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1 ABSTRACT 

Creating livable, safe, healthy, and sustainable urban spaces requires the prioritisation of interactive urban 
environments (UE) and social connections in city design. Previous studies have examined the relationship 
between sustainability, health, and happiness, focusing primarily on macro-level factors like air pollution, 
temperature, wind speed, ambient noise levels, economics, and life satisfaction. Consequently, this research 
aims to address the following question: How can urban planners establish cities that promote happiness, 
health, and overall quality of life? This paper specifically explores these aspects in the context of Alexandria, 
Egypt, with a focus on mental health outcomes and the notions of an "all-inclusive city." Furthermore, the 
study examines the key elements of inclusive notions for creating happier spaces, as in the case study area 
(Pharos promenade (PP)), based on Alexandria's historical importance. Methodologically, this paper employs 
a systematic review approach, incorporating both quantitative and qualitative indicators to establish 
measurement tools and design principles for happier cities. Ultimately, the study concludes by presenting 
design principles relevant to creating a sustainable and healthy city that prioritises the health and happiness 
of its residents within the scope of Alexandria. 

Keywords: Happier city, urban environment, mental health, all-inclusive city, measurements for the happier 
city 

2 INTRODUCTION 

 

Fig. 1: Model of the pathways linking the built environment to subjective happiness. Source: Researchers. 

The growing interest in understanding and measuring happiness in society has led to a focus on the 
relationship between happiness and social, environmental, and health factors. The built environment of a city 
is crucial for creating liveable, secure, healthy, and sustainable cities, as illustrated in Figure 1 (Gehl, 2010). 
Factors such as urban sprawl (Rong, 2018), megacities, anxiety and depression disorders, and insufficient 
resources contribute to dissatisfaction with city life. A healthy environment affects human activities and 
characteristics, including individual happiness, intelligence, and talent. So, the present study highlights the 
potential of urban design to harness the attributes of the urban environment to promote mental health and 
happiness while simultaneously mitigating or minimising factors that pose a risk to these outcomes. Two sets 
of city planner concepts are developed and displayed, analysing how happiness is linked to city design and 
highlighting the city's enablers of happiness (Najmeh Bitaab, 2018). This discusses the most important 
notions of an “all-inclusive city”, with a particular emphasis on Alexandria City for its historical importance. 
These concepts are investigated and analysed through three key pillars: influential factors, modifiers, and 
pathways (McCAY, 2021). The study area on (Pharos Promenade (PP)), Alexandria, Egypt, aims to support 
psychological and emotional happiness through strong and human-centred design. The paper also 
investigates how improvement strategies for urban environments impact people’s happiness and how 
happiness is measured. It also presents a framework for designing happier cities and guidelines that will be 
flexible enough to design happier cities in the future while establishing a model unique to the city’s identity.  
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3 METHODOLOGY AND SCOPE  

A literature review focuses on designing happier cities, particularly historical ones like Alexandria, Egypt. 
Through correlating various studies and examining their relevance by considering important factors such as 
environmental, potential, physical and mental health, and social connection aspects. following qualitative 
study (inductive and deductive approaches) are used to identify happiness-affecting factors and the link 
between urban design and happiness. Participatory Design Research (PDR) is used to analyse and evaluate 
design and environmental elements contributing to happiness. Alexandria, Egypt, is the scope of this study. 
As shown in Figure 2, since Mohammed Ali's reign (1805), the city has since extended east and west and has 
2,679 km² (Pierre-Arnaud Barthel, 2020). Its recent unorganised expansion has generated urban restrictions 
and vulnerabilities. So, the study applies inclusive city notions. In addition, as shown in Figure 8 and 
Table 1, happiness in Alexandria might be affected by light, nature, access, surprise, sociality, and identity. 
Based on that, the happier city design framework and guidelines are designed to promote happiness, 
sustainability, and positive health for urban planners, architects, and decision-makers. 

 

Fig. 2: Expansion of Alexandria during different periods of time. Source: Trethewey. 

4 HAPPINESS ACROSS THE WORLD  

Nations vary widely, as in Figure 3; Finland, Norway, Denmark, and Netherlands, top 2022 stats (all with 
averages above 7). The Central African Republic, South Sudan, Tanzania, and Rwanda had the lowest 
national ratings (below 3.5), and Egypt in 2020 (below 4.5). Particularly, the Subjective Well-Being 
worldwide ranking for Egyptian cities is No. 158 for Alexandria with a rating of 4.660 and No. 177 for Cairo 
with a rating of 4.088. (John F. Helliwell, 2022) 

 

Fig. 3: Self-reported life satisfaction,2003 to 2020. Source: World Happiness Report 2022. (Roser, 2020) 

5 URBAN ENVIRONMENT AND HEALTH 

Urban environments significantly impact mental health and happiness globally. Figure 4 shows the urban 
health implications at the city/neighbourhood, street, and building scales, with mental illness costs 
amounting to over 4% of GDP, as estimated by the OECD (2014). This includes increased risks of physical 
illness, education challenges, unemployment, and homelessness. Designing urban environments that promote 
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physical activity, green space, recreational facilities, and affordable healthy foods can be crucial for 
enhancing health and happiness. 

 

Fig. 4: Exposures and health effects at three scales (city/neighbourhood/street/building). Source: Researchers. 

 

Fig. 5: Using Nettle’s graphic from “Happiness: the science behind your smile” to define happiness. Source: Researchers. 

5.1 Psychology of happiness 

Multidisciplinary researchers split happiness into three phases, as shown in Figure 5: Level 1 of immediate 
happiness differs from Level 2 of satisfaction or contentment, but both are related. Contentment and joy are 
essential for a successful existence to reach Level 3, depending on one's potential or purpose in life. 

5.1.1 Level 1 of happiness 

Emotional happiness involves joy or pleasure. The pleasant sentiments are not permanent. These sentiments 
are detectable by equipment that recognises brain activity and questionnaires. These evaluations use pleasure 
centre activation and reduced stress and frustration as indications of happiness. 

5.1.2 Level 2 of happiness 

Subjective happiness and life satisfaction are studied. Level 1 and level 2 of happiness are related because 
someone with a high level of life satisfaction has likely experienced many joyous and restorative feelings. 
This is reflected in the World Happiness Index and related self-reported indicators. Subjective happiness 
(SH) includes emotional (level 1) and cognitive happiness (level 2) measurements. 

5.1.3 Level 3 of happiness (Objective happiness (OH)) 

For a more complete perspective on happiness, researchers use indices that encompass numerous factors that 
impact “Objective Happiness” (level 3). which recognises the significance of location and environment, 
design of the urban environment, health, education, work, the local economy, socioeconomic development, 
safety, and politics in determining individual happiness. Subjective happiness (Levels 1 and 2) affects 
objective happiness (Level 3).  

5.2 Influence of urban design on mental health and happiness 

The Centre for Urban Design and Mental Health (UD/MH) aims to promote community mental health. 

through happier and wiser urban design. They recognise the need for social capital and mental-health-
friendly architecture to create a happier and healthier city (MH, 2018). The GAPS Framework, as shown in 
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Figure 6, highlights the link between social connections, security, and environmental aspects of happiness. 
Copenhagen, Denmark, has successfully developed a socially linked society to create a happy city. Traffic 
planners created a double-wide bike lane to encourage cycling and strengthen citizen connections.  

6 DESIGN PRINCIPLES OF HAPPIER CITIES WITH POSITIVE H EALTH  

Design and policy initiatives can enhance health and happiness in urban areas, e.g., Alexandria, as shown in 
Figure 7. The first theme (a) focuses on the physical and social fabric of the city, such as streets, piazzas, 
buildings, cycling routes, and parks that may be seen and touched. On the other hand, the second theme (b) 
highlights the conceptual aspects, such as city culture, community relationships, and services, which are 
symbolic and relational despite being concrete. 

 

Fig. 6: MIND the GAPS Framework. Source: www.urbandesignmentalhealth.com 

 

Fig. 7: This shows two sets of categories as a practical tool for city makers. Source: Aisha Bin Bishr, 2019 

 

Fig. 8: Approach to happy and healthy cities. Source: Researchers. 

7 APPROACH TO HAPPY AND HEALTHY CITIES 

This research highlights that better-designed streets and public spaces are more important than a quicker 
path. In Alexandria, it is better to cancel highway projects and invest the money in cycle paths, gardens, and 
open spaces. Planners should also alter the car-centric design of the city, reducing hospital admissions by a 
third and reducing air pollution. So, nature, light, surprise, identity, access, and sociality positively affect 
people's happiness in Alexandria, so urban planners and policymakers should follow the suggestions for a 
happy city as in Table 1. 
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Table 1: Approach to happy and healthy Egyptian cities based yon 6 environmental aspects. Source: Researchers. 

8 CASE STUDY: (DEVELOPMENT OF THE PHAROS PROMENADE (P P)) 

In 2001, the Ministry of Tourism and the Governorate of Alexandria developed a master plan for the PP and 
QC with the objective of establishing an integrated urban space with historical significance within six 
months (Asmaa Abdelrahman, 2018). Figure 9 depicts a pedestrian spine PP that respects human scale and 
provides visitors with a sense of place. Table 2 compares the physical and behavioural qualities of Pharos 
promenade before and after development. Currently, once a prominent tourist attraction, the Pharos 
Promenade has lost regional prominence due to poor design, a lack of entertainment amenities, and poor 
maintenance. As shown in Table 3, it also lacked comfort and safety for pedestrians and vehicles. 

 

Fig. 9: Site plan for the development of Pharos Promenade in 2001. Source: https://www.binaomran.com/tnews_details.php?n=2  
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Table 2: Comparison of development after and before. Source: Asmaa Abdelrahman, 2018, Ragheb, 2014. 

 

Table 3: Problem identification and analysis of available tools and approaches. Source: Researchers. 
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9 RESULTS 

9.1 Measurements and Policies for the Happier City 

Experts are identifying factors that promote happiness and health in urban areas, with a focus on Egypt As 
depicted in Figure 10. Happy City, established in 2010, aims to combat the notion that economic 
development is the primary measure of human happiness. The organization creates measuring tools to 
recognize, analyze, and enhance happiness in people and places. Important instruments, such as the 
“Collection of Happiness Measure” in the World Database of Happiness (WDH), are analyzed in this section 
(Veenhoven, Ruut, 2017). 

 

Fig. 10: Tools and techniques for measuring objective and subjective happiness are needed to assess happiness levels in the city. 
Source: Researchers. 

9.2 Framework for a Healthy and Happier City 

This study sets out a new framework for “happier urbanism” based on the “all-inclusive city” idea that 
examines how city and neighbourhood design may create happiness, focusing on mental health outcomes as: 
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Fig. 11: Framework for a healthy and happier city. Source: Researchers. 

10 CONCLUSION 

Few studies explore happier cities' design principles for architecture and urban design. To promote health 
and happiness, architects and planners should use the GAPS Framework to create Green spaces, Active 
spaces, Pro-social places, and Safe places based on sustainability principles. 

To design or plan a happier city, there are three distinct factors that may be applicable: 

(1) Urban Design for Health and sustainability 

• Cities are hubs of creativity and innovation, but they also contribute to climate change and planetary 
health problems. Global sustainability involves more than treating urban woes; that requires 
rethinking urban systems. 

• Citizen happiness is tied to city planning and design. So, architects and urban planners should create 
active designs with walking and cycling access, social contact, and a direct link between humans and 
the environment by putting activities in green areas in diverse neighbourhoods with health and 
sustainability in mind. Good urban design and reliable public transit allow individuals to 
conveniently travel and be active. 

• Nature, light, accessibility, and identity are also keys to urban attractiveness. So, green landscapes, 
water, and natural light are restorative; a complicated spatial plan adds interest and encourages 
exploration; and visual markers aid direction and offer relaxation. 
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(2) Participation at work 

The work-life balance contributes to national happiness. Example: flex time, working from home, and a year 
of maternity leave for both parents. This helps citizens enjoy life and be happy at work while maintaining 
strong family relationships. 

(3) Reduce impediments 

• Health care and education are provided. People can access these services effortlessly. Less stress 
increases their happiness. 

• Although happiness cannot be quantified, the quantitative environmental elements influencing 
human happiness, such as fluctuating temperatures, wind speed, water and air pollution, and other 
factors, may be measured and compared. As a result, public places are created in accordance with 
agreed-upon sustainable environmental criteria. 

• Based on the facilities, resources, and data that are available, the designer must figure out the best 
ways and tools to measure happiness.  

• In Egypt, particularly in the city of Alexandria, there is a noticeable lack of open-access data and 
data repositories, which is regarded as a barrier to any improvement. 

• The Thriving Places Index (TPI) is a modern compass. It helps decision-makers from all sectors 
evaluate and prioritise policies based on people's well-being and community sustainability. 
Businesses of any size can utilise the TPI and Happiness Pulse together. So that may be useful in 
Egyptian projects by analysing happiness elements and how individuals are doing. 
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