
POLICY PROPOSAL 

 MEDICARE REBATES FOR PSYCHOLOGY SERVICES VIA TELEHEALTH 

PROPOSAL 

 The National Rural Health Alliance is proposing that Medicare rebates be made available to

patients living in existing telehealth eligible areas1 for telehealth psychology services2 provided

under two existing programs:

o Access to Allied Psychological Services (ATAPS); and

o Better Access to Psychiatrists, Psychologists and General Practitioners through the

Medical Benefits Scheme (MBS) program.

 This proposal does not result in any changes to scope of practice for psychologists, occupational

therapists or social workers, or to existing referral and review processes under the ATAPS and

Better Health programs.

 This proposal is broadly in line with Mental Health Australia’s recommendations outlined in its

Blueprint for Action on Mental Health.

POTENTIAL COST OF PROPOSAL 

 To make MBS funded psychology services available to people in rural and remote Australia at

the same rate as in major cities, we estimate that the cost via telehealth would be:

o $38 million annually for people in rural areas, and

o $9 million annually for people in remote areas.

o Details on costing assumptions are outlined in Appendix A.

The cost of this proposal could be offset with savings resulting from lower use of Patient Assisted 
Travel Schemes (used to attend appointments for psychology services), and from de-listing other 
MBS items currently under review by the Medical Services Advisory Committee (MSAC). See here for 
the current list.  

The Alliance is keen to be called upon for assistance in further developing this proposal. See 
Appendix B for a list of Alliance Member Bodies. 

1
 Telehealth eligible areas are currently RRMA categories 3 to 7, but otherwise areas classified as outside major 

cities under the Australian Standard Geographical Classification 
2
 These are mental health services provided mainly by psychologists, with a relatively small number also provided 

by occupational therapists and social workers. 
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http://www.mbsonline.gov.au/internet/mbsonline/publishing.nsf/Content/111F2B7B1A055ECBCA257CD20004A3A6/$File/Telehealth%20Eligible%20Areas%20%28from%201%20January%202013%29.pdf
http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/mental-boimhc-ataps
http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/mental-ba
http://mhaustralia.org/submission/blueprint-action-mental-health
http://www.msac.gov.au/internet/msac/publishing.nsf/Content/reviews-lp
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RATIONALE FOR PROPOSAL   
 

 Medicare rebates are currently available for psychology services provided face-to-face to 

patients under the Access to Allied Psychological Services (ATAPS) and Better Access to 

Psychiatrists, Psychologists and General Practitioners through the Medical Benefits Scheme 

(MBS) programs.  

 

 Medicare rebates are not payable for psychology services provided via telehealth – that is, using 

telecommunications and/or information technology. 

 

 On average, people in rural and remote areas use Medicare-funded psychology services at 

substantially lower rates compared with people in urban areas.   

 

 Data show that the prevalence of mental disorders is comparable across urban and rural areas, 

but rates of self-harm and suicide increase substantially with remoteness. This suggests there is 

a need for better access to psychology services in rural and remote areas.  

 

 Psychiatry services provided by telehealth to patients in rural, regional and remote areas are 

eligible for Medicare rebates. 

 

 There is emerging Australian and international evidence to suggest that psychology services 

provided via telehealth are as effective as face-to-face treatment, and often preferred by 

patients.     

  

http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/mental-boimhc-ataps
http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/mental-ba
http://ruralhealth.org.au/sites/default/files/publications/fact-sheet-mental-health-2015.pdf
http://ruralhealth.org.au/sites/default/files/publications/fact-sheet-mental-health-2015.pdf
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/ajr.12155/abstract;jsessionid=AEBDBCAB274EFFEBC082C9AB7D4CE709.f02t04
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/ajr.12155/full
http://www.phcris.org.au/phplib/filedownload.php?file=/elib/lib/downloaded_files/publications/pdfs/phcris_pub_8403.pdf
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION  
 
Psychology, telehealth and the MBS  
 

 Psychology services provided under the ATAPS and the Better Access program attract a 

Medicare rebate. 

o Under ATAPS, patients are eligible for a maximum of 12 sessions per calendar year - six 

time-limited sessions with the option for a further six sessions following a mental health 

review by the referring GP. 

o Following the initial course of treatment (a maximum of six sessions), individuals can 

access a maximum of 10 allied mental health services through the Better Access 

program (this includes psychology and other allied health services). 

 These services only attract a Medicare rebate if they are provided face-to-face. 

Psychiatry, telehealth and the MBS 

 Several psychiatry services listed on the MBS attract a rebate when delivered via telehealth.  

o Key telepsychiatry MBS item numbers are 288, 353, 355, 356, 357, 358, 359, and 361. 

o Medicare designates specific telehealth eligible areas and patients are entitled to 

benefits as long as the provider and patient are more than 15 kilometres away from 

each other.  

 The Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists (RANZCP) believes that telehealth 

is a valuable means of improving access to psychiatry services in rural Australia. 

 RANZCP supports the ATAPS and Better Access programs. 

Burden of psychological disease in rural and remote Australia  
 

 The prevalence of people with a mental disorder and with high levels of psychological distress is 

similar in rural areas and major cities; around 20 per cent and 10 per cent respectively (see here 

and here for sources).  

 Rates of hospitalised intentional self-harm and suicide, however, increase with remoteness. 

o In 2010–11, rates of hospitalised intentional self-harm were 166 per 100,000 population 

in very remote areas, and 112 per 100,000 in major cities. 

o The rate of suicide is 66 per cent higher outside major cities than it is within them. 

 These data suggest there are still major mental health issues to be addressed in rural areas. 

Access to psychology services in rural and remote Australia 
  

 People in rural areas already have less access to primary care; for example, it is more difficult to 

see a GP. As a consequence, GP mental health encounters per 1,000 people decline from 668 in 

major cities to 241 in remote/very remote areas. 

 There is less access to specialised mental health care in rural areas. The number of psychiatrists, 

mental health nurses and psychologists in the better served regional areas is, respectively, 40 

per cent, 90 per cent and 60 per cent of that in major cities. The comparison is even poorer in 

outer regional and remote areas. 

http://www.mbsonline.gov.au/internet/mbsonline/publishing.nsf/Content/connectinghealthservices-eligible-geo
https://www.ranzcp.org/Files/Resources/Media_Centre/FINAL-RANZCP_Affordability-Mental-Health.aspx
http://www.adelaide.edu.au/phidu/maps-data/data/
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/4326.02007?OpenDocument
http://www.aihw.gov.au/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=60129544396
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/4102.0Main+Features30Mar+2011
https://mhsa.aihw.gov.au/home/
https://mhsa.aihw.gov.au/home/
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Medicare expenditure on mental health services across areas  
 

 The lack of access to care is reflected in Medicare data. When compared with major cities, per 

capita Medicare expenditure on psychologist based mental health services in inner regional, 

outer regional, remote and very remote areas are, respectively, 81 per cent, 43 per cent, 18 per 

cent and 9 per cent. Medicare mental health expenditure on GPs and psychiatrists also declines 

substantially with remoteness.  

Relative access to mental health services across regions  
 

 In 2008, the Mental Health Council of Australia (now Mental Health Australia) undertook an 

evaluation of the Better Access program. In its report, the Council calculated relative access 

ratios for specific MBS mental health item numbers (note item 2710 relates to GP care and 

80010 and 80110 to psychology care). The table below illustrates the variation in access to 

mental health care across urban, rural and remote areas.  

Table 1: MBS Items by RRMA for 2007-08. Services per thousand population and Access ratios 

 

Source:  

http://mhaustralia.org/sites/default/files/imported/component/rsfiles/publications/COAG_MBS_2nd_Report_Sept_2008.pdf 

 
 
  

https://mhsa.aihw.gov.au/home/
http://mhaustralia.org/sites/default/files/imported/component/rsfiles/publications/COAG_MBS_2nd_Report_Sept_2008.pdf
http://mhaustralia.org/sites/default/files/imported/component/rsfiles/publications/COAG_MBS_2nd_Report_Sept_2008.pdf
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APPENDIX A 
Proposal Costings 

 
 The total MBS expenditure on psychology services provided under Medicare in 2012-13 was 

$396 million (Table 2).3  

 MBS psychology expenditure is substantially lower in rural and remote areas (Table 2), with MBS 

funded psychologist expenditure in Inner regional, Outer regional, Remote and Very Remote 

areas being, respectively, 0.82, 0.45, 0.18 and 0.09 times that in Major Cities. 

 This situation appears to have changed little since 2007-08 (see Table 1). According to the 

analysis undertaken by the Mental Health Australia (MHA), there is a major disparity in 

utilisation of psychology services under Medicare across geographic regions. It shows that, on 

average, people in rural areas use Medicare-funded psychology services (analysis conducted on 

item numbers 80010 and 80110) at just over half the rate of people in urban areas (access ratio 

of 0.60 where 1.00 is access in urban areas). In remote areas, on average, people use Medicare-

funded psychology services at about one seventh the rate of people in urban areas (access ratio 

0.15). MHA attributes this major disparity to the maldistribution of the mental health workforce.  

Table 2: MBS mental health expenditure on clinical psychologists, other psychologists, 
occupational therapists and social workers, 2012-13 

 Major Cities Inner Regional 
Outer 

Regional Remote Very Remote Australia 

Population (2013) 16,319,144  4,217,079  2,066,961  322,749  209,348   23,135,281  

Percentage of Australian 
population 70.5% 18.2% 8.9% 1.4% 0.9% 100.0% 

Per capita expenditure   $21.26   $17.49   $9.48   $3.88   $1.85   

Access disparity ratio 1.00 0.82 0.45 0.18 0.09  

Expected MBS expenditure 

$308,490,720 $82 483 557 $41,346,135 $6,470,471 $3,967,316 
$442,758,199 

 

Actual MBS expenditure 

$308,490,720 $67,875,168 $18,438,354 $1,180,596 $345,855 $396,330,693 

Rural/remote shortfall $0 

-$14,608,389 -$22,907,781 -$5,289,875 -$3,621,461 -$46,427,506 

Note: Expected MBS expenditure is calculated as the expenditure in each region, had the per capita MBS expenditure in each of the areas been 
the same as in Major Cities.   
Source: MBS data: NRHA derived from http://mhsa.aihw.gov.au/resources/expenditure/. Population data: 3218.0 Regional Population Growth, 
Australia http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/3218.02012-13 

 

 Costing assumptions include: 

o Medicare rebates for telehealth delivery of psychology services are the same as those 

for face-to-face delivery; 

o the uptake of telehealth delivery of psychology services in rural and remote areas is the 

same as the current shortfall in MBS funded psychological services;  

o the burden of psychological disorders is equal in metropolitan and non-metropolitan 

areas; and 

o the proportion of people living in rural and remote areas remains relatively stable. 

                                                        
3
 Of this amount, $377 million related to psychologists, and $20 million related to other allied health professionals 

(predominantly occupational therapists and social workers). 

http://mhsa.aihw.gov.au/resources/expenditure/
http://mhsa.aihw.gov.au/resources/expenditure/
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/3218.02012-13
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   APPENDIX B 

Member Bodies of the National Rural Health Alliance       

ACEM (RRRC) Australasian College of Emergency Medicine (Rural, Regional and Remote 
Committee) 

ACHSM Australasian College of Health Service Management 

ACM (RRAC) Australian College of Midwives (Rural and Remote Advisory Committee) 

ACN (RNMCI) Australian College of Nursing (Rural Nursing and Midwifery Community of Interest) 

ACRRM Australian College of Rural and Remote Medicine 

AGPN Australian General Practice Network 

AHHA Australian Healthcare and Hospitals Association 

AHPARR Allied Health Professions Australia Rural and Remote 

AIDA Australian Indigenous Doctors’ Association 

ANMF Australian Nursing and Midwifery Federation (rural members) 

APA (RMN) Australian Physiotherapy Association Rural Member Network 

APS Australian Paediatric Society 

APS (RRPIG) Australian Psychological Society (Rural and Remote Psychology Interest Group)   

ARHEN Australian Rural Health Education Network Limited 

CAA (RRG) Council of Ambulance Authorities (Rural and Remote Group) 

CRANAplus CRANAplus – the professional body for all remote health  

CWAA Country Women’s Association of Australia 

ESSA (NRRC) Exercise and Sports Science Australia (National Rural and Remote Committee) 

FRAME Federation of Rural Australian Medical Educators 

FS Frontier Services of the Uniting Church in Australia 

HCRRA Health Consumers of Rural and Remote Australia 

IAHA Indigenous Allied Health Australia 

ICPA Isolated Children’s Parents’ Association  

NACCHO  National Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisation  

NRF of RACGP  National Rural Faculty of the Royal Australian College of General Practitioners  

NRHSN National Rural Health Students’ Network 

PA (RRSIG) Paramedics Australasia (Rural and Remote Special Interest Group 

PSA (RSIG) Rural Special Interest Group of the Pharmaceutical Society of Australia 

RDAA Rural Doctors Association of Australia 

RDN of ADA Rural Dentists’ Network of the Australian Dental Association 

RFDS Royal Flying Doctor Service 

RHWA Rural Health Workforce Australia 

RIHG of CAA Rural Indigenous and Health-interest Group of the Chiropractors’ Association of 
Australia 

ROG of OAA Rural Optometry Group of the Australian Optometrists Association 

RPA Rural Pharmacists Australia 

SARRAH Services for Australian Rural and Remote Allied Health 

SPA (RRMC) Speech Pathology Australia (Rural and Remote Member Community) 

 


