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It is important for everyone to look after their physical health. It has been 
found that people with severe mental illness appear to be at higher risk of 
certain physical health problems. Looking at areas such as our diet and 
exercise are measures that we can all take to look after our physical 
health.  

 
 

 People with severe mental illness are at higher risk of some 
physical health problems, such as diabetes, heart disease, obesity 
and stroke. 

 People with severe mental illness can have an annual physical 
health check from their GP. This is so that any potential health 
problems can be dealt with promptly. 

 Diet effects physical and mental health and eating a balanced diet 
is very important.  

 Keeping active and doing exercise is also important for physical 
and mental health.  

 
 

This factsheet covers: 

1. Which physical health problems are associated with mental illness? 
2. How can physical health be monitored? 
3. How does diet/nutrition affect my physical and mental health? 
4. Why do I need to exercise? 
 
 
 

Physical Health and Nutrition 
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1.  Which physical health problems are associated with mental 

illness? 

Research carried out for the Disability Rights Commission in 2006 
confirmed that people with severe mental illness are at higher risk of 
certain physical health conditions1 -  The research found that -  

 

 33% of people with schizophrenia and 30% of people with bipolar 
disorder are clinically obese (overweight), compared to 21% of rest of 
the population. 

 Coronary heart disease is more common in people with schizophrenia 
(4%) and bipolar disorder (5%) than in the rest of the population (3%). 

 Diabetes is more common in people with schizophrenia (6%) and 
bipolar disorder (4%) than in the rest of the population (2%). 

 
People with mental illness are also at higher risk of developing high blood 
pressure, stroke, respiratory problems and bowel and breast cancer1. The 
reasons for these higher risks are complex – possibly resulting from 
genetic factors, lifestyle and side effects from medications. The 
consequence is that people with long-term mental health problems on 
average die 5 to 10 years younger than other people, often from 
preventable illnesses. 

 
Some of the newer antipsychotics can lead to significant weight gain, 
which could in turn lead to diabetes2. However, it is possible that there is 
some genetic relationship between severe mental illness and diabetes that 
has nothing to do with medication. This is supported by evidence that 
there is a higher incidence of diabetes in the family of a person with 
schizophrenia3. Research also shows that social factors that may be 
associated with schizophrenia (such as low income or poor diet) are also 
factors associated with diabetes4. 

  
There are also very high levels of smoking in people with mental illness. 
The rate of smoking in people with mental illness is two to three times 
higher than that of the general population.5 Smoking is linked to lung and 
other cancers, respiratory problems such as emphysema and heart 
disease. For more information on smoking and mental illness, please see 
our factsheet ‘Smoking and mental illness’.  A copy can also be 
obtained by contacting the Rethink Advice & Information Service.   

 
If you are taking medication for a mental health problem, it is important 
that you know what health risks are associated with it. Being informed in 
this way could help you feel better able to look out for warning signs and 
lower the risk to your health. If you are concerned about your medication 
in relation to your physical health, please speak to your prescribing doctor 
to discuss your options.  
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2. How can physical health be monitored?  

There is some evidence to show that people with mental illness do not 
have their blood pressure or cholesterol levels checked as regularly as the 

http://www.rethink.org/resources
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rest of the population6. This could be a barrier to being able to spot signs 
of heart disease.   
 
If you have a mental illness, such as schizophrenia or bipolar disorder, 
your GP should carry out a physical health check for you annually 7,8. You 
may have further checks if you and your nurse think this is appropriate. 
GP practices should now hold a register of all patients at the practice who 
have severe mental illness, which includes schizophrenia, bipolar disorder 
and other psychotic conditions.9 This register simply reminds the GP or 
nurse to contact you when a check is due. This register is confidential and 
will not be shared with anyone else. It is your decision if you would like a 
health check if you are not. A health check includes - 

 

 Taking your blood pressure 

 Taking your pulse 

 Doing a urine or blood test 

 Weighing you 
 
These tests allow the GP or nurse to look for changes in heart function, 
blood sugar and weight gain so that steps can be taken to deal with any 
potential problems. If you are having any problems with side effects, you 
can discuss them. You can also take this opportunity to ask for advice on -  
 

 Smoking 

 Alcohol or drugs 

 Exercise 

 Diet 

 Screening for other health problems 

 Flu jabs 
Top 

 
3. How does diet/nutrition affect my physical and mental health? 

The body needs a variety of nutrients for good health. It is important to eat 
a balanced diet, as no single food can give the body all the nutrients that it 
needs. A good diet helps with healthy body weight and can also reduce 
the risk of some diseases, such as heart disease, diabetes or stroke. The 
diet has an effect on the brain as much of its structure comes directly from 
food.  
 

How food impacts on mental health -  

Proteins 

Proteins are made up of amino acids. When a protein is eaten, the body 
breaks it down into amino acids, which can then be used to make other 
proteins. The body needs protein for growth and repair. 
 
Chemical messengers in the brain (neurotransmitters) carry information 
around the brain, including signals about mood, and these are formed 
mainly from amino acids. 
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The body is able to make some amino acids itself. However, there are 
some that it has to get from the diet and these are called essential amino 
acids. 
 
The main sources of protein in the diet are - 
 

 Meat 

 Fish 

 Eggs 

 Milk 

 Cheese 

 Cereals (and cereal products such as bread) 

 Nuts and pulses (beans and lentils) 
 
People on a vegan or vegetarian diet can get the protein that they need 
with a combination of protein sources, e.g. pulses and cereals.  
 
Fats (and fish oils) 

Fat in the diet provides a concentrated source of energy. Nerve cells in the 
brain (neurons) are also made up of fat, specifically unsaturated fats that 
make them more flexible and work rapidly. 
 
Fat contains certain fatty acids that are important for cell structure. These 
are called essential fatty acids (EFA). There are some EFAs that the body 
cannot make itself. These need to come from the diet and the body can 
make other EFAs out of these. 
 
There are two essential fatty acids called omega-3 and omega-6, and are 
most commonly found in oily fish. About 20% of the brain is made up of 
omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids. The Food Standards Agency 
recommends that we eat two portions of fish a week including one portion 
of oily fish (e.g. mackerel or sardines). There are compounds in omega-3 
fatty acids that may be involved in maintaining nerve structure, known as 
EPA and DHA. 

 
As well as oily fish, other sources include -  
 

 Nuts and seeds 

 Avocado 

 Oils – sunflower, olive, vegetable, linseed  
 
Some research has found that people with schizophrenia can have low 
levels of essential fatty acids. A review of the research has shown one of 
the EPA supplements may have a positive effect in schizophrenia, but 
more research is needed in this area10. The Maudsley Prescribing 
Guidelines suggest that a daily dose of 2-3g of EPA may be worthwhile 
when treating schizophrenia, in addition to standard treatment11. Please 
discuss this with your psychiatrist as it is important that supplementation is 
monitored. 
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High levels of saturated fats will make you more vulnerable to obesity and 
heart disease. Foods high in saturated fat include -  
 

 Fatty meat products, such as meat pies and sausages 

 Cheese (particularly hard cheese) 

 Butter and lard 

 Pastry, cakes and biscuits 

 Cream, soured cream and crème fraiche 
 
 
Vitamins and Minerals 

Vitamins and minerals are vital to mental health as they are essential in 
helping to incorporate essential fatty acids into the brain. They are also 
needed to help convert amino acids into neurotransmitters (chemical 
messengers in the brain). All vitamins must come from the diet (apart from 
vitamin D which the body can make itself). Some of the vitamins and 
minerals that the diet should provide include12 - 
 

 Vitamin B1 – This is needed to release energy from carbohydrates, 
and is also involved in the heart. It can be found in whole grains, 
nuts, fortified breakfast cereals and fruit and vegetables. 

 Vitamin B2 – This is also needed to release energy from food. It is 
also needed for the skin. It can be found in foods such as milk, 
eggs, fortified breakfast cereals and green vegetables.  

 Vitamin B3 – This is needed to release energy from food and for the 
skin. It is found in meat, wheat, eggs, dairy products and yeast.  

 Vitamin B6 – This is involved when proteins are used. It is also 
involved in forming the substance which the blood uses to carry 
oxygen around the body. It is found in poultry, white fish, milk, eggs, 
whole grains, peanuts and some vegetables.  

 Vitamin B12 – This is important for making red blood cells and 
helping to release energy from food. It is found in meat, fish, milk, 
cheese, eggs, yeast extract and fortified breakfast cereals.  

 Folic acid – This is used to form red blood cells, and is also 
important in the development of unborn babies. It is found in green 
leafy vegetables, brown rice, peas, oranges, bananas and fortified 
breakfast cereals.  

 Vitamin C – This is important for body tissues, helps the body to 
absorb iron and helps with the healing process. It is found in fresh 
fruits such as citrus fruits and berries, green vegetables, tomatoes, 
peppers and potatoes.  

 Vitamin A – This is important for the skin and body linings. It also 
keeps the immune system healthy. It is found in liver, whole milk, 
cheese, butter, margarine, carrots, green leafy vegetables and 
orange-coloured fruits.  
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 Vitamin D – Needed to absorb calcium and keeps bones healthy. It 
is found in oily fish, eggs, fortified cereals and margarine. Most of 
our vitamin D is produced by our body in response to sunlight.  

 Vitamin E – Protects the cells of the body against damage. It is 
found in vegetable oils, nuts and seeds.  

 Vitamin K – Needed for the blood to clot normally and for healthy 
bone structure. It is found in green leafy vegetables, meat and diary 
products.  

 Calcium – Important for healthy bones and teeth and also used in 
nerves and muscles. It is found in milk, cheese and other dairy 
products, green leafy vegetables such as broccoli and bread.  

 Iron – Needed to make red blood cells, and to help with removing 
unwanted substances from the body. It is found in liver, red meat, 
pulses, nuts, eggs, dried fruit, poultry, fish, whole grains and green 
leafy vegetables.  

 

 
What else do I need to know about food? 

The brain and body runs on glucose for fuel. Glucose comes from 
carbohydrates once they’re digested by the body. The glucose is carried 
around the body to be converted into energy. 
 
Less refined carbohydrates release glucose into the body more slowly and 
therefore help to maintain a stable energy level. Less refined 
carbohydrates are called complex carbohydrates, and include food such 
as wholegrains and beans.  
 
Good sources of carbohydrates are -  
 

 Bread including wholegrain, granary, brown and seedy 

 Wholegrain breakfast cereals 

 Beans, lentils and peas 

 Potatoes and sweet potatoes 

 Rice  
 

These sorts of food should form about a third of the food that we eat.13  
 
A lot of food is now labelled according to their ‘glycaemic index’ (GI). This 
relates to how much they raise the sugar level in the blood after they’re 
eaten. Foods with a low GI will keep blood sugar levels stable and make 
you feel fuller for longer. Examples of low GI food include porridge, beans, 
pulses and lentils. 
 

Top 
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4. Why do I need to exercise? 

Your body needs exercise to be able to work properly. The body and mind 
are linked, so unless your body is working properly, your mind won’t 
function properly either. Regular exercise can help to reduce stress, 
anxiety, depression and improve your ability to sleep. Exercise also lowers 
the risk of heart disease, diabetes and cancer.  
 
Any exercise is better than none, and it’s best to choose a physical activity 
you enjoy. A moderate amount of exercise is best. This is about 30 
minutes of moderate physical activity on at least 5 days of the week, but 
this can be broken up. Moderate activity is roughly the same as walking 
fast whilst being able to talk to someone at the same time. 

Top 
 
 
The British Nutrition Foundation is a scientific and education charity 
which promotes healthy eating and evidence-based nutritional knowledge 
and advice. 
 

High Holborn House 
52-54 High Holborn 
London 
WC1V 6RQ 
 
Tel -  020 7404 6504   Email - postbox@nutrition.org.uk   
Web -  www.nutrition.org.uk  
 
The Food and Mood project is a resource on the website of mental 
health charity Mind, for anyone who is interested in how diet may affect 
mental and emotional health 
Web - www.mind.org.uk/foodandmood  
 
The British Heart Foundation focuses on reducing heart disease. They 
provide information on how to improve the health of your heart, support 
people with heart disease and fund research. 
 
Greater London House 
180 Hampstead Road 
London 
NW1 7AW 
 
Heart helpline- 0300 330 3311 Mon-Fri 9am-5pm 
Web- www.bhf.org.uk  
 
Coeliac UK provides information for people with coeliac disease to help 
them manage their health and diet. They also do campaigning and 
research and run local groups. 
 
 
 
 

mailto:postbox@nutrition.org.uk
http://www.nutrition.org.uk/
http://www.mind.org.uk/foodandmood
http://www.bhf.org.uk/
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3rd Floor 
Apollo Centre 
Desborough Road 
High Wycombe 
Buckinghamshire 
HP11 2QW 
 
Helpline - 0845 305 2060   Web - www.coeliac.co.uk  
 
Diabetes UK is charity providing information, support, treatment and care 
for people with diabetes. It also runs local groups. 
 
Macleod House 
10 Parkway 
London 
NW1 7AA 
 
Tel -  020 7424 1000   Email -  info@diabetes.org.uk  
Web - www.diabetes.org.uk  
 
NHS Choices provides health information and information about NHS 
services 
 
Web - www.nhs.uk  
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