
Health Spotlight: Mental illness

What is mental illness?

Mental illness has previously been defined by the 
Council of Australian Governments as ‘a clinically 
diagnosable disorder that significantly interferes with 
a person’s cognitive, emotional or social abilities’. It 
can include a range of mental health problems such 
as anxiety, depression, substance use disorders and 
psychotic disorders.3

Anxiety has recently been the most common type of 
mental disorder, with 17% of Australians experiencing 
anxiety disorders in 2020-21. This type of mental illness 
includes generalised anxiety disorder, which involves 
excessive anxiety over everyday events, and specific 
phobias like agoraphobia (fear of going outside) and 
claustrophobia (fear of confined spaces).5

Other common disorders included affective mood 
disorders such as depression and bipolar, which 
impacted 8% of the population in 2020-21, and 
substance use disorders, affecting 3% of Australians 
over the same time period.3

Warning signs

Different mental illnesses will cause different 
symptoms in sufferers. For anxiety disorders, common 
symptoms include panic attacks, chronic fears or 
anxious thoughts that interfere with a person’s day 
to day life, and physical stress symptoms such as 
trembling, sweating and feeling faint.5

For mood disorders like depression, symptoms can 
include persistent feelings of sadness and negative 
thoughts, and an inability to enjoy one’s usual 
activities.

To diagnose mental illness, your doctor or mental 
health professional will often ask questions about 
your mood, your behaviour and any recent traumatic 
experiences you have had.

Risk factors

There are often a range of factors and causes that 
contribute to someone suffering a mental illness. 
These can range from genetics – if your family has a 
history of certain mental illnesses – and negative early 
childhood experiences, to recent trauma and stress in 
your adult life.6

Certain groups of people are also more at risk for 
mental illness than others. For instance, First Nations 
people are more than three times as likely to suffer 
psychological distress than the general population, and 
LGBTQI+ people suffer depression four times as often 
as other Australians, and anxiety two and a half times 
as often.

In addition, young people are particularly at risk 
for mental illness, with over 75% of mental health 
problems occurring before the age of 25.4
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•	 In 2020-21, one in five Australians experienced a mental disorder1

•	 Anxiety was the most common type of mental disorder experienced in 2020-21, affecting almost 17% of 
the population2

•	 Young people are the most common sufferers of mental health conditions, with 28% of those aged 15-24 
affected in 2020-213

•	 In 2020-21, 17.5% of Australians saw a health professional because of a mental health condition4

How to protect yourself

•	 Maintain a strong support system of family, 
friends and community that you socialise with 
regularly

•	 Maintain a healthy diet and exercise regime, 
and avoid alcohol and drugs

•	 Learn to develop mental resilience when 
coping with negative situations in life

•	 Get support from your doctor or mental health 
professional if you feel you are struggling

•	 Knowing your risk factors for developing 
mental illness, you may want to consider 
reviewing your insurance needs
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