The AAMFT Wins Inclusion of MFTs in Military Health System
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On October 28, President Bush signed a new law adding MFTs to the list of professionals specifically authorized to provide mental health services to military personnel and families through Department of Defense health care programs. The AAMFT fought hard to include language in the Fiscal 2005 National Defense Authorization Act (H.R. 4200) recognizing the profession and is thrilled with this additional step towards parity for marriage and family therapists. The new law will take effect immediately and allows MFTs to participate as employees and contractors in military treatment facilities.

This victory resulted from a combination of advocacy by MFTs serving in the military, AAMFT staff, and AAMFT division leaders. The initiative started with a bang when division leaders converged on Capitol Hill during the Spring 2004 Leadership Conference requesting congressional support for the issue. MFTs in the military system played a more targeted roll by contacting key legislators to explain the nuances and real life implications of our provision. These members provided many examples of how MFTs have been denied the right to apply for positions or be considered for promotions solely because of their professional identification. AAMFT staff supported these grassroots efforts through countless communications with key Members of Congress, Armed Services Committee staff, Department of Defense officials, and military organizations. 

The AAMFT also employed our political action committee (AAMFT-PAC) to advance the agenda, providing access to key members of the Armed Services Committees. Staff used events to communicate our issues directly with legislators and also support Members of Congress who were helping our cause.

To broaden our base of support, the AAMFT contacted important military organizations to elicit endorsements. The MFT provision received a significant boost when The Military Coalition (35 military personnel-related advocacy groups) endorsed it in a letter the TMC sent to Congress. A high-profile member of TMC, the National Military Families Association (NMFA), also sent a letter of support to Congress, highlighting our MFT provision as one of three health initiatives they strongly supported.

The coordinated activities of our advocates was effective within Congress. Senator Elizabeth Dole (R-NC) was the first to recognize the merits of our proposal and became our chief legislative champion in the Senate. She was joined by fellow Senate Armed Services Committee member Senator Lindsey Graham (R-SC), who became a proponent in the committee. When the Senate committee staff were preparing the bill language for the committee markup, both Senators urged inclusion of our provision. Their strong voices convinced committee leaders to include the language in S 2400 when it was introduced in the Senate and brought to committee. Further, the Senators’ actions gained the support of the Committee Chairman Senator John Warner (R-VA) and his staff.  The Senate Armed Services Committee reported out S 2400 with the MFT provision on May 11, and the full Senate passed the bill on June 23.
Despite parallel advocacy efforts in the House and Senate, the House Armed Services Committee was reluctant to include our provision in its legislation (HR 4200). Rep. Joe Wilson (R-SC) urged that the language be added to the authorization, but did not obtain committee support. However, House committee staff did indicate that they were not opposed to the issue and likely wouldn’t fight its inclusion in conference. On May 20, the House passed its version of the bill without the MFT language. Once both bills had been approved in their respective chambers, they were sent to conference for reconciliation. Conferees did not get named throughout the summer, although staff were engaging in discussions about the final legislation.  
Throughout the process, the AAMFT communicated with key legislators and staff. The Senate staff indicated that they had a mandate from their members to include the provision and indicated that they would fight to keep it in conference. On the House side, Rep. Gene Taylor (D-MS) expressed his support for the provision, adding his voice to Rep. Wilson’s. The House staff maintained a position of neutrality, but we were assured that there was no opposition. When the final conference report came out on October 8, 2004, the MFT provision had survived. The report was quickly cleared by both chambers on October 9, 2004, and was signed by the President.
With this law in place, all MFTs should have equal opportunities for employment and promotion within the Department of Defense. We encourage all MFTs to use this law vigorously to advocate for parity. Copies of the law, and related fact sheets, are available to members on the AAMFT website (www.aamft.org). Situations where MFTs continue to be denied positions or promotions because of their professional identity should be reported to the AAMFT’s legal and governmental affairs department (lga@aamft.org).
