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Abstract: In most socioeconomically wealthy countries, a high quality of life is associated with a high
consumption of natural resources. It is, therefore, essential to define what constitutes sustainable
quality of life—that is, quality of life that is simultaneously high as well as ecologically and socially
sustainable. This issue was addressed in a study on the promotion of sustainable quality of life in
rural regions of Switzerland. We interviewed 90 people with the intention of developing a concept of
sustainable quality of life. The concept that emerged from our research consists of nine components:
social relations and equality; nature and landscape; education and knowledge; participation, identification, and
collective emotions; living; mobility; health and safety; leisure and recreation; and income and employment.
Each component is formulated in an integrated way, combining social, environmental, and personal
aspects. The concept provides a basis for managing regional development and promoting sustainable
quality of life in rural areas. In this regard, we propose starting points in the areas of social relations
and equality, nature and landscape, and education and knowledge.

Keywords: quality of life; well-being; sustainability; rural regions; regional development; Switzerland;
Europe

1. Introduction

Among the countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD), Switzerland offers above-average quality of life (QoL) [1]. However, Switzerland’s
high QoL comes with a high level of resource usage that contributes to global environmental
problems. According to the Global Footprint Network, Switzerland’s ecological footprint is
more than four-and-a-half times as high as its biocapacity [2]. Many other wealthy countries
exceed the planetary boundaries (downscaled to country level) by two to six times [3].

Recent studies have found that lower resource usage does not automatically reduce
QoL [3–5]. In fact, Ambrey and Daniels found that a higher carbon footprint can even
be associated with lower levels of well-being [6]. For example, a high carbon footprint
can lead to negative emotions such as guilt, whereas a sustainable lifestyle can offset
such feelings [6]. Furthermore, Verhofstadt et al. [5] found that a sustainable lifestyle can
create win-win situations: for example, purchasing local food has positive effects on both
health and environmental protection. These results suggest that reconciling high QoL with
sustainability is not impossible.

The debate on how to reconcile high QoL with sustainable development began some
time ago (e.g., with Boersema [7], Collados and Duane [8], or Levett [9]). Meanwhile,
related concepts, such as well-being, have become important in inter- and transdisciplinary
discussions on sustainable development [10,11]. The Sustainable Development Solutions
Network and the OECD intensified the discussion on alternative measures of prosperity
under the heading of well-being; they have annually published World Happiness Reports
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since 2012 [12] and the Your Better Life Index since 2011 [1]. The Your Better Life Index
includes the environment as one indicator.

The Human Development Index (HDI) claims to measure and compare the develop-
ment of states by measuring life expectancy, gross national income per capita, and length
of education [13]. However, the HDI does not include the state of the environment or other
similar indicators.

Switzerland, like other European countries, began to develop its own concept [14].
Like the Your Better Life Index, the Swiss concept contains environmental criteria in the
form of a separate indicator.

The term “QoL” has often been associated with concepts such as well-being, life
satisfaction, or happiness. Sometimes these terms are used synonymously. Related terms
are particularly widespread in inter- and transdisciplinary expert discussions, with exam-
ples including “sustainable well-being” [15–26], “sustainable happiness” [20,27,28], and
“sustainability through happiness” [29]. Costanza et al. conceptually linked an index
of well-being with the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) [10], Rogers et al.
related well-being to the social aspects of sustainability [30], Bakar et al. linked economic
well-being to social sustainability [16], and da Silva et al. investigated empirical ecological
intensity of general well-being [31]. In contrast, sustainable QoL has rarely been used as
a concept. Higgins and Campanera used the term “sustainable QoL” in empirical inves-
tigations to refer to enjoying life “without compromising future generations” [20], and
Kowaltowski et al. [32] investigated links between QoL and sustainability in the context of
low-income housing in Brazil.

Most of the concepts described above treat the environmental dimension and/or
the social dimension of sustainability in a reductionist manner, for example, in terms of
environmental quality, without including issues of justice and equality. Moreover, the
environmental dimension is usually treated as a separate factor. We propose to define “Sus-
tainable Quality of Life” (SQoL) as QoL that is linked to sustainability in all its components.
Based on the United Nations’ definition [33], we understand intergenerational and global
justice as main aspects of sustainability. While QoL is centered in the present and focuses
on the individual perspective, SQoL connects the local with the global and the present with
the future. Within SQoL, we understand QoL as a holistic concept that includes subjective
and objective indicators and comprises sustainability as a social and ecological as well as
global and intergenerational concept.

The concept presented here results from a research project (2017–2021) in which the
question of what constitutes SQoL was investigated with the overarching aim of bringing
together the two concepts of “quality of life” and “sustainable development” and proposing
ways of promoting SQoL in rural regions in Switzerland. Rural regions are undergoing wide-
ranging structural and demographic change [34], which generally includes young people’s
migration to cities, job scarcity, population aging [35], urban sprawl, and the fragmentation of
natural habitats [36]. Furthermore, rural regions have less infrastructure than urban ones; for
example, they have less public transport. This poses specific challenges to rural regions, not
only in Switzerland but also in other European countries [34]. The project was designed from
the outset to include the views on SQoL of people living in rural areas.

The following research question guides this paper: How can QoL and sustainable de-
velopment be integrated into one concept? Our aim was to provide a concept that enables
regional management bodies of rural regions to promote high QoL and sustainable develop-
ment at the same time. To develop this concept, we addressed the following sub-questions:

• What are the essential components of SQoL in the view of inhabitants of Swiss
rural regions?

• How do inhabitants’ perspectives on SQoL differ from perspectives discussed in
research literature?

• What concept of SQoL results when inhabitants’ perspectives are linked with perspec-
tives compiled from the literature?
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In Section 2 (Materials and Methods), we first introduce components of SQoL derived
from selected key literature, which we prepared as a theoretical background for the qualita-
tive survey. We then describe the methodological design of the survey and 90 interviews.
Section 3 (Results) presents the participants’ views on what constitutes SQoL (Section 3.1),
the discrepancies between their views and the preliminary components derived from the
literature (Section 3.2), and the concept developed by combining participants’ views with
the theoretically based components (Section 3.3). In Section 4 (Discussion), we discuss
the most important findings. In Section 5 (Conclusion), we propose starting points for
managing regional development in a way that promotes SQoL.

2. Materials and Methods

Our investigation of how inhabitants of Swiss rural regions conceive of SQoL was based
on a qualitative approach [37,38]. We developed a preliminary set of components of SQoL
based on key literature (Section 2.1), a guiding questionnaire (Section 2.3), and conducted
interviews in four Swiss rural regions based on a theoretical sampling strategy (Section 2.2).
Finally, the interviews were transcribed and evaluated using content analysis (Section 2.4).

2.1. Preliminary Definition of Sustainable Quality of Life (SQoL)

In preparation for the qualitative survey, we developed a preliminary definition of
SQoL and its essential components based on key literature. This included philosophi-
cal concepts and empirical research underpinning the indicator systems mentioned in
Section 1 [1,14]; along with seminal works on (environmental) justice [39,40], as well as
“quality of life” [41] and related concepts, such as “life satisfaction” [42] and “happi-
ness” [43,44]; and well-known sources used in development studies and sustainability sci-
ence, such as reports published by the United Nations and secondary literature [33,45–47].
A complete list of the literature included can be found in Supplementary Information 1.

We began by defining QoL. In doing so, we excluded concepts that refer to snap-
shots of life (e.g., “bliss”), as our work focuses on long-term states. The term “good life”
is often used in the context of German-language sustainability transformation research
(e.g., Schneidewind [48]). The terms “satisfaction” and “happiness” are used often in eco-
nomics (e.g., Frey and Stutzer [42], Layard [43]), and the term “eudaimonia” is employed in
philosophy (e.g., Bentham and Mill [49]) and psychology (e.g., Waterman [50]). In German-
language indicator systems, such as that of the Swiss Federal Statistical Office [14], the
terms “welfare”, “prosperity”, and “well-being” are often used. “Welfare” or “prosperity”
often refer to material wealth [51]. “Well-being” often describes concepts related to mental
and physical health (e.g., Diener [52]). In contrast, “quality of life” mostly refers to a holistic
concept with several dimensions (e.g., “The Quality of Life” by Nussbaum and Sen [41]).
For this reason, we chose QoL as the underlying concept for our approach. “Objective
data”, such as life expectancy or income, make it possible to assess the external conditions
in which a population lives, and to compare these among different populations [15]. “Sub-
jective data” based on people’s self-assessment of their satisfaction make it possible to
integrate their perspectives and emotions. Following Costanza et al., we define QoL as
consisting of both subjective and objective aspects [15].

The definition of “sustainability” that we chose is based on the UN’s “Brundtland
definition” and their 2030 Agenda with its SDGs. Accordingly, “sustainability” in our
preliminary definition of SQoL means that all people should be able to live a good life,
both now and in the future [45–47]. Due to this distribution-oriented, global, and inter-
generational understanding of sustainability, we consider justice to be an essential link
between QoL and sustainability, and thus a condition for SQoL. A sustainability concept
consisting exclusively of the three-pillar model—with the pillars representing the social,
economic, and environmental dimensions of sustainability [53]—offers little differentiation
and is strongly reduced in complexity. The so-called “Brundtland definition” goes further
by including global and intergenerational justice; it defines sustainability as including
judicious use of resources, protection of nature, the satisfaction of basic needs, and poverty
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eradication [47]. The 2030 Agenda and its SDGs extend the focus from developing coun-
tries to include industrialized countries as well, and the 169 targets connect ecology and
economics to disparity and human rights [33]. We refer to this most recent UN understand-
ing of intra- and intergenerational sustainability, as it lays the foundations for placing a
collective, distribution-oriented claim on high QoL.

To address ecologically and socially problematic areas of life that commonly contribute
to the QoL of individuals, we selected literature with a focus on individuals’ ecological
footprint, as well as on environmental and social justice [39,40,54,55]. We chose Rawls’s
theory—(one of) the most influential theories of justice published in the 20th century that
has also been critically discussed—to define justice for SQoL. Approaches such as liberalism
(e.g., Hayek [56], Nozick [57]), which focus on maximum individual freedom, seemed less
appropriate in the context of an intergenerational and global understanding of sustainability.
On the other hand, utilitarian approaches (e.g., Mill [58], Bentham [49]), in which justice
is sought through the greatest benefit for all and the maximization of happiness, seemed
too generalized for our purpose. Rawls’s theory is convincing because it does not reduce
justice to universalistic claims or an aggregation of utility. His theory offers an in-depth
understanding of the spatial and temporal dimensions of sustainability that is highly useful
in defining SQoL, and makes it possible to combine the particular (individual claims) with
the universal (pluralistic claims). Firstly, it states that one generation’s behavior should not
diminish another generation’s options [39]. Therefore, any orientation towards the greatest
benefit for a society should include future generations [39]. Secondly, Rawls’s definition
of justice includes the inherent principle of difference. This principle states that people
start from different, more or less advantageous positions. Justice, in this context, means
arranging social and economic inequalities in a way that they are “to the greatest benefit
of the least advantaged” [39]. This focus on the least advantaged members of society can
imply an unequal distribution of resources if legitimate [45].

The selected literature suggests that SQoL consists of several components. We com-
piled these by combining elements of QoL and sustainability derived from the selected
literature. We purposely formulated the components in an integrated way, with sustain-
ability forming an integral part of all components rather than a separate dimension. An
overview of the components, including a description and justification of targets, and the
respective literature sources is provided in Supplementary Information 1.

The first component we defined was social relations and equality, drawing on Schlos-
berg [40] and Nussbaum [59], among others. In addition to the definition of justice based
on Rawls, we derived equality from the principle of difference described above and from
Schlosberg’s concept of recognition [40]. According to Schlosberg, the recognition of other
groups and different concerns is essential in designing consensual sustainable development
strategies and in achieving distributive justice [40]. The partial component of social relations
mainly refers to Nussbaum’s “list of capabilities” [59]. The ability to bond with people,
form friendships, and engage in social interactions are integral elements of Nussbaum’s list
of capabilities, and thus of QoL [59]. Derived from these key sources, the component social
relations and equality comprises the target of freedom and equal opportunities for social
relations, recognition, and no discrimination within SQoL.

Based on Schlosberg’s definition of justice [40] and on Nussbaum’s list of capabili-
ties [59], we included participation and identification as a second component of SQoL. The
criterion of participation is in line with Schlosberg’s definition of “environmental jus-
tice” [40]. Based on the capability approach of Sen and Nussbaum, Schlosberg shows that
environmental justice is not only concerned with the distribution of resources, but also with
the ability to use and apply them [40]. Furthermore, the capability approach implies that
opportunities and self-determination are important preconditions for a successful life [59].
A successful life includes the freedom of action and decision needed to shape one’s life
independently [59]. Drawing on Fraser and Young’s concepts of justice, Schlosberg argues
that “procedural justice” should ensure that all individuals can participate in political and
economic processes [40]. The partial component of identity in our definition of SQoL is in
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line with Nurse, among others, who argues that cultural identity is an essential element
of sustainable development because identities shape systems of meaning and views of
the environment and development [60]. In summary, participation and identification as a
component of our definition of SQoL is achieved if the individual enjoys freedom of choice,
has the right to have a say, participates effectively in social processes, and identifies with
their social environment and home area.

Drawing on Nussbaum’s arguments, we added nature and landscape as a third compo-
nent of SQoL. Nussbaum’s list of capabilities [40] contains affection for nature and other
species. Referring to this capability, Schlosberg argues for an understanding of justice that
is not purely anthropocentric but extends to other species, such as animals [40]. Likewise,
we considered what Nussbaum describes as “being able to have attachment to things and
people outside ourselves” [59] to be an obvious prerequisite for sustainable development.
It is an important way of regarding nature and its resources, and it is required in order for
an individual to be able to distribute them fairly. Research shows that nature and land-
scape are essential to mental and physical health. They are important for identity creation,
positive emotions, and awareness of sustainable development [61–67]. Accordingly, the
component of nature and landscape added to SQoL the target of a high quality of nature and
landscapes for all present and future generations.

Further, we included education and knowledge as well as health and safety as fourth and
fifth components of SQoL. They are likewise derived from Nussbaum’s list of capabili-
ties [59]. According to Sen’s and Nussbaum’s capability approach, good education and
knowledge are essential for an individual—for their development, for shaping their own
life, and for participating in social life [59,68]. The target for this component within SQoL is
a good education and knowledge on general and specific topics as well as on sustainability.
This comprises the ability to absorb and process information, think critically, and use
personal knowledge.

Another capability in Nussbaum’s list is bodily integrity, which enables the physical
and mental constitution necessary to have a successful life [59]. The target for the component
health and safety in our preliminary definition of SQoL is thus a long and healthy life without
fear and without the danger of conflicts or negative environmental and climatic influences.

Leisure and recreation as well as income and employment were added as the sixth and sev-
enth components of SQoL. These components, or parts thereof, are included in many indi-
cator systems [1,14,33] and in the above-mentioned empirical studies of satisfaction [42–44].
For example, the “Your Better Life Index” of the OECD and the “Well-being indicators”
of Switzerland’s Federal Statistical Office, among others, contain the indicator “work-life
balance” [1,14]. “Work-life balance” in the “Your Better Life Index” is justified by the
importance of general well-being, family life, and the possibility to reconcile professional
and private commitments [1]. The Federal Statistical Office also justifies the inclusion of
work-life balance with gender equality, since it should increase women’s career opportu-
nities [14]. We included work-life balance in SQoL as part of the component income and
employment. This component included the target of employment that is freely chosen, mean-
ingful, and provides sufficient income and a good work-life balance within the framework
of a resource-efficient and environmentally friendly economy [33].

The fact that leisure activities are needed for expression and social life [59] justifies
the component leisure and recreation. Furthermore, according to Kurt and Wagner [69],
culture as part of sustainable development enables dialogue among diverse individuals
and groups, as well as openness, creativity, and changeability of areas such as economy and
ecology. We defined the target of this component as including leisure activities, recreation,
and cultural activities that are as environmentally friendly as possible and compatible with
the conservation of renewable natural resources.

The eighth component we included in SQoL is living. According to Preisendörfer [55]
or the Federal Statistical Office [14], among others, we defined living conditions appropriate
to the individual situation and free of environmental pollution as essential to well-being
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and sustainability. Accordingly, the target of the component living is to have appropriate,
environmentally friendly, and resource-efficient living conditions.

Finally, we included mobility as the ninth component of SQoL. Based on the Federal
Statistical Office’s [14] and Nussbaums’ arguments [59], we consider mobility to be funda-
mental for the supply of goods and services and for the resulting individual freedom as a
capability [14,59]. Based on Meschik and Meth’s [70] work on pro-environmental mobility
behavior and the Federal Statistical Office’s indicator system [14], we defined the target of
the component mobility as resource-efficient and accessible mobility for everyone.

According to the Global Footprint Network’s national footprint calculations, mobil-
ity, energy, and agriculture have the greatest impact on the national footprint in most
countries [54]. We included energy in SQoL mainly in the mobility and living components;
agriculture is included via nutrition in the health and safety component. Mobility and energy
may also be included indirectly in other components of SQoL. For example, mobility might
be necessary to visit friends and family (social relations and equity component) or to reach
the workplace (income and employment).

Overall, this preliminary definition of SQoL consists of nine components that are
referred to by different terms in the literature. Compared with other concepts discussed in
the literature that focus on QoL or environmental aspects, our preliminary definition of
SQoL links QoL and sustainability within each component.

2.2. Study Areas and Sampling

We decided to conduct interviews in four regions in order to cover a variety of rural
regions. Since we intended to include representative and comparable municipalities in the
four areas, we selected them accordingly based on the typology of municipalities published
by the Swiss Federal Statistical Office [71]. All four regions are relatively densely populated
compared to the alpine regions; for example, the Aargauer Jura has 168 inhabitants per
square kilometer. This makes them typical of a large part of Switzerland [14].

To ensure that our survey would include a diversity of perspectives within each
region, we planned to conduct at least 20 interviews per region. In total, we conducted
90 interviews in the four regions, namely 22 interviews each in the Freiamt and Entlebuch
regions and 23 interviews each in the Gantrisch and Aargauer Jura regions. Our sampling
strategy followed the theoretical sampling method of Glaser and Strauss [72]. This allowed
us to adjust the sampling to the sociodemographic situation of the villages and to include
participants with diverse backgrounds. We explicitly avoided snowball sampling in order
to minimize sociodemographic biases. Participants were recruited in public places, in
consideration of the sampling targets. This approach resulted in the sample presented in
Table 1. The 90 interviews provided sufficient material and qualitative insights alongside
satisfactory variance across sociodemographic groups. Although we did not aim for a
representative quantitative study, this sample of 90 participants is large enough to cover
the views of a wide variety of groups among the rural population.
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Table 1. Sample of interview participants.

Sociodemographic Factors n %

Sex
Male 44 48.8
Female 46 51.1
Total 90

Occupation
Forestry/agriculture 13 14.4
Trade/industry 9 10.0
Services 36 40.0
Undergoing education 15 16.6
Unemployed 1 1.1
Retired 16 17.7
Total 90

Education
Lower secondary education 11 12.2
Upper secondary education 61 67.7
Tertiary degree 18 20.0
Total 90

Age
16–29 years 26 28.8
30–59 years 38 42.2
≥60 years 26 28.8
Total 90

N = 90.

2.3. Qualitative Interviews

We used a semi-structured interview guide based on the components of SQoL intro-
duced in Section 2.1. The guide was ordered flexibly and followed the conversational flow
(see guide in Supplementary Information 2). Before conducting the interviews, we tested
and refined the questionnaire in several iterations. Then, the first author and an assistant
conducted the interviews. Both interviewers carefully avoided suggestive questions and
elicited opinions, feelings, or justifications in an open way by asking, for example, “Why do
you think so?” or “How do you feel about this?”. The interviews took 50 min on average.

The first part of the interview included open questions about what SQoL is in the partic-
ipant’s view, and what concrete components constitute SQoL. Thereafter, the interviewers
asked the participants about their opinions on the components derived from the literature.

The second part of the interview focused on the idea of linking QoL with sustain-
ability, and on the feasibility of doing this. The interviewers explained our definition of
sustainability and asked the participants for their general opinion on sustainability and on
the link to QoL. The participants were then asked about their opinion on our preliminary
set of components of SQoL—this time with our definition of sustainability (described in
Section 2.1) in mind. This procedure made it possible to approach the topic of sustainability
openly in the first part of each interview, and in the context of the UN’s understanding of
sustainability in the second part.

2.4. Transcription and Content Analysis

The interviews were transcribed verbatim in Swiss German using the content analysis
method described by Breuer et al. [73] and Dresing and Pehl [74] (see transcription guide
in Supplementary Information 3). Text passages that deviated greatly from the subject of
the research question were only summarized [73].

The subsequent content analysis allowed us to organize the transcribed data and
its content systematically. We followed the method proposed by Mayring [75] and used
MAXQDA, a software for computer-assisted qualitative data and text analysis.
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First, we formulated deductive categories based on the components of SQoL as
described in Section 2.1. Subsequently, the first author and the assistant began coding (see
guide for content analysis in Supplementary Information 4). After coding the interviews
using the deductive categories, they recoded them in an iterative process, formulating new
inductive categories and subcodes based on the context of the interviews (see codebook in
Supplementary Information 5). A precise description of the coding rules, anchor examples,
and justifications were added in a code memo for each newly created code to create a mutual
understanding of how the code should be employed (see code memos in Supplementary
Information 5). The first interviews were coded by both researchers, and whenever they
disagreed, the interviews and codes were discussed in detail to achieve consensus. The
first five documents coded in this way showed that the researchers had a very similar
coding style. They then no longer coded the same interviews in parallel, but still frequently
consulted each other. Once the first 40% of the interviews had been coded, the content
no longer required any new codes. While coding, the two coders routinely recorded their
thoughts and initial interpretations in text memos. Once all interviews had been coded,
certain codes that might have been used discontinuously were checked again and recoded
as needed. Finally, the researchers read over each other’s coded data and supplemented
the coding whenever necessary.

For the final interpretation, the subcodes were regrouped into broader categories
where appropriate, and were compared to the components of our preliminary definition of
SQoL. Finally, we merged the empirical results with the preliminary definition by adding
to the latter the subcomponents and respective justifications emerging from the interviews.
This resulted in our final concept of SQoL.

3. Results

In Section 3.1, we present the interview participants’ views of SQoL and its compo-
nents. In Section 3.2, we describe the main discrepancies between the interview participants’
views and our preliminary definition. Finally, in Section 3.3, we present the SQoL concept
that results from merging the empirical results with the preliminary definition.

3.1. The Interview Participants’ Views on SQoL

Across all interviews, about two thirds of the respondents said spontaneously that
family, friends, and the natural environment surrounding them were most important to
them. These statements concern the two components social relationships (and equality) and
nature and landscape. For example, one respondent stated:

“Family, my parents, my siblings—if there is anything you need help with, you know
where you can go. This is probably a basic trust, and it is clearly quality of life for
me. That I somehow know that this will always be dependable. And then to be here in
nature also provides a quality of life that might be a little less available in the city and
which is certainly one reason why we are here.” (IP 44, female, 30–59 years, services,
completed upper secondary education)

The participants stated that relationships with family and friends give them a sense of
consistency. In addition, around one third of the participants mentioned loyalty within the
village neighborhood as being important to them. We included this as a further part of the
social relations and equality component. Across all respondents, the interviews confirm the
basic human need for social relations.

The importance of nature and landscape was revealed to be associated with social
relationships. Nature and landscape were often described as locations for sports like hiking,
cycling, and skiing, and as a place to visit with family and friends. The participants thus
described social relationships as part of their leisure and recreation. In addition, leisure and recre-
ation was described as an enabling factor in forming relationships. In addition, participants
mentioned proximity to nature as a criterion for choosing their place of residence.
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The remaining (sub)components that we had prepared for the interviews were men-
tioned far less frequently by the interview participants. However, when the researchers
asked about them, most participants agreed to counting these components as part of SQoL.

The following example illustrates how certain components—in this case safety (as
part of health and safety)—were considered important, but were usually not present in the
participants’ minds because they more or less take them for granted:

“Safety is certainly very important for life. But it is a bit more abstract in Switzerland,
because the issue isn’t pressing, at least not for me. At least not concerning physical,
legal, or financial safety, or that I will find a job later. In these regards, I feel safe. But it
is important.” (IP 94, male, 16–29 years, agriculture, tertiary degree)

A good state of health was considered to be a fundamental basis for QoL. People in the
age groups above 30 described health as something transient that should be valued. Some
participants explained that the health component was only considered important when an
illness occurred. As one respondent stated:

“Health is very valuable, but you wouldn’t think of it as long you are healthy. Only if
you or somebody else in your family is ill, do you become aware of it. But we should ap-
preciate it more when we are healthy.” (IP 71, male, over 60 years, retired, completed
secondary school)

In addition, participants also mentioned regionally sourced food as a benefit of rural
life. The possibility of buying directly from farmers is seen as sustainable and as an
indicator of QoL.

The living component was mostly associated with the possibility of having one’s own
garden, and with the landscape and nature in the surrounding area. Both were often
described as important criteria for living in rural areas. It can be assumed that this requires
an unspoiled environment. Another criterion that influenced many participants’ decision
to move to a village was the possibility of buying their own home. Some owners of a house
mentioned having photovoltaic cells.

Although participants rarely addressed the participation (and identification) component
on their own, they strongly agreed when asked whether this was part of SQoL. Many of
them explained that direct democracy with votes on substantive issues is important, even
if they do not always make use of their right to vote. At work, they consider it important
to contribute their ideas and opinions. Participants in the young age group (16–29 years)
often mentioned that they lack this opportunity. Participants also considered participation
important in the context of being able to make independent decisions within a partnership.
These considerations are in line with the description in our preliminary definition. One
respondent stated:

“Very important, I indeed have something to say (laughs). And it is also important to
me that we move ahead together, be it because you are in an association, I am in the
women’s sports club, and there, too, I think it is important that one is asked or that one
can contribute ideas. And particularly in our business, of course, which my husband
and I lead and direct together.” (IP 08, 30–59 years, female, agriculture, completed
upper secondary education)

Self-determination, as part of the component participation and identification, was also
stressed as being very important by participants when asked. The term was used in relation
to several areas of life, and self-determination was considered particularly important with
regard to work, hobbies, family life, and one’s role as a woman. The young age group
(16–29 years) often raised the subject on their own initiative and emphasized their desire
for independence from authorities. As one respondent stated:

“I would not want to live in a place where others would decide for me. I think this would
reduce the quality of life for me personally and certainly also for many others. At work there is
of course a certain reality that you can’t determine everything yourself, and that’s okay. But
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even there, simply to choose a job and not be forced to do one, this means a lot.” (IP 82, male,
16–29 years, undergoing education, completed upper secondary education)

When asked, the participants agreed that they could clearly identify with their home
area, and they mentioned this as important for a good life. Another 13 participants said
of themselves that their sense of (participation and) identification was based more on their
social relationships than their area. Another five participants identified strongly with the
surrounding nature and landscape. One respondent said:

“But being rooted in the village... Rather in the surroundings, in nature here. I regularly
go running, you can put on your shoes and go running across the fen. That’s what I
mean.” (IP 23, female, 30–59 years, services, tertiary degree)

When questioned on the education and knowledge component, participants agreed that
education and knowledge is important. Some stated that education on the environment and
sustainability should also include ecological behavior in everyday life. These participants
described everyday situations in which they sometimes did not know for sure which
behavior would be less resource-intensive.

The income and employment component was confirmed to be important when we
asked participants about it. Participants who had chosen a reduced workload said it was
significant for QoL and the associated reduction in income and consumption was not very
relevant to them. As one respondent stated:

“I don’t think I could ever work 100 percent. [...] We’ve reached a point in Switzerland
where many people no longer have to work to survive, and I think it’s a pity if we don’t
make use of this privilege to do what we want or find another purpose in life than getting
a lot of money and a house.” (IP 94, male, 16–29 years, agriculture, tertiary degree)

Participants’ opinions about work-life balance and meaningful employment are consis-
tent with the literature. Moreover, income was indeed referred to as a relatively important
component of SQoL. However, the participants often compared income to components like
health, which they considered to be more important for QoL.

The interview participants also mentioned elements that we had not included in our
preliminary definition of SQoL. Nine participants mentioned emotions, such as calmness as
a common mood, or familiarity as a typical characteristic of rural life and a very important
part of SQoL in their view. According to the descriptions in the interviews, such emotions
form in a collective, arise from shared attitudes, can result in trust and freedom, and
represent the mood of an entire society. The participants often contrasted the common
calmness with city life, which they perceive as hectic and characterized by pressure to
perform. One respondent stated:

“I don’t know whether I could live in the city, because I’m not used to it. And I think it’s
quite nice actually, just quiet, coming home, no stress and no hectic.” (IP 90, female,
16–29 years, undergoing education, completed upper secondary education)

Twenty-three participants mentioned membership in associations as an essential part
of their QoL. Being a member of an association or club is particularly relevant with regard
to social relationships, loyalty, communication, and networking. Moreover, it can facilitate
the integration of newly arrived inhabitants.

As many as 36 participants mentioned the importance of efficient and frequent access
to cities by public transport. Many of them justified the importance attached to ease of
mobility with reference to reaching a meaningful workplace or a wider choice of cultural
and leisure activities. Furthermore, participants often explained that they had chosen their
place of residence based on the train connections to larger cities.

Based on these findings, it can be stated that the interview participants considered
all nine components in our preliminary definition to be essential for SQoL. Moreover,
they did not mention any completely new components in addition to the ones we had
included in the preliminary definition. (We cannot fully rule out the possibility that
respondents might have agreed with further components if they had been mentioned by
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the interviewers.) However, within the nine components in our preliminary definition,
the interviews revealed new and important justifications and aspects: (1) the feeling
of calmness, (2) membership in associations, and (3) access to cities. Furthermore, the
interview results indicate interrelations between the different components. In particular,
nature and landscape is connected to health and safety; to social relationships and equality; to
living; and to leisure and recreation.

3.2. Discrepancies between Inhabitants’ and Theoretical Perspectives on SQoL

Comparison of the empirically collected views with our preliminary definition (see
Section 2.1) reveals a number of discrepancies between the two. Overall, most interview
participants considered QoL that is both high and sustainable—as described in our pre-
liminary definition of SQoL—to be difficult to achieve and unrealistic. While participants
regarded their QoL as very high, they perceived sustainability as an acute challenge. As
one respondent put it:

“We no longer need to improve our quality of life. Of course, we have to look after the
environment. See that people have good cars, that they cycle more, or travel by train. I
think such things are okay. But quality of life, that we should be even better off—we are
far too well off as it is.” (IP 73, male, 30–59 years, services, tertiary degree)

Of all the components, equality (as part of social relations and equality) proved to show
the greatest discrepancies between the participants’ descriptions and our description based
on the literature. Firstly, when asked, participants described gender equality as being
highly desirable, but not fully achieved at present. Thirteen participants—more women
than men—clearly agreed that gender equality is important, and showed a critical attitude.
As one participant stated:

Somehow gender equality hasn’t arrived here yet. We’re a bit slower here. (IP 04, female,
16–29, undergoing education, completed upper secondary education)

A few young male participants described the topic as obsolete, whereas people in
the medium and older age groups said that gender equality remained insufficient. Their
criticisms related to lower incomes and fewer opportunities for women in professional life
and politics.

Secondly, some participants (n = 3) criticized the low acceptance of homosexuality.
They also disapproved of the legal complexity of same-sex parenthood.

Thirdly, 29 participants clearly agreed that the topic of accessibility to people with
disabilities was important to them. Other participants did not see this as a priority because
it affects only a minority. Some participants criticized the fact that there was still a lack of
barrier-free apartments for rent, or they mentioned examples of insufficient accessibility
experienced in civic engagement.

Fourthly, equality among people of different nationalities seems to be less socially
desirable for participants. They do not necessarily see such equality as unconditional or
self-evident. Most participants associated equality among people of different nationalities
with migration. As many as 27 participants clearly disagreed with equality between natives
and different immigrant groups in Switzerland. Of these participants, 12 expressed a
nationalistic attitude, and the well-being of Swiss people was clearly the foremost pri-
ority in their minds. Some of them described their fears of migrants or expressed their
disparagement of other ethnic groups. One respondent stated:

“Basically, I think that we need to look after Swiss people first. And if things go well
for us here, you can still look after those from abroad, because that’s exactly what I
think the idea of the nation state is [...]. Refugee policy should also be approached more
restrictively [...].” (IP 15, male, 16–29 years, undergoing education, completed
upper secondary education)

Meanwhile, another group—13 of the 90 participants—replied that they do not per-
ceive equality between people of different nationalities, and that the villagers are not open
to newcomers.
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A certain discrepancy between the descriptions of the participants and our preliminary
definition of SQoL also emerged in the mobility component. The majority of participants
(n = 79) agreed that mobility—and in particular sustainable mobility—is important. Public
transport in general was described as an environmental benefit and as beneficial for elderly
people as well as for everybody without a driving license. The participants emphasized
the high quality of train transport in Switzerland. Nevertheless, most of them said that
they themselves drive a car, and the car was the most important means of mobility in their
area. Accordingly, participants’ perceptions and their main mobility settings were not in
line with the idea of sustainable mobility.

A discrepancy also emerged with regard to renewable energies within the component
living: Tenants complained that they cannot choose renewable energy in the municipality
they live. As one interview participant stated:

My neighbor installed these photovoltaic panels on his roof. But that’s no use to me and
I’m not allowed to do that because I don’t own the house. (IP 11, female, 30–59 years,
housewife, completed compulsory school)

In summary, participants’ descriptions of the current situation related to equality,
mobility, and living differ to some degree from the theoretical views compiled in our
preliminary definition of SQoL. This points to challenges in the investigated rural regions.
Furthermore, some interview participants’ perceptions of equality are not in line with the
theory underpinning our preliminary definition of SQoL, which can be viewed as another
challenge facing the investigated rural regions.

3.3. An Integrated Concept of SQoL

This subsection presents our concept of SQoL that resulted from merging our empirical
results with the preliminary definition. Table 2 lists the components of SQoL, ordered by
the number of participants that regarded them as clearly important.

Four additional sub- and partial components are added to our preliminary set of
components: collective emotions, membership in associations, part-time employment, and access
to cities. According to participants, mobility is fundamental for accessing employment,
education, and cultural activities. We therefore integrated sustainable access to cities as
part of the target and justification of the component mobility (see Table 2).

We named the emotions of calmness and familiarity “collective emotions” and added
this as a partial component to participation and identification. According to the interviews,
these emotions are related to, or partly dependent on, participation and identification. For
example, several interview participants mentioned membership in associations as enabling
social and intercultural participation. Therefore, we integrated this as a justification of the
component participation, identification, and collective emotions.
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Table 2. Components of Sustainable Quality of Life (SQoL). Justifications and targets emerging from the interviews are set
in bold script.

Component Target Justification

Social relations
and equality

The greatest possible freedom and equal
opportunities. Intra- and
intergenerational justice. Opportunities
for social relations. No discrimination
based on gender, ethnicity, religion,
species, or other affiliation. Recognition
of potentially excluded groups as a basis
for (environmental) justice.

Justice and recognition are fundamental to living a
self-determined life with equal opportunities, in freedom,
without environmental pressures, and with sufficient resources.
Living in a society, having relationships, and thus feeling
empathy for other people and other living beings satisfies the
human need for closeness and enables joint development.

Nature and
landscape

High quality of nature and landscapes for
all present and future generations.

High-quality nature and landscapes stimulate positive emotions
and have a positive influence on physical and mental health.
Nature and landscape enable recreation and community
experiences outdoors.

Education and
knowledge

A good general and specific education
and knowledge. Education on the
environment and sustainability. The
ability to absorb and process information,
think critically, and use one’s personal
knowledge.

A good education and knowledge is essential to individual
development, to shaping one’s own life, and to participating in
social life. Education on the environment and sustainability
enables people to increase sustainability in their own lives and to
contribute to development.

Living

Appropriate, environmentally friendly,
and resource-efficient living conditions
that are not impaired by environmental
pollution.

Living conditions appropriate to the individual situation that are
not impaired by environmental pollution are essential to
well-being. To reduce environmental pollution, it is important
that living should be as environmentally friendly and
resource-efficient as possible for everyone.

Participation,
identification,
and collective
emotions

Freedom of choice, the right to have a say,
and effective participation in social
processes. Identification with one’s social
environment and home area and a
positive collective mood.

Participation and freedom of choice are important for
self-determination and the control over one’s personal well-being.
Identification promotes participation in social processes and
reduces the likelihood of conflict. Positive collective emotions
are essential for mental well-being as well as for trust and
freedom in a society. Membership in associations enables
social and intercultural networking and integration.

Mobility

Environmentally friendly and
resource-efficient mobility for everyone,
including efficient and frequent access
to cities.

Mobility is fundamental for the supply of goods and services, for
accessing appropriate employment and education, for cultural
activities, for individual freedom, and for the maintenance of
social relationships.

Health and safety

A long and healthy life without fear and
without the danger of conflicts or
negative environmental and climatic
influences. Availability to all
individuals of fresh and locally
produced food, without overuse of
resources.

A good physical and mental individual constitution, safety, and
an intact environment are essential conditions for a successful life.
Fresh food is essential for health and enjoyment. Local,
ecological production and moderate consumption enable a fair
distribution of food while keeping nature intact.

Leisure and
recreation

Leisure activities, recreation, and cultural
activities that are as environmentally
friendly as possible and compatible with
the conservation of renewable natural
resources.

Leisure activities, recreation, and cultural activities satisfy the
need for expression, social life, entertainment, and education.
Culture and art offer opportunities for sharing, creativity, and an
understanding of common values that can promote sustainable
development.

Income and
employment

Employment within a resource-efficient
and environmentally friendly economy.
Employment that is freely chosen,
meaningful, and provides sufficient
income, a good work-life balance, and
the option of working part-time.

Sufficient income and meaningful work are essential for a
successful life. Sufficient time, and hence part-time
employment, can benefit the environment and increases
personal satisfaction. To counteract scarcity of natural resources
and existing environmental and social problems, it is important
that income and work are generated within a resource-efficient
and environmentally friendly economy that ensures fair
distribution.
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According to the participants, working part-time can benefit the environment while
increasing personal satisfaction. Consequently, we included participants’ arguments for an
appropriate workload under income and employment.

Finally, the participants considered locally and ecologically produced food to be
important for their health. Accordingly, we included sustainable and healthy food in the
target and justification of the health and safety component.

The concept proposed in Table 2 contains nine components that all constitute SQoL
in the view of the interview participants. Furthermore, in addition to the justifications
and targets compiled from the literature, it includes additional targets mentioned by the
interview participants.

4. Discussion

This study resulted in a concept of SQoL consisting of nine components with specific
targets and justifications: social relations and equality; nature and landscape; education and
knowledge; participation, identification, and collective emotions; living; mobility; health and safety;
leisure and recreation; and income and employment. Our results showed that developing a
concept of SQoL requires a comprehensive, broader approach than similar concepts that
focus more narrowly on aspects like basic needs (e.g., Kowaltowski et al. [32]), health-
related well-being (e.g., Abraham et al. [61]), or climate or carbon emission indicators
(e.g Verhofstadt et al. [5]). SQoL integrates social and ecological sustainability in all its
components. This sets it apart from concepts that treat ecological factors as a separate
dimension (e.g., Federal Statistical Office [17] and others [1,3,25,76])

The interviews revealed important justifications and relationships between compo-
nents of SQoL: social relations and nature and landscape emerged as the components that
interview participants considered most important, and connections were frequently es-
tablished between them. Income and employment as well as education and knowledge were
perceived as enabling other components of SQoL, such as leisure and recreation or living.

Social relationships and equality as well as nature and landscape, in contrast, seem to
be experienced as beneficial in themselves. The views of the interview participants on
nature and landscape underline arguments in the literature: nature and landscape enable
recreation and community experiences outdoors and, therefore, have a positive effect on
mental and physical health [61,77,78]. The discussion on “place attachment” in literature
also links nature and landscape with identity, for instance based on its function of mental
stabilization [64]. According to Nussbaum, landscapes can evoke feelings of identification,
and social relations can generate empathy for a region [79].

The collective emotions and the importance of being a member of associations revealed
in the interviews provide further related insights on SQoL. According to Nussbaums’ theory
in “Political Emotions”, emotions are a prerequisite for a successful life and are rational
and essential parameters for decisions [79]. Loyalty, as well as shared positive emotions,
are therefore important for politics and society in that they make it possible to achieve
common goals [79]. In the present context, sustainable development represents such a goal.
Furthermore, collective action can, according to Ostrom, overcome the central problem of
commons overuse (“the tragedy of the commons” [80]) by enabling joint organization and
coordination of resource use. Collective emotions and membership in associations as part
of SQoL can thus be interpreted as levers for establishing common governance of resource
use in a sense similar to Ostroms’ “governing the commons” [80].

The mention of part-time employment by the interview participants revealed another
important perspective on SQoL. Some of the respondents seemed to prefer more time
to higher income. Accordingly, consumption seems less important to these individuals
than leisure time. Based on this, we see part-time employment not only as beneficial to
individuals’ QoL but also as likely to benefit the environment. Empirical studies confirm
that in many high-income OECD countries, working hours and the associated consumption
have an impact on the per capita ecological footprint [81].
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However, our study also showed that a considerable proportion of people in the
investigated rural regions in Switzerland identify the overall idea of linking QoL with
sustainability as a major challenge. This confirms findings from the literature: while QoL
goals have already been achieved in Switzerland [1,3], the integration of sustainability
remains problematic [82,83]. Furthermore, the results show that topics concerning equality
are challenging. Another major challenge is mobility; this, too, has been shown in previous
studies on mobility in rural regions [84].

An important question is how representative the results of this study are. The trans-
ferability of our results to urban areas is likely to be limited, as the importance of some
components of SQoL might differ between contexts. Concepts such as QoL and well-being
are typically seen as context-specific [30]. Sociodemographic characteristics, the natural
environment, and infrastructure might influence people’s perceptions of SQoL. For exam-
ple, the need for travelling by car is smaller in most cities than in rural areas [85]. This
may shape opinions on mobility. Above all, nature and landscape, identification (with
one’s home area), collective emotions, and membership in associations may have a dif-
ferent meaning for villagers than for city dwellers. In cities, social proximity, which our
interviewed inhabitants of rural regions view as positive, might also be perceived as social
control. Developing a concept of SQoL in urban areas could thus be an interesting field for
further investigations.

Since our sample included four rural regions that each included several types of
municipalities and diverse sociodemographic groups, it can be assumed that the results of
our study can be transferred to other rural regions in Switzerland and to comparable rural
regions in other wealthy countries.

5. Conclusions

Based on our results, we would like to conclude this paper by proposing five starting
points for regional development management bodies, such as governmental and non-
governmental organizations, to promote SQoL in rural regions.

1. Given the importance of family, friends, and social relationships for SQoL, we propose
that regional development actors strengthen social relationships, for example by
offering more sports and cultural activities as well as leisure activities in nature. The
latter could also function as awareness-raising programs.

2. Our results concerning nature and landscape suggest that by preserving the quality
of nature and landscapes, regional development actors can simultaneously promote
other components of SQoL, especially leisure and recreation, living, health and safety,
as well as social relations and equality. This does not mean, however, that measures
related to nature and landscapes should be the only priority. Our findings indicate that
the majority of respondents considered all nine components to be important for SQoL.

3. Since some of the interview participants expressed views or described situations that
are not compatible with equality, regional development actors could focus on raising
awareness of equality issues and equal rights of minorities to promote SQoL.

4. The discrepancy between high levels of environmental concern and lower levels of
actual pro-environmental behavior can be addressed by promoting infrastructures
and social innovations that enable more ecological behavior. This includes widely
accessible supply of renewable energies, targeted spatial planning, the expansion of
public transport services along with more attractive pricing, and support of electric
mobility and alternative mobility concepts such as car-sharing.

5. All of the above starting points are connected to knowledge, sensitization, innovative
action, and the development of projects and measures of various kinds. Therefore,
knowledge on sustainability—including a wide range of topics from green technolo-
gies to human rights—seems essential. We propose that regional development actors
further expand environmental and sustainability education as a cross-cutting way of
promoting SQoL.
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