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8 Ways to Thrive in Private Practice 
Jonathan D. Sherman, LMFT 

Private practice therapists, and many other independent professionals like doctors and dentists, often 
complain that while they were well-educated and prepared to serve their clients they were woefully prepared 
for how to effectively manage and market a successful practice as a profitable business.  

I was in the same boat and have spent many years in the school of hard knocks, read stacks of business 
and marketing books and articles, scoured the internet  for hours on end, attended workshop after 
workshop and received one-on-one mentoring from business coaches all to try to figure out how to run a 
fun, meaningful, rewarding and profitable private practice. End result? LOTS of mistakes along the way 
resulting in a ongoing smashing success. Woo hoo! Hopefully, the following top eleven strategies from what 
I’ve figured out will save you a few headaches along the way on your path. 

DON'T RUN YOUR PRIVATE PRACTICE LIKE A PRIVATE PRACTICE.  
Why do I say that? Because a clients consistently and frequently tell me what they didn’t like about their 
previous counseling experiences (market research and focus-grouping) and what they express is so very 
different about their counseling experiences in my practice. More about that in the marketing section.  

Many therapists want to be in private practice but are daunted by not knowing where to start or what to do. 
While we are trained well as clinicians, we aren’t trained in how to run a business or how to market our 
services. As a result, too many private practices flounder with highly skilled clinicians who are discouraged 
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and burning out as they can't seem to "unlock the secret" to make a successful go of it. One of the primary 
reasons is that private practices need to be run like savvy businesses, not like private practices. In this 4-
hour private practice track Jonathan Sherman, LMFT and Emil Harker, LMFT will share solutions from their 
private practices to help decrease your learning curve on your way to a successful private practice. Learn 
how to thrive in a vibrant private practice by learning how to increase profit and passion through the 
business, marketing, and customer service strategies most therapists never learned. 

Learning Objectives:  
In this workshop you will learn the core mindsets and key strategies to assist you in creating a  private 
practice as we explore:  

1. Readiness: Do you have enough experience to go out on your own? 
2. Entrepreneurial Mindset is a Must 
3. Develop a Niche & Find your target audience 
4. The Business of Private Practice 
5. Get the word out! Marketing Mindsets & Methods 
6. Money: Charge what you’re worth & diversify income streams 
7. Offer Customer Service (Don’t Just Offer Services) 
8. The Person of the Therapist: Maintaining Passion and Preventing Burnout via Self-Care, Balance, & 

Boundaries 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1. READINESS: DO YOU HAVE ENOUGH EXPERIENCE TO GO OUT ON 
YOUR OWN? 

Gain experience first! I would NOT want an untested therapist in private practice. That’s neither good for your 
nor your clients. Pay your dues. Go through the baptism of fire of working at addiction treatment centers, 
community mental health, domestic violence treatment programs, etc. You need lots of supervision, team 
support from trusted colleagues and mentors. Learn learn learn. Practice practice practice. You need to get 
your experience, ethics, skills, confidence down and strong. You will be more isolated from colleagues in 
private practice—Make sure you maintain strong relationships with colleagues once you are in private 
practice. It’s not good to get too insular.  
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2. ENTREPRENEURIAL MINDSET IS A MUST 
Embrace “failure” 
You will fail in these attempts. At least initially. A private practice is a small business and an entrepreneurial 
venture. Most small businesses and entrepreneurs fail in the first few years. A large part of that is not having 
a solid plan and giving up too soon when things don’t work out. Instead of getting discouraged by failure, 
accept it, embrace it, learn from it and then get back up and try again. As the Japanese proverb defines 
success: “Fall down seven. Get up eight.” Failure is the mechanism for learning. Repetitive and successive 
failure is the only way one can eventually succeed. In fact, every great person who has ever accomplished 
anything has a swath of “failure” behind them. Their one saving grace? Not giving up. Learn to use failure. 
You can read a fascinating list of “Famous Failures” in my article “Say ‘Nay!’ to Naysayers” at 
MarriageEnvy.com/resources 
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WORKSHEET: ENTREPRENEURIAL READINESS 
Are you the the type of person willing to hustle, train, present? If not, private practice will be hard to do. If you 
the type who will, discuss your strengths, passions, and why you’ll do the work necessary to pursue a 
private practice:  

How risk averse are you? 

Do you have a supportive partner? 

What are your private practice goals?  

Are you a sole provider for your family? Is this a second income?  

Are  your goals more about making better money, pursuing a passion, both?  

What kind of income would you like to generate? 
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WORKSHEET: EXPLORE THE PROS AND CONS OF WORKING FOR SOMEONE 
VS. WORKING FOR YOURSELF.  

Employee working for others Self-employed in private practice
Pros Cons Pros Cons

• Don’t have to worry 
about:  

• Getting clients 
• Vacation time 
• Pay 
• Insurance and 

benefits 
• Continuing 

education expense 
account.  

• What else would you 
add? 

• Loneliness.  
• Lack of opportunity to 

staff a case on the fly. 
• Have to follow other’s 

systems, policies, 
procedures and 
bureaucracy. 

• What else would you 
add? 
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3. DEVELOP A NICHE & FIND YOUR TARGET AUDIENCE 
Find, develop and market your niche 
Like many of you, my background is varied and extensive: addiction recovery (inpatient and outpatient), 
domestic violence treatment, community mental health, child abuse, youth treatment, couples and family 
therapy and all from the most mild to most severe cases. I have enjoyed that breadth of experience and from 
it have found what I excel at. My niche became “creating GREATness in relationships” collaboratively with my 
clients through the three methods of self-mastery, marriage transformation and parent training. That is now 
the bulk of what I do. Working from your niche vs. “jack-of-all-trades” is better for both your passion and 
energy as it is for your clients as they get a expert who specializes in the area they need the most.  

For example, my niche is marriage transformation. Potential clients will ask, “Do you do couples 
counseling?” I can answer,  “Yes, I do. I’m a marriage and family therapist” which is a good answer. 
But it’s an answer that doesn’t differentiate me from any qualified MFT or the many more unqualified 
“couples counselors” out there. However, when I answer, “Yes, I am a turn-around specialist who 
helps couples transform their troubled marriages into truly great relationships that others look at 
and exclaim, ‘I want a marriage like that!’” the impact is more powerful. Now, I wouldn’t make such 
a boast if it wasn’t true. But since this is my niche area I can sell that point strongly. If it’s true it’s 
important data for the potential client to have as they are making this important decision about 
selecting a treatment provider. Hiding the fact that you’re good at what you do doesn’t help your 
clients find you. You can be confident without being cocky. You can put yourself out there and still 
maintain humility. People need to know that you know what you know. Okay? 

Compare the above to a typical therapist’s social media marketing (that touts the “treatment of 
depression, anxiety, addictions, eating disorders, ADHD, divorce issues, grief, trauma, stress, 
abuse, anger, individuals, couples, families, adolescents, etc.” In fact, “back in the day” I found the 
exact same issue with therapist’s Yellow Pages ads. Not much has changed.  Compare that to my 
niche response in the previous paragraph. Can you feel the difference? As a MFT I treat many of 
those issues, as do you. However, when you compare the two approaches one feels very targeted 
and the other feels quite diluted. With all the choices a potential client has to make in selecting a 
provider, so many generalists who all do the same thing in the phone book doesn’t help them very 
much with that decision. Further, as a marriage therapist I’m always a bit skeptical when I see 
nearly every therapist in the phone book claim that they do “couples counseling” when I know that 
many actually haven’t been trained in couples dynamics and family systems and resultantly do 
harm to their clients by so advertising it with the list of everything else they do. Just because a 
therapist has a couple in their therapy room doesn’t mean it’s couples counseling. But, I digress... 
The point is: If you have a niche area leverage it. 

• Target market. Really figuring out what your target market is. Who your audience is. Who your ideal 
client is. you need to figure out those things rather than just doing General Therapy Services. You need 
to differentiate yourself and find your Niche. It's okay to still on for General Therapy Services, but you 
can't lead with that-- you need to really know what you're doing and what it is that you're offering and 
why you're doing it and who you're doing it for. You can't be just a therapist.  I mean you can but 
everyone's doing that. So if you want to thrive you need to be differentiated in a niche. 
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Ideal Client and Professional Reputation 
• EH: Being willing to fire your clients to motivate change and keep your reputation for a results driven 

therapist. I have some clients that pay me to be an open mind to talk to. These people don’t care about the 
money, they care about the value of the relationship and the perspective. Some care more about the results 
and are conscious about how much they are spending. 

© 2010, 2018 Jonathan D. Sherman

mailto:jonathan@MarriageEnvy.com
mailto:jonathan@MarriageEnvy.com
mailto:jonathan@MarriageEnvy.com
mailto:jonathan@MarriageEnvy.com


jonathan sherman, lmft • relationship strategist • speaker 
MARRIAGE MASTERY | PARENT TRAINING | SELF-MASTERY • 125 E. Main St., Suite 210 • American Fork, UT 84003 • jonathan@MarriageEnvy.com

jonathan sherman, lmft • relationship strategist • speaker 
MARRIAGE MASTERY | PARENT TRAINING | SELF-MASTERY • 801.787.8014• jonathan@MarriageEnvy.com

8 Ways to Thrive in Private Practice | !  9

WORKSHEET: IDEAL CLIENT & NICHE 

Niche: As Emil Harker says, “Broad strokes limit folks.” Get specific.  

What is your expertise, specialities, niche, passion? 

Determine your UMP (Unique Market Proposition). What are you providing for your clients that they can’t get 
elsewhere? Frame positively (outcome/solution-focus vs. problem-focus) 

Ideal Client 
Who is your ideal client? Who are the types of clients you like to work with?  

Market Research: “Answer their pain” 
What do clients need and want, not just what do you love doing? What causes them pain? 

What do your past and current clients not like about counseling (either with you or what they’ve said about 
other therapy experiences)? Also, why have your clients quit coming to therapy with you in the past? 
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4. THE BUSINESS OF PRIVATE PRACTICE 
Develop a business mindset & run your business like a business.  
Don’t think of yourself as “just” a therapist. You are a business person. The better you run your business and 
get your businesses services and products out there the more people you will be able to serve. This is 
another Private Practice mindset is we have to get a selling mindset. we have to get comfortable with 
business terms and ideas and methods and Concepts. We have to get comfortable with charging what 
we're worth the value of the outcome not just the cost of the time. Are you charging for the time? Or or are 
you charging for the value? 

• Clients don’t care about models, theoretical orientations, psychobabble terminology: They care 
about outcomes. 
If you run it like a typical private practice or just running it off of theoretical therapy models and not practical 
business strategies trust me your clients don't give one whit about your theoretical models what they care 
about is can you help them get from point A to point B. They are coming because they feel stuck and they 
are looking for a way out  so make sure that you are willing to bend what you think the theoretical model 
says you should do to what your client is actually telling you in there real life what they are needing. And if 
we can't see that them as a customer that we are serving their needs, not what we think is best for them, 
then we are really not in a postmodern Co constructionist social construction is mindset, instead we've just 
glossed over a medical model with a veneer of postmodern social constructionism Jibber Jabber.  but in an 
authentic version of postmodern social constructionism I need to make sure that I really understand that 
I'm actually not the expert and that my client is and that we are actually Co experts together and if my 
client is telling me something isn't working that maybe I should really just listen to them and be willing to 
adjust my Approach and be willing if they are really wanting more Direction and answers that maybe it's 
okay to give it to them because maybe just maybe clients know what they need. Maybe we can actually 
practice that. 

Business Plan and Marketing Plan 
This is more than can be covered here. But do yourself a favor and take a business plan class at your local 
business development center (free or low cost at many colleges) or this excellent free one online by SCORE 
score.org/event/developing-business-plan  

Develop systems that work for you  
Do NOT set up your practice the way others say you “should.” Fighting against your natural style to fit 
someone else’s “correct” model (including my suggestions!) is a time and energy waster. And those are two 
resources in private practice you can’t afford to waste. Take advice, tips and listen to wise counsel, but 
bottom line is you have to run it and it has to work in a way that works for you. For example, I don’t do 
managed care for many reasons. First and foremost, when it comes to me and additional paperwork can you 
say ADHD? Well, I knew that about myself so when I set up my practice I knew I would have to figure out 
how to do a completely out-of-pocket system. Yet, I have colleagues who have no problem integrating 
managed care into their practice. I also knew I would have to set up my charts in such a way that they both 
were thorough and also required the minimal amount of work to maintain them. The end result is no 
paperwork to do after the session is over which frees up my between session time to do research for my 
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clients, develop productions, workshops and resources, catch up on my professional reading or just simply 
relax.   

Diversify your income streams 
It’s okay if you want to just get income from seeing clients. However, you may also want to develop a 
speaking career and generate additional income that way. You may right a book or audio program or other 
products. Diversified income streams allow not just for more money, but helps keep your practice interesting 
and vibrant for yourself rather than “just churning out appointments one after another” to pay the bills.” 

Automate what you can. 
Emil Harker uses TherapyAppointment.com which sends out appointment reminders and birthday wishes. 
He shares a story where a client recently came back because that birthday wish email got him thinking about 
therapy again. Emil said, “I didn’t even know I sent it!”  

Most online schedulers will send appointment reminders automatically, which clients appreciate and 
increases appointment keeping. Also, I use counsol.com with allows my clients to schedule their own 
appointments without my having to confirm the appointment (because less steps, and less things for me to 
follow-up on or forget, for me is always better).  

Outsource what you can. 
Don’t recreate the wheel poorly on your own "because I can" when maybe you shouldn’t. I’ve seen a LOT of 
amateurish websites, marketing materials, PowerPoint slides, and business cards that therapists are 
personally proud of because “I did it myself!” This isn’t personal development time to expand your design 
skills, this is your business. If you’re not good at it, hire someone who is. Outsourcing resoruces: High school 
and college design and media departments, online freelancers who will bid on your project: 99designs.com, 
upwork.com, etc. When others who do it professionally and well just like just  because  a  someone  can  
give  advice doesn't mean they should try to do your job. Experience makes a dif. If you do bootstrap it (as I 
did) follow best practices, evidenced based approaches, etc vs make it up as you go.  

Take classes and get mentors, read, and study. 
Get mentoring to develop mastery. Study the masters of business and marketing. Don’t go it alone.  

Elevator and Sales Pitches 
• EH: Elevator pitch with loaded curiosity. What do you do for a living? How I’ve answered this question for 

the past several years has been terrible. Think about the two most common responses. Oh that’s nice then 
silence then shifting topics or, “then I have a question for you.” Now I answer, I’m a marriage therapist. I 
teach the four skills that transforms good marriages into great ones and great ones in to amazing ones. 

• EH: The first session assessment/sales pitch. How to create a value proposition and close the deal. 
RATHER than just jump into a session.  

Scheduling 
• EH: When your schedule gets light? I send out a text. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you. Usually no 

news is good news in my business. Just wanted you to know I was thinking about you. 
• EH: Find a calendar appointment schedule system that you and an assistant can share. Ive been using 

“therapy appointment.com” I’ve loved it. Insurance billing, place to write notes. 
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• EH: Take time to call back new clients. Let them know that you had 15 min but you wanted to Get a feel for 
what they need and then reassure them that their presenting problem sounds like a good fit. Schedule the 
appointment with them then, then if you haven’t talked fees ask them how they want to pay for it. Then go 
over payment options. 

Your Office 
• EH: If you are just starting to go at private practice just use someone’s office on their off hours before you 

take the leap on renting your own place. This should cost around 20.00/session. 
• EH: Location 
• EH: Invest in your furniture and what you where. It’s part of your brand. It communicates a level of 

professionalism and gives an indication of how much you charge. 

Technology 
A little knowledge is not your friend. You can waste a lot of time being intimidated by technology you are not 
adept at. This could be word-processing, presentation, accounting software, your computer, etc. Take the 
time to invest in community education or online classes on the technology you aren’t well-versed in. 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WORKSHEET: VISION, ELEVATOR PITCH, SALES PITCH 
What is your vision for your business/your clients?  
If your vision isn’t a compelling one that doesn’t inspire you, it won’t inspire your clients. Also, going back to 
determine your ideal client, your vision has to answer their pain.  

Elevator pitch:  
Explain yourself in 30 seconds in a way that is informative, intriguing, different, and makes the person want to 
know more. It’s okay if you don’t know now. It took me several months to really refine mine.  

Sales pitch 
Okay, a potential client has called. They want to know how much your fee is. What do you say? 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5. GET THE WORD OUT! MARKETING MINDSETS & METHODS 
Understand marketing principles. Don’t market haphazard and don't waste precious marketing dollars, such 
as the playing the numbers game of consistency and exposure vs "I tried it one time and it didn't work" 
approaches.  

Get the word out  
Quite frankly we've it to stop making our practices so private. Don’t wait for your clients to come to you. 
Hanging up your shingle is no longer enough. Take the best practices of our field, your knowledge and 
expertise, to the people. You can do this through writing articles for the local paper, building an online 
presence through blogs and social media (see below), and doing free and/or fee-based workshops in the 
community (see my book below: Get the Word Out: Build your practice through marketing wellness 
workshops on a bootstrap budget). Therapists can sometimes be afraid of getting out there. While we are 
people=people we tend towards introversion. So go ahead, put yourself out there. It’ll be therapeutic. ;-) 

Branding is More than a Logo 

A brand is a promise. 
Don’t just come up with a clever logo. Make your logo mean something the you can deliver to your 
clients. For example, my brand MarriageEnvy and the tagline “GREATness in Relationships” carries 
and expectation and a promise. I better have the expertise to know how to help people create those 
things and not just “patch up a bad marriage.” Part of my brand promise is that to achieve greatness 
they will have to do great work. The therapy my clients do with me is very active and engaged. Part of 
me delivering on the brand promise is them promising to do the work. 

So be clear what your brand is promising and make sure it’s a promise you can deliver on.  

Get a pro look.  
You don’t need to be big to look big. The great benefit of current technology is that you can self-
produce a lot of your materials on your computer and through online services. The great downside is 
that a lot of it looks self-produced. Keep a critical and discerning eye out and don’t let your personal 
joy and pride of “Look what I made!” get in the way of good design. Always be willing to outsource 
what you’re not good at, that is time-consuming and difficult for you to others who find the same task 
easy, quick and enjoyable to do. Get a professionally done “corporate identity” from a graphic 
designer who will work up a logo, business card, stationary and related materials. We’ve all seen (and 
may have used) “logo”s that not only were done in Word but also look like they were done in Word. 
Even if you are a top-notch professional, a less than pro image conveys a less than pro professional. 
First impressions matter. Whether or not they should be, books are judged by their covers. 

Maintain a strong online presence 
Consider your website not only your online brochure but your information clearinghouse. You want your 
potential clients to see you as the expert in your field. Give them reasons to contact you.  
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Content matters.  
Besides the basic headings of About, Services, Products and Contact that most websites use, I 
also provide my complete vita online. This way when people look at my site, they not only see my 
education and positions held they also see the hundreds of workshops and presentations I’ve 
given, which positions me in their mind as very knowledgeable about their specific concerns—so 
much so that organizations requested me to speak to their people. That is powerful testimonial to 
the potential client.  

My resource area full of free articles, recommended links, reading and other resources further 
positions me as an expert and not just a practitioner. I have had many clients who said they 
decided to call me simply because, “I found your article on ________ really helpful.” An article gives 
people an idea of how you think, how you approach problems and what your personality is like. 
They cannot get that from reading a bio and list of services. I also include all of my testimonials and 
evaluation comments from my speaking engagements. It’s a lot and it may be overkill, but in the 
information age people want as much info as they want. I’ve heard people complain about not 
knowing enough about a professional they are considering investing in, but never about having too 
much information that aids in making that very important decision. You want your potential client to 
have this experience on your website: “If he/she can answer some of my questions just from their 
online info, I bet they can really help me in person.” 

So does appearance.  
People DO make choices based on your website: Does it look pro or home-made? “When they are 
considering whether to go with one of two otherwise equally qualified professionals they will pick 
the one that simply presents better in content and appearance.  

Web pages used to be a difficult and expensive venture to create. Fortunately, you can use 
blogger.com or wordpress.com to set up simple blogs that if done well can look quite good for free. 
Also, squarespace.com, wix.com and weebly.com also provide some very nice looking websites 
that can be configured all online by the layperson. Doing it yourself has never been easier on the 
web as it is now. That being said, please be careful about doing it on your own though. This is not a 
personal accomplishment area for you to say “Look what I did!” That may impress your spouse and 
family but it’s not them you’re trying to win over. Your website must look professionally done even if 
it’s not. Be willing to have it critiqued from unbiased sources.  

Leverage social media 
I consider Facebook and Twitter indispensable. LinkedIn is worth doing as well, though not quite as 
impactful. Invite everyone you know to join or “follow” you. Post useful tips, insightful quotes and thought-
provoking ideas frequently. Offer unique deals or offers just to those who follow you. To save time, you can 
update all of these social media sites at once at ping.fm so you don’t have to enter them separately. A blog is 
a great place to post timely articles and relevant thoughts for your clients. Keep these outlets professional. If 
you want to have a separate personal Facebook page and blog that’s great, but keep your professional 
Facebook fan page and Twitter and blog all pro.  

Network outside of your field 

Chamber of commerce or other civic organization lunches and events  
The business people who come to these events tend to be proactive and well-networked. When 
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you join their network they’ll be able to say to their colleagues, “I know just the person for you” 
when the need presents itself. Same with local Rotary Club. 
 
Clergy 
Let clergy know who you are. They are on the front lines and usually know of a person’s, couple’s or 
family’s problems before anyone else does. Educate clergy on how you can aid them and their 
congregants. Educate them on how professional therapy and pastoral counseling work well 
together and assure them that you know your bounds and that you will support vs. subvert their 
role as spiritual counselor.  About one third of my clientele is referred from clergy of various faiths 
who know they can trust me to both uphold their congregants values and help them achieve 
positive outcomes. 

In our local market in Utah, both Emil Harker and myself get many referrals from LDS clergy. What, 
though if you aren’t an LDS therapist or not religious at all? Can you still get referrals from clergy. 
You can if they know you will respect their faith and support their members in their faith. Any good 
and ethical therapist will work from their client’s value-base and not impose their own. Don’t take 
clergy referrals if you have an agenda against religion, of course.  

Doctors?  
My personal experience is that they haven’t been a big referral source for me or my colleagues. 
Some do find it beneficial, but neither Emil Harker nor I have.  

Other sources? 
 

Presence: Boldly branding and marketing your business 

• Being bold and confident is not the same as being cocky. 
The problem... I mean look at Emil Harker's website. Email Harker relationship Guru?! Geez ego much?  
geez man. You're supposed to be a humble therapist and unassuming. that sounds cocky. what about 
MarriageEnvy?!  geez  grandiose much? come on! This is the thing if you're going to Market you don't 
mark it Bland. obviously if you're going to put something out there like marriage Envy,  if you're going to 
put something out there like being a relationship Guru, or quote the great relationship you've always 
wanted on quote, if you're going to put something like that out there of course your brand carries I 
promise you better deliver. Coca-Cola one of the best brands throughout history of branding they 
make a promise and their promise is happiness and refreshment. Now they may not give you 
existential long-lasting authentic happiness, but in that moment that you open up and ksssshh!  pop 
that open take that first step “ahhh!” They  they deliver And consistently deliver on their brand promise.  
so obviously don't oversell yourself, but for heaven's sakes don't undersell yourself. If you're not 
confident in your skills and what you have to offer to your people then there's no reason why they 
should be confident in you. if you don't differentiate yourself and distinguish yourself as a service and 
as a person that is so interesting that can really make a huge impact on their lives and instead you just 
going to be Bland milquetoast “yeah I can help you with your problem...” well then big woopty Doo 
because there's hundreds of therapist that can “just help me with my problems”  instead what are the 
solutions that you're offering. And bear in mind as therapists we are offering Solutions we are in the 
business of change. we're offering change were offering Solutions. so why are we marketing that we 
treat problems... It's a nuance Focus. we need to be accurate and ethical we shouldn't be saying oh 
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I've got a hundred percent success rate or in 3 easy steps will solve your problems. I let people know 
exactly what is possible and also how hard the work is and that I don't offer easy solutions but that I 
offered good Solutions. I let my clients know this work may not be for everyone. I let them know that I 
will work them. I let them know that I am not a neutral therapist in the work that I do my focus is to help 
people create greatness in their relationships. I don't help people do Band-Aids. I don't patch together 
crappy relationships. So I let them know what my agenda is and what the vision is for this work and 
Discuss upfront with them what it is that they want to create and how we can work together to create 
that outcome. so there's no confusion there. And this is a stance that we're not taught us therapist and 
that's okay I suppose if  we don't have any worries about who's coming to see us and don't have to 
worry about a steady stream of clients and reliable income and a certain success ratio for them as well 
as for us. But if we're actually worried about running a successful Private Practice we can't run it the 
way we've seen heard or had them talked about or tried that just don't work anymore.  

• Guerrilla marketing 
the #ChalkBus. Innovative ways to get the idea out there earlier. such as the relationship Wellness 
series, email Harker's awesome husband Club, the marriage Academy,. bottom line don't sit back and 
wait for people to come to you when they're at the point of crisis, instead go to them so that they don't 
have to wonder where to go to get services that they can get to meet mental health providers in a safe 
upbeat positive environment so that when the time does come they'll be more comfortable reaching 
out for help. Not only is that better marketing that's better service. I think it's more ethical to help our 
clients find therapist long before they need them long before crisis, I think it's more ethical to give 
people good information that they can use preventatively rather than just wait for problems to get 
bigger and bigger . this isn't just marketing this is an ethical response. 

Get the Word Out! Methods 
As I was building my practice from scratch with zero money, for the first two years I ran The Relationships 
Wellness Series (RWS) at our local library. This was a series of 12 free upbeat and informative workshops to 
get my name out and get people exposed to a mental health therapist in a non-threatening environment.  

Blog 
A blog is good, but only if you have something to say that will be informative, engaging, and useful. Also, 
don’t do a blog if you aren’t going to post on a regular basis. When a potential client visits your website and 
sees that you only have three posts from four years ago screams, “This person doesn’t have much to say” 
and that you aren’t a serious presence/content expert.  

social media presence, YouTube. Market market market.  

Speaking Engagements 
Do as many presentations as you can. Hone in on your top 2-3 that get the best turn out and most positive 
feedback.  
•

Media: Social & YouTube 
• EH: “How to make your marriage fail” Vid Series 
• EH: Inconsistent social media. I don’t even know how to do it. I’ve recently hired a woman to do my social 

media presence. I’m on channel 2 every third Thursday and my parents don’t even know. 
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• EH: Also share a social media marketing booster person where they get paid based on percentage of initial 
fee for first session.  

Website & Other Online 
• EH: Marketing and advertisement. I have done a few different programs by psychology today has been 

great. Paying for SEO for my personal site hasn’t been productive for me. 

Media: TV & Radio 
• EH: What being on tv and radio has really done for me. 

Commercials/Ads/Billboards 
• EH: I would recommend: Advertisement collaboration billboard and online commercials.  

Programs & Products 
• EH: Emil Harker shares, “I’ve made some marketing mistakes along the way. For example, I’ve built online 

programs that I thought would be awesome but didn’t find out if people really wanted it. Two ideas a) build 
what you want - my book. B) build what they need - simple easy fun online program. 

Referrals 
• EH: Clergy and bishop referral 
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WORKSHEET: MY MARKETING PLAN 
Market research: 

What are most other therapists doing? 

What is there too much of in your area? 

What is there not enough of?  

Identify the top performing therapists/practices you admire. What are they doing right that most aren’t doing? 

What kind of $ do you have to market: boot strap to big budget? 

Develop a marketing funnel from no to low to mid to high cost.  
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6. MONEY: CHARGE WHAT YOU’RE WORTH & DIVERSIFY INCOME 
STREAMS 

Charge what you’re really worth and for the value your clients are really getting 
Charging a premium fee can be one of the biggest challenges for the private practitioner for the following 
reasons: 

1. “I’m afraid I will lose business or potential clients if I charge too much.” 
While people (clients) do want a good deal, people also perceive that they get what they pay for. 
Therapists tend to shy away from charging premiums for their services, reasoning that doing good 
is good enough. However, charging too little can actually work against both your and your client’s 
goals. How? Too many therapists find themselves burned out because they are churning out more 
low fee clients just to pay the bills. A burned-out therapist serves no one’s best interests. 

On the other hand, the result of charging a premium fee (for a service that can vastly benefit the 
quality of one’s life, mind you) becomes a weeding out process. Clients who are looking for cost 
and not outcome (which is the real value of what you provide) will seek services elsewhere. The 
clients that are left tend to be more proactive, more invested, more open and more willing to 
engage in the work. As they are more successful in their outcomes this leads to them happily refer 
those they care about to you. Further, the friends, family and associates they refer tend to be of a 
similar caliber. And round and round it goes in a positive cycle of ideal clients referring ideal clients. 
You actually gain more ideal clients who in turn help you work less because 1. you aren’t just 
cranking out sessions to pay the bills and 2. they are more motivated they are relatively easier to 
work with. Translation = Their success drives your success.  

2. “It seems like I’m being greedy or only interested in money. That’s not why I got into 
this field.” 
If you are trying to run a fee-for-service, non-managed-care practice, and unless you are working off 
of grants, it is hard to run a private practice at agency sliding-scale fees. However, to charge a 
premium rate is difficult. I was raised in the community mental health “do good for goodness’ sake” 
model (which I still believe in) and was taught not to “sell out” and do therapy just for money. The 
problem with that mindset, though, and the problem in our field, is that there is a high level of burn-
out. Many therapists realize they can barely provide for their families (if they are the sole provider) 
even though they are working very hard to do so. As they see others with less education making a 
lot more money they get discouraged and realize their noble reasons for entering the field just aren’t 
taking care of their family’s very real long-term financial needs. That used to be me, and many of my 
colleagues have bemoaned the same. However, the truth is now that I have “sold out” for money I 
am actually able to serve more people, with more energy and reach a larger audience than I ever 
was able to before. I now realize I didn’t sell out at all. I bought in to sound business practices that 
allow my desire to serve others to go longer and farther than I initially thought possible. 

I still am able to “do good for goodness sake” as now I am able to work less and make more which 
frees me up to do as many pro-bono speaking engagements for faith groups and civic 
organizations as I want. I am also free to do a professional “tithe” of my client work. This is where 
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10% of my clients “pay” via the “pay it forward” honor system. These clients don’t pay me a dime 
so long as they find some meaningful way to pay forward in their own way the value of what they 
receive from our work together to someone else. This way my pro-bono clients don’t have to feel 
that they are receiving a hand out and are able to feel they have full right to expect the same level of 
service out of me as a full-fee client would.  

3. “Is my time really worth that much?” 
If you believe you are charging for the hour you are more likely to devalue your time and the value of 
the service you provide. I used to be afraid to charge $150 per session hour because that seemed 
like so much for just one hour’s time. However, after having so many clients tell me the work we did 
was “invaluable”, “I would’ve gladly paid three times as much” and considering that any amount 
they spent in counseling would be vastly cheaper than any divorce, I realized they just weren’t 
paying for my time they were paying for the value of what they received. So I started charging more 
for value, and not as much for the time itself, and I would educate them accordingly. When clients 
realize the value and not just the expense of therapy, they see it as an investment that has a much 
bigger return on what they invested, as opposed to just an expense.  

I’ll be honest, though, it was a hard shift for me at first to charge that much. When I first ventured 
into private practice, I had a sliding fee scale that ranged from $36-75/hour and for many of my 
clients even that was a stretch and certainly not profitable for my overhead and my family’s needs. 
However, as I continued to raise my fees I continued to get more clients who valued my services 
and became great word-of-mouth salespeople for me. It is rare for me now to have broken 
appointments, late cancellations or payment problems. 

To take the point further, we are not charging just for the hour’s time. We are charging for hard-won 
expertise and the value of the desired outcome. Consider the following two anecdotes that will 
illustrate this further:  

1. A man had spent many unsuccessful and frustrating hours trying to fix a squeaky floorboard in 
his living room that had bothered him for years. He finally gave in and decided to call a carpenter to 
fix it. When the carpenter arrived he entered the room and tested the squeaky area of the floor a 
few times with his foot. He then pulled out a single nail and promptly hammered it into the floor. To 
the homeowner’s surprise and delight the squeak he had been unable to fix on his own was gone. 
His elation quickly faded when the carpenter handed the homeowner a bill for $95.00. “$95.00 
dollars for one nail!” the man protested. The carpenter quietly took the bill from the man, wrote 
something on it and handed it back. The bill now read, “1 nail: 5 cents. Knowing where to put the 
nail: $94.95.”  

The obvious moral: Your clients are paying for much more, and you are providing much more, than 
the session time alone.  

2. A few years ago, I was driving behind a plumber’s truck and read the following: “The bitterness of 
low quality remains long after the sweetness of low price has gone.”  

Bottom line: If you offer a quality service that gets results do not be afraid to charge a premium for 
it. 
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Diversify your work and income streams 
Don’t limit your influence and your income to only therapy sessions. Besides being good for business it’s 
good for you and your clients. When you have variety and interest in your work you are likely to be more 
engaged and energized in therapy as opposed to burned out from just session after session. This will help 
you maintain and increase your passion in your work and in the field.  

Here are just a few possible income sources: 

Books and e-books:  
Self-publishing is easier and cheaper than ever before (see CreateSpace.com). Publish full books or 
easier  PDF e-books. These can be created to either sell or give as a value add. Books can start 
from a simple 10 points article that then gets fleshed out with more detail, worksheets, examples 
and exercises that then becomes a 10 chapter book. I never thought of myself as an author or 
someone who enjoyed writing. But writing a short 900 word article for the very small local paper 
here and there over the years eventually turned into hundreds of articles and worksheets that are 
now turning into full chapters and books.  

Products:  
Turn your book, articles or workshops into audio that can be converted into CD, DVD or mp3 
products (record your workshops).  Couple them with the printed article and a few worksheets 
developed from the article and you now have a useful product to sell from your website and at your 
workshops. I call these “Distance Learning Packages” that those who couldn’t attend locally can 
purchase and still “attend” remotely. Don’t worry if they aren’t professionally produced at first. Just 
do it.  

Teach:  
Local colleges are often looking for adjunct faculty to teach entry level classes. Or you can set up 
workshops, retreats, groups, teleclasses (resources: FreeConferenceCall.com) or webinars 
(resources: UStream.tv, GoToMeeting.com). There are many options for you to share your expertise 
with those who are hungry for it.  

Speak:  
You can set up your own community workshops and/or offer to speak at local civic groups (Rotary, 
Lions, etc), and faith groups. Call and let them know you are available. They are often looking for 
great content from experts that can help the people they serve. Don’t tell them too much about you 
and your services beyond a brief introduction. Instead, share valuable and practical content that 
solves a problem for them and then they’ll want to know all about you. Not sure what to speak on 
or how to set up an effective workshop? See my book (below) “Get the Word Out” for more 
specifics on how to develop a workshop.  

Coaching:  
Still the specter of stigma sadly looms heavy as a barrier to many who would access our services. I 
personally don’t care what people call my work (therapy, counseling, coaching or consulting) so 
long as they get benefit from it. For many, “life-coaching”, “parent training”, “executive coaching” 
and “business coaching” are more palpable terms that don’t carry the stigma that therapy and 
counseling can for some people. Personally, I refer to myself as a relationship coach and 
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relationship strategist as: 1. I didn’t want to be associated with some of the life-coaches who are 
poorly trained and 2. it more closely fits the specific work that I do. 

Train other professionals:  
You likely have learned some things in the school of hard knocks as a professional that wasn’t 
taught in grad school. Is it possible that other pros are hungry for what is currently locked up in your 
noggin’? Consider networking with your professional organization and offering a training on that 
topic. Or hold a monthly networking brown bag lunch and learn with colleagues and/or 
professionals from other disciplines to share tips, strategies, resources and referrals. 

•

•

Freedom 
I didn't leave agency work just because I wanted to make more money, although that is part of it too. I 
wanted to have more creative freedom. I wanted my clients and I to be able to make those treatment 
decisions together. 

Raise Your Rate! 
• Cost or Value? Charge what you’re really worth and for the value your clients are really getting  
• This is scary for many clinicians. Why? It’s scary and good.  
• How raise it and when? Emil Harker, LMFT’s method is to wait until you’re full and then raise your rates (for 

new clients or all clients? Grandfather in old clients at former rate?). Repeat until you get to your target rate.  
• How does it affect your business if you don’t raise your rates? 
• Emil Harker, LMFT said, “If I have a waiting list for my clients I’m not charging enough.” 
•
Self-pay? Insurance? Pros and cons.  
• If you’re not willing to do personal marketing, or if you don’t have a driving personality, then go with safer 

avenue of insurance. 
• EH: When insurance is the preference. 

Package deals 
EH: pre-payment packages, monthly rates. 
 
Billing 
EH: Stay on top of billing. Don’t let a bill get past the amount you are comfortable not collecting. If someone 
owes 1000.00. Their payment strategy becomes therapeutic focus. 

Accounting practices and taxes 
• EH: Income and business tax. Need someone Bill Kohler. 
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7. OFFER CUSTOMER SERVICE (DON’T JUST OFFER SERVICES) 
Customer Service: TRULY Client-Centered Services  
Are we actually truly offering client centered services?  if our  productivity setup or Insurance  restrictions or 
requirements aren't meeting with the client is saying they need can we say then that were truly client-
centered? When somebody else is determining what they want or what they need instead of themselves. or 
what we together co-create between therapist and client. or is it determined by people who aren't involved in 
the therapy such as third party insurance providers who aren't even therapist making those determinations or 
bureaucratic higher-ups in agencies or cfo's or etc.. that's one of the benefits of doing Private Practice is the 
freedom to be able to decide between you and the client what the two of you think is the right path and the 
right treatment and the right goals that fit the client's needs according to what they truly determine.   

• Hear their pain and market to that. 
This is called market research, ideation mining, and focus-grouping.I ask people all the time what they 
liked or didn't like about their previous counseling experiences because the only reason that people 
come to me or seek out a different counselor is because they had a bad or at least ineffective 
experience They didn’t have a good experience with other counselor, Otherwise they would have stuck 
with their other counselor. There are exceptions, of course, if their good counselor just is no longer 
available because they needed another speciality, or the therapist moved away, retired, or died. but the 
vast majority of the time it's because their needs weren't being met. And what I hear most often is yeah 
the other person was nice but I didn't really feel I was getting anything out of it or I didn't really know 
what we were doing. it's what I call being an audience member to your clients problems-- no one 
wants that. That's not what people want or need and if people are coming to us for Solutions and we 
refuse to give it to them because well the client knows best and I shouldn't tell them what to do-- 
theoretically I believe that and at the core it is a true principle,  however our clients who we SAY are the 
experts and they know best And then we refuse to listen to them to what they say they need and what 
they say is and isn't working for them in counseling.  a lot of them want tools and skills and Direction 
and knowledge and guidance and we can still defer to their innate Sovereign authority of self-
determination absolutely. but we can still show them options, help them problem-solve, and we can 
give them Direction that they can still choose from to use or not use. I cannot tell you how many times 
I've heard somebody say “oh man I got so much more out of this one session then I got out of eight 
months of therapy!” 

 

• Give people what THEY want, not what WE think they need.  
Why do they get more out of one session with me than eight months with a former therapist? Multiple 
variables. Because I give the what THEY want, not what I think they need. This is me trusting the client. 

• Client = Customer  
Do we actually believe the customer is right when what THEY want doesn’t match OUR theoretical 
orientation (example: directive VS non-directive). Our clients are our customers. It’s important we think 
of them as customers. It’s an important mindset.  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• The customer is always right even though of course they're off and wrong but like in any business they 
need to be treated right and know that their concerns are heard.  

• You also need to be able to market to your referral sources and to your clients. You need to think about 
what it is that clients really want and what are their concerns or complaints about traditional therapy 
approaches models and services.  

• Waiting Room Example: For example, the typical clinical waiting room. how many people like to 
sit in a typical waiting room looking around at other strangers wondering what are they doing here 
while they are already nervous about seeing a new therapist for the first time and being nervous 
and intimidated about the whole therapy process to begin with. is this type of waiting to scenario 
truly was best for the client? making the decision to walk through a therapist or can be one of the 
hardest decisions someone can make. And what are we doing to make that first experience 
comfortable and easy and something that will alleviate to their concerns and fears right off the very 
bat. further, what if you're leaving  a session that was particularly hard or conflictual or emotional or 
maybe it plain went South and then you have to walk out the door pasta waiting room full of 
people? ugh who set that up? There's nobody who likes that nobody. 

• Abundance mindset: Help them shop around vs. fearing “the competition.”  
Let them know that you're going to help them find the best therapist out there for them. if that's you 
great if it's not let them know that you're mostly interested in their outcomes more than you are and 
having them as your client. people always tell me they're so relieved to hear me tell them that in the first 
session, which tells me that no one's told them that before. People don't know how to shop around for 
a counseling services this isn't like your car mechanic or dentist where you can ask everybody who 
they like to go to. Unfortunately there are still many stigmas around getting mental health relationship 
help. My question is why aren't people telling their clients that as a regular normal thing? People don't 
know how to shop around it's our responsibility to teach them how to shop around four are types of 
services. They aren't going to know on their own. while bad therapist out there make me look good 
and is good for my business, that's not good for our clients. it's good for business but it's not good for 
clients. poor competition is great for my business but I'm not a competitive person and I don't feel in 
competition with other therapist, there's enough business to go around. And what's serves all of us is 
four more clients to have more success experiences which will break down the stigmas and barriers to 
our services and the services of our colleagues which will mean that more people will reach out for 
therapy which they need. there's no need for competition among therapist. that being said what we 
are in competition against is stigma and poor practices that don't serve our clients. I'm not in 
competition with other therapist especially the good ones. I'm happy that there are other good 
therapist out there that can serve my clients and that can serve the community. I am in competition 
against bad therapist because I want to put them out of business or want to make them raise the bar 
to provide better services and to make our field look better. I believe in a in an abundance mindset. I 
am in competition against Bad treatment. I am in competition against people suffering. Those are the 
things that I'm fighting and want to win against. 

• (example: Macy’s and Gimbles) 
• Abundance Marketing: What are we truly competing against? 
i. Abundance vs scarcity—who are your true competitors (poor biz practices, stigma, etc, NOT 

other therapists)  

• Guy Friendly Therapy & A Selling Mindset  
the other thing is a lot of therapy isn't guy friendly. so guy friendly therapy is important. a lot of therapy 

© 2010, 2018 Jonathan D. Sherman

mailto:jonathan@MarriageEnvy.com
mailto:jonathan@MarriageEnvy.com
mailto:jonathan@MarriageEnvy.com
mailto:jonathan@MarriageEnvy.com


jonathan sherman, lmft • relationship strategist • speaker 
MARRIAGE MASTERY | PARENT TRAINING | SELF-MASTERY • 125 E. Main St., Suite 210 • American Fork, UT 84003 • jonathan@MarriageEnvy.com

jonathan sherman, lmft • relationship strategist • speaker 
MARRIAGE MASTERY | PARENT TRAINING | SELF-MASTERY • 801.787.8014• jonathan@MarriageEnvy.com

8 Ways to Thrive in Private Practice | !  26

is geared towards women and part of that is understandable because women tend to seek out therapy 
a lot more than guys do. and so fair enough. the problem with this especially for marriage therapist 
there's usually the dragger and the draggee, right? So to have the husband Dragged In and not be 
really that interested in therapy.....  a common complaint I hear about previous counselors or 
counseling (again,   I'm not hearing as much about good counselors because people stick with their 
good counselors and don't seek out new counselors typically)  is that they felt ganged up on or that 
sides were taken. This is marital therapy 101 don't triangulate. the the last thing you need to do is 
alienate one partner against the other, and more often than not it's the guy who feels alienated 
because guys typically don't engage as well in therapy as women tend to and so the guy can feel less 
comfortable can feel shut down and feel misunderstood cannot feel represented and counseling 
because maybe he doesn't have the right words or doesn't know how to express his feelings as well 
as a woman does or doesn't know how to validate or communicate in the way that a woman does and 
that and these forms of communication are awesome how counseling is done or we see correct 
communication as being done in a very typical female form of communication which is a good form of 
communication but it is one form not the only form. however it's the one that is most awesomely used 
in counseling so when men and guys don't typically communicate that way then they don't fit in 
counseling and then they get become more marginalized in counseling which is not guy friendly.  so 
that's a real quick way to Lose a Guy Is to have him feel ganged up on. nine times out of 10 when a 
guy has come into therapy I'm not really interested in tending to her needs  nearly as much  because 
she's already sold on therapy. I'm preaching to the choir when I'm working with her, so I need to sell to 
him. 

Offer more than expected 
Offer what is called “value add”s such as the following:  

A Client or Member Area on your website  
with articles and resources just for your clients or those who have signed up for your eZine.  

Provide handouts and/or reminder sheets in a custom binder  
of key topics covered in each session. Give them a nice clear view binder branded with your name 
and logo. The binder I give my clients is titled “GREATness in Relationships” but could simply be 
called “Session Notes”. If you have your own articles and worksheets use those. If you are using 
other people’s materials avoid copies of copies of copies which may have great content but look 
thoughtlessly unprofessional. Brand the handouts with “Provided courtesy of [Your Name/Business 
Name]” and your contact info. Session after session their personal and custom resource binder will 
grow and become more valuable to them.  

Send your new clients Welcome Packets  
after your initial phone intake. I used to send a printed welcome packet, but now send them a link 
to a PDF on my website that they can download and print out and bring requisite paperwork with 
them to their first appointment.  You can see mine here: (LINK TO MINE******** 

A welcome packet can include the following:  

• A welcome letter introducing yourself, a note of encouragement to them, some tips on how to 
get the most out of your work together, directions to your office, etc.  

• Application, informed consent, HIPAA privacy notice, release forms, etc. 
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• A brochure of all your services, groups, workshops, or products. Remember, they are coming 
to you for a very immediate concern. They will likely not otherwise be aware of all the other 
things you provide that could benefit them or the people in their network. They more they 
know about you, they more they can access and or refer.  

• Optional: any related handouts or articles you may have that immediately address their 
concerns in preparation for their first session with you. 

• Finally, in your text or email include a sincere personal message from you based on your 
intake conversation, such as: “I am looking forward to our work together”, “It was nice talking 
to you today”, “I applaud your courage in taking this step in your life” or “You will be in my 
thoughts during this difficult time.” 

Your clients will shop around, as they should.  
This simple Welcome Packet goes above and beyond and adds a personal and professional touch 
they won’t experience elsewhere with other therapists or agencies. 

I cannot tell you how many times a client has decided to try their company’s EAP, the provider on 
their insurance panel,  or the local agency because it was free or cheaper only for them to come 
back a few months later saying that they unfortunately got what they paid for: little or nothing. The 
time was wasted and the problem only prolonged and/or exacerbated. When a client comes back 
after that experience they value the work, find the fee well worth it and are now confident that they 
aren’t wasting their time or money thinking there may be cheaper greener fields elsewhere. These 
clients also become great word-of-mouth salespeople for you later as they warn their friends and 
family to not “cheap-out” on counseling that may not be up to par for their needs.  

So, they will comparison shop. They’ll find that your value add ons really do add value that others 
don’t provide. They’ll notice your attention to detail that your competitors ignore. 

Access to you 
EH: Giving out cell phone. Means some people will abuse it. I try to balance free therapy with 
support. I need to introduce a texting policy. 
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8. THE PERSON OF THE THERAPIST: MAINTAINING PASSION AND 
PREVENTING BURNOUT VIA SELF-CARE, BALANCE, & BOUNDARIES  
• EH: Managing boundaries - caring more about their change. 
• EH: Watch for signs of burnout. Not eating well, slipping up on progress notes 
• JS: Support, networking, collaboration. 

!  

Don’t try to do all of these at once. Pick one idea and run with that for a while and then hit the next one. 
Pace yourself and have and keep faith in yourself. It’s worth the learning curve and the effort. I love being in 
private practice and I can’t imagine every working for anyone else again. 
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Jonathan D. Sherman, LMFT is a relationship strategist who specializes in 
“creating GREATness in relationships” collaboratively with his clients through 
Marriage Mastery, Parent Training, and Self-Mastery. He is a sought-after speaker 
known for his fun, upbeat, and informative presentations. He can be reached at 
MarriageEnvy.com. 

As a marriage and family therapist he has learned how to leverage his systemic 
training into helping people create systems and relationships on both the micro 
(individual, couple and family) and macro (organization and corporate) levels that 
quite simply rock.  

On the micro level, Jonathan is continually looking to extend the influence of our 
field and expand how people can be reached beyond the limits of managed care. He works with clients 
locally and internationally through in-person, telephone and video means of communication. He is happy to 
say he has “never messed with, and never missed,  
	 	 	    insurance.” 

On the macro level, he has provided consultation and training for groups as small as local churches and 
schools and as large as government agencies and corporations, most notably FedEx. He consults with 
companies on creating workplace cultures that foster high employee engagement and tremendous customer 
satisfaction, which, of course, translates into a happy bottom line for the company. 
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