
Numerous studies show that poor health is closely 
linked to social, economic, and psychological factors. 
The poorer people are, the more frequently they 
become seriously ill, and the more limited is their 
access to health care. In 2005, the World Health Or-
ganization (WHO) set up a “Commission on Social De-
terminants of Health” to help countries throughout 
the world plan and implement measures to address 
this inequality.

The story, however, is even more complicated. The 
-

ence people’s social and economic situations as well 
as the reverse. It is high time for us social scientists 
to take this more strongly into account in our re-
search. The state of our health in the womb, in the 
period immediately after birth, and up to the age 

behave and live. There are robust studies that show 
that the physical and mental well-being of children 
has a direct impact on their later success in school, 
at university, and in their working life. Children with 
health problems perform more poorly at school and 
have lower social competence. 

all, and a “good job” can seem miles out of reach. If 

due to illness often hampers their advancement. 
Poor mental health, such as persistent stress, anxi-
ety, depression, can lead to lack of motivation, lower 
self-esteem and reduced cognitive function. Under 
these circumstances, they are not up to the job, and 

In one of our most recent studies, we were able to 
show that children from socially deprived families 
are more likely to have psychological problems 

-
ed cycle of poorer performance at school with its 
potential consequences following them throughout 
their whole career. This then leads to a generational 
impact whereby, social inequalities can be passed on 
and exacerbated.

Other studies also point out that a person’s state 

People who report that they have poorer health and 

… But without good health 
“all else is for naught” 

Jianghong Li

“Health factors, too,  
can influence a person’s 
social and economic 
situation.”
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lower cognitive functions, are less likely to exercise 
their right to vote. The impact is shown to be as great 
as the effect of people’s level of education on voting 
turnout. What is more, people in poorer health have 
a lower life expectancy, dying younger than their 
healthier and wealthier fellow citizens, and limiting 
the time and resources they can devote to politics 
to make their voices heard. Political inequality and 
injustice are reinforced and the cycle continues.

In future, social research should pay greater at-
tention to the fact that health, especially mental 

-
ic, and political participation. We need more studies 
to help us better understand the exact mechanisms 

of this correlation. This can succeed only if we com-
bine approaches from social science, health science, 
and medical research.

Jianghong Li is a senior researcher in the President’s 
Research Group.

Berlin’s university students unleashed a storm of protest 
against the foundation of the Berlin Social Science 
Center. “The center is organized as a limited liability 
company. This means education and research are now 
openly incorporated in the valorization of capital.” This 

Freie Universität Berlin and a “WZB action committee” 
at Technische Universität Berlin criticized the institute’s 
legal form – in the jargon of the times. But it wasn’t just 
the form but also the anticipated contents that were a 
thorn in the side of the 1968 student movement. Activists 
feared the WZB would produce “recipes for capitalist crisis 
management” rather than free science.

Poster calling on students to join a teach-in against the 

Student protests

From the 
 archives
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