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INTRODUCTION


Some psychologists feel that managed health care organizations have taken away the freedom and profitability of practicing psychology independently. However, there are a large number of psychologists who are effectively utilizing creative marketing strategies to maintain thriving practices. In this paper, I will explore several options for marketing a psychology practice, and will talk about the importance of segmenting and targeting specific client populations.

MARKETING STRATEGIES FOR A PSYCHOLOGY PRACTICE


Managed care has eaten away at the profits of private practices throughout the United States. However, psychologists are not dependent upon insurance companies. There is a large population of individuals who could benefit from psychological services who would be willing to pay for these services on a cash basis. One of the great benefits of this for the client is that there will be no permanent record kept by insurance companies to stigmatize the individual with a label of "mentally ill." A healthy individual can also choose to use psychological services to expand and grow, services for which insurance companies will generally not pay.


The psychologist should not limit him or herself to a traditional psychological practice based on the "medical model" of working only with the mentally ill. Psychology is the study of human behavior, and our skills are useful for a wide variety of applications, such as executive coaching, career counseling, enhancement of interpersonal skills, and development of parenting skills.


Segmenting and targeting specific populations is important to maximize the potential efficacy of one's marketing strategy. An undifferentiated approach, in which all community members are lumped together to receive the same marketing message, is likely to be inefficient at best. Segmentation of the community may be more effective. The psychologist may then approach one (a concentrated strategy) or several (a multisegment strategy) of these segments simultaneously or sequentially (Lamb, Hair, & McDaniel, 2003). Psychologists know that all of our clients have both shared and unique needs. Traditionally, clients are divided into child, adult, and geriatric categories. However, within these are many subcategories, such as developmental disabilities, personality disorders, and dementia. The community may also be segmented by geography (e.g., business/residence), demographics (e.g., age, gender, income, ethnicity), psychographics (e.g., personality, motives, lifestyles), benefits (e.g., increased well-being, improved relationships), and usage-rate (e.g, those who frequently involve themselves in self-improvement activities)(Lamb et al., 2003).


Doing seminars on selected topics serves several beneficial functions. It helps you to get exposure in your community, so that people get to know you and feel comfortable with you. It also helps to establish your reputation as an expert, and fosters a sense of confidence in your competence. By performing specialized seminars for specialized groups, you develop a niche as being the only person in the area qualified to handle such issues. Seminars are also a good place to gather qualitative data. By informally conversing with attendees, you can gather a sense of the needs of the community and what potential barriers there may be in seeking the services of a psychologist.


When catering to businesses, it is important to emphasize the bottom-line value. Of course, working with business executives improves the quality of life for that particular individual, but it also improves productivity through such things as improved communication and relationship skills. The popularity of Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) attests to the fact that businesses are increasingly appreciating the value of the mental health of employees (Yenney & American Psychological Association Practice Directorate, 1994). 


Research is a major component in the professional training of psychologists, and this training is important to apply to one's marketing strategy. A simple line on the intake form that asks "How did you hear about us?" can easily be used to track referral sources. If educational seminars or professional consultations for which you receive payment attract more clients than expensive newspaper or phonebook ads, then obviously the clinician should invest his or her efforts and resources in the former strategies.


There are nearly limitless possiblities for marketing a psychology practice. In order to most effectively direct one's efforts, a detailed marketing plan is essential. Books such as that written by Ackley (1997) offer a wealth of suggestions on how to proceed. It is important for the psychologist to educate him or herself, develop short-term and long-term plans, monitor the effectiveness of the plans, and alter or change the plans as necessary.


One can lament the negative effects of managed health care on the practice of psychology and give up trying to be independent, or one can take action and creatively establish a thriving practice.

CONCLUSION


In this paper, we explored a variety of options for marketing a successful psychology practice, including thoughts for segmenting and targeting specific client populations. The creative practitioner will be able to use these ideas as springboards for establishing his or her own unique niche services, and will become invaluable to the local community. While practitioners who are fearful of managed health care organizations stand on the sidelines, marketing savy pscyhologists have such long waiting lists that they frequently send clients away.
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