The Freedom to Choose Your Doctor
Beginning in 2010, the new federal parity law mandates the end of discrimination by insurance companies against people seeking mental health services.  In prior years, it was legal to put arbitrary limits on the number of visits allowed, and to reimburse you at a lower rate (as well as make you pay a separate deductible) for mental health office visits.
These obstacles made people reluctant to use the out-of-network coverage their insurance provided.  It was much cheaper to stay in-network, make a co-payment for each visit, and not have to meet a deductible.  But the trade-off was significant: you couldn't see any doctor you wanted (he or she had to participate with your plan), and oftentimes, if your insurance changed, you faced a dilemma: pay out of pocket to the doctor who knows and understands you, or start over with someone else in your new insurance plan.
A little publicized fact is that, because of the parity law, your out of pocket cost may now be about the same whether you remain in-network or not.  That's because the law requires insurance companies to reimburse you at the same rate for both physical and mental health.  Policies vary enormously, and HMOs permit no out-of-network care, but a common feature of many policies is to reimburse 80% of out-of-network costs.  Here's a hypothetical example to illustrate what to expect under parity.  Let's say your in-network co-payment is $25 for mental health treatment.  If you are reimbursed at 80%, you could afford to see an out-of-network doctor who charged up to $125 per visit—and still pay the same $25 (20% of $125).  

Why is that important?  Because now you have a choice.  You can see the person your relative or friend recommended without having to worry if he or she is on your insurance company's panel.  Picking a name out of a "Directory of Participating Providers" is like picking a name out of the Yellow Pages—most people are more comfortable choosing on the basis of a recommendation or researching the qualifications and experience of the doctor they decide on.
My advice: Don't choose a psychotherapist with less care than you would a plumber or an attorney.  Check with your insurance company about your out-of-network coverage under the mental health parity law (some exceptions apply), and then look for the best qualified person you can find.  When it comes to psychotherapy, psychologists are the most highly trained mental health professionals.
