lights is an example. Once the tower light is or street lights are 

functional, security might be perceived as high unlike when the tower light is or street lights are 

non-functional. Once this perceived safety is inculcated in the resident, the area is perceived 

livable. Also investments in local security services, sometimes called neighbourhood watch
2
, 

makes the environment secure. However, whether one honestly and consistently pays for the 

security services or not becomes another issue. For example, if one is located between two 

neighbours who have paid for these services, his or her probability of attack from the supposed 

robbers is limited because of the associated external benefits, unless the neighbourhood watch 

police become the robbers or alert the robbers of non-payers. This is so because they will know 

the payers and non-payers. The non-payer, therefore, becomes a free-rider (Holcombe, 1997) in 

                                                           
2
 A security services system whereby neighbours pool funds to pay for the security services within their 

neighbourhoods. These security guards may even be members of the neighbourhood or may be externally 

sourced. 
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economics terms. Thus, payment by the neighbours becomes a public action to the non-payer as 

in the example given by Tiebout (1956) of a neighbouring community, which sprays against 

diseases‘ spread with community being defined by Sirgy (2018, p.4) as ―... a politically-

recognized geographic area‖. However, if consecutive neighbouring homes in this community 

fail to pay then free riding becomes an option that does not pay off because these neighbours will 

be at high risk of robbery attacks. This analysis may also reflect that livability is both a public 

and private good. If free-riding is possible, the good is a public good but if it is not, the good is a 

private good in the economics sense. In the example given then, certain scenarios place the good 

in either category but not both simultaneously. The illustration of paying or not paying for the 

security services yields a private action with potential public consequences that the area is at 

high risk if, say, only one member pays or a few members pay the neighbourhood watch group 

fees. One notable characteristic that makes livability a public good from the above discussion is 

that it is cheaper at times to provide the good as a public good than as a private good (Kallhoff, 

2014). For example, it is cheaper to pool funds and pay for the neighbourhood security services 

than to independently install CCTVs in homes or rapid response security services.  Households, 

however, sometimes refrain from this approach because of the free-rider problem as explained 

earlier on. 

 

With this categorisation of livability as a public good, NRC (2002) noted that livable places 

attract more residents. This observation was made with reference to livable cities. For example, a 

city with higher rates of armed robbers is not likely to attract as many residents as does one with 

few cases. The same applies even at local level. Other things being equal, residential areas with 

high probability of theft or robbery are not equally considered livable as those without but in the 

same city. Thus, just like any other public good provision, it is in the interest of those who 

supply livability to further their interests through provision of this public good. For example, 

Holcombe (1997) noted that it is for the interests of those in government to publicly supply 

defence not for the public interest per se. 

 

Livability as a public good could also be seen in new urban locations. People are usually scared 

of being in new locations where usually the public utilities may still be lacking. It is usually the 

owners of those properties that prefer to reside in the said areas. Tenants will do so, however 

expecting lower rentals to compensate for the perceived risk. That livability helps in decisions on 

place of residence has also been observed by Okulicz-Kozaryn and Valente (2018). 

The Tiebout (1956) model, popularly known as the ‗voting with the feet theory‘ of local public 

goods, can equally be used to explain the choice of residential area using neighbourhood 

characteristics. Along this argument, Sirgy (2018) noted that areas with good neighbourhood 

characteristics are ranked high on being livable and, therefore, residents are satisfied with their 

lives. However, neighbourhood has been found to mean many things to many people (Holden, 

2018). It can be understood to mean ―... both physical, designed spaces and as webs of primarily 

social relations through which we accomplish human existence in timeframes from daily to inter-

generational time‖ (Holden, 2018, p.49). This is, as could be deduced from previous discussions, 

the working definition of neighbourhood in this study. According to the Tiebout model, people 

choose to live in an area that satisfies their preferences thereby maximising their well-being 

(Hyman, 2011). Hillman (2009) noted that these neighbourhood characteristics create locational 

market for public goods. In line with this, Gheitarani, et al. (2020) states that the degree of 
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fulfilment of these needs by a place is called place dependence. Thus, once one feels their needs 

are fulfilled, they may depend on that place and consider it livable. 

 

Again within the context of the Tiebout model, livability is contextualised as a non-perfect 

public good. Thus, livability can be appropriately termed neighbourhood characteristics or an 

example of a local public good. Neighbourhood characteristics may be preferred because it 

indicates the various elements of an environment that people consider for them to conclude as to 

whether a certain area is livable. The question that remains needing answers is: Livable in which 

contexts and, therefore, to whom? Each individual has their preferred standards for their living 

conditions as explained earlier under the perspective that livability is relative. Once these are 

met, the environment is considered livable by the person concerned. This is the basis of the 

popular voting with the feet model by Tiebout (1956). Therefore, to say livability is living 

standards, the current study observes, may be an error because living conditions are used as 

determinants of livability not as livability per se. Thus, standards are indicators of livability but 

not livability in its totality.   

Additionally, the characteristics of livability include, among others, accessibility and equity. 

Access to particular services determines how livable a particular area is judged (Timmer and 

Seymoar, 2005). Differential accesses among residents also indicate the equity issue. How are 

these accesses distributed among different areas within a city or a region remains a key question. 

This question brings up public-policy issues. These differential accesses determine the type of 

lives people live and hence the livability of the environment. The end result is whether the 

residents are happy or not happy particularly with their neighbourhoods. From this, one can 

deduce that happiness is not livability but happiness may be a result of a livable environment. In 

line with this, Arvin (2019) listed a number of strategies and policies that improve happiness. 

The majority of these strategies and policies relate to livability as a public policy issue therefore 

a public good. Additionally, NRC (2002) noted the livability triad is made of the economy, social 

well-being and environment. The variables of the triad are interdependent, however. Thus, that 

social-well-being is also made of happiness makes one to conclude that livability is not 

necessarily happiness but an environmental issue that enhances happiness.  

 

Momtaz and Elsemary (2015) noted that livability is a necessity for health, economic and social 

survival. Thus, livability is a contributing factor to these issues which enhance happiness and 

quality of life. Timmer and Seymoar (2005, p. 2) concur with Momtaz and Elsemary (2015) 

when they said ―[l]ivability refers to an urban system that contributes to the physical, social and 

mental well being and personal development of all its inhabitants‖. Thus, livability is not equal 

to happiness or quality of life but improves the quality of life as perceived by residents. Thus, 

people who live in better livable environments are more likely to report better quality of life.  

 

At times life satisfaction is sometimes viewed as subjective. This subjectivity element may 

explain why some environments may be viewed as livable by certain people. One possible 

explanation of this being the fear of possible victimisation. For example, in some states, residents 

may discuss informally about the unlivable environments they are experiencing but when asked 

formally to indicate how livable the environment is, they change goal posts and, therefore, report 

the environment as being livable. A good example is when one is in dictatorial environments. 



Research Journal of Economic and Management Studies (RJEMS)  
Vol.1, No.1. (2021). ISSN: 2789-6803. 

10 

 

People will likely report the environment as livable, not because it really is, but because the 

quality of institutions do not allow this, thus the people will fear for their lives to actually report 

the actual views. The actual views will only be obtained if interviewees really trust the 

researchers. 

That livability is a public good may also be deduced from the following perspective. Suppose 

one wants to buy a house. The potential buyer has been shown two houses in different locations 

but located on the same stand size and the two have the same number of rooms and other 

characteristics except location. For one to choose a preferred residential location, their preference 

is determined by the external environment. The word external here refers to external to the 

house, that is, neighbourhood characteristics. Thus, neighbourhood characteristics are viewed as 

public elements to this potential buyer. For example, a noisy environment will be less likely to be 

preferred to a serene environment. 

The same analysis done here may equally apply in rural areas. Migration decisions may be 

determined by various factors as can be deduced from urban centres. However, the livability of 

the environment also counts. Because in rural areas most people know each other by names and 

place of residence, the place attachment may count. But if the environment is less livable than 

comparison areas, one is likely to migrate leaving behind even the social connections made long 

back. A case in point is the land reform. When there is a land reform, those without land or who 

consider their current residential places less livable are likely to be the first to apply for land, 

ceteris paribus. Thus, livability remains an external environment issue under the public domain 

hence it is a public good, though mostly impure public good. 

4. Conclusions 

In the presentation above, the study has tried to show the various ways that livability is 

conceived by different authors. It has also argued that livability can be viewed as an impure 

public good which enhances happiness unlike most of the previous authors who saw it as equally 

happiness. The issue of livability as a public good has also been understudied in existing 

literature.  

 

The majority of authors on public goods focus much on its efficient provision. They mostly 

conclude that a public good is provided by the government local or national government. This, 

however, poses many questions to issues such as public transport, public parking such as 

customer reserved parking and public roads (Local Government Forum, 2008). For instance, 

public transport is excludable and rival and is provided by the private sector. Where then is the 

publicness remains a question because public goods are associated with publicly supplied goods.  

 

The study somehow concurs with Ruth and Franklin (2014) and Kovacs-Györi et al (2019) when 

they say livability is a person-environment relationship. It is the person concerned who judges an 

environment as to whether it is livable or not possibly because of habituation. Thus, livability is a 

relative term. Even though there may be minimum standards just like basic needs by Maslow 

(1943), characteristics of a livable environment vary from person to person. While the minimum 

might give one a starting point, what one considers desirable and, therefore, livable differs from 

person to person. However, the environment part of it is viewed in this paper as a public 

environment hence a public good.  
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Also, Tiebout (1956) predicted that residents vote with their feet when choosing residential 

locations. Certain considerations and determinants will come into play for a region to be 

considered livable. In this line of thought it means that what the voter will consider is: How 

livable is the area to be chosen compared to others? To make that decision, the voter will be 

assessing the external environment which is a public space issue. Thus, viewed this way, 

livability remains a public good.  

While the analysis in this paper concentrated mostly on local public goods, it can be extended to 

global public goods.  A world that is livable must have certain desirable characteristics that fulfil 

the needs of the current and future generations that encompass both livability and sustainability. 

A world filled with calamities, extreme poverty, wars and pandemics such as the corona virus 

disease (COVID-19) is not said to be livable. One would conclude that if there is a way for 

reducing these global problems, the world will be better. The world that we need as citizens is 

one where most, if not all, characteristics of a desirable livable environment are present such as 

absence of wars and pandemics. Therefore, livability is a public good. That livability is a public 

good was also possibly noted by Tiebout (1956) when he stated that public goods are a reflection 

of the preferences of the population. For one to consider an environment livable, there are certain 

environmental qualities that they would have considered which are preferable to them. 
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