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MENTAL HEALTH PROVIDER SURVEY CONFIRMS:

It’s a Challenge for HMO Enrollees to Find Help
Hartford, CT – A preliminary survey of Connecticut HMO mental health providers conducted by Colleen Barry, Ph.D. of the Yale School of Public Health at the request of the State Healthcare Advocate, Kevin Lembo, suggests that HMO enrollees encounter substantial difficulties when trying to find an in-network, mental health provider.  The six HMOs surveyed were Anthem Health Plans, Health Net, Connecticare, CIGNA, Oxford/United and Aetna.

The Office of the Healthcare Advocate (OHA), an independent state agency dedicated to resolving consumer issues with managed care and access to services, requested the study as part of its mission to report consumer access issues to legislators and the Governor.  A significant portion of OHA’s caseload is related to behavioral health care access.  Those cases involve problems both in finding providers who take insurance, and with limits that the HMOs place on the types and duration of treatment authorized.   OHA also convenes the mental health parity work group to monitor compliance with Connecticut’s mental health parity law.

State Healthcare Advocate Kevin Lembo says, “Real parity means access to care.  This study is a critical first step in pinpointing the problems people are having in accessing that care.”

The study shows that while the HMO provider lists are accurate in terms of content 83% of the time, the accuracy doesn’t necessarily translate into access.  “At least 30% of the time, HMO enrollees can’t find a provider who will take a new patient.  That’s a troubling statistic.” Lembo said.  “If you take that 30% together with the 17% of providers who were inaccurately listed on the HMO website directories, it demonstrates a substantial barrier to getting mental health care at the time of need.”

The study was conducted over a two-month period by Barry, her colleague, Susan Busch, Ph.D., and several Yale graduate students.  Lembo and his staff contributed to the development of the survey instrument.

Of the 337 providers who completed the telephonic survey, 33% treat adults only, 5 % treat only children and adolescents, and 62% treat both.

The survey is the first in what Lembo hopes will be a series of more detailed reports, including one that specifically details appointment availability by enrollee type and plan.  “While this report gives us some initial information, we need to dig further to find the more complex reasons for access problems.”
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