NEW FEDERAL LAW EXPANDS RIGHT TO EQUITABLE MENTAL HEALTH CARE
Want to hear more about these rights and how to access them? Interested in a toolkit or presentation? Call the Maryland Parity Project at 410-235-1178 ext. 206 or visit www.MarylandParity.org
The Maryland Parity Project is a new initiative of the Mental Health Association of Maryland. The project aims to ensure that insured Marylander’s know of their new rights in accessing mental health and addiction treatment under The Mental Health Parity and Addiction Equity Act of 2008. This new federal law requires equity in mental health/addiction and medical/surgical benefits offered by insurance companies. 
Here’s how it works:  Insurers that offer mental health or addiction coverage must provide benefits on par with medical/surgical benefits.  They cannot implement financial restrictions or treatment limitations that are more restrictive for mental health/addiction treatment than the predominant limitation or restriction applied to “substantially all” medical/surgical benefits. 
To implement this new requirement, six categories of benefits have been established in federal regulations for all health care services in an insurance plan: inpatient in-network, inpatient out-of-network, outpatient in-network, outpatient out-of-network, emergency care and prescription drugs.  If the insurance plan offers mental health and addiction benefits in ANY of these areas, it must offer benefits in ALL of the areas where medical/surgical benefits are offered.  The law does not require that insurers offer mental health or addiction coverage, but if offered, the above standards apply.
The no more restrictive requirements include both financial restrictions and treatment limitations. For example, if two-thirds of the medical/surgical benefits of a plan are subject to 20% co-insurance requirement, then mental health or addiction treatment benefits may NOT be subject to more than 20%.  

The regulations also establish standards governing Non Quantifiable Treatment Limitations or NQTLs.  These requirements prevent insurers from managing mental health care or psychiatric medications more stringently or creating more restrictive hurdles for providers seeking to participate on an insurance plan’s provider panels or setting rates that are disproportionately lower for psychiatric care.
An important caveat is that not all commercially insured individuals are covered by the law.  Currently only individuals insured through large employers (companies with 50 or more employees) or government are covered.  Medicare is also specifically exempted in the law. However, people insured under individual or small group plans (companies with 2-50 employees) will get relief in 2014 as federal health care reform is implemented, because insurance products offered through the soon to be formed state “insurance exchanges” must be parity compliant.  Fortunately Maryland already has some protections in place for these individuals:  Maryland’s parity law was enacted in 1993 and provides protections for people with individual and large employer policies that are comparable to the new federal parity standard.  Small group policies in Maryland also have a required mental health benefit.
With different state and federal rules governing mental health coverage, understanding the system is complex for both individuals and providers.  That’s where the Maryland Parity Project comes in.  Project staff have developed a soon to be launched tool kit and a comprehensive website will be launched in Spring 2011.  
In addition, project staff provides case assistance to consumers, providers and families who feel they are not receiving the benefits to which they are entitled.  We are here to evaluate complaints and walk consumers and providers through the process of appealing an insurer’s decision and if appropriate, assist in the filing a complaint with the proper government authority. If you or your clients are not receiving proper treatment or reimbursement, please contact us.  You can also request our soon to be released parity toolkit or request a presentation for your organization by contacting Adrienne Ellis, Maryland Parity Project Director, 410-235-1178 ext. 206 or visit www.MarylandParity.org for more information. 

