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The Paradox - Dying for a Life Worth Living…

“Many people are spending 
years living with undetected 

but treatable physical health 
problems and people are 
losing their lives because 

things have been picked up 
too late”
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Physical health of people living with 
SMI
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The highest elevated risk of early death is from

Respiratory disease
Prostate cancer and
Breast cancer

Percentage of total population who 
accessed 

mental health mbs and/or pbs
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Relative risk of early death
ABS,  September, 2017
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For every person with mental 
illness who dies of suicide, 10 
die early of heart disease, 
respiratory disease and 
cancer!
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Trachea, bronchus and lung cancer

Ischaemic heart diseases

Chronic lower respiratory diseases

Colon, sigmoid, rectum and anus cancer

Breast cancer

Intentional self-harm

Blood and lymph cancer

Cerebrovascular diseases

Diabetes

Annual number of premature deaths of persons with mental illness in Australia by cause

Every hour, of every day 
one person with a mental illness dies EARLY
due to cancer, heart disease or respiratory 

disease
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But its clear that poor physical health is the largest
contributor to poor mental health (Lorem et al, 2017)

• 40,000 participants over 65.

• Waves of research at 7 year 
intervals from 1974 to 2008.

• Age has a protective effect on 
mental health (17%)

• Physical illness has 
major impact:

42% of total effect

“…mental health symptoms caused by 
physical illness is an increasing public 
health problem”
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Physical health has the 
strongest associations 

with psychological 
distress

• 1,633 Aboriginal and
233,405 Non –Aboriginal in NSW

• High distress in 44% of Aboriginal 
people his severe physical 
limitations

• And in 21% of Non-Aboriginal
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Diagnostic overshadowing and
Comorbidities
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• 80% of people living with a mental illness have a 
chronic physical illness (ABS,2017)

• 55% have two or more co-existing conditions
(AIHW, 2017)

• 20% of people with a physical illness have a co-
existing mental illness (ABS, 2015)

https://equallywell.org.au/


Equally Well Consensus Statement –
Improving the physical health and wellbeing of 

people living with mental illness

 Launched in July 2017 by Inaugural National Mental Health 
Commission Chair, Allan Fels.

 Committed to putting health care for people living with 
mental illness on an equal footing.

 We will improve the physical health of people living with 
mental illness by acting to deliver: 

 a holistic, person centred approach to physical and mental 
health and wellbeing 

 effective promotion, prevention and early 
intervention 

 equity of access to all services 

 improved quality of health care 

 care coordination and regional integration across health, 
mental health and other services and sectors which enable a 
contributing life 

 the monitoring of progress towards improved physical health 
and wellbeing. 



But…comorbidity rises dramatically!!

…and co-morbidity is 33% higher for older 

persons living in rural communities

National Health Survey: Mental Health

and co-existing physical health conditions, 

Australia, 2014 – 15. 
(Feb, 2016)

Under 45s

10%
Over 65s

60%
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The old model
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Need for a new framework

Existing models –

•overlooked social determinants 
and  biological antecedents 
of mental illness 

•did not inform action

•did not clearly inform PPEI
across  the spectrum of illness

Not quite right 
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Need for plain language

•Primary, secondary, tertiary health?

•What is primary?

•Primary secondary tertiary prevention?

•Health Promotion?

•Early intervention?

•Selected, targeted, universal?
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The whole community or

groups in the community

Groups with

higher risk

Individuals recovering 

from a diagnosed 

mental illness

Groups or individuals at high

risk and/or showing early signs 

of mental ill-health

Individuals experiencing an  

episode of mental illness

Actions

to prevent the

onset of physical

ill health

Actions to reduce

to the duration and severity of 

physical ill health

Actions to

lower the ongoing

impact of physical

ill health

Actions to promote

physical health and well-being

All supported to

develop and maintain 

optimal physical and 

mental health
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Focus Domain Target group Description

Actions to promote 
health and 
wellbeing

Health promotion The whole population of 
people living with mental 
illness

Interventions to enhance physical health and 
wellbeing

Actions to prevent 
the onset of illness

Primary 
prevention

Whole community.
Groups at risk of developing 
physical ill health

Interventions that focus on reducing risk 
factors or increasing protective factors

Actions to intervene 
early to reduce the 
severity or duration 
of ill health

Secondary 
prevention

Groups showing early signs 
of ill health

Individuals experiencing ill 
health

Early indentification of signs of ill health and 
clear pathways to health services

Interventions focussing on reducing risk factors 
and increasing protective factors

Actions to reduce
the ongoing impact 
of ill health

Tertiary
prevention

Individuals recovering from 
physical illness

Interventions focussing on reducing risk factors 
and increasing protective factors through 
rehabilitation and relapse prevention

Using a PPEI approach to physical health: Diabetes
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Health Prompt 
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My Health Prompt – the app
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WHO Multilevel  Model
Liu et al. (2017) Roberts, Locket, Bagnall, Maylea, Hopwood (2018)

Individual-focused interventions
Mental health disorder management
•Early detection and appropriate 
treatment
•Interventions delivered at critical time 
points (e.g., within first year of discharge 
from hospital)
•Recovery-oriented treatment (e.g., 
service-user involvement, informed 
choice)
Physical health treatment
•Early detection and appropriate 
treatment
Lifestyle behaviour interventions
•Tobacco cessation
•Behavioural weight management 
programmes, including healthy diet, 
physical activity
•Interventions addressing substance abuse 
and risky sexual behaviour

Health system-
focused 
interventions
Service delivery
•Screening for medical 
conditions
•Care coordination or 
collaborative care 
strategies (e.g., nurse care 
manager)
•Guidelines for integrated 
delivery of mental and 
physical health care

Community level and 
policy-focused 
interventions
Social support
•Peer support programmes
•Family support programmes
•Mental health and consumer 
advocacy groups
Sigma reduction interventions
•Directed toward communities 
with SMD and general public
Lifestyle behaviour interventions
•Comprehensive health care 
packages, insurance parity and 
quality
•Public health programmes
(tobacco cessation, HIV prevention, 
suicide prevention)
•Employment, housing, and social 
welfare sector involvement
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in the universe of Australian health and human services

www.equallywell.org.au
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Peer Health Coaching 
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Manage health

Progress towards healthy habits

Can make decisions about my health

Fit exercise into routine

Aware of risk factors

Find my healthy weight

Find enjoyable exercise

Locate information

Percentage answering positively Pre and Post PHC

Health Literacy Significantly Increased After PHC
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Smokefree Inpatient Mental Health Services

Aim

Screen smoking behaviour

for all inpatient acute 

mental health consumers 

AND 

provide brief intervention 

to identified smokers.
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“Contact us” - Get involved!

Sign up
signup@equallywell.org.au

Commit 
lcobb@csu.edu.au

Get updates/newsletters
https://equallywell.org.au/

Put the link on your webpage
https://equallywell.org.au/

Share your innovation and evidence

https://equallywell.org.au/
mailto:signup@equallywell.org.au
https://equallywell.org.au/
https://equallywell.org.au/
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