The Physical Health of
Mental Health Carers

Why is the physical health of mental
health carers important?
The importance of the physical health of carers, family members and friends of
people living with a mental illness is sometimes left out of conversation and put
on the backburner when we talk about mental health carers wellbeing. The focus
can often be on the mental wellbeing of the carer, or the physical health of the
person cared for. However, studies have found that being in a caring role can
have significant effects on physical health, especially when in comparison to
Australia's general population. While mental and physical health are linked and
intertwined, physical health is a key issue for mental health carers.

Mental Health Carers are:

Twice as likely to be in poor physical health
than non carers (AIFS 2008);

Have a higher presence of acute
and chronic physical health
problems (Ware et al., 2002);

In rural areas in NSW, have self reported physical
health below the Australian population (Hussain,
Wark, Dillon and Ryan 2016).

Why is the physical health of mental
health carers important?

This is not surprising, as mental
health carers face and consistently
overcome unique challenges that
have an impact on their ability to
keep physically well. Over time,
these physical effects can add up
and make a big contribution to poor
carer health. However, this gives an
opportunity for using small strategies
that also add up to having a positive
impact for carers.

Improving physical health is
important as it contributes to overall
wellbeing; your happiness levels and
how you feel about yourself and your
life. This can include increased life
expectancy, and increased quality of
life free from preventable diseases
such as cardiovascular disease,
diabetes, respiratory disease and
injury.

Barriers to mental health carer physical
health
Physical health is not just exercising; it is a balanced diet, sleeping well, and
cutting down on unhealthy habits. Mental health carers face a variety of
challenges and barriers to improving physical health. These can include:

Isolation from social
supports and services:

High levels of unpredictability and
uncontrollability in a caring role

time and energy dedicated

(Eurocarers 2014): being in a caring role can

to a caring role can often

make planning and consistency difficult at

isolate a carer from their

times. This can affect commitments to
physical activity eating routines, and sleeping
patterns.

Chronic stress: mental health
carers can be exposed to

social supports and services
available.

Lack of time for the carers
themselves: being a mental

consistent stress over a long

health carer can take up large

period of time as caring roles can

and varying amounts of time. If

be intensive and demanding.

a carer has responsibilities on

Carers may turn to unhelpful

top of their caring role, this

coping strategies such as smoking,

can leave little time for a

alcohol overconsumption, and

work/life balance.

having an unbalanced diet.

What are the risks?
The National Survey of Carer Health and Wellbeing
found that:
59% of carers reported their health had been affected by
their caring role.

Carers are twice as likely to experience high levels of
physical pain in comparison to the general Australian
population.

33% reported back, neck and shoulder problems.

31% reported disturbed or lost sleep.

Carers often neglect their own health (Cummins et al,
2007).

These barriers highlighted can affect things including decreased quality
of sleep, nutrition, exercise, and increased frequency of smoking,
alcohol consumption and stress, all of which have an impact on physical
and mental health.

Sleep

Consistent and quality sleep has many
benefits for both mental and physical health.
While getting enough hours of sleep is
important, consistency of sleep is also
essential.

Research around circadian rhythms - our
internal body clock - demonstrated links
between an inconsistent sleep-wake cycle
and dysregulated mood, and an increased
physical risk of cardiovascular disease,
diabetes and some forms of cancer (Bass
2012; Lam and Levitan 2000, Esquirol et al.,
2011).

Strategies for Improving sleep

Improve your sleep wake cycle by building some
healthy sleep habits such as relaxing before bed by
reading, having a cup of tea, switching your tech off
before going to bed, and avoiding alcohol and
caffeine before your sleep.

If you are using your tech before bed, you can try
turning on the night shift setting on your phone or
computer to make it easier to fall and stay asleep.

Increase sleep hygiene by going to bed and waking up
at the same times every day.

Why not try out a sleep app like Sleep Cycle, which
tracks and analyses your sleep patterns.

Nutrition

More and more research is beginning to show that the health of
your gut is the foundation of your mental and physical health
(Saliba 2018). This includes how the food we eat influences health
through disease prevention, wellbeing and weight management.

Poor diet and nutrition can result in chronic non-communicable
diseases such as some cardiovascular diseases, chronic respiratory
diseases, and diabetes which are largely preventable (WHO 2003).

Strategies for Improving
Nutrition

Read up on gut health for mental and
physical wellbeing from a registered
dietician at Eat Sense.

Sign up for free telephone based health
coaching by Get Healthy NSW.

Have a look at the Heart Foundation's
guide on How to Eat Healthy.

Look for an Accredited Practising Dietitian
near you by ringing 02 6189 1200.

Look into the effects food can have on
mood - for example, high fat and high sugar
diets have been linked to depression while a
healthy 'Mediteranean' diet has been linked
to improved outlook (Campbell 2018).

Exercise

An inactive lifestyle, with little to no exercise, has a range of mental
and physical health risks. By not living an active lifestyle, you can
raise your risk of experiences of:

Type 2 diabetes
Coronary artery disease and heart attack
Osteoporosis
Stroke
High blood pressure
Premature death (Medline, n.d.).

There are also studies which evidences a link between physical
activity and lower risks of cognitive impairment, Alzheimer's disease
and dementia (Laurin, Verreault, and Lindsay, 2001).

Strategies for Improving
Exercise

You can read up on the benefits of exercise by
checking out the NSW Government's Make Your
Move campaign.

Grab one of the Heart Foundation's I Can Be
Active pamphlets to write down your goals for
physical activity and how to get there.

Find an exercise program that you are
interested in by heading to the Active and
Healthy Website.

You can stand up from being seated
and move around the house or office
when sitting for long periods.

Start small and work your way up!

Alcohol

Overconsumption of alcohol has numerous
effects on your physical and mental health,
especially in large quantities over a long period
of time. Effects on your heart include an
increased risk of developing high blood pressure,
weakening of your heart muscles, and increased
risk of heart disease including heart failure
(DrinkWise, n.d.).

Continuous and excessive drinking can also lead
to alcohol pancreatitis, the damaging of blood
vessels, cells and tissues. Stomach lining
irritation can also occur, with the increased risk
of stomach cancer stemming from long term
heavy drinking (DrinkWise, n.d.).

Strategies for Reducing
Alcohol Consumption

Try alcohol free nights, free days or
dinner-only drinking.

Try taking up a hobby or begin an
exercise program (Buddy 2018).

Join a support group run by Alcoholics
Anonymous or SMART Recovery Australia.

Give the Alcohol and Drug Information
Service a ring on 1800 250 015.

Learn about the effects of alcohol on
your body through DrinkWise.

Smoking

Smoking is one of the leading causes of
preventable death in Australia (NSW
Government, 2018). It raises your risk of
developing an array of physical health
conditions.

This includes smokers being one and a half to
two times more likely to have a stroke,
generally feeling more stressed, being two to
four times more likely to have a heart attack,
and becoming twenty times more likely to
develop lung cancer (NSW Government 2018).

Strategies for Reducing
Smoking

You can head along to one of the support groups
run by Smart Recovery Australia.

Use your smart phone to register for the
QuitTxt and QuitCoach services.

Check out the Cancer Council's approaches
to quitting by going to their website.

Ask your local GP for help.

Start your quit smoking journey through iCanQuit.

Strategies for Reducing
Stress

Check out ways to manage stress at Mental Health
Resources for Carers.

Take 10 minutes for yourself and do one of Smiling
Mind's mindfulness meditations through their ap.

Be creative and express your ideas in a form of an
online blog through Penzu.

Do something that you enjoy that might reduce stress
such as jogging, reading, gardening, knitting or painting.

Connect with others by heading to SANE's online carer
forums.

Seek professional advice by booking in to see your local
GP or counsellor.

Services & Resources
Sleep
Sleep Cycle app for iPhone and Android – https://www.sleepcycle.com/

Night shift on iPhone or Android – https://support.apple.com/enau/HT207570

10 Tips for Healthy Sleep by healthdirect –
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/10-tips-for-healthy-sleep

Physical Activity
Active and Healthy by NSW Government:
https://www.activeandhealthy.nsw.gov.au/

I can be Active Today by the Heart Foundation –
https://www.heartfoundation.org.au/images/uploads/publications/I_can_
be_active_today.pdf

Make your Move by Department of Health NSW –
https://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/content/F01F923
28EDADA5BCA257BF0001E720D/$File/brochure%20PA%20Guidelines_A5_
18-64yrs.pdf

Services & Resources
Nutrition
Food and Nutrition Guide by the Heart Foundation –
https://www.heartfoundation.org.au/healthy-eating/food-and-nutrition

Get Healthy Information and Coaching Service by NSW Health –
https://www.gethealthynsw.com.au/

Healthy Gut, Healthy Body by Eat Sense –
http://eatsense.com.au/blog/gut-health/healthy-gut-healthy-body

Mood Food – How to Eat Yourself Happy by Eat Sense –
http://eatsense.com.au/blog/mood-food-how-to-eat-yourself-happy/

Find an Accredited Practising Dietitian near You by Dietitians Association of
Australia – https://daa.asn.au/find-an-apd/

Stress Reduction
The Mindfulness Curriculum by Smiling Mind – a free app –
https://www.smilingmind.com.au/

Managing Stress by Mental Health Resources for Carers –
http://mhr4c.com.au/coping-strategies/managing_stress/

Carer forum by SANE Australia – https://saneforums.org/t5/CarersForum/ct-p/carers-forum

Free journal by Penzu – https://penzu.com/

Services & Resources
Smoking
Quit Smoking by the Cancer Council – https://www.cancer.org.au/preventingcancer/reduce-your-risk/quit-smoking.html

Support groups by SMART Recovery Australia –
http://smartrecoveryaustralia.com.au/find-meetings/
I Can Quit by the NSW Government –
https://www.icanquit.com.au/reasons-to-quit/smoking-andyour-health/health-dangers-of-smoking

QuitTxt and QuitCoach by Quitline –
http://www.quitcoach.org.au/QuitTextInformation.aspx

Alcohol
Reduce Your Risk by Department of Health NSW –
http://www.alcohol.gov.au/internet/alcohol/publishing.nsf/Content/guide
-adult

Support groups by SMART Recovery Australia –
http://smartrecoveryaustralia.com.au/find-meetings/

How to cut down by Drink Aware –
https://www.drinkaware.co.uk/advice/how-to-reduce-your-drinking/howto-cut-down/

Alcohol and Your Health by DrinkWise – https://drinkwise.org.au/alcoholand-your-health/#

Tips on for cutting back on drinking by Very Well Mind –
https://www.verywellmind.com/tips-for-cutting-back-on-drinking-69453
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