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Californians and Mental Health: What We Know About

Poverty and Race

As California works to improve access to behavioral health services (mental health and substance use), policymakers
should keep in mind the various socioeconomic factors that can contribute to the development of mental health

conditions for children, youth, and adults. Research suggests that low levels of household income and mental health
conditions are related.! In addition, experiencing racism and discrimination negatively impacts mental health for

multiple racial/ethnic groups, especially for
children and adolescents.? Left unaddressed,
chronic stress due to experiencing poverty and/
or racism can affect a child’s development and
can lead to behavioral problems.3

In California, nearly 1 in 6 adults experience
mental illness and 1 in 25 experience a serious
mental illness.*

Serious mental illness is more common among
Californians with low incomes. In 2015 — the
most recent year for which these data are
available — about 1 in 11 adults with incomes
below the federal poverty line (FPL) had a
serious mental illness. The 2015 FPL was
$12,331 for a single person and $24,036 for a
family of four.

Native American adults experienced the highest
rates of serious mental illness in 2015, followed
by Black, multiracial, and Latinx adults. White,
Pacific Islander, and Asian adults experienced
lower rates of serious mental illness.

Mental illness is defined as a mental,
behavioral, or emotional disorder that
can vary in impact, ranging from no
impairment to mild, moderate, and even
severe impairment. Serious mental
illness is defined as a mental, behavioral,
or emotional disorder resulting in
serious functional impairment, which
substantially interferes with or limits one
or more major life activities.’
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Serious Mental lliness Is More Common Among Adults
Living in Poverty

Serious Mental IlIness Among Californians Age 18 and Older by Income, 2015
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Serious Mental lllness Among Adults Is Highest for Native
Americans

Serious Mental lliness Among Californians Age 18 and Older by Race/Ethnicity, 2015
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Nearly 1 in 13 California children and youth
experience a serious emotional disturbance.

Serious Emotional Disturbance Is Most Common Among
Children and Youth in Families Living in Poverty

Serious Emotional Disturbance Among Californians Under Age 18 by Income, 2015
Serious emotional disturbance is most common

among children and youth in families with the 100%

lowest incomes. In 2015, an estimated 1 in 10

children and youth in families living in poverty 8.0

experienced a serious emotional disturbance. R
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Black, Latinx, Native American, and Pacific
Islander children experienced the highest rates
of serious emotional disturbance (at or near
8%), while rates for multiracial, Asian, and white
children were just under 7%.
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who have, or during the past year have
had, a diagnosable mental, behavioral,
or emotional disorder resulting in
functional impairment that substantially
interferes with or limits functioning in
family, school, or community activities.®

Serious Emotional Disturbance Is Highest for Black, Latinx
Native American, and Pacific Islander Children and Youth

Serious Emotional Disturbance Among Californians Under Age 18 by Race/Ethnicity, 2015
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A greater understanding of the socioeconomic
factors can help advance policies that address
the racial discrimination and economic
disparities many California families face and
lead to improved behavioral health outcomes.
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This Fact Sheet is part of a series on mental health in California. More information can be found in our in-depth guide:
Mental Health in California: Understanding Prevalence, System Connections, Service Delivery, and Funding.
Learn more at calbudgetcenter.org.
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