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The Impact of the Living 
Environment on the Mental Health of 
People Living with Mental Ill-health
Nadine Cocks, Consumer Researcher and Consumer Consultant, Elise Davis, Research and 
Evaluation Manager, Sarah Pollock, Executive Director, Research and Advocacy, Mind Australia

The living environment is important 
for general mental health and 
wellbeing. Existing research suggests 
that if the basic requirements for 
housing such as access to natural light, 
private open space, safety, cleanliness 
and maintenance are denied this 
can adversely affect mental health 
and wellbeing,1 The impact of a 
substandard living environment 
for people with mental ill-health 
is not well understood. A recent 
study carried out by Mind Australia 
in collaboration with the Australian 
Housing and Urban Research Institute 
(AHURI) focused on examining the 
housing and mental health pathways 
of people with lived experience of 
mental ill-health. Trajectories included 
qualitative interviews with people with 
severe mental ill-health to explore 
their living situation and mental health.

This paper draws on data collected 
from 86 participants recruited from 
the following areas Melbourne, 
Wangaratta, Sydney, Bathurst, 
Brisbane, Mackay, Adelaide, 
Berri, Hobart and Perth. The 
findings highlighted that many 
participants were living in temporary 
accommodation that not only did not 
meet the requirements mentioned 
above, but were poorly maintained, 
unsafe and substandard. The findings 
from Trajectories demonstrated 
that there is a relationship 
between peoples’ mental health 
and their living environment.

Some characteristics of the built 
environment seemed to directly 
influence mental ill-health such 
as location, neighbourhood and 
stigma; quality of housing and 
maintenance; and safety and security.

Location, Neighbourhood 
and Stigma
Neighbourhood characteristics can 
benefit people’s sense of identity 

in communities. In Trajectories, 
most participants wanted housing 
in areas they were familiar with and 
had established social connections 
near friends, family and amenities. 
However, people did often not have 
a lot of choice in the area that they 
lived and cited problems with people 
with mental illness and substance 
abuse issues being placed together.

‘There is a problem with people 
with mental illness being in public 
housing where there’s drug 
use, criminal activity, domestic 
violence etc. Everybody deserves 
to have a roof over their head, 
you can’t just lump people like 
that all into one type of housing.’

Stigma around mental ill-health was 
also evident in neighbourhoods, 
particularly smaller areas. Not feeling 
welcome in your own community has 
a negative impact on mental health 
and can contribute to isolation which 
further impacts on mental health.

‘At [a particular area], where people 
started finding out about my illness, 
they would literally walk across 
the street to avoid me because 
it was that type of mentality.’

Quality of Housing 
and Maintenance
Participants referred to aspects of 
the quality of housing that impacted 
on their mental health. For example, 
living in dark damp places had a 
negative effect on mood. Also, living 
in small cramped spaces made 
people feel like things were closing 
in on them. On the other hand, 
access to fresh outdoor air and 
green space had a positive impact 
on mental health. Having a space 
outdoors to retreat to from living 
indoors with access to a garden was 
important for the wellbeing of people 
living with mental health issues.

‘Don’t put me in a one-
bedroom freaking room 
where you’ve got everything, 
the lounge room and kitchen 
together. I can’t do that. It plays 
with my head. The [housing 
service] doesn’t seem to 
understand. Where I am now 
is good because I’ve got my 
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own backyard, I can go out and 
have a breathe off if I want.’

Maintenance issues also had a 
negative impact on mental health, 
particularly when the person had 
little control over when and how 
they were managed. Participants 
reported that tardy and inadequate 
responses to housing maintenance 
impacted both on their mental health 
and sense of wellbeing, more so 
when delivered by tenancy managers 
who were rude or unsympathetic 
to the tenant’s situation.

‘I’ve got a dead bird squatted in 
my range hood that’s been there 
for six weeks. They kept saying, 
“It will be done by the end of 
the week.” I rang up them this 
week and said if it’s not done by 
tomorrow, I’m going to a lawyer.’

Safety and Security
Participants in this study reported that 
a home was somewhere where they 
could feel safe and secure, a base 
where they could carry out their life 
from. Feeling safe was particularly 
important for people who had 
experienced past trauma because 
if they felt unsafe, they would retreat.

‘It was just a flimsy door that 
anyone could break in. Certain 
people did. They were always 
breaking in, I just spent my whole 
time locked in the room.’

In summary, these results highlight 
the importance of living environment 
to the mental health and quality of 
life of people with mental ill-health. 
Substandard and unsafe housing 
and living environments can have 
particularly damaging effects on the 

lives of people with mental ill-health. 
Further information about Trajectories 
can be accessed at: https://www.
ahuri.edu.au/research/trajectories

Acknowledgements
We would like to acknowledge the 
participants in this study, our partners 
in the study and the AHURI team. 
We would like to acknowledge our 
peer researchers, who created a safe 
space for the participants and very 
generously shared their insights and 
experiences with the participants 
and team. These include Rebecca 
Egan, Greta Baumgartel, Philippa 
Hemus and Anthony Stratford.

Endnote
1. Bond L, Kearns A, Mason P, Tannahill C, 

Whately E 2012, Exploring the Relationships 
between Housing, Neighbourhoods and 
Mental Wellbeing for Residents of Deprived 
Areas, BMC Public Health, vol. 12, no. 48.


	Editorial
	Jenny Smith, Chief Executive Officer, Council to Homeless Persons

	Part 1: Housing: The Necessary Condition
	Housing Must Be Recognised as an Essential Component of Mental Health Care
	Damien Patterson, Policy and Advocacy Officer, Council to Homeless Persons

	‘You feel worthless and you feel like you don’t belong anywhere’:The Impact of Housing on the Lives of People with Serious Mental Ill-health
	Elise Davis, Sarah Pollock, Nadine Cocks, Mind Australia

	Homelessness and Mental Illness: An Unhealthy Co-dependency
	Peter Jones, Senior Policy Officer, Aboriginal Housing Victoria

	A Different Future for Supporting Victorians Experiencing Mental Health, Housing and Homelessness
	Thomas Johnson Manager, Advocacy and Public Policy, Uniting Vic.Tas

	From the Coalface: Reflections on Mental Health, Housing and Homelessness
	Meg Ady, Community Health Registered Nurse, Bolton Clark*

	Mental Health and Housing, Together for Recovery: A Story from the Homeless Outreach Mental Health Service
	David Pruden, HOMHS, Inner West Area Mental Health, cohealth, Chris Platt, Program Manager AOD Treatment Services and HOMHS, cohealth, Leanna Helquist, AOD and Homelessness, Leader, cohealth

	Housing is Good Mental Health Care
	Dr Andrew Hollows, Chief of Staff, Launch Housing

	The Relationship Between Homelessness for Individuals with Severe Mental Health Issues and Disabilities, and Housing Opportunities
	Nadia Di Girolamo, Project Officer/Occupational Therapist and Jessica Dobrovic, Senior Analyst, Hutt St Centre

	Mental Health, Housing and Homelessness: A Workshop to Commit, Coordinate and Collaborate
	Stephanie Macfarlane, Homelessness Health Program Manager, Priority Populations, South Eastern Sydney Local Health District (SESLHD), Danielle Coppleson, Access and Pathways to Care Lead, Mental Health, SESLHD, Daniella Taylor, Access and Pathways to Care

	The Impact of the Living Environment on the Mental Health of People Living with Mental Ill-health
	Nadine Cocks, Consumer Researcher and Consumer Consultant, Elise Davis, Research and Evaluation Manager, Sarah Pollock, Executive Director, Research and Advocacy, Mind Australia

	What’s Essential? Housing First: Best Practice and Reform in Assertive Outreach Services Supporting People Sleeping Rough Throughout COVID-19
	Beth Fogerty, Regional Manager, Gippsland, Gisella Weiss, Assertive Outreach Worker, Pathways to Home and Rosie Frankish, Housing Programs Coordinator, Wellways Australia Limited


	Part 2: What Works
	Housing Support for Mental Health in a Changing Policy Context
	Karen R Fisher, Peri O’Shea, Gianfranco Giuntoli, Christiane Purcal, Social Policy Research Centre, UNSW Sydney*

	What Works?
	Damien Patterson, Policy and Advocacy Officer, Council to Homeless Persons

	Working Across Systems: Using Complexity Theory and Intersectionality to Eliminate Homelessness in the Mental Health sector in Aotearoa New Zealand
	Sho Isogai (MAppSW, MRSNZ), Re-Creation Consulting (RCC)*

	Pathways from Acute Mental Health Care for Individuals Experiencing Homelessness
	Shannen Vallesi, PhD Candidate, School of Population and Global Health, University of Western Australia, Kathleen Ahlers, Project Manager and Social Worker, MHHPP, Royal Perth Bentley Group, Amanda Stafford, Clinical Lead, Royal Perth Hospital Homeless Te

	A Helicopter View of cohealth’s Mental Health and Homelessness Programs
	Leanna Helquist, AOD and Homelessness Lead, cohealth and Bronwyn Massie, Practice Excellence Coach, Mental Health Practice and Engagement, cohealth

	The Royal Commission’s ‘Generational Change’: Mental Health System Reforms Needed to Support Young People Experiencing Homelessness
	Kate Torii, Manager, Research and Policy — Homelessness Justice and Family Services Division

	Somewhere Over the Rainbow, Considerations for LGBTIQA+ Homeless Persons
	Mx Christina Hotka, LGBTIQ+ Safety and Responsiveness Project Officer, St Vincent’s Hospital Melbourne

	Adelaide’s Covid‑19 Emergency Response: Understanding Experiences and Co-occurring Issues of People Sleeping Rough
	Jessica Dobrovic, Senior Analyst, Strategy and Projects, Hutt St Centre, Dr Selina Tually, Senior Research Fellow, The Australian Alliance for Social Enterprise, Dr Priscilla Ennals, Senior Manager — Research and Evaluation, Neami National, Hannah Maccini

	Community Development Approach to Eliminate the Housing Crisis in the Mental Health and Housing Sector
	Sho Isogai, Re-Creation Consulting* 

	Taking Care to Young People via cohealth’s Mobile Health and Access Point (MhAP) Bus
	Lanie Harris, Communications, cohealth and Chris Platt, Program Manager AOD Treatment Services and HOMHS, cohealth

	Mental Health and the GreenLight Supportive Housing Program
	Olivia Killeen, Project Officer, Social Policy and Strategic Projects, Sacred Heart Mission.

	A Program at the Nexus of Mental Health, Homelessness and the Justice System
	Michael Spencer, Program Manager-Forensic Mental Health, cohealth and Lanie Harris, Communications, cohealth

	Improving Mental Health Service Use Among Young People Experiencing Homelessness
	Cameron Boyle, Senior Policy Analyst, Orygen

	Supporting Forgotten Populations: Outer Metro Melbourne and Supported Residential Services
	Rajna Ogrin, Bolton Clarke Research Institute, Mary-Anne Rushford and Karyn Gellie, Bolton Clarke Homeless Persons Program (HPP)

	Connections and Loneliness in Far West New South Wales During Covid‑19 and Beyond
	Jenna Bottrell, Mission Australia Program Manager

	Yarra Drug and Health Forum: A Community Approach to Reducing Harm Associated with Homelessness, Mental illness and Alcohol and Drug Use
	This article is co-authored by the members of the Executive Group of the Yarra Drug and Health Forum, Peter Wearne, (Chair) VACCHO, Janelle Bryce, cohealth, Hieng Lim, Neighbourhood Justice Centre, Sally Mitchell, Resident, Kevan Myers, Nexus Dual Diagnos


	Part 3: Learning From Lived Experience
	Peer Workers in Mental Health and Homeless Psychosocial Programs — Melbourne’s Inner North West
	Leanna Helquist, AOD and Homelessness Lead, cohealth, James Duffy, Program Facilitator Homeless Health and Support Services cohealth, and Ben Quinn, Specialist Team Support Homeless Health and Support Services, cohealth

	John Kenney, Graduate, Peer Education and Support Program (PESP), Council to Homeless Persons
	What ways have people with a lived experience been engaged in the solutions?
	Yumi Luff, Launch Housing, Peer Support Worker, Launch Housing Southbank.

	‘I think you can call it homelessness when you have nowhere that you call home.’
	The Difference That Peer Support Work Can Make
	Joal Presincula, Peer Support Worker, Launch Housing*


	Opinion 1
	Carl Rogowski
	Senior Manager Opportunities and Development
	Tom Dalton
	CEO Neami National
	Bronwyn Pike
	CEO Uniting Vic.Tas
	Professor Eóin Killackey
	Head of Functional Recovery in Youth Mental Health, Orygen
	Dr Catherine Robinson
	Social Research and Analysis, Social Action and Research Centre, Anglicare Tasmania, Adjunct Associate, Professor, School of Social Sciences, University of Tasmania
	Karyn Walsh
	CEO Micah Projects Queensland
	Robyn Hunter
	Mind Australia CEO
	Laura Collister
	CEO, Wellways Australia
	_GoBack

