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Accepted: The challenges to citizens' health can be counted among the most important ones of
Tune 8. 2023 urbanization in the 21st century. Since cities have always been one of the key and
Available online: powerful determinants of people's health, investigating the relationship between the
July 4, 2023 characteristics of the urban built environment and people's health has been the focus

of research in recent decades. The review of the research background showed that
most of these studies were conducted in the cities of developed countries and the
number of studies related to the cities of developing countries is limited. Based on
this, the aim of this research is to investigate the relationship between the
characteristics of the urban built environment and mental health in Iran, one of the
developing countries. The city of Mashhad, the second largest city in Iran, was
selected as the study area. The research is cross-sectional and case study, which
follows a descriptive-analytical approach. Land use characteristics, population
density, and distance (walking distance) to service destinations are independent
variables and mental health is the dependent variable of the research. Based on the
results, no significant relationship between land use diversity and mental health was
observed. The relationship between commercial land use per capita, green space per
capita, net population density, gross population density, and distance (walking
distance) to service destinations with mental health is significant and negative. The
results showed that the six variables of distance (walking distance) to the grocery
and fruit shop, commercial and green space per capita, and gross and net residential
Keywords: density explained 23.1% of the changes in rn.ental health. The'results of the path
Built Environment, analysis showed that the green space per capita has the most direct effect, and the
Land Use Mix, gross population density has the most indirect and total effects on people's mental
Population Density, health. Conmdermg the lack .of S}mllar experimental research in IraI.n'an cities and
Green Space, Mental | €Ven other developing countries, it is necessary to conduct more empirical research,
Health, Mashhad especially in the cities of Iran.
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1. Introduction

Urbanization, in addition to its benefits, has
brought many challenges. One of its
prominent and chronic effects is on the
mental health of citizens. According to the
2022 World Mental Health Report of the
World Health Organization (WHO), mental
health is intrinsic and instrumental to the
lives of all people. It underpins our ability to
make decisions, build relationships, and
shape the world we live in. Having mental
health means we are better able to connect,
function, cope, and thrive. Mental health is
affected by both individual and
environmental factors. In the past years,
there has been a growing tendency to study
the role of the built environment in
explaining mental health. The urban built
environment is one of the influential
keywords that has been investigated in
numerous studies regarding its relationship
with mental health. The built environment
is everything that is created, modified,
arranged, or maintained by humans. It's
made by the human mind and is the
outcome of human goals. Despite the
increasing growth of studies on the
relationship between the built environment
and mental health, the literature review
shows that most of the studies were carried
out in cities of developed countries, while
few studies focused on developing
countries. Considering the structural
differences between the urbanization
process in the two regions on the one hand,
as well as the wide diversity in the
developing countries in terms of political,
structural, and economic conditions, as well
as  socio-cultural and  geographical
characteristics, generalizing the results of
empirical studies of high-income countries
to the cities of developing countries will not
be without problems.

Based on this and considering the
importance of the subject and the lack of

relevant empirical studies regarding Iranian
cities, this research was conducted to
investigate the relationship between the
characteristics of the wurban built
environment and mental health in Mashhad.
Certainly, the increase of experimental
research and making it possible to compare
the results of this research(s) with
international studies, in addition to
improving the theoretical and experimental
record in developing countries, will be able
to localize and adapt the findings to the
context. The main questions of this
research are: 1- How can the characteristics
of the built environment affect people's
mental health? 2- Is there a significant
difference between the results of this
research and the results of studies
conducted in the cities of developed and
high-income countries?

2. Research Methodology

This research is a cross-sectional and case
study survey conducted in Mashhad
metropolis, a city in the East of Iran with 3
million residents. The statistical population
included 25 vyears and older people
(1,848,345) of Mashhad, which includes
59.4% of the population of Mashhad. The
statistical sample was equal to 950 people
who were selected randomly. The survey
was assigned to the Polling Centre of
Mashhad. The standard version of the
Goldberg General Health Questionnaire
(with 28 items) (GHQ-28) was used to
measure the mental health of the statistical
population. Among the five dimensions of
the built environment (5D), three
dimensions of land use mix (diversity),
destination accessibility, and population
density were selected as independent
variables. The random quota sampling was
used according to geographic regions and
the built environment features (population
density and land use mix) and 13 target
areas were chosen based on administrative
districts of the municipality (13 regions, 43
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sub-regions (Nahieh), 163 neighbourhoods)
and diversity in the built environment
characteristics, particularly = population
density and land use mix.

3. Research Findings

Research findings reveal that only 19.7% of
respondents were healthy and without any
mental disorder, 47% had a low disorder,
19% moderate disorder, and 0.7% severe
disorder. The results of Multiple Linear
Regression show that six characteristics of
the built environment, including distance
(on foot) to the grocery, distance (on foot)
to the fruit shop, commercial use per
capita, green space use per capita, gross
population density, and net residential
density have a significant relationship with
mental health in a way that they explain
23.1% of the changes in mental health. The
results demonstrated that respondents'
mental health improved by reducing the
perceived time interval to access the
grocery and fruit shops. Moreover, the
findings showed that no meaningful
relationship was observed between mental
health and land use mix. Results also
demonstrated that the relationship
between green space use per capita and
mental health and its components is
significant but negative. The analysis of the
results related to the relationship between
population density and mental health also
showed that net and gross residential
density is a significant environmental
variable on mental health. Among the
components of mental health, gross
residential density has a significant but
negative impact on anxiety and somatic
symptoms, and net residential density has
only a negative influence on somatic
symptoms. One of the reasons for the
negative effect of population density on
mental health can be related to the income
structure  of Iranian  municipalities.
Considering the complexities of urban
environments and the mutual effects
between different phenomena, the path

analysis technique was used to analyze the
direct and indirect effects of built
environment variables on mental health.
Results indicated that the variable that has
the most direct impact on mental health is
green space use per capita, and considering
the negative coefficient, it can be concluded
that there is a reverse relationship between
access to green space and mental health.
The biggest indirect effect and the total
effect are related to gross population
density.

4. Conclusion

Considering the serious lack of studies that
have investigated the impact of the
characteristics of the urban built
environment on people’s mental health in
Iran cities, this research provided new
empirical insights regarding the effects of
the urban built environment on mental
health in Iran. Based on the review of the
theoretical and empirical history of the
research, it can be said that despite the rich
literature related to the subject at the
international level in developed countries,
the empirical knowledge related to the
cities of developing countries is very
limited. Due to the lack of experimental
studies regarding Iranian cities, it is very
necessary to conduct more research to
discover and identify various aspects of the
issue, and the results of this cross-sectional
study cannot be generalized for all cities in
Iran.
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