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Mappiness: mapping happiness across space and time

Wellbeing is a topic of increasing policy interest in the UK and more widely. The UK Prime Minister recently reaffirmed a commitment to “measuring our progress as a country, not just by how our economy is growing, but by how our lives are improving”, and recent initiatives have been launched by the EU and OECD (Beyond GDP and Measuring the Progress of Societies), and in Canada (the Canadian Index of Wellbeing), Germany and France.

Wellbeing is also of increasing interest to economists, including environmental economists, who have looked at the impacts of environmental quality on wellbeing, often as an intermediary step in monetary valuation. However, quantitative evidence on the relationship between environment and wellbeing is still very limited.

Some papers use cross-sectional, country-level data, relating mean wellbeing scores and mean levels of environmental parameters. However, this approach neglects the distribution of wellbeing and cannot capture individuals’ real environmental exposures. Other papers use cross-sectional, individual-level data, but these — with a few exceptions — are limited to respondent location and environment quality data at rather coarse resolution and must assume all environmental exposures occur in or near the home.

We describe a new and unique primary research study focused instead on individuals’ momentary experiences of their environment. Respondents are ’beeped’ with questions at random moments via their own smartphones, creating a GPS geo-located panel data set comprising over 1,500,000 responses from more than 30,000 individuals.

We use Geographical Information Systems (GIS) to associate each response with a habitat type (based on the Land Cover Map 2000), current weather conditions (as reported by the nearest of 280 UK weather stations) and daylight. We then estimate a fixed effects model exploring the relationship between habitat type and participants’ self-rated happiness. The inclusion of fixed effects controls for all time-invariant individual characteristics, and control variables are also included to account for associations of happiness with weather conditions, daylight, activity, companionship, location type, time of day, day of week, and a secular response trend.

Even after controlling for these factors, we find that participants are happier outdoors than indoors, and happier outdoors in any natural or green habitat type than in the urban environment. These differences are substantial, accounting for up to 5 points on a 0 – 100 scale. We discuss the significance of these findings, and outline the potential for further applications of our data, including the investigation of associations between wellbeing and other environmental characteristics and amenities, and the use of more advanced spatial and dynamic models.






