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Abstract  
Urban living has rapidly become a highly important due to the increasing rate of mental health problems worldwide. Most people in the urban area live 

in high-density residential due to limited spaces, land, and higher cost of living. The objectives are to study how urban high-density living environments

can affect mental health and the contributing factors to mental health problems. This study was carried out at low-cost flats in Pudu, located in the 
Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur. The findings show that urban high-density living environments can become a contributing factor to mental health 
problems in various ways. 
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1.0 Introduction 
Mental disorder is a health condition that involves either in the ways of thinking, emotions, and one’s behaviour or the combinations of 
these which can affect a person’s difficulties to cope with their daily life routine. The mental disorder also can be in various severity from 
mild to extremely severe, and some people also may have mental disorder undiagnosed by the medical experts due to lack of awareness 
of the community. It is worrisome based on data from  Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation (2018), Malaysia has the highest 
percentage of people having mental disorders among Southeast Asia countries which are 3.52 per cent in 2017 and inclining trend. As 
for our neighbouring country percentage such as in Singapore is 3.44 per cent, Thailand is 3.09 per cent, Indonesia is 2.64 per cent, 
and Brunei has 2.56 per cent. Anyone can have mental disorder since childhood to adulthood, and it is a long-term health problem, 
especially to those who are left untreated. 

As mental disorders cases in Malaysia also worrying as most of these problems were in urban areas, and the prevalence is 
household income category of Below 40% (B40) compared to Middle 40%(M40) and Top 20% (T20). According to Malaysia National 
Health and Morbidity Survey 2019 (MNHMS 2019), the prevalence of depression among children and adults is higher in the B40. In 
urban areas, most of B40 category area living in high-density residentials which is in low-cost flats. Other than that, the increasing trend 
of urbanisation and people living in urban areas also cause many high-density housings being built. In Malaysia context, the expected 
number of urban populations by the year 2040 is 46.1 million (3rd National Physical Plan,2016) which means the provision of housing 
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need to be sufficient to accommodate this amount. With the limited area of land and various types of land uses, high-density housing is 
one of the most suitable options in providing adequate housing to the people in urban areas. The aim of this study is to the effect of 
living in urban high-density residential. Thus, the objective of this research is to study and analyses the conditions of mental health 
among urban high-density residents, especially for common mental disorder (depression, anxiety, and stress). 
 
 

2.0 Literature Review 
The urbanisation that has an increasing trend worldwide can affect the urban environment, population, and density. Besides, 
urbanisation is not only found to be associated with higher morbidity rates (Zock et al., 2018) but also increasing rates of some mental 
disorders problems (Flisher and Chalton, 2001). According to Sundquist (2004), the higher level of urbanisation is associated with the 
increased rates of psychosis and depression for both men and women. Urbanisation creates pressure on the development in the urban 
area, which causes more high-density housing to suffice the number of the growing urban population. Limited spaces, resources, and 
high cost of living, causing the low-income group to live in low-cost high-density housing. There are loads of evidence that high density 
can affect both physical and mental health.  
 
2.1 High-density living and Mental Health 
Housing area includes the environment, housing conditions, density, and spaces. A safe, conducive, and sufficient space for living is 
important because the home is a place to relaxing and release from fatigue. Environmental characteristics such as housing, crowding, 
noise, indoor air quality and light have a direct effect on mental health (Evans, 2003). The physical environment of a home also can 
affect directly and indirectly the self-esteem and psychological well-being through lack of social contact (Thomas et al., 2017). High-
density low-cost housing in the urban area commonly for below 40% of income distribution or B40 due to the cost of living and most of 
this group could not afford a better quality of housing, as Bentley et al. (2011) stated that poor housing affordability could affect to risk 
of mental health problems. Low socioeconomic status causing people to live in an unsafe and deprived neighbourhood which can give 
direct and indirect effects on mental health (Xiao et al., 2018). Low socioeconomic status is highly related to the low-income group which 
resides in high-density low-cost housing in urban area due to limited resources and not many choices. Friesinger et al. (2019) suggested 
that housing location and the quality of the neighbourhood are important for people's well-being, especially people with mental health. 
People with low socioeconomic status in urban area are living in a low-cost high-density area which is normally in a deprived area and 
could not choose the housing preferences based on their comfortability due to financial restriction. 

The location of housing will determine the accessibility and facilities provided. Meanwhile, Rautio et al. (2017) suggested housing 
with a well-planned environment, good quality, sufficient green spaces, and low levels of noise and air pollution can prevent mental 
health problems such as depression. It is supported by Hoisington et al. (2019), the quality of low-cost housing in urban areas such as 
crowding, noise, dark conditions, and structural quality has a risk for depression especially to women. Wang et al. (2018) summarised 
that a good location and housing condition could improve both physical and mental health. However, as the urbanisation level is 
increasing, the number of population in urban areas also will increase, which causing limited spaces and location for a proper housing 
provision. According to a study by Wong et al. (2016) in Hong Kong, the evidence of a significant effect of living neighbourhood and 
mental health is also contributed by household size and property age. Living in high-density housing with an in-house crowding has a 
stronger effect on mental health compared to in-house crowding of low-density housing (Evans et al., 2002). Overcrowding has become 
a significant factor in mental health problems in housing; Firdaus (2017) stated that overcrowding restricts physical and emotional spaces 
and creates a hindrance in developing supportive social relationships within the households. Overcrowding in a smaller space is a 
common problem in low-cost high-density living because the residents could not afford a higher cost of living. Qiu et al. (2019) and 
Evans et al. (2001), in his study, found that neighbourhood floor area ratio and building density has a positive correlation with mental 
health. Building density, in house crowding and quality of housing, may become the contributing factors to mental health problems, 
especially in the urban areas. This study investigates several questions related to high-density living environments such as crowding, 
spaces and residents feeling especially in Malaysia low-cost high-density area. 
 
 

3.0 Methodology 
This study aims to analyse the relationship between urban high-density living with mental health; thus the selected study area is near to 
the Commercial City Centre (CCC) of the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur which is in Pudu. Other than that, the Pudu area is the 
earliest low-cost flats built in the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur. The selected flats are Flat Hang Tuah built in 1967 and Flat Sri 
Selangor built in 1972. Both of these flats has around 500 to 650 square feet of units with one and two bedrooms. These flats are located 
near to the public transportation station and surrounded by a commercial centre. Both selected study area is high-density and in a 
crowded area. This character of the selected area is based on the housing density, the location of the housing, and the housing spaces.  
 
3.1 Questionnaire Survey and Respondents Sampling 
This survey conducted using Depression, Anxiety, Stress Scales (DASS-21) which is the shorter version of DASS-42. DASS-21 
questionnaire consists of self-reported scales designed to measure the emotional states of depression, anxiety, and stress. This survey 
using the adaptation of the DASS-21 checklist to achieve the aim and objectives of this study which is focusing on the respondents 
feeling in living spaces and the environment. The questionnaire is four-point Likert scaled items that require the respondents to indicate 
their assessment to measure states of depression, anxiety, and stress. 
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The total of 102 respondents from a total population of 6,120 for both Flat Hang Tuah and Flat Sri Selangor is selected based on 
92% of confidence intervals using the Raosoft Sample Size Calculator. The sampling method is using homogenous sampling, which the 
respondents were chosen based on their sharing characteristics of locality but covers the various demographic background. The 
respondents were chosen randomly and represent the total population of the area and may have mental health problems or without 
mental health problems. Collected data is analysed by using the IBM SPSS Software to conduct the correlation analysis. 
 
 

4.0 Finding and Discussion 
Data collected consists of both male and female and varies academic qualifications, employment status, and household income. This 
survey is to analyse the respondent's socioeconomic status, which is also related to the urban high-density low-cost living. From data 
on table 1, the number of male respondents is 47.1%, and female is 52.9%. From the total respondents, only 47.1% are employed. 
Meanwhile, 25.5% are unemployed, and 25.5% is a housewife. The unemployed reason is due to old age, health problems, and no job 
opportunities. 

Table 1. Respondent’s socio-demographic background 
Variables Percentage 

Gender  

  Male 47.1 
  Female 52.9 
Academic Qualification  
  Primary School 26.5 
  Secondary School 62.7 
  Higher Education 4.9 
  None 5.9 
Employment Status  
  Employed 47.1 
  Student 2.0 
  Housewife 25.5 
  Unemployed 25.5 
Household Income  
  Below RM 1,000 61.8 
  RM 1,001 – RM 3,000 36.3 
  RM 3,001 – RM 6,000 2.0 

 

From table 2, most of the respondents completed secondary school (62.7%), and most of this group having a household income 
below RM1,000 (33.3%). From table 2 also, it shows that 26.5% of the respondents completed primary school, and most of this group 
also has a below RM1,000 of household income (20.6%). From this table, it shows that most of the respondents living in the study area 
having a below RM1,000 household income which is insufficient for urban living.  

 
Table 2 Respondents Academic Qualification and Household Income 

Academic 
Qualification   

Household Income (%) 

Below RM 1,000 RM 1,001 – RM 3,000 RM 3,001 – RM 6,000 Total 

Primary School 20.6 5.9 0 26.5 
Secondary School 33.3 27.5 2.0 62.7 
Higher Education 2.0 2.9 0 4.9 
None 5.9 0 0 5.9 
Total 61.8 36.3 2.0 100.0 

 

The density of person per acre for Flat Hang Tuah is 779, meanwhile for Flat Sri Selangor is 1,077 (refer table 3) based on the 
number of units in the selected area. However, the density, as stated in Kuala Lumpur City Plan 2020, whereas the density is 400 person 
per acre. The population density for the total area is high and dense if compared to the density guidelines. The number of people living 
in the units is also overcrowded. Based on the survey conducted, the highest number of persons living in one unit is 10 person which 
1.0%. Most of the respondents living alone, which is 25.5%, however, 20.6% of the respondents living in the units with 4 persons. Most 
of the units are 1-bedroom flats, and 25% of the units are 2-bedrooms.  

 
Table 3 Residential Density 

Location Acreage No. of Floor No. of Units Units Size (sqft) Density (Person per acre) 

Flat Hang Tuah 2.62 17 408 500 779 
Flat Sri Selangor 7.58 17 1,632 650 1.077 

 
4.1 Depression, Anxiety and Stress 
The result of the respondent’s state of mental health is self-reported scales using DASS-21. The severity of mental health is summarised 
in Table 4. Results in Table 4 show that more than half of the respondents are having symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress. 
From the results, a person can experience more than one type of mental health problem at a time. The total number of male respondent's 
experience depression, anxiety, and stress (23.5%) is slightly higher than female respondents (22.5%). However, the number of female 
respondents having anxiety is higher (6.9%) than male respondents (2.0%). Other than that, female respondents also experience a 
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higher percentage of anxiety and stress which is 3.9% rather than male respondents which are 2.0%. The total of respondents having 
depression, anxiety, and stress overall is 74.6% which is more than half, and it is very worrying. From the analysis, only 25.4% of 
respondents do not have any symptoms of mental health problems. These results are based on the respondent's feelings in their living 
environments and its surrounding. Many factors are contributing to this problem, and living environments are one of the factors that may 
contribute to mental health, either directly or indirectly. To study the factors that can contribute to mental health through the urban 
environment, a correlation analysis is conducted to find the relationship between urban high-density living with mental health problems.  
 

Table 4 State of severity for mental health status 
Types Male Female Total 

Nos % Nos % Nos % 

Normal 13 12.7 13 12.7 26 25.4 
Depression 3 2.9 3 2.9 6 5.8 
Anxiety 2 2.0 7 6.9 9 8.9 
Stress 1 1.0 1 1.0 2 2.0 
Depression and Anxiety 2 2.0 2 2.0 4 4.0 
Depression and Stress 1 1.0 1 1.0 2 2.0 
Anxiety and Stress 2 2.0 4 3.9 6 5.9 
Depression, Anxiety and Stress 24 23.5 23 22.5 47 46.0 
Total 48 47.1 54 100.00 102 100.00 

 
4.2 Urban High-density and mental health correlation 
A correlation analysis is conducted to find the relationship between depression, anxiety, and stress with the feeling of respondents when 
in their living area. From the correlation analysis, it is shown that a positive and significant correlation between the respondent’s positivity 
feeling in their living area with depression, anxiety, and stress. Difficulty in having a positive feeling in their neighbourhood area can lead 
a person to depression. From this analysis, the relationship could not experience a positive feeling with depression has a strong 
correlation at a 0.01 level. This feeling also has a medium correlation with anxiety and stress at a 0.01 level which means it can also 
contribute to anxiety and stress. This feeling differs to how a person experience in their neighbourhood area, it may be caused by the 
respondents feeling not safe when they are at their neighbourhood and number of criminal cases of the area is worrisome. It also can 
be caused due to lack of social or community support to the respondents, which makes them feel alone and has negative feelings 
towards the neighbourhood environments. 
 

Table 5 Correlation between urban high-density neighbourhood with mental health 
Justification Depression Anxiety Stress 

Could not experience the positive feeling 
when at a neighbourhood area 

Coefficient (r) 0.545** 0.343** 0.382** 

Significant (p) value 0.000 0.000 0.000 
Excessively rapid breathing, breathless in 
the absence of physical exertion at a 
neighbourhood area 

Coefficient (r) 0.287** 0.531** 0.457** 

Siginificant (p) value 0.003 0.000 0.000 

 
Correlation analysis is also being conducted for respondents experiencing excessively rapid breathing or breathlessness without 

any physical exertion when they are staying in their neighbourhood area. From the analysis, it is found that the person experiencing 
excessively rapid breathing has a positive and strong correlation with anxiety at the 0.01 level. This feeling shows a person with anxiety 
problems. Other than that, it also shows a medium correlation with the symptoms of a person having stress. Anxiety can cause panic 
attacks which makes a person experience excessive rapid breathing without any physical activities; thus it is showing that the 
respondents feeling when they are in their neighbourhood area cause them to experience anxiety and panic attacks. Home is supposed 
to become a place where a person can feel safe, to rest from fatigue and stress at works, and a place to relax during days and night. 
However, from the results, it shows that the respondents are having problems of could not relaxing at home and feeling agitated when 
at their own house. It can contribute to a person feeling stress and lead to anxiety and depression when they could not feeling comfortable 
in their own spaces. 

 
Table 6 Correlation between respondent’s living spaces with mental health 

Justification Depression Anxiety Stress 

Feeling agitated when at home Coefficient (r) 0.536** 0.381** 0.591** 

Siginificant (p) value 0.000 0.000 0.000 
Difficulty to relax at home Coefficient (r) 0.601** 0.401** 0.617** 

Siginificant (p) value 0.000 0.000 0.000 
Felt down-hearted and blue when at home Coefficient (r) 0.657** 0.333** 0.470** 
 Significant (p) value 0.003 0.000 0.000 
Feeling scared without good reason when 
at home 

Coefficient (r) 0.445** 0.504** 0.362** 

Siginificant (p) value 0.003 0.000 0.000 

 
In order o study more on the respondents feeling when living in the urban high-density environment, a correlation analysis is 

conducted to find the relationship between depression, anxiety and stress with the respondents feeling when in their own living spaces. 
Based on table 6, four items are analysed, which is their feeling when at their own house. The analysis shows the positive and significant 
results of respondents feeling agitated and difficult to relax when they are in their own living spaces. A strong correlation and significant 
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value at 0.01 level between these two items with depression and stress, which is meaning that they could not relax in their own spaces. 
Living spaces should be the place that people could rest and release from fatigue and stress. However, if a living space could not 
become a place to relaxing, it can lead to stress and depression to a person. Other than that, when a person is feeling down-hearted 
and blue when they are in their own living space, it is a symptom of depression. From the analysis in table 6, a positive and significant 
correlation is shown for respondents feeling down-hearted and blue when at their home with the depression. To analyses the correlation 
between living spaces with anxiety, respondents were asked whether they experience feeling scared without any good reason when 
they are at their own homes. As a result, it shows a positive and significant correlation with a value of 0.01 level. Feelings scared without 
good reasons when staying at home show a strong correlation with anxiety; thus, the person who experiences this may having anxiety 
and depression. When a home which is considered as private spaces and should be comfortable to its residents has become the place 
or spaces that give tenses and stress to them when they are feeling unsafe and feeling scared in a sudden without any good reason, it 
shows that the respondents might be experiencing from anxiety. It could lead to depression and other mental health problems. These 
findings demonstrate the importance of living spaces to a person because it can affect their psychological well-being in various ways.   
 
 

5.0 Conclusion 
From the data analysed, it shows that the living environment and spaces can contribute to mental health either directly or indirectly. It 
can be evidence that high-density living and crowded living spaces have a relationship with mental health problems. The significant 
relationships show between respondents' own living spaces and neighbourhood areas can affect their feeling and mental health 
conditions. The living spaces in an urban area with a safe and conducive environment is important as people need spaces and safety 
to run their daily routine. High-density, crowding, and smaller spaces can affect some people that already with mental health problems 
and also can become a cause for some people. As the number of people will moving to the urban area increased by the year, it is 
important to ensure safe and sufficient spaces to avoid the rates of mental health problems to increase. Low-cost housing development 
should consider the location, provided spaces for living and socialising, and safety of its residents to ensure all residents could have a 
balanced mental and physical well-being through the environments. However, the survey conducted area self-reported scales; it can 
cause bias. A longitudinal study is suggested for further studies on the relationship between urban high-density living affect mental 
health in various scopes such as through social interaction, floor level living, green and recreational spaces, and location of the residential 
area.  
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Paper Contribution to Related Field of Study 
Previous research has shown various related studies on the relationship between the built environment and mental health since the 
1970s. This research could become additional evidence on the relationship between urban environment and mental health, especially 
regarding high-density and overcrowding spaces. Apart from that, it also can be referenced for a further and more detailed studies to 
proves how urban environment through density could affect mental health and factors towards it. 
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