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Abstract: This paper presents initial findings of a study on what constitutes liveability for two 
neighbourhoods in Gold Coast, Queensland. The study approaches neighbourhood as a social construct 
or practice, deriving meanings residents have about their neighbourhoods. The analysis of responses to 
a semi-structured interview reveal 22 dimensions of neighbourhood classified into four major themes: 
personal, physical, social and political. The results demonstrate the multidimensionality of the idea of 
“neighbourhood” from the residents’ point of view, and indicate how the social dimensions play a 
crucial role in determining neighbourhood satisfaction and liveability. 
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1. Introduction 
Attaining social sustainability and its sub-component, liveability, have been the latest challenge in 
improving sustainable development among urban theorists and practitioners.  Frameworks and criteria 
have been developed in pursuit of these goals. However, a number of existing frameworks have been 
found to be wanting in relevance and/or practicability, especially at the neighbourhood level. As such, 
there remains a disparity between what experts & professionals deem as liveable and what people hold 
as a good place to live. This study is an attempt to derive liveability indicators from residents’ views on 
what constitutes a liveable neighbourhood. This paper focuses on the initial results of a study of two 
neighbourhoods in the City of Gold Coast, Queensland.  

2. Background and objective 
In clarifying the concept of "social sustainability", various definitions were examined to arrive at the 
working definition: A process of meeting the needs of a society in consonance with that society's desired 
quality of life, through succeeding generations (Bramley, Dempsey, Power, Brown, & Watkins, 2009; 
Colantonio & Dixon, 2010; Littig & Griebler, 2005; Spangenberg, 2010 and Smith & Metcalfe, 2014).  The 
concept of "liveability", on the other hand, is often related to quality of life factors (Aranoff, Clark, 
Lavine, & Suteethorn, 2013; Commonwealth of Australia, 2012). Although the concept of liveability 
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connotes present concern for habitation and survival, Ruth & Franklin (2014) bring its definition closer 
to the concept of sustainability, where liveability has two elements: (1) the fulfillment of human needs 
and aspirations, and (2) the quality of the built and natural environment supporting the intended 
population (p.18).  How liveability translates to the built environment, particularly the neighbourhood, 
has become the latest concern of the building professions. 

The terms "community" and "neighbourhood" are often used interchangeably in the literature on 
social sustainability (Martin, 2003; Peters, 2010; Wimberly & Haught, 2009). However, Barton, Grant, & 
Guise, (2010) provide a clear differentiation: neighbourhood is about place while community is about 
people (p.31). The importance of neighbourhood in attaining desired individual outcomes has been 
proven by Ellen & Turner, (1997) and by Humber & Soomet, (2006). The idea that neighbourhood is the 
appropriate scale for achieving social sustainability has been proposed by Barton et al., (2010); Dixon & 
Woodcraft (2013); Fraker (2013); Sharifi & Murayama, (2014). 

Sustainability at the neighbourhood scale has become a contentious issue of measurement. Studies 
on various neighbourhood sustainability assessment (NSA) tools have shown that: (1) neighbourhood 
sustainability is contextual, and may not be global (Sharifi & Murayama, 2013); (2) NSAs are reliant on 
technology as drivers of sustainability (Fraker, 2013); and (3) NSA tools are mostly applied at the 
beginning of a development, revealing the motivation to sell "sustainability" as a brand (Berardi, 2013), 
or to qualify for government subsidies (Sullivan, Ridin, & Buchanan, 2014). Sustainability at the 
neighbourhood scale has also been strongly linked with liveability, as related by Aranoff et al., (2013) in 
their evaluation of the LEED-Neighbourhood Development criteria. Their study revealed a gap between 
what people deem satisfying and liveable, and what experts deem as a liveable neighbourhood. (Aranoff 
et al., 2013).  

The commitment to attain sustainability necessitates the development of indicators and ratings to 
track policy implementation. However, current indicators use a myriad of complex aspects such that 
they miss the target in representing the essence of sustainability. As Scerri & James, (2010) succinctly 
point out: "Emphasis on indicators per se tends to privilege technique over reflexively engaging people 
in the job of creating and reproducing a sustainable community over time." (p.42).   

It is thus the objective of this paper to demonstrate how neighbourhood liveability indicators may be 
improved through this reflexive engagement of communities and framing the liveability problem 
contextually. 

3. Framework and methodology  

3.1. Conceptual framework 

Portraying neighbourhood liveability starts with Spaargaren's Social Practices model (Spaargaren, 2003) 
where residents' perceived needs and aspirations are articulated into the relevant indicators. The Four 
Perspectives on Life of Capra & Luisi (2014) introduces “meaning” as mediator for the social domain.   
The study of Del Castillo & Corpuz-Mendoza, (2010), show that neighbourhood may actually be viewed 
through the lens of "self", where people's meanings are derived from perceptions of the built 
environment and what they expect from it. These meanings may then be taken as the needs and quality 
of life (QoL) people aspire for. 

The conceptual framework used in this study combines the three aforementioned frameworks in 
Figure 1 below. The framework provides an opportunity to frame the liveability problem contextually. 
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Neighbourhood is analyzed here as a social construct, where meanings ascribed by residents to their 
neighbourhood are mediated by their individual perceptions of their environment. The framework also 
identifies how neighbourhood meanings may be derived and analyzed. 

 

 

Figure 1: Conceptual framework 

3.2. Methodology and limitations 

In order to see if neighbourhood design affects liveability, the two study areas selected for the Gold 
Coast are from an old neighbourhood and a relatively new one. The old neighbourhood in Southport is 
the oldest settlement, established in 1875 (City of Gold Coast, 2015). The new neighbourhood is in 
Varsity Lakes, a private development, established in 2002 (City of Gold Coast, 2015).  Socially, Southport 
has a lower median household income than Varsity Lakes (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011). Both 
study areas: (1) are inland residential areas, not along the coast line; (2) have a mix of housing 
typologies to ensure diversity in socioeconomic levels; (3) immediately adjacent to community facilities, 
such as parks, education and commercial buildings; (4) are bounded by natural landscape formations; (5) 
have an area of around 50 hectares, which corresponds to a walking distance radius of 400 meters, or an 
easy 5-minute walk (Barton, Grant, & Guise, 2010).   

3.2.1 Sampling scheme and selection criteria 

The study area in Southport has a 2011 population of 3,071; while that in Varsity Lakes has 2,140 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011) Twenty-one (21) residents per neighbourhood were chosen to 
attain a survey confidence level of 95%.  Cluster sampling was done to get a geographic representation 
of each study area. Respondents had to be residents of the study area for at least a year, and should be 
at least 22 years old, in keeping with the Australian government definition of minimum age of 
independence (Department of Human Services, Australia, 2015) 

3.2.2. Instruments and variables 

A semi-structured interview was used following the questionnaire protocol in "The meaning of houses" 
study (Del Castillo & Corpuz-Mendoza, 2010). The protocol has five basic questions and a rating scale. (1) 
Describe your neighbourhood, is asked to derive non-evaluative descriptions about neighbourhood; (2) 
What do you like about your neighbourhood, and (3) What don't you like about your neighbourhood, are 
meant to derive evaluative judgments about their existing neighbourhood; (4) Describe your ideal 
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neighbourhood, and (5) Describe the neighbourhood you don't want to live in, are meant to derive 
evaluative judgments on an ideal plane; and (6) Rate your experience living here (using a 5-point Likert 
scale), is meant to gauge residents' degree of satisfaction with their neighbourhood. The questions are 
deliberately open-ended so that the broadest possible range of descriptions and evaluations about their 
neighbourhoods can be elicited. The use of face-to-face interviews was deemed the best way to derive 
information as it offers complete control and compliance with the questionnaire; ensures legitimacy of 
the respondent as participant; and allows for the researcher to probe and clarify answers (Neuman, 
2011).  

3.2.3. Analysis 

Interview responses went through a three-step coding process. Answers were first condensed into 
preliminary analytic categories; organized into key categories; and lastly, matched or linked with existing 
categories found in the existing theories or frameworks. The physical survey of the study areas was 
compared with respondents' answers to identify relationships. This paper will only focus on the initial 
comparative analysis between residents' neighbourhood meanings and their places.  

4. Results and discussion 

4.1. Profile of respondents 

The Southport study area had 10 male and 11 female respondents, while the Varsity Lakes study area  
had 9 males and 12 females. Two-thirds of respondents in Varsity Lakes live in single-detached houses, 
while 62% of respondents in Southport live in medium to high density housing units. This is reflective of 
the overall statistics for both suburbs where the dominant dwelling structures are high-density dwellings 
for Southport, and single-detached houses for Varsity Lakes (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011). The 
average years lived in their neighbourhood is  9.1 for Southport, and 4.3 for Varsity Lakes.    

The average household size of Southport respondents is 2.20, while that of Varsity Lakes 
respondents is 3.30. Among Southport respondent households, only 19% have school-aged children (5-
19 yrs old); while those in Varsity Lakes, 43% of households have school-aged children. These figures 
also echo the overall statistics for both suburbs (ABS, 2011). 

As far as mobility is concerned, Varsity Lakes respondents report more vehicles per household with 
an average of 2.10, while Southport respondents' households average only 1.50.  Multi-modal travel is 
markedly more in Southport, where 10 respondents engage in more than one mode of travel in 
everyday life (private vehicle, public transport, push bike and walking). In Varsity Lakes, only one 
respondent reported using public and private means of transport, and the rest used only their cars.   

4.2. Dimensions of neighbourhood  

The interviews for both study areas yielded a total of 620 statements (Southport: 308; Varsity Lakes: 
312), culled from the responses to the five basic questions. These statements were sorted and classified 
into 22 dimensions, which in turn fall into 4 themes. The dimensions are defined in Table 1 below. The 
personal theme deals with general impressions and memories of a respondent about their place. The 
physical theme covers dimensions about the physical setting. The social theme pertains to lifestyles and 
relationships with other people. And the political theme deals with issues that are affected by 
governance such as traffic, crime, drugs, rent control and other economic issues. 
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Table 1: Themes and dimensions of neighbourhood 

THEME DIMENSION Definitions 
PE

RS
O

N
AL

 
Feelings Expressions of feelings or evaluations about their neighbourhood, or a particular place. 

Examples: good, enjoyable, happy, nice, beautiful, lovely, cozy 

Memory The area's history, such as changes that have occurred, or significant events. 

PH
YS

IC
AL

 

Accessibility Accessibility of their place to places of work, school, shops and amenities.  
Examples: convenient, convenient place, handy, close to shops, etc. 

Built features Pertaining to the built features of their place, from buildings to roads, including the 
quality and type of built facilities.   
Examples: new buildings, suburban, compact, built-up, one-way street, parking; 

Crowding Perceptions of how crowded or cramped their place is. 

House and lot Features of their own house and/or lot.  

Leisure Leisure activities done by the respondent in the area. 

Natural features The natural features of their place from flora and fauna, to bodies of water,  and parks. 

Tenure Comments regarding residential tenure. 

Walkability Comments on how they walk to and from destinations in the neighbourhood.  

SO
CI

AL
 

Friendliness / 
Harmony 

A general assessment of the residents of the neighbourhood, not just about specific 
neighbours, as being friendly or amiable. 

Lifestyle Perceived lifestyle of people in the area. Examples: busy, fast-paced, easy going 

Neighbours Description of who lived in their place, including socio-economic statuses, ages, tenure 
type, transients, as well as nationalities or ethnicities. 

Neighbours' 
behavior 

Comments about their neighbours' behavior from descriptive to evaluative reports.  
Examples: good neighbours, quiet neighbors, nice & tight-knit, nice people, feral, on 
drugs, a lot of violence 

Peaceful Description of their place as “peaceful” and/or “calm”, or to the absence of strife. 

Pedestrians Pedestrian traffic on the street.  

Quiet / Noisy Auditory description of their place: how quiet or noisy their place is. 

PO
LI

TI
CA

L 

Council / 
organization 

Comments on city council, body corporate or neighbourhood organization, including 
decisions or policies. 

Crime & drugs Perception of crime in the area, usually associated with drug and substance abuse. 

Economics Comments on economic conditions, availability of jobs and business opportunities in 
the area; as well as rental rates. 

Safety Assessments of how safe they feel in their neighbourhood. 

Traffic Vehicular traffic in their area. 
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Figure 2 below shows the spread of dimensions of neighbourhood descriptions for each 
neighbourhood. The frequency patterns of the dimensions exhibit a pattern of salience. Although the 
frequency values differ between neighbourhoods, the dimensions' ranks are almost all the same. For the 
Physical Theme, built features, accessibility and natural features are the most mentioned aspects. For 
the Social Theme, the top dimensions are: neighbours' behavior, quiet/noisy, neighbours, friendliness 
and peaceful/calm. In the Physical Theme, both Southport and Varsity Lakes respondents describe their 
neighbourhood in terms of its built features (e.g., buildings, road conditions, etc.) and its accessibility to 
the places they frequent.  

Figure 2: Dimensions of descriptions of neighbourhood: Southport and Varsity Lakes 

Grouped into neighbourhood themes (Figure 3 below) the respondents' perception of 
neighbourhood is dominated by the Social Theme, with the Physical Theme taking only secondary 
salience in their estimation of their neighbourhoods. Bear in mind that the statements are responses to 
open-ended questions, meaning, respondents were free to define what they understood to be their 
neighbourhood, and to describe it in their own terms. Figures 2 & 3 not only point to the 
multidimensional idea of "neighbourhood", but also how the social dimensions are important aspects of 
this idea. 

 
Figure 3: Themes of descriptions of neighbourhood 
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4.3 Evaluations of neighbourhood 

The evaluations of neighbourhood are gleaned from respondents' answers to what they like and what 
they do not like about their neighbourhood; and how they rate their satisfaction living in it (with a 5-
point Likert scale). The respondents' descriptions of their ideal and un-ideal (or problem) neighbourhood 
reveal the conceptual valuations of neighbourhood. 

The average neighbourhood satisfaction for Southport respondents is 4.02, while those in Varsity 
Lakes have an average of 4.24. Among the Southport respondents, 7 (one-third) considered their 
neighbourhood to be their ideal. While in Varsity Lakes, 14 (two-thirds) considered theirs to be ideal. 
The average neighbourhood satisfaction of those who consider their neighbourhood to be ideal is 4.52, 
while the other group has an average of 3.95. Combining the responses of those who consider their 
neighbourhood ideal (Figure 4) and comparing them with the responses of those who do not consider 
theirs to be ideal (Figure 5), give us a further enhanced picture of what residents value about their 
neighbourhoods. 

 

Figure 4: Evaluations of those who consider their 
neighbourhood to be ideal. 

 
It has to be reiterated that Figures 4 & 5 depict responses of two groups classified by their ideal 

neighbourhoods and not by geography. The patterns of the themes across neighbourhood evaluations 
for the two groups are very similar, hinting at a common set of values for neighbourhoods. While the 
responses for "Dislikes" and "Ideal" are considerably less for the group who already live in their ideal 
neighbourhood, the pattern of values remain the same.  

The physical dimensions of neighbourhood are of primary importance to both groups, and the 
dimensions often mentioned are: (1) how accessible it is to places of work, school and leisure; (2) the 
natural features of a neighbourhood; (3) the preference for walking and (4) pleasing built features. The 
social dimensions are considerably higher in frequency in the group that does not consider their 
neighbourhoods to be ideal. Of particular interest to both groups are: (1) who they would be living with 
– their neighbours; (2) the behaviors of these neighbours in consideration of their preference for (3) a 
quiet environment and (4) a peaceful, harmonious co-existence with their neighbours.  

The presence of illegal drugs users and high crime incidence (under political theme) is also a 
prominent consideration for both groups when they talk about what they do not like about their 

Figure 5: Evaluations of those who do not 
consider their neighbourhoods to be ideal. 
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neighbourhoods and the neighbourhoods they do not want to live in.  These dimensions can be closely 
tied to the social dimensions of undesirable neighbours and behaviors in their depictions of their 
Problem neighbourhood (Figures 4 & 5).  

The spike in frequencies of the Social and Political themes of their Problem neighbourhood and 
aspects they dislike in their neighbourhood is intriguing, particularly in the group that does not see 
theirs as an ideal neighbourhood (Figure 5). Comparing Figures 4 & 5 with the geographic-based 
evaluations in Figures 6 & 7 below, reveal an interesting pattern of response frequencies. 

 

Varsity Lakes responses (Fig. 7) show a fairly similar pattern with Figure 4. This is so because the 
group in Figure 4 is dominated by Varsity Lakes residents. However, this cannot be said for Figures 5 & 6, 
even if the group in Figure 5 is dominated by Southport respondents. In both Figures, the Social and 
Political themes are relatively high in the Disliked aspects of neighbourhood, and the average 
neighbourhood satisfaction ratings are 3.95 (for the group in Figure 5) and 4.02 (for Southport 
respondents, Fig. 6). In Varsity Lakes, despite respondents having high frequencies of disliked physical 
aspects of their neighbourhood (narrow roads), two-thirds of them deem their neighbourhood to be 
ideal, and overall, their neighbourhood satisfaction rating is above satisfactory (4.24 out of 5).   
Southport may boast of better accessibility, mobility and leisure options than Varsity Lakes. However, 
only a third of the respondents view it as an ideal place to live in on account of the perception of crime, 
illegal drugs and unsavory characters within their vicinity. This seems to indicate that the social and 
political dimensions are what affect neighbourhood dissatisfaction. 

5. Conclusion and recommendations 
This paper proposed to frame the liveability question for Gold Coast from the residents' perspective. 
Although the results shown here are but part of a bigger study that includes comparing people's 
evaluations of their neighbourhood with their actual physical and socio-political processes, the results   
allow a preliminary working explanation of what constitutes liveability for residents of Southport and 
Varsity Lakes in Gold Coast City. Foremost is that neighbourhood is perceived multi-dimensionally. The 
dimensions of neighbourhood fall into four themes – Personal, composed of feelings and memories 
about the neighbourhood; Physical, comprised of the sizes and qualities of the built and natural features; 
Social, where the perception of other people and effects of their behaviours fall in; and Political,  where 

Figure 6: Evaluations of Southport respondents Figure 7: Evaluations of Varsity Lakes respondents 
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the dimensions related to neighbourhood governance are concerned. Secondly, the Social aspects of 
neighbourhood life have to be highlighted as a co-equal factor of neighbourhood liveability, and not just 
as an effect of the built environment. Who and how people live and share their neighbourhood space 
with are outside the usual domain of architectural and urban design, yet are crucial aspects of liveability 
as these dimensions seem to significantly affect dissatisfaction in neighbourhoods.  

The results also find affinity with the findings of Bonauito, Fornara, & Bonnes, (2003) and Howley, 
Scott, & Redmond, (2009) where their studies in Rome and Ireland, respectively, uncover 
multidimensional aspects of neighbourhood and how these relate to neighbourhood satisfaction. 

The bigger study to which this paper belongs will compare and analyse the derived dimensions of 
neighbourhood with the physical and political conditions of the neighbourhood. The study will also be 
replicated for neighbourhoods in Wellington, New Zealand and Quezon City, Philippines to contextualize 
liveability in different cultural and climatic conditions. These preliminary results, however, already 
suggest a number of trajectories such as: (1) a more in-depth, statistical investigation of the dimensions 
derived here and how they correlate with neighbourhood satisfaction; (2) how neighbourly interaction 
may be encouraged or improved through urban design; (3) social homogeneity and neighbourhood 
satisfaction; (4) liveable urban environments and change. 
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