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Bright lights, big cities and mental health

W Check for updates

The world’s populationis becoming
increasingly urbanized, which brings
new considerations for the effects of
urbanicity on physical and mental
health. Despite the complexity,
thereis atremendous opportunity
forresearch to use new tools to
examine the reciprocal relationship
between mental health and urban
environments toimprove outcomes
and communities.

nthe past few years, profound structural
changes have occurred in the way that
people around the world live and work.
The COVID pandemic ushered in a new
paradigm that challenged longstanding
norms, particularly in developed countries.
Therapid and unanticipated need for practic-
ing social distancing while preserving access
to services or business continuity produced
a digital renaissance in healthcare and the
workplace and reshaped industries. Previ-
ously unthinkable remote and hybrid work-
ing models have proven nearly impossible to
reverse. The pandemic period hasalsobeena
time of establishing new patterns of how indi-
viduals negotiate the balance between their
work and personal lives, the prioritization of
physical and mental health, and the need to
connect with physical surroundings through
accesstogreenand open spaces. These shifts
have prompted wide contemplation of our
interactions with built spaces versus nature
more generally, and acquainted the public
with contemporary fields of study such as
human geography, or the way that human
cultures, communities and economies are
spatially oriented with the environment.
Movement has also been a major theme. In
the USA, for example, about 16 million peo-
ple moved residencese; 2 million of whom
left large metropolitan areas for less densely
populated areas, such as smaller cities and
suburbs. Although the population distribu-
tioninurbanareasin the USA has normalized
since 2020, the effects of pandemic-related
relocation and remote work trends are still
keenly felt in many cities. Scenarios such
as ‘urban doom loops’ in a handful of once-
thriving metropolitan areas have become

concerns, in which plummeting occupancy
for commercial real estate has led to down-
stream consequences, including reduced tax
revenue, business closures and deteriorating
infrastructure. However, these may be excep-
tions as the global urban development out-
look indicates that populations continue to
become increasingly urbanized. At present,
about half of the world’s populations live in
urban areas, a proportion expected to rise to
about two-thirds by the year 2050.

In an increasingly urbanized world,
urbanicity has become anincreasingly impor-
tant concept. Urbanicity is often used to refer
to the constellation of characteristics and
attributes of urbanareas and the effects on the
peoplewholivethere, suchas population den-
sity, publicinfrastructure and socioeconomic
conditions. Considering urbanicity inrelation
to health highlights other salient elements
includinginteractions with social and physical
environments, access to health-related and
social services, and the qualitative effects on
individuals, communities and populations
livingin an urban center.

The effect of urbanicity may bear substan-
tially on mental health. Much of the work
exploring the potential links betweenlivingin
anurbanareaand increased risk for the experi-
ence of amental health condition has focused
on psychosis or schizophrenia and symptoms

of anxiety and depression. The relationship
between specific factors of urbanicity and
mental healthrisk, however,isnot well under-
stood owing to the potential complexity. For
example, negative aspects of urbanicity, such
as urban stress or exposure to pollution, may
confer risks, but positive aspects of urbanicity,
such as greater access to healthcare and
resources, may mitigate the risks associated
with mental health conditions.

Thisissue of Nature Mental Health explores
some of the themes inherent to urbanicity
and mental health. In a Comment by Gunter
Schumann on behalf of environMENTAL con-
sortium, the potential for applying large data-
sets and statistical techniques to investigate
urbanicity and mental health are explored. By
harnessing newly developed environmental
datasources, such as movement tracking and
geopositioning, researchers canincorporate
and enrich existing health measures from
large population-based cohorts such as the
UK Biobank with high-dimensional effects of
urbanicity.

Apotential areaofinterest within urbanicity
is the way in which light, both artificial and
natural, isacentral part of one’s physical envi-
ronment. Lightis fundamentally connected to
health and canbe amechanism forimproving
equity. For example, although light pollution,
specifically bright artificial light emanating
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from cities, can be an issue that affects sleep
quality, well-designed urban lighting can be
instrumental forimproving safety in outdoor
spaces. Furthermore, how and whenweinter-
act with light may be crucial. The human cir-
cadianrhythmis primarily regulated by light,
and circadianrhythm and sleep disturbances
are features common to many mental health
disorders, but our understanding of the influ-
ence of timing of light exposure on mental
healthis limited.

Intheissue,anArticle by Burnsetal. reports
thelargest cross-sectional analysis so far look-
ing at light, sleep, physical activity and men-
tal health outcomes. The authors tracked day
and night light exposure and health metricsin
86,722 participants fromthe UK Biobank. The
findings suggest an inverse pattern: greater
light exposure at night was associated with
an increased risk of several psychiatric dis-
orders, including major depressive disorder,
generalized anxiety disorder and psychosis,
whereas greater light exposure during the
day was associated with areduced risk of this
same group of disorders. The authors suggest

that the findings support the notion of using
light asa potential non-pharmacologicalinter-
vention for improving mental health. In an
accompanying News & Views, Jamie M. Zeitzer
proposes potential refinements and consider-
ationsto overcome some of the present limita-
tionsinstudying the effects of environmental
lighting on mental health.

Lightisjust one aspect of the many environ-
mental conditions and features of urbanicity
whose effect on mental health may have been
underestimated. Broadening the view of how
mental health is intricately connected to our
interactions with the physical world is the
beginning of an exciting path in multidisci-
plinary research. Within the portfolio of the
Nature Researchjournals, we are at the outset
of a period of launching thematic research
journals dedicated to publishing work that
may transcend traditional fields and find
synergies between them, such as with mental
health and urban environments.

One of the newest additions is Nature Cities,
a transformative, monthly, online-only
journal, which will launch in January 2024.

As William Burnside, chief editor of Nature
Cities,underscores, “Cities and mental health
have a reciprocal relationship, with urban
environments affecting the mental health of
urban residents whose behavior then affects
their urban environments. llluminating these
relationships is essential to understanding
cities holistically. Nature Cities welcomes
submissions of research and opinion that
foregrounds the urban in considering men-
tal health, such as studies considering urban
density, segregation, sprawl, crime, pollution,
publicservices, and greenspaces.” By expand-
ing the number of high-quality outlets for
research that seeks to understand the trends,
interactions and mechanisms that underlie
human activity in urban environments, our
intentionisto provide more opportunities for
researcherstoshare theirinsights and connect
with each other. We hope that you will join us
inbeing part of acommunity thatis passionate
about improving mental health and eager to
create healthier, sustainable cities.
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