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Bipartisan Senators Urge Department of Defense to Implement the SERVE Act

WASHINGTON, D.C. (March 27, 2023) - Last week, nine Senators, led by Senators Jeanne
Shaheen (D-NH) and Thom Tillis (R-NC), sent a congressional letter to the Department of
Defense (DOD) again urging them to implement the SERVE Act (S.194/H.R.2767), which
passed in 2021. The SERVE Act was signed into law as part of the Fiscal Year 2022 National
Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) to expand access to eating disorders care for military family
members over 20 years old and improve eating disorder identification and treatment for
servicemembers. To the detriment of military families and U.S. military readiness, the DOD has
neglected to implement the SERVE Act for the past 16 months.

Servicemembers and their families are disproportionately affected by eating disorders,* with the
Defense Health Agency revealing significant impacts on active-duty servicewomen’s readiness
and health.? Military spouses and children also suffer from eating disorder symptoms at rates
three times higher than their civilian counterparts.® According to the DOD, 19,468 dependents
were diagnosed with an eating disorder from FY 2014 through FY 2018.% Meanwhile, eating
disorders carry the second highest mortality rate of any psychiatric condition,® with suicide
occurring 23 times more often among individuals with eating disorders.®

Despite these disturbing rates, the DOD has still not implemented the law to cover residential
eating disorders care for adult active-duty dependents between the ages of 21 and 64 years old.
"It is our understanding that residential treatment for eating disorders is a generally accepted
medical standard of evidence-based care effective in weight restoration and reduction of
disordered behaviors for adult patients,” said Senator Shaheen (D-NH). "Thus, congressional
intent with the SERVE Act was to address this gap in coverage and to provide comprehensive
care equivalent to what is provided for civilians. We have requested the DOD to provide clinical
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justification or further information on why the DOD has made the decision to not cover services
provided at residential treatment centers no later than April 21, 2023.”

“Unfortunately, our brave servicemembers and their families suffer from eating disorders at an
alarmingly high rate,” said Senator Tillis (R-NC). “That is why | was proud to lead the passage
of the SERVE Act as part of the NDAA, which expands access to eating disorder care for our
military families. However, the DOD is failing to implement the law as Congress intended. My
colleagues and I will not stop until the DOD expands and builds infrastructure to identify, treat,
and rehabilitate servicemembers and military families affected by eating disorders.”

“Throughout my deployment overseas, | was constantly being punished for my eating disorder
and mental health concerns,” said Athena McDowall, EDC Ambassador and former
servicemember of the New Jersey Army National Guard. “My mental health was not the true
concern and that was made abundantly clear to me from the very beginning. | was told that
eating disorders in the military were not common, which was the reason for my delay in
treatment, but upon admission to a treatment program | realized that was not true. | met several
members of the military who were also suffering from eating disorders. This was one of the only
eating disorder treatment programs that accepted Tricare as a form of insurance, so many of us
had nowhere else to go. It is time that those in leadership positions in the military take notice of
the struggles that their soldiers are going through, especially when it comes to eating disorders.
Whether or not they want to admit it, eating disorders are extremely prevalent in military
communities.”

“We can’t wait any longer,” said Jillian Lampert, PhD, RD, LD, MPH, FAED, EDC Board
Member and Chief Officer of Accanto Health. “The SERVE Act is federal law. Each day the
law is not implemented, servicemembers and their dependents are denied access to eating
disorders treatment— treatment they’re supposed to receive under law. These illnesses have the
second highest mortality rate of all mental health diagnoses — there is no more time to wait. We
thank all the Senators who have signed onto this letter to ensure those fighting to protect our
nation are treated with the utmost care and respect they deserve.”

The EDC is hopeful that the DOD will swiftly act to implement the SERVE Act that was passed
by Congress and signed by President Biden.



