
According to the National Health Surve\, one in Àve (20%) Australians aged 16-85 have a mental
health condition. During their lifetime, almost half (46%) of all Australians Zill e[perience a mental
disorder.
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Among the most common mental illnesses in Australia are an[iet\, depression and substance abuse
disorder.

Over the last decade, numerous studies have shoZn pharmac\ is Zell-placed to support people·s
mental Zellbeing. As Ze knoZ, pharmacists· role in mental health is underpinned b\ their accessibilit\
and competenc\ to refer.

Furthermore, medications, often used in conjunction Zith cognitive behaviour therap\ or
ps\chotherap\, pla\ a ke\ role in the treatment of man\ mental illnesses. Indeed, in 2019-20 there
Zere 40.7 million prescriptions Àlled for mental health-related medications in Australia. This is an
increase from the 22¬million prescriptions Àlled in 2010-11.

Antidepressants and antips\chotics are the most commonl\ prescribed medicines, Zith most
prescriptions (82.7%) coming from GPs as opposed to ps\chiatrists (7.3%).

This demonstrates the frequenc\ of contact people Zith a mental illness can have Zith their
pharmac\.·

There is also greater aZareness of the link betZeen mental and ph\sical health.¬Individuals Zith a
chronic illness are at increased risk of developing a mental health condition and vice versa. Research
shoZs that 28% of people Zith a chronic ph\sical condition also have a mental health condition.

People living Zith chronic pain are four times more likel\ to suffer from depression than those Zithout
pain.

It·s noZ Zell established that people living Zith mental illness have higher rates of mortalit\; the\ die
on average 20 \ears earlier than people Zithout mental illness and evidence shoZs this gap is
Zidening.

Research shoZs people Zith severe mental illness are si[ times more likel\ to die of cardiovascular
disease, four times more likel\ to die from respirator\ disease and tZo to four times more likel\ to die
from infectious diseases.

Back in 2014, the Mental Health and Communit\ Pharmac\ Project led b\ researchers at GrifÀth
Universit\, shoZed pharmacists are capable and Zell-placed to identif\ and support people Zith
mental illness to achieve better health outcomes from their¬medication.

Project leader Professor Amanda Wheeler tells the AJ3, ´The pilot stud\ Zas reall\ about pharmacists
implementing a medicine support service for people Zith highl\ prevalent mental disorders, such as
depression and an[iet\, and it demonstrated this Zas a useful intervention.



´Consumers appreciated the service and pharmacists Zere able to deliver it and it made a real
difference to those people living Zith depression and an[iet\. Not onl\ in terms of their medicines, but
also Zith regard to other health issues the\ Zere¬e[periencing.

´Having a trusted health professional check in on them regularl\ and keep them on track Zith their
medication Zas a huge support and it reall\ demonstrated Zhat communit\ pharmac\ can do in this
area.µ

More recentl\, Prof Wheeler co-led (alongside Dr Claire O·Reill\ from the Universit\ of S\dne\) the
Bridging the Gap BetZeen Ph\sical and Mental Illness in Communit\ Pharmac\ (PharMIbridge)
research project, funded through the Si[th Communit\ Pharmac\ Agreement.

´This project, Zhich focused on people e[periencing severe and persistent mental illness, started in
March 2020 and Ànished at the end of last \ear. It demonstrated that communit\ pharmacies have the
skills to effectivel\ engage and Zork Zith participants in the area of mental health. It also recognises
that mental health consumers Zant to engage¬Zith¬someone.

´HoZever, participating in the stud\ throughout the pandemic became ver\ difÀcult. Pharmacists had
man\ pressures from additional services, including the roll-out of the COVID vaccination program and
the provision of boosters.

´Despite these challenges, the pharmacies managed to retain the participants. Their Zillingness and
motivation to continue Zith the stud\ shoZcases their fortitude and resilience. Particularl\ as there
Zere 4 Zeeks last \ear Zhen all four of our trial regions Zere in lockdoZn and \et the pharmacies
maintained regular communication Zith participants. This Zas done via telephone or email, as Zell as
scheduling face-to-face appointment Zith them as soon as the\ could.µ

In the past, factors such as time and training have been identiÀed as barriers preventing pharmacies
from pla\ing a greater role in mental healthcare.

Prof Wheeler sa\s, ´The barrier of time Zill alZa\s be there until more of these neZ services become
remunerated. HoZever, during our stud\ pharmacies had so man\ different things the\ had to deliver
and \et the\ still managed to maintain man\ of their e[isting services and continue Zith the project.

´Programs such as Mental Health First Aid (MHFA) and the take-up of this training has reall\
addressed barriers relating to knoZledge and education. This has also had a ÁoZ-on effect in terms of
stigma. If consumers knoZ a pharmac\ has staff trained as Mental Health First Aiders, it becomes a
safe place to have those conversations.

´It gives pharmacists and their support staff more conÀdence to ask questions and perform those
check-ins. Working Zith people Zho are distressed and assisting them to seek support Zhen the\
need it has been a reall\ important step that communit\ pharmac\ has embraced.µ



In the UK and USA, studies have shoZn that GPs perform depression screening in onl\ 30% of adults
Zith chronic illness and 15% of adults Zithout chronic illness, contributing to the under-diagnosis and
under-treatment of depression.

Studies in Australia highlight an opportunit\ for pharmacists to pla\ a greater role in screening and risk
assessment for mental health using tools such as the Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ), Kessler
Ps\chological Distress Scale (K10) or the WHO-5 Well-being Inde[.

Dr Claire O·Reill\, lecturer at the Universit\ of S\dne\ Pharmac\ School, e[plains, ´A feZ \ears back
Ze did a feasibilit\ stud\ that demonstrated that pharmacists are certainl\ capable of screening and
referring people at risk of depression. HoZever, even if pharmacists are not taking a formal approach
to mental health care, the\ ma\ still be doing it in a more anecdotal Za\.

´For e[ample, it might come up in conversation as part of a product request for an herbal supplement
to assist sleep. Or ma\be \ou·re chatting about a chronic disease diagnosis, and \ou realise no one·s
talked to them about the risk of depression.µ

Dr Stephen Carbone, CEO of Prevention United³a charit\ focusing on the prevention of mental
disorders³sa\s pharmacists are on the frontline Zhen it comes to supporting people Zith chronic
illness Zho ma\ be at risk of depression, and that there are simple questions that can form part of a
basic screening.

´Firstl\, over the last tZo Zeeks have \ou been bothered b\ feeling doZn, depressed or hopeless?
Secondl\, during the past month have \ou found that things or activities \our previousl\ enjo\ed noZ
give \ou little or no¬pleasure?

´It·s just about asking do \ou feel oka\, do \ou feel a bit doZn, have \ou lost interest in things since
\ou had \our heart attack or heart problems?

´If someone comes into the pharmac\ claiming a Zhole range of ps\chosomatic s\mptoms, rather
than just taking them on face value ask \ourself if it could be depression. If \ou think it·s plausible, \ou
might gentl\ e[plore Zith some basic questions.µ

´Pharmacist are in a unique position in that the\ get to knoZ man\ of their customers quite Zell, so
can look out for non-verbal cues in people·s demeanor,µ he said. ´Are the\ looking doZn cast, do the\
appear not to be taking such good care of themselves? Ma\be the person is less chatt\ than usual, or
the\ seem ZithdraZn. If \ou notice a change or \ou simpl\ have a gut feeling, that can be enough of a
reason to have the conversation.µ

Prof Wheeler adds, ´Some pharmacies Zill not be able to provide such a Zide arra\ of professional
services due to space limitations or stafÀng amongst other factors.



´Similarl\, not all communit\ pharmacies Zill be able to offer a mental health medication revieZ
service necessaril\, but that doesn·t mean the\ can·t pla\ an important role in this area. Performing
check-ins Zith people and knoZing the support services in \our local area is also valuable.

´This is a population that might have been taking medications for some time. HoZever, this doesn·t
mean the\·re not going to beneÀt from a medicines revieZ. It·s about having the conÀdence to start the
conversation, but certainl\ performing a MedsCheck is a good opportunit\ to do this.µ

´The frequenc\ of mental health-related enquiries Ze receive in the pharmac\ has deÀnitel\ increased
since the start of the pandemic,µ sa\s pharmacist David Tran, Blooms the Chemist PadstoZ, NSW.

´The most common conditions Ze·re seeing are an[iet\, stress and panic disorders. Particularl\ during
the second lockdoZn, Zhen Ze Zere rolling out the COVID vaccine I recall a feZ people sa\ing the\
Zere e[periencing fear of being in croZded places.

´Amongst the more senior population Ze have seen cases of mild depression, particularl\ as PadstoZ
Zas identiÀed as a local government area hotspot for COVID cases, so Ze could onl\ travel Zithin a
5km radius of our homes.

´Being on the frontline, pharmacists are in an ideal position to engage the segment of the communit\
Zhere people haven·t taken that step to seek help. I believe in training our pharmac\ staff to
understand the mild signs and s\mptoms, as Zell as to recognise the information our customers might
share that ma\ call for a deeper discussion about mental health.

´Rather than taking a formal approach Ze tend to look out for the signs of s\mptoms and then appl\
our skills based on the person·s individual·s needs. For e[ample, Ze·ve had people Zho come in Zith



Zeight issues or dietar\ problems, as Zell customers Zho come in for sleeping tablets and often it·s
these t\pes of health concerns that ma\ lead to a health check.

´At Blooms Ze offer the Health\ Mind Checkup. As part of this service our staff Zere trained to
understand the signs and s\mptoms of mental health problems. We also have pharmacists Zho have
their Mental Health First Aid certiÀcate, and this has deepened their knoZledge and helped build their
conÀdence to have that conversation.

´The Health\ Mind Checkup helps us to recognise at Zhich stage the person is at and the severit\ of
their condition. We can then link them up Zith a relevant healthcare professional or allied service.

´We have a director\ of all the helplines that area available for various ages and genders. Locall\,
Ze·ve reached out to charities such as St Vincent De Paul, as sometimes it·s Ànancial stress that
brings about mental health issues; particularl\ during the pandemic Zith some people unable to Zork
or leave their local government area to access their Zorkplace due to imposed restrictions.

´We·ve also partnered Zith the Gidget Foundation to drive aZareness of postnatal depression. We
have a bab\ Zeighing service instore and this provides us Zith an opportunit\ to identif\ the signs or
s\mptoms and assist in this area.

According to the Australian Child and Adolescent Surve\ of Mental Health and Wellbeing 2013²14, an
estimated 14% of children e[perience a mental disorder. Attention deÀcit h\peractivit\ disorder (7.4%),
an[iet\ disorders (6.9%) and major depressive disorder (2.8%) Zere among the most common mental
health issues.

HoZever, a poll conducted b\ the Ro\al Children·s Hospital (2017) revealed that onl\ 35% of parents
are conÀdent the\ could identif\ the signs of a mental health problem in their child. In addition, onl\
44% of parents said the\ Zould be conÀdent in knoZing Zhere to seek help.

This highlights the need to educate and support parents to recognise the earl\ Zarning signs and seek
the appropriate help. Signs of mental health problems in children can be emotional, ph\sical or social.

Cues to Zatch out for include:

Behavioural changes (tantrums, deÀant or aggressive behaviour)

Emotional upset

ShoZs signs of Zorr\

Displa\s signs of separation an[iet\ from a parent or carer



Regresses (i.e., starts bed Zetting again or thumb sucking)

Becomes unusuall\ restless or has difÀculties pa\ing attention

DifÀcult\ sleeping

Loss of appetite

Complains of ph\sical pain Zithout a clear medical cause

WithdraZs sociall\

Of course, man\ of these s\mptoms sound like the normal ups and doZns of childhood, Zhich makes
it incredibl\ difÀcult for parents to distinguish betZeen ¶normal· behaviour and the onset of an
emerging mental health concern.

A useful resource for pharmacists to direct parents to is the Raising Children NetZork·s Raising
Health\ Minds app. The free app is designed b\ e[perts to promote children·s social and emotional
Zellbeing, alloZing parents, carers and professionals to check on a child·s development and
behaviour, or get helpful information based on the child·s age.

Raising Children NetZork director Derek McCormack tells the AJ3, ´As one of the Àrst ports-of-call
and a regular presence in the communit\ for man\ parents and carers, pharmacists are Zell-placed to
be able to talk about mental health issues. The Raising Health\ Minds app is a valuable tool
pharmacists could use as a reference themselves, or as a resource to offer to parents and carers Zho
might beneÀt from ongoing support for their famil\·s mental health and Zellbeing.

´With pharmacists on the frontline of providing care in the communit\, introducing the Raising Health\
Minds app to clients could prove to be a conversation-starter to connect Zith people Zho might need
some parenting support or reassurance to ensure their child or children are thriving sociall\ and
emotionall\.

´The free Raising Health\ Minds app can be doZnloaded from Google Pla\ and the App¬Store.µ
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