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Abstract

Even though vague and contested, the construct of the quality of life can play an
important role in gauging the success of spatial governance. It is present in most
spatial policy objectives and many scholars describe it as the ultimate goal of spa-
tial governance. The question remains, however, whether the construct of the
quality of life is explored in sufficient depth to understand its practical relevance
within widely divergent African contexts. Africa is notorious for its low levels of
life quality and many scholars argue that research on its difficulties is not focalized
and conclusions are too often drawn without truly considering the unique African
context. To discover the extent of the current knowledge base on African life qual-
ity, African-specific case study research was identified and analyzed. A systematic
literature review was conducted following the textual narrative synthesis approach.
The analysis revealed a geographically sparsely distributed knowledge base of urban
African quality of life. Further to this, a wide variety of research themes were identi-
fied, ranging from socio-economic, physical, and environmental characteristics to
strategic planning and sustainable development. This sparsely distributed knowledge
base, along with the wide variety of research themes and the undefined nature of
the quality of life, makes it difficult to compare the case studies. The paper, subse-
quently, calls for further case study research to enable a true understanding of the
association and meaning of quality of life within the African context that would ulti-
mately support appropriate development of measurements in urban Africa.
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Introduction

The idea of improving quality of life is present in most objectives for urban and
development policies (Nakanishi, 2015, p. 71; Paprzyca, 2019) and is described
as the ultimate goal of spatial governance (Bardhan et al., 2015, p. 56; Moroke
et al., 2020, p. 107; Omar, 2006, p. 84; Rosenberg, 1965, p. 3). Even though qual-
ity of life is a noble normative construct, it has been suggested that it lamentably
became a buzzword (Khalifa, 2019, p. 5300), often used to secure academic fund-
ing and societal influence (Cornwall, 2007, p. 471) diminishing it to a trite and
meaningless phrase (Murga§ & Klobuénik, 2016, p. 554). This may be attributed
to its multifaceted nature and the subsequent complexity of practical implementa-
tion (Lo Piccolo & Thomas, 2009, p. 45).

The study of quality of life is primarily concerned with how social, economic,
infrastructure, and environmental conditions affect human life (Kazemzadeh-Zow
et al., 2018, p. 6096). Raphael et al., (1996, p. 367) explain this with three con-
structs: being, belonging, and becoming—individuals with certain physical, psy-
chological, and spiritual components (being) interact with their physical, social,
and communal environments (belonging) during the course of their daily activi-
ties (becoming) (Alvarez & Miiller-Eie, 2017, p. 259; Raphael et al., 1996, p.
367). The combination of these constructs influences people’s “feelings of con-
tentment” with their “experience of the world” (Andereck et al., 2007, p. 484), or
their quality of life.

As may be inferred from the holistic nature of this description, the multidi-
mensionality lends itself to different interpretations and applications within the
quality of life discourse, depending on the research focus and discipline (Haslauer
et al., 2015, p. 912; Moroke et al., 2018, p. 146). Thus, it is only appropriate to
disclose the focus and discipline of the authors themselves. In accordance with
the theme of multidimensionality, the authors of this paper represent a multidis-
ciplinary team comprising the disciplines of human geography, urban planning,
economic development, human health, and applied climatology. It is believed that
the belonging tier, i.e., the spatial organization of people’s living environments,
affects the being and becoming tiers by influencing people’s agency and control
of resources (Bhattacharyya, 2004, p. 14; Onyx et al., 1992, p. 172; Qiao et al.,
2019, p. 18). Since people’s living environments “shape the way they are able to
live their lives” (Sapena et al., 2021), the focus of this paper lies primarily within
the belonging tier.

The challenge, however, is to identify and understand the different types of
communities living their lives within this belonging tier (O’Brien et al., 1989, p.
61), since the experience of the quality of life differs in association and meaning,
depending on place and society (Nanor et al., 2018, p. 836). Marujo (2021, p.
198), therefore, advocates for “an ongoing commitment to the qualitative study
of [...] quality of life” to ultimately deepen “the understanding of the local con-
text.” It is argued that this would require a multidisciplinary team who understand
something of the different parts of the complex urban system, i.e., human capital,
natural capital, social capital, and economic capital (Li et al., 2009, p. 134). Such
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a holistic understanding of the local context may enable different actors within
this system (e.g., urban planners, economists, healthcare practitioners, and envi-
ronmentalists) to utilize the knowledge to enhance quality of life.

In view of the context-specific nature of life quality research, this paper aims to
investigate whether the association and meaning of African quality of life have been
thoroughly described, as this continent is notorious for its low quality of life (Cash,
2014, p. 126; De Neve & Krekel, 2020, p. 50). In view of Africa’s rapid urbanization
rates (OECD, 2020), the research is further focalized on urban Africa. It is argued
that before the “quality of life in urban Africa” knowledge frontier may be further
pushed, it is essential to understand where this frontier lies (Xiao & Watson, 2019,
p. 93). To this end, a systematic literature review was conducted to determine the
facets of quality of life considered as part of the research agenda in academic litera-
ture. The subsequent section provides a brief overview of the current views on life
quality in urban Africa, followed by how quality of life is understood in the public
and academic discourse, the research methodology, and research results.

Quality of Life in Urban Africa

In recent years, a large portion of scholarship has been focused on the quandary of
low life quality in Africa, with many reasons provided for this, including inequality
(Rigon et al., 2018, p. 419), unprecedented urbanization rates (Lynch et al., 2020, p.
1), informality, poverty (Lategan, 2017, pp. 252-253), and a failure to manage nec-
essary structural transformation (Ebikemefa, 2020). The assumption of low levels
of life quality in Africa is further strengthened by the primarily low quality of life
scores for African countries included in the indexes, ranking life quality, for exam-
ple, the Happy Planet Index (HPI) (HPI, 2022). In the 2020 HPI, the highest-ranked
African country!' was Mauritius in 24th place and the lowest-ranked was Zimbabwe
in 88th place out of 88 countries. It is, therefore, evident that African life quality dif-
fers significantly at country level. However, the calculated average score of the Afri-
can countries included in the 2020 HPI is 44.3, corresponding with the HPI score
for the country ranked in 61st place (i.e., Montenegro) out of 88 countries. This
indicates a relatively low average for life quality in Africa.

Eloff (2020, p. 450), however, criticizes the current academic and public dis-
course about African quality of life as one-sided and advocates for a more balanced
focus. She explains that lives that may be “regarded as privileged by some indica-
tors” may well “be disadvantaged in many other ways” and likewise, “lives that
may be regarded as disadvantaged, may also have embedded rewards” (Eloff, 2020).
Further to this, numerous scholars (APA & UN-Habitat, 2013; Binns & Nel, 1999,
p. 391; Nhemachena et al., 2011; Watson, 2016) have pointed out that research on
the quality of life difficulties in Africa is not contextually focalized and conclusions

' African countries included in the 2020 HPI are Benin, Cameroon, Cote d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Ghana,
Kenya, Mauritius, Nigeria, South Africa, Tanzania, Zambia, and Zimbabwe.
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are too often drawn from a Western viewpoint, without truly considering the unique
African context.

African cities are considered “more unique than most” (Munzhedzi et al., 2016, p.
30), resulting from distinctive indigenous settlement traditions varying between the
different regions (Pacione, 2009, p. 468). This was further diversified by the differ-
ent histories and time-periods of international trade and colonization (Green, 2014).
As aresult of these diverse histories and the vastness of the continent, African coun-
tries have significant socio-economic, socio-cultural, and socio-political differences
within and between the countries (Jacobs, 2019). The multifaceted nature of both
the construct (quality of life) and the context (the diverse and heterogeneous nature
of the African continent) combined with the researcher’s lens (their focus and dis-
cipline) may, moreover, easily forge a narrow and potentially biased perspective,
producing one-sided research (focusing only on certain facets of the construct and
context).

In view of this, researchers have called for a unique African planning philosophy,
based on the unique and highly divergent African context (Corburn, 2003, p. 420;
Cornelius et al., 2017, pp. 422,424). This paper argues that a thorough description of
life quality in urban Africa may reveal these disadvantages and embedded rewards.
It is, however, necessary to firstly understand the description already created by
quality of life research in Africa, to enable researchers to build on existing research.
The subsequent section, therefore, provides a concise overview of how the quality of
life is measured in the public and academic discourse, followed by the methodology
of this research and the research results.

Measuring Quality of Life

In keeping with the complex nature of the quality of life and the African context,
a wide variety of measures to understand the quality of life exists (Fahy & Cin-
néide, 2008, p. 284; Shekhar et al., 2019, p. 70). The approach to measuring the
quality of life depends on the purpose of the enquiry and the philosophical para-
digm from which the enquiry is made. Two main paradigms have been identified,
namely the Hedonistic paradigm equating well-being and pleasure (Tiberius, 2014,
pp- 7110-7112) and the Socratic paradigm considering a quality life as a mixture of
different conditions and components (Michalos, 2014a, p. 226; 2014b, p. 4830). The
idea of equating well-being and pleasure (Hedonistic paradigm) seems to omit an
essential component of the quality of life, namely belonging that often stands inde-
pendent of individual experiences such as pleasure (Tiberius, 2014, pp. 7110-7112).
Conversely, the Socratic paradigm provides scope to explore the multifaceted com-
ponents of the being, belonging, and becoming tiers of the quality of life. This paper,
subsequently, aligns itself with the Socratic paradigm, since the belonging tier (the
focus of this paper) refers, as previously noted, to the space where people live and is
made up of various components influencing the quality of human life.

No consensus has been reached as to what these components influencing life qual-
ity explicitly entails. Amartya Sen proposed that a good life consists of resources,
functionings, and capabilities (Binder & Coad, 2014). This approach, however, does
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Fig.1 A framework unpacking the quality of life indicators, developed through a thematic analysis of
quality of life index reports, South African legislation guiding spatial decision-making, and case study
research conducted in South Africa. Source: Created from Jacobs (2022)

not provide a precise list of components (Robeyns, 2005, pp. 192, 195), but has
inspired various measurement approaches, e.g., Alkire (2008); Blaauw and Preto-
rius (2013); Robeyns (2005); and Verkerk et al. (2001). Currently, the most com-
monly used measurement for the quality of life is social indicators (Papageorgiou,
1976, p. 178; Stanca, 2018, p. 66; Wong, 2014, p. 1790). Social indicators are gen-
eral indicators used as a starting point to explore social phenomena. Proponents of
this measurement tool argue that it measures, simplifies, and communicates values
and challenges of the local context (Beukes & Van Der Colff, 1997, p. 229; Dar-
key & Visagie, 2013, p. 303; Nakanishi, 2015, pp. 2,4). It has, however, also been
criticized for oversimplifying the quality of life construct (Fahy & Cinnéide, 2006,
p. 695), omitting important facets of the quality of life (Fahy & Cinnéide, 2008, p.
371), and excluding citizen priorities, since it is developed mainly by policy-makers
(Nakanishi, 2015, p. 73).

Holistic social indicators, incorporating the ideas of both policy-makers and local
citizens, may be found in Jacobs’ (2022) framework as presented in Fig. 1. The
framework was created from a comprehensive doctoral study that firstly reviewed
quality of life index reports, and then expanded the framework by analyzing legisla-
tion guiding spatial decision-making, and case study research conducted in South
Africa. The framework may, therefore, serve the purpose of evaluating facets of the
quality of life (social phenomena) included in the research agenda of academic lit-
erature. In view of this African lens, the framework is deemed appropriate for the
purposes of this paper. To explore the currently available description of African life
quality, this paper presents a systematic literature review of research (with a case
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SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW
Textual Narrative Synthesis

Categorizing identified literature into similar groups and comparing their similarities and differences (Xiao & Watson, 2019, p. 95)

Data collection

Database: Scopus

Dates: 2020 & 2021

Search terms: "quality of life” AND “cities”; "city planning”; “community planning”; “development”; “economic development”; “informal
settlements”; “physical environment”; “planning”; “settlement”; “spatial development”; “spatial planning”; “sustainable planning”;
“urban”; “urban development”; “urban planning”

Initial inclusion: First 50 studies from each search (n=600)

First phase inclusion criteria: focus on quality of life in the spatial dimension; English language or available English abstract (n=215)

Second phase inclusion criteria: case study research methodology (n=159)

Third phase inclusion criteria: African case study (n=9)

v

Summative content analysis

Identifying key elements based on previous research (Cohen et al., 2018, p.674)

Deductive coding of the identified research concerning the quality of life in urban Africa, using Figure 1 as a codebook

Category 1: Economic capital (Codes: Economic activity; Economic growth; Electricity; Financial assets; Income; Infrastructure; Mobility; Roads;
Sanitation; Water; Wealth; Work)

Category 2: Social capital (Codes: Choice; Education; Health; Knowledge; Potential; Skills)

Category 3: Human capital (Codes: Population groups; Public participation; Safety; Social interactions; Social networks; Social trust)

Category 4. Natural capital (Codes: Climate change; Environmental quality; Food; Natural environment; Natural hazards)

Category 5: Physical space (Codes: Historic development patterns; Housing; Spatial organization)

Category 6: Institutional context (Codes: Governance; Institutional trust; Stability)

Category 7: Individual i (Codes: i ; Job quality; Work-life balance)

Fig.2 A flow diagram outlining the systematic steps of conducting the literature review

study research methodology) that describes quality of life in urban Africa. The
framework, presented in Fig. 1, will be used as a point of reference for data analysis.

Methodology of This Research

To investigate the extent to which case study research has described the quality of
life in urban Africa, a systematic literature review was conducted following a textual
narrative synthesis approach (Xiao & Watson, 2019, p. 95), as is depicted in Fig. 2.
It allows characteristics within each piece of literature to be extracted, compared,
and critiqued to ultimately depict the state of the current literature (Xiao & Watson,
2019, p. 95).

Textual Narrative Synthesis

The textual narrative synthesis involved systematically extracting the facets of
the quality of life (Fig. 1) that was studied within each of the identified literature
(refer to sections below for more detailed methods). Xiao and Watson (2019, p.95)
explain that this approach is more rigorous than a standard narrative review, since it
requires categorizing the identified literature into similar groups (the quality of life
facets in this case) and then comparing their similarities and differences based on
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the extracted data. The synthesis also included quantifying the number of studies
conducted within the African continent and providing commentary on the strength
of the available quality of life knowledge in literature (Xiao & Watson, 2019, p. 95).

Literature Collection Methods

Peer-reviewed publications in academic journals were systematically gathered dur-
ing 2020 and 2021 using the Scopus database. Even though there is a considerable
body of knowledge available in gray literature on this topic, this paper focuses spe-
cifically on the current academic discourse. The keywords used for the search were
as follows: quality of life combined respectively with, cities, city planning, commu-
nity planning, development, economic development, informal settlements, physical
environment, planning, settlement, spatial development, spatial planning, sustain-
able planning, urban, urban development, and urban planning. The first 50 papers
from each keyword search, amounting to a total number of 600 papers, were fil-
tered for inclusion. All literature was included, regardless of publication date. The
gathered literature was further filtered, in three phases, through inductive coding in
ATLAS ti (Friese, 2012, p. 2).

First Phase Literature Inclusion Criteria: Quality of Life in the Spatial Dimension

The identified literature was filtered by title, abstract, and keywords, to identify
those inquiring specifically about quality of life in the spatial dimension. The lit-
erature was limited to papers written in English and available English abstracts
of papers written in another language. The gathered literature was, subsequently,
reduced to a number of 215 papers.

Second Phase Literature Inclusion Criteria: Case Study Research Methodology

The literature was then filtered to only include those following a case study research
methodology. It is argued that case study research may well disclose the associations
and meanings of life quality within different places and societies. Its detailed exami-
nation of phenomena connected to a particular context (Farthing, 2016, p. 116;
MacCallum et al., 2019, p. 46) affords access to the multiple wealth of details and
nuances within the complex reality (Flyvbjerg, 2006, pp. 2-6,21). It furthermore
offers, the opportunity to critically engage with, and generate, theories explaining
this complex reality (Duminy et al., 2014, p. 1; Yin, 2018). It is, therefore, argued
that the normative conclusions, “rooted in the details of a ‘place’” (De Satgé & Wat-
son, 2018, p. 24) from various case studies may ultimately create a thorough descrip-
tion of case study research and restore meaning to the construct of life quality.

To determine whether case study research was used, the research question and/or
objective was firstly reviewed to discover if the quality of life (or a facet thereof) was
explored within an individual case(s). In some of the identified literature, the meth-
ods section explicitly outlined it as case study research and in others the authors
conveyed their purpose as understanding the particular case. Lastly, the sampling
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strategy was reviewed to determine the reasoning behind how and why the specific
case(s) were chosen.
The gathered literature was, subsequently, reduced to a number of 159 papers.

Third Phase Inclusion Criteria: African Cases

Those papers using a case study research methodology were further coded accord-
ing to the location of the researched cases. Subsequently, the literature was reduced
to a number of 9 papers considering an African case(s).

Literature Analysis

A summative content analysis (Cohen et al., 2018, p. 674) was then employed to
explore the current understanding within the sampled texts of life quality in urban
Africa. The research themes and findings of identified papers studying cases in
Africa were identified, narratively summarized and tabulated. Furthermore, these
were correlated with Jacobs’s (2022) framework, as presented in Fig. 1.

Iterations

After the coding process was concluded, the codes attributed to the literature were
reviewed in order to ensure rigorous research results.

Results and Discussion
African Quality of Life: Where Do We Know?

The majority of the analyzed papers used case study research for their inquiry, as
illustrated in Fig. 3. It is argued that this use of case study research makes sense,
since, as previously noted, life quality is highly dependent on the context, and case
study research may allow for a better understanding of the complex nuances regard-
ing life quality in the real world. However, as presented in Fig. 3, from the analyzed
sample only 12 African cases in 4 African countries were explored in 9 papers.

It may, therefore, be argued that this limited number of case study research
strengthens the case for critics of the current African life quality discourse, aver-
ring that research in this region is often one-sided and not contextually focused. As
argued in Sect. 2, research is usually done from a specific perspective (the research-
er’s focus and discipline) and even though the construct (quality of life) and context
(the diverse and heterogeneous African continent) are multifaceted, a single study
usually focuses only on specific facets of the construct and context.

Case study research may well produce a greater understanding of the association
and meaning of the quality of life within the highly diverse urban Africa from which
well-grounded claims may be made. An extensive description of life quality in
Africa may enable informed decisions regarding the spatial organization of African
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Research designs of the analyzed papers Cases analyzed

Case study research Africa

Evaluation research Asia

Modelling research | Australia [ 4

Review paper/ Textual research ([l 20 europe (GG G
Survey Research [ ¢ North America (D 27/
Unknown (abstract) [§ 7 South America (D 27
Identified African cases

Cases Country Paper
1. Cairo (AlShahoda City) Egypt Khalil (2012)
2. Cairo (Badr City)
3. Addis Ababa (Kirkos) Ethiopia Tesfazghi et al. (2010)
4. Kumasi Ghana Nanor et al. (2018, p. 838)
5. Johannesburg (Alexandra) South Africa Richards et al. (2007)
6. Durban
7. East London
8. Bloemfontein South Africa Beukes and Van Der Colff (1997)
9. Durban metropole South Africa Maoller (2001)
10. Klerksdorp (City of Matlosana) South Africa Moroke et al. (2020)
11. Pretoria (Mamelodi) South Africa Darkey and Visagie (2013)
12. Johannesburg (Soweto) South Africa Westaway (2006)

Fig.3 A summary of the papers identified during the literature review, including the only 12 case studies
that focus on the African continent

societies. This is especially regarded as necessary, since the construct of life quality
is, unsurprisingly, present in most urban and development policies, frameworks, and
guidelines. The question remains though, whether the association and meaning of
life quality in the African context have been sufficiently described to warrant a true
understanding thereof.

Figure 4 illustrates the locations where the identified African case study research
was conducted, along with where the ten largest African cities are situated, the pop-
ulation density within Africa, and the African countries where English is an official
language, since the study was limited to research conducted in English. Further to
this, Fig. 4 visually presents the research themes and the quality of life dimensions
included in the analyzed sample.

The case study research may produce a broad overview of the meaning and
association of the quality of life, but a quite sparsely distributed description from
the analyzed sample of literature is evident in Fig. 4. This sporadic nature may not
disclose the nuances within the different places and societies of urban Africa and
may, furthermore, indicate that the belonging tier of life quality for a large part of
Africa has not thoroughly been described. Most of the largest African cities were
not included in the sample of case study research, i.e., Ibadan, Lagos, and Kano in
Nigeria, and Cape Town in South Africa. Figure 4 also indicates that large parts of
English-speaking Africa with high population density are not included in the identi-
fied sample of case study research. These include parts of Nigeria, Cameroon, Zim-
babwe, Zambia, Malawi, Tanzania, Burundi, Rwanda, Uganda, and Kenya.

It is, furthermore, evident that the research themes are also sparsely spread across
English-speaking South Africa. Even though some themes repeat, it may be argued
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Quality of life case study research in Africa
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Fig.4 The location and focus of quality of life case study research in Africa identified during the system-
atic literature review

that the variety of themes further disperse what we do know of the quality of life
within urban Africa. Additionally, not all the dimensions of the quality of life are
considered in all the cases. Economic capital and the physical space are considered
in all cases; social capital is considered in all cases except in Cairo; the institutional
context is considered in all cases except in Addis Ababa; human capital is not con-
sidered in the cases of Cairo and Klerksdorp; the individual experience is not con-
sidered in the cases of Cairo and Klerksdorp; and natural capital is not considered
in the cases of Addis Ababa, Johannesburg, and Bloemfontein. The cases of Johan-
nesburg and Durban were included in two separate studies. This allowed for more
of the quality of life dimensions to be considered. In the cases of Johannesburg, for
example, one study did not include natural capital, but this was captured by the other
study.

The following section explores the contribution to knowledge about African qual-
ity of life made by the identified case study research.

African Quality of Life: What Do We Know?
Since Africa is a vast, exceedingly diverse and heterogeneous continent, with many

socio-economic, socio-cultural, and socio-physical variations, it is argued that an
extensive description of life quality in this region is necessary to truly understand the
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association and meaning of urban life quality in Africa. To further explore the research
agenda from the analyzed sample, their research themes, the quality of life indicators
considered in the research agendas and their context-specific conclusions are presented
in Table 1. This may serve to elucidate some facets of the quality of life that have been
described regarding urban Africa.

To understand the extent of what we do know of African life quality, Table 1 indi-
cates which of the social indicators from Jacobs’ framework (refer to Fig. 1) have been
considered as part of the research agenda of the identified papers. Most of the indi-
cators are to a more or lesser extent included in the studies—the only absent indica-
tors are wealth, knowledge, social trust, climate change, historic development patterns,
and stability. Four of the indicators, namely income, mobility, housing, and spatial
organization were included in some cases within all four countries. We suggest that
the indicators proposed by the Jacobs framework may serve to strengthen cohesiveness
within the research agenda on quality of life. For instance, in Table 1 it is evident from
the context-specific findings highlighted by Darkey and Visagie (2013) that, although
not explicitly mentioned as such, stability, social trust, and knowledge are important
aspects influencing quality of life in Mamelodi. Violent protests and corruption, high-
lighted as problems by the community, point to larger issues relating to a lack of stabil-
ity and social and institutional trust. These indicators may provide a common language
for researchers working in this field to explicitly name and identify that which is at
present only implied in the context-specific conclusions discussed.

As discussed earlier, the multifaceted nature of the quality of life lends itself to dif-
ferent focuses within the broader quality of life discourse, depending on the research
purpose and discipline. Therefore, the identified papers also explore different research
themes, and focus their conclusions and recommendations on various facets of the
belonging tier. These themes include (1) quality of life and spatial planning in Cairo
and Klerksdorp; (2) understanding the individual experience of the quality of life in
Addis Ababa, Pretoria, Johannesburg, East London, and Durban; (3) understanding
objective quality of life in Kumasi, Bloemfontein, and Durban; and (4) understanding
the effect of objective quality of life on subjective quality of life in Johannesburg.

In many cases, especially the South African ones, the studies were demarcated
specifically to informal settlements or explicitly focused on the black communities.
In view of the highly heterogeneous nature of urban Africa, it is argued that such
specific demarcations during case study research may enable a more in-depth rep-
resentation of a certain facet of urban life quality in Africa. When numerous similar
studies are conducted that focus on different demarcations, it may provide a more
nuanced representation of life quality in urban Africa. It may, however, be noted that
the papers mainly either provide recommendations for decision-making or provide a
discussion of the quality of life status quo within the given area.

Conclusion
The quality of life is a highly context-driven and multifaceted construct, making it

exceedingly complex and difficult to define. For spatial governance, concerned with
organizing space, the focus is usually on the influence of the physical environment

@ Springer
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Academic Knowledge on Quality of Life in Urban Africa: What...

on people’s quality of life. This is used as a directive in most urban and develop-
ment policies but is also criticized as being used as a buzzword, curtailing it to a
generic rather than an uplifting and empowering measure. In view of the quality
of life’s differentiation in association and meaning, depending on the context, this
paper focused on the current academic discourse about African urban quality of life.
Africa is notorious for its low levels of life quality and many scholars have offered
possible causes for this, but there is also criticism from various quarters that the
African context is not thoroughly understood and that the continent is evaluated
from a narrow perspective. It is also argued that these evaluations are further com-
plicated by the highly divergent and heterogeneous nature of the continent. To eval-
uate this claim, case study research with a spatial focus in Africa was investigated
according to location, research theme, and context-specific conclusions.

Based on this process, we formulate the answer to our research question, namely
what we know about quality of life in urban Africa. What we know is that quality
of life research is limited and that there is not an overarching consensus or focus to
quality of life studies in urban Africa. Only 9 relevant studies were identified from
the systematic literature review. The geographic spread of this research is exceed-
ingly restricted, with case studies omitting most of Africa’s largest and densely pop-
ulated cities. Evaluating these studies according to the Jacobs framework (2022), we
find that important social indicators of quality of life, such as wealth, knowledge,
social trust, historic development patterns and stability, are often omitted from the
research. Therefore, the nuance of the reality of the investigated cities is missed,
making the outcome too simplistic in its review. Furthermore, 9 case studies over a
25-year period fail to appreciate the fluidity of changing landscapes, since environ-
ment exposures are not static. In practice, such meager focus may exclude important
and relevant context-specific policy insights.

Therefore, even though the identified African case study research provides
exceedingly important contributions towards creating a fair and balanced representa-
tion of the quality of life in urban Africa, it is argued that an urgent need exists for
a more widespread and in-depth investigation. The results revealed limited cases, in
a restricted number of regions, with clusters of research themes and quality of life
indicators; different spatial demarcations; and mostly context-specific recommenda-
tions. It is suggested that this sparsely distributed knowledge base may produce a
limited perspective on the quality of life in urban Africa. Additionally, the undefined
nature of the quality of life makes it challenging to compare case studies with each
other, resulting in a further dispersion of the knowledge base of African quality of
life.

It is emphasized that the multifaceted and undefined nature of the quality of life
renders quality of life research exceedingly complex and diverse. Creating a fair and
balanced representation of the life quality in urban Africa is, therefore, no small
feat. Considering the directive role the quality of life holds in spatial governance,
it is proposed that more quality of life case study research be conducted throughout
the African continent in different settlement typologies, amongst different popula-
tion groups, with different research themes, and a focus on various quality of life
indicators. This may enable a thorough and realistic understanding of the unique
challenges and complexities of African urban quality of life and may also create a
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broader accepted definition of the quality of life in urban Africa. It is argued that this
will allow for a comparison of African case study research and, subsequently, enable
spatial decision-makers to offer appropriate and African-specific urban and develop-
mental measurements to ultimately improve the quality of life in urban Africa.

In conclusion, this paper highlights the limited nature of the academic discourse
about the association and meaning of quality of life in urban Africa. Further to
this, the paper underscores the multifaceted nature of quality of life acknowledg-
ing the interplay of economic development, socio-economic factors, environmental
conditions, strategic planning, and sustainable development. Recognizing the gaps
in understanding and appreciating the diverse African context and quality of life
indicators, future research may guide policymakers in creating more effective and
context-specific policies. Additionally, future research may expand on this paper to
explore the linkages and contrasts between the academic quality of life discourse,
gray literature, and the existing policy environment.
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