
Mental health concerns 
were a significant health-
care and disability driver 
before the COVID-19 
pandemic, but the past 

18 months have amplified the need for 
accessible healthcare. Public safety anxiet-
ies, social isolation, and disruptive house-
hold dynamics have all contributed to the 
mental health burden faced by Canadians 
which negatively impacts all aspects of 
life, including the workplace.

A major Canadian health survey sug-
gests that one out of two individuals who 
experience major chronic pain or mental 
health conditions report an impact on their 
job performance. This presents an opportu-
nity for employers and benefits providers 
to offer solutions that support employee 
well-being and productivity. Given shift-
ing labour market conditions, this can 

differentiate an employer and help attract, 
engage, and retain talent.

With Canadians prioritizing their health 
now more than ever, employers should 
be placing a renewed focus on employee 
benefits packages, improving the sup-
port available to both current and future 
employees struggling with symptoms of 
mental health conditions. One key innova-
tion to consider is pharmacogenetic (PGx) 
testing – a simple, at home, cheek-swab 
test an individual can use to gain insight 
into which medications will work best for 
them, from over-the-counter to prescrip-
tion medications for chronic conditions 
like pain and mental health. 

PGx can potentially lower group ben-
efits costs, specifically with respect to 
mental health and pain, given that trial-
and-error-guided medication success rates 
are low (about one third in the case of 
depression) and nearly everyone carries 
variants in their medication processing 

genes.
However, not all PGx tests are cre-

ated equal and with a growing number 
of unregulated consumer tests available 
in Canada, there are several key ques-
tions benefit providers must consider when 
determining an ideal PGx testing partner. 

• Is the pharmacogenetic test suf-
ficiently comprehensive?

Differences in the number and combi-
nation of gene variants included on a test 
can lead to conflicting medication and 
dosing insights between test providers. So, 
while a test can claim to include and cover 
a specific medication, if the provider is not 
testing for all the evidence-backed genetic 
variants that impact the response to that 
specific medication, the test will not yield 
accurate or complete insights. Simply put, 
the test will not reliably improve health 
outcomes for employees.

• Has this partner been evaluated and 
accredited by a reputable third party?
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At present, PGx testing in Canada does 
not have strong regulatory requirements 
compared to the United States, where 
the Clinical Laboratory Improvements 
Amendments (CLIA) committee provides 
certification that both laboratories and 
tests are appropriately comprehensive, 
clinically accurate, based on the highest 
standard of quality control and rigour and 
certifies that the test has the reliability 
needed to inform clinical care. Achieving 
CLIA certification is not easy and main-
taining certification requires compliance 
with a number of standards that pertain to 
operating a high-quality laboratory.  

Until Canada adopts its own regula-
tions to ensure consistency across PGx-
testing providers, benefit providers should 
look to those who have secured CLIA-
certification for both their laboratory and 
their tests, and who’s testing kits (i.e. 
cheek swab) have been issued a medi-
cal device establishment licence (MDEL) 
from Health Canada, to ensure that mini-
mum quality and control standards are 
being maintained. The technical expertise, 
competence, and genetic experience of 
staff developing a company’s tests should 
be critically assessed to ensure the highest 
standards are adhered to.

• Are the test methods, interpreta-
tion methods, and data sources trans-
parent, credible, and up to date? 

It is important that testing is synchro-
nous with guidance provided by major, 
authoritative consortia, like PharmKGB 
and CPIC. Groups like these take the 
entire scope of pharmacogenetic study into 
account, then formulate a standardized 
rating of evidence and data useability for 
specific drug/gene combinations, which is 
‘packaged’ for use by test manufacturers. 
References and levels of evidence should 
be readily included for each recommen-
dation and should be easily accessible. 
Recommendations should not be altered.  
This provides full transparency which 
allows clinicians to explore the science at 
a deeper level should the need arise.

Critically, reports should be regularly 
updated to include the latest evidence and 
drugs, with ongoing updates of evidence 
level ratings because pharmacogenetics is 
a rapidly evolving science, with a grow-
ing number of studies. If the testing pro-
vider fails to provide regularly scheduled 
updates to their report, every six to eight 
months (without additional cost to the 

provider), then clinicians will be left mak-
ing treatment decisions based on outdated 
evidence.  

• Are PGx partners providing addi-
tional value-added services in sync with 
the needs of potential test users?

With the legalization of cannabis, more 
and more Canadians are adopting it for 
medical uses. Much of this use revolves 
around pain and mental health and can 
be captured in pharmacogenetic testing. 
Specifically, there is a growing body of 

preliminary data on cannabis use, which 
can help inform decisions surrounding 
doses and concentrations of product, meth-
od of consumption (e.g., vaping, smoking, 
orally ingested), side effects, gene-driven 
cannabinoid-drug interactions, and wheth-
er cannabis products will be effective. 

• Are results provided quickly, 
and can they be easily understood and 
quickly applied to treatment, even by 
prescribers with little to no background 
in PGx? 

Top PGx providers provide testing that 
is simple to complete, easily understood, 
and provides the test and results in a timely 
fashion, so that the ultimate value of PGx 
testing is realized more quickly ‒ getting 
to the best possible treatments as soon as 
possible.

Look for a provider that makes the 
process clear, can turn around test results 
quickly (within 10 business days or less), 
and does not outsource to third-party labo-
ratories. Outsourcing not only slows down 
the delivery of results, but reduces over-
sight and quality control of the testing 

process. While treatment changes should 
never be made without the consultation of 
a licenced prescriber, the reports should be 
created to support consumer comprehen-
sion, meaning the insights can be easily 
understood by both the individual and any 
other party involved in the prescribing 
process. This empowers individuals and 
helps them advocate in their healthcare 
journey. Most prescribers have little to no 
experience with PGx, which can present 
a significant barrier to the application of 
test results to treatment decisions. A report 
that is comprehensible at the consumer 
level assures the results can be quickly 
interpreted and applied by any clinician 
without delay. 

• Can the PGx test be widely acces-
sible? 

Many benefits recipients struggle 
with co-payments on their upfront health 
expenses and some simply cannot afford 
to wait several weeks for claims that are 
paid out-of-pocket and then submitted for 
reimbursement. 

It’s important that your PGx partner 
prices tests in an affordable manner that 
minimizes exclusion of those in need (ide-
ally, not more than $300 to $400 per test). 
Equally important is ensuring easy access 
to testing through the channel of their 
choice, either discreetly (via direct online 
order) or through their own healthcare 
provider.

It is imperative that the online report 
(and updates) can be easily and securely 
shared between a plan member and their 
healthcare providers to ensure the up-to-
date report is consistently leveraged to 
guide medication management. 

PGx testing offers an exciting new path 
for prescribing and the insights gleaned can 
have a transformative impact on the lives 
of Canadians. Armed with these questions, 
benefits providers can ensure they bring 
the best PGx offerings to employers and 
their employees BPM
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