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Demand is growing for counselors in mental health and
substance abuse

JACKSON TWP. Making the rounds at a recent job fair, Debbie Lewis looked

for opportunities with various mental health and addiction treatment agencies.

After working in restaurants for 30 years, Lewis, 57, of Atwater, is pursuing an
associate degree in human and social services at Stark State College. In May, she
will get her license to be a chemical dependency counselor assistant, but Lewis
said her career goal was to have the education and license to do one-on-one
counseling.

“I love this kind of work,” she said. “I just love helping people. I’m a talker, but
I’m also a listener.”

Seeker’s market

Lewis was among some 30 employment seekers last month at the job fair
sponsored by Stark County Mental Health and Addiction Recovery.

For individuals with a passion for helping others and the right credentials, there
are plenty of jobs for counselors who treat mental health and substance use
disorders.

Counseling positions are expected to grow by 18 percent in Ohio and 23 percent
nationally through 2023, said Ruthann Anderson, director of Walsh University’s
counseling and human development program, citing data from the Occupational
Information Network.
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“There’s a shortage of counselors, to be honest, because of the opioid epidemic
and because of the suicides,” added Kara Kaelber, director of Malone University’s
counseling and human development graduate program. “We’re seeing an
increase in mental health issues across the board in our community, and actually
the nation.”

Medicaid expansion and greater access to treatment also have driven demand for
qualified counselors.

John Aller, chief executive of Stark MHAR, said if someone brought 25 licensed
independent counselors into his office, “we could find them a job, today.”

Filling the pipeline

Stark MHAR, the local mental health and addiction services board, is working
with area universities to increase the number of new counselors in the pipeline.

Along with a need for clinical staff, there also are openings for qualified financial
and information technology professionals at treatment providers, Aller said.

To attract workers to local agencies and build a more diverse workforce, Stark
MHAR is exploring incentives such as signing bonuses, student loan forgiveness
and longevity payments, although none of those plans have been finalized.

The agency also is working with Kent State University to develop counseling
internships — which often lead to jobs — for nurse practitioners, and wants to
work with Walsh and the University of Akron to develop more licensed
independent counselors.

What is a counselor?

The average annual salary in Ohio is $46,360 for mental health counselors and
$44,250 for substance abuse and behavioral disorder counselors, according to the
federal Bureau of Labor Statistics.

In a treatment setting, counselors span the gap between psychologists and social
workers.
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“We’re the people who get in the room with you and identify why are you the
way you are and how can we help you to be who you want to be,” said Martina
Moore, president-elect of the Ohio Counseling Association, a professor at John
Carroll University and the operator of seven out-patient treatment centers.

The profession attracts people from different fields and backgrounds.

Kaelber said Malone’s program has enrolled an attorney, nurses, teachers and
stay-at-home moms, the latter especially in its online program.

The counseling program at Malone, as well as those at Walsh, Kent and Akron
are accredited by the Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related
Educational Programs, which sets national standards.

Graduates go on to work at mental health agencies, hospitals, treatment centers,
crisis units and Veterans Affairs clinics.

Most students at Malone and Walsh get jobs at their internship sites before they
graduate, or they find employment soon after, Kaelber and Anderson said.

Students who complete a master’s degree have the best career prospects, and
after a period of on-the-job training they can become licensed independent
chemical dependency counselors or licensed professional clinical counselors.

“Many agencies are saying, without a master’s degree, we aren’t going to be
hiring people,” Moore said.

Licensed independent counselors are sought after because they can do
assessments and make diagnoses without supervision, and under new Medicaid
rules in Ohio, they will net the highest insurance reimbursement rates.

Being able to provide counseling for both mental health and substance abuse also
is important, because of the significant overlap between the two client
populations.

“Over 70 percent of the people that we treat now hold a mental-health and a
substance use disorder,” Moore said.

Passion to help



4/9/2018 Stark County sees a lack of licensed counselors; job demand grows

http://www.cantonrep.com/news/20180407/stark-county-sees-lack-of-licensed-counselors-job-demand-grows 4/5

Aside from the right credentials, employers are looking to hire counselors who
have a strong desire to help others.

“We want to make sure as we’re interviewing for some of those spots that we
have, that we’re getting people who really have a passion for treating the clients
that walk through our door,” said Keith Hochadel, president and CEO of
CommQuest Services and a adjunct professor at Malone.

Kaelber and Anderson both described counseling as a “calling.”

“Even though the pay might not be as high as in other fields, people are finding it
rewarding to work with people,” Kaelber said.

That sentiment was on display at the recent job fair.

Lewis said her motivation to become a counselor stemmed from the fact she was
in recovery for 13 years.

“Heroin addiction is so bad right now, I want to help everybody,” she said. “I
know I can’t cure everybody, but I can try.”

Victoria Walker, 37, of Perry Township, was a former kindergarten teacher who
did behavioral consulting at various schools. She said raising a son with autism
motivated her to work toward becoming a licensed independent counselor.

“Whatever I can do to help our children and our community is my mission right
now,” Walker said.

Staying on the job

A key part to meeting the need for counselors will be retaining those who enter
the field.

On a daily basis, counselors deal with topics like suicide, addiction and various
forms of psychological trauma. The workload can lead to stress and burnout. A
2010 study found that a third of substance abuse counselors left their employers
within a year.

That’s why the field emphasizes counselors need to take care of themselves.
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“If you as a counselor are not taking care of yourself, doing things like making
sure you have quality personal time with friends and family, eating right,
sleeping, those basic self-care strategies, you will burn out,” Anderson warned.
“So, all of the time and effort you’ve spent getting your education and following
your dream of helping others can be cut short simply because you haven’t done
what you needed to do for yourself.”

Reach Shane at 330-580-8338 or shane.hoover@cantonrep.com
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