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Happy City Denver: Art for the People
Experiments Report Executive Summary
Can a city be happy? Through a social experiment that allowed people to “drop” their emotional 
baggage with strangers at an art installation and a second that assessed people’s generosity based 
on their transportation choices, urbanists at Happy City explored this provocative question in Denver, 
Colorado. 

The team found evidence that the art installation could play a role in combatting social isolation. 
Happy City also discovered a link between people’s transportation choices and their generosity rates, 
even when controlled for income. The unique experiments were conducted as part of Happy City 
Denver: Art for the People, a six-week citywide art intervention initiated by contemporary British artist 
Stuart Semple. 

One experiment was based on Semple’s art installation, Emotional Baggage Drop, which gave people 
passing through Denver’s Union Station a chance to anonymously share their feelings with strangers. 
Participants were asked to complete an anonymous survey that inquired about their access to 
emotional support, happiness, trust in strangers and more. The same survey was conducted with an 
equal number of people who were also at the renowned Union Station, but who had not participated 
in Emotional Baggage Drop.

Happy City found that Emotional Baggage Drop participants, and males in particular, were less likely 
to report feeling that they had friends or family to rely on for emotional support. Inquiries regarding 
happiness in the moment and trust in strangers produced mixed results. 

In what may have been the first of its kind, the other experiment, Multi-modal Altruism, involved Happy 
City surveyors intercepting commuters on foot, bike, bus, rail and car. Once people had agreed to 
participate, they were given $10 for their time. Once they had completed the survey, they were offered 
the chance to donate any or all of that money to the Mental Health Centre of Denver.

Denverites proved to be quite generous, donating an average of $6.70. When controlled for income, 
people riding bicycles were most generous, followed closely by pedestrians and drivers. This suggests 
that having a higher degree of control over a journey may result in greater generosity than journeys 
where passengers have limited control. 

Overall, the results suggest that the ways that we design and plan cities can foster or flatten empathy, 
generosity and other human characteristics that shape people’s sense of happiness and wellbeing.

For more information, contact: 

Mitchell Reardon
Senior Lead at Happy City 
mitchell@thehappycity.com
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Introduction

Beyond being places where we live and work, 
cities can do much to influence our emotional 
states. Too often those influences are negative, as 
we experience such things as frustration in heavy 
traffic, impersonal transactions in big-box stores, 
and the phenomenon of feeling isolated even amidst 
busy streets and sidewalks. Through a six-week 
citywide art intervention, Happy City Denver: Art for 
the People, artists and urbanists sought to provoke 
responses to a question: can a city be happy? 

Initiated by British artist Stuart Semple, the project 
explored ways that, in Semple’s words, “public 
participatory art can bring people together to 
foster a sense of connection, reduce fear and 
nurture a sense of lasting happiness.” Happy City 
Denver was also intended in part to explore some 
of the questions raised in Charles Montgomery’s 
influential book Happy City, which examines the 
intersection between urban design and the science 
of happiness. In turn, Montgomery’s consultancy, 
Happy City, was invited to carry out experiments 
related to Happy City Denver interventions.  

Two experiments emerged from this invitation. 
Emotional Baggage Drop was designed to assess 
how Semple’s installation (of the same name) 
influenced residents’ perceptions of emotional 
support, social connection and subjective 
wellbeing in the moment. Multi-modal Altruism 
sought to understand how using different 
modes of transportation can influence people’s 
generosity, trust in strangers and stress levels.

Research has found that people who have trusting or meaningful encounters with strangers 
experience a significant—and lasting—boost in their sense of wellbeing and happiness. 
Previous Happy City experiments have shown that empathic encounters with strangers, 
like friendly conversations with cashiers, or jokes shared with people on the train, can 
change people’s feelings toward society in general. These feelings are healthy for us. And 
they are good for society. But modern cities strip away opportunities for such encounters. 

Photo: From the Hip Photo
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Emotional Baggage Drop Key Findings
Semple’s Emotional Baggage Drop gave people passing through Union Station a 
chance to anonymously share their feelings with strangers. We found that:
• Emotional Baggage Drop participants were less likely to report feeling that they had friends or 

family to rely on for emotional support. This was particularly evident among male participants
• People who participated in Emotional Baggage Drop were more likely to 

report being optimistic about the future than non-participants.
• Among Denverites, non-participants were found to be more 

trusting in other Denver residents than participants.

Multi-modal Altruism Key Findings
We caught Denverites on their morning commutes, and gave them an 
opportunity to donate up to $10 to a good cause. We learned that:
• Denverites demonstrated a relatively high degree of 

generosity. The average donation was $6.70.
• Participants using transportation modes where they had agency over 

their travel (walking, biking and driving) were more generous than 
those using modes where they did not (bus and light rail).

• When controlled for income, people riding bicycles were most 
generous, followed closely by pedestrians and drivers.

Photo: Third Dune Productions
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Emotional Baggage Drop
Located in Denver’s historic Union Station, Semple’s Emotional Baggage Drop installation 
mimicked a luggage drop. Instead of collecting luggage, however, the private booth—which 
had design parallels to a church confessional— allowed people to share their emotional 
“baggage” with a stranger. 

Passersby were invited to confidentially share their feelings and personal burdens with someone 
they’d never met before. The experiment was an inquiry into whether sharing their emotional life in 
this way would affect participants’ feelings of anxiety and social isolation. By bringing people together, 
instigating intimacy, and asking participants to share personal information, the project endeavored to 
build trust among strangers. 

Two Happy City Denver staff, located at the entrances to the booth, managed the installation. The 
staff were prepared to intervene should an encounter between strangers become negative, though no 
such situation occurred during the course of Happy City’s experiment. A mental health professional 
was also present to offer additional support for participants exiting the installation.

Photo: Third Dune Productions
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For two to five minutes, participants listened to a stranger describe their life challenges; subsequently, 
the person dropping baggage exited the installation and the listener then described their own 
challenges to a different stranger. They shared their emotional burdens and looked each other in the 
eyes through a small hole in a wall that separated the pair. As they exited the installation one-by-one, 
every two to five minutes, surveyors would intercept them and ask them to complete a two-minute 
anonymous survey on a tablet. To establish a control group, the Happy City team engaged people 
who were sitting in Union Station but had not participated in Emotional Baggage Drop to complete 
the same questionnaire.
 
In total, 107 people responded to the Emotional Baggage Drop (EBD) questionnaire. Fifty-four of 
them had participated in the survey, while 53 had not. Of those who chose to share, 36 of the EBD 
participants reported being female, while 18 reported being male. Thirty-five of the non-participants 
reported as female, while 15 of the non-participants reported as male. A significant majority of all 
questionnaire respondents identified themselves as white or Caucasian.

A Note About Statistical Significance 
In some cases in this report, results are referred to as “statistically significant.” In any experiment 
or observation that involves drawing a sample from a given population, there is a possibility that an 
observed effect could be due to a sampling error— for example, that those who participated were 
all from a homogenous group. In cases with relatively small samples, as was the case here, this risk 
is heightened. However, if a statistical analysis determines that the “observed effect” (result) is less 
than the “significance level” (a score to assess the replicability of the result), an analyst can conclude 
that the effect reflects a characteristic of the entire population. It is important to note that the term 
“significant” does not imply importance in this context.

Emotional Baggage Drop: Methodology

Diagram: Stuart Semple
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Emotional Baggage Drop: Main Findings

A number of interesting results emerged from the data. People who participated in EBD were less 
likely to report feeling that they had friends or family to rely on for emotional support. Notably, 
male EBD participants reported lower perceived levels of emotional support than all other groups. 
However, this finding was not statistically significant, which may reflect the fact that the sample of 
male participants was quite small (18, versus 36 women) possibly making the power too weak to 
detect an effect.

This suggests that the Emotional Baggage Drop installation is serving a real public good by providing 
a platform for people to share difficult emotions. EBD participants may have sought out emotional 
support from strangers because they felt that they did not have support from friends or family at that 
moment. While the results of this inquiry did not prove to be statistically significant for all participants, 
they a pattern was apparent among male participants. While it requires further analysis and a larger 
sample size, a platform for sharing emotions with people who are neither family nor friends, it seems, 
may be particularly valuable for men.

4.08

3.64

Non-Participants

Participants

Mean (1=Never, 5=Always)

I can count on friends and/or relatives for emotional support.

50.0%

43.9%

55.4%

50.0%

56.1%

44.6%

Prefer not 
to answer

Male

Female

I can count on friends and/or relatives for emotional support. 

Participants Non-participants
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Another way of understanding the data relates to the after-effects of the experience for participants. 
After having opened up to a stranger, participants in the Emotional Baggage Drop installation may 
have felt more comfortable expressing their vulnerability in the survey, and thus were more willing to 
admit to feeling that they don’t have enough support in their relationships—whereas those who had 
not participated were in a less “open” state, and less likely to admit to the Happy City surveyors any 
feeling of not having their emotional needs met. If so, this suggests that the installation may “unlock” 
empathy and a willingness to connect honestly with others.

Among people who reported being Denver residents, non-participants were found to be more trusting 
in other Denverites than participants. The reason for this is unclear; however, this may be due to 
the fact that numerous participants shared stories involving low trust or trauma, which may have 
influenced their responses upon exiting the installation.

Conversely, participants were more likely to believe that if they lost their wallet in Denver, a stranger 
would return it. In a deeper data analysis (using an analysis of covariance method, aka ANCOVA) this 
trusting effect was found to be significant among participants who reported being from outside the 
Denver region.

The general “I feel people in Denver can be trusted” question may capture a broader perception of 
residents than the specific “wallet return” question, which could explain why these responses di-
verged. Here, participants may be considering their emotional burden when considering whether 
Denverites can be trusted, while putting greater emphasis on the positive encounter they have just 
had with a single stranger when responding to the “wallet question.” 

3.49

3.22

Non-Participants

Participants

Mean (1=Agree, 5=Disagree)

I feel people in Denver can be trusted.

2.92

3.30

Non-Participants

Participants

Mean (1=Unlikely, 5=Likely)

If you were to lose your wallet in Denver today, how likely do you think 
it would be for a stranger to return it to you? 
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Further, EBD participants were more likely to report being optimistic about the future than non-
participants, a result that was once again statistically significant among participants from outside the 
Denver region, compared with non-participants from outside Denver. This may stem from the fact 
that, however brief, trust-building encounters with strangers have been found to improve perceptions 
of social connectivity and wellbeing.

By way of conclusion, our hypothesis that participating in the EBD installation would boost happiness 
in the moment was not validated by the data: non-participants were found to have a slightly higher 
sense of happiness in the moment than EBD participants – a finding that was not statistically significant. 
For participants, variation in happiness in the moment was minimal and not statistically significant. 
These “happiness rates” expressed by participants may have been influenced in both positive and 
negative ways by participation in the installation. Some of them may have experienced a boost in 
happiness from the trust-building encounter, while others may have felt a decline in happiness while 
sharing a challenging emotional burden. So while the installation appears to provide a public good 
—offering people the opportunity to unburden themselves of emotional baggage— it may not be able 
to simultaneously boost happiness in the moment. This may speak to the fact that there is something 
deeper at stake in human fulfillment than happiness in the moments – such as the need to be seen, 
heard and validated – acts that the installation helps fulfill.

3.72

3.96

Non-Participants

Participants

Mean (1=Not optimistic, 5=Optimistic)

I feel optimistic about the future.

3.94

3.84

Non-Participants

Participants

Mean (1=Unhappy, 5=Happy)

Rate your happiness in this moment.
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The Emotional Baggage Drop installation appears to be fulfilling a public need and correlates with 
several positive wellbeing outcomes. By serving as a space for sharing emotions and personal 
difficulties— both for people who do not feel they have enough access to emotional support from 
friends or family, and for those who do—the Emotional Baggage Drop installation offers an alternative 
peer-to-peer support model. It also seems to have value as a forum for trust-building encounters and 
increased optimism. 

These findings suggest that the Emotional Baggage Drop installation can serve as a tool to support 
wellbeing and social trust. Further testing in a variety of settings would help to deepen understanding 
of what characteristics best help achieve these goals, but from this installation, it appears that a 
carefully selected combination of location, design, management and public engagement is important 
to ensure that for this installation has the greatest opportunity to contribute to the goal of creating 
a happy city. Designers, urbanists and policy-makers can take inspiration from Emotional Baggage 
Drop when seeking to strengthen social trust and wellbeing in urban settings.

Emotional Baggage Drop: What It All Means

Photo: Third Dune Productions
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Multi-modal Altruism
Every day, people in cities around the world make choices about how they move around. 
Will they drive to work or ride their bike? Will they walk and get some exercise, or get there 
faster on a bus? These choices are based on an array of factors, perceptions, costs and 
benefits. But do our transportation choices influence our sense of generosity, sociability or 
happiness? Multi-modal Altruism was designed to find out. 

In what may have been the first experiment of its kind, surveyors sought to understand how our 
transportation choices influence levels of generosity towards a good cause. The approach was inspired 
in part by the fact that 15 Denver bike-share bicycles (B-Cycles) were wrapped in art produced by 
Happy City Denver artists.
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Surveyors intercepted people at sites where they had just finished journeys by train, bus, car, bicycle 
or on foot—at bike-share stations, exiting  parking garages or transit stations, or on the sidewalk— 
and asked them to take a two-minute anonymous survey. After giving consent and confirming their 
residence in the Denver region, participants were informed that as part of the research, surveyors 
were required to give them $10, made up of two five-dollar bills. They were then queried about 
sociability and wellbeing, and asked to share some demographic information using a questionnaire 
on a tablet. 

Once they had completed the survey, participants were then subject to a single behavioral experiment 
to test generosity in the real world: they were asked if they would be willing to donate $5 or $10 of the 
money they had just received to the Mental Health Center of Denver. 

By combining the survey results on sociability and wellbeing with the behavioral experiment, Happy 
City sought to observe variation in behavior among people on different transportation modes. Is there 
variation? And if so, how can we use this to build more generous, trusting and happier cities?

In total, 148 people participated in the experiment. Twenty-eight participants had just finished trips 
by bicycle (8 females, 20 males), 26 had just gotten off the bus (13 female, 12 male, 1 other), 32 had 
parked their cars (14 female, 18 male), 35 had completed trips by light rail (15 female, 20 male), and 
27 were intercepted while walking (13 female, 14 male). Respondents self-identified as having a 
diversity of racial backgrounds that were generally reflective of Denver as a whole, although Latinx 
were underrepresented.

Multi-modal Altruism: Methodology

Photo: Mitchell Reardon



Happy City Denver // Experiments Report 14

Multi-modal Altruism: Main Findings

Overall, Denverites demonstrated a relatively high degree of generosity. Among the 148 participants, 
the average donation was $6.70. In total, 31 participants donated $0, 37 participants donated $5, and 
77 participants donated $10. Level of income had a statistically significant effect on level of donation, 
but was not the only factor influencing donation rates. 

The happiness effect of receiving $10 was prominent. 
Participants using all modes of transportation 
reported very high rates of happiness in the moment 
after receiving the two five-dollar bills. This meant 
that it was not possible to determine the influence of 
transportation choices on happiness in the moment. 
Similarly, no clear patterns regarding variation in 
trust in strangers by transportation mode emerged.

Regarding generosity among participants, a 
statistically significant difference emerged when 
controlled for income. Those who used modes where 
they had agency over their travel (walking, biking and 
driving) were more generous than those using modes 
where they did not (bus and light rail). This suggests 
that having a sense of control over one’s journey can 
positively influence people’s sense of generosity, at 
least in the short term. 

$6.70
out of $10

Average generosity for Denver
Respondents could donate a maximum of $10

5.75

7.18

No agency
(bus and rail)

Agency
(walking, biking and driving)

Mean donation ($)

Donations by level of agency associated with transport mode
(maximum of $10 possible)



Happy City Denver // Experiments Report 1515

At a more detailed level, when adjusted for income, people riding bicycles were most generous, 
followed closely by pedestrians and drivers. Lower on the donation spectrum, light rail users were 
less generous than bus riders. Relative to their income, cyclists were quite generous: despite an 
average income gap between participants using the two modes of approximately $20,000, cyclists 
donated at approximately the same rate as drivers. Bus-riders also were quite generous relative to 
their income; despite an income gap of nearly $20,000 on average between them and train users, 
they donated at the same rate. 

The innovative nature of this experiment, as well as the small sample sizes, make clear assessments 
of the results somewhat challenging. Income proved to be the only factor that was statistically sig-
nificant when donation rates were controlled for age, gender and income.  However, it appears that 
control – or lack thereof – over one’s journey is a key factor in the level of one’s generosity towards 
others.  This is supported by previous research that has found a connection between active com-
muting and psychological wellbeing. However, these results raise new questions about transporta-
tion modes that support agency but do not have an active mobility component, such as driving a car.
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We analyzed the data to determine if there were any statistically significant variations for income, 
gender or age between modes with agency and modes without. For income and gender, there were 
no statistically significant differences. For age, there was one significant effect: people aged 60-69 
used lower-agency modes of transportation like buses and light rail, much more than they used 
higher-agency modes like cars and bicycles. While the results weren’t statistically significant, younger 
age groups were more likely to use higher-agency transportation modes than those that offered less 
personal control.
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Results from the Multi-modal Altruism experiment suggest that people’s transportation choices may 
be correlated with their generosity. Modes where users have agency over their journeys appear to 
support greater generosity. This is true of cyclists and automobile drivers. Of course, the negative 
wellbeing impacts of driving are well-known—such as feelings of aggression, anger and frustration 
towards other drivers, as well as toward pedestrians and cyclists— as are the environmental impacts 
of car-dependency, from pollution to massive infrastructure investments like freeways. There are 
ways to design for greater agency and generosity, however. Making space for people to walk and 
bicycle safely, comfortably and efficiently move through the city remains a considerable opportunity 
in Denver and beyond. Further, new micro-mobility options, such as shared e-scooters, present new 
ways for people to gain a sense of agency in their travels while using space efficiently. 

These findings do not discount public transit entirely, either. Rather, they suggest that supporting 
agency during public transit travel is an important goal. Such efforts include real-time arrival 
information, seamless networks that enable people to switch lines or modes with ease and dedicated 
lanes for buses along high-frequency routes. It is also important to note that previous research has 
found that the negative effects of commuting by public transit are outweighed by the wellbeing 
boosts that walking to-and-from the transit stations gives.

Multi-modal Altruism: What It All Means

Photo: Mitchell Reardon
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Conclusion
Can a city be happy? The results of the Emotional Baggage Drop and Multi-modal Altruism experiments 
suggest that the way we plan, design and program our cities can influence people’s happiness and 
wellbeing. By making space for strangers to interact in a safe and comfortable environment, Semple’s 
Emotional Baggage Drop installation offers insight into how urban design and public space programming 
can be used to support empathy and social connection. Results from Multi-modal Altruism indicate 
that people’s transportation choices may be correlated with generosity. Not all hypotheses for this 
project were validated, but the findings generally support those in previous Happy City research and 
experiments: the way urban environments are built and managed can foster or flatten the wellbeing 
of the people who call them home.

This project was made possible through the generous support and encouragement of an array of 
partners, including Stuart Semple and Happy City Denver: Art for the People.

Stuart Semple
Stuart Semple (b. 1980) is a British contemporary artist, based in London and Dorset. He is best 
known for large-scale works, which incorporate text and combine contemporary figurative painting 
with pop art. Semple’s works are featured in many private and public collections, such as David 
Roberts Foundation in London, United Kingdom; Niarchos Foundation in Athens, Greece; Getty 
Collection in South Africa, and sammlung FIEDE / Aschaffenburg. 

Happy City Denver: Art for the People
Happy City Denver: Art for the People is produced by The Denver Theatre District with artistic direction 
by Black Cube, and is a result of collaboration among a number of funding partners, including 
Bonfils-Stanton Foundation, Community First Foundation, Denver Arts & Venues, Downtown Denver 
Business Improvement District, Downtown Denver Partnership, McWHINNEY, P.S. You Are Here, 
Sage Hospitality, and VISIT DENVER.

Photo: David Moke
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