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ABSTRACT 

This paper attempts to define the concept ‘community well-being for living’ in a clear 

way, differentiating it from the similar concepts such as happiness, life satisfaction and quality of 

life and then to construct a causal map containing entire variables affecting community well-

being for living in Korean local communities and thus to produce many causal loop diagrams 

(reinforcing loops and balancing loops) allowing us to discover the relationships among the 

variables. The reinforcing loops (positive feedback loops) and the balancing loops (negative 

feedback loops), which have been discovered in this research, provide us with information 

about: what sub-systems are constituted in a whole system of community well-being for living; 

what routes are ahead of the dependent variable; what points are important in achieving the 

dependent variable(community well-being for living); what factors can be used as policy levers 

to arrive at the dependent variable; and how to use resources economically and efficiently to 

achieve the aims of the system.  

Keywords: Community, System Thinking, Casual Relationship. 

INTRODUCTION 

Leading classical economists argue that an increase in income is one of the most 

important factors affecting the increasing of happiness. However, Easterlin (1974) argues that 

from a whole-society point of view, an increase in national income is not proportional to an 

increase in happiness. Following Easterlin’s proposition, a great deal of research has been carried 

out investigating the factors associated with happiness over a short time-period. As a result of 

research on happiness conducted from a sociological, economic and public administration point 

of view, similar terms to happiness, such as ‘well-being’, ‘quality of life’ and ‘life satisfaction’, 

have been generated. Although the factors which these terms have primarily emphasized have 

been different, in the real world it is not easy to differentiate between them. Of these similar 

terms, this paper addresses ‘community well-being’, which currently occupies the attention of a 

number of scholars but which has nevertheless not been discussed in depth. In so doing it 

attempts to identify the causal structure of the factors associated with community well-being and 

to put forward a number of theoretical and policy-related suggestions for increasing it. 
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THEORETICAL DISCUSSION AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

Similar Terms: Happiness, Well-Being, Quality of Life, Life Satisfaction 

The classical origin of happiness relates back to the idea of hedonism. Hedonism in 

ancient times was divided into physical and spiritual pleasure and was approached from an 

individual rather than a collective point of view. That is to say, happiness was primarily linked to 

the maximization of pleasure from an individual point of view. Happiness has been a topic of 

interest for many centuries, from the period of Ancient Greek philosophy, through post-

Enlightenment Western European moral philosophy, up to current quality-of-life and well-being 

research in the social, political and economic sciences. Nowadays, happiness as a concept seems 

to be readily embraced by a majority of people and appears to be more valued than the pursuit of 

money, moral goodness or the idea of going to heaven (Michalos, 2008; Barendregt et al., 2016; 

Broyd et al., 2016; Currie, 2015; Diener et al., 2015; Ferreira et al., 2015).  

Quality of life (QOL) relates to the general well-being of individuals and societies, 

outlining the negative and positive features of life. It observes life satisfaction, including 

everything from physical health, education, family, employment and wealth, to religious beliefs, 

finance and the environment. QOL applies in a wide range of contexts, including in the fields of 

international development, healthcare, politics and employment. It should not be confused with 

the concept of standard of living, which is based primarily on income. The World Health 

Organisation (WHO) defines quality of life as being concerned with life-aims, expectations and 

standards reflecting one’s individual life circumstances. This definition is a comprehensive one 

and embraces individuals’ physical health, psychological state, degree of dependency, social 

relations and personal interests (Garg, 2017; Leon & Liew, 2017: Lv & Xie, 2017: Madsen & 

Holmberg, 2015; Sanjuán et al., 2016; Tovel & Carmel, 2016; Verduyn et al., 2017; Vozikaki, et 

al., 2017; Winkler et al., 2015; Wu & Tam, 2015). 

Life satisfaction represents one’s own assessment of one’s own life. One is ‘satisfied’ 

when there is little or no discrepancy between the present and what is thought to be an ideal or 

deserved situation. By contrast, dissatisfaction is the result of a substantial discrepancy between 

present conditions and the ideal standard. Dissatisfaction can also be a result of comparing 

oneself with others.  

The term ‘well-being’ is not a historical concept, but a comparatively recently-appearing 

social ideology emphasizing health. The key element underlying well-being is health. In the 

early stage of the concept’s history, the concept of health, defined as the absence of illness, was 

based on the biomedical model, but in recent times it is more closely linked to the social model, 

emphasizing social and environmental context (Jones, 1994). In 1974, WHO insisted that well-

being is not restricted to health but comprehends physical, psychological, spiritual, mental and 

social aspects, as well as subjective and objective aspects? ‘Well-being’ is a general term for the 

condition of an individual or group. A high level of well-being means that the individual or 

group’s condition is in some sense positive. It may be characterized as follows: 

1. First, well-being embraces material and psychological aspects. 

2. Second, it relates more closely to the positive and balanced conditions of life of individuals and groups. 

3. Third, it emphasizes the balanced and objective aspects of life. 

4. Fourth, it is related not only to individuals but to place as well. 

5. Fifth, it is also concerned with people’s standards of living in terms of subjective and objective aspects and 

also with physical and psychological aspects. 
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Therefore, ‘well-being’ differs in its implications from other terms, in that it is closely 

related to community.  

Community Well-Being 

As discussed above, the meanings of closely related terms such as ‘happiness’, ‘quality of 

life’ and ‘well-being’ are difficult to differentiate. However, from a public administration point 

of view, ‘well-being’ is the most important, since while happiness and life satisfaction relate to 

psychology and quality of life relates to economics and other related disciplines, ‘well-being’ is 

linked to public administration. This is because well-being is closely connected with the 

subjective and objective conditions of life and these conditions can be improved via public 

policy. Second, well-being is also closely concerned with a spatial unit such as community. As 

the discipline of public administration aims to improve both of these two aspects, we can say that 

community well-being is closely related to public administration. From this perspective, then, 

community well-being may be defined as that state in which a community containing local 

residents meets the subjective and objective conditions of life and also is positive in terms of the 

two conditions of life
1
. 

The concept of community requires further definition. What does ‘community’ mean? 

McMillan & Chavis (1986) suggest that it contains four elements: membership, influence, 

integration and fulfilment of needs and shared emotional connection. Among other things, we 

can say that a community is a small or large social unit (a group of people) who have something 

in common, such as norms, religion, values or identity. Communities often share a sense of 

place, being situated in a given geographical area or in a virtual space through communication 

platforms. Durable relations that extend beyond immediate geographical ties also define a sense 

of community.  

To sum up, community is a spatial unit within which residents have emotional identity 

and unity regarding local issues and have responsibility for solving their common problems. 

Residents within a community are expected to be concerned with their community and their 

emotional identity relative to each other and are also required to be willing to bear financial 

burdens on matters facing them. In other words, a community is a spatial unit in which residents 

have collective responsibility or collective consciousness around resolving common issues. The 

spatial range of communities differs from country to country, from, for example, village or town 

through to international organization (e.g. the European Economic Community). Since well-

being, in this paper, cannot properly be addressed at the international level but rather at a village 

or town level, the spatial range of community here is located at local authority level. 

Literature Review 

Previous works on community well-being based on the definition of the term 

‘community’ given above have been few, although there have been many more works addressing 

concepts related to well-being such as happiness, quality of life and life satisfaction. The 

characteristics of previous research works on happiness or quality of life may be summarized as 

follows. First, research on happiness and quality of life at an individual level has often proceeded 

from a psychological and economic point of view. Second, research methods such as regression 

and the structural equation method have been primarily used to discover the relationships 

between independent and dependent variables in analysing factors affecting happiness and 

quality of life, with the consequence that causal and structural relationships among variables 
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associated with community well-being have not been systematically analysed. In particular, in 

order for community well-being to be improved and fully understood, the causal relationships 

among the variables affecting it both directly and indirectly should be analysed. However, such 

studies have been rare. This study aims to bridge the gap between the two situations. In order to 

identify the variables affecting community well-being, we can refer to the variables affecting 

happiness and quality of life, etc. According to numerous studies. Campbell, 1971; Easterlin, 

1974; Cheng, 1988; Ryff, 1989; Averill & More, 1993; Max-Neef, 1995; Schalock, 2004; 

Seligman et al., 2005; Kahneman & Deaton, 2010; Morrison, 2011;Atkinson et al., 2012; Kee et 

al., 2014; Lee et al., 2014; OECD, 2014)addressing these similar factors, the factors associated 

with happiness, quality of life and life satisfaction are diverse, ranging from individual income, 

education, employment, etc. to health, security, transportation, environment, self-realization, 

friend-relationships and socialization. Considering these factors, this paper also reflects the 

community aspects of social capital, civil consciousness and other community-related factors. 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

Research Methodology 

This research employs a systems thinking approach to discover the causal relationships 

among variables affecting community well-being. The systems thinking approach assumes that a 

system changes over time, because it consists of diverse sub-systems, which are they made up of 

sub-sub-systems in which diverse elements interact in complex ways. It assumes that sub-

systems sometimes cause new problems and sometimes solve them, interacting in dynamic ways 

(Coyle, 1999). In this regard, the systems thinking approach assumes that once we identify the 

causal relationships among the variables operating within a system, we can identify policy 

leverages underlying the system and thus solve problems facing the system. This research 

employs this method.  

Variables 

Table 1 shows the names of the variables included in the analysis and the ways in which 

they can be measured.  

 

Table 1 

VARIABLES AFFECTING COMMUNITY WELL-BEING 

Name of Variable Explanation of Variable Acronym of 

Variable 

Measurement 

Chief of local government positivity of local government chief 

towards community well-being 

chief 1-10 (subjective 

judgement) 

Local economy current state of local economy locecono Actual data 

Population population of community popul Actual data 

Integrity of public servants integrity of public servants working for 

residents 

pubserv questionnaire 

survey 

Employment rate current employment rate employ Actual data 
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Degree of communication between 

residents and public organization 

degree of good communication between 

community residents and public 

organizations 

commu 1-10 (subjective 

judgement) 

Autonomy of local finance level of autonomy of local finance locfin Actual data 

Level of leisure facilities level of leisure facilities to be accessed leisu 1-10 (subjective 

judgement) 

Crime rate crime rate crime Actual data 

Attraction of community attraction of community to induce 

population influx 

attract 1-10 (subjective 

judgement) 

Social capital of community level of social capital of community 

residents 

social 1-10 (subjective 

judgement) 

Level of transportation 

 

Level of transportation (e.g. state of 

roads) 

transp 1-10 (subjective 

judgement) 

Level of cultural facilities level of facilities for cultural events cultur 1-10 (subjective 

judgement) 

Level of refuse disposal level of refuse collection and disposal refuse 1-10 (subjective 

judgement) 

Level of environment level of environmental state envir 1–10 (subjective 

judgement) 

Level of healthcare level of healthcare and facilities health 1-10 (subjective 

judgement) 

Level of social welfare level of social welfare conditions welfar 1-10 (subjective 

judgement) 

Vitalization of civic organization registration rate civil 1-10 (subjective 

judgement) 

Educational environment 

 

level of educational facilities and 

environment 

educat 1-10 (subjective 

judgement) 

Voluntary activities vitalization of voluntary activities volun 1-10 (subjective 

judgement) 

Conflict within community level of conflicts within community conflict 1-10 (subjective 

judgement) 

Level of community well-being level of community well-being comwell questionnaire 

survey 

Target of community well-being community well-being target to be met comwell 

target 

1-10 (subjective 

judgement) 

Gap between current community 

well-being and target 

gap between community well-being target 

and current state of community well-

being 

comwell gap Actual data 

Source: Reconstructed by the authors on the basis of two studies (Choi & Jang, 2016; Choi, 2017) 

 

As noted above, some of the data in Table 1, such as employment rate, can be obtained as 

actual data and some cannot. In cases when actual data cannot easily be obtained, such as with 

chief of local government, qualitative data can be utilized as a proxy variable. In this case, 

questionnaire survey data or data obtained by focus group interview (FGI) can be used as a proxy 

variable. However, in this study actual or qualitative data are not used, since this study focuses 

primarily on identifying causal relationships among variables via a causal loop diagram. 
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CONSTRUCTION OF CAUSAL MAP AND CAUSAL LOOP DIAGRAMS 

Much of the art of system dynamics modeling consists of discovering and representing 

the feedback processes, which, along with stock and flow structure, time delays and 

nonlinearities, determine the dynamics of a system (Sterman, 2000). Here, ‘causal map’ means 

an entire causal map including all variables included in a system and ‘causal loop diagram’ 

means loop diagram including reinforcing loop (positive feedback loop) and balancing loop 

(negative feedback loop). Positive feedback loops are called reinforcing loops and are denoted by 

a+ or R, while negative feed loops are sometimes called balancing loops and are denoted by a- or 

B. In the following, we will discuss the causal loop diagram depicting causal relationships 

among variables affecting community well-being. A causal map outlining the entire relationships 

between variables is shown in Figure 1. The entire causal map of community well-being consists 

of many relationships among variables. 

 

Figure 1  

CAUSAL MAP OF COMMUNITY WELL-BEING 

Source: Constructed by the authors 

 

Reinforcing loops (positive feedback loops) and balancing loops (negative feedback 

loops) are discovered and explained by the causal map. The arrows indicate the causal 

relationships. The “+”signs at the arrowhead indicate that the effect is positively related to the 

cause: for example, an increase in the variable popul (population) causes the level of loceco 

(local economy) to rise above what it would have been and vice versa (a decrease in the variable 

popul (population) causes loceco (local economy) to fall below what it would have been). More 

simply, if the number of “-” signs in a loop are even, the loop is a reinforcing loop and 

contrariwise, if it is odd, the loop is a balancing loop. 

Balancing Loop of the Head of Local Government (B1) 

This loop (B1) assumption is clearly explained in Figure 2: 
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1. The more positive in his/her outlook the head of local government is, the more transparent the community 

will be; 

2. The more transparent the community, the less conflictual it will be; 

3. The more conflictual the community, the lower its well-being will be; 

4. The higher the well-being of the community, the smaller will be the gap between the target to be met and 

the current state of the community’s well-being; 

5. The bigger the gap between the target to be met and the community’s current state of well-being, the more 

positive the head of local government will be. 

 
Figure 2  

BALANCING LOOP OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT CHIEF (B1) 

Source: Constructed by the authors 

Balancing Loop of Community’s Attraction (B2)  

This loop (B2) assumption is clearly explained in Figure 3: 

1. The more attractive the community is, the larger will be its population; 

2. The larger the community’s population, the more crime it will have; 

3. The more crime the community has, the less attractive it will be as a community. 
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Figure 3  

BALANCING LOOP OF COMMUNITY ATTRACTION (B2) 

Source: Constructed by the authors  

Balancing Loop of Gap between Targets to be met in Community Well-Being and the 

Current State of Well-Being in a Community (B3) 

This loop (B3) assumption is clearly explained in Figure 4: 

1. The higher the target for community well-being is, the larger will be the gap between the target and the 

current state of well-being in the community; 

2. The larger the gap, the less attractive the community will be; 

3. The more attractive the community is, the larger will be its population; 

4. The larger the community’s population, the higher its crime rate will be; 

5. The higher the crime rate of the community is, the lower will be its level of social welfare; 

6. The higher the community’s level of social welfare, the higher will be its levels of education, health and 

community well-being; 

7. The higher the community’s well-being, the smaller will be the gap between the target to be met and the 

current state of the community’s well-being.  
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Figure 4 

BALANCING LOOP OF GAP BETWEEN TARGET TO BE MET IN COMMUNITY 

WELL-BEING AND THE CURRENT STATE OF WELL-BEING IN A COMMUNITY 

(B3) 

Source: Constructed by the authors 

Balancing Loop of Public Servants’ Integrity (B4) 

This loop (B4) assumption is clearly explained in Figure 5: 

1. The stronger the integrity of the public servants working for the community, the stronger will be the 

communication between its residents and its public organizations; 

2. The stronger the communication between the community’s residents and public organizations, the less 

conflictual the community will be; 

3. The more conflictual the community, the lower the well-being of the community will be; 

4. The higher the well-being in the community, the smaller will be the gap between the target to be met and 

the current state of well-being in the community; 

5. The higher the gap, the more positive the head of local government will be regarding community well-

being.  
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Figure 5  

BALANCING LOOP OF PUBLIC SERVANTS’ INTEGRITY (B4) 

Source: Constructed by the authors 

Balancing Loop of Local Finance and Community Well-Being Target (B5) 

This loop (B5) assumption is clearly explained in Figure 6: 

1. The stronger the community’s local finance, the higher the level of culture in the community will be; 

2. The higher the level of culture, the higher the level of healthcare in the community will be; 

3. The higher the level of healthcare, the higher will be the level of well-being in the community; 

4. The higher the level of well-being in the community, the smaller will be the gap between the target to be 

met and the current state of well-being in the community; 

5. The higher the gap, the more positive the head of local government will be; 

6. The more positive the head of local government, the stronger will be the local finance; 

7. The stronger the local finance, the higher will be the level of culture in the community. 
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Figure 6  

BALANCING LOOP OF LOCAL FINANCE AND COMMUNITY WELL-BEING 

TARGET (B5) 

Source: Constructed by the authors 

Reinforcing Loop of Local Economy (R1) 

This loop (R1) assumption is clearly explained in Figure 7: 

1. The stronger the local economy, the better will be the community’s local finance and employment rate, 

which leads to a high level of community well-being; 

2. The higher the level of community well-being, the smaller will be the gap between the target and the 

current state of community well-being; 

3. The larger the gap, the less attractive the community will be; 

4. The more attractive the community, the larger will be its population. 

 
Figure 7  

REINFORCING LOOP OF LOCAL ECONOMY (R1) 

Source: Constructed by the authors 
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Reinforcing Loop of Local Social Capital (R2) 

This loop (R2) assumption is clearly explained in Figure 8: 

1. The higher the level of the community’s social capital, the less conflictual the community will be; 

2. The more conflictual the community, the lower its well-being will be; 

3. The higher the community’s well-being, the lower the gap will be; 

4. The larger the gap, the lower will be the level of the community’s social capital. 

 
Figure 8  

REINFORCING LOOP OF LOCAL SOCIAL CAPITAL (R2) 

Source: Constructed by the authors 

Reinforcing Loop of Local Employment (R3)  

This loop (R3) assumption is clearly explained in Figure 9: 

1. The higher the employment rate of the community, the higher its well-being will be; 

2. The higher the community’s well-being, the smaller will be the gap between the target to be met and the 

current state of the community’s well-being; 

3. The larger the gap, the less attractive the community will be; 

4. The more attractive the community, the larger the population it will have; 

5. The larger the population of the community, the stronger will be its local economy; 

6. The stronger the community’s local economy, the higher its employment rate will be.  

 

Figure 9  

REINFORCING LOOP OF LOCAL EMPLOYMENT (R3) 

Source: Constructed by the authors 
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Reinforcing Loop of Civil Society (R4)  

This loop assumption is clearly explained in Figure 10: 

1. The stronger the civil society, the stronger will be the voluntary activities in the community; 

2. The stronger the voluntary activities, the higher will be the community’s well-being; 

3. The higher the community’s well-being, the smaller the gap will be; 

4. The larger the gap, the lower the social capital of the community will be; 

5. The higher the social capital of the community, the stronger its civil society will be.  

 

Figure 10  

REINFORCING LOOP OF CIVIL SOCIETY (R4) 

Source: Constructed by the authors 

Reinforcing Loop of Local Social Welfare (R5)  

This loop (R5) assumption is clearly explained in Figure 11: 

1. The stronger the social welfare of the community, the higher its well-being will be; 

2. The higher the well-being of the community, the smaller the gap between the target to be met and the 

current state of the community’s well-being; 

3. The larger the gap, the lower the social capital of the community will be; 

4. The higher the community’s social capital, the lower its crime rate will be; 

5. The higher the community’s crime rate, the lower its levels of social welfare will be.  

 

Figure 11  

REINFORCING LOOP OF LOCAL SOCIAL WELFARE (R5) 

Source: Constructed by the authors 
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CONCLUSION 

This paper has attempted to define the concept ‘community well-being’ in a clear way, 

differentiating it from the similar concepts such as happiness, life satisfaction and quality of life 

and then to construct a causal map containing entire variables affecting community well-being 

and thus to produce many causal loop diagrams (reinforcing loops and balancing loops) allowing 

us to discover the relationships among the variables. The reinforcing loops (positive feedback 

loops) and the balancing loops (negative feedback loops) provide us with information about: 

what sub-systems are constituted in a whole system; what routes are ahead of the dependent 

variable; what points are important in achieving the dependent variable (community well-being); 

what factors can be used as policy levers to arrive at the dependent variable; and how to use 

resources economically and efficiently to achieve the aims of the system.  

The systems thinking approach employed in this analysis, which has not been utilized up 

until now in relation to community well-being, shows that there are five balancing loops 

(negative feedback loops) and five reinforcing loops (positive feedback loops) within the causal 

model explaining community well-being. In addition, it provides information as to which 

variables can be controlled in the system of community well-being and where and how 

policymakers can intervene to elevate community well-being. Finally, it is hoped that more 

research works employing the systems thinking approach might be produced now and in the 

future. 

ENDNOTE 

1. "Happiness" is not directly and conceptually affiliated with 'well-being', 'quality of life', 'life satisfaction',   

especially in developing countries. It is indicatively noted that in poor African countries the low quality of 

life generates a perceived "well-being" and "life satisfaction" among the local citizens of all ages within the 

African communities. In other words, "community well-being" cannot be perceived as a collective attribute, 

but it is more an individual characteristic of human personality. 
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