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Abstract  
 

The world is increasingly urban and managing urban areas has become one of the most 

important challenges of the twenty-first century (United Nations, 2014). For urban dwellers, 

cities do design their lives; the city can corrode their ability to cope with everyday challenges 

- it can wear them down daily (Montgomery, 2013). Cities in the twentieth century have been 

negatively affected by a dual urban legacy, the first issue is the dominance of private 

automobiles and second, the privatisation of public space (Montgomery, 2013). Urban life is 

becoming increasingly disconnected and lonely (Putnam, 2000) and as The Happy City 

(2017b) asserted “feelings of belonging and connection to other people and community are 

essential elements of human health and happiness” (n.p.). 

 

This thesis investigated how the built environment can impact on the subjective wellbeing and 

happiness of those living in the city and presented how subjective wellbeing and happiness can 

be increased from a planning perspective. Engineers, architects, marketers, land developers and 

planners in particular hold significant influence in transforming the built environment and the 

way people experience the city, therefore it is important that this research was undertaken from 

a planning perspective. The primary research component of this thesis examined urban spaces 

and public events in Melbourne, Australia and Dunedin, New Zealand. Observations methods 

using video recordings and key informant interviews formed the two primary data collection 

methods.  

 

This research uncovered three key research findings. The first was the importance of planning 

for liveability. A liveable city is a city that reduces inequalities, has attractive built and natural 

environments, which in turn supports health and wellbeing (Badland et al., 2014). This research 

has found that it is possible to measure aspects of liveability (i.e. commute times or distance to 

the nearest green space) and that planning has a role in enhancing liveability. The second 

finding was that the built environment undoubtedly impacts on subjective wellbeing and 

happiness. This research reaffirmed that the design of the city influences how people feel and 

challenges planners to take this into account in decision making. The third finding was the lack 

of understanding of urban happiness in planning practice and calls for more research of this 

nature to be undertaken from a planning perspective. This thesis argued that it is not too late 

for planners to recognise their role and assist in creating the happy city.   
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1 Chapter One: Introduction   
 

Cities today consume more energy, resources, and land than ever before in history 

(Montgomery, 2013). In 2014, the urban population accounted for 54 percent of the total global 

population (World Health Organisation, 2018a). Predictions depict that urbanisation combined 

with population growth has the potential to add an additional 2.5 billion people to urban 

populations by 2050 (United Nations, 2014). The United Nations (2014) recognise that 

managing urban areas has become one of the most important challenges of the twenty-first 

century. Additionally, the United Nations (2014) state successful urban planning is paramount 

to take on this challenge. Despite the growth of urban areas, there has been a lack of interest in 

planning practice on how the urban built environment impacts on the lives of those who reside 

there. It is understood that urban form impacts on health outcomes, including happiness 

(Badland et al., 2014).  For urban dwellers, cities do design their lives (Montgomery, 2013) 

and those cities that make the people who inhabit them feel fulfilled and happy are the greatest 

cities (Freeman, 2017). This thesis will explore how cities can create happiness.  

 

As noted by Montgomery (2013), cities are more than engines of wealth, they are systems that 

can be configured or reconfigured to increase human subjective wellbeing and happiness. 

There has been a surge of interest in subjective wellbeing in recent years (Chrostek, 2016). 

Leyden et al. (2011) state: “scholars from a multitude of disciplines are examining the causes 

and consequences of subjective wellbeing or happiness” (p.862). Subjective wellbeing is often 

used as an interchangeable, broader or overarching term for happiness (Diener, 1984 in Ceci 

and Kumar, 2016 and Bothe, 2017). This thesis uses the terms subjective wellbeing and 

happiness interchangeably. In academic research, conceptions of happiness and the experience 

of wellbeing is a relatively new subject area (Bojanowska and Zalewska, 2016 and Chrostek, 

2016). This thesis will add to the existing academic research on urban happiness.  

 

1.1 Defining Happiness  
 

Happiness is a term that is commonly used, however, difficult to define (Freeman, 2017). The 

difficulty of defining and studying happiness is due to it being considered an elusive and 

intangible concept (Frey and Stutzer, 2002). Leyden et al. (2011) further explain that happiness 

is a difficult area to study as it is considered by some to be “something not worthy of serious 
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empirical examination” (p.862). Chrostek (2016) attempted to define happiness as a 

“subjective evaluation of an emotional state in terms of how happy a person has been recently” 

(p.414). Whereas, Uchida et al. (2004) define happiness as a positive emotional temperament 

that is entrenched in socio-cultural context and circumstances. Both authors agree that 

happiness is an emotional state or temperament. Despite the difficulty in defining happiness, it 

is known that it affects wellbeing and as stated by Freeman (2017) “happiness is perhaps the 

strongest determinant of health and wellbeing” (p.84). 

 

1.2 Reduction in Subjective Wellbeing and Happiness 
 

As this introduction has explained, it is known that the built environment impacts on subjective 

wellbeing and happiness, however, the last few decades have seen a reduction in urban dwellers 

subjective wellbeing. Cities in the twentieth century have been negatively affected by a dual 

urban legacy, the first issue is the dominance of private automobiles and second, the 

privatisation of public space (Montgomery, 2013). Despite this, global living conditions have 

generally improved in cities, however, this is not reflected by an increase in happiness 

(Montgomery, 2013). Montgomery (2013) put forward, “If one was to judge by sheer wealth, 

the last half-century should have been an ecstatically happy time for people” (p.8). 

Montgomery’s comments here reflect that high levels of living conditions and strong 

economies are not directly linked to producing higher levels of happiness for a country as one 

may expect. Good urbanism has been proven to contribute positively to happiness, Leyden et 

al. (2011) reflect this, “we find that the design and conditions of cities are associated with the 

happiness of residents” (p.861). The Happy City (2017a) state: “cities can indeed improve 

wellbeing through interventions that inject nature, colour and unique elements into public 

space”. Therefore, it is known that cities influence the way people feel and cities do design 

lives (Montgomery, 2013).  

 

In recent years in New Zealand there has been a lot of discussion on mental health and 

alarmingly high suicide rates; there were 365 suicides in New Zealand in 2013 (Stats NZ, 

2013c). To counter this trend, focusing on wellbeing in the city is worthwhile as New Zealand 

is a highly urbanised country; 76 percent of the population lived in urban areas at the time of 

the 2013 census (Stats NZ, n.d.). The concern over reducing levels of subjective wellbeing and 

happiness has led to a rise in interest in happiness elevation as a policy goal by governments 

internationally (Bache et al., 2016). Central and local governments have varying degrees of 
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interest and roles on the topic of their citizen’s happiness (Bache et al., 2016). Nevertheless, 

city planners at the local level are in a position to have a significant impact on urban happiness. 

As explained by Montgomery (2013) when choosing how to live or move, people are more 

restricted than they think. The restriction on choice has been created by engineers, architects, 

marketers, land speculators, politicians, and planners (Montgomery, 2013). The role planners 

play in influencing people’s choices is an area that requires more investigation and discussion.  

 

1.3 Measuring Happiness  
 

Often the success of a country is measured through Gross Domestic Product (GDP), however, 

it has been recognised that GDP is not always a measure of the prosperity of a society (Bache 

et al., 2016 and Bothe, 2017). Bothe (2017) note that GDP as an indicator of development is 

inappropriate as it does not reflect the happiness and wellbeing of people. Montgomery (2013) 

stated, “the most dynamic economies of the twentieth century produced the most miserable 

cities of all” (p. 7). The boom decades financially did not coincide with a boom in happiness 

(Montgomery, 2013). This recognition led to a variety of initiatives aimed at developing 

alternative multi-dimensional measures of progress (Bache et al., 2016) including happiness 

and quality of life indicators and the recently published World Happiness Report 2018. 

Indicators on happiness or wellbeing often attempt to measure happiness through self-reporting 

from respondents. By measuring wellbeing generally, participants have the ability to apply 

their own criteria of wellbeing, employing a method of self-reporting (Torras, 2008 and 

Bojanowska and Zalewska, 2016). The alternative method that is commonly used by happiness 

researchers is creating categories for participants to critique their wellbeing against (Torras, 

2008 and Bojanowska and Zalewska, 2016). In this instance, the researcher, rather than the 

participant, decide which areas of life are important (Torras, 2008,). Both methods of 

measuring happiness have their drawbacks, as such this thesis will not attempt to measure 

happiness, rather discusses subjective wellbeing and happiness in general terms.  

 

Applying scientific research methods to public policy problems is problematic (Rittel and 

Webber, 1973 in Bache et al., 2016). If there was a science behind how the built environment 

can increase people’s happiness, then what constitutes ‘happiness’ would have to be defined 

and subsequently a way to measure it (Montgomery, 2013). Montgomery (2013) stated, “you 

would have to go beyond politics and philosophy to find a map of the ingredients of happiness, 

if it exists at all” (p. 11). Rittel and Webber (1973 in Bache et al., 2016) refer to social issues 
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as ‘wicked problems’. Wicked problems are those that are difficult to define, and by nature, 

there are no definite solutions (Bache et al., 2016). Bache et al. (2016) suggests that promoting 

happiness is a wicked problem, due to the multidimensional nature of happiness.  

 

The primary research component of this thesis is conducted in Melbourne, Australia and 

Dunedin, New Zealand. The two cities will provide case studies as to how the built environment 

can increase happiness. Due to the difficulties of measuring happiness and the failure of 

previous attempts to apply scientific research methods to social topics, this research will 

employ simple observation methods and key informant interviews. Observations occur in 

public spaces and at events in Melbourne and Dunedin. Photographs and video recordings will 

be taken and subsequently assessed against an observation matrix. Key informant interviews 

are carried out to supplement observation methods and validate findings. The aim of this 

research is: 

‘To explain the importance of designing and planning for subjective wellbeing and 

happiness, and to inform planners of methods and approaches to create urban spaces that 

have the ability to increase happiness’. 

 

Three research objectives assist in addressing this aim, they are as follows:  

1. To investigate what aspects of the city negatively affect or positively enhance 

subjective wellbeing and happiness; 

2. To inform planners in the New Zealand context of the importance of planning for 

human wellbeing and happiness, and providing suggestions as to how the New Zealand 

planning system could allow for this; and 

3. To carry out public observations at events and in urban spaces to make conclusions on 

how a space can work for people. 

Research Objective One addresses the overarching theme in this thesis - subjective wellbeing 

and happiness. Research Objective One is primarily covered in the literature review and key 

informant interviews. The second research objective - Research Objective Two addresses the 

planning component of this thesis. Research Objective Two is included in the literature review, 

however, due to the New Zealand context specific aspect of this objective it is primarily 

addressed in the results and discussion chapters. Research Objective Three relates to the 

observation methods that are employed in primary data collection and the discussion chapter 
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details the successes and failures observed in addition to explaining the usability of observation 

methods in planning practice.  

 

1.4 Thesis Structure  
 

This thesis contains six chapters, this section forms Chapter One and has introduced the 

research problem - that cities are growing and that the subjective wellbeing and happiness of 

urban populations must be taken into consideration from an urban planning perspective. 

Additionally, Chapter One has outlined the methods, and presented the aim and research 

objectives that are employed in this thesis. The aim and research objectives are extrapolated in 

greater detail in Chapter Three. Before this, Chapter Two, provides a critical analysis of the 

existing academic literature related to urban happiness. Chapter Two begins with an 

explanation of the city today and urbanisation processes. Following this, understandings of 

subjective wellbeing is presented. Aspects of the city that reduce subjective wellbeing and 

happiness is put forward and in response to this section, the subsequent section details how the 

city can increase happiness. The last section in Chapter Two seeks to explain the role of 

planning in shaping the city and discusses planning for subjective wellbeing.  

 

Chapter Three describes the methodological approach employed in primary data collection and 

why this particular approach has been selected. First, this chapter explains the aim and three 

research objectives. Following this, the scope, research design and approach are described. The 

last section in Chapter Three explains the ethical considerations in this research. Chapter Four 

forms the results chapter of this research. Chapter Four provides contextual information for the 

two case study cities and puts forward the results from the primary data collection in relation 

to the research objective that the results pertain to. Chapter Five discusses these results in 

greater detail, makes conclusions, and situates this research within the wider body of 

knowledge. This thesis concludes with Chapter Six providing a summary of the research 

findings, final research conclusions and presents opportunities for future research.  
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2 Chapter Two: Literature Review  
 
2.1 Introduction  
 

The majority of the global population today live in cities (Szoltysek, 2017, Wang and Moriarty, 

2018, United Nations, 2018 and Tomanek, 2017); the United Nations (2018) assert that 55 

percent of the global population resides in urban areas. Due to the population growth of cities 

“the importance of cities in social and economic development is growing” as social and 

economic development is concentrated in cities (Tomanek, 2017, p.4). In academia and 

everyday life, the city and its social contexts and functions are receiving an increased amount 

of interest. The city today is a place of a multitude of relations and meanings. The purpose of 

this chapter is to present the key concepts and themes relating to urban happiness and the role 

of planning in this.  

 

This literature review is divided into five sections. The first section defines the city today to 

provide an explanation and overview of the context in which this research is situated and 

explores the process of urbanisation. Secondly, understandings of subjective wellbeing and 

happiness are put forward. Thirdly, there is a focus specifically on the growing body of research 

that suggests subjective wellbeing and happiness is negatively affected by the city’s built form. 

The fourth section provides an overview of the literature that suggests there are aspects of the 

city, and methods that can be employed, to consciously increase subjective wellbeing and 

happiness. Finally, commentary from the literature on the role of planners and decision makers 

in influencing subjective wellbeing and happiness is provided. Ultimately, this literature review 

investigates academic understandings of how the built form influences subjective wellbeing 

and happiness.  

 

2.1.1 Defining the City  

To begin this literature review, it is first important to understand what is meant by ‘the city’. 

As highlighted by Childe (2011), “the concept of the ‘city’ is notoriously hard to define” (p.33). 

Tomanek (2017) makes an attempt to define the city by stating that the “city can be defined in 

many ways, however, it is usually perceived as a population centre and area of intensive 

development” (p.4). Rudolph-Cleff (2016) explains that “cities are complex, adaptive systems 

of networked services and infrastructures” (p.76). LeGates and Stout (2011) simply state: 
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“cities are civilisation” (p.15). Whereas, Rybicki (1972 in Szoltysek, 2017) goes further than 

these definitions and explains that the city is defined as a social community but is dependent 

on the population numbers, heterogeneous population make-up, density, and a variety of 

employment and living options. Mumford (2011) comments on the importance of defining the 

city in a sociological sense, explaining that “the city is a related collection of primary groups 

and purposive associations” (p.93). These definitions help to inform an understanding of the 

city – where this research takes place. 

 

Megacities are cities with a population of ten million or more residents (Wang and Moriarty, 

2018). The majority of the world’s megacities are in Asia although, there are a small number 

of megacities in Western Europe and the United States (Wang and Moriarty, 2018). Tomanek 

(2017) explains that in the largest population centres there is the tendency for growth to 

continue leading to the creation of ‘megametropolis’. Megacities pose unique challenges to the 

wellbeing of those who live there. Montgomery (2013) explains that high levels of population 

density can put pressure on housing, create traffic congestion and cause environmental 

degradation. Wang and Moriarty (2018) refer to these issues as characteristics of the ‘big city 

disease’. 

 

2.1.2 Economy in the City 

While this literature review relates to the subjective wellbeing and happiness of urban dwellers 

it is also important to reflect on the very poor in cities and the importance of meeting basic 

needs. For low income and impoverished groups meeting their basic needs is a challenge in 

many cities globally (Wang and Moriarty, 2018). For these groups providing housing, medical 

care, and adequate nutrition is paramount (Wang and Moriarty, 2018). However, it has been 

argued that the most miserable cities of the twentieth century are also those with the most 

dynamic economies (Montgomery, 2013) and low rates of poverty. While the economy of a 

city is important, boom periods financially have not been accompanied by a boom in happiness 

(Montgomery, 2013). Montgomery (2013) further explains that “if one was to judge by sheer 

wealth, the last half-century should have been an ecstatically happy time for people” (p.8). 

Nevertheless, cities are significantly more than engines of wealth, cities are “systems that 

should be shaped to improve human wellbeing” (Montgomery, 2013, p.41).  
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2.2 Urbanisation 
 

The United Nations estimates that 80 percent of the world’s population will be living in cities 

by 2050 (Rudolph-Cleff, 2016). In America, 80 percent of the population live in urban areas 

(McKinney, 2002). Whereas in New Zealand 76 percent of the population were residing in 

urban areas at the time of the 2013 census (Stats NZ, n.d.). Australia, the other country where 

primary data is gathered is also a highly urbanised country. The Australian Bureau of Statistics 

(2007) state 87 percent of people live in urban areas. These trends of urban living are reflected 

in various other countries worldwide. There has been a “massive migration” to the cities 

(Florida, 2005, p.3). This massive migration is referred to as a process of urbanisation. The 

OECD (2015) presents that this process of urbanisation is processing faster than ever before in 

history. Davis (2011) states: “urbanised societies, in which a majority of people live crowded 

together in towns and cities, represent a new fundamental step in man’s social evolution” 

(p.22). The OECD (2015) explain that it is crucial to understand the causes and consequences 

of urbanisation to ensure that all citizens can benefit from it. It is worthwhile to note that 

‘urbanisation’ and the ‘growth of cities’ are two separate concepts, as explained by LeGates 

and Stout (2011), detailing that urbanisation refers to an increase in the portion of the 

population that is urban as opposed to rural and this can occur without the growth of cities. 

 

2.2.1 Urbanisation Challenges  

People move into cities to benefit from improved economic and living conditions that are 

created through urbanisation (OECD, 2015). However, urbanisation has vast impacts, both 

positive and negative, and these impacts influence people’s lives in relation to their health, 

wellbeing, and lifestyle and can create environmental and social changes (Wang and Moriarty, 

2018). Wang and Prominski (2016) explain that urbanisation can yield positive effects, 

however, rapid urbanisation can be problematic. Rudolph-Cleff (2016) explain that 

urbanisation not only creates new challenges, it also alters existing challenges. Tomanek (2017) 

mentions that “one of the important questions is the evaluation of efficiency of metropolisation 

processes – is it possible that the costs of this process will exceed the benefits?” (p.5). This 

question relates to the challenges associated with the process of urbanisation.   
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2.2.1.1 Negative Effects of Urbanisation – Environmental Degradation and Loss of 
Biodiversity  

 

Urbanisation is “an irreversible trend in the economic and social development of humankind” 

(Wang and Prominski, 2016, p.v). Han and Guo (2016) explain that in China the environmental 

problems in cities as a result of urbanisation are “comparatively graver than those experienced 

in rural areas” (p.288). This has led to recent discussions on whether or not China should 

continue with current trends of rapid urbanisation. These discussions are important, as 

explained by Wang and Moriarty (2018) “urban sustainability has become the key to the future 

of our civilization” (p.v). Urbanisation can be the cause of habitat loss and this habitat loss can 

last for longer periods of time than other forms of habitat loss (McKinney, 2002). This is 

because urbanised areas often continue to persist and also continue to expand, threatening other 

ecosystems (McKinney, 2002). Davis (2011) also reflects this point, noting that the larger the 

city – the larger use of space. Urban and suburban expansion harms ecosystems (McKinney, 

2002). Actively developing and or urbanising areas today tend to have low biodiversity due to 

common residential and commercial construction methods that are considerably more 

destructive to the environment than they once were (McKinney, 2002). A loss of biodiversity 

can have negative implications for health and subjective wellbeing.  

 

2.2.1.2 Negative Effects of Urbanisation – Climate Change and Resource Use  
 

Heat waves, heavy rains, floods and storms are predicted as a result of the planet warming and 

climate change (Rudolph-Cleff, 2016). Climate change will affect and create new challenges 

for cities in a unique way. Leichenko (2011, in Rudolph-Cleff, 2016) explained that the 

uncertainty regarding the long-term effects of climate change and the complexity of urban 

systems and urbanisation will have large implications on city planning. With population growth 

of urban residents, emissions and resource use can also be expected to grow (Wang and 

Moriarty, 2018). The OECD (2015) state: “urbanisation has often been described as a driving 

factor of climate change and other forms of environmental degradation” (p.103). The OECD 

(2015) go on to explain that this does not mean large cities have particularly negative effects 

on emissions or the environment, as in the absence of urban areas, populations would need to 

live elsewhere and this may take form in sprawl or an increase small urban areas.  

 

 



 10 

2.2.1.3 Negative Effects of Urbanisation – Social Implications  
 

One of the problematic aspects of rapid urbanisation can be a loss of locality – the specific 

cultural and natural characteristics of a place (Wang and Prominski, 2016). Wang and 

Prominski (2016) explain that an increasing number of urbanisation projects all look the same. 

Further stating that urbanisation projects do not often address the local character of a site and 

this flows on to create an urban area without a distinct identity. Locality is important for people 

and their wellbeing, to promote their connection with their place (Prominski, 2016). Wang and 

Moriarty (2018) explain that rapid urban expansions are generally associated with negative 

impacts on the social interconnectedness of a city. Such negative social interconnectedness is 

associated with a lack of equity in access to basic services, infrastructure and also income 

inequality. The OECD (2015) also reflected that large urban areas typically have high levels of 

inequality and in some cases, poorer residents face social exclusion from parts of the city. In 

relation to overcrowding, Davis (2011) notes that the only way to reduce crowding associated 

with urbanisation is to reduce the overall rate of population growth. Further stating that “urban 

planners continue to treat population growth as something to be planned for, not something 

that itself can be planned” (p.30), arguing that population growth itself can be planned and 

controlled in some way by planners - an idea that is not reflected elsewhere in the literature.  

 

2.2.2 City Shrinkage  

Nevertheless, despite the urbanisation and fast-paced urban growth, some cities are shrinking 

(Delken, 2008). Similarly to growth, city shrinkage creates a range of unique challenges. Local 

governments can struggle financially in periods of decline or shrinkage (Delken, 2008). Delken 

(2008) conducted research on the happiness of residents in shrinking cities. Delken (2008) 

found that while residents in shrinking cities are happy, “they are less satisfied with the supply 

of goods and services in their area and with the local access to public transport” (p.216). 

Delken’s research raises some interesting points but is case specific and generalised ideas.   

 

2.2.3 Smart Cities  

Smart cities came about in response to the search for the ideal city, a city that eliminates the 

negative effects but maintains the positive benefits of urbanisation (Tomanek, 2017). The 

implementation of smart cities and their smart solutions “is a particularly promising trend” 
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(Tomanek, 2017, p.3). Smart cities include the provision and integration of the full use of 

digital technologies which allow for the efficient management of resources (Brdulak and 

Brdulak, 2017 and Tomanek, 2017). Smart and sustainable mobility or transport is a key 

component of smart cities (Tomanek, 2017). The OECD (2015) explain that smart technologies 

are currently paving the way for other technological advancements in how the city operates. 

Tomanek (2017) notes that smart cities also include social stakeholders and co-participatory 

processes in the development of smart solutions. Tomanek (2017) stated that smart city 

initiatives improve the functioning of existing cities. Elsewhere in the literature smart cities are 

referred to as: intelligent cities, sustainable cities, knowledge cities, talented cities, wired cities, 

digital cities and eco-cities - all of these refer to a city that is employing information and 

telecommunication technologies. Sobczak (2017) explains that despite the work on smart 

cities, there is still the absence of a complete definition.  

 

2.2.4 Sustainable Cities  

The OECD (2015) contends that “the choices made during the current wave of urbanisation 

will have a huge impact on the environmental sustainability of human activity” (p.12). The 

idea of a sustainable city is one where the needs of its current “citizens are fulfilled without 

reducing the opportunities of future citizens” to fulfill their needs (Tomanek, 2017, p.5). This 

idea of a sustainable city has roots in the Brundtland Report and since the publication of the 

report many initiatives have been employed in the hope of reaching the goal of sustainable 

development (Tomanek, 2017). Human wellbeing is also an aspect of sustainability. An 

example of this is the ‘Europe 2020’ strategy. Sustainable transport is a key component of 

achieving a sustainable city (Tomanek, 2017). Sustainable transport refers to the use of public 

transport, pedestrian movement and bicycles (Tomanek, 2017). Wang and Moriarty (2018) also 

pointed out that reducing the energy used in urban transport reduces greenhouse gas emissions 

and noise pollution. Reducing these factors positively benefits urban residents’ health. They 

state that “reducing the environmental, resource and health-related negative impacts of urban 

transport is vital” (Wang and Moriarty, 2018, p.94). Montgomery (2013) stated “no age in the 

history of cities has been so wealthy. Never before have our cities used so much land, energy 

and resources” (p.322). Montgomery (2013) argues for efficient ways to live and build as this 

has the potential to dramatically assist in the battle against climate change. For these reasons, 
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it is important that city leaders, decision makers and inhabitants do aim to make their cities 

more sustainable.  

 

2.2.5 Active Transport  

Active transport is a concept that is similar to sustainable transport, however, it exclusively 

refers to non-motorised modes of transport (Sallis et al., 2003). Sallis et al. (2003) explain that 

“walking and cycling for transportation, non-motorised transport, human powered transport 

and active transport have all been used to describe the same subset of physical activity for 

transportation” (p.252). Sprawling cities create a challenge for modes of transport that is not 

the private car (Montgomery, 2013). Sallis et al. (2003) also reflected this, explaining that large 

portions of people (referring here to people in the United States of America) live in low-density 

residential environments with low levels of active transport. These low levels of active 

transport can have health consequences (Sallis et al., 2003). Sallis et al. (2003) state: “there is 

a public health imperative to evaluate environment and policy variables and their associations 

with active transport, recreational physical activity, and total physical activity” (p.261). 

Therefore, active transport is linked to subjective wellbeing and happiness.  

 

2.2.6 Urban Sustainability  

Wang and Moriarty (2018) discuss urban sustainability in great detail; they categorise urban 

sustainability into two aspects - the physical and the social. The physical relates to local urban 

environmental and resource problems, in addition to worldwide problems generated by urban 

production and consumption. Conversely, and more relevant to this research, urban social 

sustainability refers to the human liveability perspective. Urban social sustainability covers 

issues such as education, equity, food and water, social security and the emotional wellbeing 

of residents. Additionally, urban intensification or densification is often employed as a method 

to achieve sustainability or to work towards being more sustainable, however, there is the 

argument that high density cities negatively impact on individual quality of life (Wang and 

Moriarty, 2018). Categorising urban sustainability into physical and social aspects can make 

reaching sustainable goals more achievable for a city.  
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2.2.7 Urban Growth  

Some researchers view urban growth/urbanisation challenges to be inevitable while others 

believe this growth to have positive implications for global environmental sustainability (Wang 

and Moriarty, 2018). This particular belief – that urban growth could have positive implications 

on sustainability is grounded in per capita greenhouse gas emissions; large cities such as New 

York and London emit half or less than the national average for either country. As Jacobs 

(1961) pointed out “cities are an immense laboratory of trial and error, failure and success, in 

city building and city design” (p.6). It is likely that this period of trial and error will always 

continue. This section has provided an overview of the city today and urbanisation, the 

following sections will explain the quality of life within this context.   

 

2.2.8 Quality of Life 

Lisowska (2017) stated that quality of life studies form a research area across multiple 

disciplines. Subjective wellbeing is commonly the focus when measuring the quality of life in 

cities (Delken, 2008). Lisowska (2017) reflected this though stating that some researchers 

“claim that quality of life consists of a subjective feeling of satisfaction and the sense of 

happiness” (p.122). The definition of quality of life as determined by studies of sociology and 

medicine is “the assessment of one’s own situation of life, carried out in particular time and 

taking into account the accepted hierarchy of values or the difference between a person’s real 

situation and the situation dreamt or expected by them” (Lisowska, 2017, p.122).  

 

2.2.8.1 Quality of Life – Physical Health 
 

The dense concentration of industrial activities and population creates a strain on the quality 

of life for city dwellers (Wang and Moriarty, 2018 and OECD, 2015). This strain is created by 

challenges such as traffic congestion, social stresses, air and noise pollution. Wang and 

Moriarty (2018) state: “air pollution is a leading cause of global mortality and illness” (p.25). 

Brdulak and Brdulak (2017) reinforced this, stating that pollution and noise are major problems 

which negatively impact on city residents’ quality of life.  Nevertheless, “health and well-being 

problems facing urban residents [can] be very different for residents in high-, middle-, or low-

income cities” (Wang and Moriarty, 2018, p.119). 

 



 14 

2.2.8.2 Millennials and Quality of Life 
 

CityLab (2018) assert that Millennials are the back-to-the-city generation. Research has shown 

that Millennials are an age demographic that are “concerned about the quality of life in their 

cities” (The American Planning Association, 2014, in Hogan et al., 2016, p.169). The 

American Planning Association (2014) found that 74 percent of Millennials stated the most 

appropriate way to grow a local economy is to “invest in local schools, transportation choices, 

walkable areas, and making the area as attractive as possible” (in Hogan et al., 2016, p.169). 

In contrast to the 26 percent of Millennials who believed attracting new businesses to the city 

is a preferable way to grow the local economy (The American Planning Association, 2014 in 

Hogan et al., 2016). Furthermore, CityLab (2018) explain that Millennials are happiest in cities. 

CityLab (2018) argue that this is because Millennials are the first generation to not be a product 

of the American Dream, they are the generation that is no longer striving for a home in the 

suburbs as a symbol of success.  

 

2.2.8.3 Quality of Life Indices – United Nations Human Development Programme  
 

There is a large body of literature on ‘quality of life’ indices. The most notable quality of life 

index is the United Nations Development Programme’s ‘Human Development Index’. The 

index combines life expectancy at birth, number of years of formal education and gross national 

income per capita. Wang and Moriarty (2018) critique the Human Development Index, 

questioning why it is these three parameters that are measured and not others. They also 

highlight that only averages are considered which can conceal inequalities across aspects of 

the three parameters. Nevertheless, indexes such as the Human Development Index can reveal 

useful information on how a country may be influencing the quality of life of those who live 

there.  

 

2.2.8.4 Quality of Life Indices – World Health Organisation  
 

The World Health Organisation’s Quality of Life questionnaire investigates issues on quality 

of life globally (Lisowska, 2017). At the time of publishing the questionnaire, a definition was 

developed by the World Health Organisation which explains that quality of life refers to an 

individual’s perception of their life in the context of the value and cultural systems which they 

are living in, this is in relation to their goals, concerns, expectations and standards. Further 
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defining that quality of life is a broad concept and is impacted on in a complex way due to the 

individual’s psychological state, level of independence, physical health, social relations, and 

their connection to the salient features in the environment in which they live (Lisowska, 2017).  

 

2.2.8.5 Liveability Indicators and Quality of Life Indices in Decision Making  
 

Liveability indicators are an additional mechanism to measure the quality of life in urban 

environments (Badland et al., 2014). While there have been multiple attempts to create quality 

of life and liveability measurements, there remains some disagreement on what criteria can be 

employed to gather the most objective information (Bendyk et al., 2017). The argued lack of 

objectivity has led to decision makers not employing quality of life indices in decision making 

or allowing them to inform policy. In relation to liveability indicators, there is a need to 

understand the mechanisms, existing state of evidence and the shortcomings of current 

liveability indicators, this will assist in developing tools to measure progress in creating urban 

environments that are considered ‘liveable’ (Badland et al., 2014). Further, Brdulak and 

Brdulak (2017) highlight that having an objective and appropriate system that measures quality 

of life often could be useful for decision makers. Szoltysek (2017) explained that the 

methodology behind quality of life surveys can differ and therefore rankings of cities varies 

depending on who is carrying out the research.  

 

2.2.9 Part One Summary  

The first section of this literature review examines the urban environment today and provides 

an understanding of the city - where this research takes place. Hou (2010a) makes an important 

point, explaining that as cities and their political, economic and social structures continue to 

change so does the pace of life and space for people in the city. Supplementary to this previous 

point is that urbanisation has largely improved living conditions, yet there has been a reported 

reduction in happiness (Hou, 2010a). Montgomery (2013) commented that if one were to judge 

happiness by wealth, the last few decades should have been an ecstatically happy time – yet 

this is not the case. LeGates and Stout (2011) note that urban dwellers in modern cities are not 

connected to each other in the same way their forebears were. Research by Leyden et al. (2011) 

suggests that city residents’ happiness is associated with various aspects of the built 

environment. This relationship between happiness and the built environment will be explained 

in this section.  
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2.3 How the City Influences Subjective Wellbeing and Happiness  
 

Leyden et al. (2011) states: “increasingly, scholars from a multitude of disciplines are 

examining the causes and consequences of subjective wellbeing, or happiness” (p.862). 

Lisowska (2017) details that the concept of subjective wellbeing has been gaining significance 

over the last decade in both academic literature and everyday life. There is rising interest in the 

right to live in a “clean environment, respect people’s views, self-realise and obtain public 

approval, and also how this influences the development and success of cities” (Szoltysek, 2017, 

p.19). Subjective wellbeing and collective urban happiness is a relatively new subject area, 

however, it is not surprising that these issues are being given more attention in the literature.  

 

2.3.1 Understandings of Subjective Wellbeing and Happiness   

Montgomery (2013) states: “it is impossible to separate the life and design of a city from the 

attempt to understand happiness” (p.16), although what happiness is or what it consists of is 

problematic. Considering that happiness is largely considered to be one of the most significant 

goals in the human experience (Arampatzi et al., 2018) it is largely not defined. However, 

wellbeing is a term that is often used interchangeably with happiness. There have been 

successful attempts in the literature to define wellbeing and the World Health Organisation 

(2018b) view human health in broad terms that now encompasses wellbeing, stating that 

“Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the 

absence of disease or infirmity” (n.p.). Layard (2005 in Leyden et al., 2011) attempts to define 

happiness stating happiness is “feeling good – enjoying life and wanting the feeling to be 

maintained” (p.12). Whereas Putnam (2000) explains that “happiness is best predicted by the 

breadth and depth of one’s social connections” (p.332). It is also worthwhile to note that there 

are cross-cultural variations in happiness (Uchida et al., 2004). 

 

2.3.2 Attempts to Measure Happiness 

Happiness is a challenging topic to study as noted by Leyden et al. (2011). The limitation of 

happiness research is entrenched in the difficulty of defining happiness (Leyden et al., 2011). 

Kalmijn and Veenhoven (2005) explain that self-reporting is the most common method of 

measuring happiness. Some academics simply ask individuals, “how happy they feel 

themselves to be” (Frey and Stutzer, 2002, p.4). Frey and Stutzer (2002) explain that the 
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individual is the best judge of whether they are happy or unhappy. In their research, Graham 

et al. (2011) also allows the respondent to define happiness or wellbeing themselves to avoid 

the “imposition of cultural or country specific definitions of wellbeing on the respondents” 

(p.1432). Bruni and Porta (2007 in Leyden et al., 2011) conclude that while happiness is not 

easily defined, it can be empirically measured. 

 

2.3.3 Income and Happiness 

It is worthwhile mentioning that the relationship between personal income and wealth is the 

most studied happiness determinant (Leyden et al., 2011). The association between income 

and happiness is positive, however, it is not straightforward (Leyden et al., 2011). Leyden et 

al. (2011) explain that “a common conclusion is drawn that happiness is dependent not 

necessarily upon objective income but rather how much income an individual has compared to 

others” (p.864). Nevertheless, income is not the sole factor that has been argued to predict 

levels of happiness. Other predictors of happiness are community, friends, family relationships, 

health, occupation, personal freedom and personal values (Leyden et al., 2011).   

 

2.3.4 Urban Dwellers Physical Wellbeing  

Health and self-perceived health is a significant predictor of happiness (Hogan et al., 2016). 

Physical health is an aspect of overall wellbeing (World Health Organisation, 2018b). As 

detailed in the first section of this literature review, noise and air pollution pose a threat to 

urban dwellers physical wellbeing. However, Wang and Moriarty (2018) state that “in OECD 

countries, the overall health of urban residents is usually better than those living in rural areas, 

mainly because of higher levels of medical services and higher incomes” (p.26). Whereas, 

Blumenthal and Kagen (2002) explain that low income residents in urban or rural areas tend to 

always have lower than the average levels of health and there is no obvious trend between 

urban and rural dwellers physical wellbeing. Hogan et al. (2016) reflected that “the health of 

the residents is directly and significantly influenced by decisions that create, design, and 

maintain the built environment of cities” (p.169). Therefore, understanding how the built 

environment may influence physical health should be of utmost importance for decision 

makers. 
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2.3.5 Part Two Summary  

This section has presented understandings of subjective wellbeing and happiness in the 

literature. In the United States a “2017 report found that levels of mental illness were at their 

highest level for at least 60 years” (Wang and Moriarty, 2018, p.29). The same report 

highlighted that eight million Americans conveyed that they were experiencing mental health 

implications. Wang and Moriarty (2018) questioned if it is the city itself which is making 

people ill. For city dwellers, their physical health and subjective wellbeing is constantly 

challenged by crime, noise and slums (Wang and Moriarty, 2018). There are also positive 

aspects of the city that are connected with happiness among city residents (Leyden et al., 2011) 

which will be explained later in this literature review. 

 

2.4 Aspects of the City which Reduce Subjective Wellbeing and Happiness  
 

Montgomery (2013) notes that the city can corrode urban dwellers ability to cope with 

everyday challenges and it can wear them down daily, although this is not always the case. The 

themes that relate to how the city can create challenges for wellbeing and happiness are 

presented here. This section seeks to explain the aspects of the city which reduce subjective 

wellbeing and happiness. The main themes in this section relate to urban sprawl, car dependent 

cities, the privatisation of public space, social disconnect and loneliness, social capital, and 

refers to Putnam’s working in ‘Bowling Alone’.  

 

2.4.1 Sprawl  

The auto-orientation of many modern cities has meant the city has consumed more land and 

this constitutes sprawl (Villagomez, 2010). As a city sprawls social interaction becomes more 

challenging (Montgomery, 2013). Montgomery (2013) states: “despite all we have invested 

into this dispersed city, it has failed to maximise health and happiness” (p.322). A sprawling 

city is more likely to decrease its inhabitants physical health, raise the cost of living, makes 

social connections more difficult and is more vulnerable to economic shocks (Montgomery, 

2013). Montgomery (2013) references a Swedish study that found “people who endure more 

than a forty-five minute commute were more than forty percent more likely to divorce” (p.54). 

Sprawl is directly linked to car dependency, therefore sprawl is not only a design problem but 

additionally, it is psychological problem (Montgomery, 2013). 
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2.4.2 Car Dependency  

Since the twentieth century, the majority of cities around the world have been reorientated 

towards private automobiles (Montgomery, 2013). The larger the proportion of a population 

who drive cars, the more orientated towards cars and drivers the urban system becomes 

(Montgomery, 2013). Montgomery (2013) asserted “a city can be friendly to people or it can 

be friendly to cars, but it can’t be both” (p.5). If a city is concerned about liveability it must 

also understand the psychological effect that traffic has on people (Montgomery, 2013). There 

is empirical evidence that demonstrates car dependency and long commute times are associated 

with reduced community involvement and social interactions (Leyden et al., 2011). For aging 

populations, car dependent suburbs create a challenge (Hogan et al., 2016). Additionally, 

reducing the number of private cars in cities has the potential to greatly reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions and pollution (Brdulak and Brdulak, 2017). However, it is important to reflect that 

“automobiles are often conveniently tagged as the villains responsible for the ills of cities and 

the disappointments and futilities of city planning” (Jacobs, 1961, p.7) and this is not always 

the case.  

 

2.4.3 Private Space  

The twentieth century has seen the privatisation of public resources and spaces (Montgomery, 

2013). Hou (2010b) highlights that the major theme in the literature on the public realm has 

been the decline of public life and public space. The privatisation of resources and space has 

left cities deeply wounded (Montgomery, 2013).  Montgomery (2013) states: “the meeting 

place, the agora and the village square are not trivial” (p.320). These spaces are more than civic 

decoration, they are important for city dwellers social wellbeing. Szoltysek (2017) explains 

that many academics writing in this area are concerned that the freedom to enjoy the city is 

more constrained than it appears. Explaining that areas may appear fully open but are not fully 

accessible to all members of society. Property developers, investors and business associations 

are some of the limited elites creating private-public space to suit their own interests 

(Szoltysek, 2017). The privatisation of traditionally public space can negatively impact on 

wellbeing and happiness due to the importance of public space in enhancing wellbeing and 

happiness – which will be explained in subsequent sections.  
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2.4.4 Reducing Liveability  

Liveability is a concept that is becoming more significant in urbanisation and development 

processes (Wang and Moriarty, 2018). A city that is liveable has attractive natural and built 

environments, reduces inequalities and supports health and wellbeing (Badland et al., 2014). 

Additionally, there is a link between liveability and social determinants of health (Badland et 

al., 2014). Wang and Moriarty (2018) state: “unlike the usual environmental sustainability 

concept, liveability pays special attention to the living conditions of individuals in a compact 

urban environment” (p.38). High population densities and being surrounded by tall buildings 

can reduce the liveability of a place (Wang and Moriarty, 2018).  However, an urban happiness 

website - For a State of Happiness (2014) contend that the compact city is the happy city. 

Liveability will be explored in greater detail in the following section of this literature review.  

 

2.4.5 Disconnect and Loneliness  

The Happy City (2017b) asserted “Feelings of belonging and connection to other people and 

community are essential elements of human health and happiness” (n.p.). However, people 

have become and continue to become more disconnected from each other and their 

communities (Florida, 2005). Wang and Moriarty (2018) state: “loneliness…is thought by 

some researchers to be implicated in several physical diseases” (p.29). Further stating that 

temporary feelings are common but chronic loneliness is linked to effects on the nervous and 

cardiovascular immune systems. The World Health Organisation (in Arampatzi et al., 2018) 

state that loneliness and social isolation is a major challenge to overcome in the next 30 years. 

The Happy City (2017b) mention that people with strong social connections to friends and 

family live, on average, 15 years longer in contrast with socially disconnected or lonely people. 

In the literature disconnect or loneliness is commonly referred to as a lack of social capital, the 

following sections will explain this in greater detail. Issues around liveability, social disconnect 

and loneliness are all themes in the literature associated with reducing subjective wellbeing 

and happiness.  

 

2.4.6 Social Capital  

Social capital or social contact with others is one of the key influences on individual happiness 

(Arampatzi et al., 2018). LeGates and Stout (2011) mention that social capital refers to “the 



 21 

meaningful human contacts of all kinds that characterise true communities” (p.134). LeGates 

and Stout go on to discuss that social capital has been eroded to the point that it faces depletion 

in many places globally. Numerous studies (Helliwell and Barrington-Leigh 2010; Van der 

Horst and Coffe 2012; Portela et al. 2013; Ateca-Amestoy et al. 2014; Rodriguez-Pose and 

Von Berlepsch, 2014) support the claim that social capital is inextricably linked to happiness 

and subjective wellbeing (Arampatzi et al., 2018). Simple design choices such as the position 

of paths, doors and common spaces can influence and predict the opportunity for social contact 

(King, 2013). Lack of social inclusion has been identified as a barrier to urban residents’ 

wellbeing (Wang and Moriarty, 2018). Brdulak and Brdulak (2017) explained that social 

capital is important enough to warrant contemporary cities putting a “stronger emphasis on 

egalitarianism, not elitism, by creating structures that accept people’s diverse needs and enable 

various groups to mix (rather than confining spaces to particular districts)” (p.xi). Further 

stating that trust is a key factor in building social capital. Promoting trust among residents is 

an important aspect of the happy city (For a State of Happiness, 2014). Additionally, The 

Happy City (2017b) detail that city’s that report high levels of trust are also cities with higher 

GDP growth than low trust cities. Hence, it is generally agreed that urban design is an important 

tool in creating places to encourage social capital (Leyden et al., 2011 and The Happy City, 

2017b).  

 

2.4.7 Declining Social Capital  

Social capital and the quality of relationships has decreased in recent years and several scholars 

have expressed concern over this decrease (Arampatzi et al., 2018). Informal community social 

networks and virtually all measures of social engagement are weakening (Putnam, 1996 in 

King, 2013 and LeGates and Stout, 2011). Klinenberg (2002 in King, 2013) argues that the 

poorest members of urban communities will be the worst affected by the weakening of social 

networks. Economic upheavals and other forms of impending threats weaken social capital 

(Brdulak and Brdulak, 2017). Brdulak and Brdulak (2017) further explain that in these periods 

of upheaval, city governors need to be aware of the impact that the lack of trust is having on 

residents and their social capital.   
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2.4.8 Bowling Alone  

Putman (2000) authored ‘Bowling Alone’, in this book he discusses the ‘bowling alone’ 

phenomenon – “that more and more people take up bowling as a form of recreation, but fewer 

and fewer belong to organised leagues – a metaphor for what urban life has become” (LeGates 

and Stout, 2011, p.134). Putman (1995) explains that for a variety of reasons “life is easier in 

a community blessed with a substantial stock of social capital. In the first place, networks of 

civic engagement foster sturdy norms of generalised reciprocity and encourage the emergence 

of social trust” (p.136). Due to the obvious importance of social capital and how multiple 

studies in various places in the world have argued that social capital is eroding, there are to be 

grave consequences on individual subjective wellbeing and happiness.  

 

Putman (1995) provides four possible reasons as to why social capital is eroding. First, women 

were once not involved in the labour force in the way that they are today; Putman questions if 

this movement of women into the labour force has “reduced the time and energy available for 

building social capital” (p.140). Putman discusses their second probable contributor to 

declining social capital as ‘mobility: the “re-potting” hypothesis’, this refers to how residential 

stability is associated with greater civic engagement. An additional hypothesis is other 

demographic transformations, such as fewer marriages, more divorces and fewer children or 

other changes such as the rise of large supermarket chains causing the demise of the corner 

shop store. The final hypothesis on what is causing a decline in social capital is the 

technological transformation of leisure. Putman (1995) states that technological trends are 

privatising and individualising leisure time, providing the example of television. Putman 

(1995) calls for an understanding of the dimensions of social capital and “what types of 

organisations and networks most effectively embody – or generate – social capital, in the sense 

of mutual reciprocity, the resolution of dilemmas, of collective action, and the broadening of 

social identities” (p.141).  

 

2.4.9 Part Three Summary  

King (2013) detailed that there is a large body of literature in public health and social science 

supporting the claim that social relations in cities are important. This section explained that the 

city does influence your subjective wellbeing and happiness and provided examples of how 

factors such as sprawl, car dependency, a reduction in public space, and generally how social 
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disconnect and loneliness can have negative implications on subjective wellbeing and 

happiness. The next section explains how the city can be configured or reconfigured to produce 

more happiness.   

 

2.5 How the City can Increase Happiness  
 

The city is a means to a way of life and “cities do indeed design our lives” (Montgomery, 2013, 

p.42). The city improves or corrodes the ability of its inhabitants to deal with daily challenges 

(Montgomery, 2013). However, Wang and Moriarty (2018) ask “has human society created 

some kind of monster that has already started harming humankind and other creatures on this 

planet?” (p.v). This question posed by Wang and Moriarty will be explored in this section and 

the aspects of the city which are seen to increase happiness are presented. Cities are more than 

engines of wealth, they are systems that can be configured or reconfigured to increase human 

subjective wellbeing and happiness (Montgomery, 2013). CityLab (2014) explains that there 

is research on what makes individuals satisfied with their personal lives but less is known about 

what makes them satisfied with the places they live. This section will detail some aspects of 

the city that are argued to increase subjective wellbeing and happiness.  

 

2.5.1 Greening the City  

There is a large body of research into the benefits of nature and green space (Montgomery, 

2013 and Nisbet et al., 2011). Ability to concentrate and mood is influenced positively by 

exposure to nature and green spaces (Ellard, 2015). Ellard (2015) reflect that “mountains of 

evidence now suggest that exposure to scenes of nature produces a host of beneficial effects 

ranging from better health, both mental and physical, to improved neighbourhood relationships 

and happy and safe living arrangements” (p.37). Nisbet et al. (2011) similarly note that “human 

psychological health is related to the state of the environment and time spent in nature, and that 

people’s subjective sense of connection with nature may contribute to wellbeing” (p.304). 

Moreover, Wang and Moriarty (2018) commented that “one intriguing idea is that not only 

urban stress, but even crime and levels of aggression, can be ameliorated by the provision of 

more green spaces in the city” (p.30). Nisbet et al. (2011) states: “a disconnection from nature 

may have detrimental effects on human happiness, as well as contributing to an unhealthy 

environment” (p.303).  Therefore, the provision of green space in cities is extremely important 

for subjective wellbeing and happiness.  
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2.5.1.1 Accessibility to Green Space 
 

Local green space is worthwhile for those without the capacity to travel outside of their 

immediate location (Wang and Moriarty, 2018). Brdulak and Brdulak (2017) state: “some 

authors propose that the distance to the nearest green area from each place of residence be no 

longer than 500 meters, no matter which direction a pedestrian takes” (p.xii). Ellard (2015) 

proposes that being close to green space is important as humans have a basic primal response 

to nature. Experiments in inner city neighbourhoods with varying amounts of green space have 

found that people who live in greener areas feel safer and happier (Ellard, 2015). These feelings 

of being safe and happy are justified as other experiments have depicted that greener areas also 

have lower crime rates (Ellard, 2015 and Wang and Moriarty, 2018). The benefits of green 

space are well documented, as such it is not surprising that having accessible green space for 

urban residents is important for their subjective wellbeing and happiness.  

 

2.5.1.2 Green Roofs  
 

A green roof simply refers to planting on a building rooftop and can take place in various forms. 

The green roof is a concept that has roots in ancient Western Asia and the historical green roof 

matches the same notion of green roofs today (Han and Guo, 2016). Han and Guo (2016) 

explain that green roofs take carbon from the air and produce oxygen, absorb noxious gases, 

reduce dust in the air, provide social benefits, adjust the urban climate by reducing the heat-

island effect and also assist water conservation by reducing stress on ground drainage. Han and 

Guo (2016) categorise the social benefits from green roofs into three categories. The first being 

that green roofs ensure the distance between people and nature is small, explaining that in 

compact cities, outdoor spaces are often small, far away or non-existent. Green roofs provide 

a place for people to connect with nature and can create a meeting place and enable social 

interactions among residents. Secondly, green roofs are conducive to social harmony; Han and 

Guo (2016) describe the social harmony that is created when people are in a relaxed and 

pleasing environment and this can improve the view of the local government – furthering social 

harmony and stability. Their third point is that green roofs can promote employment, as 

creating and maintaining green roofs requires input from various industries. Green roofs are an 

important aspect of the city that is capable of increasing subjective wellbeing and happiness.  
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2.5.2 Public Transport  

Brdulak and Brdulak (2017) suggest that an increase in spending on a high quality and efficient 

public transport system, using innovate electric or self-driving cars (however, noting that this 

method cannot reduce traffic congestion) or restricting the use of private cars in city centres as 

some of the methods to reduce car dependency and emissions. Other solutions include 

expanding bike networks, enhancing pedestrian space and increasing the amount of green 

spaces, parks and other forms of open space (Brdulak and Brdulak, 2017). A good public 

transport system has been proven to be an aspect of the city that people care about (Leyden et 

al., 2011). As the third section of this literature review explained, car dependency has negative 

implications on subjective wellbeing and happiness, thus providing an alternative high quality 

and efficient public transport system is paramount for a city concerned about the wellbeing of 

its residents.  

 

2.5.3 Sustainable Mobility  

‘Sustainable mobility’ refers to a notion which is linked with how “responsible-transport 

behaviours are promoted and environmental awareness instilled among all residents” (Brdulak 

and Brdulak, 2017, p.xii). Car and bike sharing where public vehicles or bicycles are shared 

leads to more efficient and sustainable transport infrastructure (Tomanek, 2017). Brdulak and 

Brdulak (2017) explain that providing infrastructure such as cycle lanes is not enough, residents 

must also be encouraged to cycle and use public transport for example. They added the example 

of Copenhagen, where 41 out of 100 journeys are made on bike, explaining that when Danes 

buy cars it is to travel greater distances as opposed to moving around a city. It is interesting to 

note here that in the 2018 World Happiness Report Denmark is ranked as the third happiest 

country in the world.  

 

2.5.4 The Importance of Public Space  

Public space refers to space that is accessible to all and everyone has the free right of entry 

(Szoltysek, 2017). Public space has and continues to be an “important facet of cities and urban 

culture” (Hou, 2010b, p.2). For urban dwellers plazas, markets, temples, parks and the street 

have historically been – and continue to be - the heart of civic life (Hou, 2010b). These places 

provide opportunities for people to come together (Hou, 2010b). Additionally, public spaces 
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are important for subjective wellbeing and overall health as they promote positive mental 

health, reduce stress levels and promote physical activity (Badland et al., 2014). Hou (2010b) 

explains “as civic architecture, they become collective expressions of a city as well as 

depositories of personal memories” (p.2). Hou questions “given all the historic limitations and 

contemporary setbacks, is it still possible to imagine a public space that is open and inclusive?” 

(p.7). Privatisation and over regulation of public space is a global phenomenon (Hou, 2010b).   

 

2.5.5 Quality Public Space  

Szoltysek (2017) explained the importance of creating public spaces that reflect a city’s 

character and uniqueness, spaces that reflect how inhabitants live and their desires for location, 

equipment and furnishings and for how the space is governed. Improving public space can 

boost trust among strangers (The Happy City, 2017a). Public spaces with more nature, colour 

and unique elements, make users consider other users (strangers) to be more trustworthy and 

they are more likely to care for these places (The Happy City, 2017a). For those designing 

public space, understanding what aspects create a public space that increases subjective 

wellbeing and happiness is paramount. Szoltysek (2017) say that “in order to shape the public 

space competently, one should state what elements influence its attraction, and which cause: 

that the space remains not used and not noticed by people” (p.24). Szoltysek (2017) explains 

that this is where a balance sheet can come into play. Gehl, Alexander, Bogdanowski, Bauman, 

Wejchert, Stiles and the organisation - People for Public Spaces have all attempted to locate 

the elements that a public space should entail (Szoltysek, 2017). Badland et al. (2014) call for 

an improvement of measures that indicate the quality of an urban space. However, public 

spaces are “volatile places. They tend to run to extremes of popularity and unpopularity” 

(Jacobs, 1961, p.87). Identifying what makes a public space successful and popular can be 

challenging, nevertheless, successful public spaces are an important aspect of the city. 

 

2.5.6 Creating Interaction through Public Space 

Cities should aim to provide “spaces where people can meet, connect and share, while 

respecting otherness and diversity” (Brdulak and Brdulak, 2017, p.xiii) as this can enhance 

subjective wellbeing and happiness. Fincher and Jacobs (1998) assert that social differences 

are collected together in an urban setting “at unique scales and levels of intensity” (p.1). The 
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best cities are those that provide public space where people can interact with each other while 

at the same time respecting diversity and otherness in the space. Brdulak and Brdulak (2017) 

explain that these cities are green cities, child friendly cities, respectful and inclusive cities and 

in other words, “friendly to the weaker.” (p.xiii). Hou (2010b) details that public space does 

not have to be in relation to the public plaza, the civic centre and the neighbourhood park – 

public space can also take unconventional forms especially in cities where there is pressure on 

public space options.   

 

2.5.7 Helping Socially Disadvantaged 

Reiterating Brdulak and Brdulak’s (2017) point on the importance of being friendly to the 

socially disadvantaged or even those who are slightly challenged, cities must consider various 

age groups and abilities and how their wellbeing or happiness is impacted on through the design 

of the city. Older city dwellers can be empowered by places in the city that facilitate social 

interaction, emotional attachment, independence, mobility and physical accessibility (Hogan 

et al., 2016). For young city residents, place is uniquely important in various ways (Hogan et 

al., 2016). Understanding how age groups use the city is important as norms and assumptions 

about age groups influence policy (Fincher, 1998). Gleeson (1998) explains that the disability 

movement in Western countries has led to a large amount of policy and theoretical literature 

being produced in recent years. This policy and literature has illuminated that “disabled people 

share a common, if not completely homogenous, experience of social oppression…a critically 

disabling feature of capitalist cities is their inaccessible design” (Gleeson, 1998, p.91). Creating 

a connected and accessible city is a basic premise of creating the happy city (For a State of 

Happiness, 2014). Ensuring that the city is accessible to all, including disabled, socially 

disadvantaged, children and elderly, is crucial to building a city that works for everyone – 

building a happy city.   

 

2.5.8 Locality  

Prominski, (2016) states: “locality means the specific character of a place, and can be 

understood as a counterpart to universality, which refers to a place’s global, generic character” 

(p.4). Locality is a complex concept that has been explained in various ways within the 

literature. Norberg-Schulz (1980 in Prominski, 2016) draws on the importance of place for 
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human existence, as everything happens somewhere – in a place. Norberg-Schulz (1980) also 

critiques today’s architecture for how it generally considers place as an abstract functionality 

rather than applying understandings of specific and tangible meanings of a place. Norberg-

Schulz explain that the purpose of architecture and new buildings is to create a place through 

uncovering meanings that are already in the existing environment or site. Highlighting here 

that it is important to acknowledge and develop the specific character of a site as this can create 

a more liveable place.  

 

2.5.8.1 Identification and Orientation in Locality  
 

Identification and orientation are two important psychological aspects in understandings of 

locality (Norberg-Schulz, 1980). Identification with the environment is vital and orientation is 

important as it helps people navigate a space/dwelling. Prominski (2016) criticizes the identify 

aspect of Norberg-Schulz’s explanation; stating that “the issue of identification is more difficult 

if you have a site that offers little with which people can identify” (p.4). Prominski concludes 

their critique of Norberg-Schulz by stating “Norberg-Schulz offers a deep analysis from a 

Western point of view and raises awareness of the topic. However, he gives scant advice on 

designing for locality in contemporary and future urbanisation projects on previously unsettled 

territory” (p.5). This provides an example of the tension in the literature on locality.  

 

2.5.9 Place and Placeness  

Place is a concept similar to locality, the same principles apply in relation to how these factors 

can influence subjective wellbeing and happiness. Globalisation has influenced place and some 

scholars argue that the world is becoming increasingly placeless (Gendelman et al., 2010). 

Prominski (2016) references Edward Relph’s 1976 work on place and placeness, explaining 

that Relph’s understandings take a phenomenological approach. Relph (1976 in Prominski, 

2016) states place and placeness is “to explore place as a phenomenon of the geography of the 

lived-world of our everyday experiences” (p.6). ‘Placelessness’ can occur through the process 

of modernity (Relph 1976 in Prominski, 2016). Relph explains that placelessness is a serious 

problem, stating “to be human is to have and to know your place” (1976, p.1 in Prominski, 

2016). The things that connect people to their place are remarkably similar where ever one 

lives (CityLab, 2014). In-authenticity of a space creates placelessness; additionally, in 

industralised and mass societies it is commonplace to have impersonal planning that can 
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negatively impact on the experience of place (Prominski, 2016). Ellard (2015) explains that 

everyday experiences of place are not always sublime, this refers to the significant and diverse 

places. Unfortunately, significant and diverse places are being replaced with exchangeable 

environments and anonymous spaces (Prominski, 2016). This theme is important as “feeling 

connected to the people and the places of the city are important for the happiness of urban 

residents” (Leyden et al., 2011, p.882).  

 

2.5.10 Performance and Place  

Hogan et al. (2016) introduced the idea of performance and place, referring to “the city as a 

place and the performance of services within cities” (p.169). Hogan et al. (2016) use place and 

performance indicators as a method to understand how these factors contribute to or detract 

from residents happiness. Place and performance values relate to each other but are unique 

concepts (Hogan et al., 2016). Hogan et al. (2016) consider place variables to be “the luxury 

of choice and enhancing the cultural opportunities or pleasantness of the city” (p.169), as 

opposed to performance variables which are more focused on providing for fundamental or 

basic needs. Schools, healthcare, facilities for disabled, poor or socially disadvantaged, and 

safety all fall into the category of performance variables (Hogan et al., 2016). An example of 

a place variable is the provision of public events and various other cultural activities. Leyden 

et al. (2011) found in their study that individuals do care about access to arts and entertainment. 

Leyden et al. explained there is a significant relationship between access to cultural amenities 

and happiness. Cultural amenities refer to places such as libraries, concert halls, movie theatres 

and museums. Leyden et al. suggest that these cultural amenities in the city are worthwhile as 

they positively enhance social connections, noting that social connections and place 

connections are important for achieving happiness.  

 

2.5.11 Creativity in the City  

Florida (2005) states: “cities are cauldrons of creativity” (p.1) and that cities have been spurring 

human creativity for centuries. Ideal cities include a large portion of the population that make 

up the creative class (Brdulak and Brdulak, 2017). Jane Jacobs believes that all cities are 

creative, filled with creative energy and people (Florida, 2005). Jacobs introduces the idea of 

squelching, an idea that distinguishes struggling cities from thriving cities. ‘Squelchers’ refer 
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to those people in leadership positions within businesses, politics and civic leaders who “divert 

and derail human creative energy by posing roadblocks, acting as gatekeepers, and saying “no” 

to new ideas, regardless of their merit” (Florida, 2005, p.21). Bohemian enclaves in cities such 

as London, Berlin and New York, have the ability to attract people to a place and through this 

harness their creative energy and generate economic growth (Florida, 2005).  

 

2.5.12 The Street  

City streets serve more than just vehicles, and sidewalks serve more than just a place to walk 

(Jacobs, 1961). Jacobs (1961) states that when one thinks of a city, the city streets come to 

mind. There are existing psychological studies which suggest that the form of a space can 

influence how one feels and their attitudes and behaviours (Ellard, 2015). Ellard (2015) argues 

that when walking through a suburban area with wide streets, large setbacks and houses with 

little diversity in design individuals can experience a state of boredom and slower passage of 

time. In contrast to walking through a busy urban street, where moods can increase (Ellard, 

2015). Similarly, Jacobs (1961) states: “if a city’s streets look interesting, the city looks 

interesting; if they look dull, the city looks dull” (p.30). For those residing or working in the 

city, the street significantly influences their subjective wellbeing and happiness daily.  

 

2.5.13 Importance of Facing the Street  

Ellard (2015) referenced a study by Gehl which observed people walking faster in front of 

blank facades in comparison to open and active facades. He stated that “for planners concerned 

with making city streets more amenable and pedestrian friendly, findings such as these have 

enormous implications” (p.110). By changing facades, the manner in which the city is used can 

also change (Ellard, 2015). Ellard (2015) notes some cities have created building codes for new 

construction to create “happy and lively facades” (p.110). The cities referred to here are 

Melbourne, Stockholm and Amsterdam. Gehl (in Ellard, 2015) explained that a well-designed 

city street allows an average walker to see an interesting new site approximately once every 

five seconds. Large box developments do not allow for this to occur (Ellard, 2015). The 

importance of safety in the city is often overlooked in the literature, perhaps because it is 

assumed to be a basic prerequisite in any urban situation. Jacobs (2011) reinforces that a well-
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used urban area is apt to be a safe urban area. Montgomery (2013) reinforced the idea that cars 

can influence the safety – or perceived safety of an urban area.  

 

2.5.14 Urban Happiness in Practice - Bogotá 

Bogotá is Colombia’s capital city and Enrique Peñalosa is the former mayor of Bogotá 

(Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2009). During his term, Peñalosa was responsible for 

various movements that improved Bogotá for its residents (Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology, 2009). These movements were considered progressive for that time and place 

(CityLab, 2013). For example, he promoted a city model that gives priority to public spaces, 

and to children, he placed restrictions on private car use, built significant amounts of cycleways 

and sidewalks, pedestrianised streets, created new green spaces and parks. The Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology (2009) say Peñalosa initiated the planting of more than 100,000 trees 

and removed 40 percent of cars during peak hours. Ultimately, “he helped transform the city’s 

attitude from one of negative hopelessness to one of pride and hope, developing a model for 

urban improvement based on the equal rights of all people to transportation, education, and 

public spaces” (Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2009, n.p.). The movements and 

changes initiated by Peñalosa continue today, for example, Car-Free Day is an annual event. 

His efforts led to him receiving a Stockholm Challenge Award (Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology, 2009).  

 

In his book, Happy City, Charles Montgomery begins by describing a bicycle ride in Bogotá 

with Peñalosa. In this section Montgomery (2013) explains that Peñalosa was aiming to make 

residents of Bogotá happier. Montgomery (2013) reflected on Peñalosa saying – “we might not 

be able to fix the economy. We might not be able to make everyone as rich as Americans. But 

we can design the city to give people dignity to make them feel rich. The city can make them 

happier” (p.2). Bogotá was a poor and broken city yet it was reconfigured to produce more 

happiness, therefore it is possible to apply the same happy city principles to other cities globally 

(Montgomery, 2013).  
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2.5.15 Urban Happiness in Practice - Bhutan  

Bhutan is a small Himalayan Kingdom that has received worldwide attention in the last decade 

(Dragsbaek Schmidt, 2017 and Schroeder, 2018). Bhutan has received this attention as it 

presents an example of how governments can use their power to make people happier (For a 

State of Happiness, 2016). Bhutan introduced the idea of Gross National Happiness (GNI), 

Dragsbaek Schmidt (2017) state: “the ideology of Gross National Happiness reflects the 

aspirations and hopes of the people and the elite in Bhutan” (p.v). GNH and the idea of 

promoting happiness as a development goal is an alternative to growth-orientated 

measurements such as gross national product (Bothe, 2017 and Dragsbaek Schmidt, 2017). The 

vision behind GNH is to promote human development, balanced and equitable development, 

governance, and environmental conservation (Bothe, 2017). Bothe (2017) comments that “the 

idea of placing happiness as a fundamental goal of development reflects a fatigue with the neo-

liberal development approach, which has displayed little ability to uplift the poorest sections 

of society” (p.50).  As identified by Schroeder (2018), the growing international interest in 

happiness policies and GNH reflects the importance of planning for subjective wellbeing and 

happiness.  

 

2.5.16 Part Four Summary  

CityLab (2012) explains that the relationship between urban form and physical health receives 

attention, however, the relationship between urban form and mental health requires more 

attention. CityLab (2012) pose one of the reasons that happiness is not receiving the attention 

it deserves is due to the difficulty in defining what it is, it is highly subjective and challenging 

to measure. This section has demonstrated that there are aspects of the city that can increase 

happiness, the following section will explain the role of planning in putting the conditions in 

place to create the happy city.  

 

2.6 Planning 
 

King (2013) states the social interactions that occur in the city are “themselves moulded by 

local governments, institutions, social movements, developers and others who influence policy 

and market structure to shape neighbourhood trajectories” (p.2408). The built environment is 

entirely the result of decision making as opposed to chance (Hogan et al., 2016). As the built 



 33 

environment shapes people’s lives and affects their happiness, these decisions are significant 

(Montgomery, 2013 and Hogan et al., 2016). Central and local governments do have the ability 

to make people happier and they should aim to do so (For a State of Happiness, 2016). There 

is a very clear trend in the literature that expresses the importance of planners understanding 

how their decisions impact on the social functions of the city. Furthermore, there is an 

additional distinct trend of academics calling for planners and various other decision makers 

to properly understand how their decisions impact on people in the city. These trends will be 

extrapolated in this section.  

 

2.6.1 The Role of the Planner  

Ellard (2015) asserts that a “city planner is mostly interested in helping to facilitate the factors 

that, broadly considered, will make an urban setting work well” (p.110). To make an urban 

setting work well basic systems of a city need to be considered, factors such as walkability and 

the promotion of public health, basic aesthetics, safety and transportation networks (Ellard, 

2015). Planners are in a position to design cities to facilitate citizens to accomplish basic tasks 

and goals without impediments (Ellard, 2015). Typically, modern day planning is carried out 

by planners who are detached from the site and this is problematic (Prominski, 2016). Housing 

settlements create localities and lived realities for those who inhabit that place, however, this 

is hardly recognised by planners and officials (Stollmann, 2016). Research by Leyden et al. 

(2011) found that “city residents appear to be happier when they feel connected to the people 

and to the places of their cities” (Leyden et al., 2011, p.862). Further to this, it was found that 

individual happiness is also connected to how successfully people feel their city is providing 

appropriate amenities to improve their quality of life (Leyden et al., 2011). Prominski (2016) 

is of the view that planners have the abstract goal of creating functionality and efficiency, 

which is informed by universal norms. Prominski (2016) refers to this as the technification in 

planning. This technification in planning flows on to processes such as mass culture, mass 

communication, large industry or central authority – all of which take form in a ‘one size fits 

all’ way and this leads to placelessness (Relph 1976 in Prominski, 2016). Prominski (2016) 

believes planners adopt ideas and trends about how places should be, and this results in an 

undermining of the importance of place for individuals and cultures.  
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2.6.2 Interdisciplinary Planning and Collaboration  

Rudolph-Cleff (2016) highlighted the importance of interdisciplinary and integrated planning. 

It is common for interdisciplinary planning projects to disregard fixed planning principles or 

formulas (Rudolph-Cleff, 2016). Projects that include integrated concepts can improve the 

resident’s quality of life. Quality of life can be improved through access to clean water, energy, 

air, improved transportation and communication pathways (Rudolph-Cleff, 2016). Brdulak and 

Brdulak (2017) go so far to argue that the pursuit of happiness in cities call for collaboration 

among all city dwellers. King (2013) explained that urban policy needs to consider social 

interaction and collaborative planning itself is a way to facilitate social interaction. 

Additionally, planning projects are shown to be more worthwhile when there is large public 

participation (Rudolph-Cleff, 2016). Szoltysek (2017) stated, “assuming that all city dwellers 

have equal rights and a city belongs to all residents” is the practical dimension of democracy 

(p.22). Further to this, democracy does rely on physical public spaces to express democratic 

action.  

 

2.6.3 Policy and Indicators  

Policy makers can ensure that the conditions are in place for people to lead “healthy lives with 

quality social connections” (Leyden et al., 2011, p.884). Leyden et al. (2011) argue for a greater 

focus on the ways in which policies affect the wellbeing of city residents. Similarly, Putman 

(2000) argues that forces that reduce social capital need to be addressed through conscious 

policy that aims to increase civic engagement to strengthen the connection of people with each 

other. Academic research and literature have been used to formulate ‘happiness policies’ 

(Leyden et al., 2011), though these policies are not without controversy (Duncan, 2008 in 

Leyden et al., 2011). Badland et al. (2014) suggest tools that measure the liveability of a space 

are worthwhile. Local policy makers can use liveability indicators to understand the impact of 

local urban planning policies on health, inequalities and liveability (Badland et al., 2014). By 

gaining an understanding of how liveable different parts of the city are and why this is, urban 

planners can actively seek to improve liveability through directed policy (Badland et al., 2014).  
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2.6.4 The Happy City  

thehappycity.com is an online resource founded by Charles Montgomery - the author of the 

highly acclaimed book Happy City. The Happy City organise workshops for municipal leaders 

to educate civic politicians on the ways that urban design and policy can contribute to 

resilience, health and happiness (The Happy City, 2015a). At these workshops, they discuss 

happiness based urban design tools. Additionally, workshops have been organised in 

conjunction with the World Health Organisation (The Happy City, 2015b). The purpose of 

these workshops was to explain a framework that brings wellbeing into the design process.  

 

2.6.5 Attracting People to the City  

Businesses and city leaders in the world’s most dynamic cities aim to attract young and well 

educated new residents to their cities (Hogan et al., 2016). To attract new residents, city leaders 

may aim to create a better sense of place (Hogan et al., 2016). Creating an improved sense of 

place can be achieved through green spaces, public transportation, cafés, nightlife, sport and 

cultural amenities (Hogan et al., 2016). Understanding the preferences of young educated 

residents is key to attracting them to cities (Hogan et al., 2016). The comments made by Hogan 

et al. here reflect points in the aforementioned sections on how the city can influence wellbeing 

and happiness.  

 

2.6.6 Part Five Summary  

Mumford (2011) asserts “most of our housing and city planning has been handicapped because 

those who have undertaken the work had no clear notion of the social functions of the city” 

(p.92). Decision makers, practitioners and educators do not always consider the successes and 

failures of urban planning in real life (Jacobs, 1961). Research on community social 

relationships is often centred on investigating neighbourhood composition, however, it is 

worthwhile investigating the built environment too (King, 2013). Leyden et al. (2011) state: 

“we suggest that planners, urban designers, transport engineers, public health officials, and 

policy makers focus more on cities (and towns) and how their decisions might affect the 

wellbeing of residents” (p.883). Further explaining that the “viability of the city and the 

happiness of its residents will depend mostly on whether policy makers learn to think of the 

city more holistically and being about people and their lives” (Leyden et al., 2011, p.883).  
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2.7 Conclusion  
 

CityLab (2014) present that “choosing the place where we live is the single most important 

decision we make - more important than the choices we make in our personal lives (n.p.), 

reflecting here the impact of the built environment on subjective wellbeing and happiness. 

Despite this, planners, engineers, land developers and politicians and millions of others have 

“taken a wrong turn on the road to the good life” (Montgomery, 2013, p.8). More understanding 

of the factors which influence the liveability of a place are required in these listed disciplines. 

Wang and Moriarty (2018) reflect that more discussion on the challenges that urban dwellers 

and their subjective wellbeing face is required to provide solutions to these challenges. It is 

important to note that the city can change dramatically, the city can be reconfigured to produce 

more joy (Montgomery, 2013). This literature review has explained that design undoubtedly 

plays a role in mediating social wellbeing and happiness (The Happy City, 2017b). As stated 

by Montgomery (2013) “it is not too late to rebuild the balance of life in our neighbourhood 

and cities and, in so doing, to build a more resilient future” (p.323). The key themes and ideas 

that have been explored throughout this literature review will be used to inform the remaining 

chapters of this thesis. The following chapter presents the methodology employed in the 

primary data collection.  
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3 Chapter Three: Methodology  
 
Chapter Three presents the methodology employed in this research to address the research aim 

and three research objectives. This research falls into the category of public life research, 

research on public life and public space began in the 1960s (Gehl and Svarre, 2013). Gehl and 

Svarre (2013) note that “public life studies are straightforward” (p.XII), while Chapman and 

McNeill (2005) reflect that social research can be challenging. Social research is often based 

on abstract concepts, such as happiness and it can be problematic to find indicators of abstract 

concepts (Chapman and McNeill, 2005), as a result, this research employs simple 

methodological approaches. This chapter begins with an explanation of the aim and three 

objectives which guide this research. Following this, a previous public life study example - 

The Street Life Project is provided. The succeeding sections describe the scope, research 

design, and approach. The methods employed in this research are then detailed. Ethical 

considerations, positionality and concluding comments are provided. 

 

3.1 Aim and Objectives  
 

The aim of this research is: 

‘To explain the importance of designing and planning for subjective wellbeing or 

happiness and to inform planners of methods and approaches to create urban spaces 

that have the ability to increase happiness.’ 

This aim has been created to guide the research on how the built environment can increase 

happiness. This research is worthwhile as Ellard (2015) states: “the subtlety and artistry with 

which human experience can be influenced by built settings has never been greater than it is 

now”. Explaining that this is a result of two factors; first, designers can now access a wider 

variety of materials and methods to create the built form, and secondly, “there is also increasing 

penetration of the guiding principles of the human sciences – sociology, psychology, cognitive 

science, and neuroscience – into the applied world of design” (p.17). As explained by Hogan 

et al. (2016) “more work is needed to understand how different aspects of the environment 

impact happiness across the lifespan” (p.168), which is what this research investigates. In order 

to address the aim, three research objectives have been formulated, they are as follows: 

1. To investigate what aspects of the city negatively affect or positively enhance 

subjective wellbeing and happiness; 
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2. To inform planners in the New Zealand context of the importance of planning for 

human wellbeing and happiness, and providing suggestions as to how the New Zealand 

planning system could allow for this; and 

3. To carry out public observations at events and in urban spaces to make conclusions on 

how a space can work for people.  

Research Objective One seeks to explain a key component of this research - how the built 

environment influences subjective wellbeing and happiness. Here, literature and key informant 

responses identify which parts of the city reduce wellbeing and which parts of the city have the 

ability to increase subjective wellbeing and happiness. Research Objective Two addresses the 

planning component of this thesis and identifies the role planners play. The outcome from 

this  objective is that it identifies how planners can positively influence city dwellers subjective 

wellbeing and happiness. Research Objective Three relates to the observation aspect of this 

research. This objective aims to obtain information through observation methods on how city 

spaces can work best for people. The observation methodology will be explained in more detail 

in this chapter.   

 

3.1.1.1 William Whyte – ‘The Street Life Project’ 
 

William Whyte’s work is particularly relevant to this research and provides an example of how 

public life studies can be conducted. William Whyte carried out research to understand why 

some of New York’s public spaces were used daily while others were empty (LeGates and 

Stout, 2011). The New York Planning Commission requested Whyte, a sociologist, to create a 

design plan to improve New York’s public spaces (LeGates and Stout, 2011). The research 

conducted by Whyte is referred to as ‘The Street Life Project’, and is highly regarded as a good 

example of how to conduct urban research (LeGates and Stout, 2011). Whyte filmed people in 

urban spaces (plazas and parks) and subsequently analysed the recordings. Whyte assessed 

where people sat at different times of day and year; Whyte also noted people's interactions with 

one another and the physical surroundings the people were in (LeGates and Stout, 2011). 

Whyte’s research has been referred to as ground breaking and has influenced urban design. 

LeGates and Stout (2011) state:  

“the presence of food vendors, an open relationship with the street, the presence of 

water, movable chairs, sunlight (even reflected sunlight), and many other influences 

that were rarely included in formal park and plaza designs before Whyte’s 

groundbreaking research turned out to make a big difference” (p.510).   
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While Whyte was looking specifically into public parks and plazas and what made them 

successful. Whyte’s research informs the methods of this research, as such visual recordings 

in public spaces and public events and the subsequent analysing of these recordings form one 

of the two research methods employed in this research.  

 

3.2 Scope 
 

In order to achieve the aim and objectives of this research, it is worthwhile to define the scope. 

The scope of this research is public spaces in Melbourne, Australia and Dunedin, New Zealand. 

Town squares have historically been the centre of cities (Cooper Marcus and Francis, 1998). 

These centres continue to be used for markets, celebrations, events and general gathering places 

(Cooper Marcus and Francis, 1998). Montgomery (2013) stated -      

“the meeting place, the agora and the village square are not trivial. They are not civic 

decoration or merely recreational. The life of a community is incomplete without them, 

just as the life of the individual is weaker and sicker without face-to-face encounters 

with people” (p.320).  

For these reasons, observation research is carried out in central public spaces in Melbourne and 

Dunedin. In addition to urban spaces, free public events are observed. The events that are 

observed are all in central public spaces. Events specifically are investigated as they are 

“essential to the wellbeing, health and happiness of the people, especially for children from 

low income families and are a key element of childhood memories” (Freeman, 2017, p.90). 

This research is confined to areas that are easily seen and accessible for potential users – as 

successful people places are (Cooper Marcus and Francis, 1998).   

 

3.3 Research Approach  
 

This research employs both constructivist and positivist approaches to gather data through 

qualitative methods. A constructivist approach involves constructing knowledge through an 

active approach to research (Mills et al., 2006). This research approach allows for interaction 

with various participant’s and their viewpoints which creates a balanced perspective. In 

addition to this approach, a positivist approach will be partially employed. Kitchin and Tate 

(2000) explain that a positivist approach to research ensures data is collected in an unbiased 

way. Employing both constructivist and positivist approaches to this research allows for 

holistic and objective methods of gathering data.  



 40 

3.4 Research Design  
 
The aim of this thesis is to inform planners of the importance of planning for subjective 

wellbeing and happiness and the ways in which they can successfully increase wellbeing and 

happiness through decision making processes. This thesis will assist planners by allowing them 

to plan for the future while taking into account the wellbeing of the citizens. The research 

objectives inform the research design, as observations and key informant interviews are the 

most appropriate methods to answer the three objectives. Qualitative data will be gathered as 

it allows human experiences to be explained within conceptual frameworks (Hay, 2010). 

Qualitative research also allows an understanding of human day-to-day practices (Lach, 

2013). Quantitative data does not form a significant part of this research design, although 

quantitative elements are included in the observation matrix. Primary data collection allows for 

data to be to collected that is context specific, ensuring that it is directly related to the aim and 

objectives (Kitchin and Tate, 2000). Data collection will draw on the generation of primary 

data from Melbourne and Dunedin. 

 

3.4.1 Mixed Methods  

A mixed methods approach is broadly accepted as the most practical approach to research in 

the social sciences (Chapman and McNeill, 2005). Multiple methods allow the researcher to 

cross-check research results and ensure valid conclusions can be drawn from the research, this 

is referred to as triangulation (Chapman and McNeill, 2005). Chapman and McNeill (2005) 

highlight that it is a common methodological approach to combine observation data and 

interviews. The reason for this is to confirm the validity of the researcher’s observations 

through interviews (Chapman and McNeill, 2005). This research follows this trend and 

combines key informant interviews with an observation method employed in both Melbourne 

and Dunedin.  

 

3.4.1.1 Key Informant Interviews  
 

Structured interview methods are often employed by researchers aiming to create objective and 

scientific research (Chapman and McNeill, 2005). Whereas semi and unstructured interviews 

are more commonly employed by researchers aiming to understand social meanings and 

actions (Chapman and McNeill, 2005). Chapman and McNeill (2005) explained that 
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researchers from the interpretivist viewpoint prefer semi-structured and unstructured 

interviews as it allows the interviewer the liberty to change the direction of the interview to 

some extent. It is common for this method of interviewing to supplement data gathered from 

observation methods (Chapman and McNeill, 2005). For this reason, this research employs a 

semi-structured interview technique. Additionally, open questions allow respondents to answer 

questions in their own way (Chapman and McNeill, 2005). Nine key informants participate in 

this research. Key Informants 1, 2, 3, 6, 7 and 9 are all professionals or academics working in 

urban planning or design. KI 1 and 2 were recruited through emailing the University of 

Melbourne requesting key informants, the same method was used for KI 3 (emailed the City 

of Melbourne) and KI 6 (emailed the Dunedin City Council). KI 7 works at the University of 

Otago and was a suggested contact by other University staff. KI 9 is a planner and was 

approached directly at WSP Opus. These key informants were contacted due to their 

knowledge or interest in the area of urban happiness. Whereas Key Informants 4, 5 and 8 were 

contacted because they have lived in both Melbourne and Dunedin. Their experiences and 

comparative commentary of the cities uncovers interesting information about the experience 

of the city from a lay perspective.  

 

3.4.1.2 Observations 
 

To understand social actions, the researchers must learn from the participant’s standpoint and 

this can be completed through observation research methods (Chapman and McNeill, 2005). 

Observation methods are a fundamental component of public life research (Gehl and Svarre, 

2013). William Whyte, Camillo Sitte and Jan Gehl are all highly regarded academics who have 

conducted research and published literature on urban life (LeGates and Stout, 2011). Each of 

these academics employed observation methods in their research. Employing an observation 

method allows the researcher to ascertain “interesting information about the interaction of 

public life and public space” (Gehl and Svarre, 2013, p.XII). The participants’ in observation 

methods are not directly involved in the research (Gehl and Svarre, 2013). It is common for 

observations to be accompanied by photo documentation (Gehl and Svarre, 2013), as this 

research will. This research employs an observation method in the form of videos that are 

assessed against a matrix. Observations will be grouped into three themes - markets, urban 

spaces and festivals.  
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3.4.1.3 Observation Matrix  
 

Jacobs (in Gehl and Svarre, 2013) asked “…Please look closely at real cities. While you are 

looking, you might as well also listen, linger and think about what you see”. Observations 

provide a method to observe and understand cities. Perec (1974 in Gehl and Svarre, 2013) 

explains that researchers have the ability to view what is overlooked in cities through 

meaningful observations. To make observations worthwhile, using a system to record what is 

observed is key (Perec, 1974 in Gehl and Svarre, 2013). Gehl and Svarre (2013) reinforce this 

by explaining that putting observations into a system, such as a matrix, can provide information 

on public life and public space. Cities are complex, therefore a systematic observation matrix 

assists in making sense of the complex interactions that are occurring (Gehl and Svarre, 2013). 

For these reasons, an observation matrix is included in this research methodology. The 

following sections explain the categories of the observation table. The observation table is 

provided below.  

 

Table 1: Observation Table 

Basic Observations Comment  
Time     
Location    
Description    
Services available    

Built Environment  

 Rating 
(out of 
5) 

Is the area orientated towards traffic or pedestrians? Are there any traffic 
calming measures? 

  

Is the place accessible for all? Are there opportunities for sitting?   
Is there the presence of public art and other aesthetically pleasing features?   
Is there the presence of green space? Is it adequate?   
Microclimate and Sensory Experience    
Is there an adequate amount of sunlight, shelter and shade?   
Have the colours and textures of design elements been chosen to provide 
a range of sensory experiences? 

  

Is the experience of place positive?   
Is the space completely free from negative sensory experiences    
Engagement / People    
Are there possibilities for play? Physical attractions?   
Any methods of creating engagement? Are people engaging with others?   
Are people observed to be visibly happy?   
Are there a range of age demographics present?   
Urban Spaces     
Is the space close to key facilities?    
Are there a range of standing and seating options? Is there movable 
furniture? 

  

Is the space being well used?   
Are there things to watch? Does the space create engagement?   
Total Rating    
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The category above that is highlighted in yellow is replaced by the below category for an event 

observation as opposed to an urban space.  

 

Table 2: Observation Table - Event Observations 

Event Observations    
Availability of food and drink   
Are there a range of standing and seating options? Any movable furniture?   
Are there a range of activities?   
Are there things to watch? Does the event create engagement?   
Total Rating    

 

This section of the methodology presents the reasoning behind the categories included in the 

observation table. Each category is justified with comments from academic literature. The first 

category records basic observations. Time of observation, location, a description of the event 

and lists the services available. Observing what services are available is a basic observation 

that provides insight into the accessibility and usability of a space. The four factors here are 

not scored, the purpose here is to simply provide context as to what is being observed.  

 

The subsequent section records aspects of the built environment. First, it is noted if the area is 

orientated towards traffic or pedestrians and if there are any traffic calming measures as 

prioritising traffic over people goes against ‘happy’ planning practices (Freeman, 2017). 

Montgomery (2013) stated, “a city can be friendly to people or it can be friendly to cars, but it 

can’t be both” (p.5). Similar to the above criteria, this category considers if the place is 

accessible for all and if there are opportunities for sitting. Accessibility is recorded as Cooper 

Marcus and Francis (1998) highlight that successful people places are accessible to disabled 

people and children. Further, it is noted if there is the presence of art and green space. Cooper 

Marcus and Francis (1998) state that public art can make a positive contribution to the 

wellbeing of city inhabitants. Again, Cooper Marcus and Francis (1998) state: “the variety and 

quality of textural, colour, massing, aural, and olfactory effects created by a careful planting 

plan can add immeasurably to a plaza’s use” (p.45). Montgomery (2013) reaffirms this through 

explaining that the significant amounts of research on the benefit of nature reflect that green 

space in cities should not be considered optional.  

 

The next category assesses the microclimate and sensory experience of the space. Buildings 

have a lasting impact on the microclimate of a place as changing densities (new buildings, 

alterations or demolition) affect the microclimate (Rudolph-Cleff, 2016). This category notes 
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if there is an adequate amount of sunlight, shelter, and shade. As explained by Cooper Marcus 

and Francis (1998) urban places that are designed for stationary use, including sitting and 

standing should be designed to capture sunlight and shade so that outdoor comfort can be 

achieved. Receiving the maximum amount of winter sunshine is a serious consideration 

(Cooper Marcus and Francis, 1998). In Whyte’s (2011) research sun was a contributing factor 

to the usability of a space. Similar to sunlight, wind can affect the sensory experience of a place 

(Cooper and Marcus and Francis, 1998). High rise buildings reflect winds downward which 

can create issues for public places in city centres (Cooper Marcus and Francis, 

1998).  Additionally, it is noted if the colours and textures of the design elements have been 

chosen to provide a range of sensory experiences. Further, this category notes how positive the 

sensory experience is and if the space is completely free from negative sensory experiences.  

 

The third category details observations in relation to people’s engagement with the space and 

other people. Cooper Marcus and Francis (1998) identify social interaction as an important 

aspect of public places and Gehl argues that interaction with others can influence city dwellers 

quality of life (LeGates and Stout, 2011). LeGates and Stout (2011) explained that Jan Gehl 

favours designs that create integration stating that “good design can bring people in contact 

with one another regardless of gender, age, income, sexual orientation, occupation, and ethnic 

group” (p.531). Furthermore, Gehl (2011) noted that “social activities are all activities that 

depend on the presence of others in public spaces” (p.531) and Whyte (2011) explains that “the 

best-used plazas are sociable places, with a higher proportion of couples and groups than you 

will find in less used places” (p.512). For these reasons, the observation matrix includes a 

category on engagement and people.  

 

The first section of the engagement category, notes if there are possibilities for play and any 

physical attractions. These aspects are recorded as Freeman (2017) reflects on the importance 

of features such as street theatre and public art to attract people to a space. Furthermore, it is 

important to have public spaces that can be used for a range of activities and be adaptable 

(Freeman, 2017). Secondly,  it is recorded if people are engaging with others and if there are 

any methods of creating engagement. Cooper Marcus and Francis (1998) explain that 

successful people places are engaging on both the inside and outside. Freeman (2017) stated 

that encouraging interaction is a characteristic of well-designed public places. This category 

also notes if people are observed to be visibly happy.  
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Freeman (2017) stated, “fun matters because fun is happiness at its most evident” (p.90), 

laughing people are having fun. This provides a simple way to observe whether people are 

enjoying the observed place. The World Happiness Report (2018) identifies laughter as a 

‘happiness outcome’. Similarly to laughing, smiling is defined by the World Happiness Report 

(2018) as a ‘happiness outcome’. In addition to these categories, it  is noted if there are a range 

of age demographics present. Happiness is associated with cohesion and connectivity for all 

citizens (Freeman, 2017), hence it is import to observe if there are a range of age demographics 

using a space.  

 

There are categories that relate directly to an event or directly to public urban space, only one 

of these two categories is selected as to not impact on the overall score and provides for more 

specific information to be gathered. The urban space category records if the space is close to 

key facilities, if there a range of standing and seating options as the provision of seating is a 

fundamental design feature of places that encourage conviviality (Freeman, 2017). Cooper 

Marcus and Francis (1998) reaffirmed this point stating “resting places must be provided” 

(p.38). Observation research by William Whyte found that providing opportunities for sitting 

was significantly more important than the total amount of public space or the shape of the space 

(LeGates and Stout, 2011). “The more sittable the inherent features are made, the more freedom 

people have to sit up front, in the back, to the side, in the sun, or out of it” (Whyte, 2011, p.515). 

It is also recorded if there is moveable furniture, if the space being well used, if there are things 

to watch and if the space is creating engagement. Positioning the space so there are things to 

watch and creating engagement is worthwhile because “if you are alone, a lively place can be 

the best place to be” (Whyte, 2011, p.512). 

 

The event category contains four criteria, these are if there is food or drink available, if there 

are a range of standing and seating options or if there is movable furniture, if there are a range 

of activities and if there are things to watch - noting how the event creates engagement. Cooper 

Marcus and Francis (1998) explain that it is worthwhile to include components that users of 

the space can change and manipulate. Whyte (2011) also discusses the significance of having 

aspects of a space that can be manipulated: 

“We now come to a wonderful intervention: the movable chair. Having a back, it is 

comfortable, and even more so if it has armrests as well. But the big asset is movability. 
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Chairs enlarge choice: to move into the sun, out of it; to move closer to someone, further 

away from another” (p.516).  

This quote reflects the importance of adding elements of an event or public space that can be 

manipulated by users, although even a simple park bench in a public space can create 

engagement (Montgomery, 2013). If an event or urban space is of poor quality, engagement 

with the space does not occur, people will only conduct necessary activities (Gehl, 2011). 

Designers can make the city a lively place by creating outdoor spaces that allow for engagement 

with the space (LeGates and Stout, 2011). It is worthwhile to record if there are things to watch 

as research conducted by Gehl (in Montgomery, 2013) found that benches that faced passing 

crowds got 10 times more use as a park bench that was orientated towards a garden. An event 

that actively promotes engagement will score higher in the observation matrix. This section 

has put forward the categories that are included in the observation matrix and justified the 

sections of each assessment category.  

 

3.5 Ethical Considerations  
 

Ethical considerations are important for the researcher and those being researched (Rose, 1997) 

and there are ethical considerations to take into account in this research. There may be issues 

related to privacy and people not wanting to be filmed as this is a likely consequence of 

conducting observation methods. However, as the purpose of the observation recording is to 

understand what is occurring in a space, people will not be directly identifiable or recorded. It 

is important that this method is included in the research as photographs and videos will ensure 

the observation process is meaningful and worthwhile. Additionally, complex city situations 

can be challenging to comprehend with the naked eye (Gehl and Svarre, 2013). Ethical 

approval has been granted by the Ethics Committee of the University of Otago. A requirement 

of the ethics approval is to provide each research participant with an information sheet and a 

consent form outlining this research process. Furthermore, as a student member of the New 

Zealand Planning Institute the relevant Code of Ethics will be adhered to for the entirety of the 

research process.  

 

3.5.1 Positionality  

I am a New Zealand European from the South Island of New Zealand. I have been studying at 

the University of Otago for five years. I hold a Bachelor of Arts majoring in Human Geography 
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and minoring in Sociology. My subject background led to me deciding to write a thesis that 

relates planning to human wellbeing. The observation method is subjective, however, I will try 

to remain as objective as possible when filling out the observation matrixes. Any bias that arise 

as a result of my positionality will be removed from primary data collection.   

 

3.6 Conclusion 
 

Gehl and Svarre (2013) note “the academic field encompassing public life studies…tries to 

provide knowledge about human behaviour in the built environment on an equal footing with 

knowledge about buildings and transport systems” (p.XII) and this can be challenging. The 

methodology employed in this thesis aims to tackle this challenge and reiterates that public life 

and individual happiness is a fundamental aspect of good planning. Through the use of primary 

research methods and a mixture of a constructivist and positivist research approach, the aim 

and research objectives will be able to be answered. The following chapter will address the 

results from the primary data collection.  
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4 Chapter Four: Results   
 
 
4.1 Introduction  
 
This chapter presents the results from the primary data collection in Melbourne and Dunedin. 

The overall aim of this research: ‘To explain the importance of designing and planning for 

subjective wellbeing/happiness and to inform planners of methods and approaches to create 

urban spaces that have the ability to increase happiness’ will be addressed. This chapter begins 

with the research methods and contextual information for the case study cities. Following this, 

each research objective will be discussed in chronological order, forming three main sections 

of this chapter. The views and quotes from the nine key informants are included in this chapter. 

The opinions of key informants are grouped into themes that align with the those themes 

identified in the literature review. These themes formulate a narrative that inform and address 

the research objectives. The subsequent chapter – the discussion will situate these themes 

within the broader themes detailed in the literature review.   

 

4.2 Research Methods  
 
The research employs two research methods, these are key informant interviews and 

observation recordings. These research methods allow for qualitative data to be gathered; 

qualitative data is worthwhile as it allows human experiences to be explained within conceptual 

frameworks (Hay, 2010). Key informant interviews were conducted in a semi-structured 

manner; semi-structured interviews enable respondents to answer questions in their own way 

(Chapman and McNeil, 2005). Nine key informants were interviewed and their comments are 

included in the discussions of general themes relating mostly to Research Objective One and 

Two. The second research method employed was observation recordings. Observation methods 

are fundamental to public life research (Gehl and Svarre, 2013). Observation recordings were 

subsequently assessed in a matrix and grouped into themes. The completed matrix for each 

recording is presented and explained in the section relating to Research Objective Three. 

Results from key informant interviews inform all three research objectives, whereas the results 

from the observation methods only inform Research Objective Three, this is depicted in the 

diagram on the following page.   

 

 



 49 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.3 City Contexts  
 

Primary data collection was carried out in Melbourne and Dunedin. The two cities are different 

in various ways as will be explained in this section.  The most recent statistics (2016) state that 

the greater Melbourne area has a population of 4,485,211 people (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2018). The population is set to grow by one million by 2030 (State of Victoria, 2002). 

In contrast to Dunedin, the resident permanent population is 120,249 (Stats NZ, 2013a). This 

considerable difference in the populations provides juxtaposing city contexts that can 

illuminate interesting results from this research.  

 

4.3.1 Melbourne Context  

The context for planning in Melbourne is explained here, including interesting statistics that 

set the scene and information about the cities built form. Melbourne is the capital city of 

Victoria and is the administrative, business, recreational and cultural hub of the state (City of 

Melbourne, 2018). The Greater Melbourne area traverses 9992.5 kilometres squared (City of 

Melbourne, 2018). The area where the primary data was collected is in the central part of 

Melbourne. Melbourne is the fastest growing capital city in Australia (City of Melbourne, n.d.). 

The urban environment of Melbourne Central has been described as ‘complex’; the Victoria 

State Government (2016) reflect that the streets, buildings, open spaces, and landscape features 

create the complex, compact and attractive urban environment in Melbourne. The City of 

Melbourne (2018) describe Melbourne's weather as temperate with hot summers and cool 

winters (average maximum temperature for summer is 25 degrees and average maximum for 

winter is 14 degrees). The median age for Melbourne City was 28 in 2016 and it is estimated 

that this figure remains unchanged (City of Melbourne, 2018). Furthermore, the total area of 

parks and reserves is a considerable 4,941,000 metres2 (City of Melbourne, 2018).   

 

Research Objective Two 

Research Objective Three 

Research Objective One 
Key Informant Interviews 

Observation Methods 

Figure 1: Methodology Diagram 
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The large visitor population in Melbourne creates a unique challenge for planning and urban 

design. KI 3, an urban designer from the City of Melbourne (the Council),  explained that there 

are approximately 1 million daily visitors to the center city area of Melbourne. This number 

includes local residents, workers, students, and visitors. Visitors refers to international, 

interstate and metropolitan visitors (KI 3, Urban Designer – City of Melbourne). The City of 

Melbourne (2018) state the exact figure of daily visitors to the city is 903,000 people and reflect 

that the City of Melbourne’s daily visitor population “suggests that Melbourne continues to 

live up to its reputation as one of the most liveable cities in the world” (n.p.). The Victoria State 

Government (2016) also firmly believe that Melbourne is regarded as a benchmark of 

liveability internationally. The current challenge, which has been created by the growth,  is 

transport and moving people around the city in an efficient way (KI 3, Urban Designer – City 

of Melbourne). KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) explained that Melbourne’s 

population growth is not by chance; for the last 20 - 30 years Melbourne has been trying to 

create growth and now it is experiencing rapid growth. 

 

In Melbourne apartment living is popular as a result of the large drive to get people to live in 

the city (KI 3, Urban Designer – City of Melbourne). KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of 

Melbourne) explained, “our libraries are now being used more as a community meeting space 

rather than people going there for borrowing books because a large number of people are living 

in quite small apartments in the city…our libraries are being used as an extra living room”. 

Apartment style living creates unique opportunities and challenges for subjective wellbeing, 

happiness and how public space is used. It is worthwhile to explain that Melbourne and 

Dunedin are different in terms of safety. KI 3, (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) 

mentioned “we have had two hostile vehicle attacks recently in Melbourne within the last year, 

there was one in Flinders Street…I think about 14 people were killed and then one in Bourke 

Street Mall about a year ago or so”. There have been no instances of hostile vehicle attacks, or 

any form of terrorism in Dunedin. However, KI 4, a former resident of Dunedin and current 

resident in Melbourne, does not find a noticeable difference in how safe they feel in either city.  

 

4.3.2 Dunedin Context  

As previously stated, Dunedin has a resident population of 120,249 (Stats NZ, 2013a). The 

Dunedin City Council (n.d.a) explain that Dunedin has a slower than average population 
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growth, a less ethnically diverse population, fewer migrants and a larger student population in 

comparison to other areas of New Zealand. Although, there are signs of stronger economic and 

population growth in recent years (Dunedin City Council, n.d.d). The median age for Dunedin 

residents in 36.7 years (Stats NZ, 2013b). KI 6, an urban designer from the Dunedin City 

Council, states: “I think that we need to try really hard because of the size of the city and I 

think that larger cities will naturally have more experiences”, reflecting how the small 

population can be challenging in creating a happy city. Both KI 6 (Urban Designer – Dunedin 

City Council) and KI 7 - KI 7 is a lecturer in Urban Design at the University of Otago and a 

former urban designer at the Dunedin City Council (DCC), 7 noted that Dunedin is no longer 

a slow growth city, it has recently become a medium growth city. KI 6 (Urban Designer – 

Dunedin City Council) reflects that the slow growth has been a positive aspect for the city, 

stating “we are quite lucky in Dunedin to have not been exposed to rapid development in a way 

that probably seemed backwards to some people a couple of decades ago, but in hindsight it 

has actually saved a lot of our heritage”.  

 

Dunedin has a large focus on the education sector as it is the major contributor to the city’s 

economy (Russell et al., 2015). The tertiary student population comprises approximately 20 

percent of the population of Dunedin (Dunedin City Council, n.d.b). The population makeup 

and the young median age in Dunedin make Dunedin distinct from other New Zealand cities. 

Dunedin struggles with perceptions of vibrancy, for 2013/2014 only 54 percent of survey 

respondents viewed Dunedin as a fun city (Dunedin City Council, n.d.c). Dunedin residents 

participate in the Quality of Life Survey every second year, ranking aspects related to their 

 

Figure 2: Octagon, Dunedin 

 

Source: Author 



 52 

standard of living and various social, cultural, economic and environmental aspects (Dunedin 

City Council, n.d.b). The survey is led by Auckland, Wellington, Christchurch and Dunedin 

City Councils (Dunedin City Council, n.d.). The Dunedin City Council (n.d.b) found 84 percent 

of respondents rank their quality of life as good or extremely good. More recently, the local 

newspaper has reported that 87 percent rate their overall quality of life as good, very good or 

extremely good and 88 percent agree that Dunedin is a great place to live (Otago Daily Times, 

Miller, 2018).    

 

4.4 Key Informants who have lived in Melbourne and Dunedin  
 
Key Informants 4, 5 and 8 have all resided in both Melbourne and Dunedin. These key 

informants were contacted as their experiences provide a valuable insight into how lay people 

explain their wellbeing and happiness in the built environment as opposed to an academic or 

professional working in the area. The purpose of this section is to further describe the context 

for where primary data collection takes place. The trends that were found across these three 

key informants are presented below, similar trends will be extrapolated in greater detail in 

succeeding sections.  

 

Melbourne is referred to as a vibrant city as reflected 

in comments from KI 4 and 8,  “each day there would 

be cool things to see and do, such as the National 

Gallery of Victoria, Victoria Markets, buskers, 

outdoor cinema and lots more” (KI 4) and “the street 

art is wonderful and it adds another level of vibrancy 

to enjoy” (KI 8). An example of street art is provided 

in the adjacent Figure 3. For KI 4, Melbourne 

provided “all the things I enjoy”, explaining that they 

were able to do all of the things they enjoy within one 

day. KI 4 explained that “Melbourne had a positive 

effect on my wellbeing. Physically I would do a lot 

more exercise whether it would be walking into town, 

along the river or joining up to one of the many 

gyms”. 

  

Figure 3: Street Art, Melbourne 
Source: Author 
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The three key informants all mentioned the population differences between Melbourne and 

Dunedin, generally reflecting that the larger population of Melbourne makes the City more 

vibrant and creates a sense of liberation in comparison to Dunedin. KI 8 states:  

“Coming from a small country, and a small town in New Zealand, Melbourne is the 

biggest city I have ever lived in. Every time I drive over Westgate Bridge and get a 

higher view of the city, I feel excitement and happiness in abundance, just knowing 

there are so many people enjoying this space”.   

KI 4 reflects, “I felt a lot of happiness whilst living in Melbourne which I think came from 

being able to be my own person. No one knows you, no one judges you. There are so many 

unique individuals and I felt like this put me at ease”. Similarly, KI 5 said, “I really like 

Melbourne, sometimes you can just walk around by yourself and nobody cares, you don’t feel 

alone because there’s so many people and they are doing their own thing that you can just do 

your own thing”. However, for KI 5, Melbourne makes them feel overwhelmed at times 

because they were used to Dunedin and open spaces.  

 

Key informants noted the lack of public transport in Dunedin and how the experience of living 

in Dunedin is different if you are a student or not. KI 4 asserted that “Dunedin could be a 

happier place to live if there were better public transport and more of a focus on other things 

instead of student drinking culture such as more markets and buskers in the Octagon”. KI 8 

said, “I spent most of my time on the Esplanade in St Clair, so as you could imagine this had 

an extremely positive effect on my wellbeing, I studied out there, worked there, ate there and 

socialised there”. KI 8 went on to mention that their experience in Dunedin would “be 

completely different living in North Dunedin and in the student bubble”. KI 4 also drew on the 

distinction of the city if you are studying, stating “I found Dunedin a liveable city as I was a 

student when I lived there, and it was quite student orientated. There were cool things such as 

[University] Orientation Week events. Apart from this, there weren’t many things to do and 

see in Dunedin”. KI 5 was also a student in Dunedin but did not make any comments on how 

that influenced their experience of living in the City.  
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4.5 Introduction to Key Informant Quote Analysis  
 
The first section of the results explained the similarities and differences in the case study cities. 

This section details the results in relation to the three research objectives. The research 

objectives are:  

• To investigate what aspects of the city negatively affect or positively enhance 

subjective wellbeing and happiness; 

• To inform planners in the New Zealand context of the importance of planning for 

human wellbeing and happiness, and providing suggestions as to how the New Zealand 

planning system could allow for this; and  

• To carry out public observations at events and in urban spaces to make conclusions on 

how a space can work for people.  

Key informant interview recordings were transcribed and interpreted into a coding system that 

revealed the main themes. The themes are discussed under the relevant research objective in 

this chapter. This allows for the overall aim of the research to be addressed.    

 

4.6 Research Objective One  
 

Research Objective One is ‘To investigate what aspects of the city negatively affect or 

positively enhance subjective wellbeing and happiness’. To understand this, key informants 

were asked questions in relation to ways in which a city can create a happy space and provide 

examples of where there are happy places in the city. The general themes that relate to Research 

Objective One and relevant comments and quotes from key informants are discussed here.  

 

4.6.1 Theme: Subjective Wellbeing and Happiness  

This research focuses on subjective wellbeing and happiness, as such this is an overriding 

theme interpreted from the key informant interviews. From the comments made by key 

informants a sub-theme was drawn – that there is difficulty in defining happiness, however, 

this does not mean that it cannot be included in urban planning as an outcome or goal. KI 1 

(Lecturer – University of Melbourne) and KI 2 (Research Assistant – University of Melbourne) 

comment’s on understandings of subjective wellbeing and happiness are detailed in Table 3.   
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Table 3: Quotes on Subjective Wellbeing and Happiness 

KI 1 KI 1 explained that “generally I think we mean [when we talk about happiness] 

the wellbeing aspect of health and wellbeing, which means a certain level of 

mental health, optimism, social connection and so on.” 

KI 3 KI 3 noted the difficulty of defining happiness but went on to state: “I guess I 

would see happiness in a way as being related to liveability and also how you 

create a place that is going to provide for people’s different needs beyond just 

the basics.” 

 

KI 1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne) went on to introduce the idea of ‘urban happiness’ 

and said, “I strongly believe there is something we can call urban happiness”. KI 1 (Lecturer – 

University of Melbourne) raised an interesting point – “I think one of the challenges is having 

a genuinely multicultural and internationalised notion of what happiness is” and questions “can 

we genuinely come up with a cross-cultural theory of what urban happiness is?”. Furthermore, 

KI 1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne) is especially interested in urban happiness, so much 

so that they are a group admin for a Facebook group on urban happiness with over 5,000 

members. It is interesting to note that there are a significant amount people from all areas of 

the world that are involved in or simply curious about urban happiness.  

 

When asked what components make a happy city, KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) 

stated:  

“It would have to be a good city for all ages. An inclusive city for all ages and different 

types of people…it needs to be a good city for walking and pedestrians generally… it 

needs to be good in terms of sustainability…and that fine grain and the human scale [is 

an important aspect of a happy city], so the opposite of big-box architecture.”  

KI 2 (Research Assistant – University of Melbourne) explained that “designers should 

understand the very important role of landscape in creating a happy place” and to stop “copy 

and paste designs” when asked about what a city needs to be happy. KI 4 (resident of 

Melbourne and Dunedin) and KI 6 (Urban Designer – Dunedin City Council) both noted that 

living affordability is a large component of what restricts a city from being a happy city. KI 6 

is an urban designer and stated, “we can’t make people happy, but we can try and put the 

conditions in there that might make people rub shoulders with happiness in some way”. KI 6 

affirmed, “I think for a city or an urban space, things like variety and opportunity to be exposed 
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to lots of different experiences or choosing to be involved in lots of different experiences, I 

think that is probably quite important to happiness”. The table below includes responses from 

key informants when asked if they thought cities can be happy places.  

 

Table 4: Quotes relating to cities as Happy Places 

KI 1 “yeah, absolutely” 

KI 2 “Yes we can and they can” 

KI 3  “absolutely” 

 

Measuring happiness is a difficulty associated with the subjective nature of the term 

‘happiness’. KI 1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne) reflects on the commentary around 

these challenges but asserts they think “there is a way to define and measure happiness”. KI 3 

(Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) discussed some of the technologies that have been 

created to measure happiness. In particular an app where people rate their happiness in various 

parts of the city. Also stating that “when you look at happiness in terms of wellbeing, there’s 

wellbeing indexes and stuff like that” (KI 3, Urban Designer – City of Melbourne). KI 1 

(Lecturer – University of Melbourne) referred to the definitions of gross national happiness 

that were developed in Bhutan but noted that they are problematic for measuring the happiness 

of a city as these definitions relate to happiness at the national level. The City of Port Phillip 

(Victoria, Australia) formally used a metric called ‘Smiles Per Hour’, KI 1 (Lecturer – 

University of Melbourne) detailed that this was an “interesting gimmicky kind of thing”. 

Moreover, KI 1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne) teaches an undergraduate class that 

investigated a suburb of Melbourne where most people have to commute via car for at least an 

hour to the city. The train service is not ideal, trains do not come often enough, and the trains 

are crowded. Additionally, “there is not that much in the way of local shopping, the parks aren’t 

as nice, people tend to know their neighbours less, they tend to have lived there for less of a 

period of time. So these are absolute factors and indicators that you can measure” (KI 1, 

Lecturer – University of Melbourne). KI 1 provided this example as it depicts the various 

aspects that have been argued to influence subjective wellbeing and happiness can be 

measured, such as commuting distance.  
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When questioned on what aspects of the city can make the city more pleasant or a happier place 

to be in, key informants said layers and art in public spaces are important in creating vibrant 

public spaces. KI 3, an urban designer from the City of Melbourne, introduced the idea of 

layers in public spaces to make them more interesting, saying:  

“Layers of different things make public spaces really interesting. The layers of history, 

you know having architecture that has evolved over time, street art, public art. Having 

a huge range of different users makes it more interesting because you get that sort of 

daily theatre.” 

KI 5, a lay person living in Melbourne but is originally from Dunedin, noted how they like “the 

really nice mix of old and new” buildings in Melbourne central. This reflects how the 

professional comments made by KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) on creating layers 

in a space make places interesting. KI 6, also an urban designer, additionally noted the 

importance of the arts and encouraging street art into urban spaces. In relation to art in 

Melbourne, KI 1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne) noted that “there are a lot of things 

about the city that makes one smile. There is a lot of street art in Melbourne and that makes 

you smile”. KI 8 (resident of Melbourne and Dunedin) reinforced this – “the street art is 

wonderful and it adds another level of vibrancy to enjoy”. No key informant mentioned the 

presence of street art in Dunedin despite there being art in various parts of the city. 

 

 

Figure 4: 'Smiles Per Hour' Metric Sign Source: Author 
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4.6.2 Theme: Liveability  

KI 1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne) was the first key informant to be interviewed and 

originally the indicative interview questions included questions relating to liveability ratings. 

This line of questioning was included as Melbourne is largely regarded to be one of the most 

liveable cities in the world (State of Victoria, 2002). When KI 1 (Lecturer – University of 

Melbourne) was asked about how Melbourne is largely considered by others to be one of the 

most liveable cities in the world, they responded “first of all, I think it is a bullshit indicator”, 

explaining that the liveability indicator work is carried out by the Economist Intelligence Unit 

and is “not real research...it’s nonsense”. KI 1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne) is justified 

in these comments as Mercer and Quality of Living Data is the leading provider of liveability 

data. This data is collected for corporate companies wanting to send employees to work abroad 

(Mercer, n.d.). Further, investigation into Mercer found that Auckland is currently ranked the 

third most liveable city in the world (Mercer, n.d.) which is disputable. As such, questions 

relating to liveability ratings were not asked in other key informant interviews, questioning 

instead focused on general themes of liveability and aspects of a liveable city.  

 

Liveability was covered extensively in key informant interviews, questions were asked around 

liveability and key informants had similar understandings of what a liveable place consists of. 

KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) noted that liveability “is so multi-layered, it can 

be about the environmental experience of a public space”. KI 1 (Lecturer – University of 

Melbourne) understands liveability to be “proximity of housing to services, the ability…to 

bicycle or walk, to take public transport, proximity to excellent green space, proximity of good 

schools, proximity of good social services, excellent cafes – that kinda 20-minute city thing”. 

KI 1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne) went on to explain that Central Melbourne is 

liveable but a lot of outer Melbourne is not considered to be greatly liveable. KI 7 (Lecturer – 

University of Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) noted that they think liveability 

is fluid and it changes as you go through your life. KI 1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne) 

did explain that promoting happiness is connected to liveability.  

 

Subthemes of liveability were mentioned by key informants, these were age and affordability. 

KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) discusses the importance of the eight to 80 way of 

looking at a city, meaning “that you are designing for an 8-year-old as well as an 80-year-old 

so you are looking at a whole range of different ages but also the most vulnerable users of the 
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city…people with disabilities, elderly [and] people that are socially disadvantaged”. Further 

explaining that if a space is designed for the most vulnerable people then it is most likely going 

to work well for other groups. KI 7 (Lecturer – University of Otago and former Urban Designer 

at the DCC) stated, “the other key thing [in relation to liveability] would be affordability. In 

terms of affording the house and where you live but also in terms of affording healthy food and 

affording whatever transport options you prefer”. KI 8 (resident of Melbourne and Dunedin) 

makes a worthwhile comment on what they think creates a liveable city, stating “It’s important 

to create communities within the city. This is done by treating everyone - especially people in 

service jobs, as humans and not just cogs in a machine”. KI 8 (resident of Melbourne and 

Dunedin) was the only key informant to reply to questions on liveability in this nature, this is 

likely due to their background in the mental health profession (occupational therapy and 

mindfulness coaching).  

 

4.6.3 Theme: Traffic and Transport  

The negative effect on subjective wellbeing and happiness caused by traffic is a theme 

discussed by key informants. KI 6 (Urban Designer – Dunedin City Council) listed the negative 

effects caused by traffic stating, “starting at the top there would probably be people who feel 

unsafe, noise, smells – all of that”. In relation to happiness, KI 1 (Lecturer – University of 

Melbourne) noted: 

“Car traffic makes people very unhappy, you know calming the car has so many 

environmental impacts but also social impacts in terms of just an everyday stress of 

trying to cross the street or it being really unpleasant to walk on a street that has super 

fast traffic.”  

KI 9, an urban planner, provided an example of this stating “I just think why would I live in 

Auckland and sit in a car for an hour each day to get to work, it’s just dead time that you will 

never get back, it’s a time of your life that you have lost, just wasted sitting in traffic”. KI 7 

(Lecturer – University of Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) explained that there 

are studies which prove that retail activity can improve in the absence of traffic, citing a positive 

effect when traffic is not present. 
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There is a notable theme amongst key informants from Dunedin stating they would like to see 

less traffic in the centre city area of Dunedin. Key Informants 6, 7 and 8 all commented on the 

theme. Their comments are included in Table 5.  

 

Table 5: Car Movement in the Octagon, Dunedin 

KI 6 “Traffic creates a barrier between spaces”, KI 6 provides the example of the upper 

and lower Octagon in Dunedin. 

KI 7 “The car movement that is going through there at the moment – it’s not that 

meaningful. It is circling around and there are not many parking spaces.” 

KI 8 “I don’t know if the road around it is completely necessary, it would be nice to 

eliminate the element of traffic in that space.” 

 

An additional theme relating to traffic and transport is active transport. Active transport here 

refers to any self-propelled mode of transport such as cycling or walking. KI 7 (Lecturer – 

University of Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) mentioned that “there are tonnes 

of studies that show walking or cycling around is better for people’s mental and physical 

health”. KI 7 (Lecturer – University of Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) reflected 

on the importance of active transport and provided the example of people committing suicide 

at Lawyers Head (a cliff edge in Dunedin) eventually the road to the cliff was only open during 

restricted hours during the day and since then the suicide rate has decreased. KI 7 (Lecturer – 

University of Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) suggests that this is because the 

walk to the cliff edge allows people to reflect on what they may be about to do and allows them 

to change their mind – “whatever it is, that physical endeavour to get from A to B rather than 

just sitting in the car had some effect or deterred them somehow”. Additionally, KI 7 (Lecturer 

– University of Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) noted the importance of 

providing cycling and walking options and “not getting rid of cars completely but not really 

making them a priority. I don’t think sitting in cars is what makes people happy”. Walkability 

is an aspect of this theme, Key Informants 4, 7, and 9 all reinforced the importance of 

walkability.  

 

Pedestrianisation is an additional aspect of this theme that is raised by key informants. 

Pedestrianisation simply means to remove traffic from city streets (International Society of 

City and Regional Planners, 2008). When discussing pedestrianisation, KI 6 (Urban Designer 
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– Dunedin City Council) mentioned that pedestrianised spaces can allow for people to have 

improved social interactions – “one thing it [pedestrianisation] does is it obviously makes 

spaces for people to have improved social interaction with those spaces and things that happen, 

like accidental meetings, those things are quite important”. KI 7 (Lecturer – University of 

Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) stated, “if you were going to pedestrianise [a 

street] the design has to be right so that people just like the experience of being there. Just 

closing it off to cars is not necessarily the answer”. KI 7’s (Lecturer – University of Otago and 

former Urban Designer at the DCC) comments are in relation to closing off the lower half of 

the Octagon (Dunedin) to cars. KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) identified a project 

in Melbourne where they are “essentially halving the amount of road space in the street and 

creating a series of public parks along the streets so there will be an extra two and a half hectares 

of public space”. Dunedin has also recently closed off a street in the Warehouse Precinct to 

vehicles.  

  

While pedestrianisation is important, in some cases it is more practical to provide for a range 

of transport modes. KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) provided the example to 

Swanston Street in Melbourne (Figure 5). KI 3 stated: 

“I think Swanston Street is a really good street to look at in terms of a street that is 

providing for a range of transport modes quite well. It doesn’t have many vehicles on 

it but it is the main tram corridor in Melbourne. It has a huge number of trams and the 

most pedestrians of any street in Melbourne. It’s a really good cyclist street. It also has 

outdoor dining and quite good public space attributes”. 

Swanston Street providing for a range of transport modes is depicted in Figure 5.  
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KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) expressed that improving transport efficiency and 

pedestrian experience is of importance in Melbourne Central. The Council in Melbourne were 

aiming to create busy and vibrant streets for pedestrians, now that they have achieved this it is 

getting to the point where there are some unsafe numbers of pedestrians and congestion (KI 3, 

Urban Designer – City of Melbourne). KI 3 stated, “our streets are already at capacity in some 

parts of the city so how do we redesign the streets to provide more space for people to move?”, 

explaining that this is something that will affect the liveability and the usability of a space.  

 

4.6.4 Theme: The City and Stress  

When key informants were asked about what makes for an unhappy city environment, 

responses generally related to personal stress and the causes of that stress as the city can be a 

stressful place. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, traffic makes people unhappy and creates 

everyday stress (KI 1, Lecturer – University of Melbourne). KI 2 (Research Assistant – 

University of Melbourne) explained that it is important to have places where people can go to 

get away from the city and its stresses. KI 2 (Research Assistant – University of Melbourne) 

linked nature to reducing stress – “being able to walk in the streets with that feeling of nature 

surrounding you would change many things. It would reduce the stress of the city for a lot of 

Figure 5: Swanston Street, Melbourne Source: Author 
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people”. KI 5 (resident of Melbourne and Dunedin) stated that Melbourne makes them feel 

overwhelmed at times. Interestingly, no key informants from Dunedin noted that the city makes 

them feel stressed or that they have to consider personal stress when designing/planning the 

city.  

 

Personal stress can be created from feeling overwhelmed (as noted by KI 5) or feeling unsafe. 

KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) noted that “the laneways are very popular in 

Melbourne because they give more of that tight-knit, spatially constrained, fine grain 

experience at the human scale”. Figure 6 depicts a laneway in Melbourne, from the photo the 

popularity of Melbourne laneways is evident. KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) 

stated that when designing urban spaces “there is a whole range of different considerations 

around safety, such as lighting as well as hostile vehicle mitigation in relation to potential 

terrorism”. This has led to a large CBD security program being put into place. Urban design 

also has a role in the protecting against hostile vehicle terrorism in Melbourne. KI 3 (Urban 

Designer – City of Melbourne) said: “we are putting bollards in and that kind of integrative 

defensive street furniture to protect some of the key public spaces from attacks where cars are 

used as a weapon”. KI 6 (Urban Designer – Dunedin City Council) and 7 (Lecturer – University 

of Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) are also urban designers, designing in the 

Dunedin context, and neither of them mentioned having to consider safety to this extent in 

public spaces. Comments were made in relation to safety from regular vehicle movements as 

opposed to hostile vehicle terrorism.  
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The street is a key part of the city, however, it can create a form of passive surveillance or can 

be a source of stress. It is important for a happy city to have a “strong interaction with the 

street” (KI 3, Urban Designer – City of Melbourne). KI 2 (Research Assistant – University of 

Melbourne) also notes this point: 

“Ensuring that shops, businesses and different activities at the ground level have a 

strong interaction with the street, creating a passive surveillance over the street and 

having lots of doors and lots of small businesses rather than big blank walls to add that 

fine grain and experience of the city.”  

Vehicle orientated or very busy streets can cause stress for a cities inhabitants (KI 1, Lecturer 

– University of Melbourne).  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Melbourne Laneway Source: Author 
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4.6.5 Theme: Social Connections and Placemaking  

The previous theme detailed how the city can cause stress and thus reduce subjective wellbeing. 

This theme relates to social connections, an aspect of the city which is noted by key informants 

to increase happiness. Key informants were not asked directly about social connections, 

nevertheless, Key Informants 1, 2, 5, 6 and 7 all noted the importance of social connections in 

the city. Quotes from key informants are summarised in the Table 6. 

 

Table 6: Quotes on Social Connections 

KI 1 “Social connections are really, really huge.” 

KI 2 “What we really want is to make cities that are a constellation of communities so that 

you have a tight knitted community beside another tight knitted community.” 

KI 5 “Social connections are important.” 

KI 6 It is important to make “spaces for people to have improved social interaction with 

spaces and things that happen, like accidental meetings, those things are quite 

important.”  

KI 7 KI 7 noted the importance of “feeling connected to people”. 

 

KI 1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne) noted that strong and loose social ties are both 

important aspects of urban happiness. Here, strong social ties refer to friends and family 

whereas loose social ties are people you know well enough to have a conversation with but are 

not close. KI 1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne) explains that the kinds of people that 

urban dwellers have loose social connections with are often service related such as the barrister 

in a café or a cashier at a shop. KI 2 (Research Assistant – University of Melbourne) supported 

this theme by asserting the importance of relationships and connections – “and those 

relationships, some of them can happen through everyday activities like going to the same shop 

for your veges and being able to say hello to the cashier”. KI 7 (Lecturer – University of Otago 

and former Urban Designer at the DCC) noted the importance of providing semi-public-semi-

private space for urban dwellers, explaining that: 

“Sometimes it doesn’t work too well if you only have the two options where you are 

going from a very private house to a very public workplace...but if there are some places 

within your neighbourhood where you know you’ll bump into just a few people if you 

go there”.  
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As such, it can be concluded that providing for a scale of levels of interaction is a key part of 

the city when considering subjective wellbeing and happiness.  

 

Connected to the theme of social connections is ‘placemaking’. KI 2 (Research Assistant – 

University of Melbourne) was the only key informant to discuss the importance of 

placemaking, however, their comments are valid and it is likely they were the only respondent 

to mention placemaking as it is their research subject at the University of Melbourne. KI 2 

(Research Assistant – University of Melbourne) stated that “placemaking is now one of the 

important things we are really trying to strongly embed within our education program” at the 

University of Melbourne. KI 2 (Research Assistant – University of Melbourne) explained that 

urban dwellers need a portfolio of places, some that are “contemplative, restorative and some 

of them are places not for us, but for non-humans, for the birds and the bees to do what they 

need to do to keep our city healthy”. KI 5 (resident of Melbourne and Dunedin) reinforced this 

by listing the places in the city where they go when they are feeling a certain way or are wanting 

to carry out a certain form of activity. Sense of identity was an additional idea raised by KI 6 

(Urban Designer – Dunedin City Council) as an important aspect of the city. KI 6 (Urban 

Design – Dunedin City Council) explained that sense of identity is linked to landmarks and 

historic buildings in a city.  

 

4.6.6 Theme: Green space and Nature  

Green space and nature are widely considered to be important considerations in designing and 

planning for subjective wellbeing and happiness. The importance of green space and nature is 

the theme most commonly raised by key informants. Key Informants 1, 2, 3, 7 and 9 all 

explained the importance of green space and nature to create a happy city. Their respective 

comments are detailed in Table 7.   



 67 

Table 7: Quotes on Green Space and Nature 

 

KI 2 (Research Assistant – University of Melbourne) noted that in green spaces in Melbourne 

“you can always see and hear the city” explaining that if someone wanted a break from the city 

it is very challenging, this can be problematic for wellbeing. Further explaining that this is a 

result of safety requirements but if there were places where you could completely remove 

yourself from the city it could have a “tremendous impact on wellbeing and stress” (KI 2, 

KI 1 “I was talking to some kids about growing up downtown a few years ago and a couple 

of them who lived right downtown said well if you get to Southbank, which I always 

think is a very bustling place with buskers and lots of people and lots of restaurants, 

at the right time you can hear birdsong and if you are there in the morning you can 

see people rowing and it is just so peaceful and that connection with nature is also an 

aspect of urban happiness.” 

KI 2  “I do believe that you can have good quality design that includes aspects that also 

help to strengthen the relationship with nature.” 

“There is a lot of research everywhere on all of the benefits of greenery.” 

KI 3  “…so that idea of nature in the city, that is one of the challenges of the city, that it is 

an urban built environment and people like to connect with trees and the natural parts 

of our world. It isn’t just about bringing landscape but bringing ecology into the city. 

Providing a type of landscape that encourages birds, insects and a whole range of 

different species. Having water elements included and so on. Bringing all the 

different natural elements into the city really enhances its liveability and makes 

people happier.” 

KI 5 [talking about Melbourne] “there is lots of open space – the beach, the botanic 

gardens, there are some nice gardens near where I live and you know when you just 

take that deep breath and you just feel a little bit more free.” 

KI 7 “Where happiness is concerned, obviously green spaces. Obvious one, but yeah it’s 

really important to have access to those.” 

KI 9 “Green space is really important, particularly because it gives people a chance to 

interact with nature and for children in particular. It’s really important for 

development. It’s well known that it’s really important for the development of 

children, understanding the natural environment and where people fit in.” 



 68 

Research Assistant – University of Melbourne). KI 2 (Research Assistant – University of 

Melbourne) went as far as to say that if the trees on the side of the street cover and shade you 

that it is like a hug; highlighting that “if the street is too wide and you have trees on each side, 

but they can’t cover and shade you then the trees can’t hug you. They are just there. The hug I 

get from the trees here is one of my favourite parts of the everyday experience of the city”. KI 

9 (Planner – Dunedin) and 2 (Research Assistant – University of Melbourne) mentioned that 

having a variety of green spaces that perform different functions is worthwhile for wellbeing. 

KI 7 (Lecturer – University of Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) provided the 

following example: 

“There is a park in Boston, Post Office Park, and I used to go and eat my lunch there 

and it was amazing. There are lots of different places for people to sit and some green 

areas and all these business people just flock there and have their lunch there and it 

made all the difference.” 

Therefore, green spaces are an extremely important feature of the happy city.  

 

4.6.7 Conclusion  

To summarise, the themes that relate to Research Objective One are understandings of 

subjective wellbeing and happiness, liveability, traffic and transport, the city and stress, social 

connections and placemaking and green space and nature. Through presenting the themes here, 

it evident that a whole range of features in the city affect the subjective wellbeing and happiness 

of those who live there daily. It can be concluded that this section has proved that decisions 

made by planners, designers and various other decision makers have very real impacts of the 

life and design of the city.  

 
4.7 Research Objective Two  
 
Research Objective Two is ‘To inform planners in the New Zealand context of the importance 

of planning for human wellbeing and happiness, and providing suggestions as to how the New 

Zealand planning system could allow for this’. First, an overview of decision making and 

planning processes from the Melbourne and Dunedin context is provided, as explained by KI 

3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne), the planning framework employed in the State of 

Victoria “is a little bit different from in New Zealand”. Following this, the key themes that 

relate to this research objective are discretionary planning systems, similar urban design values 
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and revitalisation projects in both Melbourne and Dunedin and the role of planning in relation 

to increasing happiness.  

 

Prior to explaining the themes relating to Research Objective Two, it is worthwhile to explain 

the planning context and systems in the two case study cities. KI 9 (Planner – Dunedin), a 

resource management planner in Dunedin provided an explanation of the planning system in 

New Zealand which is as follows: 

“the planning system currently in New Zealand is prescribed by what is in the Resource 

Management Act and within that there are tiers of plans and policies, so at the top you 

have the Act, then the next level down is any national policy statement or national 

environmental standard so they apply across the country regardless of where you are 

and then there is the next step down which is any regional plan or policy statement. So 

that is again more region specific, that is both policy direction and regulatory stuff 

around land, water, air, and the coastal environment. The next tier down is district and 

city councils.” 

KI 9 (Planner – Dunedin) went on to explain that public participation is a significant aspect of 

creating the documents listed above. 

 

KI 7 worked as an urban designer at the Dunedin City Council. KI 7 (Lecturer – University of 

Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) provided interesting insights into how urban 

design is recognised within New Zealand’s planning system. KI 7 (Lecturer – University of 

Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) explained that there was a small team of urban 

designers and landscape architects working together at the Council (only four at the time of 

their employment) and this team fell under the broader team of City Development which 

includes City Planning. Part of their role as an urban designer was to provide design advice for 

capital projects such as streetscape improvements and various amenity improvements across 

the city. They were also tasked with commenting on other activities within the Council where 

urban design advice was sought. The other aspect of their role was to provide expert advice in 

terms of feeding into the resource consent process. In this particular role, the urban design 

advice would be provided to the processing planner, along with other comments from various 

Council departments, and the processing planner would make the final decision on the relevant 

resource consent.  
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In the Melbourne context, the advice that is provided for planning permits is guided by a 

recently completed Urban Design Policy which may be incorporated into the planning scheme 

(KI 3, Urban Designer – City of Melbourne). Additionally, there are Urban Design Guidelines 

and these provide more of a fine grain guidance (KI 3, Urban Designer – City of Melbourne). 

The Council Plan includes particular goals that the Council is trying to achieve, KI 3 (Urban 

Designer – City of Melbourne) explained that these goals guide their thinking on planning 

applications and strategic direction. The Council goals are centred around things such as 

sustainability, planning for growth, creating a connected city (transport) and creating a city for 

people (improving public space).   

 

KI 7 (Lecturer – University of Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) made comments 

regarding the current zoning mechanisms used in the New Zealand  planning system and the 

alternative to this system – form-based codes, stating: 

“Something that New Zealand doesn’t do very much of yet is formed based codes. The 

current District Plan and the new one that is being revised for example are both much 

more based on uses so there are some formal regulation involved but it is much more 

like this area is zoned industrial and this is residential for example and in the United 

States that [the same zoning system] caused a bunch of problems eventually because 

you get segregation of uses and cities tend to not work very well that way except for 

extreme industrial cases or whatever.” 

KI 7 (Lecturer – University of Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) explained that 

instead of planning in relation to zone, the city is planned in relation to the intensity of the 

form. This allows more flexibility and upfront clarity about what is expected in the design of 

buildings. KI 9 (Planner – Dunedin) mentioned form-based codes can be problematic stating it 

is important to “make sure that you aren’t putting things in next to a residential activity that is 

going to be detrimental, a building is a building but it’s what goes on in and around it that 

generates issues”. 

 

4.7.1 Theme: Discretionary Planning  

The first theme to be discussed from key informants comments is that planning is discretionary. 

KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) explained that in Melbourne, a lot of “the planning 

framework is discretionary, or more kind of performance-based so that can mean that it is less 
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hard and fast and more about negotiation and that can make it difficult at times to achieve the 

outcomes that we want”. Additionally, in this discretionary system, developers do not need to 

take on the advice provided to them by Council urban designers, Table 8 below summarises 

this theme.  

 

Table 8: Quotes on Discretionary Planning 

KI 2 “One of my very close friends works at the council [City of Melbourne] and she has 

to review planning applications and as part of that she gives comments to be able to 

improve the application, to be able to improve the design, but she is not able to reject 

the application for being poorly designed because it is not in the building code. The 

building code is minimum in its requirements that it is not helping them ensure that 

quality design happens when the design comes from private sectors.” 

KI 3 “Developers don’t necessarily take on board the urban design advice that we 

provide.” [Melbourne] 

KI 7  “…providing expert evidence in terms of feeding into the resource consent process 

[Dunedin]…if the application had some urban amenity value or was in a place that 

had urban amenity value or just a landscape value of some sort, then my team would 

need to get involved and somebody would take on the responsibility for commenting 

and saying yes ok that’s breaching the rules in terms of the building or part of the 

building is sitting closer to the boundary than what the District Plan allows for 

example, but we think given the treatment of the building and the location that 

actually it is ok in this instance from an urban design standpoint we would support 

that and then those comments would go to the planner and the planner would 

ultimately make the final decision so we didn’t have that final decision making 

authority.” 

 

Supplementary to these issues around urban designers and planners not being able to 

meaningfully comment on planning and resource consent applications, are issues around 

community input. KI 2 (Research Assistant – University of Melbourne) expresses: 

“the way in which the councils are structured doesn’t always allow for easy community 

input so there is this element where designers feel that they know best…one of the very 

important parts about New Zealand, Australia and other very Western countries, is that 
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we are too formal. We have rules and very specific processes that sometimes hinder 

that relationship with an area to happen.” 

KI 9 (Planner - Dunedin) also reflected how planning processes can be difficult on individuals 

who want to actively be involved, stating:  

“There are the outcomes that you get out of the planning process but there is also the 

wellbeing of the people involved in it. You have a process that you go through and 

people get really emotionally invested and so their own wellbeing or happiness is 

impacted regardless of the outcome. People get really involved particularly when things 

really affect people. The general joe public may only have one interaction with the 

Resource Management Act in their life and it can be quite impactful.” 

KI 9 (Planner – Dunedin) is the only key informant to note this aspect of how planning can 

impact on wellbeing. KI 9 is a planner working in Dunedin and is referring to planning 

processes under the Resource Management Act 1991. In summary, the two planning contexts 

are relatively similar in that the rules are created at government level (central and local) and 

advice is provided at the local level. Additionally, in both contexts, rules are generally 

discretionary and plans are largely enabling and this can create issues for planning for 

subjective wellbeing and happiness.  

 

4.7.2 Theme: Similar Urban Design Values and Revitalisation Projects  

There are trends across urban designers and planners views on how to make the city work better 

for people in both Melbourne and Dunedin. This is reflected in the goals of the current projects 

undertaken by the City of Melbourne and the Dunedin City Council. The Urban Design Team 

at the City of Melbourne work on public realm improvements at a strategic level. KI 3 (Urban 

Designer – City of Melbourne) explained that they are working on an opportunities plan for 

Elizabeth Street which is one of the major city streets in Melbourne. KI 3 (Urban Designer – 

City of Melbourne) mentioned that the Urban Design Team were looking into what Elizabeth 

Street could be converted to, at present it is a standard 30-metre wide road with trams, vehicle 

lanes, and footpaths. KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) suggested that an option 

would be to create a series of public spaces to improve the pedestrian experience, enhance 

opportunities for outdoor dining and other recreation activities. Similarly, KI 6 (Urban 

Designer – Dunedin City Council) and KI 7 (Lecturer – University of Otago and former Urban 

Designer at the Dunedin City Council) are involved in regenerating a former warehouse area 
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in Dunedin. The Warehouse Precinct Revitalisation Plan seeks to regenerate parts of the central 

city that have generally underperformed for the last few decades. This Plan has revitalised the 

area and one street has been completely pedestrianised. The Dunedin City Council have 

employed a street design guide which includes a set of guidelines that have been developed 

based on case studies from street transformations globally. Hence, it appears the urban design 

and planning teams in both contexts have considered how their cities can be reconfigured to 

work better for people, providing examples of planning for subjective wellbeing and happiness 

in practice.  

 

4.7.3 Theme: Role of Planning  

Respondents generally feel that planning is not considering subjective wellbeing or happiness 

effectively at present. Some respondents feel improvements are necessary for this area while 

others think it is outside the scope of a planners responsibilities. KI 6 (Urban Designer – 

Dunedin City Council) illustrates: 

“Planning is to a degree about how far you can push things, we are talking about 

properties and boundaries and effects and so it is kind of based on the most acceptable-

worst-case-scenario. From that perspective, it is probably not doing a good job in some 

regards, but then again, planning is about enabling responsible development so there is 

a really difficult question of what is responsible development - and how does it weigh 

up against the absolute best outcome for public space or even neighbouring buildings. 

It is difficult. I don’t know if any planning would be able to address that [happiness] 

really.” 

When questioned if and how planners consider human subjective wellbeing and happiness, KI 

9 (Planner – Dunedin) thought planners do consider wellbeing, however to different degrees 

depending on the individual planner. KI 9 (Planner – Dunedin) was asked how this could be 

improved so more planners consider wellbeing to a higher degree, they responded: 

“I suppose you need to think about how you would define it [subjective wellbeing and 

happiness]. You could argue that it [planning] already does. It’s in Part 2 and section 5 

[of the Act] so the kind of idea is there. City plans are set out in terms of amenity 

standards and regional plans around air quality, for example, so those things are there, 

perhaps it could be more responsive.” 
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Part 2 section 5 of the Act is depicted in the figure below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

KI 7 (Lecturer – University of Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) was questioned 

if they considered the planning system to be operating well to create a liveable and happy city, 

they responded - “I think it is ok. I think there is a bit of tension between the planning 

legislative process and the more design-led urban design processes”. KI 7 (Lecturer – 

University of Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) went on to explain that urban 

design felt secondary in the planning processes, further stating, “I don’t think there is much 

respect for it even though the community values it a lot”. KI 7’s comments here are especially 

relevant to the aim of this research, ‘To explain the importance of designing and planning for 

subjective wellbeing/happiness and to inform planners of methods and approaches to create 

urban spaces that have the ability to increase happiness’.  

 

Historically and to this day, planners have not and do not interfere in developments that have 

the potential to impact on negatively on subjective wellbeing. However, uninformed or bad 

decision making in city development is not only the fault of planners. This is illustrated through 

points made by KI 1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne). KI 1 (Lecturer – University of 

Melbourne) holds the view that “planners have not done that very well [referring to urban 

sprawl] and frankly planners advise, politicians and governments make decisions”, therefore it 

is not only the planners failing here. KI 1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne) further 

explained that “I wouldn’t blame the planners as much as I’d blame the way we have done 

neoliberal governance”. Despite this, KI 1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne) concluded this 

aspect of the conversation stating that “there are a number of reasons why we have car-

Part 2  
Purpose and principles  

5 Purpose  
(1) The purpose of this Act is to promote the sustainable management of natural and physical resources.  

(2) In this Act, sustainable management means managing the use, development, and protection of natural and 

physical resources in a way, or at a rate, which enables people and communities to provide for their social, 

economic, and cultural well-being and for their health and safety while- 

(a) sustaining the potential of natural and physical resources (excluding minerals) to meet the 

reasonably foreseeable needs of future generations; and  

(b) safeguarding the life-supporting capacity of air, water, soil, and ecosystems; and  

(c) avoiding, remedying, or mitigating any adverse effects of activities on the environment.  

 
Figure 7: RMA Part 2 Source: Legislation New Zealand (2018) 
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dominated cities. There are a number of reasons why we haven’t planned as well as we could 

have. It is not all on the planners”.  

 

In relation to this theme, key informants were asked if they thought there were ways in which 

planning could better consider subjective wellbeing and happiness. KI 1’s (Lecturer – 

University of Melbourne) comments were particularly insightful, they mentioned that while 

planning for healthy cities or planning for health and wellbeing were not primary 

considerations for a long period of time, they are starting to be considered. KI 2 (Research 

Assistant – University of Melbourne) also reflected that those people working in councils are 

starting to have the right ideas, however, “they do not necessarily have the budget or the policy 

system to put their ideas into place”. KI 1 (Lecture – University of Melbourne) referenced a 

policy from Bendigo, Victoria, Australia, the policy was “the single best piece of policy” that 

KI 1 had seen. The policy detailed that all parts of the town should be playful for all ages. KI 

1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne) said after finding this policy “holy cow, you have just 

got my philosophy summed up right there”. However, more policy of this nature is required if 

subjective wellbeing and happiness is going to be properly considered in decision making and 

planning processes.  

 

4.7.4 Conclusion  

To summarise, KI 9 (Planner – Dunedin) explained that: 

“Planning is about outcomes for people and the environment, part of that is about people 

being happy. It is tied to good health, pleasant living, and working environments. It is 

probably not something that is explicitly considered if you call it happiness.”  

Research Objective Two is ‘To inform planners in the New Zealand context of the importance 

of planning for human wellbeing and happiness, and providing suggestions as to how the New 

Zealand planning system could allow for this’. This results section has put forward comments 

from key informants on how the current planning systems in New Zealand and Victoria operate 

and views relating to how these systems consider subjective wellbeing and happiness.  
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4.8 Research Objective Three 
 

Research Objective Three is ‘To carry out public observations at events and in urban spaces to 

make conclusions on how a space can work for people’. Recorded visual observations took 

place at various public spaces in Melbourne and Dunedin, these recordings were then assessed 

against a matrix. The findings from the observations will be presented here. The following 

chapter – the discussion will draw conclusions on these findings. The first section of this 

section will detail the themes from key informant interviews that relate to Research Objective 

Three. Following this, the eight recorded observations will be detailed. Five sets of 

observations were conducted in Melbourne and three in Dunedin. These observations are 

grouped into three categories, which are – markets, urban spaces, and festivals.  

 

4.8.1 Theme: Events  

Events were observed and analysed as events are considered to be a way to produce more joy 

and fun in a city, and therefore increase subjective wellbeing and happiness. KI 1 (Lecturer – 

University of Melbourne) asserts that free public events are absolutely worthwhile. KI 1 

(Lecturer – University of Melbourne) explained that events can be a form of tactical urbanism, 

where something is tried out and if it works it can be made permanent. An example of this 

would be to temporarily pedestrianise a space for a one-off market, subsequently analysing the 

success of the pedestrianisation and market and then deciding to make the space permanently 

pedestrianised or semi-pedestrianised if the event was successful enough to justify this. KI 2 

(Research Assistant – University of Melbourne) explained that having “a constant stream of 

activities, such as events, helps to reimagine and bring new meanings, and bring new stories to 

a place to keep the place relevant”, providing an additional justification to KI 1’s (Lecturer – 

University of Melbourne) comment.  

 

KI 2 (Research Assistant – University of Melbourne) was originally from Mexico and they 

talked about the festivals that would happen there every few months in the city square. Stating 

“it was huge. They would block off all of the main streets to be able to put on a fair, including 

games for the children. If you were driving you knew it was a nightmare, but for the people 

who lived there – they loved it. They absolutely love it”. KI 2 (Research Assistant – University 

of Melbourne) mentioned that events took place in informal and formal ways. Formal events 

required more planning to get approvals from the council, whereas informal events took place 
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in the form of street parties. Informal events were permitted – “you don’t need to tell anyone 

[that you are going to have a street party], you could tell someone but you would have to pay 

a fee”.  In relation to the Dunedin context, KI 8 (resident of Melbourne and Dunedin) suggested 

an app that alerted people when events were happening in Dunedin, noting that there are events 

happening but finding out about them can be challenging.  

 

4.8.2 Theme: Urban Design  

Some key informants expressed the challenge lay people encounter when visualising how a 

space could be improved, this provides an opportunity for urban designers to communicate 

their professional opinion in relation to improving a space for wellbeing and happiness. KI 3 

(Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) and KI 6 (Urban Designer – Dunedin City Council) 

explained that good urban design principles are bound in their professional expertise. KI 3 

(Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) recognised “we need to think about shade, wind 

conditions, access to sunlight” and KI 6 (Urban Designer – Dunedin City Council) stated  

“good design that takes note of where the sun is…and those basic good design principals”. KI 

7 (Lecturer – University of Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) stated “people can 

struggle to visualise anything other than what is currently there, so as urban designers that’s a 

really cool role we can play. Those temporary transformations can show what is happening and 

what is possible and then see what flows on from that”. This relates to the points made by KI 

1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne) that are referenced in the previous paragraph on tactical 

urbanism.  

 

KI 7 (Lecturer – University of Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) notes that cities 

can create a positive atmosphere for people to be in, explaining that it is difficult to achieve but 

worthwhile. Temporary furniture is identified by KI 7 (Lecturer – University of Otago and 

former Urban Designer at the DCC) as a way to create a positive atmosphere in a space. KI 7 

(Lecturer – University of Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) explained that in 

Dunedin there is a commercial use of street bylaw that “needs to be sorted, it stops some really 

nice things from happening”. For example, people cannot simply put outdoor beanbags outside 

of their cafe or office space due to this particular bylaw. KI 7 (Lecturer – University of Otago 

and former Urban Designer at the DCC)  reflects on how this prevents private stakeholders 
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from contributing to the street. Additionally, in Dunedin, the cafes get charged a significant 

amount from the Council for putting chairs and tables on the sidewalk.  

 

Another aspect relating to the importance of good urban design theme is that urban spaces in 

cities need to provide basic amenities. KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) noted the 

importance of providing for people’s basic needs explaining that “at a basic level you need to 

provide shelter, food and so on. Homelessness is a big issue in the City of Melbourne. Beyond 

that, it is around people’s recreational needs and other kinds of social needs”. Further stating 

that recognising having sunshine in public parks and public spaces is a critical aspect of what 

makes the park or space enjoyable to be in (KI 3, Urban Designer – City of Melbourne). KI 6 

(Urban Designer – Dunedin City Council) and 9 (Planner – Dunedin) reinforced similar ideas. 

KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) explained that their design philosophy of public 

space is to create the “living room of the city” and stressed the importance of creating high-

quality public space. Adding that high-quality public space consists of high-quality materials 

for pavements and street furniture. This means that “people will respect it in the same way they 

would their living room at home and they are not going to graffiti it or vandalise it if it’s really 

well thought out high-quality space”.  KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) stated that 

in the Melbourne context there are approximately one million visitors to the city every day; as 

previously stated, this includes international, interstate and metropolitan visitors. KI 3 (Urban 

Designer – City of Melbourne) mentioned that this large visitor population effects liveability 

in Melbourne, stating “we need to consider all those different people and how they might use 

the city”. To create an inclusive space various “gender, age, different mobility aspects, and 

migration aspects” need to be considered (KI 1, Lecturer – University of Melbourne). 

 

When questioned on what a good public space consists of, KI 1 (Lecturer – University of 

Melbourne) noted the importance of inclusivity, mentioning: 

“Inclusivity is a big one. You want as many people as possible to feel comfortable using 

a public space…you want a public space that makes as wider group as possible feel 

comfortable using it for different means at the same time and hopefully in 

complimentary as opposed to composing ways.” 

To make a space inclusive there are physical and social things that can be employed (KI 1, 

Lecturer – University of Melbourne). KI 1 (Lecturer – University of Otago) provided an 

example of social animation, explaining that in a park in Toronto there was a clubhouse and 

the animator who worked there saw it as part of their job to ensure that the young men playing 
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basketball adjacent to where the older women were working in a community garden were 

sorting out any disputes appropriately and “that sort of thing”. KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of 

Melbourne) noted that including free spaces in the city is an important aspect of liveability, 

stating “so you can sit and eat your lunch or use a space without having to spend money, I think 

that is a key aspect of liveability”. KI 8 (resident of Melbourne and Dunedin) mentioned that 

there are often free events in Melbourne and this is an aspect of the city that they enjoy.  

 

The following section presents the eight completed observation matrixes. First, two market 

observations are provided. Following this, two urban space observations are put forward. 

Lastly, four event observations are discussed. Five observations occurred in Melbourne and 

three in Dunedin. The selection of locations to carry out observations is confined to the periods 

of data collection. Data collection began after ethical approval was gained from the University 

of Otago Ethics Committee in March 2018. Data collection in Melbourne occurred from the 

14th to the 25th of May 2018 and this provided enough time to ascertain five observations. There 

are four scored observation categories, in addition to the basic observation category which is 

not scored. Each observation category contains four sections that can achieve a possible five 

points. If the observed place aligns with the description in one of these sections then it will 

achieve five points, but if not points are deducted. This means the observation score is 

subjective to researcher’s opinion. For this reason, key informant interviews form the part of 

data collection as then the researcher’s opinions can be justified.  

 

4.8.3 Queen Victoria Market, Melbourne  

Queen Victoria Market has been operating for 140 years and is the largest and most intact of 

all Melbourne’s 19th-century markets (Queen Victoria Market, n.d.). The Market is home to 

over 600 businesses, selling both fresh produce and specialty shopping (Visit Victoria, n.d.a). 

T he observation recordings were undertaken in the open air shed shopping area of the market.  
 

Table 9: Observation Table 1 - Queen Victoria Market 

Basic Observations Comment  
Time  2:00pm  
Location  Queen Victoria Market, Melbourne   
Description  Markets   
Services available  Food and drink  
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Built Environment   Rating 
(out of 
5) 

Is the area orientated towards 
traffic or pedestrians? Are there 
any traffic calming measures? 

Pedestrian orientated.  5 

Is the place accessible for all? Are 
there opportunities for sitting? 

Yes, lots of people are carrying shopping trollies. There are a 
lot of prams. Also, one wheelchair and one motorised scooter is 
observed.  

5 

Is there the presence of public art 
and other aesthetically pleasing 
features? 

No public art within the markets but there are stallholders 
selling art. 

2 

Is there the presence of green 
space? Is it adequate? 

Lack of greenery within the market, however, it would be 
difficult to add greenery to the space. 

3 

Microclimate and Sensory 
Experience  

  

Is there an adequate amount of 
sunlight, shelter and shade? 

An adequate amount of shelter, needs more sunlight – it is quite 
dark.  

2 

Have the colours and textures of 
design elements been chosen to 
provide a range of sensory 
experiences? 

No, not aesthetically pleasing.  1 

Is the experience of place 
positive? 

Not overly positive, inside a large shed which is dark. 2 

Is the space completely free from 
negative sensory experiences?  

No, the smell of burning at the time of observation. 3 

Engagement / People    
Are there possibilities for play? 
Physical attractions? 

No. The stalls create a form of attraction.  3 

Any methods of creating 
engagement? Are people engaging 
with others? 

Engagement with the goods for sale at the market and the 
stallholders. There is an artist that is drawing cartoons of people 
which is creating engagement. There is a lot to look at – a lot of 
goods for sale. 

4 

Are people observed to be visibly 
happy? 

Yes.  4 

Are there a range of age 
demographics present? 

Yes.  5 

Event Observations    
Availability of food and drink Yes, food stalls.  5 
Are there a range of standing and 
seating options? Any movable 
furniture? 

Not within the market.  2 

Are there a range of activities? No, just shopping.  2 
Are there things to watch? Does 
the event create engagement? 

No, perhaps in the summertime there are people busking but 
there wasn’t at the time of observation. 

2 

Total Rating   50/80  
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4.8.4 Sunday Market, Melbourne  

The Arts Centre Melbourne (2018) state: “Every Sunday, 10am – 4pm, more than 80 local 

artisans fill Arts Centre Melbourne’s lawn to showcase their unique, handmade goods ranging 

from arts and crafts to freshly made delicacies”. The observation recordings for the Sunday 

Market took place in May and the weather on the day was cool. There were approximately 30 

artisan stalls. 
 

Table 10: Observation Table 2 - Sunday Market 

Basic Observations Comment  
Time  10:00am  
Location  Arts Centre Melbourne   
Description  Weekly Arts Market  
Services available  Seats, public transport and nearby restrooms   

 Figure 8: Queen Victoria Market Source: Author  
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Built Environment   Rating 
(out of 
5) 

Is the area orientated towards 
traffic or pedestrians? Are there 
any traffic calming measures? 

Completely pedestrian orientated. Adjacent to a busy car 
dominated road – creating a slightly stressful environment.  

4 

Is the place accessible for all? Are 
there opportunities for sitting? 

Yes, there are steps that are at a good height for sitting. Also a 
few park benches. Noticed that some of the park benches had 
been removed (formal bench seats that were observed a day 
earlier and presumed they were fixed).  
 

4 

Is there the presence of public art 
and other aesthetically pleasing 
features? 

There are multiple sculptures in the area. The arts centre building 
is really interesting itself, however, the space is barren.  

3 

Is there the presence of green 
space? Is it adequate? 

There is a large grass area and established trees across the road. 
There are gardens at either end of the market – quite average.  

4 

Microclimate and Sensory 
Experience  

  

Is there an adequate amount of 
sunlight, shelter and shade? 

Yes.  5 

Have the colours and textures of 
design elements been chosen to 
provide a range of sensory 
experiences? 

No, there is a large grass area with paths going through it that 
are not overly interesting. The main sculptures are large and 
dominate the space when it is being used for something like this. 

2 

Is the experience of place 
positive? 

There is a water fountain outside the art gallery, birdsong and 
the Queen Victoria Gardens are across the street.  

4 

Is the space completely free from 
negative sensory experiences?  

No, the adjacent road is busy, creating noise and smells.  2 

Engagement / People    
Are there possibilities for play? 
Physical attractions? 

No.  0 

Any methods of creating 
engagement? Are people 
engaging with others? 

There are not many people attending the markets but people are 
observed interacting with the stallholders.  

2 

Are people observed to be visibly 
happy? 

Not overly visible.  2 

Are there a range of age 
demographics present? 

Teenagers to 30-year-olds are not observed. All other age groups 
are present.  

2 

Event Observations    
Availability of food and drink Yes, food trucks.  5 
Are there a range of standing and 
seating options? Any movable 
furniture? 

Only steps, little permanent seating.  3 

Are there a range of activities? No – mostly commerce related.  2 
Are there things to watch? Does 
the event create engagement? 

The event is well placed to sit and people watch as it is near the 
Melbourne CBD.  

4 

Total Rating   48/80 
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Figure 10: Sunday Market 

Figure 9: Sunday Market 

Source: Author 

Source: Author 
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4.8.5 Bourke Street Mall, Melbourne  

Bourke Street Mall is Melbourne’s retail hub that links Swanston and Elizabeth streets and it 

only open to pedestrians and trams (Visit Victoria, n.d.b). KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of 

Melbourne) explains that “Bourke Street Mall is kind of the retail hub and a very well used 

space for busking and people watching”.  

 

Table 11: Observation Table 3 - Bourke Street Mall 

Basic Observations Comment  
Time  3:30pm   
Location  Bourke Street Mall, Melbourne   
Description  Shopping area in Melbourne CBD   
Services available  Shops, information centre, food and drink places, public 

transport – tram stop.  
 

Built Environment  

 Rating 
(out of 
5) 

Is the area orientated towards 
traffic or pedestrians? Are there 
any traffic calming measures? 

Completely orientated towards people with the exception of 
trams. No traffic calming measures are needed. The trams do 
pose a slight safety risk for children as there is no obvious 
difference in ground surface to alert a smaller person or even an 
elderly person to the fact they are in the path of a tram. 

4.5 

Is the place accessible for all? Are 
there opportunities for sitting? 

The place is extremely accessible – the pavers are of a very high 
standard that it poses no challenge to a person in a wheelchair 
or mobility scooter. Many opportunities for sitting. Perhaps too 
crowded and overwhelming for some elderly – despite this 
elderly are observed. 

5 

Is there the presence of public art 
and other aesthetically pleasing 
features? 

Yes – lots of colourful banners. Street art on nearly every lane 
that comes off Bourke Street. 

5 

Is there the presence of green 
space? Is it adequate? 

There are trees but it is slightly lacking – difficult environment 
to include nature in, however. 

4.5 

Microclimate and Sensory 
Experience  

  

Is there an adequate amount of 
sunlight, shelter and shade? 

Yes, the space is open and light. There is a sheltered tram stop 
and the steps outside H&M provide shelter if it is raining and 
this is observed.  

5 

Have the colours and textures of 
design elements been chosen to 
provide a range of sensory 
experiences? 

Yes, the pavers really help create a space of high quality. The 
trees are established. Lots of colour. 

5 

Is the experience of place 
positive? 

There is quite a surprising amount of bird life in the space. 
There are no negative smells. The space could be overwhelming 
busy for some. Very clean for the centre of the city. 

4.5 

Is the space completely free from 
negative sensory experiences?  

Yes – just very busy. 4.5 

Engagement / People    
Are there possibilities for play? 
Physical attractions? 

No direct possibilities for play but play is observed – kids 
jumping up on steps and seats. There are a few children dancing 
with the buskers (the buskers are extremely talented as the City 
of Melbourne has selected them)  bikes available for hire. 

4.5 

Any methods of creating 
engagement? Are people engaging 
with others? 

A mixture, some people (mostly tourists) are just hanging out 
and people watching while others look like they are shopping 
or going to and from work. 

5 
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Are people observed to be visibly 
happy? 

Yes, there’s a lot of exciting things happening – buskers making 
people smile. 

5 

Are there a range of age 
demographics present? 

Yes.  5 

Urban Spaces     
Is the space close to key facilities? Yes – there is an information box with volunteers working to 

give people directions and advice on things to do. There are 
trams coming every few minutes 

5 

Are there a range of standing and 
seating options? Is there moveable 
furniture? 

So many different seating options. There are steps to buildings 
that lots of people are sitting on. People are also sitting on the 
planting boxes around trees and then also lots of benches as well 
as individual seats so if someone didn’t want to sit directly 
beside someone they don’t have to – this could be seen as a 
negative but could be extremely beneficial for people who are 
experiencing a sensory overload from the space – it gives them 
a little more distance from others. 

5 

Is the space being well used? Extremely well used. It isn’t peak time or peak season and there 
are a large amount of people using the space – it is busy. 

5 

Are there things to watch? Does 
the space create engagement? 

People watching is an activity that creates engagement and the 
seats allow for this. I really enjoyed people watching here while 
observing. The space also creates engagement through the 
buskers. 

5 

Total Rating   77.5 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 11: Bourke Street Mall Source: Author  
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4.8.6 Federation Square, Melbourne  

Federation Square is Melbourne’s home to cultural attractions, events, tourism experiences, 

bars and restaurants and has become the city’s main meeting place (Visit Victoria, n.d.c) as 

reflected by KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne), “Federation Square is a key public 

space for the human city experience”. Federation Square is the main public space in the centre 

of Melbourne and is directly opposite the main train station for Melbourne – Flinders Street 

Railway Station.  

 

Table 12: Observation Table 4 - Federation Square 

Basic Observations Comment  
Time  2:40pm   
Location  Federation Square, Melbourne   
Description  Urban public space  
Services available  Cafes, toilets, information centre, ATM, tram stop, taxi zone, 

train station across road, car park, free wifi and security. 
 

Figure 12: Bourke Street Mall Source: Author  
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Built Environment  

 Rating 
(out of 
5) 

Is the area orientated towards 
traffic or pedestrians? Are there 
any traffic calming measures? 

Pedestrian-only.  5 

Is the place accessible for all? Are 
there opportunities for sitting? 

Space is designed well to create a range of sitting spaces on 
steps. There are wheelchairs observed, the surface is high-
quality pavement and there is the provision of ramps which 
allowed the observed wheelchairs to traverse the space easily. 

5 

Is there the presence of public art 
and other aesthetically pleasing 
features? 

Yes, colourful umbrellas and architecturally designed space – 
slightly too many sharp edges on buildings, quite a harsh space. 

4 

Is there the presence of green 
space? Is it adequate? 

There are some established trees, the green space is not 
adequate, however. 

3 

Microclimate and Sensory 
Experience  

  

Is there an adequate amount of 
sunlight, shelter and shade? 

Umbrellas and shelter.  5 

Have the colours and textures of 
design elements been chosen to 
provide a range of sensory 
experiences? 

It is a cool space but there are too many colours and shapes in 
Federation Square.  

4 

Is the experience of place positive? Some established trees. 4 
Is the space completely free from 
negative sensory experiences  

There are some construction works going on, which is slightly 
negative (high visibility cones for e.g.). Also some scaffolding. 

4 

Engagement / People    
Are there possibilities for play? 
Physical attractions? 

Historic buildings in the vicinity of Federation Square which 
creates an attraction. There is a radio station hosting a 
basketball throwing competition to win bags of chips. An 
airline is advertising a free trip, to enter the competition you 
have to take a photo with a giant orange suitcase. Children are 
playing, running around trees and up and down stairs. The 
space isn’t directly designed for play but it does accommodate 
it.    

4.5 

Any methods of creating 
engagement? Are people engaging 
with others? 

Some people are pacing through and others are using the 
space as a destination. There are groups of school children. 
Other people are running through the space, assuming they 
have been running along South Bank and are heading back to 
work. 

5 

Are people observed to be visibly 
happy? 

Yes, tourists and children. 5 

Are there a range of age 
demographics present? 

The majority of people using the space are high school aged 
children. 

4 

Urban Spaces     
Is the space close to key facilities? Yes, the train station is across the street. There are also tram 

stops. It is in the CBD of Melbourne so there are lots of cafes, 
bars, restaurants and food trucks all within the space. Tourist 
attractions are also nearby for example, historic buildings, 
graffiti streets/lanes, bike hire and art galleries (one inside 
Federation Square and one just down the street). The 
Melbourne visitor centre is in Federation Square. 

5 

Are there a range of standing and 
seating options? Is there movable 
furniture? 

No movable furniture but there is a range of standing and 
seating options – the way the space is layered and stepped 
allows for this.  

4.5 

Is the space being well used? Yes, some people are moving through the space and others 
are using it as a destination. Large amounts of school groups. 
There are a range of different types of people. It is clear some 

5 
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are tourists, others are school children and some are people 
who are working in the Melbourne CBD. 

Are there things to watch? Does 
the space create engagement? 

People are taking photos of the historic buildings across from 
the Square. The space provides areas for people to sit in 
groups. Federation Square is in the CBD so there is a lot to 
watch.  

5 

Total Rating   72/80 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13: Federation Square 

Figure 14: Federation Square 

Source: Author 

Source: Author 
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4.8.7 Paint the Town Ed, Dunedin   

Some 60,000 visitors came to Dunedin for the singer - Ed Sheeran’s concerts and to capitalise 

on this influx of people, the Dunedin City Council organised a family friendly festival in the 

lower Octagon in the Dunedin CDB. KI 7 (Lecturer – University of Otago and former Urban 

Designer at the DCC) was involved in creating the Dunedin Octagon transformation as part of 

the ‘Paint the Town Ed’ event. KI 7 (Lecturer – University of Otago and former Urban Designer 

at the DCC) reflects that the success of that event is partially a result of the weather - it was 

warm in Dunedin at the time. Additionally, there was a large influx of people to the city, “if 

we did exactly the same thing but there weren’t as many people and the weather was cold or 

rainy, it wouldn’t have been the same”. KI 7 (Lecturer – University of Otago and former Urban 

Designer at the DCC) went on to explain that this shouldn’t be used as an excuse to not do a 

similar event again.  

 

The feedback from the ‘Paint the Town Ed’ event was “overwhelmingly positive”, people 

commented that they loved the atmosphere (KI 7, Lecturer – University of Otago and former 

Urban Designer at the DCC). Further stating that “I think it has something to do with happiness 

as well, just showing people what is possible” in the Octagon, “so even though it was a 

Figure 15: Federation Square Source: Author 
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temporary event there is a pretty strong lasting memory of it and it helps people to think, what 

do we really want? What do we love about this place? And what do we want to make better 

about this place?” (KI 7, Lecturer – University of Otago and former Urban Designer at the 

DCC).     
 

Table 13: Observation Table 5 - Paint the Town Ed 

Basic Observations Comment  
Time  7:30pm  
Location  The Octagon, Dunedin   
Description  The lower Octagon is closed off to traffic and has been turned 

into a pedestrianised hub for activities relating to the Ed 
Sheeran concerts.  

 

Services available  Police, security, port-a-loos, wheelchair accessible, food trucks 
and nearby restaurants.  

 

Built Environment   

 Rating 
(out of 
5) 

Is the area orientated towards 
traffic or pedestrians? Are there 
any traffic calming measures? 

Completely pedestrianised – normally there is a road going 
through the lower half of the Octagon.  

5 

Is the place accessible for all? Are 
there opportunities for sitting? 

Yes, there is permanent street furniture, stairs for sitting, 
temporary street furniture and bean bags.  

5 

Is there the presence of public art 
and other aesthetically pleasing 
features? 

Yes, the space is filled with colour, there are lanterns, 
umbrellas, a paint by numbers mural, human sized snakes and 
ladders painted on the ground and colourful temporary street 
furniture.  

5 

Is there the presence of green 
space? Is it adequate? 

There are large established trees in the Octagon and temporary 
plantings have also been brought in.  

5 

Microclimate and Sensory 
Experience  

  

Is there an adequate amount of 
sunlight, shelter and shade? 

Yes, the observation occurred in the evening as the sun was 
going down. It was a pleasant environment to be in.  

5 

Have the colours and textures of 
design elements been chosen to 
provide a range of sensory 
experiences? 

Yes, the Octagon is usually not an interesting space to be in but 
with the all the colour added from the temporary furniture the 
space is a fun and colourful urban environment.  

5 

Is the experience of place positive? Largely positive.  5 
Is the space completely free from 
negative sensory experiences?  

Yes.  5 

Engagement / People    
Are there possibilities for play? 
Physical attractions? 

Yes – there is a paint by numbers mural, large scale snakes and 
ladders on the ground, a stage and at the time of the observation 
there is singing and people are dancing.  

5 

Any methods of creating 
engagement? Are people engaging 
with others? 

Most people are in groups, there appears to be a lot of 
engagement occurring.  

5 

Are people observed to be visibly 
happy? 

Yes, people are overheard commenting on how great it is to be 
using the Octagon in this manner. People are dancing and 
laughing.  

5 

Are there a range of age 
demographics present? 

Yes, and due to the time of day there were still young children 
around. 

5 

Event Observations    
Availability of food and drink There are multiple permanent food vendors in the Octagon 

which were all open. In addition to this, there are food trucks 
5 
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which provided different options for taste and cost and ensured 
the permanent food vendors were not inundated.  

Are there a range of standing and 
seating options? Any movable 
furniture? 

There are lots of seating options however, people were 
observed sitting on the ground (concrete) it would be 
worthwhile to have more bean bags and other forms of 
temporary seating. 

4 

Are there a range of activities? Yes, lots of things to look at as mentioned elsewhere in this 
table. There is also an exhibition on in the lower Octagon.  

5 

Are there things to watch? Does 
the event create engagement? 

Yes, there is a lot going on. 5 

Total Rating   79/80 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17: Paint the Town Ed 

Figure 16: Paint the Town Ed 

Source: Author 

Source: Author  
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4.8.8 Ed-uke-ate, Dunedin  

Ed-uke-ate was an aspect of the Paint the Town Ed Festival. 1100 primary school pupils from 

around Otago played ukuleles in the lower Octagon (Edwards, 2018a). Children played Ed 

Sheeran songs, however, the event focus was the children not Ed Sheeran. Some hoped that Ed 

would attend but this was not formally organised and he did not attend.   

 

Table 14: Observation Table 6 - Ed-uke-ate 

Basic Observations Comment  
Time  12:30pm   
Location  The Octagon   
Description  1100 school children from Otago came together to play their 

ukuleles. 
 

Services available  Police, security, port-a-loos, wheelchair accessible, food 
trucks and nearby restaurants. 

 

Built Environment   Rating 
(out of 
5) 

Is the area orientated towards 
traffic or pedestrians? Are there 
any traffic calming measures? 

Completely pedestrian orientated.  5 

Is the place accessible for all? Are 
there opportunities for sitting? 

Yes, children are sitting on the ground (concrete) and there are 
steps that observing adults are sitting on. The area is accessible 
for all, a lot of prams and young children are observed.  

4 

Is there the presence of public art 
and other aesthetically pleasing 
features? 

Yes, the space is colourful. There are lanterns and temporary 
furniture.  

5 

Is there the presence of green 
space? Is it adequate? 

There are large established trees in the Octagon and temporary 
plantings have also been brought in. 

5 

Microclimate and Sensory 
Experience  

  

Is there an adequate amount of 
sunlight, shelter and shade? 

Yes, the Octagon is sunny and warm. The trees provide shade 
and there are also sun umbrellas.  

5 

Have the colours and textures of 
design elements been chosen to 
provide a range of sensory 
experiences? 

Yes, the Octagon is usually not an interesting space to be in 
but with the all the colour added from the temporary furniture 
the space is a fun and colourful urban environment. 

5 

Is the experience of place positive? Largely positive.  5 
Is the space completely free from 
negative sensory experiences? 

Yes.  5 

Engagement / People    
Are there possibilities for play? 
Physical attractions? 

Yes, the school children are playing their ukulele’s.  5 

Any methods of creating 
engagement? Are people engaging 
with others? 

Yes, there is a band organising the children and they are all 
playing music together.  

5 

Are people observed to be visibly 
happy? 

Yes, very much so.  5 

Are there a range of age 
demographics present? 

Yes, but the majority are primary school children.  4 

Event Observations    
Availability of food and drink Yes, there are the restaurants in the Octagon but there are no 

additional food and drink vendors at the time of observation.  
4 



 93 

Are there a range of standing and 
seating options? Any movable 
furniture? 

There is some additional temporary furniture.  4 

Are there a range of activities? No, the only activity is the ukulele playing or spectating this. 4 
Are there things to watch? Does 
the event create engagement? 

Yes, it is really entertaining watching the ukulele playing.  4.5 

Total Rating   74.5/80 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18: Ed-uke-ate 

Figure 19: Ed-uke-ate 

Source: Author  

Source: Author  
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4.8.9 Buddha’s Day and Multicultural Festival, Melbourne  

Buddha’s Day and Multicultural Festival is a free annual event organised as a “not-for-profit 

festival, which promotes inclusiveness, cultural awareness, cultural understanding; and 

enhances community spirit and social harmony” (Buddha’s Day and Multicultural Festival, 

2018, n.p.). The Festival attracted over 8000 visitors throughout the weekend it was running. 

There were over 40 activities and 15 food stalls, these were not all operating at the time of 

observation. The festival was located in Federation Square.  
 

Table 15: Observation Table 7 - Buddha's Day and Multicultural Festival 

Basic Observations Comment  
Time  12:40pm  
Location  Federation Square, Melbourne   
Description  Buddha’s Birthday   
Services available  Cafes, toilets, information centre, ATM, tram stop, taxi zone, 

train station across the road, car park, free wifi, security, police 
and language translators. 

 

Built Environment   

 Rating 
(out of 
5) 

Is the area orientated towards 
traffic or pedestrians? Are there 
any traffic calming measures? 

Completely pedestrian orientated so no traffic calming 
measures are necessary. 

5 

Is the place accessible for all? Are 
there opportunities for sitting? 

Yes, there are a noticeable amount of attendees with prams. One 
person observed has difficulty walking and is able to navigate 
the space. 

5 

Is there the presence of public art 
and other aesthetically pleasing 
features? 

Lanterns and a lot of colour.  5 

Is there the presence of green 
space? Is it adequate? 

Little amounts of green space, fake grass. A few established 
trees. Green space is lacking in Federation Square. There is the 
presence of temporary plants. 

3.5 

Microclimate and Sensory 
Experience  

  

Is there an adequate amount of 
sunlight, shelter and shade? 

Yes. 5 

Have the colours and textures of 
design elements been chosen to 
provide a range of sensory 
experiences? 

Yes, Federation Square is an interesting and multi-layered 
space.  

5 

Is the experience of place 
positive? 

Peaceful Buddhist music is playing.  5 

Is the space completely free from 
negative sensory experiences?  

No negative sensory experiences noticed.  5 

Engagement / People    
Are there possibilities for play? 
Physical attractions? 

Prayer wall – write a prayer and attach it to a wall, organised 
prayer (singing) and children with balloons. 

5 

Any methods of creating 
engagement? Are people engaging 
with others? 

Mostly in pairs or groups. People are engaging with others. 
There is a common connection for a lot of the event attendees – 
they are Buddhist. 

5 
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Are people observed to be visibly 
happy? 

At some points people are observed to be happy. The official 
opening of Buddha’s birthday is observed at this point people 
are very serious and engaged with traditional prayer. 

5 

Are there a range of age 
demographics present? 

Yes, primary and preschool children are present. 18 prams 
observed, elderly are also observed. The event is inclusive as it 
was a multicultural event and welcoming to non-Buddhist. 

5 

Event Observations    
Availability of food and drink At the time of event there is the food available in Federation 

Square. No additional food trucks. 
4.5 

Are there a range of standing and 
seating options? Any movable 
furniture? 

Federation Square terraced to provide a range of seating 
options. Some additional furniture provided.  

4 

Are there a range of activities? Prayer wall, incense sticks are handed out for individuals to put 
in a group of other sticks and make a prayer, children dancing, 
large sheets to read about Buddhism – orientated for those who 
are not Buddhist and created a sense of inclusion for non-
Buddhists, large bell to ring, candles to light.   

5 

Are there things to watch? Does 
the event create engagement? 

Large blow up Buddhas walking round create a great deal of 
engagement, people are laughing and getting photos with the 
giant buddhas. There is a bodhi tree interactive art installation 
which is a special interactive art project which was created to 
encompass the attributes of the bodhi tree. People were 
observed slowly walking around looking at things.  

5 

Total Rating   77/80 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 20: Buddha's Day Source: Author  
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Figure 22: Buddha's Day 

Figure 21: Buddha's Day 

Source: Author  

Source: Author  
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4.8.10 Midwinter Carnival, Dunedin   

The Midwinter Carnival is produced by a charitable trust that believes it is important to 

celebrate Dunedin’s distinct seasons. The Carnival takes place on the Saturday closest to the 

Winter Solstice. The Carnival includes live music, local food stalls and fire dancing 

performances (Midwinter Carnival, 2010). The crowd attending is estimated to be 30,000 

people (Edwards, 2018c). The Carnival takes place at night time. Prior to the Carnival, 

community lantern workshops are run to make the lanterns used in the procession.  

 

Table 16: Observation Table 8 - Midwinter Carnival 

Basic Observations Comment  
Time  7:00pm  
Location  The Octagon, Dunedin   
Description  “Dunedin’s central city was aglow with illuminated fairy tale 

characters and creatures as thousands turned out for the annual 
Dunedin Midwinter Carnival parade…a carnival procession 
featuring more than 1000 people carrying lanterns travelled 
from First Church, down Moray Pl, up Stuart St and around 
the Octagon and back.” (Edwards, 2018b, n.p.) 

 

Services available  Port-a-loos, wheelchair accessible, food trucks and nearby 
restaurants. 

 

 
 
Built Environment  

 Rating 
(out of 
5) 

Is the area orientated towards 
traffic or pedestrians? Are there 
any traffic calming measures? 

Completely pedestrian orientated  5 

Is the place accessible for all? Are 
there opportunities for sitting? 

Yes, however, as it is dark and there is a large crowd attending 
it is problematic for physically challenged attendees. One 
attendee in a wheelchair is observed to be having difficulty 
traversing the space.  
 

2.5 

Is there the presence of public art 
and other aesthetically pleasing 
features? 

Yes, the carnival procession includes lanterns and illuminated 
fairy tale characters and creatures.  

5 

Is there the presence of green 
space? Is it adequate? 

The Octagon has large established trees and other green space 
areas – this is not relevant here as the carnival is at night and 
it is dark.  

5 

Microclimate and Sensory 
Experience  

  

Is there an adequate amount of 
sunlight, shelter and shade? 

It is night time but the area is sheltered.  5 

Have the colours and textures of 
design elements been chosen to 
provide a range of sensory 
experiences? 

Yes, the carnival itself is visually stunning and there is music 
at certain points.  

4.5 

Is the experience of place positive? Yes, but too many people.  4 
Is the space completely free from 
negative sensory experiences?  

There are too many people in the space, it is overwhelming at 
times.  

3 

Engagement / People    
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Are there possibilities for play? 
Physical attractions? 

There are no traditional possibilities for play but children are 
observed to be having fun watching the carnival procession. 
There are also children walking in the carnival procession.  

4.5 

Any methods of creating 
engagement? Are people engaging 
with others? 

People are observed to be engaging with each other. 5 

Are people observed to be visibly 
happy? 

Yes. 5 

Are there a range of age 
demographics present? 

Yes, young children through to older people are all observed.  5 

Event Observations    
Availability of food and drink There are food trucks (there are long lines to get food) and the 

bars in the Octagon are near full.  
4 

Are there a range of standing and 
seating options? Any movable 
furniture? 

No, the only option is standing.  3 

Are there a range of activities? No, once the carnival procession, fireworks and fire dancing is 
over there are no other activities.  

3 

Are there things to watch? Does 
the event create engagement? 

There is a lot to watch although it can be hard to see at times, 
it is particularly hard for small children to see.  

3 

Total Rating   66.5/80 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 23: Midwinter Carnival Source: Dunedin NZ, 2018   
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4.8.11 Observation Method Conclusion  

Observation methods are employed in conjunction with key informant interviews to understand 

how public space and events can be successful in promoting the happy city. Key informant 

interviews will confirm the validity of observation findings in Chapter Five. Eight sets of 

observations were carried out in Melbourne and Dunedin with the aim of observing “interesting 

information about the interaction of public life and public space” (Gehl and Svarre, 2013, 

p.XII). The observation recording to score highest in the matrix was 79, this score is given to 

the ‘Paint the Town Ed’ event. The least successful was the Sunday Market, only scoring 48 

points. The successes or failures of public spaces or events and trends across the observation 

matrixes will be discussed in Chapter Five.  

 

4.9 Conclusion  
 
This chapter presented the results from the primary data sourced from the comments and 

opinions of the nine key informants as well as the data collected in the eight observation 

recordings. Presenting this data here has revealed several interesting themes that are discussed 

further in the succeeding section. The key research findings presented here first reflect the 

importance of creating a liveable city – a city that allows city dwellers to go about their day 

with as little stress from the city as possible. Second, the built environment undoubtedly 

influences subjective wellbeing and happiness, however, this is not reflected in planning 

practice. The third finding is that while there is a lot of existing evidence and literature on urban 

happiness, virtually nothing is published from a planning perspective. Chapter Five will 

position these findings within the broader themes in the literature relating to urban happiness 

and understand how the results from this research challenge or complement existing 

knowledge.  
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5 Chapter Five: Discussion  
 
5.1 Introduction  
 

The aim of this research is ‘To explain the importance of designing and planning for subjective 

wellbeing and happiness, and to inform planners of methods and approaches to create urban 

spaces that have the ability to increase happiness’. Chapter Four presented the primary data 

results from Melbourne and Dunedin, this chapter provides a discussion that addresses the aim 

by interpreting the key research themes and findings. This chapter will consider the three 

research objectives individually in chronological order. First, the primary data that relates to 

Research Objective One is situated in the wider body of knowledge and academic literature; 

this section is notably larger than the other sections as this research objective relates directly 

to subjective wellbeing and happiness. Following this, the research objective that relates to the 

planning aspect of this research – Research Objective Two is discussed. The final research 

objective, Research Objective Three, is presented and conclusions are made in relation to the 

observation data. The last section of this chapter extrapolates the three key findings from this 

research.  

 

5.2 Research Objective One  
 

Research Objective One is as follows – ‘To investigate what aspects of the city negatively 

affect or positively enhance subjective wellbeing and happiness’. The main research findings 

and themes that relate to Research Objective One were: 

• Subjective wellbeing and happiness; 

• Liveability; 

• Traffic and modes of transport – including active transport; 

• The city and stress; 

• Social connections and placemaking; and 

• Green space and nature.   

The majority of data from key informant interviews relates to Research Objective One, as such 

this discussion section includes more themes in comparison with the succeeding sections. 

These main themes are not surprising and relate directly to two of the guiding sections in the 

literature review. First, these themes relate to the academic research and literature that details 

subjective wellbeing and happiness is influenced by the cities built form and second, there are 
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methods that can be employed to increase subjective wellbeing and happiness in the urban 

environment.   

 

5.2.1 Subjective Wellbeing and happiness  

Subjective wellbeing and happiness is a notable theme throughout this research. As explained 

by Arampatzi et al. (2018) happiness (and subjective wellbeing) is largely not defined. Layard 

(2005 in Leyden et al., 2011) defined happiness as “feeling good – enjoying life and wanting 

the feeling to be maintained” (p.12). Putnam, (2000) on the other hand, explains that “happiness 

is best predicted by the breadth and depth of one’s social connections” (p.332). KI 1 (Lecturer 

– University of Melbourne) noted the difficulty of defining happiness but made an attempt to 

define it regardless, stating, “generally I think we mean [in relation to defining happiness] the 

wellbeing aspect of health and wellbeing, which means a certain level of mental health, 

optimism, social connection and so on”. When KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) 

was asked what they considered happiness to be they replied, “I guess I would see happiness 

in a way as being related to liveability and also how you create a place that is going to provide 

for people’s different needs beyond just the basics”. Academic understandings of happiness in 

the literature and understanding from key informants are noticeably similar. From this it can 

be concluded that collective urban happiness is a fluid notion that differs from one person to 

the next. Despite this planning and designing a city with increasing individual and collective 

happiness in mind is undoubtedly worthwhile.  

 

Subjective wellbeing is commonly a term used in place of happiness and is often the main 

focus when measuring the quality of life in cities (Delken, 2008 and Bothe, 2017). Leyden et 

al. (2011) explain that “scholars from a multitude of disciplines are examining the causes and 

consequences of subjective wellbeing, or happiness” (p.862). KI 1 (Lecturer – University of 

Melbourne) asserted that there are a lot of people who are interested in the idea of urban 

happiness in particular. Uchida et al. (2004) noted that there are cross-cultural variations in 

understandings of subjective wellbeing and happiness. KI 1 (Lecturer – University of 

Melbourne) also reinforced this, questioning whether it is possible to come up with a 

multicultural and internationalised description of happiness, stating “can we genuinely come 

up with a cross-cultural theory of what urban happiness is?”. KI 1 (Lecturer – University of 

Otago) went on to explain that it is possible to come up with a cross-cultural notion of happiness 
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as there are factors that create happiness that remain constant in different parts of the world. 

Nevertheless, it is important to consider international/cultural needs and preferences in creating 

the happy city – especially in the New Zealand context. Understanding the needs and desires 

of both Pākehā and Māori in the built environment is fundamental to the happy city in the New 

Zealand context.  

 

5.2.2 Liveability  

Liveability was a key theme identified in this research and is an aspect of the city that has the 

potential to positively enhance subjective wellbeing and happiness. This theme interlinks with 

various other themes and is considered a basic premise for creating the happy city – making it 

one of the most significant findings from this research. Liveability is a concept that is becoming 

increasingly significant in urbanisation and development processes (Wang and Moriarty, 

2018). Wang and Moriarty (2018) state: “liveability pays special attention to the living 

conditions of individuals in a compact urban environment” (p.38) and Badland et al. (2014) 

explains there is a link between liveability and social determinants of health. Wang and 

Moriarty’s (2018) statement here on living conditions relates to how this research objective 

examines ‘aspects’ of cities in relation to wellbeing and happiness. To gain an understanding 

of this research objective, key informants were asked what aspects of the city affect liveability? 

KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) responded “it is so multi-layered” and KI 1 

(Lecturer – University of Melbourne) provided an example for this multi-layered nature of 

liveability, stating “proximity to housing, services, the ability…to bicycle or walk, to take 

public transport, proximity to excellent green space, proximity of good schools, proximity of 

good social services, excellent cafes – that kinda 20-minute city thing”. The concept of a 20-

minute city relates to providing city dwellers the ability to live locally, this means allowing 

them to meet their everyday needs within a 20-minute public transport trip, walk or cycle from 

their residential dwelling (Plan Melbourne, 2016).  

 

This multi-layered approach to liveability means that there are a broad range of factors that can 

be provided to assist in making the city more liveable and in turn positively enhancing 

subjective wellbeing and happiness. This research has found that providing a range of efficient 

and enjoyable modes of transport, reducing the stress of the city (this can be done through 

reducing noise, traffic and crowding), encouraging social connectivity in the city to promote 
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social capital, and green space as mandatory requirements for wellbeing. Further, the green 

space provided must be accessible and of high quality in all areas of the city. These themes 

relate directly to liveability and will be discussed here.  

 

5.2.3 Car Dependency  

Commuting and car dependency is a sub-theme recognised here as it has been demonstrated to 

impact on happiness (Montgomery, 2013). KI 1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne) criticises 

planners for allowing sprawl to occur. Car dependency can be created from poor urban planning 

that has led to sprawl. Montgomery (2013) explained that as a city sprawls, social interaction 

becomes more challenging, explaining that sprawl is not only a design problem – it is also a 

psychological problem. Leyden et al. (2011) explained that long commute times are associated 

with reduced social interactions. KI 9 (Planner – Dunedin) provided an example of this 

commenting, “I just think, why would I live in Auckland and sit in a car for an hour each day 

to get to work? It’s just dead time that you will never get back, it’s a time of your life that you 

have lost, just wasted sitting in traffic”. Additionally, car dependent cities create a challenge 

for aging-populations (Hogan et al., 2016). Cities should consider increasing their spending on 

high quality and efficient public transport systems to reduce traffic and car dependency if they 

are serious about their inhabitants’ subjective wellbeing and happiness (Brdulak and Brdulak, 

2017).  

 

5.2.4 Traffic  

Key informants comments on traffic and transport, including active transport relates to 

Research Objective One. Montgomery (2013) noted that since the twentieth century the 

majority of cities globally have been reoriented towards cars, this is true of both Melbourne 

and Dunedin. This theme relates directly to Research Objective One as “a city can be friendly 

to people or it can be friendly to cars, but it can’t be both” (Montgomery, 2013, p.5), cars 

directly impact on subjective wellbeing and happiness. Cars and more specifically the 

associated traffic “makes people very unhappy” (KI 1, Lecturer – University of Melbourne). 

KI 6 (Urban Designer – Dunedin City Council) explained that traffic reduces subjective 

wellbeing and happiness because “people…feel unsafe, [there are] noise, smells – all of that”.  
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To increase subjective wellbeing and happiness, calming the car is worthwhile. KI 1 (Lecturer 

– University of Melbourne) reinforced this saying, “calming the car has so many environmental 

impacts but also social impacts, in terms of just an every stress of trying to cross the street or 

it being really unpleasant to walk on the street that has super-fast traffic”. Pedestrianising a 

street removes the stress from cars. KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) stated a happy 

city “needs to be a good city for walking and pedestrians generally”. The benefits of 

pedestrianisation led to Enrique Peñalosa pedestrianising spaces in his effort to make the 

residents of Bogotá happier (Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2009). Pedestrianising 

streets also has environmental benefits; Brdulak and Brdulak (2017) put forward that reducing 

car dependency and enhancing the pedestrian experience has the potential to reduce greenhouse 

emissions in the city. Positive pedestrian experiences are a feature of liveability and the happy 

city.  

 

5.2.5 Active Transport  

Active transport refers to non-motorised modes of transport (Sallis et al., 2003). Active 

transport is also referred to as human powered transport, or simply walking and cycling (Sallis 

et al., 2003). Sallis et al. (2003) explain that active transport has positive physical and 

subjective wellbeing outcomes. KI 7 (Lecturer – University of Otago and former Urban 

Designer at the DCC) made a similar comment stating “there are tonnes of studies that show 

walking or cycling around is better for people’s mental and physical health”. Additionally, 

active transport can be employed as a response to car traffic. Key Informants 4, 7 and 9 all 

reflected the importance of being able to walk around a city for their personal happiness.  

 

In relation to Research Objective One, a city can increase the subjective wellbeing and 

happiness of its inhabitants by providing for active modes of transport. KI 7 (Lecturer – 

University of Otago and former Urban Designer at the DCC) reflected this, “I don’t think sitting 

in cars is what makes people happy”. This can be done through reorienting a city for public 

transport, creating cycle lanes, improving the safety of existing cycle lanes, pedestrianising a 

street or simply improving the experience of the street for pedestrians. Active transport such as 

walking can make “spaces for people to have improved social interaction with those spaces 

and things that happen, like accidental meetings, those things are quite important” (KI 6, Urban 
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Designer – Dunedin City Council). This relates to Montgomery’s (2013) comments on how 

the city can be reconfigured to increase happiness.   

 

5.2.6 The City and Stress  

The city and stress is a theme that relates to Research Objective One, stress caused by aspects 

of the city reduces subjective wellbeing and happiness. The OECD (2015) noted that the dense 

concentration of commercial, industrial activities and population creates a strain on the quality 

of life for city dwellers. Daily challenges associated with these activities such as air and noise 

pollution and traffic congestion can create social stresses (OCED, 2015). Comments from key 

informants explained that the city can be a stressful place. KI 1 (Lecturer – University of 

Melbourne) mentioned that traffic makes people feel stressed and KI 5 (resident of Melbourne 

and Dunedin) mentioned that large numbers of people in a space can make people feel 

overwhelmed. KI 2 (Research Assistant – University of Melbourne) noted that nature can be 

beneficial in reducing urban stress, stating, “being able to walk in the streets with that feeling 

of nature surrounding you would change many things. It would reduce the stress of the city for 

a lot of people”. Therefore, urban stress is a factor that reduces subjective wellbeing and 

happiness, to counter this, elements to increase subjective wellbeing and happiness need to be 

intentionally included in the design of the city. Montgomery (2013) explained that the stress 

of the city can be reduced if the city is reoriented to produce more joy.  

 

5.2.7 Social Connections and Place Making  

The importance of social capital was a significant theme in both the literature review and the 

key informant interviews. Social capital refers to “the meaningful human contacts of all kinds 

that characterise true communities” (LeGates and Stout, 2011, p.134). Social connections are 

important as illustrated by Putnam (2000), “happiness is best predicted by the breadth and 

depth of one’s social connections” (p.332). KI 1 and KI 5 reinforced this, commenting “social 

connections are really, really huge” (KI 1, Lecturer – University of Melbourne) and “social 

connections are important” (KI 5, Resident of Melbourne and Dunedin). However, social 

isolation is a major challenge facing various places globally (Arampatzi et al., 2018). In 

response to the decline in social capital, KI 6 (Urban Designer – Dunedin City Council) details 

it is important to make “spaces for people to have improved social interaction”. In relation to 



 106 

Research Objective One, Brdulak and Brdulak (2017) state that contemporary cities should put 

a “stronger emphasis on egalitarianism, not elitism, by creating structures that accept people’s 

diverse needs and enable various groups to mix” (p.xi).   

 

5.2.8 Green Space and Nature  

The benefits derived from green space and nature are well known (Montgomery, 2013). KI 2 

(Research Assistant – University of Melbourne) reflected that “there is a lot of research 

everywhere on all the benefits of greenery”. KI 9 (Planner – Dunedin) asserts that “green space 

is really important, particularly because it gives people a chance to interact with nature”. 

Therefore, as the benefits of green space are well documented, it is then important to ensure 

that all parts of the city can easily access green space (Wang and Moriarty, 2018). It has been 

suggested  “that the distance to the nearest green area from each place of residence be no longer 

than 500 metres, no matter which direction a pedestrian takes” (Brdulak and Brdulak, 2017, 

p.xii). This theme relates directly to Research Objective One, KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of 

Melbourne) explains this connection, stating, “people like to connect with trees and the natural 

part of our world…[having] all the different natural elements in the city really enhances its 

liveability and makes people happier”. As such, green space and nature is an aspect of the city 

that can increase subjective wellbeing and happiness.  

 

5.2.9 Research Objective One Conclusion  

Montgomery (2013) identifies that the life and design of the city is inextricably linked to the 

attempt to understand happiness. Research Objective One is the objective that relates directly 

to subjective wellbeing and happiness, as such a range of themes have been explained here. 

The most significant aspect of this discussion of Research Objective One is the importance of 

liveability. Car dependency, traffic and modes of transport – including active transport, the city 

and stress, social connections and placemaking, green space and nature, and subjective 

wellbeing and happiness are all themes that are explained in this section and they all relate back 

to the importance of liveability. These themes all have the potential to positively impact or 

negatively affect the liveability of a place. “Cities do indeed design our lives” (Montgomery, 

2013, p.42) and every urban inhabitant is entitled to live in a city that is liveable and one where 

the leaders seriously consider and allow for the community to increase their subjective 

wellbeing and happiness together. 
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5.3 Research Objective Two  
 

Research Objective Two is as follows, ‘To inform planners in the New Zealand context of the 

importance of planning for human wellbeing and happiness, and providing suggestions as to 

how the New Zealand planning system could allow for this’. The main themes in relation to 

this research objective are:  

• The Role of Planning; 

• Planning systems in Victoria and New Zealand; 

• Similar urban design values in both case study cities; and  

• The role of planning in influencing subjective wellbeing and happiness. 

The role of planning is discussed first to demonstrate how planning systems can create 

challenges for urban planners and designers concerned about creating the happy city. Next, 

planning systems in Victoria and New Zealand are discussed. The third theme – similar urban 

design values reflect that professionals in Melbourne and Dunedin understand the value of 

planning for wellbeing and happiness. The role of planning in influencing subjective wellbeing 

and happiness is discussed last as this section provides some forward thinking advice.  

 

5.3.1 The Role of Planning  

The role of planning in how a city affects subjective wellbeing and happiness is a theme 

discussed by key informants, this was also a theme noted in the literature review. For example, 

King (2013) states the social interactions that occur in the city are “themselves moulded by 

local governments, institutions, social movements, developers and others who influence policy 

and market structure to shape neighbourhood trajectories” (p.2408). KI 6 (Urban Designer – 

Dunedin City Council) affirms this, “we can’t make people happy, but we can try and put the 

conditions in there that might make people rub shoulders with happiness in some way”, KI 6 

(Urban Designer – Dunedin City Council) also explained how pedestrianised areas lead to 

improved social interactions in the city.  KI 9, a Resource Management Planner in Dunedin 

considers that planners are aware of the role they play in influencing subjective wellbeing and 

happiness in the city. However, as Montgomery (2013) points out that engineers, land 

developers, politicians and planners have “taken a wrong turn on the road to the good life” 

(p.8). KI 1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne) also noted that while planners may consider 

wellbeing today, historically they have not and more work in this area is required.  
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5.3.2 Planning in Melbourne and Dunedin  

The results chapter of this thesis explains the planning frameworks that are employed in 

Melbourne and Dunedin. These frameworks guide the decision making in relation to how 

resources are used. In Victoria and in New Zealand, the planning frameworks are largely 

discretionary. KI 3, an urban designer at the City of Melbourne, stated that “the planning 

framework is discretionary, or more kind of performance-based so that can mean that it is less 

hard and fast and more about negotiation and that can make it difficult at times to achieve the 

outcomes that we want”. KI 6, an urban designer at the Dunedin City Council mentioned that  

“planning is to a degree about how far you can push things, we are talking about properties and 

boundaries and effects and so it is kind of based on the most acceptable-worst-case-scenario”. 

Planners have been criticised for creating cities and urban environments that corrode urban 

dwellers subjective wellbeing, happiness and ability to complete everyday tasks (Prominski, 

2016, Stollmann, 2016 and Montgomery, 2013). Prominski (2016) believe that planners adopt 

ideas and norms about how places should be and apply this. This comment from Prominski 

(2016) was not reflected in views from key informants.  

 

5.3.3 Similar Urban Design Values and Revitalisation Projects  

An interesting theme was that both case study cities had recently undertaken or were planning 

inner city projects with similar goals. Notably, key informants from both Melbourne and 

Dunedin were concerned for improving the green spaces in inner city areas and also improving 

the pedestrian experience in the city. Throughout this thesis there have been comments on the 

importance of high quality green space and safe and interesting pedestrian experiences for city 

dwellers wellbeing and the liveability of the city as a premise to creating the happy city.  

 

5.3.4 The Role of Planning in Influencing Subjective Wellbeing and 
Happiness  

KI 9 (Planner – Dunedin) noted that the Resource Management Act guides planning decisions 

in New Zealand. Part 2 of the Resource Management Act has been described as the “engine 

room” of the Act (Warnock and Baker-Galloway, 2015). The section of Part 2 that is relevant 

to this research objective states:  
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“In this Act, sustainable management means managing the use, development, and 

protection of natural and physical resources in a way, or at a rate, which enables people 

and communities to provide for their social, economic, and cultural well-being and for 

their health and safety while…” 

KI 9 (Planner – Dunedin) explains that this section of the Resource Management Act means 

planners do consider wellbeing but suggests “perhaps it could be more responsive”. A way in 

which planning could be more responsive to subjective wellbeing and happiness would be a 

National Environmental Standard or regional policy statement that includes urban design 

mechanisms to design for wellbeing or stricter rules in district plans to increase happiness and 

recognise the value of urban design. Leyden et al. (2011) explain that it is possible to create 

happiness policies, however, getting happiness policies enacted could be challenging in 

Western societies due to the way happiness is viewed as an obscure concept by some. Ellard 

(2015) posed that the building code for new construction could include requirements to create 

“happy and lively façades” (p.110) which is a possibility in New Zealand. This relates to the 

aspects that negatively affect or positively enhance happiness that were explained in the 

previous section such as, reducing car dependency and traffic by improving public transport 

and opportunities for active transport, identifying and mitigating the stressful areas in a city, 

creating places for improved social interaction and allowing for connections with place to 

occur. If these things were appropriately considered at a national level then planning for 

wellbeing in New Zealand could be immensely improved.  

 

5.3.5 Research Objective Two Conclusion  

While changes at the national level would be the most efficient way of planning for subjective 

wellbeing and happiness, changes at the regional and local level (district and city plans) would 

also be worthwhile. KI 1 (Lecturer – University of Melbourne) refers to policy from Bendigo, 

Victoria, Australia, the policy was “the single best piece of policy” that KI 1 had seen. The 

policy detailed that all parts of the town should be playful for all ages. KI 1 said after finding 

this policy “holy cow, you have just got my philosophy summed up right there”. More policy 

of this nature is required if subjective wellbeing and happiness is going to be properly 

considered in decision making and planning processes. To summarise this section, planners are 

in a position to design the city to facilitate citizens in accomplishing basic tasks and goals 

without impediments and in doing so improve the liveability of the city (Ellard, 2015).  
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5.4 Research Objective Three  
 

Research Objective Three is ‘To carry out public observations at events and in urban spaces to 

make conclusions on how a space can work for people’. Recorded visual observations took 

place at various public urban spaces in Melbourne and Dunedin. A total of five observations 

were completed in Melbourne and three in Dunedin. Chapman and McNeill (2005) explain that 

it is a common methodological approach to combine observation methods with key informant 

interviews, as this research did. Observation recordings are a fundamental component of public 

life research (Gehl and Svarre, 2013). This section will present the themes from the observation 

research. The two key themes relate to the accessibility of space and that successful public 

spaces and events are those that create interest. 

 

5.4.1 Accessibility  

Gleeson (1998) explains that the disability movement in Western countries has led to a large 

amount of policy being produced to ensure the city is accessible for all. Explaining that 

“disabled people share a common, if not completely homogenous, experience of social 

oppression…a critically disabling feature of capitalist cities is their inaccessible design” 

(Gleeson, 1998, p.91). Ensuring that an event or public space is accessible to all is a basic 

necessity in building the happy city.  Accessibility is also a component of liveability. The 

observation analysis assessed if a space was accessible to all. All of the observed events and 

urban spaces were highly accessible and people that had disabilities were observed in every 

observation recording. However, the Winter Carnival in Dunedin appeared more challenging 

for some. The Carnival was extremely popular and crowds and darkness created a hurdle for 

disabled attendees. In addition to this, very crowded places create a problem for many.   

 

5.4.2 Successful Public Spaces and Events  

The most successful urban spaces and events were those that were interesting, had a range of 

activities and were playful. For example, the Paint the Town Ed event included music, food 

trucks, bean bags, a paint by numbers mural and various other activities. Similarly, Buddha’s 

Birthday included music, dancing, interesting things to look at and features in the space that 

encouraged interaction. Whereas, the Arts Markets and the Victoria Markets were scored lower 

as these observations lacked features other than traditional market commerce. Noting here that 
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the purpose of the markets is to sell goods as opposed to a space or event that is created for the 

purpose of enjoyment. As such, it is not surprising that the markets scored lower than other 

observations. KI 3 (Urban Designer – City of Melbourne) reinforced these findings when they 

made comments on layers in public space, stating: 

“Layers of different things make public spaces really interesting. The layers of history, 

you know having architecture that has evolved over time, street art, public art. Having 

a huge range of different users makes it more interesting because you get that sort of 

daily theatre.” 

This quote relates to the observation recordings carried out at Bourke Street Mall. Bourke 

Street Mall is an urban space that scored highly in the observation matrix and part of this was 

as a result of the amount of interesting things occurring in the space. Jacobs (1961) asserts that 

“if a city’s streets look interesting, the city looks interesting; if they look dull, the city looks 

dull” (p.30) and Bourke Street Mall provided a positive example of this.  

 

5.4.3 Research Objective Three Conclusion  

The observation method proved to be useful and would be a beneficial tool for council 

representatives to employ to understand the successes and failures of the public spaces and 

events in their city. It is important to understand how public spaces and events are working for 

people, if they are successful then there are very real benefits for the people in the city. This 

was demonstrated with the ‘Paint the Town Ed’ festival. The commentary on Facebook and 

news articles was overwhelmingly positive, as is depicted in Figure 24 featuring the top 

comment on an Otago Daily Times article titled ‘Call for car-free Octagon’. The Otago Daily 

Times article authored by Block (2018) received a notable 833 likes.   
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5.5 Conclusion and Overall Key Findings  
 

By analysing the trends in the research and situating these trends within the literature, three 

significant findings were revealed. First, that creating a liveable city is the basic premise to 

building the happy city. Aspects of liveability can be measured, such as commuter distance, 

amount and quality of green space, the ability to use active transport, to take public transport 

and distance to basic social services. Planners can ensure communities have these listed aspects 

of liveability and various others available to them. Resource consent applications under the 

Resource Management Act are often declined if they do not align with the zone they are in – 

for example, a café in a residential area. It would be worthwhile to reduce the strict nature of 

zoning rules and at the same time increase the restrictions on aspects of the design of a building 

that will influence wellbeing, such as the designs interaction with the street, height and bulk, 

and the inclusion of green features in the design. The second key finding is that the built 

environment directly influences subjective wellbeing and happiness. More discussion around 

this within the planning profession is required to ensure planners are aware of the weight of 

their decisions and the position they are in to create a happier city. Finally, the last key finding 

relates to the lack of knowledge on urban happiness from a planning perspective, more research 

is needed. Key finding two and three have the potential to include policy shifts that can 

encourage or even require planners to take into account and actively plan for human subjective 

wellbeing and happiness. 

 
 

Figure 24: Facebook Comment Screenshot 
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6 Chapter Six: Conclusion  
 

The primary aim of this research has been ‘To explain the importance of designing and 

planning for subjective wellbeing and happiness, and to inform planners of methods and 

approaches to create urban spaces that have the ability to increase happiness’. This aim has 

been addressed throughout this thesis with the assistance of the three research objectives, which 

are as follows:  

1. To investigate what aspects of the city negatively affect or positively enhance 

subjective wellbeing and happiness; 

2. To inform planners in the New Zealand context of the importance of planning for 

human wellbeing and happiness, and providing suggestions as to how the New Zealand 

planning system could allow for this; and  

3. To carry out public observations at events and in urban spaces to make conclusions on 

how a space can work for people.  

This chapter explains why happiness is selected and then goes on to mention two of the notable 

determinants of happiness – health and relationships. Next it explains how happiness is 

measured. The main research findings are then presented. The chapter concludes with 

identifying opportunities for future research and reflections from this research.  

 

6.1 Why Happiness?  
 

In recent years in New Zealand, there has been a lot of discussion on mental health and 

alarmingly high suicide rates. There were 365 suicides in New Zealand in 2013 (Stats NZ, 

2013c). New Zealand is a highly urbanised country, 76 percent of the population lived in urban 

areas at the time of the 2013 census (Stats NZ, n.d.). For these reasons, amongst other, focusing 

on wellbeing and happiness in the city is extremely worthwhile. This research found that 

happiness is hard to define but it is generally agreed to be “feeling good – enjoying life and 

wanting the feeling to be maintained” Layard (2005 in Leyden et al., 2011, p.12). As 

Montgomery (2013) explained, “it is impossible to separate the life and design of a city from 

the attempt to understand happiness” (p.16). Promoting urban happiness through the built 

environment is beneficial as happy people are more resilient, healthier, more productive and 

live longer (Botur, 2015, n.p.).  
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6.2 Happiness, Health and Relationships  
 
This research has demonstrated that happiness is challenging to define and it is challenging to 

measure. However, “the simplest way to measure happiness is just to ask people” (Botur, 2015, 

n.p.). Previous research that employed self-reporting techniques have found that happiness is 

associated with health and social relationships – notably those with family and friends 

(Bojanowska and Zalewska, 2016 and Tafarodi et al., 2012 in Freeman, 2017). While some 

may argue that urban planning does not directly influence health and relationships and that it 

is outside of the scope of the planning profession, this thesis asserts that planning certainly 

does directly affect subjective wellbeing and happiness. The built form is entirely the result of 

decision making as opposed to chance (Hogan et al., 2016). The built environment shapes 

people’s lives and affects their happiness, the decisions that are made by planners are 

significant in influencing health and relationships (Montgomery, 2013 and Hogan et al., 2016). 

 

6.3 How can Happiness be Increased? 
 
Urban happiness can be increased, this thesis has detailed the factors which reduce and those 

that enhance subjective wellbeing and happiness. Promoting social capital/connection, creating 

accessible and high quality green space and putting people at the forefront of decision making 

are some of the key considerations in promoting the happy city. Perhaps the most notable factor 

to avoid is planning for cars; car dependency and traffic have become psychological problems 

– they are a source of urban stress (Montgomery, 2013). Planners along with government 

departments (such as the Department of Conservation and Ministry for the Environment) 

regional and local territorial authorities and national agencies (such as the New Zealand 

Transport Agency), engineers, architects and urban designers should come together to create a 

way forward – a way to plan for subjective wellbeing and happiness. This is a topic that requires 

collaboration from a range of stakeholders. There are international examples, such as Bogotá 

and Bhutan that have proved collective happiness can be increased when people in power 

seriously consider wellbeing. New Zealand is well placed to create happy cities as we have the 

resources; we have a strong economy, relatively low poverty rates on the international scale 

and incredible access to green and natural spaces.  
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6.4 Main Research Findings  
 

The literature review, key informant interviews and observations all reinforce the importance 

of creating a liveable city. A liveable city is a city that has attractive natural and built 

environments, reduces inequalities and supports health and wellbeing (Badland et al., 2014). 

A liveable city is a city that reduces the factors that negatively affect subjective wellbeing and 

happiness and promotes those that increase subjective wellbeing and happiness. As KI 1 

(Lecturer – University of Melbourne) states liveability relates to: 

“Proximity of housing to services, the ability…to bicycle or walk, to take public 

transport, proximity to excellent green space, proximity of good schools, proximity of 

good social services, excellent cafes – that kinda 20-minute city thing.” 

It is possible to understand how liveable a city is. By understanding how liveable different parts 

of the city are and why that is, urban planners can actively seek to improve liveability through 

directed policy.  

 

The research presented in this thesis affirms that the built environment influences subjective 

wellbeing and happiness. The connection between the built environment and wellbeing is well 

documented in existing literature. Although this is not a new finding, it is extremely important 

to keep adding to the understanding of this topic. As Montgomery (2013) asserts, cities do 

design lives and it is crucial that not only planners but also urban designers, architects, 

landscapers and civic leaders understand this. Additionally, the research process uncovered 

that there is a lack of understanding from an urban planning perspective on how the built 

environment impacts on subjective wellbeing and happiness. This research has found that it is 

not possible to separate the form and design of the city from an attempt to understand subjective 

wellbeing and happiness of urban dwellers (Montgomery, 2013). More knowledge of urban 

happiness from a planning perspective is required in the New Zealand context to ensure that 

good urban planning – planning that considers wellbeing and happiness can occur. This 

information can then be used to reinforce that happiness is a major component of wellbeing 

and needs to be appropriately planned for.  

 

6.5 Opportunities for Future Research  
 

It would be worthwhile to develop liveability indicators further or to improve existing 

indicators. Liveability indicators can be used to understand the impact of existing local urban 
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planning policies on health, wellbeing, happiness and other aspects of liveability (Badland et 

al., 2014). It is important to note that understandings of liveability can vary from one individual 

to the next. For example, for a religious person, being near their place of worship may be an 

aspect of what they define as liveable but this would not be a consideration of liveability for a 

non-religious person. For this reason, self-reporting on liveability would be worthwhile. To 

ensure there is flexibility in planning and inclusion of a wide range of cultural and personal 

needs.  

 

The development of a liveability and happiness ranking smartphone app would be worthwhile. 

City residents could use the app to list the categories of what constitutes liveability for them 

and then provide a weighting as to how important for their wellbeing and happiness each 

category is. The development of a simple app would allow information that could be conveyed 

to city leaders to inform them of how the city could be best reconfigured for wellbeing. 

Additionally, the residents using the app could rate their happiness in various parts of the city; 

this would inform city leaders of successful areas in the city and areas that required more work 

to promote happiness. A simple app would ensure that it was usable for all. The app would 

ensure data is more up-to-date than existing measurements of subjective wellbeing and 

happiness as the app users could re-enter data often. Additionally, local level reporting is more 

worthwhile than country level reporting as it is more specific to place. Investment in this area 

could have immense positive flow-on effects for the subjective wellbeing and happiness of a 

city.  

 

6.6 Summary Reflections from the Research  
 

Focusing on urban environments is important in a country as urbanised as New Zealand. The 

health, wellbeing and happiness of urban residents is a subject that requires a lot of awareness. 

Urban happiness is currently not prioritised in New Zealand. The main finding of this research 

is that happiness is not often considered something worthy of serious empirical investigation 

by Western leaders (Leyden et al., 2011). The view of happiness as an elusive concept may 

halt development in this area, for example Fox (2016) asserts: 

“Once we understand that the design of spaces and structures shape our mental 

environments, and that our surroundings can either contribute to happier, healthier and 

more successful communities or cause distress, disconnection and fail us all, then 

rebuilding our city takes on a new importance.” (n.p.)  
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This quote reflects the importance of research of this nature to inform others of how the built 

environment affects collective subjective wellbeing and happiness. Once this is understood 

steps can be taken to reconfigure cities to produce more happiness.  
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Appendix A: Table of Key Informants  
 

Key Informant Role 
1 Professor in Urban Planning at the University of Melbourne 

2 Research Assistant at the University of Melbourne 

3 Team Leader Urban Design and Design Review – City of Melbourne 

4 Resident of Melbourne and former resident of Dunedin 

5 Resident of Melbourne and former resident of Dunedin 

6 Urban Designer – Dunedin City Council 

7 Lecturer in Urban Design – University of Otago 

8 Resident of Melbourne and former resident of Dunedin 

9 Work Group Manager Planning and Property - WSP Opus 
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Appendix B: Interview Schedule  
 
What is liveability? 
 
What are features of a liveable city? 
 
How can urban design and planning influence the way someone experiences the city? 
 
Why is good urban design important? 
 
Do you think urban design, public spaces and public events can make people happy? If yes 
how? 
 
Do you think happy city initiatives should be incentivised? If yes how? 
 
What makes for a happy place?  
 
Do you think it is worthwhile to spend public money on creating happy places and if so why? 
 
Is Dunedin/Melbourne a happy city? If so, why? And if not, how could it become a happy 
city? 
 
Is happiness and public wellbeing a concern for planners?  
 
How can happiness be included in formal planning systems? 
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Appendix C: Information Sheet for Participants  

 

 
 
AN INVESTIGATION INTO HOW THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT CAN 

INCREASE HAPPINESS 
INFORMATION  SHEET  FOR  PARTICIPANTS 

 
Thank you for showing an interest in this research. Please read this information sheet carefully 
before deciding whether or not to participate. If you decide to participate we thank you. If you 
decide not to take part there will be no disadvantage to you.  
 
What is the aim of the project? 
This research investigates how the built environment can increase happiness. It aims to 
challenge local authorities, developers and planners to consider public wellbeing in decision 
making processes. 
 
This project is being undertaken as part of the Master of Planning Course for Olivia Neame’s 
thesis research.  
 
What type of participants are being sought? 
Approximately 10 key informants are being sought to take part in semi-structured interviews. 
Recruitment will take place by way of face to face invitations and emails as appropriate. 
Participants are welcome to request a copy of the final research.  

 
What will participants be asked to do? 
Should you agree to take part in this project, you will be asked to engage in discussion about 
how the built environment can increase happiness. The time commitment to this research will 
be limited to the duration of the interview (approximately 30 minutes – 1 hour). Please be 
aware that you may decide not to take part in the project without any disadvantage to yourself 
of any kind.  
 
What data or information will be collected and what use will be made of it? 
The data that will be collected will focus on how the built environment can increase happiness. 
The data will take form of notes taken during interviews and audio recordings if permitted by 
informants. The information gathered will be used in writing a Master of Planning thesis. The 
results of the research will be published and the thesis will be available in the University of 
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Otago Library (Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to preserve anonymity. 
A copy of the thesis can be made available on request.  
 
The data collected will be securely stored in such a way that only the researcher will be able to 
gain access to it. Data obtained as a result of the research will be retained for at least 5 years 
in secure storage. Any personal information held on the participants, such as contact details 
and audio recordings, may be destroyed at the completion of the research even though the data 
derived from the research will, in most cases, be kept for much longer or possibly indefinitely. 
Reasonable precautions will be taken to protect data gathered by email. The security of 
electronically transmitted information cannot be guaranteed. Caution is advised in the 
electronic transmission of any sensitive material.   
 
This project involves an open-questioning technique. The general line of questioning includes 
how urban design and public events can positively influence subjective wellbeing. The precise 
nature of the questions which will be asked have not been determined in advance, but will 
depend on the way in which the interview develops.  Consequently, although the University of 
Otago Human Ethics Committee is aware of the general areas to be explored in the interview, 
the Committee has not been able to review the precise questions to be used. 
 
In the event that the line of questioning does develop in such a way that you feel hesitant or 
uncomfortable you are reminded of your right to decline to answer any particular question(s) 
and also that you may withdraw from the project at any stage without any disadvantage to 
yourself. 
 
Can participants change their mind and withdraw from the project? 
You may withdraw from participation in the project at any time and without any disadvantage 
to yourself of any kind. 
 
What if participants have any questions? 
If you have any questions about the project, either now or in the future, please feel free to 
contact either:- 
 
Olivia Neame and   Professor Claire Freeman  
Department of Geography    Department of Geography  
     University Telephone:- 64 3 479 8785 
neaol603@student.otago.ac.nz    claire.freeman@otago.ac.nz 
 
This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee. If you 
have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the Committee 
through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph +643 479 8256 or email 
gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated 
and you will be informed of the outcome. 
 


