
My husband and I need marriage counseling. My child is having trouble at school. My 80 
year old father seems confused. Who can help me?

More people than ever are taking advantage of the care and support that mental health 
services can provide. There seem to be a lot of “therapists” and “counselors” out there. 
The choices can be confusing, but they don’t have to be.

Licensed mental health providers fall into two basic categories of education: doctor-
al degrees (Ph.D., Psy.D., or M.D. and D.O.) and Master’s degrees (M.A., M.S., M.Ed.), 
and two categories of treatment type: medical or psychological.

•	Doctoral degrees with psychological training: Ph.D./Psy.D./Ed.D. -These 
clinicians, when possessing the education and training necessary to meet 
state psychology licensing requirements, are called licensed psychologists*. 
Psychologists can test your child for learning disabilities, or your aging par-
ent or spouse for memory problems, and can help to resolve relationship, anx-
iety, mood, behavior, and occupational problems. They can make disability 
determinations, do evaluations for the legal system, and assess athletes after 
concussions depending upon their training. Psychologists, among all mental 
health clinicians, are the only ones who receive specific training in testing and 
assessment. Psychologists have completed college, plus 4 or more years of 
graduate school and two or more years of supervised experience before pass-
ing a national and state licensing exam. In some states, psychologists with 
additional training can prescribe medication.

•	Doctoral degrees with medical training: M.D. /D.O. - These clinicians, called 
psychiatrists, are medical doctors whose main focus is to treat using medica-
tions, although some do provide “talk” therapy. They can diagnose and treat 
anxiety and mood problems as well as severe mental illnesses and neurologi-
cal problems. If your child or aging father is very depressed, anxious, or ag-
gressive, they can help. A psychiatrist has completed college, plus four years 
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of medical school, a national and state exam, and four years of supervised clinical experience preparing 
them to understand the interaction of biochemicals, behavior, and mood. A more recent medical profes-
sional group, certified, registered nurse practitioners (CRNP), are registered nurses and have a master’s 
degree in nursing. They work under the supervision of psychiatrists.

•	What about non-doctoral clinicians? Those with master’s degrees (M.S., M.Ed., M.A., M.S.W.) work pri-
marily as counselors, treating less severe disorders, and in community work. A master’s degree can lead to 
a number of different licenses*: LCSW (licensed clinical social worker), LSW (licensed social worker), 
LMFT (licensed marriage and family therapist), and LPC (licensed professional counselor). These 
clinicians will have a college degree in a mental health field plus two additional years of education and 
supervised experience, depending on the state’s license, and have passed a state licensing exam. Be sure 
to find out if their emphasis is on therapy and not, for example, case management or career counseling. 
Ask about their specific training.

•	Your provider should be licensed. Look for someone with a license in your state, not just membership in 
a professional organization. The license should be prominently displayed in the office. The terms “thera-
pist” and “psychotherapist” and even “life coach” can be used by anyone, with any or no training. A license 
shows that the person not only has the required education and experience to provide mental health ser-
vices, but has also passed an exam in her area of practice. If you are not sure, check your state’s online 
licensing website. In Pennsylvania, go to: http://www.dos.pa.gov/ProfessionalLicensing/ or do a general 
search using “<your state> psychology licensing board”.

•	 In summary, in order to get your questions addressed, be sure to ask the prospective provider:

•	Are you licensed?

•	What is the type or name of your license? May I see it?

•	What kind of training have you had with my or my child’s problem? 

•	How would you go about working with me or my child to address my concerns? 

•	 Keep in mind that one of the most important factors in treatment success is how confident you feel that 
your psychologist or other licensed clinician understands your concerns.   

For more information, go to https://www.apa.org/helpcenter/choose-therapist.aspx 

*The information in this article is meant to be general and may vary by state.  In Pennsylvania, for example, there are some 
psychologists, licensed before 1995, with master’s degrees.
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