Update on the Virginia Psychological Association Colleague Assistance Program


“Physician. Heal thyself – a well-known Biblical exhortation applicable to all clinical personnel including psychologists.  Easy to say but not easy to do.  Everyone, with no exceptions,  needs to reach out at times to others.  


As psychologists, trained and experienced in the field of healing or teaching others, it can become easy to concentrate on the problems of others to the extent of ignoring ourselves.  We may realize our gradually increasing impairment but decide that it will “go away” or, worse yet,  we may not even “see ourselves as others see us.”


We work for the public good.  After rigorous training, the state issues to us a license to practice or the university grants us a certificate to teach.  These documents are extremely important to us.  They are important to our livelihood and to our self-esteem. They can be removed if we do not continue to meet their requirements.  We can be called before the issuing body and given a reprimand or worse.


Fortunately we are members of the Virginia Psychological Association.  Within the body of this organization is the Colleague Assistance Committee (CAP), a standing committee devoted to helping you when a need arises and acting as a buffer, if you will, before you are called to appear before a Board to explain your actions.


The CAP serves psychologists who may experience behavioral, cognitive, emotional, and/or addiction related impairments which affect performance of duties.  It encourages rehabilitation for member psychologists who are impaired and assists in the rehabilitation process.  The CAP may respond to inquiries from non-VPA members.  However, the committee will not assist a non-VPA member unless the individual joins VPA.


Impairment is defined as any physical, psychological or interpersonal condition that results in a reduction of work performance by the impaired psychologist and for which the impaired psychologist is not receiving adequate treatment, yet continues providing services of an inadequate level.  Some of the factors potentially causing impairment include physical conditions, e.g. dementia; psychological conditions, e.g. depression; interpersonal problems, e.g. marital discord or job stress; and addictive behaviors, e.g. alcohol or drug abuse or compulsive gambling.


Impaired work performance may take place in the form of inadequate care of patients, unprofessional management of teaching responsibilities, inability to maintain professional competence, or violations of the ethical or legal standards for the practice of psychology.


A recognized treatment provider who assumes primary responsibility for treatment, is made available to the impaired psychologist.  He or she must hold a graduate degree in a mental health field (e.g. psychology, psychiatry, social work) and be licensed to practice in the State of Virginia.  This person must have training and experience in the area of impairment that is relevant to the impaired psychologist’s problems.  

There must be only a professional relationship.  The provider cannot have a dual relationship with the impaired psychologist.  Where the impaired psychologist has already initiated treatment with an independent provider, he or she will typically be required to receive an evaluation and recommendations regarding the targeted impairment area(s) by a specialist from the CAP treatment provider network.


The committee also serves as an advocate for the impaired psychologist.  It is not intended to function as a “watch dog” or regulatory agency.


The APA Ethical Principles and Rules of the Virginia State Board of Psychology may, in certain instances, require the CAP to advise the State Board regarding a psychologist who the CAP has reason to believe is impaired and who may be unable to practice psychology with reasonable skill and safety as well as in situations where the psychologist refuses to participate in a recognized treatment program or where the psychologist discontinues treatment prior to completion.


In keeping with the American Psychological Association (APA) Ethical Principles of Psychologists, a psychologist suspecting mild or unproven impairment in a colleague should, where possible, attempt to bring the problem to the attention of the impaired colleague for resolution.  Treatment and/or rehabilitation of impaired colleagues is preferred over alternatives.  Early intervention is preferred in order to preserve resources and to effect the greatest degree of rehabilitation.


Committee members will protect the confidentiality of all material obtained as part of committee work.  However, confidentiality will be breached in those unusual circumstances in which not to do so would result in clear danger to the person or to others.   

Involvement can take place through self-referral or referral by colleagues, family, friends, or patients/clients.  The VPA Ethics Committee of the State Board of Psychology may also make referrals.  All involvement with colleagues by the CAP in the performance of its duties is supportive in nature.  The CAP and colleague stand in a peer, and specifically not, a professional relationship to each other.


Concerns may be communicated by contacting the VPA executive office or the chairman of the Colleague Assistance Committee.  
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