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Constructing Summary
Indices of Quality of Life

A Model for the Effect of

Heterogeneous Importance Weights

Michael R. Hagerty
University of California, Davis

Kenneth C. Land
Duke University, Durham, NC

The authors consider how to construct summary indices (e.g., quality-of-life

[QOL] indices) for a social unit that will be endorsed by a majority of its citi-

zens. They assume that many social indicators are available to describe the

social unit, but individuals disagree about the relative weights to be assigned

to each social indicator. The summary index that maximizes agreement

among citizens can then be derived, along with conditions under which an

index will be endorsed by a majority in the social unit. The authors show that

intuition greatly underestimates the extent of agreement among individuals,

and it is often possible to construct a QOL index that most citizens agree with

(at least in direction). In particular, they show that the equal-weighting strat-

egy is privileged in that it minimizes disagreement among all possible indivi-

duals’ weights. They demonstrate these propositions by calculating real QOL

indices for two surveys of citizens’ actual importance weights.

Keywords: summary index construction; quality-of-life indices; hetero-

geneous importance weights; well-being accounts

ociologists have constructed summary indices for the comparison

of social units (e.g., cities, states, nations) with respect to multiple

dimensions of social life at least since the mid-twentieth-century work of

Angell (1942, 1947, 1949, 1951, 1972) on the social and moral integration

of American cities. The past decade has seen increased interest among

Sociological Methods

& Research

Volume 35 Number 4

May 2007 455-496

� 2007 Sage Publications

10.1177/0049124106292354

http://smr.sagepub.com

hosted at

http://online.sagepub.com

Authors’ Note: Prior versions of this article were presented at the American Sociological Asso-

ciation, Chicago, August 16-19, 2002, and the American Statistical Association, Minneapolis,

MN, August 8-11, 2005. We thank Kazuo Yamaguchi for helpful comments on an earlier ver-

sion of the article and Laza Kekic of the Economist Intelligence Unit for survey assistance.

S

455

 distribution.
© 2007 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized

 at DUKE UNIV on May 4, 2007 http://smr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://smr.sagepub.com


sociologists and other social scientists in the construction of summary or

composite indices of social well-being or, as they have come to be termed,

quality-of-life (QOL) indices.1 This work coincides with a general interest

in the subject among individuals, policy makers, and political leaders. For

instance, the term quality of life has been invoked on the floor of the U.S.

Congress more than 20 times per week in recent years (Government Print-

ing Office 1999), and the National Academies are working with Congress

to develop key national indicators (Government Accounting Office 2003).

There is, however, little agreement among sociologists and other social

scientists on methods for aggregating social indicators to create a QOL

index that is useful for public discourse on social well-being and policy

issues relevant thereto. Some researchers even argue that no summary

index should ever be computed (Johansson 2002; Erickson 1993). They

cite two important barriers to QOL indices. The first is that the concept of

QOL is too general to be useful. Critics point to the problem that QOL is a

composite indicator whose components (e.g., crime rate, gross domestic

product [GDP]/capita, environmental damage) are not highly correlated,

nor are their causes identical. Hence, traditional factor analysis would

recommend that these components be treated as separate factors. While

these diverse components probably should not be combined into a single

first-order factor, it is possible that QOL could be considered a higher-

order factor (a factor analysis of first-order factors). Moreover, a QOL

index can be useful in considering how people make emigration decisions

(‘‘Is the QOL of one state higher than my current residence?’’) and in how

people make political decisions (‘‘Am I better off today than 4 years

ago?’’). These decisions require individuals to integrate many objective

indicators into a single subjective evaluation of whether they should move

or whether they should agitate against the incumbent. QOL research has

shown (Veenhoven 1994; Diener and Seligman 2004) that people in many

nations are able to form reliable judgments of their subjective QOL (often

measured by national surveys as overall satisfaction or happiness with life

as a whole) as a function of objective indicators such as personal income,

political freedom, degree of physical health, marital status, race, inequal-

ity, and other variables. Despite the cognitive difficulties in combining

these various objective indicators, people appear to do so reliably and to

use their judgments in important social decisions.

Finally, a QOL index can be very useful to policy makers, who need to

know the relative contribution of each social indicator (e.g., unemploy-

ment, crime rate, divorce) on citizens’ perceived well-being, so that they

can target interventions and budgeting to each indicator area. For example,
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