December 5, 2011

Dear New Hampshire Psychologist,

What do your colleagues in 48 out of the 50 states have that you do not? They have an independent Board of Psychology. 

So what does that mean to you?   It means that critical decisions about your professional life are being made by people who do not have your professional training.  It means that one psychologist is expected to speak for all psychologists in the state.  It also means that a group made up of a mental health counselor, a marriage and family therapist, a social worker, and a pastoral counselor have consistently been voting against and defeating the initiatives of your psychologist representatives. It means the quality of our profession and the services which we provide now depend upon the establishment of an independent Board of Psychology in New Hampshire.
How does this affect you?  In spite of specific directives from the Legislature, New Hampshire’s existing omnibus Board of Mental Health Practice (BMHP) has failed to modify critical oversight rules. As a result, New Hampshire has been labeled “the most dangerous state in the country in which to practice” (Harris, written testimony to the BMHP, 2008). This means that, should you have a complaint filed against you, no matter how frivolous, you may be subjected to significant career damaging sanctions without ever being able to see the Report of Investigation concerning the complaint. Furthermore, as there is only one psychologist investigator at this time, you are likely to be investigated by a non-psychologist. 

For the last eight years, a hardworking and persistent group of New Hampshire Psychological Association (NHPA) psychologists has invested hundreds of hours working directly with the BMHP to remedy this and other problems. Progress has been frustratingly slow. NHPA has sought to improve the Board’s regulations and functions for all five licensed mental health disciplines.  It is only now, after many years of resistance and dismissal of our good faith efforts, that NHPA has concluded that forty-eight states with independent psychology boards do so for good reason: Psychology’s unique training, ethics, and areas of practice require independent guild-specific licensing, regulation, and discipline.  Thus, we now recognize that, even if some of the BMHP rules were modified, a basic problem would remain: The practice of psychology would still not be regulated by our psychologist peers. Specific examples of problems with the current arrangement include:

· A non-psychologist mental health professional asked the BMHP for guidance regarding her intent to provide psychological testing services. Several psychologists, whose primary work is completing psychological evaluations, provided testimony to the BMHP on the comprehensive training requirements, ethics, benefits, and liability risks of providing this service. They recommended that the BMHP emphasize the necessity of adequate training. The BMHP essentially ignored this information and chose instead to advise the inquiring licensee to consult with her own guild’s ethical standards concerning the matter. When the sole psychologist member of the BMHP proposed that standards and guidelines for psychological testing be established proactively consistent with the standards established by the American Psychological Association (APA), the proposal was voted down. 

· The BMHP sanctioned a psychologist colleague and restricted her license due to "improper termination" of care for the minor children of a hostile and threatening individual. Proper consultation with the APA ethics code would have clarified that this professional acted in a prudent and ethical fashion. The members of the omnibus board were either not aware of the relevant ethical guidelines or chose not to heed them. Thus, the non-psychologists of the New Hampshire BMHP have established the precedent that even sound compliance with national standards can result in career-damaging, time-consuming, and very expensive sanctions.
NHPA’s decision to lobby in favor of establishing an independent psychology board promises to prevent these and scores of similarly egregious oversight failures from being repeated. This is an historic opportunity. The bill to establish a NH Board of Psychology, HB476, was submitted to the House of Representatives early this year. An intense effort has since ensued involving hundreds of hours of telephone calls, committee hearings, language drafting, and strategy consultation in support of our effort. 

Our vigilant, assertive attention to the legislative process remains necessary. For example, if not for the outspoken testimony of a psychologist, the New Hampshire legislature would have been misled to believe that “there really are no differences between psychologists and other mental health practitioners,” and that, “we all do the same thing.” A licensed Marriage and Family Therapist testified that all five of the mental health professions commonly perform “psychological evaluations.” It was only the loud and clear voice of another psychologist that finally clarified that a “psychological evaluation” is not a generic phrase.  

The final language of HB 476 has now been unanimously approved by the House Executive Departments & Administration Committee (ED&A). The bill, however, was retained for further study. Members of the committee went to great lengths to explain that this is not a “gentleman’s effort” to kill the bill but instead puts the BMHP on notice that the House is ready to act if its ongoing problems are not resolved.  We expect that the ED&A Committee will move the bill along in the spring if the BMHP does not finally institute many of the very significant changes that NHPA and JLCAR have been advocating. The legislature’s intent is promising, but it is not enough.

Our campaign in favor of establishing an independent board of psychology must continue unabated lest this historic window of opportunity be slammed shut! We are fortunate to have employed the skilled lobbyists of the Demers Group. In addition to the relentless ground-level efforts of NHPA’s dedicated members, these professionals have offered critical, timely, strategic, and political assistance.  It was the Demers Group that identified the means to keep HB 476 from being stalled in the House by introducing the same bill through the Senate. Under their guidance, NHPA has since identified willing sponsors and begun cultivating bipartisan support for the bill.     

These efforts to ensure the continued integrity of our profession and the quality of our services cost money. The NHPA leadership has received confirmation of $8,000 in grant money support of lobbyist costs in excess of eighteen thousand dollars. We are enormously grateful to those of you who last year donated over six thousand dollars toward our goal of independence. We must raise an additional $10,000 in order to maintain our current lobbying contract.  We are now in the home stretch. If we are to keep up this full court press, we must once again request your active support and contributions.   

What can you do to help?  Please donate at least $100.00 if possible, to support the continued effort to create an independent NH Board of Psychology. Donations can be made in four monthly installments of $25.  Each donation is a vote of support for the powerful volunteer member effort and a very real contribution to maintaining our critically valuable professional lobby. We don’t make this request lightly. We know that times are tough. We are all suffering through this economy. The simple reality is that your professional integrity, your income, and the quality of services that you provide are at risk. Make donating to NHPA in support of an independent psychology board a priority today in the interest of your professional well-being tomorrow. 
Donations can be made on our website (http://www.nhpaonline.org/) or mailed to the NHPA office (PO Box 1205, Concord, NH 03302). We welcome your questions, comments and concerns to any of the professionals identified below and we thank you in advance for your generous donation.  
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