
Don’t let Seniors lose access to Health Care
Please cosponsor the “Seniors Mental Health Access Improvement Act”,

Improving access to outpatient mental health treatment will help beneficiaries, save lives, and could save Medicare money.

Medicare beneficiaries have serious mental health challenges. The elderly experience mental 
disorders that are not part of normal aging including anxiety, severe cognitive impairment, and 
mood disorders. Unfortunately, Medicare beneficiaries don’t enjoy the same access to outpatient 
mental health professionals as those with private health insurance: Medicare does not reimburse 
Licensed Professional Counselors (LPCs) for the quality, cost-effective treatment that they provide.

There are more than 140,000 LPCs nationwide, licensed for independent practice. Licensed 
Professional Counselors are Master’s-degreed mental health professionals, meeting education, 
training, experience, examination, and ethical standards on par with those of providers already 
covered by Medicare. This is why Senators John Barrasso (R-WY) and Debbie Stabenow (D-MI) will 
introduce the “Seniors Mental Health Access Improvement Act of 2015”—which would establish 
Medicare coverage of LPCs.

Inadequate Access to Care
An estimated 37% of seniors display symptoms of depression in a primary care environment. As stated by the Institute 
of Medicine in a recent report, “[t]he burden of mental illness and substance use disorder in older adults in the United 
States borders on a crisis.” The report laments that there is a “conspicuous lack” of national attention to ensuring sufficient 
numbers of mental health service providers for the rapidly growing elderly population.

Mental health conditions in older Americans are associated with a wide range of negative effects, including increased 
functional disability, reduced physical health, increased mortality, higher rates of suicide, and high overall treatment 
costs. At least 5.6 million to 8 million older adults—or about 14% to 20% of the overall elderly population have one or 
more mental disorders. Depressive disorders and dementia- related symptoms are the most prevalent diagnoses.

In 2009 the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) estimated that covering LPCs under Medicare could cost $100 million 
over five years and $400 million over ten years. The Seniors Mental Health Improvement Act would pay LPCs only 75% 
of the psychologist’s rate for mental health services, thereby saving money when the lower cost provider is utilized. This 
legislation would not add a new Medicare mental health benefit, but would instead simply expand the pool of covered 
providers for medically necessary treatment.
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Comparable Training
Medicare covers mental health services when provided by psychiatrists, psychologists, mental health clinical nurse 
specialists, and clinical social workers. LPCs and Marriage and Family Therapists (MFTs) are not covered, despite the fact 
that both groups have education, training, and practice rights equivalent to or greater than existing covered providers. 
Both LPCs and MFTs are licensed for independent practice in all 50 states, and are covered by private sector health plans.
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