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Perfect
storm

WayAhead chief 
executive Sharon 
Grocott is a 
veteran in the 
mental health 
sector but even 
she had trouble 
finding help for 
her daughter.
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Covid, the rising cost of living and the housing crisis have all helped create 
the ideal climate for a mental health emergency, Angela Saurine reports

It was during a Covid lock-
down that Sharon Grocott 
noticed her daughter’s men-
tal health declining. At first, 
Amber thought she could 
hear the neighbours’ inti-

mate conversations. Then she be-
came convinced her Facebook was 
being hacked, and that someone 
was trying to steal her identity. 

Grocott has worked in the men-
tal health sector for most of her 
life, but even she found navigating 
the system challenging as she tried 
to get help for the 25-year-old, who 
has since been diagnosed with psy-
chosis and schizophrenia.

“I rang around 12 psychologists 
and they all had full books, so they 
couldn’t take on any new clients,” 
she says. “Finding a specialist is 
even harder. My daughter has a 
mild intellectual disability and we 
had to wait 14 months for a psy-
chologist who has an understand-
ing of disability.”

Grocott, from Castle Cove, has 
also waited in the emergency de-
partment at Royal North Shore 
Hospital for over 10 hours with 
Amber on more than one occasion. 

“Unless someone is taking their 
own life it’s almost impossible to get 
support,” she says. “It’s not a physi-
cal illness, so people can’t see it.”

As chief executive of WayAhead 
– Mental Health Association NSW, 
Grocott knows Amber is far from 
alone in having a mental health 
condition triggered by the pan-
demic, contributing to the crisis 
the industry is facing. And she 
fears things are going to get worse. 

“We’re not seeing the full effect 
of Covid yet,” she says. “It’s caused 
a lot of distress and trauma. There 
are high levels of anxiety out there. 
I think the cost of living and hous-
ing crisis is impacting people’s 
mental health. A lot of people can’t 
even afford a GP, let alone a psy-
chiatrist, so their mental health is 
spiralling and they’re ending up in 
hospital. There should be more 
focus on early intervention.”

A recent report by the McKell In-

stitute commissioned by the Aus-
tralian Association of 
Psychologists Inc (AAPi) finds de-
mand for sessions has grown by 
70 per cent year-on-year on aver-
age since the pandemic began. 

The Under Pressure: Australia’s 
Mental Health Emergency report 
reveals three out of four clinicians 
now have waiting lists, with more 
than half of clients waiting four to 
six weeks and more than a quarter 
waiting more than two months. Al-
most 40 per cent of psychologists 
closed their books to new clients at 
the end of 2022. 

Separate research by Beyond 
Blue shows 39 per cent of people 
with a mental health condition 
delay seeking support due to costs 
and 30 per cent due to waitlists, 

while 24 per cent think their prob-
lem isn’t serious enough. 

“It really just boils down to the 
fact that we have a mental health 
crisis,” McKell Institute senior 
policy analyst Marni Lefebvre 
says. “Covid exacerbated and trig-
gered mental illness, but the 
knock-on effect of the cost-of-living 
crisis has only increased the prob-
lems we started to see during the 
pandemic. There’s a lot of demand 
for mental health professionals 
and there’s a supply problem. 
We’re trying to figure out how to 
fix that bottleneck issue.” 

Lefebvre says unless barriers 
such as cost, availability and ac-
cess are addressed, the gap be-
tween supply and demand is only 
going to widen. 

“Waiting doesn’t help people 
with mental health issues, it exac-
erbates the problem,” she says. 

Lefebvre believes the long-term 
solution is a stepped mental health 
program. 

“That means that people with 
more complex needs are given 
more attention and more ses-
sions,” she says. “For the time 
being, allowing provisional psy-
chologists to offer the Medicare re-
bate would alleviate some of the 
supply issues.”

Psychologist Claire Trevitt, 
from Holistic Psychology Services 
in Bondi Junction, agrees the main 
issues are access to services and af-
fordability. 

The federal government’s Better 
Access initiative, which was intro-
duced in 2006, allows people who 

are diagnosed with a mental health 
disorder by their GP and given a 
mental health treatment plan up to 
10 mental health services subsi-
dised by Medicare each year. But 
Trevitt says many people can’t af-
ford to pay the gap fee. 

“The rebate has gone up by 
about a dollar a year, but prices are 
going up for everything, so it’s 
very difficult for people to afford to 
pay that gap,” she says. “The pro-
fessional association recommends 
psychologists charge $300 an hour 
and the rebate is around $90. Very 
few people would be charging that 
much though. 

“There’s a percentage of people 
who can afford to come on an on-
going basis, but many people can’t. 
The postcode people live in doesn’t 
necessarily mean that they have 
infinite disposable income, and 
they have a lot of expenses.

“It’s a big gap. There are very 
few services that offer ongoing or 
low-cost treatment.

“I previously worked for Victims 
Services, which offers long-term 
support for people who have ex-
perienced trauma, but their rates 
haven’t increased for 12 years, so 
as a practitioner I don’t do as much 
work for them as I would like to. 
We want to be able to provide servi-
ces to people who really need it and 
people who don’t have the finan-
cial means, but in private practice 
it’s very difficult because the Medi-
care rebate doesn’t allow that.”

Trevitt, who is a member of 
AAPi, would like to see the Medi-
care rebate increased so people 

can afford the treatment they need.
Fellow AAPi member Dr Trisha 

Nowland, who practices out of 
Strelitzia Consulting Rooms in 
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Gordon, says the mental health 
system was already under-
resourced prior to Covid.

“For many people, the kind of ex-
periences they had during Covid 
continue to play a role in their on-
going lives,” she says.

“Lockdowns may have intensi-
fied experiences of isolation and 
anxiety. The imposition of authori-
ty on to everyday life may have 
triggered childhood experiences in 
terms of powerlessness and iso-
lation at the hands of authority. 

“In my work with clients, Covid 
nearly always presents as a time of 
change, and that might have been a 
precursor to ongoing issues in re-
lationships. If there were already 
issues there, it showed them up, 
and the consequences are still 
being played out today.” 

Nowland also works as a re-
searcher, which allows her to offer 
reduced-cost sessions outside of of-
fice hours to those most in need 

“It’s not uncommon for mental 
health professionals to end up hav-
ing to take on some kind of part-
time role generating an income so 
they can work as a mental health 
professional,” she says.

“The Medicare funding is not ad-
equate or covering our costs. 

“I also work in a telehealth role 
where they could originally bulk 
bill, but they have had to shift to a 
co-payment model because the 
business is not viable just on Medi-
care fees. 

“The costs are going up but cli-
ents’ capacity to pay is going down, 
leaving more people vulnerable.”

Nowland finds she is increasing-
ly recommending financial coun-
selling for clients in the wake of 
rising interest rates and inflation. 

“Things like mortgage costs are 
presenting more frequently as a 
stressor for adults,” she says. 

Psychiatrist Dave Low, who 
founded online mental health ser-
vice My Resolve, says he is often 
contacted by people who are un-
able to make a booking to see a psy-
chologist in person.

The organisation has a network 
of psychologists all over Australia 
and also offers free workshops and 
tries to educate people who can’t 

afford help about free services.
“Lifeline is beneficial to an ex-

tent, but people are looking for 
something more,” he says. “A solu-
tion would be to increase Medicare 
so that it’s less cost for patients, 
but psychiatrists are still getting 
compensated for their work and 
commitment to the patient.”

October 10 is World Mental Health Day 
Lifeline 13 11 14 

Beyond Blue 1300 224 636, beyondblue.org.au

Psychologist 
Claire Trevitt. 

Picture: Renee 
Nowytarger 
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