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S P E A K E R
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I will be talking very generally.  
Insurance coverage, laws, 
ethics codes, and regulations 
vary by state, insurance plan, 
your license, your contract, 
and even client account.  Be 
sure to check your individual 
client’s coverage and your 
contract, and you may want to 
get consultation from an 
attorney or malpractice carrier 
in regard to records requests.

Nothing here should be 
construed as legal advice.  

3TheInsuranceMaze.com

TODAY’S OUTLINE

● When does insurance cover couples therapy?
● Must I have an identified patient when billing insurance?
● CPT coding and common mistakes
● Billing options for longer sessions
● Documentation differences
● Some treatment goals for couples
● How your treatment agreement should be different
● Telehealth considerations
● If time:  Ethical Issues

○ Playing multiple roles with a client
○ Secrets policies
○ Confidentiality
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Couples 
Therapy 
Billing
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                      TRUE OR FALSE?

“Couples therapy can be expensive. If your therapy is 
covered by insurance it can be a big relief.... But that’s 
fairly rare… 
In general, couples therapy is not covered under most 
standard health insurance plans ...because by definition… 
couples therapy is not a treatment for a..mental health 
issue. Instead, couples therapy is a treatment used to help 
two individuals improve their communication or 
relationship.”

                                    -- from a therapist website
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WILL INSURANCE 
COVER COUPLES 

THERAPY?
▪ Can’t make blanket statement
▪ While Affordable Care Act and 

Mental Health Parity Acts don’t 
require it, most plans cover 

▪ May vary by client account
▪ What is a couple/family?
▪ TIP: When call the plan, ask if 

CPT 90847/90846 are 
covered, not if couples 
counseling is covered
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WHEN WILL 
INSURANCE COVER?

▪ Just like individual therapy, must 
   meet “medical necessity criteria:”
1.  A plan member has a diagnosis
2. Diagnosis usually must be MORE                                                 

than DSM-5 Z-code (ex. Z63.0                                           
Problems in Relationship with                                               
Spouse/Partner) 

3. Treatment you are doing can help with that diagnosis
4. Treatment goals: reduction of a symptom, not just personal 

growth, self-esteem, communication, career counseling or 
sexual issue;  Adjustment Disorders usually covered

➢ Doesn’t matter presenting issue...
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Q U E S T I O N
 

“Must I choose an Identified Patient (IP) for insurance?  I don’t 
feel comfortable with this.  I see the couple as my client.” 

 A N S W E R
 ➢ I don’t know anyone who feels comfortable with this

➢ Yes, plans require an IP for claims, treatment plans
➢ This doesn’t have to affect your treatment approach
➢ Talk with clients; in my Couples Treatment Agreement, it says

“I consider you each to be my client.  While I would have to 
designate one of you as the main client on an insurance 
claim/invoice or treatment plan, I do not see either one of you as 
the source of problems.  I know that each person has their part 
in relationship patterns.”  (Treatment Agreement is in my Practice 
Forms Packet – link at theinsurancemaze.com/april2022
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Q U E S T I O N
 

“How do I choose an IP if both have diagnoses?”

 
A N S W E R
 

➢ Not necessarily the person who sought help, or 
the one identified as the problem by that person

➢ Choose someone with insurance
➢ May choose the person with the most serious 

diagnosis to allow for more sessions
➢ May choose main person on insurance
➢ Educate/ask the couple
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Q U E S T I O N
 

“What if I determine, after intake, that neither member 
of the couple has a diagnosis (more than a Z-code)?”

 A N S W E R
 ➢ Could check to see if plan will pay a Z-code for intake

➢ You give them “Medical Necessity Talk:”
“The good news: I hear great issues here to work on, 
and I have a lot of experience in these areas.  The bad 
news: When there is no medical diagnosis like anxiety 
or depression, I can’t bill your insurance -- but I’d               
be happy to work with you.” Then discuss fee
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Q U E S T I O N
 

“Will insurance cover Anya’s couples counseling if 
she is also in individual counseling?”  

 A N S W E R
 

Usually, yes!
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Coding 
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 Let’s look at some coding scenarios 
with your clients, Ken and Anya.

What CPT codes should you use for 
each of the following? 

14TheInsuranceMaze.com

Session 1: 
You see them 
together 
for a first session
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Session 2: 
You see Anya, 
the Identified 
Patient, alone
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Session 3: 
You see Ken, the 
partner of Identified 
Patient, alone
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Session 4: 
You see the 
couple 
together

18TheInsuranceMaze.com

ANSWERS:
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Session Description CPT Code

1 Couple intake 90791 - diagnostic assessment

2 IP alone    90834: 45 min therapy (38–52 mins.) 
   90837: 60 min therapy (53 min & over)

3 Partner of Identified 
Patient alone

  90846 Couples/family therapy without 
                client, 50 mins (26 min & over)

4 Couple together   90847 Couples/family therapy, with 
client present, 50 mins (26 min & over)

TheInsuranceMaze.com

       90834: Psychotherapy, 45 min.
     90837: Psychotherapy, 60 min. 

Can you use 90834 and 
90837 for couples?

(cont.)

▪ Confusion: When codes changed in
   2013, description was “psychotherapy 
   with or without family members”
■ AMA 2017: changed description, clarified                                       

these are individual therapy codes but may                              
include involvement of family (“informants”)

■ Client must be present all or most of session
■ CANNOT be used for ongoing couples or family therapy
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Can 90834 
and 90837 
be used for 

couples?

▪ Some plans pay more for 90837 than for              
couples code 90847 (why is this?)

▪ But billing for 90837 may be fraud – plans are 
targeting this code for audits, and if used for 
couples sessions, they may request money          
back – even for out of network therapists!

▪ See my Audits and Records Requests webinar – 
link at theinsurancemaze.com/april2022 21

Q U E S T I O N
 One insurance plan I work with pays me $25 less for 

90847 couples sessions. Can I just tell all couples that 
I won’t bill insurance for couples therapy?

 
A N S W E R
 

➢ This would likely be a breach of your contract 
➢ Exceptions: If this code is not covered by client’s 

insurance or if client requests not to use insurance
➢ However, couples educational classes (e.g. 

communication, conflict resolution) or support          
groups are not covered, so can be private-pay
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Q U E S T I O N
 After three couples sessions, I saw Ken, the partner of the 

IP, once alone.  I billed 90846 (couples/family therapy 
without patient).  Whose name is on the claim as the IP for 
this session?  Does it matter if he has a diagnosis, or his 

own insurance?

 A N S W E R
 ➢ Anya’s name is still on the claim.  She is the IP, and 

the individual session is part of the couples 
therapy, which is being filed under her name

➢ It doesn’t matter if he has a diagnosis or  
insurance
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Q U E S T I O N
 Anya and Ken came to see me to discuss their 

daughter’s depression.  I am not treating the daughter.  
Neither parent has a diagnosis.  What CPT code would 

I use for their sessions?  

 A N S W E R
 

Trick question.  If there’s no diagnosis (other 
than a Z-code), there’s no insurance bill or 

invoice, thus no CPT code.
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https://navigatingtheinsurancemaze.com/store/


Q U E S T I O N
 “If both members of the couple have insurance, can I 

bill each person’s plan for the session?”  

 
A N S W E R
 

➢ No.  This would be double-billing for same 
session, which is fraud

➢ In medical model, two people cannot be 
being treated at same time
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Get your free 
Telehealth Door Sign 

and
Fair Fighting Rules 

Handout

Go to www.TheInsuranceMaze.com/contact
Mention Simplepractice

Freebie!

➢ Fair Fighting Rules
➢ Slide Handouts
➢ Get links to all resources 

mentioned
➢ Join presenter’s               

mailing list

ONE STOP SHOP:
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Longer Sessions
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LONGER SESSIONS

So, let’s say you do a 
100-minute session.  

What are your coding options?

1. Can you use 90847, 
and bill for 2 units? 

                  (cont.)

Historically, hasn’t been CPT code 
for longer couples sessions -- health 

plans don’t usually cover.

28
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“One family psychotherapy 
session may be utilized per 
date of service per family, 
regardless of the number of 
eligible family members with 
a...diagnosis [that] are present 
for the session. Providers 
billing...90846 and 90847…on 
the same date…for the same 
family, regardless if they are 
two separate sessions, will not 
be reimbursed.” 

-- OPTUM/UBH/UHC policies, 9/19  

29TheInsuranceMaze.com

30

2. Can you bill one partner’s plan 90847 for first 50 minutes, 
and second partner’s plan 90847 for 2nd 50 minutes?

3. If you are a network therapist, can you bill plan for first          
50 minutes, and ask the client to pay the extra time?  
● Check contract/call plan 
● If so, can you charge your full fee for extra time?
● In advance, get signed Private-Pay Agreement (PPA) 

with client, outlining fees, and client agrees
● Sample PPA in my book; also in Practice Forms Packet 

(link to both is at theinsurancemaze.com/april2022)

LONGER SESSIONS (continued)

30

Q U E S T I O N
 

“What if I do an individual session with Anya in the 
morning and a couples session later that day ”  

 A N S W E R
 

You may need to add another modifier to the 
claim… (see next slide)
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Modifier 59; Bill for 2 Same-Day Services

▪ Use Modifier 59:  Services were “separate and distinct”

,d
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Documentation
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Do I need to keep separate notes for each person?  
Separate charts?  Separate treatment plans?

Q U E S T I O N
 

A N S W E R
 

➢ Separate charts/treatment plans not needed
➢ Skew notes toward IP and diagnosis
➢ Document how IP chosen, significant discussions 

(e.g. secrets policies) and decisions, changes in unit  
being treated
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ONE PLAN’S VIEW: 
ACCEPTABLE COUPLES THERAPY GOALS

1. Address relationship issues, if contributing to 
client symptoms or lack of functioning

3. Educate partner to improve client
compliance and speed client progress 

2. Assist partner to understand client’s
 symptoms, to address behaviors, and 
 respond more effectively

4. Reduce negative impact of client’s condition 
 on partner

5. Assist in diagnosis/treatment planning for client
35TheInsuranceMaze.com

SAVE THE DATE!!
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➢ My free webinar for Alma:
○ “How to Write a 10-Minute 

Treatment Plan” – 8/5/22
➢ For sample couples notes and 

treatment plans, see online courses:
○ “What’s Missing From Your Charts: 

Writing Great Progress Notes” and
○ How to Write a 10-Minute 

Treatment Plan;” links at                 
theinsurancemaze.com/april2022



▪ Document ACTUAL start and stop times of            
therapy portion of session!!

▪ Say it was couples session, who was there
▪ Document “video” and ct. location in notes
▪ Couples need to both be in location you 

are licensed or permitted to practice

CHARTS 
& NOTES
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ARE THESE IN YOUR 
TREATMENT AGREEMENT?

 

▪ Who is client
▪ Roles you will/won’t take  
▪ Will you see individually?
▪ If one shows up alone ….
▪ Confidentiality/secrets policies
▪ Communication between sessions
▪ Whose signature is needed to release info                                                  

In addition to Telehealth Consent and 
normal Consent issues, your Couples 
Treatment Agreement might cover:  
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▪ Using insurance: Identified Client, 
and need to diagnose

▪ Get both to sign release: “any info 
necessary to process claims, or 
participate in treatment reviews or 
health plan documentation audits”

▪ Possible positive and negative 
outcomes of couples therapy

▪ Your approach to couples therapy
▪ Check out my Couples Treatment 

Agreement in my Practice Forms 
Packet – link at 
theinsurancemaze.com/april2022

TREATMENT AGREEMENTS
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Q U E S T I O N
 

“If I do a couples telehealth session, what 
should I keep in mind?” 

A N S W E R
 

See next slide...
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 A FEW TELEHEALTH CONSIDERATIONS
 

12

 

➢ Document exact location for each client at each session
➢ Interstate therapy general rule: you must be licensed in 

state(s) where BOTH clients are located at the time of the 
session, unless you have permission from that state’s 
licensing board; Residence / your location doesn’t matter

➢ COVID-19 coverage expansion may have expired
➢ Usually OK if you are the one who is out of state
➢ Use CPT code you would if in-person, add Place of Service 

Code (as of 2022, POS code usually 10 for telehealth                 
if client at home, 02 if client elsewhere) and                       
Modifier (usually 95), but don’t assume, contact plan

➢ Giving up your office?  See my article links at 
theinsurancemaze.com/april2022
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FRAUD
▪ Besides double billing for                                                         

same session, most common                                                    
fraud with couples may be                                                      
creating diagnosis (ex. if                                                          
couple only has relationship                                                     
issues, giving diagnosis to                                                                                 
one member)

▪ Be sure you can back it up
▪ Sign up for my live webinar                                                               

next month May 7, 2022: 
 “Are YOU Committing Insurance Fraud?”                                            
– see link at theinsurancemaze.com/april2022
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Still Have 
Questions? 

Barbara Griswold, LMFT
Private Practice Coaching

Insurance, Notes, & Practice Building

Schedule a 1-1 consultation 
theinsurancemaze.com
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Ethical Issues 

44
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Ethical 
Issues

▪ This is hard stuff -- unlike billing, no right 
or wrong; ethics codes hardly mention 

▪ Many of us don’t have clear policies or 
policies not expressed up front

▪ Many ethical missteps happen when we 
let clients define course of therapy

▪ Be like parent who knows best
▪ Goals today: 
➢ Develop policies, if don’t have them
➢ Rethink /clarify policies 
➢ Express to clients in advance
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➢ Playing multiple roles (even simply 
seeing members of the couple 
individually) can invite trouble 
unless carefully handled 

➢ Couples can be good at 
triangulating 

➢ Clients can’t usually imagine how 
things might be difficult (ex. Who 
has first appt. gets to report…)

➢ Essential to articulate clear policies 
(boundaries)

WEARING MULTIPLE “HATS”
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WHO IS YOUR CLIENT?
ACA Ethics Code B.4 b: “In couples and family counseling, 
counselors clearly define who is considered ‘the client’ and 
discuss expectations and limitations of confidentiality…. In 
the absence of an agreement to the contrary, the couple or 
family is considered to be the client.” 

NASW Ethics Code 1.06 d: In couples and family therapy, 
“social workers should clarify with all parties which 
individuals will be considered clients and the nature of 
social workers' professional obligations to the various 
individuals who are receiving services.“

                             (see also APA Code of Ethics 10.02 a)
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You see Anya for individual 
therapy.  She asks to bring in 
Ken for one couples session.

▪  What are the risks?
▪  Clarify role: “I’m her therapist 

and won’t do couples therapy”
▪ Before he comes in, tell her 
“I may seem to side with him”

▪ Get him to sign Agreement
▪ When he comes tell him how 

brave he is to come in…
▪ How would you code session?

BRINGING A PARTNER INTO INDIVIDUAL WORK
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APA Ethics Code 10.02 (b):  
“If … called on to perform 
potentially conflicting roles (such 
as family therapist and then 
witness for one party in divorce 
proceedings), psychologists 
take reasonable steps to clarify 
and modify, or withdraw from, 
roles appropriately.”

MULTIPLE ROLES

(See also ACA Ethics Code A.8, NASW Ethics Code 1.06d)
49

62
Confidentiality 

50

SECRETS OR “NO-SECRETS” POLICY?
If see members of couple individually, need to choose:
1. Treat info from individual sessions as confidential

▪ Pros: Clear. Clients can bring up treatment barriers
▪ Cons: Handling secrets that come up can be tricky

2. “No secrets policy” – indiv. sessions not confidential
You will work with them to bring up difficult topics in 
couples session, but you will share topics,  if needed

▪ Pro: Reduce risk of holding secret, alignment issues
▪ Con:  Clients may withhold important info

Put policy in writing, discuss up front, document discussion
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GET NO-SECRETS 
POLICIES IN WRITING
AAMFT Ethics Code 2.2:  “When 
providing couple, family or group 
treatment, the therapist does not 
disclose information outside the 
treatment context without a written 
authorization from each individual 
competent to execute a waiver…[and] 
the therapist may not reveal any 
individual’s confidences to others in 
the client unit without the prior written 
permission of that individual.”
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Q & A

You’ve been billing Anya’s 
insurance for the couples 
sessions.  The plan requests a 
treatment review.  Do you 
need a release from Ken 
to talk to the plan?
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As part of your couples therapy, you did a few 
individual sessions with Anya and Ken.  Anya wants 
the records from her individual sessions.  Whose 
release do you need?
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Q U E S T I O N
 

A N S W E R
 

If kept a blended chart, usually both
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Get your free 
Telehealth Door Sign 

and
Fair Fighting Rules 

Handout

Go to www.TheInsuranceMaze.com/contact
Mention Simplepractice

Freebies!

➢ Fair Fighting Rules
➢ Slide handouts
➢ Links to helpful resources 

mentioned

       

        ONE STOP SHOP:
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Still Have 
Questions? 

Barbara Griswold, LMFT
Private Practice Coaching

Insurance, Notes, & Practice Building

Schedule a 1-1 consultation 
theinsurancemaze.com
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