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MEDICAL MISOGYNY
AN AGE SERIES

Australia’s ‘‘gender-neutral’’
healthcare system is failingwomen
in theirmost vulnerable stagesof
life, according to anewreport that
founddramaticallyhigher ratesof
mental illness amongwomenwith
physical conditions thatdon’t affect
men.
More thanhalf ofAustralian

women livewithmental health
issues, andone in fourhave severe
mental health conditions, according
to the latest reportbyadvocacy
group theLiptemberFoundation
and theGeorge Institute ofGlobal
Health.
Womenwith female-specific

physical health conditions, suchas
endometriosis, gynaecological
cancersandbirth trauma,have
significantlyhigher ratesof
psychological distress thanhealthy
womenor thosewhosehealth
concernsarealso experiencedby
men.
Thefindingsarebasedona

nationally representative surveyof
7000womenconductedbyNeilsen
inMarch.
LiptemberFoundation research

leadKatrinaLocandro saidwomen

were ‘‘being failedbya systemthat
wasneverdesignedwith theirneeds
inmind’’.
‘‘Women’smental health isnot a

niche issue. It needs tobeanational
priority,’’ she said.
The survey foundanalarming

rise inbody image issues for 14- to
19-year-olds (from48percent in
2024 to64per cent in 2025) aswell
as suicidal thoughts andself-harm
(16per cent to 25per cent) in the
sameagegroup.
More thanone in three

menopausal orperimenopausal
womenhaddepressionoranxiety
(37per cent).
The researchersalso found45per

cent ofwomenwith female-specific
physical health conditions reported
severemental distress versus24per

cent ofwomen in thegeneral
population.
But43per cent ofwomendidnot

seek support, for reasons including
that theybelieved theycould
manageon their own, theycouldn’t
afford support, and theydidn’t
consider theirmental health issues
serious enough towarrant it.
Report co-authorProfessor

BronwynGraham,aclinical
psychologist anddirectorof the
George Institute’sCentre forSex
andGenderEquity inHealthand
Medicine, said therewasa
dangerousand false assumption
amongdecision-makers that
healthcare systemswereworking
fine forwomen.
‘‘Wesee such strongsexand

genderdifferences in theprevalence
rates, risk factors andsymptomsof
mental illness, butweare still taking
a sexandgender-neutral approach
toaddressing these issues, and it’s
justnotgoodenough,’’ she said.
‘‘It doesnot servemenwell,

either.Wehave to takea sexand
gender-responsiveapproach
because the system just isn’t
working for anyone.’’
BelindaClarke still can’t talk

about the traumatic birthof her son
Caleb.He turned 16 lastweek.
‘‘If I start tounpack itwithmy

traumatherapist . . . I can’t breathe,’’
Clarke, 46, said.
WhenCalebwasborn,Clarke

suffereda life-threatening
postpartumhaemorrhage.
HerGPdiagnosedherwith

postpartumdepression, but
antidepressantsdidn’t touch the
sidesof thepsychological effects of
her trauma,Clarke said. ‘‘Iwas ina
verydark space. Iwashaving
terribleflashbacks. I still do.’’
Clarkewasdiagnosedwithpost-

traumatic stressdisorderafterher
second traumaticbirthwithher son,
Cody, now14.
Hermental distresswouldbe

compoundedwhenherheart
stoppedduring thecaesarean
sectionbirthof her thirdchild,Bella,
10.Within twoyears,Clarkewas
diagnosedwitha severekidney
disorderandameningiomabrain
tumour.
‘‘Itwas likea tidalwave. I could

never comeup forair,’’ Clarke said.
‘‘If I hadsomeone tohelpmewith
my trauma fromthebeginning,
rightback to themidwivesatmy

son’sbirth, I think Iwould still have
it, but I couldhaveworked through
it.’’
A thirdofwomenwithmental

health issueswhohadexperienced
physical birth traumahadPTSD2.1
timesmore than thegeneral
populationwithmental health
issues.Thesewomenwerealso 12
timesmore likely tohaveperinatal
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psychosis, 11 timesmore likely to
haveprenatal anxietyandnine
timesmore likely tohaveperinatal
depression, according to the report.
Grahamsaid therewasa lackof

education forhealthprofessionals
abouthowthe stressorsover the
courseof awoman’s life can
compoundmental health concerns.
‘‘I don’t think it’s a coincidence

that some life stageswherewesee
the risk inmental healtharealso the
life stageswherewomenhavebeen
expected to care for others,’’
Grahamsaid, referring to the
periodswomenarechildbearing,
caring for youngchildrenandcaring
for ageingparents. ‘‘Weknowthat
hormonal fluctuations can increase
vulnerability tomental health

conditions, but thenyou’vegot those
same timesof societal, cultural
expectationsofneeding to lookafter
everybody.That’s aperfect storm.’’
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BlackDog Instituteheadof
clinical researchProfessorJill
Newbysaid the reportwas
overwhelmingandsobering.
‘‘Whenphysical andmental

healthproblemsoccur together,
theydon’t just addup, theymultiply,
especially for female-specific
issues,’’Newbysaid.
‘‘There’s also increasedstigma

for issues like vaginal issuesand
painhaving sex.Theycanbe
isolating, placepressureon
relationshipsand increase the risk
ofdepression, anxietyand trauma.’’

The report found thatwomen
withendometriosis hadmore than
double the rateof premenstrual
dysphoricdisorder (11 per cent) of all
womenwithmental health issues.
RatesofAlzheimer’swere 14 times
higheramongwomenwith the
addedburdenof ovarianor cervical
cancerand four timeshigher for
womenwithbreast canceraswell as
mental health issues.
Bulimiawas six timesmore likely

amongmentallydistressedwomen
whoalsohad fertility issues, and
womenwhohadmiscarriageor
stillbirthwere 1.8 timesmore likely
to experiencePTSD(33per cent)
andsuicidal thoughts andself-harm
(20percent).
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