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Purpose: The aim of this paper is to examine how municipal offices acquire data in the quality
of life survey process and to highlight the difficulties that arise at this stage.
Design/methodology/approach: A questionnaire survey was carried out on a sample of 29 city
halls of over 50,000 inhabitants located in Poland that conduct structured quality of life surveys.
Information was obtained on the organization of the data collection process and the difficulties
at this stage.

Findings: Factors that influence the correct course of the data acquisition process in quality of
life surveys were identified. Particular attention was paid to the frequency of the survey,
the definition of indicators and the preparation for the survey. Limitations and problems that
arise at the data acquisition stage were identified. A list of six main difficulties that should be
taken into account at the planning stage of a quality of life study was developed.

Research limitations/implications: Limitations arising from the specifics of the study are
highlighted and directions for further research are suggested.

Practical implications: Solutions have been identified that have practical applications for
municipal offices and should improve the data acquisition process.

Social implications: The social implications of the research have been identified. Proper data
collection from residents should improve the quality of life.

Originality/value: The paper outlines the importance of proper data acquisition in the quality
of life survey process and its impact on subsequent decision-making and action. Attention was
paid to the awareness and knowledge of those responsible for conducting quality of life surveys.
It analyses the problems that arise at the data acquisition stage and, on this basis, identifies
a list of six basic difficulties that should be taken into account when preparing for a survey.
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1. Introduction

Nowadays, a city can be treated as a complex system influenced by many elements and the
network of relationships between them. A unit composed of many elements, functioning in
a specific area, in a specific environment, should be treated as a dynamic, functional whole,
i.e. a territorial social system (Chojnicki, 1988). Urban development planning requires
knowledge of the individual elements of the city system and the relationships between them,
and the adaptation of these assumptions to local conditions (Sneddon et al., 2006). It is therefore
not possible to directly replicate solutions taken from other geographical or socio-economic
realities. It is necessary to obtain information from the city level, with a particular focus on
information from the residents living in the area. This is reflected in the smart city concept and
definitions of the concept (Giffinger et al., 2007; Caragliu et al., 2011; Nam, Pardo, 2011;
Bakici et al., 2013; Albino et al., 2015; Kubina et al., 2021; Hajek et al., 2022). The most
widespread smart city model assumes that six areas are linked, identifying a number of factors
in each area (Giffinger et al., 2007). The smart city concept is still evolving and in its third
generation, citizens should take the initiative (Alexopoulos et al., 2019; Pira, 2021; Kubina
et al., 2021). Residents should provide the information needed and be involved in the
development of the city. There are different forms of resident involvement, both individual and
collective. The municipal government should create the right conditions for expressing needs
and expectations. It should develop methods to collect opinions and comments from citizens.
Moreover, these methods should ensure that data is collected in a cyclical manner.
Many authors point out the need to obtain information from different sources (Huovila et al.,
2016; Bosch et al., 2017; Allam, Newman, 2018; Desdemoustier et al., 2019; Camboim et al.,
2019; Jonek-Kowalska, Wolniak, 2023). Adequate acquisition of this information and, later,
its proper processing should lead to specific decisions and actions. The concept of bottom-up
information transfer has many proponents (Caragliu et al., 2011; Bakici et al., 2013; Albino
et al., 2015; Macke et al., 2018; Kubina et al., 2021; Hajek et al., 2022). In contrast, relatively
few authors highlight the difficulties and barriers associated with obtaining and processing
information from citizens (De Guimaraes et al., 2020; Tan, Taeihagh, 2020; Treude, 2021;
Mouratidis, 2021). One method of obtaining information from citizens is through quality of life
surveys. To date, these surveys have been used to assess the satisfaction of citizens and to
evaluate the performance of the city government (Insch, 2010; Macke et al., 2018; Rodriguez
Bolivar, 2021). In contrast, they have not been used to obtain information that can be useful for
the wider development of the city (Papachristou, Rosas-Casals, 2019; Moeinaddini et al., 2020;
Goerlich, Reig, 2021; Mouratidis, 2021; Przybylowski et al., 2021). The author of the study and
his research team conducted extensive research to investigate how cities understand and
conduct quality of life surveys so that information useful for sustainable urban development

can be extracted. Two stages of research were carried out, the first stage analysed cities that
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conduct structured quality of life surveys (Ligarski, 2021; Ligarski, Wolny, 2021a, 2021b).
In the second stage, a comparative study of cities with and without structured quality of life
surveys was conducted (Ligarski, 2022; Ligarski, Owczarek, 2023, 2024). Based on the results
obtained, it was clearly confirmed that quality of life surveys can provide information that can
be used for sustainable urban development. For this to happen, however, a proper understanding
and preparation of quality of life research is needed. This publication focuses on the issue of
data collection in the quality of life survey process. How should the municipality organise the
data collection stage so that information useful to the city can be obtained. For the purpose of
this paper, some of the results obtained in the second stage of the research procedure were used.

The aim of the paper is to examine how city halls acquire data in the quality of life survey

process and to highlight the difficulties that arise at this stage.

2. Methods

When embarking on the research, an attempt was made to cover the largest possible group
of municipal offices located in Poland. Ultimately, all city offices in cities with more than
50,000 inhabitants were selected for the study. Thus, the subject of the research are 84 city
offices in cities with more than 50,000 inhabitants. A research methodology was developed and
hypotheses and research questions were formulated. A research tool was selected -
a questionnaire survey was chosen. An original survey form was developed for the research.
The form included 30 survey questions and a metric. Closed questions were used, allowing
respondents to choose one or more answers, depending on the question. Some of the questions
also allowed for other answers - where the respondent could formulate the answer themselves.
The anonymity of the research was ensured. At no point did the cities provide information that
could unambiguously indicate the name of the city. The surveys in the offices were carried out
by an organisation that professionally deals with this type of activity, between November 2021
and January 2022. Out of a population of 84 offices, 80 offices responded, giving a survey
return rate of 95.2%. Based on the survey results, the offices were divided into two groups.
The first that conducts structured quality of life surveys (29 offices in total) and the second that
does not conduct structured quality of life surveys (51 offices in total). For the purposes of this
study, part of the survey results for the 29 city offices that conduct structured quality of life

surveys were used.
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3. Results

In order to examine how city halls obtain data in the process of quality of life surveys,
we started by determining the frequency of the survey. The answers to the question of how

often surveys are conducted in a city are summarised in Table 1.

Table 1.
Overview of responses to the survey frequency question
Content of Number of | Percentage Additional answers —
. Answers e e .
the question responses % number of indications
How often a. annually 10 34.5
are quality b. more frequently than annually 0 0
of life c. every two years 12 41.4
surveys d. every three years 2 6.9
conducted? e. less frequently than every three 5 17.2 every few years - 2
N=29 years, please specify frequency of irregularly - 2
examination for work on strategic
documents - 1

Source: Own study.

More than 41% of surveyed organisations report that quality of life surveys are conducted
every two years. Only 34.5% of respondents indicate that surveys are conducted annually.
Almost 7% of respondents declare that quality of life surveys are conducted every three years.
As many as 17.2% of respondents indicate that surveys are conducted less frequently than every
three years. In this group, respondents write that surveys are conducted every few years,
irregularly, when strategic documents need to be developed. What picture of the frequency of
surveys can be gleaned from the analysis? Quality of life surveys are conducted relatively
infrequently in cities. Only 34.5 per cent of respondents declare that surveys are conducted
annually. Taking into account the fact that none of the surveyed authorities declared surveys
more often than annually, it seems that conducting surveys once a year should be the optimal
solution. The city council receives cyclical information on the quality of life in the city and,
once it has been properly processed, can use it to make decisions and take action. A period of
one year should be sufficient to capture the changes taking place and the perception of
phenomena as perceived by the inhabitants of a given community. The Authority thus obtains
up-to-date information and is able to follow the phenomena taking place in the city. A quality
of life survey conducted every two years may not be sufficient. The city will obtain information
too infrequently and will not be able to react to emerging phenomena on an ongoing basis.
The passage of two years will result in some data being provided with a long delay and there
may no longer be a chance for an appropriate response from the authority. People who
participated in the survey without seeing a response to the issues they reported may become
discouraged and not participate in the survey in the future. Cities that conduct surveys every
three years or less are even worse off. The Authority receives random data from which it will

be difficult to obtain reasonable information. The cyclical nature of the provision of information
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and the ability to respond to emerging phenomena is disrupted. Thus, the frequency of the
quality of life survey has a strong impact on the amount, type and timeliness of the data
collected.

The second question surveyed was whether cities specify quality of life indicators in their
surveys. Table 2 summarises the answers to the question regarding the definition of indicators,

their number and types.

Table 2.
Overview of responses to questions on indicators, their number and types
Content of the Number of | Percentage Additional
. Answers o answers — number
question responses Z) of indications
Have quality of a. yes 17 58.6
life indicators been | b. no 12 41.4
identified for your
city?
N=29
What number of a. under 3 0 0
quality of life b. between 4 and 6 0 0
indicators have c. between 7 and 10 2 11.8
been identified in | d. between 11 and 20 2 11.8
your city? e. between 21 and 40 7 41.1
N=17 f. between 41 and 100 6 353
g. more than 101 0 0
What kind of a. there are indicators but they 10 58.8
indicators are are not divided into groups
these? b. indicators are divided into soft 0 0
N=17 and hard indicators
c. indicators are divided into 2 11.8
objective and subjective
d. indicators are divided into 2 11.8
simple and integrated
e. other, please specify? 3 17.6 indicators
correspond to those
adopted in the city
development
strategy - 3

Source: Own study.

58.6% of the surveyed organisations define quality of life indicators and 41.4% do not
define any indicators. Defining indicators should make it easier to carry out quality of life
surveys and to compare results between survey cycles. Indicators define certain measures, allow
certain phenomena to be described. If a city decides to develop indicators, it should analyse the
phenomena that occur in it. An appropriate selection of indicators should provide
comprehensive information on important phenomena occurring at the city level. Defining
indicators is a form of preparation for data collection. If the city defines the indicators for the
survey well, it will be able to collect more useful data. It will also be easier to compare the
information obtained in subsequent survey cycles. In the organisations surveyed, 58.6% of the
cities are developing indicators so they are preparing for data collection. Another issue is

determining the number of indicators and the types of indicators. 41.6% of the surveyed cities
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do not develop indicators. This does not mean that these cities do not prepare for data collection.
There are different ways to collect data and different ways to prepare for data collection.
However, the lack of indicators can be a hindrance to data collection and comparison. Seventeen
of the twenty-nine cities have defined quality of life indicators. The number of indicators
adopted by each city was determined (Table 2). 41.1% of the cities surveyed indicated a number
of indicators in the range from 21 to 40 and 35.3% of those surveyed in the range from 41 to
100. Two cities each indicated a range from 7 to 10 and a range from 11 to 20. None of the
cities indicated single indicators. The vast majority of cities chose a larger number of indicators.
Describing a larger number of indicators should provide more data. Limiting the number of
indicators to a small number will require selective selection of issues for analysis. It is difficult
to determine what the optimal number of indicators should be. Each city chooses a given
number of indicators after analysing the issues it wants to take into account. This is also
evidence of preparation for data collection. If this process has been properly carried out,
the city should obtain the necessary data for further analysis. The final issue is to determine the
type of indicators (Table 2). Most cities (58.8%) do not divide indicators into groups. Two cities
each divide the indicators into objective and subjective or simple and integrated. Three cities
use a different division, dividing the indicators in such a way that they correspond to the
indicators adopted in the city development strategy. In this case, too, it is difficult to speak of
a standard way of proceeding. The cities decide individually whether to divide the indicators
into groups or not. Either approach can be considered appropriate, provided it is based on a
rational assessment of the indicators at hand. Any grouping of indicators can provide the
organisation with additional information and allow for grouping of data.

The third question examined was how cities prepare for data collection in terms of the
subsequent use of the information. A summary of the answers to the question of whether,
when starting to collect quality-of-life data, the person in charge of the research knows what
the information will be used for in the future and which organisational units it should go to is

summarised in Table 3.

Table 3.
Overview of responses to the question on preparation for data collection

Content of the question Answers Number of Percs ntage
responses %o

When you start collecting quality of life data, do a. definitely no 0 0

you know for what purposes the information will be | b. rather no 1 3.5

used in the future and to which organizational units | ¢. neither yes nor no 1 3.5

it should go? d. rather yes 18 62

N=29 e. definitely yes 9 31

Source: Own study.
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Only 31% of respondents answered definitely yes to this question. This means that only one
third of the surveyed cities, when preparing to collect data, know exactly what the information
obtained from the quality of life survey will be used for in the future. They clearly know the
goals of data collection and are aware of which organisational units the processed data should
go to. With such knowledge, one can properly prepare for data collection. Identify the issues
that should be investigated and refine the questions that will enable the necessary data to be
obtained. A data collection preparation process organised in this way should ensure that
sufficient data is obtained. This data, when properly processed in the future, should lead to
useful information to be used for decision-making and action. The remaining cities declare
problems with the preparation for data collection. 62% of the respondents answered rather yes
to the question posed. How to interpret such answers? Are cities only partially aware of the
purposes of data collection? Do they not fully know which organisational units the processed
data should go to? This type of answer contains uncertainty, lack of conviction, doubts.
The person in charge of conducting the research does not have full knowledge of what the data
will be used for and where it should go. Without such knowledge, it will be difficult for her to
prepare for data collection. If he or she makes mistakes or is negligent, it may lead to a situation
of obtaining random data from which it will be difficult to obtain the necessary information
later. Two of the surveyed cities did not answer affirmatively to the question posed.
That is, they declare that when starting to collect data they do not know for what purposes the
information is to be used in the future and which organisational units it should go to. If they do
not have such knowledge, they will not be able to properly prepare for data collection.

The fourth issue surveyed was to identify what could be improved in data collection.
A summary of the responses to the question of what, in the opinion of those responsible for
conducting quality of life surveys, could be improved when collecting data is summarised in
Table 4.

Table 4.
Overview of responses to the question on opportunities for improvement in data collection
Content of the Number of | Percentage Additional
. Answers answers — number
question responses % N
of indications
What do you think | a. there is no need for 4 6.8

could be improved | improvement as everything
in the collection of | works fine

data on the quality | b. clearly define what data is 11 18.6
of life in your city? | needed
N=29 c. specify the purposes for which 6 10.2
the data will be used
d. determine which 4 6.8

organisational units and posts the
data should reach

e. better prepare the data 13 22
collection process
f. train staff in the purpose and 10 16.9

methods of data collection
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Cont. table 4.

g. hold meetings with the 8 13.6
authority's management to
explain the purpose and methods
of data collection

h. other, please specify? 3 5.1 simplify the survey - 1
select a company to
carry out the survey - 1
attempt to develop the
survey methodology
and questionnaire
together with other
cities - 1

Source: Own study.

In this question, respondents were given the opportunity to select multiple answers.
A total of 59 responses were obtained, which shows that respondents tended to indicate several
answers. From this, it can be concluded that those responsible for conducting quality of life
surveys are aware of the need for change and improvement in the data collection process.
Only in 6.8% of the indications it was stated that everything works well and there is no need
for improvement. Thus, in a very small number of offices, the data collection process is declared
to be functioning properly. In the remaining offices, various difficulties arise at this stage and
the investigators try to point out specific solutions that should improve the situation. The most
frequently indicated solution (22%) is the recommendation to better prepare the data collection
process. The preparation of this process has a decisive impact on the quantity and quality of the
data collected. A well-prepared process should allow useful data to be obtained, whereas
a poorly prepared process can lead to random data. Thus, if the city does not prepare the process
properly, the needed data may not be obtained. The lack or scarcity of needed data will cause
serious disruption downstream and necessary decisions and actions may not be taken.
The second most frequent answer (18.6%) is to be clear about what data is needed. An authority
embarking on a quality of life survey should clearly state what data will be collected and what
it is to be used for. If such information is not available, random data not relevant to the authority
may be collected. There is a danger here of conducting research for research's sake. Without
knowing what data is needed, random data is acquired. Analysis of random data will not lead
to useful information. The Authority conducts research but does not obtain the information it
needs. The third most common answer (16.9%) is to train staff on the purpose and methods of
data collection. The Authority is responsible for preparing the staff who will conduct the quality
of life surveys. These people are supposed to understand the purpose of the surveys and know
the methods of data collection. If they do not have this awareness and knowledge it will be
difficult for them to carry out their tasks properly and this will affect the results of their work.
Another indication (13.6%) seems particularly interesting.

It is postulated that a meeting should be organised with the management of the office to
explain the purpose and methods of data collection. Preparation for data collection is not only
reserved for those who are directly responsible for and implement the process. The top
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management of the office should be involved in the process. Firstly to draw attention to the
importance of the process and the data collected in it. Secondly, to explain the purpose and
process of the process. And thirdly to show that the data obtained, once properly processed,
will be used for decision-making by the authority's management. Such an approach should
ensure that the quality of life survey has the right prominence in the office and allows the needed
communication between the different parties involved in the process. Another indication
(10.2%) calls for defining what the data will be used for. In order to define the data well,
it is necessary to clearly indicate for which purposes it will be used. These purposes are to be
known by those who prepare the data. The next indication (6.8%) is related to the previous one.
It is proposed to specify to which organisational units and positions the data should reach.
When preparing the data, the employee should be aware of which locations and positions the
data should ultimately reach. Knowing at the stage of data preparation what the data is supposed
to do and where it is supposed to go should help to better select issues and refine questions.
In the question analysed, respondents were given the opportunity to formulate their own answer
in the other section (5.1%). There were three suggestions here as to what could be improved in
data collection. The first - to simplify the survey, where it is really a matter of clearly identifying
the data that is needed and possibly removing redundant questions. The second - make the
choice of company to carry out the survey. Here comes the idea of engaging an external
organisation to help prepare for the data collection and then carry out the survey itself.
Third - try to develop the methodology and questionnaire of the survey together with other
cities. The idea is to cooperate with other cities during the preparation phase of data collection

to ensure an exchange of experience and mutual assistance.

4. Discussion

The research carried out provided a great deal of information on data collection in the
quality of life research process. The important issues at this stage have been identified and
reference has been made to the perception of the phenomena taking place here from the
perspective of those responsible for conducting the research. By relating the research results
obtained to other publications, several regularities can be identified. Many publications
highlight the need to obtain information from residents from a variety of sources (Bosch et al.,
2017; Allam, Newman, 2018; Desdemoustier et al., 2019). Quality of life surveys can provide
valuable information that, when properly processed, can be used for sustainable urban
development (Ligarski, Wolny, 2021b; Ligarski, Owczarek, 2024). A prerequisite for obtaining
useful information is the proper organisation and preparation of the data acquisition process,
which is also confirmed by other publications (Kaklauskas et al., 2018; Macke et al., 2018).
The results obtained highlight the limitations and problems associated with obtaining data from
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residents, which is in line with the findings of other studies (De Guimaraes et al., 2020; Tan,
Taeihagh, 2020; Treude, 2021). As a result of the research, it was possible to obtain information
on the knowledge and awareness of those responsible for conducting research. Based on the
analysis of the research results obtained, an attempt can be made to formulate potential
difficulties that may arise in any city office:

1. The involvement of the office management in the data collection process.
Selection of an appropriate survey frequency.
Selection of indicators and determination of their number.
Preparation for data collection.

Clearly define what data is needed.

AN

Training of staff on the purpose and methods of data collection.

Awareness of these difficulties should make the office better prepared to conduct quality of
life surveys and prevent problems from arising at this stage. The involvement of the authority's
management seems crucial. It is the management that takes responsibility for the entire data
collection process. It defines the aims and objectives of the research to be carried out and
identifies the people responsible for the process. The second issue is the appropriate selection
of the frequency of the surveys. The survey should be conducted at such a frequency as to obtain
the necessary and up-to-date data. In order to gather the necessary information, it is useful to
define indicators. These indicators should describe the issues to be surveyed in a way that is
understandable to the residents. It is also important to select an appropriate number of indicators
to ensure that all issues are addressed. In order to carry out the data collection process properly,
good preparation is needed. When starting to collect data, it is necessary to clearly define what
data will be needed and for which purposes it will be used. In order for the data collection
process to be carried out properly, it is necessary to train staff on the purpose and methods of
data collection. In conclusion, a recommendation can be offered to those responsible for
conducting quality of life surveys:

1. Inform and cooperate with the municipal management at the survey planning stage.

2. Conduct quality of life surveys annually.

3. When preparing the surveys, identify the indicators and adapt the number of indicators

to the needs of the municipality.

4. Prepare for each survey cycle.

Clearly define the data needed.

Organise training for staff on the objectives and methods of data collection.
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5. Summary

The survey research carried out on a sample of 29 cities that conduct structured quality of
life surveys provided interesting information on data acquisition. City halls conduct surveys
with varying frequency. The frequency of surveys has a significant impact on the quantity and
quality of data obtained. It seems that the solution to ensure access to an adequate database is
to conduct quality of life surveys annually. Authorities that conduct surveys less frequently are
themselves condemned to a shortage of the necessary data. In most surveyed cities, quality-of-
life indicators are defined and a number of them are selected. Sometimes indicators are divided
into groups. The definition of indicators is a form of preparation for data collection. If a city
has indicators, in a reasonable number, it will be easier for it to collect the necessary information
and compare them in subsequent survey cycles. In the research conducted, attention was paid
to the awareness and knowledge of those responsible for conducting quality of life surveys.
The majority of those surveyed did not explicitly confirm that, when embarking on data
collection, they know for what purposes the information will be used in the future and to which
organisational units it should go. This raises the issue of inadequate preparation for data
collection. If the person entering the survey does not have the necessary knowledge, it will be
difficult for him or her to properly prepare for the survey and identify the issues that should be
investigated. This, in turn, may lead to a failure to obtain the needed data. The research found
that those responsible for conducting quality of life surveys are aware of the need for change
and improvement in the data collection process. They most often indicate the need to better
prepare the process and to be clear about what data is needed. They call for training of staff on
the purpose and methods of data collection and involvement of the office management in the
preparation for the surveys. They also draw attention to defining for which purposes the data
will be used and to which organisational units and positions the data should reach. On this basis,
it can be concluded that there are problems in the offices related to the proper acquisition of
data. These problems are noticed by those appointed to conduct quality of life surveys and these
people are able to propose measures aimed at removing these problems.

The research results obtained highlight the limitations and problems associated with
obtaining data from residents. By analysing the results of the research, it has been possible to
identify a list of six basic difficulties that should be taken into account at the planning and
preparation stage of data collection in each town hall. Recognising these difficulties provides
an opportunity to better organise the data collection process and prevent problems from arising
in the process. Good preparation for data collection should result in an adequate amount of
useful data. The municipality will then have data which, when properly analysed, can be used

to make decisions and take action.
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Finally, it is important to signal the limitations of the research. A survey was conducted on
a sample of people responsible for conducting quality of life surveys. Thus, the persons
surveyed were designated persons who represent the respective city council. It seems advisable
to carry out further surveys in the offices. Surveys of city department heads have been planned

and this should provide complementary information.
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