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Sex differences in
minor psychiatric morbidity

The question of whether individual differences can be ac-
counted for in terms of heredity or environment forms the
essence of the nature-nurture controversy, and has recurred
in academic debates throughout history. This monograph pro-
vides a detailed review of sex differences in minor psychiatric
morbidity, and the theories which might explain them, and it
describes the first careful epidemiological study of adult men
and women of similar age, educational background, job status
and content, occupational attitudes and social environment.

The literature review demonstrates that a female excess in
the prevalence of minor psychiatric morbidity is found in most
of the treatment statistics, although not all, and in some com-
munity studies, with several important and notable exceptions.
Furthermore, surveys of school-children and university stu-
dents do not usually reveal a higher rate of minor psychiatric
morbidity in females. Any coherent theory of sex differences
must, therefore, take these findings into account.

The study provides an assessment of whether there are sex
differences in the constitutional vulnerability of men and
women to minor psychiatric morbidity by using a methodo-
logical design to minimize the effects of environment, sex
roles and stereotypes, and observer and response bias. The
study confirmed that there was no sex difference in the pre-
valence or outcome of minor psychiatric morbidity in such a
homogeneous, employed population. This finding indicates
that where sex differences are commonly found, they are un-
likely to be caused by constitutional differences, but rather by
differences in the social environment and social roles of men
and women.

This monograph provides an illustration of the major con-
tribution of epidemiological method to the assessment of
potential aetiological factors in mental illness and it demon-
strates the particular advantages of homogeneous populations
for studies of sex differences.
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This study was designed and carried out between 1979 and 1982 while the author was a research worker linked
to the General Practice Research Unit of the Institute of Psychiatry, London, and supported by a Wellcome
Trust Fellowship. I am immensely indebted to the Unit's Director, Professor Michael Shepherd, for his
encouragement and for the helpful criticism he gave during the course of the work and the preparation of this
manuscript.
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various drafts of this manuscript.
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The study formed the basis of a dissertation submitted in April 1983 for the degree of Doctor of Medicine,

University of Cambridge.

IV

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0264180100001764 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0264180100001764

