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Fast Letter 06-03

SUBJ:  Qualifications for Examiners Performing Compensation and Pension (C&P) Mental Disorder Examinations

What is the Purpose of This Letter?

On Feb 9, 2005, we issued Fast Letter 05-01, Qualifications for Examiners Performing Compensation and Pension (C&P) Mental Disorder Examinations.  This letter revises those instructions and provides field stations with additional guidance concerning the mental health professionals who are qualified to conduct C&P mental disorder examinations.  This letter rescinds FL 05-01.

Basic Requirements

The objective of a C&P mental disorder examination is to obtain competent, critical, objective, and unbiased results.  To ensure that examination providers are competent to provide findings and opinions that are valid and necessary for rating purposes, individuals who conduct C&P mental disorder examinations must have specific qualifications.  As discussed below, only certain individuals are permitted to conduct initial mental disorder examinations.  In addition to those individuals, certain other individuals are permitted to conduct review or increase mental disorder examinations.

The mental health professional who conducts a C&P mental disorder examination must also be clinically privileged, as governed by applicable law and the policies established at individual Veterans Health Administration (VHA) facilities, to perform and/or supervise the performance of the following activities as required for all C&P mental disorder examinations:
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· Diagnose all mental disorders, including personality disorders, using the nomenclature in the fourth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV).

· Provide an assessment of each veteran using the multiaxial system as set forth in DSM-IV with a narrative explanation of the Axis V determination.

· Determine when clinician-administered psychometric testing is necessary and integrate the results of such testing in examination reports.

· Assess the need for and effectiveness of pharmacological and non-pharmacological treatment.

· Provide a prognosis with respect to each mental disorder or condition.

· When necessary, comment on the significance of the veteran’s prior mental health assessments (as reported) with respect to symptoms, occupational history, social history, and global assessment of functioning.

· Identify veterans presenting with complex diagnostic questions or other issues that are beyond the examiner’s expertise, and refer the veteran to a board-certified or board-eligible psychiatrist or doctorate-level psychologist who has the qualifications necessary to complete the C&P mental disorder examination.

To maintain the integrity of the patient-provider relationship, it is preferable that a veteran’s treating health care provider not perform the C&P examination.  When requesting a mental disorder examination or opinion, specify that the veteran’s treating health care provider should not perform the examination if possible.

Qualification Requirements – Initial Mental Disorder Examinations

Mental health professionals with the following credentials are qualified to perform initial C&P mental disorder examinations:

· Board-certified psychiatrists or board “eligible” psychiatrists (those who have completed a psychiatry residency and who are appropriately credentialed and privileged).
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· Licensed doctorate-level psychologists.

· Doctorate-level mental health providers under the close supervision of a board-certified or board-eligible psychiatrist or licensed doctorate-level psychologist.

· Psychiatry residents under the close supervision of a board-certified or board-eligible psychiatrist or licensed doctorate-level psychologist.

· Clinical or counseling psychologists completing a one-year internship or residency (for purposes of a doctorate-level degree) under the close supervision of a board-certified or board-eligible psychiatrist or licensed doctorate-level psychologist.

Close supervision means that the supervising psychiatrist or psychologist met with the veteran and conferred with the examining mental health professional in providing the diagnosis and the final assessment.  The supervising psychiatrist or psychologist must co-sign the examination report.

Qualification Requirements — Review or Increase C&P Mental Disorder Examinations

Mental health professionals with the following credentials are qualified to perform review or increase C&P mental disorder examinations:

· Mental health professionals qualified to perform initial C&P mental disorder examinations as indicated above.

· If they are clinically privileged to perform activities required for C&P mental disorder examinations (as outlined above), other mental health professionals such as licensed clinical social workers, nurse practitioners, clinical nurse specialists, and physician assistants under the close supervision of a board-certified or board-eligible psychiatrist or licensed doctorate-level psychologist.

Close supervision means that the supervising psychiatrist or psychologist met with the veteran and conferred with the examining mental health professional in providing the diagnosis and the final assessment.  The supervising psychiatrist or psychologist must co-sign the examination report.
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How Will I Know Whether a Qualified Examiner Performed the Examination?

As required in the C&P examination worksheets, examining mental health professionals must sign the reports and, if applicable, obtain the signature of the supervising psychiatrist or psychologist.  All signatures must include the individual’s professional credentials (i.e., MD, PhD).  NOTE: Each examiner must sign the report.  These signatures denote compliance with the requirements of this Fast Letter.

When Should I Return the Examination as Inadequate for Rating Purposes Because of an Examiner’s Qualifications?

Return a mental disorder examination report as inadequate for rating purposes when the report:

· Does not include the examiner’s credentials and signature.

· Indicates that the examiner did not have the necessary qualifications as outlined in this fast letter.

· Does not include the signature of a board-certified or board-eligible psychiatrist or licensed doctorate-level psychologist.

Is it Permissible to Make a Mental Disorder Rating Determination Based Upon VHA or Private Treatment Records?
Reports from treating health care providers may be accepted under 38 CFR § 3.326 without a separate C&P examination if they are otherwise adequate for rating purposes.  Determinations regarding the adequacy of reports from treating health care providers (including their qualifications) and the need for a C&P examination must be made on a case-by-case basis.  However, it is normally necessary to obtain a C&P examination to ensure that our determinations are based on objective and critical findings supported by adequate explanation and sufficient observation and testing.

/s/

Renée L. Szybala, Director

Compensation and Pension Service
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