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Designing for happiness, building for resilience: a systematic review of 
key factors for cities
Saeideh Sobhaniniaa, Sahar Samavatib and Daniel P. Aldrichc

aSchool of Geographical Sciences and Urban Planning, Arizona State University, Phoenix, AZ, USA; bFaculty of Industrial Design 
Engineering, Delft University of Technology, Delft, Netherlands; cPolitical Science and Policy School, Northeastern University, 
Boston, MA, USA

ABSTRACT
Cities today face the dual challenge of increasing vulnerability to disruptions and 
a growing demand for improved quality of life. By prioritising happiness and resi
lience, cities can create sustainable environments that promote health, social cohe
sion, and adaptability to various stresses and withstand economic, social, and 
environmental shocks while fostering the well-being, inclusivity, and quality of life 
of all residents. This study aims to understand what indicators most impact urban 
resilience and happiness through a systematic literature review. Our analysis uncov
ered that factors with a dual impact on improving urban resilience and happiness fit 
into the following categories: individual, social, socio-economic, environmental, infra
structural, technological, resource-based, place-based, urban planning, and housing- 
related. This study provided a comprehensive understanding of how urban design 
and policies can enhance both resilience and happiness in cities. Policymakers and 
planners can adapt and use the identified indicators and strategies to enhance 
citizens’ happiness and create a resilient community in various contexts and under 
diverse stressors.
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1. Introduction

Rapidly increasing urbanisation brings major chal
lenges to the health, liveability, and quality of life of 
citizens in cities, especially as climate change conse
quences accelerate. Examples of recent disasters in 
urban spaces include the 1995 heat wave in 
Chicago, the 2011 triple disasters in Japanese cities 
in Tohoku, the 2017 floods in Mumbai, the 2021 
Marshall Fires in Colorado, and the April 2024 
Taiwan earthquake (Klinenberg 2002; Aldrich 2019). 
Cities must meet the present needs of society to 
ensure that individuals and communities have posi
tive experiences, feel safe and comfortable, and have 
collective resilience against future shocks. Resilience 
here reflects the ability to withstand fast or gradual 
changes and bounce forward in the gravest of circum
stances, showing coping and adaptive capability 

when changes are against you (Sobhaninia 2023,  
2024a). At the same time, researchers have underlined 
the critical importance of happiness, that is, the ability 
to handle stressors and shocks with mental equani
mity (Samavati 2022; Veenhoven 2022). Urban happi
ness and residents’ happiness are closely intertwined, 
as the design, infrastructure, and social dynamics of 
a city significantly influence the well-being, satisfac
tion, and quality of life of its inhabitants. Cities play 
a fundamental role in shaping residents’ happiness 
(Samavati and Desmet 2022; Samavati et al. 2024). 
Urban happiness can be defined as the combined 
impact of various qualities of the cities that determine 
residents’ happiness (Samavati and Desmet 2022). It is 
a multifaceted concept that encompasses a positive 
perception of a place by its inhabitants and represents 
a quantitative measure of the overall satisfaction and 
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quality of life of citizens in a specific geographic area 
(Sepe 2016; Liao et al. 2022).

Practitioners and scholars alike have begun to 
recognise the significance of resilient and happy cities 
in academic studies and conferences, highlighting 
their significance in urban planning and develop
ment. The idea of happiness in urban environments 
has attracted growing interest due to its significant 
role in the overall well-being of city residents 
(Battistoni et al. 2023). For instance, the World 
Health Organization addressed this topic in 2014 by 
exploring how to create and measure happiness and 
resilience in cities (Kamel Boulos et al. 2015). In addi
tion, the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
particularly Goal 11 of the United Nations 2030 
Agenda, emphasise the creation of a better future 
through resilient, inclusive, sustainable, and safe cities 
and settlements (Battistoni et al. 2023). The Inter- 
Governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 
2018 highlighted that cities, as the current dominant 
settlement forms, must undergo major changes to be 
able to address the challenges following the 1.5° 
Celsius increase in global temperature (IPCC Change 
PC 2018; McGrath 2018). The UN has also urged prac
titioners to include happiness in development policy 
for over a decade (United Nations 2011).

Creating cities that are both resilient and happy 
remains a critical goal for societies around the world. 
Resilience ensures that cities can withstand and 
recover from adverse events like environmental dis
asters, climate change impacts, and economic shocks, 
protecting lives, property, and infrastructure (Aldrich  
2012; Sobhaninia 2024b). Happy cities, on the other 
hand, prioritise the well-being of their inhabitants by 
increasing social connections, providing access to 
green spaces and other social infrastructure facilities, 
and improving physical and mental health (Fraser 
et al. 2022). When cities are both resilient and happy, 
they not only safeguard their communities against 
crises but also enhance the quality of life, leading to 
healthier, more engaged, and productive populations. 
This dual focus contributes to sustainable urban 
development, attracting investment and creating 
vibrant, thriving communities that can adapt to and 
flourish amidst future challenges (Liao et al. 2022).

As a result, the present study focused on under
standing the measures captured by previous analyses 
that were focused on creating urban resilience and 
happiness. It employs a comprehensive systematic 
review and qualitatively analyzes them to capture 

the framework of creating more resilient and happier 
cities in areas facing various types of stressors. This 
article contributes to the existing literature in several 
ways. First, to our knowledge, while there are several 
systematic reviews of these fields in isolation (Fraser 
et al. 2021), it is among the first studies to investigate 
the literature that covers both resilience and happi
ness. Second, rather than a qualitative summary or 
table listing of the dozens of studies under review, 
we provide easy-to-understand visualisations that illu
minate the overlap (and lack thereof) in factors con
nected to happiness and resilience (Tomz et al. 2003). 
Finally, this paper provides city managers, urban plan
ners, and disaster agencies with a concrete set of 
variables that can help them create happier and 
more resilient cities.

2. Resilience

Multidisciplinary and complex (Rodin 2014), 
a resilience-centred approach recognises the world 
as an adaptive, dynamic system (Amirzadeh et al.  
2022). The term derives from the Latin word resilire, 
meaning springing back (Davoudi et al. 2013). Early 
resilience definitions were often focused on returning 
to the pre-disaster equilibrium, while more recent 
definitions focus on bouncing forward to enable com
munities and institutions to overcome the same shock 
in the future (Sobhaninia and Buckman 2022). An 
over-reliance on returning to pre-disaster characteris
tics can lock cities and communities into the same 
vulnerable status and lead to similar and, in some 
cases, worse responses in time of future shocks 
(Saunders and Becker 2015). Merely focusing on 
resuming pre-disaster characteristics also leads to 
unsustainable patterns of urban development 
(Chelleri 2012).

The resilience concept originates from engineering 
science studies of material resistance (Tierney and 
Bruneau 2007), which seeks to adjust system perfor
mance to the prevailing conditions (Madni and 
Jackson 2009). It rests on the concept of returning to 
equilibrium (Ahern 2010), meaning that a system 
should resist upcoming disruptions, adjust its function 
to the changing situations, and return to the status 
quo (Simmie and Martin 2010). However, in the late 
20th century, many scholars considered resilience as 
a non-equilibrium paradigm. The non-equilibrium 
resilience model derived from ecological science 
depended on the amount of stress a system could 
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withstand without changing its structure (Holling  
1973). Later in the 1970s, psychologists started to 
study resilience as the individual’s ability to respond 
to adversity (Runswick‐Cole and Goodley 2013). 
Another recent resilience approach to the topic is 
community resilience, which is the ability of commu
nities to maintain the well-being of community mem
bers in times of challenges and cope with disruptions 
derived from social, political, or environmental 
changes (Aldrich 2012; Sobhaninia et al. 2023).

The concept of resilience arrived relatively recently 
in the city planning literature. As cities are multidi
mensional, adaptive social-ecological systems, resili
ence can provide valuable insights into cities’ social, 
physical, and ecological aspects (Orleans Reed et al.  
2013; Delgado-Ramos and Guibrunet 2017) by 
increasing cities’ ability to withstand, adapt, and 
respond to uncertain changes (Desouza and Flanery  
2013). Urban resilience refers to the city’s ability to 
cope with and respond to various stresses and shocks 
(Leichenko 2011). Meerow et al. (2016) defined urban 
resilience as the capability of urban systems, along 
with their socio-technical and socio-ecological net
works across various spatial and temporal scales, to 
sustain or quickly restore desired functions when it is 
disturbed, adapt in times of change and transform 
systems that constrain present or future adaptive 
capacity swiftly.

In addition, resilience includes various disciplines, 
including cultural, economic, political, and educa
tional focused ones (Huang et al. 2022; Sobhaninia  
2023). Culturally resilient cities consider a set of cultu
rally normal behaviours depending on the cultural 
context in which a shock happens (Ungar 2004). 
Economically resilient cities aim to develop commer
cially and withstand and address interruptions to their 
economic systems, such as a recession (Simmie and 
Martin 2010). Governmentally resilient cities seek to 
be actively involved when needed, engage citizens in 
planning, and allocate resources equally (Pearson 
et al. 2014). Lastly, education resilience aims to pro
mote and develop children’s emotional and social 
well-being at school (Gillham et al. 2013). Although 
resilience disciplines are various, they all share five 
goals: awareness, diversity, integration, self- 
regulation, and adaptiveness (Rodin 2014; 
Amirzadeh and Barakpour 2019).

Furthermore, resilience contains various approaches, 
including recovery, coping with change, incremen
tal adaptation, and transformational adaptation 

(Amirzadeh et al. 2022). Recovery seeks to return 
the system to pre-disaster equilibrium or bounce 
forward and create a new equilibrium (Sobhaninia 
and Buckman 2022). Coping represents maintaining 
the system’s current equilibrium by responding to 
disasters’ impacts in the short term. Adaptation 
aims to improve the capacity of cities and develop 
the current characteristics to adjust and respond to 
changing internal and external drivers (Folke et al.  
2010). Incremental adaptation includes developing 
more than usual to cope with drastic stresses and 
maintain the city’s performance (Chelleri et al.  
2015). Lastly, the transformation, which is the pri
mary disaster risk management strategy, includes 
long-term structural changes, which may or may 
not alter the city’s fundamental characteristics to 
facilitate reaching a new equilibrium to deal with 
large-scale shocks (Davidson 2010; Martin 2012; 
Buckman and Sobhaninia 2022).

2.1. The resilience of what to what?

Resilience can be viewed from two perspectives: 
general and specified. Depending on the context 
and situation, resilience strategies might focus on 
a wide range of stressors or a specific one (Galaitsi 
et al. 2021; Amirzadeh et al. 2022). General resilience 
seeks to integrate various uncertainties and improve 
cities’ capability to cope with and respond to a wide 
range of potential shocks and risks (Leichenko 2011). 
Some researchers believe that overly focusing 
responses on studies of one type of shock possibili
ties can lead to a fragile, unbalanced system. By 
creating a more general and flexible approach to 
resilience that improves urban resilience in various 
aspects, cities can better withstand a broad spectrum 
of uncertain futures (Folke et al. 2010; Sapountzaki  
2014). Some general resilience dimensions include 
self-organisation, self-sufficiency, multi- 
functionality, flexibility, diversity, and connectivity 
(Amirzadeh et al. 2023).

On the other hand, other researchers believe that 
specified resilience – with plans to achieve resilience 
to a specific risk – better aligns with the complex 
features of cities. They see resilience not as an abstract 
concept that can be applied to a broad spectrum of 
abstract possible uncertainties but rather as specific 
adaptive capacities to concrete risks. To develop resi
lience in cities, practitioners need to identify the 
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particular risks that cities face and improve city 
aspects that facilitate coping with their threats in the 
present and future (Carpenter et al. 2001; Desouza 
and Flanery 2013; Vale 2014).

3. Happiness

Throughout history, happiness has captured 
a variety of loosely linked concepts. Philosophers 
employed the term to signify leading a virtuous 
life and highlighting ethical conduct (cf. Plato’s 
The Republic). Additionally, happiness was asso
ciated with favourable living conditions and was 
synonymous with ‘livability.’ In recent years, 
a growing number of scholars have explored the 
conceptual analysis of happiness through various 
notions such as happiness (Veenhoven 1997; 
Easterlin 2003; Tella and MacCulloch 2006; Layard  
2010), quality of life (Veenhoven 2000; Marans  
2012), life satisfaction (Cummins 1996; Diener et al.  
2013; Ouria 2019; Moulay and Ujang 2021), and 
(subjective) people’s well-being (Diener 1994; 
Diener et al. 1999; Veenhoven 2007; Layard 2010 
Dolan and Metcalfe 2012). Positive emotions have 
been found to aid in recovery from negative experi
ences (Lyubomirsky and Della Porta 2010). In this 
paper, we adopt this conceptual framework, 

building on the work of the World Database of 
Happiness (Veenhoven 2022). We align with their 
definition of happiness as the subjective enjoyment 
of an individual’s life as a whole; essentially, it is 
how much individuals like the life they live. Figure 1 
traces one approach of developing happiness over 
time (Costanza et al. 2007).

3.1. Concept of urban happiness

The characteristics of the city can affect how resi
dents view themselves and their environment, 
which can lead to different emotional states, such 
as feelings of comfort, security, happiness, or annoy
ance (Weijs-Perrée et al. 2020). Previous studies that 
have analysed people’s subjective well-being 
regarding urban environments focus mainly on hap
piness, which is an essential indicator of individuals’ 
mental health (e.g. Sepe 2016). Urban Happiness 
stems from social, physical, and cultural dimensions, 
broader conditions of communities and govern
ments, subjective factors, and the qualities of 
urban spaces (Shoval et al. 2018; Samavati and 
Ranjbar 2019). Urban happiness can be defined as 
the combined impact of various public space quali
ties that determines citizen happiness (Samavati and 
Desmet 2022). It is a multifaceted concept that 
encompasses a positive perception of a place by 
its inhabitants and induces them to spend a long 
time there (Sepe 2016; Samavati et al. 2024). 
Moreover, it serves as a qualitative indication of 
the general contentment and standard of living 
experienced by inhabitants within a designated 
geographical region, often within a local community 
or urban centre (Battistoni et al. 2023). Figure 2 
below visualises the dimensions impacting happi
ness in urban spaces.

4. The importance of urban happiness in 
resilience

As the frequency of both slow-onset and rapid-onset 
disasters escalates globally, the imperative to refine 
urban planning and design strategies to mitigate 
their impacts on communities and cities grows 
more urgent (Mark et al. 2023). Furthermore, the 
concept of resilience extends beyond mere survival; 
it encompasses the creation of cities that not only 
withstand a wide variety of adversities but also pro
mote the well-being and happiness of their Figure 1. Definition of happiness, adapted from Costanza et al. (2007).
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inhabitants (Magdi 2022). Urban resilience, there
fore, plays a pivotal role in fostering subjective well- 
being among residents. Research has shown that 
bolstering urban resilience contributes to enhanced 
happiness through improved satisfaction with one’s 
surroundings, along with stronger ecological, infra
structure, community, and economic resilience (Liao 
et al. 2022).

5. Research methodology

This article sought to identify the indicators of urban 
resilience and happiness that were employed in stu
dies that focused on creating both resilience and 
happiness in cities. The primary research question 
posed was: How can happy cities be developed in 
areas facing disasters? A systematic review was con
ducted using the framework outlined by Moher et al. 
(2009) to address such complex questions. The analy
sis focused on identifying the predominant indicators 
used in the literature for urban resilience and happi
ness. The methodology was guided by the Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta- 
Analyses Extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA- 
ScR) Checklist, as suggested by Tricco et al. (2018).

The initial data collection phase involved an exten
sive search on the Web of Science (WoS) database on 
28 March 2024. We selected the WoS because it con
tains more than 22,000 peer-reviewed journals, 
226,000+ conference publications, and 126,000+ 
books. Our search aimed to comprehensively cover 
the literature regarding the studies on the 

relationship between creating happier and more resi
lient cities. The search query was structured around 
two key themes, urban resilience and happiness, and 
was limited to studies published in English. The spe
cific search query employed was as follows:

TITLE-ABS-KEY ((‘resilient*’) AND (‘urban’ OR ‘city’ 
OR ‘cities’) AND (‘happy’ OR ‘happiness’))

The search yielded 85 articles with abstracts and 
full manuscripts which the team thoroughly reviewed 
to pinpoint studies addressing ways to create both 
happier and more resilient cities. This initial screening 
resulted in the exclusion of 43 studies that did not 
align with the research objectives.

The focused examination of the remaining 42 
studies utilised the PRISMA-ScR Checklist to cate
gorise data concerning the indicators of urban 
resilience and urban happiness separately. Each 
study was analysed using this qualitative inductive 
content analysis method. PRISMA-ScR facilitated an 
organic emergence of categories as team members 
reviewed the literature, allowing for the addition of 
new information to existing categories or the crea
tion of new ones as necessary. The analysis was 
comprehensive, ensuring all relevant data was cap
tured and categorised, fostering a comprehensive 
comparison of different perspectives and minimis
ing redundancy. Through this systematic literature 
review and inductive content analysis, we identi
fied the most used urban resilience and happiness 
indicators in the studies. Additionally, studies pub
lished after the initial March 2024 search were 
acknowledged for their insights, although they 
were not included in the systematic review. The 

Figure 2. Dimensions influencing happiness in urban spaces (from Samavati and Ranjbar 2019).
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research methodology incorporated many relevant 
findings from these additional studies, enhancing 
the scope of the research. The reviewed studies 
were deemed sufficient to achieve the research 
goals, with further additions unlikely to impact 
the results significantly. Figure 3 below illustrates 
the systematic literature review process.

6. Results

The results showed that there is limited research 
worldwide that has studied both urban resilience 
and happiness concepts, especially in the context of 
environmental changes. However, as can be seen in 
Figure 4, except for 2020 and 2021, the research on 

Figure 3. Systematic literature review process, structure adapted from Moher et al. (2009).

Figure 4. Temporal range of the research on creating resilient and happy cities.
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creating urban resilience and happiness has an 
upward trend, with the most research being done in 
2022.

We also examined the geographical distribution of 
the studies reported in the 42 papers included in our 
review. The results, as presented in Table 1 and 
Figure 5, reveal that most of the reviewed studies 
(28.6%) were conducted in Europe, including coun
tries such as Greece, Denmark, Finland, the United 
Kingdom, Italy, the Netherlands, and Norway. 
Additionally, a significant number of studies have 
explored the relationship between happiness and 
resilience in Asia, such as in China, Iran, Thailand, 
and the Palestinian territories. A smaller proportion 
of published papers (4.8%) focused on African and 
North American countries (9.5%). Notably, 28.6% of 
the papers did not specify the context of their study.

Next, we examined the type of shock research 
studied to create resilience against. The results are 

shown in Figure 6. According to the literature review, 
most studies had not focused on specific stressors and 
approached resilience in terms of its general meaning. 
However, among those that mentioned a specific 
stressor, studies mainly focused on creating urban 
resilience and happiness against COVID-19 and cli
mate change.

Next, we examined the indicators of urban resili
ence and happiness that previous studies used to 
create both more resilient and happier cities.

The indicators of resilience regarding creating 
urban happiness mentioned in previous studies were 
social activity, health and well-being of communities 
and individuals, social equity, local leadership, com
munity institutions, public spaces, social cohesion, 
urban ecological resources, financial resources, social 
trust, upgraded built environment, technological 
improvement, quality of life, and community educa
tion. Results showed that the most repeated indica
tors of resilience regarding creating a happier city 
were social activities, individuals’ and communities’ 
health and well-being, and social cohesion. Table 2 
and Figure 7 lay out these indicators.

Furthermore, some of the most repeatedly men
tioned indicators of urban happiness regarding creat
ing resilience mentioned in previous studies were 
neighbourhood density, transportation infrastructure, 
natural environment, walkability, social cohesion, 

Table 1. Geographic location of sample studies.

Location Frequency Percentage

Europe 12 28.6%
Asia 11 26.2%
North America 4 9.5%
Africa 2 4.8%
Australia 1 2.4%
Not Specified 12 28.6%

Figure 5. The geographical distribution of studies on urban resilience and happiness.
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place identity, social participation, land use, people’s 
well-being, and life satisfaction. Table 3 and Figure 8 
demonstrate these indicators.

Finally, we overlapped the urban resilience and 
happiness indicators to see which indicators matched 

between them. Some indicators that overlap between 
creating urban resilience and urban happiness were 
urban ecological resources, individuals’ and commu
nities’ health and well-being, social cohesion, sense of 
community, socio-economic status, public service 

Figure 6. The types of stressors that studies have focused on.

Table 2. Resilience indicators regarding creating urban happiness.

Indicator Reference Frequency

Social activities Bach (2018) 2
Individuals and community well-being 

and health
Ogwueleka and Ogbonna (2018); Shekhar et al. (2019); Sassen and Kourtit (2021); 

Collado and Potangaroa (2023); Danielli et al. (2023)
5

Social equity Benner and Pastor (2016) 1
Local leadership Danielli et al. (2023) 1
Community institutions Bach (2018) 1
Public spaces Mukherjee et al. (2022) 1
Urban ecological resources/green 

infrastructure
Bach (2018); Liao et al. (2022); Mukherjee et al. (2022); Kourtit et al. (2022) 5

Social cohesion Bach (2018); Bowden et al. (2018); Kourtit et al. (2022) 3
Financial resources Satumanatpan and Pollnac (2017); Liao et al. (2022); Collado and Potangaroa (2023) 3
Social trust Liao et al. (2022) 1
Place quality Collado and Potangaroa (2023) 1
Sustainable energy Bach (2018) 1
Quality of life/life satisfaction Ogwueleka and Ogbonna (2018); Sassen and Kourtit (2021) 2
Community education Corcoran et al. (2018) 1
Redevelopments Liao et al. (2022) 1
Air quality Liao et al. (2022) 1
Sustainable infrastructure Liao et al. (2022) 1
Socio-economic conditions (income, 

job opportunities, etc.)
Liao et al. (2022); Satumanatpan and Pollnac (2017) 2

Population density Liao et al. (2022) 1
Social capital Satumanatpan and Pollnac (2017); Collado and Potangaroa (2023); Kourtit et al. (2022) 3
Social participation Sassen and Kourtit (2021) 1
Political resources Sassen and Kourtit (2021) 1
Sense of community Kourtit et al. (2022) 1
Public service accessibility Kourtit et al. (2022) 1
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accessibility, place quality, social participation, life 
quality and satisfaction, public spaces, social activity, 
population and neighbourhood density, air quality, 
integrated development plans, sustainable energy, 
social trust, and financial and economic resources. 
Figure 9 represents these indicators. In this figure, 
the thicker the link between the concept and indica
tor is, the more it has been repeated. In addition, the 
indicators with yellow rectangular are related to 
urban happiness, the indicators with blue rectangular 
are related to urban resilience, and the indicators with 
green rectangular are related to both happiness and 
resilience concepts.

7. Discussion

A happy city simultaneously can be resilient as it 
fosters a strong sense of community, well-being, and 
social cohesion, factors which are vital in times of 
crisis (Aldrich 2019; Sobhaninia 2024b). When resi
dents are content and engaged, they are more likely 
to support one another, collaborate, and participate in 
collective recovery efforts. Happy cities typically prior
itise mental and physical health, provide ample green 
spaces, and ensure access to recreational and cultural 
activities, all of which contribute to a population’s 
overall well-being. This positive environment 
enhances people’s capacity to cope with stress and 
adversity, making them more adaptable and resour
ceful during emergencies. Moreover, a focus on hap
piness can drive proactive measures in urban 
planning and development, creating environments 

that are not only pleasant to live in but also designed 
to withstand and bounce back from disruptions. Thus, 
by cultivating happiness, cities build a robust founda
tion for enduring and thriving through challenges.

The study findings showed that even though hun
dreds of studies focus on improving resilience and 
dozens on creating urban happiness, the number of 
studies that focus on both concepts is limited. 
However, due to the rising necessity of resilient and 
happy cities and the focus given by the UN in 2011, 
the World Health Organization in 2014, and the Inter- 
Governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 
2018, more and more research has focused on 
improving both resilience and happiness in cities, 
especially in the last decade.

According to the literature review, some of the 
most repeatedly mentioned indicators of urban resi
lience were social activities, health and well-being of 
individuals and communities, social equity, social 
cohesion, urban ecological resources, financial 
resources, quality of life and life satisfaction, socio- 
economic status, and social capital. Moreover, some 
of the most repeatedly mentioned indicators of urban 
happiness were distance to the city centre, neigh
bourhood density, transportation infrastructure, eco
logical resources, public service accessibility, 
affordable housing, walkability, place quality, commu
nity participation, socio-economic status, land use, 
place identity, health and well-being, and life 
satisfaction.

Results suggest that many urban resilience and 
happiness indicators overlap with one another in 

Figure 7. Resilience indicators regarding creating urban happiness.
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previous studies. The observation that urban resili
ence and happiness indicators were mostly mutual 
suggests a strong interconnectedness between 
these two concepts. Urban resilience, which refers to 
a city’s ability to absorb, recover, and adapt to various 
shocks and stresses, inherently supports the well- 
being and satisfaction of its residents. Indicators 
such as community engagement, economic stability, 
accessible healthcare, and quality infrastructure often 
contribute to both resilience and happiness. For 
instance, a resilient city with robust social networks 
and effective governance not only better withstands 
crises but also fosters a sense of security and commu
nity belonging, enhancing residents’ happiness. 

Similarly, access to green spaces and public amenities, 
which are crucial for urban resilience, also improves 
quality of life and happiness. This mutual relationship 
indicates that efforts to enhance urban resilience 
simultaneously promote the happiness and overall 
well-being of urban populations, highlighting the 
importance of integrated approaches in urban plan
ning and policymaking.

Based on the comprehensive literature review find
ings, Figure 9 illustrates the research framework that 
represents the integrated model for designing urban 
environments with the dual goals of fostering happi
ness and creating resilience. This model encompasses 
a comprehensive approach that intertwines various 

Table 3. Urban happiness indicators regarding creating urban resilience.

Indicator Reference Frequency

Distance to city centre Mouratidis and Yiannakou (2022) 1
Population and neighborhood density Mouratidis and Yiannakou (2022); Mouratidis (2022) 2
Transportation infrastructure Bach (2018); Shekhar et al. (2019); Mouratidis and Yiannakou (2022) 3
Ecological resources Beatley and Newman (2013); Kamel Boulos et al. (2015); Beatley (2017); 

Shekhar et al. (2019); Prescott et al. (2019); Mouratidis and Yiannakou 
(2022)

6

Public service accessibility Kourtit et al. (2022); Mouratidis and Yiannakou (2022); Mouratidis (2022) 3
Affordable housing/housing quality Bach (2018); Shekhar et al. (2019); Mouratidis and Yiannakou (2022); 

Mouratidis (2022)
4

Air quality Bach (2018) 1
Walkability Battistoni et al. (2023); Joulaei et al. (2022) 2
Bicycle-oriented Battistoni et al. (2023); Joulaei et al. (2022) 2
Spatial cohesion Battistoni et al. (2023); Joulaei et al. (2022) 2
Place quality (variety, flexibility, legibility, spatial 

accessibility and penetrability, street layout, urban 
form)

Shekhar et al. (2019); Joulaei et al. (2022); Battistoni et al. (2023) 3

Community participation and engagement Shekhar et al. (2019); Mukherjee et al. (2022) 2
Safety Shekhar et al. (2019) 1
Public space Shekhar et al. (2019) 1
Socio-economic conditions Shekhar et al. (2019); Veronese et al. (2012) 2
Integrated development plans Mukherjee et al. (2022) 1
Land use Kamel Boulos et al. (2015); Shekhar et al. (2019); van den Dobbelsteen 

(2021)
3

Hedonic adaptation Collado and Potangaroa (2023) 1
Social cohesion Collado and Potangaroa (2023) 1
Spatial mobility Sassen and Kourtit (2021) 1
Urban resilience Satumanatpan and Pollnac (2017); Hanrahan and Gonzalez (2019); 

Romano (2022)
3

Basic needs fulfillment Satumanatpan and Pollnac (2017) 1
Social trust Chai et al. (2023) 1
Social and individual activity Mouratidis and Yiannakou (2022); Romano (2022) 2
Place identity Shekhar et al. (2019); van den Dobbelsteen (2021); Battistoni et al. 

(2023)
3

Support network Swahn et al. (2022) 1
Smart cities and regions Swahn et al. (2022); Zhu et al. (2022); Shchepkina et al. (2024) 3
Individuals and communities’ well-being and health Mouratidis and Yiannakou (2022); Romano (2022); Swahn et al. (2022); 

De Noia and Rossetti (2023)
4

Sustainable technologies Takefuji (2023) 1
Job opportunities Satumanatpan and Pollnac (2017); Bach (2018) 2
Hope Hanrahan and Gonzalez (2019); Prescott et al. (2019) 2
Life satisfaction Veronese et al. (2012); Liao et al. (2022); Mouratidis and Yiannakou 

(2022)
3
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elements critical to achieving these objectives. It 
includes the indicators identified in previous studies, 
all of which contribute to the overall well-being and 
adaptability of urban populations. Based on the find
ings, urban resilience and happiness indicators can be 
categorised into individual, social, socio-economic, 
environmental, infrastructural, technological, 
resource-based, place-based, urban planning, and 
housing-related variables.

By prioritising these elements, the framework 
guides urban planners and policymakers in creating 
environments that not only enhance the quality of life 
but also ensure the city’s capacity to withstand and 
recover from various challenges. This holistic 
approach acknowledges that happiness and resilience 
are interdependent, with measures that promote one 
often benefiting the other. Thus, Figure 10 below can 
serve as a blueprint for developing urban strategies 
that simultaneously uplift the spirits of residents and 
fortify the city’s structural and social fabric against 
future adversities.

The following paragraphs elaborate on each indi
cator category.

● Social Indicators

Studies that focused on the social dimensions of 
designing for happiness and creating resilience 
revealed several important variables that lead to the 

happiness and resilience of citizens. People are hap
pier and feel more resilient in cities when they feel 
safe and secure (Shekhar et al. 2019, Nasri et al. 2022). 
Additionally, when communities are designed to aug
ment social cohesion, social capital, and social equal
ity, individuals are likely to experience an elevated 
sense of community and a heightened state of well- 
being, even during disasters (Fraser et al. 2022). Social 
activity in the urban environment, social participation 
(Sassen and Kourtit 2021), and social trust (Liao et al.  
2022) were also found to be significant determinants 
of designing for happiness and creating resilience in 
cities.

● Socio-economic Indicators

Research indicates that socio-economic indicators, 
such as population density, income level and job 
opportunities, are important factors affecting design
ing for citizens’ happiness and creating resilience. 
Social cohesion is more frequent in the reviewed 
studies (Mitchell and Thompson 2013; Bach 2018; 
Bowden et al. 2018; Kourtit et al. 2022).

● Urban planning Indicators

Multiple papers highlight the significant impact of 
urban planning indicators on designing for happiness 
and creating resilience in the urban environment. The 

Figure 8. Urban happiness indicators regarding creating urban resilience.
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urban planning indicators of designing for happiness 
and creating resilience encompass a wide range of 
features, such as land use, integrated development 
plans, walkability, spatial mobility, and distance to 
the city centre. Among these factors, land use was 
found to be more frequently mentioned in studies 
and has a positive effect on happiness, as supported 

by a range of studies (Kamel Boulos et al. 2015; 
Shekhar et al. 2019; van den Dobbelsteen 2021).

● Housing-related Indicators

Housing-related factors affect citizens’ happiness and 
resilience in urban environments. Housing-related 

Figure 9. Overlapping urban resilience and happiness indicators.
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indicators revealed important variables that lead to 
the happiness of citizens. As indicated in studies, 
housing affordability and housing quality can help 
people to feel more happiness and create a higher 
level of resilience (Bach 2018; Shekhar et al. 2019; 
Mouratidis and Yiannakou 2022; Mouratidis 2022; 
Achmadi and Sintusingha 2023; Shakib et al. 2024).

● Resource-based Indicators

Research indicates that urban planning indicators, 
such as a scenic environment, are important factors 
affecting citizens’ happiness. Table 1 includes a total 
of six factors related to visual environment qualities. 
Several studies have consistently demonstrated that 

individuals residing in visually appealing and aestheti
cally vibrant urban environments perceive higher 
levels of happiness (e.g. Kwon et al. 2019; Shedid 
and Hefnawy 2021). Notably, the presence of attrac
tive, aesthetically pleasing, and colorful urban spaces 
(Saeedi and Dabbagh 2021), as well as scenic land
scapes (Zhang et al. 2018; Seresinhe et al. 2019), has 
consistently been associated with heightened levels 
of happiness among urban residents.

● Technological Indicators

Studies demonstrate the crucial role of technical indi
cators on citizen happiness and resilience in urban 
environments. Leveraging sustainable energy 
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Figure 10. Designing for happiness, creating resilience model.
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solutions and IoT services can significantly contribute 
to the well-being of residents (Takefuji 2023).

● Infrastructure Indicators

Studies that have focused on infrastructural indicators 
for designing happiness and building resilience have 
highlighted important variables, including transporta
tion infrastructure and sustainable infrastructure 
(Wang et al. 2024). As shown in these studies, these 
variables significantly contribute to enhancing citi
zens’ sense of happiness.

● Place-based Indicators

Research has highlighted the significance of place- 
based variables in designing happiness and fostering 
resilience. Several factors associated with specific 
locations contribute to enhancing citizens’ well- 
being and resilience. These factors include place iden
tity, spatial cohesion, and public spaces. Notably, 
place identity emerges as a particularly influential 
variable (Shekhar et al. 2019; van den Dobbelsteen  
2021; Battistoni et al. 2023).

● Environmental Indicators

Various studies have shown that environmental indi
cators affect citizens’ happiness and resilience. 
Figure 3 provides two factors, including urban ecolo
gical resources and air quality.

7.1. Strategies to foster urban resilience and 
happiness

Urban resilience and citizen happiness are inter
twined, and recent research underscores the impor
tance of intentional strategies to foster both. Drawing 
from empirical studies, the key approaches that can 
contribute to resilient and happier cities: 

– Prioritising happiness: by focusing on the happi
ness and well-being of individuals, neighbour
hoods, and communities, urban designers, 
architects and policymakers can create more sus
tainable and resilient urban settlements. This 
involves considering physical health, mental 
well-being, and social connectedness.

– Empowering social movements: Establish 
a dynamic social movement aimed at improving 

health and equality; transfer ‘old power’ to City 
Mayors; empower communities by giving them 
authority and privilege.

– Designing and supporting social spaces and 
social infrastructure: Physical spaces play 
a pivotal role in urban life. By intentionally 
designing public areas where people can meet, 
interact, and engage as active citizens, the social 
fabric can be strengthened and is so fundamental 
to resilient societies (Fraser et al. 2022; Aldrich  
2023).

– Embedding happiness in resilience strategies: 
Resilience planning should encapsulate and 
reflect citizens’ well-being. This research advo
cates merging citizen science-inspired experi
mental approaches at a decentralised territorial 
level with user-friendly digital technologies to 
enhance acceptance and efficiency in improving 
people’s quality of life.

– Upgrading Built Environments: Transitioning to 
upgraded infrastructure and sustainable urban 
design enhances resilience. Investments in 
green spaces, efficient transportation, and eco- 
friendly buildings contribute to both well-being 
and adaptability.

– Resilience Training: Equipping citizens with resi
lience skills is crucial. Training programmes can 
enhance coping mechanisms, crisis response, 
and community cohesion.

– Urban Ecological Resources: The availability, 
quantity, and quality of ecological resources 
matter. Prioritising green spaces, clean water, 
and biodiversity contributes to both resilience 
and happiness.

– Personal Health Improvement: A healthier popu
lation is more resilient. Promoting physical fit
ness, mental health awareness, and preventive 
care directly impacts overall well-being (Musa 
et al. 2018).

– Social Integration and Social Trust: Strengthening 
social bonds fosters resilience. Communities with 
high levels of social integration and trust are 
better equipped to face challenges.

– Economic Well-Being: Rising income levels and 
improved family consumption positively corre
late with happiness. Economic stability contri
butes to overall urban resilience.

In conclusion, a holistic approach that integrates hap
piness, social empowerment, and sustainable design 
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is imperative for creating resilient and happy cities. 
This research was one of the first studies that system
atically examined the intersection of urban happiness 
and resilience, providing an integrated framework for 
understanding how cities can simultaneously 
enhance well-being and adaptability to disruptions 
through urban design, policies, and practices. This 
approach offers valuable insights for future research 
and informs evidence-based strategies to create cities 
that are both adaptable to challenges and conducive 
to human happiness. Policymakers and urban plan
ners can use these strategies to foster citizens’ happi
ness and create a resilient community. Future studies 
can adopt the model in various case studies, adapt the 
indicators to the specific features of each context and 
the types of stressors they face, and provide strategy 
recommendations to increase urban resilience and 
happiness.

A limitation of this study is its reliance on existing 
literature, with limited research specifically addressing 
both resilience and happiness. As a result, the study 
may not have fully captured emerging trends or local 
variations in urban happiness and resilience across 
different geographical and cultural contexts. Future 
studies can contribute to a deeper understanding of 
the relationship between urban happiness and urban 
resilience by measuring the identified ingredients 
from the systematic review in the context of specific 
cities, quantifying the correlation between happiness 
and urban resilience at the city level, investigating the 
mechanisms through which individual happiness con
tributes to urban resilience, examining the role of 
moderator variables that may influence the relation
ship between happiness and resilience, and conduct
ing case studies with various geographical and 
cultural contexts to explore the specific dynamics 
and factors contributing to happiness and resilience 
in particular cities. Additionally, future studies can 
explore factors contributing to unhappiness or mar
ginalisation in the resilience process.

8. Conclusion

Urbanisation and climate change pose numerous 
challenges, significantly affecting the health and qual
ity of life of residents. Consequently, urban happiness 
and resilience are vital for promoting well-being and 
ensuring that city dwellers can flourish despite these 
challenges. This study aimed to identify the indicators 
that most influence urban resilience and happiness 

through a systematic literature review. Our findings 
reveal that, despite its importance, few studies have 
simultaneously addressed urban resilience and happi
ness, particularly in the context of multiple stressors.

The indicators identified in previous studies as hav
ing a dual impact on improving urban resilience and 
happiness are categorised into individual, social, 
socio-economic, environmental, infrastructural, tech
nological, resource-based, place-based, urban plan
ning, and housing-related variables. The indicators 
that had the most impact on creating for happiness 
and building resilience were social cohesion, land use, 
social participation, social trust, housing affordability 
and quality, visually appealing and aesthetically 
vibrant urban environments, transportation infra
structure, and place identity. Policymakers and urban 
planners can apply the indicators and strategies high
lighted in this research to enhance citizen happiness 
and build resilient communities in diverse contexts 
and under various stressors.
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