[ Downloaded from feyz.kaums.ac.ir on 2026-07-13 ]

[ DOI: 10.48307/FM SJ.2026.30.2.11 ]

Feyz Medical Sciences Journal
2026, Volume 30, Issue 2
Pages: 240-253

Doi: 10.48307/FMS]J.2026.30.2.11

Original Article

Mental Health, Sleep Disorders, Substance Use, and High-Risk Sexual
Behaviors among Homeless Men in Isfahan Province: A Cross-sectional
Study

Freshteh Haerifar ©®12, Ehsan Sharifi ©3, Zahra Esteki Moghaddam ©4 Manijeh Davari
Dolatabadi ©5, Mohammad Javad Azadchehr ©¢, Peyman Esmaeili Shahzadeh-Ali-Akbari ©72,
Amir Ghaderi ©%

I Student Research Committee, Kashan University of Medical Sciences, Kashan, Iran
2 Department of Addiction Studies, School of Medical, Kashan University of Medical Sciences, Kashan, Iran
3 Research and Planning Expert of Drug Control Headquarter of Iran, Isfahan, Iran
4 Department of Psychology, University of Kashan, Kashan, Iran
5 Department of Clinical Psychology Family, Karamat Medical Center of the corps Article 16 Sahebe Zamen Isfahan, Iran
¢ Infectious Diseases Research Center, Kashan University of Medical Sciences, Kashan, Iran
7 Clinical Research Development Unit Matini /Kargarnejad Hospitals, Kashan University of Medical
Sciences, Kashan, Iran
8 Social Determinants of Health (SDH) Research Center, Kashan University of Medical Sciences, Kashan, Iran

“Corresponding author: Amir Ghaderi, Social Determinants of Health (SDH) Research Center, Kashan University of
Medical Sciences, Kashan, Iran
Email: gaderiam@gmail.com

Received: 26 January 2026 Revised: 16 February 2026 Accepted: 16 February 2026
Abstract

Background and Aim: Homelessness, as one of the growing public health challenges, is associated with a
high prevalence of psychological problems, sleep disturbances, substance use, and high-risk sexual behaviors.
The present study aimed to investigate mental health status, sleep quality, high-risk sexual behaviors, and their
associated factors among homeless men.

Methods: This cross-sectional analytical study was conducted on 239 homeless men residing in two shelter
and rehabilitation centers for homeless individuals in the counties of Mobarakeh and Isfahan. Data were
collected using the 28-item General Health Questionnaire, the Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index, and a High-Risk
Sexual Behavior Questionnaire. In addition, demographic information and substance use patterns were obtained
through semi-structured interviews.

Results: The mean age of the participants was approximately 40 years, with the majority falling within the
30-50-year age range. The results showed that 18.4% of participants had moderate to severe mental health
impairment, while 63.6% reported poor sleep quality. The mean score of high-risk sexual behaviors was 4.30 +
2.48. Poor mental health was significantly associated with housing instability, high-risk livelihood strategies, a
history of injection drug use, and repeated attempts to quit substance use (P < 0.05). Poor sleep quality also
demonstrated significant correlations with housing status and substance use patterns. High-risk sexual behaviors
were more prevalent among younger, single individuals and those with unstable housing. Furthermore, early
initiation of substance use and cigarette smoking was associated with poorer mental health and increased high-
risk sexual behaviors.

Conclusion: The findings of this study indicate that psychological problems, sleep disturbances, substance
use, and high-risk sexual behaviors are highly prevalent and co-occur among homeless men, and are associated
with multiple social and behavioral determinants.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Objective
Homelessness is a growing global public
health crisis, affecting over 150 million
people worldwide, with nearly 1.8 billion
lacking adequate housing (Onapa et al.,
2022; Goldshear et al., 2025). Individuals
experiencing homelessness are
disproportionately exposed to harsh
environmental conditions, violence, and
limited healthcare access, resulting in a
substantial burden of disease (Richards &
Kuhn, 2023). Mental health disorders and
substance use disorders are highly
prevalent in this population and often
interact in a bidirectional, self-reinforcing
cycle that further destabilizes housing
conditions (Barry et al., 2024). Among
these groups, people who inject drugs
(PWID) face particularly severe risks,
including overdose and transmission of
HIV and hepatitis C (Arum et al., 2021).
Despite the urgency of these challenges,
comprehensive and region-specific data
remain limited, particularly in the Middle
East and North Africa, where robust
official statistics are lacking (Rabiah-
Mohammed & Oudshoorn, 2023; Rafiey et
al., 2019). This study aimed to investigate
the complex interplay between mental
health, sleep disorders, substance use, and
high-risk ~ sexual  behaviors among
homeless men in Isfahan Province to
inform evidence-based public health
strategies.

Methods

This cross-sectional analytical study was
conducted among 239 homeless men
residing in two shelter and rehabilitation
centers for homeless individuals in
Mobarakeh County and Isfahan, Iran.
Participants were selected using purposive
and convenience sampling, with all
eligible individuals present at these centers

during the data collection period being
consecutively invited to participate. The
mean age of the participants was 39.67 +
8.89 years (range: 20—62 years). Inclusion
criteria included age 18-95 years,
homeless status (lack of stable housing,
lack of effective family support, and stable
employment with history of substance
use), ability to communicate verbally, and
voluntary consent. Exclusion criteria
included withdrawal from the study at any
stage, fatigue, or acute physical/mental
conditions during the interview. A sample
size of 239 was determined based on
cross-sectional study formulas, with a 95%
confidence level and a 5% margin of error.
Data were collected through structured
face-to-face interviews using standardized
instruments. Mental health status was
assessed using the 28-item General Health
Questionnaire (GHQ-28), which includes
four subscales: somatic symptoms,
anxiety/insomnia, social dysfunction, and
depression (Cronbach's a = 0.90; Taghavi,
2008). Sleep quality was measured using
the Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index (PSQI),
with scores >6 indicating poor sleep
quality (Cronbach's a = 0.83; Kakouei et
al., 2010). High-risk sexual behaviors were
evaluated using a 10-item scale developed
by Zarei et al. (2010), assessing condom
use, substance use during sex, multiple
partners, and non-vaginal sexual practices
(Cronbach's o = 0.86). Substance use
patterns, including type, route, frequency,
and age of initiation, were explored
through  semi-structured  interviews.
Demographic information including age,
marital status, education, employment, and
housing status was also recorded.
Statistical analyses were performed using
SPSS version 26. Group comparisons were
conducted using independent t-tests, one-
way ANOVA with Tukey's post-hoc test,
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and non-parametric tests (Mann-Whitney
U and Kruskal-Wallis) when assumptions
were not met. Statistical significance was
set at P <0.05.

Results

The study included 239 homeless men
with a mean age of 39.67 = 8.89 years. The
majority were aged 30-50 years (42.7%
and 33.1%, respectively), 53.6% were
single, and 35.1% had completed
education up to middle school. Regarding
employment, 43.1% were laborers, 20.9%
were unemployed, and 12.1% engaged in
begging or waste collection. Housing
status showed that 59% lived in their
parents' home, 23% were renters, and only
10% were homeowners. Substance use
patterns revealed that 38.1% started
smoking before age 15, and 32.6%
initiated substance use between the ages of
15 and 20 years. The most common first
substance was opium (51%), followed by
heroin (13%) and cannabis (8.4%). Daily
substance use included heroin (29.7%),
opium (20.9%), and mixed substances
(29.3%). The predominant route of
administration was smoking/inhalation
(75.3%), with 2.1% reporting injection use
and 23.8% having a history of injection.
Additionally, 41.8% had never attempted
to quit substance use, while 24.7% had
attempted to quit three or more times.
Overall, 18.4% of participants
demonstrated ~ moderate  to  severe
impairment in general health, with 66.5%
reporting depressive symptoms and 51.9%
reporting anxiety symptoms. Poor sleep
quality was reported by 63.6% of
participants, with a mean PSQI score of
7.66 + 4.88. The mean score for risky
sexual behaviors was 4.30 + 2.48. General
health status was significantly associated
with housing conditions (P < 0.001),
income source (P < 0.001), age at smoking

initiation (P = 0.047), age at awareness of
addiction (P = 0.005), history of injection
drug use (P = 0.031), and number of quit
attempts (P = 0.033). Participants living
with relatives or friends or in informal
shelters reported poorer general health,
while those with employment-based
income demonstrated better general health
outcomes. Sleep quality was also
significantly related to housing conditions
(P = 0.026), income source (P = 0.021),
and route of substance use (P = 0.023).
Oral substance use was associated with
poorer sleep quality compared to other
routes. Risky sexual behaviors were
significantly associated with age (P =
0.026), marital status (P = 0.035), housing
conditions (P = 0.012), age of smoking
initiation (P = 0.003), and age of substance
initiation (P = 0.003). Higher levels of
risky sexual behaviors were observed
among younger individuals, those who
were single, and participants living in
informal or unstable housing
environments.

Conclusion

This study highlights the interconnected
relationship ~ between  homelessness,
substance use, mental health problems,
sleep disturbances, and risky sexual
behaviors among homeless men in Isfahan
Province. The findings suggest that
interventions focused only on individual
behavior are insufficient, as structural
factors such as housing stability and
economic security strongly shape health
outcomes. Early substance use was linked
to poorer mental health and greater risky
behaviors, underscoring the importance of
adolescent prevention. Overall, integrated,
harm-reduction approaches addressing
housing, mental health, and addiction
treatment are urgently needed for this
vulnerable population.
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