
 
 

Framework for healthy frame of mind: With the holidays over and winter in 

fullforce,mental health issues come to the forefront: 

Third-party diagnosis: Employee assistant programs lack medical diagnosis 
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January 04, 2006 

Charged with treating long-term disability cases referred by a major health plan insurer to his clinic in 
Hamilton, Dr. Richard Guscott considered himself a last resort for people dealing with depression and 
anxiety, and it frustrated him.  

Most of the patients had been off work for two, three and, in one case, four years. 'Had they been 
diagnosed and treated early on in their illness, many of them could and would have recovered and 
returned to work,' Dr. Guscott says.  

As a result, he formed Medaca Health Group two years ago with Chris Anderson. The two men have 
assembled a network of psychiatrists and general practitioners trained to deal with mental health issues 
to address this problem.  

"Our goal is to provide Canadian companies with quick, effective and standardized treatment for mental 
illness,' says Mr. Anderson, president and chief operating officer of Medaca.  

Employers can purchase treatment for employees directly from the company and avoid year-long wait 
times patients now face in a health care system unprepared to handle mental health issues.  

Medaca has signed up one large corporate client and is negotiating with another corporation.  
The company is the first of its kind in Canada and it could not have come at a better time. According to 
the World Health Organization, five of the leading 10 causes of disability are related to mental disorders. 
In less than 20 years, depression will likely be the leading cause of disability in the industrialized world.  

As many Canadians suffer from mental illness as they do from chronic conditions such as heart disease 
or diabetes. Mental illness costs Canadian businesses about $14-billion in lost productivity a year. Last 
year alone, 35% of all short-term disability claims were related to mental illness. And that is likely the tip of 
the iceberg.  

Depression and anxiety are already serious problems in the workplace.  
"Disability costs are rising substantially due to mental health related disability claims,' says Margaret 
French, principal at Mercer Human Resource Consulting in Toronto.  

"This is the fastest rising area in terms of disability incidents." In the 1990s, many companies were looking 
at wellness initiatives but those programs were abandoned as company leaders tried to grapple with what 
wellness means.  

"We need to look for a broader spectrum of solutions that take into account employees' emotional well-
being and physical well-being,' says Ms. French. 'Up to now, that has come in the form of education, 
awareness, and referral programs.'  

While Employee Assistance Programs provide a variety of counselling services to workers, they fall short 
of being able to give a medical diagnosis.  



 
 
"From coast to coast, more and more managers are being trained to recognize some of the behaviours 
and signals people give when they are in the first stages of a problem with mental illness,' says Gerry 
Smith, head of the organizational health division at Toronto-based WarrenShepell, a leading provider of 
these programs.  

"But only a medical doctor can make a diagnosis." Companies need to be more proactive in dealing with 
mental health, with education being a big part of that, he says.  

"We have to get away from mental illness as being a stigmatized illness. Lots of people are afraid to talk 
about it for fear others will think them strange. We need to get down to the grassroots levels in 
organizations and conduct wellness seminars to raise awareness. We have to talk about it, accept it and 
treat it like any other illness.'  

That still leaves the problem of access to care. The private disability management (mostly run by large 
insurance companies) and public health-care plans in Canada have failed to keep pace with demand. 'As 
a result, early intervention and treatment options for those who are sick do not exist or are, at best, 
inadequate,' Mr. Anderson says.  

"Unless you 'know someone', it will take you on average a year to see a psychiatrist. Many are needlessly 
sick and off work for years, when, with application of efficacious treatments that exists today, they could 
be back at work in weeks.  

"Not only is this bad news for the sick, it is extremely costly for corporations that must pay the disability 
bill.'  
According to Ronald Kessler of HarvardUniversity, effective early treatment of depression would lead to 
US$1,100 to US$1,800 in savings a year of treatment per treated worker. And this doesn't take into 
account cost savings from replacement costs or decreased profitability. 

 


