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Abstract
Context: Common mental health disorders (CMDs) represent up to 30% of all sick leave requests in 

2013, with 25% lasting over 6 months. In Canada, family physicians serve as the main prescribers of sick 

leave and coordinate the necessary psychosocial and rehabilitation services for recovery and return to 

work (RTW). However, limited access to family physicians, their isolated practices, and time and 

knowledge constraints can impede effective patient sick leave management. Coupled with restricted 

service access, income disparities, and insurance coverage variations, this leads to trajectory variability, 

hindering optimal care establishment and creating patient inequity, ultimately undermining universal 

service quality.

Objective: Describe patients’ perspectives of the factors having influenced their mental health-related 

sick leave trajectories and their access to primary care mental health and RTW services.

Methods: A descriptive qualitative research design was used. Semi-structured individual interviews of 

approximately 60 minutes were conducted with 14 participants on a videoconference platform. 

Transcriptions were analyzed using Conventional content analysis.

Setting: Participants were recruited mostly from the Montreal region in Quebec, Canada, were all 

followed by a family physician during their sick leave and had various access to insurance coverage.

Results: Six themes describing the main factors influencing care trajectory were identified : 1) 

fragmented interventions provided by family physicians; 2) patients’ autonomy in managing their own 

care trajectory; 3) The attitude and case management provided by the insurer; 4) duration and ill-

adapted intervention approaches of the Employee and Family Assistance Programs; 5) employer’s 



openness and understanding; and 6) match between the person’s needs and their ability to access 

psychosocial and rehabilitation services.

Conclusions: Our findings emphasize crucial gaps in collaborative practices surrounding management of 

mental health-related sick leave. Strengthening coordination of these services, including the integration 

of return-to-work coordinators in primary care, is essential. Occupational therapists in this role could 

support the family physician in managing the sick leave and RTW, strengthen interprofessional and 

intersectoral collaboration, and ensure that patients received needed services in a timelier manner 

regardless of their insurance coverage or financial needs.
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