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Urbanisation and psychopathology

functioning more fully, it seems prudent to suggest that an emphasis
should also be placed on developing “technology” enabling us to
examine this social dimension of our existence in a similar way.
Specifically within the context of urbanisation, we need to seek a
more nuanced understanding of the processes related to cultural
integration which might explain the link between urbanisation and
psychopathology in a meaningful way.

References

1. www.bbc.co.uk/dna/h2g2/A757415  accessed on 27
th
 October 2002

2. Forgey H, Jeffery A, Sidiropoulos E, Smith C, Corrigan T, Mophuthing
T, et al. South Africa Survey 1999/2000 Millennium Edition.
Johannesburg: South African Institute of Race Relations, 1999.

3. Bowley DMG, Khavandi A, Boffard KD, Macnab C, Eales J, Vellema J,
et al. The malignant epidemic- changing patterns of trauma. South
African Medical Journal 2002; 92: 798-802.

4. www.geography.learnonthenet.co.uk/topics/urban.html accessed on
27

th
 October 2002

5. Ohzeki T, Hanki K, Motozumi H, Ishitani N, Matsuda-Ohtahara H,
Sunaguchi M, et al.  Prevalence of obesity, leanness and anorexia
nervosa in Japanese boys and girls aged 12-14 years. Annals of
Nutrition and Metabolism 1990; 34: 208-212.

6. Hoek HW, Bartelds AIM, Bosveld JJF, van der Graaf Y, limpens VE,
Maiwald M, et al. Impact of urbanisation on detection rates of eating
disorders. American Journal of Psychiatry 1995; 152: 1272-1278.

7. Van Os J, Hanssen M, Bijl RV, Vollebergh W. Prevalence of psychotic
disorder and community level psychotic symptoms. An urban-rural
comparison. Archives of General Psychiatry 2002; 58: 663-668.

8. Flisher AJ, Chalton DO. Urbanisation and adolescent risk behaviour.
South African Medical Journal 2001; 91: 243-249.

9. Dekker J, Peen J, Gardien R, de Jonghe F, Wijdenes W. Urbanisation
and psychiatric admission rates in the Netherlands. International Jour-
nal of Social Psychiatry 1997; 43: 235-246.

10. van der Spuy JW. Trauma, alcohol and other substances. South
African Medical Journal 2000; 90: 244-246.

11. Stein DJ, Seedat S, Emsley RA. Violence in the world and in South
Africa- what is a doctor to do ? South African Medical Journal 2002;
92: 789-790.

12. Krupinski J. Urbanization and mental health: psychiatric morbidity,
suicide and violence in the State of Victoria. Australian and New
Zealand Journal of Psychiatry 1979; 13: 139-145.

13. Leineweber M, Bjerregaard P, Baerveldt, Voestermans P. Suicide in a
society in transition. International Journal of Circumpolar Health 2001;
60: 280-287.

14. Bjerregaard P, Curtis T, Greenland Population Study. Cultural change
and mental health in Greenland: the association of childhood condi-
tions, language, and urbanization with mental health and suicidal
thoughts among the Inuit of Greenland. Social Science & Medicine
2002; 54: 33-48.

15. Cohen CI. Overcoming social amnesia: the role for a social perspec-
tive in psychiatric research and practice. Psychiatric Services 2000;
51: 72-78.

Migration from rural to urban areas is a feature of the developing
world 1. In South Africa, approximately 54% of the population was
urbanised in 1996 with Gauteng and the Western Cape being the
most urbanised (97% and 88.9% of the population respectively)
and Northern Province and North West the least (11% and 34.9% of
the population, respectively) 2. One might rationalise that
urbanisation has much to recommend it if one considers that the so-
called developed world is approximately 70% urbanised 1. How-
ever, the availability of infrastructure and resources would appear to
be a critical determinant of the extent to which urbanisation con-
tributes positively to societal development 3 . Ironically, at a time of
increasing urbanisation in the developing world a process of counter-
urbanisation (moving away from urban centres) is taking place in
the developed world4.

The relationship between urbanisation and psychopathology is
one which has been explored within the context of a number of
psychiatric illnesses, ranging from eating disorders 5,6, to psychotic
disorders 7 as well as aspects of adolescent behaviour 8. Increasing
levels of psychopathology are associated with increasing levels of
urbanisation. In addition it has been found that psychiatric admis-
sion rates increase with increasing level of urbanisation 9. Most
recently the changing patterns of trauma in South African society,
with a dramatic increase in interpersonal violence, have been asso-
ciated with urbanisation 3.  A specific link between substance abuse
and interpersonal violence has been documented in South Africa 10

and cited as a key risk factor for such violence 11.
The message emerging from somewhat divergent sources ap-

pears to be congruent in identifying urbanisation as a potentially
toxic process. Yet, a comprehensive study of the impact of
urbanisation and urban living on mental health conducted in Aus-
tralia concluded quite the opposite 12 . This in spite of the transition,
within 100 years, from a predominantly rural society to one of the
most urbanised societies (85%) in the world. Interpretation of con-
flicting data is problematic, however the process of urbanisation or
urban living per se may not be the critical issue. It may be that
cultural transition - with changing social networks and disconnec-
tion from community and family ties - might explain the increasing
prevalence of psychiatric morbidity within the context of
urbanisation 13. It has been observed that successful integration into
modern society may actually be associated with improved mental
health 14. Given that South Africa is a developing country and a
society in transition, we can anticipate increasing urbanisation with
concomitant implications for mental health. Beyond a practical in-
terpretation of this understanding i.e. a greater need for resource
allocation, is a conceptual one that has implications for the disci-
pline of psychiatry.

Whilst psychiatry has seen fit to establish itself as a respectable
medical discipline through an increasing emphasis on biological
aspects of psychopathology and intervention, we should not forget
that a comprehensive and optimal approach to understanding ill-
ness and patient care needs to incorporate a social dimension 15.
Whilst improved technology enables psychiatrists to elucidate brain
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