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Abstract. With this work, we add to the debate on the significance of the living environment 

on individual well-being for the Italian case, till now neglected by the literature. Using data 

from the ISTAT Aspects of Daily Life surveys from 2013 to 2021 and considering Italians aged 

20 and over, we analyse the relationship between the perceived neighbourhood environment – 

conceptualized through various dimensions – and individuals’ satisfaction with life, also 

exploring potential heterogeneity by age. Our findings confirm that living environment is an 

essential predictor for individual well-being, but also reveal that some aspects are important 

especially at old ages, particularly those about the friendliness, well-maintenance and the 

ease of access to services in the area. 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The well-functioning and well-being of local communities is a strategic target in 

government welfare policies, and traditionally research in this domain has focused 

on the analysis of socio-economic aspects of local areas, such as regional measures 

of deprivation or social exclusion, or labour market outcomes of residents (for a 

review see, e.g., Shields et al., 2009). A growing strand of research has also been 

focusing on the neighbourhood environment as a crucial factor in determining health 

outcomes, both objectively and subjectively measured (Macintyre and Ellaway, 

2003; Diez Roux and Mair, 2010; Weden et al., 2002; Hale et al., 2013). More 

sparsely, some authors have considered the potential effect of the living environment 

on measures of individuals’ well-being and their quality of life (Shields et al., 2009; 

Tomaszewski, 2013; Teixeira Vaz et al., 2019).  

Our study aligns with this latter line of research, by investigating the relationship 

between life satisfaction – as a measure of subjective well-being – and some characteristics 

of the neighbourhood area, as perceived by people who live in that area. The idea is that 

the perceived neighbourhood environment may be a more telling indicator than objective 

characteristics (Wen et al., 2006). By making use of nine ISTAT cross-sectional waves of 

the survey Aspects of daily life (2013-2021) and estimating logistic regression models, we 

add the Italian case to the debate on the significance of living environment on individual 

well-being, till now neglected by the literature, building on the concept of living 
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environment from a subjective perspective. We first analyse the effect of the perceived 

neighbourhood environment on individuals’ life satisfaction for the overall population 

aged 20 and over; second, we explore if and to what extent the diverse facets of the quality 

of the living area do matter differently by age.  

 

 

2. The significance of the living environment for health and well-being: 

Exploring the interconnections 

 

Among the numerous aspects recognised as necessary to enhance individual well-

being, like economic comfort, good health, family life and social relationships (e.g., 

Frey and Stutzer, 2002), a rapidly growing literature refers to the neighbourhood 

pathway, or the importance of the environmental and social characteristics of where 

people live (Macintyre and Ellaway, 2003). 

Much of this literature has considered the health effects of specific socio-

economic neighbourhood characteristics – such as economic deprivation, residential 

mobility, local unemployment or crime rates – or of physical environmental 

attributes – like air quality, cleanliness and pollution. Individuals residing in 

deprived neighbourhood areas are particularly vulnerable to increased rates of illness 

and death (Ellaway et al., 2012). Residing near heavily trafficked roads or in 

congested traffic areas poses a health hazard and can lead to higher occurrences of 

respiratory diseases (e.g., Vlahov et al., 2007). Living in a dangerous (i.e. with high 

criminality rates), polluted and unclean neighbourhood has been found to increase 

anxiety, anger, and depression levels in residents (Ross and Mirowsky, 2009).  

Also, the largely used measure of self-rated health has been found significantly 

affected by a large set of neighbourhood attributes (e.g., Weden et al., 2008; Wen et 

al., 2006). In addition, living in deteriorated or unfriendly areas – i.e. characterized 

by scarce accessibility of public transportation or fresh food markets and grocery, or 

by lack of green or safe spaces to exercise – may affect lifestyles behaviours (e.g., 

Heinrich et al., 2007; Salehi et al., 2017), finally deteriorating health outcomes.  

In this strand of research, we also locate sparse evidence regarding more nuanced 

and subjective measures of well-being or life satisfaction. Psychological and 

personal well-being is directly affected by living in deteriorated neighbourhoods or 

areas with high crime rates (Tomaszewski, 2013; Taylor and Harrell, 1996): poor 

living conditions within the local community can considerably diminish one's sense of 

security, leading to lower life satisfaction. When individuals are surrounded by 

deteriorating buildings, social problems such as high unemployment and crime rates, 

and environmental hazards such as noise and pollution, they generally express lower 

satisfaction with their lives (Teixeira Vaz et al., 2019; Shields et al., 2009). Broadly 

speaking, environmental sustainability, which includes the availability of public shops, 
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health and community services and leisure opportunities in a safe neighbourhood 

(Lowe et al., 2015), has been recognized as essential for fostering place attachment 

and identity (Hernández et al., 2007), reducing security concerns or social isolation 

feelings (Lu and Wu, 2022), and definitely enhancing community well-being. 

The abovementioned literature refers to both objective and subjective measures when 

describing the living environment. Nevertheless, some research argued that, although 

linked, objective neighbourhood context and neighbourhood perceptions are distinct 

constructs (Wen et al., 2006). Especially, as it happens for subjective measures in 

general, the perceptions about the living area should not be treated as an indefinite and 

vague measure of the objective conditions, by entailing an additional meaning that could 

be relevant to individual well-being. Among the most investigated aspects which provide 

evidence of the viability of a neighbourhood from a subjective perspective and that have 

been proven to play a significant role in overall well-being or satisfaction with life, we 

highlight factors such as access to public transportation, cultural amenities, retail 

establishments and public offices. Furthermore, sidewalks and pedestrian crossings, 

access to green spaces, cleanliness and pollution are also significant determinants to 

consider (Weden et al., 2008; Tomaszewski, 2013; Hale et al., 2013).  

To conclude this brief summary of the significance of the environmental quality for 

health and well-being, it is worthwhile to remember that the various facets of the living 

environment could be expected to act differently depending on individuals’ 

characteristics, primarily age. For younger residents, for instance, access to cultural, 

shopping, and sports facilities, and a visually appealing city might represent more 

relevant factors than for adults or elderly people (Hogan et al., 2016). On the other 

hand, other features of the immediate neighbourhood are likely to play a role in shaping 

the well-being of the elderly: health and satisfaction with life of older adults have been 

found to be strictly associated with the accessibility of key public services in the local 

area, health facilities, banks or food suppliers (Hogan et al., 2016; Tomaszewski, 

2013). In addition, older adults spend much more time in the surrounding 

neighbourhood, which becomes a source of security and safety (Oswald et al., 2011; 

Tomaszewski, 2013).  

 

 

3. Data, variables and method 

 

To investigate the relationship between living environment and life satisfaction, we 

relied on the latest nine ISTAT waves of Aspects of Daily Life, from 2013 to 20211, a 

nationally cross-sectional representative survey which collects rich and detailed 

demographic, social and economic characteristics of individuals and their families, 

                                                      
1 We considered the most recent editions of the survey because of consistency of the variables about the area where 
individuals live. 
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together with information about their habits and daily life conditions, especially from a 

subjective perspective. Our analytical sample refer to individuals aged 20 and over at 

survey time and included 276,304 individuals. 

Our outcome variable was life satisfaction, a comprehensive measure of 

individual’s overall well-being (Diener et al., 2002), also found to be correlated with 

morbidity, depression, and overall health status throughout life (e.g., Collins et al., 2009). 

In our data, life satisfaction was measured through the question “Currently, how much 

are you satisfied about your life overall?”. The possible responses were ordinal in nature 

and ranged on a numerical scale from 0 to 10, where 0 corresponded to not at all satisfied 

and 10 to very satisfied. The response distribution was skewed towards higher levels of 

satisfaction, with a third of the sample rating it 6 or lower, and about one out of four 7 

and 8 respectively. To disentangle highly satisfied and not satisfied respondents, we 

dichotomised the variable, opposing those who rated their life satisfaction from 8 to 10 

– highly satisfied individuals, namely 41% of the sample, vs those who provided an 

assessment from 0 to 7 – that is people not (entirely) satisfied (59% of the sample2). 

Our main focus in explaining life satisfaction was living environment, which we 

operationalised through various ad hoc indicators, built expressly considering 

individuals' evaluations of different aspects of their residential area. Based on 

previous literature (e.g., Ross and Mirowsky, 1999; Weden et al., 2008), and also 

supported by an explorative factor analysis, we relied on two major domains representing 

the quality of the living environment from a subjective perspective: liveability and 

accessibility. For the first one, the liveability, we built three normalised3 indicators 

highlighting three distinct and well-defined dimensions4: (1) security, including only one 

item about the perceived criminality risk in the surrounding area; (2) friendliness of the 

area, composed by four items about (i) parking difficulty, (ii) traffic, (iii) air pollution 

and (iv) noise of the surrounding area; (3) maintenance, formed by three items about the 

presence of (i) dirt and garbage, (ii) inadequate lighting in the streets, and (iii) bad 

condition of the pavement. For the second domain, accessibility of daily services, it 

resulted characterised by two main dimensions, for which we again built two normalised 

indicators5: (1) services access, which considered access to (i) postal office, (ii) 

municipality offices, (iii) police station, (iv) pharmacy, (v) emergency room; (2) goods 

supply, indicating accessibility of (i) markets and (ii) supermarkets.  

                                                      
2 We re-run our models trying alternative formulations, such as continuous specification, or dichotomizing 0-6 vs 7-

10. Results remained virtually unchanged. 
3 We relied on a modified version of the min-max procedure, where the minimum value is 1 and the maximum is 3. 
4 For each item, the respondents were asked to indicate to what extent “The area where the family live presents…”, 

with responses possible on a 4-level scale, where 1 meant a lot, 2 quite a lot, 3 a few and 4 not at all. To interpret 
the indicators in positive terms – or liveability – the normalized indicators have been finally reversed.  
5 For each item, the respondents had to answer to the question “Generally, does joining the following services entail 

problems of difficulty for the family?”, according to a 3-level scale where 1 corresponded to a lot of difficulty, 2 to 
some difficulty, and 3 to no difficulty.  
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The resulting five normalised indicators ranged from 1 to 3, where 1 means a low 

level of liveability/accessibility, 2 a medium level and 3 a high level (see Table 1). 

 
Table 1  Sample distribution of the covariates used in model estimation, by life satisfaction. 

Column percentages. 

  

highly 

satisf. 

not 

satisf. 
Total 

   

highly 

satisf. 

not 

satisf. 
Total 

Security    
 Living arrangement    

 low 30.7 23.9 27.9   alone 13.3 17.0 15.5 

 medium 43.8 42.9 43.5   couple with child. 50.4 44.5 46.9 

 high 25.4 33.2 28.6   couple w/o child. 24.8 21.9 23.1 

Friendliness  
   

 single parent 7.7 11.4 9.9 

 low 12.7 9.8 11.5   other family types 3.9 5.2 4.7 

 medium 50.2 44.6 47.9  Education    

 high 37.1 45.6 40.6   high 58.8 50.8 54.1 

Maintenance  
   

 medium 25.9 28.6 27.5 

 low 12.4 9.3 11.2   low 15.4 20.6 18.5 

 medium 60.5 54.6 58.1  Economic resources    

 high 27.1 36.0 30.8   good 74.0 53.6 62.0 

Services access   
  

 not good 26.0 46.4 38.0 

 low 6.2 3.7 5.2  Self-rated health    

 medium 27.2 20.6 24.5   good 56.7 73.8 63.8 

 high 66.6 75.7 70.4   not good 43.3 26.2 36.2 

Goods supply   
  

Area of residence    

 low 5.8 4.1 5.1   North-West 23.8 20.5 21.9 

 medium 27.3 23.1 25.6   North-East 25.0 18.1 20.9 

 high 66.8 72.8 69.3   Centre 18.0 18.9 18.6 

Sex      South 24.3 32.3 29.0 

 men 49.2 47.0 47.9   Islands 8.8 10.2 9.6 

 women 50.8 53.0 52.1  City type    

Age class      metropolitan area 18.5 23.5 21.5 

 20-34 18.6 17.5 18.0   >10000 inhabitants 42.7 44.3 43.6 

 35-49 27.8 25.3 26.3   <10000 inhabitants 38.8 32.2 34.9 

 50-64 27.0 27.6 27.4       

 65-74 14.7 14.4 14.6       

 75+ 12.0 15.1 13.8       

Source: Authors’ elaborations on Aspects of Daily Life surveys, 2013-2021. 

 

To control for potential heterogeneity in the relationship between life satisfaction and 

living environment, we considered in our analysis a large set of demographic and socio-

economic confounders6: sex (male; female); age (divided into classes: 20-34; 35-49; 50-

                                                      
6 We also considered the migrant status, since the living arrangements (and the perception of it) can be very different 
between migrants and natives. The results were virtually unchanged, and because the migrant status has been 
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64; 65-74; ≥75); living arrangement (alone; in couple with children; in couple without 

children; single parent; other family types); education (low; medium; high); perception of 

the economic resources (not good; good); perception of health (not good; good). To 

account for territorial variation, also potentially linked to the liveability and accessibility 

indicators, we considered the area of residence (North-West, North-East, Centre, South, 

Islands) and the city type (metropolitan area, <10.000 inhabitants, ≥10.000 inhabitants). 

The survey year – from 2013 to 2021 – was also included in the model specification. Table 

1 shows the sample distribution of the various dimensions of liveability and accessibility 

and the control covariates, differentiating between highly satisfied and not completely 

satisfied individuals. 

To assess the association between the various dimensions of liveability and 

accessibility – namely security, friendliness, maintenance, services access and goods 

supply – and life satisfaction, controlling for the confounders listed above, we estimated a 

logistic regression model. In addition, to explore whether the different dimensions of the 

living environment differently affect individuals depending on their age, we estimated a 

further set of logistic regression models by adding an interaction between the age classes 

and the five indicators of liveability and accessibility (each interaction has been modelled 

separately to avoid over-specification). In the following section we present our results in 

terms of Average Marginal Effects (AME). 

 

 

4. Results 

 

4.1. Living environment and life satisfaction 

 

Table 2 reports the results from the logistic regression model on the probability 

of being highly satisfied vs being not (entirely) satisfied, in terms of AMEs.  

It is straightforward that, all other things being equal, living in a good and well-

mannered environment and with easy access to services is positively correlated with 

life satisfaction. The most notable neighbourhood features linked to life satisfaction 

are security, friendliness of the area (in terms of absence of traffic, air and noise 

pollution in our specification), and services accessibility. The average marginal 

effect of perceiving high quality as for these aspects on the probability to be highly 

satisfied ranges from 3.6 to 3.8 percentage points (p.p. hereafter) relative to the 

medium level.  
  

                                                      
included in AVQ survey only since 2015, we decided to exclude this aspect from the analysis to preserve the sample 
size.  
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Table 2  Probability of being highly satisfied vs being not (entirely) satisfied, models’ 

results: AME (in p.p.) for the covariates introduced in the model. 
  

AME (p.p.) Std. Err. P>z 

Security (ref. medium) 
  

 
low -1.3 0.279 0.000  
high 3.8 0.291 0.000 

Friendliness (ref. medium) 
  

 
low -0.3 0.376 0.411  
high 3.7 0.265 0.000 

Maintenance (ref. medium) 
  

 
low 0.5 0.384 0.181  
high 2.8 0.269 0.000 

Services access (ref. medium) 
  

 
low -1.2 0.619 0.056  
high 3.6 0.298 0.000 

Goods supply (ref. medium) 
  

 
low 0.8 0.619 0.179  
high 2.6 0.289 0.000 

Sex (ref. men) 
   

 
women -0.4 0.153 0.011 

Age classes (ref. 20-34) 
  

 
35-49 0.7 0.292 0.020  
50-64 -1.4 0.284 0.000  
65-74 0.7 0.386 0.070  
75+ -0.4 0.441 0.346 

Living arrangement (ref. couple with children)  
alone -6.5 0.302 0.000  
couple w/o children 0.9 0.315 0.005  
single parent -9.6 0.371 0.000  
other family types -6.3 0.599 0.000 

Education (ref. low) 
   

 
medium 1.1 0.334 0.001 

 high 4.1 0.340 0.000 

Economic resources (ref. not good) 
 

 
good 16.3 0.236 0.000 

Self-rated health (ref. not good) 
  

 
good 15.8 0.217 0.000 

Area of residence (ref. North-West) 
 

 
North-east 1.3 0.340 0.000  
Centre -3.4 0.352 0.000  
South -8.4 0.322 0.000  
Island -4.1 0.436 0.000 

City type (ref. metropolitan area) 
 

 
<10000 inhabitants 6.1 0.332 0.000  
>10000 inhabitants 3.7 0.301 0.000 

Survey year (cnt.) 1.0 0.043 0.000 

Source: Authors’ elaborations on Aspects of Daily Life surveys, 2013-2021. 
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As for security and services accessibility (in this latter case with a significance at 

10% level), we find a positive gradient – that is living in low quality areas decreases 

life satisfaction – whereas for friendliness, low and medium levels are not 

statistically different.  

Then, we find that a high level of market accessibility (i.e., goods supply) and 

maintenance are essential in enhancing life satisfaction, although with a somewhat 

lower, but still important, magnitude (AMEs equal to 2.6 and 2.8 p.p. respectively, 

relative to the medium level).  

Estimates for the socio-demographic confounders confirm previous findings on 

other contexts: women are less satisfied than men, and satisfaction tends to decrease 

with age. Life satisfaction tends to be higher for people living in couples (both with 

or without children), while it decreases for those living alone, single parents or other 

family types, other things being equal. A positive association with life satisfaction is 

also found for educational levels and, with a high magnitude, economic resources 

(AME = 16.3 p.p.) and self-rated health (AME = 15.8 p.p.).  

In addition to these measures of liveability and accessibility, the macro-area of 

residence and the city type also play an autonomous role. Specifically, Italians living 

in Southern regions are less likely to be satisfied (AME = -8.4 p.p.) than those in the 

North-West. A lower probability is also found for the central regions and the Islands. 

Somewhat expected, people living in metropolitan areas are generally less likely to 

be satisfied with their lives, followed by those residing in bigger centres residents 

(≥10,000 inhabitants, AME = 3.7 p.p.); instead, those residing in small 

municipalities have the highest level of satisfaction (<10,000 inhabitants, AME = 

6.1 p.p.). Finally, it seems that life satisfaction perception positively increased in the 

last decade. 

 

4.2  Age differentials in the relationship between living environment and life 

satisfaction 

 

After having assessed the existence of a positive relationship between the various 

dimensions of the living environment and life satisfaction, our aim was to explore 

potential age differences in this relationship. According to the previous literature 

(e.g., Hogan et al., 2016; Tomaszewski, 2013), the numerous facets of liveability 

and accessibility may differently concern and distress individuals depending on their 

age, due to their different characteristics, needs, and requirements. In Figure 1, for 

each liveability/accessibility indicator, we show the average marginal effects on the 

probability to be highly satisfied, by age class. Because we found that the low and 

medium categories of the indicators are not substantially different (except for 

security and, at 10% level for services access), we reported here only the estimated 

AME of the high level of the indicator versus the medium one. 
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Figure 1  Probability of being highly satisfied vs being not (entirely) satisfied, models’ 

results: AME (in p.p.  with confidence interval at 90% level) for the five indicators 

of liveability and accessibility (high level vs. medium level) by age class. 

 

 
Source: Authors’ elaborations on Aspects of Daily Life surveys, 2013-2021. 

 

When security is considered, we don’t find significant age differentials, which 

means that secure areas represent key aspects for satisfaction with life at all ages. 

Otherwise, friendliness and maintenance of the area seem especially important for 

the well-being of elderly than for that of young adults (significant at 10% level). 

Whereas the probability of being satisfied with life increase of 4.6-4.7 p.p. for an old 

person living in a friendly area, for a young adult the effect is reduced (AME ranging 

from 2.6 to 4.0 p.p. depending on age). Similarly, for maintenance the marginal 

effects range from 1.9 p.p. for the youngest to 3.7-4.0 for the elderly.  

As for the accessibility domain, a high level of services access is importantly 

related to individual life satisfaction especially for people aged 50-74 (AME from 

4.4 to 5.4 p.p.) and to a lower extent also for people aged 75 and over (AME = 3.7 

p.p.) relative to young adults (AME from 2.0 to 2.7 p.p.). Results for accessibility to 

goods supply show an increasing importance of this aspect for life satisfaction as far 
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Note: Results come from separate logistic regression 
models with an interaction between age classes and the 

indicators of liveability and accessibility (AME for high 
level vs medium level). 

Models controls for the socio-demographic variables listed 
in Table 1: sex, living arrangement, education, perception 
of economic resources, self-rated health, macro-area of 
residence, city type, survey year. 
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as age increases, especially for the oldest group (AME=3.7, significantly different at 

10% level relative to the youngest age group).  

 

 

5. Conclusions 

 

In this work, we provide fresh evidence, completely new for the Italian context, 

on the importance of external effects on life satisfaction (Shields et al., 2002), 

focusing on the quality of the area where individuals live from a multifaceted 

subjective perspective. Liveability and accessibility of the living area have been 

proved noteworthy to enhance the well-being of the entire population. Confirming 

results for other contexts, living in a good and well-mannered environment, with 

ease of access to services, is positively correlated with life satisfaction at all ages. 

Additionally, age has emerged as an important characteristic in shaping the 

contribution of neighbourhood conditions. We found that aspects linked to the 

accessibility of the area, e.g., the ease to access public offices, pharmacies and health 

services or goods suppliers, as well as living in a friendly (i.e., unpolluted, quiet and 

not trafficked) and well-maintained (i.e., clean, with adequate street conditions and 

lighting) area are especially important for older people, who may experience 

mobility difficulties in this phase of life. 

Overall, our findings highlight the importance of creating and maintaining 

supportive living environments that promote well-being for individuals and 

communities. By considering various facets and perspectives of environmental 

quality, the study may also be of interest to policymakers and urban planners: gaining 

insights into dimensions that hold meaning for residents and where their needs 

remain unaddressed might furnish community developers with valuable information. 

We acknowledge that this study does not fully capture the complexity of living 

and neighbourhood environment. In addition, as we rely on perceptions, it is 

necessary to recognize that individual assessment can also be influenced by other 

individual or contextual attributes that we are not able to account for in the analysis. 

Nevertheless, the use of subjective measures both for the outcome and the key 

explanatory variables is an explicit choice, following the idea that individual 

perceptions are expected to predict more of the variance in well-being (e.g., Ettema 

and Shekkerman, 2016) and could be able to carry an additional significance on 

neighbourhood characteristics (e.g., Zhang et al., 2022).  

Bearing in mind these cautions, this work does suggest some directions for further 

research in this domain. For instance, we deem that a deeper investigation and 

understanding is needed as for other outcomes (e.g., self-rated health), other aspects 

of daily life and living areas (e.g., housing conditions or the social characteristics of 

the area), and specific population groups (e.g., elderly or more fragile individuals).  
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