
www.wapha.org.au

Mental health and 
physical health

Mental Health Factsheet  12

WA Primary Health Alliance (WAPHA) supports and promotes a 
primary care system in which an individual’s physical health and 
mental health care needs are treated holistically. 

Equally Well
WAPHA is committed to the principles of Equally Well – The 
National Consensus Statement for improving the physical health 
and wellbeing of people living with mental illness in Australia. 

The Equally Well statement commits governments and 
organisations to 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 wellbeing1. 

Further information can be found at www.equallywell.org.au
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Mental and physical health
WAPHA understands that an individual’s mental health impacts 
on their physical health and vice versa. Mental health issues 
are associated with increased exposure to health risk factors, 
which in turn lead to the increased risk of poor physical health. 
These include health behavioral risk factors such as alcohol 
consumption, tobacco use and physical inactivity2.  Conversely, 
people diagnosed with a substantial physical illness are at 
greater risk of mental illness, such as depression and anxiety, as 
a result3 . 

A co-existing mental health issue may reduce a person’s ability 
to manage their other health conditions4. 

Impacts of mental illness on 
physical health
People living with mental health conditions typically have worse 
physical health and a higher prevalence of chronic disease than 
the rest of the population5. 

According to the Mental Health in Australia: A Snapshot, 2004-
056 , people aged 15 years and over with mental or behavioural 
problems were three times more likely to report fair/poor health 
than those without mental or behavioural problems (36 per cent 
per centper cent compared with 14 per cent).

Compared to people without mental health and behavioural 
issues, people experiencing mental health issues reported lower 
levels of physical exercise 7. Similarly, those persons with a high/
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very high level of psychological distress were more likely than 
those with a low level of psychological distress to report being 
physically inactive (48 per cent compared with 31 per cent)8.  

For some individuals experiencing severe mental illness, weight 
gain can be a side effect of psychiatric medications9.  

The European Psychiatric Association found that people with 
schizophrenia are twice as likely to be obese than people in the 
general population, with antipsychotic medication contributing 
to this10. 

Chronic health conditions
A chronic health condition is a persistent condition or disease, 
which may last more than three months. The term can be 
applied to the following medical conditions:

• arthritis

• asthma

• back pain / back problems 

• cancer

• cardiovascular disease

• chronic obstructive pulmonary disease

• diabetes 

• mental health conditions. 
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People living with chronic conditions experience poorer overall 
health outcomes, and higher rates of engagement with health 
services and health care costs, including potentially preventable 
hospitalisations. 

Half of all Australians are living with a chronic condition and 
nearly a quarter experience two or more chronic conditions11.  

Multimorbidity
The term multimorbidity refers to the presence of two or more 
chronic health conditions. Patients with multimorbidity are 
increasingly common in general practice, posing a challenge for 
both individuals and practitioners, due to the complexity of care 
and its impact on individuals’ lives12.  

Worldwide, studies show that multimorbidity increases with age 
and with socio-economic deprivation13. 

Mental health and multimorbidity 
For many people, mental illness and other chronic and complex 
conditions often co-exist. 2.4 million Australians live with both a 
mental illness and a chronic health condition14.  

In 2014-15 there were 4.0 million Australians (17.5 per cent) who 
reported having a mental or behavioural condition15 . Results 
also showed that 15.8 per cent of all Australians (3.6 million 
people) reported co-existing long-term mental and behavioural 
and physical health conditions16. 
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This is one of a series of factsheets regarding mental health and primary 
health care, developed by WAPHA. Further factsheets and other resources 
can be found at www.wapha.org.au/mental-health-framework 
The information in this factsheet was accurate at December 2020.
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