988 National Suicide Prevention Lifeline
Jeanne Blake: Congressman, thank for joining me today. Your work on the 988 Lifeline grew out of your experience
struggling with post-traumatic stress following four tours of duty in Iraq. Now, your work on mental health is broader than
the 988 Lifeline. Tell us how that idea emerged.
Congressman Seth Moulton: Well Jeanne, I made the difficult, some would say politically reckless decision, a few years ago
to share my story about dealing with post-traumatic stress and the fact that I had gotten help for it. It was like my big
skeleton in the closet, the one thing I didn't want to share. But I decided that's not leadership. And when I looked at the
young marines I served with, younger than me, who were starting to share their stories and the impact it was having on
other Marines, who then were inspired to get help themselves, I decided it's time for me to step up. And so I very publicly
shared the story for the very first time of dealing with post-traumatic stress and getting help for it. But when I shared my
story, rather than ending my career, which I thought might happen, it launched me on a crusade. And in conjunction with
that, I released a three-point mental health plan. The first part of that plan was to establish a nationwide three-digit
hotline, because too many people die every single year by suicide because they just don't know where to get help.
Jeanne: Why do you think people are so hesitant to talk about mental health?
Congressman Moulton: It doesn't make any sense. There's no reason to be ashamed to get help for this part of your body
and not any other part of your body. But that's just the way it is. And it's going to take some work to change that stigma.
Even for myself, it took me a long time to come to terms with the fact that I had post-traumatic stress. I didn't have an
annual mental health checkup like I have an annual physical. That’s not part of our health care system. It's not something
that we talk about. If were limping around people would have no problem coming up to me and saying, hey Seth, sprain
your ankle or something? And yet, we don't feel comfortable talking about mental health. Imagine if I said right after this
interview, I'm going for my annual physical. You’d say so what? But if I said I'm going to talk to my therapist a lot of
Americans would say, oh, my gosh, what's wrong?
Jeanne: I'd say good for you!
Congressman Moulton: Well, you're unusual. But we want to make that more common. We want every American to think
like you do, Jeanne. To say, good for you for going and taking care of your mental health, just like you might say good for
you for taking care of your physical health.
Jeanne: Do you remember your most challenging day with PTS?
Congressman Moulton: Yeah. I have a couple of memories in particular: waking up in the middle of night thinking I was
getting shot. I had bad dreams, night sweats, difficulty with relationships. And it was in talking with a professional
psychologist who I met through a social event, that I realized I should get help, too. He said, why don't you just go talk to
someone? I decided I'll give that a shot. Now just to share my experience -- the first two people I talked with really didn't
click with me. It took me a little while to find a therapist I could work with. But, I finally did. I had a conversation with her
just about every week for a long time. And I still talk to her maybe once a month to check in because I think it's healthy to
do so. The bottom line is that it was hard for me to get over the hump and decide to get treatment for this. But it's really
made a difference in my life – it’s helped me tremendously.

Jeanne: You've said that had you not received treatment from a mental health provider you may not be a member of
Congress today.
Congressman Moulton: Well, I don't know for sure. But dealing with my post-traumatic stress has unquestionably made
me a better person, a better dad, a better husband, a better member of Congress. And before, I had trouble even
acknowledging that I had an issue. I didn't know I could so easily talk to someone and that those conversations would help
me work through the effects that I felt from post-traumatic stress. It’s really opened my eyes to the value of mental health
treatment. I want every American who has mental health issues to get help.
Jeanne: And you're aware that you're saying this when there's a dearth of mental health providers. I'm an honorary
trustee at McLean Hospital. We know there are long waiting lists. And so your encouragement for people to seek mental
health treatment meets with that reality, which underscores the importance of the 988 Lifeline even more.
Congressman Moulton: That's absolutely right. And there are a lot of shortages in healthcare, unfortunately, across the
board. In mental health care, they're often acute. But the job of the healthcare system is to triage who needs help most
urgently. And if half the Americans who have a mental health issue aren't even trying to get help, then the system is
unable to help them appropriately. And that's what we have to change. In the long run, my hope is that we'll also be able
to change the shortage of clinicians. We need more great Americans to go into mental health care, and we need to better
incentivize those positions. There's a lot of health care policy wrapped up in this, too. But the worst tragedy would be to
let that be an excuse for not allowing so many Americans to get the help that they deserve.
Jeanne: You mentioned that treatment you receive from the psychologist has made you a better parent. I imagine that you
and your wife Liz are raising your daughters, especially Emmy who's old enough to verbalize emotions, that being able to
talk openly about emotions is a healthy thing to do. How you do that, as a mom and dad with a four-year-old and your
youngest one, too. Children from birth feel that sense of connection and that safe space to express themselves. How do
you do that?
Congressman Moulton: I'm not here to be a model for the perfect dad, I certainly try to be, but I wouldn't tell you that I
always succeed. One thing therapy has done for me is it's helped me just open up about my emotions — just share, to talk
about this stuff. One of the things we hope to come out of this discussion about 988 is more people will simply talk about
mental health at home. When I grew up – it's nothing against my parents but just the society we grew up in – you didn't
talk about mental health. There was a stigma even against sharing your emotions in a public way. And I've found
tremendous benefit, both as a parent, as a father, as a husband, and even professionally, just to be open about emotions -to be willing to talk to someone say, you know, you seem kind of sad today. Is there anything wrong? Sometimes people
don't want to talk about it, that's fine. But to simply offer that opportunity, that space to be willing to listen to emotions is
really important. And I do think it's especially important for kids.
Jeanne: You said it was imperative that you spoke up because it's true leadership. Some of the greatest leaders in the
world talk about the importance of demonstrating that vulnerability, and creating a space where people can, and more
today than ever. The APA reported in March, if I recall correctly, 87% of working Americans are feeling significant distress.
And so, to create an environment that's productive and creative, where people are feeling fulfilled, that sense of
vulnerability goes a long way. And it's interesting that you're talking about that, and especially modeling that for your girls.
Congressman Moulton: It’s something I'm still learning. And I want to emphasize that this wasn't some idea that came to
me through divine inspiration, or something. This was something I saw in some of the young marines I served with. They
really set the example for me. I can't imagine another organization on earth that's more tough and unemotional than the
United States Marine Corps. And yet, it was extraordinary when these great Americans I served with – these heroes, these
warfighters opened up and shared their emotions. And some of them actually started doing it while we were still in Iraq. I
remember being in a tent one night out in the western desert and some of the young Marines just started talking about
how they were feeling about everything that was going on in this horrible war. And it was extraordinary to hear that. It was
uncommon, but it really made a difference. And what we realized very quickly is that all of us from very different
backgrounds thrown together in this war in Iraq had a lot of similar emotions. And it just meant so much to me to just
know that geez these 18-year-olds are thinking the same thing. They're feeling the same way. And, of course in a difficult
circumstance like that it means a lot.

Jeanne: As I've talked with folks at SAMHSA, the CDC, and other agencies about our program, The Pandemic and Kids'
Mental Health, people ask whether we will add interviews about other topics, because right now it's around the
experiences and the pandemic and the lingering effects kids will carry for years. And as our advisor Dr. Paul Rauch says, we
have to make sure we allow children to continue to process the pandemic experience at every developmental stage. So, as
you launch 988 I'm sure you are looking around the world children are growing up in today. The stress is significant and
they need resources and opportunities to talk. And it's a confluence of stressors creating this current increasing mental
health crisis in children. You have two beautiful little girls. Any parent is concerned about the stressors their kids are facing
and will face. Kids mention gun violence and climate change as sources of uncertainty and anxiety.
Congressman Moulton: I have two central thoughts, Jeanne, that might seem a bit contradictory, but I think are
complementary. One is that naturally, as a dad, I don't want my kids to have to worry about any of this. I feel very
fortunate they went through the pandemic so young, that they didn't have to do remote school. They didn't have to be
separated from all their friends in middle school or high school. Of course, nobody wants their son or daughter to have to
ever imagine being in a school shooting. But the second thought is that I also want to make sure my kids grow up mentally
strong and resilient. So if they do face these terrible tragedies, or something else, they'll be able to weather the storm. And
I think those are complementary. Part of mental health care is taking care of the traumatic experiences that people have
and the consequences of those traumatic experiences. And the very natural reactions, just like my very natural reaction to
the experience of combat when I came home with post-traumatic stress. But the other thing we need to think about is
how do we strengthen our mental health proactively? How do we make us mentally stronger and more resilient? Just like
with our physical health, we talk a lot about eating well, and working out. We're not really there yet with mental health.
But I'll tell you, some of the folks who are leading the way, our troops, some of our elite special forces units, practice
meditation now and mindfulness because they know it will make them mentally stronger. It will make them better, more
focused in their jobs. I hope we get to a point in America where mental health is as routine as physical health. Where we
take care of it in crisis, but we also check in on it regularly just like we get an annual physical. And we proactively work to
make sure we're mentally stronger, mentally more resilient. Just like we go to the gym or go on a run, or play sports, to be
physically stronger and more resilient.
Jeanne: This might be the appropriate time to remind folks that the brain is an organ, just like the heart.
Congressman Moulton: That's right.
Jeanne: So, my final question for you, as you look ahead, what will measure success for you for the 988 launch? I know
that there are other components to the legislation.
Congressman Moulton: The simplest measure of success is lives saved. And nothing will make me more proud than to see
Americans lives saved by this hotline. I know that it's doing that already, even just in the first few days since its launch.
Jeanne: What are you hearing?
Congressman Moulton: I'm hearing that more people are calling and the calls are getting answered, more people are
getting help. And that's exactly what we envisioned. But my longer-term vision is for mental health to become as routine
as physical health and that Americans proactively take care of their mental health -- they check in on it, they deal with it in
crisis, but they also talk about it as family, as friends in the community to make sure that we are mentally strong. And that
vision is something that will make us a better healthier country.
Jeanne: And to your words, more resilient. We know family communication builds resilience. That’s been proven time and
again. The evidence is clear. And that's what our program is designed to do: to give parents or any caring adult -- anyone
who interacts with children -- to give them the tools, information, the understanding and the guidance that they need to
have these resilience-building conversations with children. So, thank you so much for what you've done to help reduce
stigma. There's no question that conversations will do that. I remember years ago Scott Rauch, the president of McLean,
was talking about stigma. I said that it felt to that all of the conversation around mental health from veterans returning
would help reduce stigma. And you are today. So, look what you've done. Thank you.
Congressman Moulton: I'm trying. Thanks, Jeanne. Thanks for all the work you do too.
This interview was edited for brevity
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