·  Poverty, Depression and Anxiety: The Role of Debt.
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The recent review by Ridley and colleagues (1) discusses many possible mechanisms linking poverty to depression and anxiety such as employment, income, insurance, environmental factors, poor physical health and exposure to violence. However, their review omits all mention of debt, a key economic variable. 
A meta-analysis (2) found that unsecured debt such as credit card debt was linked to a more than 3-fold increased risk of mental health problems, with an unadjusted odds ratio for depression specifically of 2.77. The impact of debt on mental health holds after controlling for demographic variables, measures of social class and income (3). Debt appears to be more strongly linked to depression and anxiety than income (4) and partially moderates the link between low income and mental disorder (3). There is also a dose-response relationship with more debts increasing the risk of a mental health problem further (5), and subjective stress about debt more strongly predicts depression than actual objective amount of debt (6).
The impact of debt specifically on depression and anxiety has been found in a range of populations such as farmers (7), older adults (8) and new mothers (9). Whilst the majority of these studies are from developed countries, in particular the UK and USA (2), an impact of debt on depression has been shown in developing countries such as Uganda (9), and a number of countries in Asia (10). Whilst most research is cross-sectional and more longitudinal research in this area is needed (2), there is strong evidence for debt as a significant and independent economic variable which links poverty to poor mental health. Further research to understand the mechanisms of this relationship will inform practice and policy which may ultimately reduce the burden of debt on mental health.
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