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Outline

› What is happiness? Can it be measured?

› Individual determinants of happiness and 
well-being

› The geography of happiness

› Contextual determinants of happiness and 
well-being

› The impact of inequality
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where and how we live
and how we feel

›Places Rated Almanac (Savageau, 
2007)

›Quality of Life Rankings (Mercer, 
2012)

›Crap Towns: The 50 Worst Places 
to Live in the UK (Jordison and 
Kieran, 2003)
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Perceptions and Theories of Happiness 
through Time and Space

When we look at the world’s great 
thinkers… [we] find them different 
in time, different in place, different 
in language and culture. Yet 
inevitable though these differences 
are, they cannot obscure the deep 
similarities in how we search for 
happiness. 

(Schoch, 2007, p. 13)



Perceptions and Theories of Happiness
through Time and Space

Buddhism and emphasis on the individual: “a state of 
saintliness, that is characterized by perfect inner 
peace, enlightenment and the abolition of all wants” 

(Zhang and Veenhoven, 2007: 8) 

What is the good life for man? The question of what 
is a full and rich life cannot be answered for an 
individual in abstraction from the society in which 
s/he lives 

(Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics)

All human actions should aim at producing the 
greatest happiness for the greatest number of 
people

Jeremy Bentham (1789/1983) 



Building ‘objective’ indicators 
for cities and regions

› Natural amenities (e.g. climate, physical 
beauty, proximity to mountains or coasts)

› Urban amenities (e.g. theatres, music halls, 
restaurants, public parks, health and 
education services, shopping choice) 

› Human-created amenities (e.g. fiscal 
prudence, cultural and lifestyle tolerance, 
management of land use, crime levels, 
education, social capital)

› Compensating differentials frameworks
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Can happiness be 
measured?

A person who has had a life of misfortune, with 
very little opportunities, and rather little hope, 
may be more easily reconciled to deprivations 
than others reared in more fortunate and affluent 
circumstances. The metric of happiness may, 
therefore, distort the extent of deprivation 
in a specific and biased way.

(Sen, 1987: 45, my emphasis)

Andrew Oswald and colleagues: statistical 
regression models of happiness measuring the 
impact of different factors and life events upon 
human well being 

World Database of Happiness (Ruut Veenhoven)



General Health Questionnaire (1) 

Have you recently:

• Been able to concentrate on whatever you 

are doing?

• Lost much sleep over worry?

• Felt that you are playing a useful part in 

things?

• Felt capable of making decisions about 

things?

• Felt constantly under strain?

• Felt you could not overcome your 

difficulties?



General Health Questionnaire (2) 

Have you recently:

• Been able to enjoy your normal day-to-day 

activities?

• Been able to face up to your problems?

• Been feeling unhappy or depressed?

• Been losing confidence in yourself?

• Been thinking of yourself as a worthless 

person?

• Been feeling reasonably happy all things 

considered?



"Thinking about your own life 
and personal circumstances, 
how satisfied are you with your 
life as a whole?"

Completely

Dissatisfied

Completely

Satisfied

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10



Average happiness through the day 
(Daniel Kahneman, after Layard, 2005)



Average tiredness through the day 
(Daniel Kahneman, after Layard, 2005)



Happiness in different activities (Daniel 

Kahneman, after Layard, 2005)



Happiness in different activities (Daniel 

Kahneman, after Layard, 2005)

Interacting with: Average happiness 

Friends 3,3

Parents/relatives 3

Spouse 2,8

My children 2,7

Co-workers 2,6

Clients/customers etc 2,4

Alone 2,2

Boss 2



Factors and variables linked to 
subjective happiness

› Age

› Education

› Social Class

› Income

› Marital status/relationships

› Employment

› Leisure

› Religion

› Health

› Life events and activities

› Environmental factors / amenities 

› Urban versus rural areas / green spaces



"Event" "Valuation”

Employment to unemployment -£23,000.00

Single to married £6,000.00

Married to separated -£11,000.00

Married to widowed -£14,000.00

Health excellent to Health good -£12,000.00

Health excellent to Health fair -£41,000.00

After Clark, A, Oswald, A, (2002), 

A Simple Statistical Method for Measuring How Life Events affect Happiness, 

International Journal of Epidemiology, 2002, 31(6), 1139-1144.



Life-events and happiness

• BHPS: What has happened to you 

(or your family) which has stood out 

as important?

• 145,408 major life events recorded 

between 1992-1995

Ballas, D., Dorling, D. (2007) Measuring the impact of 

major life events upon happiness,  International Journal of 

Epidemiology, 36, 1244-1252. doi:10.1093/ije/dym182



BHPS Major Life Events 

HEALTH MENTIONS

• 01 Ill Health / Concern about Health

• 02 Hospitalisation / Operation

• 03 Accident (Involving Injury)

• 04 Health Tests (Positive & Negative)

• 05 Loss of Mobility / House-Bound

• 06 Recovery / Continuing Good Health

• 09 Health (not elsewhere classified - nec)



BHPS Major Life Events 

CARING

• 10 Caring Responsibilities - Not Childcare 

(i.e. Who is Cared For?)

• 11 Babysitting (ie Who is the Sitter?)



BHPS Major Life Events 

EDUCATION

• 12 Starting / In School

• 13 Leaving School

• 14 Starting / In Further Education (inc. Sixth 
Form)

• 15 Leaving Further Education

• 16 Studying For / Passing Educational / 
Vocational Qualifications / Acquiring Skills / 
Training (nec)

• 17 Travel Related to Study

• 19 Education (nec)



BHPS Major Life Events 

EMPLOYMENT

• 20 Change of Job (inc. Hours, Status) / Starting Own 
Business

• 21 Planned / Possible Change of Job

• 22 Getting Job (Following Economic Inactivity)

• 23 Work-related Training (inc. Apprenticeship / HGV 
Licence / Work Experience)

• 24 Redundancy / Unemployment (Threat of or Actual)

• 25 Retirement

• 26 Travel Related to Work (Who Travels?)

• 27 Work-related Problems



BHPS Major Life Events 

LEISURE / POLITICAL

• 30 Vacation / Travel (nec)

• 31 Leisure Activities

• 32 Learning to Drive / Passing Test (not 
HGV)

• 33 Political Participation / Voluntary Work 
(inc Committee Work)

• 34 Reference to National / World Events 
(who is Concerned by Event?)



BHPS Major Life Events 

NON-FAMILIAL RELATIONSHIPS

• 35 Began Friendship (including Girl / Boy 

Friend)

• 36 End Friendship (including Girl / Boy Friend)

• 37 Spending Time with / Visiting Friends (Coded 

as Holiday as Appropriate)

• 38 Problems with Neighbours (Who Has the 

Problem?)

• 39 Non-Family Relationship (nec)



BHPS Major Life Events 

FAMILY EVENTS

• 40 Pregnancy / Birth (Identity of Parent?)

• 41 Cohabitation

• 42 Engagements / Weddings

• 43 Separation / Divorce / End of Cohabitation

• 44 Leaving Parental Home

• 45 Death (Who Died?)

• 46 Wedding Anniversaries

• 47 Birthday Celebrations

• 48 Becoming Godparent

• 50 Spending Time / Visits with Relatives (Not Within Household)

• 51 Day-to-day Family Life

• 52 Family Problems (Person Causing Problems?)

• 53 Domestic Incident (eg Fire / Burst Pipes, etc)

• 54 Pets / Animals (Pet Coded)

• 59 Family Event / Family Reference (nec)



BHPS Major Life Events 

FINANCIAL MATTERS

• 60 Money Problems / Drop in Income / 
Debt

• 61 Forced Move (Repossession / Eviction) 
(Residential Move Not Included)

• 62 Improved Financial Situation

• 63 Received Money (Inheritance / 
Compensation / Pools)

• 69 Financial Other (nec)



BHPS Major Life Events 

CONSUMPTION

• 70 Bought / Buying Vehicle (Car, Caravan, etc)

• 71 Bought / Buying / Building House

• 72 Household Repairs / Improvements / 

Appliances

• 73 Won Prize (Not Cash) / Award

• 74 Received Present (from whom ?)

• 79 Other Purchases (nec)



BHPS Major Life Events 

RESIDENTIAL MOVE

• 80 Moved In Past Year

• 81 Future Intention to Move

• 82 Move into Residential Home (Nursing / 

Retirement, etc)

• 83 Move into Respondent’s Household 

(Who is Moving In?)



BHPS Major Life Events 

CRIME

• 90 Victim of Crime (Burglary ,etc)

• 91 Committed Crime / In Trouble with 

Police



BHPS Major Life Events 

RELIGION

• 92 Joined / Changed Religion

• 93 Other Religious Reference (Not Confirmation / 
Baptism of Children)

• 94 Plan Not Fulfilled/ Something That Didn’t Happen (eg 
Didn’t Have a Holiday)

• 95 Civil Court Action / Battles with Bureaucracy

• 96 Other Occurrence (nec) given low priority

• 97 Nothing Happened

• -1 Don’t Know

• -9 Missing



Subject of event topic

• 00 Not Mentioned

• 01 ’We’/ Household

• 02 Self (Explicit or Inferred or 
No Pronoun)

• 03 Spouse /Partner

• 04 Daughter(s)

• 05 Son(s)

• 06 Child(ren) (nec)

• 07 Son / Daughter in-law

• 08 Mother

• 09 Father

• 10 Parents (both or not 
specified)

• 11 Parent(s) in-law

• 12 Siblings (sister / brother)

• 13 Sister-in-law / Brother-in-
law

• 14 Grandparent(s)

• 15 Grandchild(ren)

• 16 Other Family Members / 
Family Members Unspecified

• 17 Friend / Colleague / 
Neighbour / Employer

• 18 Other

• 19 Pet

• 20 Not Specified



Combining “Event” and “Event 

Subject”  34 events

1 14.7% Nothing important happened (96-99)

Health

2 7.6% health (other 1-9)

3 2.6% health (mine 1-9)

4 1.0% health (partner 1-9) 

5 1.2% health (child 1-9)

6 1.2% health (parent 1-9)



Education

7 4.6% education (other 12-19)

8 1.4% education (mine 12-19)

9 2.5% education (child 12-19)

Employment

10 3.0% employment (other 23,26-29)

11 4.0% employment (job change 20-21)

12 1.8% employment (job gain 22)

13 2.7% employment (job loss 24)

Leisure

14 3.0% leisure (other 30-31)

15 5.3% leisure (our holiday 30)

16 2.7% leisure (my holiday 30)



Births and Deaths

17 1.4% pregnancy (other 40)

18 1.3% pregnancy (mine 40)

19 2.3% pregnancy (child's 40)

20 1.4% pregnancy (family 40)

21 1.0% death (other 45)

22 1.6% death (parent 45)

23 1.8% death (family 45)

Relationships

24 2.0% relationships (family 35,41-42)

25 2.2% relationships (mine starting 35,42)

26 1.1% relationships (child's starting 35,42)

27 1.4% relationships (mine ending 36,43)

28 6.5% relationships (family, 46-53,55-59)

29 1.3% relationships (with pet 54 & subject)



Finance, etc

30 2.8% finance (other 60-69,73-79)

31 1.6% finance (car 70)

32 2.5% finance (house 71)

33 4.6% moving home (44,80-81)

34 3.8% other event (10-11,32-34,37-39,90-95)



So?

What do you think most makes folk happy 

and unhappy?

What are your top three ‘events’ most likely 

to be most strongly positively associated 

with being happy from the 34 above?

What do you think are the events most 

commonly associated with folk being 

unhappy?



Life Event Coefficient P value

RELATIONSHIPS (MINE ENDING 36,43) -0.178 0.00

DEATH (PARENT, 45) -0.166 0.00

HEALTHPARENT (1-9) -0.139 0.00

DEATH (OTHER 45) -0.137 0.00

EMPLOYMENT JOB LOSS 24 -0.129 0.00

HEALTH MINE (1-9) -0.117 0.00

DEATH (FAMILY 45) -0.098 0.00

HEALTH PARTNER (1-9) -0.092 0.00

HEALTH CHILD (1-9) -0.084 0.00

HEALTH OTHER (1-9) -0.073 0.00

EDUCATION CHILD (12-19) -0.029 0.12

EMPLOYMENT OTHER (23,26-29) -0.028 0.13

OTHER EVENT (10-11;32-34;37-39;90-95) -0.026 0.14

NOTHING IMPORTANT HAPPENED -0.022 0.11

RELATIONSHIPS (WITH PET 54 AND SUBJECT) -0.020 0.44

FINANCE (OTHER 60-69;73-79) -0.019 0.27

RELATIONSHIPS FAMILY (46-53;55-59) -0.014 0.39



Life Event Coefficient P value

RELATIONSHIPS (FAMILY 35. 41-42) 0.002 0.91

LEISURE (OUR HOLIDAY 30) 0.010 0.61

MOVING HOME (44;80-81) 0.013 0.46

EDUCATION OTHER (12-19) 0.024 0.27

FINANCE (CAR 70) 0.027 0.22

LEISURE (MY HOLIDAY 30) 0.029 0.07

PREGNANCY (OTHER 40) 0.031 0.56

PREGNANCY (FAMILY 40) 0.034 0.09

RELATIONSHIPS (CHILD'S STARTING 35, 42) 0.037 0.10

EMPLOYMENT JOB CHANGE (20-21) 0.040 0.02

LEISURE (OTHER 30-31) 0.043 0.02

EDUCATION MINE(12-19) 0.052 0.00

PREGNANCY (CHILD'S 40) 0.053 0.01

PREGNANCY (MINE 40) 0.084 0.00

FINANCE (HOUSE 71) 0.097 0.00

EMPLOYMENT JOB GAIN 22 0.097 0.00

RELATIONSHIPS (MINE STARTING 35. 42) 0.160 0.00
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› living in highly urbanised dense environments lowers 
subjective measures of life satisfaction and happiness
(Morrison, 2007)

› subjective well-being in American cities and found 
that small towns and rural areas have higher scores, 
possibly due to natural amenities such as more 
space, nicer views, clean air and low crime (Berry and 
Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2011) 

Happiness and the environment (1)

Photos source (creative commons license): https://hubblecontent.osi.office.net/
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Happiness and the environment (2)

› living in Dublin results in lower subjective well-being 
scores, compared to living in the countryside 
(Brereton et al, 2008)

› there is a consistently high life satisfaction in rural 
Ireland (Brereton, Bullock, Clinch, and Scott, 2011)

› although greener neighbourhoods do not seem to be 
healthier “people who actually visit and use green 
spaces, whether for exercise, or just to get away 
from it all for a while, do seem to have better mental 
health and more life satisfaction, all else being equal” 
(Mitchell, 2013)

For more details and the full list of references see:

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0264275113000504#b0
080
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What makes a happy island?
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https://islandsmaster.eu

Islands and Sustainability 

an international research masters programme for/on islands

Moving from research for/on islands to experience research on islands



Cultural and Linguistic 
issues

What do you take me for, an idiot?
General Charles de Gaulle when a journalist 
asked him if he was happy

(Source: The Telegraph, 2008)



“By necessities, I understand not only 
the commodities which are 
indispensably necessary for the 
support of life, but whatever the 
customs of the country renders it 
indecent for creditable people, even 
of the lower order, to be without. A 
creditable day labourer would be 
ashamed to appear in public without a 
linen shirt.” 

(Smith, 1759: 383)



“A house may be large or small; as long 
as the surrounding houses are 
equally small it satisfies all social 
demands for a dwelling. But if a 
palace arises beside the little house, 
the little house shrinks to a hovel… 
[and]… the dweller will feel more and 
more uncomfortable, dissatisfied and 
cramped within its four walls.” 

(Marx, 1847)



(source: Frank, 2005)



Happiness and social comparisons

https://youtu.be/meiU6TxysCg



Cooperation and fairness

https://youtu.be/2BYJf2xSONc



Please choose between the following 
worlds which are identical in every 

way except one

• WORLD A: You will live in a 4000-
square-foot house and all others 
will live in 6000-square-foot 
houses.

• WORLD B: You will live in a 3000-
square-foot house and all others in 
2000-square-foot houses.



Please choose between the
following worlds which are
identical in every way except one

• WORLD C: You have four weeks
vacation a year of vacation time
and all others have six weeks.

• WORLD D: You have two weeks
vacation a year of vacation time
and all others have one week.



Positional and non-positional 
goods (Hirsch, 1976; after 

Frank, 2005)

• Positional good: goods for 
which the link between context 
and evaluation is strongest.

• Non-positional good: goods for 
which the link between social 
(and spatial) context is 
weakest.



Relative consumption and 
“positional arms races” (Frank, 

2005)

1. People care about relative 
consumption, more in some domains 
than in others.

2. Concerns about relative consumption 
lead to “positional arms races,” or 
expenditure arms races focused on 
positional goods.

3. Positional arms races divert resources 
from nonpositional goods, causing large 
welfare losses.



Choosing between different 
forms of consumption

(Frank, 2005)



Smart for one, 
dumb for all

(Frank, 2005)



Smart for one, dumb for all

“The list of consumption items that get short 
shrift could be extended considerably. 
Thus we could ask whether living in slightly 
smaller houses would be a reasonable 
price to pay for higher air quality, for more 
urban parkland, for cleaner drinking water, 
for a reduction in violent crime, or for 
medical research that would reduce 
premature death. And in each case the 
answer would be the same as in the cases 
we have considered thus far.”

(Frank, 2005: 100 my emphasis)





‘The Spirit Level’
by Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett

http://www.equalitytrust.org.uk



“Politics was once seen as a way of improving people’s 
social and emotional well-being by changing their economic 
circumstances. But over the last few decades the bigger 
picture has been lost. People are now more likely to see 
psychosocial well-being as dependent on what can be done 
at the individual level, using cognitive behavioural therapy 
– one person at a time – or on providing support in early 
childhood, or on the reassertion of religious or family 
values. However, it is now clear that income 
distribution provides policy makers with a way of 
improving the psychosocial wellbeing of whole 
populations. Politicians have an opportunity to do genuine 
good.”

(Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009: 233; my emphasis) 

‘The Spirit Level’
by Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett
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https://sggroningen.nl/evenement/impact-inequality

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b3ncLTGsIOM&feature=emb_logo



Can composition of individual socio-economic status 
explain the geographic inequalities of well-being 

and happiness?

?

Individual-level
social gradient Of happiness

Geographic
social gradient of happiness

Income & Wealth

W
e
ll-
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compositional

contextual

(after Nakaya and Hanibuchi, 2009; Ballas et al. 2016)



Ballas, D, Dorling, D, Hennig, B (2017), Analysing the regional geography of 
poverty, austerity and inequality in Europe: a human cartographic perspective, 

Regional Studies, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2016.1262019)



Ballas, D, Dorling, D, Hennig, B (2017), Analysing the regional geography of poverty, 
austerity and inequality in Europe: a human cartographic perspective, Regional Studies,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2016.1262019











Multilevel Analysis – from 
macro to local and microlevel

World  Nation  Region 
DistrictElectoral Wards 
Neighbourhood  Household 

Individual

Ballas, D, Tranmer M (2012), Happy People or Happy

Places? A Multi-Level Modelling Approach to the Analysis of

Happiness and Well-Being, International Regional Science

Review, vol. 35, 70-102.

(doi:10.1177/0160017611403737)
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Concluding comments
› There is a renewed interest in happiness 
from a geographical perspective

› Social justice issues can have a huge 
impact on overall levels of happiness of a 
city

› There is a great potential for urban 
researchers to contribute to happiness 
research.

› Happy People, Happy Households or 
Happy Places?
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https://islandsmaster.eu

Islands and Sustainability 

an international research masters programme for/on islands

Moving from research for/on islands to experience research on islands


