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What is happiness?
• Buddhist philosophies
• Greece, circa 500 BC
• Socrates, Plato à
Aristotle (384-322 BC)
Nichomachean Ethics (350 BC)
http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.html
England, 18th century
Jeremy Bentham (1748 – 1832), the principle of Utility
John Stuart Mill (1806 – 1873) – Utilitarianism
http://www.utilitarianism.com/

What is happiness? Can it be
measured?
Human perceptions of happiness vary and depend on a
wide range of factors
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 he lives
(Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics)
Can happiness be measured?
Happiness is subjective and no objective theory about the
ordinary concept of happiness has the slightest plausibility
(Sumner, 1996)

Happiness and economics
• Happiness can be defined as
utility
• Utility can be measured and
compared across people
• Marginal utility of income is
assumed to be higher for poor
people than for rich people

Can happiness be measured and
modelled?
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?

Subjective well-being: HLGHQ1
This measure converts valid answers to
questions wGHQA to wGHQL to a single
scale by recoding so that the scale for
individual variables runs from 0 to 3
instead of 1 to 4, and then summing,
giving a scale running from 0 (the least
distressed) to 36 (the most distressed).
See Cox, B.D et al, The Health and
Lifestyle Survey. (London: Health
Promotion Research Trust, 1987).

General happiness Self Completion (4)
Question Number and Text KS1L :
Have you recently....been feeling reasonably happy, all things
considered?

Value Label

%

More so than usual 1

13.2

Same as usual 2

72.8

Less so than usual 3

11.8

Much less than usual 4

2.2

Source: The British Household Panel Survey, 1991

Happiness in different
activities (after Layard, 2005)

Happiness in different
activities (after Layard, 2005)
Interacting with:
Friends
Parents/relatives
Spouse
My children
Co-workers
Clients/customers etc
Alone
Boss

Average happiness
3.3
3
2.8
2.7
2.6
2.4
2.2
2

Factors and variables linked to subjective
happiness (individual level studies)
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Age
Education
Social Class
Income
Marital status/relationships
Employment
Leisure
Religion
Health
Life events and activities

Can happiness be measured?
• Positive and negative feelings
are inversely correlated
• Happiness can be thought of
as a single variable (Layard,
2005; Frey and Stutzer, 2002)

"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-inlaw
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” à 34 events
1 14.7% Nothing important happened (96-99)
Health
2
3
4
5
6

7.6%
2.6%
1.0%
1.2%
1.2%

health (other 1-9)
health (mine 1-9)
health (partner 1-9)
health (child 1-9)
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

Event theme

97

Health

93
90

Education

87

Employment

84

Leisure

81

Births and Deaths

78

Relationships

75

Finance etc

72
69
66
63

Age

60
57
54
51
48
45
42
39
36
33
30
27
24
21
18
15

0.0%

1.0%

2.0%

3.0%

Percent

4.0%

5.0%

6.0%

Happiness and social
comparisons
“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)

Research questions:
• What are the factors that influence different types of
individuals’ happiness?
• Is the source of happiness or unhappiness purely
personal or do contextual factors matter? (and if they do,
to what extent?)
• If social comparisons are important, what is the spatial
scale at which people make their social
comparisons?
• Do levels of happiness among individuals reflect different
characteristics of residents in different districts and
regions and areas (compositional effects) or whether
there are environmental, geographical or other factors
(e.g. amenities, social capital and cohesion, socioeconomic inequality) of places that cause its inhabitants
to be happy or unhappy (contextual effects).
• Happy People, Happy Households or Happy Places?

Geographies of happiness in Britain
Region / Metropolitan Area * GHQ: general happiness Crosstabulation
% within Region / Metropolitan Area

Region /
Metropolitan
Area

Total

Inner London
Outer London
R. of South East
South West
East Anglia
East Midlands
West Midlands
Conurbation
R. of West Midlands
Greater Manchester
Merseyside
R. of North West
South Yorkshire
West Yorkshire
R. of Yorks & Humberside
Tyne & Wear
R. of North
Wales
Scotland

GHQ: general happiness
More than
Same as
usual
usual
14.4%
66.7%
10.6%
68.6%
11.9%
70.2%
11.3%
74.1%
10.0%
77.4%
10.9%
76.0%

Missing
or wild
4.5%
2.8%
2.2%
1.7%
2.1%
2.2%

Proxy
respondent
4.3%
5.7%
5.0%
3.5%
1.3%
1.4%

6.6%

4.6%

11.5%

.8%
1.0%
.4%
1.3%
1.0%
2.7%
1.2%
.4%
1.8%
3.9%
1.8%
2.2%

2.2%
2.6%
4.7%
4.0%
1.7%
2.7%
5.5%
3.8%
2.3%
1.5%
2.3%
3.4%

10.7%
11.1%
9.9%
14.5%
11.3%
10.7%
10.1%
14.0%
10.8%
8.8%
10.8%
11.3%

Less so
7.7%
10.2%
9.1%
8.0%
8.5%
8.3%

Much less
2.4%
2.1%
1.6%
1.4%
.8%
1.3%

Total
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%

66.0%

9.9%

1.3%

100.0%

73.7%
75.2%
75.5%
70.7%
71.0%
73.9%
76.5%
72.7%
72.3%
70.9%
74.0%
72.2%

10.7%
7.7%
8.6%
8.1%
13.3%
8.5%
5.5%
6.8%
11.5%
12.6%
9.9%
9.2%

2.0%
2.4%
.9%
1.3%
1.7%
1.4%
1.2%
2.3%
1.5%
2.3%
1.3%
1.6%

100.0%
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%

Source: The British Household Panel Survey, 1991

(%) happy more than usual

8.8 - 10.1
10.1 - 10.9
10.9 - 11.5
11.5 - 11.9
11.9 - 14.5

Research methods:
• Regression modelling
single level analysis to investigate the
association between “subjective
happiness” and individual level
explanatory variables
• Multi-level modelling
Assesing variation in happiness at several
levels simultaneously
• Spatial Microsimulation
creating small area microdata

Combining Data
1991 & 2001 Census of
UK population:
100% coverage
fine geographical detail
small area data
available only in tabular
format with limited
variables to preserve
confidentiality

British Household
Panel Survey:
sample size: more than
5,000 households
annual surveys since
1991
individual data
more variables than
census
coarse geography
household attrition

Multilevel Analysis
World à Nation à Region à
DistrictàElectoral Wards à Neighbourhood
à Household à Individual
Multilevel modelling enables the analysis of
data with complex patterns of variability –
suitable to explore the variability of
happiness at different levels

Multilevel Analysis
World à Nation à Region à
DistrictàElectoral Wards à Neighbourhood
à Household à Individual
Multilevel modelling enables the analysis of
data with complex patterns of variability –
suitable to explore the variability of
happiness at different levels

Multilevel modelling happiness and wellbeing in Britain

1. “Null model” – extent of variation
2. Socio-economic variables and
health
3. Social context – interaction variables
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)

Model 1 variance component estimates

Level

Variance

Variance (%)

SE

Region

0.002

0.21

0.002

District

0.007

0.73

0.003

Household

0.141

14.63

0.014

Individual

0.814

84.44

0.017

Model 2: socio-economic / health characteristics (1)
Model 2 Variables, variance component estimates
Subjective wellGeneral
and coefficients (standard error in brackets)
being
Happiness
Intercept
0.766 (0.074) 0.607 (0.084)
Individual-level variables:
Age
-0.016 (0.003) -0.022 (0.003)
Female
-0.177 (0.021) -0.068 (0.023)
Individual income
-0.012 (0.013) 0.007 (0.015)
Health good (reference = health excellent)
-0.200 (0.022) -0.085 (0.024)
Health fair (reference = health excellent)
-0.510 (0.028) -0.249 (0.031)
Health poor (reference = health excellent)
-0.963 (0.043) -0.465 (0.047)
Health very poor (reference = health excellent)
-1.471 (0.073) -0.790 (0.078)
University degree
-0.030 (0.038) 0.079 (0.040)
Employment status: unemployed (reference = employed
-0.451 (0.043) -0.384 (0.047)
or self employed)
Employment status: retired (reference = employed or
0.038 (0.041) 0.030 (0.044)
self employed)
Employment status: family care (reference = employed
-0.126 (0.035) -0.078 (0.038)
or self employed)

Model 2: socio-economic / health characteristics (2)
Model 2 Variables, variance component estimates
Subjective wellGeneral
and coefficients (standard error in brackets)
being
Happiness
Employment status: student (reference = employed or
0.048 (0.054)
0.022(0.059)
self employed)
Employment status: sick/disabled (reference = employed
-0.458 (0.063) -0.158 (0.069)
or self employed)
Employment status: on maternity leave (reference =
0.023 (0.258) 0.492 (0.281)
employed or self employed)
Employment status: on a government scheme (reference
-0.045 (0.153) -0.274 (0.167)
= employed or self employed)
Employment status: other job status (reference =
0.082 (0.161) 0.163 (0.176)
employed or self employed)
Commuting time: up to 40 minutes
0.012 (0.032) 0.040 (0.034)
Commuting time: between 40 – 60 minutes
-0.048 (0.044) 0.024 (0.047)
Commuting time: over an hour
-0.087 (0.072) -0.051(0.078)
Has lived at current address for between 1-5 years
0.027(0.032) -0.010(0.034)
(reference = lived at current address for less than 1 year)
Has lived at current address for more than 5 years
0.120(0.031)
0.030(0.033)
(reference = lived at current address for less than 1 year)

Model 2: socio-economic / health characteristics (3)
Model 2 Variables, variance component estimates
Subjective well- General
and coefficients (standard error in brackets)
being
Happiness
Household level variables:
Household type: couple no children (reference = single)
0.117 (0.034) 0.144 (0.036)
Household type: couple with dependent children
-0.030 (0.034) 0.047 (0.041)
(reference = single)
Household type: couple with children but not dependent
0.037 (0.046) 0.078 (0.049)
(reference = single)
Household type: lone parent with dependent child(ren)
-0.281 (0.058) -0.092 (0.062)
Household type: lone parent with non dependent
-0.051(0.060)
0.067(0.063)
child(ren)
Household type: other
0.098 (0.059) 0.176 (0.064)
Household tenure: private renting (reference = owner
-0.054 (0.038)
0.055(0.040)
occupier)
Household tenure: LA/HA renting (reference = owner
-0.068 (0.028) -0.011(0.029)
occupier)
Number of cars
-0.010 (0.016) 0.003 (0.016)
Household income
0.028(0.015)
0.002(0.016)

Model 3: socio-economic / health and interaction (1)
Model 3 Variables, variance component estimates
and coefficients (standard error in brackets)
Intercept
Individual-level variables:
Age
Female
Individual income
Health good (reference = health excellent)
Health fair (reference = health excellent)
Health poor (reference = health excellent)
Health very poor (reference = health excellent)
University degree
Employment status: unemployed (reference =
employed or self employed)
Employment status: retired (reference = employed or
self employed)
Employment status: family care (reference =
employed or self employed)
Employment status: on maternity leave (reference =
employed or self employed)

Subjective well- General
being
Happiness
1.097 (0.117) 0.781 (0.133)
-0.034 (0.006)
-0.195 (0.024)
-0.002 (0.015)
-0.208(0.025)
-0.506 (0.035)
-0.725 (0.062)
-0846 (0.144)
-0.033 (0.039)
-0.882 (0.234)

-0.032 (0.006)
-0.086 (0.028)
0.000 (0.017)
-0.081 (0.028)
-0.275 (0.040)
-0.426 (0.071)
-0.642 (0.162)
0.094 (0.044)
-0.690 (0.268)

-0.148 (0.345) -0.135 (0.369)
-0.198 (0.217) -0.334 (0.249)
0.312 (0.280)

0.736 (0.321)

Model 3: socio-economic / health and interaction (2)
Model 3 Variables, variance component estimates Subjective well- General
and coefficients (standard error in brackets)
being
Happiness
Employment status: student (reference = employed or
-0.022 (0.081) 0.066(0.093)
self employed)
Employment status: sick/disabled (reference =
0.601 (0.487) 0.493 (0.558)
employed or self employed)
Employment status: on maternity leave (reference =
0.312 (0.280) 0.736 (0.321)
employed or self employed)
Employment status: on a government scheme
0.289 (0.181) 0.056 (0.207)
(reference = employed or self employed)
Employment status: other job status (reference =
-0.295 (0.484) -1.256(0.554)
employed or self employed)
Commuting time: up to 40 minutes
0.006 (0.030) 0.034 (0.034)
Commuting time: between 40 – 60 minutes
-0.049 (0.041) 0.019 (0.047)
Commuting time: over an hour
-0.084 (0.068) -0.056(0.077)
Has lived at current address for between 1-5 years
0.037(0.036) 0.017(0.041)
(reference = lived at current address for less than 1
year)
Has lived at current address for more than 5 years
0.100(0.036) 0.047(0.040)
(reference = lived at current address for less than 1
year)

Model 3: socio-economic / health and interaction (3)
Model 3 Variables, variance component estimates
Subjective well- General
and coefficients (standard error in brackets)
being
Happiness
Household level variables:
Household type: couple no children (reference = single)
0.059 (0.048) 0.121 (0.054)
Household type: couple with dependent children
-0.008 (0.047) 0.061 (0.054)
(reference = single)
Household type: couple with children but not dependent
0.046 (0.056) 0.084 (0.064)
(reference = single)
Household type: lone parent with dependent child(ren)
-0.213 (0.076) 0.029 (0.087)
Household type: lone parent with non dependent
-0.135(0.075)
0.113(0.085)
child(ren)
Household type: other
0.069 (0.077) 0.164 (0.086)
Household tenure: private renting (reference = owner
0.008 (0.047)
0.126(0.052)
occupier)
Household tenure: LA/HA renting (reference = owner
-0.033 (0.040) -0.004 (0.045)
occupier)
Number of cars
-0.026 (0.018) -0.025(0.020)
Household income
0.030(0.017)
0.006(0.019)

Model 3: socio-economic / health and interaction (4)
Model 3 Variables, variance component estimates
Subjective wellGeneral
and coefficients (standard error in brackets)
being
Happiness
Interaction (individual/household x district) terms:
Unemployment status (individual level) x
0.815 (0.235)
0.548(0.270)
unemployment rate (district level)
Owner Occupier (household level) x owner occupier
0.020 (0.016) -0.009(0.017)
households rate (district level)
Private renting (household level) x private renting
0.020(0.029)
0.015(0.032)
households rate (district level)
Renting from LA/HA x LA/HA renting households rate
0.029(0.030) -0.038(0.033)
“Affluent” household (household level) x percentage of
-0.021(0.025)
-0.007(0.29)
“affluent” households in the area (district level)
“Middle” household (household level) x percentage of
0.030(0.019)
-0.001(0.21)
“Middle” households in the area (district level)
“Poor” household (household level) x percentage of
0.016(0.019)
0.017(0.021)
“Poor” households in the area (district level)

Model 2 and 3 summary
Happiness and well-being determinants
Age
Female (Reference = Male)
Health good (reference = health excellent)
Health fair (reference = health excellent)
Health poor (reference = health excellent)
Health very poor (reference = health
excellent)
Employment status: unemployed
(reference = employed or self employed)
Employment status: family care (reference
= employed or self employed)
Employment status: sick/disabled
(reference = employed or self employed)

Model 2
HLGHQ1(-),GHQL(-)
HLGHQ1(-),GHQL(-)
HLGHQ1(-),GHQL(-)
HLGHQ1(-),GHQL(-)
HLGHQ1(-),GHQL(-)
HLGHQ1(-),GHQL(-)

Model 3
HLGHQ1(-),GHQL(-)
HLGHQ1(-),GHQL(-)
HLGHQ1(-),GHQL(-)
HLGHQ1(-),GHQL(-)
HLGHQ1(-),GHQL(-)
HLGHQ1(-),GHQL(-)

HLGHQ1(-),GHQL(-)

HLGHQ1(-),GHQL(-)

HLGHQ1(-),GHQL(-)
HLGHQ1(-),GHQL(-)

Model 2 and 3 summary
Happiness and well-being determinants
Employment status: on maternity leave
(reference = employed or self employed)
Employment status: on a government
scheme (reference = employed or self
employed)
Employment status: other job status
(reference = employed or self employed)
Has lived at current address for more
than 5 years (reference = lived at current
address for less than one year)
Household type: couple no children
(reference = single)
Household type: lone parent with dependent
child(ren) (reference = single)
Household type: lone parent with non
dependent child(ren) (reference = single)
Household type: other (reference = single)
Household tenure: private renting (reference
= owner occupier)
Household tenure: LA/HA renting
(reference = owner occupier)
Unemployment status (individual level) x
unemployment rate (district level)

Model 2

Model 3
GHQL(+)
GHQL(-)

HLGHQ1(+)

HLGHQ1(+)

HLGHQ1(+),GHQL(+) GHQL(+)
HLGHQ1(-)

HLGHQ1(-)

GHQL(+)
GHQL(+)
HLGHQ1(-)
Not included

HLGHQ1(+),GHQL(
+)

Happiness and inequality
“…while economic goods and services are
obviously important, many people believe that
inequality also affects human welfare in ways
that are independent of any given household’s
purchasing power. Even if my family income
remains constant, the distribution of income in
my neighbourhood or my nation may influence
my children’s educational opportunities, my life
expectancy, my chance of being robbed, the
probability I will vote and perhaps even my
overall happiness.”
(Jencks, 2002: 57)

The “One Percent Is Always The
Same” (OPIATS) rule
“This rule implies that if my income is $100,000 and I give

$20,000 of it to the poor, my well-being falls by a fifth. If I
divide my $20,000 equally between ten people with incomes
of $10,000 ten people’s well-being will rise by a fifth. The
gains from this gift will thus exceed the losses by a factor of
ten. The utilitarian case for governmental redistribution almost
always reflects this logic: taxing the rich won’t do them
much harm, and helping the poor will do them a lot of
good. If you look at the actual relationship between income
and outcomes like health and happiness the OPIATS rule
seldom describes the relationship perfectly but it comes far
closer than the ‘One Dollar is Always the Same’ rule, which is
the only rule under which income inequality does not affect
health or happiness”.
(Jencks, 2002: 57, my emphasis)

Links between income inequality
and well-being (Wilkinson and
Picket, 2006)
• The proportion of analyses classified as wholly
supportive falls from 83% (of all wholly
supportive or unsupportive) in the international
studies to 73% in the large sub-national areas,
to 45% among the smallest spatial units.
• The spatial scale at which people make their
social comparisons is more likely to be the
nation state (arguably reflecting socio-economic
position) than it is to locality (reflecting position
within neighbourhood).

‘The Spirit Level’

by Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett

http://www.equalitytrust.org.uk

‘The Spirit Level’

by Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett

“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)

Building geographical simulation models of happiness for
“what-if” public policy analysis

http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/1859352669.pdf

What is microsimulation
PERSON

AHID

PID

AAGE12

SEX

AJBSTAT

…
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ATENURE
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1
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7
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2
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2

1

7
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2

1
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2

0

2
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6
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57

1

2
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2

1

2
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7
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1

1
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2

1

3
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8
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2
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2

-7

3

-7
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9

1001418

10016872
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1

-8

…

-8

-8

3

-8

…
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1001507

10017933

49

2

1

…

2

0

2

-8

…

11

1001507

10017968

46

1

2

…

2

0

2

-8

…
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10017992

12

2
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…

-8

-8

2
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…

Tenure and car ownership
example
Household car
ownership
characteristics

Household tenure
characteristics

1
car

2+
cars

Owneroccupier

Simulation

27

24

49

39

17

44

Census

50

20

30

60

10

30

Absolute
error

23

4

19

21

7

14

No
car

LA/HA
rented

Other

CONSTRAINT TABLES
TABLE

CATEGORY

Car Ownership no cars

1 car

Social Class

affluent

middle income less affluent

Demography

1 child

2+ children

no children

Employment

active

retired

inactive

Households

married couple

lone parent

other

Tenure

owner occupied

council tenant

other

2+ cars

Estimated geography of happiness in Wales
(%) happy more than usual, 1991

Welsh Unitary Authorities (%)
8.91
8.91 - 9.47
9.47 - 10.01
10.01 - 10.37
10.37 - 10.65

N
W

E
S

Estimated geography of happiness in Wales
(%) happy more than usual, 1991

parliamentary constituencies
9.396 - 9.696
9.696 - 10.109
10.109 - 10.372
10.372 - 10.723
10.723 - 11.547
N
W

E
S

Estimated geography of happiness in Wales
(%) happy more than usual, 2001

Welsh Unitary Authorities (%)
10.61 - 11.05
11.05 - 11.68
11.68 - 12.28
12.28 - 13.75
13.75 - 14.54

N
W

E
S

Estimated geography of happiness in Wales
(%) happy more than usual, 2001

parliamentary constituencies
9.245 - 9.599
9.599 - 9.931
9.931 - 10.519
10.519 - 11.139
11.139 - 13.022
N
W

E
S

Estimated geography of happiness in Wales
(%) happy more than usual, 2011

Welsh Unitary Authorities (%)
10.98 - 11.08
11.08 - 12.62
12.62 - 13.69
13.69 - 14.9
14.9 - 15.66

N
W

E
S

Estimated geography of happiness in Wales
(%) happy more than usual, 2011

parliamentary constituencies
9.123 - 10.283
10.283 - 10.945
10.945 - 11.792
11.792 - 13.266
13.266 - 15.273
N
W

E
S

Estimated geography of happiness in Wales
(%) happy more than usual, 2021

Welsh Unitary Authorities (%)
10.76 - 11.35
11.35 - 12.58
12.58 - 13.48
13.48 - 14.03
14.03 - 16.19

N
W

E
S

Estimated geography of happiness in Wales
(%) happy more than usual, 2021

parliamentary constituencies
8.335 - 9.592
9.592 - 10.191
10.191 - 10.962
10.962 - 11.877
11.877 - 14.103
N
W

E
S

Conclusions
• There are individual variations in happiness
• Social context matters
• Some district level variation in happiness does
exist, even after accounting for individual and
social context
• Policy implications:
- income and wealth inequality and happiness
- regional/area-based policies vs. national social
policies
• Next steps and future possibilities:
– Longitudinal analysis
– Further analysis for finer geographical scales (spatial
microsimulation)
– Environmental variables

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

• WORLD A: You will live in a 4000square-foot house and all others will live
in 6000-square-foot houses.
• WORLD B: You will live in a 3000square-foot house and all others in
2000-square-foot houses.

(Frank, 2005)

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.

(Frank, 2005)

Positional and non-positional goods
(Hirsch, 1976)
• 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
“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)

Smart for one, dumb for all
“Yet there’s a very influential school in our political
debate whose position is that there’s essentially no
such thing as the tragedy of the commons. In their
view, the best outcomes are always and everywhere
the ones that result when people are free as individuals
to do exactly as they please. The question for
historians to answer will be: How did this group get to
be so influential? What a curious position to hold in
view of all the evidence we have. How, historians will
ask, did people who denied the existence of tragedies
of the commons ever get anyone to take them
seriously? And I don’t have a good answer for that.”
(Frank, 2005: 105)

