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Introduction

The field of massage and bodywork therapies (hereafter referred to as massage therapy) has grown tremendously over the past 30 years. While impressive in its scale, this rapid phase of development has occurred without the guidance of a strategic plan. As a result, there is little consistency to be found across the domains of massage therapy education, practice and regulation. This phenomenon was addressed in a white paper published by this author in February 2008 entitled, On Becoming a Profession: the Challenges and Choices that will Determine Our Future.1 One of the sections in this document examined the functions of mandatory state licensure and voluntary national certification, and how the structure of the massage field has had these critical components reversed from the model typically found in mature professions. 


Every profession is made up of a common matrix of organizational entities, along with the credentialed "professionals" who provide services to the consuming public.2 Much like organ systems in the body, each entity provides a specific function. Their behavior, both individually and in relationship to its fellow organizations, determines the balance and well-being of the whole. This matrix typically includes:
· 
a professional membership association (we have two national associations in our field with ABMP and AMTA)

· 
a single accrediting commission that oversees all educational institutions in the profession (we have seven different accrediting agencies overseeing fewer than 50% of massage schools)
· 
an organization that brings together the state boards that regulate that profession   (we have the Federation of State Massage Therapy Boards)
· 
an independent council that represents the educational institutions (we have the Alliance for Massage Therapy Education)
· 
a research institute, which may be independent or may be housed within another entity (we have the Massage Therapy Foundation, which is administratively independent, but shares office space and an Executive Director with AMTA)
· 
one or more national entities that provide accredited certification programs in specialized areas of practice (this component is missing in our field)

While progress has been made in moving the field of massage therapy towards status as a bona fide profession, a number of key obstacles remain. Chief among these is confusion around the function and purpose of national certification as it is currently offered by the National Certification Board for Therapeutic Massage & Bodywork (NCBTMB), and the lack of specialty certification programs.


The Alliance Board of Directors has chosen to put forth this position paper to offer a vision for the optimal role of national certification in our field. It is based on perspectives gathered from the education community, conversations with other stakeholder leaders, and a careful analysis of the structure of well-established professions. The recommendations at the end of this document are given in the spirit of providing NCBTMB with the greatest opportunity to achieve long-term success. This is to be measured not only by its own bottom line and sphere of influence, but how the field overall is served and advanced by its activities. 
Historical Perspective

The entity that came to be known as NCBTMB began with conversations in the mid-eighties among a group of massage educators about the need for a national massage credential. At the time, licensure existed in just ten states and there was little public acknowledgment of the value of massage therapy outside of the alternative sector. The diligent efforts of a group of leaders in the field (originally funded by seed money from AMTA) led to the first national certification examination that was given in January 1992 as part of a voluntary credentialing program. 

NCBTMB grew steadily over the years, in large measure because its certification exam was incorporated into many of the new state massage licensing laws that were being enacted. This occurred because of the movement away from state-based testing – given the expense and legal exposure of operating those programs. Since it was the only national-level competency assessment instrument available at the time that met psychometric standards, NCB's exam was adopted as the "right tool for the job". 

During the early years of national certification, it was widely believed that this credential would give massage therapists greater recognition, respect and professional mobility. There was also a vocal minority of practitioners and educators who were wary of this project; they warned that standardization of the field would compromise the uniqueness and holistic nature of massage therapy. As it has turned out, the national certification exam did not create professional mobility for massage therapists. The lack of "portability" has resulted from a strategy of pursuing new licensure laws on a state-by-state basis over the past 20 years without the guidance of a model practice act to create parity among these regulations. This has occurred through efforts funded primarily by AMTA, which allowed state chapters to make autonomous decisions about the content and structure of their own legislation. What NCBTMB gained through this process was a disproportionate amount of power and influence, as its exam became the de facto "gatekeeper" for entry into the field in most jurisdictions.

The Federation of State Massage Therapy Boards (FSMTB) emerged in 2005 with the support of an initial grant from ABMP. This brought the regulatory community together for the first time, under a unified organizational model that is well-established in other regulated professions where mandatory licensure is the first step for all practitioners – not certification. FSMTB decided to purse the development of its own licensing exam for use by its Member Boards after efforts to work with NCBTMB on shared control of its certification exam failed. This was deemed necessary because state agencies had come to recognize that they had delegated a legislatively-mandated function to a private certification organization over which they had no supervision or control. That structure may have been deeply entrenched, but it was no longer acceptable. 


In pursuit of a new solution, FSMTB partnered with Pearson VUE, the largest testing company in the world. Just two years later, the Massage and Bodywork Licensing Examination (MBLEx) was launched. It should be noted that the development of this exam was cited by the Association of Test Publishers in 2008 as an example of best practices in the psychometrics industry.

The Changing Landscape

FSMTB set out to promote its new licensing exam while understaffed and deep in debt. NCBTMB responded with an expensive and relentless armada of advertising to convince schools and practitioners that national certification was the superior credential. It also conducted an aggressive lobbying campaign in an attempt to prevent state boards from adopting the MBLEx. This included filing suit against the Florida Board of Massage Therapy for its decision to shift to the MBLEx as the single exam solution.


In spite of a herculean effort by NCBTMB to maintain its dominant share of the testing market, the MBLEx has become the exam of choice for more than 80% of the graduates coming out of massage therapy schools today. Given the modest promotional activity of FSMTB, this has been an unlikely success story. The rapid rise in use of the MBLEx – and a corresponding decrease in the number of massage school graduates taking NCBTMB's certification exams – speaks to the fact that we finally have the appropriate testing instrument on the landscape for mandatory state licensure.


This point of view has been affirmed by ABMP and AMTA (which together represent more than 130,000 members) as they have both recommended the MBLEx as the single exam for entry-level credentialing in massage therapy field. The Alliance for Massage Therapy Education has also endorsed the MBLEx as the preferred solution. Marketing matters not; the scales have tipped in favor of FSMTB's exam program because the functional needs of our field have changed. For all intents and purposes, this contest is over.

A New Structure for National Certification

With state massage regulation now the rule rather than the exception, national certification at the entry level has been rendered unnecessary and redundant as a first credentialing step. To advance the field of massage therapy towards full professional status, NCBTMB must relinquish the task of entry-level credentialing to state licensing boards via the MBLEx. In place of its existing program, NCBTMB has an excellent opportunity to upgrade and repurpose what has been called "national certification" to a graduate-level credential. Decoupling certification from licensure would bring NCBTMB back to its original mission as the provider of a truly voluntary program that allows experienced practitioners to distinguish themselves through testing and demonstration of continued competence. That's what certification was designed for.

Our field would benefit significantly from having a "generalist" credential that is available to massage therapists who have achieved a designated level of professional experience and continuing education beyond their foundational training. Since the starting point for practitioners in our field is relatively low, it is misleading to use the term "advanced" to describe this status. The only common use of that term in the realm of health care is in advanced practice nursing, where there are national credentialing boards for training programs at the post-baccalaureate level for nurse anesthetists, nurse midwives, clinical nurse specialists and family nurse practitioners.


As a next-step career marker beyond massage therapy licensure at the entry level, the designation "nationally certified" is the most appropriate term. Adopting this structure will bring massage therapy into greater congruence with other regulated professions, and will allow NCBTMB to offer a viable program that meets actual needs of our field. Needless to say, there will be details to work out around transitioning NCB's current body of certificants to an upgraded program with a similar professional designation. That will be part of a transition process.
Certification in Advanced Practice: Not What the Doctor Ordered

From our perspective, NCBTMB is seriously off-course with the new program it has under development, called the National Certification for Advanced Practice (NCAP). In the massage therapy field, it is not possible to build a meaningful post-graduate credential and exam on top of entry-level standards that remain so inconsistent and ill-defined. As well, many of the claims being made by NCBTMB about this new credential lack credibility. According to the promotional information,3 NCAP will:

· 
give advanced therapists heightened earning power and rewarding positions with  high-level employers

· 
take the entire profession to a new level within the medical community
· 
open up new opportunities for therapists in conventional, integrative and clinical healthcare settings

· 
allow massage therapists to function as an integral part of modern healthcare teams
· 
bring schools and continuing education providers more enrollments and higher profits

· 
transform the profession

To its credit, NCBTMB is conducting the development of this new advanced exam in accordance with recognized psychometric standards. The organization has an advisory panel of industry representatives and has just completed a job task analysis. However, these procedural steps do not ensure that the NCAP can or will actually bring these stated benefits to individuals and institutions within our field. Nor is there any evidence that such a credential would be taken seriously by the medical community. It is frustrating to see so much effort being directed to the wrong solution. 


Simply put, NCBTMB would better serve the needs of our field by taking the resources of its current certification program, combining them with the groundwork that has been laid for the NCAP, and producing a next-generation National Certification program in a reasonable amount of time. Such a strategy will help NCBTMB rebuild its financial base as well as its reputation, and it will give this credential a strong reason for continued existence. The NCAP should be quietly put out to pasture.

Specialty Certification: The Next Frontier

Once established, this "next-generation" National Certification program will provide a solid platform for the development of specialty certification programs. As noted above, this is a primary component found in the structure of most other professions. While some massage therapists maintain their practices in a generalist model over time, most go on to take additional training beyond the entry level to specialize. This is part of a natural progression of career development. As a first phase, we recommend that NCBTMB pursues the establishment of 4-6 specialty certification programs in well-defined areas of practice. Rather than organizing these programs around a single trademarked modality or narrow areas of application, these programs should encompass domains that are broad enough to include larger numbers of practitioners. 


Examples of these specialized domains could include: clinical massage therapy; performance-based massage therapy; asian bodywork therapies; spa and wellness-based massage therapy; and body-mind integrative approaches. This is an exciting area for future discussion and collaboration – and one that is needed for massage therapy to become a profession. For now, though, the work must focus on stabilizing and strengthening the foundation level. 


In order to build a sustainable structure, the leadership of NCBTMB must be willing to let go of a difficult and unproductive status quo and chart a new course. The Alliance offers the following proposal for the good of NCB's certificants, the field as a whole, and all people who are served by massage therapy:
A Three-Step Plan for the Reorganization of NCBTMB

and the Advancement of the Field

Step 1: 

NCBTMB declares its intention to relinquish the function of testing for entry-level licensure. 

It immediately ceases administration of its National Examination for State Licensure, and will phase out administration of its two current certification examinations over a four-year period: the National Certification Examination for Therapeutic Massage & Bodywork, and the National Certification Examination for Therapeutic Massage. NCBTMB will retain ownership of all examination resources. States that have these exams listed exclusively in their statues and/or rules will have this time in which to seek amendments to adopt the Massage & Bodywork Licensing Examination as the single exam standard.

Step 2: 

NCBTMB declares a four-year period for transition of the existing entry-level certification to a "next-generation" National Certification credential at the graduate level. The organization redirects its financial and human resources to pursue the development of this new certification program, and uses its experience with National Commission for Certifying Agencies to get it accredited. By the end of this transition period, NCBTMB will terminate administration of its two entry-level examinations, but will retain ownership of all test-related resources.

Opportunities are created for both current and past certificants to "move up" to this new level of national certification. There will be a new examination for this credential, along with new eligibility criteria which would include a specified minimum number of hours of practice as well as continuing education. 

Step 3:

NCBTMB sunsets its Approved Continuing Education Provider program within a two-year period. It its place, it will utilize the new national continuing education approval program  that will be housed and administered by FSMTB (under development), as the method of quality assurance for courses that certificants take to demonstrate continued competence in the field. This approach will meet the criteria of the NCCA Standards of Accreditation.

The current CE approval system is split among NCBTMB, and individual approval processes administered by 8-10 different state massage boards. This system is highly inefficient and forces CE providers to go through multiple approvals to offer workshops around the country.
Rationale

There are compelling reasons for NCBTMB to adopt this plan and move in this direction:

· A single entry-level licensure exam administered by just one organization will be a boon to the efforts to increase inter-state portability for massage therapists.

· A single-source exam will make it easier and more effective for massage schools to help their students prepare for the testing and licensing processes.

· NCBTMB will be able to stop the financial losses resulting from its flagging certification program, and from the costly efforts to retain its share of the entry-level testing market.

· It will give NCBTMB the time and resources needed to elevate its national certification program to a more meaningful and useful configuration. 
· State Boards (through their membership in FSMTB) will gain control over the process for approving continuing education providers and courses. This is necessary to create a unified CE standard for license renewal that can be applied in every jurisdiction, thus benefitting therapists, providers and CE sponsors – as well as the public. 

· In time, the massage therapy field will gain specialty certification – one of the missing components needed to become a full-fledged profession.
· Finally, NCBTMB can establish a new and unique position for itself in the overall structure of the massage therapy field, and emerge as a leaner, more focused and more cooperative player.
Notes
(1) 
This white paper may be accessed from: 


http://www.massage.net/articles/pdfs/Rosen_On-Becoming-a-Profession.pdf
(2)
From an article entitled "The Structure of a Profession" by Rick Rosen in the December 2009 issue of Massage Today, accessed from: http://www.massage.net/articles/pdfs/Rosen_Structure-of-Profession.pdf
(3)
From an NCBTMB press release dated October 8, 2010, accessed from: 


http://www.ncbtmb.org/pdf/press_releases/08oct_10_NCAP.pdf
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