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U p to 20% of Canadians—one in five peo-
ple across the nation—will personally 
experience a mental illness at some point 

in their lives. That statistic, from the Canadian 
Mental Health Association (CMHA), is further 
heightened by the fact that nearly every Cana-
dian will be indirectly affected by mental illness 
through interactions with friends, family mem-
bers or co-workers dealing with mental health 
challenges.

But when it comes to mental health, that high 
level of prevalence hasn’t equated to better lev-
els of prevention—or proper treatment. CMHA 
notes that nearly half of those who say they have 
struggled with depression or anxiety have not 
sought medical care from a doctor. The orga-
nization reports that many people decide not 
to seek care because of a fear of discrimination 
or the stigma associated with mental illness. For 
many others, however, the barrier has been the 
cost of seeing a mental health professional. 

This is where Manulife, an international fi-
nancial services group with its global headquar-
ters in Toronto, Ontario, saw an opportunity to 
help its employees in Canada. Through the use 
of employee focus groups, Manulife discovered 
that its workers wanted to receive more support 
for mental health. The company examined the 
offerings of other organizations and analyzed the 
most effective mental health treatments. Begin-
ning January 1, 2017, with a redesigned benefits 
plan, Manulife increased its mental health ben-
efits for employees in Canada, allowing them to 
receive fully paid mental health treatment up to 
$10,000 per person per year. This amount can be 
used for dependent family members as well.

“We wanted to remove the cost barrier so that 
employees and their families could get the care 

they need, when they need it,” said Maria Fraga, 
head of global benefits and wellness at Manulife. 

Fraga noted that, similar to the market, men-
tal health claims are the leading cause of disabil-
ity for employees at Manulife, representing more 
than one-third of all disability claims. 

“We didn't want our employees worrying 
about the financial impact of seeking mental 
health support,” Fraga said. “We sought advice 
from experts so that we could make the benefit 
meaningful and remove financial barriers to ac-
cessing mental health support.”

Plan Increases Benefit Amount,  
Options and Flexibility

Under the previous benefits plan, employees 
could receive up to $1,000 per year, depending 
on the level of benefits they chose, for any com-
bination of professional services provided by 
licensed practitioners, including mental health 
practitioners.

To support the new mental health limit of 
$10,000, Manulife has separated claims for men-
tal health practitioners from claims for other 
practitioners, such as physiotherapists, and has 
also expanded the types of mental health prac-
titioners covered. Previously, coverage was pro-
vided only for psychologists and social workers. 
Under the new plan, mental health practitioners 
include clinical counsellors, family therapists, 
marriage therapists, psychoanalysts, psycho-
therapists, psychologists and social workers.

In addition to boosting its coverage of men-
tal health, the new plan also seeks to increase 
flexibility for other benefits, with separate op-
tions for prescription drug coverage and other 
medical coverage. This includes increased para-
medical benefits and more options for long-term 

workingbetter benefits for  
better mental health

what’s

Maria Fraga 
Head of Global  

Benefits and Wellness, 
Manulife



september/october 2017 plans & trusts 5

disability and basic and optional life insurance. Employees 
also have the ability to change their choices each year as their 
needs change.

Benefits for Employers and Employees
The office can be an important place to address mental 

health needs. The Mental Health Commission of Canada 
(MHCC) has noted that most Canadian adults spend more 
time at work with colleagues than they do at home with 
families. MHCC also estimates that 500,000 Canadians miss 
work each week due to problems or illnesses related to men-
tal health.

On a broad economic level, the Conference Board of Can-
ada has estimated that anxiety and depression cost the Cana-
dian economy nearly $50 billion a year in lost productivity. 
This cost includes absenteeism, from daylong sicknesses to 
long-term leaves, and presenteeism, when employees go to 
work but perform with reduced productivity, according to 
the Conference Board of Canada.

These statistics suggest that companies can find benefits 
for employers and employees through the treatment of men-
tal health. “Our goals with the mental health benefit are to 
provide employees with tools and resources, remove finan-
cial barriers, help them be their best selves—at work and at 
home—and reduce mental health–related disability claims 
for the company,” Fraga said.

Manulife communicated its mental health benefit to em-
ployees as part of the overall launch of the redesigned ben-
efits plan during the annual enrolment process. The benefit 
was shared with employees through a number of commu-
nication channels, including a brochure, a microsite, an in-

teractive learning tool, a tool providing suggestions on plan 
options, a series of e-mails, several articles through the com-
pany intranet, a list of frequently asked questions (FAQs) for 
company leaders, and letters to employees who were on leave 
at the time. 

Through its new benefits plan, Manulife is looking to build 
on its foundation of mental health benefits, which include a 
variety of resources and tools, an employee and family assis-
tance program, access to the Workplace Solutions for Mental 
Health website and educational sessions/seminars relating to 
mental health. The company also has participated in the Not 
Myself Today program for the past four years. Beyond the 
enhanced mental health benefit, Manulife has focused on in-
creasing awareness and decreasing stigma in the workplace, 
Fraga said. In 2016, Excellence Canada recognized Manulife 
with silver certifications for Healthy Workplace and Mental 
Health in the Workplace. The Mental Health in the Work-
place award recognizes company accomplishments in the 
promotion, achievement and maintenance of psychological 
health and safety.

Manulife is proud of its new plan, in particular its mental 
health benefit, Fraga said. “As a whole, we’ve had very posi-
tive, unsolicited employee feedback about our mental health 
offering,” she said. “So far, we have seen some positive re-
sults, with decreases in our mental health disability claims. 
We look forward to celebrating our first anniversary of this 
program in the new year. Manulife also works with many 
organizations in designing and implementing mentally safe 
and healthy workplaces, and we hope this inspires other or-
ganizations to evaluate their own mental health resources 
and employee programs.”
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