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The Role of Social Support
Throughout this report we have focused on the role of economic stress

in increasing levels of psychological distress. We have found no evidence
that vulnerability to chronic stress arising from social selection, as in the
case of downward social mobility, plays a significant role.

Levels of social support vary across social groups. Such differences, how-
ever, are not crucial to explaining socio-demographic variations in psycho-
logical distress. We have, though, found clear evidence of the capacity of
social support to buffer people, to at least some extent, from the
pathogenic effects of stress. The impact of economic stress on mental
health is stronger under conditions of low support than of high support.

Psychological Distress and Health Service Utilisation
Our results confirm that almost 30 per cent of visits to GPs are made by

people who are located above the psychiatric morbidity threshold and the
same group is associated with 30 per cent of the prescriptions filled by the
population covered by our study.

Even when we control for physical health, health eligibility category, Vol-
untary Health Insurance and socio-demographic background, respondents
with scores above the GHQ threshold account for 1 in 10 of visits to GPs
and 1 in 14 prescriptions filled.

Policy Implications
Our study has shown the extremely substantial effect of unemployment

and poverty on psychological distress. The extent to which the impact of
unemployment is mediated by economic stress and deprivation varies by
group. Economic factors are important for all groups but for married
women their own unemployment, and that of their spouses, has its major
effect on their mental health through the grindingconsequences of
poverty. For others such effects are added to by the damage to their self-
esteem brought about by the fact that they are denied the opportunity to
undertake roles which are deemed appropriate by society, and are
excluded from valued categories of experience which are associated with
employment.

Psychological distress arises from the loss of the employment role
and/or the experience of a level of deprivation which by any reasonable
standards must be judged to be extreme. The evidence clearlyshows that a
great deal of psychological distress could be ameliorated, in principle, by
remedial action arising from social policy. Those who experience re-
employment or are removed from poverty will regain their mental’health.
There is a great deal to be said for stressing, as Jahoda (1988, pp. 20-21)
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does, that what is involved is "mental health" rather than "mental illness"
in the sense that remedial action must take the form of changing the social
circumstances of those affected rather than the provision of individual
treatment or therapy.

The fact that high levels of unemployment are likely to persist for the
foreseeable future has led to the view that what is

... at issue is the economic and social health of societies over a run of
years ... (OECD, 1987, p.7).

and to the perception that there is
... a strong need not only for the highest possible rate of job-creating
growth, but also for a rapid development of new forms of unemploy-
ment and for a strengthening of the social fabric by providing as many
citizens as possible with an active role in society, both as a means of
income and of self-identity (OECD, 1987, p.7).

Increasingly attention is being focused on the need to devise systems of
income support which would allow recipients the possibility of perceiving
themselves and being perceived as making a useful contribution to eco-
nomic and social life. Recent examples of moves in that direction in Ire-
land include schemes allowing certain categories of unemployed people to
take up a paid part-time job for under 24 hours a week and continue to
receive an income supplement; pre-retirement allowances for the long-
term unemployed aged 60 and over, and a scheme to encourage the unem-
ployed to take an active part in voluntary and community work.

It is necessary to understand that the problems are national although
they obviously have local manifestations. In future work we would like to
explore the issue of whether the patterns of concentration of poverty and
unemployment produce effects over and above those arising from individ-
ual and household characteristics. For the moment though, it is more
important to emphasize that the problems we are dealing with are not con-
fined to particular areas, nor indeed are they even primarily urban. Over
half those below our combined income/life-style poverty line are located
in rural areas. The same is true of just under half those scoring above the
GHQ threshold.

While the role of factors other than poverty and unemployment is
clearly secondary, our results do support the view that social support can
play an important buffering role. Furthermore, the evidence on the rela-
tionship of social support to feelings of mastery suggests the possibility of
intervention which could ameliorate psychological distress through’
increasing self-esteem and altering fatalistic attitudes. Our findings also
suggest that this could be achieved without the need to impose on the par-
ticipants an oversimplified view of their situation.
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Kane (1987, p. 405) notes that there has been a reluctance to discuss
possible motivational deficits among the poor out of fear of becoming
involved in blaming the victim. The battle lines have been drawn so that
restricted opportunities and attitudes and values have been seen as com-
peting rather than complementary explanations. It is possible, however, to
view motivation as the outcome of a complex set of interactions in which
restricted opportunity plays a central role. Psychological theory predicts
that when faced with uncontrollable circumstances people ultimately
respond with learned helplessness. Kane (1987, p. 416) suggests that there
are such basic messages to be derived from such an analysis.

First any motivational deficit observed among the persistent poor
should not be thought of as an immutable personal pathology. Sec-
ond, at the same time, someone who has been conditioned with a lack
of control will not necessarily respond immediately to any new oppor-
tunities for control. Third, government can play a role, first in making
real options available - in the way of jobs and education - and just as
important in making voluntarism salient as an opportunity for control.

This analysis is consistent with the view that while local action cannot in
itself solve problems of poverty and disadvantage it can make a significant
contribution to strategies to combat disadvantage (Chanan and Vos, 1990, p.
31). The difficulties of successful intervention, however, must not be
underestimated and can be illustrated by a consideration of the potential
role of social support.

While our results show that social support can play an important buffer-
ing role, even spatial or social concentration of problems do not necessar-
ily encourage collective rather than individual solutions to problems. For
many unemployed people, unemployment is perceived as a transitory state
and "The Unemployed" may be seen as a reference group in which mem-
bership is both unwilling and temporary. The unemployed are defined by
what they are not

... unemployment does not provide the psychological basis for making
"The Unemployed" a group with which one identifies, even when the
label fits, and when one uses it to describe oneself ... (Kelvin and
Jarrett, 1985, p. 126).

thus mobilising the unemployed, in a manner which allows them to pro-
vide support for each other, is no easy task.

More generally it is important that social support does not come to be
seen as a panacea. In the first place, as we noted in the case of married
women in employment, not all networks are socially supportive. In other
circumstances the costs involved in social support transactions may
outweigh the benefits (Schilling, 1987, pp. 24-25). Furthermore; our
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knowledge of which specific aspects of social support are crucial, and
under what conditions, is restricted by the limited number of systematic
evaluations of support interventions (Kessler and McLeod, 1985). Thus as
Chanon and Vos (1990, p. 55) observe, important strategies of interven-
tion such as Community Work have tended to focus on the process "to the
point of excluding a proper concern with results".

Finally, it must be stressed that many supporting ties depend on ade-
quate funding of basic social and income maintenance programmes
(Schilling, 1987, p. 24). Social networks do not exist in a vacuum, they
need resources (Dooley and Catalano, 1985). The balance of research find-
ings suggests that the poor have weaker networks, than others. Reciprocity
is a central factor in informal networks when exchange is perceived as
being unequal, withdrawal tends to occur (Chanan and Vos, 1990, p. 39).
Many aspects of communal life are linked to workplace characteristics and
may exclude the unemployed. Most mutual aid and support appears to
occur between households experiencing unemployment (Morris, 1987).
Schilling (1987, pp. 25-26) concludes that while many current policy
trends assume the existence of a vast reservoir of social support to

... emphasise the influence of social supports while ignoring their
broader context is a political abuse of the positive findings on social
support.

Despite such reservations it is worthwhile noting as Ronayne et al.,
(1986) conclude in their review of locally-based responses to unemploy-
ment;

(i) most employment schemes achieve little in terms of reduction of
unemployment;

(ii) many initiatives are not job creation oriented but are, in fact,
responses to a broader range of social needs in areas which carry
multiple burdens.

There would appear to be value in an explicit recognition of this reality,
and in encouraging community development responses which recognise
the relevance of resource and support issues, and which have the potential
to give the unemployed access to categories of experience previously
denied to them. This approach recognises that

... people in poor conditions tend to be overwhelmed and isolated by
the weight of their problems. They are often diminished by their con-
ditions and need a period of encouragement, confidence and prac-
tice in order to realise their own untapped talents" (Chanan and Vos,
1990, p. 52).

The cost of financing such interventions must be set against the costs
currently associated with the consequences of unemployment and poverty,
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not just in terms of the scale of human misery generated but also of the
extent of utilisation of health services.

Finally despite the potential value of local initiatives it is necessary, at the
risk of repeating ourselves, to stress that the major factors involved in rais-
ing levels of psychological distress are the absence of jobs and a minimally
acceptable standard of living; the issues involved are clearly national rather
than local. The most effective ways to increase self-esteem and feelings of
mastery, and improve mental health are to create jobs and remove people
from poverty.
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