FINDING A THERAPIST

BY AMY BROWN-BOWERS 

February, often considered one of the dreariest and most emotionally bleak months of the year, is finally over. While "February funk" can cause emotional and social hibernation, the onset of spring may give you a surge of energy to apply to lingering personal or professional challenges. 

For those considering enlisting the help of a therapist, here is some advice on how to find the right professional and on how to ensure you get the best value for your money and time. The bottom line is to be a careful consumer. 

"Heck, if you're spending $500 or $1,000 to get better, you should pay attention to if it's a good value or not," says Dr. Paul Kelly, a Toronto psychologist and cofounder of Clear Path Solutions. 

First steps

The first step in finding the right therapist is to create a short list. Word of mouth is one of the most common search methods, says Kelly. Alternately, you can go through your family doctor, workplace Employment Assistance Provider (EAP) or simply search online. 

If this is your first time going to therapy, consider going through registered colleges and regulatory bodies like the Canadian Psychological Association or the Registry of Marriage and Family Therapists in Canada. 

"If people are just starting, regulated health professionals are better because there is a credentialing process, and there's also a complaints process if that's required, and they weed out the stinkers sooner or later," says Kelly. "The college is there to answer queries and to provide protection to members of the public," he adds. 

Colleges and regulatory bodies also offer telephone and self-serve online referral services that allow you to narrow your search using specifications like geography and area of expertise, so spend some time thinking about any special requirements you might have before calling. Is it imperative that you see a woman? Someone around your age? Do you need him or her to share the same religious or sexual orientation as you?

Armed with a list of names and numbers, it's time to pick up the phone and have brief conversations with each therapist. Evaluate both the fit -- do they have experience in your area of concern? Do they make you feel comfortable and respected on the phone? -- and the practical concerns -- what are their hours? What do they charge?

William Cooke, a Toronto-based registered social worker and registered marriage and family therapist in private practice, encourages people to use their normal decision-making strategies -- that is if you tend to use your gut, do so here and if you tend to rely on thinking and logic, use those strategies when making your decision.

"Use the same criteria you use to say, 'How do I know I trust the mechanic I just dropped my car off at?' For one person, if it says Canadian Tire, 'That's good enough for me.' For another person, 'I'd want to go out and meet the mechanic and find out if he's a student or been doing it for a long time.' People think of this as some kind of special case -- it's not."

"You have to trust your gut. It's important to chat with more than one person. You're a consumer investing time and money," says Dr. Barbara Bresver, a Toronto-based psychologist.

Financial considerations

Therapy can be a major financial investment, but it doesn't need to be a financial burden if you do your homework.

One of the first distinctions to make is between services that are funded by the provincial government and are free to you versus those that aren't. Visits to a psychiatrist or a social worker are often available at no charge whereas visits to psychologists, for example, typically aren't.

If you have extended health coverage through work or third-party insurance, it's likely you will get some money back from visits to therapists so long as their professional designation is approved by your insurance plan. Many plans specify the types of therapists that quality for reimbursement. Kelly recommends calling your human resources department and asking about the specifics of your benefits when it comes to mental health coverage.

For a rough idea of what different professionals charge, contact their colleges as most generate recommended billing rates. For example, the Ontario Psychological Association's current recommended billing rate is $205 an hour.

When talking to therapists directly, address financial concerns early on. "You have to feel really comfortable talking about pragmatics," says Bresver. "If you're concerned with the fee that takes away from your time together. When clients decide to come to therapy, it's a sign of strength (and) the sooner we can get down to (the therapy), the better, so it's important to get the pragmatics out of the way."

Kelly adds that most practices have a sliding scale, so be sure to ask if one is available if you're concerned about cost.

"Someone likes myself sets a standard fee with the understanding that I will never make fee the barrier," explains Cooke. "So, it means we talk. If you're not able to afford that or if your situation changes, then you would have my assurance that fee will never be the reason we can't meet."

Finding a good fit

During your first few meetings, pay attention to the fit, just as you would in other types of personal and professional partnerships.

"Sometimes things start low, but by session three, the fit should be really very good," says Kelly. "If they go and it doesn't feel right by the third session, they should get themselves a different therapist for sure because the odds of the ongoing therapy leading to benefit are much, much reduced."

To determine if the fit works for you, Kelly says there are four key things to evaluate: 

Do you feel heard, understood and respected by the therapist? 

Did you work on and talk about what you wanted to work on and talk about? 

Do you feel the therapist's approach is a good fit for you? 

Did the session feel right? 

At Clear Path Solutions, each of these items is rated out of 10 by the patient both after the first visit and after each subsequent visit. An average score of nine out of 10 per item is necessary for an optimal fit, Kelly says. "If it's below 32, the odds are strong that the therapy won't be useful, there won't be any significant benefit or that the person will stop coming. If it doesn't feel right for them, then it isn't right. 

Know your therapist

Here's a list of some common mental health professional titles in Canada and what they mean: 

Common mental health professional titles 

1. Psychologists: Most often, they have a Ph.D in psychology. They are trained in research, human behavioural theories and therapeutic techniques. 

2. Psychotherapists: Not a protected title. In some cases, it's used as a professional title and in other cases it's used as a type of therapy that a professional uses in his or her practice. For example, a psychologist may conduct psychotherapy with patients whereas someone may call himself a psychotherapist and open a private practice.

3. Sex therapists: Not a protected title, however, some provinces have regulatory bodies for sex therapists. For example, the Board of Examiners in Sex Therapy and Counselling in Ontario (BESTCO) is comprised of professionals who have clinical expertise in human sexual concerns. 

4. Social workers: They tend to have a Master's degree and their focus is on social support systems, organizations and groups and how these can help meet a person's psychological needs. 

5. Counsellors/Therapists: They may have specialized training in a particular area or they may have advanced degrees in counselling, nursing, psychology or guidance. They tend to deal with very specific problems, such as alcohol addiction or career indecision

6. GP Psychotherapists: Physicians who specialize in psychotherapy. 

7. Marriage and Family Therapists: Therapist is not a protected title; however, registered MFTs are mental health professionals with graduate-level training including supervised training in therapy for individuals, families, couples and groups. 

8. Psychiatrists: These are medical doctors who have completed a residency in psychiatry. They can assess the need for and prescribe medication. 
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