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 Broad definition – the co-occurrence of two or more 
disorders in a person within a specified timeframe 
(i.e., lifetime, current)

 Our focus here: the co-occurrence of an AOD use 
disorder/condition with one or more mental health 
disorders/conditions

‘Comorbidity’ or ‘co-occurring conditions’
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 Other types of comorbid/co-occurring conditions:
 AOD use disorders (including smoking/vaping)
 Physical health conditions (e.g., cirrhosis, hepatitis, heart 

disease, diabetes
 Intellectual and learning disabilities
 Cognitive impairment
 Chronic pain

 Often referred to as ‘dual diagnosis’ - misnomer

‘Comorbidity’ or ‘co-occurring conditions’
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 Mental and substance use disorders are two 
of Australia’s most common and burdensome 
health conditions, affecting 1 in 5 each year

 They frequently co-occur

 Estimated that at least one in two entrants to 
AOD treatment have a co-occurring mental 
health condition

Co-occurring disorders are common 



12-91%

5-66% 2-72%

4-53%

1-52%
disorders 27-85%

depression
2-41%

2-6%

2-34%

How common are co-occurring disorders?
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 Many people present to treatment experiencing symptoms of 
disorders while not meeting criteria for a diagnosis of a 
disorder

 So what?
 May not meet full diagnostic criteria according to the 

classification systems, their symptoms may impact significantly 
on functioning and treatment outcomes

How common are co-occurring disorders?
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Complex presentations

Complex trauma 
histories

More severe & extensive 
drug use histories

Poorer physical & 
mental health

Increased risk of self-
harm & suicide

Poorer social, occupational 
& interpersonal functioning 

Reduced life 
expectancy



People with mental or substance use disorders die 
an astonishing 20 to 30 years earlier than the 

general population, and spend the last ten years 
of life living with disabling chronic illnesses



Research has shown that people 
with co-occurring mental health 

conditions can benefit just as 
much as those without from usual 

AOD treatment 

With co-occurring conditions
Without co-occurring 
conditions
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 Lack of resources for AOD workers
 AOD workers reported feeling overwhelmed and fearful of treating 

mental health conditions
 Educational resources for AOD workers identified as a priority, by 

numerous reviews, policy documents and by AOD workers themselves
 In terms of AOD workforce development, the management of co-

occurring mental health conditions been described as: 

Strengthening workforce capacity

“the single most important issue…a matter akin to 
blood-borne viruses in the 1980s”
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AOD Sector

Organisations/services

Workforce

Program of work

Website Online 
training

Train the 
trainer

Skills-based 
training

Webinar 
library

Guidelines Community 
of Practice

Implementation toolkit

National practice 
standards



Development of an online platform 
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 Funded by the Australian Government Department of Health and 
Aged Care

 Designed for professionals in Australia who work with people 
experiencing co-occurring AOD use and mental health conditions

 Overall goal is to positively impact the health outcomes of people 
who experience co-occurring AOD use and mental health 
conditions

Community of practice
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Development and aims
 Development based on:

 Evidence 

 Focus group consultations with 
stakeholders (involving 
clinicians, people with lived and 
living experience, family and 
loved ones, researchers)

 Aims:

 Provide a platform where members 
can connect

 Access evidence-based resources

 Engage and collaborate with other 
professionals in this field

 Enhance practice

 Ultimately positively impact health 
outcomes of people who experience 
co-occurring conditions
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 Working or affiliated with an AOD service or organisation or 
work in another capacity with people who use AOD
 E.g., addiction medicine specialist, AOD worker, counsellor, general 

practitioner, nurse, other allied health professional, peer worker, people 
in identified lived experience roles, pharmacist, psychiatrist, 
psychologist, residential support worker, social worker

Intended audience



Community of 
Practice: home

Register/login to 
training



Feed



Feed



Feed



Feed
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Join communities



Subscribe to topics
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Build connections
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Access a calendar of events
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To be notified when the Community is live

 Please scan the QR code or

 Follow this link below: 
https://community.comorbidity.or
g.au/

https://community.comorbidity.org.au/
https://community.comorbidity.org.au/


Thank you!

Questions?

sally.boardman@sydney.edu.au

www.comorbidityguidelines.org.au
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