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Background information

There is a large body of evidence showing rural health outcomes are poorer across a range of health conditions, including cancer, asthma and cardiovascular disease. However national mental health surveys have shown little difference in rates of mental health problems between rural and urban areas despite these differences in physical health outcomes and suicide rates.  These findings may be due to rural and remote areas being under represented in the survey samples and for lack of detail in defining rural communities.  The Australian Rural Mental Health Study (ARMHS) will survey 3600 households across rural and remote NSW to investigate the mental health needs of these communities. The study will encompass the diversity between and within rural and remote communities.

What is this study doing?

This unique rural Australian study will investigate individual, family and community factors associated with the mental health and wellbeing of residents in rural communities of New South Wales. It will examine rural residents’ perceptions of their mental health needs and their access and utilisation of health services. Studying a range of rural communities will provide the opportunity to investigate the influence and interaction of community characteristics on mental health in conjunction with family and individual factors. These community characteristics will include social and economic factors, severity of rural environmental stress (eg. drought), and the levels of access to health and other services. An important aspect of the study will be to focus on the household and its members so as to examine the mental health needs of family groups in rural communities. Furthermore, this cross-sectional study will form the baseline for a longitudinal study investigating the changes experienced by rural families over time and the impact of such change on mental health outcomes.

The survey is being conducted out of four research centres across NSW - Orange, Broken Hill, Lismore and Moree.  The Centre in Orange is coordinating the study and is working in collaboration with the Sydney University department of rural health centres in Lismore and Broken Hill, and the Australian Centre for Agricultural Health and Safety in Moree.

What sort of questions will we be asking?

There is a greater recognition nowadays that mental health problems can affect anyone.  Our questions will ask about work, family, life circumstances and the district in which people live.  We will ask about pressures and time demands upon people and their family and things that have helped.  There will be questions on how people are coping, and any stress that they might be experiencing.  We want to know if they have been able to get the help they need when they needed it.  As well as understanding how people manage mental health problems we are wanting to find out how people without mental health problems stay healthy.

Progress so far

We have recently launched a pilot of the study in Weddin Shire.  Fifty households have been randomly selected from the electoral role and contacted by letter.  We are in the process of contacting these households by phone to invite them to participate.

Where to now?

We will be rolling the survey out across rural and remote areas in New South Wales, starting in March next year.  

