	
  

Setting Fees:
How to Avoid the #1 Mistake
Interns Make When Starting a
Private Practice Internship

By Sonya Brewer, MA
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Introduction
Hello!
I’d like to talk to you about one of the most common mistakes that interns make when
starting a private practice internship: setting fees that do not work for you.
Being an intern can be such an interesting dance. We may be full-grown adults—many
of us with former careers and lifetimes of experience behind us—yet being an intern can
still make us feel like elementary school kids again. From that place, it’s hard to feel like
we’re entering our internships as a partner in the process. But I invite you to think of
your internship in just that way. You and your supervisor are entering a partnership.
Yes, you are an employee. Your supervisor is mentoring you as you develop your
competency as a therapist, while they are also taking on the risk of having you on their
license. And, in return, they are also adding the resources that you’re bringing to their
practice. It can be a mutually beneficial relationship that has the capacity to be deeply
rewarding, and managing fees well is a critical part of making sure that the internship
works well for both of you.
Before I go further, I want to tell you a little bit of my story, so that you understand why I
feel so passionate about interns and fee setting. I’m currently a marriage and family
therapist intern under the supervision of Margie Cohen, here in Albany, CA, and I’ve
been in a private practice setting for 4 years.
When I first entered my private practice internship, I knew I wanted to work in the
internship full time. I was already bringing 16 clients with me from the Women’s
Therapy Center, where I had been interning for two years. So I thought I was starting
with a pretty solid base.
Over the span of a few months, I quickly added clients, and soon found myself with a
waiting list! Part of the reason I had brought so many clients from the Women’s
Therapy Center was that I had been worried about having enough clients to cover the
expenses associated with being an intern. After all, I was starting out with the intention
of working full time, and I had access to a full time office space. But, after a few
months, I actually found myself turning clients away.
What a great problem to have… not having enough room for all the great potential
clients that were coming my way! Except… I had made a critical mistake: I had bought
into the idea that, as an intern, I should be accepting low fees. At the time, it felt like a
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stretch to ask for $90. I mean some of my peers were accepting clients for as little as
$40. Who was I to ask for more?
Now, let me be clear: there is nothing wrong with accepting lower fees IF your internship
practice can afford them. In my case, I was making enough to cover the costs
associated with the internship (this is the supervisor’s overhead—what it costs to add
you to the practice… including additional office space, insurance, and the time it takes
them to manage and supervise you). But I wasn’t making enough to afford a
comfortable living. In starting my internship, I had missed some essential steps that
would have made the internship much more sustainable.
I just want to say, this situation is not unique to me. This is the place where so many
interns (and even licensed therapists) end up struggling. We set our fees too low, and
then spend years struggling to make a decent living. Some of my peers are working
three and four jobs, just to sustain themselves and their practices.
Most psychotherapists don’t get into private practice thinking they’re going to make
oodles of money. In fact, many of us don’t even think of the practice as a business in
the first place. We’re here to help people, right? Inside of that framework, fees can be
an afterthought—more about our client’s welfare, than our own.
Of course, it’s not just interns who get confused about the best way to approach fees in
an internship. When my supervisor and I first started working together in the private
practice internship (and she’s given me her permission to talk about our experience), we
still had some learning to do to figure out how to support me, as an intern, to work with
money and fees in a way that worked for both of us.
So, I want to say again, there is nothing wrong with charging lower fees IF the internship
practice can actually sustain those fees. But the only people who can assess whether
the internship can sustain your fees are you and your supervisor.
The model that we had been working with, standard for the industry, was to treat my
wages as the remainder--what was left at the end of the month after all the expenses
associated with the internship were paid. It meant that we didn’t have to think, up front,
about how to make sure I was generating a living wage while also making sure her
overhead was covered. It also meant that the fees I was setting were disconnected
from my financial reality. We were setting fees based on our perception of an external
reality (i.e. the standard rate for an intern offering psychotherapy), and not on an
awareness of my needs.
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We learned over time how to shift this thinking, and it turned out to be a deeply
transformative experience for both of us. Over the years, we’ve been working together
to reshape my internship so that it actually supports both my lifestyle and her
investment in me as an intern.
In the next section, I’d like to share some of what we discovered about how to set your
fees so that your internship is working for the both of you.

Setting the Fee
As I’ve already suggested, it is essential to work with your supervisor to get clear about
an appropriate fee or fee range. But your supervisor can’t support you to set the right
fees if you don’t do the pre-work.
The two main drivers of fee setting are:
1) What are your financial needs?
2) What can you comfortably ask for?
Some people would add, “What will the market tolerate?” However, I don’t include this
question because there is already so much pressure for interns to set their fees low,
that I think a question about the market reinforces the already prevalent tendency to
undercharge. Most interns do not need any more encouragement to set their fees low.
So let’s take a look at these two questions:
What are your financial needs?
This is very personal, and is going to vary widely from person to person. Some of us
have more financial bandwidth than others—we have supportive partners or parents,
savings, a lucrative job or other financial resources. Some of us will be relying on this
as our principle source of income. We may be single parents or caring for aging
parents. Our financial circumstances can be vastly different, and your fees may reflect
that.
There are four crucial steps to take to set the right fees for your internship practice:
1. Assess your personal financial needs and identify your minimum salary
requirements.
2. Assess your business expenses.
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3. Decide how many hours/week you want to work
4. Identify your target fee
Let’s talk about each of these steps.

Step 1: Assess your Personal Financial Needs and Identify Your Minimum Salary
Requirements
It’s important to start with an assessment of your personal financial needs. If you don’t
already have a budget or a spending plan, I encourage you to start by making one.
But first, stop, and take a big breath! For some of us, this is already wading into deep
waters. If you’ve never made a budget before, never fear! There are plenty of
resources available to help you do that. If you find yourself panicking, just know that
you are not the only one. Looking at money can be deeply vulnerable, whether you
have a lot of financial resources or not enough.
This is a crucial step on the way to setting fees that work for you. But I encourage you
to be gentle with yourself. Take a break, go for a walk. Take in the trees and the
flowers. When you’re ready, you can start again. Take as many breaks as you need.
But do engage.
A budget will include everything from the cost of rent and food to contributions to an
emergency fund. I won’t walk you through how to do that right now, but if you need help
getting started, click here for a budget template.
We also spend quite a bit of time working with the practicalities of setting up a budget
and laying our financial foundation for this process in the Private Practice Internship
Success Program that’s coming up later this spring.
For now, start with a rough draft based on what you know about your spending. It
doesn’t have to be perfect, just start.
Once you have an estimate of how much money you need to meet your personal
needs, you now have a baseline for determining your target salary.
Your target salary = expenses + taxes.
You will have to work with a tax or payroll advisor to figure out your specific tax
percentage. Do this early in the process! It will save you a headache later.
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So, for example, let’s say you need to take home $3000 per month to cover your
expenses. You’re a single person with zero exemptions, and this is your only source of
income, and you’ve found out from your tax advisor that your tax rate is about 15%.
Your target gross monthly salary would be:
$3000 + (15% x $3000) = $3450/month.
You will not necessarily be paid your target salary right off the bat. It may take some
time for you and your supervisor to build your client base up to the point where you can
be compensated at that level. BUT your target salary will help you figure out your
hourly fee.
Once you’ve figured out your overall target monthly salary, decide how much of this
salary is going to come from your internship. If you’re starting out full-time, then you’re
anticipating 100% of the salary coming from the internship.
If you’re working part-time somewhere outside of the internship, and are planning to
keep your part-time employment for a while, then you might only need to generate 50%
of that salary inside of the internship.
If you’re working part-time outside of the internship, but you’re intending to eventually go
into the private practice setting full-time, you will need to set your fees as though you
were already working full-time, even though you’re going to build up to a full practice
more slowly. So you will proceed as though your target salary for the internship is
100% of your overall target salary.
Whatever your circumstances, come up with a target salary for your internship based on
your financial needs. Remember, this internship is your job, even if you have other
resources. So take your income requirements seriously.
*Bonus:
If you already have a budget, and you feel like geeking out a bit with this process,
I invite you to take your budgeting process to the next level by creating three
different spending plans (I use “spending plan” and “budget” interchangeably).
This is based on Bari Tessler’s work in The Art of Money. She suggests that,
because your income is going to fluctuate some, it is helpful to create three
different budgets (basic, comfortable, luxurious) to give you a sense of your
possible spending range based on different levels of income you bring in. It also
gives you a way to gauge where your spending should be relative to what your
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income actually is, not just based on what it was last month. That way, as your
income changes, you can make adjustments to spending based on your predetermined plans, instead of figuring it out on the fly.
•

Basic
This is the budget that covers your basic needs, including ongoing
recurring expenses that can’t be altered when times are lean (e.g. rent).
This is based on the minimum level of income you have to generate in
order to meet your basic needs. By the way, I consider a regular
contribution to an emergency fund a basic need. Some folks would
quibble with me about this, but I suggest you try it on anyway. The
combination of all of your sources of income should be providing enough
to cover this budget EVERY MONTH. If your total income is fluctuating
below this level, it’s time to do an assessment about how to increase your
income and/or decrease your expenses so that you’re consistently able to
meet this plan.

•

Comfortable
This spending plan includes everything in the basic budget, with some
upgrades to certain categories. For example, maybe your grocery budget
increases (now you can buy that fancy cheese you like) or your
contribution to your emergency fund. You may also add in some
categories (vacation fund, anyone?). The comfortable plan also includes
the “nice to haves” that can be eliminated when you need to cut back (e.g.
dining out).

•

Luxurious
This budget includes everything in the comfortable budget, with upgrades
to certain categories. It also includes those special items that you only
include when you find yourself at the top of your income range. (E.g. spa
services or additional travel).

Remember each of these plans will be based on your specific circumstances.
Some people will consider fancy cheese and a vacation fund a part of the basic
budget. Only you know your financial situation well enough to make the call.
Once you’ve assessed your personal financial needs, and identified your target salary,
congratulations! This is not a small thing. For some of us, just looking at our finances is
enough to cause major anxiety. If this is the case for you, be kind to yourself. Give
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yourself a pat on the back for braving these waters, and celebrate the tremendous act of
self-care that you’ve just embarked upon!
Now we’re ready to take a look at business expenses.

Step 2: Estimate your Business Expenses
This may be a little tricky if you haven’t started the internship yet because you may not
yet know how much your internship’s operating expenses are going to be.
Work with your supervisor to come up with a rough estimate of how much of the income
you bring in from clients will need to go to cover overhead.
If you don’t have a supervisor yet, survey friends and colleagues who are in private
practice internships to get a sense of the costs.
Keep this number as low as possible! It should definitely not exceed more than 30% of
your anticipated client income. Remember your supervisor will also be setting aside
roughly 15% for taxes on top of operating expenses. You and your supervisor can
consult with a bookkeeper or accountant who specializes in private practice support to
confirm your exact tax percentages, for planning purposes.
Some of the operating expenses associated with your internship include:
§

Office rent

§

Telephone/Internet

§

Advertising

§

Accounting

§

Administrative Costs (go to supervisor and include the time she or he spends
supervising you)

§

Liability Insurance

§

Membership Dues

§

License Fees

§

Education
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Use the following spaces to add additional budget line items. You may also include
start-up expenses (e.g. website development, business cards, etc.), depending on how
you and your supervisor decide to account for them.
§

______________________________________

§

______________________________________

§

______________________________________

§

______________________________________

§

______________________________________

In addition to general operating expenses, you will include separate line items for
§

Wages and Salaries

§

Taxes

Your personal financial needs will be embedded in business expenses as “wages and
salaries” and taxes (this includes your income taxes and your supervisor’s payroll
taxes). Remember to consult with your payroll expert to determine your numbers,
based on your specific circumstances.
If you are working with a payroll consultant who specializes in working with therapists,
they will not ask you to define a salary in advance. Instead, they will be basing your
salary on what remains after business expense have been subtracted from client
income—“the remainder”.
This makes total sense from a money management perspective. It’s a way for a
supervisor to take on an intern without risking committing to a salary for an intern who
may not yet be generating enough in client fees to cover that salary plus the expenses
associated with their internship.
Plenty of supervisors and interns use this system, and you may find yourself using this
system as well. It has worked for many interns and supervisors over the years.
What I am suggesting is slightly different, and can work as a complement to that
system. I am inviting you and your supervisor to think of your wages as an expense in
the business that you define from the beginning.
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This is typically how it’s done in other businesses that have employees. Salary and
wage expense is calculated up front as part of the projected budget, and then the
business owner only hires employees if she or he knows that he can afford that
expense.
However, because of the unique nature of the supervisor/intern relationship, and the
expensive nature of the psychotherapy business, private practice internships have
operated outside of this more traditional business structure.
So I’m suggesting a bit of a hybrid. Using this system, when you and your supervisor
project the expenses associated with the internship, you are going to include your target
salary. This will help you set fees that accurately reflect your financial needs. Even if
your supervisor is not yet able to pay you that salary, and can only afford to pay you the
remainder, you and your supervisor are working towards generating enough client
income in the internship to cover that salary expense, and the fees you set with your
clients will reflect that salary goal.

Step 3: Decide how many hours/week you want to work
This is another very individual decision. If you’re working part-time, you can start off
slowly. Maybe you’re only renting an office one day a week and seeing 4-5 clients. If
you’re taking this on as a full time job, then you may have to set a different standard for
yourself. For some, 15 client hours is a full practice. For others 30 is a perfectly
reasonable number of client hours per week. I’ve found, on average, that 20 client
hours per week is considered a full practice. If you’re just starting out, you’re starting on
the lower end anyway. So you will have time to acclimate as you’re building your client
base. You’ll get a sense of what works best for you over time. But for now, pick a
number on the lower end of the scale.
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Step 4: Identify your target fee
For our purposes, let’s say that the total expenses associated with your internship equal
$6000 (operating expenses + wages + taxes) per month.
Let’s also say you want to work 15 hours/week or 60 hours/month.
Your target fee = expenses/client hour = $6000/60 = $100
This means you have to charge a minimum of $100 per client hour in order to make
your monthly income goal. If you decide that you want to offer a sliding scale, the perhour-average of all of your fees combined will still need to be $100 to meet your
financial target.
Take a moment now to do these calculations for yourself:
1. Total Expenses

________________ + _____________ + _____________ = _____________
Operating Expenses + Wages/Salaries + Estimated Taxes = Total Expenses
2. Target Fee

______________________ / ______________________ = _____________
Total Expenses per Month / Total Client Hours per Month = target fee

Congratulations! You now have a target fee! You can stop here and do a happy dance!

*Bonus
You will not always have the same number of clients per week. I’ve found that
there can be as much as a 25% drop in client hours during peak client vacation
times. So you may want to round your target fee up a little to or do the
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calculation with slightly less than your ideal number of client hours per week to
account for this.
Let's return to our previous example. If we started with a goal of 15 client hours
per week and assumed a 20% absence rate, then we would base the fee on an
average of 12 client hours/week. This would give you a sense of how much
cushion to build into your fee. For example:
Your target fee = expenses/client hours = $6000/48 = $125
In this example, if you are not yet comfortable charging that fee, then you will
need to increase the number of client hours you’re willing to work (to 18-20
hours) so that the practice can tolerate a lower fee. Conversely, you could
supplement your income from other sources.

The Inner Work of Fee Setting
Once you’ve established your target fee, you’re on to the second crucial question:
Can you confidently ask for that fee?
If so, great! Go forth, and prosper!
If not, let’s spend some time understanding why it’s hard for you to imagine asking for
that fee.
Many of you will say, “I’m not ready to ask for that fee.” You’ll have responses like:
“That’s greedy!”
“I didn’t get in it for the money!”
“My services aren’t worth that much… I’m only an intern…”
Others of you will have political or ethical reasons for not asking for that fee:
“I want to offer a sliding scale.”
“That’s greedy!”
“I want to have a financially accessible practice.”
“I don’t want to turn people away for lack of funds.”
For most of us, our responses are a blend of the two. It is normal for an intern (and
budding entrepreneur) to struggle with issues around money and fee setting. We can
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anticipate feeling some discomfort as we navigate this territory. Think of it as a sort of
rite of passage as you move towards eventually owning your own practice. It is possible
to address these issues and still land on a fee or fee range that feels right to you. You
will learn how to claim your worth, and establish fee guidelines that honor your values
while taking care of your financial needs.
Before we close, I’d like to say a little bit more about fees and structuring your
internship.
1) Make sure you talk with your supervisor up front about fees. You want a
supervisor who is going to be supportive and work with you to make sure the
practice is supporting you to meet your financial needs. For some supervisors,
this is also a learning curve. So be gentle! It can be quite rewarding to be on
this learning journey together when you allow yourselves to be in it together.
If your supervisor is uncomfortable with the fees that you need to set, is unable to
talk about money and fee-setting, or insists on only sending you low fee referrals,
it’s time to have a conversation to make sure your needs and values are aligned.
If possible, take the time to try and really understand what’s driving your
supervisor’s reluctance to engage about fees, while also bringing as much clarity
and honesty about your own needs as possible. It could just be a sign that you
are at a learning edge together.
However, if, after some effort, you’re still unable to engage, you may need
additional support. Remember, as an intern, you simply cannot afford to avoid
conversations about money and fees. So, get additional consultation if you need
to.
2) Fee setting is a part of the clinical process! Embrace the opportunity to talk with
your clients and prospective clients about money. There is so much you can
learn about your clients (and yourself) through the fee setting and fee renegotiation processes.
Make it your business to really excel at these conversations from both a clinical
and business perspective.
Check in with your supervisor about how they navigate fees, and make fee
setting and money management a regular part of your supervisory conversations.
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3) Your money stuff is going to get activated! That’s totally normal. Think of this as
an opportunity to deepen your relationship with money, and go on what Bari
Tessler calls a “money-healing journey”. It’s not enough to develop the practical
skills of accounting, advertising or whatever you’re learning in the realm of
business management. You also have to do the inner work. That means healing
your relationship with money, looking at places where you don’t feel deserving or
worthy, and taking the risk to play bigger than you have up until now. It can feel
like jumping off a cliff, but sometimes it takes that to see just how high you can
fly!

So what’s next?
Well… as I’ve said, I think fee setting is the #1 place that interns get turned around in
the private practice internship. But the #2 place is marketing.
We just had a whole conversation about how much money your internship needs to
generate in order to pay you well. Now, you and your supervisor actually have to get
the clients in the door who are going to make that possible!
So I’d like to invite you to join me for the upcoming workshop, “Marketing 101 for Private
Practice Interns”, where you’ll begin learning how to attract clients and build a thriving
private practice internship so you can make a living while making an impact!
You’ll walk away with…
§

clarity about your vision for your internship,

§

a marketing plan template that’s guaranteed to get your phone ringing and

§

clear next steps to begin generating referrals so your community is working with
you to build a practice that reflects your values

You’ve worked so hard to be able to serve your community, and do work that you love.
Creating a private practice internship that takes care of you while you’re taking care of
your clients is a profound act of self-care, and you deserve it!
I invite you to sign up at www.successfulintern.com and begin learning how to create a
private practice internship that thrives!
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Sonya Brewer, MA, is a body-centered, relational psychotherapist in Albany, CA,
where she specializes in creative life and relationship design for “out the box”
thinkers (and “feelers”). She loves helping quirky people find their creative voice
and express their unique ways of being so that they can feel more alive, connected
and authentic in their lives and relationships, while also bringing their gifts to the
world. Before becoming a therapist, Sonya spent over a decade in business
development and marketing in finance and technology companies, and considers
herself a “marketing geek”. Sonya also brings a wide breadth of experience including in-depth
training in somatic psychology at the California Institute for Integral Studies, training in relational
psychotherapy at the Women’s Therapy Center, and extensive training in trauma recovery
through Generative Somatics and Somatic Experiencing. Sonya’s work is also deeply
influenced by training and experience in bodywork, dance, and mindfulness meditation. To learn
more, visit www.sonyabrewer.com.
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