
National Psy chi a try Wait ing List Sur vey, 2009

an excerpt from

Waiting Your Turn: Hospital Waiting Lists in Canada,
2009 Report

by Nadeem Esmail

Fra ser Insti tute   4   www.fraserinstitute.org

The full report, Wait ing Your Turn: Hos pi tal Wait ing Lists in Can ada, 
2009 Report, includ ing a com plete list of ref er ences and a full expla na tion of the
meth od ol ogy, is avail able at the Fra ser Insti tute's web site: www.fraserinstitute.org.



Appen dix B: Psy chi a try Wait ing List Sur vey, 
2009 report

With each pass ing week, it be comes more ob vi ous that the de te ri o ra tion in Can ada’s
pub lic health care pro gram is not con fined to just the five pri or ity ar eas now be ing fo -
cused on by gov ern ments across the coun try, nor to the twelve med i cal spe cial ties ex -
am ined in the main text of Wait ing Your Turn. In par tic u lar, there has been in creas ing
an ec dotal ev i dence pre sented in the me dia about the long wait ing times that psy chi a -
try pa tients ex pe ri ence. Fur ther, many pa tients and me dia rep re sen ta tives have come
to the Fra ser In sti tute in search of more com plete in for ma tion on wait ing times for
these ser vices. Such data is typ i cally not avail able from lo cal or re gional gov ern ments for
this spe cialty, and where it is avail able, it is not com pa ra ble across ju ris dic tions. We re -
sponded to this ab sence in 2003 by add ing psy chi a try to the an nual mea sure ment of
wait ing lists re ported in Wait ing Your Turn, thus cre at ing the first na tional, com pre -
hen sive, and com pa ra ble mea sure ment of wait ing times for men tal health ser vices
avail able in Can ada.

Infor ma tion on the per for mance of the health care sys tem is rare in Can ada, and
patients with men tal health con cerns want the same access to infor ma tion that is
avail able to those with phys i cal ail ments in both Wait ing Your Turn and through some 
prov inces’ health ministries.

Meth od ol ogy
The psy chi a try wait ing list sur vey was con ducted be tween Jan u ary 12 and April 21,
2009. Sur veys were sent out to all of the spe cial ists in the psy chi a try cat e gory of the Ca -
na dian Med i cal As so ci a tion’s mem ber ship rolls who have al lowed their names to be
pro vided by Cor ner stone List Ful fill ment. As is the prac tice with the tra di tional 12
spe cial ties sur veyed in Wait ing Your Turn, psy chi a trists in Que bec and New Bruns -
wick who in di cate that their lan guage of pref er ence is French were sent French-lan -
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Table B1: Summary of Responses, 2009

BC AB SK MB ON QC NB NS PE NL CAN

Mailed 586 328 54 144 1,720 997 41 122 11 41 4,044

Number of Responses 69 53 6 14 202 82 10 12 2 8 458

Response Rates 12% 16% 11% 10% 12% 8% 24% 10% 18% 20% 11%



guage sur veys. The re sponse rate to the psy chi a try sur vey was 11 per cent over all in
2009, slightly lower than in 2008 (14%), and ranged from 24 per cent in New Bruns wick
to 8 per cent in Que bec (ta ble B1).

The treat ments iden ti fied in the fol low ing tables rep re sent a cross-sec tion of
com mon ser vices car ried out by psy chi a trists. The list was devel oped in con sul ta tion
with the Cana dian Psy chi at ric Asso ci a tion, who also assisted in mak ing adjust ments
to the stan dard sur vey form to reflect dif fer ences between psy chi at ric prac tices and
prac tices in the other spe cial ties presented in this document.

The major find ings from the psy chi a try sur vey can be found in tables B2 through
B7. Table B2 reports the median time a patient waits to see a spe cial ist after refer ral
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Table B2: Psychiatry—Median Patient Wait to See a Specialist after Referral from a GP, 2009

BC AB SK MB ON QC NB NS PE NL CAN

Urgent 2.0 2.3 2.5 1.5 2.0 2.0 1.5 1.5 1.8 1.0 2.0

Elective 6.0 12.0 5.5 6.0 6.0 8.0 10.0 6.0 6.0 8.0 7.0

Table B3: Psychiatry—Median Patient Wait for Treatment after Appointment with Specialist, 2009

BC AB SK MB ON QC NB NS PE NL CAN

Initiate a course of brief
psychotherapy

4.0 6.0 9.0 6.0 8.0 6.0 16.0 5.0 5.5 30.0 6.9

Initiate a course of long-term
psychotherapy

8.0 12.0 8.0 12.0 12.0 14.0 27.0 12.0 7.0 51.0 12.4

Initiate a course of
pharmacotherapy

3.0 5.0 2.8 6.0 4.0 4.0 7.5 2.0 5.5 12.0 4.1

Initiate a course of
couple/marital therapy

7.5 8.0 5.5 7.0 10.0 12.0 18.0 7.0 — 26.0 10.0

Initiate cognitive behavior
therapy

6.0 11.0 8.0 6.0 10.0 10.0 18.0 5.0 7.5 42.0 9.6

Access a day program 6.5 8.0 6.0 3.0 6.0 4.0 12.0 18.0 — 12.0 6.1

Access an eating disorders
program

14.0 16.0 8.5 4.0 12.0 11.0 1.5 4.0 12.0 8.0 11.6

Access a housing program 12.0 27.0 3.0 14.0 12.0 8.0 14.0 52.0 4.0 8.0 13.3

Access an evening program 5.0 8.0 4.0 8.0 7.0 6.0 14.0 4.0 4.0 16.0 6.6

Access a sleep disorders
program

13.0 35.0 52.0 52.0 7.0 24.0 52.0 52.0 — 20.0 18.5

Access assertive community
treatment or similar program

4.8 9.0 5.0 12.0 10.0 5.0 40.0 8.0 2.5 12.0 8.2

Unweighted median 7.6 13.2 10.2 11.8 8.9 9.5 20.0 15.4 6.0 21.5 9.8



from a gen eral prac ti tio ner. Wait ing times are pre sented for both urgent and elec tive
refer rals. Table B3 sum ma rizes the sec ond stage of wait ing, that between the deci sion
by a spe cial ist that treat ment is required and the treat ment being received. Table B4
pro vides the per cent age change in median waits to receive treat ment after the
appoint ment with a spe cial ist between the years 2008 and 2009.

Unlike other spe cial ties in Wait ing Your Turn in which the wait ing times are
weighted by the total num ber of such pro ce dures that have been done by all phy si -
cians, the over all median for psy chi a try is pre sented as an unweighted mea sure (see
the sec tion on Meth od ol ogy in the main doc u ment text for a clear descrip tion of the
Fra ser Insti tute’s weight ing pro ce dures). All of the median mea sures that make up the
final spe cialty median are given equal weight. This alter ation to the stan dard meth od -
ol ogy results from a lack of data count ing the num ber of patients treated by psy chi a -
trists, sep a rated by treat ment. We hope, in the com ing years, to develop a weight ing
sys tem for psy chi at ric treat ments to allow a weighted aver age for this spe cialty to be
cal cu lated. In the cur rent esti mates, national medi ans are devel oped through a weight -
ing sys tem that bases the weight of each pro vin cial median on the number of
specialists contacted in that province.

Table B5 sum ma rizes clin i cally “rea son able” wait ing times for psy chi at ric treat -
ments. The times pre sented here are the medi ans of phy si cians’ esti mates of clin i cally
rea son able lengths of time to wait for treat ment after an appoint ment with a spe cial ist. 
The meth od ol ogy for cal cu lat ing an over all median is described above. Table B6 com -
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Table B4i: Comparison of Median Weeks Waited to Receive Psychiatric Treatment after Appointment
with Specialist, by Province, 2009 and 2008

British Columbia Alberta Saskatchewan Manitoba Ontario

2009 2008 %
chg

2009 2008 %
chg

2009 2008 %
chg

2009 2008 %
chg

2009 2008 %
chg

Psychiatry 7.6 8.3 -8% 13.2 17.8 -26% 10.2 11.6 -13% 11.8 11.3 4% 8.9 10.0 -11%

Note: Percentage changes are calculated from exact weighted medians. The exact weighted medians have been
rounded to one decimal place for inclusion in the table.

Table B4ii: Comparison of Median Weeks Waited to Receive Psychiatric Treatment after Appointment
with Specialist, by Province, 2009 and 2008

Quebec New
Brunswick

Nova
Scotia

Prince Edward
Island

Newfoundland &
Labrador

2009 2008 %
chg

2009 2008 %
chg

2009 2008 %
chg

2009 2008 %
chg

2009 2008 %
chg

Psychiatry 9.5 9.2 3% 20.0 11.0 83% 15.4 19.2 -20% 6.0 48.0 -88% 21.5 21.3 1%

Note: Percentage changes are calculated from exact weighted medians. The exact weighted medians have been rounded to
one decimal place for inclusion in the table.



pares the actual and clin i cally rea son able wait times after an appointment with a
specialist.

Finally, table B7 pro vides wait ing times for diag nos tic tech nol o gies used by psy -
chi a trists. Though two of these tech nol o gies (computed tomog ra phy (CT) and mag -
netic res o nance imag ing (MRI)) are also used by spe cial ists in the other 12 spe cial ties,
the wait times for psy chi a trists’ access to these ser vices have been pre sented sep a rately 
in order to allow for any fun da men tal dif fer ences that may exist in the wait times
between phys i cal and men tal health ser vices.5
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Table B5: Psychiatry—Median Reasonable Patient Wait for Treatment after Appointment with
Specialist, 2009

BC AB SK MB ON QC NB NS PE NL CAN

Initiate a course of brief
psychotherapy

3.0 4.0 5.5 4.0 4.0 4.0 4.0 3.5 6.0 4.0 3.9

Initiate a course of long-term
psychotherapy

6.0 5.5 11.0 8.0 6.0 6.0 9.0 8.0 6.0 5.5 6.2

Initiate a course of
pharmacotherapy

2.0 2.0 1.3 3.0 2.0 2.0 4.0 2.0 6.0 2.0 2.1

Initiate a course of
couple/marital therapy

4.0 4.0 4.0 6.0 4.0 4.0 5.0 4.0 — 6.0 4.1

Initiate cognitive behavior
therapy

4.0 4.0 5.5 4.0 4.0 4.0 4.0 4.0 4.0 6.0 4.0

Access a day program 4.0 3.5 4.0 2.3 4.0 2.0 5.0 6.0 — 5.0 3.5

Access an eating disorders
program

4.0 3.0 4.0 3.5 4.0 4.0 — 3.5 8.0 4.0 3.9

Access a housing program 4.0 3.8 2.0 5.0 4.0 4.0 5.0 4.0 4.0 4.0 4.0

Access an evening program 4.0 4.0 4.5 4.0 4.0 4.0 5.0 4.0 — 8.0 4.1

Access a sleep disorders
program

4.0 4.0 5.0 8.0 4.0 4.0 8.0 9.0 — 8.0 4.4

Access assertive community
treatment or similar program

2.0 2.0 4.0 4.0 4.0 3.0 7.0 4.0 1.0 4.0 3.3

Unweighted median 3.7 3.6 4.6 4.7 4.0 3.7 5.6 4.7 5.0 5.1 3.9

5  For com par i son, the over all Cana dian median wait ing time for CT scans was 4.6 weeks in the
tra di tional 12 spe cial ties and 4.1 weeks in the psy chi a try sur vey, with a mean abso lute dif fer -
ence (the aver age of abso lute dif fer ences between the two mea sures in each prov ince) of 0.9
weeks for 10 prov inces. The over all Cana dian median wait ing time for MRIs in the psy chi a try
sur vey was 10.5 weeks, com pared to 8.9 weeks for the other 12 spe cial ties. The mean abso lute
dif fer ence in this case, again for 10 prov inces, was 5.4 weeks.



Sur vey results: esti mated wait ing in Can ada
The to tal wait ing time for psy chi at ric treat ment is com posed of two seg ments: wait ing
af ter be ing re ferred by a gen eral prac ti tio ner be fore con sul ta tion with a psy chi a trist,
and sub se quently, wait ing to re ceive treat ment af ter the first con sul ta tion with a psy -
chi a trist. The 2009 psy chi a try sur vey pro vides de tails of wait ing for each seg ment.

Table B2 indi cates the num ber of weeks that patients wait for ini tial appoint -
ments with psy chi a trists after refer ral from their gen eral prac ti tio ners or from other
spe cial ists. The wait ing time to see a psy chi a trist on an urgent basis was 2.0 weeks in
Can ada, rang ing from 1.0 week in New found land & Lab ra dor to 2.5 weeks in Sas katch -
e wan. The wait ing time for refer rals on an elec tive basis for Can ada as a whole was 7.0
weeks. The lon gest wait ing time for elec tive refer rals was in Alberta (12.0 weeks), fol -
lowed by New Bruns wick (10.0 weeks) and New found land & Lab ra dor and Que bec
(8.0 weeks). The short est wait for an elec tive refer ral was in Sas katch e wan (5.5 weeks),
fol lowed by Brit ish Colum bia, Man i toba, Ontario, Nova Scotia, and Prince Edward
Island (6.0 weeks).

Table B3 sum ma rizes the wait ing time for cer tain psy chi at ric treat ments after an 
appoint ment with a spe cial ist. The lon gest wait ing times for this sec ond seg ment of
the total wait ing time were in New found land & Lab ra dor (21.5 weeks), New Bruns -
wick (20.0 weeks), and Nova Sco tia (15.4 weeks), while the short est waits were in
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Graph B1: Frequency Distribution of Survey Waiting Times from Specialist to Treatment, 
by Province, 2009



Prince Edward Island (6.0 weeks), Brit ish Colum bia (7.6 weeks), and Ontario (8.9
weeks). Among the treat ments, patients waited lon gest to enter a sleep dis or ders pro -
gram (18.5 weeks) or a hous ing pro gram (13.3 weeks), while the wait times were short -
est for pharmacotherapy (4.1 weeks), and admis sion to a day program (6.1 weeks).

Graph B1 pres ents a fre quency dis tri bu tion of the sur vey responses by prov ince
and by region. In all prov inces except New Bruns wick and New found land & Lab ra dor,
the wait for the major ity of treat ments is less than 13 weeks. Prince Edward Island per -
forms the high est pro por tion of treat ments within 13 weeks (100 per cent) and within 8 
weeks (64.3%). Waits of 26 weeks or more are least fre quent in Prince Edward Island
(0%) and Sas katch e wan (10.4%), and most fre quent in New found land & Labrador
(36.7%).

Table B4 com pares the 2008 and 2009 wait ing times for treat ment. This year’s
study indi cates an over all increase in the wait ing time between con sul ta tion with a
spe cial ist and treat ment in 4 prov inces, with decreases in Brit ish Colum bia (8%),
Alberta (26%), Sas katch e wan (13%), Ontario (11%), Nova Sco tia (20%), and Prince
Edward Island (88%). At the same time, between 2008 and 2009, the median wait
increased by 4 per cent in Man i toba, 3 per cent in Que bec, 83 per cent in New Bruns -
wick, and 1 per cent in Newfoundland & Labrador.

The data on these two seg ments of wait ing time con vey only par tial impres sions
about the extent of health care ration ing. A fuller pic ture is pro vided by the sum of
these two seg ments, the total wait ing time. This over all wait records the time between
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Graph B2: Weeks Waited from Referral by GP to Treatment, by Province, 2009
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the refer ral by a gen eral prac ti tio ner and the time that the required treat ment is begun. 
For Can ada as a whole, the total wait ing time in 2009 for psy chi a try fell from 18.6
weeks in 2008 to 16.8 weeks in 2009 (Graph B2). The short est wait ing times were
recorded in Prince Edward Island (12.0 weeks), Brit ish Colum bia (13.6 weeks), and
Ontario (14.9 weeks). The lon gest total waits were found in New Bruns wick (30.0
weeks), New found land & Lab ra dor (29.5 weeks), and Alberta (25.2 weeks).

Finally, phy si cians respond ing to the sur vey are asked to pro vide a clin i cally rea -
son able wait ing time for the var i ous treat ments. Spe cial ists gen er ally indi cated a
period of time sub stan tially shorter than the median num ber of weeks patients were
actu ally wait ing for treat ment (see tables B5 and B6). Table B5 sum ma rizes the rea son -
able wait ing times for psy chi at ric treat ments and is based on the same meth od ol ogy
used to cre ate table B3. Table B6 sum ma rizes the dif fer ences between the median rea -
son able and actual wait ing times across Can ada, and shows that in 93 per cent of cases,
the actual wait ing time for treat ment (in table B3) is greater than the clin i cally rea son -
able median wait ing time (in table B5). For the psy chi a try spe cialty, Prince Edward
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Table B6: Psychiatry—Difference Between Actual and Reasonable Patient Waits for Treatment after
Appointment with Specialist, 2009

BC AB SK MB ON QC NB NS PE NL CAN

Initiate a course of brief
psychotherapy

33% 50% 64% 50% 100% 50% 300% 43% -8% 650% 79%

Initiate a course of long-term
psychotherapy

33% 118% -27% 50% 100% 133% 200% 50% 17% 827% 100%

Initiate a course of
pharmacotherapy

50% 150% 120% 100% 100% 100% 88% 0% -8% 500% 97%

Initiate a course of couple/
marital therapy

88% 100% 38% 17% 150% 200% 260% 75% — 333% 143%

Initiate cognitive behaviour
therapy

50% 175% 45% 50% 150% 150% 350% 25% 88% 600% 137%

Access a day program 63% 129% 50% 33% 50% 100% 140% 200% — 140% 76%

Access an eating disorders
program

250% 433% 113% 14% 200% 175% — 14% 50% 100% 199%

Access a housing program 200% 620% 50% 180% 200% 100% 180% 1,200% 0% 100% 234%

Access an evening program 25% 100% -11% 100% 75% 50% 180% 0% — 100% 63%

Access a sleep disorders
program

225% 775% 940% 550% 75% 500% 550% 478% — 150% 322%

Access assertive community
treatment or similar program

138% 350% 25% 200% 150% 67% 471% 100% 150% 200% 146%

Weighted Median 104% 265% 120% 151% 123% 154% 257% 225% 20% 319% 147%



Island and Brit ish Colum bia came clos est to meet ing the stan dard of “rea son able,” in
that the actual over all median spe cial ist-to-treat ment waits only exceeded the cor re -
spond ing “rea son able” val ues by 20 and 104 per cent respectively, a smaller gap than in
the other provinces.

Finally, patients would also pre fer ear lier treat ment, accord ing to this year’s sur -
vey data. On aver age, only 4.4 per cent of patients are on wait ing lists because they have 
requested a delay or post pone ment of their treat ment. Con versely, the pro por tion of
patients who would have begun their treat ment tomor row if it were avail able is 74.8
per cent (Fra ser Insti tute, national hos pi tal wait ing list survey, 2009).

A note on tech nol ogy
The wait to see a spe cial ist and the wait to re ceive treat ment are not the only waits that
pa tients face. The psy chi a try por tion of the na tional wait ing list sur vey also ex am ines
the wait that men tal health pa tients ex pe ri ence for var i ous di ag nos tic tech nol o gies
across Can ada. Ta ble B7 dis plays the me dian num ber of weeks pa tients must wait for
ac cess to a CT or MRI scan ner, or an elec tro en ceph a lo gram (EEG). Com pared to 2008, 
the na tional wait ing time for MRI scans and CT scans fell in 2009, while the wait ing
time for EEGs in creased. The me dian wait for a CT scan across Can ada was 4.1 weeks,
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Table B7: Waiting for Technology: Weeks Waited to Receive Selected Diagnostic Tests 
in 2009, 2008, and 2007

Province CT-Scan MRI EEG

2009 2008 2007 2009 2008 2007 2009 2008 2007

British Columbia 4.0 4.0 6.0 12.0 12.0 12.0 3.8 3.0 3.0

Alberta 4.0 4.0 4.0 10.0 10.0 12.0 4.0 4.0 4.0

Saskatchewan 8.0 4.5 4.0 18.0 8.5 12.5 8.5 3.0 3.0

Manitoba 4.5 4.5 3.5 5.0 7.0 6.3 2.8 4.5 1.9

Ontario 4.0 4.0 5.0 8.0 10.0 10.0 4.0 3.5 4.0

Quebec 4.0 8.0 5.5 14.0 12.0 12.0 4.0 4.0 4.0

New Brunswick 4.5 4.0 4.5 8.0 7.0 6.0 6.5 4.0 3.0

Nova Scotia 2.3 4.0 2.5 4.0 3.0 7.0 4.0 4.5 3.0

P.E.I. 7.5 4.0 4.3 14.5 12.0 13.0 3.0 4.0 2.3

Newfoundland &
Lab ra dor 

6.0 5.3 4.5 46.0 52.0 38.0 4.5 3.5 3.0

Canada 4.1 5.0 5.0 10.5 10.9 11.0 4.0 3.7 3.7

Note: For wait times data published by provincial government agencies pertinent to this table, see Chart 19.



rang ing from a high of 8.0 weeks (Sas katch e wan), to a low of 2.3 weeks (Nova Sco tia).
The me dian wait for an MRI across Can ada was 10.5 weeks. Pa tients in New found land
& Lab ra dor waited the lon gest (46.0 weeks), while pa tients in Nova Sco tia waited the
least amount of time (4.0 weeks). Fi nally, the me dian wait for an EEG across Can ada
was 4.0 weeks. Res i dents of Man i toba faced the short est waits for an EEG (2.8 weeks),
while res i dents of Sas katch e wan waited lon gest (8.5 weeks).

Con clu sion
The in for ma tion doc u mented here sug gests that pa tients seek ing men tal health treat -
ment are likely to be dis ap pointed with their ac cess to it. With wait ing times near ing
17 weeks from a gen eral prac ti tio ner to treat ment, and with wait times from a meet ing
with a spe cial ist to treat ment that are nearly 150 per cent lon ger than spe cial ists feel is
ap pro pri ate, it is clear that a great many pa tients in need of psy chi at ric at ten tion are
fac ing the ef fects of ra tion ing in our health care sys tem and ex pe ri enc ing a de te ri o ra -
tion of their con di tion be fore they get the care they need.
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Gov ern ment and Gov ern ment Agency Main tained Wait List Web Sites

Brit ish Co lum bia Min is try of Health
<www.healthservices.gov.bc.ca/cpa/mediasite/waittimes.html> and
<http://www.health.gov.bc.ca/waitlist/>

Al berta Health Ser vices <http://www.albertahealthservices.ca/750.asp>

Sas katch e wan Sur gi cal Care Net work <www.sasksurgery.ca>

Man i toba Min is try of Health
<www.gov.mb.ca/health/waitlist/index.html>

On tario Min is try of Health and Long-Term Care
<www.health.gov.on.ca/transformation/wait_times/wait_mn.html>

Car diac Care Net work of On tario <www.ccn.on.ca>

Can cer Care On tario—Ra di a tion Treat ment
<www.cancercare.on.ca/index_waittimesRadiation.asp>

Can cer Care On tario—Sys temic Ther apy (Che mo ther apy)
<www.cancercare.on.ca/index_waittimessystemic.asp>

Que bec Min is try of Health and So cial Ser vices
<http://wpp01.msss.gouv.qc.ca/appl/g74web/default.asp>

New Bruns wick De part ment of Health
<http://www1.gnb.ca/0217/surgicalwaittimes/index-e.aspx>

Nova Sco tia De part ment of Health
<http://www.gov.ns.ca/health/waittimes/wt_treatment_service/default.htm>

Prince Ed ward Is land De part ment of Health
< http://www.gov.pe.ca/health/index.php3?number=1023554&lang=E>
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