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Abstract

An abstract of up to 300 words should include these headings: (1) Scientific
Background (2) Objectives (3) Methodology (4) Findings (5) Conclusions (6) Policy
Implications / recommendations

Scientific background: Neuropsychological assessment (NPA) is a valuable tool that
provides unique information about diagnosis and prognosis of individuals with various
disorders, such as traumatic brain injury, degenerative disease, or stroke. The Israeli
National Health Insurance Law covers NPA, yet awareness of NPA is low.

Objectives: We aimed to identify barriers to NPA referral within the Israeli healthcare
system by investigating physicians’ and neuropsychologists’ knowledge of NPA referral
procedures; by recording true referral rates; and by exploring referral policies.
Methodology: Collection of data from 274 physicians and 279 neuropsychologists, from
Health Plans (HP) and The National Institute for the Rehabilitation of the Brain Injured,
and from interviews with decision makers.

Findings: Most physicians had heard of NPA before, but did not know how to refer
patients to NPA. Most practicing neuropsychologists conducted NPA, yet they
conducted few NPAs through the HP and were unfamiliar with referral procedures. In
2018, Maccabi and Clalit funded 412 NPAs. Two NPAs at the National Institute for the
Rehabilitation of the Brain Injured received HP funding over a 10-year period.
Interviews with decision makers demonstrated that referral eligibility and procedures
were open to interpretation, and they depended too heavily on the personal
characteristics of the individual in charge of approving NPA rather than on patient
needs.

Conclusions: Physicians and neuropsychologists are not familiar enough with referral
procedures through the HP. For the HPs to provide good neuropsychological services,
they must clarify referral procedures to relevant professionals.

Policy Implications and Recommendation: HPs should clarify their referral procedures
and distribute them to all relevant physicians and psychologists; the HPs should offer
internship programs in rehabilitation psychology; neuropsychologists should work more
closely with physicians within the public healthcare system; the training of physicians in
relevant fields should introduce them to neuropsychology in general and to NPA in
particular.
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Executive Summary- English 'n p'n

(1) Scientific background: Neuropsychological assessment (NPA) is a valuable tool

that provides unique information about diagnosis and prognosis of individuals with
various disorders, such as traumatic brain injury, degenerative disease, stroke, or
post-traumatic stress disorder. The Israeli National Health Insurance Law covers
NPA, yet individuals rarely receive such services through the Israeli healthcare
system. We examined barriers to public funding of NPA in Israel.

For medical doctors to refer patients to NPA, they should acknowledge the
need to measure neuropsychological difficulties as well as the need to go beyond
cognitive screening. Consider for example the case of brief cognitive screening.
Although brief screening tools are very common in the evaluation of dementia,
many general practitioners lack training and confidence in dementia diagnosis, and
have little time for using such tools during their consultations. An examination of
medical records in general practice found documentation of formal cognitive
screening in less than one percent of the files of patients 75 years old or older [']. In
addition, in 22% of memory clinic patients, clinicians changed their initial diagnosis
following NPA [?], suggesting that screening cannot replace further NPA. These
findings demonstrate the usefulness of NPA. It is also possible that physicians refer
few patients to NPA, since they are dissatisfied with such services, yet
dissatisfaction with NPA applies to logistical issues, such as time turnaround and
length of reports rather than to NPA conclusions. We thus assume that under-
referral does not reflect physicians’ resentment but their lack of familiarity with NPA.

Another possible barrier to NPA referral can relate to the practice of
neuropsychology within the Israeli healthcare system. In many countries,
neuropsychologists focus primarily on the administration of NPA, while Israeli
practitioners are more involved in case management, vocational counseling, and
rehabilitation psychotherapy. This focus is rooted in the development of the
profession in Israel as well as in its current practice. Moreover, in other countries,
the most frequently endorsed NPA referral question is the determination of
diagnosis, while this is not necessarily the case in Israel. A recent analysis of the
practice of neuropsychology in the US found that 63% of practitioners worked within
an integrated team that included physicians, nurses, or other professionals [3].
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These teams worked in tandem to diagnose physical and psychological health
problems, to plan and provide treatment, and to evaluate whether treatment is
effective. Such teams are hard to find in Israel.

(2) Objectives: The overarching aim of the current project was to identify barriers to
NPA referral within the Israeli healthcare system and to offer means to overcome
these barriers. We set out to investigate physicians’ and neuropsychologists’
knowledge and views of NPA referral; to describe true referral rates; and to explore
policies concerning NPA referral by interviewing decision makers.

(3) Methodology: We used (1) a survey of 274 neurologists, psychiatrists,

geriatricians, and family physicians concerning familiarity with NPA [¥]; (2) a survey
of 279 neuropsychologists; (3) data from Kupot Holim and The National Institute for
the Rehabilitation of the Brain Injured regarding true referral numbers; (4) interviews
with decision makers.

(4) Eindings: Approximately 80% of participating Israeli physicians reported that
they had heard of NPA before, but only 25% knew how to refer patients to NPA.
Familiarity was greater among neurologists than among family doctors [*]. Overall,
68% of practicing neuropsychologists reported that they conducted NPA, with a
smaller proportion of experts (56%) doing so than interns (88%). However, 70% of
practitioners performed no more than 10 NPAs per year, compared to more than 10
NPAs a month in other countries. The most common purpose of NPA was to
provide treatment recommendations rather than to establish a diagnosis, and
respondents listed indications for NPA that matched indications for
neuropsychological rehabilitation. Two thirds of practicing neuropsychologists
reported that none of the NPAs that they performed received HP funding, and most
practitioners were unfamiliar with referral procedures. Data from Maccabi and Clalit
showed that in 2018, only 412 NPAs received funding across disease types. In one
of these services, only 31 individuals with a diagnosis of dementia received NPA
over a 10-year period, and similar low numbers characterized other diagnoses as
well. Data from The National Institute for the Rehabilitation of the Brain Injured
showed that only two NPAs received healthcare funding over a period of 10 years.
Interviews with decision makers demonstrated that referral eligibility and procedures

were open to interpretation, and they depended too heavily on the personal
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characteristics of the individual in charge of approving NPA rather than on patient
needs.

(5) Conclusions: Physicians have little practical understanding of how to refer
patients to NPA; Neuropsychologists conduct too few NPAs that are funded by the
healthcare system and are also unfamiliar with referral procedures. To make sure
physicians and neuropsychologists offer effective neuropsychological services that
will receive funding as the law intended, they should work together in integrated
care teams within the public healthcare system. Such teams will also shorten the
evaluation process and the ensuing reports [3], thus leading to lower costs and
making it feasible for practitioners to conduct NPA under funding restrictions. In
order for the healthcare system to provide good neuropsychological services, the
added value of NPA in the diagnosis and treatment process must be acknowledged.

(6) Policy Implications and Recommendation: We recommend the Ministry of Health

and the Kupot Holim clarify their referral procedures and distribute them to all
relevant physicians and psychologists. In addition, the public health care system
should offer internship programs in rehabilitation psychology. Neuropsychologists
should work more closely with physicians within the public healthcare system, and
the training of physicians in relevant fields should introduce them to
neuropsychology in general and to NPA in particular.
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