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There is often a link between ill health and poverty; Discuss the social, economic and environmental influences that impact psychological health and wellbeing. 

An individual’s mental wellbeing describes their mental state. Mental health and wellbeing involves our emotional, psychological and social wellbeing, which all plays a fundamental role in the way we choose to think, feel and behave in certain situations. Our psychological health and wellbeing can also be a key contributor to the way in which we handle stress, relate to others and make decisions. Preeminent exposure and vulnerability to disadvantageous social, economic and environmental circumstances can cause various population subgroups to be more likely to experience poor psychological health and wellbeing (WHO, 2014). Our psychological health and wellbeing can be considered to be influenced by a number of factors, such as our social, environmental and economic conditions. For example, social influences could include building or existing social relationships, or involvement in education or criminal activity. Looking at an individual’s psychological health and wellbeing from an economic perspective can demonstrate the health advantages an individual can obtain due to their economic status or employment. Finally, environmental impacts on an individual’s psychological health and wellbeing could include war, living conditions or the way in which psychological health and wellbeing is addressed in different parts of the world. 

Social influences are just one of the many contributing factors that can impact an individual’s psychological health and wellbeing. Numerous studies have been conducted to gage how such social influences could have an impact on our own psychological health and wellbeing. Studies that have been carried out over the past twenty years have demonstrated how disadvantaged social circumstances can be linked with an increased risk of poor health (WHO, 2012). 

Social ties and social participation has been proposed to have an impact on one’s psychological wellbeing. Becoming part of a social network can allow for an individual to experience positive psychological states. Through social integration, a person can feel a sense of purpose, belonging and security, and can potentially encourage a growing motive to look after themselves and improve their ability to comfortably respond to stress. Likewise, social support is proposed to reduce or eliminate responses to stressful life events that could be damaging to the individual (Kawachi and Berkman, 2001). While social networks can provide health benefits for the individual, they can also provide the opportunity for negative feelings to occur; such as, conflict, exploitation, stress transmission, misguided help and loss and loneliness. These negative feelings can act as psychological stressors in the brain, causing cognitive responses to occur, relating to an increase of poor psychological health (Berkman & Glass, 2000). This can be linked to environmental influences on health and wellbeing, with an individual’s social settings can be considered a person’s environment.

Individuals who are surrounded by crime or obtain criminal convictions are more likely to experience poor mental health, with mental illness amongst young offenders being much higher than the general population. Research carried out by the Mental Health Foundation (2002) demonstrated that between 21% and 85% of all young people involved in the criminal justice system experienced mental health problems, with conduct, emotional and attentional disorders being most common. Those individuals who are subject to crime can experience both physical injuries and psychological trauma, as a result of being victimised (Lorenc et al, 2012). Living amongst crime can also exaggerate complicated environmental factors. Those individuals who are unfortunate to live in areas of crime and disorder, could consider this an environmental impact. Likewise, worse-off economic areas tend to have higher levels of crime and disorder; therefore, economic influences could be seen to go on to impact the environmental and social factors. 

A person’s quality of life can be greatly influential on their psychological health and wellbeing, with one factor being education. Relationships built with friends, peers and teachers during the education process can imprint an individual’s attitudes, values and behaviour to their own health and wellbeing. Children who experience success at school can regard education as a positive influence on their personal development and wellbeing. However, children who have a bad experience at school can develop a self-image, low self-esteem and can damage an individual’s wellbeing (Michalos, 2017). A good education can allow for individuals go on to be successful in later life, with qualifications allowing them to achieve a good job and a better socio-economic status. By doing so, individuals will be able to live in better environmental and economic conditions in the future.

An area’s economic conditions can have crucial impact on the individual’s ability to maintain their psychological health and wellbeing. It is generally proposed that people living in poorer economic conditions are more likely to experience poor health. Factors such as a rise in unemployment, depressed housing markets and an increase in the number of those living in poverty can all have a detrimental impact on our psychological health and wellbeing (WHO, 2011). 

Employment is an essential component for an individual’s quality of life. For many, employment provides the main source of income and financial security, as well a key contributor for the sustainability and upkeep for social welfare systems, such as the NHS. Employment allows for individuals to value their opportunities, provide a social status and identity within the community, and provide feelings of achievement and structure to an individual’s life. However, unemployment can be detrimental to an individual’s psychological health and wellbeing (McDaid, Knapp, Medeiros, 2008). A theory proposed by Jahoda (1981) proposed that unemployment can lead to an individual experiencing deprivation of both manifest and latent functions. Latent functions involve time structure, social contact, common goals, status / identity and enforced activity, with lack of these having a negative impact on one’s psychological health and wellbeing. Miles (1983) used a series of questions to measure the 5 latent functions. The study found that adults who were unemployed experienced varied access to these functions, in comparison to those who were employed experienced greater access and having improved psychological health and wellbeing. 

Poverty is another economic factor which can greatly increase the risk of a person experiencing poor psychological health and wellbeing. Various studies have been carried out to explore the impact of poverty on mental health. Studies found there was a higher level of hospital admissions, out-patient use for mental health services and suicide amongst disadvantageous economic areas (Gunnell et al, 1995). Poor mental health may arise as a consequence of living in poverty, with dealing with the stress and worry of managing to provide for themselves or a family on a low income or living in a poor-quality home. Poverty can also cause poor psychological health and wellbeing due to decreased opportunity for the individual to develop a positive self-esteem in a structured work role (Payne, 2012). The idea that poverty can have a detrimental effect on our psychological health and wellbeing can support Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1947) model. The model demonstrates how humans follow a tier-structure of needs to ensure psychological health and wellbeing is obtained. The structure suggests that the next tier of needs cannot be met without the previous tier being fulfilled, suggesting without our primary needs being met, our psychological health and wellbeing could be subject to deterioration. 

Environmental conditions are another factor that can influence on an individual’s psychological health and wellbeing. The environment in which a person finds themselves can greatly affect a person’s quality of life. For example, those living in more urban areas such as cities are more likely to experience pollution. Whereas, those living in more rural areas may have less access to sufficient health care. 

One environmental factor which can influence psychological health and wellbeing would be an individual’s living conditions. One example of poor living conditions would be overcrowding. Overcrowding has been proposed to have significant negative effects on an individual’s social relations and psychological health and wellbeing (Baum and Paulus, 1987). Overcrowding can lead to a lack of privacy within the home, which can again lead to the individual experience distress. To support this, Maxwell (1996) found that children who are subject to crowded environments are at high risk of experiencing behavioural disturbances. Likewise, students who live in crowded student accommodation are more likely to have felt feelings of distress, due to having to engage in unwanted social interaction within their home (Baum and Valins, 1997). This can also link to economic influences on psychological health and wellbeing. For example, people who are obtain a higher economic status and experience financial security, are less likely to be subject to overcrowding, as they can afford to inhabit better living conditions. 

Another environmental factor which can impact psychological health and wellbeing would be an individual’s quality of housing. Typically, the poorer the living conditions, the poorer the psychological health and wellbeing of the individual. For example, studies have shown that people who live in significantly lower quality housing were more likely to experience mental health problems. LeClair and Innes (1997) found that children who lived in poor quality housing were more likely to experience developmental problems and interact with children support services, than those who were brought up in better quality housing. To support this idea, changes and improvements made to an individual can be seen to have a positive impact on their mental health and wellbeing. Studies found that people who lived on a housing estate where physical improvements had been made to the surroundings, helped to reduce feelings of anxiety amongst residents and improve their general mental health. Again, this relates to the socio-economic status of an individual. Someone who has a better socio-economic status is able to afford to make improvements to their home and ensure that the quality of their home is comfortable and sufficient, in comparison to someone who comes from a low socio-economic background. 

In conclusion, studies have found that social, economic and environmental influences can in fact have an effect on our psychological health and wellbeing. Many of the influences are interlinked, with a person’s socio-economic status for example, having a great impact on their environment. Likewise, an individual’s social setting can enable them to lay their foundations for their future. If they are educated at a good school and were able to build healthy relationships with their family and peers throughout their childhood, they are much more likely to be able to go on to achieve a good job to allow them to provide for themselves and live comfortably. Psychological health and wellbeing is greatly influenced by these factors, and those individuals and families who are unfortunate enough to have to experience disadvantageous social, economic and environmental settings are, in fact, more likely to experience poor mental health. 
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