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ABSTRACT

Rapid urbanization across the globe significantly challenges the mental health of urban populations.
This paper explores the intricate relationship between urban living and mental well-being, highlighting
the urgent need for comprehensive research and precise interventions to counteract the negative
impacts of urban life on mental health. It emphasizes the critical role of adopting a multidisciplinary
and intersectoral approach, weaving together public policy, urban planning, community initiatives,
and readily accessible mental health services. By focusing on the determinants of mental health in
urban settings, such as environmental, social, and economic factors, the study advocates for strategies
that improve access to green spaces, bolster social cohesion, and promote economic fairness. It
also underscores the transformative potential of technology in making mental health services more
accessible and the pivotal importance of interdisciplinary collaboration in navigating the intricacies
of urban mental well-being challenges. This paper issues a call to action, urging policymakers, urban
planners, and health professionals to place mental health at the forefront of urban agendas, thereby
cultivating environments conducive to psychological well-being and effectively tackling the distinctive
challenges of urban living.

Keywords: Mental health; Urban population; Mental well-being; Public policies

1 INTRODUCTION

Recent years have seen a growing recognition of urbanization’s impact on
mental health, reflecting the complex and deep-rooted challenges urban populations
encounter. With the continued expansion of cities in terms of both size and quantity,
it is crucial to understand the repercussions of this rapid urbanization on the mental
health of individuals ™. This recognition stems from the understanding that the

increasing concentration of people, infrastructure, and activities in urban areas can
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2 Mental health of urban population: a call to action

have pervasive impacts on the psychological functioning of individuals. Consequently,
thereis a pressing need for further research and action to mitigate any negative effects
and promote positive mental health in the face of urbanization.

The contextualization of this issue is vital, considering over half of the global
population now resides in urban areas - a number projected to rise in the coming years.
Cities are hubs of innovation, economic opportunity, and social interaction. However,
they are also stages for stress, pollution, social inequalities, and other conditions that
may be detrimental to mental health. Moreover, modern urban life, with its fast pace
and constant demands, presents unique challenges that can impact mental health in
complex and multifaceted ways 2,

The significance of mental health in urban environments is underscored not only
by the prevalence of psychological disorders but also by the impact of mental health
on quality of life, productivity, and overall social well-being. Mental health disorders,
including depression, anxiety, and stress, are becoming increasingly common among
the urban population, affecting not justindividuals but also their families, communities,
and the socioeconomic fabric of cities. Furthermore, the unequal distribution of
resources, opportunities, and mental health services in urban settings raises critical
qguestions about equity, accessibility, and inclusion B4,

This paper aims to conduct a detailed discussion of existing publications on
urban mental health, highlighting emerging trends, predominant challenges, and
potential opportunities for intervention and improvement. It covers a range of aspects,
including the influence of urban environmental factors (such as noise, pollution, and
population density) on mental health, the relationship between the social structure
of cities and psychological well-being, and the role of public policies and community
initiatives in promoting urban mental health.

By exploring these dimensions, the paper seeks to provide a holistic
understanding of the factors contributing to mental health in urban settings, offering

insights for researchers, policymakers, mental health professionals, and urban
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planners. Highlighting areas requiring further attention and suggesting directions for
future research and interventions, this study aims to pave the way for the creation of
healthier, more resilient, and inclusive cities, where the mental health of all citizens is

a central priority.

2 THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS OF URBAN MENTAL HEALTH

Mental health, as a complex aspect of human well-being, extends beyond the
mere absence of mental disorders. The World Health Organization (WHO) defines
mental health as a state of well-being in which an individual realizes their own abilities,
can cope with the normal stresses of life, work productively and fruitfully, and is able
to contribute to their community Bl This definition emphasizes not only the ability to
perform daily tasks and work effectively but also the capability to form harmonious
relationships, handle adversity, and contribute socially, portraying mental health as a
vital resource for daily life rather than just the absence of disorders.

Furthermore, mental health is understood as a dynamic spectrum, influenced by
a diverse set of socioeconomic, biological, and environmental factors. Contemporary
understanding recognizes mental health’s inherently interactive nature, where genetic
factors, life experiences, social, and cultural environments intertwine to shape an
individual's psychological well-being . This holistic view highlights that mental health
is more than disease absence; it's an essential life resource, an intrinsic capital that
enables living a full and meaningful life.

In urban environments, mental health is shaped by various determinants
interacting in complex ways. These include environmental factors like air quality, the
presence of green spaces, and noise exposure, as well as social and economic aspects,
such as the quality of social relationships, job stability, and access to health and
education services. Research shows that urbanization, despite offering socioeconomic
improvement opportunities, is also associated with higher levels of stress, mood

disorders, and anxiety. Therefore, understanding mental health determinants in urban
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settings is crucial for developing effective interventions and public policies promoting
healthy and inclusive urban environments .,

The distinction between mental health in urban and rural environments is a
field of study gaining prominence in scientific literature, reflecting growing concern
over urbanization’s implications for individuals’ psychological well-being. Studies
have shown that, in general, mental health can be adversely affected by city living
conditions compared to rural environments. Factors like population density, noise and
air pollution, and the rapid pace of urban life contribute to increased stress and the
prevalence of mental disorders among city dwellers '} [2],

Moreover, the complexity of socialinteractionsinurban environments, along with
the characteristic anonymity of these places, can lead to social isolation and decreased
community support, which are fundamental for mental health maintenance. The lack
of access to green spaces and opportunities for nature interaction in densely populated
cities is also identified as compromising psychological well-being ®. In contrast, rural
environments, with lower population density and closer nature proximity, tend to
promote better mental health, although they also face specific challenges, like limited
access to specialized mental health services.

Therefore, it's essential that public policies and mental health interventions
are tailored to urban environments' peculiarities, considering the unique challenges
these spaces present. Strategies promoting access to green spaces, building cohesive
communities, and strengthening social support networks can be effective in mitigating
the negative impacts of urban life on mental health. Additionally, investing in accessible,
high-quality mental health services that can meet the urban population’s specific

demands is crucial.

3 DETERMINANTS OF MENTAL HEALTH IN URBAN ENVIRONMENTS

Social factors play a crucial role in the mental health of urban inhabitants, notably

social isolation, stigma associated with mental disorders, and limited access to mental
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health services. Social isolation, intensified by life in large cities where relationships
can be superficial and transient, heightens the risk of mental health issues such as
depression and anxiety 2. Moreover, the stigma linked to mental disorders may deter
individuals from seeking help, further worsening their condition "l The difficulty in
accessing mental health services, often due to resource shortages or overloaded
existing services, contributes to a treatment and support gap for those in need &I,

Environmental factors, such as pollution, noise, and high population density,
also significantly impact mental health in urban settings. Prolonged exposure to air
pollution is associated with increased instances of depression and anxiety, while
constant noise can lead to chronic stress and sleep issues P9 Furthermore, high
population density can lead to feelings of overcrowding and stress, contributing to
higher rates of mental disorders among city dwellers B!,

Economic factors, including employment, housing, and financial security, are
key determinants of mental health in urban contexts. Job instability and financial
insecurity create an environment of constant anxiety and uncertainty for many,
directly affecting their mental well-being. Housing quality and affordability are
also critical, as inadequate, or insecure housing can elevate the risk of mental
health problems. Moreover, economic inequality, often more pronounced in urban
environments, can exacerbate feelings of exclusion and lack of opportunities,
negatively influencing mental health 0" 2],

Public policies must address these factors in an integrated manner, promoting
strategies that strengthen social fabric, improve the urban environment, and ensure
greater economic equity. Initiatives aimed at increasing access to green spaces,
improving air quality, and reducing noise can significantly contribute to the mental
well-being of urban citizens ® 1'%, Similarly, policies promoting social inclusion, access
to quality mental health services, and housing security are essential for addressing the

challenges posed by urban life '3,

JESTA, Cachoeira do Sul, v. 3, 91879, 2025



6  Mental health of urban population: a call to action

Integrating these approaches requires multidisciplinary and intersectoral
collaboration, involving not only mental health professionals but also urban planners,
economists, and community leaders. Such cooperation can lead to the development
of healthier, more resilient, and inclusive cities, where the population’s mental well-
being is a priority. Recognizing the complexity and interdependence of mental health
determinantsin urban environments, itis possible to advance towards a more equitable

and healthy society for all.

4 IMPACTS OF URBANIZATION ON MENTAL HEALTH

Rapid urbanization has been linked to anincrease in the incidence of mental disorders,
a phenomenon observed worldwide. Research indicates that living in urban environments
is associated with a higher risk of developing anxiety disorders, depression, schizophrenia,
and mood disorders compared to rural populations 3", For instance, a meta-analysis by
Peen et al. (2010) [14] found that mental disorder prevalence in urban areas is significantly
higher, with depression rates about 39% higher compared to rural areas.

Moreover, urbanization not only raises the prevalence of known mental
disorders but also amplifies risk factors associated with these conditions, such as
social isolation, stress, noise pollution, and environmental pollution. In Lederbogen
et al. (2011) '3, they showed that individuals raised in cities exhibit higher activity
in brain areas associated with stress processing, suggesting greater vulnerability to
psychiatric disorders. This highlights the complex interaction between the urban
environment and mental health, indicating that exposure to certain urban life aspects
can alter brain physiology in a way that predisposes individuals to mental disorders.

Social structure and community cohesion significantly influence adolescent
mental health. Research by Aneshensel and Sucoff (1996) [16] demonstrates that
adolescents in low socioeconomic neighborhoods in Los Angeles are more exposed to
environmental dangers like crime and violence, which escalates their risk of depression,

anxiety, and behavioral disorders. However, social cohesion within a neighborhood can
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buffer the adverse effects of structural disadvantages on adolescent depression ['71,
Further studies show the preventative role of family structure and social integration in
youth violence, where adolescents in neighborhoods with fewer single-parent families
and higher family integration exhibit reduced violent behaviors "7} 18],

Population density and urban life quality are also critical factors. Studies
suggest that in cities with high population density and low quality of life, the
negative effects on mental health can be even more pronounced. The lack of green
spaces and recreational areas, along with constant exposure to noisy and polluted
environments, significantly contributes to increased stress and anxiety among
urban residents 2 8. 110. 151 Housing quality, access to mental health services, and
the level of social cohesion within urban communities are other factors influencing
the incidence of mental disorders 12,

Unemployment and economic crises significantly impact mental health,
especially in terms of short-term mental health risks and problems. The relationship
between unemployment and mental health has been extensively studied, and
the findings consistently indicate that unemployment is associated with a range of
adverse mental health outcomes. The evidence suggests that unemployment can lead
to increased anxiety, mood disorders, and suicidal behavior, with men and young
adults being most severely affected "9 1201121, Education and social support may buffer
these negative outcomes, highlighting the complex interplay between unemployment,
societal factors, and individual mental health 2,

Therefore, it is vital that public policies and urban interventions consider the
impacts of urbanization on mental health. Developing green spaces, promoting social
cohesion, and facilitating access to mental health services are strategies that can
mitigate the negative effects of urban life on mental health. Recognizing and addressing
these challenges is essential for improving the mental well-being of urban inhabitants

and creating healthier and more sustainable cities in the future.
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The COVID-19 pandemic significantly impacted the mental health of the global
urban adult population, with numerous studies reporting a rise in anxiety, depression,
and stress. Research across different countries indicates that risk factors such as
being female, urban living, and previous psychiatric history exacerbated mental health
challenges during periods of social isolation (22! [231. 1241 125126 Similarly, a study from China
and other regions have shown high incidences of anxiety and depression, particularly
among women and those employing emotion-focused coping strategies 7.,

Longitudinal research in the UK and the Philippines tracked mental health
trajectories during the pandemic, revealing initial deterioration followed by some
improvement. However, specific vulnerable groups, including women, young people,
those with lower socioeconomic status, and those living alone or with children,
consistently experienced worse outcomes. Factors contributing to increased distress
in the Philippines included younger age, student status, quarantine experiences, and
health concerns, while protective factors included reliable health information and
confidence in healthcare providers [28129],

In Sweden and Spain, studies documented significant psychological impacts,
including depression, anxiety, and insomnia, with pre-existing health conditions and
poor self-rated health being major predictors of poorer mental health outcomes.
In Spain, loneliness emerged as a strong predictor of mental health issues, while
spiritual well-being served as a protective factor. These findings emphasize the
need for targeted public health interventions and policies to address the mental
health challenges posed by the pandemic, particularly in urban areas where social
restrictions were more acutely felt B B,

Thus, the COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the importance of public policies
and intervention strategies that address the mental health needs of the population,
especially in urban centers, where the effects of social isolation and restrictions can be

more intense. Identifying the risk factors associated with the deterioration of mental
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health is crucial for developing more effective support and prevention programs,

aiming to mitigate the impacts of future crises on mental well-being.

5 INTERVENTION STRATEGIES AND MENTAL HEALTH PROMOTION

5.1 Public Policy and Urban Planning

Integrating public policy and urban planning with a focus on mental health
marks an innovative approach in urban development, aiming to foster environments
conducive to individuals' psychological well-being. Studies show that urban design,
including green spaces, high-quality public areas, and reducing noise and air pollution,
significantly impacts stress, anxiety reduction, and the prevention of mental disorders
8. 110, B2 - Additionally, policies prioritizing public transport and active mobility, such
as walking and cycling, enhance physical and mental health by encouraging social
interaction and healthier, sustainable urban engagement B3,

However, implementing urban mega-projects presents challenges in mental health-
focused public policy. While aiming for economic revitalization and urban infrastructure
improvement, these projects often lead to increased social inequality, precarious job
creation, and underinvestment in social services, including mental health 32,

The study by Bratman et al. (2015) ¥4 demonstrated through a controlled
experiment that walks in natural environments significantly reduced rumination levels
and neural activity in the subgenual prefrontal cortex, a brain area linked to mental
illness risk. The study provides direct evidence of nature exposure's positive impact on
mental health, highlighting the importance of accessible natural areas within urban
contexts for overall mental health.

For public policy and urban planning to effectively promote mental health, a
continuous commitment to research and evidence-based strategy implementation
is necessary. Collaboration between urban planners, mental health professionals,

governments, and the community is key to creating cities that not only avoid mental
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health damage but actively contribute to citizens' well-being. Awareness of mental
health importance in urban planning can lead to more inclusive, sustainable practices,

benefiting individuals and communities alike.
5.2 Community Programs and Social Support

Integrating community programs and social support in urban mental health
promotion offers a holistic, inclusive approach to enhancing city dwellers’ quality of
life. Community initiatives promote social interaction, mutual support, and support
network building, significantly reducing isolation feelings and combating mental
health stigma. Including strategies that encourage active participation in decisions and
actions affecting their lives and communities underscores the importance of individual
and collective empowerment in mental health care and prevention %,

Linking social support programs with mental health services, including primary
care, is vital for developing effective interventions. ¢ highlight that engaging youth
in mental health and substance use prevention and treatment interventions results
in better health outcomes, emphasizing the need for youth participation-valuing
approaches. This implies reconfiguring mental health services to be more accessible,
welcoming, and tailored to young adults’ specific needs in urban settings. Moreover,
implementing public policies that integrate mental health and urban planning, focusing
on developing inclusive, well-being-promoting public spaces, is crucial B,

Thus, interdisciplinary and interinstitutional collaboration emerges as a central
pillar in building a mental health care network capable of effectively responding to
urban adults’ demands. Programs that foster social inclusion, skill development, and
resilience, alongside easy access to quality mental health services, can significantly

contribute to individual well-being and healthier, more cohesive urban communities.

JESTA, Cachoeira do Sul, v. 3, 91879, 2025



11 Caleffi, F., & Marasini, G.

5.3 Mental Health Services and Accessibility

Urbanization and increasing population density are putting pressure on mental
health services in cities, making it challenging to provide adequate care to the adult
population. The accessibility of these services is hampered by factors such as the
availability of healthcare professionals, uneven geographic distribution of services, and
various socioeconomic and cultural barriers that deter individuals from seeking help.
Studies highlight that the concentration of resources in city centers restricts access for
those in suburbs and economically disadvantaged areas, emphasizing the need for
expanded services in these regions [38) (39 1401,

In response, strategies such as decentralizing mental health services and integrating
them into primary care have been proposed to improve accessibility. These approaches
help reduce stigma and facilitate early intervention by offering a more holistic view of
mental health that considers biopsychosocial factors “. Additionally, the rise of digital
technologies like telemedicine and online support platforms during the COVID-19 pandemic
has proven effective in bridging the gap for those unable to access traditional services.
However, to maximize the benefits of digital tools, ensuring that they are accessible to all,
particularly those with limited technological resources, is essential #2,

In summary, improving mental health service accessibility in urban contexts
requires coordinated effortsamonggovernments, health professionals, and civil society.
Adopting decentralized, integrated care models and leveraging digital technologies are
fundamental strategies for achieving broader, more equitable mental health coverage.
Promoting inclusive policies and investing in adequate resources are essential steps to
ensure all individuals, regardless of location or socioeconomic status, have access to

the mental health care they need.
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6 CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR THE FUTURE

The challenges facing the mental health of the urban population are diverse,
encompassing the need to expand access to mental health services, reduce the stigma
associated with mental illness, and enhance the quality and effectiveness of care
provided. A primary obstacle is the limited capacity of urban health services to meet
increasing demand, exacerbated by rapid urbanization and socioeconomic disparities.
However, these challenges also present significant opportunities for innovation
in service delivery and the promotion of a positive mental health culture, through
exploring new technologies and collaborative approaches.

Gaps in urban mental health research include a lack of longitudinal studies
tracking populations over time, a need for research addressing the intersection
between mental health and social issues such as housing and employment, and a
scarcity of data on the effectiveness of interventions in specific urban environments.
These limitations underscore the importance of investing in multidisciplinary research
that can offer comprehensive insights into the complexities of mental well-being in
urban contexts and inform more effective public policies.

The potential of technology and innovation to improve urban mental health is
immense. Telemedicine, apps, online therapy platforms, and the use of big data to
monitor mental health trends are just a few examples of how technology can enhance
care access, personalize treatments, and provide ongoing support. Embracing these
technologies can democratize service access, especially for vulnerable populations or
in areas lacking mental health professionals.

Interdisciplinary collaboration among health professionals, urban planners,
educators, and researchers is crucial to addressing the complexity of urban mental
health. Integrating diverse perspectives and expertise can lead to the development
of more holistic and effective strategies, considering both the social determinants

of mental health and individual needs. Moreover, multi-level collaboration
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involving local, national, and international stakeholders can facilitate the exchange
of knowledge and best practices.

However, fully realizing these opportunities requires a paradigm shift in how
this issue is perceived and addressed in cities. This includes not only increasing
funding for health services and research but also promoting greater awareness of
mental health as a critical public health issue that demands collective action and
commitment at all societal levels.

In summary, while the challenges to the mental health of the urban adult
population are significant, the opportunities for progress in this area are equally
promising. Through focused research, the adoption of innovative technologies,
and interdisciplinary and multi-level collaborative efforts, it is possible to transform
the landscape of urban mental health, promoting well-being and resilience among

populations in urban settings.

7 CONCLUSIONS

This paper on the mental health of the urban population has highlighted
the complexity and diversity of the subject, covering everything from theoretical
foundations to intervention strategies and mental well-being promotion. Mental health
is understood as a comprehensive state of well-being, influenced by a wide range of
socioeconomic, biological, and environmental factors. In urban environments, these
determinants interact in complex ways, with urbanization presenting both challenges
and opportunities. The studies discussed illustrate how city life can exacerbate mental
health issues, underscoring the importance of public policies and interventions aimed
at creating healthy and inclusive urban environments.

The research underscores the need for multidisciplinary and intersectoral
approaches to address the challenges of urban mental health. Collaboration across
various fields, such as mental health, urban planning, education, and technology, is

crucial for developing effective strategies that consider the unique aspects of urban
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environments. Innovation, particularly using technology, emerges as a potential vector
forimproving access to and the quality of mental health services, offering new forms of
intervention and support. However, the successful implementation of these strategies
requires a paradigm shift in how mental health is perceived and addressed, with a
greater focus on inclusive policies and adequate funding for research and services.
Reflecting on the findings’ implications, it becomes clear that promoting mental
health in urban contexts demands a continuous commitment to evidence-based
research, technological innovation, and interdisciplinary collaboration. Public policies
play a vital role in this process, needing to be designed to meet the specific needs of the
urban population, promoting access to green spaces, social inclusion, and community
cohesion, as well as accessible and high-quality mental health services. As we move
forward, it is essential that mental health be placed at the center of discussions on
sustainable urban development, thus ensuring that the cities of the future are places

where everyone can live fully and healthily.
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