
155

ECONOMIC ANNALS-XXI
PRODUCTIVE FORCES DEVELOPMENT AND REGIONAL ECONOMY

Polyakova, T., & Tsurik, T. / Economic Annals-XXI (2019), 180(11-12), 155-164

Urban environment quality and its impact 
on socio-economic development

Abstract. An important indicator of life quality, the urban environment, largely determines the comfort of 
life for the population and business. The state of post-socialist European cities testifies to the problems of 
the urban environment which have economic and social nature. The authors identify two groups of factors 
that determine urban environment quality and analyze advantages and disadvantages inherent in various 
methods of assessing it. The object of the analysis was a group of large Russian cities - regional capitals with 
the population from 250 thousand to 1 million people (except cities with extreme climate). Various indicators 
of the urban environment quality (2018-2019) and a number of indicators of socio-economic development 
(2013-2015, 2018) were taken into account. 
The research is aimed at identifying the relationship between the parameters of socio-economic development 
of the city and the region with the urban environment quality. The dependence between the urban environment 
quality and the level of the city budget income per capita has been determined, which allowed us to divide 
the analyzed cities into groups. 
Based on the results of our study, the recommendations have been formulated to address current urban 
issues and improve the living standards of citizens. The authors propose to use in post-socialist European 
countries an integrated urban quality assessment methodology that includes both objective methods based 
on statistical data and subjective methods derived from expert evaluations and population surveys and 
involving citizens in the urban debate.
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Якість міського середовища та його вплив на соціально-економічний розвиток
Анотація. Важливий показник якості життя, міське середовище, багато в чому обумовлює комфортність 
для життя населення й ведення бізнесу. Стан міст постсоціалістичної Європи свідчить про проблеми 
міського середовища економічного й соціального характеру. Авторами виділено дві групи факторів, що 
визначають якість середовища проживання в містах, проаналізовано переваги та недоліки, властиві 
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різним методикам оцінки якості міського середовища. В якості об’єкта аналізу була обрана група 
великих міст Росії – регіональних столиць із населенням від 250 тисяч до 1 мільйона чоловік (окрім 
міст із екстремальним кліматом), для яких проаналізовано різні показники якості міського середовища 
(2018–2019 рр.) і ряд показників соціально-економічного розвитку (2013–2015, 2018 рр.).
Проведене дослідження було спрямоване на виявлення взаємозв’язку параметрів соціально-
економічного розвитку міста та регіону з якістю міського середовища. Визначено залежність якості 
міського середовища від рівня доходів міського бюджету на душу населення, що дозволило розділити 
аналізовані міста на групи.
За результатами дослідження сформульовано рекомендації для поліпшення життя населення міст, у 
тому числі використання комплексної методики оцінки якості міського середовища, що включає як 
об’єктивні методи, засновані на статистичних даних, так і суб’єктивні, отримані в результаті експертних 
оцінок й опитування населення, обов’язкова участь городян в обговоренні питань формування міського 
середовища.
Ключові слова: місто; якість міського середовища; урбанізація; фактори сталого розвитку; індекс 
якості міського середовища; бюджет міста.
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Качество городской среды и его влияние на социально-экономическое развитие
Аннотация. Важный показатель качества жизни, городская среда, во многом обусловливает 
комфортность для жизни населения и ведения бизнеса. Состояние городов постсоциалистической 
Европы свидетельствует о проблемах городской среды экономического и социального характера. 
Авторами выделены две группы факторов, определяющих качество среды проживания в городах, 
проанализированы преимущества и недостатки, присущие различным методикам оценки качества 
городской среды. Как объект анализа была выбрана группа крупных городов России – региональных 
столиц с населением от 250 тысяч до 1 миллиона человек (кроме городов с экстремальным климатом), 
по которым были проанализированы различные показатели качества городской среды (2018–2019 гг.) 
и ряд показателей социально-экономического развития (2013–2015, 2018 гг.).
Проведенное исследование было направлено на выявление взаимосвязи параметров социально-
экономического развития города и региона с качеством городской среды. Определена зависимость 
качества городской среды от уровня доходов городского бюджета на душу населения, что позволило 
разделить анализируемые города на группы. 
По результатам исследования сформулированы рекомендации, направленные на улучшение жизни 
населения городов, в том числе использование комплексной методики оценки качества городской 
среды, включающей как объективные методы, основанные на статистических данных, так и 
субъективные, полученные в результате экспертных оценок и опроса населения; обязательное участие 
горожан в обсуждении вопросов формирования городской среды. 
Ключевые слова: город; качество городской среды; урбанизация; факторы устойчивого развития; 
индекс качества городской среды; бюджет города; доходы.

1. Introduction 
Under present-day conditions, the level and pace of socio-economic development of the region 

is determined by a set of various factors: geographical location, natural resources, human capital, 
fixed capital, and many others, and the influence of some characteristics is not obvious and even 
controversial. Urban environment quality is one of the most important indicators of the econo mic 
status of cities and factors of their development. The urban environment quality is a complex inte-
gral category expressed through various indicators. For example the residents percept it as a com-
plex of available material values (Ilyina, 2015), while the city municipality - as a resource for eco-
nomic development. The urban environment as one of the indicators of life quality is also a fac-
tor of competitiveness of the city (Budd, 1998). For newcomers, convenient cities are perceived as 
centers of attraction, «successful places». Cities with a high level of urban quality are attractive for 
people who want to return there again or settle down (Adams & Tiesdell, 2012), which indicates the 
tourism potential of the urban environment quality. Thus, the urban environment quality directly af-
fects the quality of the citizens’ life and tourist attractiveness of the city.

Since the study of the urban environment is a fairly young field, the role of various factors in 
improving the quality of the living environment remains unclear. The issue of assessing the urban 
environment quality is also a subject of discussion. Foreign researchers have proposed a large 
number of methods and various indicators, such as the city prosperity index (CPI), sustainable 
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urban development index by the McKinsey consulting company, and others. Russian specialists 
have developed an innovative method for assessing the quality of the urban environment based 
on statistical indicators, search engine data and social networks. Population surveys are regu-
larly conducted to identify the «most comfortable cities» or to assess the quality of life in various 
ci ties. The existing variety of approaches requires their systematization and assessment of their 
applicability to the modern Russian situation.

2. Brief Literature Review
Assessing the urban environment quality has a wide range of research definitions and is one 

of the important indicators of the city inhabitants’ living standards. This area of research is promi-
sing from the point of view of the ongoing process of urbanization which has a global scope and 
specific manifestations in the countries of Eastern Europe (Taubenböck et al., 2019), as well as 
from the point of view of the problem of measuring indicators and clarifying the significance of 
the environmental component in the structure of living standards. The works of K. Lynch (1982), 
J. Jacobs (1961), Ch. Landry (2008) and others are devoted to understanding the relationship bet-
ween urban planning tasks and socio-economic issues of regional planning. Problems of optimi-
zing the use of territory in urban space are reflected in the research of V. A. Nefedov (2002) and 
T. Yu. Bystrova (2014). In recent years, it has become increasingly popular to study various as-
pects of the relationship between life quality and the level of the urban environment development 
(Polyakova & Tsurik, 2019).

The low quality of the urban environment in most Russian cities is caused by the consequences 
of the urbanization in the Soviet and post-Soviet periods of Russian society formation. These pe-
riods are related, but have a number of distinctive features. Urbanization of the Soviet period can 
be represented as a model of development that ensures the dynamics of industrial centres, while 
subordinating the interests and needs of an individual to economic tasks without taking into ac-
count the quality standards of the urban environment (Pivovarov, 2001). An obvious consequence 
of the urbanization of that period was some discrepancy between economic opportunities and so-
cial standards of life in the city, which is reflected in such indicators of the urban environment qua lity 
as the transport system congestion and environmental problems of urban space (Moscow  Urban 
Forum, 2019).

The urbanization of the post-socialist period has different specificity. Its consequences in Eas-
tern European cities can be reduced to three main blocks: institutional, social, and urban ones 
(Sýkora & Bouzarovski, 2012). Particularly painful transformations occur within the social block, 
which is caused by the economy restructuring and the social stratification of the urban popula-
tion. Economic changes in the post-Soviet space have also increased the growth of socio-eco-
nomic inequality and weakened the social cohesion of the urban population. With the transition 
to market economy, the system of apartment house management has collapsed. Destruction rate 
of many houses has increased. Without further incorporation of government support programs, it 
can lead, as witnessed by similar examples in European cities, to ghettoization of entire city dis-
tricts and the relocation of the well-off residents. In contrary, changing the urban space in favour 
of new facilities aimed at the well-off segments of the population attracts investment to the city 
(Smith, 1996). However, increasing the prestige of the city centre and improving the urban envi-
ronment quality do not extend beyond this area, because it is not economically feasible.

The problems of the urban environment of modern Russian cities are similar in many respects 
to those that are being solved in the Eastern European cities and are characterized by growing 
gentrification and uneven development of the urban space. In comparison with the largest Euro-
pean cities and the Russian capital, these processes are less intense and stressful in the regional 
centres. There is a risk that as the social advantages achieved by the cities during the Soviet pe-
riod are lost, the processes of social segregation will increase in the future and be accompanied 
by the urban environment degradation (Makhrova & Golubchikov, 2012). Thus, it is obvious that 
improving the urban environment quality can be achieved only by overcoming the consequences 
of socialist and post-socialist urbanization and activating the levers of the central power and lo-
cal self-government.

3. The purpose of the paper is to analyze existing methods for assessing the urban environ-
ment quality and identify the major factors that determine its level and the ability to solve current 
urban problems.
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4. Results
The urban environment is being formed under the influence of a number of factors that ultimate-

ly determine its quality. The factors of the urban environment formation are summarized in Figure 1
Taking into account the differences in the impact on the formation of the urban environment, it is 

advisable to divide them into 2 blocks: basic factors and urban sustainability factors.
Basic factors include those which determine the so-called «structure of the territory»: clima-

tic zone, the natural landscape, historical and cultural features, and existing infrastructure. More-
over, similar territorial features can be used in different ways for their development. For example, 
the presence of natural features such as hills, ravines or water reservoirs on the territory of a city 
can become the basis of a unique urban environment, or cause problems in the development of 
the transport network.

The second block of elements of urban environment formation is a set of parameters of urban 
sustainability factors, which includes three groups:
• economic factors, both national and specific, related to the state of the production sector, the re-

gional budget;
• social factors that characterize the well-being of city residents, their activity in matters of self-

government, including landscaping;
• environmental factors related to the state of air, water infrastructure, soil, as well as light and 

noise pollution of the urban environment.
The block of urban sustainability factors assumes that economic progress, increasing the pro-

duction of goods and services should serve the good of all people, providing for their needs, and at 
the same time, taking into account the state of the environment.

In contrast to the basic factors of urban environment formation, which go through a long pe-
riod of creation and change, urban sustainability factors are relatively mobile and subject to im-
pact when applying modern effective approaches in urban planning and management. Therefore, 
the strength and direction of these factors’ influence largely depends on the quality of city and re-
gional authorities’ work.

Currently used methods for assessing the urban environment quality can be divided into three 
main groups: statistical, expert and sociological ones. Each group of methods claims to be objec-
tive, but even statistical methods are not free from subjectivity, which is manifested in the choice of 
certain indicators. A number of approaches combine methods belonging to different groups.

It should also be noted that a significant number of studies concern the development of tech-
niques that comprehensively assess the quality of life. A detailed review of the calculated indicators 
shows that assessing the quality of life of the population, as a rule, intersects with the assessment 
of the urban environment quality, including it as an integral part.

We shall consider the first group of methods based on the use of statistical indicators.
So, for example the UN-Habitat City Prosperity Index (CPI) proposed by the United Nations 

takes into account such criteria as productivity (creation and distribution of wealth), social justice, 

Figure 1: 
Factors that determine urban environment quality

Source: Compiled by the authors
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 infrastructure development (access to community facilities, information and communication tech-
nologies), environmental sustainability (protection of the natural environment), quality of life (general 
well-being and life satisfaction of city residents), and urban governance (UN-Habitat, 2012).

It can be seen that the calculation of City Prosperity Index (CPI) takes into account income dis-
tribution and other parameters that characterize the level of social justice, which is most relevant 
for developing countries.

The methodology for assessing the quality of life in major cities around the world (Quality of living 
city racing) developed by the consulting company Mercer (2019) includes 39 indicators in 10 areas:
1) political and social environment;
2) economic environment;
3) socio-cultural environment;
4) medicine and health;
5) education and training;
6) communal services and transport;
7) recreation and entertainment;
8) availability of consumer goods;
9) housing and infrastructure;
10) natural environment and climate.

The calculated integrated indicator is intended for international companies that make their em-
ployees compensation for the costs connected with performing international tasks. In this regard, 
attention is paid to the political environment and climate which do not depend on the residents of 
the city and its management.

In 2011, McKinsey Global Institute proposed a methodology for calculating the Sustainable City 
Development Index in developing countries (Bouton, Lindsay, & Woetzel, 2012). The following main 
areas of evaluation were identified:
1) essential needs of the population;
2) efficient use of resources;
3) clean environment;
4) urban infrastructure;
5) focus on sustainable development in the future.

When forming the McKinsey Sustainable City Development Index, environmental indicators play 
a significant role (purity of environment, resource efficiency, and investment in environmental pro-
tection), while safety and social development indicators are almost not represented.

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development has elaborated recommen-
dations for assessing the quality of life in cities (OECD, 2014). According to the document, life 
quality is determined by living circumstances (income, employment, housing conditions) and 
non-material factors (health, education, environmental quality, personal safety, citizen activism, 
work-life balance). The OECD member countries adjust the methodology according to their own 
goals and special features. For example, Switzerland has expanded the list of main areas of as-
sessment and includes the level of infrastructure development, population mobility, culture and 
leisure (Swiss Federal Statistical Office, 2016). Poland calculates indicators that characterize the 
population’s leisure time, transport infrastructure and Internet access (Polityka.pl, 2018). The use 
of additional indicators shows the interest of countries in a more in-depth analysis of the urban 
environment quality.

The Russian Federation has now adopted a methodology for forming an urban environment 
quality index, which includes indicators that characterize the state of 6 elements of the urban en-
vironment (housing, public business, social and leisure infrastructure, green spaces, the street and 
road network, and citywide space) according to 6 criteria (Ministry of Construction, Housing and 
Utilities of the Russian Federation, 2019). The index is calculated by the Ministry of Construction, 
Housing and Utilities of the Russian Federation and is used for the implementation of the national 
project «Housing and urban environment». The index also helps to determine the amount of subsi-
dies going from the federal budget to the budgets of the Russian Federation constituent entities to 
support programs for the formation of modern urban environment.

The difference between the Russian methodology for assessing the urban environment quali-
ty is that for the correct preparation of assessment scales, cities are divided into ten groups, de-
pending on the climate zone and the number of inhabitants. In addition, the indicators are calcula-
ted using not only statistical data, but also search and information mapping systems (for example, 
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to assess the index of pedestrian accessibility or the number of streets with developed services), 
social  networks (for example, to assess the attractiveness of green areas, there was used an indi-
cator of the number of photos taken within green areas per unit area of these territories), Earth re-
mote sensing data (to assess the state of green spaces). The lack of environmental pollution and 
social interaction indicators calls attention to itself, which can be explained by the developers’ goal 
to create a «tool for assessing the quality of the material urban environment and the conditions for 
its formation».

Since the social component of the urban environment and its perception by the population 
is difficult to assess based on statistical indicators, a number of researchers have focused on 
sociolo gical methods. For example, in one of such studies, an indicator was chosen such as the 
«friendliness» of the environment in relation to the least protected segments of the population, i.e., 
the elderly and families with children under 18 y. o. (Gorina & Burdyak, 2015).

M. Bonaiuto et al. (1999) analyze the satisfaction with the living environment. It consists of three 
main components: cognition (cognitive assessments of the environment), emotion (emotional re-
sponse to the environment) and behaviour (actions related to the living environment, including the 
decision to leave it). Two ways of collecting information about satisfaction with the living environ-
ment are identified: «an inductive one», based on spontaneous assessments and statements of 
re sidents, which is conducted in the form of a semi-structured interview, and «a deductive one», 
which involves conducting a survey of a large number of residents based on a developed ques-
tionnaire. The authors propose to use perceived residential environment quality indices (PREQIs), 
namely: «residential» quality and «attachment to the area» (Bonaiuto et al., 1999).

The absolute advantage of the proposed method is the assessment of not only material objects, 
but also the nature of social interaction among citizens, and the aesthetic perception of urban fa-
cilities.

In the Russian Federation, one of the methods for assessing the quality of life in cities was de-
veloped at the Financial University under the Government of the Russian Federation (Financial 
University under the Government of the Russian Federation, 2019). It is based on the opinions of 
residents about various aspects of urban life:
• work of services engaged in maintenance and repair of roads, public transport and traffic police,
• development of education and cultural infrastructure;
• state of the housing stock and provision of urban amenities;
• work of local authorities;
• quality of health care;
• overall assessment of the situation in the city.

One should note that most of the abovementioned aspects (with the exception of health care 
quality) characterize the urban environment.

The approach of Domofond.ru portal to form the quality of life rating of the Russian cities in-
volved a survey of the population, during which respondents were asked to evaluate a number of 
statements that characterize their city by the following parameters:
1) safety;
2) cleanness;
3) ecology;
4) silence;
5) public transport;
6) roads/parking spaces;
7) stores and markets;
8) sports and recreation;
9) infrastructure for children;
10) neighbours;
11) work of communal services;
12) ratio of income and cost of living (Domofond.ru, 2018).

Out of the twelve parameters, the first eleven characterize the urban environment quality, only 
the ratio of income and cost of living determines the price affordability of goods and services for 
the city’s population.

Expert assessment methods are not so common, which is due to their relative complexity and 
labour intensity, on the one hand, and the uniqueness of each object on the other hand. This ap-
proach is applied by the specialists of the Institute of Spatial Planning «Urbanica», who recommend 
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conducting an audit of the urban environment to compile a database on its current state (Institute 
of Territorial Planning «Urbanika», 2017).

To implement the comparability of various methods for assessing the urban environment quality, 
we have compared their results. For that purpose, we have used correlation analysis. We have se-
lected a group of major cities in Russia - regional capitals with the population of 250,000 to 1 million 
people, except for cities with extreme climates, as the object of our analysis. Indicators of the qua-
lity of the urban environment (the urban environmental quality index, 2019), the quality of life rating 
of the Russian cities (Domofond.ru, 2018), the quality of life index of the Russian cities (Financial 
University under the Government of the Russian Federation, 2018) were compared.

The average positive relationship between the indicators of the urban environment quality index 
and the Domofond.ru portal’s life quality index has been revealed. There has also been revealed a 
weak negative relationship between the urban environment quality index and the Financial Univer-
sity’s life quality rating. This allows us to conclude that the results of research largely depend on the 
methodology used, however, the quality of life of Domofond.ru portal index is more consistent with 
statistical data.

To assess the significance of various factors in the formation of the urban environment, we have 
conducted a correlation analysis using a number of socio-economic indicators (gross regional 
product per capita, city budget revenues per capita, crime rate, migration growth) (Federal State 
Statistics Service, 2018). In all cases, the analysis showed a weak relationship between the urban 
environment quality index and other parameters.

It is interesting to say that the «wealth» of the region does not affect the urban environment 
qua lity of its capital: the correlation coefficient between the urban environment quality index and 
the level of gross regional product per each resident was 0.063623. A greater influence, although 
being still weak, is exercised by the level of city budget revenues per resident, since a significant 
part of the city budget revenues is associated with the formation of a safe and comfortable urban 
environment.

Figure 2 shows the cities analyzed within the coordinates «urban environment quality index» - 
«city budget revenues per 1 resident».

The median value of budget revenues is USD 323.6 per person. We have called cities with a 
lower value of this indicator «poor», and cities with a higher value - «rich». The average value of 
the urban environment quality index for the «rich» cities is 190.4, while for the «poor» ones - 180.3.

Figure 2 shows that cities can be divided into 4 categories:
a) «poor» with unfavourable urban environment (for example, Chita, Ulan-Ude, Kurgan, Kursk);
b) «rich» with unfavourable urban environment (such as Kemerovo, Khabarovsk, Syktyvkar, Tomsk);
c) «rich» with favourable urban environment (Tyumen, Kaliningrad, Krasnodar, Belgorod, Grozny, 

Kaluga);
d) «poor» with favourable urban environment (Cheboksary, Vladikavkaz, Kostroma, Saratov).

We can conclude that the latter category of cities spends budget funds more effectively on 
creating comfortable urban environment.

At the same time, creating comfortable, safe and aesthetic urban environment is impossible 
without the participation of the city’s population. The inclusion of urban communities in planning 
processes in the 2000s in the United States and Europe has led to the formulation of participatory 
design principles. The consolidation of urban communities allows one to influence decision-ma king 
on various issues of improving the urban environment: from improving the yard area to prohi biting 
the construction of architectural buildings that violate the historical appearance of cities. Many 
problems of development and formation of the urban environment can be solved at the initial stage 
of emergence and do not require large economic investments.

5. Conclusions
The urban environment is a complex phenomenon that includes the material objects of urban 

space and the nature of social interaction of the city’s population in the perception of both citizens 
and visitors. We have identified two groups of factors that determine the urban environment the 
quality. The basic factors are the natural landscape and historical features of cities, which cannot 
be changed. The second group of factors was called urban sustainability factors, since they co ver 
three main directions of modern society development, intended to ensure the well-being of both 
present and future generations. The economic, social and environmental features of urban life can 
be adjusted through targeted policies on the part of government agencies and local governments.



162

ECONOMIC ANNALS-XXI
PRODUCTIVE FORCES DEVELOPMENT AND REGIONAL ECONOMY

Polyakova, T., & Tsurik, T. / Economic Annals-XXI (2019), 180(11-12), 155-164

Figure 2: 
The ratio of urban budget revenue per capita (average 2013-2015) and urban environmental quality index 

(2019) of the cities - regional capitals with the population of 250 thousand to 1 million people
Source: Compiled by the authors based on data of Ministry of Construction, Housing and Utilities of the 

Russian Federation, 2019 and the Centre for Urban Economics «KB Strelka» (2017)
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The conducted analysis has shown that there is a weak link between the urban environment 
quality and the socio-economic indicators of the city and the region. The highest value of the cor-
relation coefficient (0.36) was obtained when evaluating the relationship between the urban en-
vironment quality index and the level of city budget income per capita. When dividing cities by 
the amount of budget revenues, the average value of the urban environment quality index was 
180.3 points for the «rich» cities and 190.4 points for «poor» ones. This allows us to conclude 
that the major factor determining the comfort and safety of living in the city is the professionalism 
and desire of cities and regions’ leadership. The practice of the citizens’ participation in solving 
the most important urban issues is also a significant tool for improving the quality of life, which, 
in turn, contributes to the consolidation of the population in a particular city and potentiates the 
inflow of investment.

The basis for implementing policies to improve the urban environment quality shall be a set of 
methods for assessing it which must include both objective methods based on statistical data, and 
subjective methods obtained as a result of expert assessments and surveys of the population. The 
main drawback of statistical indicators is that only the presence of certain material objects (monu-
ments, parks, pedestrian crossings) is taken into account, while it is impossible to assess their de-
mand by citizens. This problem is partially solved in the urban environment quality index proposed 
by the Russian experts, but its use must be supplemented by sociological methods and expert 
opinions.
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