Managed Care and Psychotherapy:
What You Should Know
I have compiled this information to aid people in making informed decisions about pursuing psychotherapy.  Managed care companies are profit-driven corporations whose policies, values, and procedures have a major impact on psychotherapy.  Below I note a number of the differences that you are likely to experience based upon your decision about using private insurance for psychotherapy.
Mark Balaban, Ph.D.

CONFIDENTIALITY
Confidentiality is essential in psychotherapy.  The confidentiality of what you discuss with your therapist is compromised in a significant way when managed care is involved.

Managed Care:

· Managed care companies have access to and often request that therapists provide intimate details about your life and experiences in order to determine if your problems warrant them paying for service.  Anything you reveal in psychotherapy may be subject to review by the insurance company.  This includes a formal psychiatric diagnosis which is required to receive benefits.
· Businesspeople who are not licensed mental health professionals and who have limited training in confidentiality may have access to the most intimate details of your life.  According to a 2003 government study on mental health privacy, “In a large managed care firm, more than one hundred people may have access to an individual’s medical record.”  Your private information is likely to go into the insurance company’s computerized databases.  Confidentiality is limited to the security of company databases and the discretion of up to 100 or more employees.  
· Managed care companies often require people upon enrollment to sign forms allowing them to release your medical and mental health information, including sharing information with other insurance companies.  Using managed care can adversely impact getting health or life insurance and can impact employment.   

Self Pay:

· When you pay for your own psychotherapy you have complete control over your psychotherapy records.  In order for your therapist to discuss any aspect of your therapy, or even to acknowledge that you are in therapy, you must sign a written release authorizing who information can be released to and what information is to be shared.  Confidentiality is legally and ethically protected.

· Insurance companies and employers have no access to anything discussed in therapy and are not provided any information unless you authorize it.

TREATMENT CONTROL
Having control over decisions about which therapist you will work with and the goals and scope of the work is essential to good psychotherapy.  When working with managed care these decisions are taken out of your control.

Managed Care:

· Your choice of therapist is of crucial importance to having a successful psychotherapy experience.  Finding a therapist who is a good fit with you is essential.  Under managed care your choice of therapists is significantly limited.  You may only be able to see providers who are on managed care panels or your benefits may be significantly limited or unavailable.  Even within networks managed care companies may reserve the right to decide who you can and cannot see.  
· Managed care companies decide if your concerns qualify for reimbursement and for how long you qualify.  Typically, managed care companies require frequent reauthorization of treatment which means that at any point in your therapy they may stop paying for your care.  This, along with confidentiality concerns, can lead to a decreased feeling of safety which adversely impacts the effectiveness of psychotherapy.
· The goals of your psychotherapy will likely need to be modified or abbreviated to fit what your managed care company is willing to pay for.  The length, scope, and goals of your psychotherapy are determined by what the insurance company will cover, not by you or your therapist.  

· Some managed care companies offer therapists incentives (such as higher reimbursement rates) to see clients less frequently or provide less care.

Self Pay:

· You can select to see the therapist of your choice.  This is essential given the importance of finding a therapist who is a good fit for you.

· With the guidance of your therapist, you determine the goals, scope, and frequency of your psychotherapy.  You need not worry about a managed care company limiting or suddenly cutting off your psychotherapy.
ADDITIONAL THOUGHTS
Caring for our relationships, families, and psychological health is of the utmost importance.  Psychotherapy is a powerful and scientifically proven way of improving your life.  I commend you on your decision to pursue psychotherapy.  An important step in this process is deciding how you would like to pay for your psychotherapy.  While the initial costs of paying out of pocket for your psychotherapy may be higher, the hidden costs of using managed care are very high.  It will likely compromise your confidentiality and interfere with your psychotherapy.  I encourage you to think this through and to make an informed decision.
