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ABSTRACT 

 

  Based on the data from U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s American 

Housing Survey 2009, this study explains the relationship between built environment and 

neighborhood satisfaction. I hypothesize that undesirable built environment is related to lower 

levels of neighborhood satisfaction, and desirable built environment is associated to higher levels 

of neighborhood satisfaction; and that higher levels of development are associated with lower 

levels of neighborhood satisfaction. 

  My findings support most of my hypothesis. They indicate that undesirable built 

environment is related to lower levels of neighborhood satisfaction, but the effects of desirable 

built environment are more complicated. In general, desirable built environment is indeed 

associated with higher levels of neighborhood satisfaction. In the case of particular elements of 

desirable built environment, however, if the related problems exceed the benefits, the component 

may be associated with lower levels of neighborhood satisfaction. Finally, as expected, higher 

levels of development are related to lower levels of neighborhood satisfaction. Also, depending 

on the level of development, identical components of built environment can function differently.  

  These findings suggest that policy makers should consider levels of development and the 

benefits and problems of each component of built environment when they plan to intervene in a 

neighborhood. By doing so, they can provide more customized built environments, increasing 

residents’ life satisfaction as well as neighborhood satisfaction.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 Neighborhoods are defined as residences and the physical, social, and economic 

circumstances that affect these residences (Connerly & Marans, 1988). They are places where 

people live their daily lives – places where people go for a walk with their pets, where parents 

spend time with their kids at a playground, where neighbors have a chat at a park, and seniors 

grow vegetables in an urban garden. Neighborhoods are meaningful to people. So, magazines 

feature neighborhoods, and report on their amenities and the personalities of their residents. Real 

estate companies promote houses for sale by neighborhood (Wilson, 2009). 

 Because neighborhoods are meaningful to their residents, neighborhood satisfaction has 

significant implications. Neighborhood satisfaction is an individual’s evaluation of the 

neighborhood environment (Hur, Nasar, & Chun, 2009). Adams (1992) explained neighborhood 

satisfaction as residents' overall evaluation of how well the area where they live meets their 

needs. Neighborhood satisfaction is important for each individual' life satisfaction and emotional 

health. Fried (1984) found that feelings about neighborhoods are the second most important 

factor, after feelings about family, in explaining people’s overall life satisfaction. Adam (1992) 

also found that neighborhood satisfaction had a positive relation to the quality of life and self-

efficacy. Neighborhood satisfaction also affects mental health. Cho, Park, and Echevarria-Cruz 

(2005) found that people who are not satisfied with their neighborhoods were more likely to 

report poor emotional health. Considering the fact that life satisfaction and mental health are so 

important to individual well-being, attaining optimal neighborhood satisfaction is also a critical 

issue. 
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 Neighborhood satisfaction is affected by various factors, including personal 

characteristics, social features and built environment. To begin with, personal characteristics 

such as age, income, the presence of children, and duration of residence are influential. For 

example, older and long-time residents tend to be more satisfied with their neighborhoods 

(Greenberg and Crossney, 2007).  In addition, Lu (1999) found that higher-income households 

report higher levels of neighborhood satisfaction.  

 Social features such as crime and racial relations also affect neighborhood satisfaction. 

Harris (1997) found a relationship between exclusivity among white people and neighborhood 

satisfaction; if white people live with people of the same race in their neighborhood, he 

concluded, this increases their level of neighborhood satisfaction. Harris also found that crime 

was the most important non-racial factor affecting neighborhood satisfaction.   

 Finally, a neighborhood’s built environment can affect satisfaction. Built environment 

can be defined as manmade surroundings that include buildings, landscape, land use patterns, the 

transportation system, and design features (Humphrey, 2005). These can be divided into two 

kinds: desirable features and undesirable features. The former includes recreational facilities, 

green space, and new buildings. The latter includes factories, abandoned buildings, and trash (Li, 

2012). In terms of the relationship between built environment and neighborhood satisfaction, 

Higgit and Memken (2001) found that neighborhood services including parks, recreation, and 

health facilities had a beneficial impact on neighborhood residents, leading to higher 

neighborhood satisfaction. Herting and Guest (1985) also found that physical characteristics of 

the neighborhoods were related to residents' satisfaction; good physical features such as good 

housing and streets, increased people’s sense of home protection, giving them a stronger sense of 

security and satisfaction. 
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  Built environment can also be important from a policy perspective. That’s because policy 

intervention can improve physical features more easily than it can affect personal characteristics 

and social factors. If urban design professionals know what characteristics are important for 

residents, and how strongly these characteristics can influence the residents’ satisfaction, they 

can provide a better built environment. Then, people can enjoy higher neighborhood satisfaction, 

leading to higher life satisfaction and better mental health.  

  This paper examines the effect of neighborhood built environment on neighborhood 

satisfaction. First, I look at the relationship between undesirable built environment and 

neighborhood satisfaction to show that an undesirable built environment decreases neighborhood 

satisfaction. Then, I look at the relationship between desirable built environment and 

neighborhood satisfaction, showing conceptually that a desirable environment actually increases 

neighborhood satisfaction. Finally, I examine the relationship between both types of built 

environment and neighborhood satisfaction to conclude what factors are important for 

satisfaction, and how strongly they affect satisfaction. When I analyze the complete model − that 

is, the relationship between both types of built environment and neighborhood satisfaction − I 

also examine the effect of levels of development, such as population density and land use mix, to 

assess how the effects of built environment change, depending on the levels of development. 

  Understanding this relationship may be helpful for policy makers. Whereas policy makers 

can design neighborhoods, residents live there and evaluate them. Therefore, policy makers 

should have both professional knowledge about urban design and residents’ points of view.  This 

paper provides the residents’ perspective, giving practical assistance to policy makers. While 

many studies have focused the relationship in a limited area, such as a county or a state, this 

study examines the relationship nationwide, giving policy makers insight for nation-wide urban 
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design policy. In addition, my analysis of the effects of the levels of development can inform 

policy makers about how they can differentiate the urban design and the mix of built 

environment in areas which have different settings, depending on the development levels. This 

could result in more customized urban design policies by neighborhood. 

  To estimate the relationship between built environment and neighborhood satisfaction, I 

use the data from the U.S Census Bureau’s American Housing Survey (AHS) for 2009. The AHS 

is the only nationwide survey which includes data on both neighborhood built environment and 

residents’ ratings of their neighborhoods. The data include information on positive built 

environment, such as recreational facilities, open space, nearby parking lots, public 

transportation, shops and stores, and also negative built environment, such as abandoned 

buildings, factories, heavy street traffic, and trash. Residents score their neighborhood 

satisfaction on a scale from 1 to 10. 

    

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Much has been written about neighborhood satisfaction and the relationship between 

neighborhood’s built environment and neighborhood satisfaction. My literature review is divided 

into four parts. The first looks at studies about the significance of neighborhood satisfaction; the 

second reviews work on the importance of built environment; the third considers types of 

neighborhood built environment; and, the fourth discusses studies on the relationship between a 

neighborhood’s built environment and neighborhood satisfaction.  
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(1) Significance of Neighborhood Satisfaction 

 

Effect of Neighborhood Satisfaction on Life Satisfaction 

 

  Fried (1984) examined the importance of neighborhood satisfaction, based on interviews 

of 2,622 residents living in 42 urban and suburban municipalities in 10 Standard Metropolitan 

Statistical Areas. He compared the contribution of neighborhood satisfaction and other factors 

such as marriage, work, personal efficacy, and interpersonal sociability to life satisfaction. He 

found that marital satisfaction was the top priority, and neighborhood satisfaction was the second 

most significant contributor to life satisfaction. The order of importance after that was work, 

personal efficacy, and interpersonal sociability.  

Adams (1992) also studied the relationship between neighborhood satisfaction and life 

satisfaction, based on data collected from 1,194 adults in the Detroit Metropolitan Area. The 

respondents graded their neighborhood satisfaction and life satisfaction on the basis of specific 

factors such as friendly neighbors, a good place to live, health satisfaction, and family 

satisfaction as well as overall satisfaction. The results showed that neighborhood satisfaction had 

a positive association with life satisfaction.  

 

Effect of Neighborhood Satisfaction on Emotional Health 

 

 Cho, Park, and Echevarria-Cruz (2005), analyzing the Quality of Korean Life 

Survey (N=1,000, nation-wide samples of adults), found a relationship between neighborhood 

satisfaction and mental health and self-diagnosis health status. The dependent variables in their 

study were self- diagnosis health status and emotional health of respondents. The researchers 
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collapsed these variables into a dichotomous outcome (i.e., good or poor health condition). In 

addition, respondents scored their neighborhood satisfaction on a scale from 0 to 10. The 

analysis revealed that people who were not satisfied with their neighborhoods were more likely 

to report poor emotional health and poor self-rated health status. The researchers explained that a 

positive perception of neighborhood characteristics can make people feel comfortable; and that it 

is helpful for their mental health.   

 

(2) Importance of Built Environment 

 

 Neighborhood built environment is important to neighborhood satisfaction for two 

reasons: one is because it can affect neighborhood satisfaction so much; the other is that policy 

makers can intervene in the built environment more easily than in the other factors affecting 

neighborhood satisfaction.  

 Parkes, Kearns, & Atkinson (2002) compared the effect of demographic characteristics 

and neighborhood characteristics on neighborhood satisfaction, analyzing the Survey of English 

Housing (1997-98, N=20,000). They found that both demographic characteristics, such as age, 

race, income and length of residence, and neighborhood characteristics such as housing, retail, 

appearance of neighborhood, transportation and trash were both associated with neighborhood 

satisfaction; and that among neighborhood characteristics, housing and appearance were the most 

significant variables. More importantly, they found that neighborhood characteristics accounted 

for more variance in neighborhood satisfaction than the demographic variables did. They 

emphasized that these neighborhood characteristics, including built environment, were important 

because policy makers could design and change them, while they had almost no ability to change 

neighborhood demographic characteristics.  
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 Herting and Guest (1985) found that physical attributes of neighborhood had a strong 

correlation with neighborhood satisfaction. Their study was based on interviews in 1978-79 with 

1,642 residents of Seattle, Washington. The dependent variable was residents’ overall score of 

neighborhood satisfaction. Their independent variables were physical and social characteristics 

of neighborhoods. The researchers found that both physical and social attributes had a strong 

relationship with overall neighborhood satisfaction. Most notably, they found that a 

neighborhood’s static appearance was more important than mobile variables such as noise and 

air pollution.  

 

(3) Types of Neighborhood Built Environment 

 

Types of built environment are substantially similar across studies. Lovejoy, Handy and 

Mokhtarian (2010) summarized empirical studies since 1980 that looked at built environment 

factors which were associated with neighborhood satisfaction. The built environment factors in 

these studies were: proximity to businesses, shopping and work, public transit, availability of 

parking, recreational facilities, street lighting, view of nature or greenery, open space, blight or 

vandalism, traffic congestion, density, and public housing. 

In an examination of the relationship between neighborhood amenities, satisfaction, and 

perceived livability, Li (2012) classified some neighborhood built environments as desirable and 

some as undesirable. The former included green space, newer buildings, availability of 

community recreational facilities, proximity to water bodies, and others. The latter included litter, 

junk and trash accumulation, and undesirable land use such as proximity to factories, highways, 

or airports. 
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(4) Relationship between Neighborhood Built Environment and Neighborhood Satisfaction 

 

Landscape and Environment 

 

 Many studies have examined the relationship between landscape and neighborhood 

satisfaction, showing the positive relation between good landscape and overall neighborhood 

satisfaction. The general appearance of an area – e.g., whether it is well kept or has a view of 

nature − is regarded as one of the most significant variables related to neighborhood satisfaction 

(Parkes et al., 2002).  

 Findings of studies about the relation between upkeep and neighborhood satisfaction are 

consistent. For example, La Gory, Ward and Sherman (1985) found that neighborhood 

maintenance had a positive relation to overall neighborhood satisfaction. Conversely, based on 

the comparative study of two cities, Portland, Oregon, and Charlotte, North Carolina, Yang 

(2008) found that poor neighborhood maintenance was associated with lower neighborhood 

satisfaction. 

Hur et al. (2009) focused on the relationship between naturalness (i.e., vegetation) and 

neighborhood satisfaction. They measured vegetation rate, using geographic information systems 

(GIS) data for Franklin County in central Ohio in 2004, and they obtained data on the perceived 

satisfaction of naturalness, and overall rating of neighborhood satisfaction directly from the 

residents (N=837). They found that vegetation rate affected the residents’ perceived satisfaction 

of naturalness, and that their perceived satisfaction was the leading influence on overall 

neighborhood satisfaction. In addition, Kearney (2006) found that natural areas, forests and 
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green space were positively related to neighborhood satisfaction, and Kaplan (2001) found that 

views of nature were crucial to residents' neighborhood satisfaction. 

Kweon et al. (2010) examined the effect of trees and pavement on neighborhood 

satisfaction. Their study was based on GIS data on landscape and a survey of respondents in 

College Station, Texas (N=276). They found that landscape was an important factor in 

explaining neighborhood satisfaction. To be specific, trees and pavement had a positive effect on 

neighborhood satisfaction. However, the effect of pavement was negative when it was associated 

with commercial land use, because pavement in commercial areas was closely related to busy 

streets and loading zones around large retail shops, giving residents an unpleasant experience. 

  

Facilities and Services 

 

 Basolo and Strong (2002) examined the relationship between public services and 

neighborhood satisfaction, based on personal interviews in New Orleans (N=125). Respondents 

scored public service satisfaction on a scale from 0 to 7, and neighborhood satisfaction on a scale 

of 0 to 5. The authors found that public service was a strong factor explaining neighborhood 

satisfaction. Gruber and Shelton (1987) also found a positive relationship between a public 

service and neighborhood satisfaction.   

 Cook (1988) found that location and proximity were important factors for neighborhood 

satisfaction. According to Cook, proximity to business, shopping, and childcare services 

increased neighborhood satisfaction in urban residents. Conversely, Ellis, Lee and Kweon (2006) 

found that retail land use within 1500 ft to a residence had negative correlations with 

neighborhood satisfaction. These authors gathered information on neighborhood satisfaction 
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from single-family households in suburban areas adjacent to commercial strip development in 

College Station, Texas (N=122). They also obtained land parcel data from the local city planning 

agency. They found a negative correlation between retail land use and neighborhood satisfaction, 

and explained that the reason might be that the retail land use tended to create garbage and traffic 

that led to problems such as odors and noise.  

 Gruber and Shelton (1987) found that availability of parking and recreational facilities 

had a positive association with neighborhood satisfaction. They examined the difference in 

neighborhood satisfaction across housing types, such as traditional houses, apartments, and 

mobile homes, using data on residents of 11 counties in the Piedmont region of North Carolina 

(1980-1981). Residents evaluated both features of their neighborhoods and overall neighborhood 

satisfaction. Parking space and recreational facilities showed a positive effect on overall 

neighborhood satisfaction across the housing types. On the other hand, Kaplan (2001) found that 

parking space can have both positive and negative influences on neighborhood satisfaction. If 

residents need the parking space, and the space is attractive, it might be positive. If not, it might 

be negative.  

 Based on a nationwide survey in the Republic of Ireland (N=2,019), Davis and Fine-

Davis (1981) found that public transportation had a positive correlation with neighborhood 

satisfaction. Respondents scored both the characteristics of their neighborhoods, such as public 

transportation, condition of roads and condition of surrounding houses, and overall neighborhood 

satisfaction. Their analysis showed a positive correlation between public transportation and 

neighborhood satisfaction. In contrast, Leslie and Cerin (2008) and Gruber and Shelton (1987) 

found evidence that traffic load and congestion are negatively correlated with neighborhood 

satisfaction.  
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 Land Use 

 

Many studies have examined the relation between land use and neighborhood satisfaction. 

Land use is usually expressed in terms of population density, the amount of open space, and the 

level of residential-commercial land use mix. In general, higher density is regarded as a negative 

influence on feelings of neighborhood satisfaction. Adams (1992) found that increased 

population density was related to lower levels of neighborhood satisfaction in Detroit. He 

concluded that residents tended to feel dissatisfaction when they experienced reduced 

environmental control caused by higher population density. Based on analysis of 60 metropolitan 

areas from the HUD Annual Housing Survey (1974-1976), Lee and Guest (1983) also found a 

negative relationship between population density in metropolitan areas and the number of 

residents who scored their neighborhoods as excellent.  

Hur et al. (2009) found a positive relation between openness and neighborhood 

satisfaction. These authors measured building density, using GIS data in Ohio, and they obtained 

data on levels of neighborhood satisfaction directly from the residents (N=837). They found that 

openness positively affected overall neighborhood satisfaction, and that open space had a bigger 

effect than green space. Yang (2008) also found that open space was a strong contributing factor 

to neighborhood satisfaction in Charlotte, North Carolina.  

Land use mix seems to show a mixed relationship to neighborhood satisfaction. That is 

because higher levels of land use mix are related to higher population densities, giving residents 

more problems such as heavy traffic and crime. At the same time, higher levels of land use mix 

are also associated with the availability of urban amenities and conveniences (Yang, 2008). Yang 

examined two cities with comparable demographic characteristics but contrasting land use 
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patterns, Portland and Charlotte. Portland aggressively pursues compact development. On the 

other hand, Charlotte has implemented compact development policies on places that have 

already experienced a substantial sprawl problem. As a result, compared with Charlotte, Portland 

is a more compact city. Measuring the mix of residential and nonresidential uses and the mix of 

housing structure by type, Yang compared the land use mix of two cities. Portland is more 

densely developed than Charlotte. Also the land use mix and the housing type mix in Portland 

are greater than in Charlotte. Yang found a positive relationship between land use mix and 

neighborhood satisfaction in Portland, but a negative relationship in Charlotte.  According to 

Yang, Portland has good integrated transportation systems and a strictly controlled urban design, 

so it can deliver convenience and distinctive pedestrian environmental quality. However, 

Charlotte does not have such benefits related to compact environments. Another possible 

explanation is that the benefit of land use mix in Portland is bigger than problems related to 

higher density. However, in the case of Charlotte, a limited number of compact neighborhoods in 

a low density city cannot create the advantages of a more densely developed city. 

Kweon et al. (2010) also examined the effect of commercial land use on neighborhood 

satisfaction. They found that commercial land use had a negative effect on neighborhood 

satisfaction, and explained that commercial land use may be associated with less desirable 

conditions such as increased traffic volume, noise, and crowding, so it can decrease overall 

neighborhood satisfaction.  

 My analysis is designed to provide a nation-wide picture of the relationship between built 

environment and neighborhood satisfaction. It is a difference from most previous research, which 

has focused on smaller areas. In addition, although some researchers have studied the 
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relationship using nation-wide data, they have limited their studies to urban areas and failed to 

examine the difference between urban and rural area. My study fills this gap.  

 

RESEARCH QUESTION AND HYPOTHESIS 

 

Research Question 

 

 The question of interest in my study is the effect of built environment on neighborhood 

satisfaction. To be specific, I examine the relationship between undesirable built environment 

and neighborhood satisfaction, expecting a negative relationship. I also look at the relationship 

between desirable built environment and neighborhood satisfaction, expecting a positive 

relationship. Then I examine the relationship between both types of built environment and 

neighborhood satisfaction to determine relationship of each factor, and how strongly they affect 

satisfaction. When I look at the complete model − that is, at the relationship between both types 

of built environment and neighborhood satisfaction − I add an urban residency variable and 

related interaction terms as proxies of the levels of development, − e.g., population density and 

land use mix. This allows me to examine differences in effects of the built environment, 

depending on the levels of development. 

 The dependent variable is the level of neighborhood satisfaction which the residents 

scored on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 as the highest level of satisfaction. I designate the two types 

of built environment − undesirable built environment and desirable built environment − and the 

levels of development as independent variables. The variables of undesirable built environment 

in my study are abandoned buildings, trash, odor, factories, roads which need repairs, and heavy 
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street traffic/noise. The variables of desirable built environment are open space, water bodies, 

shopping facilities, recreational facilities, social service facilities, police stations, 

businesses/institutions, public transportation, and parking spaces. I use urban residency as a 

proxy for levels of development – e.g., high population density and high land use mix. My 

control variables are personal characteristics such as age, marital status, race, gender, income, 

and social factor such as crime rate. I also control for housing satisfaction, because it is strongly 

associated with neighborhood satisfaction (Sirgy and Cornwell, 2002). 

  

Hypothesis 

 

Based on the work of the previous researchers, I estimate that undesirable built 

environment is associated with lower levels of neighborhood satisfaction, and desirable built 

environment is associated with higher levels of neighborhood satisfaction. Therefore, the null 

and alternative hypothesis are:  

 

H0: Built environment has no effect on the level of neighborhood satisfaction.  

 

H1: Built environment has an effect on the level of neighborhood satisfaction. To be 

specific, undesirable built environment is associated with lower levels of neighborhood 

satisfaction, and desirable built environment is associated with higher levels of neighborhood 

satisfaction. In addition, higher levels of development are associated with lower levels of 

neighborhood satisfaction.  
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DATA 

 

Data Source: American Housing Survey (2009)  

 

My research depends heavily on the data from the U.S. Department of Housing and 

Urban Development’s (HUD) American Housing Survey (AHS), the most comprehensive 

national housing survey in the United States (U.S. Dept. of Housing and Urban Development, 

2011). The AHS includes a variety of data from housing type, to quality, to cost, to recent moves, 

and to neighborhood quality. National data have been collected every 2 years from a sample of 

housing units, since 1973 (U.S. Dept. of Housing and Urban Development, 2011).  

AHS 2009 is the most recent survey which has data about neighborhoods. HUD did not 

collect data about neighborhoods after that. The AHS 2009 sampled about 62,000 households, 

covering 878 counties and independent cities in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. 

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for my variables of interest in the original dataset. For 

this analysis, codings such as “Don’t know”, “Not applicable”, “Refused”, and “Not reported” 

are recoded as “missing value”. I don’t count missing values in the number of observations. 

 

Table 1: Variable Descriptions (Original Data) 

 

Variable Description # of Obs Mean St. Dev. 

Dependent variable:     

   Perceived neighborhood satisfaction (1-10)   43,344   8.09      1.79 

Independent variables (Desirable):    

   Open spaces within 1/2 block (1: yes; 0: no)   52,162   .41   .49 

   Bodies of water within 1/2 block (1: yes; 0: no)   53,109   .18   .38 

   Neighborhood shopping satisfactory (1: satisfied; 0: unsatisfied)   42,945   .98   .16 
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   Recreational facilities available (1: yes; 0: no)   45,057   .43   .50 

   Community service facilities available (1: yes; 0: no)   45,057   .19   .40 

   Police protection satisfactory (1: satisfied; 0: unsatisfied)   43,863   .93   .25 

   Business/Institutions within 1/2 block (1: yes; 0: no)   52,224   .34   .47 

   Public transportation available (1: yes; 0: no)   43,852   .58   .50 

   Parking lots within 1/2 block (1: yes; 0: no)   52,220   .33   .47 

Independent variables (Undesirable):    

   Abandoned buildings within 1/2 block (1: yes; 0: no)   51,860   .07   .26 

   Trash/Junk in streets in 1/2 block  

   (1: major accumulation; 2: minor accumulation; 3: none) 

  52,084   2.89   .38   

   Neighborhood has bad smells (1: yes; 0: no)   44,535   .05   .22 

   Factories/other industry within 1/2 block (1: yes; 0: no)   52,162   .05   .22 

   Roads within 1/2 block need repairs (1: major repair work;  

   2: minor repair work; 3: No repair; 4: No street within 1/2 block) 
  51,916   2.55   .63 

   Neighborhood has heavy street noise/traffic (1: yes; 0: no)   44,558   .23   .42 

   Central city/suburban status (1:Central city of MSA; 2:Inside    

   MSA, not central city but urban; 3: Inside MSA, not central city  

   but rural; 4: Outside MSA, but urban; 5: Outside MSA, but rural) 

  73,222   2.5   1.40 

Control variables:    

   Age of the householder (0-120)   45,057   50.90   17.33 

   Marital status of householder (1: Married, spouse present;  

   2: Married, spouse absent; 3: Widowed; 4: Divorced; 5: Separated;  

   6: Never married) 

  45,057   2.75   1.99 

   Race of householder (1: White; 2: Black; 3: American Indian,    

   Alaskan Native; 4: Asian; 5: Hawaiian, Pacific Islander; 6: Others) 

  45,057   1.32   .86 

   Gender of householder (1:Male; 2: Female)   45,057   .54   .50 

   Household Income (-$10,000 - $9,999,995)   45,057 65843.31     68396.2 

   Serious neighborhood crime in last 12 months (1:Yes; 2:No)   44,116   .18   .38 

   Perceived housing satisfaction (0-10)   43,386   8.26   1.64 

Source: American Housing Survey 2009 and its codebook 
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Data Modification 

 

Dropping Observations 

 

To have a more relevant dataset for this study, I drop observations if they do not have 

score for neighborhood satisfaction, because these observations do not give any information 

relevant to this study. In addition, household income values range from negative to very high 

figures. Extremely high income values can be a problem, because they may lead to severe 

positive skewness. So, I remove values at the 95th percentile of income or higher from the 

sample (Chapman and Lombard, 2006). In addition, I change income variable to logarithm form. 

As a result, I drop a total of 32,081 of observations. The total number of observations drops from 

73,222 to 41,141. 

 

Collapsing the Dependent Variable 

 

I collapse the dependent variable to 5 categories. As Chapman and Lombard (2006) 

suggested, since the frequencies of ratings of 7 and above (on a 10-point scale) are high, they do 

not need to be collapsed. However, as shown in Table 2 and Figure 1, the frequencies for ratings 

of 6 and below are very low; so I combine all values between 1 and 6 into one category (See the 

red box in Table 2 and the explanation in Figure 1). Therefore, my dependent variable has five 

categories, that is “6 and below”, “7”, “8”, “9”, and “10”. The categories are recoded as 1 to 5.   
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Table 2: The Frequency and Percent of Dependent Variable 

(Ratings of Neighborhood Satisfaction, 10-point rating scale) 

 

Rating Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent 

1 330 0.80 0.80 

2 238 0.58 1.38 

3 390 0.95 2.33 

4 642 1.56 3.89 

5 2,456 5.97 9.86 

6 2,312 5.62 15.48 

7 5,654 13.74 29.22 

8 11,276 27.41 56.63 

9 6,795 16.52 73.15 

10 11,048 26.85 100.00 

Total 41.141 100.00 100.00 

   

Figure 1: Distribution Before and After Collapsing 
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Changing the Non-Binary Independent Variables to Binary Ones 

 

Almost all of my independent and control variables are binary. However, a few variables, 

such as trash, roads that need repairs, and central city/suburban status are non-binary. Since the 

non-binary variables are also categorical variables, changing them to binary ones makes them 

more consistent to the other variables, and easier to interpret. First, I make my “trash” variable a 

binary (yes/no) by combining both major accumulation and minor accumulation of trash as “yes”.   

Second, I do the same thing with “the roads that need repairs” variable, by combining 

major and minor repair work as “yes”, and combining no repair and no nearby street as “no”.  

Third, I re-code the central city/suburban status variable as either “urban” or “rural”. For 

example, the original central city/suburban status variable has 5 categories – the central city of a 

metropolitan statistical area (MSA), urban area inside an MSA, rural area inside an MSA, urban 

area outside an MSA, and rural area outside MSA (AHS codebook). In my modified dataset, if 

residents live in one of the central cities of an MSA, an urban area inside MSA, or an urban area 

outside an MSA, I classified them as “urban”. Other respondents are classified as “rural”.  

Fourth, among the control variables, I change marital status of householder to a binary 

variable, by coding “married, spouse present” and “married, spouse absent” as “married”, and 

coding the rest as “not married”.  

Finally, I classify race of householder as either “white” or “non-white”, because the 

percentage of white people of my sample is fairly high (white = 81.6%, non-white = 18.3%).  

As a result, all independent variables are binary, and all control variables, except age, 

income and housing satisfaction, are binary. Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics for variables 

of interest, after modifying the data.  
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Table 3: Variable Descriptions (Modified Data) 

Variable Description # of Obs Mean St. Dev. 

Dependent variable:     

   Perceived neighborhood satisfaction (1-5)   41,141   3.26      1.39 

Independent variables (Desirable):    

   Open spaces within 1/2 block (1: yes; 0: no)   41,067   .41   .49 

   Bodies of water within 1/2 block (1: yes; 0: no)   41,127   .16   .37 

   Neighborhood shopping satisfactory (1: satisfied; 0: unsatisfied)   39,679   .97   .16 

   Recreational facilities available (1: yes; 0: no)   41,141   .43   .50 

   Community service facilities available (1: yes; 0: no)   41,141   .20   .40 

   Police protection satisfactory (1: satisfied; 0: unsatisfied)   40,585   .93   .25 

   Business/Institutions within 1/2 block (1: yes; 0: no)   41,083   .35   .48 

   Public transportation available (1: yes; 0: no)   40,476   .58   .49 

   Parking lots within 1/2 block (1: yes; 0: no)   41,081   .32   .47 

Independent variables (Undesirable):    

   Abandoned buildings within 1/2 block (1: yes; 0: no)   40,901   .07   .25 

   Trash/Junk in streets in 1/2 block (1: yes; 0: no)     41,141   .09   .29   

   Neighborhood has bad smells (1: yes; 0: no)   41,105   .05   .22 

   Factories/other industry within 1/2 block (1: yes; 0: no)   41,038   .05   .23 

   Roads within 1/2 block need repairs (1: yes; 0: no)   40,971   .41   .49 

   Neighborhood has heavy street noise/traffic (1: yes; 0: no)   41,113   .24   .42 

   Urban residence (1: yes; 0: no)   41,141   .74   .44 

Control variables:    

   Age of the householder (0-120)   41,141   50.98   17.44 

   Marital status of householder (1: married, 0: not married)    41,141   .51   .50 

   Race of householder (1: white; 2: non-white)     41,141   .81   .39 

   Gender of householder (1:male; 2: female)   41,141   .53   .50 

   Log household income (0 – 12.10)   40,469 10.56     1.06 

   Serious neighborhood crime in last 12 months (1:yes; 0:no)   40,814   .18   .38 

   Perceived housing satisfaction (1-10)   41,141   8.23   1.65 

Source: American Housing Survey 2009 and its codebook 
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Creating Interaction Terms 

 

One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests allow examining whether one factor has a 

significant effect on the variance of total observations or total sum of squares. In other words, it 

can examine whether one factor makes a different mean value across groups (Min and Choi, 

2009).  In this study, ANOVA can indicate whether urban residency affects the neighborhood 

satisfaction of urban area residents and rural area residents differently. Table 4 indicates that the 

variance of the mean of neighborhood satisfaction is different between urban area residents and 

rural area residents (p-value is less than 0.0001), whereas there is much smaller variance of mean 

within each individual group. Therefore, the area where people live is the critical factor for 

neighborhood satisfaction.  

From this result, it is reasonable to conclude that urban residency is an important variable 

for neighborhood satisfaction, and that the same built environment may have different effects on 

neighborhood satisfaction in urban and rural areas. Therefore, I create interaction terms between 

my urban variable and the other independent variables to examine the different effects of built 

environment on neighborhood satisfaction, depending on the levels of development. For example, 

I create interaction terms by multiplying my “urban” variable by several services/facilities 

variables, including “business/institutions”, “parking lots”, “roads that need repairs”, “heavy 

street noise/traffic”, “shopping”, “recreational facilities”, “community service”, and “public 

transportation”. 
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Table 4: Analysis of Variance (neighborhood satisfaction and urban variable) 
 

Source 
Sum of 

Squares 

Degree of 

Freedom 

Mean  

Square 
F-value P-value 

Between groups 2019.7642 1 2019.7642 636.63 0.0000 

Within groups 130516.077 41,139 3.17256319   

Total 132535.841 41,140 3.22158098   

Bartlett's test for equal variances:  chi2(1) = 235.2543  Prob>chi2 = 0.000 

 

METHODS 

 

Estimation Method: Ordered Logit Regression 

 

To test my hypothesis, I use an Ordered Logit Model (OLM). OLM is used when the 

dependent variable is ordinal and non-binary. In OLM, the cardinal values of the dependent 

variable do not have any meaning. Conversely, the ordinal structure of the dependent variable is 

important to interpret because higher values of the dependent variable are related to stronger 

outcomes (Borooah, 2002).  

OLM is a more appropriate method for my analysis than an Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) 

regression because my dependent variable is ordinal, rather than continuous. In fact, treating my 

dependent variable as continuous variable might be a problem, because the variable is the 

subjective score of a variety of residents, and the interval gap between individual scores may not 

be same. For example, the interval gap between 1 and 2 may have a different meaning than the 

gap between 4 and 5 (Chapman and Lombard, 2006). In addition, since the dependent variable is 

not binary but has five categories, Logit or Probit models are not appropriate for this study.  
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Cramer’s V Test     

 

Cramer's V is usually used to calculate the level of correlation between binary variables. 

The value of Cramer's V is between 0 and 1. If the value is close to 0, there is little correlation 

between the variables. On the other hand, if the value is close to 1, there is a strong correlation 

between them. (Cramer, 1999) 

The independent variables may have correlation with each other, because they are all 

features of the built environment, and each feature may be associated one or more of the others. 

For example, business/institutions and community service facilities may be related each other 

location-wise. Because correlation among the independent variables may bias my results, I 

remove the independent variables which, according to Cramer’s V test, have a strong correlation.  

One caveat is that previous research has shown all independent variables that I use have 

an effect on neighborhood satisfaction, so I need to minimize removal of the independent 

variables, although they are correlated with each other.  As a result, I remove only variables 

where the correlation is very strong (i.e., Cramer’s V is bigger than 0.25).  

   Cramer’s V Analysis shows that abandoned buildings and trash (Cramer’s V= 0.31), 

recreation facilities and community service (Cramer’s V= 0.41), and public transportation and 

business/institutions (Cramer’s V= 0.27) have a very strong correlation. So I need to remove one 

variable from each pair, and the related interaction terms, from my models.  In deciding which 

variables to remove, I consider how obviously the variables were related to built environment, 

and remove those where the relations were less obvious. As a result, abandoned building, 

community service, business/institutions, and related interaction terms are removed.  
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Statistical Analysis Models 

 

As shown below, I have two partial models and one complete model. The first partial 

model examines whether conceptually undesirable built environment has a negative association 

with neighborhood satisfaction, while the second partial model examines whether conceptually 

desirable built environment has a positive association with neighborhood satisfaction. The 

complete model combines both partial models and includes additional variables, such as urban 

residency variables and some interaction terms in order to examine the effect of individual 

components of built environment on neighborhood satisfaction, and the effect of the level of 

development on neighborhood satisfaction. The three models are controlled by variables such as 

the householders’ age, marital status, race, gender, and income, and the levels of crime and 

housing satisfaction in the neighborhood.  

Insignificant interaction terms are removed from the complete model because statistically 

insignificant interaction terms do not give useful information, and they may change statistically 

significant variables to insignificant variables (Kim, 2006). When I run the complete model 

regression, the interaction terms of urban*parking, urban* roads which need repairs, urban* 

heavy street noise/traffic, and urban* shopping facilities are not statistically significant. 

Therefore, I remove them from the complete model. My three models are specified as follows: 

 

Partial Model (1) - Undesirable Built Environment: Neighborhood Satisfaction = a + 

+ b (trash/junk in streets) + c (bad smells) + d (factories) + e (roads which need repairs) + f 

(heavy street noise/traffic) + g (age) + h (marital status) + i (race) + j (gender) + k (income) + l 

(crime) + m (housing satisfaction) + u 
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Partial Model (2) - Desirable Built Environment: Neighborhood Satisfaction = a + b 

(open spaces) + c (bodies of water) + d (shopping facilities) + e (recreational facilities) + f 

(police protection) + g (public transportation) + h (parking lots) + i (age) + j (marital status) + k 

(race) + l (gender) + m (income) + n (crime) + o (housing satisfaction) + u 

 

Complete Model: Neighborhood Satisfaction = a + + b (trash/junk in streets) + c (bad 

smells) + d (factories) + e (roads which need repairs) + f (heavy street noise/traffic) + g (open 

spaces) + h (bodies of water) + i (shopping facilities) + j (recreational facilities) + k (police 

protection) + l (public transportation) + m (parking lots) + n (urban) + o (urban* recreational 

facilities) + p (urban* public transportation) +  q (age) + r (marital status) + s (race) + t (gender) 

+ v (income) + w (crime) + x (housing satisfaction) + u  

 

RESULTS 

 

Interpretation of Ordered Logit Regression 

 

 Unlike OLS regressions, the coefficients of ordered logit regressions are in log-odds units, 

so they cannot be interpreted as regular OLS coefficients. The standard interpretation of ordered 

logit coefficients is that an one unit change in the independent variable of interest is associated 

with a change in the dependent variable by the regression coefficient of the independent variable 

in the log-odds scale, while the other variables in the model are held constant (UCLA Statistical 

Consulting Group, 2007).  

 This interpretation is not intuitively clear. In contrast, odds ratio interpretation is 

relatively easier to understand, giving almost the same interpretation. Odds are a ratio of the 

probability that an event will occur to the probability that it will not occur. An odds ratio is the 

ratio of the odds of an event happening in one group to the odds of it happening in another group 
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(Bland and Altman, 2000). In the context of this study, one example of an odds ratio is the ratio 

of the odds of being “neighborhood satisfaction level is 5” to the odds of being “neighborhood 

satisfaction level is from 1 to 4”. Another example is the ratio of the odds of being 

“neighborhood satisfaction level is from 4 to 5” to the odds of being “neighborhood satisfaction 

level is from 1 to 3”. In other words, the ratio of the odds of being higher satisfaction level to the 

odds of being lower satisfaction level is the odds ratio coefficient in the regression result (UCLA 

Statistical Consulting Group, 2007).  For better understanding, I interpret my results with both 

log-odds coefficients (Table 5) and odds ratio coefficients (Table 6).  

 

Table 5: Ordered Logit Regression Result (Log-odds Coefficients) 

 

Likelihood of Neighborhood Satisfaction 

Variables Partial Model 1 Partial Model 2 Complete Model 

trash -0.927**  -0.895** 

 (0.044)  (0.046) 

odor -0.361**  -0.351** 

 (0.053)  (0.055) 

factories -0.123**  -0.079 

 (0.046)  (0.048) 

bad roads -0.227**  -0.211** 

 (0.019)  (0.020) 

heavy traffic -0.607**  -0.571** 

 (0.024)  (0.025) 

open space  0.207** 0.178** 

  (0.019) (0.020) 

water  0.148** 0.117** 

  (0.025) (0.025) 

shopping  0.301** 0.164** 

  (0.074) (0.076) 
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recreation  0.097** 0.020 

  (0.019) (0.039) 

police  0.882** 0.703** 

  (0.055) (0.054) 

public transport  -0.200** -0.203** 

  (0.019) (0.048) 

parking lots  -0.155** -0.055** 

  (0.021) (0.022) 

urban residency   -0.292** 

   (0.035) 

urban*recreation   0.094** 

   (0.045) 

urban*public transport   0.140** 

   (0.053) 

householder (hh) age 0.005** 0.006** 0.005** 

 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

hh marital status 0.020 -0.011 -0.017 

 (0.020) (0.021) (0.021) 

hhwhite 0.134** 0.111** 0.068** 

 (0.024) (0.025) (0.025) 

hhmale -0.030 -0.023 -0.041 

 (0.019) (0.019) (0.020) 

log income -0.046** -0.022** -0.051** 

 (0.010) (0.010) (0.011) 

level of crime -0.691** -0.794** -0.620** 

 (0.027) (0.028) (0.028) 

housing satisfaction 0.953** 0.987** 0.965** 

 (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) 

P-value 0.000 0.000 0.000 

Pseudo R
2
 0.184 0.178 0.191 

Observations 39922 37666 37519 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

** p<0.05   
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Table 6: Ordered Logit Regression Result (Odds Ratio Coefficients) 
 

Likelihood of Neighborhood Satisfaction 

Variables Partial Model 1 Partial Model 2 Complete Model 

trash 0.395**  0.408 ** 

 (0.015)  (0.016) 

odor 0.697**  0.704** 

 (0.033)  (0.035) 

factories 0.884**  0.924 

 (0.038)  (0.042) 

bad road 0.796**  0.809** 

 (0.015)  (0.016) 

heavy traffic 0.544**  0.564** 

 (0.013)  (0.013) 

open space  1.230** 1.194** 

  (0.024) (0.025) 

water  1.159** 1.124** 

  (0.030) (0.030) 

shopping  1.350** 1.178** 

  (0.090) (0.079) 

recreation  1.101** 1.020 

  (0.021) (0.041) 

police  2.414** 2.020** 

  (0.110) (0.093) 

public transport  0.818** 0.816** 

  (0.016) (0.041) 

parking lots  0.856**  0.946** 

  (0.018) (0.021) 

urban residency   0.746** 

   (0.026) 

urban* recreation   1.098** 

   (0.050) 

Urban*public transport   1.150** 

   (0.064) 

hhage 1.005** 1.005** 1.004** 

 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

hhmar 1.020   0.988 0.983 
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 (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) 

hhwhite 1.143**   1.116** 1.070** 

 (0.028) (0.028) (0.027) 

hhmale 0.970 0.976 0.959** 

 (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) 

log income 0.954**   0.978** 0.950** 

 (0.009) (0.010) (0.010) 

level of crime 0.500** 0.452** 0.537** 

 (0.013) (0.012) (0.014) 

howh 2.594** 2.683**   2.624** 

 (0.022) (0.023) (0.023) 

P-value 0.000 0.000 0.000 

Pseudo R
2
 0.184 0.178 0.191 

Observations 39922 37666 37519 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

** p<0.05   

 

Partial Model 1 

 Partial model 1 includes all variables for undesirable built environment such as trash, 

odor, factories, roads which need repairs, and heavy street noise/traffic. Age, marital status, race, 

gender, income, level of crime, and housing satisfaction are controlled. Since the p-value of the 

model is less than 0.001, the model as a whole is statistically significant.  In addition, the five 

independent variables of interest are statistically significant at conventional levels.  

  The signs of the log-odds coefficients of all independent variables are negative, which 

means that the odds ratios are less than 1, and that a one unit increase of the independent 

variables is associated with a decrease in the odds ratio of the odds of higher level of 

neighborhood satisfaction to the odds of lower level of neighborhood satisfaction. In other words, 

these independent variables are negatively associated with neighborhood satisfaction.  
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 Looking at the independent variables individually, the log-odds coefficient of “trash” is -

0.927, which means that if there is trash or junk in streets within a 1/2 block of a resident’s home, 

the resident’s log-odds of being in a higher neighborhood satisfaction category would decrease 

by 0.927, if the other variables in the model are held constant. The odds ratio coefficient of 

“trash” is 0.395, which means that if there is trash or junk in streets within a 1/2 block of a 

resident’s home, the odds of being at level 5 of neighborhood satisfaction versus the odds of 

being at level 1 to 4 of neighborhood satisfaction are 0.395 times lower, if the other variables are 

held constant in the model. Likewise, the odds of being at level 4 to 5 of neighborhood 

satisfaction versus the odds of being at level 1 to 3 of neighborhood satisfaction are 0.395 times 

lower, if the other variables are held constant in the model. Therefore, trash negatively affects 

neighborhood satisfaction.  In the same way, all other independent variables are negatively 

associated with neighborhood satisfaction.  In sum, partial model 1 demonstrates that undesirable 

built environment negatively affects neighborhood satisfaction of residents.   

  Another focus of this study is the relative strength of the independent variables on 

neighborhood satisfaction. The lower the odds ratio coefficient, the stronger the negative effect 

of the built environment on satisfaction. In the context of this study, the factor with the strongest 

negative effect on neighborhood satisfaction is trash, followed by heavy street noise/traffic, odor, 

roads which need repairs, and factories.   

 Among the control variables, the coefficients on age, race, income, level of crime, and 

housing satisfaction are statistically significant. Age, race and housing satisfaction are positively 

related to neighborhood satisfaction, whereas income and crime are negatively associated with 

neighborhood satisfaction. These results indicate that older and white people tend to be more 
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satisfied with their neighborhoods. In addition, crime is strongly and negatively related to 

neighborhood satisfaction.  These findings are consistent to with previous research.  

However, income is an exception. Lu (1999) found that higher-income households reported 

higher levels of neighborhood satisfaction. But my study found a reverse relationship between 

income and neighborhood satisfaction (See the red boxes around the income variables in Tables 

5 and 6). One possible explanation is that Lu’s study was not sufficiently controlled; the higher-

income households may live in better places, leading to higher levels of satisfaction. In other 

words, inadequate controlling could bias the coefficient of the income variable. In contrast, my 

study has many built environment variables, which means my models virtually force both higher-

income people and lower-income people to live in almost same neighborhoods, allowing more 

accurate analysis. Another possible explanation is that higher-income people might be more 

critical of their neighborhoods than lower-income people.   

 

Partial Model 2 

 Partial model 2 includes all variables for desirable built environment such as open spaces, 

bodies of water, shopping facilities, recreational facilities, police protection, public transportation, 

and parking lots. As in partial model 1, age, marital status, race, gender, income, level of crime, 

and housing satisfaction are controlled. Since the p-value of the model is less than 0.001, the 

model as a whole is statistically significant.  In addition, all the independent variables of interest 

are statistically significant at conventional levels.  

  Interestingly, however, even if all variables in the desirable built environment are 

conceptually desirable, their coefficients have different signs. The signs of the log-odds 
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coefficients of five variables − open spaces, bodies of water, shopping facilities, recreational 

facilities, and police protection − are positive, which means they are positively associated with 

neighborhood satisfaction. But the signs of the log-odds coefficients of public transportation and 

parking lots are negative, which means they are negatively associated with neighborhood 

satisfaction. (See the red boxes for these variables in partial model 2 in Tables 5 and 6)  

 This result may reflect the possibility that the disadvantages of public transportation, and 

parking lots exceed their benefit. For example, Davis and Fine-Davis (1981) found that public 

transportation had a positive correlation with neighborhood satisfaction. In contrast, traffic load 

and congestion at the neighborhood level have been shown to be negatively correlated with 

neighborhood satisfaction. (Leslie & Cerin, 2008; Gruber and Shelton, 1987). If the problems 

which are caused by public transportation, such as traffic load and congestion, exceed the benefit, 

residents may feel uncomfortable about public transportation. Likewise, Kaplan (2001) found 

that parking space can have both positive and negative influences on neighborhood satisfaction. 

If residents need the parking space, and if space is attractive, its influence might be positive. If 

not, it might be negative. This result suggests that elements of a desirable built environment may 

have negative effects, if their related problems exceed their benefits.  

 In terms of relative strength of the independent variables on neighborhood satisfaction, 

the bigger the odds ratio coefficient, the stronger the positive effect. For this study, the factor 

with the strongest positive effect on neighborhood satisfaction is police protection, followed by 

shopping facilities, open spaces, bodies of water, and recreational facilities. Of public 

transportation and parking lots, public transportation has stronger negative effect on 

neighborhood satisfaction. 
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 The fact that police protection has the strongest positive influence on the satisfaction 

among the features of desirable built environment, and that level of crime has the strongest 

negative influence on satisfaction among control variables, indicates that people put the greatest 

weight on safety when they evaluate their neighborhoods. 

      The coefficients of the control variables have almost same values in partial model 2, as 

they do in partial model 1.  

 

Complete Model 

 The complete model includes all elements of both undesirable and desirable built 

environment as well as the urban variable, which is proxy for levels of development, and related 

interaction terms (e.g., urban*recreational facilities and urban*public transportation).  As in the 

partial models, age, marital status, race, gender, income, level of crime, and housing satisfaction 

are controlled. Since the p-value of the model is less than 0.001, the model as a whole is 

statistically significant.  In addition, the coefficients on all independent variables of interest, 

except factories, are statistically significant at conventional levels. “Recreational facilities” 

appears to be statistically insignificant, when included the interaction terms (e.g., 

urban*recreational facilities). But when the model is run without the interaction term, the 

variable is statistically significant at conventional levels (Allison, 1998).  

 Overall, the coefficients on undesirable and desirable variables show signs and 

magnitudes that are similar to their signs and magnitudes in the partial models. The undesirable 

variables are still negatively associated with neighborhood satisfaction, having the same order of 

relative strength as in the partial model 1. The desirable variables are positively associated with 
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neighborhood satisfaction, except for public transportation and parking lots, and have the almost 

same order of relative strength as in partial model 2, except for open space and shopping 

facilities which switch position. Public transportation and parking lots are still negatively related 

to neighborhood satisfaction.  

 The odds ratio coefficient of the urban variable is less than 1 (i.e., 0.746), which means it 

is negatively associated with neighborhood satisfaction. Some previous research can explain this 

relationship. For example, Adams (1992) and Lee and Guest (1983) found that increased 

population density was related to lower levels of neighborhood satisfaction, possibly because 

residents felt uncomfortable when they experienced reduced environmental control caused by 

higher population density. In addition, Kweon et al. (2010) found that commercial land use is 

negatively related to neighborhood satisfaction, since it may be associated with undesirable 

conditions such as increased traffic volume, noise, and crowding. Considering that urban areas 

usually have more population and commercial land use than rural areas, the negative relationship 

between urban residency and neighborhood satisfaction is reasonable.  

 Two interaction terms − urban*recreational facilities and urban*public transportation − 

are positively associated with neighborhood satisfaction (See the red box in complete model in 

Table 5 and 6). In other words, urban residents tend to give better scores to recreational facilities 

and public transportation than the rural residents. This result is also reasonable because urban 

residents may have a higher demand for recreational facilities and public transportation. It also 

suggests that the same built environment may have different effect on neighborhood satisfaction, 

depending on the residency and level of development.  
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 The coefficients of the control variables in the complete model have almost same 

meaning as in partial model 1. The only difference is that the coefficient of the gender variable 

becomes statistically significant.  

 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS  

 

 My study has three informative results for urban design policy makers.  First, policy 

makers may need to consider the level of development of a neighborhood where they may want 

to intervene. Although neighborhoods have almost the same built environment, residents may 

feel differently, depending on whether they live in compact developed areas or not. In addition, 

depending on the level of development, each factor of built environment, such as public 

transportation, may function differently for neighborhood satisfaction – urban residents may 

welcome new public transportation, while rural residents may not, because they have a different 

preference for the public transportation. In practice, policy makers should analyze how residents 

think about their neighborhood and its built environment, by collecting data directly from 

residents. Based on that, they may fine-tune their urban design plan to a more customized one.  

 Second, policy makers need to analyze the benefits and problems of desirable built 

environment. Undesirable built environment may have a negative influence on the satisfaction 

without exception. However desirable built environment is more complicated. From my study, 

elements of desirable built environment may have a negative influence on neighborhood 

satisfaction, when their problems exceed the benefits. More important, the strength of the 

benefits and the problems are closely related to the levels of development. Therefore, when 
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policy makers want to provide services which may have benefits and problems – e.g., public 

transportation and parking space – they need to analyze in detail the good and bad results of the 

service by neighborhood or community, and not presume they would increase the level of 

neighborhood satisfaction.     

 Third, when policy makers design neighborhoods, the safety issue should come first. My 

study indicates that police protection has the strongest positive influence on satisfaction, and 

level of crime has the strongest negative influence on satisfaction. Therefore, without ensuring 

residents’ safety, policy makers cannot make a good neighborhood.  

   

CONCLUSION 

 

 This study examined how built environment affects neighborhood satisfaction. My 

hypothesis was that undesirable built environment is related to lower levels of neighborhood 

satisfaction, and desirable built environment is associated with higher levels of neighborhood 

satisfaction; and that higher levels of development are associated with lower levels of 

neighborhood satisfaction. 

 My findings supported most of the hypothesis. They indicated that undesirable built 

environment is related to lower levels of neighborhood satisfaction, but the effects of positive 

built environment are more complicated. Depending on dynamics of benefits and problems 

associated with particular elements of desirable built environment, desirable built environment 

may be associated with either higher or lower levels of neighborhood satisfaction. However, as I 
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expected, higher levels of development are related to lower levels of neighborhood satisfaction. 

Further, depending on levels of development, identical components of built environment can 

function in a different way.   

 My research has at least three limitations. First, I dropped almost 40% of the observations 

in the original AHS data because they did not have information on neighborhood satisfaction. If 

the people who did not score their neighborhood are systematically different from people who 

did – e.g., if they are unhappier with their neighborhoods, and so they did not score them – the 

result of my study may be biased. 

 Second, since all my independent variables are binary, my research could not analyze the 

difference in neighborhood satisfaction when the strength of each component of built 

environment varied– for example, the difference in the influence of one recreational facility, two 

recreational facilities, and ten recreational facilities in a neighborhood could not be analyzed.  

 Finally, the levels of neighborhood satisfaction in the AHS are self-reported by residents. 

Each individual may have different criteria for what their neighborhood is supposed to be. So 

subjective scoring of the neighborhood may bias my results.    

 Future research could examine the relationship between built environment and 

neighborhood satisfaction more accurately by collecting detailed data on neighborhood’s built 

environment, or by using objective indicators which can reflect subjective neighborhood 

satisfaction.  
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