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Finding & Choosing a Mental Health Provider
If you've never seen a mental health provider or therapist before, you may not know where to start. Finding someone you feel at home with is important. This information will help you find a therapist that meets your style and needs.

Which type of provider is right for me?

You may not know just how many types of providers are out there until you start looking for one.  Providers who offer mental health treatment include: psychiatrists, psychologists, social workers, pastoral counselors, psychiatric nurses, and marriage & family therapists. For detailed information about all of these types talk with your family doctor. 
If your symptoms are serious and you may need medicine to control them, you may want to first see a psychiatrist, who can prescribe medicine. Although your family doctor can also offer medicine, a psychiatrist may know more about the many mental health drugs, how to use them, and how to deal with their side effects.

Sometimes, you may not have a choice. Your health insurance may tell you who you can see and how many visits you’re allowed. Some insurance plans, for instance, will pay for more visits to a nurse, social worker or psychologist than to a psychiatrist, whose fees are often higher.

How do I find a therapist?
First, you should see your family doctor to rule out a medical cause of your problems. Once you have ruled out a medical cause, you should: 
· Find out what the mental health coverage is under your health insurance policy.
· Get a few names of providers in the area. A good idea is to ask for names from your doctor, family, friends or your company’s employee assistance plan.  You should also check with your health insurance company as they may have a list of names. Many insurance companies will not pay for therapy unless you see a provider in their network. 
· Think about whether the provider’s age, sex, race, or religious background are important to you. 
· Call a few providers to find out if they are taking new patients and what their fees are. 
· Do they offer a sliding-scale fee based on income? 

· Do they accept your health insurance?
· Make sure the therapist has experience helping people whose problems are like yours. You may want to ask about the therapist's expertise, education, number of years in practice and license. Licensing rules can be different from state to state. You can check these things by getting in touch with your state's licensing boards.
· Find out if they specialize in certain conditions or age groups. For instance, some work only with children. Others only deal with eating disorders or substance abuse.
· If you are happy with the answers, make an appointment. 
· During your first visit, describe those feelings and problems that led you to get help. Find out: 
· What kind of treatment program they recommend.  

· Whether the provider offers the same treatment for all patients. What works for one person does not always work for another.
· What the benefits and side effects might be. 
· Whether they are willing to work with another provider if you want to use other treatments, such as acupuncture. 
Don't worry about asking lots of questions. Finding the right match is important in building a relationship and making sure you're getting the best treatment.

If the answers to these questions and others you come up with are "yes," make another appointment to begin the treatment process. If the answers to most of these questions are "no," try again with another provider. 
Can a therapist share what I say during therapy?
In general, all mental health providers are required to keep what you say during therapy confidential (secret). However, the law requires that they report information to the police if someone makes a threat to harm someone or something.  

From time to time think about your relationship with your provider

After your first visit, take some time to think about how you felt about the therapist. 
If you don't feel comfortable, talk about this with the provider or think about finding someone new. As time goes by, think about how you feel and whether your needs are being met. Don't feel you have to stay if you're not comfortable or feeling as if you’re not getting the best treatment.

The process of finding and choosing a mental health provider and therapy can be hard work.  At times, treatment can be difficult and painful but it can also be helpful. You may resolve old issues, overcome personal challenges and hopefully enjoy your life more.
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