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This paper compares income-based inequities in access to psychotherapy and other mental health ser-
vices in Canada and Australia, two federal parliamentary systems with sharply contrasting responses
to high rates of unmet need. Income-based inequity is measured by need-standardized concentration
indices, using comparable data from the Canadian Community Health Survey 2011-2012 and the Australian
National Survey of Mental Health and Well-Being 2007. The results indicate that utilization of psychologist
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Equity despite expanded public insurance coverage. As psychotherapy was made universally affordable for the
Income first time in Australia in 2006, a possible backlog effect may have driven up both service utilization and

unmet need, particularly among lower-income Australians. The impact of different Medicare co-payment

policies also warrants further exploration.
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1. Introduction

Mental health problems and illnesses affect one in five Cana-
dians and Australians in any given year [1,2]. Both systems have
been characterized by gaps in public health insurance and fund-
ing: psychologists and other allied mental health professionals have
traditionally not been covered by Medicare in either country, and
only 7% and 8% of total public spending on health in Canada and
Australia, respectively, is spent on mental health care [3-5]. Unmet
need is common in both countries: in 2007 one in three Australians
with a mental disorder reported that they were not accessing ser-
vices, and in 2012 one in three Canadians who reported having a
need for counselling reported that this need was not met [1,6].

This paper compares income-based inequities in access to
psychotherapy and other mental health services in Canada and
Australia, two federal parliamentary systems with sharply con-
trasting responses to similarly high rates of unmet need. While
Canada is only starting to expand access, Australia introduced
the population-wide Better Access to Psychiatrists, Psychologists
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and General Practitioners initiative in 2006 (Better Access; [7]).
Analyzing the distribution of access by income is particularly pol-
icy relevant in 2018 as the Canadian federal government has
committed to transferring $5 billion to provincial and territorial
governments to improve access to mental health services over
the next ten years [8], and as Australia recently launched its fifth
national mental health plan [9].

Broader attention to socio-economic inequities in the 215t cen-
tury has spurred the development of new international research
on inequities in both health outcomes and access to health ser-
vices, often using Concentration Indices (CIs) to measure inequity
[10-16].Clvaluesrange from —1 to +1, with negative values indicat-
ing a pro-poor concentration at lower income levels, positive values
indicating a pro-rich concentration at higher income levels, and
zero indicating an equitable distribution. Pro-poor CI values have
indicated higher concentrations of mental health problems at lower
income levels in the United Kingdom [17], and researchers have
used CIs (without standardizing for need) to measure inequities
in access in the United Kingdom and Australia [18-20]. In Canada,
research on inequities in access to mental health services has thus
far used regression analysis or broken out access by income deciles,
without calculating CIs [6,21-23].

The evidence regarding inequities in access to psychotherapy
has been mixed to date in both Australia and Canada. Since the
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outset of Better Access in 2006, there was concern that a Medicare-
based model would create incentives for psychologists and other
non-physician providers to target their services to higher-income
clients who can afford co-payments. Controversy heightened when
the 2011 evaluation found that inequities in access were not a sig-
nificant problem, only to be criticized for basing this conclusion
on too small of a sample [24,25]. A more recent Cl-based study
of administrative data found pro-poor distribution of service uti-
lization for most Better Access items, but pro-rich distribution for
face-to-face consultations with both psychiatrists and clinical psy-
chologists [19]. In Canada, regression analysis of survey data has
found that need is the most important predictor of service uti-
lization, suggesting a relatively equitable system [22,23]. However,
income and education have also been found to be important pre-
dictors of mental health service utilization, an indication that there
are equity issues [26,23].

There have been few studies comparing Canada and Australia.
A recent study by Enticott et al. [27] found a pro-poor distribu-
tion (measured by ClIs) of distress in both Australia and Canada
with more pronounced inequity in Australia. They did not examine
access to mental health care.

This paper is the first to measure inequities in access to men-
tal health services in Canada using CIs and the first to compare
need-standardized CIs in Canada and Australia. We use CIs to
measure income-based inequities in two dimensions of access to
mental health services - utilization of professional services and
unmet needs for psychotherapy. This analysis is supported by the
similarity of the Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS) and
the Australian National Survey of Mental Health and Well-Being
(NSMHWRB) in both the questions asked and the population sam-
pled. From a comparison of the service systems in Canada and
Australia, we predict that inequities will be greater for the ser-
vices of psychologists and other non-physician providers than for
physicians and greater in Canada than in Australia.

Psychotherapy in Canada is currently provided through a two-
tier system. First-dollar public financing covers a narrow range of
services that are provided by physicians in either private practice,
hospitals, or publicly-funded clinics. While there is limited public
funding for the broader range of services that are provided by psy-
chologists and other mental health professionals (non-physician
providers), waiting lists for these services are long [28,29]. Non-
physician services are offered in the private sector and financed by
employment-based insurance or out-of-pocket payments. Accord-
ingly, the cost of psychotherapy services that are not covered by
public insurance is higher for the estimated twelve million, gener-
ally lower-income Canadians who do not have employment-based
benefits than for the generally middle-to-higher income Canadi-
ans who have such benefits [30]. Further, higher-income Canadians
are most able to afford to pay out-of-pocket for non-physician psy-
chotherapy. We expect that these financial barriers make it less
likely for lower-income Canadians with mental health problems to
utilize non-physician psychotherapy than higher-income Canadi-
ans, and, therefore, more likely to have unmet needs for mental
health services.

The two tiers in Australia’s mental health care system are less
distinct, as private financing plays a stronger role in the provision of
all health services. Australian Medicare is a universal public health
insurance program, which allows providers two options for billing.
Providers can offer care free at the point of delivery by billing the
government directly (known as bulk-billing), thus avoiding the costs
and risks of billing and debt collection and removing financial bar-
riers for low-income service users. Alternatively, they can charge
co-payments depending on ability to pay by billing service users
directly [31]. Further, the federal government provides incentives
for Australians to purchase private insurance by providing rebates
for those who do and increasing the Medicare levy for those who

do not [32]. Accordingly, out-of-pocket health costs, including co-
payments and private insurance, are higher in Australia than in
Canada (20% vs 15% of total health expenditures, respectively [33].

Australian Medicare started to cover psychotherapy provided by
non-physician mental health providers in 2006 with the introduc-
tion of Better Access, which provides the same universal coverage
and discretion over co-payments as Medicare in general. There is
evidence to suggest that the rate of co-payments is higher under
Better Access than under Medicare overall. In 2007-2008, 73 per
cent of Medicare services as a whole were bulk-billed; however,
only 47 per cent of allied health services, which includes the non-
physician Better Access items as well as other allied health services,
were bulk-billed [34,35]. Moreover, between 2007 and 2010, 65.5
per cent of Better Access users made a co-payment, meaning that
only 34.5 per cent were exclusively bulk-billed [36]. Private insur-
ance cannot be used to cover co-payments for Medicare services
that are not bulk-billed [37].

From this description of the Australian service system, lower-
income Australians either pay less, if providers opt to bulk-bill, or
pay the same, if providers charge the same co-payment, as higher-
income Australians for psychotherapy services. This difference is
less pronounced for non-physician providers because the differ-
ence in co-payment rates means that lower-income Australians are
more likely to pay less for physician services than for psychologists
and the services of other non-physicians. We expect that these dif-
ferences in financial barriers make it more likely for lower-income
Australians with mental health problems to utilize psychotherapy
than higher-income Australians and, therefore, to have lower rates
of unmet needs. However, this tendency is counterbalanced by the
fact that the same co-payment is more affordable for higher-income
Australians than for lower-income Australians.

Based on the differences between the Canadian and Australian
systems, we expect that income-based inequities in access to psy-
chotherapy may be more pronounced in Canada. Lower-income
Canadians either pay more (because they are less likely to have
access to employment-based benefits that cover non-physician
services) or pay the same (for psychotherapy services provided
free-at-point-of-delivery by physicians) as higher-income Canadi-
ans. By contrast, lower-income Australians either pay less (through
bulk-billing) or pay the same (through co-payments) as higher-
income Australians. While it is true that lower-income Australians
are more likely to have to pay co-payments for psychother-
apy services provided by non-physicians than by physicians,
lower-income Australians do not pay more for non-physician psy-
chotherapy than higher-income Australians as is the case in Canada.

Accordingly, an overarching hypothesis for this paper is that
income-based inequities in access to psychotherapy will be more
pronounced in Canada than in Australia, and closer to equity in
Australia. We hypothesize that the utilization of non-physician
providers will be more pro-rich in both countries than the uti-
lization of physician providers (H1). However, we predict that
utilization of non-physician psychotherapy services will be more
pro-rich in Canada than in Australia (H2). Following from pre-
dictions regarding inequities in utilization (a positive indicator of
access), we expect unmet need for psychotherapy services (a neg-
ative indictor of access) to be more pro-poor in Canada than in
Australia (H3).

2. Materials and methods

Basic CIs illustrate how the share of various health and social
outcomes is concentrated along the distribution of income or other
indicators of socio-economic advantage, with a positive value indi-
cating a pro-rich concentration and a negative value indicating a
pro-poor concentration [38]. This study uses basic Cls to compare
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the distribution of access to psychotherapy and other mental health
services by income in Australia and Canada.

Four categories of variables are needed for calculating need-
standardized income-based inequities in access to psychotherapy
and other mental health services: outcome, need, non-need (con-
trol), and ranking variables [39]. To measure both realized and
potential access [40], past-year service utilization of various health
professionals and past-year unmet need for psychotherapy are
included as dichotomous outcome variables. A probit function is
used to estimate expected access based on three need variables:
age, sex and self-reported poor/fair mental health (the only spe-
cific mental health variable that was collected by both NSMHWB
and by all of the provinces in each of the CCHS surveys). To control
for potential bias, education, immigrant status, residence in non-
urban areas, and equivalized household income are also included
as non-need variables in the probit function. Predicted access is cal-
culated as a function of individual level of need-variables and the
sample mean of the control variables.

Next, the indirect method of standardization is used in keep-
ing with the availability of microdata from all three surveys [39].
Need-standardized access is calculated by subtracting the pre-
dicted access from the actual access and adding back the mean of
predicted access. Finally, income-based inequity of access to health
services is measured by calculating CIs for actual access and for
need-standardized access, using equivalized household income as
the ranking variable. A need-standardized CI is a measure of any
residual inequity in access that remains after the distribution of
access that can be predicted based on need is subtracted from the
actual distribution of access. P-values and 95% confidence intervals
are also reported.

Data is drawn from the CCHS Annual 2011-12 (for the utiliza-
tion comparison) and the CCHS Mental Health (CCHS MH) 2012 (for
the unmet need comparison), and from the Australian NSMHWB
2007. The CCHS Annual (age 12+, N~65,000 annually) is a cross-
sectional, self-report survey on health status, health care utilization
and health determinants for the Canadian population (Statistics
[41]). The CCHS Annual excludes members of the Canadian Forces
and people living on reserves, in prisons, or in institutional set-
tings such as long-term care and hospitals The CCHS MH 2012
(age 15+, N = 25,113) is the most recent in-depth survey regarding
mental health issues, attitudes and service utilization and excludes
the same population groups (Statistics [42]). The NSMHWB 2007 is
also a cross-sectional, self-report survey that provides data regard-
ing mental disorders and service utilization, with a smaller and
slightly older sample (age 16-85, N = 8,800; [43]). The NSMHWB
2007 excludes people living in institutional settings but includes
indigenous people and members of the military.

Variables from the CCHS and the NSMHWB have been coded to
make the data as comparable as possible. For the outcome variables,
past-year utilization variables are distinguished by the provider
of care: general practitioners (GPs), psychiatrists, psychologists,
and “other mental health professional” including social workers.
Data from CCHS MH 2012 was not used for the utilization variables
because the addition of substance use to the survey questions is
not comparable to the NSMHWB and may complicate the equity
picture to the extent that substance use has a different income
gradient than other mental disorders. Dichotomous variables were
created by coding unmet need for counselling (here equated with
psychotherapy) or partially met need as 1 and met need or no
need as 0. Unmet need includes both respondents who accessed
psychotherapy but did not receive enough, and respondents who
needed psychotherapy but did not access it.

The age range for both of the CCHS surveys is constrained to align
with the 16-85 age range of the NSMHWB. To align the educational
attainment categories, education is divided into four dummy vari-
ables according to the highest level of educational attainment by

Table 1
Descriptive statistics: outcome, need, non-need and ranking variables (weighted).
Australia Canada Canada
NSMHWB CCHS Annual CCHS MH
2007 2011-12 2012
Variable % % %
Outcome
util: GP 8.3 7.3 NA
Util: psychiatrist 2.3 2.6 NA
Util: psychologist 3.7 2.9 NA
Util: other 23 33 NA
Unmet need: 4.5 NA 4.5
psychotherapy
Need
Age 16-24 14.5 149 14.6
Age 25-34 17.7 17.0 16.3
Age 35-44 20.1 173 17.6
Age 45-54 18.1 18.7 19.1
Age 55-64 144 16.8 16.3
Age 65-74 9.4 10.1 10.6
Age 75-85 6.2 52 5.8
Female 50.3 50.8 50.7
Male 49.7 49.2 49.3
Poor/fair mental health 8.7 5.8 7.8
Non-need
Educ: Less than secondary  31.0 15.0 16.5
Educ: Secondary 13.7 24.3 23.2
Educ: Post-secondary, not  24.0 33.0 325
uv.
Educ: Post-secondary, univ. 31.3 27.7 27.8
Immigrant 26.3 23.5 253
Non-Urban 34.4 28.6 273
Non-need/ranking Mean (Gini) Mean (Gini) Mean (Gini)

Equivalized household
income (weekly)?

AUDS$1059 (.414) CAD$980 (.388) CAD$962 (.387)

3 NSMHWB weekly equivalized household income, 2007 AUD$; CCHS Annual
equivalized household income divided by 52,2011-12 CADS.

the respondent: “less than secondary school”, “secondary school”,
“post-secondary qualification, not university”, and “post-secondary
qualification, university”. Non-urban is coded as one for people liv-
ing outside of urban areas (urban or secondary core for CCHS and
major or other urban for NSMHWB).

The household income variable is transformed in three ways.
First, household income has been equivalized (divided by the
square root of household size) to account for differences in the pur-
chasing power of different-sized households [44]. The household
size used for the equivalization formula has been capped at 8 to
match the Australian data. Second, annual CCHS equivalized house-
hold income has been divided by 52 to obtain weekly amounts
as per NSMHWB. Third, a small, random unique amount has been
added to equivalized household income to breaks ties between
identical income values, thus ensuring that each income value is
unique and allowing for the effective use of household income as
a ranking variable. Observations with missing values have been
dropped from the study.

As can be seen from the frequencies in Table 1, the Canadian
and Australian samples are broadly similar, although the Australian
sample is somewhat younger, less urban, and has lower rates of
secondary education (consistent with OECD findings; [45]). There
is also some variation in the reporting of poor/fair mental health
(8.7% in NSMHWB, 5.8% in CCHS Annual 2011-12, and 7.8% in CCHS
MH 2012).

3. Results

The results presented in Table 2 and Fig. 1 confirm that there is
an income gradient in the distribution of poor/fair mental health
in both countries, with a similarly pro-poor CI value in Australia
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Basic and need-standardized Concentration Indices (weighted).

Australia NSMHWB 2007

Canada CCHS Annual 2011-12

Canada CCHS MH 2012

Variable a Clst? a Clst? Cl Clst?

Poor/fair mental health —0.267 NA —0.258 NA —-0.235 NA
(—0.308, —-0.226) (-0.271, —0.245) (-0.259, —-0.210)

util: GP -0.15 -0.094 -0.074" -0.023 NA NA
(-0.194, —-0.109) (-0.134, -0.054) (-0.086, —0.061) (-0.035, -0.011)

Util: psychiatrist —-0.257 -0.185 -0.145 —0.049 NA NA
(-0.340, -0.174) (-0.266, —0.105) (-0.167, -0.123,) (-0.070, —0.027)

Util: psychologist +0.001 +0.018 +0.065 +0.100° NA NA
(-0.065,0.067) (—0.047,0.082) (0.045,0.085) (0.080,0.120)

Util: other -0.218 -0.164° -0.079 -0.025 NA NA
(-0.310, -0.127) (-0.256, —0.074) (-0.098, —0.061) (-0.043, —0.007)

Unmet need: —0.095’ —0.057 NA NA —0.095 —0.021

psychotherapy (-0.154, —0.036) (-0.113, —0.000) (-0.128, -0.061) (-0.053,0.012)

95% confidence intervals in parentheses.
" p<.05.

2 (st calculated by (a) standardizing for age, sex and self-reported poor/fair mental health, (b) controlling for education, immigration, non-urban residence, and equivalized

household income, and (c¢) ranking by equivalized household income.

GP utilization (std) - Aus* —e—i
GP utilization (std) - Cda* gl
Psychiatrist utilization (std) - Aus* _—
Psychiatrist utilization (std) - Cda* ——
Psychologist utilization (std) - Aus —t—
Psychologist utilization (std) - Cda* o

Other utilization (std) - Aus*

Other utilization (std) - Cda* o
Unmet need: Psychotherapy (std) - Aus* —_—
Unmet need: Psychotherapy (std) - Cda ——
0.4 03 0.2 0.1 0 01 02

Fig. 1. Comparison of need-standardized Concentration Indices (CIs) for access to
mental health services in Australia (2007) and Canada (2011 and/or 2012), with 95%
confidence intervals. Cls are standardized for age, sex and self-reported poor/fair
mental health, controlled for education, immigration, non-urban residence, and
equivalized household income, and ranked by equivalized household income.
*p<.05.

(—-0.267: 95% ci = —0.308;-0.226) and Canada (—0.258: 95% ci =
—0.271;-0.245 and —0.235: 95% ci = —0.259;-0.210). This result
underscores the importance of first standardizing for need before
measuring income-based inequity in access to mental health ser-
vices.To be equitable, utilization should be as concentrated at lower
income levels as need.

The next set of results compares the degree of income-based
inequity in the utilization of the services of various types of mental
health professionals, after standardizing for need and controlling
for non-need demographic variables, for both Canada and Australia.
As predicted in H1, the utilization of psychologists is more pro-rich
than physician providers in both countries. The need-standardized
CIs for utilization of GPs and psychologists in Australia are —0.094
(95% ci = —0.134;-0.054) and +0.018 (95% ci = —0.047;0.082)
respectively, and in Canada are —0.023 (95% ci = —0.034;-0.011)
and +0.100 (95% ci = 0.080;0.120) respectively. The utilization of
psychologists is also more pro-rich than psychiatrists in both coun-
tries. The need-standardized Cls for utilization of psychiatrists in
Australia is —0.185 (95% ci = —0.266;—-0.105) and in Canada is
—0.049 (95% ci = —0.070;—-0.027). We find no support for H1 when
comparing other non-physician providers (such as social workers)
to GPs. Rather than being more pro-rich, the need-standardized Cls
for other providers are more pro-poor than for GPs in both coun-

tries. Comparing psychiatrists to other non-physician providers, we
cannot conclude that the CIs are different between these providers.

The results for H2 are not conclusive. As predicted, the point
estimate for the need-standardized CI for psychologist utiliza-
tion is more pro-rich in Canada at +0.100 (95% ci = 0.080;0.120)
than in Australia +0.018 (95% ci = —0.047;0.082), but we cannot
conclude that this difference is statistically significant. For other
non-physician providers, the need-standardized CI is significantly
less pro-poor in Canada (—0.025: 95% ci=—-0.043;-0.007) than in
Australia (—0.164: 95% ci=—-0.256;—-0.074).

The last set of results compares the income distribution of unmet
need for psychotherapy in Australia and Canada. The results do
not support H3, which predicted that unmet need for psychother-
apy (as a negative indictor of access) would be more pro-poor
under Canada’s two-tier system than in Australia, with its Better
Access initiative. Rather, the point estimates are in the opposite
direction: the need-standardized CI for unmet need for psychother-
apy is more pro-poor in Australia than in Canada (-0.057: 95%
ci=-0.113;-0.000 vs —0.021: 95% ci=—-0.053;0.012).

4. Discussion

We find support for the first hypothesis that predicts more
inequitable distributions for non-physicians than physicians in
both countries (H1), and tentative support for a more pro-rich dis-
tribution of non-physician service utilization in Canada than in
Australia (H2). In both countries, the distribution for psycholo-
gists is more pro-rich than the distribution for GPs or psychiatrists,
which supports H1. Canada has a more pro-rich distribution for psy-
chologists and a less pro-poor distribution for other non-physician
providers than Australia, which supports H2, although the sta-
tistical significance of the finding for psychologists could not be
confirmed. However, unmet need for psychotherapy is not found
to be more pro-poor in Canada than in Australia as predicted in H3.
Further, the Australian need-standardized Cls are not consistently
more equitable (ie. closer to zero) than the Canadian results, but are
rather more pro-poor (ie. concentrated at lower income levels) for
both utilization and unmet need (although the findings for unmet
need are not statistically significant). The point estimates for psy-
chiatric utilization are also more pro-poor than any other provider
inboth Canada and Australia, despite having been grouped together
with GPs in the study’s hypotheses. Possible explanations for these
mixed results and implications for future research and policy are
discussed below.

While no causal inferences can be drawn from the descriptive
CI statistics used in this study, these results suggest that poli-
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cies have an impact on equity. The absence of public insurance
and the limited coverage of employment-based insurance cover-
age for psychologist services in Canada, and the higher co-payment
rates for psychologists in Australia, would seem to contribute to
lower-income service users facing higher financial barriers for psy-
chologist services than for physician services in both countries. The
higher financial barriers faced by lower-income users for psychol-
ogist services in Canada than in Australia may also contribute to
what would appear to be higher concentrations of utilization at
higher levels of income, although further evidence is necessary to
support this conclusion.

The finding that H1 holds for psychologists but not for other
non-physician service providers likely stems from a higher concen-
tration of psychologists in private practice where financial barriers
are more salient in both Australia and Canada, and a higher con-
centration of other non-physician providers such as social workers
in public sector settings such as hospitals [46,47].

The more pro-poor point estimates for psychiatry in both coun-
tries were unexpected. With universal coverage for all physician
services and co-payments prohibited under Canadian Medicare,
the equitable need-standardized CI for GP utilization makes sense
but not the pro-poor result for psychiatry. In Australia where co-
payments are allowed for all providers, Meadows et al. [19] found
a mix of pro-poor and pro-rich Cls for psychiatry Medicare items
before standardizing for need, which would have shifted the CI
results even further away from our pro-poor results. Differences
in co-payment rates between psychiatrists and other providers in
Australia warrant further exploration, as do differences in psychia-
try clientele in both countries. In our study, self-reported poor/fair
mental health may not have adequately standardized for need
of psychiatry services, which tends to be among users who have
more severe forms of mental illness. A larger sample would also
strengthen our confidence in the Australian findings, as there is
overlap in the confidence intervals for GP and psychiatry utilization.

The results regarding unmet need for psychotherapy are the
opposite of the prediction in H3. Even though lower-income Aus-
tralians would seem to face fewer financial barriers to accessing
psychotherapy than their Canadian counterparts, they do not have
lower rates of unmet need. This unexpected result is illustrative of
an unforeseen and broader trend, namely that the Australian point
estimates are not necessarily more equitable but rather more pro-
poor (or less pro-rich) than the Canadian results for every variable
(see Table 2 and Fig. 1). The need-standardized CI for psychologists
is +0.100 in Canada but only +0.018 in Australia, and the need-
standardized CI for GPs is —0.023 in Canada and —0.094 in Australia.
Further, these differences originate in the basic CI values before
they have been standardized for need and controlled for the non-
need variables and are thus not attributable to the small differences
between these variables in the Australian and Canadian samples.
For example, the basic CI for GP utilization in Australia is —0.151
compared with —0.074 in Canada, and the basic CI for utilization of
other mental health professionals is —0.218 in Australia and —0.079
in Canada.

Policy differences hold some promise for explaining the more
pro-poor Australian results. Canada in 2011 and 2012 was holding
steady with its long-standing two-tier policy. However, in 2007
Better Access provided more affordable access to psychotherapy
for the first time to a population with long-high rates of unmet
need and provided physicians with new referral options. This high-
profile reform could have had a backlog effect. Better Access could
have driven up utilization rates among lower-income Australians
such that use outstripped previously reported levels of need, while
at the same time exacerbating unmet need for psychotherapy to
the extent that demand from lower-income Australians exceeded
supply in the first phase of implementation. Moreover, the intro-
duction of Better Access followed six years after the 2000 launch

of beyondblue, a major anti-stigma initiative in Australia [48]. As
stigma decreased and more people became willing to seek help,
both demand and unmet need could have been driven up across
the population. Further research and data collection would need to
be undertaken to test this backlog effect hypothesis, with particular
attention to workforce impacts and stigma.

There are several policy implications of this study. First, by
removing financial barriers that see lower-income Canadians facing
the highest prices for psychotherapy, a Better Access-like reform
has the potential to reduce (but not necessarily eliminate) income-
based inequities in access. Second, even eleven years after the
introduction of Better Access and as the fifth national mental health
plan is launched in Australia, there would appear to be significant
gaps in knowledge regarding such inequities. Australian studies
on inequities in access to psychotherapy have been characterized
by controversies over both methodology and policy implications.
Results from Canadian studies have also been mixed. Accordingly,
both Canada and Australia would do well to strengthen their
monitoring of income-based inequities in access, including both
utilization and unmet need rather than just one or the other. These
monitoring efforts should be supported by data collection from a
range of sources, including surveys, administrative data and quali-
tative research.

5. Conclusions

By comparing need-standardized concentration indices in
Canada and Australia, this paper provides novel and timely evi-
dence of income-based inequities in access to psychotherapy and
other mental health services. Canadais poised to invest $5B over the
next ten years to improve access to mental health services. Were
Canada to adopt the Australia model of expanded public insur-
ance coverage, the results suggest that income-based inequities in
access to psychologist services could be reduced. To the extent that
a backlog effect may have indeed occurred in Australia upon the
introduction of Better Access in 2006, Canada would be wise to
prepare for a possible surge of both utilization and unmet need as
itrolls out new efforts to improve access to psychotherapy. Further,
this surge in Australia was more concentrated at lower income lev-
els than even need would predict. In Canada, a similar backlog effect
could be viewed as a form of reparation for long-standing gaps in
insurance coverage.
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