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Abstract

The aim of this chapter is to draw on the Gallup 

World Poll to examine urban-rural happiness 

differentials across the world.1 We begin with a 

general description of urban-rural differentials 

and gradually introduce more detail in order  

to reveal the complexity that underlines these 

differences. In particular, we contrast the  

differentials in North Western Europe and  

the Western world with those in Sub-Saharan 

Africa and examine the degree to which these 

differentials are due to people-based and  

place-based factors. For both cases we identify 

those whose well-being increases most in cities.

This chapter adds to the existing literature in  

several ways. First, we provide an empirical 

extension of the work by Easterlin, Angelescu 

and Zweig2 on urban-rural happiness differentials 

by providing information on 150 countries. Second, 

we estimate the extent to which urban-rural 

differences in happiness are driven by place-based 

and people-based factors. Third, we identify the 

degree to which certain groups are more likely  

to return higher levels of happiness in cities.

Framing Urban-Rural Happiness  
Differentials

The world’s urban population has grown from 

30% of the total in 1950 to 55% in 2018 and is 

projected to continue growing to 68% by 2050.3 

While the global rural population is expected to 

decline from 3.4 billion in 2018 to around 3.1 billion 

in 2050, the urban population is expected to 

increase from the current 4.2 billion in 2018  

to 6.7 billion by 2050.4 This upward trend of 

urbanization is expected to continue in both 

more developed regions (from 79% in 2018 to 

almost 87% by 2050) and less developed regions 

(from 51% in 2018 to almost 66% by 2050).5 

Hence, there is a continuing rise in the level  

of urbanisation across the world. The most 

urbanized regions include Northern America 

(with 82% of its population living in urban areas 

in 2018), Latin America and the Caribbean (81%), 

Europe (74%), and Oceania (68%). The level of 

urbanization in Asia is now approximating 50%. 

In contrast, Africa remains mostly rural, with only 

43% of its population living in urban areas.6

In his seminal work, The Great Escape, Angus 

Deaton7 has shown that in cross-section the 

Cantril Ladder measure of subjective well-being 

rises successively with each percentage change 

in per capita income. Since urbanisation is widely 

considered a primary instrument in the generation 

of economic growth and higher living standards, 

one would expect that the spatial redistribution 

of the world’s population into cities would be 

associated with a rise in happiness.8 For the most 

part, this is the case, but the ability of cities to 

raise productivity and for this to be passed on as 

wages and widening employment opportunities 

is not the only route to higher well-being. The 

improved accessibility which agglomeration 

brings is also associated with reductions in the 

costs of consumption and increased opportunities 

for social engagement, even if it is also associated 

with widening inequality.9

Easterlin, Angelescu, and Zweig10 draw on 80 

countries from the first three waves of the Gallup 

World Poll (2005-2008) and use the life evaluation 

question developed by Cantril11 to show that 

average happiness rises with economic growth. 

They view this largely as a result of the agricultural 

and industrial restructuring that accompanied 

urbanization and argue therefore that urban-rural 

well-being differences are predominantly driven 

by associated changes in income and economic 

opportunities. In early stages of economic 

development, the shift from an agricultural to  

an industrialized society is characterized by the 

replacement of small scale pre-industrial  

handicraft technology by large-scale mechanized 

general-purpose technologies. These new  

technologies induce geographic clustering of 

non-agricultural production and services in cities 

through the existence of internal and external 

economies of scale (including input sharing, 

labour market pooling, and knowledge spill- 

overs). Whereas in agricultural or pre-industrial 

societies most people live on the countryside, 

industrial restructuring and technological change 

goes hand-in-hand with the migration of people 

from rural to urban areas because urban areas 

offer both a higher probability of employment and 

higher wages if a job is secured.12 Accompanying 

these urban responses to changes in technology 

has been a change in the industrial and  

occupational structure of rural areas, as well as 

changes in wages and standards of living, which 

are also reflected in rising levels of well-being.
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As a working generalization, Figure 4.1 suggests 

the way in which average levels of subjective 

well-being (life evaluation) in countries has risen 

at different rates for those living in urban and rural 

areas. This figure draws a distinction between the 

way subjective well-being changes with economic 

development in the very large metropolitan 

centres (Big City) compared to the smaller cities 

and rural areas. 

As incomes and economic opportunities in  

cities are higher in phase A of Figure 4.1, they  

are accompanied by higher levels of happiness 

compared to rural areas. When incomes rise and 

technology further evolves, and when transport 

and digital infrastructure improves, rural areas 

become more accessible and diversified. This 

widespread transformation in the nature of  

work eventually results in reduced urban-rural 

happiness differentials to the point where  

average happiness levels in rural areas, villages, 

and small towns approach and even exceed 

those of large cities. Ironically, although the  

large cities constitute the driving force of  

developed economies and are still seen as 

attractive places to live, their average levels of 

reported well-being show evidence of decline  

as suggested in phase B of Figure 4.1.13 It is this 

phase in the relationship between rural and 

urban areas that has given rise to the term  

‘the urban paradox.’14

The living environment and the composition of 

the population inhabiting the very large cities in 

developed economies have an important role in 

shaping their lower average well-being compared 

to smaller urban and rural settlements.15 The 

majority of people in phase B of Figure 4.1 

choose to live in urban areas because they  

offer a higher quality of life both in terms of 

employment opportunities and access to  

amenities and public services.16 These urban 

benefits may not be distributed evenly, however, 

for such urbanization is typically associated with 

higher real costs of living.17 Depending on their 

levels of income and education, an individual’s 

urban residence may be accompanied by lower 

levels of social capital18, as well as higher levels of 

pollution19, traffic congestion20, crime21, inequality22, 

lack of green space23, and exposure to diseases24. 

The degree to which these costs are experienced 

and featured in measures of well-being is likely 

contingent on residents’ education and associated 

socio-economic status. 

While in developing countries the well-being 

advantages of the city may outweigh the  

disadvantages relative to settlements beyond  

the large city, this might not be the case for  

the majority of urban residents in developed 

countries.25 Many residents in restructured rural 

areas of developed economies are no longer 

dependent upon farming, and the expansion of 

urban centres means many find themselves living 

and working in close proximity to metropolitan 

centres and able to ‘borrow’ the positive effects 

of much larger cities26, while being relatively 

insulated from the negative effects. There may 

also be selection of unhappy people into cities 

and happy people into the countryside. For 

example, Veenhoven27 found that it is the  

unhappier part of the countryside in the Western 

world that tends to move to the city.28 In this 

regard, cities in developed countries typically 

have relatively more singles, unemployed, and 

migrants, which tend to reduce the average 

happiness levels of cities.29

Evidence in support of the urban-rural happiness 

differential may be found in a variety of regional 

studies. Although population size or density per 

hectare is not inevitably correlated with lower 

Figure 4.1: The urban paradox: 
Subjective well-being and  
the Big City

Source: Morrison (2020)
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subjective well-being, in developed economies 

and several rapidly developing economies, 

average levels of subjective well-being have been 

shown to fall as population size and population 

density increase. Initially, the evidence came from 

a range of new settler developed economies 

including the United States30, Canada31, Australia32, 

and New Zealand33. Old settler country examples 

include the United Kingdom34 and Ireland35, as 

well as continental Europe36. The phenomena 

have been identified in a number of individual 

country studies such as Germany37, Italy38, and 

The Netherlands.39 At the same time, lower average 

subjective well-being is now also being observed 

in the largest cities in other parts of the world. 

Particularly significant are the more recent findings 

emerging from China40 and Hong Kong41, which 

suggests a phenomenon that is more broadly 

associated with rapid economic development.

By comparison, little is known about urban-rural 

happiness differentials in the developing world, 

and the degree to which urban-rural happiness 

differentials are driven by people-based and by 

placed-based factors is unclear. To complicate 

matters, the relationship between place of 

residence and happiness is heterogeneous in  

that people do not rate environmental attributes 

similarly.42 In addition, certain people are more 

exposed to the positive (or negative) effects  

of cities than others. Most notably, there are 

differences between socio-economic groups and 

those at different stages in the life course. For 

instance, Hoogerbrugge and Burger43 found that 

in the United Kingdom, students moving from 

rural areas to cities gain in life satisfaction,  

while Okulicz-Kozaryn and Valente44 obtained 

that urban unhappiness does not hold for the 

younger generation in American cities. 

Morrison45 has argued that while urban  

agglomeration (in European cities) raises the 

income and well-being returns of those with 

tertiary education, the falling average levels of 

well-being in phase B of Figure 4.1 is primarily 

the result of lower well-being experienced by  

the larger number of less educated who have 

lower incomes and longer commutes, and 

provide support services in the large city.46 The 

large city in particular provides the necessary 

infrastructure for realisation of returns to tertiary 

education as a result of the expansion of both 

the scale and scope of economic and cultural 

activities. However, the tertiary-educated in turn 

attract a large number of the less educated  

who work in the non-tradable sector supplying 

haircuts, massages, gardening, cleaning, brewed 

coffee, and other personal as well as firm-related 

services. The economic imperative of working 

locally for low wages competes with the rising 

price of residence close to work resulting in their 

much longer commute. The demand for such 

personal services is highly income elastic and 

since very large cities pay much higher wages to 

skilled workers, the ratio of service to educated 

personnel is higher than in other settlement 

types. The resulting gap in well-being between 

the tertiary and non-tertiary educated is further 

stretched by the joint effect of education and 

income on the level of social interaction in the 

large city, in part because the longer commute 

reduces time with family and leisure.47 Since the 

educated are better paid and can exercise a 

much wider choice as to where to live, they can 

not only live closer to work, but also cluster 

geographically and thereby solidify social net-

works, thus enhancing their well-being. In short, 

the competition engendered by large city size  

leads to higher inequality, which translates into  

a wider discrepancy in average well-being.48

In the remainder of this chapter, we draw on the 

Gallup World Poll to examine the evidence in 

support of the stylised argument in Figure 4.1. In 

the process, we demonstrate empirically the way 

in which combined effects of resettlement and 

growth of the population within urban and rural 

settlements is associated with a change in the 

way people evaluate their lives. We begin with 

broad generalisations and gradually introduce 

more detail in order to reveal the complexity that 

underlines the general argument. In particular, 

we focus on two extreme cases: urban happiness 

in Sub-Saharan Africa and urban unhappiness in 

the Western world, and in so doing we explore 

whether urban-rural differences are driven by 

selection and composition effects and/or by 

differences in the quality of the urban and rural 

environment. Sub-Saharan Africa is not only one 

of the areas in the world with low happiness 

scores, but also a region in which happiness 

differences between the city and countryside are 

most pronounced in favour of city life. Do cities 

indeed offer more chances or is it merely hope 

that drives the happiness of urban Africa and are 

there still parts of the population better off on 

the countryside? Differently, the puzzle of urban 
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unhappiness in the Western world is interesting 

because cities are seen as ‘the place to be’ in 

that they feature an attractive diversity of  

consumption amenities including bars,  

restaurants, museums, theatres, music and  

sport events.49 However, the urban happiness 

benefits may be offset by the happiness costs for 

a large part of the population, such as high costs 

of living, longer commutes, greater inequality, 

social isolation, noise, and pollution. At the same 

time, accessibility to urban amenities and a lack 

of the problems associated with city life may 

explain the relatively high levels of happiness  

on the Western countryside. For both cases 

(Sub-Saharan Africa and the Western world),  

we also examine whether certain types of people 

are better off in cities or on the countryside.

Exploring Urban-Rural Differences  
in Happiness

Measuring Urban-Rural Happiness Differentials

In this chapter, we use the annual cross-sectional 

Gallup World Poll (GWP) data across 150 countries 

spanning the period 2014-2018 in order to examine 

urban-rural differences in happiness.50 We use 

three well-being indicators that together cover the 

cognitive and affective dimensions of happiness:

1.  Life evaluation, as measured by the Cantril 

ladder question51 that asks respondents to 

evaluate the quality of their lives on an 11-point 

ladder scale, with the bottom step of the 

ladder (0) being the worst possible life they 

can imagine and the highest step (10) being 

the best possible life. 

2.  Positive affect, as measured by a two-item 

index asking respondents whether or not they 

frequently experienced (1) enjoyment and (2) 

laughter on the day before the survey.52

3.  Negative affect, as measured by a three-item 

index asking respondents whether they  

frequently experienced (1) worry, (2) sadness, 

and (3) anger on the day before the survey. 

While positively correlated, outcomes can differ 

between these dimensions and therefore we  

conduct separate analyses for each well-being 

indicator.53 When examining urban-rural  

differences in happiness, we use the Gallup 

classification based on the respondent’s  

self-reported type of settlement: (1) in rural area 

or farm; (2) in a small town or village; (3) in a 

large city; (4) refused; (5) don’t know; (6) in the 

suburb of a large city. In our analysis, “rural” is 

defined as individuals in category (1) and “urban” 

is defined as individuals in categories (3) and (6). 

Following Easterlin, Angelescu, and Zweig54, we 

define category (2) as “peri-urban” as it typically 

takes in an intermediate position between urban 

and rural. In line with global urbanization, more 

people in our sample indicate they live in an 

urban area (41%) than in a peri-urban area (33%) 

or a rural area (26%) (see Online Appendix A). 

We use two types of weights: sampling weights 

are used to improve the national representative-

ness of the surveys and population weights are 

used in cross-national analyses to account for 

each country’s population 15 years and over.55

To date most published assessments of subjective 

well-being by settlement type have used the 

respondent’s own assessment of the type of 

place they live in.56 Recently, a coalition of six 

international organizations (the EU, FAO, ILO, 

OECD, UN-Habitat, and the World Bank) have 

developed a uniform definition of the Degree  

of Urbanization, which has been applied to the 

Gallup World Poll by overlaying the interview 

geotags against this geospatial layer. An overview 

of this method is presented in an annex to this 

report by Dijkstra and Papadimitriou. However, as 

these data are only available for the 2016-2018 

period, and for 115 countries, we refrain from using 

this indicator in this chapter. Most importantly, for 

a significant number of high-income countries 

with more negative urban-rural differentials the 

new urbanization measure is not available, which 

may explain some of the differences between our 

results and the results presented in this annex. A 

comparison between the Degree of Urbanization 

measure and perceived urbanization measure is 

provided later in this chapter.

Urban-Rural Differences in Happiness 

The three graphs in Figure 4.2 show urban-rural 

differences in life evaluation, positive affect,  

and negative affect for the various world  

regions, while Table 4.1 provides an overview  

of the number of countries with significant 

urban-rural differences in life evaluation,  

positive affect, and negative affect by world 

region. Countries with the most pronounced 

differences are listed in Table 4.2; a complete 
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overview of urban-rural differences by country 

can be found in Online Appendix C.

Graph A in Figure 4.2 shows urban-rural  

differences in life evaluation. While the world-

wide average life evaluation for the urban  

population is a 5.48, the worldwide life  

evaluation for the rural population is a 5.07; a 

difference of 0.41 points on the 11-point Cantril 

ladder. The differences between the urban and 

rural population are largest in East-Asia (0.56) 

and Sub-Saharan Africa (0.56), followed by 

South Asia (0.47), Southern Europe (0.46), and 

Latin America and the Caribbean (0.38). Only in 

Australia and New Zealand (-0.16), Northern and 

Western Europe (-0.05), and Northern America 

(-0.01), is the average life evaluation of the rural 

population higher than the average life evalua-

tion of the urban population. These findings are 

in line with the results reported in Chapter 3, in 

which the average happiness of city residents is 

more often than not higher than the average 

happiness in a country, especially in the less 

happy and less affluent countries.

Table 4.1 confirms this global picture. All in  

all, in only 13 of the 150 surveyed countries  

(9%), is the average life evaluation of the rural  

population significantly higher than the average 

life evaluation of the urban population. The 

largest differences can be found in Lebanon 

(-0.41), Iceland (-0.38), the Netherlands (-0.35), 

New Zealand (-0.34), the United Kingdom 

(-0.34), and Egypt (-0.34) (See Table 4.2). None 

of the countries with higher life evaluation scores 

in rural areas can be found in the Commonwealth 

of Independent States (CIS), Eastern Europe, 

East Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean,  

and South Asia. At the same time, in 101 of the 

150 surveyed countries (67%), the average life 

evaluation of the urban population is significantly 

higher than the average life evaluation of the 

rural population. However, none of the countries 

in this category can be found in Oceania and 

Northern America, while in the majority of 

Northern and Western European countries  

there is no statistically significant difference in 

how positively the urban and rural population 

evaluate their lives. 

Do we find similar differences when we look at 

the measures of affect? When we turn to positive 

affect (graph B in Figure 4.2) we find that world-

wide 76.3% of the urban population indicated 

they experienced enjoyment or laughter on  

the day before the survey, compared to 72.0% 

for the rural population. Differences in favour  

of the urban population were largest in South 

Asia (8.3%), Southern Europe (8.0%), and 

Sub-Saharan Africa (5.3%). Only in Northern  

and Western Europe was the average positive 

affect of the rural population (80.0%) higher 

than the average positive affect of the urban 

population (78.2%), while in Australia, New 

Zealand, and Northern America there were few 

differences in recalled happiness the previous 

day, despite the average life evaluation in urban 

areas being higher. 

In only a handful of countries (17 out of 150 

countries; 11%) is the positive affect score of the 

rural population significantly higher than that of 

the urban population (Table 4.1). In contrast to 

the life evaluation measure, however, there is no 

statistically significant difference between the 

city and the countryside in half of the countries 

(75 out of 150 countries) for which sufficient 

information was available. This suggests that 

worldwide urban-rural differences in positive 

affect are smaller than worldwide urban-rural 

differences in life evaluations.57

Finally, for negative affect (Graph C in Figure 4.2), 

we find that the worldwide urban population 

experienced less worry, sadness, and anger the 

day before the survey (24.8%) compared to the 

rural population (27.8%). The largest urban-rural 

differences can be found in South Asia (8.1%) and 

Southern Europe (4.7%). In general, urban-rural 

differences in negative affect tend to be smaller 

than urban-rural differences in life evaluation and 

urban-rural differences in positive affect. In 93 of 

the 150 surveyed countries (62%) there was no 

significant difference in negative affect, while in 

37 countries (25%) the urban population had a 

significantly lower negative affect score than the 

rural population.
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Figure 4.2: Urban — rural differences in life evaluations, positive affect,  
and negative affect by world region

Note: N=150 countries. Figures are weighted averages using sampling and population weights. No control variables 
used. SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa, S-Asia = South Asia, MENA = Middle East and North Africa; E-Asia = East Asia; 
SE-Asia = Southeast Asia; CIS = Commonwealth of Independent States; LAC = Latin America and the Caribbean; 
E-EU = Eastern Europe; S-EU = Southern Europe; NW-EU = Northern & Western Europe; NA = Northern America; 
ANZ = Australia-New Zealand. Countries or territories with fewer than 50 observations in rural or urban areas are  
not included.58 See Online Appendix B for the regional classification of countries. 
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Table 4.1: Number of countries with significant urban-rural differences in life  
evaluation (LE), positive affect (PA) and negative affect (NA) by worldregion

Life Evaluation Positive Affect Negative Affect

World Region
Urban  

LE>Rural LE
No  

difference
Rural  

LE>Urban LE
Urban  

PA>Rural PA
No  

difference
Urban  

PA<Rural PA
Urban  

NA<Rural NA
No  

difference
Urban  

NA>Rural NA

Northern & 
Western Europe

2 7 5 0 11 3 1 7 6

Southern Europe 10 1 1 8 2 2 6 6 0

Eastern Europe 6 3 0 3 5 1 2 7 0

CIS 8 4 0 6 3 3 5 6 1

Australia &  
New Zealand

0 1 1 0 2 0 0 2 0

Southeast Asia 6 1 1 4 3 1 1 7 0

South Asia 5 2 0 6 1 0 3 4 0

East Asia 4 0 0 2 2 0 0 2 2

Middle East & 
North Africa

9 5 3 4 9 4 4 11 2

Sub-Saharan  
Africa

35 6 0 19 22 2 10 23 8

Northern 
America

0 1 1 0 2 0 0 2 0

Latin America & 
the Caribbean

16 6 0 6 15 1 5 16 1

World 101 36 13 58 75 17 37 93 20

Note: Categorization of urban-rural differences in life evaluation, positive affect, and negative affect within countries 
is based on statistically significant positive and negative differences at the 95% confidence level, respectively.  
Urban-rural differences for countries falling into the category ‘no difference’ are not significantly different from zero 
at the 95% confidence level. Countries with fewer than 50 respondents in urban or rural areas are not categorized. 
Full estimates by country are provided in Online Appendix Tables C1-C3. 
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Figure 4.3 provides empirical support for the 

theoretical suggestions in Figure 4.1, namely that 

the urban advantage in happiness decreases and 

eventually reverses into an urban disadvantage 

with rising levels of economic development  

(GDP per capita).59 Overall, while people are 

happier in urban areas than in rural areas this 

difference does generally not hold for (highly) 

developed countries.

Urban-Peri-Urban and Rural-Peri-Urban  
Differences in Happiness 

In addition to urban-rural differences in happiness, 

we also examined urban vs. peri-urban and 

rural-peri vs. urban differences in well-being. The 

results of most of these examinations can be 

found in Online Appendices C, D, and E. The life 

evaluation (5.29), positive affect (73.9%), and 

negative affect (25.7%) scores of the peri-urban 

population fall in between the scores of the 

urban and rural populations. We find few  

countries in which the peri-urban population 

return significantly higher levels of happiness 

than the urban population. At the same time, 

urban-peri-urban differences are less pronounced. 

We find no significant differences in 43% of  

the countries for the life evaluation metric,  

65% for the positive affect metric, and 63%  

for the negative affect metric. Therefore, in  

the remainder of this chapter, we mainly focus  

on the urban-rural differences.

Table 4.2: Countries with most pronounced urban-rural differences in  
life evaluation, positive affect, and negative affect

Difference Urban-Rural  
Life Evaluation

Difference Urban-Rural  
Positive Affect

Difference Urban-Rural  
Negative Affect

Angola 1.61 Bulgaria 0.18 Saudi Arabia -0.15

Congo Brazzaville 1.37 Tunisia 0.16 Turkey, South Sudan -0.13

Benin, Colombia 1.29 Serbia 0.14 Croatia, India, Serbia -0.10

Central African Republic 1.15 Latvia 0.13 Central African Republic, 
Montenegro, Niger

-0.09

Peru 1.13 Afghanistan, Congo 
Kinshasa, Croatia, Peru, 
South Korea, Spain 

0.12 Ethiopia, Tunisia -0.08

Bulgaria, Namibia 1.11 Mauritania, Montenegro 0.11 Angola, Bolivia, Mexico, 
Philippines, Turkmenistan

-0.07

South Africa 1.08 Benin, Ethiopia, Mexico 0.10

Gambia 1.04 Bangladesh, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Georgia, India

0.09

Niger 1.02 Namibia, Nepal, Niger 0.08

Liberia -0.29 Egypt, Germany, Greece, 
Netherlands

-0.04

Belgium, Cambodia -0.31 Malta, Uzbekistan -0.05 Cameroon, Denmark, 
Egypt, Morocco,  
Switzerland

0.04

Malta -0.32 Moldova -0.06 Burkina Faso, Iceland, 
Namibia, Netherlands, 
Uzbekistan

0.05

Egypt, New Zealand,  
United Kingdom

-0.34 Belgium, Israel, Turkey -0.07 Mongolia 0.06

Netherlands -0.35 Comoros -0.08 Sudan 0.07

Iceland -0.38 Burundi, Estonia -0.09 Argentina 0.09

Lebanon -0.41 Tajikistan -0.12 Swaziland 0.11

Note: Presented differences are significant at the 95% confidence level. The higher the position of a country in the 
ordering, the higher is the happiness of the urban population relative to the rural population.
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Alternative Definition of Urbanization

A comparison of our results with the alternative 

urbanization measure of Dijkstra and Papadimitriou 

(see Annex of this World Happiness Report) is 

presented in Figure 4.4 and Online Appendix F. 

Please note that the alternative urbanization is 

only available for 115 countries for the period 

2016-2018. Overall, we find a strong correlation 

(0.75) between a country’s urban-rural life 

evaluation gap produced using the perceived 

urbanization measure and a country’s urban-rural 

life evaluation gap using the objective Degree of 

Urbanization measure. At the same time, the use 

of this improved urbanization measure makes the 

urban-rural gap slightly smaller and for some 

countries the urban-rural gap is contingent on 

which measure is used. For example, for Ivory 

Coast the urban-rural life evaluation gap produced 

using the perceived urbanization measure is 0.79, 

while the urban-rural life evaluation gap using 

the objective Degree of Urbanization measure is 

only 0.13. Once the degree of urbanization measure 

becomes available for a larger number of years 

and countries, future research should examine 

the underlying reasons for these differences.

Differences in Urban-Rural Happiness over Time

Figure 4.1 implies a temporal pattern in the 

relative well-being of rural and urban populations 

to the extent that time is correlated with economic 

growth. Can we observe a time trend in the 

difference between urban-rural happiness over 

the short twelve-year timespan considered here? 

Previous literature has been mainly focused on 

the Western world60 and showed that differences 

in the average happiness of those living in the 

city and countryside have been quite stable over 

time. In order to examine developments in other 

Figure 4.3: Urban-rural differences in life evaluations by country GDP per capita

 
Notes: N=149 countries. Figures are weighted averages using sampling and population weights. No control variables 
are used. The country sample is as in Figure 4.2, except for the exclusion of Luxembourg which is an outlier in terms 
of GDP per capita. R2=0.25. Quadratic term is insignificant (t=1.16).
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parts of the world, we utilized the Gallup World 

Poll data for the period 2006-2018, pooling the 

data for the period 2006-2011 into a single 

observation (due to the more limited country set 

before 2011 and to obtain a robust baseline level). 

With regards to the trends in urban minus rural 

differences in life evaluations, positive affect, and 

negative affect (see Online Appendix G, Figure 

G1) the following main conclusions can be drawn:

•  The urban-rural difference in life evaluations 

and positive affect have remained the same in 

the past decade across the globe, but people 

in urban areas have become less likely to 

report negative affect.

•  People in urban areas have become relatively 

better off compared with those in rural areas in 

Northern and Western Europe (in terms of life 

evaluations and positive affect), Sub-Saharan 

Africa (life evaluations and negative affect), 

South Asia, and Middle East and North Africa 

(negative affect). 

•  At the same time, people in rural areas have 

become relatively better off compared to 

people in urban areas in Eastern Europe in 

terms of positive affect. 

•  Mixed evidence is found in East Asia,  

Australia-New Zealand and Northern America, 

where the rural population has become  

relatively better off in terms of life evaluations 

while urban populations reported less  

negative affect.

•  On a global scale, there has been a general 

stability in the urban–peri-urban differences 

and peri-urban–rural differences in happiness, 

with the exception that the people in peri- 

urban areas have become relatively better  

off in terms of negative affect compared with 

people in rural areas. These results are also 

presented in Online Appendix G (Figures  

G2 and G3). 

•  Time trends by country are presented in Online 

Appendix H.

Figure 4.4: The gap in life evaluations between urban and rural areas using the 
degree of Urbanization and perceived urbanization 2016-2018

Note: Correlation = 0.75; R2=0.57; Sample weights were used to estimate country averages. This figure was  
kindly provided by Lewis Dijkstra. The country sample is as in Figure 4.3.
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Urban-Rural Happiness Puzzles

In the second section of this chapter, we have 

seen that there are considerable differences  

in happiness between urban and rural areas  

of countries and that these differences are 

contingent on the level of development of a 

country. However, pinpointing the exact reasons 

for these geographical differences in happiness 

within countries is challenging. On the one hand, 

geographical differences can be attributed to 

urban-rural differences in the quality of the living 

environment or imbalances between happiness 

advantages and disadvantages of living in 

certain areas of the country. On the other hand, 

lower levels of happiness in certain areas can 

also be explained by selection and composition 

effects, such as the fact that urban and rural 

areas attract and are home to different types  

of people. In this regard, it may very well be  

that urban-rural differences in happiness are 

explained by ‘people-based’ factors. 

To explore the relative importance of higher 

standards of living in cities we use a Blinder- 

Oaxaca decomposition (see Online Appendix I)61 

that draws on several factors in order to explain 

the difference between urban and rural assess-

ments of happiness in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Utilizing the Gallup World Poll, we take into 

consideration the following ‘people’ factors and 

local ‘place’ factors (see Online Appendix I,  

Table I1 for the exact variable definitions):

People factors:

•  Economic situation: annual household income, 

income sufficiency, and employment status

•  Economic optimism: optimism about own 

economic situation

• Education: number of years of education

• Health: health problems and experience of pain

•  Social capital : social support and civic  

engagement

• Safety: feelings of safety and victimhood

•  Demographics: age, gender, having a partner, 

and having children

• Migrant: born in country or elsewhere

•  Perceptions of country conditions: quality of 

institutions, corruption, and perceived freedom.

Place factors:

•  Local: Water and air quality: satisfaction with 

water and air quality in local area

•  Local: Public infrastructure: satisfaction with 

infrastructure, public transportation, availability 

of quality healthcare, and the education system 

in local area

•  Local: Housing affordability: perceived housing 

affordability in local area

•  Local: Job climate: economic conditions and 

job market conditions in local area

•  Local: Community attachment: propensity  

to stay in local area and satisfaction with  

local area

•  Local: Diversity: local area is a good place to 

live for minorities.

•  Other: We control for country and year fixed 

effects that may drive urban-rural happiness 

differentials.

Both the people and place factors subsume 

groups of variables and, therefore, we report 

their joint statistical significance. Although we 

try to distinguish between the people-based  

and place-based effects, the two are not always 

separable. For example, higher income and lower 

levels of unemployment in urban areas may  

be result of concentrations of higher skilled  

and talented people in cities (selection and 

composition effects) as well as better job  

opportunities. Likewise, we consider social 

capital and feelings of safety to be people-based, 

while it can be argued that at least part of the 

factors are location-bound.62 

We focus on two extremes present in the  

dataset. First, we consider urban happiness in 

Sub-Saharan Africa and then turn to the Western 

world (Western Europe, Northern America, 

Australia and New Zealand). We conclude with  

a brief overview of underlying reasons for  

urban-rural happiness differentials in other  

parts of the world.
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Urban Happiness in Sub-Saharan Africa

With 63% of total Sub-Saharan population of  

854 million living in rural areas, Africa is currently 

the least urbanized continent and the only 

remaining continent where the rural population 

outnumbers the urban.63 This is one of the 

reasons why Africa’s urbanization rate of 3.5% 

per year is the fastest in the world, having risen 

from about 27% in 1950 to 40% in 2015 and 

projected to reach 60% by 2050.64 The agricul-

tural sector remains the dominant livelihood for 

many in Sub-Saharan Africa. However, the rapid 

growth of the urban population stimulates 

economic opportunity and increases access of a 

rising number of people to superior infrastructure 

and related services.

African countries will double in population by 

2050 and more than 80% of that increase will 

occur in cities. Africa’s largest city, Lagos,  

Nigeria, is predicted to expand by 77 people 

every hour between now and 2030.65 By 2025 

there will be 100 African cities with more than 

one million inhabitants, twice as many as in  

Latin America. Already 70% of Africans are  

under 30 years old, accounting for about  

20% of the population, 40% of the workforce,  

and 60% of the unemployed. It seems that 

Sub-Saharan Africa is not prepared for its urban 

expansion and many African governments are 

trying to limit rural-urban migration. 

Internal migration accounts for a significant 

proportion of urbanization in Africa with most  

of the urban growth projected to take place  

in small and intermediate cities and not in  

the megacities.66 However, in spite of local 

exceptions67, migration is not the primary  

determinant of urban growth in Sub-Saharan 

Africa. Instead, with a young population and  

high fertility rates, natural increase is the  

primary driver.68 In addition, large cities are  

not responsible for this growth; rather the 

urbanization being experienced in Africa is  

due to the gradual accretion of existing  

smaller settlements and the growth of  

medium-sized cities and the continual  

redrawing of the urban map.69

The speed of urbanization in Africa poses a 

number of challenging questions when it comes 

to understanding the geography of happiness  

in Sub-Saharan Africa. The Gallup World Poll 

relies not on official redrawing of rural/urban 

boundaries, but on the respondents’ self-reported 

assessment of where they reside, whether urban, 

peri-urban, or rural. Based on these subjective 

assessments, we find a higher evaluation of life 

returned by those living in areas they classify as 

urban and peri-urban. 

There are very real challenges to development in 

the African countryside (e.g., lack of basic needs 

such as food, drinking water, and health care) and 

expanding cities provide economic opportunities 

to move out of poverty.70 Cities have always been 

seen as the places to go for jobs, services, 

amenities, socio-economic mobility, freedom, 

and happiness, and cities are associated with 

expectations, hopes and “urban promises”.71  

At the same time rural to urban migration is 

often associated with decreases in subjective 

well-being as a result of emotional costs of being 

away from one’s family, false expectations, and 

increasing aspirations, as documented in the 

South African case, for example.72

Why are Life Evaluations Higher in Cities in 
Sub-Saharan Africa?

The high expectations many Africans have of 

cities may help to explain both the positive affect 

and the markedly higher life evaluations expressed 

by urban residents in Africa. Figure 4.5 shows the 

Blinder-Oaxaca decompositions for Sub-Saharan 

Africa, based on 95,758 observations for the 

period 2014-2018. Of the 0.71 point difference in 

life evaluation difference between urban and rural 

areas, over 0.50 points (71%) can be statistically 

explained by differences in people and place 

characteristics. The dominant factor associated 

with the urban-rural differential is the better 

economic situation in cities (0.15 points) which  

is associated with their more highly educated 

population (0.11 points). The factor “Other”  

(0.15 points) particularly reflects that the poorer 

African nations are, on average, more rural and 

less happy. Other factors that favour the city are 

a higher level of economic optimism (0.04 

points), better public infrastructure (0.03 points), 

higher levels of social capital (0.03 points), and 

better health (0.01 points). Urban-rural differences 

with regards to these factors are shown in Table 

4.3. These other (groups of) variables are all 

statistically insignificant at the 5% level.73
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Table 4.3: Life comparisons of urban and rural Sub-Saharan Africa

Urban Rural

Income (International dollars) $7919 $3786

% Finding it (very) difficult to live on present income 52% 67%

% Standard of living getting better 53% 47%

% Unemployed 11% 7%

% Higher educated (9+ years) 65% 36%

% Satisfied with public transport 57% 41%

% Satisfied with infrastructure 50% 37%

% Satisfied with local education 61% 56%

% Satisfied with local healthcare 53% 43%

% Can count on friend 76% 70%

Civic engagement index (0-100) 37 33

% Health problems 23% 29%

% Experienced pain yesterday 32% 36%

Notes: Averages are weighted using sampling and population weights. N=95,758 individuals.

Source: Gallup World Poll

Figure 4.5: Why is life evaluation higher in urban Sub-Saharan Africa than in 
rural Sub-Saharan Africa? Exploring people-based and place-based factors 
explaining the urban-rural gap

 
Note: Figures are weighted using sampling and population weights. N=95,758 individuals. Horizontal lines show a  
95% confidence range.
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When re-estimating the Blinder-Oaxaca  

decomposition for positive and negative affect  

in Sub-Saharan Africa, we draw more or less 

similar conclusions, with health and community 

attachment playing a more important role and 

education a less important role in explaining 

urban-rural differences. These results can be 

found in Online Appendix J.

Whether urban-rural happiness differences in 

Sub-Saharan Africa are predominantly driven  

by people or place effects is hard to ascertain, 

but when we re-estimate the Blinder-Oaxaca 

decomposition and only include the local  

place factors (water and air quality, public 

infrastructure, housing affordability, job climate, 

diversity, and community attachment), we find 

that these local factors only account for 8% of 

the urban-rural happiness differential. At the same 

time, we do not have objective characteristics of 

the settlement in which people live, but only the 

subjective perceptions of its actual features, 

which are in part dependent on people-based 

characteristics. 

The Heterogeneous Relationship Between City 
Living and Life Evaluation in Sub-Saharan Africa

Different kinds of people fit best in different kinds 

of living environments, and therefore people do 

not necessarily rate place characteristics in a 

similar way.74 This complicates our understanding 

of the relationship between place of residence 

and life evaluation. For Sub-Saharan Africa, we 

examined whether some groups in society are 

better off in the countryside than the city. We 

found that life evaluation levels for all major 

socio-demographic groups were higher when 

living in cities, and that this was especially 

marked for the more highly educated as the 

moderation analysis in Figure 4.6 shows. Although 

many of the lower educated also experience 

hardship in Sub-Saharan African cities, relatively 

speaking, they are still better off in the cities.

Urban Unhappiness in the  
Western world

When it comes to differences in happiness across 

the urban hierarchy the distinctive feature of the 

countries in Northern and Western Europe, 

Northern America, and Australia-New Zealand 

(NWAS) is not only the higher average level of 

happiness of the majority who live in cities, but 

also the equally high and sometimes higher level 

of happiness of those who live in rural areas.75 

The juxtaposition of these two results alongside 

the fact that most of the very large metropolitan 

centres continue to attract people and generate 

a disproportionate share of their country’s wealth 

is the reason for the urban paradox label.76

In contrast to much of the developing world, the 

absolute and relative size of the rural population 

in developed regions is much lower and is 

expected to further decline by 35% during the 

period 2018-2050.77 Not only do rural areas in the 

NWAS countries house a small and diminishing 

proportion of the population, but those who live 

in rural areas now undertake vastly different 

types of work compared to those living in  

developing countries. Much of the ‘rural’ work is 

non-agricultural and is remunerated at levels 

which are often as high as the cities. Rural 

populations are also closely connected by a 

sophisticated transportation infrastructure to 

cities, meaning they are able to ‘borrow’ the 

positive effects of cities, and those who are no 

longer in paid work in rural areas are often 

supported by relatively generous retirement 

incomes, unemployment, or disability benefits. 

The urban paradox described in phase B of 

Figure 4.1 can be largely explained by both the 

inequalities associated with large city growth by 

the fundamentally altered occupational structure 

and standard of living in surrounding rural 

areas.78 Meanwhile, the large conurbations with 

which they are being compared are experiencing 

high levels of inequality, meaning a large proportion 

of their population are subject to the negative 

externalities of urbanization.79 At the same time, 

the negative externalities associated with urban 

growth might still be limited because the NWAS 

region has relatively few megacities compared to 

the developing world.80 Instead, the urban 

population in high-income countries is skewed 

towards the intermediate size classes.81 Whereas 

in Europe two-third of the urban population lives 

in cities with fewer than 500,000 inhabitants, in 

Australia-New Zealand the majority of the urban 

population is residing in 6 medium-sized cities.82
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Why are People in Many Western Countries  
Happier Living in Rural Areas?

Figure 4.7 shows the Blinder-Oaxaca decomposi-

tions for the Western world, based on 63,440 

observations for the period 2014-2018. It shows 

the contributions of each variable group in 

explaining the life evaluation gap of -0.04 points 

between urban and rural parts of Northern and 

Western Europe, Northern America, Australia 

and New Zealand. We find that higher happiness 

scores in rural areas are particularly explained by 

higher degrees of community attachment and 

housing affordability and a lower percentage of 

single households.

 These findings are consistent with the evidence 

presented in Hoogerbrugge and Burger for the 

United Kingdom (see Online Appendix K). While 

people in urban areas are more positive about 

the country, more optimistic, healthier, and 

higher educated than people in rural areas, the 

lower well-being of the majority predominates 

(see Table 4.4). 

Figure 4.6: Urban-rural happiness differences by subgroup in Sub-Saharan Africa

Note: Estimates are derived from individual-level OLS regression analyses with robust standard errors clustered at the 
country level. For age, life evaluation was regressed on the urban dummy, age group, urban x age group, country, and 
year. The same model structure was used for the other socio-demographic variables, except for (household) income 
where the number of 15+ aged household members is included as an additional control to account for the number of 
potential income earners in a household. Figures are weighted using sampling and population weights. Sample sizes 
vary between subgroups and range from 94,765 to 102,342. Horizontal lines show a 95% confidence range. 
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Table 4.4: Life comparisons of urban and rural NWAS

Urban Rural

Annual household income (International dollars) $92,393 $86,410

% Finding it (very) difficult to live on present income 13% 11%

% Standard of living getting better 54% 49%

% Unemployed 4% 3%

% Completed tertiary education 32% 21%

% No partner 48% 37%

% Satisfied with affordable housing 54% 66%

% Likely to move in 12 months 15% 11%

% Satisfied with living place 85% 87%

National institutions index (0-100) 47 44

% Health problems 18% 22%

% Experienced pain yesterday 26% 32%

Note: Figures are weighted using sampling and population weights. N=63,440 individuals.

Source: Gallup World Poll

Figure 4.7: Why are life evaluations higher in rural areas in the Western world? 
Exploring people-based and place-based factors explaining the urban-rural gap

Note: Figures are weighted using sampling and population weights. N=63,440 individuals. Horizontal lines show a 
95% confidence range.
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The variables we have used in the decomposition 

do not fully explain the urban-rural differential in 

the Western world (see also Online Appendix L) 

and it is possible that longer commutes, higher 

inequality, traffic congestion, and stress associated 

with daily urban life lowers the social capital 

experienced by many. In addition, issues of 

safety and security may contribute to the lower 

social capital of those in cities. At the same time, 

some of the same factors are likely to be valued 

differently in urban and rural areas. For example, 

social capital and being a native inhabitant  

(i.e., non-migrant) has a significantly stronger 

positive association with life evaluation in rural 

areas. A more elaborate discussion is beyond the 

scope of this chapter, but these findings do show 

that explaining urban-rural differentials in the 

Western world may involve a different set of 

factors than was apparent in the African case.

The Heterogeneous Relationship Between City 
Living and Happiness in the Western World

We also examined which groups in society are 

better off in the countryside than the city (see 

Figure 4.8). While most subgroups are similarly 

happy in urban and rural areas, there are three 

notable exceptions. A first exception is that those 

aged 15-29 are on average significantly happier in 

rural areas. Indeed, a moderation analysis reveals 

that those aged 15-29 tend to feel relatively 

happier in rural areas compared with those in  

the 30-60 group. However, this rural happiness 

advantage is contingent on education level; 

medium and low educated people aged 15-29 are 

happier in rural areas (M=7.28 and M=7.01) than in 

urban areas (M=6.86 and M=6.57), while the 

highly educated in that age group are significantly 

happier in urban areas (M=7.15) than in rural areas 

(M=6.83). These findings are consistent with 

findings in the literature that highly educated 

students in the United Kingdom experience 

happiness benefits from moving to the city, while 

less-highly educated students experience negative 

effects from moving to the city (see Online 

Appendix K). A second and related exception is 

that the low and medium educated are generally 

happier in rural areas than in urban areas. A 

moderation analysis reveals that, correspondingly, 

low educated people are relatively unhappy in 

urban areas compared with medium and highly 

educated people. Third, we find that international 

migrants are relatively happy in urban areas. 

In summary, the quest for and achievement of 

education is a major inducement to urban living 

in both developing and developed economies. 

The large cities in particular provide the necessary 

infrastructure for realisation of returns to tertiary 

education as a result of the expansion of both 

the scale and scope of economic and cultural 

activities. The tertiary educated in turn attract  

a large number of the less educated who work  

in the non-tradable sector where they are  

potentially more vulnerable to monopsonistic83 

employment practices.84 The demand for such 

personal services is highly dependent on income 

and since very large cities pay much higher 

wages to the skilled, the ratio of service to 

educated personnel is higher than in smaller 

urban settlements. However, the economic 

imperative of working locally for low wages 

competes with the rising price of residence close 

to work resulting in many service workers having 

to endure long commutes. The resulting gap in 

happiness is further stretched by joint effect of 

education and income on the level of social 

interaction in the large city, in part because the 

longer commute reduces quality time with family 

and leisure and lower incomes limit the scope for 

social interaction in an increasingly commercialised 

environment. Since the educated are better paid 

and can exercise a much wider choice as to 

where to live, they can not only live closer to 

work, but cluster geographically and thereby 

solidify social networks which enhance their 

subjective well-being. 

Exploring Urban-Happiness Differentials in 
Other Parts of the World

In our analyses on urban-rural happiness  

differentials, we have focused on Sub-Saharan 

Africa and the Western world as two extremes. 

However, how do these two world regions 

compare to other parts of the world? In order  

to get a basic idea of the uniqueness of the two 

cases that were examined, we ran the Blinder- 

Oaxaca decompositions for the other parts of 

the world, ranging from Eastern Europe (Online 

Appendix Figure L1) to the Middle East and 

North Africa (Online Appendix Figure L8). 

Although every region has its particularities 

(which need further research), a number of 

general conclusions can be drawn:
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•  In general, people-factors account for  

urban-rural differences more clearly than do 

place-factors as measured by experienced 

place quality. Place factors only matter to a 

limited extent, explaining at most just over 

one-third of the differences (Online Appendix 

Table L1).

•  Economic situation and education are the 

important factors explaining urban-rural 

differentials in most regions of the world. 

•  The Western world is an anomaly when it 

comes to the nature and reasons for rural- 

urban differences. Not only are these  

differences much smaller in the NWAS region, 

but the factors that explain urban-rural  

differentials also differ, being driven by  

relativities which greatly favour the tertiary 

educated who move to cities but have less 

enduring effects on the majority who service 

them. By comparison demographics and 

community attachment are less important 

explanatory factors for the urban-rural  

differential in non-NWAS countries.

Figure 4.8: Urban-rural happiness differences by subgroup in NWAS

Note: Estimates are derived from individual-level OLS regression analyses with robust standard errors clustered at the 
country level. For age, life evaluation was regressed on the urban dummy, age group, urban x age group, country, and 
year. The same model structure was used for the other socio-demographic variables, expect for (household) income 
where the number of 15+ aged household members is included as an additional control to account for the number of 
potential income earners in a household. Figures are weighted using sampling and population weights. Sample sizes 
vary between subgroups and range from 52,828 to 64,476. Horizontal lines show a 95% confidence range. 
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Concluding Remarks and  
Research Agenda

In this chapter, we have examined urban-rural 

happiness differentials across the world. In line 

with earlier research, we found that urban 

populations are, on average, happier than rural 

populations in that they return higher levels of 

happiness. Our results are robust to different 

measures of well-being: life evaluations, positive 

affect, and negative affect, although differences 

are most pronounced for the life evaluation 

measure.

The differences we found can primarily be 

explained by higher living standards and better 

economic prospects in cities, especially for those 

with tertiary education. At the same time, the 

relative importance of these place and people 

effects may vary from country to country and, 

hence invite a case-study approach. In this 

chapter, urban-rural differences in well-being 

were shown to be strongly dependent on  

development level, and as Figure 4.1 suggests the 

urbanisation experience in the more developed 

Western world can lead to lower rather than 

higher average levels of well-being in cities. In 

contrast to other parts of the world, in many 

countries in Northern and Western Europe, 

Northern America, and Australia-New Zealand, 

the relatively much smaller rural populations 

have higher average levels of well-being than 

urban populations. This can partly be explained 

by the fact that despite the larger urban areas 

having higher proportions of tertiary educated 

residents the tertiary educated are still in the 

minority. By comparison, the much larger 

less-educated majority face higher costs of living 

in cities relative to income, include a larger 

proportion of singles on low incomes (many  

of whom are students), and for a variety of 

reasons including reduced access to owner 

occupied housing and longer average commutes, 

experience return lower levels of well-being. The 

results are consistent with what we already know 

about the urban paradox, but local variations in 

such patterns warrant further research.

In this regard, our research has also shown  

that some groups are better able to reap the 

advantages of cities and are less exposed to  

the negative effects of cities than others. People 

with lower levels of education and/or lower 

income have fewer means of buying their way 

out of a poorer urban environment. In this 

research, we found that the urban happiness 

advantage is considerably larger for higher 

educated people than for lower educated people, 

both in Sub-Saharan Africa and Northern and 

Western Europe, Northern America, and Australia- 

New Zealand. Future research should in this 

regard examine more specifically which kind of 

living environment is best for which kind of 

people, specifically turning attention to lifestyles. 

Of particular importance in the Western world 

are the higher real housing costs the lower 

educated face in cities, resulting in longer  

commutes, which lowers time for leisure and 

time with family, coupled with compounding 

relative income effects in highly proximate 

environments. These are disadvantages generated 

from within the large conurbation rather than the 

result of selective in-migration from a relatively 

tiny rural population base. 

Although the Gallup World Poll data has allowed 

considerable progress in understanding the 

geography of urban-rural differences in subjective 

well-being there remain several open questions. 

The first of these concerns the sensitivity of the 

urban-rural differences to the way we measure 

subjective well-being. The three measures we 

have explored here – life evaluation, and the 

positive and negative experiences recalled from 

the day before – differ not only on average 

across countries but from country to country,  

as observed earlier almost a decade ago.85 In 

other words, there are place-specific as well as 

development-level specific differences to the 

way the various dimensions of well-being behave, 

which deserve further analysis.

Secondly, when it comes to happiness, the effect 

of place is conditional upon the people who live 

there and vice versa. Any expression of happiness 

from a place-specific sample is going to reflect 

the combined effect of the actual features of a 

place, subjective perceptions of its features, and 

how the difference between the two varies with 

both the characteristics of places and people 

themselves. Our appreciation of these interactions 

and how they vary with the measure of subjective 

well-being warrants a closer analysis, beginning 

with a case study approach. Related to this point 

and as earlier mentioned in this chapter, future 

research could also use more objective measures 

of urbanization, as presented in the Annex of this 

World Happiness Report. The use of such objective 
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measure seems to be particularly relevant in 

understanding ‘urbanization’ in Africa and China 

where there is an important difference between 

the ‘urbanization of places’ (cities accrete to 

engulf rural villages), and the ‘urbanisation of 

people’ (people move to the cities). In both these 

parts of the world, it is the reclassification of 

formally rural areas as urban that explains much 

of the growth in urbanization. In other words, 

vast numbers of people in these countries 

become urbanized without moving.86

A related third issue begs the meaning of  

place itself. The way we bound place – urban  

and rural, for example – is often quite arbitrary.87 

Furthermore, places do not exist in isolation  

and are embedded within one another (cities and 

towns within regions within countries) and an 

understanding of the role of place in the context 

of such hierarchical clustering would benefit 

from more regular applications of the multi-level 

model. Based on several pioneering applications 

using other global surveys88, the scope for 

multilevel modelling of the contemporary Gallup 

World Poll samples remains considerable. 

A fourth feature, which space has prevented us 

from exploring in this chapter, is the relationship 

between average levels of happiness and the 

variance in happiness. There is considerable 

scope for extending to other countries the 

testing of the thesis that economic growth  

is inversely related to subjective well-being 

inequality89 even if it does not increase average 

subjective well-being.90 While there is a generally 

accepted negative relationship between within 

country inequality in well-being and the country’s 

level of development, there is room for extending 

existing work on the Gallup World Poll data.91

Our discussion of the urban paradox also  

highlights a fifth issue – namely the spatial 

well-being consequences of socio-economic 

inequality. Well-being assumes a geography as  

a result of two processes: spatial sorting and 

adaptation. Both are influenced primarily by  

the resources households have available, and 

while the market largely determines who lives 

where and under what conditions92, the internal 

geography of well-being is heavily conditioned 

by the characteristics of the country itself and its 

level of development.93 Both these sorting and 

adaptation processes await further attention.

As a sixth point, when it comes to understanding 

the geography of happiness within urban areas, 

competition for residence close to central city 

places results in a negative relationship between 

income and commuting distance.94 As a result, 

the competition for accessibility has a number  

of unexplored implications for the spatial  

distribution of well-being. For this reason, we 

would recommend the addition of a question  

on duration of the commute to the questions in 

the World Gallup Poll as this would go some way 

in our understanding the non-linear well-being 

consequences of urban size.

A final point to emerge from our work is the role 

of personality and genetic predispositions and 

their influence on well-being.95 The World Gallup 

Poll does not collect data on personality types, 

and therefore these attributes of individuals  

can not be controlled for in understanding the 

relationship between people’s happiness and 

where they live.96 For example, do extraverted 

people thrive in different types of environment 

than introverted people, and are cities good 

places to live for neurotic people? It would be 

valuable to ask these and related questions in 

future research.
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