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ABSTRACT 

While mental disorders have historically been 
seen as rare in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), 
they are increasingly considered to be highly 
prevalent in the region. Unlike the robust evi-
dence base from high-income countries, there 
is only limited evidence from SSA on factors 
shaping mental health outcomes – an evi-
dence gap that stems from a lack of popula-
tion-based data as well as challenges in iden-
tifying causal pathways. In this study, we used 
5 waves of longitudinal data from South Afri-
ca’s National Income Dynamics Study (2008-
2017) to assess the leading and lagged effect 
of household member mortality on depressive 
symptoms among surviving household mem-
bers, as measured by the 10-item Center for 
Epidemiologic Studies Depression scale (CES
-D-10). Regression models controlled for time 
before and after mortality episodes, socio-
demographic characteristics, and some in-
cluded individual fixed effects. Between 2008-
2017, the proportion of adults with CES-D-10 
scores exceeding the cut-off for depression 
fell from 27% to 17%. The death of a house-

hold member in the past 6 months and past 7-
12 months was associated with CES-D-10 
scores that were 0.60 (p<0.01) and 0.49 
(p<0.01) higher, respectively. Household 
member mortality in the past 6 months also 
increased the risk of depression by 4 percent-
age points (p<0.01), a relative increase of 
14%. In a setting with high adult mortality 
rates, there is a strong association between 
mortality events in a household and worse 
mental health among surviving household 
members.  
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

1. Understand patterns of mortality and 
depression in South Africa; 

2. Assess the effect of mortality episodes 
on depression scores of surviving house-
hold members; 

3. Explore the role of social policies shap-
ing mental health in South Africa. 
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