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Starting a Private Practice

“As aservice to members, the American Counseling Association has
partnered with Walsh and Dasenbrook, consultants in counseling practice
management, to offer a series of bulletins on various private practice topics.
This series includes timely information on starting/expanding/ending a
private practice, informed consent, HIPAA requirements, managed care and
Insurance companies, and strategies for enrolling on provider panels and
responding to claim denials.”

Walsh and Dasenbrook have co-authored, The Complete Guide to Private Practice for Licensed
Mental Health Professionals 3" edition. Their Guide contains the |atest information on
marketing, advertising, office procedures, dealing with managed healthcare and insurance billing.
It also contains a CD-Rom with all the forms necessary for your practice. The Guide can be
purchased through their web site at Counseling-PrivatePractice.com. For more information you
can contact the authors at 3703 N. Main St. Suite 100 Rockford, IL. 61103 815.877.0399

START UP



This section isdesigned for the mental health professional just starting out, or those
who want to expand a small practice. Trial, error and success have given methis
plan. Following the steps should enable a licensed mental health professional to
begin a limited, small practicein relatively short time.

Your first step isto put on your_entrepreneur_hat. The confidenceit takesto put on

this hat comesfrom your desireto not only help people, but also to make money.
Onceyour confident entrepreneur hat is set squarely on your head, you can plan to

begin your practice.

Your_second step isto find office space. We've discovered creative waysto find low-

cost office space. Oneway isto contact existing practitionersin your area and
sublet space from them. Most private practitioners have open timesin their offices
where, for afee, you may be able to use the office when they do not. The difficulty

with this plan isthat you are at the mercy of their schedules.

Another creative way to obtain office space is by contacting your local pediatricians,
general practitioners, gynecologists, or other doctors and offering a serviceto them
in exchange for spacein their office when they arenot using it. You would be
willing to do parenting groups, marriage enrichment groups, weight loss help,
divorcerecovery, or stress management, all in exchange for office space. Theidea
hereisthat even a busy doctor's office hastimeswhereitisnot in use. Also, a
pediatrician may relish the thought of having a licensed mental health professional
in the office, available to see higher patients. Having a parenting group or a

mar riage communication group in the office waiting room on Wednesday evening

or Saturday afternoon isan attractive service addition to his practice.

Asyou begin to see, there are many options with which to negotiate. 1f the doctor or

the office manager seemsinterested, but suggests some payment for office space,



and if the cost isreasonable, you may ask to have your name put on the door with
the other professionals. The cost of using the officeis offset by the invaluable
publicity and credibility of having your namein high traffic, professional building

wher e hundreds of potential clients passdaily.

If you follow this plan, it isbest to target a doctor's office that fitsyour niche. That
is, if you work with children and families, a pediatrician isyour best bet. A general
practitioner's officeis good if you wish to do weight loss, divor ce recovery, or
general kinds of mental health work. A gynecologist's officeisbest if you would like
to do women's groups.

Approaching a physician may seem like a daunting task. But remember, on your
head isfirmly set your entrepreneur hat so you'll have the confidenceto realize that

theworst thing that they could say in answer to your offer isno.

Finally, there' salwaysthe possibility of finding a small officein your target area
that may fit your budget. Sharing office space holds down cost. Another mental
health professional, a friend, may be interested in opening an office and all expenses
would be shared.

Now you'reready for thethird step. Thisstep and the next two will prepare you to
begin seeing clients. This" A-B-C” idea allows you to move into your practicein

stages.

The stageswork like this:
A. You offer atwo or three hour seminar on a particular topic.
B. Thisleadsto a six to eight week class/group on that subject
C. Thisleadsto clients reserving appointment timesfor individual

services.

Thethird step isto decide on a seminar_topic. Go with what you feel most

comfortable, or explore packaged programs offered in counseling, psychology, and



social work catalogs. Order a packaged program or develop a curriculum of your
own designed for group work. Thereare several very good packaged programs
used to work with clientsin groups. For parenting groups, thereis Systematic
Training for Effective Parenting or STEP group by American Guidance Services.

For marriage enrichment thereisTIME or Trainingin Marriage Enrichment by

Dr. Jon Carlson available through Impact Press. Excellent programs come from
American Guidance Service and Impact Publishers. Their catalogs are available by
writing to:

Impact Publishers
www.impactpublishers.com
AGS
4201 Woodland Road
P. O. box 99
Circle Pines Minnesota, 55014 - 1796.
WWW.ags.com
1 - 800 - 328 - 2560.

Other packaged programsinclude one developed by John Gray. He offerstraining
and a kit for “Men arefrom Mars, Women arefrom Venus.” Of courseyou can
design your own group or program customized to your needs and that of the niche

or office whereyou are using space.

At thispoint, isvery important for you to think about telephone, answering
machine, and/or a pager. Moreinformation about pagerscan befound in this
section. | would just liketo say herethat in all my experience, a pager by a
company that allows voicemail aswell asa callback featureisthebest. For lessthan
$100 ayear | have a phone number that accesses my pager. It also notifiesme
immediately of a call. A message or a phone number isavailable when | accessthe
pager myself, and | can call the client immediately. Few messages are missed with a

pager, and the practitioner appearsvery professional and responsive.

Your fourth step isto plan a seminar that will lead to your six-to-eight-week class.

Remember, themain idea for you seminar isto promote your class, which



ultimately leads to individual clients. The packaged programs mentioned above all
have marketing materials (Appendix A) clearly explained and detailed for
advertising your seminar and group. For example, the STEP program offersflyers,
newspaper ad copy, brochures, and a convenient timelineto be used in conjunction
with your first group. Marketing may be as simple as attaching your business card

or using a professional looking stamp to personalize the flyer or brochure.

Finding space for 20 or 30, even up to 100 people, will not be that difficult. We have
used community centers, libraries, church halls, hospital classrooms, and school
auditoriums. We've been pleasantly surprised that, in some cases, thereisno charge
for thesefacilities. If your seminar isfree, low-cost or a public serviceto your
community, there are public agencies that offer free space. You want to make sure
that it’sappropriate to circulate your marketing materials, so get an okay from
them first. Promote your seminar well in advance to newspapers, church bulletins,
and in storewindows. Surprisingly, local newspapers may bevery happy todo a
promotional piece on your seminar, especially if it has public interest, such as
parenting, communication in marriage, employment issues, and thelike. An
opportunity for news coverage like that isvery valuable; you may get them to

include information about your private practice.
Your promotion isnow finished, and itstimefor your seminar. The seminar should
be from oneto three hours. Good planning and professional materials are a must.

Your personality, your expertise, and your stylewill lead you to the next step.

Your fifth step isto market your classor _group in the seminar. Every seminar we

have ever done has ended with people staying afterward and asking questions.
These are the people who you target for your class. Thisexerciseisfun and easy.
You have materialsthat explain your four-to-six-week classes. These professional
looking materials arein the form of handouts (Appendix A). At thetablewith these
handoutsisasign up sheet, and there are places on the sheet for names and phone

numbers. Stresstothoseinterested that therearelimited spacesfor participants.



Typically 10 to 20 percent of the people at a seminar register for your class.
Additionally, people who arereluctant to bein a group or class setting may ask to

seeyou individually in the office.

You now have a basic pool of nameswith which to start your class. Make surethat
your pager number or your office answering service number ison all of your

printed material including your flyersand cards.

Planning for your classisnot that much different than planning for your seminar.
Churches, libraries, schools and lawyers' officesare all placesto market. Plan well
in advance and utilize the materials available from the packaged programs
mentioned earlier. Remember, you are starting out small. Do not feel bad if your

group issmall. Anintimate group often leadsto clients.

Plan your start date, distribute your promotional materials, secure any media
notices, call the local newspaper and ask advertising rates. We have included
several examples of our advertisementsin the appendix section, which may help you
to develop some of your own. Aspotential group memberscall for information,
costs, or location, you'll respond to these pages or messages promptly. Remember
you are building a client base. Have a master list of every person you talk with, to
be used later for marketing mailings. People who call for infor mation about a group
still maintain your phone number, and in any conver sation you'll want to include
information about your regular practice, and that you see people for mental health

servicesin your office.

First night jittersareinevitable. Your meeting room should be bright, comfortable,
and it'sagood idea to have light refreshments, coffee, soft drinks, and bottled water.
Follow the guidelines set forth in the materialsincluded with the packaged program
you’ve purchased. Run the group with fun and enthusiasm. You may stick closely
to the directions of the printed materialsincluded with your packaged program, or

you may design the group to your clients needs. Remember that the more valuable



your group istothe owner of the office spacethe better.

| remember one evening, asour group was laughing about various parenting issues,
the head pediatrician entered the waiting room wher e we wer e meeting. He had
stopped by the office after hoursfor some supplies. Before heleft hesat in the
group and shared some of his own family storiesto his enjoyment of both and that
of the group members; after all, most of the memberswere his patients. Later the
doctor asked when the next group was going to start because he knew many others
who would join the group. Another time, the same doctor, who was very influential
in the community, asked a newspaper reporter to do a short feature article on our

group. Itisamazing what can happen; you just need to get started.

Your sixth step isto market your private practice to the group members. Your

group will become comfortable and several memberswill ask you during breaks, or
after class, about your practice. You professional looking brochure or businesscard
will be close at hand. Also nearby isyour appointment book. It isinevitablethat
you will be making appointmentsfor people who need more help with their
marriage or with their parenting. The S.T.E.P. class, T.I.M.E. marriage enrichment
program, or other packaged program isslowly but surely helping you build a nice,
limited practice. Usetheword limited to describe your practice; it sounds more

professional than part-time.

The seventh step isto conduct your practicein a professional and profitable

manner. We haveincluded in the appendix of our Office Procedur e section many of
theformsthat we usein our practices. Be sureto review the oneson informed
consent, intake, client payment information, aswell as other pertinent forms. The
issue of paymentsisvery important. Seeour section on office procedur e about fee
information. Be suretheclient understandsthat payment is made at the time of the
appointment, and that any insurance consider ation will be worked out in advance.
In most cases, at this point in your young practice, managed care may not be an

issue. Seeour section on managed carefor extensiveinformation on that subject.



Accepting payment for your services may make you uncomfortable at first. Do not
be. You areavaluable professional whoislicensed, and remember: you are solid,
knowledgeable, and effective.

The choice of setting and decoration in your fledgling practice may belimited. My
first office space had an examining tablein the corner, which | pushed out of the
way as much as| could, but the clientsdid not seem to mind. No commentswere
made. One office had an examining table with stirrupsthat did bring a comment or
two. These makefor great memorieslater, when you have your own office

decor ated tastefully and comfortably.

At thispoint you may be working five hoursaweek. Thisis, of course, isin addition
to some other full-time employment. It'shard but rewarding work. Your “limited
practice” isasource of personal pride. Assmall asit is, you are earning income and
helping people. Being ableto make a differencein your community is a wonder ful

thing. This, wefeel, was our goal.

By now, your practice hasall of the three elements described above. You are doing
seminar s, conducting classes, and, most importantly, treating clientsin your office.
Asyour income grows, you can upgrade your answering system, hire an excellent
secretary, acquire an accountant for quarterly tax payments or incor poration, and
of cour se explore avenuesto renting your own space. It may be a good ideato begin
looking into getting contracts with managed car e companies, insurance companies,

EAP's, and unions. Review our section on managed care.

Your_eighth step isto go back to step three and start all over again. Expand,

flourish and help people.

Comprehensive examplesfor marketing all of these steps can be found in chapter

three of our book The Complete Guideto Private Practice for Mental Health




Professionals, by Walsh and Dasenbr ook.

Flowchart for Startup

First Step

Get your confidence/entrepreneur

hat set squarely on your head.

3

Second Step

Find office space

Option 1 Option 2 Option 3 Option 4
Sublet office Contact M.D. Rent your own Home
from established (pediatrician,OB/Gyn. space

professional G.P.) about using

office space

3

Third Step

Order seminar/group materials

(i.e. S.T.E.P. systematic training
for effective parenting, T.I.M.E.
training in marriage enrichment,

etc.) Acquire telephone number

3

Fourth Step

Plan, promote and conduct




your one-day seminar,

interest people in your class

£

Fifth Step

Plan and promote and conduct

your six-to-eight-week class

that you introduced in your
one-day seminar,

interest people in individual

office appointments

£

Sixth Step

Schedule your class members

for appointments

3

Seventh Step

Beginning your private practice
(payment issues, managed care decisions,

upgrade of office, and other practice expanding ideas)

£

Eighth Step

Go back to step 3 and start all over again,

expand and prosper
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