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NASW receives numerous telephone
calls from co-workers and family members
seeking assistance with the estate of a
clinical social worker in solo or group
practice who has died or become
disabled. In many situations, death and
disability occur unexpectedly; therefore,
it is important for clinical social workers
to prepare their private practice for such
circumstances by preparing a professional
will. Doing so allows for a smooth
transition of services for patients during
a difficult period and provides important
guidance for the person designated to
close the practice and resolve paperwork.

Although you may not like to think about
death, it is important for clinical social workers
to consider provisions for their practice in the
event of their death. Preparation of your
practice for your death is the best practice to
allow for a continuum of services. A
recommended list of options includes, but is
not limited to, the following:

• Seek legal counsel and discuss options
for the estate of your practice with an
attorney skilled and experienced in

mental health law. It’s important to meet
with an attorney to ensure that your
professional will meets statutes and
regulations in your jurisdiction and is
consistent with provisions you may have
in your personal will.

• To assume the role of professional
executor of your professional will, select
an appropriate colleague, family
member, or any other person of your
choice familiar with the practice of social
work. This person will be responsible for
closing your practice as you outline in
your professional will. It is also helpful to
designate a second person in the event
your first choice is not available to help
at the time of your disability or death.
Review your wishes and plans by
meeting with your chosen executor
and backup designee. This helps to
prepare them for their role as executor
of your professional will in the event of
your disability or death; and it provides
you with an opportunity to answer
questions they may have about your
practice and requests.

• Inform your executor and back-up
designee how they may obtain a copy
of your professional will in the event of
your death.
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• Include a brief statement on your informed
consent which informs patient that in the
event of disability or your death, you have
designated a professional executor who will
be given access to their records and may
contact them directly to inform them of your
disability or death, how to access their
records, and to refer them to other services 
if needed. 

• Provide a written list of colleagues, family
members, or others who may be able to help
with the closing or selling of your practice.

• Provide information on where to locate keys
to the office door, file cabinets, and other
important items that may be locked.

• Provide access information to computers,
security doors, telephones, voicemails, and
other items that may require a name and
passcode. Instruct your executor to leave a
brief message about the closing of your
practice on your office’s voicemail and
email for several months. 

• Identify the location of your policy manual
and review it with your executor.

• Maintain a list of your professional email
address(es), telephone number(s), website
address(es), social media accounts, and
web server.

• Identify any storage facilities including
clouds where you have stored patient
information and where your paper and/or
electronic backup files are located.

• List your professional liability insurance
company, policy and telephone numbers,
email address, and location of policy.
Instruct your executor to acquire Extended
Reporting Period coverage for the closing
practice to provide coverage after your
death. This coverage is essential because it
protects your estate from future malpractice
suits that may quality for coverage. 

• Make available a list of all third-party
payers with whom you are a provider.
Provide their contract and contact
information to the executor who should
inform them of your death.

• Provide access to your billing and financial
records. This may help to facilitate
submission of outstanding claims.

• Inform the executor how to access your
current and past records of patients and
their contact information. Make sure your
records are up to date. 

• Identify the physical or digital location of your
appointment book, calendar, or daily planner.

• Make a list of referrals for patients to receive
on-going services in the event you are
unable to continue providing services.

• Identify secure storage place for your
patients’ records after your death.
Confidentiality of records should be
protected even after your death and no one
may be privy to the contents.

• Include instructions about how all business-
related expenses are to be paid including
the executor of the professional will.

• Provide the names and contact information
for the utility companies and the landlord.

• Update your professional will as changes
are made in your practice. 

A professional will provides others with basic
guidance for taking care of the unfinished business
of a solo or group practice. It also helps patients
to have continuity of care, protects confidential
records, and ensures that the practice continues to
meet professional standards until it is closed or sold.

Resources
The following resources are available to assist
you in preparing a professional will. Because
state statutes and regulations vary per state, it is
best to consult with an attorney when preparing
your professional will. 

• American Psychological Association. (n.d.).
Sample professional will. Retrieved from:
www.apapracticecentral.org/business/
management/sample-professional-will.pdf 

• American Psychological Association. (n.d.).
Information for professional executor: files,
passwords, and contacts list. Retrieved from:
www.apapracticecentral.org/business/
management/files-passwords-contacts.pdf 

• Coleman. 2009. When a clinical social
worker in solo or group practice dies in solo
or group practice. Retrieved from:
www.socialworkers.org/practice/practice_
tools/when_a_clinical_social_worker_dies.asp

• NASW. 2012. Retiring? tips for closing your
practice. Retrieved from: http://careers.
socialworkers.org/documents/Retiringa
PrivatePractice.pdf 

• Pope, Kenneth & Vasquez, Melba. (n.d.).
Therapist’s guide for preparing a professional
will. Retrieved from: www.kspope.com/
therapistas/will.php 

• Zur Institute. (n.d.). Professional will: what is
it and how to write it course (CE). Retrieved
from: www.zurinstitute.com/wills_clinical
update.html 
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SPS MEMBER BENEFITS
IT’S A NEW YEAR WITH NEW

NASW Specialty Practice Sections (SPS)

SocialWorkers.org/Sections
800.742.4089

What SPS members are saying about Sections…

“Joining a Section allows different social workers from all over the world to have a voice in 

shaping the social work profession. Each of us knows their own perspective and practice but by

becoming part of a section one is able to get more input from a greater number of people. 

This helps us develop a more comprehensive Social Work profession.”

– Dr. Janice Hawkins, SPS Member

START YOUR YEAR OFF RIGHT
WITH SPS – JOIN ONLINE TODAY AT
SOCIALWORKERS.ORG/SECTIONS
or call 202.408.8600 ext. 499.*

*You must be a current NASW member to join a Specialty Practice Section.

SPECIALTY PRACTICE SECTIONS
•Administration/Supervision
•Aging
•Alcohol, Tobacco & Other Drugs
•Child Welfare
•Children, Adolescents & Young Adults
• Health

•Mental Health
•Private Practice
• School Social Work
•Social and Economic Justice

& Peace
•Social Work & the Courts

Two New SPS Webinars
(12 Total) 
• Earn 14 total CE Contact Hours

SPS e-Alerts 
• Bi-monthly, timely practice-

specific updates per Section

SPS Twitter Chats
• Navigating Your Career 

February 16, 2017
1-2PM (EST) 
with Duane Breijak
#NASWMichigan

NEW SPECIALTY PRACTICE 
SECTIONS MEMBER BENEFITS




