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Abstract
The characteristics of neighbourhoods, their physical and social environment, have been 
shown to have profound effects on the individual well-being and happiness of their resi-
dents. In an effort to help design policies and action plans that enhance well-being in the 
district, our study seeks to understand how happiness levels among residents in a low-
income neighbourhood in Spain are linked to their socio-demographic traits, individual 
health, relationships with the area, and community, as well as with the physical environ-
ment of the neighbourhood. The study is part of a project called "Educa-Pajarillos Sosteni-
ble". The project aims to improve the quality of life of the area’s citizens by carrying out 
a series of actions. One of these actions is an eco-social map of happiness, which involves 
designing and applying a survey and which serves as a source of analysis for our research. 
An Ordered Choice Logit econometric model was applied to measure the effect of the hap-
piness of demographic, neighbourhood environment, social capital, and socio-demographic 
characteristics. Results confirm the importance of variables related to the neighbourhood’s 
social capital and physical environment as key elements in local residents’ happiness. The 
findings also indicate that traditional indicators used to measure well-being, such as educa-
tion or difficulty making ends meet, are not significant.
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1  Introduction

Determining what actions can be taken in neighbourhoods to increase the subjective well-
being of their citizens is a fundamental issue for social policy. Understanding the mecha-
nisms through which neighbourhood environments affect people’s lives proves crucial to 
decision-makers when designing plans, policies or project actions. The topic becomes even 
more interesting when analysing subjective well-being in a low-income neighbourhood, as 
it can provide useful information for policy decisions vis-à-vis improving the quality of life 
of the residents in such areas, who live in very disadvantaged situations.

Wenz (1977) states that the non-verbal behaviours of social and psychological disequi-
librium and economic status features of neighbourhoods can be considered as indices of 
relative happiness. The same author says that the experience of living in a poor neighbour-
hood can affect a person’s psychological well-being.

Neighbourhoods have received much research attention in terms of social cohesion and 
related concepts of interpersonal relationships, civic participation and feelings of reciproc-
ity. Specifically, good relations in neighbourhoods appear to positively affect happiness and 
life satisfaction (Taniguchi & Potter, 2016). The neighbourhood community is a form of 
social environment that has evidenced profound effects on individual well-being and hap-
piness (Mcmillan, 2011; Ross & Mirowsky, 2001). Neighbourhood environment character-
istics that seem most directly related to residents’ happiness include access to open, natural 
and green spaces, which are design features that allow for social interaction.

When addressing research into happiness in neighbourhoods that have a low economic 
status, we must take into account that subjective well-being is configured differently to the 
rest of the population, which may mean that traditional socio-economic indicators are not 
significant. As pointed out by Rojas (2005), there are major differences between people 
in the perception of what appear to be objectively identical circumstances. This seems to 
be because people have different conceptual referents in the subjective evaluation of their 
well-being, and is clearly manifested when studying happiness in neighbourhoods that face 
conditions of vulnerability. As highlighted by Wenz (1977), the neighbourhood attribute of 
economic status is more important for differences in happiness than individual economic 
status. This is because the conceptual referent in vulnerable neighbourhoods differs to the 
referents in the rest of society.

Our study seeks to understand how happiness levels among residents in one particu-
lar low-income neighbourhood in Spain are linked to socio-demographic characteris-
tics, individual health, relationships with the neighbourhood and the community, as well 
as with the neighbourhood’s physical environment. The study is framed within a project 
called “Educa-Sustainable Pajarillos” in which different agents and political institutions are 
involved. The project aims to improve the quality of life of citizens in the area by undertak-
ing a series of initiatives. One of these initiatives is to develop an eco-social map of happi-
ness that involves designing and implementing a survey that serves as a source of analysis 
for our research.

The research seeks to determine which factors are significant in explaining the happi-
ness of citizens in order to then design policies and action plans aimed at increasing the 
well-being of a neighbourhood which, because of its economic situation, historical char-
acteristics and the presence of architectural barriers, is vulnerable in social and economic 
terms. The study explores the possibility that social capital (at both an individual and a 
community level), health behaviour, and the physical environment of the neighbourhood 
may increase local residents’ happiness. We also expect certain individual factors such as 
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gender, age, education, income and/or labour status to have little or only an insignificant 
effect on local residents’ happiness due to these traditional socioeconomic indicators losing 
significance in situations of vulnerability and because of the role played by the previously 
cited referents.

The paper is organized as follows. The first section provides a literature review of 
studies that address what impact the neighbourhood where people live has on individual 
happiness outcomes. In the following section, we briefly describe the Educa-Sustainable 
Pajarillos project in an effort to understand the motivation underlying this research. The 
method section describes the survey and the measures used in the econometric analysis. In 
the fifth section, we present the results of our econometric model and the principal factors 
that explain happiness. Finally, a discussion of the results and some proposals for action 
conclude the paper.

2 � Background

The question concerning which factors affect individuals’ subjective well-being has gener-
ated a vast amount of literature, and there are many models and theories that attempt to 
provide an answer to this question. Depending on the discipline from which the study is 
approached, the historical moment and the cultural context, different answers emerge.

This research does not seek to offer a detailed description of the many studies that in 
one way or another have explored which factors can affect our happiness. We confine our-
selves to citing two papers that attempt to show the most common factors to emerge when 
addressing this question. Dolan et  al. (2008) considered that the potential influences on 
well-being identified in the literature are income, personal characteristics, socially devel-
oped characteristics (education, health, work), how we spend our time (community enrol-
ment and volunteering, exercise…), attitudes and beliefs towards self/others/life (trust, reli-
gion…), relationships (marriage and intimate relationships, seeing family and friends…) 
and the wider economic, social and political environment (nature, environment, urbaniza-
tion…). Another very interesting article is The Big Seven Factors for Explaining Happi-
ness by Layard (2005), which offers an excellent summary of these factors. In his work, the 
author identifies the ‘Big Seven’, or the most important factors that affect subjective well-
being. These have been used effectively to explain how happiness is generated in diverse 
contexts (Leyden et al., 2011). These seven factors are family relationships, financial situ-
ation, work, community relations (social capital), health, personal freedom, personal val-
ues or perspective on life, where the first five are given in order of importance, according 
to the author. Both studies show that we face a concept—subjective well-being—which 
is endowed with a multidimensional nature and which depends on a wide variety of fac-
tors. Although the two works organize the components of subjective well-being in different 
ways, there are similarities between them.

It should be remembered that this research aims to study which factors affect happi-
ness in a particular neighbourhood that displays a very specific character. Furthermore, 
the main intention of this paper is to facilitate decision-making or to propose initiatives 
to improve local residents’ quality of life. Therefore, when addressing which factors indi-
viduals’ subjective well-being depend on, we must take into account the perspective of the 
neighbourhood, and how both it and the policies adopted in its context can help to increase 
well-being.
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2.1 � Economic, Social and Political Environment

Some authors have sought to measure what effect the place we live in (social, economic 
and physical environment) has on our reported subjective welfare. For example, Lora 
et al. (2010) study the impact of public goods on life satisfaction as a whole, and other 
life domains such as leisure, social life, family, health, economic situation, and work. 
Gandelman et  al. (2012) suggest that differences in overall happiness and in domain 
satisfaction can be partly explained by different levels of access to public goods. Other 
authors, such as Kwon, Pickett, Lee, & Lee (2019), have found that perceived walk-
ability and neighbourhood appearance play a significant role in increasing residents’ 
well-being. In general, highly walkable communities foster social inclusion and the 
development of social capital, as pointed out by these authors. A more walkable envi-
ronment and street network design has been found to promote neighbourly interactions 
and the development of social capital (Leyden, 2003). Moreover, walkability is con-
nected with the safety of the neighbourhood, as reported by Wood et  al. (2010) and 
Wood et  al., (2008) “the more people out walking, the safer the neighbourhood is for 
those who walk”. People’s physical and social activities are influenced by the physical 
environment of the neighbourhood based on the social ecological model (Sallis et  al., 
2010; Wood et al., 2008). In this sense, other authors study the impact of third places on 
community quality of life (Jeffres et al., 2009). These third places are the great and good 
places that foster community and communication among people outside their home and 
work (Oldenburg, 1989). These third places include public spaces where people meet, 
congregate, and communicate. The presence of such places in neighbourhoods, which 
facilitate social contact, has been addressed by certain authors who explore the relation-
ships between social capital, neighbourhood, and happiness.

One possible definition of social capital is the following; social capital consists of 
the stocks of active connections among people, trust, mutual understanding, shared val-
ues and behaviours that bind the members of human networks and communities and 
that make cooperation possible (Cohen & Prusak, 2001). People are happier if they feel 
that the people in their community can be trusted. This public or social trust is a pri-
mary indicator of social capital (Putnam, 2000). This concept includes key components 
such as reciprocity (e.g. number and type of favour exchanges with neighbours) or civic 
engagement (e.g. participation in voluntary work) (Wood et al., 2010), amongst others. 
Trust and relationships with others and their community are influenced by neighbour-
hood design and aesthetics, perceptions of local safety and opportunities to forge local 
support and social networks (Wood, 2006). People are happier when living in a commu-
nity which they believe can be trusted (Leyden et al., 2011, p. 865).

Earlier research found a positive association between participation in neighbourhood 
organizations and happiness. Helliwell and Putnam (2004) showed that happiness is sig-
nificantly related to spending time with friends and neighbours, civic participation, and 
trust in neighbourhoods and the local police. As regards civic participation (membership 
in organizations), Dolan et al. (2008) found that belonging to organizations and engag-
ing in volunteer work was correlated with higher levels of happiness in some studies but 
not others. For example, Bjørnskov (2006) found a negative association or Leung et al. 
(2011) reported that people who engaged in civic participation were no happier than 
people who did not. In relation to trust, Paldam (2000) argued that trust involves two 
dimensions: generalized (trust in people as a whole) and special trust (trust in known 
people or particular institutions). Trust is one of the defining elements of social capital. 
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Authors such as Coleman (1988), Leung et  al. (2011), Putnam, (2000) and Bjørnskov 
(2006) reached the same conclusion that trust is an essential element of social capital.

In their analysis, Leung et al. (2011) showed that only trust in people within one’s fam-
ily was significant in happiness, but that trust in neighbours and strangers does not play a 
significant role. The inclusion of families in social networks can create feelings of safety 
and increase the availability of social support (Rözer et al., 2016). According to the litera-
ture, social networks and sense of safety support each other and positively affect percep-
tions of happiness (Gür et al., 2020, p.682). Layard (2005) found that married people are 
happier than those who are divorced, separated, widowed or who have never been mar-
ried. In this line, other authors suggest the same results as Martikainen (2009), Koopmans 
et al. (2010) for older adults. This fact has frequently been documented by many authors 
who concur regarding the importance of family relationships in terms of generating happi-
ness. Most papers state that divorced or widowed people score low on the happiness scale, 
regardless of neighbourhood type (Wenz, 1977).

Another fundamental aspect in determining happiness is the help received and given. In 
this sense, help received showed a significant negative relationship with happiness (Leung 
et al., 2011, p.457). In contrast, some research in public economics suggests that acts of 
charity and gift-giving generate a sense of warmth and help those who give to feel good 
about themselves (Allgood, 2011), although other works such as Leung et al. (2011) found 
that help given is not significant in terms of happiness.

In connection with the economic, social, and political environment other factors are per-
sonal freedom and personal values. Personal freedom refers to governance and individual 
rights. It is a measure of the quality of social systems (Veenhoven, 2008) that stimulate 
happiness. With regard to personal values, such as religion, Layard (2005) finds that the 
belief in a higher power is associated with happiness. Frey and Stutzer (2002) support 
Layard’s (2005) finding: people with religious values may be better able to cope with life’s 
difficulties. Moreover, certain behaviours among the religious may promote a healthier life 
style, thereby indirectly promoting happiness through health.

Another aspect related to the place where we live is the number of years in the neigh-
bourhood. People who live in a particular neighbourhood for a longer time are more likely 
to be better connected to others in their neighbourhood (French et al., 2014; A. Ross et al., 
2019). In this respect, Wenz (1977) concludes that in the case of poor neighbourhoods, 
people who have lived there for an intermediate number of years (2–9 years) display sig-
nificantly higher happiness scores than those who have lived there for either a short or long 
period (p.193).

2.2 � Health, Income, Work, Education

The effects of the neighbourhood on health have been studied by several authors in recent 
decades. For example Pérez et al. (2020) conducted a systematic review of papers explor-
ing the impact of neighbourhood on health, and obtained evidence of the correlation 
between neighbourhood community life and population health. Other studies, such as those 
by Pickett & Wilkinson (2014) and Roy et al. (2012), find that the racial-ethnic composi-
tion and socioeconomic status of the neighbourhood predict the physical health of adults. 
A similar result for the younger population is obtained by Benninger et al. (2021).

Feldman and Steptoe (2004) study how neighbourhood socioeconomic status and per-
ceptions thereof are associated with individuals’ physical well-being. Other authors focus 
on how the physical environment of the neighbourhood (walkability, neighbourhood 
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appearance, promoting recreational well-being…) impacts the physical well-being of resi-
dents (Know et al., 2019) or the relationship between access, quantity and types of parks 
and mental well-being (Wood et al. (2017). The neighbourhood’s social capital has a major 
impact on residents’ health and has been studied amongst the general population by authors 
such as Mohnen et al. (2010) or Santosa et al. (2020).

Other studies examine the neighbourhood’s effect on health from the point of view of 
neighbourhood health planning (Odoi et al. (2005)) and find that a knowledge of the soci-
oeconomic characteristics of neighbourhoods is required to pinpoint their unique health 
needs and to help identify socioeconomically disadvantaged populations.

Self-assessed health is significantly associated with self-assessed happiness (Leyden 
et al., 2011), and the link between health and happiness has consistently been evidenced in 
the literature (Marks & Shah, 2005), whether measured subjectively or objectively. There 
is, however, no consensus in the literature about whether to include self-rated health as 
an indicator or as a predictor of subjective welfare (Lindert et al., 2015). When analysing 
the relationship between health and happiness, we should take into account that causality 
is likely to run in both directions (Crivelli & Lucchini, 2017), such that there might be a 
problem of reverse causality. However, many works introduce the health variable as a pre-
dictor: for example, Gerdtham and Johannesson (2001); Ross et al. (2019); Taniguchi and 
Potter (2016) and Weech-Maldonado et al. (2017), among others. In all cases, the authors 
find a positive association between happiness and health. In other works, perceived health 
has been seen to mediate in the relationship between perceived sufficient income and hap-
piness. Individuals with sufficient income are more likely to have better perceived health 
and, as a result, are more likely to be happy (Weech-Maldonado et al., 2017).

Income, or perceived income, is an important factor when examining happiness and 
well-being (Dynan & Ravina, 2007). The positive association between income and happi-
ness is one of the most robust findings in happiness research (Easterlin, 1974). The Easter-
lin Paradox says that happiness in a society does not increase as income rises, because the 
satisfaction of higher incomes is derived from having relative and not absolute incomes 
that are greater than those of one’s peers. For example, people in poor countries tend to 
be happier, net of their own income. This relates to the theory of the reference-income 
hypothesis, which suggests that individuals care more about how they are perceived by oth-
ers, rather than the absolute level of income they have (Boyce et al., 2010). Beyond the role 
of income in happiness, the relationship between basic needs and happiness must be taken 
into account when studying the determinants of happiness in low-income settings (Cam-
field & Guillen-Royo, 2010; Fuentes & Rojas, 2001; Guillen-Royo et al., 2017).

As with other subjective measures, perceptions of inadequate income can offer a mean-
ingful psychological measure of financial adequacy more than the absolute total sum (Sun 
et al., 2009). In general, findings concerning the impact of income in relation to neighbour-
hoods suggest that in the case of low-income neighbourhoods the neighbourhood attribute 
of economic status is more important for differences in happiness than individual economic 
status (Wenz, 1977). On some occasions, low mean scores in happiness for people living in 
low economic status neighbourhoods may be indicative of people who have been frustrated 
in their efforts to reach certain goals. However, living in low-income neighbourhoods has 
negative consequences, not only due to the presence of poverty but also because of the 
presence of crime, school dropout rates as well as high rates of teenage pregnancy (Fire-
baugh & Schroeder, 2014).

As regards work, people are reported to be a lot happier when they have secure jobs. 
People who have a secure job are happier than those who are unemployed or whose job is 
not secure (Leyden et al., 2011). The unemployed have lower scores in life satisfaction than 
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those in employment. According to Di Tella et al. (2001), when other factors are controlled 
for, unemployed people are less happy than employed people. Other authors who report 
similar results include Dolan and Peasgood (2008) and Frey and Stutzer (2002). However, 
there are some exceptions to this relationship, such as Graham and Pettinato (2001) or 
Winkelmann (2009). This latter author found that losing a job has a negative effect on sub-
jective welfare, although this finding is not valid for all population subgroups. For example, 
women and people over the age of 45 are not as negatively affected as others by the loss of 
their job (Winkelmann, 2009). In addition, civil status can affect what impact unemploy-
ment has on happiness (Martikainen, 2009). Furthermore, the effect of unemployment on 
happiness is neutralized in areas with high employment deprivation (Clark, 2003; Shields 
& Wheatley, 2005).

Empirical studies usually find a positive effect of education on happiness, even after 
controlling for level of income (Di Tella et al., 2001). However, other authors, such as Frey 
and Stutzer (2002, p. 5), find the effect of education on happiness to be small. Education 
may indirectly contribute to happiness by allowing a better adaptation to changing environ-
ments, but it also tends to raise aspiration levels. For example, Clark and Oswald (1994) 
said that the highly educated are more distressed than the less well educated when they are 
hit by unemployment. Education also has a positive effect on health, since more highly-
educated people are assumed to have less unhealthy habits (Grossman, 1972). Other stud-
ies find the opposite results. After controlling for income, Clark and Oswald (1996) found 
that more highly-educated individuals report a lower level of satisfaction. This may be due 
to situations in which the individual is overqualified or has the expectation of a better job 
due to their qualifications.

2.3 � Individual Factors

Individual factors, such as gender or age, do not appear to be significantly associated with 
being happy or having higher perceived health. On some occasions, these factors only 
explain a very small percentage of the variance of happiness. For example, Weech-Mal-
donado et al. (2017) found that individual factors such as gender, age and race were not 
significantly associated with being happy. Gender is a socio-demographic variable that has 
yielded inconsistent findings as it relates to happiness and well-being. A meta-analysis by 
Wood and Giles-Corti (2008) found a small but significant gender difference in happiness, 
with women being happier that men. Other studies addressing neighbourhoods, such as 
Taniguchi and Potter (2016), reported that the effects of neighbourhood relationships on 
life satisfaction and happiness are significantly greater for men in Japan. However, other 
studies suggest that these gender differences may have disappeared and that they may 
even have inverted (Stevenson & Wolfers, 2013). Wenz (1977) found that in lower income 
neighbourhoods the relation between gender and happiness is significant, and that men 
are happier than women, although the author insists that it is not just a question of roles: 
the neighbourhood and economic status factors affect the relationship between gender and 
happiness.

The effect of age on happiness is unclear. In many cases, quality of life increases with 
age (Gove et  al., 1990), because individuals gain more insight and self-esteem. Moreo-
ver, older adults have more realistic expectations and, as a result, may cope better with 
life’s setbacks than younger adults are able to do (Argyle, 2001). At other times, there are 
many other factors related to age, such as income, work, religion, marriage or children, 
which can affect the feeling of well-being (Easterlin, 2003; Ellison, 1991). In the case of 
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neighbourhoods with a low economic status, Wenz (1977) found that age is not signifi-
cantly associated with happiness, except for those over 65 who tend to be less happy due 
to health problems and having fewer expectations. In others works, the youngest age cat-
egory has significantly higher happiness scores than the older age category. For example, 
Gerdtham and Johannesson, (2001) found that the relation between age and happiness is 
U-shaped, with happiness being lowest in the 45–64 year-old age group.

3 � The Educa‑Sustainability Pajarillos project: Map of Happiness

The survey presented in this article forms part of the Pajarillos Educa subproject, which is 
part of the Pajarillos network community-based participatory project. Pajarillos Educa is 
a platform which brings together 12 educational communities in the district of Pajarillos 
(where 40 communities live together), in Valladolid, the capital of the autonomous region 
of Castilla y León (Spain). The various actions in the project pursue two main goals: to 
foster socio-educational success and local resident participation; and to merge learning and 
local service processes in which participants learn to work on the area’s real needs in an 
effort to improve the neighbourhood. The network is, therefore, collaborative and reflects 
social capital.

The project has three axes: Pajarillos learns (new inclusive methods and support for 
pupils when studying; mediation; family school and training initiatives for pupils); sustain-
able Pajarillos (exhibitions related to birds—ExpoAves –; the course “education for sustain-
ability and a happy life”, map of happiness, environmental volunteering, sustainable patios 
-re naturalization of patios and the environment-), and Pajarillos acts (recovering disused 
areas next to one of the district’s primary schools where, in the evenings and at weekends, 
open activities are undertaken). This is the context in which the survey we now analyse was 
carried out (conducted between February and May 2019), in an effort to draw up a district 
map of happiness so as to move towards actions aimed at integration and quality of life in 
the area.

The Pajarillos network draws on the support of various social agents: public adminis-
trations, social organizations, cultural organizations, university and private citizens, who 
cooperate in the project. Such a large and varied number of members in the cooperative-
platform-network evidences three things: the important social capital that exists, reflected 
in the survey’s results; the area’s comprehensive vision, addressing the whole of the dis-
trict from the field of education, and the holistic group approach which merges knowledge, 
reflection, and action. The key results provided by this initial survey are being taken into 
consideration for action in the area and in the social environment in an attempt to improve 
the emotional well-being of local residents.

4 � Data and Measures

4.1 � Sample

The sample is made up of participants who responded to the Pajarillos Neighbourhood 
Sustainable Survey—Happy neighbourhood, which was carried out in 2019, as previously 
mentioned. The neighbourhood sample was generated using a chain referral or snowball 
sampling technique; that is non-probability sampling. The decision to adopt this type of 
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sampling was taken for two reasons. The first aims to capture within the sample a hidden 
and hard to reach population (Atkinson and Flint (2001)). This type of sampling allowed us 
to access more vulnerable population groups who would not otherwise have participated in 
the sample. Secondly, this type of chain sampling reflects the spirit of the project in which 
this research is framed, wherein local resident cooperation is sought.

Furthermore, in the exploratory study carried out for one of the participating entities, 
no major discrepancies were found between the sample obtained in terms of marital sta-
tus, level of studies, and main activity in relation to the population profile provided by the 
Municipal Register for the Pajarillos neighbourhood, which is the administrative register 
where the residents of the municipality are registered. This reports that the total number of 
residents in the neighbourhood in 2020 was about 18,226.

The total sample in our study compromised 594 individuals aged between 8 and 
87 years old, of whom 50% were 38 years old or younger. The percentage of women in the 
sample is 62%. There is a greater presence of women than men in the higher age groups, 
and 82% of the population are under 60 years of age. The sample reflects the data on the 
municipal register.

As regards marital status, 48.5% stated that they lived with a partner. As for the main 
activity, only 30% of the sample are employed, and of the total that are employed, 30% 
have part-time employment. A large percentage of the population take care of household 
duties or of other people, and there is also a significant percentage of retirees, specifically 
15% of the sample. The unemployment rate in the district is 14.83% above the average of 
the city in which the area is located, which has an average of 13.03% for the year in ques-
tion. Furthermore, 51.5% of the population have no formal qualifications or only completed 
primary school studies. Surveys such as the European Quality of Life Survey carried out 
by Eurofound in 2016 (Ahrendt et al., 2017) show that in the case of Spain, 18% of the 
population have difficulty or great difficulty making ends meet. In the case of the Pajarillos 
district, this percentage rises to 35.81%, a figure far above the Spanish average. Given the 
characteristics of this neighbourhood, it is considered to have a low socio-economic profile 
and to display a situation of vulnerability.

4.2 � Measures

In relation to the variables and instruments used for the present study, we first discuss our 
outcome measure, happiness, and then our explanatory variables, the main statistics of 
which are shown in Table 1.

4.2.1 � Outcome

Happiness was assessed by people’s response to the question: “In general, how happy are 
you in your life?”, with answers ranging from 1 (not at all) to 10 (a lot) (self-perceived hap-
piness). For our sample, average happiness shows a value of 7.99, with a standard deviation 
of 1.71 from a total of 583 observations. This average value is surprisingly higher than, 
for example, the average for Spain in the European Quality of Life Survey for 2016, which 
was 7.3. Although it must be said that comparing these averages should be approached 
with caution due to the different cultural contexts and realities of the target population in 
the two surveys, which may bias the results, especially in deprived areas. In this sense, one 
very interesting group of papers that deal with happiness in low income regions includes 
Biswas-Diener and Diener (2011) in India, Webb (2009) in Tibet, Graham and Pettinato 
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(2002) and Mónica Guillen-Royo and Velazco (2012) in Peru, Graham and Pettinato (2002) 
in Russia, Guardiola et al. (2013) in Mexico, and García-Quero and Guardiola (2018) and 
Guardiola and García-Quero (2014) in Ecuador.

The happiness measure used in this study is related to an overall happiness judgment 
of what life is like for that individual (Veenhoven, 2005). As pointed out by Subramanian 
et al., (2005, 667), due to the multiplicity of meanings associated with happiness, this con-
cept has been referred to as subjective well-being (Diener & Scollon, 2004).

4.2.2 � Explanatory Variables

When addressing the study of which factors are significant in explaining happiness, in our 
analysis, we distinguish different dimensions: firstly, happiness depends on factors related 
directly to the neighbourhood, such as the physical environment (the presence of parks, nature, 
whether it is walkable …). A second group of factors is determined, at the community level, 
by social capital, and covers aspects such as trust in strangers, freedom, and establishing asso-
ciations, while at the individual level the social capital it is linked to aspects such as family and 
friends. There is then a series of factors at the individual level, such as health, income, work, 
education. Finally, there are the socio-demographic factors, such as age and gender.

4.2.3 � Expected Effects and/or Hypothesis

In view of the literature reviewed and the characteristics of the neighbourhood itself, the expected 
effects of this set of variables on happiness could be summed up in the following points:

In relation to the number of years in the neighbourhood, a positive effect is expected, as the 
variable is defined. It should be remembered that authors such as Wenz (1977) found that people 
who have been living in the district for an intermediate number of years feel happier. This is in 
contrast to those who have been living in the neighbourhood for only a few years, who are in a 
period of adaptation, or those who have been living in the neighbourhood for many years, who 
feel trapped in the neighbourhood, and have no expectations of being able to move to a better one.

Aspects such as highly perceived walkability, presence of enough parks and/or green 
areas are expected to have a positive influence on residents’ subjective well-being, in view 
of the literature consulted. However, the variable relating to hearing a bird singing which, 
a priori should have a positive influence on individuals’ happiness, could be expected to 
have a negative impact in the case of the Pajarillos neighbourhood and might not even be 
significant due to the lack of environmental education on the part of the neighbourhood’s 
residents. This is a matter of concern for the institutions that have already initiated environ-
mental education programmes for the neighbourhood’s population.
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Variables related to social capital and social relations, such as trust in strangers, giving help 
or charity, as well as associationism, should have a positive influence on happiness. However, 
the existence of groups or collectives within the neighbourhood (Spaniards, non-Spaniards, 
gypsies…) with a high degree of polarisation and social tension, both between and amongst 
them, could lead to unexpected results, especially in the trust in strangers variable. One might 
also think that certain variables, such as trust in strangers, would show differences by gender.

In terms of help received, the studies consulted lead us to expect a negative impact. 
If we look at individual factors, having a partner, enjoying good health, having gainful 
employment, secondary education or higher, and freedom would be expected to posi-
tively influence our dependent variable. However, the effect of education on happiness in 
deprived areas is not clear. It is initially hypothesised that the majority of the population 
perceive no increase in happiness if they have more education, which is often due to a lack 
of knowledge of alternatives.

A priori, we would expect that having difficulties in making ends meet would have a nega-
tive influence on individual happiness. Nevertheless, as previously mentioned, this might not be 
significant, since if a large percentage of the population have difficulties in making ends meet, 
individuals would stop attaching importance to being in this situation, since it is felt to be some-
thing general. Much the same could be true for the impact of unemployment on happiness.

For their part, personal characteristics such as age, are expected to have an effect that is 
explained by a quadratic form (U-shaped), such that age and its quadratic form (age2) are 
incorporated into the model. A negative effect of age on happiness is to be expected with 
varying intensity across age groups. Although many studies show that gender is not a sig-
nificant factor in explaining happiness, in our case we expect women to show lower levels 
of well-being than men, due to the cultural characteristics of the neighbourhood.

By way of a summary, the expected direction on happiness for each variable (+ ,- or 
ambivalent) is included in Table 1 with the description of the variables.

The principal statistics of the explanatory variables are also described in the following 
table (Table 1).
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5 � Econometric Model: Method and Results

The literature review has enabled us to pinpoint a series of factors to be taken into account 
in line with academic consensus. In this section, we aim to explore what influence these 
factors have on the self-perceived happiness of the local residents who make up our target 
sample.

In order to achieve our goal, we estimated an econometric model whose dependent vari-
able is self-perceived happiness (self-perceived_happiness), which reflects the general hap-
piness with their lives felt by local residents. As mentioned, this variable is expressed on 
a Likert scale with values ranging from 1 to 10, where 1 indicates not at all happy and 10 
very happy. Given the nature of the dependent variable, we apply the Maximum Likeli-
hood Ordered Choice Logit method, which is suited to qualitative variables with several 
ordered numerical responses that lack any cardinal meaning. We chose the logistic estima-
tion which, in our case, provides the best overall results of the estimation, in addition to 
the best goodness of fit measures. Moreover, the Jarque–Bera test categorically rejects the 
hypothesis of normality of disturbances (Bera and Anil 1980).

The results of the chosen model are shown in Table  2. In order to reach these, we 
estimated a series of prior models, such that this model meets the highest statistical and 

Table 2   Ordered Choice Logit: dependent variable happiness. Source: Own elaboration

* p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01
The table contains the results of the estimation of an Ordered Choice Logit model where the dependent 
variable is happiness
The coefficients and their significance are explained in the text of the article

Variable Coefficient Std. Error z-Statistic Prob

YEARS_NEIGHBOURHOOD_2_9 0.559 0.289 1.935 *0.053
WALK_NEIGHBOURHOOD_4HOURS 0.601 0.320 1.880 *0.060
ENOUGH_PARKS_GREEN_AREAS − 0.400 0.232 − 1.729 *0.084
SONG_BIRDS − 0.157 0.264 − 0.597 0.551
TRUST_STRANGERS − 1.197 0.464 − 2.579 ***0.010
TRUST_STRANGERS*WOMAN 1.137 0.572 1.989 **0.047
ASSOCIATIONS_ALMOST_EVER − 0.787 0.490 − 1.608 *0.100
HELP_FAMILY_FRIENDS 0.098 0.435 0.226 0.821
PARTNER 1.090 0.317 3.433 ***0.001
HEALTH 1.159 0.369 3.141 ***0.002
FINANCIAL_DIFFICULTIES 0.143 0.276 0.518 0.606
EMPLOYMENT_STATUS 0.972 0.298 3.260 ***0.001
EDUCATION_SECOND_UNIVER − 0.063 0.331 − 0.19 0.848
PERSONAL_FREEDOM 0.603 0.069 8.764 ***0.000
GENDER − 0.156 0.287 − 0.542 0.588
AGE − 0.072 0.033 − 2.177 **0.030
AGE2 0.001 0.000 1.814 *0.070

Pseudo R-squared 0.142 Akaike info criterion 3.234
Schwarz criterion 3.568 Log likelihood − 411.638
Hannan-Quinn criter 3.368 Restr. log likelihood − 479.730
LR statistic 136.186 Avg. log likelihood − 1.5246
Prob(LR statistic) 0.000
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econometric requirements. As can be seen, the explanatory variables are jointly significant 
for any level of significance (probability associated to the LR statistic equal to zero). The 
model suffers from a small problem of multicollinearity that might influence the lack of 
individual significance of certain variables. However, it proved necessary to maintain these 
variables so as not to incur in errors of omission, such that by acting as control variables 
they mean that the coefficients of the other variables are estimated with good properties.

Since the main aim of this work is to understand the mechanisms through which neigh-
bourhood environments affect the subjective welfare of their residents, we commence by 
referring to the variables which are closely linked to the physical and social context of the 
neighbourhood.

5.1 � Physical and Social Context of the Neighbourhood

We start with a variable which, although related to the environment in the district, has a 
more individual dimension—the number of years living in the neighbourhood—and we 
obtained results consistent with the literature addressing very poor areas. On the one hand, 
those who have only been living in the district a short time are likely to focus on issues 
concerning adaptation, such that they are still unsure as to whether their stay will be tem-
porary. On the other hand, those who have been living in the district for a long time might 
feel trapped, and unable to reach their expectations of achieving a better life. These results 
are in line with those obtained by Wenz (1977). For the two groups of people (those who 
have not been there long and those who have) the number of years they have been living 
there has no clear effect on their happiness. Nevertheless, having lived in the district for 
between two and nine years (years_neighbourhood_2_9) did prove to be significant and 
to have a positive impact on happiness, as expected. In conclusion, people who have been 
living in the district for an intermediate number of years feel happier, which might point to 
the effect of social capital that appears in other works.

As regards walkability in the district, we also considered various ways of defining the 
variable based on interviewees’ responses to the question concerning the number of hours 
they spent going for a walk around the district at weekends. The variable which was sig-
nificant is that of going for a walk around the district at weekends for four hours or more 
(walk_neighbourhood_4hours). As a result, people who engage in this type of activity state 
that they are happier, which is in line with our expected positive impact on happiness.

As for the physical environment, considering that the district has enough parks and 
green spaces (enough_parks_green_areas) is significant when explaining self-perceived 
happiness. Nevertheless, this does not mean that those who express this opinion feel hap-
pier. Contrary to what was expected, the results of the model indicate that those who do 
not see the need for more parks in the area and who think there are enough, feel less happy 
than those who believe there should be more parks. This latter group are the happiest since 
they might use green areas more and would like to see more of them.

According to our results, having heard a bird singing recently—that day or the previous 
day—(song_birds) is not a significant variable in terms of explaining happiness. For the 
people who live in this district, being aware that birds can be heard singing is irrelevant in 
terms of feeling happier or less happy. This result is consistent with the initial assumptions.

We now explain the results for the variables that are most directly related to social capi-
tal, seen as stocks of active connections among people. As seen in Sect. 2, the literature 
on the effect of trust in other people with regard to one’s own happiness is by no means 
unanimous. In any case, a distinction should be drawn between trust in strangers and trust 
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in one’s family and friends. We now refer to the first kind of trust, as later we will deal with 
the relations with close groups. In our case, the results to emerge point to several strik-
ing conclusions. First, trust in strangers (trust_strangers) for the local residents of this dis-
trict is a determining variable of their happiness, although only 21% of those interviewed 
stated that they trust strangers. Secondly, for men, trusting strangers reduces their happi-
ness. In other words, men feel that it is not a good idea to trust strangers, possibly due to 
some negative experience or simply due to a fear of the unknown. Thirdly, for women, this 
negative effect does not exist, since the model indicates that for women, a priori, trusting 
strangers has no significant negative or positive effect on their feeling of happiness. The 
model shows how the variable of interaction between trust in strangers and gender (trust_
strangers*woman) displays a coefficient which makes up for the variable of trust in stran-
gers. Taking into account that the categories included in the model are trusting strangers 
and being female, the results of the two coefficients indicate that trust in strangers has a 
negative effect on the self-perceived happiness of men and has a virtually null effect on the 
self-perceived happiness of women. It is worth asking whether women establish a different 
kind of more open relation with those in their district and whether they are more easily able 
to weave networks of support and accompaniment. These result confirm the existence of 
gender differences in relation to trust in strangers.

As mentioned in the literature review, another aspect that defines social capital is linked 
to aspects such as civic engagement, community participation, voluntary work, member-
ship of neighbourhood organizations and others, such as NGOs. The result obtained in 
the model is that hardly ever taking part in this kind of association (associations_almost_
never) is statistically significant and has a negative effect on one’s own feeling of happi-
ness. In this district, people who scarcely ever participate in this kind of association do 
not feel as happy as others. In this regard, our conclusion concurs with the results found in 
most works in the literature analysed and in our previous hypothesis.

We also examined what effect giving charity has on individuals’ happiness (charity). 
The studies cited in the references section fail to provide any unanimous conclusions on 
this issue. In our case, the variable related with giving charity or making donations did not 
prove to be significant. Moreover, it does not alter the econometric model’s goodness of fit. 
In other words, it is not a relevant variable. As a result, we did not include it in the model 
that was finally chosen.

We now look at the relations with the individual’s immediate personal environment. 
The variable measuring whether, if there are problems, help is available from the groups 
who are closest and with whom there are family or friendship ties did not emerge as signifi-
cant in the model, contrary to what was expected. As mentioned previously, other studies 
into marginal districts have even reported a negative relation between the help received and 
happiness. On occasions, those who receive emotional support are not in fact happier. In 
our case, as pointed out, knowing that, should help be needed, support can be provided by 
family or friends (help_family_friends) was not significant. Nevertheless, when reviewing 
the data from our sample, it could be seen that, regardless of their perception concern-
ing their own happiness, almost all of the local residents stated that they could count on 
this kind of support when needed. As indicated in the literature consulted, this entails an 
increase in the availability of social support. The literature also shows that good quality 
human relationships with family, friends and acquaintances tends to imply the existence 
of a strong personal and social protection network. As a result, local residents are aware 
that the area can offer a strong personal and social protection network. Consequently, in 
this district the mentioned variable does not discriminate with regard to the degree of self-
perceived happiness.
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As regards the various types of family unit, special mention should be made of that 
established with a live-in partner, regardless of civil status. Our results concur with all of 
the research carried out. As can be seen, living with a sentimental partner (partner) is fully 
significant in the model and has a positive effect on subjective happiness. In this specific 
case, the term "partner" covers a broad group that includes married couples, civil partner-
ships, living with a partner, and new families. People in this group of cohabitants with 
sentimental ties feel happier than people in the group of those who are single, separated, or 
divorced.

5.2 � Individual Factors

We now interpret the results of the model for individuals factors. In our model, self-per-
ceived health is a determining factor of happiness. Specifically, the variable (health), which 
takes a value of one when the interviewee’s response is that their health is "good or very 
good", is fully significant and has a clearly positive effect on subjective happiness, as we 
suspected. There is ample consensus in the literature with regard to this relation that can 
also be seen in the district subject to the present research.

On the basis of the literature consulted, a positive relationship may be inferred 
between considering that one has a high enough income and feeling happy. Neverthe-
less, the survey does not contain information about the level of income or about inter-
viewees’ opinion with regard to whether they feel they have sufficient income. We do, 
however, have information concerning whether the individual has difficulty making ends 
meet (financial_difficulties). As mentioned, a very high percentage of local residents 
(24%) do have difficulty making ends meet.

As pointed out by Wenz (1977), the striking results obtained for deprived areas are 
that satisfaction with one’s own income depends not so much on the level of income 
but on a comparison with the income of others in the same area. In poorer districts, 
those who have low incomes tend to state that they are happier than those who, with the 
same income, live in middle-class areas. This theory, which has been borne out by many 
studies, might explain the result we obtained. Our model indicates that having difficulty 
making ends meet is not a significant variable for the happiness stated by those living 
in the district studied, a result which fits in with our initial assumptions. As regards 
employment status (employment_status), we studied the effect of the different labour 
categories (full-time workers, part-time workers, unemployed persons receiving no ben-
efits, unemployed persons receiving benefits, pensioners, self-employed, students, and 
those dedicated to household tasks) on self-perceived happiness. Our results are in line 
with those observed in the literature for other deprived areas, where the effect of the 
variable unemployment on self-perceived happiness does not behave in the usual man-
ner; in other words, reducing the feeling of happiness. The effect is neutralized by living 
in districts that have high unemployment rates, as is the case in hand. As a result, in our 
case, unemployment by itself is not significant in the model. Indeed, no single work cat-
egory by itself is significant.

This does not mean that work has no effect on happiness, since a closer examina-
tion reveals that there are two distinct groups: one group comprises those in full-time 
employment, those who are out of work but who receive financial support, and those 
adults who are students. The other group is made up of five sub-groups; those who have 
a part-time job, those who are out of work and receive no financial support, retirees, 
those who take care of household duties full time, and the self-employed. This latter 
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group was taken as the reference group in the model. The difference between these two 
groups does prove to be highly significant in the model and the result indicates that 
individuals in the first group feel happier than those in the reference group, indicating 
that having a full-time job, receiving financial support through unemployment benefit or 
being a student (employment_status) provides a greater feeling of happiness than being 
self-employed, taking care of the household, having a part-time job or not receiving 
unemployment benefit. This is hardly surprising since people who belong to this latter 
group probably feel less sure and less protected by their situation.

The link between education and happiness undoubtedly takes on a very particular 
form in deprived areas. The references section offers some of the particularities and 
contradictory results that have been found. In our case, none of the formal educational 
levels emerges as significant in the model. Nor are there any educational categories 
that emerge as significant. We ultimately opted for a logical clustering in two groups: 
the reference group encompasses those without any formal qualifications together with 
those who only completed primary school education. The other group includes those 
who completed secondary school studies and those with a degree. The fit of the model 
improves when including formal education although, as pointed out, the education vari-
able (education_second_univer) is not significant, such that there is no major difference 
between the two groups with regard to the effect on subjective happiness. Those with a 
higher level of education do not feel either happier or less happy than those who have no 
qualifications or who only completed primary education.

Satisfaction with the freedom to do what one wants with one’s own life (personal free-
dom) was found to be fully significant in the model and has a positive effect on subjective 
happiness, as we expected.

This result is interesting because the feeling of personal freedom is a measure of the 
quality of social systems. Through this indicator, the individual is evaluating what contri-
bution the social system makes to individual rights and personal development. As a result, 
the outcome of the model indicates that a good social system enhances the happiness of 
those living in this deprived district.

5.3 � Socio‑Demographic Factors

Finally, we interpret the results obtained for socio-demographic factors, gender and age. 
According to the literature, in low-income areas it is possible to obtain relations in one way 
or the other with regard to the link between gender and happiness, and it is also possible 
to obtain no relation. In our model, gender did not initially emerge as a variable that was 
in any way significant. Being a woman neither increases nor reduces the feeling of hap-
piness in the district. However, as pointed out earlier, we did find an interesting result in 
terms of the link with the interaction between gender and trusting strangers. For women, 
trusting strangers has an almost null effect on their feeling of happiness, such that it neither 
boosts it nor diminishes it. Nevertheless, for men, the trust in strangers variable is signifi-
cant, although its effect on happiness is negative, such that trusting strangers corresponds 
to lower subjective happiness. This result indicates that, although gender is not significant a 
priori, it might modify the effect that other determinants have on self-perceived happiness.

As regards the effect of age, there is no unanimity in the literature. In our case, the 
variable (age) was significant in its habitual quadratic form when explaining the percep-
tion of happiness. In this neighbourhood, which has a low economic status, age always 
has a negative effect on happiness. However, depending on the age groups, this negative 
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effect changes in intensity. Up to the age of nearly 40, the effect is negative and worsens 
with each year of age; in other words, the feeling of happiness falls more sharply each 
year. From the age of 40 up to 60, the negative effect stabilizes: in other words, during this 
period, getting one year older reduces the feeling of happiness to a similar degree. Finally, 
after the age of 60, the negative effect gradually diminishes, such that perceived happiness 
worsens less each year, although it never has a positive effect.

6 � Discussion and Conclusions

Certain variables (gender, formal education, difficulty making ends meet, birds’ singing, 
help) did not prove significant, which might be due to the homogeneity of the living condi-
tions of the sample and to the relation with other factors that did emerge as significant, as 
we have seen.

Formal education is not perceived as significant, perhaps because individuals do not see 
any return from investing in it, or because they are unable to gain access to it. There might 
also be a collective belief in the theory of labelling, whereby situations of disadvantage 
repeat themselves and where there is enormous difficulty breaking free from these situa-
tions because of the existing structural subculture (absenteeism is seen as “normal”, there 
is failure at school; people do not tend to set themselves any personal educational path 
that leads to university, …). The school dropout rate is one of the problems the district 
faces and for which a solution needs to be found. The fact that this variable is not signifi-
cant, as initially expected, should make us reflect on the need to design educational policies 
adapted to the needs of the neighbourhood and the cultural profile of its residents.

As pointed out earlier, the district evidences very high percentages of people who report 
difficulty making ends meet or who suffer from unemployment. As a result, designing poli-
cies aimed at reducing these rates would no doubt improve local residents’ subjective well-
being. The fact that birdsong, which was included as an initial proxy to measure the level 
of environmental awareness and ability to observe natural phenomena, was not significant 
was to be expected and highlights the need to emphasise environmental education as a way 
of increasing local resident happiness. Fostering local resident health by providing suitable 
socio-health care might also be a key action in terms of enhancing their well-being. The 
model also clearly shows the influence of two groups of significant variables and which 
reinforce each other: the physical environment of the neighbourhood and social capital.

The social networks in the area (shops, bars, family, friends …) offer the possibility to 
interact, improve trust and also foster shared leisured. This is also consistent with the fact 
that the happiest people point to the need for more green spaces in the neighbourhood. 
Only those who really “use and inhabit public space”, not just for going to work or study 
but also particularly for leisure, are able to pinpoint what is missing in the urban model 
for a more positive experience that can lead to emotional well-being, quality of life, and 
happiness. Moreover, increasing trust within the neighbourhood would solve some of the 
problems of conflict and social polarisation suffered by its residents.

In conclusion, personal freedom, employment status, health and having a partner are 
strong positive predictors of happiness for local residents. Other factors, such as having 
lived in the neighbourhood for between two and nine years or taking a walk around the 
neighbourhood at weekends for four hours or more, also have a positive significant effect 
on happiness. We observed the negative effect of predictors such as trust in strangers, 
hardly ever taking part in associations, feeling there are enough parks and green areas, and 
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age (with a changing negative effect depending on the various age groups). Surprisingly, 
variables such as gender, education, difficulty making ends meet and the sound of birds 
singing did not prove to be significant.

7 � Proposals for Action, Limitations and Future Research

Many studies have evidenced how the environment can influence happiness. The way cities 
are designed, and in particular low socio-economic level areas, is directly linked to greater 
emotional well-being and everything it implies. If dwellings are not generally spacious and 
comfortable, if social life takes place in public spaces more than it does in other neigh-
bourhoods, then it is essential for these spaces to provide quality of life for their residents. 
At present, with the disruption caused by the COVID virus, this has become even more 
pertinent.

This trend, both in research and in the action taken vis-à-vis public policies, can 
clearly be seen in the new biophilic approaches and re-connection with nature. Our 
findings converge with the results from approaches linked to psychology and environ-
mental sociology. In these works, problems related to children’s health (obesity, asthma, 
attention deficit disorder and hyperactivity, and vitamin D deficiency) are beginning to 
emerge, particularly in urban areas, and which are linked to a sedentary life style and 
lack of contact and direct exposure to natural environments (McCurdy et  al., 2010). 
Prominent in this regard is the importance of these neighbourhoods and specific centres 
(schools and the areas around them) being endowed with green public spaces as a means 
of creating a more appropriate level of physical, psychological and social well-being 
(Townsend & Weerasuriya, 2010; Wolch et al., 2014). The restorative role of nature at 
a psychological level (together with all of its positive impacts on observable behaviour) 
is clearly one of the lines to be taken into consideration in public education and urban 
planning policy, particularly in districts such as this one.

Aware of the need to re-naturalize our cities, the institutional framework of the Euro-
pean Union for the coming ten years (20–30) has made a commitment to this (Green 
Infrastructure Strategy; EU Green Deal and Biodiversity Strategy for 2030). Aware of 
all of this, the cooperation network in the Pajarillos Educa project includes an alloca-
tion of European funds from the Interreg programme for environmental improvements 
in schoolyards and their surrounding areas and is working on activities in the nearby 
nature as a key axis in formal learning.

The results of the survey support the line taken in recent years and which clearly 
link the four aspects of sustainability (economic, social, cultural, and environmental) 
and the latter’s interrelation with living well, quality of life, and subjective well-being. 
These approaches embrace the new conceptions of multifunctionality of happiness as a 
process, not a final result, based on two key axes: progress towards the concept of “One 
Health”, extensible from mankind and animals to the planet; and the social stratifica-
tion of social well-being, pinpointing deficient areas and helping to implement policies 
aimed at certain underprivileged groups (Bericat., 2018; Requena Santos, 2019). Health 
(physical and mental) and sustainability is a strong axis which ties in with the ever-more 
explored and considered issue of “emotional well-being”, and with a preventive and ter-
ritorialized approach pursuing greater happiness for “all”.

Improving certain aspects of the area, such as participation in organizations or creat-
ing places where people can meet and engage in social contact, and forging a walkable 
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community, are key elements in the design of political actions since they are crucial ele-
ments in the construction of local resident well-being.

Continuing to make headway in this area is also one of the paths which may prove 
interesting in future lines of research. A detailed study for specific population groups, 
such as children or by racial groups, could certainly enrich the analysis, as would com-
pleting the quantitative study with a qualitative one.

It would also be of great interest to improve the size of the sample and the sampling 
system in future studies.
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