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Abstract The purpose of this paper is to provide an alternative operationalization of

amenities that does not privilege certain kinds of natural resources and climatic conditions

and that can be used for assessing the quality of life in small towns. The amenity inventory

presented here extends previous literature by including a broad range of amenities (natural

resource, indoor and outdoor built recreational facilities, public and private services, and

downtown amenities). The community level of analysis and small town focus are also

unique. The inventory uses both secondary data from public sources and primary data that

can be gathered by researchers or community residents. Therefore, in addition to the

scholarly contribution of the inventory, the process of defining and assessing community

amenities may be a valuable tool for building interpersonal relationships within commu-

nities, generating community spirit, and developing strategies for enhancing the local

quality of life.

Keywords Amenities � Quality of life � Rural � Community

1 Introduction

What are the features of a community that make it a good place to live? According to Goe

and Green (2005), residents consider economic opportunities, social relationships, public

services, community spirit, opportunities for outdoor and indoor recreation, downtown

vitality, landscape, weather, and the presence of cultural and sports venues in their

assessments of their communities. These place-based characteristics are frequently referred

to as amenities.
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In spite of the diverse list of amenities mentioned by Goe and Green (2005), most

research limits the kind of amenities considered to one or two. Deller et al. (2001) point out

that the amenities in non-metropolitan areas in the US that receive the most research

attention are climate and natural resources. For this reason, mild sunny winters, moderate

summers, mountains, and large bodies of water have become the defining characteristics of

high amenity, non-metropolitan locations in the US (Deller et al. 2001, 2005; Goe and

Green 2005; McGranahan 1999; Nord and Cromartie 1997). Non-metropolitan counties in

Utah, Colorado, and North Carolina exemplify these putative attractive features. Many

popular places-rating authors follow suit by privileging mild climate and certain kinds of

natural resources in their evaluation of the livability and business friendliness of locations

(examples include Places Rated Almanac (Savagea 2009) and Money Magazine’s Best
Places to Live (Ashford et al. 2008)).

The region in the US that is most disadvantaged by rating schemas that include climate

and natural resource amenities are the Great Plains and Corn Belt states (Beale and

Johnson 1998). Located between the Mississippi River and the Rocky Mountains, these

states lack the highly rated topographical amenities and experience harsh climatic condi-

tions compared to other US locations. In addition, they are perceived to be deficit in

metropolitan amenities, such as walkable, vibrant, mixed use downtowns; ethnically and

racially diverse populations; and plentiful and varied cultural and historical venues desired

by the creative class and the high technology and new economy businesses that require

creative, professional, and scientific employees (Florida 2002a, b). This literature con-

tributes to the common perception held by people living on either US coast that this region

of the US is the great fly-over zone, i.e. a large stretch of the country which is most notable

for extending the length of time it takes to fly between the East and West coasts (Sassen

2006). The influence of these ratings systems on people’s and businesses’ decisions to

locate in an area is unknown. However McCann (2004) suggests that metropolitan rating

systems become prescriptive as local decision makers attempt to retain or improve their

city’s rankings. Whatever their impact on rural areas, they almost certainly do not

encourage in-migration to lowly ranked places.

The purpose of this paper is to present an amenity inventory that does not privilege

metropolitan areas or locations with mild climates, major bodies of water, and mountains

or deserts. Like Sirgy and Cornwell (2001) and Sirgy et al. (2000), we focus on the

community level of analysis. This permits us to examine the domain between individual

subjective well-being and societal or national quality of life (Noll 2002) and allows the

inclusion of local public services and indicators of downtown vitality into amenity

determination. The majority of research on amenities is at the national level (for example,

Diener and Suh 1997; Veenhoven 2005; Wallace and Pichler 2009), county level (Beale

and Johnson 1998; Deller et al. 2001, 2005; McGranahan 1999; Nord and Cromartie 1997;

Veenhoven 2005), or commuter zone level of analysis (Goe and Green 2005). This is

understandable given the greater availability of secondary data at these levels. However,

aggregating amenities to these higher levels eliminates consideration of community spe-

cific features which past research has shown are integral to residents’ quality of life

(Florida 2002a, b; Sirgy et al. 2000; Sirgy and Cornwell 2001). Furthermore, findings at the

community level furnish more valuable information for residents and policy makers to use

to improve the local quality of life.

We begin this analysis with a discussion of the significance of amenities and describe

previous conceptualizations of the term. Building on this foundation, we present a new

community level amenity inventory which relies on a combination of primary and secondary

data. We argue that although gathering primary data for the inventory is more time consuming
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for researchers, it is a task that can easily be accomplished by community residents. The

process itself may be beneficial for community building and will result in a more nuanced,

detailed description of the community features that impact residents’ quality of life.

2 The Significance of Amenities

Ultimately the value of amenities is the contribution they make to individuals’ happiness,

called subjective well-being in the literature. Sirgy and his colleagues (Sirgy and Cornwell

2001; Sirgy et al. 2000) recognize the full spectrum of kinds of amenities, but focus on how

the quality and quantity of business, governmental, and non-profit services provided in a

community impact residents’ assessment of their subjective well-being. They conclude that

people who live in places with more amenities (i.e. better services) are likely to be happier

with their lives than residents of low amenity locations. Clark et al. (2002) explicate the

link between the government, business, and non-profit services and the development of

other amenities such as parks, good schools, cultural and recreational venues, safe

neighborhoods, and vital downtowns. Cities with effective government, business, and non-

profit services, they argue, are places that promote the public goods described in the

previous sentence over goods and services available only to those who can afford them.

Another way that amenities contribute to individual well being is through their con-

tribution to individuals’ sense of identity and community pride. Green (2001) notes that

because amenities are unique and place specific, community identities may revolve around

local amenities creating a source of community pride. Thus, Chicago the ‘‘City that

Works’’ is a source of pride and identity for residents (Clark et al. 2002) as is the coastal

landscape and ship faring history for residents of Cape Cod, Massachusetts and the desert

landscape and Native American culture for those living in Sante Fe, New Mexico.

Amenities may indirectly affect individual well being through their ability to attract

economic opportunities and population. Metropolitan areas with more natural, cultural,

downtown, and recreational amenities have more population growth (Clark et al. 2002)

especially among college graduates (Whisler et al. 2008) and a higher concentration of

high technology jobs (Florida 2002a, b) compared to cities with fewer amenities. The

rebound in population in certain non-metropolitan counties in the US that occurred in the

1990s is attributed to the natural and recreational amenities located in those counties

(Beale and Johnson 1998; McGranahan 1999; Nord and Cromartie 1997). As is the case in

high amenity metropolitan locations, the retention and in-migration of college graduates to

rural counties with natural amenities has allowed those counties to avoid the ‘‘brain drain’’

experienced by other rural areas (Dearien et al. 2005; McGranahan and Wojan 2007;

Shields et al. 2005).

Although the association of amenities with population retention and in-migration is

fairly well established for both metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas, whether eco-

nomic growth follows population increases is less clear. A key component of Florida’s

(2002a) creative class theory is that high technology, new economy businesses will locate

in the high amenity places where the owners and their highly skilled employees (engineers,

scientists, writers, artists) want to live. However, Gottlieb’s (1994) review of early research

on the subject casts doubt on the power of amenities to attract economic activity. More

recent findings (Deller et al. 2001, 2005; Florida 2002a, b; McGranahan and Wojan 2007;

Power 1996) generally find a positive relationship between the two in metropolitan and

non-metropolitan locations alike. Questions are frequently raised, however, about the

quality of economic growth in high natural amenity non-metropolitan locations. Critics
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contend that the seasonal, low wage hospitality, recreation, and entertainment jobs asso-

ciated with natural amenities may not contribute to permanent residents’ quality of life

especially when accompanied by an increase in housing values and taxes (Albrecht 2004;

Hunter et al. 2005). The literature reviewed here supports the conclusion that local ame-

nities are important for individual subjective well being, are a source of community

identity and pride, and are generally accompanied by population growth and economic

growth, although certain kinds of economic growth may not benefit all local residents.

3 Amenity Measurement in Previous Studies

Power (2005) contends that there is no absolute standard to determine which location

features will be considered amenities. It is a matter of personal taste whether mountains are

deemed to be more aesthetically pleasing than prairie landscapes or cropland and whether

cities with a high proportion of immigrants and Bohemians, artists and writers (Florida

2002b) are more attractive than other cities. The subjective nature of amenities is dem-

onstrated by changing views about the amenity value of wetlands, croplands, and deserts;

and the changing opinions about the value of ethnic diversity. Only recently have wetland

and desert landscapes come to be considered attractive natural amenities in the US and

croplands considered unattractive. As Albrecht (2004) points out, previous generations

viewed places with abundant, easily utilized natural resources (fertile cropland, timberland,

and minerals) as amenity rich locations. The most desirable amenities during those periods

of time represented economic opportunities for residents. Today most people no longer rely

on natural resource extraction to make a living and, perhaps for that reason, now place

higher value on other features.

Over and above the subjective and changing nature of amenity definitions, natural

resource features depend upon man-made infrastructure (hospitality businesses, enter-

tainment options, transportation, and government assurance of regulation and protection)

and public knowledge of the resources to turn them into amenities that people can enjoy

and access. Powers (2005) questions whether lakes, coastlines, forests and mountains, for

example, can be considered as amenities without infrastructure investment and laws which,

for example, protect (or restrict) public access to lakes, beaches, and forests. Also, certain

kinds of amenities are more attractive to tourists and second home owners than long term

residents (Clendenning and Field 2005). The entertainment, shopping, and indoor and

outdoor recreation amenities in the Pigeon Forge—Smokey Mountain area of Tennessee

and North Carolina are much more important for attracting tourists than are the quality of

the local schools and the medical services and community spirit that matter a great deal to

local residents.

In spite of their subjective and relative nature, scholars and places-rated outlets (Money
Magazine, Forbes, Fortune Magazine, and Places Rated Almanac) have defined and

operationalized amenities in order to assess their economic and demographic consequences

and as a service to footloose businesses and individuals. As shown in Table 1, the con-

ceptualizations of non-metropolitan locations focus on natural resource, climatic, and

outdoor recreational amenities. In metropolitan locations, the quality and quantity of

services, downtown vitality, and demographic characteristics are the focus. The places-

rated outlets consider various combinations of both sets of amenities and frequently add

economic indicators such as the cost of living, the cost of labor, and tax burden measures.

The varied conceptualizations of amenities used in previous research, especially

the contrast in how amenities are measured for metropolitan locations compared to
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non-metropolitan locations, and the different levels of analysis utilized in the research

make broad generalizations about good places to live and do business hazardous. Never-

theless, the amenity definitions used by places-rating outlets have assumed an importance

that belies these uncertainties. A location with a good rating from these sources has a

positive image advantage (McCann 2004). The rating, rather than the amenities them-

selves, may lead to an increase in population and economic growth. Reification of the

rating criterion occurs when they become the standards which locations use to evaluate

themselves and the arbiter in the competition between cities for positive images and

Table 1 Amenity conceptualizations and indicators used in previous research

Natural
resources

Climate Developed cultural/
recreational
infrastructure

Public and private
services (includes
economic and
crime measures)

Population features

Beale and
Johnson
(1998)

Recreational
employment and
earnings, seasonal
housing, and per capita
spending on lodging

Deller et al.
(2001, 2005)

X X X

Florida
(2002a, b)

Downtown street life
and night life

Percent gays,
immigrants,
minorities, Bohemian
index (% authors,
artisans, musicians,
actors)

Goe and
Green
(2005)

X X X

McGranahan
(1999)

X X

Money
magazine
best small
cities
(Ashford
et al. 2008)

X X Employment
growth,
commute times

Percent unmarried
adults

Nord and
Cromartie
(1997)

X X

Places Rated
Almanac
(Savagea
2009)

X X X X

Sirgy and
Cornwell
(2001) and
Sirgy et al.
(2000)

X

Whisler et al.
(2008)

X X X
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economic vitality (McCann 2004). In this way, what started as a scholarly exercise in

describing the features of locations that make them good places to live, has evolved into a

prescription for policy makers about what is necessary to attract businesses and population

(McCann 2004). Places without the highly ranked natural amenities and climatic features and

without large proportions of alternative lifestyles (i.e. gays and Bohemians), like the small

towns in the US Great Plains and Corn Belt, may be more disadvantaged by the preconception

created by the ratings than by the absence of the highly rated amenities themselves.

In this paper, we present a methodology for measuring amenities based on the premise

that there may be as much variation among small towns within regions of the US desig-

nated as low or high amenity areas as there is between regions. Current operationalizations

are unable to discern these differences because they utilize county or state level data or

they focus on urban amenities. Our purpose is to build upon extant conceptual frameworks

and operationalizations to develop a tool that can identify small town amenities missed in

other studies.

4 Methodology

This analysis is part of a larger research project intended to assess how business networks

and the growth in Hispanic and women owned businesses affect rural community ame-

nities, population change, and economic vitality in the Corn Belt and Plains states in the

US. Researchers in Iowa, Kansas, and Nebraska participated in the project. We selected

four ‘‘new destination’’ rural towns (defined as towns with population between 500 and

10,000 located in a non-metropolitan county with at least 10% Hispanic population in

2006) in each state that are dispersed geographically within the states. Two towns in each

state that are similar to the new destination towns in population size, distance to a metro

area, economic base and situation, and region of the state but without the recent influx of

Hispanic residents were selected as controls. In total, 18 towns were sampled for the study.

In this paper, we utilize data from six towns in one state to describe the indices created to

measure community amenities.

In 2009, a team of four researchers visited each town in the state, observed selected

amenities, mapped the downtown establishments, interviewed knowledgeable town resi-

dents in person and by phone, and accessed information from the state Department of

Natural Resources, US Census, and town documents and websites. In every town, city staff

in charge of parks and recreation and downtown development were interviewed as well as

the local librarian and the university extension professional located in the county. The

latter two experts were particularly helpful due to their extensive knowledge of the town

and their candor about the local situation.

5 Amenity Inventories

Given that all the towns in the study are in the Corn Belt and Northern Great Plains region of

the US, climatic and weather amenities are similar for all and therefore, not included in the

amenity inventories. The comparison of amenities for small towns in different regions may

include climatic indicators. Excellent operationalizations of climatic amenities are available

in Deller et al. (2001; 2005), McGranahan (1999), and Nord and Cromartie (1997). The

natural resource amenities listed in Table 2 and the built outdoor recreational amenities in

Table 3 were adapted from the amenity inventory developed by McGranahan (1999) and
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Table 2 Natural resource amenities in the county (averages for six towns)

Amenity Mean Standard
deviation

Minimum
maximum

Number of officially designated prairie/grasslandsa 10.33 3.62 4–14

Aesthetic appeal of the closest to the city hall 1 = poor,
5 = great

3.67 1.03

Number of officially designated forestsa 13.5 4.09 8–18

Aesthetic appeal of the closest to the city hall 1 = poor,
5 = great

3.17 1.72

Number of wetlandsa 5.17 4.21 0–11

Aesthetic appeal of the closest to the city hall 1 = poor,
5 = great

3.83 1.17

Number of public nature preserves 3.17 1.83 0–5

Aesthetic appeal of the closest to the city hall 1 = poor,
5 = great

4.20 .84

Number of rivers 2.83 .98 2–4

Aesthetic appeal of the closest to the city hall 1 = poor,
5 = great

3.33 1.03

Number of lakes 1.67 1.37 0–4

Aesthetic appeal of the closest to the city hall 1 = poor,
5 = great

4.20 .84

Quality of fishing 1 = poor, 5 = great 3.33 1.97

a According to the state Department of Natural Resources or the US Forest Service

Table 3 Built outdoor recreational amenities within city limits (averages for six towns)

Amenity Mean Standard
deviation

Minimum
maximum

Number of golf courses 1.17 .41 1–2

Quality of the closest golf course to city hall 1 = poor,
5 = great

4.0 1.26

Quality of the closest swimming facility to city hall
1 = poor, 5 = great

4.0 1.26

Number of public tennis courts 3.17 2–5

Quality of the closest public tennis court to city hall
1 = poor, 5 = great

3.0 .89

Number of hiking/biking trails 1.83 .98 0–3

Quality of the closest hiking/biking trail to city hall
1 = poor, 5 = great

3.80 1.30

Quality of camping park closest to city hall 1 = poor,
5 = great

3.17 .75

Quality of boating infrastructure closest to city hall
1 = poor, 5 = great

3.50 1.05

Number of parks 3.67 1.21 2–5

Quality of the closest park to city hall 1 = poor, 5 = great 3.67 1.03

Number of soccer/baseball facilities 4.33 1.03 3–6

Quality of the closest soccer/baseball facility to city hall
1 = poor, 5 = great

3.40 .89
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Nord and Cromartie (1997). We identified the natural resources found in the Great Plains

and Corn Belt states; prairies, forests, wetlands, public nature preserves, rivers, and lakes.

An inventory of natural resource amenities for other areas of the country might include

location specific resources such as mountains, beaches, or deserts. To delineate which

natural resource to count as an amenity for a particular town, we used the conservative

definition that the resource had to be at least partially located within the county. We view

this as conservative since key informants indicated that residents frequently drive outside

the county to access a natural resource, especially to use large lakes and rivers.

We deemed it important to measure both the quantity and quality of the amenities. Rea-

soning that the natural resource closest to the town would be most accessible to residents and

more likely to be incorporated into town identity than resources further away, we selected the

resource closest to the city hall to evaluate for quality. The assessment of quality was based on

the personal observations of the researchers and the opinions of the local residents who were

interviewed. When there were differences in the assessments (either among the researchers or

between the researchers and local evaluators), we attempted to reach a consensus. If that was

not possible, we compromised by averaging the different scores.

In order to enhance the validity of the assessments of quality of amenities, we solicited

ratings from multiple observers who had knowledge of the amenity in the local and other

locations and who could be relatively objective. For amenities we could not observe, we

relied on local informants completely. For example, we could not observe the quality of

local hunting and fishing. But county extension educators, state Department of Natural

Resource staff, county natural resource staff (park rangers), conservation board members,

and Isaac Walton League officers were knowledgeable about this amenity and frank in

their assessments. The consistency of their assessments added to our confidence of the

accuracy of the final rating. We used the same triangulation techniques with local

knowledgeable informants to enhance the validity of ratings for the amenities that we

personally observed and rated (e.g. golf courses, wetlands).

Additionally, we developed an inventory of specific features that were considered in

assessing the quality of each built outdoor recreational amenity. For golf courses, aquatic

centers/swimming pools, soccer/baseball facilities, boating infrastructure, and tennis

courts, we considered number of holes or courts or docks/marinas, aesthetic appeal (e.g.

mature trees, waterways, slides and diving features), year of construction, whether or not it

had been renovated, and attendance in 2008 (where appropriate and available). For

camping sites and parks, we added the condition of the playground and picnic equipment,

type of parking (blacktop or gravel), and the condition and type of restrooms.

The community features identified in Table 4 as indoor recreational, entertainment, and

cultural amenities are adapted for the small towns setting from Florida’s (2002a) con-

ceptualization of amenities that appeal to the creative class. We limited consideration to

features located within the city limits and when there was more than one, we selected the

feature that was the closest to city hall to evaluate for quality. The same triangulation

procedures as described above were used to enhance the validity of the quality assessments

of these amenities. For these amenities, we found the local librarian and relatively new

residents provided the most frank assessments.

We adapted the measures of community services shown in Table 5 from Sirgy et al.

(2000). The availability of higher education, health care, and communication services, and

indicators of changes in employment and the cost of housing are included. For the six

towns used in this study, there was no variation in the presence of a medical clinic with a

physician present 5 days a week and at least one local dentist. Therefore, these amenities

were not used in the calculation of the overall public/private services amenities score.
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Table 4 Indoor recreational/entertainment/cultural amenities within the city limits (averages for six towns)

Amenity Mean or
percent

Standard
deviation

Minimum
maximum

Public aquatic centers/swimming pools 0 = no, 1 = yes .50

Bowling establishments 0 = no, 1 = yes .33

Pool/billiards establishments 0 = no, 1 = yes .20

Video arcades/laser tag/bumper car establishments 0 = no,
1 = yes

.67

Community playhouse 0 = no, 1 = yes .67

Movie theater 0 = no, 1 = yes .50

Historical museum 0 = no, 1 = yes .83

Art gallery 0 = no, 1 = yes .50

Sum of 8 binary variables above 4.83 2.48 2–8

Number of public/private gyms and recreation centers 1.50 .83 0–2

Number of festivals/events in 2008 31.17 21.03 6–55

Attendance at most recent event 137.5 181.49 0–500

Frequency of plays in 2008 3.17 2.64 0–6

Condition of public library building 1 = poor, 5 = great 3.50 1.38

Number of items in the public library circulated per resident
in 2008

11.98 3.77 5.96–16.98

Number of subscribers to the local newspapera in 2008 2,250 707.11 1,300–3,250

a Newspaper that covers local events, city council meetings, weddings, deaths, etc. and has advertisements
from local businesses

Table 5 Public and private service amenities located within the city limits (averages for six towns)

Amenity Mean Standard
deviation

Minimum
maximum

Colleges/universities 0 = no, 1 = yes .33

Regional hospital 0 = no, 1 = yes .67

Ophthalmologist/optometrists in town 0 = no, 1 = yes .67

OB/GYN physician in town 0 = no, 1 = yes .33

Mental health, substance abuse services in town 0 = no, 1 = yes .50

Sum of 5 binary variables above 2.5 2.17 0–5

Average ACT score of graduating seniors 21.52 1.07 20.40–23.20

Number of patients treated in local hospital in 2008 27,615 32,915 9,410–73,846

Number of retirement and elder residential facilities 2.0 .89 1–3

Average monthly cost for high speed internet access
(in dollars)

43.06 6.58 36.95–52.00

Percent employment change 1990–2000 10.04 9.62 -1.05 to 27.43

Proportion of employed workers with commuting time of 30 min
or less

78.15 10.97 62.60–92.00

Median value of owner occupied dwellings 2000 (in dollars) 67,633.33 11,083.80 54,500–85,000

Average household wages 1999 (in dollars) 39,456.00 2,412.08 36,703–42,660

Community Amenity Measurement 401

123

Author's personal copy



Unfortunately the only source of income, employment, and cost of housing statistics at the

small town level of analysis are from the 2000 US Census of the Population.

The downtown amenities described in Table 6 are derived from Florida’s (2002a) indicators

of downtown vitality deemed appropriate for small towns. Downtown was defined as the four

blocks that surround the town square or the street which local residents identified as the

downtown consisting of all the blocks with the same kind of lamp posts and sidewalk features

(flower pots, benches, brick pathways, etc.) that were present in the center of the downtown. A

map of each downtown was drawn by researchers displaying the kinds of establishments

present, the number and condition of residential quarters, vacant buildings, and parking.

Researchers counted aesthetic features (e.g. murals, flower pots, banners, and sculptures),

informal outdoor gathering sites (small parks, band shells, benches), broken windows, outdoor

cleanliness (an ordinal rating of the amount of litter, weeds, debris, and dirt in parking places and

on streets, cleanliness of building fronts and windows, etc.), the number of people downtown at

2:00 p.m. during a summer weekday, and the proportion of parking spots in use at that time.

Since these indicators do not require subjective evaluations of quality, we did not rely on

community residents to triangulate the findings. Two of the downtown amenities, the presence

of a farmers’ market and the number of establishments open 24 hours a day, had no variation for

the sample. Thus, they were excluded from the calculation of the overall downtown amenity

score in the comparisons provided here. But individual towns may chose to include the indi-

cators in their own assessment of downtown amenities.

6 Calculating Summary Community Amenity Scores

The indicators of amenities included in this paper use a variety of metrics to assess the

amount of the amenity present in the community or the quality of the amenity, including

Table 6 Downtown amenities (averages for six towns)

Amenity Mean Standard
deviation

Minimum
maximum

Number of restaurants 5.67 2.42 1–8

Number of vacant buildings 5.33 4.08 3–13

Number of broken windows, store fronts in poor repair in town
square/center

1.0 1.10 0–3

Outdoor cleanliness in town square/center 1 = poor to 5 = excellent 3.83 .75

Number of establishments open every day 4.33 3.39 1–10

Percent of parking spaces occupied on observed weekday afternoon 43.49 6.28 39.62–55.93

Number of above store front residential units 25.0 5.33 19–33

Pedestrians downtown on a weekday afternoon 1 = few, 5 = many 3.0 .63

Approx. number of people sitting on benches or other outdoor
facilities on a summer weekday afternoon

1.17 1.47 0–3

Number of parks in town square/center .83 .41 0–1

Presence of a farmers’ market in town square/center, 1 = yes, 0 = no 1.0 0

Variation in kinds of establishmentsa 8.33 1.37 6–10

a Percent of the following 10 categories in which there is at least one establishment downtown: public
services (city hall, courthouse, library, schools), manufacturers, retail businesses (restaurants excluded),
restaurants, non-profit and civic establishments, financial/insurance/real estate, professional services (e.g.
optometrists, accountants), personal services (beauty shops, gyms), entertainment and recreation, and parks
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1 = yes and 0 = no, Likert scales of 1–5, percentages, and raw numbers. In order to

calculate an overall score for each amenity, we transformed the number for each indicator

into a standardized score (z scores). Eight binary variables were summed in the indoor

recreational/entertainment/cultural amenity category (see Table 4) and five were summed

in the public and private service amenity category (see Table 5) so that z scores could be

computed for the resulting ordinal variables.

We considered using factor scaling to assess whether or not the indicators of each type

of amenity are measuring a single construct, and if they are, to calculate weights to use in

combining the indicators. However, the small number of cases (6) prohibits valid con-

clusions from factor scaling techniques. As a result, we relied on the fact that the indicators

were derived from various previous studies and have face validity for the amenity to

buttress our claim that they are valid indicators. Since we have no theoretical basis or

empirical data from this study to use to weigh the individual indicators within an amenity

category, and we cannot use statistical techniques for that purpose due to the small sample

size, we assigned equal weights to each indicator. An aggregate score for each category of

amenity was computed by averaging the z scores. Table 7 displays the results of the

analysis for each of the towns for the six amenity categories.

7 Conclusion

The purpose of this paper was to provide an alternative operationalization of amenities that

does not privilege certain kinds of natural resources and climatic conditions and that can be

used by residents of small towns for community development purposes. We recognized

that attitudes about which features are viewed as amenities change over time and are

sensitive to economic and cultural conditions. Moreover, attitudes can be influenced by

prominent, popularized definitions of desirable amenities such that residents of lower

ranked locations try to model the features of highly ranked locations in the hope of

attracting residents and economic opportunities. In this way, the criterion used by places-

rated outlets to measure amenities becomes reified and prescriptive instead of simply

describing variation between the quality of life in different locations.

The unique features of the amenity inventory presented here are the range of amenities

included (natural resource, indoor and outdoor built recreational facilities, public and

private services, and downtown amenities), the community level of analysis, and its

Table 7 Amenities in sampled Iowa small towns (sum of the Z scores for the items in the amenity category
divided by the number of items in the category)

Town 2008
population
estimate

Percent
population
change
1990–2008

Natural
resource
amenities

Outdoor
recreational
amenities

Indoor
recreation,
cultural
amenities

Public/
private
services

Downtown
amenities

Average

Town A 4,697 -12.27 .11 -.07 .92 .25 .30 .30

Town B 1,827 -3.69 .61 -.49 -1.08 -.38 .06 -.26

Town C 9,569 24.84 .25 .15 .28 .48 .31 .29

Town D 2,090 -5.52 -.44 .11 -.35 .45 .03 -.22

Town E 9,591 -4.52 -.12 .89 .32 .28 -.58 .16

Town F 3,650 9.02 -.42 -.58 -.09 -.18 -.12 -.28
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applicability to small town amenities. It relies upon secondary sources of data and primary

data gathered specifically for the inventory. This requires on the scene observations of

community features. Both kinds of data can be gathered by community residents, but

newer residents and local experts (for example, park rangers, librarians, extension agents,

state government officials located in the county) must be included to help ensure the

validity of the quality assessments. The process of defining and assessing community

amenities may be a valuable tool for building interpersonal relationships within the

community, generating community spirit, and developing strategies for enhancing the local

quality of life.

One limitation of the inventory is that it excludes an amenity which is frequently

mentioned by small town residents as important dimension of their quality of life (Besser

et al. 2009; Ryan et al. 1995). That amenity is the quality of the relationships between

people in the town, e.g. friendliness, trustworthiness, helpfulness, strong support system,

and the willingness of residents to work together for the common good. Some scholars

refer to this community feature as social capital (Putnam 2000). We did not include

indicators of social capital in the amenity inventory because assessing it requires surveying

residents and analyzing the results. We wanted the inventory to be a tool community

residents who do not have social science training could utilize. However, with the assis-

tance of professionals skilled in survey methodology, this important amenity could be

added to the inventory.

Another limitation is related to the small sample size available for this analysis. This

precluded using more sophisticated statistical techniques to calculate weights for indi-

vidual indicators and to assess the reliability of the overall amenity scores. Both of these

limitations suggest important areas for future research. In spite of these problems, the

amenity inventory elaborated in this paper brings attention to a largely ignored aspect of

the quality of life and amenity measurement literature. It is a call to rectify the inherent

disadvantage experienced by small, rural towns in topographically and climatically chal-

lenged regions from currently popular amenity measurement methodologies.
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