
People with serious mental health issues 
have shorter lifespans than the average 
Australian and mental illness costs the 
Australian economy in excess of  
$19 billion a year in lost productivity.

For people with serious mental health 
issues, the risk of death from chronic 
physical conditions such as cardio-
vascular disease and diabetes, is five 
times more likely than for the general 
Australian population. 1Explanations 
frequently focus on lifestyle factors like 
lack of exercise, and alcohol and tobacco 
use. Yet, research tells us that such 
diseases often develop as secondary 
effects of psychiatric medication. In spite 
of this, people with mental health issues 
are significantly less likely to have their 
physical health needs addressed.2  

Our consultations have told us that 
when people attend GP appointments 
their doctors often focus their attention 
entirely on mental health concerns. To 
avoid neglect, physicians must take 
responsibility for meeting the physical 
health needs of people who have mental 
health problems. “The role of the general 
practitioner as personal physician and the 
gatekeeper to secondary care is vital and 
must be sustained.”3

Health promotion, education and 
awareness campaigns are shown to 
be effective in influencing the general 
public, as well as medical professionals, 
in promoting physical fitness, smoking 
reduction or cessation, dietary 
improvement and the reduced use of 
alcohol and other drugs. Peer worker 

roles can be effective in promoting 
and supporting people to improve 
their physical health. Targeted health 
campaigns can influence primary health 
practitioners in meeting the known 
physical health risks with ‘anticipatory’ care.

We ask that:

• Primary Health Networks formulate 
resources, such as screening tools, 
which promote and guide practitioners 
in providing anticipatory physical 
health care to people who have 
mental health issues.

• The Federal Government includes peer 
workers in the proposed Health Care 
Homes model.4 

“I fell and injured my 
arm, but because 
of my mental health 
diagnosis - Borderline 
Personality Disorder - 
my GP didn’t believe 
me. She thought 
I was just looking 
for attention. Two 
weeks later I went 
to the emergency 
department and an 
x-ray showed that I 
had a broken arm.”   

Chronic physical health conditions in people with 
mental health issues must not be neglected
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