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1. Executive Summary

This chapter looks at how to Creating and 

maintaining a happy city, is the topic of this 

chapter. It builds on last year’s chapter, and,  

once again, considers technology as an enabler 

of action rather than a central focus of work.  

The research draws on a diverse set of examples 

from cities across the world.

This chapter emphasises some foundational 

concepts, such as the notion of a smart city to 

be one that is ‘socially smart’, where the focus is 

on maintaining efficiency and sustainability in 

achieving happiness. This chapter elaborates two 

sets of themes, presented in the form of a practical 

tool for city makers. The first set of themes looks 

at how happiness is associated with the design 

of a city – in terms of the physical, processes, 

and flow that form the more tangible fabric of 

the city. The second set lays out the enablers of 

happiness in the city, that are often associated 

with the outcomes of actions and policies.

Note: These themes have no intended hierarchy, and are not mutually exclusive. Many initiatives, such as those 
discussed, touch on several of these areas.
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Designing Happy Cities
Action-oriented tangible interventions; physical 
and conceptual.

These themes look at the fabric of city: both the 

physical and the community fabric. The physical 

aspects of the city can be seen and touched: 

streets, piazzas, buildings, cycle-paths, and 

parks. In contrast, the conceptual aspects, 

though tangible, are more symbolic and relational. 

They include city culture, community partnerships, 

and services.

1.  Urban Design & Place Making, city planning & 

design, connected space and place.

2.  Nature, contact with nature, including green/

blue space, positively influences well-being.

3.  Mobility, the arteries of flow of people in a city 

are critical to the value of a city.

4.  Sustainability & Partnership, leading to  

sustainable change and improved well-being.

5.  Culture, giving a valuable sense of uniqueness 

and meaning to the city itself.

6.  Quality of Service, making genuinely citizen- 

centred services easier and accessible.

To illustrate the physical aspects of designing  

the city for well-being, three major examples are 

given. The first is concerned with the physical 

attributes of a public place that were found to 

positively influence the well-being of people 

visiting it. This example of a small park in  

Manchester (UK) shows how providing adequate 

seating, providing items of interest like a mural 

and small outdoor exhibit, as well as WiFi, helped 

people interact with each other more, were more 

active and engaged more with their surroundings. 

While another example showed how a small 

town in Florida was able to imbue a strong sense 

of community by ensuring the provision and 

enforcement of a simple set of design criteria in 

the town and the homes within it. These criteria 

were intentionally focused on making the town 

inhospitable to cars, and hospitable to people 

and provided lots of places in the town that 

allow ad hoc lingering. They also ensured that 

the design of the homes and streets promoted 

easy exchange between neighbours and passer-by, 

which encouraged interactions and a sense of 

community. However, it’s also important to 

acknowledge the important and positive role that 

nature plays in enhancing well-being. Examples 

were therefore given of how urban places were 

reclaimed in favour of providing green spaces for 

people to enjoy passively, as well as places to 

visit deliberately.

However, since mobility plays a critical role in the 

city, it was important to show an example of how 

some cities, like Seville, have been able to address 

mobility demands while at the same time increase 

health and environment benefits in the city, and 

changing cultural norms. This example shows 

how a city of negligible cycling activity was able 

to raise the use of bicycles to 9% of mechanical 

travel in the city, and achieve high ranking in the 

global cycling city index.

In addition to the physical, on the conceptual 

aspect of the city, culture in terms the arts is also 

important for well-being, and an example was 

given of how a well-established city like Vancouver 

has reclaimed a disused industrial area as a 

centre of culture, as well as the example of a 

fledgling centre in Dubai, becoming a significant 

cultural destination for artisans and citizens.

 Enabling Happy Cities
Intangible Policy outcomes; requiring active 
engagement, or sensed passively.

These themes enable happiness in the city, and 

are the outcomes of policies and initiative. There 

are two categories. The themes within the first 

category tend not to require any direct input 

from the residents of the city in order to gain the 

benefits, and so they might be seen as passive or 

external to citizens, and are ‘about the city’. These 

include safety (i.e. it’s a safe city), tolerance & 

inclusivity, and affordability. The second group 

may be seen as active enablers (or ‘internal’ to 

the person), and are ‘about the person’. These 

require people to actively engage with them and 

take self-responsibility in order to gain their 

benefits, such as sociality, health and life balance.

1.  Trust, a key aspect of well-being, may be 

gained by engagement & transparency.

2.  Safety & Security, a fundamental need which 

is a basic requirement of well-being.

3.  Affordability, lack of affordable housing is a 

major detractor from happiness.

4.  Tolerance & Inclusivity, social & economic 

inclusion and tolerance of others has positive 

well-being and economic value, and is ethical.
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5.  Health & Life Balance, a holistic view of city 

life & activities promoting balance, physical 

and mental health.

6.  Sociality, people need people, and ways  

to increase and improve relationships with 

other people.

7.  Economy & Skills, a primary reason for people 

to move to a city is for economic opportunity 

including education and continuous learning.

8.  Meaning & Belonging, people need a sense of 

meaning and coherence in their lives, including 

a sense of purpose and belonging.

Many cases were discussed to showcase the 

above enablers. One example was related to how 

the city of Melbourne increases the sense of trust 

in the city by conducting an annual week-long 

festival of many activities and cultural programmes. 

However, though there are lots of fun activities, 

the festival is actually about engaging its citizens 

and involving them in choosing the future of 

their city. However, city managers must also work 

towards making their cities affordable to diverse 

segments of society, and some examples were 

shown of how Montreal pioneered the Grow 

Home concept, which allows low-income buyers 

a chance to live in the city, by being able to buy 

basic homes that are designed to be expanded 

and developed by the owner, as resources 

become available. While another example of 

affordable homes was illustrated, more suited  

to developing countries, where only the core of 

the home is built, still providing basic utilities, 

and giving the owner the opportunity to finish 

the home as they live in it, thereby giving them 

safe shelter.

Inclusivity was also discussed, and another 

example from Melbourne was shown, where the 

city conducts open innovation events that are 

geared towards using city data to help people 

with disability access services in the city more 

readily, and participate in all aspects city life.

However, regarding enabling themes that are 

‘about the person’, examples were given on how 

cities can help people improve their own health 

and life balance. In particular, the Ciclovia cycling 

event of Bogota was discussed, where the city 

was successful in creating a weekly event where 

the city closes streets on Sunday, in favour of 

one million people taking to the streets on their 

bicycle. Similar events were subsequently seen 

around many cities around the world, with direct 

health and social benefits. Also, mental health 

was also addressed by showing the way that city 

organisations, such as a New Zealand firm that 

has worked to maintain its business interests, yet 

still give its employees opportunities to create 

better life balance, by changing their working 

week to four days, whilst still paying them for 

five, allowing them more time with their families.

Activists in the city are also city makers, and 

many work to make the city happier. One example 

is the Binners’ Project in Vancouver (people  

who earn a living by collecting recycling  

materials from bins), where volunteers aim to 

help a minority group to improve their working 

conditions, remove the associated social stigma, 

as well as provide tangible and visible benefits  

to the city. This project allows these workers to 

maintain their dignity, while also improving the 

city image for all.

Finally, two examples were given about how city 

managers have created sociality initiatives to 

support citizens in their relationships with others. 

First was the examples from Denmark, where the 

city provided counselling sessions to parents 

who have difficulties with their children, as well 

as sessions for divorced parents to maintain a 

cohesive family. Also, in Denmark, the city created 

initiatives to help elderly people to engage with 

society, and alleviate their loneliness. The second 

example was Vancouver’s Hey Neighbour initiative, 

which was about finding out what made good 

neighbourly buildings and communities, and 

disseminating the findings across the city to 

improve the social fabric of the city.

2. Checklist

The Happy Cities Agenda proposes that city 

custodians and managers increase happiness  

in the city by adopting a data-driven approach 

towards a socially smart city, and enhancing the 

themes listed in this document, as summarised  

in the following checklist.

A- Designing happy cities.

1.  Urban Design & Place Making, ensure that 

good city planning & urban design guidelines 

are promoted and encouraged, for example 

mixed-use, transit-oriented development, and 

take steps to increase a sense of community 



and follow guidelines to enhance place-making 

in public spaces.

2.  Nature, increase the amount of green and blue 

spaces, of all scales, including small spaces 

such as rooftops, and increase the chances 

that residents have contact with nature.

3.  Mobility, make sure that residents and visitors 

have multi-modal transport options, and 

reduce the reliance on cars, and improve live 

information about the flow of all city transport.

4.  Sustainability & Partnership, in order to 

achieve long-term and sustainable improve-

ments in levels of happiness in the city, city 

managers must try to partner with interested 

organisations that will benefit from the  

chances, such as private sector, as well as 

community groups.

5.  Culture, city managers must actively promote 

cultural activities, directly – for example by 

organising events, and indirectly – for example 

by helping organisations to develop specialist 

eco-systems.

6.  Quality of Service, city managers must ensure 

that the quality of citywide services, digital 

and others, are made to be user-centric and 

aim for the highest usability and accessibility 

standards.

B- Enabling happy cities.

1.  Trust, enhance institutional trust in city  

organisations by increasing engagement & 

transparency.

2.  Safety & Security, improve actual and perceived 

feelings of safety and security by increasing 

visibility of safety initiatives, more open and 

well-lit places.

3.  Affordability, provide affordable housing for 

all segments of society by increasing options 

of housing styles and funding methods.

4.  Tolerance & Inclusivity, ensure all the people 

in the city are not disadvantaged in terms 

of inclusion, and are able to participate in 

society and the economy, by ensuring equal 

opportunities and access for all.

5.  Health & Life Balance, promote healthy  

activities and lifestyles in the city, such as 

active travel, as well as encourage a balanced 

life, e.g. between work, leisure and family life.

6.  Sociality, support people to connect and 

improved their relationships with each other, 

at all scales; e.g. family and community,  

by provide more opportunities for people 

meet and share interests, or actively fighting 

loneliness.

7.  Economy & Skills, help people to be actively 

involved in the economy of the city by  

providing skills training and education, as well 

as employment and business initiatives.

8.  Meaning & Belonging, promote shared values, 

experiences and meaning at the community 

and city scale, e.g. using cultural events, as 

well as ensuring new residents and migrants 

are integrated and included into the society.

3. Introduction

People move to cities for various reasons and 

55% of the global population is now urbanised 

(UN, 2018). This number is growing fast: estimates 

predict 75% of the world will live in cities by the 

end of this century, with 43 mega cities (with 

populations over 10M) by 2030 (UN, 2018). 

A good deal of data from around the world  

show that cities can be a stressful environment 

(Litman, 2017) (McCay, Suzuki, & Chang, 2017) . 

And so moving to a city does not guarantee 

greater happiness. Perhaps the opposite. Recent 

data from Canada, for example, shows a “robust 

differences in life satisfaction between and 

across urban and rural communities”, where 

people are happier, mainly associated with a 

greater sense of community belonging, in rural 

and small-town settings (J. Helliwell, Shiplett, & 

Barrington-Leigh, 2018). And so in an ever more 

urban world it is increasingly important to find 

ways of improving the well-being of city dwellers 

(Florida, Mellander, & Rentfrow, 2013).

In making choices and decisions to improve 

well-being, it is important to ensure that policies 

and interventions are evidence-based as much  

as possible. However, gathering such evidence 

can be challenging, particularly in determining 

causality and attribution of intervention  

success “when researchers attempt to evaluate 

community-wide interventions or city-wide 

policies. Establishing appropriate comparison 

groups is difficult in such research, and isolating 

the influence of interventions or policies from the 
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multiple other ecological influences on observed 

outcomes can prove difficult.” (APA, 2005). In 

such cases, researches may turn to other research 

methods, such as ‘quasi-experiments to make 

rough comparisons, rather than rely on strict 

experimental controls, (Anderson, Ruggeri, 

Steemers, & Huppert, 2016).

Having a clear conceptual framework setting  

out the linkages between aspects of the city and 

well-being, along with a common terminology, is 

important too, though not always straightforward. 

Some organisations have developed their own 

frameworks. The Conference Board of Canada 

and DIALOG, produced a framework for  

defining and evaluating the built environment’s 

contributions to community well-being. The 

framework was conceptualized based on the 

definition of community well-being, which  

encompasses the essential domains related to 

the “social, economic, environmental, cultural, 

and political conditions identified by individuals 

and their communities as essential for them to 

flourish and fulfil their potential.” (Markovich, 

Slovinec D’Angelo, & Dinh, 2018). Another  

approach is to organise well-being activities and 

interventions in the city based on the smart city 

ranking dimensions (which also acknowledges 

technology)(CRS/EU, 2007), as used in the 

previous Global Happiness and Wellbeing Policy 

Report : economy, mobility, living, governance, 

people & society, and environment (Global 

Council for Happiness and Wellbeing, 2018).

3.1 Socially Smart
Redefining ‘smart’, efficiency and sustainability 

of resources in achieving a happy city.

It is arguable that cities have always been smart: 

many city managers have long sought to be 

efficient with their resources. However, ICT  

now offers a promise of much more through  

an explosion of data, processing power and 

possibilities for automation. of the ITU define  

a smart sustainable city as “an innovative city  

that uses information and communication  

technologies and other means to improve quality 

of life, efficiency of urban operation and services 

with respect to economic, social, environmental 

and cultural aspects.” (ITU-T FG-SSC, 2014).  

On the face of it, this definition seems adequate 

for the purpose of this chapter. However, the 

reference to ICT as a central precept, may be a 

distraction. Such concerns have been voiced by 

many (Mason, 2015; Picon, 2015), warning of the 

excessive focus on technology, and asking about 

who controls it, and for what motive. Nonetheless, 

although technology is here to stay, and  

accelerating in complexity and ubiquity, “the 

most profound technologies are those that 

disappear. They weave themselves into the fabric 

of everyday life until they are indistinguishable 

from it.” (Weiser, 1991). It is therefore, more 

useful to think about the ends, rather than 

means, and focus on the outcomes a smart city 

is trying to achieve. Ultimately, a city is about the 

people and so the outcomes of a smart initiative 

should align with well-being, such as in Dubai, 

where the Smart City Office’s vision aims simply 

to “make Dubai the happiest city on Earth” 

(Al-Azzawi, 2019). A ‘socially smart’ city is 

therefore a more appropriate and useful term. 

However, though this term has been used by 

some cities, like the smart city of Bhubaneswar  

in India, in this chapter a socially smart city is 

one where a feedback loop operates to optimise 

social benefits, whilst minimising resources use; 

measuring, analysing/processing, and adjusting, 

as appropriate.

3.2 Data as a Tool
Data, in various formats & sources, play a critical 

role in managing city well-being.

City data are not the end-point, they are a means 

to an end, and have been used in many ways to 

help improve city life. Today, there are many city 

data platforms that try to give value from analysing 

such data. Some cities create publically available 

dashboards, like Boston’s CityScore, which is 

used to monitor overall city KPIs. Many cities 

have organised data hackathons like London’s 

City Data Hack, to tackle challenges as diverse as 

employment, travel planning, and social isolation. 

While Dubai, with its Happiness Hack, uses data 

from its Dubai Pulse platform to seek to improve 

well-being. Some have explored novel ways of 

analysing the city as a whole, for example its 

“urban city rhythm” and finding ways to use such 

insights to improve the well-being of the citizens 

(Nevejan, Sefkatli, & Cunningham, 2018). There 

are though concerns around the ownership and 

privacy of such data (Forburkerrådet, 2016). In 

Toronto for example, Sidewalk Labs (one of the 

Google family of firms) is developing a water-

front area and have stated their top metric to be 

quality of life. Yet they found that many people 



raised strong concerns about the data-centricity 

of the development, in terms of data privacy, 

security and ownership. 

The rest of this chapter builds on these  

considerations, and proposes a Happy City 

Agenda, in the form of a tool that a city can  

use when considering policies, activities and 

interventions to enable happier city. 

4. Design of Happy Cities

Action-oriented tangible interventions; physical 

and conceptual.

These themes are design directions and actions 

that can lead to happiness in the city. They relate 

to direct actions, projects or initiatives and fall 

within two categories: physical and conceptual. 
The physical aspects of city-designing, is the 

built-environment: streets, piazzas, buildings, 

cycle-paths, and parks. In contrast, the  

conceptual aspects that are more symbolic and 

relational, such as city culture, community 

partnerships, and services.

1.  Urban Design & Place Making, city planning & 

design, connected space and place.

2.  Nature, contact with nature, including green/

blue space, positively influences well-being.

3.  Mobility, the arteries of flow of people in a city 

are critical to city life.

4.  Sustainability & Partnership, leading to  

sustainable change and improved well-being.

5.  Culture, giving a valuable sense of uniqueness 

and meaning to the city itself.

6.  Quality of Service, making genuinely citizen- 

centred services easier and accessible.

These themes have no intended hierarchy, and 

are not mutually exclusive. Many initiatives, such 

as those discussed below, touch on several of 

these areas.

4.1 Urban Design & Place Making
Urban Design & Place Making, city planning & 

design, connected space and place.

The design of the urban landscape and the 

built-environment influences well-being (Ministry 

for the Environment, 2005). However, urban 

design occurs at many scales, and each of these 

scales has its own challenges, constraints, and 

ways to ensure improved well-being. For example, 

the Happy Homes Toolkit lists many ways that 

multi-family homes can better support social 

connections (Happy City, 2018). A few key 

elements of the toolkit highlight specifics,  

such as a maximum of 8 units should share an 

entrance, and approximately about 12 units 

should share semi-private spaces, also, units 

should share useful amenity spaces, such as 

storage or a place to fix bikes.

On a larger scale, improving access and use  

of public transport reduces congestion, and 

improves commute times. The most effective 

way to encourage high transit ridership is to 

allow compact development around transit 

stations, but in many city, the zoning codes 

around many stations—often a hold-over from  

a previous era—remains highly restrictive. One 

city instituted a broad-based reform that allows 

this kind of compact, transit-oriented develop-

ment across the city, while also encouraging 

sustainable design. Therefore, in order to improve 

commuting and discourage urban sprawl, the 

Municipality of Quito launched two years ago the 

Eco-Efficiency Tool (EET) (City of Quito, 2017a). 

It allows developers to build higher (up to 100% 

higher) that the height stipulated in the Land Use 

Plan. But in order to be allowed to build higher, 

projects have to (1) be located within walking 

distance (approx. 400 meters) of a public 

transport, and (2) fulfill strict requirements for 
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water and energy efficiency, and other impacts 

on the city.

Since the release of the EET Resolution,  

16 building projects have been approved, and 

another eight projects are under evaluation.  

The new buildings are, for instance, able to catch 

and retain on-site storm water that otherwise 

would could flood the sewage system , and can 

treat and reuse grey and rain water. The EET  

also takes into consideration the energy used by 

commuter vehicles; therefore, some parameters 

of the EET require space for bikes to be parked 

and reduced car parking. Sustainable materials; 

debris and solid waste management plans;  

green roofs and façades, are among the other 

parameters evaluated under the EET.

Well-being is also improved by social connections, 

and place making promotes such outcomes, and 

there are many ways to improve a space in this 

regard. Researchers in the UK developed a 

quasi-experiment to assess the impact of  

urban design changes on the well-being of a 

neighbourhood in Manchester (Anderson et al., 

2016). In their study, they identified two similar 

areas within the city (with.one acting as a  

‘control’). Their work began by conducting 

workshops with residents to assess their 

thoughts on possible designs changes. They  

also took advantage of well-known methods to 

improve place-making and interaction between 

people, like triangulation, where two strangers 

are more likely to talk, when something else 

happening around them in a public space 

(Whyte, 1980). The interventions that followed 

included a ‘bug hotel’ outdoor exhibition,  

showcasing local endangered invertebrates,  

a mural by a local artist, as well as seating, 

high-speed WiFi, and new plant pots and grass. 

The researchers then monitored activity in  

both areas, observing how people connected to 

each other, their physical activity, or just whether 

they took notice of their surroundings. All three 

behaviours significantly increased after the 

intervention, and there is evidence that these 

behaviours are drivers of well-being (Aked, 

Thompson, Marks, & Cordon, 2008). In other 

words, simple changes to the physical design  

of the surroundings of a part of the city can 

positively influence well-being, and interventions 

identified and co-created by the community  

can have more impact.

A “sense of community” is a psychological 

construct that is positively linked to well-being 

(Unger & Wandersman, 1985). However, how 

does one design a city for it? A study on the town 

of Seaside (Florida) reported some important 

factors about the town – known for its strong 

sense of community, even though not all its 

inhabitants are permanent residents (Plas & 

Lewis, 1996). First, Seaside was intentionally 

designed to be “hospitable for people and 

inhospitable for automobiles”, and to minimise 

the “thoroughfare mentality conducive to  

automobile traffic.” The architects followed the 

idea that automobile traffic was the “single most 

significant factor in the destruction of the urban 

environment.”, and ensured the town was not 

split by roads convenient to cars, thereby  

discouraging and reducing fast, noisy and unsafe 

traffic. Other factors were planning rules that 

emphasised the importance of porches, including 

their size and distance to the sidewalk. The 

architects ensured that the town’s Urban Code 

for the town had these specific measurements, 

designed to allow neighbours to be able to talk 

across their porches, whilst people on the porch 

could also maintain their privacy should they 

wish. The height of fences was standardised to 

be low enough for people to have spontaneous 

“neighbourly exchanges.”, though the code also 

stipulated that houses must not repeat the same 

pattern of the picket fence. In this way the street 

had an “air of individuality and flavor.” Therefore, 

effective interventions for social connections, 

Photo 1: Public parks are an effective way to increase social by 
using various place-making techniques. This park in Toronto 
offers something for everyone; angled benches to encourage 
interaction, children play area, park gym, playful fountains, and 
grass to sit on.



require both privacy and exposure. Other factors 

included several town-square type areas which 

allowed people to linger and chat, and the study 

found this to be true of temporary and permanent 

residents. Combined, these simple elements of 

design seem to help contribute to Seaside’s high 

levels of social connection.

These design elements and philosophies have 

since been used by other architects wishing to 

achieve the same outcome regarding the sense 

of community. For example, Pinewell-by-the-Bay 

(Norfolk (VA)), and Newpoint (SC), where its 

architects have also included maximum limits 

between neighbours, and ensured they also have 

porches, and have emphasised that “[we don’t] 

sell privacy …we sell neighbourhood.”

Another important aspect to urban design in 

terms of well-being is walkability. Walkable cities 

are deemed healthy cities, physically and socially 

(Speck, 2012), and many architectural firms 

actively promote and design for walkability, 

where “walking positively transforms a city’s 

health, economic productivity, and ecological 

outlook. For us as individuals, it influences how 

we connect with family, friends, work, and 

nature.” (Arup, 2016b). There have been many 

attempts at measuring walkability, like the 

innovative London StreetScore, that uses city 

data and images to calculate an comparable 

score across the city (StreetScore, 2018). Another 

useful measure is the “20-minute neighbourhood” 

concept, which is another way to describe 

“walkable environments, vibrant neighbourhoods, 

complete communities-highly integrated and 

diverse places.” (City of Portland, 2009). The 

concept is used to create a heatmap visual  

representation overlay on a city map, showing 

areas that conform to this concept. In this way, 

city managers and residents can use this  

information to assist in decision making, like 

choosing a residence or designing a new real- 

estate development. However, some cities face 

challenges, for example in terms of the weather 

being too hot, as is the case in tropical and 

sub-tropical cities. Much work has been carried 

out, offering ways to alleviate and address these 

challenges (Arup, 2018; O’Hare, 2006). Therefore, 

since walkability makes a city more liveable, 

encouraging such an activity has a positive 

influence on well-being.

4.2 Nature
Nature, contact with nature, including green/

blue space, positively influences well-being.

There is plenty of research about the benefit of 

nature, and specifically the availability of green 

and blue spaces, within cities. In a comprehensive 

study of 44 cities in the USA, researchers show 

“the percentage of city area covered by public 

parks was among the strongest predictors of 

overall wellbeing, and the strength of this  

relationship appeared to be driven by parks’ 

contributions to physical and community  

wellbeing.” (Larson, Jennings, & Cloutier, 2016). 

Other research has also shown that proximity to 

green spaces is a predictor of reported general 

health (Maas, Verheij, Groenewegen, de Vries, & 

Spreeuwenberg, 2006) and recovery from 

medical procedures (Ulrich, 1984). 

Arup’s research on the benefits of increasing the 

use of vegetation on and around buildings in the 

city, also known as “Green building envelopes”, 

identified three main benefits: noise reduction  

by as much as 10 dB(A); better air quality with a 

significant reduction in concentration particulate 

matter; and reducing urban heat-island effects 

can lead to as much as a 10° C drop in  

temperature (Arup, 2016a). The report also 

emphasises the nature’s positive impact on 

well-being, and there are many cities around the 

world that have been active in promoting urban 

greening programmes for healthier cities, as seen 

in some cities in Ethiopia (Gebreselassie, 2018).

However, reclaiming space away from cars, and 

towards green and public spaces has been seen 

Photo 2: Walkability can be achieved in warm environments by 
providing shaded sidewalks, as seen here in New Town Kolkata.
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in many cities, like Vancouver and Toronto, with 

their common practice of repurposing parking 

spaces into ‘parklets’ (small public spaces), and 

has been generally a particular hallmark of 

Melbourne. Chronicling and critiquing the  

manoeuvring between the various forces that 

have shaped the successful and dramatic urban 

transformation of Melbourne into one of the 

world’s most liveable cities, the authors of “Urban 

Choreography”, highlight “the intermeshing of 

social, economic, political, environmental and 

aesthetic forces that drove and constrained 

these [design] changes.” (Dovey, Adams, & 

Jones, 2018). This has been largely due to  

turning urban space for cars and railyards into 

space for people, most often, a green space. 

More recently, Melbourne has published its plan 

to transform the city into an urban forest, by 

greening rooftops and walls, amongst other 

initiatives (City of Melbourne, 2017).

Many cities are also reclaiming obsolete  

infrastructure to create public space. New York 

City’s High Line, is another creative example. This 

elevated linear park, built on a 1.45-mile stretch 

of a disused rail line, has proved popular since its 

opening in 2009, drawing locals and visitors to a 

variety of activities along the park. The successful 

re-use of obsolete infrastructure has inspired 

many other cities to consider a similar approach, 

like The Bentway in Toronto. Though this space is 

a discarded space under an expressway, rather 

than an obsolete space, it was nonetheless 

converted into a cultural public space and trail. 

These types of interventions can face challenges, 

e.g. limited budgets, or public perception. One 

way of addressing these challenges is to make 

temporary ‘urban experiments’, like pop-up 

installations, or a time-limited change of use in 

public spaces such as car parks or town squares. 

Such experiments have been successful in many 

towns, like the transformation of the Aarhus town 

square into “The Forest”, a collaborative effort by 

Aarhus Festival, The Aarhus Municipality and the 

architect firm, Schønherr (Franco, 2016). In this 

temporary installation, the cobbled town square 

was covered by undulating floor of moss and 

grass, and covered by hundreds of trees. The 

forest promoted well-being by inviting play, 

reflection, relaxation, and socialisation. Interest-

ingly, the local police reported zero incidents, in 

a place that normally witnesses regular crime. 

The important lesson from such experiments, is 

that they provide a relatively easy way to engage 

the public, developers and politicians to see and 

feel tests of future plans, without the need for 

permanent and expensive investments, and are 

therefore more likely to get permits.

However, the development of green spaces can 

be challenging in some areas. For example, arid 

environments pose a challenge with regards to the 

availability of water to support such developments. 

In this regards, xeriscapes have been used to 

overcome such challenges, as a more sustainable 

way to green arid environments. Xeriscapes are 

design approaches that are noted by “the use of 

plant material and practices that require less 

water, fertiliser and pesticides, the use of native 

and locally-adapted plants and minimal grass 

cover.” (Arup, 2018, p. 86).

Photo 3: Parklets of different designs in Toronto, being 
reclaimed from cars to provide ubiquitous small places for 
social contact and relaxation, and some provide support  
for smart technologies.

Photo 4: The Forest intervention in Aarhus town centre, 
showing before (left) and after (right) the completion of the 
temporary installation. Source Schønherr.



4.3 Mobility
Mobility, the arteries of flow of people in a city 

are critical to the value of a city.

An important aspect of city living is being able 

to get around, and congestion has a negative 

influence on well-being. Also, there is no doubt 

of the stress caused by long commute times, 

which are certainly negatively associated with 

well-being (Stutzer & Frey, 2008). Conversely, 

active travel can improve physical health and 

bring psychological benefits (Martin, Goryakin, & 

Suhrcke, 2014). These benefits, along with 

improved air quality and reduced cost of travel, 

have led cities around the world to promote 

cycling, and cities like Cape Town, the organisers 

of cycling event like OpenStreets, consider ways 

of embedding such activities to be more common 

and relevant to daily life (Open Streets, 2018).

However, it is possible for cities to make rapid 

progress on implementing comprehensive cycle 

networks. In 2006, the city of Seville, Spain, had 

negligible bicycle infrastructure and few cyclists. 

By 2011, it had built a complete minimum grid 

protected bikeways, which generated a 6-fold 

increase in the number of cyclists. They  

accomplished this feat by undertaking a large 

scale project to improve cycling infrastructure in 

2006, and then in 2007 approved their Bike 

Masterplan to extend and improve the quality of 

the infrastructure and promote cycling. Initially 

the plan was for a cycling network of 120 km, 

which was eventually increased to 164 km in 

2013. The plan included guidelines to ensure the 

bike network allowed for : segregation from 

motorised traffic; connectivity between main 

destinations in the city and the residential areas; 

continuity across the network without gaps; 

homogeneity in pavement and design; and 

bi-directionality (Sillero, 2011). A deliberate 

strategy was to ensure that the network was 

actually safe, was perceived to be safe, so that 

the designers were attending to the “needs of 

potential cyclists [rather] than the needs of 

actual cyclists.” (Martin et al., 2014). This emphasis 

is due to them recognising that existing cyclist 

are happy to cycle without improvements, so 

they needed to target the potential cyclist who 

had concerns, or needed persuading. Further, the 

plan thought about the wider cycling eco-system, 

for example creating 5,000 cycle parking places 

around the city, including at public transport 

stations and workplaces. The University of Seville 

played a role too, providing long-term bike loan 

for its students and parking spaces within campus. 

In this context, universities make a contribution 

to the cultural change required for success, as 

they target new generations. The city instigated 

a bicycle sharing system, allowing people to 

experiment with cycling habit. This was a great 

success, reaching a membership of some 60,000 

users within just over 2 years. At its peak, each 

bicycle of the 2,650 bicycles, were used an 

average of 10 times a day across 260 stations.

Between 2006-2011, Seville experience a rapid 

growth in cycling: bicycle use rose 6 fold, from 

fewer than 2% to 9% of total mechanical trips. 

Moreover, cycling was three times safe in 2011 

than in 2006, largely because of the new 

well-connected cycle network, that segregated 

cyclists from motorised traffic. The city is now 

ranked 14th on the global index for cycling cities 

(copenhagenizeindex.eu). A significant lesson 

from Seville is that unconnected and unsafe 

cycle lanes do not get used.

4.4 Sustainability & Partnership
Sustainability & Partnership, leading to sustainable 

change and improved well-being.

City partnerships per se are not unique, and 

usually have economic motivations. However, 

partnerships are also an important way for  

cities to sustainably improve well-being. Such 

arrangements will not only sustain improvements, 

but may also improve social capital if stakeholders 

feel they are collaborating towards common goals. 

These partnerships might engage businesses in  

a citywide initiative, such as London’s Clean Air 

Technology ecosystem, undertaken between 

Johnson Matthey and Future Cities Catapult 

(Future Cities Catapult, 2018b). The initiative 

aims to monitor, test and improve air quality in 

schools and the city at large. Other partnerships 

can create benefits at a different scale. In the city 

of Amaravati (India), a land-pooling scheme was 

devised to create new communities, in order to 

overcome the excessively sub-divided agricultural 

plots that limit the chances of developing a 

coherent land that can be the basis of organised 

and efficient infrastructure (Andhra Pradesh 

CRDA, 2017). Under this unique program, citizens 

were given the option of voluntarily pooling their 

land, in exchange for a plot in the city, skills 

training and various financial incentives such as 

an interest-free loan for entrepreneurs. Thus, 
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both social benefits and social safety nets  

were created for the landowners, leading to 

improvements in individual and community 

well-being. The program was successful,  

acquiring more than 34,000 acres of land from 

nearly 24,000 land owners.

Interestingly, a different kind of partnership can be 

gained through engagement when a community 

takes an active role in decisions affecting them. 

Such initiatives give people both a sense of 

responsibility and increase their sense of  

belonging. A good example comes from Halifax 

(Canada), where City Councillors invest $94,000 

each year in community infrastructure. Many 

Councillors now apportion that funding using an 

innovative approach to participatory budgeting 

(Halifax South, 2018). Community groups setup  

a booth at an event and tell residents their 

proposals. Residents can vote for their favourite 

five proposals (avoiding exclusive bias towards 

projects with personal interest), when they are 

there in person and participation tends to be 

very high, with hundreds of people attending. 

The format offers a number of valuable benefits:

•  It creates awareness about what is happening 

in the community. Many participants are  

surprised about how much volunteers  

are doing. 

•  It incentivizes community groups to work on 

the priorities of their community, rather than 

the priorities of major funders or government 

bureaucracies.

•  It creates other opportunities for funding. 

Sometimes people donate their own money  

to worthy causes. 

•  It connects volunteers to opportunities. Often, 

people learn about a great initiative and want 

to help out themselves. 

•  It builds social capital. It brings people together 

from a wide spectrum of interests.

The Brazilian city of Porto Alegre also employs 

participatory budgeting, though at a far grander 

scale. They apportion $200 million annually 

towards construction and services through a 

participatory budgeting process, which attracts 

tens of thousands of participants annually.

4.5 Culture
Culture, giving a valuable sense of uniqueness 

and meaning to the city itself.

Cities cultures are made by many distinctive 

patterns; visual, lights, arts, sounds, climate, 

diurnal changes, people’s behaviour and attitude. 

Their physical structures also contribute to their 

culture, sense of place and soul, where “Every 

house or building encloses multiple stories. Every 

road or pathway is a narrative” (Lappin, 2015). 

The New Urban Agenda acknowledges that 

“culture and cultural diversity are sources of 

enrichment for humankind and provide an 

important contribution to the sustainable  

development of cities, human settlements and 

citizens, empowering them to play an active and 

unique role in development initiatives.” (Habitat 

III, 2016). Moreover, some cities have shown they 

can be successful at creating their own unique 

authentic culture (Tate & Shannon, 2018). However, 

culture is a constantly evolving notion, how  

do cities nurture culture and its surrounding 

communities? Granville Island in Vancouver 

began its transformation in the 1970’s from an 

industrial wasteland into a thriving cultural and 

living community. The trust that operates the 

area has a mission to “steward this public land 

for meaningful urban and social experimentation 

among diverse, creative, cultural, and business 

models, engaging local First Nations and  

communities while welcoming the world.” This 

strong ethic of engagement and ground-up 

support is key to its success. Today, there are  

50 independent restaurants, 300 businesses 

employing 3,000 people, and many of Canada’s 

best artists and designers can be found there. 

There are many cultural venues with performing 

arts and cultural festivals year-round. As such, 

Granville Island contributes significantly to the 

well-being of citizens in the city. There are also 

other similar successful examples, such as 

Amsterdam-Noord, which is a thriving hub of 

creativity (e.g. NDSM-wharf), experimentation, 

and urban innovation.

Culture can also spontaneously grow from 

smaller beginnings to impact a city. Dubai’s 

Alserkal Avenue is a vibrant cultural district 

nestled in an industrial area, spread across half  

a million square feet, comprising 91 warehouse 

spaces housing home-grown entrepreneurs 

across creative fields (film, theatre, music, 

community, culinary) alongside prominent art 

galleries and not-for-profit art museums.

This cultural district had humble beginnings. 

Established by a local philanthropist in 2007 it 



has since doubled in size through an extension, 

in what used to be an old marble factory in 2015. 

Alserkal Avenue is a neighbourhood of risk-takers, 

innovators, and makers that became a stepping 

stone for the city’s creative economy. And it has 

become a magnet for creative talent to move to 

Dubai, which has a relatively new cultural scene. 

It also helped to produce a skilled workforce to 

animate public and private spaces, to incubate 

disruptive art projects, and to create close-knit 

communities. In the course of ten years, it has 

led to more than 3000 cultural events open and 

free to the public, engaging first time audiences 

and forming a diverse local community. The 

number of visitors increased to 460,000 in 2017 

from less than 10,000 annually a decade ago. 

There is no doubt that this cultural hotspot has 

contributed to the well-being of the city in various 

ways, giving the community an opportunity to 

contribute to the development of their city and 

providing the citizens of Dubai with an enhanced 

sense of identity and cultural richness.

Culture can also be created out of simpler 

structures. Some cities, like Melbourne with  

its famous laneways, and Vancouver with  

its extensive reclamation of more than 240 

alleyways, have converted these space into 

coveted public spaces, to the point of a  

destination in their own right, like the Pink Ally, 

with over 2 million YouTube views, and countless 

selfies and social media engagement. These 

kinds of interventions repurpose mundane city 

structures into richness and details that engage 

people and have a measured positive outcome 

on well-being.

4.6 Quality of Service
Quality of Service, making genuinely citizen- 

centred services easier and accessible.

An important factor into experiencing the city, is 

the quality of experience of services within the 

city, be they general services like obtaining 

permits, or having waste collected. Today,  

many services are mediated by technology, and 

therefore city managers must also ensure that 

resident’s experience of technology must be 

maintained at high quality, and relevant factors 

must be supported, such as usability (Al-Azzawi, 

2013; ISO-9241-11, 1998), and accessibility, including 

digital accessibility (W3C, 2018).

In Quito, a lack of maintenance of transport 

facilities, vandalism, and the bad location and 

misuse of bus stops, resulted in a bad experience 

for public transport users. To improve the quality 

of public space and urban furniture (e.g. public 

seating), as well as public transport, the  

Municipality of Quito entered into a public 

private partnership. In exchange for the renewal 

and maintenance of bus stops, the private 

partners can advertise around the bus stops and 

in public space, thus increasing the quality urban 

furniture that improves the user experience of 

public transport.

The locations of the new bus stops were selected 

using data. The data used for the analysis of the 

first 414 bus stops, included the demographics of 

the surroundings, bus routes, vehicle load, the 

characteristics of sidewalks, universal accessibility, 

protection against weather, and their contribution 

to security and social cohesion, etc. It is important 

to note that in addition to maintaining the bus 

stops, the private partner is obliged to improve 

the sidewalks in which the new furniture is placed.

Photo 5: Melbourne’s famous laneways act as a way for resident 
artists to express themselves (left), and Vancouver’s many 
alleyways have become tourist destinations, like Pink Alley (right).
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5. Enablers of Happy Cities

Intangible Policy outcomes; requiring active 

engagement, or sensed passively.

These themes enable happiness in the city, and 

are the outcomes of policies and initiative. There 

are two categories. The themes within the first 

category tend not to require any direct input 

from the residents of the city in order to gain  

the benefits, and so they might be seen as 

passive or external to citizens, and are ‘about  
the city’. These include safety (i.e. it’s a safe city), 

tolerance & inclusivity, and affordability. The 

second group may be seen as active enablers  

(or ‘internal’ to the person), and are ‘about the 
person’. These require people to actively engage 

with them and take self-responsibility in order to 

gain their benefits, such as sociality, health and 

life balance.

1.  Trust, a key aspect of well-being, may be 

gained by engagement & transparency.

2.  Safety & Security, a fundamental need which 

is a basic requirement of well-being.

3.  Affordability, lack of affordable housing is a 

major detractor from happiness.

4.  Tolerance & Inclusivity, social & economic 

inclusion and tolerance of others has positive 

economic value, and is ethical.

5.  Health & Life Balance, a holistic view of city 

life & activities promoting balance, physical 

and mental health.

6.  Sociality, people need people, and ways to 

increase and improve relationships with other 

people.

7.  Economy & Skills, a primary reason for people 

to move to a city is for economic opportunity 

including education and continuous learning.

8.  Meaning & Belonging, people need a sense of 

meaning and coherence in their lives, including 

a sense of purpose and belonging.

These themes have no intended hierarchy, and 

are not mutually exclusive. Many initiatives, such 

as those discussed below, touch on several of 

these areas.

5.1 Trust
Trust, a key aspect of well-being, may be gained 

by engagement & transparency.

The OECD defines trust as “a person’s belief that 

another person or institution will act consistently 

with their expectations of positive behaviour.” 

(OECD, 2017). In this document, this definition is 

used to illustrate how this important concept  

is used in the context of well-being in the city. 

The OECD’s manual on measuring trust, also 

highlights differences in trust, in terms  

competency (e.g. reliability), and in terms of 

values (e.g. corruption). Trust has been shown  

to be a correlate of well-being (J. F. Helliwell, 

Huang, & Wang, 2016), and transparency and 

engagement including co-creation can improve 

trust in government institutions.

Consultations, when well designed, can increase 

trust (because people get a sense of being part 

of a transparent process), and provide community 

members an opportunity to meet and forge 

stronger social connections. The Melbourne 

Knowledge Week (MKW) festival takes this 

principle to a new level. Visitors to the (MKW) 

website are reminded that “this event takes place 

on the land of the Kulin nation [native Australian]; 

we pay respect to them and their cultures; and to 

Elders both past and present.” This declaration is 

very much in the spirit of MKW, where the City  

of Melbourne acknowledges and engages the 

inhabitants of the city to build a shared vision. In 

its tenth anniversary, and through seven days of 

interactive events, workshops, dinners, and 

performances, MKW explores what these changes 

might mean for the city. The festival is a chance 

for the Melbourne community to be inspired 
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about the future of city living, technology, food, 

work, health, sports, and art.

Though the event may feel like a festival, it is 

actually a citizen engagement and consultation 

exercise, designed to explore the challenges 

facing the city, and to ensure that the citizens, as 

well as visitors, are heard. The 2018 MKW saw 

more than 100 events, with over 22,000 attendees 

who “tackled the urgent, the everyday and the 

obscure issues facing our future. With lectures, 

performances, urban expeditions, games,  

workshops, conversations, labs, maker spaces 

and parties, it was a celebration of Melbourne’s 

residents, professionals, businesses, scientists, 

artists, designers, questioners, thinkers and 

everyone who is dreaming out loud.” (MKW, 2018).

The successful programme has served many 

purposes over the years, including: building a 

cultural heritage that has become a part of the 

identity of the city; events generating direct 

economic value; and public engagement in 

planning the city’s future. The city managers use 

the material collected during the event to help 

guide city planning by setting priorities and 

exploring ideas discussed during the week. This 

participation – and transparency – in turn builds 

more trust between city managers and its 

residents. This is underscored by elected  

councillors, who set priorities based on citizen’s 

needs that are handed to the smart city office  

as operational priorities.

One challenge in public administration is that it  

is at times difficult for the larger teams to grasp 

the difficult trade-offs cities must make in decision 

making, to consider all variables. Helsinki’s city 

managers have created a novel way to engage 

their staff and make them aware of the balances a 

city needs to make, leading to increased under-

standing of city management and enhancing 

trust. The ‘Participation Game’ Is a board game 

that helps city employees understand “how 

operations and services could be planned in even 

better co-operation with the residents. At the same 

time, it helps introduce Helsinki’s participation 

model and build a concrete participation plan 

with contributions from the entire personnel.” 

(City of Helsinki, 2018). The initiative was  

successful, where the game was played by over 

2,000 city employees in 2018. Such games could 

potentially be extended to citizens, when used in 

the context of local engagement activities.

5.2 Safety & Security
Safety & Security, a fundamental need which is a 

basic requirement of well-being.

Feelings of safety and security are important to 

well-being and mental health (Maslow, 1987), and 

the most dangerous streets are those with no 

one on them. Strategically-located businesses 

can attract residents and encourage them to 

spend time there, providing “eyes on the street” 

as Jacobs would have suggested (1961), and 

increasing safety. In New Town (Kolkata, India), 

the city managers took an innovative view on 

this, where they are addressing women’s safety 

by providing all night coffee shops. The plan is 

for opening all night cafeteria with glass walls 

(for better visibility of the exterior) in zones 

where women commute late at night after  

work. Other initiatives include subsidized  

licensing for creating cafes in residential zones 

(Chowdhury, 2018).

Some cities have undertaken more comprehensive 

initiatives to improve safety. For example, the 

Municipality of Quito is working to empower 

citizens as key partners in the safety of their 

neighborhoods (City of Quito, 2017b, p. 52). 

Quito faces several challenges regarding citizen 

safety, including damage from volcanoes, regular 

seismic activity, floods and fires.

Through the analysis of quantative and qualitative 

data, the Municipality has created a baseline to 

guide actions to work with the most vulnerable 

neighborhoods in Quito. These actions are aimed 

at damage prevention, citizen participation, 

social cohesion and peaceful coexistence.  

A municipal team then visits each selected 

neighborhood to meet the residents, and  

workshops are subsequently held to foster 

community organization and citizen participation 

in the design of joint solutions to local challenges. 

The community learns how to act in risky situations 

and how to take care of public spaces. From 

2014 to 2017, around 15,000 people – of all age 

groups - participated.

The recovery and appropriation of public spaces, 

such as small squares and parks, is also promoted 

through joint work between the municipality and 

the community. Using participatory tools, neighbors 

work on designing revitalized public spaces and 

infrastructure, such as playgrounds, green areas, 

lighting and urban art. From 2014 to 2017, 258 

community “mingas” (working parties) were 
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carried out, with an estimated participation of 

10,450 people. The mingas involve joint work 

between neighborhoods, and undertake projects 

such as cleaning public spaces, taking care of 

green areas, planting trees, building work or 

improving roads. In addition, to ensure and 

preserve the safety of citizens, 1,201 community 

alarm systems have been installed, benefiting 

28,824 persons. These alarms allow the community 

to support itself internally against a threat, while 

obtaining the support of the national police.

5.3 Affordability
Affordability, lack of affordable housing is a 

major detractor from happiness.

Shelter is a primary need for well-being (Maslow, 

1987). Having privacy within that shelter is 

important too. Ensuring adequate provision  

of private homes, either owned or rented, is 

therefore a high priority for city managers. In 

1989, an increasing need for affordable homes in 

Montreal, led staff at the School of Architecture 

at McGill University to find ways to construct 

such homes. In 1990 they built the first of the 

award-winning Grow Homes (Friedman, 2001; 

World Habitat, 1999). In this model, instead of 

selling houses as finished product, the builder 

sells at a much lower cost, by leaving sections  

of the home unfinished, such as basements or 

upper floors. This can cut initial costs by as much 

as a two third, and offer young buyers a way to 

enter the housing market. They can invest later in 

completing the home. Leaving the internal space 

un-partitioned, is a significant factor of cost 

reduction. It also gives them the option to use 

their own “sweat equity” to finish the house. 

Most buyers take this option, and choose to 

continue the build with friends and neighbours 

(Friedman, 2000), while having a warm and safe 

place to live.

The Grow Home project has been a success, 

spawning many variants and improvements, 

including ‘greener’ designs (Canada Mortgage 

and Housing Corporation, 1994). Within 9 years 

of the prototype build, 6,000 homes had been 

built in Montreal, and an estimated further 4,000 

across Canada and the USA. Since winning the 

UN Habitat Award in 1999, another 20,000 were 

built in Montreal, and the concept has spread 

around the world, including to Mexico and parts 

of Europe. More recently, a Dutch company has 

addressed the need for affordable housing in 

Nijmegen by offering the modular flat-pack 

house design in kit-form (Alter, 2013).

A similar concept to the Grow Home, is ‘core 

housing’, where the home is incomplete at the 

time of purchase. This idea has been popular in 

developing countries. The business model “links 

several strategic partners into a unique value 

chain, resulting in a newly built basic house on a 

family’s existing property.” (OMJ, 2014, p. 39). In 

this model, the bare minimum, or core, meets 

government standards including access to basic 

services. The owners incrementally build on as 

their resources permit. By reducing costs, it 

allows homes to be provided to far more people. 

Residents, in turn, gain access to shelter and 

clean water, allowing them to improve their 

economic position and to improve and expand 

their home when they are able to.

5.4 Tolerance & Inclusivity
Tolerance & Inclusivity, social & economic 

inclusion and tolerance of others has positive 

well-being and economic value, and is ethical.

There are many cities around the world that 

actively work towards including all segments of 

society in city life, especially through the provision 

of services, as well as ensuring equity, tolerance 

and justice for all (Fainstein, 2010; Hambleton, 

2015). Some initiatives take a holistic view, 

including citizens every step of the way, from 

inception and encouragement of ideas, all the 

way to supporting the resulting innovations to be 

independent, with real tangible and sustainable 

outcomes in the city. In the first half of 2018, the 

City of Melbourne ran an Open Innovation 

Competition on Accessibility that aimed to make 

cities more accessible for people with a disability. 

The competition asked for submissions from 

innovators, entrepreneurs, businesses and the 

community. The team worked closely with the 

City of Melbourne’s Disability Advisory Committee 

to establish the main areas of opportunity:

•  Participation: Enhancing the provision of 

information to help people with a disability 

participate in all aspects of life within a city 

•  Access: Making sure the people and places of 

Melbourne better addressed the access needs 

of people with a disability.

Using the city’s Open Data Platform with more 

than 200 open data sets, submitters were 

encouraged to incorporate data-driven and 



technology-enabled approaches into their 

submissions which addressed issues such as 

accessible parking, footpath navigation and 

wayfinding.

The top five solutions were pitched at an event 

during Melbourne Knowledge Week in May 2018, 

and the winning entries received support from 

the City of Melbourne and partners to test and 

bring the solutions to life in Melbourne. The 

winning team from 2018 was Melba (Melbourne’s 

Smart Assistant). This entry paired the city’s 

Open Data with smart assistants such as Siri, 

Google Assist and Amazon’s Alexa to provide 

up-to-date information via voice, text and screen. 

Melba is a scalable solution that the smart city 

team have continued to work with on. This 

example shows how collaboration can allow a 

city hall to be the catalyst for change in ways 

they could not do if they were limited to their 

own resources.

Another example is #QuitoTeConecta, which is a 

Municipal initiative lead by Conquito, aiming to 

bring free access to internet, incentive the use  

of public space and shorten the digital gap 

within Quito´s citizens through digital inclussion 

(City of Quito, 2014). However, inclusivity can 

also address the needs of elderly people. The 

aim of Project CityZen is to develop a novel, 

citizen-centric digital platform that matches the 

needs of older people in the city, with responsive 

products and services provided by the city and 

healthcare providers, increasing efficiency for the 

providers and increasing the quality of care for 

those in need (Future Cities Catapult, 2018a). 

Still, some global initiatives focus on the needs  

of other segments of society, like 880cities.org, 

who target a wider population, aiming to make 

cities good for people aged 8 to 80.

5.5 Health & Life Balance
Health & Life Balance, a holistic view of city life & 

activities promoting balance, physical and 

mental health.

The prospect of designing healthy behaviour as 

part of everyday life (WHO Europe, 2006), is 

attractive at many levels, and therefore an urban 

development approach that works towards such 

healthier and active cities, is to be encouraged. 

An active city is one that “provides conditions 

for an active lifestyle represented by high levels 

of active transport (cycling and walking) and 

high levels of active sports participation.”  

(Daumann, Heinze, Römmelt, & Wunderlich, 

2015). Such design approaches can be activated 

in many ways, for example by promoting active 

transport, as was done in Seville’s cycling  

infrastructure, described earlier, or by specialised 

initiatives and events, that get people involved in 

physical activities. Such events, can temporarily 

block car-traffic for long sections of streets can 

also remind residents how much of the city are 

devoted to cars, and how great it feels to have 

more space to walk, cycle, and play.

One good example of mobilising a whole city 

into organised physical activity is Ciclovia: a 

weekly bike ride involving one million people in 

Bogota (Jenkins, 2015). Established as an official 

city event in 1976, it has become part of the city 

culture, and has spread to many cities around the 

world. The benefits are many. Physical activity is 

a major one, but the socialising aspect is also 

important as people go out in groups, clubs, and 

families. Importantly, the event is also a social 

equaliser, and people from all walks of life share 

the same space on equal terms. This can enhance 

social cohesion in the city. Further, the act of 

removing motorised traffic and opening the 

streets to cyclists is an act of reclaiming public 

space, and reminds all of how much space was 

taken by cars, how good it feels to cycle, walk 

and play, and in fact the city is for all.

Ciclovia’s success has spread across the world in 

many cities, under a variety of names. For 

example, in Rosario (Argentina) it’s called Calle 
Recreativa, and in Albuquerque (NM) it is annual 

event with other civic programs. In Cambridge 

(MA) it a Sunday event during the summer, and 

in various cities in India - under the name of 

Raahgiri, or ‘Happy Streets’ – it has become more 

like a social movement of car-free days (Kohli, 

2016). These successes have spawned support 

projects like OpenStreetsProject.org, which is an 

advocacy project in North America, providing 

strategy and planning advice to develop  

successful interventions similar to Ciclovia,  

e.g. openstreets.org.za (Cape Town).

Physical activity is not the only way to improve  

a sense of balance. In order to improve the 

well-being of employees, and increase the sense 

of balance in their lives, the CEO of a law firm in 

New Zealand announced that the company 

would run a six-week trial “You will be working 
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four days a week, and you will be paid for five.” 

(Perpetual Guardian, 2018). The trial was a 

success and the “employees all reported greater 

productivity, better work-life balance and lower 

stress levels from working one less day a week.” 

(Yeung, 2018). The four-day working week in 

New Zealand, showed no downside to productivity, 

with “just over half of staff (54%) felt they could 

balance their work and home commitments, 

while after the trial this number jumped to 78%.” 

(Ainge Roy, 2018). The company board has now 

signed off on the change, and all expectations 

are for continued success, as the company 

reconfigures its work culture for more life balance 

amongst its employees (Delaney, 2018; Harr, 

2018). This recognition of the need to have more 

balanced life is not exclusive to the private sector 

in cities, but some governments have also joined 

the trend. For example, Japan’s Ministry of 

Economy, Trade & Industry has recently started 

to encourage organisations, starting with itself, 

to allow its staff to have a lie-in on one Monday 

in every month. (McCurry, 2018). Another example 

comes from the city of Copenhagen, which has 

45,000 public employees. In 2017 the city council 

agreed to implement flexible working hours for 

all employees (with no budget extension). This 

initiative increased job satisfaction and reduced 

absenteeism due to illness, saving the city 

millions of Kroner (Municipality of Copenhagen, 

2017). Three quarters of the employees cited 

flexibility in working hours as an important part 

of their job satisfaction. The above examples 

clearly show the possibility of having more 

balanced life, with regards to working hours, at 

different types of work in the city, for both 

private and public sector.

City managers can therefore play a more proactive 

role in promoting balance in people’s lives. They 

can also design cities, services and facilities to 

use people’s natural biases to nudge them 

towards better behaviour to promote happiness. 

Such nudging can be done by choice architecture 

and the way defaults are presented in the design 

of cities and services, and can also be enhanced 

by gamification where people are incentivised 

towards better choices by offering feedback 

data and rewards, e.g. Biko app that encourages 

bicycle use.

Just as some cities and organisations offer 

deliberate choices to enhance well-being, as 

shown above, some choices have been left to 

chance, or incorrectly organised, leading to 

negative outcomes. This can also be the result of 

deliberate acts, as presented by the Norwegian 

Consumer Council in their report Deceived by 
Design, revealing that some tech companies  

use “dark patterns” to discourage people in 

exercising their rights to privacy (Forburkerrådet, 

2018). Therefore, rather than inadvertently 

creating a sedate society full of loneliness, city 

managers can promote active, ethical and social 

nudges that can lead to happier lives, building 

communities that support behaviour conducive 

to good health and city happiness, away from 

the “Attention Merchants” who are constantly 

innovating to distract people and sell their 

attention to the highest bidder, without regard  

to people’s well-being (Wu, 2016) (see also 

humanetech.com).

5.6 Sociality
Sociality, people need people, and ways to 

increase and improve relationships with others. 

City managers are often reminded that the “city 

is but its people”, and this quote from Shakespeare 

emphasises the centrality of people’s relationship 

to each other, and that the social fabric makes 

the city. Therefore, these social relationships are 

key atomic components at the core of the city, 

and this sociality must be nurtured. Sociality is 

the “tendency of groups and persons to develop 

social links and live in communities…the quality 

or state of being social” (CollinsDictionary.com). 

The following examples show how city managers 

take responsibility towards their role in enabling 

sociality, rather than leaving it entirely up to the 

individuals.

Recognising the importance of sociality, and 

specifically the family unit, towards well-being  

in the city, the municipality of Ringkøbing-Skjern 

in Western Denmark focused on strengthening 

family ties as foundations for happiness. The 

municipality instituted two policies to provide 

free counselling to families. Both achieved 

positive impact. The first aims to help parents who 

are experiencing difficulties in the relationship 

with their children under the age of 18. The 

municipality provides five free relationship 

counselling sessions for the parents with a 

therapist of their choice. The second policy helps 

divorced parents maintain a good relationship. 

These parents are offered a free counselling 

course in sustaining strong family ties, for the 



sake of their children. The course helps the 

parents work together after their divorce to 

create the strongest possible family for the 

children and to create stability in their lives, and 

within the community.

As a result of implementing the first policy, the 

number of divorces dropped by 17%. This result 

shows that it was possible to create policies that 

create stronger social ties in the family, leading 

to happier lives, or at least reduce unhappiness. 

However, there were wider benefits: divorce is 

also often expensive for the city, where the 

municipality has to find housing for both sides  

of the family, and can lead to additional support 

and help for children who might be struggling  

in school because of the changes.

Another example of policy actions aimed at 

improving sociality comes from the city of 

Dragør east of Copenhagen in Denmark. In 2013, 

the municipality started a project to measure the 

happiness of residents (Happiness Research 

Institute, 2013). The Mayor recognised that 

paying attention to happiness as a development 

factor in the city would make it easier to increase 

well-being for the people living there. The study 

looked at the drivers of happiness and found that 

the happy citizen was on average either younger 

than 30 or older than 50. These segments had 

strong relationships with their spouse, and 

played an active role in the civil society. The 

report recommended some interventions to 

further increase happiness in the city. One idea 

was to facilitate people to ‘eat together’, since 

15% of the citizens felt lonely. Volunteers would 

arrange to share dinner, and the city council 

provides rooms and some economic support for 

doing that. Another initiative saw the city creating 

a volunteer organisation for lonely elderly people 

to act as a ‘bonus grandmother’. These volunteers 

would act as a grandmother in families with small 

children to play a significant and continuous role 

in their lives. This initiative was especially helpful 

for families with busy lives and when the real 

grandparents were absent. This initiative not only 

helped families create balance in their every-day 

life, it also gave meaning and social relations for 

the elderly people volunteering.

In an initiative called “Hey Neighbour!”, Vancouver 

city managers ran a study in 2017 to find ways to 

improve neighbourhoods, acknowledging their 

influence on the physical and mental well-being 

of residents. The study focused on exploring how 

Figure 1. Factors common to popular buildings,  
described by the Hey Neighbour Report (City of Vancouver, 2018).
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different multi-unit building configurations (low, 

medium and high-rise), can affect how sociable 

and desirable they are, as places to live (City of 

Vancouver, 2018).

The study considered 16 buildings that were 

rated as highly liveable. Each building was 

assessed according to many criteria, and the data 

analysed to find the drivers for their success. The 

results show that both design and programming 

were important. Some factors that were found  

to increase sociality and were common to all 

buildings were; regular social events (once a 

year, to weekly), communication methods  

(e.g. Facebook, or elevator notice boards) and 

community mindset, and having a balcony.  

Other aspects that were common to most were: 

resident managers and champions who were 

passionate individuals or groups of residents; the 

availability of pets, an amenity/party room. Also, 

76% of these buildings were found to be housing 

people of similar demographics.

It is important to note that this study was  

conducted in a developed Western, cosmopolitan 

city. Results may well differ in other cultures and 

circumstances.

5.7 Economy & Skills
Economy & Skills, a primary reason for people  

to move to a city is for economic opportunity 

including education and continuous learning

One informal economy in Vancouver sees people 

collecting recyclable material from city bins, like 

glass bottles and metal cans, and earning an 

income from claiming the refund. The binners, as 

they are known, use any available transport 

system, like bicycles and shopping carts, to 

transport the material around the city. However, 

this activity has social stigma associated with it, 

and the value the binners bring to the city, by 

diverting recyclable material away from landfills, 

is unknown to most citizens. The Binners’ Project 

aims to change all this, and help binners work 

more efficiently and maintain their dignity in 

their community. They are working towards 

“binning that works for binners, businesses, 

community” (BinnersProject.org).

The project has worked to improve the social 

image of the binners, by creating awareness of 

the value they bring, and by creating a sense of 

structure around their work. The project website 

allows citizens to book a pick-up service, or a 

back-of-house waste sorting service. There is 

even a binners’ hook, where citizens leave 

recycling material in pre-determined and easy 

locations for pick-up. Further, the project team 

organise weekly binners’ meetings,. Binners 

typically use strollers, recycling bins, shopping 

carts, and other containers to move the material 

they collect. However, based on input from the 

binners themselves, the project has prototyped a 

cart that is more fit-for-purpose and easier and 

safer to use, minimising the chances of physical 

injury to the operator. They have now moved 

beyond the pilot project, and now considering how 

to create a cart sharing system, like bike sharing.

Though the awards winning project is volunteer- 

based with support from some organisations and 

donations, it has had much success and support 

from both the binners themselves and the wider 

community. Importantly, the project has already 

shown how negative social perceptions of an 

informal economy can be changed, and the 

physical and mental well-being of those who  

participate in it can be enhanced.

5.8 Meaning & Belonging
Meaning & Belonging, people need a sense of 

meaning and coherence in their lives, including  

a sense of purpose and belonging.

Though this theme is somewhat a mix of other 

themes discussed earlier, it is however, worth 

addressing separately. Meaning has been described 

as “belonging to and serving something that you 

believe is bigger than yourself” and has been 

shown to be key to well-being (Seligman, 2011,  

p. 17). While a sense of belonging has also been 

shown to be important for mental health  

(Hagerty, Lynch-Sauer, Patusky, Bouwsema,  

& Collier, 1992), and according to the UK  

Government’s Egan Review, “a sense of community 

identity and belonging” is important to positive 

well-being within a community (ODPM, 2004,  

p. 20).The absence of the sense of belonging is 

detrimental to well-being, and plays a role in 

depression (Choenarom, Williams, & Hagerty, 

2005). For example, positive feelings of belonging 

have been revealed to be critical for immigrants 

integrating and feeling welcome in their new 

homes (Kitchen, Williams, & Gallina, 2015).

Many of the examples given in this chapter 

involve elements of belonging and meaning. For 

example; designing towns like Seaside Florida to 



improve the sense of community (urban design), 

encouraging people to cycle as a community 

across cities like Bogota (health and life-balance, 

conducting citywide engagements like the 

Knowledge Week in Melbourne (trust); helping 

minority workers to feel more dignified (economy 

and skills), participatory budgeting in Halifax, 

and ensuring people with disability are able to 

access all services in the city (inclusivity). All 

these examples highlight ways in which meaning 
and belonging can be created when people have 

opportunities to share experiences related to 

something “bigger” than themselves.

It is therefore important for city makers to give 

special attention to these activities, and to focus 

on supporting and making it easier for all citizens to 

participate in, and co-create their own happy city.

6. Conclusion

This chapter has been concerned with exploring 

the ways cities are made happier. The approach 

taken was a practical one, and is based on two 

tasks. First, the academic literature was explored 

for over-arching themes, along with successful 

practices and activities in cities across the world. 

The findings were then conceptualised into a tool 

to relate the themes to each other, in order to 

make them easier to discuss and understand at a 

holistic level. The second task was focused on 

finding examples across the world to illustrate 

each theme of the tool, so that each can be 

explained in a practical sense, and focus on 

specific activities that are undertaken, and how 

they drive well-being in the context of the theme.

The result of these two tasks was the tool  

presented above, and it relates Design-oriented 

activities (physical and conceptual), as well as 

Enablers of happiness (external and internal). 

How does this tool help city managers in thinking 

about well-being, and prioritising related activities 

and policies? One useful aspect about the 

framing of the tool, is that it also highlights two 

timescales; short/medium term, and long-term. 

The themes associated with the design category 

lead to more short/medium returns, that are 

quickly visible, and allowing earlier benefits 

towards people’s well-being. This is with the 

exception of culture, where the visible part and 

some benefits maybe immediate, though the 

deeper and more embedded benefits are delayed. 

On the other hand, the enabling category is 

much more about deeper changes in the city 

that modify the cultural fabric of society, and in 

this way the methods are sensitive to differences 

in cultures around the world. Ultimately, happiness 

is a choice, and people must engage to get the 

benefits. Hence, this category is about enabling. 

The city management should make this notion 

clear to the citizens, and help with making it 

easier for them to take advantage of the external 

enablers, and get actively engaged to make 

internal changes in attitudes and perceptions. 

One way this can be done is by designing cities 

with the better choice architecture, and good 

defaults. The Happy Cities Agenda is about 

planning for, and acting on, both short/medium 

and long-term policies. Therefore, cities must 

invest in all scales in order to achieve a holistic 

and sustainable outcome.

But what are the general lessons gained, that can 

lead to sustainable changes? The examples that 

were explored have also provided general lessons 

to be used in developing new initiatives and 

policies. One of the main lessons was about the 

effectiveness of empowering people to take 

responsibility, as was shown for example in the 

Halifax participatory budgeting, and the Melbourne 

Open Innovation challenge that gave people a 

chance to co-innovate with the city, and the 

cultural centres in Vancouver and Dubai, being 

supported by citizens’ appetite to contribute to 

their own city’s culture. Such examples show the 

sustainability of initiatives when they engage  

and build on ideas and input from the citizens 

themselves. Addressing their direct needs has a 

greater chance of social impact. These examples 

also underscore the successful approach  

advocated by influential urbanists, like Jane 

Jacobs (1961), which is very much a mix of both 

top-down and ground-up approach to build 

successful communities. In this way, City Hall is 

very much the catalyst in the ‘city project.’

Once City Hall enables the city, by providing for 

example safety and organising events such as 

the Ciclovia cycling days, it opens up the  

opportunity for people to appropriate the space 

and make it their own, leading to spill-over 

benefits like richer culture and economic growth, 

as was also seen by Melbourne’s long term 

investment in reclaiming the streets away from 

cars, back to the citizens, by creating more green 

and pedestrian places. Some cities, such as 
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Quito, actively used a variety of city data to 

make these transformations, as shown in the  

way they reorganised some aspects of the 

transportation system.

Ultimately, though, many examples illustrated  

the importance of sociality as a primary enabler. 

This theme was visible in many examples; the 

design parameters of Seaside Florida, the Hey 

Neighbour community initiative in Vancouver, the 

family focused counselling in Denmark, the park 

re-design in Manchester UK, that helped people 

interact more with each other, even the Ciclovia 

event in Bogota, which had a strong social 

element to augment the benefits from the 

physical activity. City managers should focus on 

getting people together, and catalysing their 

interaction. Some of these examples underscore 

the Socially Smart City, by using data and  

innovative methods to attend to the social needs 

of the city, and ultimately people’s happiness.



7. Appendix: Evaluation Tool

Many city managers know of the importance of 

undertaking projects and initiatives that will 

further progress their city’s happiness and 

well-being agenda and strategy. However, the 

question soon arises, regarding how such projects 

may be effectively and correctly prioritised, 

based on the resources available, and other 

criteria. To this end, the Smart Dubai Office 

collaborated with the University of Oxford and 

the Gallup Organization to develop the Smart 
Happiness Index (SHI). Derived from analysis  

of quantitative data collected by Gallup, the 

compound index provides a link between  

happiness and the six dimensions of a smart city, 

as used to rank smart cities [ref], which are the 

basis of Smart Dubai 2021 Strategy: economy, 

people & society, governance, mobility,  

environment, and living. Once this idea of linking 

people’s reported ratings on aspects of city 

dimensions, with their overall happiness was 

validated, the project was then taken to its next 

phase, which is to develop a decision tool called 

the Smart Happiness Project Evaluation tool 

(SHAPE).

Using data from a representative sample of over 

4,300 Dubai residents (from all segments of 

society, including resident expats and citizens), 

the tool takes into account the various KPIs 

within the six dimensions of the city strategy, 

and allows a weighting based on the correlation 

of these KPIs with the happiness of the sample. 

The tool also takes a number of other factors 

into account when calculating the index of each 

project. One such factor is adaptation, whereby 

the tool considers how long the benefits will last 

and the speed and extent to which people get 

used to new projects or improvements in services. 

Finally, based on the cost of the project being 

evaluated, the tool provides a cost effectiveness 

ratio, which represents the projected happiness 

gain per currency unit spent.

Users simply enter answers to a set of structured 

questions via a simple online interface, and the 

tool provides the SHAPE score and SHAPE cost 

effectiveness ratio, and allows them to view 

these in comparison to other projects. This gives 

the user a sense of the relative meaning of the 

figures, rather than being too arbitrary. These 

outputs provide data-driven insights regarding 

the extent to which their project contributes 

towards the happiness and well-being vision  

of the city. This allows project managers to 

adjust and improve their projects to make them 

more effective.

The use of the tool also helps support the  

planning and decision-making process in  

the public and private sectors, by allowing 

organisations to adjust projects for maximum 

longevity and impact on happiness (and will 

include policies in later versions). Thus, aiming 

for sustainable long-term well-being in a smart 

city, while avoiding a focus on short-term gains 

in well-being and happiness.

Though this tool has been developed specifically 

for Dubai and uses the data from Dubai residents, 

it is shared to a wider audience in order to show 

the general method and principles that may be 

used to prioritised projects for happiness and 

well-being. Further information is available on 

smartdubai.ae/happinessagenda.
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Photo 6: Example screenshots of the SHAPE tool, showing one of the data entry screens (top), 
and the final result of the evaluation (bottom).
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