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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Issue One:  While 48 States Have a Distinct License for 
Marriage and Family Therapy, Most States Regulate the 
Profession Through Umbrella Boards

Forty-eight states regulate the practice of Marriage and Family 
Therapy with a specific Marriage and Family Therapy license.  Thirty-
one states license Marriage and Family Therapists (MFTs) through an 
umbrella board, 3 states license MFTs through a state agency, 1 state 
licenses MFTs through a licensing agency, and 13 have stand-alone 
boards.  Two states, West Virginia and Montana, do not have licensure 
boards for MFTs.  However, individuals in West Virginia and Montana 
who want to practice Marriage and Family Therapy can be licensed as 
counselors and/or social workers.  Four of West Virginia’s neighboring 
states license MFTs through an umbrella board. All 48 states that license 
MFTs require a master’s degree for licensure.  Thirty-two of these states 
require the degree to be from a Commission of Accreditation of Marriage 
and Family Therapy Education (COAMFTE) accredited program.  There 
are no COAMFTE accredited programs in West Virginia.  Other education 
requirements for licensure as an MFT are generally similar.  

Like many other aspects of MFT licensure, licensure fees for 
MFTs vary significantly.  Initial licensure fees range from a low of $25 
in Nebraska to a high $775 plus a $100 application fee in Alaska.  The 
majority of states license MFTs for two year periods.  The national 
average licensure renewal fee is $194 for a two year license.  Most MFTs 
in West Virginia are licensed as licensed professional counselors through 
the Board of Examiners in Counseling; the licensure renewal fee is $150 
for a two year license.  

According to the neighboring states, creation of an umbrella 
licensing board for MFTs, Professional Counselors, and Social Workers 
will result in lower licensing fees for licensees.  The average licensure 
renewal fee for stand alone MFT licensure boards is $226 for a 2 year 
license while the national average for umbrella boards is $172.  The 
average licensure renewal for three-profession boards is $125.

Forty-eight states regulate the practice 
of Marriage and Family Therapy with a 
specific Marriage and Family Therapy 
license.  Thirty-one states license 
Marriage and Family Therapists 
(MFTs) through an umbrella board. 

According to the neighboring states, 
creation of an umbrella licensing 
board for MFTs, Professional 
Counselors, and Social Workers will 
result in lower licensing fees for 
licensees. 
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OBJECTIVE, SCOPE & METHODOLOGY

Objective

 The objective of this report is to compare how all 50 states license 
Marriage and Family Therapists and to answer questions posed by the 
Legislature involving the creation of a single licensure board to license 
Marriage and Family Therapists, counselors, and social workers.

Scope

 The scope of this report is FY 2006 to present.  

Methodology

 The Legislative Auditor gathered and reviewed information from 
Marriage and Family Therapists licensure boards in all 50 states as well 
as national associations.  This information included year-end reports, 
state code citations, information listed on licensure board websites, and 
take phone calls to individual states. 
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ISSUE 1

While 48 States Have a Distinct License for Marriage 
and Family Therapy, Most States Regulate the Profession 
Through Umbrella Boards.

Issue Summary

 Forty-eight states regulate the practice of Marriage and Family 
Therapy with a specific Marriage and Family Therapy license.  Thirty-
one states license Marriage and Family Therapists (MFTs) through an 
umbrella board, 3 states license MFTs through a state agency, 1 state 
licenses MFTs through a licensing agency, and 13 have stand-alone boards.  
There appears to be no clear consensus on the structure of these boards or 
requirements for licensure and licensing fees.  However, there are some 
areas in which states generally agree.  Every state requires a Master’s 
degree for licensure and 41 states require the applicant to pass the MFT 
national exam approved by the American Association for Marriage and 
Family Therapy.  Neighboring states have reported that the creation of 
umbrella licensing boards has resulted in lower licensure fees.  

Table 1
Number of States Using Each Type of Licensing Structure for MFTs
Licensing Structure Number of States Using Licensing Structure

Umbrella Board 31
Stand Alone Board 13
Licensed Through Existing State Agency 4
No Licensure Board for MFTs* 2
*West Virginia and Montana do not have a separate license for MFTs; however, MFTs can be licensed by other 
licensure boards.  In both states, most MFTs are licensed as counselors or social workers.

Source: PERD review of state licensure board’s websites.

House Bill 4146 Would Have Created a Licensure Board 
for Marriage and Family Therapists

 During the 2008 legislative session House Bill 4146 was 
introduced.  The bill sought to create a separate licensure board for the 
practice of Marriage and Family Therapy.  The bill did not pass.  Currently, 
most Marriage and Family Therapists are licensed by the West Virginia 
Board of Examiners in Counseling as counselors or by the West Virginia 
Board of Social Work Examiners as social workers.  While discussing 
the bill, the House Committee on Government Organization learned 
that a number of states have a single umbrella board that regulates the 

Most Marriage and Family Therapists 
are licensed by the West Virginia 
Board of Examiners in Counseling 
as counselors or by the West Virginia 
Board of Social Work Examiners as 
social workers.



pg.  12    |    West Virginia Legislative Auditor

Marriage and Family  Therapy 

practices of counseling, social work, and Marriage and Family Therapy.  
The committee requested that PERD conduct a survey of how these three 
professions are regulated in other states, especially the neighboring states.  
The survey was to include information on licensing standards and include 
the following:

1. Board Structure
2. Educational requirements for licensure
3. Categories of licensure
4. Licensing fees

Additionally, the committee wanted PERD to attempt to determine if 
placing all three professions under a single licensure board would generate 
a cost-savings to licensees.  

Forty-Eight States and the District of Columbia Have a 
Separate License for Marriage and Family Therapists 

 In 2007, there were a total 51,106 licensed MFTs in the United 
States. Nationally, these numbers ranged from a high of 28,228 licensed 
MFTs in California to a low of 7 in Delaware.  There were also 103,865 
licensed professional counselors and 156,512 licensed social workers 
within the United States in 2007.  As of 2006, there are 18 individuals 
in the West Virginia Association of Marriage and Family Therapy, 16 of 
whom are licensed in a related field and are allowed to practice Marriage 
and Family Therapy either as licensed professional counselors or social 
workers.  Currently, 48 states have a licensure board regulating the 
practice of Marriage and Family Therapy.  The District of Columbia also 
has a licensure board in existence regulating MFTs.  Thirty-one states 
have umbrella boards that license MFTs with other professions, such as 
social workers or a type of counseling profession.  Table 2 illustrates the 
number of professions licensed through umbrella boards.

Table 2
Number of Professions Licensed Through Umbrella Boards

5 Professional 
Licenses

4 Professional 
Licenses

3 Professional 
Licenses

2 Professional 
Licenses

Number of States 2 7 13 9

Source: State licensing board websites for various states.

48 states have a licensure board 
regulating the practice of Marriage 
and Family Therapy.  
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MFTs and Counselors Are Most Often Combined Through 
Umbrella Boards

 The professions licensed by umbrella boards vary, but MFTs are 
most commonly licensed with counselors.  The following professions are 
licensed along with MFTs in umbrella boards in various combinations: 

•	 Social Workers
•	 Psychologists
•	 Psychotherapists
•	 Educational Psychologists
•	 Psychiatrists
•	 Art Therapists
•	 Various Counseling Professions

o	 Counselors
o	 Substance Abuse Counselors
o	 Mental Health Counselors
o	 Rehabilitation Counselors
o	 Clinical Counselors
o	 Pastoral Counselors

Figure 1 shows some of the combinations of professions that are 
combined with MFTs.  Ten state umbrella boards combine MFTs with a 
type of counseling profession, while two state umbrella boards combines 
MFTs and only social workers.  Eleven state umbrella boards license 
MFTs, social workers, and counselors.  Although all 31 umbrella boards 
have a combination consisting of MFTs with either counseling professions 
or social workers, more umbrella boards combine MFTs with counseling 
professions than social workers. 

Although all 31 umbrella boards have 
a combination consisting of MFTs 
with either counseling professions or 
social workers, more umbrella boards 
combine MFTs with counseling pro-
fessions than social workers. 
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Umbrella Boards Are More Widely Used for MFT Licensure 
Than Stand-Alone Boards

Thirty-one states license MFTs through an umbrella board, 3 
states license MFTs through a state agency, 1 state licenses MFTs through 
a licensing agency, and 13 have a stand-alone board for MFTs.  Two 
states, West Virginia and Montana, do not have licensure boards for 
MFTs.  However, individuals in West Virginia and Montana who want 
to practice Marriage and Family Therapy can be licensed as counselors 
and/or social workers.  Four of the five neighboring states license MFTs 
through an umbrella board.  Kentucky has a stand-alone licensing board 
for MFTs.  Appendix A contains a state by state chart detailing the type of 
licensure board used by each state as well as the board structure of each 
state’s Marriage and Family Therapy licensure board. Table 3 details 
board structure for neighboring states.

Four of the five neighboring states 
license MFTs through an umbrella 
board.
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Table 3
Board Structure With Number of Licensees In West Virginia and Neighboring States

State Professions
Licensed

Board 
Structure

Total 
MFTs

Total 
Counselors

Total 
Social 

Workers

Substance 
Abuse 

Counselors

Kentucky MFT
Stand-alone: 6 
MFTs and 1 lay 
person

440

Maryland

MFT,
Counseling,
Drug and 
Alcohol 
Abuse 
Counseling

Umbrella board, 
9 members: 5 
counselors, 1 
MFT, 1 drug 
and alcohol 
abuse counselor, 
and 2 lay 
persons

231 2,845 2,036

Ohio
MFT, 
Counseling, 
Social Work

Umbrella board, 
15 members:  
4 from each 
profession and 3 
lay persons

190 3,594 5,178

Pennsylvania
MFT, 
Counseling, 
Social Work

Umbrella board, 
13 members: 5 
social workers, 
2 lay persons, 
2 MFTs, 2 
counselors, 
1 more MFT 
or counselor, 
and the 
Commissioner 
of Professional 
and 
Occupational 
Affairs

986 3,396 3,642

Virginia

MFT, 
Counseling, 
Substance 
Abuse 
Professionals

Umbrella board, 
14 members: 
2 laypersons, 
8 counselors, 
2 MFTs, and 2 
substance abuse 
professionals

805 2,781 1,716

West 
Virginia*

Licensed 
Professional 
Counselor

Stand Alone 
Board 1,024

*Most MFTs in West Virginia are licensed by the Board of Examiners in Counseling as Licensed Professional Counselors.
Source: National associations and state licensing board websites for various states.
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All States Require a Master’s Degree for MFT Licensure 
While Other Education Requirements Vary

 The American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy 
(AAMFT) has established the Commission of Accreditation of Marriage 
and Family Therapy Education (COAMFTE).  The COAMFTE is 
recognized by the US Department of Education as the accrediting agency 
for training programs in Marriage and Family Therapy at the master’s, 
doctoral, and post graduate levels.  All 48 states that license MFTs require 
a master’s degree for licensure.  

 There are no COAMFTE accredited programs in West Virginia.  
Four of the five neighboring states have at least two COAMFTE accredited 
programs, while Maryland has one COAMFTE accredited program.  

 All 48 states require individuals to pass an exam for licensure as 
MFTs.  Thirty-eight states and the District of Columbia require this exam 
to be the MFT National Exam approved by the AAMFT.  Seven other 
states create and administer their own exams.  Two states do not specify 
which exam is used.  North Dakota has yet to determine which exam it 
will use.  

 As part of the training program to become a licensed MFT, 
practicum time is also required.  The amount of hours spent in practicum 
differs from state to state ranging from 300-900 hours.  The consensus 
among West Virginia’s neighboring states appears to be 300 hours of 
practicum; only Virginia requires more at 600 hours.

 The number of direct client contact hours required for licensure 
also varies from state to state.  Some states require 1,000 hours of direct 
client contact while Kansas and Utah require 4,000 hours.  Among West 
Virginia’s neighboring states, Kentucky, Maryland, and Ohio require 
1,000 hours of direct client hours.  Pennsylvania requires 1,800 hours 
while Virginia requires 2,000.  Appendix A contains a state by state 
comparison of licensure requirements.

 Continuing education is also a requirement for renewal of 
a Marriage and Family Therapy license.  Kentucky requires 15 hours 
of continuing education per year; 3 of these hours must be in ethics.  
Maryland requires 40 hours of continuing education every 2 years while 
Ohio and Pennsylvania require 30 hours each year with a minimum 
of 2 and 3 hours in ethics, respectively.  Virginia requires 20 hours of 
continuing education each year for licensure renewal.  Table 4 illustrates 
the educational requirements for licensure in the neighboring states.

There are no COAMFTE accredited 
programs in West Virginia.  

The consensus among West Virginia’s 
neighboring states appears to be 300 
hours of practicum; only Virginia 
requires more at 600 hours.
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Table 4
Education and Continuing Education Requirements in Neighboring States

State Education Practicum 
Hours

Direct 
Client 
Hours

Continuing Education Exam

Kentucky
COAMFTE 
Master’s or 
equivalent

300 1,000 15 hours per year, 3 
must be in ethics

MFT 
national 
exam

Maryland

MFT Master’s 
or equivalent 
from an 
accredited 
university

300 1,000 40 units per 2 year 
renewal period

MFT 
national 
exam

Ohio

MFT Master’s 
degree or 
related 
Master’s 
with required 
coursework

300 1,000
30 hours per 2 year 
period, 3 hours must be 
in ethics

MFT 
national 
exam

Pennsylvania
COAMFTE 
Master’s or 
equivalent

300 1,800
30 hours per 2 year 
period, 3 hours must be 
in ethics

MFT 
national 
exam

Virginia
COAMFTE 
or CACREP 
Master’s or 
equivalent

600
2,000 
hours with 
4,000 hours 
experience

20 hours pear year, 2 
hours must be in ethics, 
standards of practice, or 
laws

Board 
approved 
exam

Source: National associations, code citations and state licensing board websites for all neighboring states.

Licensure Fees for MFTs Vary Greatly From State to 
State 

Like many other aspects of MFT licensure, licensure fees for 
MFTs vary significantly.  Initial licensure fees range from a low of $25 
in Nebraska to a high $775 plus a $100 application fee in Alaska.  The 
majority of states license MFTs for two-year periods.  The national 
average licensure renewal fee is $194 for a two-year license.

Among neighboring states, initial licensure fees are $150 in 
Kentucky, $60 in Ohio, and $45 in Pennsylvania.  The initial licensure fee 
in Maryland is $225 and licensure renewal is $200.  In Virginia, licensure 
as a MFT is $140 and renewal is $105.  Licensees are required to renew 
their licenses every year in Kentucky and Virginia while renewal is 
required every two years in Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Ohio. Appendix 
A contains a state by state comparison of licensure fees and categories 

The majority of states license MFTs 
for two-year periods.  The national 
average licensure renewal fee is $194 
for a 2 year license.
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of licensure while Table 5 contains this information for the neighboring 
states.

Table 5
MFT Categories of Licensure and Licensure Fees in West Virginia and Neighboring States*

State Categories of 
Licensure

Initial 
Licensure 

Fee
Licensure Renewal Fee

Kentucky MFT
MFT Associate $150 $110 per year

Maryland MFT $225 $200 for 2 years

Ohio 
1) Independent MFT
2) MFT
3) MFT Temporary

1) $75
2) $60
3) $25

1) $75
2) $60
3) $25

For 2 years
Pennsylvania LMFT $45 $45 for 2 years
Virginia MFT $140 $105 per year

West Virginia
Licensed 
Professional 
Counselor

$120 $150 for 2 years

*Most MFTs in West Virginia are licensed as licensed professional counselors by the Board of Examiners in Counseling.

Source: State licensing board websites and code citations for all neighboring states.

Categories of Licensure Are Generally the Same

 Categories of Marriage and Family Therapy licensure are generally 
similar.  The most common categories appear to be Licensed MFT 
(LFMT), or MFT, and Associate MFT.  Kentucky licenses both MFTs and 
MFT associates.  Maryland and Virginia only have MFT as a category of 
licensure while Ohio has three categories: Independent MFT, MFT, and 
Temporary MFT.  Pennsylvania has LMFT as a category of licensure.  In 
Kentucky, Associate MFTs are required to be monitored by a Marriage 
and Family Therapy supervisor until they have earned enough hours to 
meet qualifications as licensed MFTs.  As defined by Ohio statute, an 
Independent MFT may work without supervision.  A temporary Marriage 
and Family Therapy license is generally awarded to individuals who meet 
all other requirements for licensure as an Independent MFT except that 
the individual is waiting for the next opportunity to take an examination 
required by the Board.  

The most common categories appear 
to be Licensed MFT (LFMT), or MFT, 
and Associate MFT.  
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The Majority of Neighboring States Umbrella Boards Have 
Lower Licensing Fees Than the National Umbrella Board 
Average

 PERD staff contacted the executive directors of umbrella boards 
of neighboring states to discuss issues involving the regulation of multiple 
professions.  Directors in the neighboring states feel that the creation 
of the umbrella board has been cost-effective.  They note that money is 
saved by having one director on salary instead of several.  It also costs 
less to pay for the operational expenses of one office as opposed to 
several.  Neighboring states say the umbrella board has resulted in lower 
licensure fees.  Lower fees were attributed to the fact that an umbrella 
board typically has a larger group of licensees while having a smaller 
number of employees than a stand-alone board.  An official from Ohio 
stated that his state “has enough social workers that they primarily pay 
for the board.”  In addition, fees in Ohio have not risen since the 1980’s.

 Nationally, MFT licensure fees are usually lower when licensed 
by an umbrella board as opposed to a stand alone board.   There are some 
exceptions to this rule; average licensure renewal fees for boards who 
license five professions and state agencies are higher than the stand alone 
board average.  The average licensure renewal fee for stand alone MFT 
licensure boards is $226 for a 2 year license while the national average 
for umbrella boards is $172.  The average licensure renewal for three 
profession boards is $125.  Table 6 illustrates the average licensure fees 
for MFT’s based upon the number of professions licensed by the board. 

Table 6
Average MFT Licensure Fees Based on a Two-year Licensure Period*

Number of Professions Licensed Average Initial Licensure 
Fee

Average Licensure Renewal 
Fee

Stand Alone $246 $226
State Licensing Agency or State Agency $238 $266
5 Professions $290 $245
4 Professions $202 $176
3 Professions $153 $125
2 Professions $241 $221
National Umbrella Average $199 $172
West Virginia Counselor License $120 $150
*The majority of states license MFTs every two years.  To make data comparable for determining an average fee, the fees for 
states that license MFTs annually were doubled.

Source: PERD review and calculations of state licensing website data.

Directors in the neighboring states 
feel that the creation of the umbrella 
board has been cost-effective. 

Neighboring states say the umbrella 
board has resulted in lower licensure 
fees.
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 PERD staff was also informed that the regulation of multiple 
professions may create new administrative or regulatory challenges.  
One state expressed that occasionally the numerous groups want to 
take the board in differing directions and although rare, infighting does 
occur.  Maryland noted that some groups are more prone to complaints 
than others.  The Maryland umbrella board receives approximately 
40 complaints per year and over half come from a single profession.  
Investigation and review of this profession can become time-consuming 
for the board and may not be cost-effective as members of the board who 
are not members of the profession are required to attend meetings. 

North Dakota Has Considered But Has Yet to Create an 
Umbrella Board to License MFTs, Professional Counselors, 
and Social Workers

 North Dakota conducted a study on the feasibility and desirability 
of establishing an umbrella board for MFTs, counselors, and social workers 
in 2005.  The Budget Committee on Health Care received testimony from 
members of the professions who opposed consolidation.  It was noted that 
a consolidated board could result in one profession subsidizing the cost 
of another profession and that representatives of the existing boards are 
only familiar with their own laws, rules, and regulations.  The committee 
made no recommendation relating to the desirability or feasibility of 
creating the board.  The North Dakota Legislature later created a stand-
alone board to license MFTs in 2006.  Before the creation of the stand-
alone board, MFTs were licensed along with counselors as professional 
counselors.

Conclusion

 While there is no clear consensus on licensure requirements and 
board structure of umbrella boards there is a majority opinion on some 
issues.  Thirty-one states that license MFTs do so through an umbrella 
board while another 4 states use an existing state agency to license MFTs.  
All 48 states who license MFTs require a Master’s degree for licensure.  
Two-thirds (32) of all states require the Master’s degree to be from a 
COAMFTE accredited program.  Thirty-eight states require individuals 
to pass the MFT national exam approved by the AAMFT.  Seventeen 
states, including four neighboring states, require 300 hours of practicum.  
Four neighboring states require 1,000 hours of direct client contact for 

PERD staff was also informed that 
the regulation of multiple professions 
may create new administrative or 
regulatory challenges. 

 

A consolidated board could result in 
one profession subsidizing the cost of 
another profession.
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licensure.  The national average initial licensure fee for MFTs licensed 
through umbrella boards is $199 and the average for licensure renewal 
is $172.  According to the neighboring states, creation of an umbrella 
licensing board for MFTs, Professional Counselors, and Social Workers 
will result in lower licensing fees for licensees; based upon national 
averages, this appears to be a correct assessment. 
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Appendix A:      State Board Structure, Licensing Fees, & Educational Requirements 
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