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1. Introduction

Aim

To undertake a scoping of readily available 
literature on the role of the mental health nurse 
(MHN) in improving the physical health care of 
people diagnosed with severe mental illness as 
part of the Parity of Esteem Work Programme.

Scoping Question

No scoping question was identified, but the 
work relates to the role of the MHN in the 
physical health of people diagnosed with 
severe mental illness in the context of the 
RCN’s Parity of Esteem Work Programme. The 
scope covers the role specifics, what may work 
in reducing the mortality gap, the skills and 
resources MHNs need and the systems that are 
in place to enable them to work effectively.

Search Strategy

An opportunistic search was undertaken by 
the author using Google and Google Scholar, 
and only articles that were immediately 
available, or readily available through 
the RCN Library Service were reviewed. 
Additional searches were undertaken 
through the RCN Library’s A-Z journals 
pages. Additional articles were identified 
through scanning the reference lists of 
articles obtained. All reviewed articles are 
listed in the evidence table, which can be 
found in the Appendix.

Limitations

The scoping review does not follow the 
usual trajectory of an evidence review due 
to database and time limitations which will 
affect the number of returns. As such, the 
findings should be treated with caution. 
Articles reporting quantitative findings 
(10/38) report the key limitations as limited 
generalisability of findings largely due to 
small sample sizes, inherent bias, or only 
being carried out in one location. Articles 
reporting qualitative findings (12/38) also 
report limited generalisability for similar 
reasons. However, another way of describing 
the limits of the qualitative studies is 
transferability, which is synonymous 
with generalisability. Transferability and 
generalisability are established by providing 
the readers of research with some evidence 
that the findings may be applicable to other 
contexts, situations, times and populations. 
The majority of articles are literature 
reviews, (14/38), two of which are systematic 
reviews. Of these only the systematic 
reviews and one literature review reported 
limitations. Overall, out of the 38 articles 
scoped, 18 failed to report any limitations, 
however 2/38 were abstracts only, and 1/38 
was an expert opinion paper (see Appendix).



ROYAL COLLEGE OF NURSING

5

2. Key Findings
The key findings centre on the scale of 
the problem, the role of the mental health 
nurse and other health care professionals 
in improving the physical health of clients 
diagnosed with severe mental illness, the 
incentives and barriers to reducing the rate 
of premature mortality, and the potential 
solutions that have been identified in the 
literature reviewed.

The Scale of the Problem

People diagnosed with severe mental 
illness have been identified as experiencing 
inequalities and disparities in meeting 
their physical health care needs. This 
ultimately results in them being at high risk 
of morbidity and experiencing much earlier 
death than the general population1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

9 10 11 12 13. An international paper describing 
a multi-level model aimed at reducing high 
levels of premature death states “Persons 
with severe mental health disorders…
die 20 to 30 years earlier than the general 
population…this mortality has been well 
documented in a number of meta-analyses 
and systematic reviews”36. The causes of 
death among this client population are due 
to “preventable physical diseases”36 and 
have been identified as the natural causes 
that lead to death in the wider population. 
The most notable causes of early death 
include cardiovascular disease2 6 7 9 13 14, 
respiratory diseases 1 3 13, diabetes 3 4 13, 
infectious diseases3, cancers 2 3 24 27 and HIV3 

13. Researchers have estimated the number 
of years of life lost ranges from 10 to 30 
years1 7 30, and the reasons for this have been 
identified as the risky health behaviours 
and lifestyles of this client population3 10 13, 
the effects of psychotropic medications3 8 11 

24 28, and limited monitoring and assessment 
of the physical health needs of clients 
diagnosed with severe mental illness3 4 22 

24 20 21 34 35. What the research findings also 
reveal is that people diagnosed with severe 

mental illness do not die prematurely only as 
a result of suicide27. According to Liu et al36 
the patterns of premature mortality appear 
similar across countries.

While the dangers of poor physical health 
have been known for a number of years, 
there remains a significant level of concern 
over the health inequalities that continue 
to be experienced by those diagnosed with 
severe mental illness8 10 20 21. This has led 
some commentators to argue that while the 
life expectancy of the general population 
has increased significantly since 1960, the 
life expectancy of those diagnosed with 
severe mental illness has reduced23. This is 
reinforced more recently by Liu et al36 who 
argue that little progress has been made and 
“evidence suggests the gap may be increasing 
over time…recently published studies show 
standardised mortality ratios are higher than 
those previously reported”.

The Role of the MHN

Commentators have identified the main 
role of the MHN as one of assessment and 
monitoring the physical health care of clients 
diagnosed with severe mental illness3 13 19 24. 
However, a number of issues are raised in 
relation to how well-equipped and supported 
MHNs are in being able to fulfil this role. 
Research indicates that MHNs have reported 
confidence in providing advice on diet, 
smoking cessation24, weight management35, 
and monitoring blood pressure35. However, 
nurses who themselves were smokers 
were found to display a more permissive 
attitude to clients who smoked, perceiving 
smoking to be a coping mechanism, 
rather than a key contributory factor in 
cardiovascular disease24. Nurses reported 
feeling much less confident in relation to 
discussing medication side effects or sexual 
behaviours11 24. Some nurses felt these last 
two activities were the role of the doctor11.
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While confidence was identified by nurses 
as a factor in how they felt they were able to 
fulfil a monitoring and assessment role, they 
also cited a lack of knowledge and skills1 4 14 19 

29 35, systemic issues linked to fragmentation 
of services8 15, lack of training and education3 

9 10 11 19 22 24 34, and the lack of policies and 
guidance for practice11 30 34. 

A study exploring MHNs’ view of their 
role reported that nurses shared a clear 
commitment to physical health monitoring 
and screening in mental health settings34. 
However, nurses also acknowledged that a 
lack of knowledge and skills was a hindrance, 
and many nurses reported having no 
access to physical health training34. The 
author concludes that there is a need to 
focus training on individual and social 
determinants of health that contribute to 
the poor physical health of people with 
severe mental illness. What is required 
is an inclusive, robust system in practice, 
in which there is clear guidance and 
information around referral pathways, and 
support for nurses working with clients 
who have complex, diverse health needs. 
Physical care monitoring policies should be 
easily accessible and clear. Furthermore, 
mandatory training as well as continuing 
professional development courses should 
reflect physical health skills in addition to 
mental health skills34.

The literature also flags an element of 
ambivalence from nurses on whether it is 
their role to assess and monitor clients’ 
physical health14. However, there was a 
recognition that this ambivalence was 
complex and multi-layered, reflecting 
perceptions of the relationship between 
physical and mental health14 23.  Some 
commentators suggest that despite an 
acknowledgement of the importance of the risks to 
physical health, nurses still displayed a tendency to 
mainly focus on mental health issues33.

A number of authors highlight challenges 
resulting from the continuing lack of clarity 
about who should provide health promotion 
together with the realisation that responsibility 
lies with health care professionals working 
across primary and secondary care1. While 
MHNs have been identified as being well 
positioned to have a positive impact on 
the mental and physical health of those 
diagnosed with severe mental illness, the sole 
responsibility for health promotion cannot just 
rest on their shoulders1. 

Some commentators argue that defining the 
role of the MHN remains problematic and 
is tempered not only by a lack of clarity, but 
also by a lack of knowledge and confidence. 
Furthermore, poor communication between 
health care services, in which primary 
care professionals lack knowledge about 
severe mental illness3 and secondary 
care professionals lack knowledge about 
primary care screening leads to a failure of 
both sectors to take responsibility for the 
physical health needs of clients with severe 
mental illness. A key consequence has been 
described as diagnostic overshadowing, 
whereby physical health concerns will often 
be attributed to a person’s mental illness28 

31 32. A further challenge identified, as a 
result of the lack of clarity around roles 
and responsibilities aligned to screening, 
assessment and monitoring of physical 
health needs, is a lack of follow-up19 21.  One 
researcher reports nurse concerns that 
screening was seen as a legal requirement, 
and any failure to follow up and complete the 
process could create legal liability21.

While MHNs were cognisant of their role 
in health promotion5 8 12 18 22 30, the literature 
identifies the importance of ensuring a 
multi-disciplinary approach which would 
include secondary, primary and community 
care workers2 3 6 9 10 19 15 and the role of 
specialist nurses20.
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Incentives to Reduce the Rate of 
Premature Mortality in Those 
Diagnosed with Severe Mental Illness

Research exploring the perspectives of 
service users1 revealed that professionals 
often fail to view clients holistically despite 
the link between mental and physical health. 
Users also felt that a continued focus on ill-
health rather than health promotion often 
took place in a paternalistic environment 
with rigid adherence to the medical model 
and a continued failure to take users’ 
physical health concerns seriously1. A 
systematic review16 identified evidence to 
suggest the integration of mental and physical 
health care services may significantly reduce 
disparity. The authors argued the need to 
adapt the role of the MHN to include regular 
assessment of physical health needs and 
appropriate interventions, and suggested 
that MHNs already have many of the skills 
required to provide such interventions.

A study investigating user perspectives 
found that one of the greatest incentives 
was a desire to lose weight, which was 
the single most important motivator for 
attending lifestyle interventions identified 
by users. The social benefits associated 

with attendance at lifestyle interventions 
were peer and staff support, and building 
relationships. Users valued the environment, 
context and the role and characteristics 
of the health care professional delivering 
the lifestyle interventions29. These staff 
characteristics were identified as being 
helpful, knowledgeable, informative and 
approachable. The benefits associated with 
reducing early mortality rates for people 
diagnosed with severe mental illness 
includes symptom reductions, and targeted 
support that helps users make the necessary 
lifestyle and behaviour changes in order to 
live a longer, healthier life29.

From a provider perspective incentives have 
been identified as increased knowledge and 
skills, facilitated through the provision of post-
registration training10 12 19 24 32, improvements 
in the quality of patient care, and increased 
morale and job satisfaction for nurses37.

In terms of the incentives for the wider 
society, any decrease in the mortality of 
those diagnosed with severe mental illness 
lies in the reduction of inequalities and 
disparities in service provision, and the 
enhancement of the human rights of this 
section of the population8.
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Barriers to the Reduction in the Rate 
of Premature Mortality in Those 
Diagnosed with Severe Mental Illness

A number of barriers have been identified 
that can be located at different levels of the 
service. System-related barriers include 
the separation of physical and mental 
health services leading to fragmentation of 
services. Organisation level barriers include 
a continued emphasis on the biomedical 
model which focuses on ill-health rather than 
health promotion, diagnostic overshadowing, 
and continued stigma associated with mental 
illness. Individual level barriers include 
professional attitudes, client behaviour and 
lifestyle choices, and user non-compliance 
with advice on medication3 18 19 22 29 30 34 35.

The issue of diagnostic overshadowing has 
been reported as a significant phenomenon 
in the literature28, where it has been 
identified as a cause of misdiagnosis of 
people with mental illness who present 
with physical symptoms31. Diagnostic 
overshadowing is the misattribution of 
physical symptoms to mental illness31. 
Factors contributing to diagnostic 
overshadowing are “…complex presentations 
or aspects related to poor communication 
or the challenging behaviour of the 
patient”31. Other contributory factors include 
overcrowding and noise in the emergency 
department, time pressures, targets, and the 
stigmatising attitudes of staff31. To counteract 
the impact of diagnostic overshadowing, 
greater joint working between psychiatric 
and emergency department staff is needed31 

28, and further operationalisation of the 
procedures used to reduce disagreements 
about where responsibility lies31.

Since early 2002 the UK government has 
focused on improving the physical health of 
people diagnosed with severe mental illness 
but international research reveals a number 
of barriers to accessing appropriate services, 

and these emanate from users, professionals 
and organisation bureaucracy22.  This 
research has focused mainly on the 
professional, rather than the user view, and 
reveals how the quality of care is compromised 
by a number of practical problems and 
interpersonal difficulties between users, health 
care professionals and between mental and 
physical health care providers22. 

Service-related barriers are identified in the 
way clients’ physical health needs are often 
overlooked, the failure to screen, assess and 
monitor, and the continued lack of clarity 
about who is responsible for providing 
health promotion3. Illness-related barriers 
have been identified as the consequence of 
those with serious mental illness failing to 
report physical health problems that may 
have arisen as a result of risky behaviours, 
including smoking, substance and alcohol 
abuse, poor diet and unsafe sexual practices3 

26. Treatment-related barriers are identified 
as medication side effects which can lead to 
weight gain, diabetes, cardiovascular disease, 
metabolic syndrome, eye and dental health, 
and sexual effects26. These barriers may be 
exacerbated by MHNs’ lack of confidence in 
discussing and giving advice on sexual health 
and medication side effects as reported above.

An additional barrier has been identified as 
a lack of consensus regarding the frequency 
and type of monitoring required, and 
although guidelines and policies exist, these 
are not always implemented30. One study 
exploring the boundaries of care provision 
applied implementation theory to examine 
the capability of the health care system to 
integrate physical health promotion into 
mental health delivery and identified several 
boundaries existing around illness, provision 
of services, sectors, the health care system, 
and society30. The authors argue these multi-
level boundaries, combined with whether or 
how people feel enabled to integrate physical 
health promotion into existing practice, act 
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as significant barriers to the adoption of 
evidence-based guidance in practice30.

Other barriers include the beliefs and 
attitudes of users toward the promotion of a 
healthy lifestyle, which may vary depending 
on the mental illness they have been 
diagnosed with18, and the attitudes of health 
care professionals29 31 34. One commentator 
has suggested that it is important to consider 
users’ readiness to engage in screening 
and monitoring, and has described this as 
“therapeutic nihilism” which is identified as 
a “term often used to denote ambivalence by 
service users to engage in care interventions”34.

Roberts & Bailey argue that an invisible 
barrier is the negative or defeatist attitudes 
of staff, and they go on to suggest the 
evidence strongly supports this view29.  
This finding is also supported by research 
exploring the views of emergency department 

staff which reports how clinicians’ attitudes 
towards those with mental health issues have 
a tendency to stigmatise these clients and this 
also results in avoiding such clients due to the 
fear of violence28. This is echoed by others who 
suggest that the stereotypical views held by 
professionals and the public alike about people 
with mental illness often prevent those people 
from accessing help about their physical health 
concerns34. Furthermore, Mwebe argues that 
“mental health nurses are strategically placed 
to address the stigma of mental illness by 
challenging stereotypical attitudes…towards 
people with severe mental illness”34. 

Other barriers have been identified as resource 
allocation and local culture34, nurse workload and 
lack of client compliance with advice given35.



SCOPING SELECTED LITERATURE ON THE ROLE OF THE MENTAL HEALTH NURSE

10

The literature reviewed proposes a range 
of solutions that may help reduce early 
mortality in those diagnosed with severe 
mental illness. These solutions can be placed 
on a continuum of system, organisation 
and individual levels. At the system level 
these include the re-integration of physical 
and mental health services. Organisation 
level solutions include the provision of post-
registration training and education and 
the introduction of specialist nurses into 
mental health settings. At the organisation 
and individual level, proposed solutions 
include the use of checklists and tools, the 
implementation of guidelines and policies, 
and a greater emphasis on health promotion 
interventions.

Limited detail is provided on what will be 
required to initiate the re-integration of 
physical and mental health services. However, 
a systematic review notes “There is evidence 
to suggest that the integration of mental 
and physical health care services might 
significantly reduce the disparity observed 
between populations with and without mental 
illness…”16. The authors suggest that the 
mental health nursing profession have a key 
role to play in assessing physical health needs 
and delivering the necessary interventions. 
The authors also state that while MHNs have 
many of the skills needed to provide successful 
behaviour interventions, they will require “…
ongoing education and training [which] will 
require systemic support….”16. 

Others have suggested that integration of 
physical and mental health services could be 
facilitated through better co-ordination and 
active engagement with the physical health 
of patients with mental illness through the 
development of GP-led clinics with health 
community teams attached to them. This 
would facilitate greater involvement of 
psychiatrists and the development of shared 
care to establish full integration between 
physical and mental health services22.

Regardless of the changes that have been 
made to nurse education, the literature 
reveals that MHNs report feeling less 
confident and unprepared to address the 
physical health care needs of their clients. 
This is a problem that has been reported 
by nurses in other Western countries who 
have undergone different education and 
training programmes32. This has led some 
commentators to argue that the evidence 
suggests the provision of physical health 
care by MHNs is not simply a question of 
education and training, but is due to the 
lack of opportunities MHNs have to practise 
skills that may impact on their level of 
competence and confidence in engaging with 
physical health activities32. Furthermore, the 
same authors argue that the political shift 
from hospital to community may also have 
complicated the situation. The solution is 
more than changing pre-registration nursing 
curricula, there is also a need for greater 
interprofessional collaboration, and more 
opportunities to practise new knowledge 
and skills, as well as a requirement for a 
change in attitudes and a need for service 
flexibility32. For this to happen, robust 
post-qualification training and education 
programmes need to be provided together 
with opportunities to practise skills and 
build confidence32. This is echoed by others 
who suggest that continuing professional 
development programmes aimed at MHNs 
should reflect physical health skills and not 
just training in mental health practice34.

Happell et al argue for the provision of 
specialist nurses in mental health settings 
to support MHNs to assess and monitor 
the physical health care needs of their 
client population20 21. They suggest that 
MHNs should work more closely with their 
colleagues in general health and there is a 
growing interest in the benefits that could 
accrue from co-locating physical health 
care in community mental health settings25. 

3. Proposed Solutions
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While assessing and monitoring physical 
health does lie within the scope of mental 
health nursing practice, Happell et al argue 
that expecting MHNs to attend to both 
the physical and mental health needs of 
their clients may be unrealistic given their 
other priorities and demands on their time.  
Furthermore, they argue that MHNs have 
divergent attitudes towards the provision of 
physical health care as well as differing levels 
of skills and knowledge to do this. 

The solution offered is the provision of a 
physical health nurse consultant into the 
mental health setting to bridge the gap, with 
the specific role of monitoring the physical 
health of those with serious mental illness. 
They also refer to this role as a cardio-
metabolic nurse21. An additional benefit 
for this dedicated role would be to reduce 
the burden on users to attend different 
locations for physical health care. The authors 
cite supporting evidence which shows that 
dedicated nurse-led roles aimed at improving 
access to quality primary care result in 
significant improvements in physical health 
behaviours and outcomes. They conclude 
that introducing such a role would be an 
immediate and decisive response to reduce 
the inequalities and disparities experienced by 
people diagnosed with severe mental illness25.

Mwebe34 reports how nurses wanted a more 
robust inclusive system in practice, one with 
clear guidance and information around 
referral pathways and policies that should 
be easily accessible and clearly state the 
functions and roles of all the mental health 
professionals responsible for addressing 
physical health needs and health promotion. 
Nurses also supported the need for a physical 
health lead nurse who could act as a go-to 
resource for staff who needed clear guidance 
around physical health issues34.

Health promotion guidelines have been 
recommended as a means of improving the 

physical health care of people with severe 
mental illness, but there is little agreement 
about the nature of the work associated 
with improving physical health, whose 
responsibility it is, and how work would be 
enacted30. The successful implementation 
of evidence-based guidelines is necessary to 
determine how sectors and disciplines should 
work collaboratively in overcoming boundaries 
to care and to integrate physical health 
promotion. However, it is also acknowledged 
that the successful implementation of evidence-
based guidelines are heavily reliant on the 
capability of the workforce to develop and 
adopt boundary-mediating strategies30. 

Another solution has been identified as 
checklists and tools as a way of supporting 
MHNs to improve the physical health needs of 
their clients. One such tool has been identified 
as the Health Improvement Profile (HIP) 
which was introduced into the NHS in 20094. 
The HIP has been implemented in Australia14, 
Hong Kong33 and Thailand38, been developed 
for use in primary care9 and evaluated7. 

The HIP addresses the major health priorities 
in the general population, health problems 
where there is evidence of increased morbidity 
and mortality in people diagnosed with 
severe mental illness, and health behaviours. 
It flags each health parameter, assigning 
green if healthy, and red if evidence-based 
action is required. The developers have 
created a training manual10 and their aim is to 
implement high population change4.

A pragmatic case evaluation of users’ 
and clinicians’ perspectives of the HIP in 
the community report 189 health issues 
were identified using the HIP. The items 
most frequently flagged red and in need 
of intervention were BMI, breast self-
examination, waist circumference and diet. 
The authors found considerable physical 
morbidity in all patients. In addition, 
they report a concern that the HIP, while 
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facilitating a recognition of potential physical 
health issues, may also underestimate actual 
morbidity, suggesting a need for additional 
training to support MHNs in using the 
HIP, especially in relation to asking about 
sensitive subjects7.

Other commentators suggest that through using 
the HIP, MHNs can be sensitised, prepared and 
empowered to turn this serious health issue 
around. The HIP was adapted for use in Australia 
and supported MHNs to identify, record, work 
with consumers, and work collaboratively with 
psychiatrists and other stakeholders. The authors 
conclude that the mental health benefits are 
likely to result from physical intervention given 
the intrinsic connection between the primary 
and mental health care identified in multi-
disciplinary team-working14.

Adapting the HIP for use in Hong Kong, 
researchers identified four key themes: 

1. The influence on nursing practice 
including an increased focus on physical 
health, working comprehensively 
and systematically, and providing 
opportunities for health education. 

2. Service-related implementation 
challenges including referral frustrations, 
the need for targeted multi-disciplinary 
team services, and the need to introduce 
lifestyle intervention groups. 

3. Raising clients’ awareness of the state of 
their physical health, leading to increased 
motivation for lifestyle changes, and 
the opportunity to observe behavioural 
changes in clients. 

4. An understanding of the adaptations 
needed for using the HIP, including 
understandable units of measurement, 
the need to adjust parameters for local 
population, and the requirement for 
a Chinese language version and the 
incorporation of traditional Chinese 
medicine33. 

The authors suggest that refocusing nurses’ 
attention on physical needs appears to have 
improved nurses’ physical health literacy, 
and reinforced the importance of holistic 
care. However, despite acknowledging the 
importance of the risks to physical health, 
nurses maintained some ambivalence about 
whose role it should be, and also displayed 
a tendency to focus on mental health issues. 
Furthermore, the authors report that using 
the HIP revealed gaps in nurse knowledge 
and skills beyond physical health, which they 
argue were beyond the content provided in 
the intervention training33. 

A quasi-experimental study carried out in 
Thailand used a before and after model to 
investigate the impact of the Thai HIP on 
the physical health and health behaviours of 
people diagnosed with schizophrenia over 
a 12-month period. The authors report a 
significant reduction in BMI and bodyweight, 
and a significant decrease in the number of 
red-flagged parameters, suggesting lowered 
potential health risks. The findings suggest the 
HIP intervention has the potential for improving 
the physical health of those diagnosed with 
severe mental illness when incorporated into 
routine community mental health care38.
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This scoping report has described the scale of the problem facing mental health professionals 
in improving the physical health care of people diagnosed with severe mental illness. 
Research over the last 18 years has revealed the increasing rates of premature mortality 
which far exceed premature mortality rates in the general population. The main reason for 
this inequality has been identified as a failure to screen, assess and monitor the physical 
health of people with severe mental illness and an associated failure to focus energy and 
resources on health promotion rather than ill-health. 

A number of incentives and barriers have been identified as well as a range of potential solutions 
to improve the quality of care delivered to people with severe mental illness. A key focus has been 
to explore the role of the MHN in reducing the inequalities and disparities experienced by this 
section of the population. However, some caution is needed in thinking that the sole responsibility 
for improvement should rest on the shoulders of individual MHNs, or on the wider mental health 
nursing profession.  It has been shown that such responsibility must be shared across secondary, 
primary and community health care professionals, managers and leaders.

Furthermore, the literature reviewed raises a number of challenges associated with improving 
the care experiences of those who are diagnosed with severe mental illness. It reveals how these 
challenges are apparent at system, organisation and individual level, and will only be improved 
through multi-disciplinary collaboration and partnership working. The Health Improvement 
Profile has been identified as a potential evidence-based intervention that could support 
improvements in the physical health of people diagnosed with severe mental illness.

Implications for Mental Health Nursing

Implications for practice reflect the common themes within this review and the key messages 
emerging from a recent survey of RCN membersa. Together these suggest that the future role 
and focus for mental health nursing should aim to:

• shift the role from managing mental health to managing health promotion

• promote service models that integrate mental and physical health

• create improved accountability within the system to ensure there is an effective primary 
care response to reduce the risk of diagnostic overshadowing and undertake effective 
monitoring

• stress the importance of having systemic support to maintain skills and competence with 
new roles in mental health settings (for example, physical health care nurses in mental 
health settings)

• promote creative commissioning that enables MHNs to work in and across communities 
in order to tackle the social determinants of care.

a RCN (2018) Parity of Esteem Report, 007 109

4. Summary
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