
 
  

 
1PhD Candidate at Universiti Teknologi Malaysia. Email: hamed.mirzaei.1984@gmail.com 263 

PLANNING MALAYSIA: 
Journal of the Malaysian Institute of Planners 
SPECIAL ISSUE IV (2016), Page 263 - 272 

IDENTIFY SIGNIFICANT INDICATORS FOR A HAPPY CITY 
 

Hamed Mirzaei1, Azin Bahreini2, Mehdi Moeinaddini3, Zohreh Asadi-Shekari4, 
Muhammad Zaly Shah5 & Zahid Sultan6 

 
1,2,3,4,5,6 Faculty of Built Environment  

UNIVERSITI TEKNOLOGI MALAYSIA 
 
 
Abstract 
Although, happiness has been evaluated by many researchers, there are very limited 
studies on happy environment, specifically happy cities. In addition, different methods 
that have been introduced for measuring happiness by previous studies have several major 
shortcomings. Firstly, happiness is considered equivalent to satisfaction or the quality of 
life. Secondly, the majority of these methods are not easy to follow and it is difficult to 
connect them to design process. Furthermore, these methods support only a limited 
number of indicators and majority of them are not related to the happy environment. Thus, 
this paper reviews prominent studies on happiness evaluations and happy environment to 
identify effective indicators for happy cities. It also attempts to highlight current 
happiness evaluation methods that consider happy environment to determine how various 
studies assess cities for happiness. The weaknesses and strengths of different evaluation 
methods are discussed in this paper to propose a better way to assess happy cities. A 
systematic review is used to identify indicators for happy cities. Overall, socio-economic 
factors, environmental factors (e.g., air pollution and temperature), geographical location 
and facilities management are effective variables for happy cities. This study discusses 
the challenges in happiness evaluation and attempts to introduce new objectives for 
futures studies. The results of this study can be used to propose strategies to have happier 
cities. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Nowadays people who are living in urban areas suffer from stress and depression because 
of their motorized lifestyle (Bókony et al., 2012; Peig and Green, 2010). Although 
happiness can decrease this stress and stress-related diseases (Shochat et al., 2007; Ã-Ralf 
et al., 2007), people who are living in urban areas are not as happy as people who are 
living close to nature. Lack of happiness has negative effects on the quality of life 
(Mercer, 2012; Ballas, 2013). In addition to the birth or genetics, marital status and 
earnings, environmental factors such as air quality, green space, temperature, wind speed 
and ambient noise level also can affect happiness level (Peig and Green, 2010; Ã-Ralf et 
al., 2007; Jordison and Kieran, 2003). Therefore, paying attention to the environmental 
factors in urban areas can affect happiness and quality of life. 
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Dense urban living has been prescribed as a solution for sprawl negative 
externalities such as environmental and resources crisis. However, this solution changes 
the society rapidly and affects lifestyle and the quality of life (Huang et al., 2013). If 
enough attentions would not been paid to the lifestyle changes, the resulted lifestyle can 
decrease happiness and increase stress and pressure (Mecer, 2012). Therefore, one of the 
problems in our cities can be lack of happiness feeling while people experience more 
stress and pressure and this issue can affect the quality of life (Bókony et al., 2012). 

Researchers use various models for measuring the happiness (Savageau, 2007; 
Ballas, 2013). For instance, some studies measure the happiness using the effective 
factors for quality of life (Marans and Stimson, 2011). Well-being is also one of the 
important factors that represents happiness in many studies (e.g., Gowdy, 2005; Dolan et 
al., 2008; Welsch, 2009). Satisfaction (e.g. Mackerron and Mourato, 2009; Menz and 
Walsch, 2010) and pleasure (e.g. Maddison and Rehdanz, 2010; Raphael et al., 2001) also 
represent happiness in various studies. The living environment can affect all of these 
factors that are used to measure happiness. Therefore, there is a possible relationship 
between living environment and happiness (Ballas & Dorling, 2013).  

There are some studies that consider the relationship between happiness and 
environment (Marshall et al., 2014). These limited studies (e.g., Susana Ferreira et al., 
2010; Tobias Menz, 2011) focused on the relationship between macro-level factors such 
as air pollution, economic and life satisfaction at country level (Ballas & Dorling, 2013; 
Welsch, 2009; Ballas & Dorling, 2007). Therefore, this study tries to focus on city level 
that has not been investigated. 

 
METHOD  
Happiness can be affected by everything that people need such as income, health, 
recreational activities and etc (Dolan et al., 2008). M.Farouk Radwan (2014) believes that 
happiness is the feeling that you experience when you realize that everything is exactly 
as should be. Happiness comes from everything around you that can give satisfaction or 
pleasure feeling to you (Susana Ferreira et al., 2010). Cities that are living places for lots 
of people contain everything around people’s life. Therefore, cities can affect people’s 

happiness.  
There are various measurements for happiness in different studies. These 

measurements include satisfaction (e.g. Mackerron and Mourato, 2009; Menz and 
Welsch, 2011), quality of life (Marans and Stimson, 2011), well-being (e.g., Gowdy, 
2005; Dolan et al., 2008; Welsch, 2009), and pleasure (e.g. Maddison and Rehdanz, 2010; 
Raphael et al., 2001). In addition, there are some indicators in the cities that can affect 
satisfaction, quality of life, well-being and pleasure. Therefore, happy city factors can be 
achieved by considering the relationship between happiness measurements and city 
indicators. The happy city factors and their effects are evaluated in this study by reviewing 
existing limited studies about happiness and urban life. This paper tries to review the 
majority of the studies that considered at least one of the happiness measurements and 
urban structures indicators.  

Although age, gender and race in addition to the socio-economic factors such as 
income and cultural differences can affect happiness, the current study considers just 
urban structure indicators regardless of the individual characteristics. Therefore, this 
study focuses on urban structure indicators that are the same in various socio-economic 
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contexts. Therefore, the results can be used for various cities around the world. This study 
also considers happy city factors that can be defined by measurable factors and the 
influence of non-measureable indicators (e.g., sense of belonging) is not considered.  
 
RESULTS 
Economic is one of the factors that have considerable effects on happiness level and well-
being (Welsch and Kühling, 2009). Various studies have focused on subjective well-being 
because they can measure and compare well-being between people. Hereby, they 
achieved their desired information by asking people. In addition, they fitted econometric 
models to their respondents and assess some of happiness factors empirically.  

Dolan et al. (2008) determined factors that have positive or negative correlations 
with well-being. The positive factors include environmental condition (e.g. green space, 
blue space, attractive land cover and etc), high income, ambition and social capital 
indicators (e.g., trust, membership of friendly relations or interest groups and belief in a 
god). The negative factors include environmental problems (e.g. air pollution, noise 
pollution, water pollution and etc), higher incomes for others, unemployment, higher past 
income and negative relationship indicators (such as separation and divorce). In addition, 
economists found a new way to measure happiness by the influence of environmental 
factors on well-being and monetary terms (Welsch, 2009). Welsch (2006) found links 
between environment and income through computing the cost of air pollution (e.g., 
healthcare and material repairing costs). Lower cost means more monetary benefits and 
being happier. The positive and negative environmental factors that are mentioned in 
these studies can be used as parts of our proposed happy city indicators. 

The landscape is one of the environmental factors that can affect happiness by 
creating evolutionary kind of feeling (Searns, 1995; Milligan et al., 2004). Hartig et al. 
(2010) focused on the living environment around people that can shape the human mind. 
This study mentioned that the nature of human always depends on the nature. Therefore, 
attractive landscape can create pleasure and happiness feeling that has positive effects on 
mind. Various studies have tried to prove that nature improve emotional needs such as 
happiness (Wilson, 1993; Katsui and Ghotbi, 2005). In addition to the positive effects of 
natural environments on emotion and happiness, they also act as restoration of 
psychological (Wilson, 1993; Aks & Sprott, 1996; Katsui and Ghotbi, 2005; Hartig et al., 
2010). The natural environments (e.g., landscape, forest, savanna and mountains) should 
be reachable in the environment around human habitat. Diener et al. (2009) and Moro et 
al. (2008) found that people (based on the subjective well-being) who are living proximity 
to the coastline are happier. Ferreira & Moro (2010) mentioned that coastline is not 
significant factor for happiness if the distance is more than 5 km.  

Paying attention to the natural forms for landscape is important since natural 
habitats have curve, regular and irregular geometric shapes that lead to increase aesthetic, 
positive emotion and pleasure (Aks & Sprott, 1996; Jordison and Kieran 2003). The 
natural capital is one of environmental factors in various studies that has positive 
relationship with happiness indicators at country level (Engelbrecht, 2009; Vemuri and 
Costanza 2006; Engelbrecht 2009). This factor also can be used at the city level. 

Frijters and Praag (1998) investigated on the weather’s factors and influences on 

the subjective well-being (SWB) in Russia. They focused on temperature between 18.3 
Co and 28 Co, precipitation, wind speed, rainy days and hours of sunshine. They found 
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that these factors can affect SWB. For instance, the temperature more than 28 Co or less 
than 18.3 Co has negative effect on SWB. Rehdanz and Maddison (2005) also examined 
climate variables and focused on variations in temperature and months (e.g., lower 
temperature at warm months and higher temperature at cool months). They found that 
SWB is related to mean temperature variations. Similarly, Maddison and Rehdanz (2010) 
focused on temperature and determined ideal temperature using data in country level (87 
countries). The proposed ideal temperature is between 18.3 Co and 28 Co. The effects of 
precipitation, wind speed, rainy days and hours of sunshine on SWB can be different 
based on the study area. For instance, wind has negative effect on SWB in Ireland (Moro 
et al., 2008; Ferreira and Moro, 2010).  

Welsch (2002; 2003; 2006; 2007) found a negative relationship between SWB and 
air pollution factors at country level. Menz and Welsch (2010) also introduced the 
negative effects of air pollution on the health that decrease SWB using data from 25 
countries. They mentioned that if the concentration of air pollution is more than PM10, it 
can lead to health problems and decrease SWB. Similarly, Rehdanz and Maddison (2005, 
2008) found a relationship between SWB and perceived of participants regarding air 
pollution level (higher perceived pollution level, lower SWB). There are considerable 
studies regarding the negative effects of air pollution on SWB and happiness at country 
level (e.g., Ferreira and Moro, 2010; MacKerron and Mourato, 2009; Levinson, 2009). 
This factor also can be used at the city level. 

Water pollution also can affect SWB and happiness. Part of the water pollution 
can be related to air pollution but the main reasons are organic pollutants (e.g., severely 
polluted sources that are located near the rivers). Water pollution can increase people 
worries regarding drinking water in their house, health problems and losing natural 
resources such as green and open space. Therefore, water pollution is another 
environmental factors that have direct negative effect on individuals' well-being, life 
satisfaction and happiness (Israel and Levinson, 2003; Ferreira and Moro, 2010). Van 
Praag and Baarsma (2005) focused on noise pollution and examined aircraft noise near 
airport in Amsterdam. They found a negative correlation between noise pollution and 
SWB. Weinhold (2008) investigated the effect of perceived noise pollution on SWB using 
individual data in Europe (e.g., the sound of aircraft when they slept).  This study also 
found a strong negative relationship. Table 1 summarizes the effective factors regarding 
happiness and built environment that are mentioned by previous studies. This table also 
shows the relationship between built environment factors and happiness. These factors 
can be used to define happy city indicators. 
 
ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH INDICATORS 
Indicators are measurements selected to represent a large phenomenon of interest. An 
indicator points to certain issue or certain condition in certain city. It provides useful 
information for decision makers, not just data (Peterson et al., 1999), and can generate 
discussion among people with different backgrounds and viewpoints (Andrew, 1998).  

Environmental indicators evolved during the 1970s when the environment became 
a mainstream issue and governments responded with environmental assessment 
legislation and processes. In the 1980s, two approaches arrived, which were sustainable 
development and healthy communities. Sustainable development indicators are now 
commonly used at the national, regional and local levels in many nations. The healthy 
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community model continues to frame analysis, although it seems to have been eclipsed 
since the late 1990s by the quality of life model (Seasons, 2005). In the past 20 years, 
some of the most interesting theoretical advances in broad-based indicator development 
have been the promotion of a capabilities approach; the synthesis of economic, quality of 
life and environmental indicators under the banner of sustainability; and experimentation 
with participatory methodologies (Keough, 2005).  

Besides the broad-based sustainable indicators and quality of life indicators, there 
are also more specified or focused indicators which have been developed and used for the 
issues of environmental health, such as Environmental Health Indicator by WHO, the 
adaptation by WHO-Europe and New Zealand, and the Environmental Public Health 
Indicators by Atlanta.  

In this study, preliminary set of environmental health indicators was developed for 
the aspect of urban air. It includes two major components which are air quality indicators 
and air-related health indicators. In selecting and proposing environmental health 
indicators, the following points were taken into consideration: 

 
Table 1: Summary of significant environment factors that influence on happiness 
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        +   
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          + 

Engelbrecht 
(2009) 

         +  

Ferreira 
and moro 
(2010) 

-  - -,+ -,+ -,+ -,+    + 

Frijters and 
Praag 
(1998) 

   -,+        

Hartig et al. 
(2010) 

  -     +    

Israel and 
Levinson, 
2003 

           

Juricevic et 
al (2010) 

        +   

Katsui and 
Ghotbi 
(2012) 

        +   

Levinson 
(2009) 

-           

Mackerron 
and 
Mourato 
(2009) 

-           
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Maddison 
and 
Rehdanz 
(2010) 

   -,+        

Menz and 
Welsch 
(2010) 

-           

Moro et al. 
(2008) 

   -,+  -,+ -,+    + 

Rehdanz 
and 
Maddison 
(2005) 

   -,+        

Rehdanz 
and 
Maddison 
(2008) 

-   -,+        

Ulrich et 
al., 1991 

         +  

Praag and 
Baarsma 
(2005) 

 -          

Vemuri and 
Costanza, 
(2006) 

         +  

Weinhold 
(2008) 

 -          

Welsch 
(2002) 

-           

Welsch 
(2003) 

-           

Welsch 
(2006) 

-           

Welsch 
(2007). 

-           

Wilson 
(1993) 

        +   

Note:  
(-) negative effects on happiness              
(+) positive effects on happiness 

 
CONCLUSION  
Increase urbanization and motorized lifestyle lead to various negative externalities such 
as inactive lifestyle, traffic congestions, air pollution, more fuel consumption, noise 
pollution and health problem. These negative externalities can reduce happiness in our 
living environment. Nowadays, living environments especially in developing countries 
are not happy environments. There are limited studies regarding happy environment 
especially at city level. Therefore, this study focuses on the happy cities and tries to find 
happy city factors by reviewing current literature. The results show that although socio-
economic factors affect happiness significantly, environmental factors such as air quality, 
climate, noise and access to green spaces also can affect happiness. 

Based on previous studies, there are different evidences from observational and 
experimental sources that showing some environmental factors have positive correlation 
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with SWB and happiness (e.g., landscape, natural habitats and capital, coastline, 
temperature between 18.3 co and 28 co) while the effects of some of them such as wind 
speed, rainy or sunny days are highly depend on the weather conditions in the region. 
There are also some environmental factors such as air pollution, noise pollution, water 
pollution and temperature less than 18.3 co and more than 28 co that have negative 
correlation with SBW and happiness.  

Because happiness is an essential need, appropriate conditions in the cities can 
increase happiness. However, previous studies did not consider cities opportunities to 
increase happiness. The current study attempts to make up for this shortcoming by 
introducing some factors for happy cities. These indicators were extracted from limited 
existing literature. The value of this research is in providing a foundation to develop 
happy city studies that were not addressed previously.  

Although this study tries to cover majority of limited studies regarding built 
environment and happiness, further studies can introduce more factors for happy city by 
considering more studies and including experts and people opinions. Further studies also 
can prioritize the happy city factors based on the strength of their relationship with 
happiness. A model to evaluate and rate cities for happiness also can be proposed by 
further studies. This model can be developed based on the relationships between happy 
city factors and happiness. The final step for further studies can be suggesting 
improvements to have happier cities based on the failures that are identified by their 
proposed model. 
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