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How Does Proximity To An Urban Center Affect Happiness?

Is there a correlation between an individual’s distance from a metropolitan area and their

self-evaluated happiness, and if so, is that dependent on or otherwise affected by their gender

identity and other factors?

In this analysis, I’ve chosen to seek the answer to the above question using Release 3b of

the 1972-2021 GSS cumulative datafile, filtering to 2018. My interest was inspired given both

my own residency in a major city as a cisgender woman of color, as well as the indelible history

of discrimination tied to the construction and development of urban areas. As for tying proximity

to urban centers to happiness, researchers Eric Oliver and Shang Ha offer this context:

“America is a suburban nation. Over the past 50 years, the suburban portion of the

population has nearly doubled, and today, over one in two Americans calls a suburb

home. This transformation has fundamentally altered the American landscape. Rather

than either being crowded in diverse, large cities or isolated in rural towns, most

Americans now live in small municipalities that are highly singular in their social

composition and land use.”

Given that this is the case, how happiness changes depending on access to metropolitan areas,

which have historically offered more centralized job opportunities, entertainment venues, and

other public and private attractions that improve “quality of life,” seems important. Whether

Americans weigh the ideal suburb over the hustle and bustle of a city seems important, and

which Americans prefer cities is vital to understanding city planning moving forward. For

example, in Harvard University Professor Eric Glaeser’s work, Triumph of the City, he writes:

“While the unremitting poverty of Detroit and cities like it clearly reflects urban distress, not all

urban poverty is bad...Cities don’t make people poor; they attract poor people. The flow of less

advantaged people into cities from Rio to Rotterdam demonstrates urban strength, not urban

weakness.” Glaeser’s perspective on how to understand urbanism complicates the proposed

question, by suggesting that the image of “poor cities” may not negatively affect how happy the

city in question makes its residents. Concentrated poverty in urban areas may also be judged
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relative to the decreased access to opportunity in rural areas; put simply, for centuries, poor

people have moved away from the countryside or (in more recent decades) the suburb in hopes

of a better life. This context again begs the question — the closer someone is to a city, are they

more likely to be happy? How does that depend on one’s gender, socioeconomic status, and

factors that affect distance itself, like commute time and availability of public transit?

In the GSS, participants are asked, “Taken all together, how would you say things are

these days - would you say that you are very happy, pretty happy, or not too happy?” I used this

measure of general happiness as my dependent variable, and recoded to set “not too happy” to a

value of 1, “pretty happy" to a value of 2, and “very happy" to a value of 3. I also excluded

responses of “don’t know,” “inapplicable,” “no answer,” and “skipped on web” to streamline

data. The independent variable was labeled “xnorcsiz” in the GSS; this refers to the size of the

respondent’s location, which could include “a large central city,” “a medium size central city,” “a

suburb of a large central city,” “a suburb of a medium size central city,” “an unincorporated area

of a large central city,” “an unincorporated area of a medium central city,” “not within an

smsa/county and a small city,” “a town or village,” “an incorporated area less than 2500 or an

unincorporated area of 1000 to 2499,” and “open country within larger civil divisions.”

In order to appropriately recode the

respondent’s expanded norc size code as indicating

proximity to a city, I set “open country” and “an

incorporated area less than 2500 or an

unincorporated area of 1000 to 2499” to 0, labeled

no proximity; “a town or village (2,500 to 9,999)”

as 1, labeled a little proximity; “not within an smsa,

(within a county) and a small city, (10,000 to

49,999)” as 2, labeled some proximity; “an an

unincorporated area of a medium central city,” and

“an unincorporated area of a large central city

(division, township, etc.)” as 3, labeled a fair

amount of proximity; “a suburb of a medium size

central city” and “a suburb of a large central city”

as 4, labeled quite a bit of proximity; “a medium
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size central city (50,000 to 250,000)” as 5, labeled a great deal of proximity; and “a large central

city (over 250,000)” as 6, labeled a very great deal of proximity.

The two-way tabulation of happiness by expanded norc size code presented the following

result:

Across the levels of proximity, 55.4% of respondents responded that they were pretty happy. The

proportion of respondents who responded with “very happy” decreased as proximity to a city

increased. Alternatively, the proportion of participants who responded “not too happy” within

each type of region increased as proximity increased. Running a regression analysis, I found that

as proximity to a city increased, general happiness decreased by .021; this coefficient had a

t-statistic of -2.619, which indicates that the coefficient is statistically significant.

Following this analysis, I chose to use the variable “sexnow” to use as a control variable,

as it indicates a participant’s self-identified current gender. I presumed that women may feel less

happy the closer they were to cities, which usually have higher rates of sexual assault. The

crosstabs which resulted appeared to reflect major fluctuations, especially for women with some

proximity to a city, as shown below:
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However, the few statistically significant results found in these crosstabs are as follows: 19.8%

of female participants in a very great deal of proximity to a city were not too happy; 33.2% of

male participants in a little proximity to a city were not too happy; and 68.3% of males in a very

great deal of proximity to a city were pretty happy. Following the initial crosstabulation, I tested

for interaction by conducting the multivariate regression analysis below, which did not produce

statistically significant results.

This suggests that while there may be some particular negative impact on one’s general

happiness the closer one is to a city for female respondents, the results are not significant.

On the other hand, whether happiness rises as proximity to a city rises may also be

different depending on one’s race. Black Americans continue to be highly concentrated in cities,

despite growing suburban diversity, according to the Los Angeles Times. This is due in large part

to white flight into the suburbs and the history of Black Americans migrating to Northern cities

to escape Southern discrimination and to search for job opportunities post World War II; as the

authors of City Politics: The Political

Economy of Urban America write,

“Americans became accustomed to

thinking in dichotomies—city/suburban,

black/white, ghetto/subdivision,

poor/affluent—and these habits of thought

consistently cast cities in a dismal light.”

This is reinforced by running a

crosstabulation of proximity to a city by

the race of respondents in 2018.
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When adding race as a predictor variable, we find the following statistically significant

results.

These results reiterate that as one’s proximity to a city increases, one’s general happiness

decreases. However, adding race as a predictor variable suggests that this correlation is reduced

for Black respondents. What we may conclude is that given that both coefficients are statistically

significant, both predictors affect the outcome of general happiness, in what could be interaction

— in other words, if a respondent is Black, the more likely they are to be closer to a city, and that

could determine their measure of happiness.

To expand on this result, I was interested to see whether the correlation between

“quallife” (responses to the GSS question, “In general, would you say your quality of life is?”)

and proximity to a city reinforces these findings. First, I recoded the existing “quallife” variable

such that as values increased from 1 to 5, respondent’s quality of life improved; 1 referred to

poor quality, 2 referred to fair quality, 3 referred to good quality, 4 referred to very good quality,

and 5 referred to excellent quality. To check my assumption that quality of life and happiness are

tied, I ran a regression analysis using quality of life as the independent variable and happiness as

the dependent variable. I found that in 2018, there was a statistically significant positive

coefficient (.284, with a t-statistic of 21.999) in respondent’s happiness measures as quality of

life increased.

Once again, I found a statistically significant regression coefficient of -.025, indicating

that increasing proximity to a city reduced one’s personal evaluation of quality of life. In

reviewing whether gender made a difference, I once again found no statistical significance, given

that the confidence intervals of the regression coefficients for “proximity to city,” “sexnow(d:1)”

(female), and the interaction term overlapped:
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However, in swapping the gender variable for race, I found the following findings:

Interestingly, the regression coefficient for the interaction term, which reflects the difference in

proximity to city dependent on race, is statistically significant; it suggests there is a differing

effect on how proximity to a city affects perceptions of quality of life based on one’s race. This

result reconfirms my above findings about general happiness as it relates to proximity to a city.

While more analysis would have to be done to find out how overlapping race with gender

would affect the correlation between proximity to a city and general happiness, this study

suggests that within each level of proximity, there’s much more to learn. For example, I would be

interested to know why, despite lacking statistical significance, in my crosstabulation of

proximity and happiness that controlled for gender, there was such a high proportion of women

living in some proximity to a city responding as “pretty happy” as compared to all other levels of

proximity. In addition, I was somewhat limited in measuring proximity given that I made a
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somewhat subjective evaluation in recording “xnorcsiz” to streamline my results. Overall,

though, living in a city or not had no drastic determination on one’s general happiness in 2018.
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