Stress and Resilience Among Psychologists in Private Practice during Challenging Economic Times

Judith Holder-Cooper, Ph.D.

Kristi Webb, Psy.D.

with the assistance of Mira Brancu, Ph.D. and Glen Martin, Ph.D.

Colleague Assistance Committee

The economic recession has affected psychologists in private practice. They are experiencing financial and emotional pressures: clients want quicker (less expensive) solutions to their increasingly complex problems, while reimbursement rates are decreasing. The Colleague Assistance Committee (CAC) surveyed the Division of Independent Professional Practice (DIPP) to examine the impact of the economic recession on psychologists’ personal and professional lives and presented our findings at the DIPP conference in February 2010. The committee asked quantitative and qualitative questions, which provided a rich set of data about psychologists’ perceptions, beliefs and practices during the recession.

Demographics

One hundred nineteen psychologists participated in this survey. Demographic characteristics were consistent with the membership of NCPA. Seventy-five percent of those responding have been in practice at least 11 years. Eighty-seven percent were married or partnered; this is noteworthy because single psychologists are more likely to lack a support system at the end of each day to listen and provide support as they weather tough economic times. 
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It was gratifying to CAC members to learn that 40% of those surveyed reported a support network of greater than 10 people, with an additional 26% reporting between six and 10 people in their support network. Half of those responding (54%) stated that their weekly workload was “just right” while 23% said it was “too few hours” and another 23% reported “too many hours.” 

Quantitative Questions


The results of the findings from the twelve quantitatively-measured questions are summarized below. The figures below offer a visual distribution of responses to selected questions.     
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Demographics

Female 61.0%
Caucasian/White 96.0%
African American 2.7%
Other (Asian, Pacific Islander, 1.4%

Hispanic)

Number of Years
in Private
Practice

Relationship
Status

Children?

Support
Network

Residence

>20 50.0%

11-20 25.0%

6-10 15.0%

<5 10.0%
-

Married/Domestic Partner 87.0%

Single 4.0%

Separated, Divorced, Widowed 7.5%

long-term relationship 1.3%

Yes 72.0%

>10 people 40.0%

6-10 26.0%

3-5 26.0%

2 or less 8.0%
-

Triangle 51.0%

Piedmont/Mecklenburg 17.5%

Piedmont/Triad 12.0%

Mountain 9.4%

Coast 8.1%
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Some responses are worth highlighting. Two-thirds of respondents endorsed the statement, “Over the past year I have often felt stressed by the recession” and over half (52%) agreed or strongly agreed that “I have noticed I have had to work longer hours.” At the same time, 86% continue to enjoy working in private practice. To CAC members, some good news is that 78% reported “exercising, eating healthfully, and/or utilizing other self-care activities to manage the demands of my work and life.”

Qualitative Questions


Our data analysis revealed four themes relative to psychologists’ perceptions about their work in the midst of a recession. 

One theme was that of changes in the satisfaction psychologists derived from their work. Sources of reduced satisfaction included: 

· Working more/heavier caseloads and being more tired

· Concerns about revenue/reduction in income while the cost of living increases

· Insurance companies’ reimbursement rates dropping

· Increased administrative demands from insurance companies 

· Negative reactions to insurance companies, e.g., resentment, frustration, feeling less valued, dissatisfaction with compensation relative to risk

· Client issues are more complex and serious

· Clinicians are headed for burnout more quickly

· Feeling underappreciated/undervalued: losing faith in the profession, disgust with NCPA, MH/SA/DD and other organizations, feeling unappreciated by third-party payers and clients

A second theme concerned any changes in stress psychologists associate with their work. The aggregated trends of respondents are noted as follows: 

· An increase in clients’ stress, increased work volume

· Fewer resources available to manage client issues

· Professional distress associated with a reduction in referrals

· Working more hours

· Stressors associated with insurance companies

· Working with more serious, complicated cases

A third theme that emerged from the qualitative questions was that positive professional and/or personal consequences had also arisen as a result of the recession over the past year. Most psychologists engaged in positive cognitive reframing of the situation. Many increased their self-care strategies through additional time devoted to hobbies, time off, volunteering, or social supports. 

Further, psychologists felt that the recession and its stressors offered an opportunity to reprioritize and put things in perspective, along with some psychologists reporting psychological/spiritual growth. Psychologists also experienced a deepened compassion for those less fortunate. Some psychologists took the opportunity to develop new professional skills or to re-evaluate their work practices. New marketing techniques, creative payment methods for clients, placing better limits on clients (e.g., 50 minutes of therapy rather than a full hour), and placing more responsibility on clients for their change were all cited as themes. 

     In addition, some psychologists noted positive changes in their clients, which was gratifying to them. Clients may have valued therapy more than in the past and were changing their perspective. Clients seemed to be doing less catastrophizing, realizing what is important to them. Five respondents said that their practice increased and benefitted from the recession. Forty psychologists said they experienced few positive consequences or there was no impact. 

The fourth theme discussed in the next section relates to pearls of wisdom psychologists had for fellow psychologists in private practice.  

Pearls of Wisdom from Your Fellow Psychologists
     Survey participants provided their ideas of what allows them to be resilient in the midst of changing and challenging economic times.  The aggregated trends of respondents are noted as follows: 

1. Psychologists noted that in times of distress and financial uncertainty, we have the opportunity to take stock and to put our lives in perspective. Normalizing one’s professional experience and focusing on why one is in the profession were both cited as important tools to help move through times of uncertainty. 

2.  Some respondents urged that money should not be the only measure of our worth or the source of enjoyment of the work. Some had decreased their dependence upon insurance companies, while others fought for universal coverage. Overall, the message was, “Value your professional worth and charge suitably.”

3.  In the midst of changing times, some psychologists recommended being proactive and flexible. For example, some urged specializing while others diversified. Some worked pro bono to publicize their name and/or services. 

4.  Respondents recommended updating skill sets, improving business practices, and in general developing other niche areas for additional sources of income. For instance, working as an adjunct professor at a community college or elsewhere was cited as a possible outlet for one’s skills and energy. 

5.  Respondents to the survey said that, from a self-care perspective, they made sure to seek support from colleagues and friends; made time for non-work activities; accessed their faith and spiritual supports. In difficult economic times psychologists may be thinking of dropping professional memberships because of their cost; some respondents’ advice was not to do this. These associations – such as NCPA – increase opportunities for networking, marketing, and getting referral sources. 

6.  Respondents felt they should not compromise their values, and did not take on no-win cases; and used peer support/consultation groups.  

Self-Care Management for Psychologist

The charge of the Colleague Assistance Committee is to promote self-care among psychologists, so as to help them avoid distress and impairment. Even – or especially – in an economic recession, some “oldies but goodies of self-care are useful, such as diaphragmatic breathing, hydration, exercise, spending time with friends, mindfulness meditation, hobbies or non-work-related volunteering, and maintaining a sense of humor. 

We hope that sharing the results of the survey might be somewhat therapeutic and educational.  Many of us are feeling increased levels of stress these days.  Our respondents offer many suggestions for managing the inevitable stressors of our work.
