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Introduction 

The Evaluation of the Canada Pension Plan Disability (here after referred to as ‘the 

Program’) program focussed on the reassessment of continuous eligibility of 

beneficiaries and their potential work capacity. 

Although an important component of the post-grant element of the program,1 the 

reassessment of continuous eligibility of beneficiaries had not been evaluated in over 25 

years. Thus, the current evaluation examined this process – its efficiency, 

consistency, as well as the experiences of current and former Canada Pension Plan 

Disability beneficiaries in relation to the reassessment process. (Figure 1) 

In 2018, the program initiated a renewal review of its post-grant element, which 

provided the context for this evaluation. (Annex 1)  

Figure 1. Evaluation focus- post-grant element 

 

In January 2019, ESDC’s Performance Measurement and Evaluation Committee 

approved the Evaluability Assessment of the Program. The Evaluability Assessment 

identified several key areas of reassessment that could contribute to longer-term 

program development under the 2018 Program Renewal Initiative. 

This evaluation covered program data during fiscal years 2010 and 2011 to 2017 and 

2018. The key findings of the previous 2 evaluations (in 1996 and 2011) can be found in 

Annex 2. The evaluation questions are listed in Annex 3. Detailed information about the 

                                                                                                                                                    
1 The post-grant element, also referred to as the back-end process, comprises of reassessment of 
continuing eligibility, return-to-work incentives, and vocational rehabilitation. (Doc and File Review, pg. 
53)  
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evaluation methodology, the 6 lines of evidence used, and their limitations are provided 

in Annex 4.  

Summary of key findings 

1. The work capacity of beneficiaries was contingent on various economic, personal 

and external factors 

2. There was an average of 401,131 program beneficiaries per year between 2010 

and 2011 to 2017and 2018. The average age of beneficiaries was 55 years old, 

53% were women, and 78% came from Ontario, British Columbia, and Alberta  

3. On average, 16% of all beneficiaries reported employment income (including 

disability benefits and severance pay).2  Among them, 2% of beneficiaries 

reported income above the substantially gainful amount suggesting a potential 

regained work capacity 

4. Only 1.6% of total beneficiaries were reassessed each year during the evaluation 

period and 41% amongst them had their pension ceased 

5. Reassessment is vital to the program operation, however, some reassessment 

processes lack efficiency 

6. Continuous emphasis on resourcing the Program’s front-end process resulted in 

a shortage of resources for the back-end process, especially the reassessment 

element  

7. The reassessment process was usually timely for those who were reassessed 

due to a self-reported return to work. However, pre-scheduled reassessments 

and those resulting from earnings not reported directly to the Program were often 

delayed 

8. Cease decisions3 made retroactively caused overpayments of approximately $79 

million4 for the period of 2010 and 2011 to 2017 and 2018. It is acknowledged 

that the program had processes in place to recover overpayments. However, the 

efficiency of these processes were unknown at this time due to data limitations 

9. There was room for improving the selection of beneficiaries who were 

reassessed based on employment income and review type to bring efficiency, 

program savings, and reduce overpayments 

                                                                                                                                                    
2 The employment income of beneficiaries was captured from the Canada Revenue Agency tax data 
linked to the Canadian Survey on Disability. It is important to note that beneficiaries may receive non-
work activity related income (disability benefits, severance pay, etc.) from employers in the form of a 
regular pay, which are reported as employment income in the tax data. The actual percentage directly 
related to a return to work/work activity is significantly lower and has not or cannot be established until 
all reassessments for this period of time have been completed. 

3 A decision made to terminate or stop payments to a beneficiary after eligibility is reassessed. 

4 This overpayment amount is from the completed reassessments and does not take into consideration 
the inventory of pending reassessments. 
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10. A lack of consistency and comprehensive guidance in the reassessment process 

remained an issue. There were regional variations in training staff, prioritization of 

reassessment workloads, and the decision-making process 

11. Beneficiaries had different levels of awareness during the reassessment process 

and different levels of knowledge about return-to-work supports, suggesting a 

need for more effective and clear communications regarding program 

requirements  

Recommendations 

 Recommendation 1: Ensure consistent decision-making processes and 

appropriate alignment of resources (for example training, staffing, work clarity, 

etc.) to bring further efficiency to the reassessment process 

 Recommendation 2: Improve communication with beneficiaries so they are 

better aware of their responsibilities, program provisions, and available supports 

 Recommendation 3: Have a more timely approach to the pre-scheduled 

reassessments and those resulting from earnings not reported directly to the 

Program 

 Recommendation 4: Determine the effectiveness of support(s) to those who 

want to return to the workforce 

 Recommendation 5: Currently, Medical Adjudicators make decisions on self-

reported return to work, despite there being no (or minimal) medical components 

to most of those decisions. To facilitate more timely completion of 

reassessments, medical adjudicators should be assigned to cases that require a 

medical decision, leaving non-medical cases for other program officials 
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Program Background 

Introduced in 1966, the Canada Pension Plan Disability program is currently the single 

largest public long-term disability insurance benefit in Canada, delivered by Service 

Canada. This pension is 1 of 8 supports provided under the Canada Pension Plan.5 

The pension belongs within a group of programs including other earnings6 replacement 

and income support programs, and tax systems that may assist persons with disabilities 

in Canada (Figure 2). The Program provides partial income replacement to individuals 

who meet established criteria; and is administered throughout Canada, except Québec 

where the Québec Pension Plan provides similar supports.7  

Did you know? 

The Canada Pension Plan Disability program may also offer support to dependent children of 

beneficiaries through the Disabled Contributors Child Benefit.  

Figure 2: Canada Pension Plan Disability as a component of other disability support 

programs offered in Canada.  

 

Source: Evaluability Assessment 

                                                                                                                                                    
5 Other supports include retirement pension, post-retirement benefit, survivor’s pension, death benefit, 
post-retirement disability benefit, disabled contributor child benefit, and orphan's benefit.  

6 A significant majority of beneficiaries rely on multiple sources of income and disability-related supports. 

7 Québec administers its own disability pension plan. The data analyzed in this report only includes the 9 
other provinces, territories, and also contributors to both the Québec Pension Plan and Canada Pension 
Plan who resided outside of Québec on the date of their application. Applicants who contribute to both 
plans and reside in Québec receive benefits from the Québec Pension Plan and are not included in this 
report.  
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The ultimate outcome to providing financial security to beneficiaries came from the 

interaction of multiple sources, including the Canada Pension Plan Disability program. 

In 2000 and 2001, the Program distributed an estimated $2.8 billion to 282,111 

beneficiaries and their dependent children. By 2017 and 2018, over $4.4 billion in 

benefits were paid out to 337,505 beneficiaries and their dependent children. 

Who is eligible for Canada Pension Plan Disability 

To be eligible for the Program, applicants must meet the following criteria: 

 be under the age of 65  

 have a “severe and prolonged” disability (Textbox 1 for definition) meaning that: 

o the individual has a mental or physical disability that prevents them from 

regularly pursuing a substantially gainful occupation 

o the individual’s disability is long-term 

o the individual’s disability is of an indefinite duration or is likely terminal 

 meet the Canada Pension Plan contribution requirements: 

o applicant must have contributed to the program in 4 of the last 6 years with 

minimum levels of earnings in each of these years  

o or 3 of the last 6 years for those with 25 or more years of contributions 

After initial granting of pension to applicants, reassessment of continuing eligibility is a 

central responsibility of Service Canada.  

If a reassessment is conducted and the beneficiary is found not capable to return to 

work, then the pension continues. 

Textbox 1: Canada Pension Plan Definition of Disability 

The Canada Pension Plan defines a severe and prolonged disability as below:  

► a disability is severe only if by reason thereof the person in respect of whom the 

determination is made is incapable regularly of pursuing any Substantially Gainful 

Occupation 

► a disability is prolonged only if it is determined in a prescribed manner that the disability is 

likely to be long continued and of indefinite duration or is likely to result in death  

 

Please refer to Annex 5 how the perception of disability has changed over time 

Source: ESDC, Evaluability Assessment, 2019; Government of Canada, CPPD Benefits 2019a; 

Office of the Auditor General, 2015 
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What is reassessment of continued eligibility 

The purpose of reassessment is to maintain the program integrity by ensuring the 

pension is delivered only to those who continue to be eligible and ceasing benefits for 

those who are no longer eligible. Reassessment can also identify clients with potential 

work capacity who might benefit from assistance to return to work.  

Reassessment can occur due to self-reported return to work, pre-scheduled reviews, 

and non self-reported return to work. Annex 6 defines and depicts in diagrams the 

different types of reassessments conducted by the program. 

Three types of reassessments   

 Self-reported reassessments 

 Trigger-related reassessments8   

 Pre-scheduled reassessments 

Textbox 2: Reassessment decision process 

During reassessment, the Program staff review the beneficiary’s medical and employment 

information to determine whether or not the beneficiary’s disability continues to prevent them 

from being capable of working on a regular basis (refer to Annex 7 for details about the disability 

adjudication process).  

At the end of the reassessment process, the beneficiary is given a decision that they may 

continue to receive the pension, or that they are no longer eligible to receive the pension. The 

pension can be ceased if the reassessment deems that the beneficiary is no longer disabled or 

can work again on a regular basis.  

If a pension is ceased upon reassessment any children’s benefits related to the Program will 

automatically be cancelled and will require repayment as applicable.  

The beneficiary may have to repay any amount received unduly. Beneficiaries who disagree 

with the decision can request a reconsideration within 90 days of receiving a decision letter. 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                    
8 Trigger related reassessments are those resulting from earnings not reported directly to the Program. 
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What are return to work and supports 

The Program’s main goal is to provide partial income replacement to those who are 

incapable of working due to a severe and prolonged disability. Due to this high threshold 

to approval, few beneficiaries return to work, however for those who consider returning 

to the workforce, supports are available.  

Beneficiaries must report an update to their work status should they:  

 do volunteer work or go to school while receiving the pension  

 be employed and earn more than the allowable amount, for example, this amount 

is $6,100 before tax in 2021  

Once it is determined the beneficiary is capable of earning the Substantially Gainful 

Occupation amount, the program will consider ceasing the pension. This amount was 

$16,693.92 in 2021.9 

The program offers the following incentives to support beneficiaries’ return to work 

(Table 1). 

Table 1. Types of return to work supports 

Types of return to work supports Description of return to work supports 
Allowable earnings Program’s beneficiaries can earn up to 10% of the year’s 

maximum pensionable earnings per calendar year before 
having to report their earnings. Allowable Earnings is not 

the amount at which benefits are ceased, it is the amount 
at which beneficiaries are required to report a return to 
work.  

Three month work trial The Three Month Work Trial is a 3-month period during 
which beneficiaries can test their ability to re-enter the 

workforce on a regular basis while continuing to receive 
the full pension. 

Automatic Reinstatement The Automatic Reinstatement incentive reinstates the 
pension if the beneficiary has a reoccurrence of the same 

or related medical condition within 2 years of their cease 
date. This incentive is only available to the beneficiaries 
who self-report a return to work. 

Fast-Track Reapplication  The Fast-Track Reapplication initiative is an accelerated 

application process for any beneficiary who was previously 
a beneficiary and who stopped working within 5 years of 
their cease date due to a recurrence of the same or 
related disability. 

                                                                                                                                                    
9 The Substantially Gainful Occupation benchmark remains the income level against which a beneficiary’s 
regular capacity to work is assessed. The subsection 68.1 (1) of the Canada Pension Plan Regulations 
describes “ ‘substantially gainful’, in respect of an occupation” that provides a salary or wages equal to 
the maximum annual amount a person could receive as a disability pension.  
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Vocational Rehabilitation 
Program 

The Vocational Rehabilitation Program is a 
voluntary program that supports beneficiaries with 
employment counselling, return to work planning, 
job training, and skills training for employment. This 

support is offered to pre-scheduled review and self-
reported return to work beneficiaries, and 
additionally to beneficiaries who contact the 
program directly and request the Vocational 

Rehabilitation program services.10 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                    
10 For more information, refer to ESDC, Vocational Rehabilitation Program for Canada Pension Plan 
disability benefits recipients, 2017 in the references.  
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Findings: Beneficiary characteristics 

What were the characteristics of program beneficiaries 

Over the period of the evaluation, 537,476 individuals applied for the Program. 

There were an average of 401,131 beneficiaries in Canada in receipt of the pension per 

year between the 2010 and 2011 to 2017 and 2018 fiscal year.11 

 78% of beneficiaries came from 3 different provinces - Ontario, British Columbia, 

and Alberta (Figure 3) 

 53% of beneficiaries were women 

 The average age of beneficiaries is 55 years, and 79% were aged 50 and above 

 80% of beneficiaries had no employment income, followed by 14% of 

beneficiaries with less than $15,000 in reported employment income 

Figure 3: Geographic distribution of Canada Pension Plan Disabi lity beneficiaries in Canada 

between 2010 and 2011 to 2017 and 2018. 

 

Source: Administrative data  

Note 1: All proportions and numbers represent “average per year” for the period between 2010 and 2011 

to 2017 and 2018.  

                                                                                                                                                    
11 As mentioned earlier in the report, there is an average of 340,000 beneficiaries on any given day in a 
year; however, there are over 400,000 total number of distinct individuals who receive a disabilit y 
payment of at least 1 month in each given year.  
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Note 2: Other important characteristics namely education, marital status, other forms of disability support, 

and occupation class had missing data for nearly 50% of beneficiaries making the sample 

unrepresentative of the population to report. 

Over 70% of beneficiaries had 1 type of disabilities classes during 2010 and 2011 to 

2017 and 2018. 

Table 2. Distribution of beneficiaries across number of disability classes during 2010 and 

2011 to 2017 and 2018 

Number classes Distribution of beneficiaries (percentage) 

One disability disability class 73% 

Two or more disability  27% 

Three or more disability classes 9% 

Source: Administrative data 

A survey of current beneficiaries showed that 68% had a severe form of disability (Table 

3). 

Table 3. Distribution of beneficiaries across different disability severity classes in 2020 and 

2021 

Disability severity class Distribution of beneficiaries (percentage) 

More severe 68% 

Less severe  24% 

No disability  8% 

Source: Survey with Canada Pension Disability Beneficiaries  

Note: The definition used to define disability severity in the survey is not the same criteria used by the 

Canada Pension Plan.12 

Mental disorders (30%) and diseases of the Musculoskeletal System and Connective 

Tissue (23%) were the primary conditions among beneficiaries (Table 4). 

                                                                                                                                                    
12 Annex 8 describes how disability severity has been calculated for this purpose. It is important to note 
that the variable disability severity used in the Survey with Canada Pension Plan Disability Beneficiaries 
follows the definition of disability used by Statistics Canada, which calculates severity by combining the 
level of difficulty an individual has due to their disability and the frequency of the limitation of daily 
activities associated to the disability. This is not the same criteria used by Canada Pension Plan to 
define disability, and therefore should be interpreted with caution.  
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Table 4. Distribution of beneficiaries across different types of disabilities during 2010/11 to 

2017/18 

Disability classes Distribution of beneficiaries (percentage) 

Mental disorders   30% 

Diseases of the musculoskeletal system and 

connective tissue   

23% 

Medical condition classes with <5% 

beneficiaries  

14% 

Diseases of the nervous system and sense 

organs  

11% 

Diseases of the circulatory system 8% 

Neoplasms 8% 

Injury and poisoning  7% 

Source: Administrative data 

80% of beneficiaries had no reported employment income (Table 5). 

Table 5. Distribution of beneficiaries by employment income during 2010/11 to 2017/18 

Reported Employment Income Average (percentage) 

No income    80% 

Income is less than allowable earnings    12% 

Had income but date of onset of disability is in the same year 4% 

Allowable earnings is equal or greater to Income but less than the 

substantially gainful occupation amount  

2% 

Income is equal or greater substantially gainful occupation amount   2% 

Source: Administrative data 
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Key findings  

Key findings: Work capacity  

Key finding 1. On average 16% of all beneficiaries had reported employment 

income, of which 2% of beneficiaries reported income above the substantially 

gainful amount which may suggest a potential regained work capacity 

Figure 4: Average annual proportion of beneficiaries with reported employment income each 

year between 2010 and 2011 to 2017 and 2018. 

 

Source: Administrative data 

Based on the Record of Earnings (Canada Revenue Agency) tax data, on average, 16% 

(66,101) of all beneficiaries each year had reported employment income between 2010 

and 2011 to 2017 and 2018 (Figure 4). Record of Earnings included income from work 

activity (wages and salary) and other employment income (disability benefits, severance 

pay, etc.) suggesting that not all employment income was work-activity related. 

Only 2% (9,815) of all beneficiaries each year had reported employment income at or 

above the Substantially Gainful Occupation amount.13  A reassessment would be 

required to determine if the reported employment income was work-activity related, and 

if these beneficiaries were considered to have regained work capacity. 

About 2% of all beneficiaries each year reported employment income above allowable 

earrings and below the Substantially Gainful Occupation amount, which indicates 

potential regained work capacity and may be able to demonstrate further work capacity 

                                                                                                                                                    
13 For definitions and yearly amounts refer to Annex 9. 
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if provided with appropriate supports, such as vocational rehabilitation or work-place 

accommodations. The remaining 12% of beneficiaries report employment income under 

allowable earnings which was most likely a result of income related to disability benefits.   

Key finding 2. Beneficiaries’ personal characteristics played a significant role in 

work capacity and reported employment income 

Younger beneficiaries aged 20 to 44 were more likely to have reported employment 

income (4%) compared to older beneficiaries aged 55 and above (2%).  

Interviews with beneficiaries indicated that demographic factors such as marital status, 

location, and educational attainment also impacted work capacity.  

“It’s really hard to find employment … while supporting 2 boys as a single dad.” 

(Beneficiary; continued after a self-reported reassessment) 

Majority of the beneficiaries interviewed expressed their return to work was negatively 

impacted by their disability and overall health. For example, those with severe or 

degenerative primary disabilities or secondary health issues were less likely to regain 

their work capacity and return to work. 

“Apart from the diabetes and neuropathy [nerve damage] it’s just my pain level… I liked 

the job […] that killed me. It was too much … And it just feeds into the pain cycle.” 

(Beneficiary; continued after a self-reported reassessment). 

In a few cases, rehabilitation or recovery from the illness allowed the beneficiary to 

return to work.  

In the Survey with Canada Pension Plan Disability Beneficiaries, several personal 

factors were associated with increased return to work capacity, including gender, age, 

education, marital status, health status, etc. (Table 6). 

Key finding 3. External factors also play a significant role in work capacity and 

reported employment income 

Among beneficiaries who returned to work, some suggested that support from previous 

employers, allowed them to return to work.  

 “[My employer] was very encouraging. They kept saying, ‘hey, we’re here, your position 

is waiting for you.’ And I’m back to working with [the same employer] full-time.” 

(Beneficiary; ceased after a self-reported assessment) 

A few beneficiaries’ employers were supportive to the point that they completed all the 

applications on the beneficiaries’ behalf while the beneficiary recovered.  
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“I’ve been a full-time, permanent law enforcement officer with the federal government 

for 19 years… [My employer] took care of all my paperwork on my behalf… I discussed 

my return to work date with [my employer] and they were very supportive and flexible... I 

am still working at the same job.” (Beneficiary; ceased after a pre-scheduled 

reassessment) 

Beneficiaries, internal program officials and external experts mentioned that the fear of 

losing the pension was one of the most significant barriers to return-to-work. The 

reasons for their fear included the fact that the Program represents their only source of 

income, or that their health would deteriorate as a result of working more. 

A few beneficiaries noted that they experienced difficulties in finding employers that 

would accept long periods of unemployment in their resumes. They also indicated that 

some employers were unable to accommodate their disability.  

Some beneficiaries stated that they were unable to return to their previous job as their 

disability prevented them from performing essential duties of that job. These 

beneficiaries included those who worked in the skilled trades.  

Beneficiaries who were aware and accessed return to work supports, specifically, the 3-

month work trial, were more likely to indicate that the Program contributed to financial 

security and encouraged labour force participation.  

In the Survey with Beneficiaries, several external factors were associated with 

increased return to work capacity, including job characteristics and regional 

unemployment (Table 6). 

Almost all survey respondents reported that they would gain work capacity if given 

appropriate support such as return-to-work incentives, training, coaching. However, the 

percentages who anticipated gaining work capacity to a medium or high extent were 

much greater amongst beneficiaries who had been reassessed and ceased. 

Table 6: Factors associated with increased return to work capacity 

Related factors Association with increased return to work capacity 
Gender Females were 4% more likely to return to work, compared to males.  

Age Being younger in age had an advantage in returning to work, compared to those with 
older age. 

Education Beneficiaries with a university certificate or diploma below bachelor’s level are 8% more 
likely to return to work, compared to less than high school diploma.  

Marital status Those who are married were more likely to return to work, compared to beneficiaries in 
common-law relationships. 

Health status Beneficiaries with excellent, very good, good and fair physical health or mental health 

status were more likely to return to work, compared to those with poor physical or 
mental health. 

Health needs Those whose healthcare services needs were met are more likely to return to work.  
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Job characteristics  Those who have been refused a job or promotion over the past 5 years owing to their 
disability were more likely to return to work.14 

Region 

unemployment 

The lower the region’s unemployment rate (3 year average), the higher likelihood of a 

beneficiary to be employed.  
Source: Survey with Canada Pension Plan Disability Beneficiaries  

Note: The results in Table 6 were extracted from the regression analysis using the Survey with Canada 

Pension Plan Disability Beneficiaries’ data on 1918 beneficiaries. These factors were found to contribute 

to increasing the likelihood of beneficiaries returning to work. For more details about the methodology of 

this approach, please refer to Annex 4. 

Key findings: Efficiency 

Key finding 4. Reassessment of beneficiaries helps determine their continued 

eligibility 

The primary goal of reassessment to determine if the beneficiary continued to be 

eligible for the pension was reinforced by the legislation. [Canada Pension Plan 

Regulations subsection 69(1)]. Reassessment is a systematic process used to 

periodically review updated medical and employment information of Canada Pension 

Plan Disability beneficiaries.  

Key Informants suggested that reassessment would maintain the integrity of the 

program. 

“[Reassessment is] making sure right benefit [is] going to right client in right amount” 

(Key Informant)  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                    
14 This finding might seem counterintuitive based on the intuition that labour force discrimination takes job 
opportunities away from disabled people, but also may discourage them in their job search. However, 
there might exist some confounding factors that positively influence both the likelihood of being 
discriminated (conditional on disability) and that of landing a job. For example, disabled people who are 
more active in the job search would be more likely to face discrimination as compared to those who are 
less active or not searching for a job; at the same time they run a higher chance of getting a job (should 
they persevere long enough). 
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Key finding 5. Only 1.6% (an average of 6,279) of total beneficiaries were 

reassessed15 each year during the evaluation period of 2010 and 2011 to 2017 and 

2018 (Figure 5) 

Figure 5: Number of reassessments initiated by reassessment type over the period from 2010 

and 2011 to 2017 and 2018. 

 

Source: Administrative data  

Key finding 6. There is continuous emphasis on the Program’s front-end process 

resulting in a shortage of resources for the back-end process, especially the 

reassessment element 

During the program’s renewal initiative, program officials noted a continuous emphasis 

on the pension’s front-end processes compared to the back-end or post-grant 

element.16 Reassessment staff were often reassigned to assist in reducing backlogs in 

processing of initial application assessments, and consequently, the reassessment 

process was negatively impacted by a shortage of staff.  

                                                                                                                                                    
15 The number of reassessments initiated (2%) is higher than the number of beneficiaries reassessed 
(1.6%) as it possible for a beneficiary to be reassessed more than once within a year. 

16 The front-end process includes the initial application, adjudication and appeal processes, and initiating 
grant payments, while the post-grant element refers to reassessment of continuing eligibility, return-to-
work incentives, and vocational rehabilitation. (Document and File Review, pg. 53)  
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According to a few National Headquarter program officials, there were about 65 

employees (reassessment medical adjudicators, Service Canada Benefit Officers, and 

Program and Service Delivery Clerks) working in the 3 regions.17 

The number of Service Canada Benefit Officers and support staff was difficult to 

estimate since there were no full time staff allocated to the reassessment process: 

 according to an interviewee, there were about 5 Service Canada Benefit Officers 

and 3.5 Program and Service Delivery Clerks working on reassessments in the 

Atlantic region 

 Service Canada employees in the Ontario region identified 7 Service Canada 

Benefit Officers and 3.5 support staff working on reassessment  

As mentioned by a few informants, reassessment is very complex work, which requires 

highly experienced and fully trained medical adjudicators and Service Canada Benefit 

Officers. The hiring and training of new reassessment medical adjudicators did not keep 

the pace with the turnover rates in the reassessment units, who witnessed a dramatic 

decrease in the number of staff during the last years.  

As highlighted by a few stakeholders, there seemed to be a continuous shuffling of files 

among reassessment units which left files sitting on shelves for long periods of time 

because of the lack of human resources in the reassessment units.  

A majority of Service Canada informants suggested reason for large backlogs of trigger-

related case reassessments is lack of staff.  

At the time of the interview, a few key informants noted a shortage of appropriate 

human resources allocated to reassessment:  

 from the 12 medical adjudicators assigned to the reassessment unit in 

Edmonton, only 2 were still there 

 the Scarborough unit in Ontario closed because the last 3 reassessment medical 

adjudicators were not replaced when they retired 

 in Newfoundland and Labrador or Nova Scotia, when adjudicators retired, they 

were not replaced and the reassessment units became smaller and smaller 

 

                                                                                                                                                    
17 Data on staff for the reassessment process is not available through administrative data, therefore, 
qualitative data have been used to identify  
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Key finding 7. Reassessment was generally timely for self-reported cases, 

although the same trend was not observed in other types of reassessments  

The administrative data analysis showed that 71% of reassessments were self-reported 

(Table 7), and timely with 81% of the ‘cease’ and 88% of the ‘continues to be in pay’ 

decisions made within 6 months of the assessment initiation. This result was confirmed 

by the key informant interviews where there was a general consensus among internal 

stakeholders regarding the timeliness of reassessment decisions for self-reported 

cases. Beneficiaries who self-reported return to work also reported that the 

reassessment process was timely.  

“I had no problem [with the timeliness]. Whenever I phoned them they answered me, 

they answered my question… They told me that I would receive the decision within 6 

weeks, but I received it sooner than that.” (Beneficiary; ceased after a self-reported 

reassessment. 

The program’s data highlights approximately 20% of reassessments were trigger related 

and 9% were pre-scheduled (Table 7), with many of those cases having delayed 

decisions. 30% of the ‘cease’ decisions for trigger related and 19% of the ‘cease’ 

decisions for pre-scheduled assessments cases were created after 12 months or later. 

Beneficiaries that were reassessed due to a trigger or pre-scheduled reassessment 

indicated that it took longer to receive a notification of decision. During the time between 

the initiation of reassessment and the notification of decision, some beneficiaries 

continued to receive the pension, even if they were no longer eligible, leading to 

overpayment.  

A few participants mentioned other factors contributing to a lack of timeliness, such as 

getting earnings information from Canada Revenue Agency with 2 years’ delay. 

Table 7: Reassessment type18  

Reassessment type Average (percentage) 

Self-reported  71% 

Trigger related  20% 

Pre-scheduled 9% 

Source: Administrative data  

 

                                                                                                                                                    
18 For more details on each type of reassessment type, refer to Annex 6. 



 

23 

Key finding 8. Retroactive cease decisions and overpayments remain a burden 

According to the administrative data, almost 24% of reassessed cases per year had 

retroactive cessation and overpayment established.   

Overpayments up to $79 million were identified between 2010 and 2011 to 2017 and 

2018. It is acknowledged that the program has processes in place to recover 

overpayments, however, the efficiency of these processes is unknown due data 

limitations. 

Trigger-related reassessments, such as Record of Earnings (90%), etc., were more 

likely to result in a retroactive cease decision, compared to self-reported (12%) return to 

work and pre-scheduled (29%) assessments (Figure 6). 

Figure 6: Proportion of cease decisions that were retroactive and required establishment of 

an overpayment by reassessment type 

 

Source: Administrative data    

Textbox 3: What is overpayment? 

An overpayment refers to payments that a beneficiary has received to which there was no 

entitlement. According to the Canada Pension Plan, section 66, a beneficiary with an 

overpayment “shall return the amount of the benefit payment, or the excess amount, as the 

case may be,… constitutes a debt due to Her Majesty and is recoverable at any time... ”  
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After overpayment is established, the recovery of funds19 was challenging due to:   

 the lack of enforcement from the program20  

 the medical condition of the beneficiary restricting their understanding of 

responsibility to pay  

 the financial state of beneficiaries  

Key finding 9. Retroactively ceasing the pension led to negative perception about 

the program 

Some Key Informants suggested that the impact of retroactively ceasing benefits and 

overpayments on beneficiaries was negative as they were asked to return large sums of 

money, and often immediately. Words used to qualify the impact were: “huge”, 

“traumatic”, and “devastating”, while learning about the fact that they have to pay an 

overpayment is “shocking”.  

“Obviously receiving a big overpayment is problematic for most of these clients because 

even if they are at the Substantially Gainful Occupation level, [the] Substantially Gainful 

Occupation [amount] is below the poverty line, so most of them are not in a position to 

repay the money.” (Program official) 

Retroactive ceasing of benefits negatively impacted beneficiaries’ sense of financial 

security and overall well-being. For example:  

 the short-term impacts of retroactive ceasing, as indicated above, included 

shock, fear and a greater loss of financial security  

 long term impacts included feeling a lack of control related to their financial 

security, and a loss of trust in the program and government 

“I had surgery [for my] brain tumour, and I’m almost blind. [But] I had to try to work 

because the benefit wasn’t enough… My medication alone is more expensive than what 

the [Canada Pension Plan Disability] program was giving me… [But] the program 

claimed that I was able to work and received overpayments… They’re asking me to pay 

back $31,000… I wish I was informed earlier… but the whole process is too confusing.” 

(Beneficiary; ceased after a triggers-related reassessment)  

As several key informants mentioned, when benefits were retroactively ceased, this had 

an impact on the eligibility of other benefits - including going back to the disability 

                                                                                                                                                    
19 The collection of overpayments is done either by the Program directly (cases where the person is in 
pay for a Canada Pension Plan benefit) or by Canada Revenue Agency 

20 The Canada Pension Plan provides some protection and relief from overpayments in some situations 
including cases of Erroneous Advise/Administrative Error and Financial Hardship.  
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benefit or, depending on the number of years of retroactive payments, the ability to use 

Automatic Reinstatement or Fast Track. 

Key finding 10. There is room for improvement in selection beneficiaries for 

reassessment 

Approximately 71% of all reassessment resources were dedicated to self-reported 

return-to-work. Medical Adjudicators made decisions on those self-reported return to 

work cases, despite there being no medical components to those decisions.21 A vast 

majority of overpayments and backlog of cases came from trigger-related return to work 

reassessments.  

Overall, 41% of reassessments resulting in a cease suggested that there was room for 

improving the selection of beneficiaries for reassessments and reducing unnecessary 

reviews.  

Administrative data noted certain beneficiary characteristics were more likely to be 

ceased: 

 males (46%) were more likely to have their benefits ceased upon reassessment 

than females (41%) 

 younger beneficiaries were more likely have their benefits ceased upon 

reassessment (50% of those aged 20 to 34 versus 39% of those aged 55 to 64) 

 Ontario region (47%) and the Western Canada and Territories region (46%) had 

a higher rate of ceased benefits compared to the Atlantic region (31%) 

 beneficiaries with neoplasms had the highest rate of ceased benefits (58%) 

compared to beneficiaries with any other primary disability class 

Reassessment cases could be selected on beneficiaries with employment income at or 

above Substantially Gainful Occupation amount. For example characteristics including:  

 age 

 gender 

 residence region 

 disability class (Table 8) 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                    
21 The Delegation of Authority, which was updated in August 2020, demonstrates the transfer of decision-
making authority from Medical Adjudicators to Service Canada Benefit Officers  
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Table 8. Characteristics of beneficiaries with employment income versus those reassessed 

Characteristics Income at or above substantially 

gainful occupation 
Reassessed cases 

Age From the age group of 35 to 65 There is a discrepancy of 1% between earning 
at or above Substantially Gainful Occupation 
and reassessed cases  

Gender Men: 3% Men: 2% 

Residence region  Ontario: 3% 

 Western Canada and territories: 
3% 

 Ontario: 1%  

 Western Canada and territories: 2% 

Primary disability 
class 

 Neoplasms: 12% 

 Musculoskeletal system and 
connective tissue: 4% 

 Nervous system and sense 
organs: 4% 

 Neoplasms: 3% 

 Musculoskeletal system and connective 
tissue: 1% 

 Nervous system and sense organs: 1% 

Source: Administrative data  

Cases may be selected for reassessment based on the type of review (Figure 7). 

Around 47% of self-reported cases resulted in a ceased pension, followed by trigger-

related assessments. Pre-scheduled return to work reassessments resulted in 86% of 

cases continuing on the pension. 

Figure 7: Reassessment decisions rendered by review types initiated between 2010 and 2011 

to 2017 and 2018 (average per year). 

 

Source: Administrative data  
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Cases with higher cease rates could be a starting point for a better managed reassessment process 

that can result in the identification of beneficiaries who no longer qualify. This would also bring a 

greater return on investment when looking through the lens of the true purpose of the reassessment 

process 

Key findings: Consistency  

Key finding 11. Lack of comprehensive guidance in the reassessment process 

remains an issue  

Internal and external evaluations since the 1990s have suggested that the program had 

no overarching policy framework in place governing the reassessment process.  

In 2004, the program developed a national reassessment guide, and updated it in 2014, 

which provided guidance for reassessment decisions. However, internal documents and 

files noted that respective regions have implemented their own decision-making guides 

since delivery of the pension was regionalized.   

Three program officials in the National Headquarters acknowledged that regions 

created their own procedures “to fill the gaps in national directions”. Ontario region 

provided its own reassessment training for its Medical Adjudicators incorporating 

regional guidelines, which may or may not be consistent with national training.  

A review of the internal documents indicated there continues to be no quality assurance 

framework in place for the reassessment decisions made by the medical adjudicators 

and Service Canada Benefit Officers. 

The large majority of the key informants were of opinion that there have not been any 

significant changes in the design and delivery of the reassessment process in the last 5 

to 10 years.  

Interviews with internal informants noted inconsistencies in the prioritization of 

reassessment workloads and the selection of accounts for reassessment. 

Key Informants noted program officials and regional staff emphasized different 

reassessment objectives:   

 medical adjudicators and Service Canada Benefit Officers were more likely to 

emphasize the role in supporting beneficiaries to return to work   

 most program officials in the National Headquarters emphasized the Program’s 

stewardship role which ensures continuous eligibility and maintains program 

integrity 
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Key finding 12. Regional staff and program officers used their own discretion in 

the selection process 

Key informants indicated significant regional variations on how cases were selected for 

reassessments. One participant was of the opinion that there are sometimes 

inconsistent decisions made by the various medical adjudicators within the same 

reassessment unit.  

Across all regions, self-reported return to work reassessments are prioritized (Table 9). 

However, for pre-scheduled and trigger-related reassessments, the individual Service 

Canada Benefit Officers determined which accounts will be prioritized at their own 

discretion.  

Table 9: Regional reassessment case preferences  

Ontario Region 

 focus on the self-reported return to work cases while also prioritizing cases with multiple 
triggers 

Western Canada and Territories  

 prioritize in order: a) self-reported return to work cases followed by b) trigger related 
reassessments  

Atlantic Region 

 pre-scheduled return to work cases are preferred in Nova Scotia, while it is no longer done 
in other centers 

 trigger-related reassessments are not prioritized and are addressed differently by 
individual officers 

Source: Compilation from the Key Informant Interviews Technical Report (pg. 27 and 28) 

Several Service Canada regions and program officials were unclear on which cases to 

prioritize from the trigger list for reassessment. Some files are often very old, which 

made the investigations very difficult.  

In some regions, reassessment staff noted a lot of confusion and lack of information 

about the process of selecting of cases.  

Several front-line staff identified challenges related to the ambiguous decision-making 

process involving complex self-employed beneficiaries.22  

                                                                                                                                                    
22 The benefit officers had difficulty understanding the work of self-employed beneficiaries, such as those 
working in seasonal jobs, benevolent or sheltered employment for the purpose of calculating 
employment income.  
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Key finding 13. There were regional variations in training and resources provided 

to Medical Adjudicators and Service Canada Benefit Officers 

Participants from Key Informants Interviews were of the opinion that the procedure 

manual was the only existing mechanism to ensure the quality and consistency of the 

reassessment process. A few informants, however, suggested the training modules 

have not been updated to reflect regional needs.   

Information obtained from the Key Informant Interviews and Document Reviews 

indicated that the training provided to regional staff (medical adjudicators and Service 

Canada Benefit Officers) varies considerably which resulted in oversight and 

inconsistent application of the reassessment process.   

One key informant noted that managers in reassessment units may not have a medical 

background nor are they trained in reassessment. 

“it’s hard coming in, and you see these inconsistencies and I am trying to gauge [what 

feels] appropriate, and client service and best for the department, but we are almost left 

to our own devices.” (Service Canada Benefit Officer)  

Training for Service Canada Benefit Officers in Ontario, Western Canada and the 

Territories was often provided by Medical Adjudicator Consultants. This practice was not 

always appropriate because Medical Adjudicator Consultants are not familiar with all the 

aspects of the Service Canada Benefit Officers' job.  

Service Canada Benefit Officers and medical adjudicators in smaller units vis-à-vis  

larger units had access to unequal access to resources to perform their jobs. 

Key findings: Communication 

Key finding 14. The program area communicated with beneficiaries, however 

more could have been done to assist beneficiaries understand their 

responsibilities 

The Post-Grant Review conducted in 2018 noted that the Program did not have 

information on beneficiaries’ level of understanding of the back-end provisions.  

There was limited phone communication with the beneficiaries between the time they 

were granted the pension and when the reassessment was initiated to inform them 

about the reassessment process and their responsibilities.  

Most of the communications occurred primarily via mail, and in some circumstances by 

phone, after the initial grant of the pension. Communications occurred annually via a tax 

slip insert and during the reassessment process, if one was triggered.  
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While self-reported return to work individuals had to be contacted by telephone within 

48 hours of receipt of a return to work notice, no other review type had mandated 

telephone contact, nor would it be expected that multiple phone calls be made at 

different stages of review.  

Beginning 2001 and 2002, the Program had started to send a newsletter with useful 

information, inspirational stories, to beneficiaries with their T4 tax information mailing. 

Over time, the amount of information provided in that newsletter had been reduced. 

“A real lost opportunity they used to be more proactive with communication to help 

prevent overpayments, keeping people informed of what their rights and 

responsibilities.” (Program official)   

Front-line staff expressed concerns related to the level of clarity and readability of some 

of the communications.  

“The only time I’ve ever heard from them is when they wanted money.” (Beneficiary; 

ceased after a pre-scheduled reassessment) 

Key finding 15. Beneficiaries had different levels of awareness and experiences 

during the reassessment process 

The Program’s Client and Stakeholder Roundtable,23 held in 2018, reported a high level 

of confusion around reassessment, particularly with respect to allowable earnings 

versus Substantially Gainful Occupation amount thresholds.24 Members had also 

reported a lack of awareness and limited communications regarding the pension’s 

return-to-work supports.  

As highlighted by several key informants (both program and regional officials), the 

Allowable Earnings incentive was sometimes a source of confusion among 

beneficiaries, who think they have to stop working before reaching it.  

All beneficiaries that discussed allowable earnings misunderstood it as the amount they 

were allowed to earn in a given year, rather than the amount at which they were 

required to report their earnings.  

                                                                                                                                                    
23 The Client and Stakeholder Roundtable is comprised of up to 20 members from a variety of 
organizations and regions who are knowledgeable in an area of interest to the benefit and who have a 
perspective formed by first-hand experience in interacting with clients and/or applicants and 
beneficiaries themselves. (Report on the CPPD Client and Stakeholder Roundtable Meetings, 
November 20 to 21, 2018, p. 6). 

24 Refer to Annex 9 for the definition of allowable earnings and Substantially Gainful Occupation amount.  
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“We are telling people they have to report a return to work immediately, but then we are 

telling people they don’t have to tell us before they reach the allowable earnings...” 

(National Headquarter program official) 

Many key informants were of the opinion that some beneficiaries did not report a return 

to work because they either did not understand the program communication documents 

or simply did not read them. Interviews with beneficiaries identified return to work 

supports provided by the program was not always clearly outlined to them.  

Most beneficiaries (63% to a high extent and 16% to a medium extent) were aware of 

their responsibilities and obligations, which was also confirmed by several internal 

informants and the document and file review. For example:  

 self-reported beneficiaries had a better awareness of their responsibilities 

compared to trigger-related beneficiaries 

 the top 2 responsibilities and obligations that beneficiaries were aware of was:  

o 70% in case of reporting a return to work to the Program when their 

earnings in a calendar year exceeded a certain amount 

o 64% in case of reporting an improved in medical condition 

 however, there were also a significant proportion of beneficiaries that were not 

aware of their obligation to report a return to work after exceeding allowable 

earnings (30%) or improvement in medical condition (36%) 

In the Survey with Canada Pension Plan Disability Beneficiaries, among 265 

beneficiaries who recalled being reassessed, 76% were satisfied with the reassessment 

process and 81% were satisfied with the program communication.  

“I filled out my paperwork properly, my doctor filled it out properly, and it was good… 

The lady [that did my reassessment] was nice, informative, and I did what she told me 

to do, and I understood everything.” (Beneficiary; ceased after a self-reported 

reassessment) 

Most interviewed beneficiaries, regardless of reassessment type or decision, generally 

did not understand the objectives of the reassessment process, however 

approximately 42% of surveyed beneficiaries were aware about reassessment process 

and objectives. Among surveyed beneficiaries that recalled the reassessment: 

 29% indicated that the Program had told them that they were being reassessed 

 21% indicated that the Program had told them why they were being reassessed 

 18% indicated that the Program had explained to them the objectives of 

reassessment 
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Some beneficiaries were not aware of objectives or process of the Program since they 

relied on public trustees, employment counselors, employers, family members or 

healthcare providers to complete their paperwork on their behalf.  

Even in cases where beneficiaries’ family members assisted with paperwork and 

communications with the program, the beneficiary or their family member indicated that 

the objectives of the reassessment or continuing eligibility requirements were not clear.  

“They did not [provide this information]… Had he known – and I was not aware of all of 

this, otherwise I would have informed them… We thought he was just collecting and 

everything was okay. I guess that could be a bit of a complaint.” (Family member of 

beneficiary; ceased after a triggers-related reassessment) 

Key finding 16. Beneficiaries had different levels of awareness and knowledge 

with return-to-work supports 

In the Survey with Canada Pension Plan Disability Beneficiaries, 41% were aware about 

return-to-work supports to a medium or high extent: 

In terms of awareness about specific return-to-work supports, 20% were aware of 

allowable earnings and 16% were aware of the vocational rehabilitation program as well 

as the three-month work trial. (Table 10) 

Although most beneficiaries may not have been aware of the various types of supports, 

they may have still received them25 

Table 10. Overall awareness of specific return to work supports 

Types of Support Average (percentage) 

Allowable Earnings 20% 

Three-month work trial 16% 

Vocational rehabilitation program 16% 

Automatic reinstatement 12% 

Fast-track reapplication 11% 

Other 11% 

None of the above 43% 

Used or received any return-to-work support 

(n = 1,763) 

12% 

                                                                                                                                                    
25 All those who self-reported a return to work are entitled to allowable earnings, work trial, automatic 
reinstatement and fast track reapplication. All other reassessments are entitled to work trial and fast 
track reapplication. Those who are non-compliant lose the advantages of a three-month work trial. 
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Source: Survey with Canada Pension Plan Disability Beneficiaries  

In the Survey with Canada Pension Plan Disability Beneficiaries, the majority of 

beneficiaries (76%) who were reassessed and had their benefits ceased did not use or 

receive any return-to-work supports.26  

For those (reassessed and ceased) who used supports, 45% used the 3-month work 

trial, followed by 26% allowable income. 

In the Survey with Canada Pension Plan Disability Beneficiaries, over 50% of those in 

the labour force indicated a higher awareness and use of return-to-work supports.  

 Beneficiaries who are unemployed had similar levels of awareness as those who 

are employed, for the following 2 categories: 

o three-month work trial (26% versus 25%) 

o automatic reinstatement (23% versus 21%)  

 Beneficiaries who were unemployed had different levels of awareness as those 

who are employed for the following 3 categories: 

o vocational rehabilitation (8% versus 15%) 

o allowable earnings (33% versus 23%) 

o fast-track reapplication (28% versus 22%) 

Key finding 17. More frequent and adapted communication could increase 

awareness and understanding about the reassessment process 

The majority of beneficiaries indicated the program should increase proactive 

communication before, during and after the reassessment process, to improve their 

overall experience of the reassessment process.  

Being contacted by phone only at the initial stage of being granted the pension may not 

have been sufficient to keep these beneficiaries informed of their responsibilities.  

The most common suggestion was for beneficiaries to have case managers to check in 

on them, and ensure that beneficiaries have the information and support they need in a 

timely manner throughout their Program journey, and particularly during reassessment 

process. Some participants wished they could receive regular reminders and updates to 

keep them abreast of program updates, available supports, and other important 

information pertinent to their reassessment.  

 

                                                                                                                                                    
26 Respondents may have received these supports, potentially retroactively.  



 

34 

“Providing information shouldn’t just be a one-off… The information is too 

overwhelming… I think most of us with long term physical issues and pain have mental 

health aspects to it as well, whether we recognize it or not... I’ve been able to take care 

of everything… But I imagine for most people the program is just hard to understand.” 

(Beneficiary; continued upon a self-reported reassessment) 

A few interviewed beneficiaries suggest adapted communication to accommodate their 

individual circumstances: 

 some interviewed beneficiaries noted that human contact would make the whole 

reassessment process smoother and comforting  

 for example, it is not appropriate to send letters to beneficiaries that have visual 

impairments 

 phone communication would also be important to consider since mail 

communication may be difficult to understand especially by beneficiaries with low 

literacy or lower levels of education 

According to key informants, the program should be more proactive in reaching out to 

beneficiaries, informing them of their obligations, and notifying them about existing 

return to work incentives. For example:  

 the Program could send beneficiaries a yearly question to ask them if they work 

and if there was any change in their medical condition), exploring with them 

possible alternatives  

 however, 3 experts stated that the process should be “risk-free”, not “forced” and 

completely based on personal circumstances 

Beneficiaries suggest the following as tactics that could improve proactive 

communication:  

 increase awareness about the return to work incentives and supports  

 more frequent, adapted and easier to understand communications 

 use more sensitive language while communicating with beneficiaries 

 have a consistent point of contact, such as a case manager 

Surveyed beneficiaries who suggested improving the communication side of the 

reassessment process were further asked which specific aspects of communication the 

program should improve, and the commonly mentioned aspects are as follows:  

 internet (40 mentions, 44%), for instance by uploading more information on the 

website, or setting up an interactive online help center for questions and 

guidance 
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 telephone (53 mentions, 58%), for example by shortening waiting time to get hold 

of a agent on phone, or calling back faster 

 direct mail (52 mentions, 57%) 

 information accuracy and relevance (9 mentions, 10%) 

 email (4 mentions, 4%), for example by allowing communication through email 

 in-person or human contact (3 mentions, 3%)  

Key findings: Timely and supportive approach  

Key finding 18. Timely and supportive program elements could contribute to more 

efficiency reassessments 

There was an overall consensus among National Headquarters and regional Service 

Canada key informants on the need for reassessment to be more proactive. Some 

stated proactive reassessments would be “a fantastic idea for sustainability...”, 

“absolutely essential”, “simply what we should be doing”.  

Most disability related programs examined in the literature review provided interactive 

and personalized supports to beneficiaries who are able to return to work.  

According to external experts, most people on disability benefits want to return to work. 

Thus, reassessment and return-to-work supports should build on this good will and 

should be voluntary. According to one expert, a better approach in getting people off the 

pension was to provide additional supports, access to the tools, and provide resources 

that would enable beneficiaries to go back into the workforce.  

Six (out of the 33) internal key informants agreed that the entire reassessment process 

should be more proactive and timely, which would result in positive effects through 

reduced overpayments for beneficiaries. The program data confirmed that during the 

period of the evaluation, the government had up to $79 million worth of overpayment to 

the beneficiaries.27 

Nine (out of the 33) respondents in the National Headquarters and the regional Service 

Canada offices talked about a more proactive approach with regard to the pre-

scheduled return to work assessments. They also mentioned that these types of 

reassessments were not done anymore or required more guidance.  

Beneficiaries suggested the program should use a more flexible work-trial period. While 

the 3-month work-trial period was sufficient in facilitating some beneficiaries’ transition 

                                                                                                                                                    
27 This amount is derived only from the completed assessments and does not take into account the 
inventory of accounts that are yet to be reassessed. 
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back to work, others felt that it needed to be more flexible since the severity of a 

disability can vary. 

Key finding 19. Some elements observed in various domestic, private, and 

international programs seemed to contribute to better outcomes 

Note: This section highlights best practices seen across disability programs in Canada and select 

international countries. It is acknowledged that these programs may not be equivalent or entirely 
comparable to the Canada Pension Plan Disability.  

Québec Pension Plan Disability, which is similar to Canada Pension Plan Disability, 

required beneficiaries to have earnings below a certain threshold to continue receiving 

the pension. However, if a beneficiary exceeded an earning threshold (in 2019, this 

amount was $3600 in 3 consecutive months), their pension was ceased automatically, 

which may prevent future overpayment.  

In Canada, provincial disability programs offered supports including the:   

 Ontario Disability Support program which had the goal of providing employment 

support to help persons with disabilities find and keep a job while receiving 

income benefits28 

 WorkSafe British Columbia and Worker Compensation Board of Prince Edward 

Island’s primary objectives were to offer rehabilitation and monetary supports for 

lost wages to those recovering from injuries occurred at work  

Some practices of Canadian private long term disability providers, including Sun Life 

and Great West Life, followed:  

 active case management for beneficiaries that have work potential including 

working with former employers and offering vocational rehabilitation and 

workplace accommodations as appropriate29 

 annual communication with all beneficiaries who were not under active case 

management to monitor any changes in status 

In international cases, disability programs were designed in their unique context, where 

many use an interactive and proactive reassessment approach right at the start of the 

process. 

                                                                                                                                                    
28 The Ontario Disability Support program also deducts work income dollar-for-dollar above a certain 
income threshold. 

29 Active case management by long term disability providers often ends after two years which typically 
coincides with the referral to apply for the Canada Pension Plan Disability program. 
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 in Germany, the program required rehabilitation before the grant of the benefit 

and covered the costs involved in making a return to work possible 

 in the United Kingdom, those with less severe disabilities were required to 

participate in work-focused interviews to improve their chances of finding suitable 

work 

 Denmark required beneficiaries with less severe disabilities to participate in a 

flexible work environment while receiving partial benefits 

Overall, best practices of disability programs included a strong reintegration focus with 

their ‘rehabilitation-before-pension’ principle. A disability pension was only granted when 

reintegration efforts have failed.  
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Management response action plan 

Overall management response 

The Department agrees with the five recommendations, and is taking steps to improve 

the process for reassessment of continued eligibility of beneficiaries and their potential 

work capacity.  

The findings indicate that reassessment is vital to the Canada Pension Plan Disability 

program’s operation, and that the Department has opportunities to improve the level of 

service that is provided to beneficiaries. The evaluation points to several important key 

findings: 

 The reassessment process is usually timely for those who are reassessed due to 

a self-reported return to work. However, pre-scheduled reassessments and those 

resulting from earnings not reported directly to the Program are often delayed. 

 A lack of consistency and comprehensive guidance in the reassessment process 

continues to remain an issue. There are regional variations in training staff, 

prioritization of reassessment workloads, and the decision-making process. 

 Beneficiaries have different levels of awareness during the reassessment 

process and different levels of knowledge about return-to-work supports, 

suggesting a need for more effective and clear communications regarding 

program requirements. 

The Department acknowledges that services are not always timely for clients who are 

reassessed, and will take steps to reduce delays and improve the timeliness of reviews 

resulting from unreported work activity (triggers) and prescheduled reassessment 

reviews. This includes addressing the lack of consistency and comprehensive guidance 

in the reassessment process with improved operational guidance.  

The Department also acknowledges that beneficiaries have different levels of 

awareness during the reassessment process and has been taking steps to ensure 

effective and clear communication for clients.  

In February 2020, the Department sought and obtained expenditure authority for three 

years, 2020 to 2021 and 2022 to 2023, to support work related to processing Canada 

Pension Plan and Canada Pension Plan Disability workload. This included $13.7 million 

over three years to address the Canada Pension Plan Disability reassessment 

workload. The Department recognized that under-resourcing and competing priorities 

had led to large reassessment inventories. The funding has allowed the Department to 

hire additional staff across Service Canada regional processing offices to conduct 

reassessments and reduce the inventory. The Department recently established a 

specialized processing unit to further advance this work. The funding also provided 
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$13.9 million to support continuous improvement efforts in the Canada Pension Plan 

Disability program. This includes funds to improve client communication and streamline 

business processes to advance more timely, responsive, and consistent processing of 

benefits. It also includes funding to redesign and innovate training, guidance and 

support for employees.  

The Department’s Canada Pension Plan Disability Renewal work plan is also supporting 

improvements to reassessment. Canada Pension Plan Disability Renewal includes work 

to enhance the openness of the program through better communication with clients and 

other stakeholders, and work to review post-grant activities, including reassessment of 

eligibility, return to work incentives, and vocational rehabilitation.  

Recommendation 1 

Ensure consistent decision-making processes and appropriate alignment of resources 

(example: training, staffing, work clarity, etc.) to bring further efficiency to the 

reassessment process. 

Management Response 

The Department agrees with the recommendation, and is taking steps to ensure 

appropriate decision-making processes, and allocation of resources, including ensuring 

sufficient workforce and training. Since the evaluation period, the Department has 

increased reassessment workforce capacity in the regions and reduced inventories. The 

lead for activities 1.1 to 1.4 is Service Canada national headquarters and Service 

Canada regional offices. The lead for 1.5 is the Income Security and Social 

Development Branch of ESDC in consultation with Service Canada. The lead for activity 

1.6 is Service Canada, in consultation with the Income Security and Social 

Development Branch of ESDC. 

Management Action Plan  Completion date 

1.1 

 

Increase in medical and non-medical capacity in 

reassessment across Service Canada’s regional 

processing network to address the reassessment 

inventory.  

Q3 2021-2022 

 

 

1.2  

Establishment of a Reassessment Centre of 

Specialization to handle reassessment work, including 

triggers to help balance and reduce inventories more 

expeditiously.  

 

Q1 2021-2022 

 

 



 

40 

 

1.3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Update to the reassessment training curriculum for 

Medical Adjudicators and non-medical employees. 

Service Canada regional processing centres allocated 

additional resources, including Medical Adjudicator 

Consultants, Business Expertise Advisors, and 

Business Expertise Consultants, to assist the 

College@ESDC in the development and launch of the 

training packages. Training packages include updated 

job aids, and a suite of Medical Reference Guides on 

complex medical conditions to support fair, sound, and 

early decision-making at all stages of the program.  

 

 

November 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.4 

 

 

 

 

Establishment of National Reassessment Case 

Conferencing to collectively review case approaches 

to ensure consistent decision making and assess gaps 

in policy and procedures. This is a joint effort between 

Service Canada national headquarters, Service 

Canada regional offices and Income Security Social 

Development, ESDC’s policy arm for the Canada 

Pension Plan Disability Program. 

October 2021 

 

 

 

 

1.5 Income Security Social Development Branch in 

collaboration with Benefits and Integrated Services 

Branch will develop a reassessment policy framework.  

May 2023 
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1.6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Benefits and Integrated Services Branch, in 

collaboration with Income Security Social 

Development Branch will refresh the Canada Pension 

Plan Disability Reassessment Functional Guidance 

and Procedures:  

I. Updating functional guidance and procedures to 

align with recent and forthcoming updates to 

policy direction, including revisions to the 

reassessment manual and alignment with 

general procedures.   

II. Comprehensive review and update of the suite 

of functional guidance and procedures for 

Reassessment to support a new Reassessment 

policy framework.  

 

 

 

Q2/Q3 2022-2023 

 

 

 

 

Q4 2023-2024 

 

Recommendation 2  

Improve communication with beneficiaries so they are better aware of their 

responsibilities, program provisions, and available supports. 

Management Response 

The Department agrees with the recommendation and recognizes the importance of 

clear and consistent communication with beneficiaries. Canada Pension Plan Disability 

Renewal and Canada Pension Plan Disability Continuous Improvement work continue 

to drive improvement of Canada Pension Plan Disability program communications to 

clients. The lead on activities 2.1, 2.2 and 2.4 is Service Canada national headquarters 

and Service Canada regional offices. The lead on activities 2.3 and 2.5 is Service 

Canada and the Income Security Social Development Branch of ESDC. 

Management Action Plan Completion Date 

2.1 

 

 

 

Optimization of the Canada.ca Canada Pension Plan 

Disability web pages to align web content with the 

Treasury Board Secretariat web standards. This 

included improving navigation, readability, accessibility, 

and taking a web-first approach to providing program 

information. 

August 2020 
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Recommendation 3 

Have a more timely approach to the pre-scheduled reassessments and those resulting 

from earnings not reported directly to the Program.   

 

2.2  

 

 

Update to the Canada Pension Plan Disability Toolkit. 

The Department developed the Toolkit in 2019 to help 

clients, people supporting them in the application 

process, health care professionals, and non-

government organizations, access all required 

program information through a single document.  

October 2021 

 

 

 

 

2.3  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Benefits and Integrated Services Branch and Income 

Security Social Development Branch will update and 

improve key Canada Pension Plan Disability client 

communications to align with recent policy updates 

affecting reassessment. This will ensure information is 

clear and concise so that clients are aware of their 

responsibilities and return to work supports provided 

by Service Canada. This includes updates to the 

Canada Pension Plan Disability information sheet, 

Canada Pension Plan Disability post-grant letter, and 

the annual Canada Pension Plan Disability T4 insert.  

 

February 2022 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.4  

 

 

 

 

Pensions Correspondence Modernization will improve 

communication to pension beneficiaries through a 

broad review of existing pension programs 

correspondence (including Canada Pension Plan 

Disability), to simplify, enhance, and ensure plain 

language in correspondence to clients. 

March 2023 

 

 

 

 

2.5 Income Security Social Development Branch and 

Benefits and Integrated Services Branch will 

collaborate to further update and improve Canada 

Pension Plan Disability client communications to 

ensure alignment with the new reassessment policy 

framework.   

May 2023 
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Management response 

The Department agrees with the recommendation and recognizes the need to improve 

the timeliness of trigger-related and pre-scheduled reassessments. The increased hiring 

in Service Canada as a result of the funding authority received in 2020, has enabled the 

department to allocate more resources to this work across the regional processing 

network and give higher priority to this area. As part of its effort to reduce the Canada 

Pension Plan Disability inventory, the Department is also undertaking different 

measures to ensure timelier decisions for clients, including automating certain business 

processes. The lead on these activities is Service Canada national headquarters and 

Service Canada regional offices. 

Management Action Plan Completion Date 

3.1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Standardization of Reassessment work types in the 

Pensions Workload System to include trigger-related 

reassessment work items. Pensions Workload System 

is the Department’s workload management tool for the 

Canada Pension Plan and Old Age Security programs. 

The incorporation of trigger-related reassessment work 

items into Pensions Workload System as well as in 

regular performance reporting, is enabling the 

department to better track, manage and prioritize 

reassessment work. 

November 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.2 

 

Update and partially automate the pre-scheduled 

reassessment triggers and the reassessment process. 

Q2 2022-2023 

3.3 

 

 

 

 

Automate the pre-screening steps for triggers 

indicating potential work income, such as Employment 

Insurance Record of Employment Inquiry Statistic and 

Extraction system register, Canada Pension Plan 

Exempt, and Record of Earnings. Record of Earnings 

triggers will be automated to identify benefits-related 

income to help distinguish between income generated 

from employment and a potential return to work. This 

will result in efficiencies and help increase the number 

of trigger-related reassessments processed each year, 

which will in turn help to avoid burdensome 

overpayment situations for clients. 

Q4 2022-2023 
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Recommendation 4 

Determine the effectiveness of support(s) to those who want to return to the workforce. 

Management response  

The Department agrees with the recommendation.  

The Canada Pension Plan Disability program is designing a pilot project to assess an 

evidence-based approach to better support Canada Pension Plan Disability 

beneficiaries in their attempts to return to work. 

The pilot to test Canada Pension Plan Disability return-to-work supports is currently 

being designed and will be implemented beginning in 2023. This pilot will help gather 

evidence on new and existing return-to-work supports to identify which suite of supports 

is most effective in helping Canada Pension Plan Disability beneficiaries who would like 

to attempt to reintegrate into the workforce. This pilot will take into account the changing 

dynamics of the labour market and the impacts on vulnerable populations due to 

COVID-19.  

Income Security Social Development Branch and Service Canada national 

headquarters are co-leading this initiative. 

Management Action Plan Completion Date 

4.1 Development and implementation of a pilot project to 

test and identify the most effective suite of supports to 

help Canada Pension Plan Disability beneficiaries who 

wish to attempt a return to work. 

December 2025 
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Recommendation 5 

Currently, Medical Adjudicators make decisions on self-reported return to work, despite 

there being no (or minimal) medical components to most of those decisions.  To 

facilitate more timely completion of reassessments, medical adjudicators should be 

assigned to cases that require a medical decision, leaving non-medical cases for other 

program officials. 

Management response  

The Department agrees with the recommendation and that the alignment of roles and 

responsibilities between medical and non-medical staff involved in reassessments could 

be improved to enhance the timeliness of decisions. The lead on this activity is Service 

Canada national headquarters and Service Canada regional offices. 

Management Action Plan Completion Date 

5.1  Develop and implement strategy to improve alignment 

of Medical Adjudicator and Service Canada Benefit 

Officer roles with respect to the nature of 

reassessment cases. 

Q4 2022-2023 
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Annexes 

Annex 1. Canada Pension Plan Disability Program (1990 to 2018) 

Since the 1990s, several internal and external reviews have suggested a need for a 

comprehensive renewal of the program, including the 2011 Canada Pension Plan 

Disability program evaluation, and the 2015 Report of the Auditor General. The Renewal 

Initiative was approved by the Deputy Minister of ESDC in summer 2015 as a cross-

branch responsibility between the Income Security and Social Development, the 

Transformation and Integrated Service Management Branch,30 and regional offices.  

Until recently, the pension’s renewal initiative has focused on the “front-end” elements of 

the program. However, in spring 2018, the Program initiated a renewal review of the 

“back-end,” or “post-grant” elements of the program. These elements apply to 

beneficiaries in pay and former beneficiaries who may be eligible to return to the 

pension, and comprise reassessment of continuing eligibility, return-to-work incentives, 

and vocational rehabilitation. 

Figure A1 depicts the timeline of the program’s changes and development over time.  

In its Renewal Initiative, the program area identified several outcomes related to return 

to work and reassessments and possible improvements related to post- grant aspects 

(Table A1).  

Table A1. Renewal initiative’s outcomes and Potential Improvement 

Outcome: Program facilities return to work 

 more beneficiaries successfully return to work 

 provisions to return to work are effective (beneficiaries pursue work re-entry with a consistent 

Program “safety net”) 

 beneficiaries have access to effective supports to build work capacity  

 the Program is coordinated with other labour market and disability supports  

Outcome: criteria for continued Program eligibility are clear, reflect legislation, and are 

applied in a fair, consistent and efficient manner 

 reassessment process is effective and efficient 

 there are clear criteria related to continuing eligibility, uniformly applied in a timely manner 

                                                                                                                                                    
30 As of 2020, the Transformation and Integrated Service Management Branch has separated into two 
distinct branches: the Benefits and Integrated Services Branch and Transformation Management  Branch 

 



 

47 

 data and reporting are the evidence base to support the development of policy guidance, up 

date processes, and efficient and effective workload strategies 

Outcome: Program beneficiaries have the information they need to understand the 

program provisions and reporting responsibilities 

 program recipients report understanding conditions of benefits and responsibilities related to 

reporting income and medical changes 

 recipients accurately report return to work and income above allowable earnings  

 recipients are aware of program provisions and supports 

Work plan to achieve outcomes 

 immediate program improvements: ensure alignment with existing legislation and regulations, 

and maintain program integrity 

 longer-term program development: develop evidence from which to consider more significant 

changes, prepare proposals, and develop action plans 

 

Figure A1: Canada Pension Plan Disability: Program changes and development timeline 
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Annex 2: Key findings of the previous evaluation  

Evaluation of the Canada Pension Plan (Disability Component) Final Report from 

1996  

The Phase I evaluation examined the Canada Pension Plan retirement pension. The 

Phase II evaluation examined the Canada Pension Plan Disability with a wide range of 

key questions covering the period from 1991 to 1994. The issue of whether the program 

has achieved its objectives, and the main impacts and effects of the program, were 

significant questions for the evaluation. These questions were examined in terms of the 

program's beneficiaries, eligibility criteria, earnings replacement, and comparison to 

other programs, including the Québec Pension Plan Disability and programs of major 

international trading partners. 

On the reassessment issue, the evaluation noted that reassessment activity was 

sporadic before 1993. Since 1993, reassessments have been intensified under a 

special project focusing on beneficiaries who have a high probability of being gainfully 

employed. The encouraging initial results of the recent Program reassessment 

initiatives suggest that consideration should be given to a substantial expansion of 

these reassessment initiatives. The evaluation concludes that there is considerable 

potential for significantly expanded reassessment efforts to ensure the removal of 

beneficiaries from the caseload who can undertake gainful employment.  

Summative Evaluation of the Canada Pension Plan Disability Program from 2011  

A Summative Evaluation, undertaken from 2007 to 2010, assessed the continued 

relevance, achievement of objectives, impacts and effects, cost-effectiveness, and 

program delivery of the program for the 1997 to 2007 period. 

Overall, the evaluation found that the Program remains as relevant today as it was at its 

inception. Disability that affects work capacity continues to be a key risk faced by 

working-age Canadians and public disability insurance remains an equitable and 

economically efficient way of addressing this risk. 

In terms of areas for improvement, the evaluation identifies disability determination as a 

challenging task for any national program, and one that warrants ongoing consideration 

to ensure consistency of decision-making across regions and over time. It notes that 

Canada can continue to learn from the experiences of other countries with publicly-

funded long-term disability programs. It also raises concerns with the complexity 

applicants can experience in applying for benefits and suggests more be done to 

understand their experiences in order to improve program design and delivery. The 

evaluation also urges officials to explore options that maximize access to employment 

resources and services for both granted and denied clients in order to support their 
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return-to-work efforts. The evaluation concludes with 6 recommendations that require 

action on the part of management in the areas of quality assurance, service delivery, 

and working with key partners and, it identifies areas for further study. 
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Annex 3: List of evaluation questions 

Meta question 1: What is the work capacity of the Canada Pension Plan Disability 

client population?  

1. What portion of [the Program] beneficiaries have regained their work capacity, 

including those who self-report a return to work? 

2. To what extent [the Program] beneficiaries think they might have regained their 

work capacity? 

3. What are the factors that may have a positive impact on the potential work 

capacity of [the Program] beneficiaries? What are the perceived barriers by [the 

Program] beneficiaries in respect to considering a return to work? 

4. What are the characteristics of [the Program] beneficiaries who, during the 

evaluation period had or think they may have regained their work capacity?  

a. How do these characteristics compare to the overall [the Program] 

beneficiaries 

Meta question 2: What is the efficiency and short-term effectiveness of 

reassessment? 

5. What are the objectives of reassessment? 

6. How are the quality and consistency of reassessment decisions assured?  

7. To what extent is the current reassessment process effective in monitoring 

continuing program eligibility? 

a. Why do a significant number of beneficiaries who have been reassessed 

due to a self-reported return to work continue to receive Program benefits 

after the reassessment? 

8. How many reassessments are performed each year? How many reassessments 

result in retroactive ceasing of benefits? What is the impact on beneficiaries? 

9. How many reassessment decisions are appealed? How many reassessment 

decisions are overturned on appeal? 

10. What are the characteristics of reassessed [the Program] beneficiaries? How 

these characteristics compare to [the Program] beneficiaries who have 

regained/are deemed to have regained their work capacity?  

11. How timely is the reassessment process? What are the factors influencing the 

reassessment’s timeliness? How does this vary across the reassessment 

reasons? 

12. What are the administrative costs of reassessment?  

13. What is the unit cost?  

14. How do other disability income programs (domestic and international) approach 

reassessment? How do they compare to the reassessment performed by [the 

Program]? 



 

51 

15. What are the recent changes in the disability landscape and how might they 

affect reassessment? 

Meta question 3: What is the client experience before, during and after 

reassessment? 

16. For beneficiaries receiving other disability income programs, how does this 

reassessment affect the benefit received from other disability programs? 

17. What is the level of awareness of [the Program] beneficiaries pertaining to the 

reassessment process, continuing eligibility requirements, return-to work 

incentives? 

18. What is the level of understanding of [the Program] beneficiaries pertaining to the 

reassessment process, continuing eligibility requirements, return to work 

incentives? 

19. What is the beneficiaries’ experience before, during and after reassessment?  

20. What is the longer-term impact for beneficiaries whose benefits were ceased 

versus continued upon reassessment?  

Meta question 4: What is the feasibility and potential benefits of a proactive 

approach to reassessment? 

21. What is the feasibility and potential cost/benefit of proactively reassessing [the 

Program] beneficiaries with potential work capacity and supporting these 

beneficiaries in return to work? 
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Annex 4: Evaluation methodology 

The evaluation of the Canada Pension Plan Disability Benefits made use of the 

following 6 lines of evidence:  

 Literature Review 

 Document and file review  

 Administrative data analysis  

 Key informant interviews  

 Surveys with Canada Pension Plan Disability benefit beneficiaries  

 Case study interviews  

Various data collection methods and sources helped address different aspects of the 

evaluation questions. This approach ensured adequate data triangulation to support 

robust evidence-based findings, conclusions and recommendations to the Program. 

Lines of evidence and key limitations  

Literature review 

The literature review was conducted to provide a synthesis of findings to draw 

conclusions and provide recommendations from existing literature related to the 

changing disability landscape and best practises of international and domestic disability 

pension programs in relation to reassessment and supporting beneficiaries with a return 

to work. 

The literature review involved the compilation, review, and analysis of academic 

research, program documents, information from official government websites and 

objective ‘grey’ literature. Grey literature includes reports, working papers, government 

documents, white papers and evaluations.  

There are 2 components to this review:  

 the first places the Canada Pension Plan Disability program within the current 

disability landscape and explores key trends in the literature relevant to a 

disability benefit reassessment 

 the second situates Canada Pension Plan Disability among similar domestic and 

international programs. For example:  

o provincial disability 

o Workers compensation boards 

o long-term disability insurance  

o Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
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The limitations of this review was that each international and domestic program 

reviewed was designed in its unique context. Therefore, it was not possible to make a 

direct comparison of these programs with Canada Pension Plan Disability. However, the 

review of these programs allowed evaluation to highlight main features and best 

practices that could be considered by the Canada Pension Plan Disability. Moreover, 

given the large amount of literature available on this topic, the literature review is limited 

by its focus on studies that are more recent to this evaluation. 

Document and file review 

The document and file review was conducted to obtain a better understanding of how 

the program operates and to inform other lines of evidence, such as, interviews with key 

informants, case study interviews with current and former beneficiaries. This was done 

through a synthesis of findings from the review of relevant internal documents which 

includes but not limited to previous evaluations, audit reports, summaries, and briefing 

notes from various relevant sources including ESDC websites and intranet.  

In addition, the files of a sample of 40 accounts reassessed between 2010 and 2011 to 

2017 and 2018 were randomly selected using the program’s administrative data for this 

purpose. These accounts consisted of beneficiaries whose pensions were continued 

upon reassessment and beneficiaries whose pensions were ceased upon reassessment 

for various reasons. The random selection included accounts from the 3 Service 

Canada regions. For example: 

 Ontario  

 Atlantic 

 Western Canada 

 Territories regions 

 a representation of both genders 

 different age groups  

 different types of reassessment 

The review of beneficiaries’ files allowed evaluators to gain an in-depth understanding of 

the reassessment process used to promote the quality and consistency of 

reassessment decisions and support the design of other lines of evidence. However, as 

with all qualitative research, owing to smaller sample sizes, caution should be 

implemented when attempting to generalize results from 40 reassessed beneficiary files 

to the whole population of reassessed Canada Pension Plan Disability beneficiaries.  
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Administrative data analysis 

The administrative data analysis was conducted to capture the profile of the Canada 

Pension Plan Disability beneficiaries in receipt of the pension in between 2010 and 2011 

to 2017 and 2018, including the proportion of beneficiaries with employment income and 

potential regained work capacity. This analysis also examined the efficiency and 

effectiveness of the reassessment process, including the timeliness of the 

reassessment process. 

The administrative data was extracted from 2 sources: Information Technology Renewal 

Delivery and Rules Based Reassessment Systems for beneficiaries in pay between 

2010 and 2011 to 2017 and 2018.  

An assessment of the overall quality and integrity of program administrative data was 

conducted. Of the 661,799 unique beneficiaries provided in the administrative data 

extract to Evaluation, 661,714 were determined to be in pay at some point between 

2010 and 2011 to 2017 and 2018. Descriptive analysis was conducted to determine the 

profile of beneficiaries in receipt of the pension between 2010 and 2011 to 2017 and 

2018. However, advanced quantitative analyses could not be conducted due to the 

unavailability of key social characteristics such as highest education level, marital 

status, occupation, because nearly 50% of these data were missing from the database.  

The administrative data-related limitations such as missing data, incomplete 

documentation, a lack of linkages with Canada Revenue Agency data, 31 and 

miscommunication of the production systems resulted in challenges for this evaluation 

project. In regards to production systems, the Appeals Delivery Management System - 

Pension does not communicate with the Rules Based Reassessment System, and the 

Rules Based Reassessment System communication is limited to a one-way feed from 

the IT Renewal Delivery System. 

Key informant interview with internal and external stakeholders 

The Key Informant Interviews were conducted with internal and external stakeholders 

with different levels of familiarity and expertise related to the reassessment of continuing 

eligibility of the Canada Pension Plan Disability beneficiaries. Internal key informants 

included reassessment staff and program officials involved in the design and delivery of 

the program. External interviews were conducted with subject matter experts and 

representatives of public and private income disability support programs. This includes: 

 representatives from Workers Compensation Boards 

                                                                                                                                                    
31 This results in the inability to compare other sources of income or confirm whether or not the reported 
employment income is the result of work activity versus long-term disability payments, benefits, etc. Or, 
the inability to understand what other types of income a beneficiary may be receiving.  
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 Provinces and Territories Social Assistance programs 

 Private Long-term Disability Insurance  

The evaluation team conducted 33 internal interviews, while the 14 external interviews 

were carried out by an external consultant supported by an evaluation analyst between 

May 2019 and August 2019.  

Interviews were conducted through a semi-structured format and adapted when 

necessary to the level of familiarity of interviewees to the reassessment process. Some 

of the interview questions were answered by all interviewees, while other questions 

were addressed by certain groups of key informants, based on their specific knowledge 

and experience with the program. Furthermore, while the interviews were moving 

forward, the evaluation team had identified additional themes that were probed with 

various types of interviewees and which contributed to enriching the data collection.  

The strengths of this line of evidence are highlighted by the fact that interviews are a 

qualitative research method that provide a thorough understanding of the subject under 

study by looking into the perspectives and concrete experiences of those administering 

and implementing the program. Also, interviews offer the possibility to probe or ask 

follow up questions that allow for an in-depth understanding of the explored topics. 

The recruitment process for some of the larger organizations (workers compensation 

and provincial programs) posed challenges as contact information was not available, 

difficult to find or contacted stakeholders did not respond.  

The diversity of background of the stakeholders interviewed reflected uneven level of 

knowledge among them with respect to the specific features of the reassessment 

process. As a result, some of the findings were supported by a smaller number of 

interviewees. However, they provided valuable national context and policy perspective 

that enriched the data collection. 

Survey with Canada Pension Plan Disability beneficiaries 

The survey with Canada Pension Plan Disability beneficiaries was conducted to gain a 

better understanding of the potential work capacity of the beneficiaries. It identified the 

characteristics of reassessed beneficiaries and their experience before, during and after 

reassessment. It determined the characteristics of the beneficiaries who had 

successfully regained their work capacity (beneficiaries with ceased benefits) or who did 

not (beneficiaries with continued benefits) as well as the success factors or barriers 

having an impact on their work capacity.  

Data was collected (online or by phone) from over 2,000 current and former 

beneficiaries from a sample of 7500 extracted using a stratified random sample method 



 

56 

from the Rules Based Reassessment Systems database. The collected sample 

included over 1,000 never reassessed respondents and over 1,000 former and current 

beneficiaries who had been reassessed and whose reassessment process ended in 

2018 to 2019 or 2019 to 2020 fiscal year (500 with reassessed respondents with ceased 

pension, and 500 more with reassessed respondents with continued pension). 

The survey gathered data on beneficiaries’ current health condition, employment status 

and their experiences with the program. In particular, the survey assessed the personal, 

program-related and environmental factors associated with beneficiaries returning to 

work.  

The limited recall of some participants should be considered in reviewing the findings of 

this survey. For instance, beneficiaries who have undergone a reassessment a long 

time ago may not be able to accurately recall or relate details of their experience with 

the reassessment process. To mitigate the impact of recall lapses on the survey, it was 

decided to survey beneficiaries whose reassessment process ended after the 

evaluation period (fiscal year 2018 to 2019 or 2019 to 2020). 

Case studies 

The case study interviews of beneficiaries who have been reassessed helped gather in-

depth information on their experience with the reassessment process and post-

reassessment.  

The main objectives of the case study interviews with beneficiaries were to:  

 gain a deeper understanding of factors associated with potential work capacity of 

beneficiaries 

 determine the level of awareness and understanding of beneficiaries pertaining 

to the reassessment process 

 return to work incentives and their responsibilities to report a return to work 

 fill a significant gap in the knowledge of the reassessment experience of 

beneficiaries 

 to obtain suggestions to improve the reassessment function  

A total of 44 beneficiaries were interviewed by telephone from a sample of 700 

beneficiaries cases reassessed between 2012 and 2018 who were extracted using a 

stratified random sample method. There were 6 sub-groups of beneficiaries, based on 

reassessment type (self-reported, triggers-related, and pre-scheduled) and 

reassessment outcome (ceased or continued).  

The main challenge during the interview process was that many beneficiaries could not 

answer all the interview questions resulting in missing response and data; therefore, 
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they could not address all the evaluation questions and indicators. Given the limited 

number of beneficiaries interviewed for the purpose, the results should be interpreted 

with caution and generalized to interpret the whole population.  

Additional notes to quantify participant responses 

Throughout the report, the terms “some” “many” and “most” are used to denote 

quantities of qualified respondents of Key Informant Interviews with Internal and 

External Stakeholders and Case Study Interviews with Canada Pension Plan Disability 

Beneficiaries on various topics covered in their respective interviews. 

Scale used to report the findings: 

 “all/almost all” – findings reflect the views and opinions of 90% or more of the key 

informants in the group 

 “large majority/most” – findings reflect the views and opinions of at least 75% but 

less than 90% of key informants in the group 

 “majority” - findings reflect the views and opinions of at least 51% but less than 

75% of key informants in the group 

 “half” – findings reflect the views and opinions of 50% of the respondents in the 

group 

 “some” - findings reflect the views and opinions of at least 25% but less than 50% 

of key informants in the group 

 “a few” - findings reflect the views and opinions of at least 2 respondents but less 

than 25% of key informants in the group 

 “one” – findings of one highly knowledgeable key informant 
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Annex 5: Perception of disability over time 

The conventional view of disability was that it is a permanent physical or mental 

impairment (Table A2) (Haegele and Hodge, 2016).  

On June 21, 2019, Bill C-81, an Act to ensure a barrier-free Canada, the Accessible 

Canada Act, received Royal Assent (Accessible Canada Act, 2019). 

 The Accessible Canada Act recognized disability as being dynamic and 

contingent on individual factors, periodic versus continuous conditions, and 

environmental factors such as accessibility and societal attitudes  

 The legislation also contained a definition of disability that aligns with the social 

disability model and included the concept of dynamic disability (French and 

Swain, 2013) 

There were changes in the labour market conditions for persons with disabilities to 

recognize this ever evolving dynamism.  

 The premise of the social model of disability was that even those with severe 

disabilities may be able to work when provided with appropriate supports and 

accommodations 

 While medical adjudication was the focus of reassessment in the past with 

medical condition as the prime indicator, this focus is shifting to work capacity as 

the most important aspect 

Table A2. The changing disability landscape, as characterised by the Program Renewal 

Initiative 2018 

When Canada Pension Plan was 

enacted in 1965 
Current context in 2018 

Disability was a biomedical issue Disability and functioning as a complex bio-psychosocial 

interaction between a health condition and contextual factors 

(environment and personal) 

Majority of clients disabled due to 

injuries and cardiovascular disease  

Mental health (30%) and musculoskeletal conditions (23%) are 

top disabling conditions 

Few programs for persons with 

disabilities 

Increasingly complex disability landscape. More programs 

available for persons with disability 

Life-long jobs Rise of self-employment and non-standard work 

Lower education attainment on 

average 

Beneficiaries have higher education: 2 out of 3 of new clients 

have at least high school diploma and 1 out of 4 have post-

secondary 
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Basic income security for persons with 

disabilities 

Policies to enable social and economic inclusion of persons with 

disabilities 

Source: Evaluability Assessment  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Annex 6. Types of reassessment of continued eligibility 

Service Canada can receive information about a beneficiary’s work activities from 

different sources, leading to the following types of reassessments or reviews.  
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An Assessment of Continued Eligibility can be a self-report: 

 self-reported return to work: A beneficiary self-reports a return to work when 

they have reached allowable earnings. In these cases, beneficiaries are offered a 

3-month work trial to identify if they are able to successfully return to work 

 An Assessment of Continued Eligibility could also result from a pre-scheduled 

contact:  

 pre-scheduled review: A medical adjudicator may preschedule contact with a 

beneficiary at the time of granting the pension or following a reassessment. This 

trigger could also be applied if a beneficiary reports of improvement in his/her 

medical condition  

An Assessment of Continued Eligibility can be trigger-related and conducted in a non-

self reported nature: 

 record of earnings: Canada Revenue Agency provides Service Canada a 

record of beneficiaries that have reported employment related earnings via the 

issuance of a T4 slip. If the earnings exceed the annual Substantially Gainful 

Occupation amount (Annex 9), a trigger is applied for the account to be reviewed 

 Canada Pension Plan/Employment Insurance Record of Employment 

Inquiry Statistic and Extraction system register: A data match between 

Employment Insurance and Canada Pension Plan identifies Canada Pension 

Plan Disability beneficiaries who have been issued a Record of Employment after 

their effective date of disability  

 Canada Pension Plan Exempt: Canada Revenue Agency provides Service 

Canada with registers that identify Canada Pension Plan disability beneficiaries 

who have reported Canada Pension Plan exempt employment related earnings. 

This means that they do not contribute to the Canada Pension Plan for particular 

reasons, like receiving the Canada Pension Plan disability support, yet Canada 

Revenue Agency has a record that these beneficiaries have reported earnings  

 informant lead (formerly known as Third-Party Complaints): Information is 

received from a third-party indicating that a beneficiary is working or may not be 

disabled 

Annex 7. The disability adjudication framework 

During the evaluation period, program officials relied on the Disability Adjudication 

Framework to assess the work capacity of beneficiaries during the decision making 

process. The Adjudication Framework considered the beneficiary’s medical condition, 

personal characteristics, and the relationship between the beneficiary’s performance, 

productivity, and profitability.   
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The medical condition was always the prime indicator in determining a "severe and 

prolonged" disability. The Medical Adjudicators assessed the work capacity of 

beneficiaries using their professional knowledge, relevant legislation, and the 

information provided by the beneficiary and health professionals, to determine whether 

the nature of a medical condition could be severely disabling and lead to an inability to 

work in any gainful occupation. 

The assessment takes into consideration several factors including:  

 the nature of the medical condition, and whether it is progressive 

 functional limitations imposed by the medical condition  

 impact of treatment(s)  

 opinions expressed by medical practitioners and other health professionals and 

beneficiary’s statements  

 impact of multiple other medical conditions   

Interactions of personal characteristics with the medical condition was considered to 

assess the beneficiary’s employability. Personal characteristics that were relevant in the 

consideration of eligibility and continued eligibility for the Canada Pension Plan 

Disability program include:  

 age 

 social factors 

 language proficiency  

 past work experience 

 past life experiences 

When the medical evidence on its own or in combination with personal characteris tics, 

was not conclusive to determine eligibility, the Medical Adjudicator can consider the 

interrelationship among the “3 Ps”: performance, productivity and profitability to 

make the final decision (Table A3).32 This approach is being updated to provide 

adjudicators with necessary guidance to make clear and consistent decisions with 

respect to work capacity. 

Note: This Adjudication Framework was in place during the 2010 and 2011 to 2017 and 2018 evaluation 

period and at the writing of this report. 

                                                                                                                                                    
32 The Substantially Gainful Occupation policy, regarding the 3 P’s, has been updated and is in the 
process of full implementation.(Source: ESDC, Assistant Deputy Minister Interdepartmental Steering 
Committee. 2021. Guidance on Work Activity and Substantially Gainful Occupation (SGO) Policy 
Direction Internal Report. April 2021.) 
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Table A3: 3 “Ps” - Performance, Productivity and Profitability 

Performance Relates to the person's ability to perform all of the tasks and duties required for 

a specific job. 

Productivity  Refers to the amount of work produced in a given period of time. Productivity 

relates to the person's ability to produce the standard amount or number of 

products, services or outcomes as described in a work description.  

Profitability  Refers to the amount of money an individual earns from a work activity. 

Individuals are profitable when their earnings are greater than the Substantially 

Gainful Occupation amount ($16,964 in 2021). 

Source: Document and file review  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Annex 8. Survey with Canada Pension Plan Disability Beneficiaries’ 

definition of disability and its severity 

How disability and its severity are defined?  

The Survey with Canada Pension Plan Disability Beneficiaries closely followed the 

definition of disability used by Statistics Canada for the Canadian Survey of Disability 

2017 which included anyone who reported being "sometimes," "often" or "always" 

limited in their daily activities due to a long-term condition or health problem, as well as 
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anyone who reported being "rarely" limited if they were also unable to do certain tasks 

or could only do them with a lot of difficulty. This definition applies for all types of 

disability but developmental disabilities, for which a person is considered to be disabled 

if the respondent has been diagnosed with that condition. 

Textbox 4: Canada Pension Plan Disability’s Definition of Severity  

The Canada Pension Plan Disability program only uses the Canada Pension Plan definition of a 

severe and prolonged disability as below: 

► a disability is severe only if by reason thereof the person in respect of whom the 

determination is made is incapable regularly of pursuing any Substantially Gainful 

Occupation 

► a disability is prolonged only if it is determined in a prescribed manner that the disability is 

likely to be long continued and of indefinite duration or is likely to result in death 

Source: Document and file review  

Disability severity is, however, a strong predictor of participation of people with 

disabilities in economic and educational activities. For all types of primary disability but 

developmental disabilities, the presence of a disability (binary variable) is determined by 

combining the level of difficulty and frequency of the limitation of daily activities 

associated to the disability. For developmental disabilities, a person was deemed 

disabled if they have been diagnosed with a developmental disorder, regardless of the 

level of difficulty or the frequency of the limitation of daily activities associated to the 

condition. 

The severity score for the survey was computed based on the level of difficulty and the 

frequency of the limitation of daily activities associated with the disability (Table A4). 

Next, the score was standardized to a value between 0 and 1, by dividing the raw score 

in each cell by the maximum score possible. Following Statistics Canada’s 

methodology, severity score was computed differently for 3 special cases, including 

developmental disabilities, mobility and flexible disabilities and unknown type of 

disability. Finally, severity classes were determined based on the severity score.  

 

Table A4: Nexus between severity score and severity class for each disability type  

Severity score Severity class (ordinal variable) 

0 0 = no severe disability 

Less than 0.5 1 = less severe 

0.5 or more 2 = more severe 

Source: Survey with Canada Pension Plan Disability Beneficiaries 
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Annex 9. Allowable earnings and substantially gainful occupation  

Definitions:  

The allowable earnings threshold refers to amount below which beneficiaries can earn 

per calendar year before having to report their earnings. Allowable earnings threshold is 

10% of the year’s maximum pensionable earnings. For 2018, this amount was $5,500.   

The Substantially Gainful Occupation benchmark remains the income level against 

which a beneficiary’s “profitability” is assessed. Subsection 68.1 (1) of the Canada 

Pension Plan Regulations describes “”substantially gainful”, in respect of an occupation” 

that provides a salary or wages equal to the maximum annual amount a person could 
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receive as a disability pension. In 2018, the yearly Substantially Gainful Occupation 

amount was $16,029.96. 

Note 1: Subsection 68.1 of the Canada Pension Plan Regulations was introduced in 2014. Prior to 2014, 

administrative policy established Substantially Gainful Occupation as an annual amount equal to 12 times 
a maximum monthly retirement pension.  

Note 2: The allowable earnings and Substantially Gainful Occupations amounts for the period between 

2010 and 2011 to 2017 and 2018 are listed in the adjoining Table A5. 

Table A5: Allowable earnings and Substantially Gainful Occupation amounts established by 

the Canada Pension Plan Disability program between 2010 and 2011 to 2017 and 2018 

Year Allowable Earnings ($) Substantially Gainful Occupation Amount ($) 

2010 $4,700 $11,210.00 

2011 $4,800 $11,520.00 

2012 $5,000 $11,840.00 
2013 $5,100 $12,150.00 

2014 $5,200 $14,836.20 

2015 $5,300 $15,175.08 
2016 $5,400 $15,489.72 

2017 $5,500 $15,763.92 

Source: Administrative data  
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