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Abstract
This article builds on the efforts by geographers and regional scientists aimed at adding a 
geographical dimension to the analysis and understanding of happiness and well-being. In 
particular, the article explores the changes in observed subjective wellbeing measures of 
residents in countries and regions that were mostly hit by the severe economic crisis and 
austerity measures. To that end, we present a multilevel modelling approach to the analysis 
of suitable secondary data derived from the European Social Survey (ESS), as well as rele-
vant contextual regional-level data from Eurostat. The article first presents a brief overview 
of the state of the art in happiness and well-being research, with particular emphasis on the 
relatively limited but rapidly growing geographical studies, as well as studies by econo-
mists regarding the impact of austerity and inequality upon happiness and well-being. We 
then present key findings from a comprehensive analysis of European Social Survey data 
combined with austerity related data at the regional level in order to explore the geography 
of happiness and well-being in Europe amid times of economic gloom and severe austerity 
measures. The research presented in this article involves analysis of data before, during and 
after (or in towards the end of) the crisis and it is aimed at identifying geographical as well 
as individual socio-economic and demographic factors that may be affecting happiness 
and well-being and their possible interactions. The model outputs suggest that living in 
one of the ‘crisis countries’ has a negative impact on subjective happiness around the time 
when the short, medium and long term effects of the recession would be mostly felt, when 
compared to ‘Northern European’ countries (controlling for an extensive number of impor-
tant covariates selected on the basis of previous work). In addition, the results suggest that 
the happiness levels in ‘crisis countries’ were higher than the Baltic countries in 2014 and 
2016 and higher than the Central and Eastern European countries in 2016. An additional 
interesting finding is that at the time when the effects of the crisis would be mostly felt, 
populations born in the country where the ESS took place are on average (after controlling 
for all other covariates) less happy than those born abroad in one of the years (2014) after 
the breakout of the crisis.
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1  Introduction

It has now been over a decade since the outbreak of the European Debt Crisis and there 
have been many studies of its causes as well as of the economic, political, social impacts 
and political implications (Shambaugh, 2012; Lane, 2012; Frieden and Walter, 2017; 
Ziogas & Panagiotidis, 2021; Katsanidou and Otkes, 2016; Ballas et  al., 2017; Perez & 
Matsaganis, 2018). Amongst the first comprehensive studies is the work of Shambaugh 
(2012) who presented an analysis of three interlocking crises: a banking crisis pertaining 
to undercapitalized banks facing liquidity problems, a sovereign debt crisis, relating to 
the challenges facing a number of countries to fund themselves due to rising government 
bond yields and a growth crisis, pertaining to slow growth rates, with significant disparities 
between countries. These disparities are also highlighted in a relevant analysis of the crisis 
by Lane (2012) with a particular focus on Greece, Ireland and Portugal, as the countries 
where the fiscal crisis was most severe as well as Germany, France, Italy and Spain, as the 
four largest euro-zone economies (and two of them, Italy and Spain are also flagged as fis-
cally vulnerable countries).

The economic impact of the crisis also had significant political and media discourse 
implications, with the use of expressions such as “northern saints and southern sinners” 
(Matthijs & McNamara, 2015) and the ‘not very favourable term’ PIIGS (Koba, 2011) for 
the countries most affected by the crisis (Portugal Italy, Ireland, Greece, Spain) and which 
(together with Cyprus later) received bailouts from the European funds set up throughout 
the crisis. These countries also were (to varying degrees, and with the ones applying to 
Greece being the strictest) linked to conditions relating to the implementation of various 
austerity measures and structural reforms (Frieden and Walter, 2017; Monastiriotis, 2011; 
Perez & Matsaganis, 2018). These measures and reforms in many cases amplified exist-
ing social and spatial inequalities and have disproportionately and brutally hit the most 
disadvantaged regions and citizens across Europe (Ballas et al., 2017; Perez & Matsaganis, 
2018).

There have also been significant political implications relating to the austerity measures 
that were implemented. Katsanidou and Otkes (2016) demonstrate how the European Debt 
Crisis enhanced the Europeanisation of national politics, with a focus on Greece but also 
arguing that the same processes apply across Europe. This is also illustrated by Frieden 
and Walter (2017) who provide a comprehensive overview of the political economy of the 
crisis which includes a discussion of crisis politics in the countries that were ‘bailed-out’ 
(described as debtor countries) and the creditor states. To that end they highlight the desta-
bilizing effect on the debtor countries’ party system with mainstream parties being pun-
ished in elections in Portugal Goulart & Veiga, 2016; Magalhaes, 2012), Ireland (Marsh 
& Mikhaylov, 2012), Italy (Belluci, 2014), Greece (Dinas & Rori, 2013; Rori, 2016) and 
Spain (Martin & Urquizu-Sancho, 2012; Medina & Correa, 2016). On the other hand, they 
present an analysis of crisis politics in creditor countries, in which the ‘northern saints and 
southern sinners’ narrative was quite prominent.

The emerging economic and political landscape in Europe resulting from the crisis is 
extremely relevant to the field of the economics of happiness. The impact of recession and 
associated job losses has long been the focus of the economics of happiness from a theo-
retical as well as an empirical viewpoint (Di Tella et al., 2001; Di Tella and MacCuloch, 
2003; Frey & Stutzer, 2002; Layard, 2005). Of particular relevance here is a study pub-
lished in this journal presenting an analysis of the impact of the economic crisis on hap-
piness, focusing on Iceland (Gudmundsdottir, 2013). There have also been a number of 
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studies focusing on the impact of the Great Recession of 2008 upon happiness and well-
being (e.g. see Boyce et al., 2018; Deaton, 2012; O’Conor, 2017). The 2013 World Happi-
ness report highlighted the very sharp drop of subjective happiness in the countries most 
affected by the Eurozone crisis (Helliwell and Wang, 2013). The following World Happi-
ness Report which was published in 2015 included a more detailed analysis and parts of it 
focused on the impact of the great recession and differences between the years prior to the 
outbreak of the crisis (2005–2007) and after (2012–14):

The 10 countries with the largest declines in average life evaluations typically suf-
fered some combination of economic, political and social stresses. Three of the 
countries (Greece, Italy and Spain) were among the four hard-hit Eurozone countries 
whose post-crisis experience was analyzed in detail in the World Happiness Report 
2013. The losses were seen to be greater than could be explained directly by mac-
roeconomic factors, even when explicit account was taken of the substantial conse-
quences of higher unemployment.
(Helliwell et al., 2015: 33).

It is relevant to note that the term happiness has been typically used in social science stud-
ies in relation to a wide range of measures based on explicit questions pertaining to subjec-
tive life evaluations (including explicit questions about happiness) and measures of what 
is often described as subjective well-being, encompassing hedonic (positive and negative), 
evaluative and eudaimonic aspects (Nikolova and Graham, 2020). Also of relevance is the 
concept of discontent, which has long been considered in relation to happiness, from a 
sociological and philosophical perspective (e.g. see a seminal article in this journal in 1988 
by Ruut Veenhhoven and more recent work focusing on notions of ‘guilt and discontent’; 
see Oxfevelt et al., 2017). More recently, discontent has also been conceptualised and ana-
lysed in relation to political voting behaviour in response to ‘places left behind’ (Dijkstra 
et al., 2019; Koeppen et al., 2021; McCann, 2020; Rodriguez-Pose, 2018).

The study presented in this article considers the impact of the crisis on the happiness 
of European populations, with a particular focus on differences between the countries that 
were most affected by the recession. To that end, we adopt a multilevel modelling approach 
to the analysis of European Social Survey (ESS) data for the years 2008, 2010, 2012, 2014 
and 2016 in order to identify the key determinants of subjective well-being as well as pos-
sible crisis-related contextual effects. The remainder of the article is structured as follows: 
Sect. 2 provides some additional framing of the research with a review of relevant litera-
ture on the determinants of happiness and well-being, with a particular focus on relevant 
studies aimed at analyzing the impact of economic crisis as well as more recent work on 
the geography of happiness and discontent. Section 3 then presents the Data and Methods 
used. Section 4 presents and discusses the results of the analysis and Sect. 5 offers some 
concluding comments.

2 � What Makes Happy People, Cities, Regions and Countries? The 
Determinants of Happiness and Well‑Being

There is now a long successful history of studies of subjective happiness and well-being 
and a wide consensus regarding their individual, socio-economic and demographic deter-
minants. Ever since the seminal work of Easterlin (1974) there have been social and eco-
nomic studies of subjective measures of well-being and happiness and by the late 1990s 
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there was a clear picture on the individual determinants. As Oswald succinctly put it: 
“Reported happiness is high among those who are married, on high income, women, 
whites, the well-educated, the self-employed, the retired and those looking after the home” 
(Oswald, 1997: 1823). Other variables that are considered to be important determinants of 
happiness include health status (Dolan et al., 2007), social contacts and inter-personal rela-
tionships (Dorling, 2016; Layard et al., 2012), citizens’ trust in institutions (Hudson, 2006) 
and crime victimisation (Kuroki, 2013). It is also relevant to note here that variables per-
taining to trust and more widely social capital are particularly pertinent to times of crisis 
(Ervasti et al., 2019) and at the same time they affect the ability of societies to successfully 
and resiliently respond to crises (Helliwell et al., 2014). More recent work also considers 
the possible role of migration status upon subjective happiness (e.g. see Brockman, 2021; 
Hendriks, 2018; Hendriks and Bartman, 2019; Hendriks & Burger, 2020). There is also a 
long successful history of theoretical and evidence-based work aimed at identifying and 
analysing the determinants of happiness from an economics and wider social science per-
spective (Frey & Stutzer, 2002; Layard, 2005) and extensive reviews of relevant literature 
(Dolan et al., 2007; Powdthavee, 2007; Clark, 2018; Nikolova and Graham, 2020). In addi-
tion and of particular relevance to the research presented in this article is the more recent 
work on the analysis of discontent expressed through voting behaviour in areas in which 
their inhabitants may feel that their ‘place does not matter’ (McCann, 2020; Rodriguez-
Pose, 2018).

The most recent comprehensive review of happiness economics is presented in an arti-
cle entitled ‘Four Decades of the Economics of Happiness: where next?’ (Clark, 2018) and 
presents the state of the art as well as a relevant research agenda. This article also includes 
a discussion of empirical work that takes into account the importance of spatial context 
(with a starting point a reference to Richard Easterlin’s study that highlighted the impor-
tance of a country’s Gross Domestic Product for the happiness of its population). There 
have also been extensive efforts by urban, social and economic geographers to highlight the 
need for a geographical approach to the analysis of happiness (e.g. see Ala-Mantila et al., 
2018; Ballas, 2021; Morrison, 2020; Rijnks, 2020) building on previous relevant work on 
the analysis of quality of life in cities and regions (including a comprehensive survey pub-
lished in this journal, see Lambiri et al., 2007) and of objective and subjective measures of 
subjective well-being (Ballas, 2013; Stimson & Marans, 2011). Of particular relevance to 
the work presented in this article is the role of social and spatial inequalities, given also the 
evidence produced by social epidemiology research in relation to the impact of inequal-
ity upon well-being (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010, 2018; Marmot, 2017). Therefore, high 
levels of inequality and poverty at regional and country level can be seen as adverse ‘social 
weather’ with detrimental impacts on happiness, in the same way that poor quality of phys-
ical environment and weather may have such an impact (Ballas, 2021).

In this context the impact of recessions and economic crises can be seen as a meta-
phor for social weather affecting populations both in terms of the overall social climate 
(with an ecological impact on the overall social well-being and psychological state of the 
populations living in these areas regardless of their individual circumstances and charac-
teristics) as well as direct impacts at the individual level (e.g. increased chances of becom-
ing unemployed, wage cuts etc.). The role of macro-economic factors and in particular the 
detrimental impact of recessions has long been considered and acknowledged by happi-
ness economists (Frey & Stutzer, 2002) and in recent years there was a particular focus 
on the impact of the 2008 Great Recession on subjective well-being measures. One of the 
first such studies was published by Gudmundsdottir (2013) in this journal and focused on 
the impact of the crisis on Iceland, focusing on changes in happiness between 2007 and 
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2009. She applied a multiple linear regression model to longitudinal national representa-
tive postal survey data and she concluded that the economic crisis in these years had a 
limited effect on happiness with those already experiencing financial difficulties before 
the onset of the crisis hit the hardest. Nevertheless and as also noted in the introduction, 
the World Happiness Reports of 2013 and 2015 highlighted significant declines subjective 
well-being measures in countries that were affected by the crisis. More recently, O’Conor 
(2017) presented an analysis of the impact of the Great Recession of 2008 upon happi-
ness in the United States, highlighting the detrimental effect of declining income and rising 
unemployment. Bonasia et  al. (2018) in an article entitled Happy PIIGS? use data from 
the International Monetary Fund World Economic Outlook Database in combination with 
Ruut Veenhoven’s World Database of Happiness data (2013) in order to examine the cau-
sality dynamics between happiness and focusing on differences between Portugal, Ireland, 
Italy, Greece and Spain (which, as also noted in the introduction, have been unfavourably 
labelled as PIIGS) and five other European countries (which are included in the group of 
countries typically described as creditors in many of the studies of the European economic 
crisis): Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany and the Netherlands (which they group 
together and label as non-PIIGS countries). They point out that national income has a sig-
nificant and positive impact on happiness for all countries, but they note that this is smaller 
for what they describe as non-PIIGS countries. They also highlight the impact of economic 
uncertainty upon happiness.

Also of relevance here is a study by Chadi (2015) examining the possible link between 
concerns about the Euro currency (the design of which has been the focus of negative 
media attention in relation to the crisis). His study (which focuses on Germany) con-
cludes that there is a minority of individuals who say that they are very concerned about 
the Euro currency and who appear to be significantly more unhappy compared to those 
not concerned (and this difference cannot be explained by other factors typically affecting 
well-being).

In addition, it is relevant to note recent work by Pilipiec et al (2020) published in this 
journal focusing on the impact of the recession on job satisfaction in the Netherlands, sug-
gesting higher levels of satisfaction during the recession years, but suggesting that this is 
may be mostly due to the composition of the workers with respect to job level. It is also 
relevant to note studies that highlighted the impact of the crisis upon social capital and 
well-being in times of crisis (Helliwell et al., 2014; Sarracino and Piekalkiewicz, 2021).

In recent years there has also been a rapidly growing body of literature on a theme 
described as the geography of discontent, expressed through voting behaviour for extrem-
ist, populist and self-proclaimed anti-establishment parties (Dijkstra et al., 2019; Koeppen 
et  al., 2021; McCann, 2020; Rodriguez-Pose, 2018). Although subjective happiness and 
well-being is not typically included in such studies, there is an underlying assumption that 
voting can be seen as a proxy for discontent, which we could argue is a component of 
happiness (or unhappiness!). Of particular relevance is the term ‘places that don’t matter’ 
coined by Rodriguez-Pose (2018) to characterize declining areas with persistent poverty, 
economic decay and lack of opportunities. A key argument underpinning the ‘places that 
don’t matter’ idea is the notion of contextual effects for local populations (regardless of 
their income and other circumstances) who feel that their place does not matter and wish to 
take revenge through the ballot box:

It has been thus the places that don’t matter, not the “people that don’t matter”, that 
have reacted. In these areas it has been very often the relatively well-off, those in 
well-paid jobs or with pensions that heeded the call of populism.
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(Rodriguez-Pose, 2018: 201).

The types of regions that can be described as ‘places that don’t matter’ are particularly 
affected at times of crisis, as social and spatial inequalities become starker (Ballas et al., 
2017). In addition, the notion and collective sense that a place (and in the case of this 
article, also countries) ‘does not matter’ is amplified not only by the real economic circum-
stances on the ground but also by relevant political and media discourse such as the use of 
term such as PIIGS and Northern Saints and Southern Sinners as reviewed above. It would 
also be reasonable to assume that the detrimental impact upon subjective well-being and 
happiness as a result of living in a country or region that is negatively connoted (through 
media and political discourses as well as policy) would be stronger for inhabitants who 
have a stronger sense of place and place attachment.

In this article we aim to build on previous research on the analysis of subjective happi-
ness by considering the impact of both individual as well as geographical contextual fac-
tors, with a particular focus on comparisons between countries mostly affected by the crisis 
(and by negative media and political discourses that might have enhanced individual and 
collective feelings that their ‘place’ does not matter).

3 � Data and Method

We used data from the European Social Survey (ESS) which is an academically driven 
cross-national survey, conducted biennially across Europe since 2001 with the use of face-
to-face interviews conducted with newly selected cross-sectional samples (European Social 
Survey, 2021). The survey includes a wide range of demographic and socio-economic data 
as well as social and human values. The ESS has been used extensively for the analysis of 
happiness and well-being (for a recent example and overview see ESS, 2015). To the best 
of our knowledge, the ESS was used for the first time for regional level analysis of subjec-
tive well-being in a study by Aslam and Corrado (2012) who applied a multilevel model 
to account for the different levels of spatial aggregation in the data set. It is worth noting 
that most of the previous quantitative analysis studies of happiness and well-being were 
based on the use of individual-level social survey microdata to make inferences about an 
individual level relationship between happiness and a wide range of socio-economic and 
demographic characteristics, or single level studies comparing aggregate happiness levels 
between countries. The notable exceptions include the work of Aslam and Corrado men-
tioned above (using ESS data) as well as work of Pittau et  al. (2010) published in this 
journal, using Eurobarometer data to examine regional variations of well-being across 
European regions and Ballas and Tranmer (2012) who applied multilevel models on Brit-
ish Household panel survey data (with spatial disaggregation at regional and local author-
ity districts). Since then there has been an increasing recognition of the suitability of the 
method for the analysis of compositional and contextual determinants of happiness (Ballas, 
2021), accounting for the interdependence of observations at different levels by partition-
ing the total variance into different components of variation due to various levels in the 
data (Ballas & Tranmer, 2012; Goldstein, 2003; Hox, 1995; Snijders & Bosker, 1999).

In the study presented in this article we follow a similar approach to Aslam and Corrado 
(2012). In particular we specify and apply a multilevel model on ESS data for years of the 
crisis in which relevant waves were available (2010, 2012, 2014 and 2016) as well as the 
beginning of the crisis (2008) when the effects were not yet felt, with two levels (individual 
and region) and treating countries and groups of countries as fixed effects (with countries 
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or groupings of the countries affected the most from the crisis as a reference category). 
Following the discussion and the literature reviewed in the previous section, we used a sub-
jective happiness measure as our dependent variable, which is measured on a 0–10 scale 
on the basis of the question: How happy are you? Following Aslam and Corrado (2012) 
we used a z-transformed centred version of this variable. As it was the case with that study 
and also many other studies of similar measures of subjective well-being, happiness and 
health (e.g. see Propper et al., 2005; Ballas & Tranmer, 2012; Oswald and Wu, 2010) we 
are treating happiness dependent variable as a continuous variable.1 In addition, in line 
with previous happiness studies (as reviewed briefly in the previous section), we included 
relevant individual level demographic and socio-economic explanatory and control vari-
ables and in particular, age (age and age squared, centred to regional averages) and dummy 
variables in relation to gender, employment status, income category, trust in institutions 
and health status but also information on whether a respondent has been a victim of crime. 
We also included a dummy variable relating to subjective financial conditions (the extent 
to which respondents feel they are coping financially on their present income) as well as 
place of birth as a proxy to migrant status. The selection of all these explanatory variables 
was informed by the literature and the evidence reviewed in the previous section. Some of 
these variables (and especially income and employment status) are explicitly relevant to 
the theme of this article as they are directly affected by austerity policies, which included 
higher taxes, lower benefits, public wage cuts or freezes, public sector job losses (Perez & 
Matsaganis, 2018). The place of birth variable was included both on the basis of relevant 
recent literature (as a proxy to migrant status) as well as in relation to the possible role of 
sense of place and place attachment and possible links to collective sense of ‘left-behind’ 
in relation to happiness and the geographies of discontent reviewed in the previous section.

In addition to the individual level variables we considered (and added using the EURO-
STAT database2) several regional level covariates that pertain to socio-economic condi-
tions (and affected by austerity policies) and we included the EU regional human develop-
ment index as well as the regional Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and annual GDP growth 
rate. We also included a dummy variable in relation to the use of the Euro currency (which 
also relates to the discussion of relevant literature in the previous section).

Following the discussion of relevant literature in the previous section, we then also 
added country level context on inequality using the data presented by Ramos and Roy-
uela (2014) with estimates of Gini coefficients at NUTS1 or country level (categorising 
respondents who live in NUTS1 regions or countries with relatively high and low ine-
quality defined as a Gini coefficient above and below 0.3)3. In addition, regional Human 
Development Index (HDI) values were calculated and added to our database using relevant 
data from EUROSTAT and the methodology presented by Hardeman and Dijkstra (2014). 
Finally, we included country fixed effects by considering the countries in crisis in relation 
to different regional groups across Europe. Table S1 in Electronic Supplementary Material 
(ESM) presents summary statistics for all the variables that we included in our analysis 
and for all years whereas Table 2 in the ESM lists all countries that were included in the 
analysis in each year and also illustrates the sample size by country and region as well as 
the number of regions.

1  It is worth noting that as also pointed out by Ballas and Tranmer (2012) and also argued by Clark and 
Oswald (2002) the results of ordered probits and OLS regression happiness models are qualitatively similar 
(also see Frey and Stutzer, 2002).
2  https://​ec.​europa.​eu/​euros​tat/​data/​datab​ase.
3  Missing values were imputed using the statistical programme Amelia developed and made available by 
Honaker et al. (2011).

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database
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In line with previous multilevel studies of happiness (Aslam & Corrado, 2012; Ballas 
& Tranmer, 2012), the first step in our analysis involved the estimation of the proportion 
of the overall variation in happiness and well-being that is attributable to regions, known 
as the intra-class correlation. We then introduced the explanatory variables at individual 
and regional level (and also including inequality and euro currency membership at coun-
try level) discussed above (also see Table S1 in the ESM), selected on the basis of theo-
retical considerations and the previous research on happiness which we briefly reviewed 
in Sect.  2. Following Aslam and Corrado (2012: p. 640) we adopted a restricted maxi-
mum likelihood (REML) approach which produces unbiased estimates in the case of small 
samples (Goldstein, 2003) while “also having the advantage of taking into account in the 
estimate of the random intercept variance the loss of degrees of freedom resulting from the 
estimation of fixed effects in the model”. We specified random intercept models, assuming 
that the relationship between happiness and our explanatory variables is the same in all 
regions and all survey respondents, but that there is a different intercept for each level.

4 � Model Results

Before we discuss the results of the multilevel modelling analysis, it is interesting to con-
sider the regions that had the highest and lowest levels of average happiness across Europe 
in the years that we cover. Table S3 (see ESM) shows the top 5 and bottom 5 regions.

As can be seen, in the first year of our analysis in 2008, before the onset of the crisis, 
the region with the highest average happiness score is the Slovenian region of Zavaska 
followed by two regions in Denmark, one in the Netherlands and one in Norway. The low-
est value is observed in the Bulgarian region of Vidin and all the other regions in the bot-
tom five table are also in Bulgaria. In 2010, the region with the highest average happiness 
score is Kainuu in northeast Finland (and the top five list comprises regions in Denmark, 
Switzerland and Sweden), whereas the lowest value is observed in Vidin a region in north-
west Bulgaria (and all bottom five regions in that year are in Bulgaria). In 2012 the region 
with the highest value was the Spanish city region of Ceuta (on the north coast of Africa; 
but with an extremely small sample size) followed by regions in Finland, the Netherlands, 
Norway and Switzerland. The region with the lowest observed score was Targovishte in 
northern Bulgaria with another three Bulgarian regions in the bottom five together with the 
northern Hungarian region of Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén. In 2014 the top spot was taken by 
Blekinge län in the south of Sweden followed by another two Swedish regions, one Finnish 
region and one region from Belgium. The bottom five regions that year are all in Hungary 
(with Pest, the city region of Budapest taking the spot with the lowest score). And in the 
last year of our analysis, the top spot is taken by the German region of Saarland on the 
Luxembourg and French border with regions from Finland, Norway, Belgium and Austria 
making up the rest of the top five list. On the other hand, the bottom place is taken by the 
northern Lithuanian region Panevezio apskritis and the bottom five table comprises also 
regions from Hungary and Italy. It is interesting to note that there are no regions from the 
PIIGS countries in the bottom list in any of the years.

We now turn our attention to the results of the multilevel modelling. Tables 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 
give the results of our multilevel models of estimated fixed effects of demographic, socio-
economic and health related covariates at the individual level as well as regional and coun-
try level co-variates and country fixed effects. It is interesting to note that the null model 
intra-class correlation in 2008 was 22.8% dropping to 7.3% when introducing individual 
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and contextual covariates and to 7.1% after country and EuroVoc regional grouping fixed 
effects. In 2010 it was 17.3% dropping to 5.1% when introducing individual and contextual 
covariates and 5.2% after country and EuroVoc regional grouping fixed effects. The respec-
tive figures for 2012 were 20.2%, 5.9% and 5.9%, for 2014 9.1%, 3.4% and, 2.6% and in 
2016, 8.7%, 4.1% and 3.8%.

The first column in each table presents the results of a model that includes all individual 
and contextual (regional and country level) covariates but no fixed effects for countries 
or country groupings. As can be seen in all years the following variables have significant 
positive main effects on happiness: individual income, subjective financial circumstances 
(those who feel living comfortably or coping on present income compared to those who do 
not), health status, education attainment, gender (females are on average slightly happier 
than males), frequency of social contact (those with several times a week or daily contact 
with friends, relatives or work colleagues), cohabiting status (respondents living with hus-
band, wife, partner report higher happiness scores than those who do not). These effects 
are widely consistent with theoretical considerations and previous research studies such 
as those reviewed in Sect.  2. On the other hand, the following variables had significant 
negative main effects: being unemployed, having been a victim of burglary or assault in the 
previous five years. Again, all this is consistent with previous research on the correlates of 
happiness.

The variables discussed above all widely have the expected (according to theory and 
previous literature) impact on subjective happiness and they are typically included in most 
models of happiness as controls (also see discussion in Sect. 2). We now turn to variables 
that are relatively less researched and/or of particular relevance to the theme of this article. 
We first considered variables pertaining to social capital and trust, which, as seen in the 
review of literature presented in Sect. 2, have been increasingly considered as important 
determinants of happiness and are particularly pertinent in periods of crises. In our models 
we included seven variables pertaining to trust in institutions and one variable pertaining 
to trust in other people. In 2008 the variables capturing trust in the country’s parliament, 
the police, the European Parliament and the United Nations are positively and statistically 
significantly associated in all years with happiness as is the variable capturing the trust in 
other people. The relationship between these variables and happiness remains significant in 
the forthcoming years (except for trust in the national parliament which is insignificant in 
2012) and it is also interesting to note that in trust in legal system also becomes significant 
in 2010 (and in all forthcoming years). In addition, trust in politicians has a statistically 
significant relationship with happiness in 2014 and 2016 and trust in political parties is 
significant in 2012.

It is also noteworthy that according to our analysis, there is a statistically significant 
negative relationship between being born in the country where the survey took place and 
happiness at the height of the crisis, in 2014 (but not in any of the other years in the analy-
sis). If we consider the country of birth as a proxy for immigration status it could be argued 
that the coefficient in our models is consistent with work suggesting that immigrants tend 
to experience higher levels of perceived happiness as a result (Hendrijks, 2018). It may 
also be of relevance to note that that after the outbreak of the economic crisis there has 
been a collective feeling of gloom and pessimism across Europe, especially for younger 
people (Dudel et al., 2016; Holleran, 2019) and in this context those born in the country-
may be more likely (compared to those born abroad) to consider their (and the country and 
regional) circumstances in relation to remembered or perceived better times in the past. It 
can also be argued that the lower reported happiness of those born in the country is consist-
ent with tendencies for out-migration and brain drain, especially in the regions that were 
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most negatively affected by the crisis (Cavallini et  al., 2018). It is also relevant to note 
that the massive instability experienced in European labour markets (and especially in the 
European periphery) and the proliferation of what were described as “junk jobs”, diverse 
forms of concealed underemployment and the low salaries (also contrasting to the sharp 
increase in the cost of housing in the 2000s) in countries like Spain (Antentas, 2015) may 
have been particularly detrimental to ‘natives’ who remembered better times (or for the 
younger, there may have been a comparison to actual or perceived times in relation to pre-
vious generations).

It is also relevant to note here that the years right after the beginning of the crisis there 
have also been manifestations of unrest and social movements, especially in the European 
south (Leontidou, 2012; Antentas, 2015; Kyriakidou and Olivas Osuna, 2017) which was 
predominantly an expression of discontent of local populations. It may be reasonable to 
assume that such considerations would probably be more relevant to populations who have 
lived in the country all their lives. Also of relevance here is the recent work on the geog-
raphies of discontent and the ‘revenge of the places that don’t matter’ which was briefly 
reviewed in Sect.  2. In particular, in additional to the possible inter-generational social 
justice and inequality considerations discussed above, there is may also be a geographical 
consideration in the form of place-attachment, associated with place-based discontent. The 
economic crisis has impacts both at individual (e.g. decline in personal income, job losses) 
and area level (decline of investment in the region or country, disinvestment and abandon-
ment of the area associated with notions of ‘areas left behind’). It can be argued that indi-
viduals who have a strong attachment to their area (and being born in the country where 
the survey takes place may be seen as a proxy to that) may be more likely to be negatively 
affected by the area level impacts, especially if they feel that their ‘country does not mat-
ter’, following and building on Rodriguez-Pose’s discussion in relation to the ‘revenge of 
places that don’t matter’ (Rodriguez-Pose, 2018). The latter is seen as the result of the dis-
content of people who live in declining regions and who have strong community, cultural 
and emotional ties to these regions. It could be argued that people who were born in the 
country (which could be seen as a proxy to having strong ties to their country and region) 
are more likely to have their happiness levels decline due to area-level decline associated 
with the crisis (in addition to the impact of the crisis to their personal, individual level 
circumstances).

Moving on from the individual level variables, we now turn to the findings in relation 
to the spatial contextual variables at the regional and country level that pertain to the eco-
nomic crisis. In particular, according to our analysis, the level of regional GDP and the 
value of human development index both have a positive significant effect in all years of the 
analysis. Similarly, lower levels of income inequality at NUTS1 regional level (living in a 
NUTS1 region with a Gini coefficient of less than 0.3) have a positive and statistically sig-
nificant impact on happiness in all years of our analysis. This is consistent with pertinent 
theoretical considerations in economics, geography and social epidemiology as well as pre-
vious empirical work (Ballas, 2021; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010, 2018; Marmot, 2017). It 
is also worth noting again here the enhancing impact of the crisis on social and spatial 
inequalities (Ballas et al., 2017; Perez & Matsaganis, 2018). Membership of the Euro has a 
significant and positive effect in 2012, but not in any of the other years of the analysis. This 
is to some extent contrasting findings of previous studies such as the work of Chadi (2015) 
we briefly discussed in Sect. 2. The annual growth of regional GDP has a weak negative 
significant effect in 2008 and a positive and significant effect in 2010 but it is not statisti-
cally significant in the other years of the analysis.
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We now turn our attention to the models that include country grouping fixed effects. In 
particular, in all years we examined the group fixed effects differences between the core 
crisis countries and in particular the unfavourably labelled PIIGS (Portugal, Ireland, Italy, 
Greece and Spain) and in addition Cyprus. We specified models aimed at estimating fixed 
effects of all these countries (a group labelled ‘crisis countries’) and the regional groupings 
of European countries using the EuroVoc official thesaurus of Europe4 classification (see 
Table S4 in the ESM), following previous work that used these groupings (for example, see 
Potrebny et al., 2017). It should be noted that not all of these crisis countries were included 
in all ESS waves that we analysed. In particular, Italy was only included in waves 6 (2012) 
and 8 (2016), Greece only in waves 4 and 5 (2008 and 2010), Cyprus was not included in 
waves 7 (2014) and 8 (2016).

As can be seen in Tables  1, 2, 3, in the year before the impact of the crisis was felt 
(2008) as well as the two years for which we have data after that (2010 and 2012), there are 
no statistically significant fixed effect differences between the crisis countries (when put 
together as one group) and the EuroVoc regional groupings. All individual and spatial con-
textual covariates remain significant in all these models. The first year in which we can see 
a statistically significant difference in the levels of happiness between crisis countries and 
the regional groupings is 2014. In particular, as can be seen in Table 4, living in Northern 
Europe (EuroVoc region) is associated with a statistically significant higher level of happi-
ness compared to the crisis group countries (for 2012 these are Cyprus, Spain, Italy Ireland 
and Portugal).

Finally, looking at the analysis of 2016 data (Table 5), we observe statistically signifi-
cant negative fixed effects for Central and Eastern Europe and Baltic region when com-
pared to the crisis countries as a reference group and no statistically significant differences 
with Northern and Western Europe.

Summarising and comparing these observations across the years, it is worth noting that 
when considering all crisis countries as one group in 2008, 2010 and 2012 there are no 
statistically significant differences with any of the EuroVoc regions. This changes in 2014 
when the happiness levels in countries that belong to the EuroVoc Northern Europe region 
are happier compared to the crisis countries. It can be argued that around that time would 
be when the monetary and psychological effects of the great recession were most severe, 
especially in the crisis countries. For example, it is relevant to note here that youth unem-
ployment (under 25 year olds) in Spain in 2012 reached a record high of 50.5% and this 
was also the time of high levels of street protest and expressions of discontent in this coun-
try (known as the indignados rebellion; see Antentas, 2015).

It can also be argued that the multiplier effects resulting from lower consumption and 
lower investment as well as overall depressed economic activity are long-lasting (for a 
more detailed discussion in relation to the crisis countries see Perez & Matsaganis, 2018). 
It would be reasonable to assume that these effects would have long-lasting impact on the 
inhabitants of the crisis countries. In addition to the real economic effects of the crisis 
which in many cases have disproportionally hit the most vulnerable people and regions 
(Ballas et al., 2017; Perez & Matsaganis, 2018) there is also the contentious political rheto-
ric and media representation and discourse dimension (with negative connotations for the 
crisis countries) which was discussed in Sect. 2. In particular, throughout the crisis years 
there has been an on-going ‘blame game’ and ‘scapegoating’ between what were seen as 

4  https://​eur-​lex.​europa.​eu/​browse/​eurov​oc.​html?​params=​72,7206,911#​arrow_​911.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/browse/eurovoc.html?params=72,7206,911#arrow_911
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creditor and debtor countries contentious political rhetoric referring to “northern saints and 
southern sinners” (Matthijs & McNamara, 2015) as well as negative media portrayals of 
southern countries in European media with associated tensions and scapegoating (e.g. see 
Dooley, 2015; Papathanassopoulos, 2015; Arrese, 2015). It can be argued that this negative 
portrayal of countries and regions may have a detrimental impact on the reported happiness 
levels of the inhabitants of these countries (in addition to the real economic impacts). Bra-
zys and Hardiman (2014) argue that term PIIGS (and similar acronyms) can act as signals 
that guide and shape market perceptions and present an analysis of how this applied to Ire-
land. It could be argued that there may be similar processes with regards to perceptions and 
feelings (including subjective happiness) and labels that have negative connotations.

It is also interesting to note that in 2014 and 2016 the happiness levels in Baltic region 
countries are statistically significantly lower than the crisis countries. And, in 2016, this 
is also the case for Central and Eastern European countries. This finding can be attributed 
to the fact that the Baltic countries were also massively affected by the 2008 global finan-
cial crisis economic crisis and this happened well-before the impact hit the southern EU 
countries. In 2009 the Baltic states were arguably the hardest hit countries in the EU by the 
economic crisis (Staehr, 2013; Woolfson, 2010) and at that time they were forced to imple-
ment an internal devaluation based on unprecedented fiscal and nominal wage adjustments 
(Purfield & Rosenberg, 2010; Staehr, 2013). Although these countries did receive support 
from the EU (including the modification, in 2008, of the EU Cohesion Policy to allow 
member states to draw additional advances on structural and cohesion funds; see Purfield 
& Rosenberg, 2010: p. 21) they did not receive any so called called ‘bailouts’ (Dandashly 
& Verdun, 2020), although Latvia did receive an IMF loan5 and some assistance from the 
EU6. The Baltic countries subsequently joined the Eurozone (Estonia in 2011, Latvia in 
2014 and Lithuania in 2015) and were then contributors to the European funds supporting 
some of the ‘crisis countries’ as defined and modelled in this article, in many cases being 
among the advocates of stricter policies (together with Germany, Finland, the Netherlands, 
Austria and Slovakia) associated with receiving these funds (Godby & Anderson, 2016). 
When it comes to domestic politics and supporting the troubled fellow Eurozone ‘crisis 
countries’ of southern Europe, there has also been a discussion of ‘voter bailout fatigue’ 
(Scrutton and Mardiste, 2013), which to some extent may explain the Baltic region fixed 
effects statistically significant negative difference when compared to the crisis countries. 
Similar considerations and arguments may also apply with regards to the Central and East-
ern Europe fixed effect in 2016, especially given the significant impact of the crisis upon 
Eastern European countries (Woolfson, 2010) and the relative actual or perceived lack of 
support for these countries in the form of bailouts (although it should be noted that Hun-
gary and Romania received some assistance and support7).

5  https://​www-​imf-​org.​proxy-​ub.​rug.​nl/​en/​News/​Artic​les/​2015/​09/​28/​04/​53/​socar​12190​8a.
6  https://​ec.​europa.​eu/​info/​busin​ess-​econo​my-​euro/​econo​mic-​and-​fiscal-​policy-​coord​inati​on/​finan​cial-​assis​
tance-​eu/​which-​eu-​count​ries-​have-​recei​ved-​assis​tance/​finan​cial-​assis​tance-​latvia_​en.
7  https://​ec.​europa.​eu/​info/​busin​ess-​econo​my-​euro/​econo​mic-​and-​fiscal-​policy-​coord​inati​on/​finan​cial-​assis​
tance-​eu/​which-​eu-​count​ries-​have-​recei​ved-​assis​tance_​en.

https://www-imf-org.proxy-ub.rug.nl/en/News/Articles/2015/09/28/04/53/socar121908a
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/financial-assistance-eu/which-eu-countries-have-received-assistance/financial-assistance-latvia_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/financial-assistance-eu/which-eu-countries-have-received-assistance/financial-assistance-latvia_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/financial-assistance-eu/which-eu-countries-have-received-assistance_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/financial-assistance-eu/which-eu-countries-have-received-assistance_en
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5 � Concluding Comments

The analysis presented in this article builds  on previous relevant research aimed at 
understanding the individual as well as geographical determinants of subjective well-
being and happiness, with a focus on the countries and years that were mostly relevant 
to the European Debt Crisis that broke out in 2008. We adopted a multilevel modelling 
approach to the analysis of suitable secondary data derived from the European Social 
Survey, as well as relevant contextual regional-level data from Eurostat in order to 
identify the extent to which the variance of subjective happiness can be attributed to 
individual and regional contextual factors. Our analysis of individual and contextual 
(regional) level covariates is widely consistent with previous work. It is interesting 
however to note the positive and statistically significant association between member-
ship of the Euro currency for 2012 (which might be seen as contrasting previous work 
on happiness and the Euro; see Chadi, 2015).

A key contribution of the work presented in this article is the analysis of country 
and EuroVoc regional groupings fixed effects highlighted that living in one of the ‘cri-
sis countries’, associated in political rhetoric and media discourses with unfavourable 
terms such as PIIGS has a negative impact on subjective happiness around the time 
when the short, medium and long term effects of the recession would be mostly felt (in 
2014), when compared to ‘Northern European’ countries (controlling for an extensive 
number of important covariates selected on the basis of previous work). This finding is 
to some extent consistent with earlier work (e.g. Helliwell et al., 2015) suggesting that 
losses in subjective happiness for countries affected by the economic crisis are greater 
than what could be explained directly by macroeconomic factors and individual effects 
(such as higher unemployment).

Another important contribution is the finding that the happiness levels in ‘crisis 
countries’ as defined in this article were higher than the Baltic countries in 2014 and 
2016 and higher than the Central and Eastern European countries in 2016. A possible 
factor that may be used to explain this interesting finding is the way the crisis was 
experienced in the Baltic and Eastern European countries, both in terms of the eco-
nomic impact but also in terms of the political and economic support offered to these 
EU member states by EU institutions (and especially in comparison to the actual or 
perceived support received by the southern EU member states that comprise the crisis 
countries as defined in this article). In particular, a potential explanation for this find-
ing would be the possible perceptions of unfairness or discontent in the Baltic coun-
tries and some Eastern European countries which may have lower standards of living 
but which were also affected by the crisis without the receipt of any so called ‘bailouts’ 
(Dandashly & Verdun, 2020; Scrutton and Mardiste, 2013).

Further, an additional interesting finding is that at the time when the effects of the 
crisis would be mostly felt (in 2014), populations born in the country where the ESS 
took place are on average (after controlling for all other covariates) less happy than 
those born abroad in one of the years after the breakout of the crisis (2014). To some 
extent this finding may be attributed to notions of intergenerational social justice and 
fairness (Alexander Shaw, 2018) and concerns that ‘today’s young people and their 
children may end up worse off than their parents’ (European Commission, 2017: 12 
cited in Alexander Shaw, 2018: 1). As we argued in the previous section, such feelings 
may be stronger for people who have been born in the country (and are more likely to 
have stayed there for long times or all their lives, compared to those born outside the 
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country). Similarly, as we argued in the previous section this finding may also be asso-
ciated with the possible stronger community, cultural and emotional ties of those born 
in the country with that country and therefore at times of crisis may be more likely to 
experience detrimental impact on their happiness as a result of a ‘place left behind’ 
effect.

5.1 � Limitations and Opportunities for Further Research

The data that we had our disposal were extremely interesting and useful for the analysis 
of subjective happiness and its determinants, including individual and spatial contextual 
factors pertaining to the economic crisis. Nevertheless, a key limitation of the data (and 
by extension of the analysis presented in this article) is that their cross-sectional nature 
and that survey is bi-annual. In addition, another important limitation is that not all EU 
countries take part in all waves. Of particular relevance to the research presented here is 
the limitation that some of the ‘crisis countries’ (namely Italy, Greece and Cyprus) were 
not part of all the years in the analysis. Because of these limitations we had to run sepa-
rate analyses for each year and we were also not able to examine changes in individual 
happiness instead of observed happiness in the given years. Finally, a theoretical limita-
tion and consideration that should be acknowledged is the direction of causality between 
happiness and some of the explanatory variables (e.g. see de Neve & Oswald, 2012).

Overall, the research presented in this article can be extended by considering additional 
contextual factors pertaining to the geography of discontent and relevant media and polit-
ical discourse as well as possible interactions between levels. In addition, there is great 
potential to engage further with the highly relevant literature on the geographies of discon-
tent and the revenge of the ‘places that don’t matter’ (McCann, 2020; Dijkstra et al., 2019; 
Rodriguez-Pose 2018, 2020) from a theoretical as well as empirical perspective, as well as 
wider cultural geographical considerations pertaining to intergenerational social justice and 
place attachment.
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