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Abstract

A key goal for society as a whole is the pursuit of well-being, which leads to the happiness of

its individual members; as such, it is of critical socioeconomic relevance. In this regard, it is

important to study which factors primarily affect the happiness of the population. In principle,

these factors are associated with income level and residential and job stability, or more spe-

cifically, citizens’ quality of life. This research, which is based on a multidimensional concept

of quality of life, uses a regression model to explain the dependence of Spaniards’ happi-

ness on the well-being or quality of life provided by their work, their family situation, their

income level and aspects of their place of residence, among other factors. The data were

collected through an anonymous survey administered to a representative sample of Spanish

citizens. The methodology used approaches the intangible concept of happiness as result-

ing from different individual and social causes selected from dimensions addressed in the lit-

erature, and calculates their effects or importance through regression coefficients. One of

the findings is that people with the highest level of well-being or quality of life in the most

important dimensions mostly claim to be happy. With respect to gender, it has a significant

influence on the dimensions included in the model of citizen happiness and on personal

issues. It is also shown that the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic negatively influenced

the quality of life of Spanish citizens and therefore their happiness.

Introduction

Citizen’s quality of life, in an urban and community context, has become a central element of

politics in most countries of the European Union [1]—so much so that it is the subject of

extensive debate in different scientific fields. In sociology, quality of life is interpreted as the

subjective understanding of well-being taking into account individual needs and perspectives;

in economics, it is standard of living; and in medicine, it is the relationship between health and

disease, along with the factors that have an impact on a healthy lifestyle. The health factor in
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quality of life is often elevated above other elements, although the concept of quality of life

needs to be understood more broadly [2].

Life satisfaction is a subjective assessment of quality of life in general and is an indicator of

subjective well-being [3, 4], which is seen as synonymous with happiness when it refers to how

people feel and think about their lives [4, 5]. The topics of life satisfaction and happiness are

currently attracting a good deal of attention from researchers in social sciences, psychology,

philosophy and economics [6]. Most researchers use the word happiness carefully to convey its

particular meaning: being happy is not just about being cheerful; it is a special feeling that is

precious and extremely desirable, but difficult to attain [2]. Much of the research to date has

focused on establishing objective methods for analysing quality of life and well-being, relying

on geographical and socioeconomic aspects related to quality of life, well-being and happiness,

with a particular emphasis on the impact of social and spatial inequalities, and social justice

[7].

At the same time, however, there are many studies that consider more subjective aspects by

means of social surveys [8], with citizens rating their well-being, health, life satisfaction and

happiness in general [9]. Happiness is part of lived experience and everyday life [10]. However,

happiness is also related to other socioeconomic aspects, such as individuals’ job satisfaction,

which can have important implications for both individuals and organizations [10, 11]. There

is evidence that life satisfaction, and therefore happiness, depends on the type of job a person

has [12]. Furthermore, we should take into account the characteristics of urban areas, as they

are centres of economic activity and consumption, where a high quality of life can attract

human capital and develop aspects that bring about economic growth and foster well-being

[13]. In this vein, [14] argue that, in order to achieve said growth and ensure people’s subjec-

tive well-being, the environmental quality of cities must be improved. In short, happiness

directly depends on the different dimensions in which our (multidimensional) quality of life

can be observed, fundamentally those relating to workplace and residential environments.

Based on this interpretation, the present study applies a subjective approach to analyse the

influence on happiness simultaneously exerted by individuals’ internal features and external

factors [15]. The aim of this study is to gain a better understanding of the influence of certain

determinants on the happiness of Spanish citizens, since individuals tend to actively select

their place of residence in light of the job opportunities, public goods and services they provide

[16]. Thus, the choice of where to live is associated with an individual’s social and economic

prospects [17] and therefore with his/her pursuit of happiness [9]. This is what determines the

success or failure of cities or municipalities in providing opportunities for residents to attain a

comfortable quality of life, with the goal being not only to attract new residents but also to

encourage existing ones to stay. This situation calls for certain actions to ensure inhabitants’

satisfaction with life in the city where they live [1]. Furthermore, working conditions and even

the income gained through work are seen as clear assets in a possible model of happiness [14,

18, 19]. Happiness at work, which covers workplace relations and the individual’s self-esteem

and assessment of their job, leads to life satisfaction and therefore happiness. But a compre-

hensive model of happiness must account for the personal issues related to each individual,

considered fundamental by [20], such as personal development, physical and mental condi-

tions, and even spirituality.

In summary, we present a study of Spaniards’ preferences regarding different dimensions

of quality of life for achieving happiness, and we also assess differences by gender. Using a sur-

vey of this population and a representative sample, we determine the main, significant rela-

tionships with the different dimensions, primarily relating to work and the place of residence.

To do so, we run a regression model in which happiness is explained by these external or social

variables, while the influence of individual’s internal factors is approximated from the error.
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Due to the time frame of the analysis, we are also able to evaluate the possible effect of the pan-

demic on quality of life and thus individuals’ happiness. A negative impact will doubtlessly be

observed, due to the adverse situation in health, social capital and/or economic factors [21].

We use a model of happiness in which residential safety, individuals’ family, work and finan-

cial situation, their immediate surroundings, care for the environment and the culture and

sports on offer all play an important role. The study proposes a conceptualization of the model

for measuring happiness; an applied estimation method and the results, analysing differences

by gender; and the conclusions drawn. We also examine the relevance of the issues inherent to

the individual in this search for happiness, which represents a novel methodological approach.

Background on happiness and development of hypotheses

Since the 1960s, the analysis of people’s quality of life has attracted the attention of researchers

from many disciplines. Specifically, in the last decade there has been growing academic interest

in quality of life, which in turn has included a series of studies that investigate well-being and

happiness [22], with the latter becoming an important indicator of a country’s development.

It is generally believed that improving national happiness is the ultimate purpose of eco-

nomic development [23]. In our case, individual happiness or the quality of life of a society is a

key indicator of growth, and is broader and more complex than the aggregate measure of pro-

duction. Thus, the measurement and analysis of happiness are becoming increasingly impor-

tant in the social sciences [24], where there have been numerous attempts to define, measure

and analyse subjective measures of happiness from the perspective of different academic disci-

plines, ranging from neuroscience and psychology to philosophy and economics [25]. For

example [26, 27], hold that happiness reveals the individual’s assessment of the general aspects

of his/her life and situation, and how much an individual likes the life he/she lives. In this con-

text, the central concept of happiness is the subjective assessment of one’s life, or life satisfac-

tion [28]; hence [29], believe that happiness can be measured through “Satisfaction with life in

this city”. This way of measuring happiness finds support in the studies of [30–32]. In addition

[33], view happiness as the experience of satisfaction, and this satisfaction can come from

everything around a person. Accordingly, the place of residence affects happiness [34].

The literature review conducted for this research reveals the intermingling of the terms hap-

piness and quality of life, as they are very closely linked; the same happens with happiness and

well-being, in the subjective sense, which are considered equivalent concepts [35]. Neverthe-

less, there are some studies that make a clear distinction between quality of life and happiness,

using elements such as income to measure quality of life [36]; others use employment [18, 37];

or the residential environment, physical and mental health, education, recreation and leisure,

crime or security, and social belonging [38, 39]. In other studies, quality of life is seen as related

to more abstract issues such as freedom, human rights and happiness [40], which makes it dif-

ficult to differentiate between quality of life and happiness. But equally we are seeing the emer-

gence of many studies that use social surveys to examine more subjective aspects [8], with

citizens rating their well-being, health, life satisfaction and happiness in general [9]. Thus, it

has been shown that happiness is one of the key factors in subjective well-being and overall life

satisfaction [5, 28, 41–43], as it is interwoven with and embedded in the cultural context where

the individual lives [44]. As such, the current view of urban, economic and social policy on cit-

ies is becoming increasingly important [1] in determining the happiness of their residents [16,

39]. Indeed, people’s place of residence affects every aspect of their day-to-day life and there-

fore their happiness [16, 45, 46].

In this study, we adopt a subjective approach, based on the idea that Spaniards’ happiness—

measured through their response to the statement “I feel satisfied in my place of residence”—
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depends on different types of factors. These are mostly drawn from the model of the different

dimensions of quality of life which [47] refer to as important areas of life. To that end, we

apply the quality of life model proposed by [48], which takes a subjective, general, multidimen-

sional approach, with some of the characteristics relating to quality of life analysed for Spanish

society (Table 1).

The influence of the different quality of life factors on a citizen’s happiness calls for a multi-

dimensional approach that allows us to include a set of potential factors. We explore these in

depth below, proposing the hypotheses to be tested in this study.

Happiness and the family situation

[1] demonstrates that household composition and the length of time a family remain living in

a city are not associated with satisfaction with life in that place. However, other studies [49]

report that life satisfaction is significantly correlated, albeit weakly, with the family situation,

essentially with the composition of the family (parents’ marital status, number of children,

etc.). For example, the size of the family unit has a positive impact on individual happiness [4].

[50] state that only when families have their first child is a positive effect on their happiness

observed. In this vein, researchers such as [51] indicate that having children is negatively

related to subjective well-being, due to the negative impact on financial satisfaction.

Generally speaking, family-related aspects have an influence on happiness, as do demo-

graphic factors at the individual level: marital status, education, unemployment, disability, age

and sex [14]. The happiness of older people is more vulnerable when they live alone than when

they live with family [18]. Therefore, we propose the first hypothesis (H1) that a favourable

family situation, in which family members are united and support one other, will have a posi-

tive effect on the happiness of each individual family member.

Happiness and trust in one’s place of residence

People normally choose to live where they can feel happy with what they do in their daily life,

such as their job, have confidence in their surroundings, and enjoy the services on offer that

are accessible from their place of residence, such as healthcare and education. In addition to

offering competitive opportunities to achieve a better financial situation and thus higher

Table 1. Quality of life dimensions.

Factor Dimensions/Variables

Life Satisfaction, trust and safety Family and standard of family life (situation).

Residence, accommodation

Job, employment situation

Safett and confidence in the environment and city

Pollution, cleaning

Mobility, culture and sports Accessibility and public transport

Culture and spaces for development

Sports and spaces for leisure and sports practices

Integration and social sustainability Integration of foreigner

Environmental commitment

Accessibility to housing

Public service Evaluation of the welfare state

Administration efficiency

Source: Adapted from [48].

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0259528.t001
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standard of living, the place where a person chooses to live can also influence a person’s happi-

ness and well-being [46]. The migration flows from rural to urban areas in the last century

were primarily motivated by this issue, and it is reflected in the inhabitants of large cities and

in cities’ urban planning. In this vein, studies such as that by [52] claim that urban green spaces

in cities help to assure citizens’ happiness by enhancing their physical and mental health. In

recent years, changes have been made to global policy with efforts to build more urban green

spaces, aimed at creating comfortable living environments and thereby improving quality of

life in cities. This has been shown by numerous studies [53, 54], which find greater increases in

well-being and therefore happiness in cities due to the job opportunities, public goods and ser-

vices they provide [16].

This issue, along with the type of urbanization of a city, including streets and buildings, has

proven to be equally important for predicting happiness. Thus, we are seeing a shift in subjective

well-being with the development of the economy in large cities compared to smaller, rural areas

[54]. Conversely, other studies, such as that by [46] demonstrate that urban development, in the

sense of the choice between rural or urban places of residence, does not directly affect happi-

ness. As such, we propose a second hypothesis (H2), which holds that one’s place of residence

(rural or urban), and trust in those surroundings, urban planning and local residents—that is,

one’s immediate socio-residential circle—has a direct and positive effect on one’s happiness.

Happiness and the employment situation

Another key factor that exerts an influence on happiness is a person’s employment situation

[16, 55]. Job satisfaction, broadly referring to the degree to which people like their job [56] also

forms part of this issue. However, little is known about the relationship between happiness and

how happy people are with their job [11]. [57] report that employees’ orientation to happiness

is significant for achieving well-being or happiness at work.

Furthermore, there are studies that differentiate between happiness in one’s personal and

professional life. When employees lack support in doing their job, it increases their unhappiness

and they end up in a frustrating situation [10]. But not having a job is also considered a driver

of unhappiness, with the unemployed being far less happy than employed people [4, 58].

Another aspect to take into account in workers’ happiness is the type of job they do [12]

identify differences in the association between orientations to happiness and life satisfaction

across occupation types.

We thus propose the third hypothesis (H3) which posits that working and favourable work-

place conditions have a positive and significant effect on an individual’s happiness.

Happiness and the financial situation

Over the past two decades, there has been a marked rise in economic studies of happiness, par-

ticularly those related to the effect of income on happiness [7, 8, 16, 19, 38, 55, 59–61]. In eco-

nomics, happiness is defined as a benefit: a rise in income can increase people’s utility levels,

leading to a higher level of happiness [4, 23].

Numerous studies have shown that most people with higher income levels have higher sub-

jective well-being, although their happiness increases to a lesser extent [58]. However, other

studies indicate that the impact of the income gap on happiness is unclear [23]. It could be the

case that people with lower incomes have greater future prospects, which would encourage

them to work much harder to improve their happiness [62].

On the other hand, if we focus on the place of residence, distinguishing between urban and

rural, studies such as that by [23] found that the difference in income led to a significant

decrease in residents’ subjective well-being. However, income inequality has a greater influence
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on the happiness of urban residents than on that of residents in rural areas [23]. As such, a

household’s financial situation and the type of community are significantly correlated [1].

Therefore, the fourth hypothesis (H4) that we propose to examine is whether the financial

situation has a significant and positive relationship with happiness, through the effect of sub-

jective social well-being.

Happiness and safety

The socioeconomic and cultural conditions and prospects of an individual’s city and neigh-

bourhood of residence are important [1]. Inhabitants socioeconomic characteristics play an

important role in satisfaction with the neighbourhood, pointing to the critical relevance of pol-

icies aimed at strengthening and sustaining local communities [3].

When citizens assess neighbourhood-related problems, they tend to significantly associate

them with their satisfaction with living in that particular area, although such problems are not

significant when it comes to their assessment of the city [1]. However, other studies have

found that a positive attitude towards other citizens is positively correlated with the satisfaction

of those who live in the city in question [63], and a positive social attitude towards neighbours

is positively related to satisfaction with the neighbourhood [64] and with the local area [65].

Moreover, other studies have found that households with children differ from childless house-

holds in their perception of satisfaction with the neighbourhood or local area [65].

According to [64], a higher income level is associated with higher neighbourhood satisfac-

tion; however, they find no relationship between housing satisfaction and neighbourhood sat-

isfaction. On the other hand, a positive relationship has been found between subjective well-

being and home ownership [66].

In this context, the fifth hypothesis (H5) addresses the existence of a positive and significant

relationship between perceived safety in one’s place of residence and the individual’s happiness.

Environment, climate change and happiness

There is limited evidence that momentary happiness is associated with immediate urban envi-

ronments. [67] demonstrate that momentary happiness is influenced by immediate microenvi-

ronment variables and built environment characteristics, including temperature and noise.

Similarly, the relationships between well-being and environmental factors are prompting a

growing interest in the fields of psychology, health, conservation and economics [67, 68].

However, the lack of attention paid to the city environment points to a need for research to

understand how different aspects of the environment impact happiness over a lifetime [69]. In

the same vein, there are reasons to believe that the natural environment is positively related to

well-being, health and happiness. Natural environments can increase happiness by facilitating

and encouraging—for practical, cultural and/or psychological reasons—behaviour that is

physically and mentally beneficial, including physical exercise, recreation, and social interac-

tion; conversely, knowledge of a local environmental problem and its negative effects on

human health and the ecosystem could directly reduce levels of happiness [68].

Thus, citizens’ perceptions of air pollution can influence their happiness [70]. [68] provide

evidence that citizens are significantly happier outdoors, in any type of green or natural habi-

tat, than in an urban environment. Indeed, some studies have explored how the dissemination

of information on air quality in cities positively affects the happiness of citizens and their eco-

nomic development [14].

Therefore, we propose a sixth hypothesis (H6) on sustainability, the environment, pollution

and the happiness of the individual, positing a positive and significant relationship between

happiness and an improvement in the environment and sustainable green policies.
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Other factors relating to accessibility, leisure and well-being (public

services)

The benefits of leisure experiences (including social, physical, personal and psychological ben-

efits) are among the main factors affecting quality of life [71]. According to [13], urban spaces

are no longer centred around improving the infrastructure and transport connectivity of large

cities; rather, there is a growing focus on other aspects such as economic competitiveness, cul-

ture and environmental values. In this regard, studies such as that of [69] analyze whether the

provision of services within cities contributes to the happiness of their residents. Their results

show that cities should focus on providing quality services, including good surveillance,

schools, access to health services, easy access to transport services and cultural and sporting

opportunities. The provision of such services underpins the success or failure of cities to pro-

vide opportunities for residents to secure a comfortable quality of life. Thus, there is a close

relationship between the progress that is being made in the standard of living and the urbani-

zation of the place of residence. Accordingly, some scholars have concluded that we are hap-

pier in cities [53], as people tend to choose their place of residence according to the job

opportunities, goods and public services they provide [16].

In this regard, the seventh hypothesis (H7) that we propose is a significant and positive rela-

tionship between the citizen’s happiness and the range and accessibility of cultural and sports

services on offer.

The Covid-19 pandemic and happiness

Happiness and life satisfaction are determined not only by personal aspects and life events, but

also by circumstances external to the individual occurring at a certain point in time. In this

regard, it can be stated that the Covid-19 pandemic is having a negative impact on multiple

aspects of life for people around the world. However, it has been found that asking about the

Covid-19 pandemic in surveys leads to positive changes in both momentary happiness and

overall happiness with life [72].

There is a growing number of studies examining the effect of Covid-19 [21]. The results of

some studies indicate that lockdowns have a significant and negative impact on happiness

[21]. However, there are others that report that attitudes towards the Covid-19 pandemic in

terms of the credibility of real-time data updates and society’s confidence in the handling of

the pandemic are associated with lower levels of depression and higher levels of happiness [6].

Due to the impact that the pandemic is having on society, including people being confined

to their homes, rural areas are offering new possibilities as places to live; indeed, it has been

shown that such places are safer than urban localities in times of pandemic [73]. This repre-

sents an opportunity to address the issue of “Empty Spain", as the possibility of working from

home can provide a boost to depopulated rural municipalities [74]. Indeed, a good many jobs

can feasibly be done from home and thus from many of these rural areas [75].

We therefore propose the eighth hypothesis of this research (H8), which posits the existence

of a negative and significant relationship between the effects of the pandemic and the happi-

ness of individuals.

All the variables presented above are aimed at assessing quality of life and its influence on the

happiness of the individual (Spanish citizen). Of the proposed hypotheses, the first seven posit a

positive and significant relationship between the analysed variables and the happiness of the

individual. The last hypothesis, relating to the pandemic, posits a negative and significant effect.

Furthermore, there is another set of conditions or variables, which we can identify as per-

sonal and inherent to the individual, relating to spirituality and physical and mental health

[76]; these factors shape people’s development and personal growth, their sense of the meaning
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of life, self-respect and self-esteem, and as such are expected to have a significant influence on

their happiness. In this regard, authors such as [77] develop a theoretical model of quality of

life that distinguishes conditions of physical well-being, health and self-esteem within the cate-

gory of the individual’s internal environment of quality of life. Although such issues are diffi-

cult to measure, even by means of an anonymous questionnaire, by running a regression

model we can isolate the effects through the error or the variables not explicitly included in the

model. By doing so, we can test whether this personal dimension influences the relationship

with happiness. Below we explain the proposed method, the specification of the model and the

measurement of all of the social and personal effects that allow us to test whether the hypothe-

ses are supported.

Materials and methods

To test the hypotheses on the relationships between quality of life factors and individual happi-

ness, and by extension social happiness, we establish a model for working-age Spanish citizens

over 16 years old, with a sample generated through a questionnaire. The model includes the

quality of life dimensions selected on the basis of their theoretical relevance and the statistical

significance registered by their partial correlation and regression coefficients. Specifically, the

equation is specified for each individual surveyed, with the quality of life dimensions that influ-

ence their happiness.

The data were collected between 2nd July and 8th September 2020 using an anonymous

online questionnaire distributed through mailing lists and social networks. The final sample

obtained was composed of 933 responses from across Spain. It should be borne in mind that this

period coincides with the tail end of the first wave of the pandemic, which had lasted over three

months, and the return to a “new normal” with the 14-day notification rate of new cases per 100

000 inhabitants well below 10 and minimum values for hospitalizations and deaths, according to

information from the Ministry of Health. The tabulation method chosen was a 10-point Likert

scale measuring citizens’ degree of satisfaction with the different aspects of quality of life and well-

being in their places of residence and workplaces (with 1 being “not at all satisfied” and 10 being

"very satisfied"), relating to the dimensions of the proposed model of quality of life and happiness.

Questions related to Covid-19 and its effect on quality of life were also included.

Once the information had been collected, classified and tabulated, we ran an Ordinary

Least Squares (OLS) regression using EViews 11 software. This type of estimation has been

carried out for various quality of life factors, aiming to explain a high proportion of the vari-

ance in the dependent variable [47].

This method can be used to quantify for a set of individuals the dependence between the

dependent variable “happiness” (Hp) and the explanatory or independent variables identified

in the literature review and presented in the survey. We chose between them on the basis of a

descriptive statistical analysis (Table 2 shows the partial correlation coefficients: family situa-

tion (Fm), trust in one’s close circle and neighbours (Tr), environmental protection policies

(En), provision of culture and sports and spaces for the population to engage in these activities

(CS), the safety provided by the place of residence (Sf), financial situation (In), employment

situation, along with the individual’s assessment of doing the job, known in the literature as

“happiness at work” (Hw), and the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic (C19). Therefore, to test

the proposed relationships all together the following regression model is constructed:

Hpi ¼ b0þ b1 � Fmiþ b2 � Triþ b3 � Eniþ b4 � CSiþ b5 � Sf þ b6 � Inþ b7 � Hwiþ b8

� C19i þ ui
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Where the dependent variable is the happiness of individual i (Hpi). The β coefficients indi-

cate the relevance of each independent variable with respect to the happiness of the individual,

with the constant term being an autonomous factor of happiness justified by the individual

minimum. The relationship is linear and includes a random variable u that captures, in line

with our happiness model, the variables referring to the individual’s personal situation that are

not incorporated in the quality of life dimensions but that together may be relevant (Fig 1).

However, regarding the behaviour of this random variable, it is normally distributed with zero

expectation value, are uncorrelated, and with constant variance.

The model of citizen happiness therefore incorporates the key factors of citizen quality of

life that influence life satisfaction, with the importance of the personal factors determined

through the error, or the proportion of variance not explained. That is, the model explicitly

analyses the factors related to social behaviour in the residential and labour spheres, including

Table 2. Descriptive analysis.

N Hp Fm Tr En CS Sf In Wh -C19
i 933 8.118 8.154 7.220 7.094 7.302 8.037 7.197 7.332 6.889 Av

1.725 1.796 1.874 2.075 1.894 1.540 2.170 2.240 2.351 σ
21.25 22.03 25.95 29.25 25.93 19.16 30.14 30.53 34.13 c.v.

Male 359 8.045 8.134 7.167 7.000 7.276 7.989 7.387 7.591 6.869 Av

1.764 1.709 1.938 2.064 1.967 1.692 2.045 2.067 2.391 σ
21.92 21.02 27.04 29.49 26.80 21.18 27.68 27.24 34.81 c.v.

Female 574 8.164 8.167 7.252 7.153 7.319 8.068 7.078 7.172 6.901 Av

1.699 1.847 1.832 2.080 1.846 1.435 2.236 2.325 2.326 σ
20.81 22.63 25.26 29.07 25.23 17.79 31.59 32.42 33.71 c.v.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0259528.t002

Fig 1. Happiness model structure.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0259528.g001
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those relating to external circumstances, while personal issues account for the part of the hap-

piness that is inherent to the individual and that cannot be directly quantified but can be mea-

sured through the proportion of the variance that is not explained by the model.

Results and discussion

First, Table 2 shows the main descriptive statistics of the variables that have the most signifi-

cant relationships with the variable Hp for the whole sample, and broken down by gender.

The descriptive analysis of the dependent variable shows that, although there is a gender

gap in favour of women, the difference is not significant. However, in the set of independent

variables, there are clear differences in favour of men in the work-related issues of income and

the assessment of their job, stemming from the gender inequality in the Spanish labour market.

Although less significant, in the issues regarding personal relationships with one’s surround-

ings it is women who register higher average values (av). Regarding the dispersion, measured

through the standard deviation (σ) and the coefficient of variation (CV), it is similar for all

items, but greater for work-related issues, income and pandemic effects, while the lowest val-

ues correspond to the relationship between safety and life satisfaction. The coefficients of vari-

ation, means and standard errors for the selected variables can be seen in Table 2.

By estimating the regression model in Equation 1, which yields the results summarized in

Table 3, we can determine the happiness model for Spanish society in terms of priorities for

quality of life. It seems clear that in this model, gender is a determinant of priorities regarding

happiness. For men, 55.2% of the variance is explained by these factors, while the correspond-

ing value for women is only 41.5% (values of the coefficient of determination R2).

As a contribution to the scientific understanding of happiness, the following general obser-

vations can be made for Spanish citizens: all of the independent variables relating to life satis-

faction are significant, as shown by the individual significance values (t-values), and have a

direct relationship with happiness. We can thus accept the first seven hypotheses proposed,

regarding the family situation (Fm), trust (Tr), the environment (En), culture and sport (CS),

safety (Sf), financial situation (In), and job satisfaction, job assessment and working conditions

(Hw). The pandemic is not found to be significant, although it has a negative sign. Therefore,

H8 is not supported. This may be due to the time when the survey was carried out, despite the

fact that the average value for this element in terms of quality of life was 6.9 out of 10. Lastly,

Table 3. Estimated relationship among happiness: General and by gender.

Hp C Fm Tr En CS Sf In Hw C19 R2

Total 0.8805 0.2859 0.1055 0.1319 0.1412 0.1619 0.0693 0.0546 -0.003 0.4496

i 933 (2.94) (10.52) (3.90) (5.52) (5.74) (4.69) (2.73) (2.29) (-0.18)
r Hp,X 0.5012 0.4412 0.3876 0.3925 0.4474 0.4158 0.3763 0.0077

Test normality residuals Jarque-Bera 124.89, p-value: 0.0000

Male 0.5929 0.1659 0.1696 0.1690 0.1273 0.0580 0.0981 0.1969 0.0150 0.5517

i 359 (1.38) (3.74) (4.19) (4.73) (3.36) (1.18) (2.15) (4.53) (0.56)
r Hp,X 0.4578 0.5421 0.4528 0.4555 0.4881 0.5427 0.5777 0.056

Test normality residuals Jarque-Bera 33.15, p-value: 0.0000

Female 1.2700 0.3426 0.0570 0.1015 0.1334 0.2083 0.0585 0.0039 -0.206 0.4154

i 574 (3.11) (10.03) (1.61) (3.22) (4.18) (4.36) (1.91) (0.14) (-0.87)
r Hp,X 0.5284 0.3713 0.3445 0.3488 0.4170 0.3475 0.2693 -0.025

Test normality residuals Jarque-Bera 68.03, p-value: 0.0000

Note: t-statistic values in parentheses, in italics, are not significant at the 95% confidence level.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0259528.t003
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regarding the personal issues not analysed in the model, the value of the coefficient of determi-

nation indicates that they account for approximately half the effect on the happiness of the

Spanish individual in 2020: the R2 is 0.45 and the residuals meet the requirement of normality

(Jarque-Bera test: 124.89, p-value: 0.0000).

Looking closely at the effects, we can see that the most influential variable is the one refer-

ring to individuals’ closest circle, the family (Fm). It registers the largest significant effect (t-

value 10.5) for both genders, although in this case the β effect is clearly higher in women (0.34

to 0.16 for women and men respectively).

Similarly, the items relating to the environment and sustainability (En) are relevant in all

cases, but the effect is somewhat higher for men.

The safety of one’s surroundings, of one’s city, town or neighbourhood (Sf), is another

clearly significant variable, but not for the male gender. The situation is reversed when it

comes to trust in people, in terms of personal relationships (Tr): in this case, the effect is signif-

icant, but if we break it down by gender, it is men for whom the effect is significant, as shown

by the t-value. The issues of trust and safety are thus relevant and are one reason why, if we

extract the information by the size of the place of residence, the results point to small cities or

large towns as being advantageous for attaining a higher quality of life and greater life

satisfaction.

Finally, in terms of items regarding the individuals’ surroundings, we see a uniformly sig-

nificant effect of the culture and sports variable (CS) in all equations.

The variables reflecting the workplace and financial situation merit particular mention, as

there is a clear gender gap relating to the labour market. Both the income variable (In) and sat-

isfaction with one’s job and workplace relations (Hw) are favourable for the male gender. For

women, they are not significant (t value 0.19).

In summary, in terms of fit, more of the variance of the dependent variable is explained for

men (R2 0.55). The factors driving this relate to both the residential and the workplace envi-

ronment. In the latter case, the assessment of their job and status at work clearly bring men

happiness. However, the female gender is more influenced by the family situation and the

safety of their place of residence, although these explain a smaller proportion of the variance

(R2 0.415). As such, individual factors not explicitly incorporated in the model, such as physi-

cal, mental and personal development issues, are more important for women’s happiness.

Conclusions

The study of happiness as a variable that is dependent on certain social factors has become crit-

ical, even more so in precarious situations such as the one generated by the current Covid-19

pandemic. In this regard, the literature reviewed confirms that the most extensively analysed

factors in this relationship are those relating to financial and labour spheres, and to a lesser

extent aspects of one’s place of residence.

The model of happiness proposed here is theoretically grounded and empirically tested

through regression analysis, and represents a novel contribution to the literature in that it

includes both explicit social factors or those relating to interpersonal relationships in one’s

place of residence, surroundings and workplace, as well as implicit personal issues, inherent to

the individual.

Based on data from a questionnaire, we have been able to quantify the main factors though

which Spanish society attains happiness. The regression analysis provides evidence to support

the hypotheses that posit the significance of factors such as one’s family situation, trust in

neighbours, the safety of the place where one lives, culture, sport, sustainability, an unpolluted

environment, and the one’s financial and labour situation. They all exert a positive influence
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on citizens’ happiness; however, the model reveals a divergence when analysing results by

gender.

The gender gap in the Spanish labour market plays a decisive role in the factors relating to

quality of life assessment in the happiness model. In particular, job assessment, workplace rela-

tions and happiness at work, along with one’s financial situation, are determining factors for

men, but do not show the same effect for women.

On the other hand, the pandemic does not show a significant effect on life satisfaction,

despite the fact that 80% respondents admitted to feeling affected in their personal, family or

work sphere; this may be because the survey was conducted in the summer, when the first

three-month wave of the pandemic was coming to an end.

This study opens up new lines of future research that will depend on the availability of

information. An in-depth analysis is needed of the longer-term influence that the Covid-19

pandemic has had on these factors, in order to determine whether this situation has changed

the key factors for citizen’s happiness, or even their preferences for cities with lower population

density. To that end, a survey is currently being prepared to collect a new sample at a different

time.
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