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Socioeconomic factors and health: 
a long history of research

(1782-1863)



1855

Edward Jarvis 
(1803-1884)

... ’the pauper class furnishes, in 
ratio of its numbers, sixty-four 
times as many cases of insanity
as the independent class’

Social inequalities in mental health



Socioeconomic position and mental 
health in children and adolescents



Unicef index of child
wellbeing:
40 items (health and 
safety, 
educational wellbeing, 
family and peer relations, 
behaviors and risks, 
subjective wellbeing)

Pickett & Wilkinson, British Medical Journal.

2007 24;335(7629):1080. 

https://www-ncbi-nlm-nih-gov.gate2.inist.fr/pubmed/18024483


Socioeconomic context and 

adolescent mental health

Gassman-Pines et al. American Journal of Public Health, 2014; 104(10): 1964-70. 



State-level job loss Poor youth mental health Low academic attainment





What have we learnt since the 1800s?
 Reiss et al. 2013:

• 55 studies: 52 report socioeconomic
differences in mental health

 household income, poverty, parental 
education, parental occupation status, or 
family affluence

 SDQ, CBCL, YSR

 Effect size: 2-3 times more mental health
problems

 Household income, low parental education

 Children < 12yrs

 Persistence of low SES or decrease in SES

 Externalizing symptoms in some studies
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Melchior et al. PLoS One, 2012; 7(12) e52615. McLaughlin et al. JAACAP, 2012; 51(2):1293-1303.
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Subjective socioeconomic position and 

adolescents’ mental health

McLaughlin et al. AJPH, 2012; 102(9):1741-1750.



National Survey of Children’s Health (2003-2011/12; n>91,000)

Pulcini et al. Pediatrics, 2017; 139(3): e20162539. 



Social gradient in children’s emotional difficulties : 
UK Millenium cohort study, n~15 000, since 2000-2002

Kelly et al, Archives of Disease in Chlidhood, 2011; 96:832-837.

3 years 5 years



Socioeconomic position and 

mental health service use

 Parental educational level predicts
identification of behavioral/emotional
difficulties in offspring. 

 The relationship between family
socioeconomic position and health
care seeking varies across settings 
(i.e. United States/Australia vs. 
Europe/Canada).

Zwaanswijk et al. 2003; Wichstrom et al., 2014; Brett et al., 2016



Does socioeconomic position cause 
mental health problems?



Socioeconomic status and psychiatric
disorders: the causation-selection issue.

Dohrenwend et al, Science, 1992; 255:946-952.



Children and adolescents’ mental health and 

parents’ socioeconomic position

No ADHD in 
family

ADHD Child with
ADHD

Annual health
expenses ($)

4,042 6,885 5,681

Annual absence 
days (n)

6.53 8.86 7.91

Termination
rate (%)

4.22 8.99 5.20

Kleinman et al, JOEM, 2009; 51:1247-55.

US-based multiemployer database, 2001-2007, n=650,000



What can be done to decrease
socioeconomic inequalities in mental 
health in children and adolescents?



Improving mental health and decreasing inequalities with regard to 
mental health are not equivalent!



Interventions focused on youths from

disadvantaged families

 Early schooling/education
 HighScope Perry Preschool, Sure Start, Head Start

 Community interventions
• Communities that Care

 Physical environment
• Neighborhood Renewal Strategy; Moving to Opportunity



Moving To Opportunity, n=4610 families, 1994-2010
Boston, Baltimore, Chicago, Los Angeles, New York 

• Families living in low income
neighborhoods

• Rent vouchers (non-poor, traditional)
• Control group



Moving To Opportunity: 10-15 years later

(n=2,872, median age 16 years) 

Low poverty
neighborhood

Any
neighborhood

Control

Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys

Major 
depression

6.5 7.1 6.5 5.7 10.9 3.5

PTSD 8.2 6.2 4.5 4.9 6.7 1.9

Conduct
disorder

1.5 6.4 0.3 4.2 2.9 2.1

Absolute risk (%)

Kessler et al, JAMA, 2014; 311(9):937-48.



Universal interventions

 School settings 
• Mind matters, FRIENDS

 Online settings
• Reach out

 Family interventions
• Triple P-Positive Parenting Program



WHO Commission on the Social Determinants of health
(2005-2008)

Michael Marmot



Population impact of strategies targeting social 

inequalities in health

Benach et al, 

JECH, 2013; 67(3):

286-91.

e.g. Sure Start, Head 
Start, home-visiting
programs

e.g. targeted childcare
places

e.g. social housing, 
cash transfer
programs, tax policy

e.g. folic acid
fortification, early
schooling



A natural experiment
(Great Smoky Mountain study, 

n=1420, 9-13 years)
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Summary
 Prevailing socioeconomic inequalities in child

and adolescent mental health

• Parental education and income

• Adolescents’ perceptions of socioeconomic status

 Gradient across the socioeconomic hierarchy

• Material as well as psychosocial factors

 Role of social policies that influence families’ 
employment and income

 Need to evaluate universal
interventions/policies with regard to equity in 
mental health



“ The extreme inequality of our ways of life, 

the excess of idleness among some and the excess of 

toil among others, the ease of stimulating and gratifying

our appetites and our senses, the over-elaborate foods 

of the rich, which inflame and overwhelm them with 

indigestion, the bad food of the poor, which they 

often go without altogether, so that they over-eat             (1712-1778) 

greedily when they have the opportunity; those late nights, 

excesses of all kinds, immoderate transports of every passion, 

fatigue, exhaustion of mind, the innumerable sorrows and anxieties that 
people in all classes suffer, and by which the human soul is constantly 
tormented: these are the fatal proofs that most of our ills are of our 
own making.”

Rousseau, Discourse on the Origins of Inequality, 1755

Natural vs. Moral/political inequality


