
The Role of Social Determinants in Mental Health and Psychotic Disorders

Adina Nussbaum*

Department of Psychiatry, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands

DESCRIPTION
The social determinants of mental health encompass the broad, 
intersecting range of societal, environmental and economic 
factors that influence the psychological well-being of individuals 
and populations. In the context of psychotic disorders, which 
include conditions such as schizophrenia and schizoaffective 
disorders, these determinants play a critical role in shaping the 
onset, progression and outcomes of mental health challenges. 
Psychotic disorders, characterized by symptoms such as delusions, 
hallucinations and disorganized thinking, are profoundly 
impacted by the environments in which individuals live, work 
and interact. These determinants not only affect the individual's 
mental health but also significantly influence access to care, 
stigma and overall quality of life.

One of the most salient social determinants affecting individuals 
with psychotic disorders is socioeconomic status. Poverty, 
unemployment and financial instability are strongly correlated 
with higher incidences of psychotic symptoms. Low Socio 
Economic Status (SES) limits access to resources, healthcare and 
stable housing, all of which are critical for mental health 
maintenance and recovery. The stress associated with economic 
deprivation, coupled with the challenges of managing a psychotic 
disorder, often creates a vicious cycle, exacerbating symptoms 
and reducing opportunities for economic advancement. 
Moreover, disparities in income and education often lead to 
delays in diagnosis and treatment, further worsening the 
prognosis for individuals in lower SES brackets.

Housing instability and homelessness are other important factors 
in the social determinants of mental health for individuals with 
psychotic disorders. Stable housing provides a foundation for 
well-being, while the lack thereof creates an environment of 
constant stress and vulnerability. Many individuals with psychotic 
disorders experience housing instability due to discrimination, 
insufficient support systems, or the inability to maintain 
employment. This instability often results in increased 
hospitalizations and poorer health outcomes. Furthermore, 
environments with high levels of social disorganization, such as

unsafe neighborhoods or communities with high crime rates, 
compound these challenges by promoting isolation, fear and 
stress.

Social inclusion and exclusion significantly impact individuals 
with psychotic disorders. The stigma surrounding mental illness 
often leads to discrimination, marginalization and isolation, 
which can worsen symptoms and create barriers to seeking help. 
Social exclusion can occur in various settings, including the 
workplace, educational institutions and healthcare systems, 
making it difficult for individuals to engage in productive and 
fulfilling activities. Conversely, strong social networks and 
supportive relationships are protective factors that can mitigate 
the negative effects of psychosis. Supportive family and 
community ties provide emotional and practical assistance, 
enhancing coping mechanisms and improving recovery 
outcomes.

Education is another key social determinant of mental health. 
Limited access to education or disruptions in educational 
attainment due to early onset of psychotic disorders can restrict 
opportunities for personal and professional growth. Education 
not only provides knowledge and skills but also fosters resilience 
and problem-solving abilities that are essential for managing 
mental health challenges. The lack of educational opportunities 
often intersects with other social determinants, such as low 
income and unemployment, creating compounded disadvantages 
for individuals with psychotic disorders.

Access to healthcare, including mental health services, is a 
pivotal determinant of outcomes for individuals with psychotic 
disorders. In many regions, disparities in healthcare 
infrastructure and availability create significant barriers to 
receiving timely and effective treatment. Marginalized 
populations, including ethnic minorities and those in rural or 
underserved areas, are disproportionately affected by these 
disparities. Additionally, the affordability of care remains a 
major issue; even in regions with advanced healthcare systems, 
individuals with psychotic disorders may struggle to afford 
medications, therapy, or supportive services. This lack of access
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Discrimination and systemic inequities further compound the 
challenges faced by individuals with psychotic disorders. 
Structural racism, gender inequality and discrimination based on 
sexual orientation or disability status create additional layers of 
disadvantage, often limiting access to care, employment and 
housing. These inequities perpetuate cycles of poor mental 
health and social marginalization, making it essential to address 
systemic factors to improve outcomes for individuals with 
psychotic disorders.

In summary, the social determinants of mental health in 
psychotic disorders encompass a complex web of socioeconomic, 
environmental and cultural factors that interact to influence 
outcomes. Addressing these determinants requires a multifaceted 
approach that combines individual-level interventions with 
systemic changes to reduce inequities, promote social inclusion 
and enhance access to care. Understanding and addressing these 
determinants is crucial for improving the quality of life and 
recovery prospects for individuals with psychotic disorders, 
emphasizing the need for integrated, compassionate and 
inclusive mental health care systems.
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to consistent, high-quality care often leads to symptom 
exacerbation and frequent relapses.

Cultural and societal factors also shape the experience and 
management of psychotic disorders. Cultural norms, beliefs and 
attitudes about mental health can either facilitate or hinder help-
seeking behaviors. In some communities, mental illness is heavily 
stigmatized, leading individuals to avoid seeking professional help 
due to fear of judgment or ostracization. Cultural competence 
among healthcare providers is essential to address these issues, 
ensuring that care is respectful of and responsive to the cultural 
and social contexts of individuals with psychotic disorders.

Childhood adversity and trauma are important precursors to the 
development of psychotic disorders and are among the most 
profound social determinants of mental health. Adverse 
childhood experiences, such as abuse, neglect and exposure to 
domestic violence, significantly increase the risk of developing 
psychosis later in life. These early life experiences shape brain 
development and stress response systems, creating vulnerabilities 
that persist into adulthood. Addressing Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACEs) through early intervention and supportive 
services is critical for reducing the long-term impact of trauma on 
mental health.
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