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For Love and Money

Marcia Hill

Burdened by childhood anxieties and silenced by the myth of a classless society, the fee in psychotherapy has been a source of too much discomfort and too little discussion. We hover between hunger and generosity, guilt and resentment. Earning a living is well and good, but what kind of living, with how much luxury? Women therapists particularly, socialized to prioritize others’ needs, may be painfully mindful that we earn a living from the suffering of others. In the short step from empathizing with our clients to identifying with our clients, we find ourselves considering that we take a vacation or make an extravagant purchase that our clients could not afford, using money that represents the sacrifices they make to pay for therapy. Because the exchange of money in therapy takes place in an intimate context, therapists, especially those paid directly by their clients, are faced daily with questions about economic injustice in a way that those who work for a paycheck are not.

Sex was the taboo topic in Freud’s time; talk about money is the forbidden in ours. Do you know your friends’ incomes? Those of your family members? The amount of savings, if any, they have? Do you know what your colleagues charge? How much they earn? How many clients they see at a reduced fee? Both having and not having money can be a source of shame, with those having less money feeling inadequate and those with more wanting to hide their privilege. The wish to earn a substantial income in the human service field is often considered crass: we should work for love, the money is incidental. We should not work for love and money.

If we are in private practice, our autonomy as a business person is constrained by clinical pressures. We are responsible for collecting copayments which are frequently unaffordable; in an effort to meet the market, that obligation is widely ignored. As a result, we as therapists hold the tension between the market realities and our legal obligations. We wish to be available to a wide range of people, so we join “preferred provider” networks; the result is that our clients pay less out of pocket but we are also reimbursed at a lower rate. Our clients rarely know this, and we hold the tension between our wish to make therapy accessible and wanting to earn our full fee. Because the costs of doing business in psychotherapy are generally invisible, our fees may look inflated to the client; and again, we carry the tension between needing to earn something over our expenses and appearing avaricious.

The frustrations of being self-employed apply to other professions as well as to psychotherapists, but for us they carry the added emotional impact of the therapy relationship’s closeness and meaning. A client who does not pay her/his bill has stolen from me, yet pursuing legal redress has therapeutic implications, and can leave one open to malpractice lawsuits as well. Yet, if I run across a former client who hasn’t paid me several years after therapy ended, my first thought will be “She owes me money,” followed by discomfort with my pettiness. Remembering this unpaid bill for all that time is a testament to my frustration, and feeling ashamed of my anger is a testament to the message that I should caretake people for love only.

No discussion of money in psychotherapy can ignore the effects of managed care on therapists’ ability to earn a living. In general, the public is unaware that at least some managed care “benefits” are in fact losses to the clinician. I have heard a number of therapists confide that they don’t mean to sound paranoid, but wonder whether insurance requirements are designed to make clinicians give up on being paid. Requirements for detailed paperwork and preauthorization are easy to lose track of, and sharply higher error rates (mysteriously and inevitably in the insurer’s favor) in reimbursement checks can mean repeated calls to insurance companies in an effort to correct the mistakes. Virtually every clinician has stories of money earned but lost for such reasons. What does this do to our ability to accept pro bono or reduced fee clients? What does it do to our love of our work? I have heard therapists express frustration that their job description must now include fighting to be paid for their work.

We do work for love: for the love of our clients and the miracle of the process of transformation. But we work also for money: to earn a living and, yes, to have some luxury in our lives. The work of a therapist includes what is perhaps the most complex relationship possible between labor and income. We are certainly not paid for what we produce, and there is not even a direct relationship between our time and our earnings. Between the two comes a convoluted array of variables. These include the personal, such as our ability to set a fair fee or to enforce payment for missed sessions. There are ethical factors, for example, our sense of social responsibility, and clinical considerations, such as the meaning of the fee to the client. Organizational limits and requirements-those of the insurers-are figured in as well. It is not surprising that we are confused.

Nonetheless, money is a substantial part of how we get fed by our work. It is part of what protects us from expecting emotional return from our clients. Our income thus is not only what we take from our labor, it is what enables us to give. We work for love and money.



The author thanks Tim Sargent and Shari Stahl for a lively discussion about fees that informed much of this paper.






Psychotherapists’ Ambivalence About Fees: Male-Female Differences

Ella Lasky


SUMMARY. This article focuses on the mixed feelings that psychotherapists have about setting fees. It highlights the different conflicts that male and female therapists have about fees. Sixty psychotherapists were interviewed and these results are presented as well as vignettes illustrating five typical therapist conflicts.

KEYWORDS. Male, female, gender, psychotherapists, money, fees



Many psychotherapists are ambivalent about setting fees. In general, very little attention has been paid to psychologists’ feelings about fee setting in our professional workshops and literature (Canter, 1995; Citron-Bagget & Kempler, 1991; Lasky, 1980, 1981, 1985). Since Freud, there have been numerous articles focused on the techniques of setting fees and on patients’ reaction to fees (Herron & Welt, 1992), but not on the therapists’ feelings.

To explore the conflicts involved in this issue further, I conducted an informal survey (Lasky, 1985) of 60 psychotherapists from various parts of the country whose experience ranged from 2.5 to 20 years. While not a representative sample, it contains lively and useful anecdotal data that provide the basis for a discussion of this subject. There were dramatic differences between the ways that male and female psychotherapists felt about money and fees.

One fact is certain: Ambivalence about setting fees exists, and it is not confined to novices. Two-thirds of those surveyed expressed considerable intrapsychic conflict about setting fees and establishing the other parameters of the therapeutic contract. The most commonly expressed conflicts involved balancing a sense of professional worth with the necessity to earn a living and the desire to help people. Many therapists feel uncomfortable dealing with the business side of therapy, for they entered the field to facilitate other goals. Some therapists reported feeling like oppressors for wanting to take money from people who are upset and need therapy; others expressed concern that they feel excited, powerful, apologetic, or embarrassed when setting a high fee, and guilty, annoyed, or resentful when setting a low one. Some felt greedy if they refused to work with a particular patient because of his or her inability to pay a reasonable fee; others report that they feel “too good” or “too powerful” when the fees they charge allow them to earn a comfortable living.

Unfortunately, the psychology profession provides little or no training concerning money matters. The reasons why the area of financial management is so blatantly neglected in our training are complex. It may be that psychologists stay away from addressing the issue of money because, like other professionals, we feel it is beneath our dignity. It also may be that, since our training takes place in clinics and hospitals where patients pay a secretary or cashier and not the therapist directly, there is simply no motivation to discuss or adjust fees. The beginning therapist usually feels relieved by this arrangement and typically does not discuss the fee again unless the patient brings the topic up. This is unfortunate, because we are losing a fertile training opportunity by our avoidance of this issue.

The matter of money and what it represents is a challenge to everyone. Our society instills in us conflicting values about money. While the American credo tells us that “we are all created equal,” we also learn that “some people (the rich) are more equal than others (the poor)” (Lindgren, 1980). Money has other symbolic meanings which vary from person to person (Walker & Garman, 1992). In general, it is fair to say that money is a taboo subject for everyone in America including psychologists. This is illustrated by the fact that most of us do not know how much money our friends make. Therefore, we learn about money and money issues in an unspoken way, and the individual meanings are determined by each person’s life circumstances: the religion, culture, and social class of one’s family; the attitude of one’s parents toward money; and the way money actually was handled in the family.

There are important differences in the ways men and women approach the issue of making money.
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