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Beyond Disease: How Rat Infestations 
 Can Impact The Mental Health of 

 Inner-City Residents 

 

Background 
 
Rat infestations are common in 
cities around the world. These 
infestations are particularly 
problematic in impoverished 
inner-city neighborhoods because 
factors associated with poverty 
can promote rat infestations and 
rat-human contact. Residents of 
these neighborhoods may also be 
more vulnerable to the negative 
impacts of rat infestations 
compared to those residing in 
affluent areas. 
 
Thus far, research on the negative 
impacts of rat infestations have 
been focused on the potential for 
disease transmission. Non-
physical (i.e., psychological) 
impacts have been largely 
ignored.   
 

What was the study about? 
 

The objective of this study was to 
review the published literature 
regarding the mental health 
impacts of living with rat 
infestations on inner-city 
residents.  
 

What did we learn? 
 
 Exposure to rats and rat 

infestations negatively impact 

the mental health of inner-city 

residents. Even being aware of 

an  

 

 

infestation in the residence 

can be detrimental to one’s 

mental health.  

 

 Specifically, exposure to rats 

can cause depression and 

evoke physical symptoms 

such as headache and 

stomachache.  

 

 The more one is exposed to 

rats the greater negative 

consequences for mental 

health.  

 

 Exposure to rats and rat 

infestations can affect 

mental health directly (e.g., 

through fear of disease 

transmission or rat bites) or 

indirectly (i.e., through 

feelings of disempowerment 

if one is not able to eliminate 

the infestation).   

 

 

 

 Rat infestations are often one 

part of a constellation of 

environmental stressors in 

inner city neighborhoods; 

Other stressors can include 

inadequate infrastructure, 

building dilapidation, and 

garbage accumulation.  

 
What remains unknown? 
 
The published literature on the 
topic is very limited. Therefore, 
many knowledge gaps exist. 
We suggest that the following 
should be priorities for future 
research:  

 
 How and why, specifically, 

does rat exposure negatively 
impact mental health? 
 

 How do mental health effects 
vary with duration and 
intensity of rat exposure?  
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 Are different people affected 
differently? For example, the 
concerns of parents of young 
children may be different from 
the elderly. 
 

 Is rat exposure an 
independent stressor or 
simply a marker of a ‘stressful’ 
urban environment? 
 

 Do rat infestations interact 
with other neighborhood 
stressors to impact mental 
health? For example, does 
poverty and rat exposure 
cause more profound mental 
health impacts when endured 
together versus independently? 
 

 Given that rat infestations are 
difficult to eliminate in inner-
city neighborhoods, are there 
interventions that can make 
people more resilient to the 
negative impacts of rat 
exposure? 

 
Why does this matter? 
 

By focusing entirely on the 
risk of infectious disease 
transmission, public health 
officials may be blind to a 
more significant health 
problem – the negative 
psychological consequences of 
rat exposure.  Understanding 
rat-related mental health 
impacts can allow health  

 
professionals to better 
understand and assist those  
affected.  This understanding 
can also allow public health 
officials and city planners to 
develop more effective and 
efficient interventions.   

 

 
 


