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Abstract: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the National New-type Urbanization
Plan (2014–2020) put forward the novel principle of “people-oriented” policy. Has the Chinese
government’s plan achieved the expected results? To answer this question, the present study
evaluates the impacts of New-type Urbanization on the subjective well-being (SWB) of residents.
Based on the IV Ordered Probit Model and the data of Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS), we
determined that (1) living in cities has a positive impact on SWB, and this impact is significant at a
statistical level of 1%; (2) urban household registration (hukou) has no significant impact on SWB; and
(3) “Gender”, “Income”, “Job”, “Politics”, “Education”, “Marriage”, and “Health” have significant
effects on SWB. To improve residents’ SWB, the government should enhance the attractiveness of the
city and significantly reform the household registration system.

Keywords: New-type Urbanization; people-oriented; subjective well-being; IV Ordered Probit Model;
Chinese General Social Survey; China

1. Introduction

Building sustainable cities and human communities is not only an important goal of
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development but also a global issue that the Housing
and Sustainable Urban Development (Habitat III) conference is seeking to respond to. By
2050, another three billion people are predicted to flood into urban centers, which means
that 70% of the world’s population will live in cities [1]. Within the global context, China
has experienced the largest and fastest urbanization process in world history [2]. With
increasingly more city settlers, the urbanization rate of China’s permanent population has
exceeded 60% [3]. This phenomenon has triggered concern for the carrying capacity of
cities. Indeed, China’s traditional type of urbanization has created many problems [4–11]
related to the five aspects shown in Figure 1.

To this end, the Chinese government proposed the National New-type Urbanization
Plan (2014–2020) which takes “people-oriented, fair sharing” as its principle [12]. Rather
than pursuing more cities, New-type Urbanization (NU) focuses instead on development
quality, emphasizing people-oriented, sustainable, and high-quality coordinated develop-
ment. This factor is not only key to the construction of NU but also a criterion for evaluating
NU [13]. Subsequently, the Fourth Central City Work Conference focused on “urban devel-
opment sustainability and livability”. The conclusion of this conference was to promote
people-oriented NU, give full play to the maximum potential of expanding domestic de-
mand, and effectively resolve various “urban diseases” [14]. The State Council also issued
Several Opinions on Further Promoting the Construction of New-type Urbanization, which
detailed the path for achieving NU. For example, the document puts forward the goal of
“actively promoting the citizenization of agricultural transfer population” and calls for
four measures: accelerating the implementation of the registered residence system reform
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policy, implementing the residence permit system in a comprehensive way, promoting full
coverage of the basic public services of urban residents, and accelerating the establishment
of a citizen-driven incentive mechanism for the agricultural transfer population [15]. This
strategy marks a new era of urban development in China and also echoes the New Urban
Agenda, which notes that “the New Urban Agenda is . . . people-centered . . . And all
residents have equal access to and enjoyment of cities and human settlements” [16].

Figure 1. Negative impacts of traditional urbanization.

Existing studies have carried out explorations in four core domains. (1) Concept
definition. NU discards the “urban bias” that traditional urbanization once insisted on.
NU no longer emphasizes land-oriented urban expansion and instead responds to the
needs of urban residents; that is, NU is “people-oriented” [17]. Moreover, NU advocates
the integration of knowledge in the fields of natural sciences and social sciences. It is also
necessary to learn from China’s long history of urban construction and development [18].
(2) Development evaluation. Multiple methods, such as a hybrid heterogeneous DEA [19],
fully arranged polygon graphical index [20], and dynamic spatial panel model [13], are
used to assess urbanization. (3) Impact analysis. In the context of NU, urban planning
should give greater consideration to the number and spatial distribution of community
recreational facilities to develop healthy communities [21]. (4) Realization path. For regions
with abundant mineral resources, eight potential paths can be taken considering the factors
of environmental carrying capacity, social and economic foundations, and geographic-
location conditions [22]. As the NU plan is drawing to a close, it would be worthwhile to
ask whether the goals set by this plan have been achieved. The results appear satisfactory
if we only consider the populations of permanent cities. By 2020, 60% of the country’s
population already lived in urban areas. However, are these new city residents feeling
happy? This factor remains unknown. If the subjective well-being (SWB) of urban residents
is lower than that of rural residents, then the “people-oriented” approach advocated by
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NU will become empty words. Here, the lack of research related to NU’s effects on SWB
obfuscates the positive effects of NU and the true effects of NU on SWB.

In this context, we propose three questions: (1) Is it easier to feel happy living in a
city? (2) Does urban household registration (hukou) help to enhance SWB? (3) Are there
any other factors that have significant impacts on SWB? To answer these questions, this
paper uses the IV Ordered Probit Model to analyze China Comprehensive Social Survey
(CGSS) data and related statistical data and provide new policy suggestions.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Research Progress and Trends of Subjective Well-Being (SWB)

The earliest research on SWB can be traced back to 1967. Wanner Wilson summarized
the characteristics of happy people, such as being young, healthy, rich [23]. However, these
factors are not a definition of SWB but rather a simple description of the demographic
characteristics related to SWB. In 1974, Chekola interpreted happiness as the harmonious
satisfaction of one’s desires and goals [24]. This definition indicates that happiness has
at least two characteristics. The first is subjectivity, which emphasizes that happiness is a
positive psychological activity. The second is integrity; that is, happiness is the result of
a comprehensive evaluation of multiple goals. In 1976, Andrews and Withey proposed
that SWB has three components: life-satisfaction judgments, positive effects, and negative
effects. Life-satisfaction judgments are an evaluation of the external material environ-
ment, while positive effects and negative effects are the feelings of internal psychological
activities [25]. Most follow-up studies accepted this view. For example, in 1978, Shin
and Johnson defined happiness as “a comprehensive assessment of a person’s quality of
life according to self-determined standards” [26]. In 1984, Diener emphasized that SWB
belongs to people’s subjective cognition and exists within personal experience [27]. In
1999, Diener et al. proposed that SWB is a broad concept including emotional reflection,
satisfaction in specific fields, and overall life satisfaction [28]. In 2001, Diener further
improved the concept of SWB and put forward the following views [29]: (1) The three
components of SWB can be divided into cognitive evaluation and emotional evaluation;
(2) SWB is a comprehensive term, including words used by people in daily life such as
happiness, morale, and peace of mind. Diener clearly regarded “happiness” as a part of
SWB. (3) SWB has cultural differences. One example is the strong correlation between
self-esteem and satisfaction in Western society. However, this correlation does not apply to
collectivist societies.

Since the 21st century, the concept of SWB has become more diverse. An important
trend today involves emphasizing the background differences of SWB (similar to the
cultural differences mentioned above). These background differences are usually closely
related to the research scale (country, region, and city). Some studies have discussed
SWB on a national scale [30,31]. However, SWB research should focus on the local or
urban level because SWB is more vulnerable to adjacent background factors. Scholars who
hold this view usually define SWB in cities as a multidimensional concept composed of
personal, social, and cultural variables [32]. A growing number of studies have explored
the problems of SWB in the context of urban development. These studies were mainly
carried out from two perspectives: regional differences and population differences. From
the perspective of regional differences, geographical location has an important impact
on SWB. Taking the differences between cities as an example, a survey of 1.3 million
Americans confirmed that certain regions have characteristics that make people feel happy
or unhappy. Therefore, it is easy to understand that there is a difference in SWB between
residents of Hawaii, with its sunshine, and those of New York City, with its traffic smog [33].
Taking the difference between cities and villages as an example, a survey of 7396 rural
residents, 2836 urban-rural immigrants, and 3304 urban residents showed that China’s
rural residents have higher life satisfaction than migrant workers and urban residents [34].
In terms of population differences, SWB varies from person to person. Some scholars have
found that middle-aged urban residents are the most unhappy [35]. For residents with
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different mobility needs, neighborhood relationships with other residents have a greater
positive impact than relationships with migrant workers, partly because migrant workers
are more difficult to develop stable neighborhood relationships with [36]. Although there
are differences in survey data and research methods, the above studies place SWB under
the framework of cities. This new research trend reflects the heterogeneous impact of the
acceleration of global urbanization on SWB.

2.2. A New Definition of SWB: Under the Background of Urban Sustainable Development (USD)

In 2015, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development put forward the sustainable
development goals (SDGs) to “leave no one behind” [37]. This goal requires us to enhance
urban sustainability under the background of urban sustainable development (USD). A
classic idea for accomplishing this goal is to build an index system composed of economy,
society, and environment [38]. Based on statistical data and spatial data, this idea com-
prehensively evaluates the competitiveness of cities. However, the sustainability of cities
should not be based on stereotypes. Paying attention to the residents actually living in
cities and evaluating their SWB could provide a new perspective for understanding sustain-
ability. In recent years, social and cultural awareness has become a new engine of USD [39].
“SWB”, from the field of social and cultural awareness, can reflect urban sustainability.
This paper holds that the goal of USD is to make residents living in cities feel happy. The
process of urbanization should not reduce the SWB of urban residents or immigrants but
ensure that everyone who lives in the city is happy equally and continuously. This view
is consistent with the theme of “Better City, better life” of the 2010 Shanghai World Expo.
Previous Studies have evaluated the differences in the SWB of urban and rural residents.
However, it is also necessary to provide new insights on SWB under the circumstance of
USD and NU. To this end, the present study makes the following contributions:

1. We use SWB instead of happiness. There are two main reasons for this choice. On
the one hand, when carrying out quantitative research, scholars prefer to adopt SWB.
As Seligman noted, SWB is more of a scientific term than happiness [40]. Although
there may be some deviations, directly asking residents whether they feel happy is
undoubtedly a way to quickly collect respondents’ psychological experiences. On the
other hand, the availability of data limits our choices. The new situation of USD and
NU requires that the survey data we choose are timely and comprehensive. Timeliness
means that the survey data should be later than the time when the SDGs and NU
were proposed. Comprehensiveness requires that the survey data basically cover the
whole of China to reflect the actual situation of China to the greatest extent. Therefore,
we ultimately selected the CGSS 2015 database, which only sets the problem of SWB.
By using a Likert-type five-level scale, there are five possible answers for subjective
wellbeing. Compared to a binary question that can only provide two answers, a
Likert-type scale can more accurately reflect respondents’ SWB.

2. under the background of USD, we redefine SWB. Past studies have interpreted urban
sustainability as the coordinated development of the city as a material carrier in
economy, society, and the environment, but with a lack of value care for urban
residents. This factor could easily lead us to lose sight of the goal of USD. A typical
case is the rapid economic growth of many Western states in the past 50 years but the
absence of significant changes in the average level of SWB [41–43]. This forces us to
reflect on whether policies pursuing economic growth are meaningless if they do not
make people happier [44]. Indeed, SWB itself is a policy tool that can be used for three
purposes: evaluating policy costs and benefits that are difficult to quantify, providing
standard measurement units to promote consistent decision-making in various fields,
and helping decision makers set policy defaults [45]. Therefore, redefining SWB in the
context of sustainability can help realize a positive turn of urbanization from “urban
development” to “people’s SWB”. In this way, urban managers will not mechanically
seek “wealth in the material world” but pay more attention to “happiness in the
spiritual world”. This shift is also in line with the development concept of China’s
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new urbanization plan, which focuses on “people oriented, fair sharing” approaches.
To sum up, we propose a new concept of SWB: that all residents who live in the city
or will soon live in the city can feel happiness equally and permanently. The new
definition is no longer limited to the city itself but moves the focus to the residents as
subjects. In other words, cities that cannot make residents feel happy will eventually
experience population loss and lose the vitality needed for further growth, which
is unsustainable. Therefore, we argue that USD can be understood and evaluated
from the perspective of residents’ SWB. Moreover, improving the sustainability of
urbanization will improve the SWB of urban residents. The new goal’s orientation
highlights the dominant position of people and will also serve as a link between urban
sustainability research and happiness research.

2.3. Proposal of Research Hypothesis

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Living in cities has a positive impact on SWB.

Previous studies have shown that cities can improve SWB because of their convenient
facilities (parks, shopping malls, traffic facilities, etc.) and excellent services (security,
education, medical care, etc.) [46]. Thus, cities are better than villages in at least two
aspects: (1) Cities provide a good environment for residents. The urban built environment
is a space for social interaction and helps people maintain good health [47,48]. (2) Cities
supply comprehensive services. For example, due to insufficient medical resources in
villages, residents often seek professional medical services in cities [49]. This urban–rural
gap is also reflected in the various public services [50]. Hence, rural residents who cannot
meet their daily needs are more likely to be unhappy. However, the noise, pollution, and
other issues generated by the city can also reduce SWB [51]. In addition, some non-material
characteristics in countryside can also improve SWB, such as positive environmental
externalities and supportive communities [52]. Therefore, some scholars showed that rural
residents are happier than urban residents [53]. Traditional urbanization has indeed caused
many problems and reduced the SWB of urban residents. However, under the SDGs and
China’s NU, cities will bring more benefits to residents. Based on this concept, we propose
our first hypothesis that living in cities has a positive effect on SWB. Living in the city is
measured by the City variable.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Urban household registration (hukou) helps to improve SWB.

The household registration (hukou) system divides Chinese society into urban and
rural parts [54]. Consequently, most of the rural population is forced to stay in the country-
side, where it is difficult to obtain the same rights and benefits as urban residents, such as
medical care and education [55]. Hukou has become an important mechanism for China’s
resource allocation and life opportunities [56]. Therefore, urban hukou is important to
SWB. Furthermore, living in cities is different than having urban hukou, as one’s hukou
does not have to be in the same as the place of residence. People with a rural hukou
can live in the city, and those with an urban hukou can also live in the countryside [55].
When a person who had a rural hukou obtains an urban hukou, a new urban immigrant is
produced. Existing studies have found that the SWB of new urban immigrants from the
countryside is not only lower than that of urban residents but also lower than that of rural
residents [57]. To clarify the impact of hukou on SWB, we propose the second hypothesis
that urban hukou helps to improve SWB. Urban hukou is measured by the Hukou variable.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Data Source and Processing

The first source of data was a nationwide large-scale sample survey project initiated by
Renmin University of China: the CGSS project. This project began in 2003 and is the earliest
national, comprehensive, and continuous academic investigation project in China. The
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most recent publicly-available data were collected in 2015 [58]. Considering the timeliness
of the data and the timing of NU, we ultimately selected these data (the data reflect the
microscopic situation of residents in 2014). The research objects were randomly selected
households nationwide. In 2015, the sample size covered 478 regions (including urban
and rural areas) in 28 provinces (autonomous regions and municipalities), with a total of
valid questionnaires. After excluding the samples with missing indicators, we obtained a
sample of 9626 residents (accounting for more than 87% of the total valid questionnaires),
covering 28 provinces (autonomous regions and municipalities), and the overall sample
was generally representative.

The second source of data was the China City Statistical Yearbook (2015), including
the urbanization rate, the proportion of area of built district, and other macroeconomic
statistics [59]. This paper used the above statistical data as instrumental variables.

3.2. Methodology
3.2.1. IV Ordered Probit Model

SWB, as the research object of this study (the explained variable), was measured by a
five-level Likert-type scale based on the questionnaire item that “In general, do you think
your life is happy”. The options ranged from “very unhappy” (1 point) to “very happy”
(5 points). Given the use of typical ordered data, the IV Ordered Probit Model was applied
to carry out parameter estimation [60]. The formula was as follows:

SWBi = F(βCityi + γXi+i) (1)

where SWB is the explained variable, and Cityi is the explanatory variable (dummy variable)
that the model emphasizes. If the residents live in the city, the value of Cityi is 1; otherwise,
it is 0. Xi is an exogenous explanatory variable; β is a parameter to be estimated; and ε is
the residual term. F (•) is a nonlinear function, and its form is as follows:

F(y∗i ) =


1 y∗i < µ1

2 µ1 < y∗i < µ2
··· ···

J y∗i > µJ−1

(2)

where µ1 < µ2 < µ3 < . . . < µj − 1 is the tangent point including all parameters to be estimated,
and y* is an unobservable continuous variable—that is, a latent variable. Therefore, the
final form of the SWB model is as follows:

y∗i = βCityi + γXi+i (3)

where the β parameter is estimated using the Heckman two-step method. In the first stage,
the endogenous explanatory variable (“City”) was used to perform probit regression on all
instrumental variables and exogenous explanatory variables. Then, the fitting value of the
latent variable (City∗) was obtained (Ĉity

∗
i ). The formula is as follows:

City∗i = δZi + θXi + µi (4)

Cityi =

{
0, City∗i < 0
1, City∗i ≥ 0

(5)

Ĉity
∗
i = δ̂Zi + θ̂Xi (6)

whereˆrepresents the fitted value of the variable or the estimated value of the parameter,
vector Xi is the same control variable used in the ordinary ordered probit model, and Zi is
the vector composed of the instrumental variables.
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In the second stage, SWB was used to perform ordered probit regression on the
fitting value and residual and exogenous explanatory variables of the latent variables. The
formula is as follows:

SWBi =
(

β∗Ĉity
∗
i + γXi+i

)
(7)

where the letters have the same meaning as above.

3.2.2. Variables

Table 1 shows the description of the variables. The explained variable is SWB mea-
sured by five levels, while the endogenous explanatory variable is the item “whether to live
in the city”. To clarify the effect of residence on SWB, the exogenous explanatory variables
that may interfere with the model need to be introduced and controlled. Generally, exoge-
nous explanatory variables (control variables) consist of personal characteristics, family
characteristics, and marriage and spousal characteristics. Considering that marriage and
spousal characteristics are based on family, we ultimately selected 12 exogenous explana-
tory variables, including personal characteristics (9 variables) and family characteristics
(3 variables). Specifically, education background (“Education”) and health level (“Health”)
are ordered variables; age (“Age”) and family number (“Famnum”) are the corresponding
values of the year; and other variables are binary variables.

The instrumental variables are urbanization rate (“Urbanization rate”) and the pro-
portion of built-district area to urban area (“Builtpro”). A high urbanization rate indicates
many permanent residents in the city. Hence, it can be inferred that the urbanization rate is
positively correlated with the endogenous variable “City”. Notably, the urbanization of
land is faster than that of the population in China [61]. Thus, many new towns have become
“ghost towns”, reflecting the “the inversion phenomenon” between the proportion of area
of the built district and the urban population. Therefore, we inferred that the proportion of
area of the built district is negatively correlated with the “City” variable. At the same time,
the urbanization rate and the proportion of area of the built district will not be affected by
the well-being of urban and rural residents. Thus, the above variables meet the selection
conditions of effective tool variables.

Table 1. Variable selection and description.

Type Name Description

Explained variable SWB: subjective well-being 1 = very unhappy, 2 = unhappy, 3 = neither happy
nor unhappy, 4 = happy, 5 = very happy

Endogenous explanatory
variable City: whether live in the city 1 = urban areas, 0 = rural areas

Exogenous explanatory
variable

Personal characteristics

Gender 1 = male, 0 = female
Age Age at the time of the survey (in 2015)

Hukou: household registration 1 = non-agricultural household registration,
0 = agricultural household registration

Politics 1 = member of the Communist Party of China,
0 = others

Ethnic: Ethnicity 1 = Han nationality, 0 = Minorities
Job 1 = employed, 0 = unemployed

Education
1 = uneducated, 2 = primary school, 3 = junior

high school, 4 = high school, 5 = college,
6 = university, 7 = postgraduate

Income log of personal annual income 1

Health: perceived health 1 = very unhealthy, 2 = unhealthy, 3 = ordinary,
4 = healthy, 5 = very healthy

Family characteristics
House 1 = self-owned housing property rights, 0 = others

Marriage: marital status 1 = married, 0 = others
Famnum number of family members

Instrumental variable
Urbanization rate by province (in 2014)

Builtpro Area of built district / urban area (in 2014)

Note: In the CGSS project, the unit of personal annual income (original data) is 10,000 Yuan. Based on the relevant researches [62,63], this
paper uses the logarithm of personal annual income to represent the Income variable.
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4. Results
4.1. Descriptive Analysis

Table 2 shows the basic situation of all variables in the model. For the explained
variable “SWB “, the mean value is 3.88, showing that most Chinese residents possess
happy life attitudes. As for the endogenous explanatory variable “City”, the mean value
is 0.59. This value reflects the basic characteristics of urban and rural residential areas.
Among the total sample of 9626 citizens, 5640 respondents live in the city, while the
rest live in rural areas. The exogenous explanatory variables further reveal personal
and family characteristics. For instance, the mean values of “Gender”, “Hukou”, and
“House” are all close to 0.5, indicating that the sample’s male-to-female ratio, urban–rural
household registration ratio, and housing ownership ratio are relatively balanced. Further,
the mean value of “Health” is 3.6, showing that the health level of most residents is between
“ordinary” and “healthy”. The standard deviation of “Income” is 30.03, suggesting that the
income gap is large, and the mean value of “Famnum” is 3.41, indicating that the family
structure is dominated by a family of three in China.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics.

Name Mean
Value

Standard
Deviation Minimum Maximum Sample Size

SWB 3.88 0.81 1 5 9626
City 0.59 0.49 0 1 9626

Gender 0.48 0.50 0 1 9626
Age 50.68 16.57 18 94 9626

Hukou 0.44 0.50 0 1 9626
Politics 0.11 0.31 0 1 9626
Ethnic 0.93 0.26 0 1 9626

Job 0.58 0.49 0 1 9626
Education 3.10 1.44 1 7 9626

Income 7.27 30.03 0 1000 9626
Health 3.60 1.08 1 5 9626
House 0.49 0.50 0 1 9626

Marriage 0.79 0.41 0 1 9626
Famnum 3.41 1.67 1 14 9626

Urbanization Rate 58.09 13.06 40.01 89.60 9626
Builtpro 33.13 14.58 11.37 64.06 9626

Combining these above research topics, we further compared the grading differences
in SWB between urban and rural residents. Figure 2 shows that 60.59% and 18.46% of
urban residents were “happy” and “very happy”, respectively. Moreover, the proportion
of urban residents with the same level of SWB was found to be higher than that of rural
residents. Overall, 6.85% of rural residents believe they are “unhappy”, while only 1.66%
are “very unhappy”. Furthermore, rural residents reported higher levels of unhappiness
than urban residents. In addition, about 15% of urban residents and rural residents had
difficulty expressing their level of happiness.

4.2. Estimated Results of IV Ordered Probit Model

One-stage regression used a probit regression of “City” to all instrumental variables
and exogenous explanatory variables. Specifically, model (1) includes “Urbanization rate”
and exogenous explanatory variables; model (2) includes “Builtpro” and exogenous ex-
planatory variables; and model (3) includes “Urbanization rate”, “Builtpro”, and exogenous
interpretation variables. Table 3 shows that the larger the family size is, the greater the
willingness to live in the countryside. Moreover, those with higher education levels, those
with urban household registration, and those without real estate or a job were more willing
to live in the city. The coefficient of “Urbanization rate” was significantly positive, which is
consistent with the previous hypothesis that the urbanization rate drives people to settle in
cities. The coefficient of “Builtpro” was found to be significantly negative, which means
that extensive urban construction cannot attract people to settle in cities. The coefficients of
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the one-stage regression instrumental variables were all significant at a 1% level, and the
minimum F statistic of the joint test was 448.31. Hence, there was no weak instrumental
variable problem.

Figure 2. Difference of SWB between urban residents and rural residents.

Table 3. Regression results of IV Ordered Probit Model.

Model
One-Stage Regression Two-Stage Regression

Model (1) Model (2) Model (3) Model (1) Model (2) Model (3)

Urbanization rate 0.028 ***
(0.001)

0.026 ***
(0.002)

Builtpro −0.010 ***
(0.001)

−0.003 ***
(0.001)

Ĉity∗ IV
0.373 ***
(0.140)

0.164
(0.191)

0.355 ***
(0.138)

Famnum −0.075 ***
(0.010)

−0.092 ***
(0.010)

−0.076 ***
(0.010)

0.049 ***
(0.008)

0.044 ***
(0.009)

0.048 ***
(0.008)

Income 0.001
(0.001)

0.001
(0.001)

0.001
(0.001)

0.001
(0.000)

0.001
(0.000)

0.001
(0.000)

Gender −0.128 ***
(0.035)

−0.123 ***
(0.035)

−0.126 ***
(0.035)

−0.103 ***
(0.025)

−0.109 ***
(0.025)

−0.104 ***
(0.025)

Age −0.002
(0.006)

−0.003
(0.006)

−0.002
(0.006)

−0.030 ***
(0.005)

−0.030 ***
(0.005)

−0.030 ***
(0.005)

Age2 −0.000
(0.000)

−0.000
(0.000)

−0.000
(0.000)

0.000 ***
(0.000)

0.000 ***
(0.000)

0.001 ***
(0.000)

Hukou 1.663 ***
(0.042)

1.748 ***
(0.041)

1.660 ***
(0.042)

−0.177 **
(0.080)

−0.065
(0.106)

−0.168 **
(0.079)

Politics −0.070
(0.063)

−0.075
(0.063)

−0.070
(0.063)

0.160 ***
(0.038)

0.160 ***
(0.039)

0.160 ***
(0.038)

Ethnic 0.117 *
(0.061)

0.313 ***
(0.061)

0.152 **
(0.063)

−0.052
(0.045)

−0.038
(0.046)

−0.051
(0.045)

Job −0.167 ***
(0.038)

−0.194 ***
(0.038)

−0.176 ***
(0.038)

−0.039
(0.028)

−0.051 *
(0.029)

−0.040
(0.028)

Education 0.198 ***
(0.017)

0.216 ***
(0.017)

0.198 ***
(0.017)

0.046 ***
(0.013)

0.056 ***
(0.014)

0.047 ***
(0.013)
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Table 3. Cont.

Model
One-Stage Regression Two-Stage Regression

Model (1) Model (2) Model (3) Model (1) Model (2) Model (3)

Marriage 0.062
(0.045)

0.078 *
(0.044)

0.064
(0.045)

0.257 ***
(0.033)

0.262 ***
(0.033)

0.257 ***
(0.033)

Health 0.070 ***
(0.016)

0.064 ***
(0.016)

0.070 ***
(0.016)

0.274 ***
(0.013)

0.278 ***
(0.013)

0.274 ***
(0.013)

House −0.232 ***
(0.036)

−0.259 ***
(0.035)

−0.233 ***
(0.036)

0.016
(0.026)

0.003
(0.028)

0.014
(0.026)

_cons −2.277 ***
(0.214)

−0.497 **
(0.195)

−2.065 ***
(0.224)

Pseudo R2 0.403 0.389 0.404 0.044 0.043 0.044

Instrumental
variable F value 1683.12 448.31 847.57

Over-identifying
p value 0.406 0.782 0.410

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses; * means p < 0.1, ** means p < 0.05, *** means p < 0.01.

Two-stage regression used an ordered probit regression of SWB on the fitted value, the
residual of the latent variable, and the exogenous explanatory variable. The p values for
the over-identification tests of these models were all greater than 0.1 (Table 3), indicating
that the null hypothesis (that the instrumental variables meet the exogenous conditions)
cannot be rejected. In other words, these instrumental variables can effectively eliminate
the endogenous effects and more accurately estimate the impact of residence on SWB. The
coefficients of Ĉity

∗
i in models (1) and (3) were both significant at a 1% level and all were

positive. This result highlights that living in a city has a positive effect on SWB.

4.3. Marginal Effects

Given that the meanings of the parameters of the ordered probit model were not
explicit enough, according to Table 3, only limited quantitative analysis information can
be given in terms of significance and parameter signs. Therefore, we further calculated
the marginal effect of each explanatory variable on SWB. This process included two main
approaches. One was to calculate the continuous marginal effects of exogenous explanatory
variables; the other was to calculate the discrete marginal effects and continuous marginal
effects of endogenous explanatory variables. Due to the particularity of “City” in the
instrumental variable method, the meaning of this variable’s marginal effect was different
than the meaning of the marginal effect of exogenous explanatory variables, so “City”
discussed here separately.

4.3.1. Marginal Effects of Exogenous Explanatory Variables

First, we calculate how each unit change of the exogenous explanatory variable will
affect the probability that SWB takes a certain value when all explanatory variables are at
their mean values:

∂Prob(y = i |x)
∂x

| x=x, (i = 1, 2, 3, 4, 5) (8)

where x represents all exogenous explanatory variables in the second-order regression,
excluding “City”. The marginal effect of Formula 8 indicates the probability that the value
of SWB will change when the exogenous explanatory variable changes by one unit.

Table 4 shows the marginal effects of all exogenous variables. For the Fam-num
variable, every unit increase produces a 0.001 decrease in the probability of being “very
unhappy”, a 0.004 decrease in “unhappy”, a 0.001 increase in “happy”, and a 0.01 increase
in “very happy”, when the other explanatory variables are at their mean values. These
results indicate that the larger the family size is, the stronger the residents’ SWB will
be. This result not only reflects the traditional Chinese concept to “have a flourishing
population” but also conforms to the reality of the family goal of “emotional maintenance
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and risk sharing”. Similarly, based on the relationship between other variables and SWB,
the people who feel happiest are female, have high income, work less, are Communist
Party members, have high education, and are married and healthy (all based on statistical
tests). Other variables including “Ethnic”, “Hukou”, and “House” were not significantly
related to SWB.

Table 4. Marginal effects of exogenous explanatory variables.

Level of SWB
Famnum Income Gender Age Hukou Politics

*** ** *** *** ***

very unhappy −0.001 −0.000 0.003 0.001 −0.001 −0.004
unhappy −0.004 −0.000 0.011 0.003 −0.002 −0.016

neither happy nor
unhappy −0.006 −0.000 0.017 0.005 −0.004 −0.023

happy 0.001 0.000 −0.003 −0.001 0.001 0.004
very happy 0.010 0.000 −0.028 −0.008 0.006 0.038

Level of SWB
Ethnic Job Education Marriage Health House

** *** *** ***

very unhappy 0.001 0.002 −0.002 −0.007 −0.008 0.000
unhappy 0.003 0.006 −0.006 −0.027 −0.028 0.001

neither happy nor
unhappy 0.004 0.009 −0.009 −0.040 −0.041 0.001

happy −0.001 −0.001 0.001 0.007 0.008 −0.000
very happy −0.007 −0.015 0.016 0.066 0.070 −0.002

Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses; * means p < 0.1, ** means p < 0.05, *** means p < 0.01.

4.3.2. Discrete Marginal Effects of Endogenous Explanatory Variables

There are usually two methods to measure the marginal effects of endogenous ex-
planatory variables: One is the discrete marginal effect, and the other is the continuous
marginal effect. In this paper, the discrete marginal effect of endogenous explanatory
variables refers to the probability difference for each value of SWB when other variables
are at an average level and the people live in urban or rural areas:

∆P̂rob
(

y = i
∣∣∣x(r) = x(r)

)
= Prob

(
y = i

∣∣∣City∗ = E(City∗|City = 1), x(r) = x(r)
)

−Prob
(

y = i
∣∣∣City∗ = E(City∗|City = 0), x(r) = x(r)

)
, (i = 1, 2, 3, 4, 5)

(9)

where x(r) represents all explanatory variables except for City*. In the second stage of
regression, the explanatory variable is Ĉity∗ rather than Ĉity, so the discrete marginal
effect needs to be calculated based on the expectation of latent variables.

Table 5 shows the probabilities of SWB in urban and rural areas. Combined with the
data in Table 5 and Figure 2, the predicted probability of the model is very close to the
actual distribution. The coefficients in Table 5 assume that all variables are mean values,
and the mean value of SWB in the actual sample is 3.88. Thus, the prediction of taking
4 as the SWB is consistent (the proportion of urban and rural happy people in the total
sample is 60.59% and 59.71%, respectively, in Figure 2, which is close to the values of 62.9%
and 61.2% for urban and rural happy people in Table 5). Here, the probability prediction
values of 1 and 2, respectively, for SWB are less than the statistical values (the proportion
of urban and rural very unhappy people in the total sample in Figure 2 is 0.87% and 1.66%,
respectively, which is greater than the values of 0.5% and 1.3% for urban and rural very
unhappy people provided in Table 5). To summarize, the respondents living in the city
reported a relatively high probability of being “happy” or “very happy”, with a lower
probability of being “very unhappy”, “unhappy”, or “neither happy nor unhappy “.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 13098 12 of 17

Table 5. Discrete marginal effect of Ĉity.

Level of SWB x=
¯
x City = 0 City = 1 ∆

very unhappy 0.008 0.013 0.005 −0.008
unhappy 0.052 0.076 0.039 −0.037

neither happy nor unhappy 0.145 0.180 0.121 −0.059
happy 0.629 0.612 0.629 0.017

very happy 0.166 0.119 0.205 0.086
Note: ∆ is the probability of city = 1 minus the probability of city = 0.

4.3.3. Continuous Marginal Effects of Endogenous Explanatory Variables

The second way to explain the marginal effect of endogenous explanatory variables is
continuous marginal effect analysis. The Ĉity∗ participating in the two-stage regression
is the fitting value of the latent variable of “City” obtained from the one-stage regression.
Thus, Ĉity∗ is essentially a continuous variable. Then, we can obtain the marginal effect of
the probability of living in the city on the probability of SWB. In this study, the continuous
marginal effect of the endogenous explanatory variables indicates the probability that each
value of SWB will change accordingly when the probability of living in the city changes.
The formula is as follows:

∂Prob(y = i |x)
∂Prob(City = 1 |x) |x=x

=
∂Prob(y = i |x)/∂Ĉity∗

∂Prob(City = 1 |x)/∂Ĉity∗
|x=x, (i = 1, 2, 3, 4, 5)

(10)

where x = x is the mean value of the independent variable; Prob (City = 1|x) is the
probability of living in the city at this time; and Prob (y = i|x) is the probability of the
explanatory variable for each value, with the i value ranging from 1 to 5. For example, the
probability of “very unhappy” is Prob (SWB = 1|x), and the probability of “very happy” is
Prob (SWB = 5|x).

Table 6 shows that when all variables have a mean value, with each increase of ∆ in
the probability of living in the city, the probability of “very unhappy, unhappy, and neither
happy nor unhappy” will decrease by 0.010∆, 0.036∆, and 0.053∆, respectively, while the
probability of “happy and very happy” will increase, respectively, by 0.010∆ and 0.088∆.
Thus, when the other variables of the residents are at an average level, choosing to live in a
city can greatly increase the probability of being “very happy” but also slightly increase
the probability of being “happy”. Meanwhile, choosing to live in a city will greatly reduce
the probability of being “unhappy” and “neither happy nor unhappy” and slightly reduce
the probability of being “very unhappy”.

Table 6. Continuous marginal effect of Ĉity.

Level of SWB All Samples

very unhappy −0.010
unhappy −0.036

neither happy nor unhappy −0.053
happy 0.010

very happy 0.088

5. Discussion
5.1. Main Achievements

Based on the above analysis, the first hypothesis was confirmed. However, the second
hypothesis was found to be invalid.

First, we confirmed that living in cities has a positive impact on SWB. This result is
consistent with previous studies. Compared to developed countries, residents in develop-
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ing countries are more likely to feel happy in cities [64]. As China is the largest developing
country in the world, Chinese cities have greater advantages over rural areas and fewer dis-
advantages than rural areas. Considering the advantages of cities, cities are clearly superior
to rural areas in many aspects. In 2016, investment in the construction of facilities in urban
and rural areas was approximately 1746 and 402.6 billion yuan, respectively. Investments
in roads and bridges in urban and rural areas were 75.618 billion and 158.9 billion yuan,
respectively. Investments in water supply and drainage for supply facilities in urban and
rural areas totaled 174.6 billion and 90.7 billion yuan, respectively, and investments in
environmental protection in urban and rural areas totaled 52.38 billion and 42.3 billion
yuan, respectively [65]. In 2020, the number of hospital beds per thousand people in urban
and rural areas was about 8.81 and 4.95, respectively, and the average number of family
cars per hundred households in urban and rural areas was, respectively, about 45 and
27 [66]. This result indicates that the government invested greater funds in the city, making
the city’s public infrastructure more complete. More importantly, the income of urban
residents is usually higher than that of rural residents. In 2020, the per capita disposable
income of urban and rural residents was approximately 43,834 and 17,132 yuan [66], and
the per capita disposable income of urban residents was approximately 2.56 times that
of rural residents. As shown in Table 4, income has a significant positive effect on “very
happy and happy” responses. Thus, because urban residents have higher incomes and can
enjoy more public services, living in cities makes it easier to be happy. Rural areas not only
lag behind cities in infrastructure and public services but also suffer from more serious
aging problems than cities. In 2019, the urban and rural elderly populations aged 60 and
above totaled around 8,937,073 and 113,356,294, respectively [66]. The number of elderly
people in rural areas is about 1.36 times that in urban areas. As shown in Table 4, age has
a significant negative effect on “very happy and happy” SWB. Therefore, because there
are more elderly people in rural areas, living in rural areas is more likely to produce an
unhappy response.

Secondly, we found that the effect of household registration (hukou) on SWB is not
significant. The past view is that having an urban hukou means that one can enjoy greater
social benefits [55,56]. However, with the loosening of the household registration policy,
increasingly more rural people can easily obtain urban household registrations through
various channels. These methods include going to university, joining the army, becoming a
government official, buying a house, or simply purchasing a household registration [54].
This means that the urban–rural divide caused by the household registration system is
gradually narrowing. A study based on survey data from the Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences (CASS) similarly showed that the effect of hukou on SWB is not statistically signif-
icant [54]. The National Development and Reform Commission noted in the “Key Tasks
of New-type Urbanization Construction in 2019” the goals of “Promoting the settlement
of agricultural migrants who are already employed in cities” and “Deepening household
registration system reform” and emphasized that “more public services and convenience
programs will be provided to residents who do not have a registered permanent residence
but have obtained an urban residence permit” [67]. Thus, in the future, the extent to which
hukou restricts residents’ access to social welfare will decrease. Therefore, in the long term,
the effect of Hukou on SWB will continue to be insignificant.

5.2. Limitations

First, the concepts and measurements of SWBs need more tests. As mentioned ear-
lier, researchers usually divide SWB into two parts: cognitive judgments and effective
reactions [29]. In other words, SWB has dual characteristics. The cognitive component is
called satisfaction, while the emotional component is considered pleasure or happiness [27].
In this view, the measurement of SWB mainly depends on the satisfaction with life scale
(SWLS) and the positive and negative effect schedule (PANAS) [68]. The present study
aimed to connect previously disparate USD and SWB research by proposing a concept of
SWB under the background of USD. Considering the timeliness and comprehensiveness
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of the data, the new concept of SWB can still be measured using a Likert-type scale. As a
result, although the present definition of SWB is novel, the actual indicators cannot reflect
more characteristics of urban sustainability.

Second, policy has a time-lag effect. NU takes 2014–2020 as its implementation cycle,
while the time span of the SDGs is 2015–2030. Consequently, there may be dynamic changes
in SWB based on the above background. However, the CGSS data for 2020 have not yet
been made public. More importantly, it will be difficult for us to conduct large-scale and
face-to-face investigations in China due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Third, missing variables and cross-sectional data limit our ability to determine causal
mechanism. The conclusion of this paper is based on CGSS data from 2015. In addition
to personal and family characteristics, the SWB between urban and rural residents is also
affected by variables such as public service, social capital, and environmental quality.
However, the lack of relevant data hindered us from adding more variables, and the
cross-sectional data limited our ability to infer causal mechanisms.

5.3. Prospects

First, more research should be encouraged to creatively define SWB combined with
background factors. Psychologists usually use well-being to describe SWB and consider
people’s thoughts and feelings about their own lives [28]. Economists regard well-being as
the ability to satisfy one’s desires or preferences. For management scholars, SWB could be
introduced into public policy by combining background factors. Changing background
factors will not only enrich the connotations of SWB but also attract the attention of
government managers. Future research should consider the role of background factors in
shaping SWB.

Second, a set of special questionnaires on USD and SWB should be designed, with
continuous observation. To our knowledge, the existing large survey database in China
has not established targeted modules for SDGs or NU. This factor makes it difficult for
the research on SWB to be transformed into public policies. Future research should spend
more time and energy optimizing existing questionnaires.

Third, more capital investment and intellectual support should be encouraged to
achieve continuous observation. By doing so, we can determine the causal mechanisms
of SWB. Under the new situation of COVID-19, continuous observation is faced with
many challenges. For example, (1) the large-scale face-to-face interviews used in the
past cannot be carried out smoothly, which increases the difficulty of data acquisition,
and (2) the physical and mental trauma that COVID-19 creates for residents may reduce
SWB. Therefore, COVID-19 has become a new background factor that cannot be ignored.
New forms of engagement such as online interviews and telephone interviews should
be considered for continuous observation in the future. Moreover, it is also necessary to
increase survey investments among vulnerable groups (i.e., those who do not have access
to the internet or do not have a telephone and usually have low SWB).

6. Conclusions and Implications
6.1. Conclusions

The core issue of this paper is whether urban residents are more likely to feel happy
than rural residents in the process of NU. This work also discusses the overall SWB of
Chinese residents and the possible factors that will affect SWB with statistical significance.
The main conclusions are as follows: (1) Living in cities has a positive impact on SWB,
and this impact is significant at a statistical level of 1%; (2) urban household registration
(hukou) has no significant impact on SWB; and (3) “Gender”, “Income”, “Job”, “Politics”,
“Education”, “Marriage”, and “Health” have significant effects on SWB.

6.2. Implications for Policy-Making

First, the attractiveness of the city should be enhanced. To benefit from sound in-
frastructure, adequate public services, and employment opportunities, increasingly more
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rural residents are determined to live in cities. To make more urban residents feel happy
in the future, the government needs to continue to improve infrastructure and provide
convenience in residents’ lives. Moreover, policymakers should expand the scope of pub-
lic services to provide residents with good education, medical care, pension, and other
services.

Second, the household registration system should be significantly reformed. Due to
the restrictions of the registered residence system, many rural surplus labors cannot be
converted into formal city residents. This factor not only reduces the happiness of rural
residents but also is not conducive to the sustainable development of cities. Therefore, in
line with NU plan, the government needs to reform the registered residence system and
further relax restrictions on settlement.
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