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Responding to Managed Care Rate Cuts

A Practical Guide for Psychologists

Facing cuts in already low payment rates is a major frustration for psychologists who deal with
managed care companies. Yet because of market forces such as the availability of other mental health
professionals, as well as antitrust concerns, practitioners can face an uphill battle in challenging
rate reductions.
ayment rate problems are significant symptoms
of the broken U.S. health care system. Ultimately,
Congress will need to solve these problems through
real health care reform. In the meantime, practitioners can
take actions which, in our experience at the APA Practice
Organization, can make a difference.
Consider taking the following steps to help protect your
patients and your practice when a managed care company
cuts your reimbursement rate.

P

Determine whether and how the rate cut
affects you. Know the answers to two
important questions:
When does the cut go into effect? Having
this information lets you know how
much time you have to react and
enables you to determine
whether the company has
violated relevant terms of your
contract.
To which of the managed care
company’s panels does the rate cut apply?
Some companies have a variety of provider
panels and products, and the rate cut may affect them
differently. If the pertinent facts are not clear from the rate
cut notice, contact the managed care company’s provider
relations department for clarification.
Assess Your Arguments and Bargaining Position
Look to your provider contract for possible violations.
Your provider contract with the company generally requires
the company to give you a certain type and length of notice
before it changes your contract, including changing the
contracted reimbursement rate. There may be specific
requirements for providing notice of rate changes. If you
did not receive the required notice, you can assert this fact
as a violation of your contract.

Consider your “market value” to the company’s network.
Companies are sometimes willing to negotiate a special fee
with psychologists who fill gaps in the network—for example,
a rural psychologist who is the only practitioner in a geographic area, or those whose practice area (such as working
with children or geriatric clients) is in short supply. If such a
situation applies to you, insist on negotiating a special rate.
Emphasize the adverse impact on subscribers’ access to care
if the company’s refusal to negotiate forces you to accept
fewer referrals or leave the network.
Even if you do not fill a unique role in the network,
you should consider whether the rate cut will leave
the company’s network with enough psychologists
in your area to provide adequate patient access
to mental health care. A common indicator of
network inadequacy is that you receive desperate
calls from subscribers who have had to
contact several psychologists on the company’s
provider list before finding one who can give them an
appointment. (A “phantom panel” situation may exist
where the company’s provider list shows several other
psychologists in your area, but they have moved, resigned
from the panel or stopped taking patients.) If network
adequacy is a problem, you can raise the patient access
concern noted at the end of the preceding paragraph.
Documenting access problems in your area is one of the
most powerful negotiating tactics that practitioners can use.
Compare rates by other payers and assess your alternate
sources of revenue. Your bargaining power is greatest if
the rate cut will leave other managed care companies or
other sources of revenue—for example, private pay or forensic
clients—paying you significantly more than the company
that plans to decrease its payment rate. You also might be
in a better position to negotiate when you can replace lost
revenue (if you cease your participation in the company
panel) with income from other sources of payment for your
professional services. These considerations factor into
whether you should indicate to the company that you intend
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to change your role in the network, as discussed in Step 4.
Examine the company’s rationale for the rate cut. Sometimes
the company’s rate cut announcement will state the reason(s)
for lowering the rate. You should consider whether the explanation makes sense, particularly as applied to your practice.
If the stated rationale does not apply to you—for example,
the company claims that it has too many psychologists on
its panel, but you are the only network psychologist in your
area—argue that the rate cut is not justified in your case.
Get Information from Your Colleagues and
Associations
Antitrust Warning: You can gather helpful information
by communicating with other psychologists, your state or
local psychological association, or with the APA Practice
Organization. However, you must proceed carefully to avoid
antitrust risks. (See the sidebar, Acting in Light of Antitrust Law.)
Antitrust concerns severely limit the ability of your state
and local psychological associations and the APA Practice

Organization to take action on rate cuts. In particular, it is
illegal for these associations to negotiate rates on behalf of
members or to take part in any threatened or actual boycott
of a company in order to influence rates because they are
considered, by definition, to be organizations of competitors.
Check with your state and/or local psychological association.
The state or local associations to which you belong may have
useful information—for example, regarding adequacy of the
company’s network to provide patient access, or the company’s
compliance with the provider contract. The association also
can let you know if it plans to convey member concerns to
the company or investigate issues such as patient access.
Talk to colleagues about network adequacy and patient
access. Your fellow psychologists may be able to help you
evaluate the adequacy of the network in your community,
or in your area(s) of professional practice. You should not
compare notes with other psychologists who are your
continued on page 4
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continued from page 3

economic competitors about the rates that you or they set
for their services, or about the minimum payment rate that you
would be willing to accept from a managed care company.
Such communications might be used as evidence of price
fixing, which is prohibited by antitrust law. (See the sidebar,
Acting in Light of Antitrust Law, for additional information.)
Contact the APA Practice Organization. In line with
antitrust considerations, the APA Practice Organization is
working closely with state psychological associations to take
action on rate cuts by managed care plans. You may contact
us if you have questions about dealing with a managed care
payment rate cut. We would particularly like to be informed
if the rate cut is substantial or is being applied in more than
one state. Contact information appears at the end of this
article, following an important disclaimer.
Take Action
This step focuses on action you can take as an individual
based on arguments you have developed in Step 2 and further
information you may have gathered in Step 3.
Start with a call to the company. Particularly if you have
an established relationship with the company’s provider
relations staffer or other representative, it may be best to
start by making an informal call to that individual, approaching it as a “routine” business negotiation. After all, the
company is in fact a business, and it should come as no
surprise that you expect them to
negotiate for the services they
need to stay in business.
For example, it might be appropriate to note the access problems
created by the rate cut having
reminded your contact of the
many professional services you
already have successfully provided
to plan subscribers.
Write the company a letter or
e-mail. If the straightforward
business approach is unsuccessful,
move to the next level of action by
mixing your negotiating strategy
with certain advocacy strategies.

Putting your arguments and concerns about access
issues into a letter or email is important at this point.
 Be

concise and clearly lay out your arguments and positions in
taking issue with the rate cut. Remember that your audience
may well be an overworked insurance company employee
with limited time to read your correspondence.

 Copy

state and local psychological associations to which you
belong on any communications to the company. Doing so lets
them know of members’ responses to the rate cut.

 Copy

your state insurance commissioner and other appropriate
regulatory agencies, as well as state legislators. Taking this
action shows that you know who else to complain to
if the company is not responsive. Your state or local association will be able to guide you as to which government
agencies or officials are likely to take an interest in the
matter.

 Be

persistent; follow up. Some companies seem to assume
that most providers who complain will eventually drop
the issue if the company is not responsive. While taking
care not to alienate the people at the company with
whom you are dealing, make it clear that you are willing
and able to keep at it until you believe that some
resolution has occurred.

Let the company know if you plan to change your role on
the panel. When acting on your own in response to a rate
cut, you are constrained only by the terms of your provider
contract, not by antitrust laws. The responses available to
you range from reducing the number of referrals you will
take from the company to resigning from the company’s
lower paying networks to terminating your provider contract
completely. If you plan on taking any of these actions, check
your provider contract first, then warn the company. If the
company understands both its potential gaps in access to
services and your ability to help the company fill these gaps,
it may reconsider how the payment cut applies to you.
If you plan on accepting fewer referrals or not taking
any new clients, check to see if your provider contract
limits your ability to do so. Some contracts require that
if you are on the panel, you must take new patients that
the company refers to you under certain circumstances.
Even if your provider contract has such a provision, you
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may still be able to argue successfully that: you already have
a full workload and you are not willing to put in extra hours
to treat the company’s patients at a reduced rate; and/or,
that your contracts with other managed care companies
contain similar clauses but you are giving priority to the
companies with higher rates.
Advising the company that you will be forced to
discontinue your participation in the network can be an
effective bargaining tool, but avoid indicating your intention to
do so unless you plan to carry through. Otherwise, your effectiveness to negotiate with the company on this issue and any
issue in the future will be severely compromised. Before
resigning, check the termination provisions in your provider
contract to make sure that you give the proper notice. If
you do leave, use your letter of resignation to send a strong
message to the company, state agencies and legislators
about the negative impact of the rate cut. Be sure to keep
a copy in case the company subsequently fails to remove
you from its network listing or to reimburse you at a higher
out-of-network rate.
Before taking the middle approach of discontinuing
your participation in some but not all of the company’s
networks, check your provider contract first for an “all
products” clause that states that you must participate in
all of the company’s products or networks. Such provisions
are unenforceable in states such as Virginia.
Note: This article and sidebar do not constitute legal advice. If you need a
legal opinion, you should retain an attorney in your jurisdiction with appropriate
experience. The discussions of antitrust law are merely a simplified overview
of this highly complex area of law. Antitrust law is highly fact-specific and
therefore you cannot rely on general guidance like this article. Moreover,
antitrust law is less clear than many other areas of law in terms of what exact
activities are prohibited and what will lead to prosecution. Antitrust liability
can be substantial, and even successfully defending an antitrust investigation
or case could be a considerable drain on your resources.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
The Managed Care Reimbursement Toolkit
online at www.APApractice.org contains
information and resources to help you respond
to managed care rate cuts, diversify your sources of
professional income and manage practice finances.

ACTING IN LIGHT OF ANTITRUST LAW
Antitrust law governs competition in the marketplace.
Economic competitors, whether giant oil companies or
individual psychologists, cannot get together and agree
on the prices they will charge (price fixing) or band
together and boycott a purchaser in order to affect
prices (boycott).
Consider the following information related to
antitrust law when planning to take action on rate
cuts by managed care companies:
Acting on your own – Antitrust concerns generally do not
apply to individual psychologists or practice groups such
as partnerships dealing on their own with managed care
companies about fee issues. For example, individual
psychologists are always free to decide what company
rates they will or will not accept, or to set their own rates
(though a company may not pay those rates, even if the
psychologist is out-of-network). Individual psychologists
are also free to cease their participation in the company’s
network if they object to a rate cut, and to advise the
company of their intention to do so.
Acting with other psychologists – Antitrust issues arise
once you communicate with or take concerted action
with other psychologists who are your competitors in
the marketplace. You must exercise great caution to
avoid the risk of violating antitrust law.
Steer clear of the following situations:
Price Fixing – Avoid any communications or agreements
with competing psychologists that would suggest a joint
agreement—for example, a price fixing arrangement where
everyone agrees on the minimum rate they should accept
from the company or what payment amount constitutes
an appropriate rate. Mere discussions about acceptable
fees from a managed care company or about the fees
you set for your services can create antitrust risk, even if
you have no intention of actually agreeing to fix prices.
Boycotts – Avoid any explicit or implicit threats that a
group of competing psychologists will boycott the
company in an attempt to influence rates. While
antitrust law does not define “implicit threat,” you
should steer clear of suggesting that you are calling for
other psychologists to join you in leaving the network.
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Taking Charge of Your Practice

Accepting Credit Cards for Payment

If your clients regularly ask if they can pay for your services with a credit card, and if you would like
to increase the speed and efficiency of your payment collections, you may be interested in accepting
credit card payments in your practice.

I

n recent years, new services and increased competition
have made the option of accepting credit card payments
more attractive for small businesses. However, accepting
credit cards isn't right for every practice. Businesses must
consider the cost—usually between 2.5 percent and 5.5 percent
of sales depending on the number of sales and the size of your
transactions—and the administration involved.
Before you make a final decision, review the tips outlined
in this article and talk to your accountant so that you can
make the decision that’s best for you and your practice.

GETTING STARTED
To begin accepting credit cards in your practice, you will in
most cases need the following:
A bank account – A credit card merchant account, which
allows credit card payments to be transferred to the bank
account you designate. Most merchant accounts let you
accept MasterCard, Visa and bank ATM debit cards;
additional fees may be required to accept American Express
and Discover cards. You can obtain a merchant account from
a bank or other lending institution. When you apply for the
account, you may be asked to submit financial information
about your business and your personal credit history. Some
services do not require users to set up a merchant account,
but will still request financial information from you.
A way to process payments – You may buy or lease a scanner
terminal, receipt printer, computer processing software or
other processing equipment. If you are not doing so already,
consider using financial management/accounting software that
allows you to enter credit card information, safely and securely
submit the information over the Internet, and enter, track
and reconcile payments.
SELECTING A VENDOR
Hundreds of banks and other lending institutions offer credit
card merchant accounts. When comparing vendors—whether
they were referred from your bank, a colleague or an Internet
search—you should consider several important factors:
Fees – When comparing vendors, one of the most important
factors to consider is cost. Shop around for the best rates
and, before signing a contact, read the fine print and make
sure you understand all potential fees.
Reputation – Check the vendor’s standing with the Better
Business Bureau and other business and consumer groups.
Ask your colleagues for feedback on the services they use to
process credit cards.
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Support – Determine the availability of customer and
technical support. Ideally, look for a service that offers
live, toll-free support during your hours of business.
Payment Schedule – Different vendors have different
timelines for depositing funds in your account. In most
cases, the money from credit card payments is deposited
directly into your business checking account. However, the
funds usually won’t be available for you to use for two to
three business days or longer. Make sure to review how
the payment schedule will affect your cash flow.
Security – Does the company offer safe and secure processing
of your transactions?
THE COST OF ACCEPTING CREDIT CARDS

HOW CREDIT CARD PAYMENTS ARE
PROCESSED
Following is an example of how a typical credit card
transaction works.
 A client hands you a credit card, which you swipe
through an electronic terminal.
 The credit card company automatically provides an
authorization code allowing you to process the sale,
and you collect the client's signature on the receipt.
 At the end of the day, you settle your accounts by
electronically submitting the credit card sales receipt
to your bank.
 Your bank authorizes the charge and notifies the credit

Unlike check or cash payments, all credit card payments incur
processing fees. Small businesses—especially those that
process few credit card payments in small dollar amounts—
need to review potential fees closely and decide whether or
not the benefits of offering credit card payments outweigh
the costs. The fees associated with accepting credit cards
may include the following:
Discount rate – The discount rate is the percentage of each
sale that is deducted by the processing company. Discount
rates usually differ for cards that are swiped through a card
reader and cards that are manually typed into the credit card
processing system. Most banks and credit card companies
charge 1.5 percent to 3.5 percent of your sales, depending
upon the number and average size of your sales. Generally,
the larger the number and size of payments you process, the
lower is the discount rate. For example, discount rates for
Visa or MasterCard could range between 1.65 and 2.5 percent
depending on your business, while American Express could
charge up to 3.5 percent. When comparing vendors, be sure
you understand how long the initial discount rate will exist,
and when and by how much the rate will increase.
Cost of equipment – You may lease or purchase credit card
processing equipment such as a scanner terminal and receipt
printer. Leasing may cost $40 to $70—or more—per month
for a four-year lease. Equipment may be purchased new or
used. Before you buy, find out if you will incur extra charges
connecting the equipment to your bank's system. You may

card company of the charge. The credit card company
collects the money from the bank that issued the card,
sends it to your bank and bills the client. Your bank
deposits the money in your account and subtracts a
processing fee, which is divided between your bank and
your credit card company.
 When your client pays the bill, the credit card company

sends the money to the bank that issued the card,
minus a processing fee.

be able to save money by purchasing computer software
that performs the same functions as the scanner equipment.
However, before you purchase the software, make sure it
will work with your bank's system.
Monthly minimum requirement – You will be asked to
provide the bank with an estimate of the amount of charges
you will process each month. If you fall short of your
estimate, you may be charged an additional fee.
Chargeback fees – If a credit card bill is not paid, usually
due to consumer complaints or merchant error, you may be
charged a penalty fee.
Additional Fees – Additional fees may include application
fees, startup fees, transaction fees, transmission fees,
monthly statement fees, annual account renewal or
cancellation fees, and minimum sales fees.
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BUILDING YOUR PRACTICE

Increasing Your Referrals from Other Professionals

A Step-by-Step Strategy

In the current marketplace, good clinical skills and solid credentials are necessary, but not sufficient,
to create and sustain a flourishing psychology practice. Today’s psychologists must also be confident
and competent in their professional relationships and activities.
network of strong referral sources can be instrumental
in sustaining or helping to grow a practice. This article
summarizes important steps you can take to improve
your effectiveness in developing and maintaining referrals
from other professionals.

A

do, and the benefits your services provide, the following
tools can help you start making connections:


Business card



Practice brochure



Practice Web site



Letter of introduction

GETTING STARTED
Understanding Your Practice – Before identifying promising
referral sources, you must first examine the internal workings
and current direction of your own practice. Consider the
following questions:
 What

are your areas of competence?

 What

client populations do you usually work with
(for example, children, families, college students,
organizations)?

 What

mix of services do you provide? Consider how
frequently you offer each service, as well as which services
generate the most revenue for your practice.

 What

payers do you work with (e.g., Medicare, Medicaid,
insurance panels, self-pay clients, attorneys, employers)?

 What

setting(s) do you work in (e.g., private practice
office, shared suite with other professionals, professional
building, hospital, school, college counseling center)?

 Are

there areas of practice that you want to expand upon
or transition into?

Gathering Materials – Another important part of getting
started is to create and organize the tools that will help you
build a stronger referral network. In creating new materials,
remember to be creative, distinctive and concise. Also be
sure your materials consistently reflect the professional
image you want to convey. In addition to a 30-second
sound bite that concisely explains who you are, what you

FINDING THE RIGHT REFERRAL SOURCES
Now that you have done some preparation, it is important
to think about what types of professionals would be good
referral sources for you. Your answers to the questions in
Understanding Your Practice, above, will aid you in this process.
Given the characteristics you identified, consider the types of
professionals that serve or interact with your target clientele
or influence their decisions to seek the type of services you
offer. Also think about the types of professionals you have
access to, either by proximity, or via your participation in
professional and community activities.
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Examples:
 Health

psychologists may want to make contact with
nurse-practitioners, internists, family physicians, and
specialists, such as cardiologists and oncologists.

 Psychologists

who work with children and families might
connect with professionals in local schools, such as
principals, counselors and teachers, pediatricians, local
religious leaders and case workers from county social service agencies.

 Forensic

psychologists would likely seek out attorneys,
judges, local and state law enforcement officials, and
probation officers.

After identifying the types of professionals that are likely
to be good referral sources, you next need to get specific
names. Here are some examples of where to go to find the
names of professionals in your community:
 Look

in the local Yellow Pages under the area of interest.

 Go

to your city or community Web page to look up
listings of local professionals or professional groups.

 Flip

through local newspapers, magazines, and promotional mailings to see who is advertising in them.

always feasible, written communication with a follow-up
phone call can be a good substitute in some cases.
Making contact:

 Visit

insurance company and professional association
Web sites or directories to identify professionals in your
area. Many Web sites will let you search by zip code and
specialty.

 Attend

community events and professional association
meetings.

 Visit

their offices.

 Use

Internet search engines and enter the type of
professional you are looking for and your zip code or
community name.

 Invite
 Give

them to lunch.

free lectures on topics in your areas of expertise.

INITIATING RELATIONSHIPS
 Join

Once you have found the referral sources that you want to
link up with, think about how you can reach them and what
to do when you connect. The general rule in terms of effectiveness is: in-person over phone, phone over letter, letter
over e-mail. The more personal the connection, the more
memorable it will be. However, as personal visits are not

the local chamber of commerce or small business
association and participate actively.

 Host

an open house at your practice and invite the
professionals you identified.
continued on page 10
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Increasing Your Referrals from Other Professionals
 Send

a letter of introduction, along with a business card
and a copy of your brochure.

 Send

a postcard announcing new services you offer,
articles or information you have added to your Web site,
or upcoming speaking engagements.

 Have

a presence on the Internet. As more potential clients
and referral sources go online to look for professional
services, it is increasingly important to have a Web site
and to be listed in a locator service.

continued from page 9

Track the sources of your referrals and adjust your
efforts, as needed.
MAINTAINING RELATIONSHIPS
Now that you have made the initial connection (which is
half the battle), your efforts can become that much more
focused. Continuing to seek out new referrals is important,
but do not neglect the referral sources that you have built
over time.
Keeping the Momentum Going

What to Do
 Communicate
 Introduce

yourself. Opportunities may be fleeting, so
use your sound bite.

 Use

your skills as a psychologist. Rather than coming
across like a salesperson, listen to their needs and focus
on the way you can help.

 Exchange

business cards. This helps new contacts
remember you and gives them information about how
to contact you. Collecting their cards also helps you
keep track of your new contacts and puts their contact
information at your fingertips.

regularly. Don’t let too much time go
by without being in touch with your referral sources.
Depending on your relationship with a particular
individual, call, email, send a follow-up letter, or meet for
lunch periodically to build and maintain the relationship.

 Express

your gratitude. When professionals begin to refer
to you, call to thank them personally. If someone refers
to you regularly, be sure to periodically let that person
know you appreciate him or her sending business your
way. During the winter holidays, send a card or a nominal
token of thanks.

 Make
 Follow

up with new contacts. Send a quick email or mail
them a copy of your brochure along with a handwritten
note. To jog their memory, include a reference to where
you met them or the topic you discussed. Invite them to
contact you if you can ever be of assistance.

 Be

personable and concise. Professionals are busy, just
like you are, so stick to the point, but not at the expense
of being unfriendly. Remember, this is about building
relationships.

 Keep

track of your contacts. After meeting someone,
write a note to yourself including when and where you
met them, what you talked about and any other important
points of information. When you are at an event or out in
the community, jot these notes down on the back of the
person’s business card for easy reference.

 Stick

with it. Set aside a certain amount of time each
week to build your network of referring professionals.

referrals to your referral sources. Your contacts will
view their relationship with you as mutually beneficial and
will be more likely to reciprocate.

 Grow

your referrals exponentially. Once you have an
established relationship with a referral source, consider
asking them to send information to, or put you in touch
with, other professionals they know who might be interested in your services. In some cases, your referral sources
may even be willing to put a stack of your business cards
and brochures in their waiting area.
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Reaching Out to Diverse Populations

Opportunities and Challenges

With the growing diversity of the U.S. population, practitioners are increasingly called on to make
their services more widely available in racially and ethnically diverse localities.

T

here is growing demand for practitioners to provide
culturally appropriate assessment, treatment and
preventive services. Practitioners need to be attuned
to the high risk of mental health disorders such as depression
among certain ethnic and cultural groups. Additional practice
opportunities reflect the likelihood that some members of
these groups face challenges in adjusting to unfamiliar
communities and cultural norms. Chronic stressors may
include the experiences of racism and acculturation by
minority and immigrant populations.
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, Hispanics
comprise the largest minority group in the country
(approximately 40 million, or 13.7 percent of the total U.S.
population) and have the highest population growth rate.
Meanwhile, the millions of Americans of Asian descent
speak dozens of languages and dialects. According to the
1999 U.S. Surgeon General’s Report on Mental Health,
more than 35 percent of the U.S. population who identify
themselves as Asian Americans or Pacific Islanders live in
households where individuals older than 13 have limited
proficiency in English.
Studies suggest lower overall rates of treatment for
mental disorders among racial and ethnic minorities. These
groups have lower aggregate education and income levels
than non-minorities. Researchers have associated this
disparity with a higher likelihood of individuals not receiving
any mental health services, as well as receiving less adequate
treatment than other mental health patients.
In today’s health care marketplace, providing services to
specific populations and building a niche practice can help
a psychologist remain competitive. Gaining experience in

In today’s health care marketplace,
providing services to specific
populations and building a niche
practice can help a psychologist
remain competitive.

providing services to members of certain communities can help
a psychologist become recognized as an expert in working
with particular populations. Many practitioners also find it
very gratifying that, beyond growing their practice, they are
providing a valuable service by meeting community needs
for mental health and health services.
This article addresses opportunities and challenges for practitioners in reaching out to build community connections and
offering professional services to diverse ethnic and racial groups.
Learn about cultural values and related factors that affect
demand for your services. Developing an awareness of
cultural values—such as reliance on family support systems,
collective decision making, spirituality and respect for peers
—is paramount in reaching out to diverse populations. The
ability to understand and honor a prospective client’s belief
system is crucial.
Cultural factors shape perceptions of illness as well
as the process of seeking help for emotional difficulties and
other health-related issues. Cultural values that may inhibit
continued on page 12
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continued from page 11

help-seeking include encouragement to deal with emotional
distress on one’s own. Some groups affirm that family
members rather than “outsiders” have a duty to care for a
family member who needs help.
The following factors may have a bearing on demand
for and delivery of your services:
 Members

of certain cultural backgrounds are likely to
respond better when positive terms like “happiness” and
“well-being” are used rather than terms that relate to
pathology or problems.

 Some

prospective clients may prefer practitioners of the
same gender.

 Be mindful of topics that may elicit highly sensitive reactions,

for example, an individual’s history of sexual activity.
 Ensure

that the office environment, including artwork and
the arrangement of furniture, is respectful of cultural
beliefs and values.

Identify community needs and how best to reach
prospective clients. Identifying community characteristics
and needs is an important early step in planning your
outreach to ethnically and racially diverse populations.
Contact local government agencies and business
associations to find out what demographic data they can
provide for the geographic area you serve. In addition to
these sources, local schools know of new arrivals in the
community. Further, your colleagues and other health care
professionals may have valuable insights about local subgroups that are not well integrated into the health care system.

Visiting local community centers and gathering spots such
as ethnic grocery stores, schools that teach in native
languages other than English, and sports groups for the
population(s) that you wish to reach can help you become
familiar with a particular culture.

Cultural factors shape
perceptions of illness as well as
the process of seeking help
for emotional difficulties and
other health-related issues.
Seeking the assistance of community leaders in
assessing community needs is essential. To begin building
professional relationships, one should first ask for help from
community leaders in understanding a culture. Learn some
basics about Buddhism, for example, if a substantial
number of potential clients practice Buddhism. Become
aware of relevant community resources for referrals to
ancillary support services.
Religious institutions, schools and cultural facilities
can help you identify community leaders who can provide
insights into needs of a population subgroup. Some of these
institutions may themselves offer programs such as stress
management, thereby giving you possible cues about educational activities that may resonate with particular groups.
Psychologists in turn can perform a valuable service by
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providing information to community leaders about unmet
community mental health needs.
Practitioners may find that community members have
developed support systems, such as family networks, to
cope with mental health needs. Mental health care may
be a novelty, and providers may be met with suspicion,
especially if traditions dictate that personal problems
should not be shared outside of the immediate family.
On the other hand, many members of diverse groups do
value mental health services and would be willing to access
services from a trusted provider.
When initiating outreach to diverse community groups,
remember that you are the newcomer. You are trying to
build a relationship with a new group and help prospective
clients understand how your professional services can be
beneficial. This process takes time.
Pinpoint potential obstacles to accessing services. The
potential barriers to accessing services from a licensed
psychologist can be formidable for members of ethnic and
cultural minority groups. In addition to language barriers,
other factors may include:
 Cultural

stigma associated with seeking professional help
and concerns about confidentiality

Further, some immigrants may believe that mental health
facilities are places where people are taken involuntarily
in times of crisis. Such a misperception can aggravate the
already wide disparity between need for mental health
services and the availability of these services.

 Lack

of knowledge about available services, which may
be particularly problematic among immigrant groups.

 Limited

or no insurance coverage or other means of
paying for services

 Reliance

on non-professional sources of support,
especially family members and friends

 Use

of alternative sources of help such as herbalists and
spiritual leaders

 Male

gender (women are generally more open to the
possibility of accessing professional services)

Cultivate opportunities for community outreach. Making
community connections offers psychologists an opportunity
to learn more about unmet needs and local market trends
while diversifying their practices. One highly visible way for
psychologists to get involved with target communities for
their services is to speak to local groups in a variety of settings
continued on page 14
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continued from page 13

—businesses, schools, nursing homes, places of worship
and community organizations. Where language could be a
barrier, practitioners may wish to ask community members
to serve as translators when giving presentations. This gesture
can help strengthen relations with the target community.
The APA public education campaign offers materials to
members for use in community outreach activities. APA members
can access information for consumers about “mind-body health,”
resilience, and the warning signs of violence by visiting the
Public Education Campaign section of www.APApractice.org.
(The sidebar below contains information about additional tools that
can help practitioners make community connections.)
Some psychologists have found it helpful for community
outreach to participate in health fairs and screening days
for depression, anxiety and other disorders sponsored by
health facilities, government agencies and professional
organizations. Community mental health centers may offer
programs that focus on topics such as parenting skills whose
appeal may cut across racial and ethnic lines. Hospitals in
some large cities have health clinics targeted to certain
ethnic groups that may not have trained and experienced
mental health staff. Look for opportunities to partner
with representatives of such facilities and to suggest ways
that you can help address unmet community needs.
When it comes to delivering professional services, it is
important to assess the impact of language differences as
well as reliance on family members in help-seeking. The fact
that many immigrants do not speak English as a primary or
even secondary language has profound implications for the
prospect of building strong client-therapist relationships

that rely on verbal communication. Given the importance
of family members in minority and immigrant populations,
it may be appropriate for the psychologist to consider using
a family systems approach to treatment, including encouraging
family members to attend psychotherapy sessions as
appropriate. Yet it is important for practitioners also to
be aware of the substantial body of professional literature
that discourages the use of family members as translators
during ongoing psychotherapy.
Psychologists are well trained to help immigrants and
their families deal with acculturative stress and the ongoing
process of blending values and experiences from their country
of origin with their experience of living in the U.S. Some
recent immigrants have been affected by a history of direct
or vicarious trauma in their country of origin. Practitioners
also can play a valuable role in helping immigrants deal
with difficulties in adapting to unfamiliar customs and other
new experiences that can affect their adjustment. Additional
immigrant family challenges ripe for professional help include
intergenerational conflicts stemming, for example, from
differing ideas about acceptable cultural norms.
It may become easier to build bridges to diverse
communities once you have a foundation in place. A study
of help-seeking for depression among Korean immigrants
to the U.S. found that a past positive experience with
mental health services by participants served to facilitate
help-seeking.
The APA Practice Organization gratefully acknowledges Melba Vasquez, PhD,
a practicing psychologist in Austin, Texas, for her contributions to this article.

TOOLS FOR MAKING COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS
Members should be aware of tools from APA and the APA
Practice Organization that can assist practitioners with establishing and building community connections. As noted in the
accompanying article, APA members have access to “toolkits”
of information for consumers about mind-body health, resilience,
and warning signs of violence. Visit the Public Education
Campaign section of www.APApractice.org.
In addition, the Psychologist Locator at the APA Help Center,
www.apahelpcenter.org, is an online resource that helps
consumers find quality psychological services in their local
communities. APA members who pay the Practice Assessment
are eligible for inclusion in this service. The Locator allows

licensed psychologists to include detailed information about
their practice, including areas of expertise and languages spoken.
Visit www.APApractice.org for additional details about participating
in the Psychologist Locator.
In spring 2007, the APA public education campaign launched a new
Spanish-language Web site, www.centrodeapoyoAPA.org. The
consumer-oriented site, which mirrors the content found at the
APA Help Center, offers information about a variety of psychological
and emotional health issues pertaining to work, family, relationships, schools and disasters. Practitioners have found the material
on these sites useful for a variety of community outreach activities,
including participation in health fairs and other local events.
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10 THINGS YOU CAN DO AT
1. Stay informed. Check out issues of PracticeUpdate, the

APApractice.org
6. Share your opinion. Read about and rate Web sites, books

electronic newsletter for practicing psychologists.
2. Advocate for psychology. Visit the Legislative Action Center to
participate in grassroots advocacy and keep tabs on Capitol Hill.
3. Develop Your Business Acumen. Browse Practice Management
for information, products and services to help you manage,

and other professional resources in Reviews & Ratings.
7.

Connect with colleagues. The Practitioner Directory is your
go-to resource.

8. Create your own Web site. It’s easy and affordable at
Websites for Psychologists.

market and grow your practice.
9. Get help with HIPAA. HIPAA & Regulatory Issues keeps you
4. Reach out. Public Education has proven ways to communicate the value of psychology in your community.
5. Get Involved. Help honor employers through the Psychologically Healthy Workplace Program (PHWP).

current on patient privacy and security.
10. Be prepared. The Disaster Response Network (DRN) offers timely
information and links to resources that help you help others.
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Insuring Your Practice
If you were in an accident and couldn’t work
for several months, a client brought a malpractice
suit against you, or a fire caused significant damage
to your office, would you and your practice be
protected?
nexpected and often uncontrollable events have the
potential to threaten your practice and your financial future. While it is not feasible to insure against
every conceivable loss, practitioners need to make sure they
have adequate insurance coverage for potentially large losses
that may be anticipated. This article outlines some of the
insurance options, including professional liability and other
types of coverage, that practitioners should consider.

U

Professional Liability Insurance
Professional liability insurance is designed to cover claims
and legal actions that stem from alleged malpractice by a
psychologist. The amount of professional liability insurance
that you as a practitioner may need depends on a variety
of factors, including your geographic area of practice, your
specialty and the services you provide. If you serve on a
managed care panel, be sure to carry at least the minimum
amount of professional liability coverage required by your
contract with the managed care entity.
There are different kinds of professional liability
insurance. “Claims made” policies cover only claims filed
during the policy period. “Occurrence” policies cover events
occurring within the policy period, even if claim is made
later. Be sure to talk to with your insurance company about
what you need to do to protect yourself if you are retiring
or closing your practice and your policy does not cover
complaints filed after your closing or retirement date.
Group practices present unique insurance considerations
and require special coverage to ensure that each member
of the group, as well as the entire group, is protected
adequately. Liability policies for psychology group practices
have historically required all members of the group to share
an aggregate liability limit. If a claim was paid on behalf of
any member of the group, it decreased the available coverage
for all members. Some group policies, such as one offered

by the APA Insurance Trust, provide every insured individual
in a group with his or her own personal aggregate liability
limit. The result is that each insured's protection is not
diminished as a result of claims paid on behalf of a member
of the group.
Coverage Related to Key Personnel
Practitioners should consider insurance to cover losses
related to key personnel. “Key person insurance” is designed
to cover the losses in revenue that a practice would
experience if a key employee were not able to practice due
to death, disability or severe illness, as well as the expense
of recruiting and training a competent replacement.
Office overhead insurance covers a portion or all of the
overhead costs of maintaining an office and staff, such as
salaries, rent and utilities, during the period of a psychologist's incapacitation. In selecting a policy, it is important to
pay attention to the benefit waiting period—the amount of
time that must pass after an insured meets the requirements
to become eligible for benefits and benefits are payable
under the policy—and the definition of disability contained
within the policy.
Coverage for You and Your Employees
Depending on your staffing arrangement, you may want to
consider providing health insurance for employees and their
families, as well as yourself. Certain additional coverage, such
as workers’ compensation insurance, may be required by law.
Disability or income replacement insurance is designed
to replace a portion of your earned income for yourself and
your dependents in the event of disability caused by an
accident or illness.
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In addition, consider whether you need life insurance or
long-term care insurance—designed to cover costs associated
with long-term care, such as nursing home or home health
care costs—for yourself, your family members and your
employees.
Property Insurance
If you own or lease the property where your office is located,
you may need to carry property insurance that includes
general liability and hazard coverage. General liability insurance,
commonly called “slip and fall” coverage, includes protection
against accidents and injury that might happen on your
resulting from certain risks such fires and severe storms.
Business interruption insurance is designed to cover losses
that may result from interruption of your business while
your office is being repaired following property damage.
Depending on factors such as the nature of your
practice and the geographic area in which your practice is
located, you may want to consider additional property
insurance such as burglary, theft and comprehensive
damage insurance.
Getting Help
A wide variety of insurance products are available on the
market, and they are being redesigned continuously. Some

insurance carriers may offer special packages of small
business policies at a discounted rate. Be sure to get quotes
from several insurance carriers so you can compare prices as
well as coverage. In addition, ask your insurance company
about package deals and discounts for multiple policies.
You may want to work with one or more highly
reputable insurance brokers to help you decide how much
and what kind of insurance you need, consider alternative
insurance products, weigh the cost of the premiums and
various deductible levels, and periodically obtain competitive
bids. While cost is an important factor, also consider
whether the quality of the coverage, the service and the
details of the policy meet your needs. It can be helpful to
talk to colleagues in your geographic area about their
experiences with different insurance companies. Many
consultants recommend avoiding brokers with ties to
specific insurance products or companies.
Note: Insurance needs vary according to individual circumstances.The
information presented in this article is for informational purposes only and
does not constitute legal or financial advice. Talk to your attorney, financial
advisor and insurance agent to ensure that you are adequately covered.

For more information about APA Insurance Trust products,
call (800) 477-1200.
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How to Minimize Your Risk of Identity Theft
On the surface, the TV commercial elicits a chuckle: Two women at the beauty salon sit side-by-side
under hair dryers, chatting together. Yet the voices aren’t theirs, but rather those of the thieves who
stole the women’s identities.

A

sk anyone who has been a victim of identity theft
and they’ll tell you it’s no laughing matter. During
2005 alone, 9.3 million Americans fell victim to
identity fraud.1 Most discover it after the fact, when their
credit card statements include charges for items they didn’t
purchase, or worse yet, when they begin receiving notices
from collection agencies.
Although victims usually learn of the crime quickly,
it can take a significant amount of time and effort to
recover, emotionally as well as monetarily. According to
a recent survey of identity theft victims, the emotional
impact of identity theft can parallel that of victims of
violent crime.2

information. Thieves have even used camera phones to record
personal information while the victim completes a transaction.
Although there is no sure-fire way to prevent someone
from stealing your identity, you can reduce the likelihood of
becoming a victim by taking steps to protect and monitor
your personal information.
Protect Your Electronic Information
Many of the tactics psychologists use for protecting
patient information under the Health Insurance Portability
and Accountability Act (HIPAA) are also important for
protecting your own personal information:
 Use

strong passwords on all your accounts. Strong
passwords are at least eight characters and include
a combination of upper- and lowercase letters
and numbers.

 Change

your passwords regularly, in your practice and
at home.

 Do

not use the same password for all of your
accounts.

 Update

the software on your computer frequently. This
includes your operating system, firewall, anti-virus and
anti-spam software.

In addition, when you’re online:
 Never

You Protect Your Patients. Now Protect Yourself.
Identity theft can occur anytime, anywhere—online, in a
department store, even in your trash bin. Discarded records
often provide an opening for preying criminals. There have
been cases in which employees have been bribed to steal

open e-mail or download attachments from people
you do not know.

 Always

use a virus scanner when opening attachments
(even if the email comes from someone you know).

 Do
1

Javelin/Better Business Bureau, 2006

2

Identity Theft Resource Center, 2003

not respond to competitions or promotions from
random or unfamiliar organizations. This is a ploy that
identity thieves often use.
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 When making purchases online, look for the site’s privacy policy

and a “lock” icon on your browser’s status bar, which tells
you that your information will be secure during transmission.
Protect Your Personal Information
 Protect

your Social Security number by using it only when
absolutely necessary, and never carry your Social Security
card with you.

 Do

not include your Social Security or driver’s license
number on checks.

 Buy

a shredder and use it! Your trash could be a goldmine
for identity thieves.

 Install

a locking mailbox, and take outgoing mail to the
post office.

 Monitor

your credit report and other public information.
There are several ways to do this: You can request

your credit report from major credit bureaus including
TransUnion, Experian and Equifax. Or you can sign up
for identity-theft protection services offered through many
banks, financial institutions and independent companies.
These services typically help customers protect themselves
and assist in recovery efforts should a theft occur. One
such company is ID Theft Assist, which offers special
discounted pricing to those who purchase a subscription
online via APApractice.org. Check the “ID Theft Assist”
section of the APAPractice.org Store for additional
information.
Visit your bank or lending institution’s Web site for timely
information and more advice on protecting against identity
theft. Additional helpful Web sites are provided by the U.S
government: www.consumer.gov/idtheft, and the non-profit Identity Theft Resource, www.idtheftcenter.org.
By staying alert, taking proactive steps to protect your
personal information, and using resources to help with early
detection, you can greatly minimize the likelihood of identity
theft happening to you.
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ONLINE RESOURCES AT YOUR FINGERTIPS
Check out the following online resources for practitioners and
consumers of psychological services:
APApractice.org has grown to include hundreds of
practical articles, tools and other resources for practitioners.
The award-winning PracticeUpdate e-newsletter located at
this site regularly delivers timely information to practitioners.
There have been more than two million visits to
apahelpcenter.org, APA’s Help Center for consumers, since
its relaunch in 2005. This Web site offers materials that

APApractice.org

psychologists can use in their work with clients, schools, health
care facilities and in other practice settings. The APA Practice
Directorate recently unveiled a Spanish-language site,
centrodeapoyoAPA.org, that mirrors the content on the
APA Help Center.
Among the new resources available at phwa.org for
employers and psychologists who work with them are the
quarterly Good Company e-newsletter and a searchable
database of research abstracts.

PracticeUpdate e-newsletter
apahelpcenter.org

phwa.org

centrodeapoyoAPA.org

Good Company e-newsletter
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