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Abstract v

.

Recent {esea.rch on the impact of ;conomics on mental and p‘nysiéal
health has raised mnda.merﬁ.l questi.ons about stzmctura.l elements :Ln the ,,
ma.cro-economy 8pecifi.ca.11y , four charact!rrstics of our current economic
system, instability in the 't?us_ness cycle, unqployme/m;? \:mequality in
income distrlbut&yn, and the ﬁagmenta.tlon of the work process , appear to
P some pa.thogenie role in the mcidenc:e of beha.vmra.l and physica.l '
T \g]jorders. These macro-economic elements require interVentJ.on on the insti-
tuti.onal level since they appear to be more powerﬂ:.l than individual coping
mechanisms of some demogra.ph:.c subgroups. The imphca.tlons of these f:.nd:mgs

for -primary vpreven‘lf'ior.: is discussed.
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A ma;jor conceptual thrust in community psychology hagleen to broaden
our understanding of the etiology of psychopathology. Such inte;'est has
led to an examinhtion of those forces in the environment which produce

\ stress,oas well as me\:hods of increasing the coping skills and resources
of & 'given population to-deal with these ‘stressors (Cowen, 1977). As part
of this trend, the impact .of the economic environment on menta.l and physical ~°
health ha.s merited serious intex":st (He].'l.er & Monahan, 1977 ). Prelim:.na.ry ; o .

_ resea.rch on this issue has raised fundamental quest:Lons about the structu.re |
7 of sdvenced western econom:.es and their role in creating stress. The:pur-
| pose of this presentatlon is to review and :Lntegra.te these sometimes- confl_ct-
ing findings into a cohesive model. In pa.rticuia.r , several stz-'uctm'a.l .

elements of our current macro-economy will be identified as vpossible major
stressors. Finally, the implications for primary prevention and social \/ ‘
policy will be discussed‘.o ' :

b

Structural Cha.racteristlcs of ‘Macro-Economy .

) Economists generally refer to our system as & mixed economy. That is}

fod

both public and private institutions have some control over economic events
(samelson, 1976). For the purposes of this presentayaon, several cha.ra.cter-
fstics of*this mixed system can be identified. The first is the cyclic

nature of the economy. Since 1855 there have been 25 business cycles with

the 9ver;'age cycle between 8-10 years in length (Lekachma.n, 1981) These cycles
are only partially planned in nature. While government and. industry may--react,
or anticipate these cycles, theyx-are not consistently predictable in nature :

because of the flucuating needs of the market (Sa.muelson\>l976) A second
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" characteristic is the assumption that varying 1evels of unemployment are &

.necessary by-product of the business cycle.

-high unemployment may be necessary to

mrther ’ 'periodic levels of

a.meliorate cyclical recessions

(Samuelson, l976) A third assumption is that some income inequity is

| necessary for an efficient economy (Lekachman, 1981). Finally, the macro-

~

econox'nic go

fundemental tra.nsformation of t

a1 of maximazation of profits and productivity have lea.d to a

he work process and a concurrent decrease in

{ndividual sutonomy over Work (Braverman, 1974).. Recent empirical evidence

has provided some insights into the impact of

" on mental and physical health.

* ]

' Mental Health and the Business Cycle

these economic characteristics

purkheim (1951) suggested { link between

the economic cycle and suicide.

He posited. that cyclical changes in the econony increased anomlie and decreased

social cohesion.» Based on this model, Pierce
between the te male s
mrkheim maintained that change per se in the
symptoms of psychological stress.

.
downturns, as measured by unemployment, W

(1967) found a strong correla.tion :

uicide rate and absolute change in ‘common stock prices.

/e,ggregate economy would increase -

Brenner (1973) specified that economic

were more pm-teri‘ul stressors than up-

I4

turns. Specifically, Brenner (l973) concluded that the unemploymen_t rate was = -

a sensitive.,z mpredictor of mental hospital a.dmission rates over & 127

year period.

‘yegions, across a w:i.de rang

Brenner s basic assumption has been supported in several geographic 1

e of demographic groups and with both long end shorat. .

tern 1ag times (Ahr, Gorodezky & Cho, 1981; Ba:rling & Handal, 1980; Droughten,

19753 Frank, 1961; Marshall & Funch, 1979)

s, downturn phase of the business cycle, and the unemployment that it brings,
< . o
. & s

There is then, evidence that the .

-
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negatively impacts upon mental health. ‘ : : d
Research has also, indicated that upturns in the economy were more

. predictive of increased psychological symptoms in some‘populat...ons (Frank,
1981; Sclar, 1980). After reviewing the existing literature, Doolty ax}d

) Catalano .(l'_980) ?:\oncluded that both upturns a;.nd downturns were associated
with increased pat,holoby for various demographic subgroups., They argued s

\. therefore, that absolute change is a more comprehensive explanati&n of the

role of the macro-econonw as a psychological stressor. Eﬂlese a.uthors draw
theoretical support from both Durkheim (1951) a.nd the life events llnodel of
* streSs_proposed by Selye (1956). To summarize then, economic instability
a.ppea.rs to play a ma;]or role in the incidence of beham&:ral disorders. _‘

.

' While un..mployment appears to be more of a stressorfen most groups, for ‘ S
! J
. other groups, economc upturns appear to act as a stressor. Therefore,
cyclical, unpla.nned ec\nomic mstability can be seen as a stressor for the

populition as a whole. -

3 ' v ‘ . Lo

" Economics, Work and Health

Bremner (1976) has also argued that ‘economé downturns hegativel& _effec:t‘Q N '
physical health. He concluded that increa.sed unemployment contributes to :
’ *  subsequent increas.es in physical 111ne.ss“ end death. Kasl.- and Cobb (1970)

. bave-also found that sudden job loss is associated with elevated blood pessure.
. levels in men. ‘ ) & X
mrer (1977) ’ however, maintains that upturns are more strongly rela,ted
to physical disease and death than downturns. While he concurs with Brenner

that unemploymént is pred:.ctive of increases in mental illness, suicide and

alcoholism, he argues that business booms are more predictiVe of heart attacks,
. . . AN
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accidents, cirrhosis, cancer and ov:era.ll mortality rates.- Eyer has utilized 0
cross cultural epidemiological data for h:.s conclus::.ons?\ ! >
E,ver (1977) partially. expla:ms his prosperity/death correlation by
pointing to another structural characteristic of the economy - the trans for:
mation of the work process. - He ma.intains that modern capitaZList production
encourages overwork, high mobility. and thetrefore a disruption of so( ial bonds.
Braverm.n (l97h), further argues that modern production has greatly increa.sed
:{‘iagmenta;tion and alientation at the workplace. In particular, he concludes
that the increa.smg mplementation effects of Taylorism (the d:Lvls:Lon of
labor into smaller and sma]ler components) has greatly contributed to a loss

of autonomy at the workplace.. Tn Braverman's terms, the work process has 4 -

" become "degraded" and therefore a majox source of stress. - A growing body ,', '

of research has concluded that occupations with less*autononw*are correlated ‘

with higher sel_f-reports of stress, lower self-esteem (Gardell 1971), higher

psychosomatic symptoms and pi]_l consumpt:.on, and less effective copn.ng ‘ o

mecha.nisms outside of work (Ka.rasek, 1979). This literature strongly suggests |

that the nature of work, in particular the ' amount of control over the work |

process is a very sigm.fica.nt fgctor in mental and physical hea.lth. . '4 .
Hhile considerable resea.rch remains, pre]_imina.ry findings suggest tha.t

three of the macrg-economic cha.racteristics 1de.ntified, cyclical instability, -

unemployment and work fragmentﬁtion, are strongly- linked to indices of both

mental and physical pathology. The fina.l element, that of the effects of

personal economy or socioeconomic status, has a stronger research tradition. _
l‘ 4 .

" Low socioeconomc status has been correlated wlth increased risk of a w:Lde o

range of physical a.nd psychological problems (Dohrenwend & Dohrenwend 1969)

. The question of causality remains an unresolved one in this. resea.rch Gnooley & . SRR

\

P
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Catalano, 1980). Nevertheless, the pervasive link between poverty and

illnessimst be,' taken into a.ccount‘when/ evaluating our ‘ct}rrent economic

systenm,

.y . . -
- -

Implications for Primary Prevention '

_ A kore concept in the primary Prevention ]_itera.ture has been the
essuription that some elements of the envj.ronment are more powerful as-
stressors than the coping mechanisms of the indiw;idua,ls they Aeffect
‘(Rappaport l977) The above literatue suggests that fundamental charac-
te:ristlcs of our eéconomic system warrent inclusion in th::s category of
env:lronmental stressors. Cléarly, the conceptual implications of these
tind.i;xg,s rest squa.rely at*Rappaport's (1977) institutional level of a.nb,lys:!.'s.
'If basic elements of our economy are pathogenic » there is an obvious need

to' explore alternative economc mod.els. o \ ,

‘oo often American psychologists a.ssume‘, tha_t not only is Tom- current

’ economic' system superior to all otners, it is inevitable. However, there
are other "mix‘es" of mixed econdmics. Sweden, for example, has made efforts
to reduce unplanned ca.;y‘,ta.l'mobi]ifty, increase tﬂe amount of worker control’

over production, reduce the economic dista.nce between soc:la.l classes, and
ma.ke a stronger committment to mll employment. England. on the other ha.nd.,
has oi;ted for a policy of al.‘l.omng increased 1 evelg of ca.pita.l mob:.lity and
unemployment as a mechanism for reducing inflation. The comparative effects

of these pollcies on mental and physical health has only begun to be examined

(Karasek 1976) This represents a signif:.caht challenge to commmity psychol-

ogists who have some committment to an integrated View of primary prevent:.on.

.T_n pursuit of the goal of .creating a more healthy soclety, these structura.l
“ TN
econamic issues can no longer be ignored.

2 . B
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