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We’re all aware of how the down economy has adversely affected both individuals with mental illness and the organizations that serve them. Behavioral healthcare organizations, even when the economy is doing well, sometimes struggle with budgeting issues; the recent recession has only made obtaining funds and budgeting that much more problematic.

Whether from state governments dramatically cutting appropriations for behavioral healthcare or from county mental health boards changing allocations from Medicaid matching funds, many organizations are having to deal with shrinking budgets. If your organization is facing this issue, there's no need to panic, though, because you can manage with a reduced budget as long as you accurately assess your revenues and expenses, the efficiency of your programs, and how your funding board can help.

Begin by comparing the revenues you expect to receive with the expenses you expect to incur, down to a departmental level or even further down to the product line level. Don't forget to include an appropriate proportion of the organization's overhead in each analysis.

Soon it will become apparent which departments are among the less productive, and for them you'll need to determine the smallest number of personnel necessary to meet the revenue you expect. Naturally, it might at first seem like the time to cut excess staff, but you have to remember that staff members who work with clients are the ones who generate revenue, and, more importantly, help fulfill your organization's mission. 

You might next think of reducing the number of administrative or support personnel, yet that decision must be weighed against maintaining enough staff to keep up with the extensive regulatory requirements and other administrative functions. 

There are many elements in the equation to balance, one of the most important being making the most of the revenue you already have. Self-paying clients may be a hidden source of revenue, for example, if you work with them to assure they pay their bills promptly. 

Staff members, too, can tighten their belts by sticking to their schedules during their work with clients so that private insurance and Medicare reimburse in a more timely manner. Just that small measure will not only keep costs down, but it will also make sure the most clients possible will receive treatment.

 

Another element to figure into the equation is the revenue to be gained when you turn to your county mental health board or other funding source. You could, for instance, try to renegotiate contracts or ask for assistance when your organization experiences financial loss due to providing services to individuals with Medicare. The board may ask you to consider making more serious cutbacks or to consolidate services with another agency. 

The key, then, to making do with the budget you are given, is to make accurate assessments of how your programs have fared and to help the board make informed decisions by communicating your assessments to them. 

