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ABSTRACT 
 

This study examined the connections between environmental factors, mental health, and the 

social work role in Sammanthranapura, an urban slum community facing limitations due to 

climate change. The research question explored how these environmental factors impact the 

mental health of residents, particularly children, and how social work interventions can 

address these challenges. Employing a mixed methods approach, the study utilized an art 

workshop with children (aged 6-13) to explore their perceptions of their environment. 

Thematic analysis of the artwork was complemented by focus group discussions with children 

and separate interviews with teachers and parents. Findings revealed that children in 

Sammanthranapura experience limitations due to a lack of green space and a potentially 

stressful environment, as evidenced by the artwork and focus group discussions. These 

limitations align with existing research on the negative mental health impacts of limited access 

to nature. The study underscores the importance of incorporating children's voices into 

environmental decision-making. The research highlights the need for social work interventions 

that address environmental justice concerns in Sammanthranapura. Recommendations include 

community gardening projects, educational programs on climate change and mental health, 

and art therapy workshops. These interventions have the potential to improve children's 

mental well-being and foster community resilience in the face of climate change. This study 

contributes to the growing body of research on social work's role in promoting environmental 

justice and child well-being in urban slum communities. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Urban slum communities face a multitude of challenges, including overcrowding, 

limited access to basic services, and environmental hazards. These factors can 

significantly impact the mental health and well-being of residents (Evans, 2006; Patel 

et al., 2010). Climate change further exacerbates these issues, introducing additional 

stressors such as extreme heat events, increased pollution, and disruptions to natural 

ecosystems (Watts et al., 2015). 

This study explores the connection between environmental factors related to climate 

change and mental health in the urban slum community of Sammanthranapura, Sri 

Lanka. Established in 1976 following evictions due to infrastructural development for 

a major international summit (Alikhan, 2019), Sammanthranapura exemplifies the 

complex social and environmental challenges faced by such communities. 

While existing research has documented the negative impacts of climate change on 

mental health in various settings (Baines et al., 2021; Clayton et al., 2017), there is a 

gap in knowledge regarding the specific experiences of urban slum communities in 

developing nations. This study aims to contribute to this gap by employing a mixed-

methods approach to understand how environmental factors associated with climate 

change affect the mental health of children and adults in Sammanthranapura. 

Furthermore, we explore the potential role of social work interventions in addressing 

these challenges and promoting mental well-being within the community. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Mental Health, Climate Change, and Social Work in Sammanthranapura 

A growing body of research highlights the detrimental impact of climate change on 

mental health (Baines et al., 2021; Clayton et al., 2017). This link is particularly 

concerning for residents of urban slums, who often face a confluence of 

environmental stressors. Extreme heat events, a hallmark of climate change, have 

been associated with increased anxiety, depression, and even suicide ideation (Berry 

et al., 2010; Gasparrini et al., 2017). These effects are likely exacerbated in dense 

urban environments like Sammanthranapura, where limited green spaces and poor 

ventilation can trap heat, further elevating thermal discomfort (Li et al., 2015). 

Beyond heat, air pollution represents another significant environmental stressor linked 

to climate change (Watts et al., 2015). Studies have shown exposure to air pollution to 

be associated with a range of negative mental health outcomes, including depression, 

anxiety, and cognitive decline (Power et al., 2011; Weuve et al., 2014). Urban slums 

like Sammanthranapura are often situated near industrial areas or major transportation 

corridors, increasing residents' exposure to harmful pollutants. 

The lack of access to green spaces, a common feature of urban slums, further 

contributes to mental health concerns. Green spaces have been shown to have a 
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restorative effect on mental well-being, reducing stress and promoting feelings of 

calmness and well-being (Barton & Pretty, 2010; Kondo et al., 2018). Limited access 

to these restorative environments in Sammanthranapura may leave residents more 

vulnerable to the negative mental health impacts of climate change. 

While the research on climate change and mental health is robust, the specific 

experiences of urban slum communities require further exploration. Existing studies 

often focus on high-income settings or fail to capture the unique vulnerabilities faced 

by low-income residents in developing nations. 

Social work plays a crucial role in addressing mental health concerns within 

communities (Reamer, 2016). Social workers can provide individual and group 

therapy, connect residents with mental health resources, and advocate for policies that 

promote mental well-being. In the context of climate change, social workers can act as 

change agents, collaborating with communities to develop strategies for adaptation 

and resilience. This may involve advocating for improved green spaces, promoting 

public education on mental health, and developing culturally-appropriate 

interventions to address the specific needs of the community. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This study draws upon the tenets of social-ecological models of health (McMichael, 

2013) to understand the complex interplay between environmental factors, social 

determinants of health, and mental well-being in Sammanthranapura. This framework 

acknowledges the interconnectedness of individual, community, and environmental 

factors in shaping mental health outcomes. Furthermore, the principles of ecological 

systems theory (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994) will guide our exploration of how the 

social and physical environment of Sammanthranapura interacts with individual and 

family experiences to influence mental health. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

This study employed a mixed methods research design, utilizing both quantitative and 

qualitative data collection methods to achieve a comprehensive understanding of 

children's experiences (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). This approach allowed for 

triangulation, strengthening the overall validity of the findings (Greene, 2007). 

Quantitative Aspect 

An art workshop was conducted with a purposive sample of children aged 6-13 

(N=30) recruited from a local community center. The workshop aimed to explore 

children's perceptions of their social environment through a creative outlet. Children 

were provided with art materials and a variety of prompts related to their experiences 

at home, school, and in the community. Following the workshop, the artwork was 

analyzed using content analysis. Each piece was coded for emergent themes using an 
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inductive approach, with codes then categorized into broader thematic areas (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). 

Qualitative Aspect 

Focus group discussions were conducted with a separate sample of children (N=15) to 

gain deeper insights into the themes identified through the art analysis. Semi-

structured interview questions focused on children's social interactions, relationships, 

and any challenges they faced. Additionally, individual interviews were conducted 

with a purposive sample of teachers (N=5) and parents (N=5) familiar with the 

participating children. These interviews explored adult perspectives on the children's 

social experiences and environments. 

For both focus groups and interviews, informed consent was obtained from 

participants and guardians, with assent obtained from children. All data collection 

procedures adhered to ethical research principles, including confidentiality and 

anonymity (National Association of Social Workers, 2018). 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Thematic analysis was employed for both qualitative data sources (interviews and 

focus groups). Recordings were transcribed verbatim, and transcripts were coded for 

emerging themes using an iterative process (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Data from the art 

workshop (quantitative) and qualitative data were then compared and contrasted to 

identify convergence and divergence in the children's experiences (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2018). 

FINDINGS 

Quantitative Findings 

Children's Artwork Analysis 

The analysis of children's artwork from the workshop revealed several recurring 

themes, colors, and imagery. A dominant theme was the portrayal of limited green 

space (Figure 1). Many drawings depicted children playing on concrete playgrounds 

or surrounded by tall buildings with minimal trees or grass. This aligns with research 

by Kuo (2001) who found that access to nature provides mental health benefits for 

children, suggesting a potential concern for the children's environment in 

Sammanthranapura. 
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Figures 1 and 2 - Children's drawing depicting limited green space (Source – Field 

Data 2023 ©Mitchel) 

Another recurring theme was the use of dark and muted colors, particularly brown and 

grey. This could be interpreted as reflecting a sense of isolation or a stressful 

environment (Hays & Meredith, 2008). In contrast, some drawings incorporated 

bright colors alongside dark ones, potentially indicating a mix of positive and 

negative experiences in the children's lives. 

Qualitative Findings 

Focus Groups and Interviews 

The focus group discussions and interviews separately with children, teachers, and 

parents provided rich data on mental health and environmental concerns in 

Sammanthranapura. Children expressed a desire for more playgrounds, parks, and 

opportunities to connect with nature. They also mentioned feeling isolated in their 

concrete surroundings, mirroring the lack of green space depicted in their artwork. 

Teachers and parents echoed these concerns. They highlighted a lack of safe outdoor 

spaces for children to play and socialize, leading to increased screen time and 

potential mental health issues like anxiety and depression (Madden et al., 2018). 

Adults also expressed concern about the impact of traffic pollution on children's 

health. 

Integration of Findings 

The findings from both quantitative and qualitative methods complement each other, 

painting a holistic picture of children's experiences in Sammanthranapura. The 

analysis of children's artwork provided a window into their perceptions of the 

environment, highlighting the lack of green space and potentially stressful 

surroundings. The focus groups and interviews confirmed these interpretations by 

revealing the children's desire for nature and the adults' concerns about the impact of 

the environment on children's well-being. 
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Figure 3 – Children’s drawings with bright and dark colours (Source – Field Data 

2023 ©Mitchel) 

This triangulation strengthens the validity of the study's conclusions. The artwork 

served as a springboard for discussions in the focus groups, allowing children to 

express themselves beyond verbal limitations. Overall, the findings suggest a need for 

interventions that improve access to nature and create a more stimulating and 

supportive environment for children in Sammanthranapura. 

DISCUSSION 

This study's findings resonate with the growing body of research on the connections 

between mental health and climate change. The limited access to green space and 

potentially stressful environment depicted in the children's artwork align with studies 

by Kuo (2011) who found that exposure to nature reduces stress and improves mood. 

Additionally, the concerns raised by parents and teachers regarding screen time and 

potential mental health issues echo the work of Madden et al. (2018) on the negative 

impacts of limited outdoor play. 

In the context of climate change, the lack of green space in Sammanthranapura is 

particularly concerning. Urban heat island effects and increased air pollution, both 

linked to climate change (Environmental Protection Agency, 2021), can exacerbate 

mental health problems (Watts et al., 2015). Therefore, addressing the environmental 

limitations identified in this study is crucial for promoting not only children's well-

being but also community resilience in the face of a changing climate. 

CHALLENGES AND LIMITATIONS 

The findings illuminate specific challenges faced by the Sammanthranapura 

community. The limited green space restricts opportunities for children to connect 

with nature, a well-documented source of mental health benefits (Kuo, 2011). 

Furthermore, the potential for a stressful environment, as suggested by the use of dark 

colors in the artwork, could contribute to feelings of anxiety and isolation. These 

challenges are compounded by the potential negative impacts of increased screen time 

due to limited outdoor play options. 

This study is not without limitations. The research design focused on a specific age 

group within a single community, limiting generalizability. Additionally, the artwork 

analysis relied on interpretation, and future research could incorporate child 

explanations alongside the drawings for a richer understanding. 

Future Research Directions 

Future research could explore the mental health experiences of children in 

Sammanthranapura in more depth. Longitudinal studies could track the impact of 

interventions aimed at increasing access to nature on children's well-being. 

Additionally, research could investigate the broader mental health effects of climate 
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change on the community, encompassing adults and elderly populations as well. 

Furthermore, exploring the perspectives of policymakers and urban planners is crucial 

to understand the existing barriers and opportunities for creating a more 

environmentally friendly and supportive community. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the analysis of children's artwork, focus group discussions, and interviews 

with parents and teachers, several social work interventions can be recommended to  

address the environmental limitations and promote mental well-being in 

Sammanthranapura. These recommendations consider suggestions from all 

stakeholder groups and aim to be both impactful and feasible within the community 

context. 

1. Community Gardening Projects 

 Rationale - The children's artwork and focus group discussions highlighted a 

desire for more green spaces. Community gardening projects directly address 

this need, creating opportunities for children and families to connect with 

nature. Research by Abraham et al. (2010) demonstrates the positive impact 

of community gardens on mental health and social interaction. 

 Implementation - Social workers can collaborate with local organizations, 

schools, and community members to identify suitable locations for gardens or 

do gardening on the School premises in the community. Grant funding and 

volunteer recruitment can be explored to support project development and 

ongoing maintenance. Educational workshops on gardening techniques can be 

offered to empower residents and ensure project sustainability. 

2. Educational Programs 

 Rationale - Limited awareness about the connections between climate change, 

mental health, and access to nature was identified in the discussions. 

Educational programs can address this gap, empowering children and adults 

to advocate for change. 

 Implementation - Social workers can partner with schools and community 

centers to develop age-appropriate programs on climate change, its impact on 

mental health, and the benefits of spending time outdoors. Interactive 

workshops, guest speakers from environmental organizations, and educational 

materials can be incorporated to create engaging learning experiences. 

3. Art Therapy Workshops 

 Rationale - The children's artwork served as a powerful tool for self-

expression and may hold potential for deeper exploration of emotions related 

to their environment. Art therapy workshops provide a safe space for children 
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and adults to process emotions and develop coping skills for stress and 

anxiety (American Art Therapy Association, 2023). 

 Implementation - Social workers can partner with licensed art therapists to 

offer workshops within schools or community centers. These workshops can 

incorporate various art modalities, creating opportunities for self-discovery 

and emotional expression alongside education on healthy coping mechanisms. 

Impact and Feasibility 

These recommendations hold significant potential for positive impact. Community 

gardening projects directly address the lack of green space, fostering social interaction 

and mental well-being. Educational programs empower residents to understand the 

challenges and advocate for solutions. Art therapy workshops provide a safe space for 

emotional expression and coping skill development. 

The feasibility of these recommendations is also promising. Collaboration with local 

organizations, grant funding, and volunteer recruitment can support project 

development and ongoing maintenance. Educational programs can be integrated into 

existing school and community center activities. Partnerships with licensed art 

therapists can leverage existing resources to offer art therapy workshops. 

By implementing these recommendations, social workers can play a vital role in 

creating a more environmentally friendly and supportive community in 

Sammanthranapura. These interventions have the potential to not only improve 

children's mental health but also foster community resilience in the face of climate 

change. 

CONCLUSION 

This study employed a mixed methods approach to explore the connections between 

mental health, climate change, and the social work role in Sammanthranapura. The 

findings revealed that children in the community experience limitations due to a lack 

of green space and a potentially stressful environment, as evidenced by the artwork 

analysis and focus group discussions. These limitations resonate with existing 

research on the links between access to nature, mental well-being, and the negative 

impacts of climate change (Kuo, 2011; Watts et al., 2015). The study underscores the 

importance of incorporating children's voices into environmental decision-making 

processes. 

The mixed methods design proved invaluable in gaining a comprehensive 

understanding of this complex issue. The children's artwork provided a unique 

window into their perceptions, complementing the data from focus groups and 

interviews. This approach is crucial for social workers to effectively address the 

multifaceted challenges faced by communities. 
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The recommendations proposed in this study, including community gardening 

projects, educational programs, and art therapy workshops, hold significant promise 

for positive change. By fostering access to nature, promoting environmental 

awareness, and providing safe spaces for emotional expression, these interventions 

can enhance children's mental well-being and build community resilience in the face 

of climate change. Social workers play a vital role in advocating for these changes and 

working collaboratively with community members to create a more sustainable and 

supportive environment for all residents of Sammanthranapura. This study serves as a 

call to action for social workers to champion environmental justice initiatives and 

empower communities to thrive in a changing world. 
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