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In this essay we will be discussing some of the key factors that influence mental health and well-being. Whilst there are many factors to consider, we will mainly be looking at the social, economic and environmental influences on psychological well-being. With health being a much-contested topic, we will also look the definition of health, the role counselling plays, some individual influences, stress, poverty and how people perceive illness.

The Mind and body are closely related, and one affects the other. Arguments still occur today about them being one entity (monist), verses separate (dualists). The focus in recent years, has been the bidirectional relationship between them, good health is paramount to us being well. It was Stone (1979) that pointed out, ‘until we all agree on the same definition of health, it will remain more difficult to protect, restore and enhance it.’ Who (1947) defines health as a ‘state of complete physical, mental, emotional and social well-being and … not merely the absence of disease or infirmity’. Whilst this is a good definition of health, it could be criticized that there is not one clear definition that everyone agrees upon, as this is subjective to each individual and our culture can influence our view of health. There are many other influences that need to be taken into consideration, such as social, economic, environmental, cultural influences and individual perspective. 

Combine unhealthy coping mechanisms with and persons need to conform, along with a child’s need for survival, and this provides a perfect setting for behaviour to replicate, and increases the possibility of developing mental health issues. The nature verses nurture argument has been debated for decades. This helps us to understand that behaviour is innate or learnt. Whilst people such as, John Locke, B.F.Skinner and J.B Watson, provide evidence that behaviour is learnt, affected by our environment, culture, our childhood experiences and social relationships. Nature and evolutionists such as Charles Darwin, argue that genes and hereditary factors, influence who we are and how we behave, down to how we look. However, early intervention is the best way to help reduce replicating behaviour, and counselling can play an active role within breaking the cycles and rehabilitation. 

The negative social impact is the development of unhealthy coping mechanisms. ‘People in lower socio-economic settings have been proven to develop unhealthy coping mechanisms such as, excessive drinking and smoking, and indulging in a sedentary lifestyle’, (Health promotion authority for wales, 1996. Morris & Bennett 2006). Most have usually experienced some form of trauma. People lower down on the socio-economic scale have the highest link to mental health issues in comparison to those higher up the scale.

Environmental issues such as life changing events, affects a person’s well-being, especially when coupled with an individual who has little ability to interpret a situation, and apply an appropriate emotional response, this affects a person’s ability to cope. Stress causes our flight, or fight response to come into effect, releasing cortisol and adrenaline into the body. Prolonged periods of stress can result in mental health issues. With a negative response, and a pessimistic view of the situation or illness, this causes the individual to stress. ‘the person feels an imbalance between demands and resources’ (Lazarus & Folkman 1984). Counselling can help people to challenge their view on a matter, by teaching individual’s resilience techniques, a counsellor is teaching effective coping mechanisms. Such things as using Mindfulness-based Stress Reduction MBSR, as suggested by (Kabat-Zinn, 1990,1994, 2005. Williams, 2017), to help relaxation, breathing techniques, meditation, massage, they help us to detach ourselves from our thoughts, using cognitive behavioural therapies, identifying triggers and attempting to problem solve, offers people treatment that they can become involved with, and take more control in, this can help to change an individual’s response. This highlights that although environmental issues such as major life events are stimulus, and influence a person’s well-being, the individual differences of human beings, and interpretation, plays a major role.

Counselling has been used throughout time to help people. There are many different approaches to counselling, it allows people to discuss and explore problems and feelings and perhaps traumas that that have been going through during their life. BACP (2012) defines counselling and psychotherapy as: ‘umbrella terms that cover a range of talking therapies’. They are delivered by trained practitioners who work with people over short or long term to help bring about effective change or enhance well-being’. Most therapists use various approaches, they all have a place, from Psychoanalytical, to Behavioural, to Humanistic, to Cognitive. It must be agreed that their main objective is to enable change within an individual’s life. 

Picking a therapist that is better equipped to support you is important. The medical model treats patient’s psychological issues in a biological way, and is used by most psychologists, it addresses the client’s symptoms as having a physical cause. The Oxford dictionary defines Psychotherapy as ‘the treatment of mental disorder by psychological rather than medical means’ Whereas, the social model attributes illness to a social and psychological reasons, this is used by most counsellors. And believes that addressing social issues, and using talking therapies, some medical conditions can be treated. Counselling is defined as ‘The provision of professional assistance and guidance in resolving personal or psychological problems’ in the Oxford dictionary. It must be noted, they both have a place, Psychiatrists, have been proven to make mistakes with diagnosis, and not every mental health condition needs medication. However, counselling benefits most people with mental health problems, but it cannot treat conditions that are severe and need medication.

Poverty could be argued to be the largest influential factor on mental health, as both a causal factor and a consequence.  It affects social, economic and environmental factors. Every human being has the basic need for shelter, food, clean water, warmth, clean clothes, social interaction and access to health care. Studies have shown the financial implications of living in poverty proves, that the ‘lower down on the socio-economic scale you are, the more negative the impact on an individual’s health’ (Morrison & Bennett, 2006). This shows that being in poverty can have a direct and significant impact on health and well-being as it can lead to the denial of our basic needs, the very things we need to survive.

With poverty leaving people in a potentially dangerous length of time to receive treatment, and ‘the overall cost of mental health problems in Wales is an estimated £7.2 billion a year’ (Mental Health Research Network, 2009. Stats Wales.).  This affects men and women alike, ‘53% of Welsh women suffer from low level mental health problems’ (Women Like Me, Supporting Wellbeing in Girls and Women, Platform 51, 2011. Stats wales). And ‘the rate of suicide for men in Wales is higher than UK average’ (Talk to Me, Suicide and Self Harm reduction strategy for Wales, WAG, 2008. Stats Wales.). It’s about time society intervened and helped people to climb back up the socio-economic scale. Individuals that are higher up on the socio-economic scale can afford to pay for private health care, and are seen a lot faster than those who must rely on the NHS which has on average a 6-month referral waiting list in wales. So, a direct result of poverty is that people are unable to pay for the potential lifesaving health care they need to receive, and as a result this leads to a decreased quality of life and ultimately earlier death. Having a good social network can help with these problems.

The social stigma that comes with having mental health difficulties, is still quite profound, even though today we understand a lot more about mental health, it is still associated with feelings of shame and failure. The World Health Organisation and the World Psychiatric Association believe that ‘stigma is one of the greatest challenges facing people with mental health problems’ (World Health Organization 2001. Bennett & Morrison, 2006). This shows that even though today we better understand mental health, we still isolate and put a large social strain on mental health sufferers. ‘66% of people in Wales would not rent a room in a shared flat to someone with a mental health condition’ (2010 YouGov poll commissioned by Time to Change. Stats Wales. ). Acceptance of mental health fully in society would enable sufferers to be provided with adequate support, which could help them beat the one thing that may be keeping them in poverty, and could improve their health and well-being.

Forming social connections is an important part of everyday life but a lack of them can have damaging effects. People living in poverty usually experience social isolation, the lack of social interaction, and lack of emotional support that society and family provide, is shown to help reduce stress, ‘This support is an important part of everyone’s life as it can help reduce stress, which in turn can develop mental health problems’ (Goodman, Pugach, Skolnik & Smith, 2013 p. 184). When people become excluded within society, we all pay the price, the strain on health care, the justice systems and other support systems, become overloaded, and the whole of society feels the economic impact. The impact on the individual, of feeling excluded and discriminated against, feeling like a burden to society causes damage to their self-worth, creates feelings of powerlessness and possibly resulting in ill-health. Being able to pick up the phone to a loved one, or having good family and neighbourly support increases the chance of rehabilitation.

An environmental factor that influences well-being is the household they live in, there is a direct link to mortality. ‘Children born with professional parents live five years longer, than those born into unskilled manual households in the UK’ (Black et al. 1980. Morrison & Bennet 2006) It has also been proven that ‘unemployed people have a higher risk of mental illness than those in employment’ (Davey-smith & Philips, 1991. Morrison and Bennett, 2006) This shows that not only does the type of parents in the household directly affect mortality, but setting the example to the child, by ‘working’ will most likely increase the child’s likelihood working, which lessens the risk of mental health. 

With the economic climate of today, the possibility of job loss, or reduction of overtime is high. Studies show that ‘people who lose their job are more likely to develop mental health problems or commit suicide’ (Funk, Drew & Knapp 2012, p 167). Living with job insecurity, or low income, sometimes forces people to ignore health problems, making it harder for the individual to sustain a livelihood. Also, those with more physical jobs such as builders or factory workers, are considered lower down on the socio-economical scale, they are more often exposed to health damaging environments. However, Karasek & Theorells (1990) model suggests that, people higher up the socio-economic scale with high pressured jobs, also suffer from mental health problems and stress. 

Due to economic factors of poverty, this affects or environment. Factors such as overcrowding, also crosses over into economic influential stress factors, due to lack of funds to buy fresh produce, or a garden to grow your own. Overcrowding produces high levels of stress hormones. Studies show that ‘overcrowding combined with high-cholesterol diet to be associated with accelerated development of atheroma and the development of coronary heart disease’ (Baum, Garofalo & Yali, 1999. Morrison & Bennet, 2006). The lack of transport forces people to local corner shops with high priced goods of poorer quality. Poverty produces masses of stress and anxiety, not knowing where your next meal will come from, and forces people to rely on society to donate food, in places as food banks, soup kitchens. However, it is a positive step that society have created places, which allows people to receive the much-needed support that they deserve and relief.

Being able to exercise and get away from pollution is a very important environmental factor, and beneficial to the individual. Having to live in unhealthy conditions, results in poor health. A child developing asthma due to living in a damp house, or living in areas of pollution, causes ill health. ‘In addition they may experience home conditions of low quality housing, dampness and higher levels of air pollution than those in higher socio-economic groups’ (Stokols 1992. Morrison & Bennett, 2006). Exercise is a form of releasing stress, and has been proven to release endorphins to help lift mood. So, if a child can’t obtain the exercise that they require, or is subjected constantly to a polluted environment, it is likely that these combined environmental factors, will negatively affect their health and well-being due to being unable to deal with stress effectively and the increased likelihood of developing ill-health. 

In conclusion, the impact of all three influences, environmental, economic and social, have on our psychological well-being and mental health are profound. It’s been proven that, poverty and stress also play a large role. Whether mental illness is innate, or influenced by environments and social interaction helps us to decide which type of therapy to choose, for clients to receive adequate treatment, professional training for therapists is essential, along with picking the right therapist, to address the difficulties that individuals have with income and financial support within poverty. Educating therapists with a good knowledge of the psychosocial impact provides interventions for addressing negative consequences of poverty much more profoundly and by encouraging people in poverty, or those who are coping with mental health issues, to talk and interact, giving them an opportunity to gain a sense of connection and emotional support that everyone needs.  In turn reducing stress, and recovery times, enabling people to return to work. And encouraging society to be more accepting and   However, making them available to everyone is paramount to reduce health care inequality. 
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