The healthy lifestyles project: pilot data in Women with Psychosis
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ABSTRACT 
People who experience severe mental illness (SMI) are more likely to experience coronary heart disease (CHD) and a shortened lifespan than the general population.  This is because this group of people have greater risk factors for heart disease, including increased rates of smoking, obesity, diabetes, cholesterol problems, poor diet and inactivity.  In particular, women experiencing SMI are generally more overweight/obese than males with schizophrenia.  Studies have also found reduced estrogen levels in women with schizophrenia, comparable to post-menopausal status.  These factors further predispose women with mental illness to CHD.  

Aim: 
· To assess the feasibility and effectiveness of a multi-component, risk-factor intervention for (1) the reduction of CHD risk and (2) smoking cessation among female smokers with psychosis

· To examine gender differences in lifestyle and intervention outcomes

Method: 
This project was funded by the Commonwealth Department of Health and Ageing, and was conducted at 4 sites across Australia.  People experiencing psychosis, who smoked and had a body mass index (BMI) >30 participated in this study.  Participants completed an initial assessment, followed by 9 therapy sessions over 13 weeks, and a final assessment at 15 weeks.  The intervention included motivational interviewing, cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) and provision of education and resources. Nicotine Replacement Therapy (NRT) was also offered to participants.  

Results: 
A total of 43 participants were recruited across the 4 sites.  Of these, 18 (42%) were female.  The mean age of female participants was 37.9 years.  The most common diagnoses were schizophrenia (39%) and schizoaffective disorder (39%).  Eighty-three percent of female participants were taking antipsychotic medication.  

After participating in this multi-component intervention, female participants significantly reduced the number of cigarettes they smoked per day, their weight and BMI, and their quality of life related to weight significantly improved.  They also significantly increased their level of physical activity.  There was a significant reduction in overall CHD risk score for female participants.  

Conclusion: 

The general health of women with serious mental illness deserves specific attention, particularly as they do have significant risk factors for CHD.  The intervention in this study successfully addresses this need.  Women with SMI are interested in their physical health, and are both willing, and able to make significant and positive lifestyle changes.
