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Modification of the social ecological model to distinguish the terms 
“HRQoL” and “QoL” in patient-centered outcomes research 

Introduction

Methods

Conclusions

> The terms “health-related quality of life” (HRQoL) and “quality of life” (QoL) are used in the patient-centered outcomes (PCO) field to describe the impact 
of diseases on patients’ lives.

> However, these terms are not well defined and are used interchangeably in the literature, product labels, clinical trial endpoints, and PCO research.1

> The social ecological model (SEM) can be used to distinguish the terms HRQoL and QoL when analysing impact concepts reported by patients in qualitative 
interviews. 

> The SEM is a theoretical framework that can be used to understand the directional relationship of reported impact concepts experienced by an individual 
with a disease within their layered, but connected, environment (e.g., at individual, intrapersonal, community, organizational, and government levels):2-4

− How a disease affects an individual’s ability to participate or interact within levels of their outside environment.
− How an individual’s outside environment may affect their experience of a disease.
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> A search of clinicaltrials.gov was conducted, using the search terms “HRQoL” and “QoL” as an outcome measure, and limited to study protocols within the 
last three years. 

> The SEM was modified to present the directional relationships between an individual with a disease and the levels of their environment demonstrating the 
differences between the terms “HRQoL” and “QoL” and how they can be distinguished in qualitative thematic analyses, titled the HRQoL-SEM. 

> A review of 103 impact concepts reported during qualitative interviews by patients (N=28) with a serious infection was conducted. 
> These concepts were evaluated against the parameters of the HRQoL-SEM to determine whether the impact concept was a “HRQoL” or “QoL” impact 

concept.

Results 

> Results of the clinical trial search confirmed that the terms “HRQoL” and “QoL” are 
both used in labelling claims to describe improvement in impacts. 

> Review of the impact concepts within the HRQoL-SEM framework illustrated the 
differences between the terms “HRQoL” and “QoL.” 

> Using the HRQoL-SEM, impact concepts that are directly attributable to one’s 
disease are “HRQoL” impacts, whereas impact concepts that are attributable to 
conditions within the levels of one’s environment (considered as social determinants 
of health) are “QoL” impacts.

> Use of the HRQoL-SEM framework supports in distinguishing the terms “HRQoL” and “QoL” to describe impact concepts reported by patients.
> Results reveal that “HRQoL” impacts are more relevant to clinical trial endpoints and product labels and may be more appropriate for use within the PCO field. 
> Moreover, “HRQoL” impact concepts tend to fall at the individual and intrapersonal levels, whereas “QoL” impact concepts fall in the latter levels, further 

supporting inclusion of “HRQoL” impact concepts in clinical trial endpoints and product labelling. 

Figure 1. Health-related quality of life social ecological model (HRQoL-SEM) to determine “HRQoL” and “QoL” impacts

I have to really double down where other people are able to
ease, um, the restrictions that were put upon us. And I see 

other people just walking around without their mask and, and 
without things and, um, there's a, you know, a, a bunch of 
different emotions you run through. Maybe you're envious 

that they're able to do that. Um, uh, you're jealous or, um, or 
perhaps upset when people still aren't following the rules.

Everybody I talk to, they have no idea 
what [XXX] is and… it's something that, 

um, you know, could use more 
awareness.

I had to, um, like I said, go 
on disability. Disability 

doesn’t, um, cover 
everything, and so I had 
to move back in with my 
parents. Um, and they 
pretty much financially 

support me.

We couldn’t afford it and our 
insurance didn’t cover it. 

Before, I was able to – it was 

only ten minutes from here, 

in an emergency you could 

even walk there and now I 

have to travel to [XXX].

But that also impairs my 

focus, yes, because of the 

tiredness and you are thus so 

unfocussed and, yes, also so 

sluggish, somehow.

I was feeling like 
extremely tired all the 

time, unmotivated to do 
normal activities because I 

got so tired.

I feel impaired in my spare time… in terms of meeting friends, 

vacations, going on trips, such things. Activities, excursions.…

And then, there would be the friends, the group with which you 

are out and about with, you don’t want to lag behind, 

somehow. In other words, that often makes me sad and then it 

unfortunately is the case that I withdraw a bit. 

I become exhausted quickly, and I also 
notice it in relation to having 

conversations, conversations with 
other people I mean, that they really 

tire me out. 

It made me like not, um, want to go out of 

the house at all. Not, uh, not work in my 

garden, uh, not, not be involved in my work, 

not, you know, not being able to play with 

my, uh, my boys. I have two kids. Just made, 

made me want to isolate. Made me 

miserable.
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1. Read participant quote reported in qualitative interviews or 
focus groups

2. Determine the level in the HRQoL-SEM that the concept falls 
within

3. Evaluate participant’s interactions within the level and 
consider: 
− Is the individual participating within the level? (HRQoL)
− Is the individual affected by the level? (QoL)

How to use the HRQoL-SEM
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