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A B S T R A C T

This study provides new evidence to the urban malaise (unhappiness) hypothesis. A new key finding is added:
Urban upbringing is associated with lower happiness levels later in life. This outcome is above and beyond the
effect associated with living currently in a city. Strikingly, the negative effect of urbanicity in one's youth is
about as strong statistically, and practically (effect size), as the effect of urbanicity given one's current place of
residence. In addition, our findings show that there may be a happiness benefit to growing up on a farm. The
present study is inspired by Lederbogen et al. (2011) who showed that growing up in a city has a negative lasting
effect in a person's life. We also find interactive effects: people who grew up in larger areas but live in smaller
areas have lower levels of happiness than those who grew up in smaller areas and continue to live there. There is
also an interactive effect with age: older people are happier if they grew up on a farm. These results aim to
stimulate discussion by challenging the mainstream pro-urban view that people are happier in cities. This study
is based on U.S. data, thus our results may not generalize to other countries or historical contexts.

The urban malaise thesis is longstanding. Early sociologists theo-
rized, observed, and documented urban malaise (Park, 1915; Simmel,
2012; Tonnies & Loomis, 2017; Wirth, 1938). The classic paper, “Ur-
banism as a Way of Life” (Wirth, 1938) articulated this phenomenon in
detail, arguing that urbanization in the United States accounted for the
acuteness of its social problems. Wirth (1938) proposed the theory of
urbanism as a point of departure for future sociological research. The
interest in urbanism and well-being2 was however, short-lived, and the
topic was mostly abandoned by sociologists in the 1970s after a series
of works by Fischer (1972, 1973, 1975, 1982).

While sociology has overlooked this line of research in recent years,
other disciplines continue taking various perspectives on the topic and
focusing mostly on urbanicity or the size of places. A consensus has

emerged confirming the early sociological studies: people have lower
levels of happiness in cities3 (Balducci & Checchi, 2009; Berry &
Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2009, 2011; Morris, 2019; Morrison, 2011; Morrison,
2015; Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2015; Okulicz-Kozaryn & Mazelis, 2018). There
is also agreement that being exposed to nature, the opposite of urba-
nicity, is related to happiness (Berman et al., 2012; Berman, Jonides, &
Kaplan, 2008; Frumkin, 2001; Maller, Townsend, Pryor, Brown, & St
Leger, 2006; Pretty, 2012; Tesson, 2013; Wheeler, White, Stahl-
Timmins, & Depledge, 2012; White, Alcock, Wheeler, & Depledge,
2013a, 2013b).

Urban malaise is common in the developed world.4 The largest city
in the United States, New York City, is the least happy or one of the
least happy places in the U.S. (Okulicz-Kozaryn & Mazelis, 2018;
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these definitions see Easterlin (2003). It is important to note that although these concepts are used interchangeably they are different measures of SWB. We discuss
this in detail in the section, “The Concept of Happiness.”

3 Others argue that it is the characteristics of cities that produce unhappiness; things like size, density, noise, lack of cleanliness, and perception of danger. See for
example Mouratidis (2019), Wirth (1938), Okulicz-Kozaryn and Mazelis (2018).

4 Some social groups, however, are not unhappy in the largest cities–U.S. Millennials is one example (Okulicz-Kozaryn & Valente, 2019). Likewise, results from
Latin America indicate that the size of one's place of residence does not impact their SWB (Graham & Felton, 2006; Valente & Berry, 2016). Easterlin et al. (2011)
found that “the excess of urban over rural life satisfaction is typically large at low levels of development, but tends to disappear or even reverse at advanced levels.
This leveling of life satisfaction differences by location is due largely to a convergence in urban and rural occupational structures, income levels and education” (p.
2195).
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Senior, 2006). Likewise, London is the largest and least happy place in
the U.K. (Chatterji, 2013; ONS, 2012). Toronto, the largest me-
tropolitan area in Canada is the second least happy (only Vancouver,
the third largest metropolitan area, is less happy) (Lu, Schellenberg,
Hou, & Helliwell, 2015). Bucharest is the largest and the least happy
place in Romania (Lenzi & Perucca, 2016). Helsinki is the largest and
the least happy place in Finland (Morrison, 2015). Similarly, Australia's
largest city, Sydney, is the least happy (cited in Morrison, 2011), and so
forth. Arguably,5 this trend is not the result of self-selection—it is not
that unhappy people mostly move to cities. Happier people are actually
more willing to migrate in general (Bartram, 2013), and if anything,
people with higher abilities (Jokela, 2014) move to cities (for education
and jobs) and then out of cities to raise a family. Urban unhappiness is
not only a result of urban problems, such as crime and poverty, but of
cities themselves and their core characteristics (i.e., size, density, noise,
etc.) (Morris, 2011; Mouratidis, 2019; Okulicz-Kozaryn & Mazelis,
2018; Wirth, 1938).

Perhaps, one of the best examples of urban malaise is Singapore. By
many standards, Singapore, is one of the best places to live in the world:
it has the third highest life expectancy (after Monaco and Japan)
(Agency, 2017), the second highest degree of economic freedom
(Foundation, 2019), and the third highest Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) per capita6 (after Qatar and Luxembourg) (Fund, 2017). In ad-
dition, high-school students in Singapore score the highest on global
education rankings (math, reading, and science) (Coughlan, 2016), and
in recent years, the country is making the greatest progress in achieving
health-related goals set by the United Nations (UN) (Fullman et al.,
2017). A distinctive feature of Singapore is that it is a nation-city: it is
overwhelmingly urban and the third most dense country in the world
(after Monaco and Macao) (https://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp).
Based on Glaeser's (2011) thesis claiming that cities makes us “richer,
smarter, greener, healthier and happier,” Singapore should be a tri-
umphant place; yet, despite all of its positive indicators, Singapore
ranks only 34th in the World Happiness Report (Helliwell, 2019;
Veenhoven, 2019).7 Being mostly urban, Singapore is susceptible to
many city problems (e.g., income inequality, conspicuous consumption,
vice, and crime) that lead to unhappiness.8

We aim to further understand the extent and strength of the re-
lationship between urbanism and happiness by exploring whether
growing up in urban areas can have a lasting negative effect on a
person's subjective well-being (SWB). We aim to provide a statement
about relative happiness across places of different size in the U.S. in
general since American cities are very distinct and unique from each
other, including in the size at which unhappiness develops. We start by
discussing the urban migration literature, and important gap in
knowledge on how urbanicity affects SWB. In what follows, we review
the concept of happiness, discuss our data, the U.S. General Social
Survey (GSS), present our models and methods, provide results, and
draw together our main conclusion.

1. Urban migrants

There is an extensive body of research highlighting the benefits of
city life. Urban areas provide many goods and services that rural areas
and even small cities can never efficiently supply (Glaeser, Kolko, &
Saiz, 2001; Sander, 2011). An iconic city characteristic is agglomera-
tion which increases returns for production in scale, yields more de-
veloped markets and larger local markets, lowers transportation costs,
creates knowledge spillover, and facilitates infrastructure development
(Alonso, 1971; Fujita & Thisse, 1996; Glaeser et al., 2001; Marshall,
1890; Masahisa & Thisse, 2002; Morris, 2019; Quigley, 2013). Cities
often provide greater access to a variety of goods, services, and social
networks (e.g., museums, banks, arts performance, shopping malls, and
universities) (Abdel-Rahman, 1988; Glaeser et al., 2001; Morrison,
2011). As Easterlin, Angelescu, and Zweig (2011) state, “if material
goods such as food, clothing, and shelter were all that mattered for
happiness, then […] happiness would be greater in cities” (p. 2187).
Yet, city life encompasses many circumstances that contribute to urban
malaise—congestion, pollution and diseases, high rates of inequality,
crime, crowding, feelings of anomie and alienation (Baum-Snow &
Pavan, 2013; Dye, 2008; Easterlin et al., 2011; Glaeser & Sacerdote,
1999; Wirth, 1938).

Many urban migrants are drawn to urban areas by the belief that
living in a city will provide an opportunity for social, financial and
personal advancement, resulting in a higher SWB (Okulicz-Kozaryn &
Valente, 2018a) (in reality, urbanites have lower levels of happiness
and tend to be professionally unsuccessful (Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2015,
Okulicz-Kozaryn & Valente, 2018a)). The literature on rural-urban
migration as reviewed in Lall, Selod, and Shalizi (2006) is sub-
stantial—inexplicably, however, SWB is not analyzed. Most SWB-re-
lated research across urbanicity-migration studies examines rural-urban
migration, and only one study (Alcock, White, Wheeler, Fleming, &
Depledge, 2014) examined the longitudinal effects of urban-rural mi-
gration on mental health, finding that moving to greener areas is as-
sociated with sustained mental health improvements. There are other
cross-sectional SWB studies on urbanicity and migration but they are
not systematic. For instance, Tesson (2013) describes his personal
story—he moved from an urban area into the wilderness, and became
happy. Pretty (2012) discusses similar cases, e.g., people who have
suffered from illnesses and have recovered faster after moving into
greener areas. Although these studies provide great insight, they lack
systematic quantitative evidence.

Some studies argue that moving to a city might inflate one's hap-
piness almost immediately after the move, yet the average happiness
scores of recent movers are in fact lower than those of rural dwellers (at
least in China) (Knight & Gunatilaka, 2010). Other studies suggest that
rural-urban migration positively affects SWB as long as the city is not
large (Chen, Davis, Wu, & Dai, 2015). In the U.S., however, urban
migrants are often labeled as “marginal men” and have lower levels of
happiness (Bartram, 2015; Batatescu, 2007; De Jong, Chamratrithirong,
& Tran, 2002; Hendriks, Ludwigs, & Veenhoven, 2016; Knight &
Gunatilaka, 2010; Park, 1928)9 because too much Gesellschaft (Tonnies
& Loomis, 2017) can reduce happiness10 (Park, 1928). Concurrently, a
study by Glaeser, Gottlieb, and Ziv (2016) examining the persistent
differences in self-reported subjective wellbeing across U.S. me-
tropolitan areas found that newer residents appear to be as unhappy as
longer-term residents in declining cities.

In general, locals tend to be happier than migrants as they spend

5 It could be argued that poorer, unemployed or immigrant populations tend
to concentrate in cities, therefore lowering the average happiness in the largest
cities, however we control for socioeconomic status (e.g., income, unemploy-
ment) and whether respondents were born in the U.S. (refer to Appendix).

6 Purchasing power parity adjusted.
7 This finding derives from the World DataBase of Happiness by Veenhoven

(2019) and the latest 2019 World Happiness Report by Helliwell (2019). Actual
data are at http://www.worlddatabaseofhappiness.eur.nl/hap_
nat/nat_fp.php?mode=8.

8 We acknowledge that there are aspects of cities that are positive for well-
being (e.g., amenities relating to education, culture), which might be the reason
why millennials are happier in cities (Okulicz-Kozaryn & Valente, 2019).
However, the literature indicates that in general cities are incomparable with
human flourishing and well-being (Fischer, 1982; Lederbogen et al., 2011;
Wirth, 1938).

9 Per turnover/stability: in poor areas, turnover has a positive effect on
happiness; in rich areas, it has the opposite effect (Ross et al., 2000). There are
many studies focusing on the role of relative deprivation for migration (e.g.,
Stark & Taylor, 1990), but they are beyond the scope of this paper.

10 A contemporary problem in the largest U.S. cities is that most people
cannot afford to live comfortably there (Florida, 2016).
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time on more happiness-generating activities than internal migrants
(Hendriks et al., 2016). Migrants often contribute to increasing a city's
heterogeneity, which can lead to negative consequences (Alesina, Baqir,
& Easterly, 1999; Alesina & La Ferrara, 2000; Putnam, 2007), including
lowered SWB (Herbst & Lucio, 2016; Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2010, 2011;
Postmes & Branscombe, 2002; Vogt Yuan, 2007). In the past, many
researchers claimed that heterogeneity is accompanied by lower levels
of trust which can lead to anomie, and deviance, since relations tend to
be anonymous, superficial, impersonal, transitory, unstable, and in-
secure (see Park, Burgess, and McKenzie (1967), Simmel (2012),
Tonnies and Loomis (2017)). Conversely, recent research indicates that
although city life is associated with impersonal social relations, this
applies only to neighbor relations—cities have higher levels of social
interaction, participation in religious groups and volunteering
(Mazumdar, Learnihan, Cochrane, & Davey, 2018; Nguyen, 2010).
Residents of compact cities tend to have larger social networks and to
socialize more frequently, while they have more opportunities to meet
new acquaintances (Mouratidis, 2018). Concurrently, studies on how
one's upbringing might affect tolerance (Stephan & McMullin, 1982;
Tuch, 1987; Wirth, 1938), claim that diversity and the heterogeneity of
urban life translate into increased tolerance among urbanites (Tuch,
1987; Wirth, 1938). Growing up in a diverse environment leads to
multiple secondary associations with others of divergent attitudes, va-
lues, and beliefs (Tuch, 1987), thus impacting one's level of tolerance.

We hypothesize that the size of the place one grew up in may affect
one's happiness later in life, just as it affects one's tolerance. The logic is
as follows: the size of a place is not only situational but also a sociali-
zation variable; people have lower levels of happiness in cities not only
because they reside there, but because they learn certain ways of life in
the city that are conducive to unhappiness. Socialization (social
learning) is extensive in humans—a long juvenile period in childhood
and teenager years prepares and shapes individuals for their adult roles
in society (Wood & Eagly, 2010). As the old saying goes, “you can take
the boy out of the country, but you can't take the country out of the
boy” (cited in Stephan & McMullin, 1982, p. 414).

2. Gaps in the literature

Most studies take a statistical and contemporary view on how ur-
banicity affects SWB (Balducci & Checchi, 2009, Berry & Okulicz-
Kozaryn, 2009, 2011, Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2015, Morris, Mondschein, &
Blumenberg, 2018, Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2017, Okulicz-Kozaryn & Mazelis,
2018, Morrison, 2015, Tesson, 2013, Pretty, 2012, White et al., 2013a,
2013b). The literature on migration across places of different urbanicity
either overlooks urbanicity of one's upbringing (focusing solely on
migration) (e.g., Chen et al., 2015; Knight & Gunatilaka, 2010), or it
overlooks SWB (e.g., Alcock et al., 2014; Lall et al., 2006). Hence,
studies either analyze the current effects of urbanicity on a person's life,
or they examine migration across degrees of urbanicity.

In contrast, our study aims to understand how an urban upbringing
can affect a person's SWB later in life above and beyond any effect due
to the urbanicity of the place where she currently resides. We are not
aware of another study that has considered jointly the effect of urba-
nicity in one's upbringing and the present effect of urbanicity. This
study is inspired by Lederbogen et al. (2011), who showed that growing
up in a city has a lasting negative effect on a person's brain later in life.
Our hypothesis is that:

Growing up in a large (urban) area diminishes happiness later in life.

3. The concept of happiness

This study examines overall happiness and not a domain-specific
happiness, such as neighborhood or community satisfaction. For sim-
plicity, the terms happiness, life satisfaction, and subjective well-being
(SWB) are used interchangeably. Diener and Lucas define SWB as “both

cognitive judgments of one's life satisfaction in addition to affective
evaluations of mood and emotions” (Diener & Lucas, 1999, p. 213). This
is similar to the definition by Ruut Veenhoven (2008, p. 2), another key
happiness scholar: “overall judgment of life that draws on two sources
of information: cognitive comparison with standards of the good life
(contentment) and affective information from how one feels most of the
time (hedonic level of affect).” Some scholars use ‘life satisfaction’ to
refer to cognition and ‘happiness’ to refer to affect (e.g., Dorahy et al.,
1998). This dichotomy is not pursued here, because there is only one
survey item11 in this study capturing mostly the concept of life sa-
tisfaction but also happiness to a lesser degree. Therefore the SWB
definition by Diener and Lucas (1999) and Veenhoven (2008) seems to
be the most appropriate.

Even though self-reported and subjective, the happiness measure is
reliable (precision varies), valid, and correlated with similar objective
measures of well-being (Bray & Gunnell, 2006; Di Tella & MacCulloch,
2006; Layard, 2011; Myers, 2000), while unhappiness strongly corre-
lates with suicide incidence and mental health problems (Bray &
Gunnell, 2006).

Happiness, as any measure, has some limitations. Much of happiness
is hereditary or due to genes (Lykken & Tellegen, 1996). We are on the
so called “hedonic treadmill”—we adapt or get used to both fortune and
misfortune, even major events such as winning millions in a lottery or
losing limbs in an accident (Brickman, Coates, & Janoff-Bulman, 1978).
Happiness is affected by various comparisons (Michalos,
1985)—whatever happens to other people (and whatever happened to
ourselves in the past) affect our current happiness. These issues, how-
ever, are not critical. Recently, Diener, Lucas, Helliwell, Helliwell, and
Schimmack (2009) provided an authoritative discussion of why po-
tential problems with happiness are not severe enough to make it
unusable for interventions, planning, and public policy.

4. Data and model

We use the U.S. General Social Survey (GSS)12 cumulative dataset
containing about 60,000 observations from 1972 to 2016. The GSS is
collected face-to-face and is nationally representative. Since 1994, the
GSS is collected every other year (earlier, it was mostly annually). The
advantage of using GSS is that it contains a question inquiring about a
person's residence when growing up, the variable RES16: “Which of the
categories on this card comes closest to the type of place you were
living in when you were 16 years old?”:

1. non-farm (country-side)
2. farm
3. town <50,000
4. 50,000–250,000
5. big-city suburb
6. city >250,00013

One obvious caveat is that a person could have moved during her
childhood. We make the assumption that the place where a person lived
when she was 16, is the place where she grew up, which sometimes is

11 This is an inherent limitation of our study, as the GSS only has one question
on happiness. Still, these are the best data for our study–datasets with more
precise measures of SWB have inadequate geographical and temporal coverage.

12 The data is available here: gssdataexplorer.norc.org.
13 More detailed definitions of place is needed—for instance, the definition of

country-side v farm could be elaborated, as well as the distinction of modestly
sized cities to megacities—but this is the only variable in the GSS measuring the
size of the place where a respondent grew up in. While other datasets could
arguably provide more detailed measurement, there is no other survey for the
U.S. that goes back to the 70's, is nationally representative, and contains both
SWB and size of the place where one grew up—hence, we use the best data
available for the purpose of this study.

A. Okulicz-Kozaryn and R.R. Valente Cities 104 (2020) 102751

3

http://gssdataexplorer.norc.org


not the case. Still, the variable arguably has adequate precision: it
captures urbanicity for at least a significant part, and usually for the
majority of one's childhood— it is unlikely that a person lived in a place
of very different size for most of her childhood than the place where she
lived when she was 16. Other studies using this variable also make this
assumption (Stephan & McMullin, 1982; Tuch, 1987).

Urbanicity is measured using a set of dummies for xnorcsiz,14 a
variable that provides a fine classification of density and size, and is
widely used to measure the size of places. Additional results using al-
ternative measures of urbanicity are in the online appendix.15 The de-
pendent variable happiness derives from the question, “Taken all to-
gether, how would you say things are these days—would you say that
you are very happy, pretty happy, or not happy?”, and possible re-
sponses are 1 = not happy, 2 = happy, and 3 = very happy. Using a one-
item 3-step scale of SWB is a limitation of this study. As Diener,
Inglehart, and Tay (2013) point out, using multi-item and multiple-step
scales can strengthen the reliability of this construct. Nonetheless, the
GSS item is adequate as evidenced by hundreds of publications by
leading scholars using this dataset.16 The GSS data is best suited for our
study because existing datasets with more precise measures of SWB
have inadequate geographical or temporal coverage. Moreover, even
though single-item scales are less stable than multi-item scales, several
studies have shown that a single item question asking about SWB is
stable and yield reliabilities between 0.67 and 0.74 (Diener et al., 2013;
Lucas & Donnellan, 2012; Michalos & Kahlke, 2010).

All variables are listed and defined in Table 1. We control for many
well-documented happiness predictors at the individual level to isolate
the effect of growing up in an urban area on SWB. Since these controls
are not of direct interest to this study, we discuss them only briefly.
What makes people happy? Myers (2000) suggests that age, race,
gender, income, education and marriage are all sources of interpersonal
variations in happiness. Young and old people are happy (e.g., Sanfey &
Teksoz, 2007)—large cities may attract the young and repel the old.
Men have lower happiness scores than women, the difference being
small (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004). Income boosts happiness and
unemployment depresses it (e.g., Di Tella & MacCulloch, 2006; Di Tella,
MacCulloch, & Oswald, 2001; Tella, MacCulloch, & Oswald, 2003).
Being married boosts happiness (e.g., Diener & Seligman, 2004; Myers,
2000). Blacks are less happy than whites (e.g., Berry & Okulicz-
Kozaryn, 2009, 2011; Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004), and they are
traditionally concentrated in cities (Jargowsky, 1997). There are a few
other important variables, such as health and social capital. They are
missing for many respondents in GSS, and their discussion is postponed
to the online appendix, where robustness checks are covered and the
distributions of all variables are shown. Suffice to say, there is evidence
that health levels are higher in cities (Dye, 2008; Stevenson et al.,
2016). However, health could be a potential pathway between urba-
nicity and happiness and using it as a control would be inappropriate.
Thus, we added it only as a robustness check (refer to the Appendix).

We also control for regional or cultural differences by including
dummies for census regions: New England, Middle Atlantic, E. Nor.
Central, W. Nor. Central, South Atlantic, E. Sou. Central, W. Sou.
Central, Mountain, and Pacific. And since we use pooled GSS data, year
dummies are included. Such a specification tests whether there are
contextual effects unaccounted for due to regional and yearly differ-
ences.

We use ordinary least squares (OLS) to analyze the data. Although
OLS assumes cardinality of the outcome variable, and happiness is
clearly an ordinal variable, OLS is an appropriate estimation method to
use in this case. Ferrer-i Carbonell and Frijters (2004) showed that re-
sults are substantially the same to those from discrete models, and OLS
has become the default method in happiness research (Blanchflower &
Oswald, 2011). Theoretically, while there is still debate about the
cardinality of SWB, there are strong arguments to treat it as a cardinal
variable (Ng, 1996, 1997; Ng et al., 2011). Nonetheless, as a robustness
check we also ran ordered logit regressions, and included the results,
which are substantially the same, in the online Appendix.

5. Baseline results

All results are presented in Table 2. The first column is a simple
regression of SWB on the size of “place when 16 yo.” The base case is
“non-farm (country-side).” Only two extreme categories are significant:
“farm” which is positive and “250k-”which is negative. The addition of
income in column a2 makes all categories negative, except for
“farm”—growing up in any place larger than “non-farm (country-side),”
or “farm,” is associated with a lower SWB. Also, all coefficients became
larger.

The addition of other socio-demographic controls in a3 diminishes
the effect sizes only slightly. So does controlling for region and in-
cluding year dummies in a4. The last addition is xnorcsiz in a5: now,
again, as in the beginning, only the extreme categories “farm” and
“250k-” remain significant. The effect of one's current place, xnorcsiz, is
as expected (Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2017): larger places have significantly
lower levels of happiness. What is worth highlighting, and what is ar-
guably unexpected, is that the statistical significance and effect size of
the variable “place when 16 yo,” is about as large as that of the current
urbanicity variable, “xnorcsiz.” We have also re-run specification a5
without the income variable, and the results were similar (refer to the
online appendix).

It is instructive to focus on the interplay between the variables
“place when 16 yo” and “xnorcsiz”— so we approach the model ela-
boration differently–we start with “xnorcsiz” and then analyze how it
changes when adding the variable “place when 16 yo” in columns b1
and b2. The comparison of a1 and b1 reveals that the largest places, “gt
250k,” have now an effect on SWB that is about twice as strong as the
effect the largest place (“250k-”) had previously. Controlling for “place
when 16 yo” in b2 somewhat attenuates our estimates on xnorcsiz as
compared to results in b1. Still, the full specification in a5, shows that
the effect sizes are about the same. Robustness checks and supple-
mentary results are presented in the online appendix.

While the effect sizes are not large, they are substantial—about as
big as the effect of having children, and about half of the effect of race.
This is not something to be disregarded, especially when taking into
account current urbanization rates and the fact that each year cities
grow by hundreds of millions of people. These results support our initial
hypothesis that growing up in a large (urban) place is related to in-
creased unhappiness later in life. Furthermore, this effect is above and
beyond the unhappiness associated with currently living in an urban
area.

6. Interactions of urbanicity now and when growing up

We further analyzed the relationship between current place of re-
sidence and place of residence growing up to explore an intriguing
question: Is there an interplay between being exposed to urbanicity now
and when growing up? For instance, are people who grew up in larger
areas as unhappy living in them currently as people who grew up in
more rural areas?

We repeated the full models from the previous section and added
the interactions of urbanicity now and when growing up. Variables'
interactions are easier to understand when plotted—thus, we present

14 Xnorcsiz is one of three GSS variables that measures size of place, refer to
the online appendix for the definitions. We use the original GSS name XNORCSIZ

as it is widely used in the literature.
15 This includes the srcbelt variable where the top category is for the 12 largest

cities in the U.S., and the size deciles variable where the largest category is for
cities with a population greater than 618 thousand. Refer to Table 4 in the
Appendix.

16 google.com/scholar?q=GSS+happiness.
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the plots in Fig. 1, and add the regression tables in the supplementary
material (refer to the section: “Urbanicity Earlier versus Urbanicity
Now”). There is not a clear relationship when all categories of RES16 are
interacted with current urbanicity, except, perhaps, that “farm,” and
“nonfarm” (and also midsize places, “50k–250k”) are becoming less
happy than the largest place “250k-” (but also smaller places of “-50k”
and suburbs “city sub”) along with current urbanicity. All results, in-
cluding the graphs are in the supplementary material as well.

To focus on the main hypothesis of this study, that growing up in the

largest places is associated with less happiness, we collapse the data to
just two categories on RES16: “250k-” v “small.” In Fig. 1, the first panel
(1b) shows that if a person grew up in a big city, then she is not be-
coming as unhappy as people who grew up in smaller areas as the size
of current place increases. The pattern is even stronger in panel 1e,
which repeats the same specification, but adds a set of dummies for
occupations. But the story is not that simple. The relationship is non-
linear as seen in panel 1c (and in 1f, which adds occupational dum-
mies): People with the lowest relative happiness level are those who

Table 1
Variable definitions.

Name Description

SWB GENERAL HAPPINESS “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?”

Place when 16 yo “30. Which of the categories on this card comes closest to the type of place you were living in when you were 16 years old?”
xnorcsiz EXPANDED N.O.R.C. SIZE CODE (see online appendix for details)
Family income in $1986, millions Income variables (INCOME72, INCOME, INCOME77, INCOME82, INCOME86, INCOME91, INCOME98, INCOME06) are recoded in six-digit

numbers and converted to 1986 dollars. The collapsed numbers above are for convenience of display only. Since this variable is based on
categorical data, income is not continuous, but based on categorical mid-points and imputations. For details see GSS Methodological Report
No. 64.

Female RESPONDENT'S SEX
Unemployed “Last week were you working full time, part time, going to school, keeping house, or what?” “Unemployed, laid off, looking for work”
Age Age of respondent
Highest year of school completed HIGHEST YEAR OF SCHOOL COMPLETED A. “What is the highest grade in elementary school or high school that (you/your father/your

mother/your [husband/wife]) finished and got credit for?” CODE EXACT GRADE.; B. IF FINISHED 9th–12th GRADE OR DK*: “Did (you/he/
she) ever get a high school diploma or a GED certificate?” [SEE D BELOW.]; C. “Did (you/he/she) complete one or more years of college for
credit–not including schooling such as business college, technical or vocational school?” IF YES: “How many years did (you/he/she)
complete?”

White RACE “What race do you consider yourself?”
Married MARITAL STATUS “Are you currently–married, widowed, divorced, separated, or have you never been married?” NOTE: variable recoded to

1 if married, 0 otherwise
Number of children “How many children have you ever had? Please count all that were born alive at any time (including any you had from a previous

marriage).”
ISCO 1 digit occupation RESPONDENT'S OCCUPATION, 1988 CENSUS; NOTE: collapsed to 8 major sectors

Table 2
OLS regressions of SWB. Fully standardized (beta) coefficients.

a1 a2 a3 a4 a5 b1 b2

Place when 16 yo (base: country, nonfarm):
Farm 0.028⁎⁎⁎ 0.032⁎⁎⁎ 0.025⁎⁎⁎ 0.018⁎⁎ 0.017⁎⁎ 0.027⁎⁎⁎

-50k −0.001 −0.012+ −0.014⁎ −0.014⁎ −0.012+ 0.004
50k–250k −0.005 −0.018⁎⁎ −0.013⁎ −0.012⁎ −0.008 0.006
City sub 0.006 −0.021⁎⁎⁎ −0.017⁎⁎ −0.013⁎ −0.009 0.014⁎

250k- −0.035⁎⁎⁎ −0.047⁎⁎⁎ −0.031⁎⁎⁎ −0.027⁎⁎⁎ −0.020⁎⁎ −0.013⁎

xnorcsiz (base: country):
lt 2.5k 0.008 0.007 0.007
2.5-10k −0.002 −0.009+ −0.007
10-50k 0.000 −0.011⁎ −0.008
Uninc med −0.001 0.004 0.006
Uninc lrg −0.011⁎ −0.005 −0.001
Med sub −0.011+ −0.014⁎ −0.010+

lrg sub −0.018⁎ −0.025⁎⁎⁎ −0.017⁎

50-250k −0.012+ −0.038⁎⁎⁎ −0.033⁎⁎⁎

gt 250k −0.024⁎⁎⁎ −0.078⁎⁎⁎ −0.067⁎⁎⁎

Family income in $1986, millions 0.180⁎⁎⁎ 0.097⁎⁎⁎ 0.100⁎⁎⁎ 0.102⁎⁎⁎

Female 0.031⁎⁎⁎ 0.031⁎⁎⁎ 0.031⁎⁎⁎

Unemployed −0.060⁎⁎⁎ −0.058⁎⁎⁎ −0.058⁎⁎⁎

Age −0.346⁎⁎⁎ −0.335⁎⁎⁎ −0.333⁎⁎⁎

Age squared 0.373⁎⁎⁎ 0.367⁎⁎⁎ 0.366⁎⁎⁎

Highest year of school completed 0.066⁎⁎⁎ 0.069⁎⁎⁎ 0.070⁎⁎⁎

White 0.047⁎⁎⁎ 0.046⁎⁎⁎ 0.043⁎⁎⁎

Married 0.208⁎⁎⁎ 0.206⁎⁎⁎ 0.204⁎⁎⁎

Number of children −0.019⁎⁎⁎ −0.020⁎⁎⁎ −0.021⁎⁎⁎

Year and region dummies No No No Yes Yes No No
N 57,613 51,952 51,687 51,687 51,687 57,709 57,613
R sq. 0.002 0.034 0.084 0.088 0.088 0.005 0.006

⁎⁎⁎ p < 0.001.
⁎⁎ p < 0.01.
⁎ p < 0.05.
+ p < 0.1; robust std. err.

A. Okulicz-Kozaryn and R.R. Valente Cities 104 (2020) 102751

5



grew up in cities, and live in smaller areas; there is no difference in the
largest places—people have similar levels of unhappiness regardless of
where they grew up. Note that the occupational codes (both in 1e and
1f) matter and make the relationship stronger—when taking into ac-
count one's occupation, the interactive effect between urbanicity now
and when growing up is stronger.

Figs. 2 and 3 use alternative operationalizations for “current urba-
nicity,” and again, the smaller the current place of residence, the bigger
the gap in SWB between those who grew up in smaller places and those
who grew up in large cities. The second panel in each figure adds oc-
cupational dummies, and again, the results are stronger.

7. Age, year, and cohort effects

We have also tried interactions with age, year, and cohort. We did
not find much divergent movement in SWB over time with respect to
urbanicity of the place where one grew up as opposed to what was
found earlier with respect to the size of one's current place of residence
(Okulicz-Kozaryn & Valente, 2019).

In addition, we did not find a consistent differential in age or cohort
effects by the size of the place where one grew up with respect to largest
cities versus smallest areas. However, we did find a differential effect in
growing up on a farm versus in the suburbs. Results for the cohorts are
inconsistent when treating cohort as continuous versus discrete vari-
able, and hence, postponed to the supplementary material. Results for
age in Fig. 4 indicate that among younger respondents, there is not
much difference; older people who grew up in a farm have higher
happiness levels than those who grew up in big-city suburbs.17 The

second panel (6b) shows predicted values against age quintiles, and a
clear U-shaped pattern emerges: people in their mid-life have the lowest
happiness level, and the older the person, the bigger the gap between
those who grew up on a farm, and those who grew up in the suburbs.
Both models control for occupational dummies.

The existing literature examining SWB across cities in the U.S. and
their suburbs suggests that those who live in suburbs might have higher
SWB levels as a result of lower population densities, better amenities
such as school or hospitals, higher property values, neighborhood
safety, quietness, lack of pollution, and access to green spaces (Pfeiffer
& Cloutier, 2016; Wang & Wang, 2016). These characteristics, which
are typically associated with suburban living, could explain why people
who grew up in urban areas have lower levels of happiness compared to
those from suburban areas. Concurrently, Morris (2019) also found that
suburbanites have higher levels of SWB than city dwellers. He attributes
this difference to newer and higher-quality housing stock, greater
possibilities of homeownership, less crowding, less noise, and better
aesthetics (i.e., less blight, better landscaping). Building on this litera-
ture, future research should investigate the specific reasons through
which suburban living seems to be contributing to higher SWB levels. It
is important to underscore that the particular context of individual
countries can play a significant role as well. Inner cities in the United
States have been traditionally poorer than suburbs, and have been
characterized by higher crime rates, low walkability, and car de-
pendency (the majority of US urbanites still travel to work by car). The
situation is very different in other contexts. For example, suburbanites
are not found to be happier than urbanites in recent studies from
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Fig. 1. Predicted SWB and 95% CI by “small” v “250k-” size of the place where one grew up against two specifications of current size of place: as a continuous
variable (1b and 1e) and as size deciles (1c and 1f). The bottom row (1e and 1f) adds a set of dummies for occupations. The corresponding regression models, m1b,
m1c, m1e, and m1f are in the supplementary material, (refer to section “Urbanicity earlier v urbanicity now.”)

17 Note that the suburb is not a proxy for a city, but this illustration allows us

(footnote continued)
to see the most contrasting difference between a smaller place (farm) vs. a much
bigger place (big-city suburbs).
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Norway and China (Feng, Tang, & Chuai, 2018; Mouratidis, 2019).
Thus, future research would enrich the literature by exploring different
places and settings.

8. Conclusion and discussion

Urbanization is arguably one of the most significant changes in
human habitat, and it is happening at an unprecedented scale: each
year cities balloon by tens of millions of people (refer to https://
esa.un.org/unpd/wup). It is a phenomenon of such massive mag-
nitude that China, the country that has been urbanizing the most in
recent years, consumed 6500 million tons of cement between 2011 and
2014. In contrast, the United States consumed 4500 million tons of
cement in the last one hundred years (Harvey, 2016). As urbanism
becomes a way of life, it is important to understand how it affects
people's happiness and how public policies should be enacted to max-
imize happiness in urban areas (Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2017; Stiglitz, Sen, &
Fitoussi, 2017). The objective of this study is to understand the per-
ennial effect of urban upbringing on a person's happiness. These results
aim to stimulate discussion by challenging the mainstream pro-urban
view that people are happier in cities (e.g., Glaeser (2011)) when em-
pirical research provides evidence to the contrary: living in a city is
associated with lower happiness levels, and, as our findings show, those
who grew up in cities have lower happiness levels than those who did
not, this is indicative of a possible long-lasting effect on one's happiness.
Although our results are based on U.S. data, research examining Eur-
opean and Scandinavian countries have also found that urbanicity is a
significant determinant of happiness—people living in smaller places
and rural areas have higher happiness levels than city dwellers (Hayo,
2004; Hudson, 2006).

This study contributes to the literature by showing how being ex-
posed to urbanicity during childhood can affect a person's SWB later in

life. The results are striking: the effect of an urban upbringing on SWB is
as strong as the effect of one's current urban residency. The analysis also
indicates that people in the largest cities have in general lower happi-
ness levels regardless of where they grew up. There is a flipside: not
only does urban upbringing affects current SWB in addition to the ur-
banicity in one's current place of residence, but the urbanicity in one's
current place of residence affects SWB in addition to having an urban
upbringing. Thus, the current size of one's place of residence appears to
affect their level of happiness—net of where one grew up and what one
may understand as normal based on their childhood experiences. Yet,
there is an interaction effect: if a person grew up in a big city, then her
happiness level is higher living in a big city as compared to someone
who grew up in a smaller area. In other words, people who grew up in
larger areas but live in smaller areas have lower levels when compared
to those who grew up in smaller areas and continue to live there. There
is also an interactive effect with age: older people have higher levels of
happiness if they grew up on a farm.

We speculate that to some degree (but not fully) people get used to
cities if they grow up in them, and hence have higher levels of happi-
ness compared to those who grew up in smaller areas and live now in
cities. This may explain why Millennials are happier in cities (Okulicz-
Kozaryn & Valente, 2019) as more recent cohorts are more likely to
have grown up in cities. Changes in one's neural processing are a
pathway between urban upbringing and adult well-being (Lederbogen
et al., 2011). Another pathway may simply have to do with the negative
consequences of urbanism: isolation, anomie, deviance, vice, crime,
conspicuous consumption, pollution, noise, crowding, and poverty18

1.9

2

2.1

2.2

2.3

co
un

try

lt 2
.5k

2.5
-1

0k

10
-5

0k

un
inc

 m
ed

un
inc

 lrg

med
 su

b

lrg
 su

b

50
-2

50
k

gt 
25

0k

xnorcsiz

small 250k-

2a

2

2.1

2.2

2.3

co
un

try

lt 2
.5k

2.5
-1

0k

10
-5

0k

un
inc

 m
ed

un
inc

 lrg

med
 su

b

lrg
 su

b

50
-2

50
k

gt 
25

0k

xnorcsiz

small 250k-

2b

Fig. 2. Predicted SWB and 95% CI by “small” v “250k-” size of the place where one grew up against xnorcsiz. Panel 2b adds a set of dummies for occupations. The
corresponding regression models, m2a, and m2b are in the supplementary material (section “Urbanicity earlier v urbanicity now.”)

18 For a classic review of urban problems refer to Wirth (1938), Park (1915),
Park et al. (1967), Tonnies and Loomis (2017), Simmel (2012), and for a more
modern view, see White and White (1977) and Okulicz-Kozaryn (2015).
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can take a toll on children who grow up in cities. However, it is
probably largely unexpected that the urban upbringing disadvantage is
felt later in adult life—it is a sobering finding especially amid current
pro-urban fashion.

The size of a place can have an ecological and situational influence
on SWB as shown by previous research. For example, Mouratidis (2019)
showed that perceived safety, noise, and cleanliness can have a sig-
nificant impact on SWB, and by addressing these problems SWB can be
promoted in compact cities. Our findings are consistent with the hy-
pothesis that the size of a place has some socialization influence on
SWB, if such socialization results in lowered SWB. Our results also
partially support the socialization hypothesis that urban upbringing
makes people happier in today's urban world, by preparing them to
better live in cities. But such adjustment is not full—urbanites still have
low levels of happiness. Furthermore, growing up in the country-side
does not decrease one's happiness in today's urban world. If anything,
growing up on a farm may actually be associated with greater happiness
later in life.19

Our analysis confirm this finding: people who grew up in farms have
higher levels of happiness later in life. This is not necessarily un-
expected—farm kids learn real life skills and are “tougher” than sub-
urban kids.20 At the same time, farm life does not corrupt or promote
deviance as cities may (Park et al., 1967; Wirth, 1938). Yet, these days
farming is often not a sustainable profitable business. As the New York
Times cautiously warns readers, “Don't Let Your Children Grow Up to
Be Farmers” (2014)—not only is urbanization rampant, but farming is

struggling. Unfortunately, capitalism (and associated urbanization)
often, if not usually, promote ways of life that do not lead to happiness
(Herbert, 1955; Kasser, 2002; Klein, 2015; Lane, 2000; Scitovsky,
1976).21

It is worth mentioning that while urbanites have lower happiness
levels than rural folks, they think that they are happier (Knight &
Gunatilaka, 2010). Part of the explanation may be due to money illu-
sion—the tendency to think in nominal rather than relative terms
(Shafir, Diamond, & Tversky, 1997)–people are lured to cities because
of higher earnings, but they do not realize the cost of living. In a similar
way, many people want to live in California because of its lifestyle,
climate, and other amenities, but do not appreciate living expenses.
Accordingly, California is one of the least happy states in the U.S.
(Oswald & Wu, 2010; Schkade & Kahneman, 1998).

Urbanicity and SWB research is important—it elicits discussion on
how to pursue a happier life and allows people to make life-changing
decisions such as where to live and where to raise a family, which we
term “evidence-based pursuit of happiness.” At the same time, it must
be noted that for non-happiness reasons, advocating for living in
smaller areas is at least in some ways problematic. There are great
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Fig. 3. Predicted SWB and 95% CI by “small” v “250k-” size of the place where one grew up against srcbelt. Both models control for occupations. The corresponding
regression models, m3a, and m3b are in the supplementary material (section “Urbanicity earlier v urbanicity now.”)

19 The positive effect of growing up on a farm is not robust after the inclusion
of additional controls in the online appendix, however. Hence, caution in in-
terpretation is needed.

20 For instance, see a series of simple and short but arguably to the point
articles: Talk (2014a, 2014b, 2014c).

21 See also Kasser and Ryan (1993), Schmuck, Kasser, and Ryan (2000),
Okulicz-Kozaryn and Valente (2018b), Harvey (2014, 2016), Vohs, Mead, and
Goode (2006), Schor (2008), Engels (2005), LaMothe (2016). Also note that in
the United States' past, when there was less commodification, commerce,
market economy and capitalism, farming was a much more well-regarded
business pursuit (De Crevecoeur, 1981; Fischer, 1991). Some researchers have
claimed that capitalism is consistent with human nature, and that agrarian
systems placed humans into a social cage of kinship and state power, that could
only be freed by capitalist industrialization. The effect of capitalism on sub-
jective well-being however, is overlooked. Refer to Maryanski and Turner
(1992).
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environmental (and economic) advantages to cities and mass-sub-
urbanization or mass movement to even smaller areas is not sustainable
(Meyer, 2013). Meyer (2013) makes a very convincing case in general,
and there are many other studies pointing to massive problems of
suburbanization specifically22–refer to Duany, Plater-Zyberk, and Speck
(2001) for an excellent evaluation. There is more discussion of this
critical problem of advocating smaller-place living for the sake of
happiness in Okulicz-Kozaryn (2015) and Kallis, Kerschner, and
Martinez-Alier (2012), but one point is especially important to be
brought out in this context: the developed world, and especially the
U.S., suffers from chronic consumerism and over-consumption, and not
living in smaller areas is a key driver of our environmental problems. It
is theoretically possible (e.g., tiny house movement), if practically dif-
ficult, to have a similar ecological footprint in smaller areas as in large
cities. In terms of economic advantages of cities—technology seem to
be removing that advantage—internet/working from home, self-driving
cars, and other technologies can help us live in smaller areas in the
future.

9. Caveats and future research

The goal of this paper is to document the lasting association be-
tween urban upbringing and one's SWB, above and beyond, the current
urbanicity of one's place of residence. It is important to note that this
study is largely descriptive—we report SWB patterns by current and

past urbanicity—and leave it for future research to explore the reasons
and causal paths.23 Being an observational study, causality cannot be
claimed. Testing and in-depth discussion of the underlying causal me-
chanism is beyond the scope of this study. Although this is a limitation,
designing a true experimental study is not possible—one cannot ran-
domly assign people to cities or other places. And even if we could,
experimental designs suffer from low external validity, and are not an
absolute improvement over observational studies (see for example
Pawson, Tilley, and Tilley (1997)).

An inherent limitation of our study is that the place of residence at
age 16 is used as a proxy for growing up—a person could have moved.
For most people, however, it is reasonable to assume that the place
where they were living when 16 years old, was similar to the place
where they spent most of their childhood. In addition, the GSS does not
provide important characteristic (e.g. socioeconomic status) of re-
spondents when they were 16, and therefore omitted variable bias
could be present. Future research can be improved by using more
precise information as more data becomes available.

Likewise, our dataset is restricted to a single-item measurement of
happiness. As more data becomes available in the future, researchers
would benefit from using multi-item scales to cover more aspects of
SWB and check the robustness of our findings.

Another caveat to our analysis is the fact that the GSS conflates
places of considerable different sizes in its highest category (city
>250k)—there's no distinction between megacities, such as New York
and Los Angeles, and modestly sized cities. To mitigate this issue, we
ran additional robustness tests using alternative measures of urbanicity
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Fig. 4. Predicted SWB by “farm” v “suburb” size of the place where one grew up against age (6a) and age quintiles (6b). Panel 3b adds a set of dummies for
occupations. The corresponding regression models, m6a, and m6b are in the supplementary material (section “Urbanicity when growing up against age and cohort.”)

22 More than 50% of Americans were living in suburban areas in 2010
(Morris, 2019; Nicolaides & Wiese, 2017) and recent trends indicate that sub-
urbs continue to grow and outpace large cities in terms of population growth
(Economist, 2018).

23 Also refer to the online supplementary material for robustness checks and
future research.
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in the GSS that have finer size classifications and found results to be
consistent (refer to Table 4 in the online appendix). Future research that
disaggregates size categories further would be of great interest.

Future research should explore patterns of migrations and interac-
tions between current place and earlier place of residency. Likewise, it
would be interesting to study for whom and when the “the perennial
dissatisfaction of urban upbringing” thesis holds. Moving has arguably
different effects on different people. Schoenbaum (2017), for instance,
makes several convincing points in this regard—women often move due
to their husband's job, but they benefit less in terms of SWB. Conversely,
Kettlewell et al. (2010) argue that there is no SWB effect for men, but a
positive effect for women. Thus, future studies could analyze subgroups
(e.g., by gender, race, nationality, profession) to see if results are con-
current with our findings. While we have started exploring the effect of
occupation in the online supplementary material, a proper analysis is
left for future research. People in low-paid jobs are better off in smaller
places, even economically because low-paid jobs are not much better
paid in big cities, but the cost of living is significantly greater (Irwin,
2017; Schoenbaum, 2017).

We have focused on the urbanicity of the size of a place: metro, city,
town, and rural area. Future research could study the urbanicity of a
specific region or a specific city or metropolitan area. The U.S. is ex-
tremely diverse across its regions and cities; one may even have the
impression that the U.S. is a collection of different countries, just like
the European Union—future studies should investigate the effect of
growing up in specific urban regions and cities and how it may impact
one's subjective well-being later in life.
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Appendix A. Supplementary data

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://
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