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Living better with mental illness 

The life expectancy of people living with severe mental illness 

is estimated to be up to 25 years less than the general 

population and most early death is due to physical illnesses.  

The head of Sydney Local Health District’s new program 

established to address this imbalance, Liesl Duffy, said these 

people found it difficult to access regular medical services and 

therefore missed out on basic care for treatable conditions. 

“As an example, people living with severe mental illness may 

find it difficult to organise and remember an appointment, may 

not be able to tolerate waiting times and may have poor 

access to transport,” Ms Duffy said.  

“Medical staff may also focus on the person’s mental health at 

the expense of other aspects of health, or misinterpret 

physical symptoms as manifestations of mental illness.”  

Liesl said the new program was exciting because it took a 

pragmatic approach that would yield immediate benefits for 

patients.  

“I’ve worked in research for a long time, which is excellent for the long term, but this 

program offers us a real chance to make a big difference in the short term,” she said.  

“While there’s a long way to go, we can make pretty substantial improvements with some 

reasonably straightforward steps.” 

These steps include streamlining pathways to access to care, establishing health services 

appropriate to people with mental illness, improving coordination between mental and 

general health services and expanding health promotion activities targeting this community.  

Liesl said the aims of the program included having 80 per cent of people with severe mental 

illness across the District screened, treated and monitored by the end of the five year 

program, and for the management of physical health of these patients to become a routine 

part of the District’s services.  

“We want the District to be a leader in in this area and establish models of care that can 

become a benchmark for other Local Health Districts to adapt for themselves,” Liesl said. 

 


