
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
Common forms of mental illness may affect up to 1 in 6 people in the United Kingdom at any given time.1 
Such illness is enduring for many.2 It has been estimated that mental illness costs the UK economy over £77 
billion each year.3 Levels of mental illness are higher among groups facing social exclusion.4 The civil law 
provides a framework for the resolution of many life problems that disproportionately affect socially excluded 
groups.5 These are often the types of stressful life events that the mental health charity MIND has observed 
“are more common in socially disadvantaged groups and contribute to the raised prevalence of stress-
related mental and physical illness.”6 
 

 
Findings from the Civil and Social Justice Survey, 2006-2009 
 
Using a validated measure of mental health (GHQ-12), it is evident that: 
• People with poorer mental health are more likely to report ‘difficult to solve’ civil law 

problems. They are also more likely to report multiple problems. 
• Poor mental health is associated with almost all civil law problem types included in 

the Civil and Social Justice Survey; particularly problems concerning discrimination, 
relationship breakdown, domestic violence, homelessness, debt, benefits, 
employment, children.   

• People with poorer mental health are less likely to act to resolve civil law problems, 
or try to resolve problems on their own. However, if they do attempt to resolve 
problems, they are more likely to obtain help. 

• People with poorer mental health more often seek a combination of legal advice and 
general support/advice.  

 
When people are asked about the impact of civil law problems:  
• 27% of civil law problems are reported to lead to stress-related ill-health.  
• Reports of stress-related ill health are particularly common for problems concerning 

becoming homeless (72%), mortgage/rent arrears (61%), domestic violence (58%) 
and relationship breakdown (47%).  

• Stress-related ill-health is more common for recession related problems (39%) 
• Of those who report stress-related ill-health, 53% obtain medical help. Over 90% 

obtain help from their GP, 10% from a counsellor and 5% from a psychiatric nurse. 
 
 

In bringing about stress-related ill-health, and other negative life circumstances, civil law problems act to 
increase vulnerability to further problems. This is one of the mechanisms lying behind civil law problem 
clustering.7 In the context of mental health, the importance has been stressed of preventing problems 
brought about by mental illness that can feed a downward spiral of problems.8  
 
In service delivery terms, the value of integrated services, both within law and between law and health, is 
evident. Legal services provide one method of early intervention to address problems that appear to both 
bring about mental illness and exacerbate spirals of problems. Early intervention can “significantly reduce” 
the costs of mental illness.9 The most cost-effective means to provide integrated legal and health services is 
yet to be determined. Already, though, in the legal services field, increasing evidence of problem clustering 
and the transformative role of legal advice is leading to major change in the way public funded social welfare 
related legal services are procured and provided.10 Examples of integrated legal and health services are 
also becoming established.11 
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