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Equally Well UK 

Working together to reduce the 
physical health inequalities for 

people with serious mental illness 



Equally Well

•Hosted by Centre for Mental 
Heath and run in partnership 
with Rethink Mental Illness

•Co-produced with an Expert 
by Experience Group chaired 
by Kevin James and a 
Clinical Group chaired by 
Prof Wendy Burn

•Growing membership



• People with SMI have a 15-20 year shorter life 
expectancy than rest of population 

• More likely to have diabetes, heart disease, 
lung disease and cancer

• More likely to have multiple physical health 
problems

Unequal health outcomes



• Tailored support with stopping smoking 
• Medication management and recognition of 

weight gain as a side effect
• Ensure cancer screening is accessed
• A healthy supported diet (including in 

hospital)
• Opportunities for physical exercise
• Improved understanding among all NHS staff
• Consideration of finances 

How we can improve  
physical health



• Collaborative with a growing membership to
encourage collective action on physical health

• Every member signs the co-produced charter and 
makes an individual pledge

• Equally Well UK has three principles:
• We all have a right to good health
• No one organisation can do this alone
• The answers lie in collaboration and 

coproduction

About us

Email Charlotte to find out more:
charlotte.whelan@centreformentalhealth.org.uk



Covid-19 & severe mental 
illness

•People with Severe 
mental illness 
are more likely to die 
from Covid-19

•People with severe 
mental illness are on 
the list to receive the 
vaccination



Tobacco smoking & severe 
mental illness

• A million people have stopped smoking since the Covid-19 
pandemic hit Britain (ASH) however 40% of smokers with a mental 
health problem reported to be smoking more

• Higher rate of smoking for people with severe mental illness:

40% vs 14% in general population

• Gap is widening: smoking rate falling more slowly than average

• More likely to be heavy smokers

• 50% of deaths due to smoking-related illness

• But just as motivated to quit as other smokersFinding the right words: “I didn’t find it helpful when health professionals 
just told me to give up, it is wrong and that doesn’t support you.”



Tobacco smoking

• Finding the right and 
appropriate time to support 
someone to quit

• Personalised, holistic 
approach: not based 
on shame or stigma

• Access to full range of 
interventions: knowing 
what’s available

• Keeping busy or starting a 
new hobby/skill

• Support from families, 
friends and social networks

• Incentives and rewards



Tobacco smoking

• Equally Well UK resource section

• SCIMITAR programme by Closing 
the Gap

• 1 in 4 smokers has a mental health 
condition but doctors and nurses not 
getting the training they need to 
help – recent report from Action on 
Smoking and Health (ASH)

https://equallywell.co.uk/resources/
https://www.york.ac.uk/healthsciences/closing-the-gap/scimitar-programme/
https://ash.org.uk/information-and-resources/reports-submissions/reports/smokefreeskills/


Healthy Weight 
Management

• One of our other key priorities -
Expert by Experience group 
decided on the name

• Limited access to healthier food 
(linked to lower incomes)

• Poor access to exercise 
opportunities and outdoor spaces

• Impact of some psychiatric 
medications

• Physical health problems that 
restrict mobility

• Emotional aspects of eating

• Complex inpatient environments



Healthy Weight 
Management

• People with severe mental illness need personalised support with 
weight management

• Weight management is complex, and no one size of support fits all

• People need long-term support that helps them to maintain a healthy 
lifestyle and adapts to their changing needs and situation.

• People want more holistic services that look beyond the numbers 
(weight, BMI etc)

• More focus is needed on how mental illness and emotions affect 
eating

• Interventions need to be delivered by staff who have been trained in 
helping people with severe mental illness to manage their weight

“My pain levels are really high today, I can’t actually put a dinner together. I’ll just 
have a ready meal or a packet of biscuits… it feels more like control is taken 
away, the healthy eating choices are not available some of the time and that just 
kicks me back into depression again.”



Improving health checks

• Physical health check for people who 
have been diagnosed 
with schizophrenia, bipolar 
disorder, schizoaffective 
disorder or psychosis

• Letter, text or phone call

• Do they need extra support or their 
carers to attend?

• Do they understand the check 

• Not just a tick boxing exercise

• Rethink My physical health booklet

https://equallywell.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Physical-Health-Check-2014.pdf


•Flu Vaccination resources

•Winter outreach programme with NHSE/I

•Supporting the Covid-19 Vaccination 
programme

•Continuing our member webinars

•Physical health checks 

•Race, physical health and severe mental illness

•Dentistry and oral health

The year ahead



Thank you 

For information on joining: 
charlotte.whelan@centreformentalhealth.org.uk

@CentreforMH @EquallyWellUK

www.equallywell.co.uk

Emma.bailey@centreformentalhealth.org.uk
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