
 

 
A district in mid-Wales is the place with the highest well-being to live in Britain, according to 

research presented at the Royal Geographical Society/Institute of British Geographers’ annual 

conference today (Wednesday 27 August 2008). It’s Brecknock, Montgomery and Radnor in 

Powys - the most sparsely- populated county in Wales.  

 

Eight of the top ten happiest places are in Scotland and the North of England, according to the 

study. Only Sutton in London makes the list. It is not just unpopulated rural idylls that are happy 

places. Manchester, Nottingham and Macclesfield are all in the top ten.  

 

Happiness and well-being is mapped in 273 districts in England, Scotland and Wales using the 

authoritative British Household Panel Survey. The area with the highest well-being is Brecknock, 

Montgomery and Radnor in Powys, Wales. In contrast, the area with the lowest well-being is the 

former coal mining district of Rhondda Cynon Taff in south Wales – not far from happy Powys, 

followed by Merthyr Tydfil, Rhymney Valley and Taff-Ely. However, after controlling for a number of 

explanatory factors which age, income, employment status, health and educational qualifications 
Edinburgh comes out bottom as the unhappiest place in the UK with Rhondda Cynon Taff moving 

to second place. 

 

But moving to Manchester or Powys is not the way to seek happiness. The research finds that 

well-being is closely linked to staying at your current address. Living in your home for at least five 

years boosts your happiness. 

 

Unemployment does not lead to severe unhappiness, as long as your neighbours are also out of 

work. “The study corroborated research findings of past happiness studies suggesting that 

unemployment hurts, but it hurts less when there are more unemployed people around you. This 

also highlights the importance of social justice issues and social and spatial inequalities in 

determining happiness,” said Dr Ballas. 

Media release
Embargoed  00:01 BST Thursday 28 August  2008 

 Geographers map happiest places in Britain 



 

 

The research was conducted by Dr Dimitris Ballas at the Department of Geography, University of 

Sheffield in collaboration with Dr Mark Tranmer at the University of Manchester.    

 

Dr Ballas said: “”There really is something about the intrinsic nature of places which can influence 

happiness and wellbeing. The environment, lack of green spaces, air and noise pollution, crime 

rates: all of these influence happiness”. 
- ENDS - 

Notes to editors
1. For further information please contact Henry Rummins at the RGS-IBG press office on 020 7591 3019, or email 

press@rgs.org. Alternatively contact Jonathan Breckon on 020 7591 3008 or 07813 762 527. 
 

2. Dr Dimitris Ballas is Senior Lecturer at the Department of Geography, University of Sheffield and is available for 
interview. 
 

3. Dr Mark Tranmer is Senior Lecturer at CCSR, School of Social Sciences, University of Manchester. 
 

4. This research project was funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (research fellowship grant 
number RES-163-27-1013) in the context of its “Understanding Population Trends and Processes” (UPTAP) 
initiative (see: http://www.uptap.net/ ). 

 
5. This study used data from the British Household Panel Survey (BHPS) and the Census of the UK population. 

The BHPS is a national annual survey of the adult population of the UK, drawn from a representative sample of 
over 5,000 households. The survey collects information on a wide range of variables covering most aspects of 
life in Britain, including subjective well-being and happiness questions. The UK Census of population has been 
and still remains the most authoritative social accounting of people and housing in Britain and is a unique 
source of data for the social sciences. 

 
6. The study is amongst the first studies worldwide to examine the importance of geography on happiness. Most of 

the previous studies have focused on the economics or psychology of happiness, but this is the first 
comprehensive application of sophisticated statistical methods attempting to estimate how your local district 
might affect how happy you feel. 
 

7. The estimated ranks that were used to produce this press release provide a guide of the order of the differences 
by area before and after accounting for socio-demographic composition and do not directly imply better or 
worse places to live in terms of this particular happiness measure. Note that the residuals underlying the ranks 
for the model that takes into account socio-demographic characteristics are not statistically significant from each 
other. The only areas that  have statistically lower (worse) levels of well-being than the rest of Britain are “Cynon 
Valley; Rhondda” and “Merthyr Tydfil; Rhymney Valley; Taff-Ely” in Wales.  However, these differences are 
explained by socio-demographic differences in these areas.   
 

8. In a previous study (see: http://arxiv1.library.cornell.edu/abs/0808.1001 ), Dr Ballas and Dr Tranmer mapped 
happiness and well-being in 162 districts in England, Scotland and Wales using sophisticated statistical 
methods that to take into account “people” and “places” at the same time, combining data from the Census and 
the British Household Panel Survey - the most authoritative surveys of the people of Britain. According to 
analysis of combined data from the Census and the BHPS in 1991 (the year that the BHPS was launched), 
before controlling for explanatory factors, the district of Wycombe had the highest well-being, but having 
controlled for explanatory variables, Newcastle-upon-Tyne has the highest unexplained well-being. On the other 
hand, the district with the lowest feelings of well-being is Bracknell Forest; Slough - both before and after 
controlling for explanatory factors.  

 



 

9. The 2008 Annual International Conference of the Royal Geographical Society (with IBG), is held in the Society’s 
London HQ at 1 Kensington Gore, London between Wednesday 27 August and Friday 29 August.  

 
10. The Royal Geographical Society (with The Institute of British Geographers) is the learned society and 

professional body representing geography and geographers. It was founded in 1830 and has been one of the 
most active of the learned societies ever since. Today the Society is a leading world centre for geographical 
learning - supporting education, teaching, research and scientific expeditions, as well as promoting public 
understanding and enjoyment of geography. 


