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Abstract 
Mental health issues have many causes, and this includes the changing and unpredictable elements of the urban physical setting.Thus,this research 
is crucial to understand the mental health challenges of the urban population in Malaysia.Therefore,the objective of this research is to assess the 
magnitude of mental health outcomes and associated factors of the urban physical setting among the urban population.A study was carried out at two 
low-cost flats in Lembah Pantai,Kuala Lumpur,with a sample size of 102 respondents.The findings show that there is a correlation between urban 
physical environment settings,particularly green spaces with mental disorders (depression, anxiety, and stress). 
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1.0 Introduction 
It is important to note that mental health issues have many causes, in many cases, this includes the changing and unpredictable elements 
of the urban physical setting. Understanding how the urban physical setting influences mental health is central as “health extends far 
beyond medical care” (Schema, 2018). By 2020, mental health problems will rank as the second biggest health problem in Malays ia 
after heart disease (Lee & Lai, 2017). However, there is a lack of research to understand how the urban physical setting can influence 
mental health. Understanding of this relationship is critical as all the consequences—reflected in anxiety, stress, and depression—are 
impacting people in different ways. Thus, the objectives of this research are to assess the magnitude of mental health outcomes and 
associated factors of urban physical settings among the urban population. As Bovell-Ammon et al. (2020) claimed, “home is where the 
health is, both physically and mentally.  

In this context, the people’s health is the foundation for sustainable development that is informed by research evidence from 
disciplines such as urban planning and public health that are well-positioned to consolidate the realisation of the ambition of New Urban 
Agenda. The New Urban Agenda adopted at the Habitat III cities conference in Quito in October 2016 has indicated the improvement 
of human health and well-being as a key priority to achieve sustainable development goals. In this context, the people’s health is the 
foundation for sustainable development that is informed by research evidence from disciplines such as urban planning and public health 
that are well-positioned to consolidate the realisation of the ambition of this New Urban Agenda. The urban physical setting is an essential 
element in urban planning to control development in the urban area. The urban physical setting is a framework that using space as a 
critical resource to transform a city vision to reality for development and engaging stakeholders along the way (UN Habitat, 2013). Thus, 
urban physical setting, particularly the green space, is an essential element for spatial planning in urban areas to create a sustainable 
environment for living, work, and play. As green is a part of the urban physical environment, higher availability green spaces can be 
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important factors that moderate the relationship between stressful life events and health and reinforce the feeling of happiness and life 
satisfaction (D'Alessandro et al., 2015). 

Green spaces, plaza, or squares make a city alive and give more social interaction directly and indirectly that are needed to drive a 
new foundation for health. The association between mental health well-being depends on the type of green spaces, distance, and 
accessibility, quality of green spaces, and time spent in green areas (Houlden, 2017, Hassen 2016, Van den Berg et al., 2017). The 
function of green spaces such as parks, neighbourhood park, playgrounds, nature parks, and others is for physical activities, whether 
active or passive recreational activities. Green space is a place for people to recover from fatigue and stress after long hours of works. 
The number of provisions, location, and accessibility is essential for urban dwellers, especially for public parks. Therefore, understanding 
how the urban physical setting, particularly green spaces, influences mental health is central as “you cannot separate your health from 
where you live” (Sandel, 2020). 

Despite the importance of understanding the supportive role of the urban physical setting in improving mental health, the inter-
relationships between both are somehow limited (Douglas et al., 2017). It is plausible that these fields influence each other over time, 
and understanding this sequencing is vital for understanding their relationships. Numerous works of literature have investigated the 
relationship between characteristics of the urban physical environment and physical health; however, little is known about the effects of 
urban physical setting on the mental health of the urban population (Gruebner et al., 2017; Marzukhi, 2020a). Therefore, this research 
is important to meet the crucial aspect of planning and health challenges of the urban population, which will cause a transformative 
effect on the lives of the community. 
 
 

2.0 Literature Review 
According to Sarkar and Webster (2017), the key attributes of a built environment related to density, land use mix, design, and 
accessibility to specific destinations, access to urban green space. A study by Qiu et al. (2019), has found that urban physical 
environments are significant factors that increased the risk of urban dwellers to have lowest mental health well-being. Helbich’s (2018) 
phrase “the environmental context affects people's mental health”, informs the idea that the environment can also present devastating 
consequences for people's mental well-being. It is plausible that these fields influence each other over time, and understanding this 
sequencing is vital for understanding their relationships (Marzukhi, 2020b). It is also supported by research conducted by Wolch (2014) 
where he stated that green spaces are essential as it is a place for physical activities, and it is vital to mental health. 
 
2.1 Mental Disorder 
According to WHO (2018), mental health is a state of well-being in which individual realises their abilities, can cope with the normal 
stresses of life, can work productively and can make a contribution to their community. Mental health is an individual's ability to think, 
interacting with communities, and earn for living. Mental disorder referred to a wide range of mental health conditions where it affects 
an individual's mood, thinking, and behaviour. Mental health becomes a mental illness when ongoing signs and symptoms cause 
constant stress and affect an individual's ability to function (Mayo,n.d.). According to Steel et al. (2014), “one out of five adults suffered 
from a mental disorder within the past year.” What is worse, one in every five people is depressed, two in every five are anxious, and 
one in every ten people is having stress problems in Malaysia (National Health and Morbidity Survey, 2017). Three types of common 
mental disorder which is anxiety, depression, and stress will emphasise for this research. 

Butler (1993) defines stress as a dynamic process reflecting internal and external factors of individuals, which is the characteristics 
and their circumstances, and their interaction. For the definition of depression, according to the World Health Organisation (n.d), it is a 
persistent sadness, lack of interest in previously enjoyable activities disturb sleep, appetite, tiredness, and poor concentration. 
Depression is a common illness that affects one's mood and behaviour. Meanwhile, the definition of anxiety is feelings of worry, 
nervousness, fear, and apprehension that also can be accompanied by physical symptoms such as the increase of blood pressure and 
nausea (Mental Health Handbook, 2019). In current years, an increasing number of psychiatric disorders problems in Malaysia, as stated 
in National Health and Morbidity Survey 2017, 29% of Malaysians had depression and anxiety disorder compared to 12% in 2011. 
 
2.2 Green Space 
Furthermore, the focus on the urban physical setting is explained by the fact that there is a growing need to prioritise green connectivity 
(WHO, 2018). A study by James et al. (2015) indicates that green connectivity and better walkability was associated with less depression 
of the urban population. However, Gruebner et al. (2017) claim that “[a]lthough studies have looked into different mental health 
outcomes, they have not been systematically assessed within the same contexts, that is, whether, e.g., green spaces are associated 
with similar effects across mental health dimensions.” This is particularly important as the New Urban Agenda adopted has indicated 
that a minimum of 15% of urban space should be dedicated to open, green and quality space. The number of provisions, location, and 
accessibility is essential for urban dwellers, especially for public parks. The depressive mood can be prevented by providing adequate 
green spaces to become a buffer for noise and air pollution for different sources (Rautio et al., 2017). These factors can increase the 
risk of individuals associated with mental health problems, whether directly or indirectly affect. 

American Psychiatric Association (2016) one area of substantial research is the benefit of natural environment or green space which 
can help people to recover from the mental fatigue of work. Serafini (2014) space becomes a place the nature, buildings, landscape, 
and forms in spaces have a meaningful interaction with life. A high level of accessibility to physical activity is critical because good 
physical health can create a healthy mind.  Sturm and Cohen (2014) stated that the distance of residential and parks significantly related 
to mental health, and Rao et al. (2007) claimed that access to green open spaces could increase physical activity and mental well-being. 
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In this sense, there is a positive relationship between walkability and mental health well-being by physical activities which when the 
higher walkable design, access to green spaces for physical activities is convenient, and it has positive consequences on mental health. 
Liu et al. (2017) suggested that people who engage in physical activities and interact with nature can improve mental health. 
 
 

3.0 Methodology 
The area selected for the case study is two low-cost flat, PPR Pantai Ria and PPR Kerinchi Lembah Pantai in the Federal Territory of 
Kuala Lumpur within the administrative boundary of Kuala Lumpur City Hall (DBKL). The total area of Pantai Ria low-cost flats is 9.41 
acres, and the total area of Kerinchi Lembah Pantai low-cost flats is 11.12 acres. The character of each selected area consists of high-
density housing, the provision of green spaces in the housing scheme, the distance to public open spaces, and facilities provided in the 
housing scheme and surroundings.  PPR Pantai Ria low-cost flats are located near to Pantai Dalam commuter station, whereas PPR 
Kerinchi Lembah Pantai low-cost flats are located near to Pantai Hillpark which can access with New Pantai Expressway (NPE). 
 
3.1 Questionnaire Survey and Sampling of Respondents 
The DASS-21 is the shorter version of the 42-item Depression Anxiety Stress Scale (DASS-42), which was originally developed by 
Lovibond et al. (1995). The DASS- 21 item is a set of three self-report scales designed to measure the negative emotional states of 
depression, anxiety, and stress. In this research, the questionnaire emphasises on identifying the public opinion on the attributes of 
urban physical setting to mental health, which is green space, and a checklist of adaptation on Depression Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS-
21).  

A total of 102 respondents were selected from the total population of 17,388 in the study area by using Raosoft Sample Size 
Calculator. The samples were determined with the confidence intervals of 92 per cent based on their urban’s profile. Each of the three 
DASS scales contains seven items. Each item is rated on a four-point Likert scale of frequency or severity of the participants' 
experiences. The respondents were asked to indicate their assessment to measure the emotional states of depression, anxiety, and 
stress, ranging from ‘did not apply to me at all’ (1) until ‘applied to me very much or most of the time’ (4). The samples covered both 
male and female, different ethnic groups, and different age groups. Types of sampling used are stratified random sampling for the 
respondent’s selection and purposive sampling for the study area selection because it is the most suitable for the research. This method 
is ideal because this research will consist of a questionnaire survey to the participant who may experience mental disorder problems or 
without a mental disorder problem. The participant will be chosen randomly, which will represent the total population of the areas. Data 
analysis for this research is based on a questionnaire and checklist of adaptation on Depression Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS-21) by 
using the IBM SPSS software. 
 
 

4.0 Findings and Discussion 
The results of states of depression, anxiety, and stress are self-reported scales using DASS-21. From the DASS-21 score, the severity 
states of depression, anxiety, and stress are calculated. The results also show the number of respondents having depression, anxiety, 
and stress as general. By carefully examining the data, data are generated for each respondent on the form of mental health problems, 
as shown in Table 1. 

Table 1. Each respondent state of mental health by DASS-21 Score 
Types of Mental Health Problem Nos % 

Normal 39 38.2 
Depression 6 5.9 
Anxiety 10 9.8 
Stress 10 9.8 
Depression & Anxiety 3 2.9 
Depression & Stress 2 2.0 
Anxiety & Stress 7 6.9 
Depression, Anxiety & Stress 25 24.5 
Total 102 100.0 

 
Table 1 shows that 39 respondents are not having any mental health problems and at a normal state, which is 38.2%. However, 

there are 25 respondents (24.5%) that having depression anxiety and stress at the same time. The severity level of the mental health 
problems is varying, and from this data, it is clearly shown that most of the respondents are having either having one type or more than 
one mental health problem. 

Green spaces or public spaces are important for social activities, physical activities and to restore from fatigue and stress, especially 
in the natural environment. It is a place other than home that most people will visit for recreational activities. Good and vibrant green 
spaces or public spaces will attract people to spend their time. Based on the result in Table 2, 50% of the respondents find that it is easy 
to wind down at green spaces at a good part of their time. 33.3% of the respondents feel easy to wind down at green spaces at most of 
their time. The mean score for the feeling easily to wind down at green spaces is 3.11. From the result also, it is shown that only 5.9% 
of the respondents do not agree with the statement. This shows that the respondents are feeling calm and easy to wind down when they 
at green spaces. Furthermore, a total of 35 respondents (34.3%) are worried about the situation that can cause panic in public spaces 
at some of their time. The total of 40 respondents (39.2%) does not have the feeling of the worries of situation that can cause panic in 
public spaces and having no problem of going to public spaces with a mean score 1.89. there are 25 respondents, which is 24.5%, 
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worried about the situation that can cause panic in public spaces at a good part of their time and 2 respondents, which is 2% at most of 
their time. Other than this factor, it may due to respondents feeling unsafe at public spaces. Table 2 shows that 66 respondents who are 
64.7% are feeling safe when they are at public spaces with a median score of 1.45. However, 26 respondents (25.5%)  do not feel safe 
when they are at public spaces for some of their time and 10 respondents, which is 9.8% feeling the same at a good part of their time. 
These two factors show that the respondents may have anxiety. A person with anxiety will avoid things or events that can cause them 
to become panic. 

 
Table 2. The respondents’ action and feeling in green and public spaces 

Justification  1 2 3 4 Total 

Easily to wind down when 
at green spaces 

Total 6 11 51 34 102 

% 5.9 10.8 50.0 33.3 100.0 

Mean 3.11     

Tend to over-react to a 
situation when in public 
spaces 

Total 57 33 8 4 102 

% 55.9 32.4 7.8 3.9 100.0 

Mean 1.60     

Worried of situation that 
can cause panic in public 
spaces 

Total 40 35 25 2 102 

% 39.2 34.3 24.5 2.0 100.0 

Mean 1.89     

Not feeling safe when at 
public spaces 

Total 66 26 10 0 102 

% 64.7 25.5 9.8 0 100.0 

Mean 1.45     

 
The poor maintenance of provided green spaces within the residential areas also becomes one of the factors the residents avoid 

going for activities and socialising within their residential area. The nearest public park was located around 1 kilometre from both the 
study area and accessible by foot in 13 minutes of walk. 
 

 
(a)                     (b) 

Fig. 1: Fig. 1. (a) Playground at PPR Pantai Ria is being vandalized; (b) Playground at PPR Kerinchi Lembah Pantai is not well maintained 
(Source: Author, 2020) 

 
A correlation test had carried out to find the relationship between respondents’ feelings when at public spaces and the symptoms of 

depression, anxiety, and stress (Table 3). The analysis showed a positive and significant correlation between respondents’ feeling and 
the symptoms of common mental disorders which might be the reason a person with common mental disorders are avoiding being at 
public spaces. 

Table 3: Correlation between respondents’ feeling in green and public spaces with the mental disorders results 
Justification  Depression Anxiety Stress 

Tend to over-react to a situation 
when in public spaces 

Coefficient (r) .328** .344** .513** 
Significant (p) value .001 .000 .000 

Worried of situation that can cause 
panic in public spaces 

Coefficient (r) .357** .528** .420** 
Significant (p) value .000 .000 .000 

Not feeling safe when at public 
spaces 

Coefficient (r) .405** .492** .350** 
Significant (p) value .000 .000 .000 

Note: ** significant at 0.01 level 

 
The results for respondents’ feelings to rend to over-react when there was a situation that happened in public spaces shows positive 

and significant at 0.01 level to depression, anxiety, and stress. However, it has a strong correlation with stress symptoms, while the 
medium correlation with depression and anxiety, as shown in table 3. Besides, a correlation test of respondents’ feelings of worried 
about a situation in public spaces that might cause panic to them has a positive and significant relationship. It has a strong correlation 
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with anxiety symptoms, where they will be trying to avoid a situation that can cause a panic attack to them, especially in public and 
crowded spaces. In this sense, people with mental disorders will avoid being in public spaces as they worried that if a situation occurs 
and they might get panic and overreact to the situation and prefer to stay in their personal space such as at home. 

Analysis of the correlation test on the respondents’ feeling safe at public spaces also has a positive and significant relationship at 
level 0.01. respondents’ do not feel safe in public spaces, which also becomes the reason they are avoiding being in public spaces. 
However, the respondents’ agreed that being in green spaces, which refers to the natural environment, can make them easier to wind 
down. 
 
 

5.0 Conclusion 
In conclusion, green and public space contributes to mental disorders. Most of the respondents feeling that they are easy to wind down 
in a green area. However, the provided recreational activities within their residential area are not well maintained and lacking in provision. 
In addition, the crowding of vehicles at the ground level and parking spaces surrounding the provided recreational spaces also cause 
them to avoid going to provided recreational spaces. They will need to travel to find a proper green and public space. Thus, many factors 
could be the causal and contributing factors, and it is also related to an individual feeling and adaptation to the environment. A person 
who could not adapt to their surrounding may be affected by its and caused mental disorders when it could be controlled. The places 
and spaces for recreational and activities are important for social support and networking to create a sense of belonging to a person. 
The research findings can be applied by government agencies, professionals, and private sectors to plan a healthier urban physical 
environment. This research will add to the growing literature that suggests the importance of the built environment in shaping mental 
health. 
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