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Foreword

In our always connected “stream-at-will” culture, it’s not 
surprising that choice and flexibility are highly valued by 
Canadians. What may be surprising is that this desire for 
choice extends to something as “old school” as employee 
group benefits.

And it does. A significant percentage of Canadian employees 
want greater flexibility to choose what they cover under  
their benefit plans. When employees were asked what  
could improve their benefits plan, 45% said they wanted 
greater flexibility to choose what’s covered and what’s not.1 
And it’s not just the millennials – older employees also  
want a greater ability to customize their coverage.

Of course, employers have benefits plan needs too, and a 
key one is cost-effectiveness, with a plan design that allows 
costs to be managed.

Enter optional insurance benefits,
often referred to as voluntary benefits. These are additional 
insurance products that an employer offers employees –but 
with group terms and rates that are better than employees 
can get on their own.

Critical illness insurance, which pays a lump sum2 benefit 
to those who survive a critical illness, is among the most 
valued, and for good reason. Critical illnesses – like cancer, 
heart attacks and strokes – are more common than you 
might think. Cancer is a prime example: according to the 
Canadian Cancer Society, almost half of Canadians will 
develop cancer in their lifetime.3

The good news is that survival rates for many critical 
illnesses have increased, leading to an increased need for 
help in covering the many costs associated with recovery.3 
And that’s where critical illness insurance can help. The 
addition of optional critical illness insurance is not only an 
opportunity to show organizational support for employees, 
it can provide an important safety net that reduces 
mental stress, increases engagement and can enhance an 
organization’s reputation as being an employer of choice.

Step one is getting the facts about critical illnesses and 
the benefits of insurance. This paper presents an excellent 
overview – and is a great place to start a discussion within 
your organization. 

Critical illness is prevalent – and survival can be expensive

      The Canadian Cancer Society estimates that 
nearly half of Canadians (45%) will develop cancer in 
their lifetime.3

      The Public Health Agency of Canada estimates that 
about 1 in 12 (or 2.4 million) Canadians age 20 and 
over live with diagnosed heart disease.4

       For reasons not yet known, Canada has one of the 
highest rate of multiple sclerosis in the world, with 
nearly 100,000 Canadians living with the disease 
according to Statistics Canada.5

For cardiovascular disease alone, nine out of ten 
Canadians over age 20 years have at least one of the 
seven key risk factors (smoking, physical inactivity during 
leisure time, less than recommended daily vegetables  
and fruit, stress, overweight or obesity, high blood 
pressure, and diabetes). And four out of ten have three  
or more risk factors.6

First, the reality is, there seems no end to the list of dire statistics related to critical 
illness in Canada. Some examples:
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Aging and lifestyle – two contributing factors

Why is the incidence of critical illness so high, and  
the incidence for some specific illnesses – like diabetes –  
on the rise? One reason is the aging of the Canadian 
workforce, as the bulk of the boomer generation moves 
toward and through retirement. As we age, the rates for 
many of the most common critical illnesses rise. 

But lifestyle issues also play a huge role. While some 
incidence of critical illness is related to causes beyond an 
individual’s control, much of it is preventable. For example, 
the Canadian Cancer Society estimates that about 50% 
of all cancers can be prevented through healthy living 
and government policies that reduce our exposure to 
harmful substances.7 And according to the World Health 
Organization, 80% of cardiovascular-related mortality  
is preventable.8

4 Fast Facts:
Critical Illness Insurance 
at work
1    Pays a lump sum2 tax-free cash payment  

to an employee upon an approval of claim, 
as long as the diagnosis was made after the 
effective date of coverage

2    Policies vary, but covered illnesses typically 
include the most common critical illnesses – 
heart attack, stroke, cancer, and more

3     The cash payment can be used for any 
purpose – without restriction

4     The employee can be on a disability  
claim and remain eligible to collect the  
cash payment

The bottom line is that lifestyle matters when it comes 
to critical illness, and the numbers in Canada are 
concerning: 

       Only one in five adult Canadians achieve the 
recommended 150 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous 
physical activity per week set out by the Canadian 
Physical Activity Guidelines for adults and for older 
adults.9

       Only four in 10 Canadians eat the recommended five 
or more servings of fruit and vegetables per day.10

       Nearly a quarter (23%) of Canadians report a high 
degree of life stress.11
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Now the good news – survival rates are increasing

With so many advances in medical science, the 
good news is that so many people are surviving life-
threatening illnesses. Indeed, some of the statistics 
would astound medical practitioners of just a few 
generations ago.

For example, Canadians who have a heart attack are 
five times more likely to survive than they were a 
generation ago, meaning that 95% of those who have a 
heart attack and get to a hospital will survive.12  
And while more than 45% of Canadians will get cancer, 
the survival rate for all cancers combined is rising, 
increasing from 53% in 1992-1994 to 60% by  
2006–2008.13

While the statistics are encouraging, a serious illness 
can still have a devastating impact on a survivor.  
A person in full control of their life can suddenly find 
themselves at the mercy of a difficult disease and 
subject to a series of stressful medical treatments. 

There are financial implications as well. Our universal 
healthcare system, combined with employer-sponsored 
health and disability plans, often cover many of the 
predictable costs of a serious illness, such as doctor’s 
visits, surgery, and prescription medications.

What a lot of people don’t consider, however, is the cash 
they often need to make the most of their treatment 
and recovery. Expenses can include needed products and 
services such as:

        childcare

        nursing care

       transportation to and from treatment centres

       home renovation

        prescription drugs not covered by a medical plan.

In addition, there may be less money available. While 
disability benefits might be payable for time off work, 
these benefits may be less than a person’s regular pay 
cheque, so cashflow could be reduced, putting additional 
stress on the employee.

One way that employers can help reduce that financial 
stress – and help ensure a recovered employee is at 
work and productive – is by offering optional critical 
illness insurance. More than three-quarters (76%) of 
plan members think that critical illness insurance is 
an important part of an employer benefit plan.14 More 
importantly, by offering critical illness insurance on an 
optional basis, an employer can provide this protection  
on a cost-effective basis for employees.

Single-person households: How 
critical illness insurance can be 
more valuable than life insurance
The percentage of single-person households in Canada 
has increased dramatically, from just 7.4% of households 
in 1951 to 28% in 2017.15

Single people are often their own primary dependent – 
and an insurance payout made during their lifetime (like 
critical illness insurance) may be more important than an 
insurance payout if they die.

For this reason, critical illness insurance can be a highly 
valuable benefit for a growing percentage of Canadians – 
self-supporting individuals who live on their own.

of households in  
Canada were  
single-person  

in 2017
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How Optional Critical Illness Insurance works

Optional critical illness insurance is an additional benefit 
provided by an employer – with premiums paid by employees 
who choose to buy the coverage. There is no obligation for 
employees to purchase.

There are two key benefits for employees:

1  Competitive rates: Even though employees pay the 
premium cost, they’re able to take advantage of the 
employer’s group buying power and obtain additional 
insurance coverage at rates better than they could get  
on their own.

2   No Health Questions: With some group policies, 
employees can also get coverage up to a set amount 
(typically $25,000 or $50,000) without answering any 
health questions – something they can’t get on their own.  
This means that even employees who have had a life-
threatening illness – and otherwise wouldn’t qualify for 
insurance – can get coverage. While the policy won’t cover 
a health condition that arose in the 12 months before the 
effective day of the policy, it will cover eligible conditions 
that arise after the policy takes effect. It is important for 
employees to review the specific terms and conditions of 
the policy before buying coverage.

In terms of the actual coverage, if an employee becomes sick 
with a covered illness, diagnosed after the effective date of 
coverage, and survives the waiting period (typically 30 days), 
they’ll receive a tax-free lump-sum2 payment. Unlike disability 
benefits, critical illness benefits are paid regardless of whether 
the employee can return to work.

Most plans on the market cover a variety of the most common 
serious and life-altering illnesses, such as life threatening cancer, 
heart attack, stroke, blindness, deafness, paralysis, kidney failure, 
and multiple sclerosis. Some plans have also added Alzheimer’s 
and Parkinson’s diseases to their list.

For all claims paid by Sun Life Financial across its book of 
business since 2007, the chart below shows the claims 
percentages for each of the main critical illnesses that 
we covered.

Covered  
Condition

Percentage of total Sun Life Group  
critical illness insurance claims  

(2007-2018)

Cancer 56%

Heart Attack 15%
Stroke 5.4%
By-Pass 3.8%
Organ Transplant 
(including kidney failure) 2.9%

Multiple Sclerosis 2.9%

Loss of 
Independent  
existence

1.7%

The need for financial protection is real – 38% of working 
Canadians who have experienced one or more serious 
health issues report that it caused them some or significant 
financial hardship.17 The beauty of critical illness insurance is 
that when an employee receives a benefit payout, they can  
use this money to address any hardship any way they  
want, such as:

       Reducing debt or other financial pressures while they 
cope with their illness

       Replacing reduced or lost income

       Bringing in additional help at home for their care

       Pursuing new medical treatments and medications  
not covered by private or government health  
insurance plans.

Employees are looking for an employer of choice – and  
critical illness insurance is highly valued. You can differentiate 
yourself as an employer by offering critical illness insurance  
on an optional basis.

       Only about 6% of Canadians with a group or individual 
insurance have critical illness coverage16

       More than three-quarters (78%) of employees haven’t 
saved any money or otherwise planned for a health 
event and 38% working Canadians have experienced 
financial hardship because of a health event17

In a competitive marketplace where it’s a challenge 
attracting and retaining talented people, a benefits  
package that includes critical illness insurance can help.

Gain a competitive advantage



Coping and navigating the healthcare system

A critical illness diagnosis and the treatment and recovery 
experience can be challenging from a mental health 
perspective – for both the patients and their families.  
For that reason, psychological support through your  
benefits coverage and Employee Assistance Programs can  
be invaluable. 

But another support that’s often overlooked is help in 
navigating the healthcare system, something that can be 
extremely difficult for those suffering from a critical illness. 
They need to understand their medical condition, make 
decisions about treatment options, and know where to find 
the resources available to help. And they must do all of this 
while battling a serious medical condition.

Some optional critical illness insurance providers combine 
insurance coverage with medical and system navigation 
support – with a service like Best Doctors as a prime 
example. If an employee purchases optional critical illness 
insurance – and Best Doctors is an included part of coverage 
– the employee will receive a cash payout from the 
insurance if they are diagnosed with a covered condition, plus 
extensive support services from Best Doctors. 

This includes:

        an in-depth review of medical files, including diagnostic 
test results, the retesting of pathology, and a 
comprehensive report that the employee can share 
with their treating physician

        a customized physician search and recommendation 
for leading Canadian specialists who are accepting new 
patients

        if the employee needs a doctor or facilities outside  
of Canada, Best Doctors will provide recommendations 
for doctors or treatment facilities that are accepting 
new patients

        1-on-1 support, customized health coaching, and 
written Q&A access to a leading physician who specializes 
in the employee’s condition.

As an added feature the employee’s spouse, dependent 
children, parents and parents-in-law have access to Best 
Doctors services.

6
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Additional action – provide support for healthy lifestyles
One additional step an employer can take in relation to 
employee health is to provide support for healthy lifestyles.

As noted earlier, many incidences of critical illness – most 
notably those related to cancer and cardiovascular disease – 
can be prevented through the adoption of healthy lifestyle 
choices. A more holistic approach to helping employees 
involves providing support for critical illness prevention along 
with providing access to critical illness insurance that provides 
a cash payment should a covered illness occur. 

Here are some healthy lifestyle support options to consider:

Physical Health
Employers can take steps to integrate regular exercise into 
the lives of employees in several ways. These include health 
challenges, fundraising walks or runs for charity, or promoting 
simple activities around the office, like stair climbing. 
Education sessions that highlight the benefits of physical 
activity and provide tips for increasing activity levels will also 
help promote exercise as a healthy lifestyle choice.

Optional critical illness insurance: support your 
employees can appreciate
Critical illnesses don’t play favourites: they can strike any 
employee or their loved one’s at anytime. In addition to 
health and wellness programs that promote actions to 
reduce critical illness risks, a key way that you can help 
employees is by providing a cost-effective protection option 
that can help them meet the financial challenge of battling 
an illness should one occur.  

Nutrition
You can encourage healthy eating among employees by 
offering education sessions on nutrition topics, combined 
with a more active campaign, such as introducing healthier 
catering and cafeteria choices, along with print or digital 
information in eating areas.

Mental Health
Two key stress-reduction programs that studies have shown 
are effective in the prevention and treatment of anxiety 
and depression are yoga and mindfulness meditation. With 
yoga, some studies show that it can produce positive effects 
akin to the effects of anti-anxiety medication. But the 
stress management technique that might be best suited 
to the work world is mindfulness. This form of meditation 
that takes very little time or space but has proven to be 
highly effective in managing anxiety. Practicing mindfulness 
meditation has been shown to reduce unproductive 
worry that can spiral into stress and more severe forms of 
psychological distress, like anxiety, depression and even pain 
in some cases.18

Optional critical illness insurance is an inexpensive way to 
increase the value of your benefits plan, provide employees 
with a cost-effective way to protect themselves and their 
families, and enhance your organization’s reputation as an 
employer of choice. Talk to your Sun Life Account Executive 
about how optional critical illness insurance can support 
your organization’s goals.



Life’s brighter under the sun

Group Benefits are offered by Sun Life Assurance Company of Canada,  
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