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Dialogue regarding the professional identity
of professional counseling continues to
increase and momentum continues to build
aroundeffortstopromotebroaderrecognition
of the counseling profession. This article
outlines a template for action by which the
profession may continue to move forward in
its quest to be fully recognized as a viable
forcein mental health treatment. The authors
recommend five methods to comprehensively
promote professional counseling. These
methods include: Capitalizing on faculty
hiring practices to transmit professional
identity, harnessing legislative strength,
reconciling our humanistic roots, promoting
title ownership, and conducting research
that articulates the profession s strengths.

Key Words: Counselor identity, distinct
profession, concrete steps, comprehensive
conceptualization

]-:m professional identity of counseling is an is-
sue that has long been discussed in the counseling liter-
ature (Auxier, Hughes, & Klein, 2003; Gale & Austin,
2003; Goodyear, 1984; Hanna & Bemak, 1997; Hill,
2004; Leinbaugh, Hazler, Bradley, & Hill, 2003; Ram-
sey, Cavallaro, Kiselica, & Zila, 2002; Swickert, 1997).
Discussions have ranged from the developmental pro-
cess of individual identity experienced by Master’s lev-
el students (Auxier et.al., 2003) to challenges related to
the development of professional counselors’ collective
identity (Gale & Austin, 2003). Singular aspects re-
lated to professional identity, such as scholarship have
been explored (Ramsey, et al., 2002) as have specific
qualitative characteristics related to counselor educa-
tors, such as wellness (Hill, 2004; Leinbaugh, Hazler,
Bradley, and Hill, 2003). Specific sub-groups of the
profession, such as the professional identity of doctoral
graduates of counselor education programs in private
practice (Swickert, 1997) and counseling psychologists
(Mrdjenovich & Moore, 2004; Nastasi, 2002) have also
been examined. Goodyear (1984) has emphasized an
appreciation of the history of the counseling profession
and the unique skills of the counselor as paramount.
Likewise, Mrdjenovich & Moore (2004) have described
a sense of connection to the values and emphases of the
profession (i.e., historical factors influencing the pro-
fession) as critical to professional identity development
in counseling.

In addition to the scholarship dedicated to issues of
professional identity in counseling, the topic has also
been prominent at professional meetings and confer-
ences, in newsletter articles (Counseling Today, 2007),
and on listserves (CESNET-L, 2007), as well as through
other informal communication means. Several recent
activities have further illuminated the significance of
professional identity in the field of counseling. The
Council on Accreditation of Counseling and Related
Educational Programs (CACREP) has promulgated
specific standards related to professional identity to en-
sure that the development of professional identity is a
key focus of counselor education (CACREP, 2009). The
American Counseling Association’s (ACA) Governing
Council has also identified increasing public awareness
of counseling and counselors as one of its top six priori-
ties (Counseling Today, 2006).

Finally, ACA’s project “20/20: A Vision for the Fu-
ture of Counseling” (Counseling Today, 2007) has il-
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lustrated the continued commitment of the profession
towards increased visibility. This project, led by a di-
verse group of leaders in the field, provides the blueprint
for promoting the field of counseling and identifies the
continued need for increased unification, and synergy
within the counseling profession. Four of the seven
major areas for which all efforts of the plan will be
directed include: strengthening identity, creating licen-
sure portability, expanding and promoting the research
base of professional counseling, and improving public
perception and recognition of counseling (Counseling
Today, 2007). Each of these issues is viewed as essen-
tial to the counseling profession’s continued success.

Currently there are various efforts related to the
development of establishing professional identity of
counseling (Auxier, Hughes, & Klein, 2003; Gale &
Austin, 2003; Goodyear, 1984; Hanna & Bemak, 1997;
Hill, 2004; Leinbaugh, Hazler, Bradley, & Hill, 2003;
Ramsey, Cavallaro, Kiselica, & Zila, 2002; Swickert,
1997). Despite the vast scholarship, specific accredita-
tion standards (CACREP, 2009), and broad-based ef-
forts by the American Counseling Association (2007)
to promote increased visibility of the counseling pro-
fession as a significant force in mental health treatment,
the literature overall lacks concrete steps to move from
conceptualizing professional development to opera-
tionalizing professional identity in the everyday lives
of counselors. Secondly, as a profession, we must inte-
grate the eclectic nature of our philosophical roots into
practical, visible markers for society to easily identify
and better understand the profession of counseling.

For the professional counselor, the substantiation
and application of professional identity increases vis-
ibility and provides comprehensive recognition within
the larger context of the mental health professions.
However, gaining broad public recognition is depen-
dent first and foremost upon members of the counsel-
ing profession’s ability to fully articulate their distinct
professional identity. This means educating members
of the counseling profession, consumers of mental
health services, other mental health professions, the
government, and the public at large about the unique
differences and the benefits of counseling as well as
continuing to increase the visibility of the profession
on the local, state, and national stages. This type of
effort requires that members of the counseling profes-
sion take action to comprehensively and systematical-
ly inform the public about the professional identity of
counseling.

Professional Identity of Counseling

To guide this process, the authors recommend the
use of a focused agenda, or a template towards the
future (see Figure 1). The template defines the tasks
needed to establish a professional identity of counsel-
ing, which involves the following five steps:

1) Capitalize on faculty hiring practices to trans-

mit professional identity

2)  Harness legislative strength
3) Reconcile our humanistic roots
4)  Promote title ownership

5) Conduct research that articulates the profes-
sion’s strengths.

These steps comprise a multi-pronged strategy to
promote recognition of the counseling profession as a
distinct field. This article explores how each of these
issues relates to the professional identity of counsel-
ors and provides concrete recommendations for mov-
ing forward.

Capitalize on Faculty Hiring Practices to Transmit
Professional Identity

The recent change in accreditation standards re-
quiring counselor educators to possess a doctorate in
counselor education (CACREP, 2009) presents a sig-
nificant opportunity for counselors to progress further
in professional identity development. This change cre-
ates a unique opportunity for significant progress to-
wards making the professional identity of counselors
even more concrete. By institutionalizing or embed-
ding professional identity in hiring policies, counselor
educators are in a position to increase their collec-
tive professional identity and to gain further traction
both covertly and overtly in transmitting professional
identity to counseling students: the next generation of
counselors.

The success that other mental health professions
(e.g., clinical psychology, social work) have achieved
in public recognition may be directly related to the
degree to which educators have been able to trans-
mit a strong professional identity to those entering the
field during their graduate work. As such, it may be
helpful to view the work of these other mental health
professions as lessons which counselors seek to capi-
talize on faculty hiring practices. To explore this issue
and its impact on a profession’s identity, the fields of
psychiatry, clinical psychology, and social work will
be examined.
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Hiring Process in other Mental Health Disciplines

Although, the field of psychiatry is the only one of
the three disciplines that requires a medical degree for
practice, each of these disciplines share a focus on hir-
ing those with the same credentials (i.e., degree and li-
censure). In fact, in each of these disciplines, faculty
staffing patterns are institutionalized through accredita-
tion standards (American Council on Graduate Medical
Education, 2004; American Psychological Association,
2001; Council on Social Work Education, 2001). By
hiring clinical psychologists to teach clinical psychol-
ogy students and social workers to teach social work
students, professional identity is not only directly trans-
mitted through explicit means (i.e., instructor qualifi-
cations) but also is conveyed implicitly (e.g., the pro-
fessional values and characteristics of the instructor as
related to professional identity). As such, professional
identity development is influenced through academic,
modeling, and mentoring experiences.

Through the promulgation of accreditation standards
related to hiring faculty members, each of these other
mental health professions has engaged in widespread
strategic hiring practices that have likely resulted in
the preservation and continuous transmission of their
respective professional identity. Unfortunately, the
counseling profession has until now failed to adopt this
same method of exclusive hiring practices. In fact, in
an examination of the professional identity of counsel-
or educators, Calley and Hawley (2008) found that one
quarter of survey participants employed as counselor
educators held degrees other than counselor education.
Further complicating the professional identity of coun-
selor educators, more than a quarter of the counselor
educators possessed multiple professional licenses, in-
cluding licensure in clinical psychology, marriage and
family therapy, and clinical social work. Whereas these
multiple identities of counselor educators may reflect
the historic inclusive-based hiring practices in coun-
selor education and moreover, may be tied to the field’s
humanistic tendencies, these practices may also have
stymied the counseling profession’s collective identity
development.

With the recent change in CACREP standards (2009),
counselors are indeed following the practice of other
mental health professions and as a result, may be able
to fully use the opportunity for increased growth in pro-
fessional identity development. This change may afford
new graduates of counselor education increased ability
to find positions, as well as, place trained counselor ed-

Professional Identity of Counseling

ucators at the forefront of teaching and mentoring new
counseling professionals. Providing placements for the
increasing number of doctoral programs training quali-
fied counselor educators also carries ethical implica-
tions. As such, it is incumbent upon counselor educators
to not only ensure that there is adequate space for new
counselor educators but also to ensure that counselor
education is utilized as a means by which to fully trans-
mit professional identity. Therefore, counselor educa-
tors must not only engage in strategic hiring practices
to promote professional identity, but also must continue
to examine and discuss methods by which professional
identity is transmitted through counselor education.

Introducing strategic hiring practices that are directed
towards such outcomes may prove imperative not only
to the covert and overt transmission of professional
identity, but also to the future sustainability of the field’s
professional identity. Since not all counselor education
programs are accredited, it will be essential that non-
accredited academic programs also adopt these new
hiring practices. Through working on this issue collec-
tively, regardless of accreditation status, counselors will
increase their opportunity to capitalize on professional
identity development through the adoption of strategic
hiring practices.

Harnessing Legislative Strength

In addition to capitalizing on faculty composition and
counselor education to transmit the professional identi-
ty of counselors, other methods are needed to continue
to promote recognition of the profession to the broader
public. One such method involves taking full advan-
tage of recent legal progress or harnessing legislative
strength to increase recognition of the professional
identity of counseling. Tremendous strides have been
realized during the past several decades since legisla-
tion for professional counselor licensure was first intro-
duced resulting currently in 49 of the 50 states having
enacted such legislation.

Most recently, Nevada passed a licensure law for
professional counselors, leaving California as the only
state lacking such legislation (American Counseling
Association, 2007). Successful efforts to gain licensure
for professional counselors has increased visibility of
the profession by the legislature and the broader public,
and should continue to do so as efforts continue to se-
cure licensure in California.

Therefore, advocacy for licensure should be viewed
as an opportunity for leaders in the counseling profes-
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sion to simultaneously advocate for recognition of third
party payers of mental health services. More specifi-
cally, leaders in the counseling profession should capi-
talize on current legislative successes regarding licen-
sure to further promote the need for broad third party
acceptance of Licensed Professional Counselors.

In essence, recognition by third party payers, such
as insurance companies and/or governmental entities
reflects the stature of a mental health discipline as it
attaches fiscal value to the profession through such en-
dorsement. Conversely, non-recognition by third party
payers can be perceived as reflecting a profession’s di-
minished value or lesser credibility than its recognized
counterparts. For the counseling profession, this issue
continues to be one in which some progress has been
made in particular areas (i.e., specific states, specific
payers), however, widespread recognition of counseling
as a mental health discipline worthy of equitable fiscal
support has yet to be realized. In fact, Smith (1999) es-
timated that of only 21% of licensed professional coun-
selors working in a community mental health center or
private practice, a little more than half of their income
was provided through 3rd party payments. As a result,
this issue continues to be a core advocacy issue on the
agendas of many state counseling associations through-
out the United States.

To illustrate one state’s challenges with this issue, the
authors’ home state is examined. In Michigan, profes-
sional counselors have been engaged in advocacy ef-
forts for more than fifteen years to acquire recognition
by major insurance companies. Numerous strategies
ranging from grassroots efforts and the use of profes-
sional lobbyists, to taking formalized legal action have
been attempted, and whereas some progress has been
made, the largest insurance companies have yet to rec-
ognize professional counselors for third party reim-
bursement. In fact, Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michi-
gan (the largest health care provider in state) does not
currently reimburse licensed professional counselors
for mental health treatment. Likewise, whereas the
state’s governmental systems have endorsed specific
mental health disciplines as payable for treatment un-
der specific entitlement programs (i.e., Medicaid), pro-
fessional counselors have yet to be recognized as equal
to other Master’s level mental health disciplines (i.e.,
clinical psychologists).

Finally, vast governmental systems in which profes-
sional counselors often are employed, such as the child

Professional Identity of Counseling

welfare system, have required less experience from
individuals possessing a degree in social work versus
counselors and psychologists. This type of endorse-
ment of the social work profession over other mental
health professions constitutes overt preferential treat-
ment of one profession (i.e., social work) over other
mental health disciplines (i.e., counseling, psychology).
In fact, according to the administrative rules for child
caring institutions, Rule 400.4118 (State of Michigan,
1996) reads as follows: “A social service supervisor, at
the time of appointment to the position, shall possess
one of the following:

(a) A master’s degree in social work and 1 year of
experience as a social service worker.

(b) Amaster’s degree in sociology, psychology, crim-
inal justice, or guidance and counseling and 2 years of
experience as a social service worker...”(p. 4).

The promulgation of such administrative rules il-
lustrates the inequities in recognition of mental health
professions that have been institutionalized in govern-
mental agencies. As a result, a graduate degree in one
mental health discipline (i.e., social work) is promoted
as of greater value than others (i.e., counseling, psy-
chology) in specific public domains.

Similarly, certain county-administered mental health
systems in Michigan limit payment recognition for
therapeutic services to licensed psychologists, thereby,
overtly not recognizing professional counselors as eq-
uitable providers of mental health treatment. Whereas
these examples illustrate the challenges incurred by the
state of Michigan, similar and other types of challenges
continue to exist throughout the country. These chal-
lenges further reinforce the fact that the field of coun-
seling has much continued work to do towards its goal
of achieving recognition by third party payers.

Although it is clear that counselors are currently faced
with significant challenges that require legislative ad-
vocacy and subsequent legislative changes, the recent
passing of the Mental Health Parity and Addiction Eq-
uity Act of 2008 provides an opportunity for counselors
to gain further legislative ground. Because this legis-
lation is so new, it has yet to be determined precisely
how it will impact counselors and other mental health
professionals. As such, counselors are in a key position
to play a part in shaping how the legislation is imple-
mented and to what degree it will impact the profession
both at the state and federal level.
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The existing challenges and opportunities that
counselors currently face require specific action
in order for counselors to fully harness legisla-
tive strength to gain increased recognition. To
achieve success, counselors must: 1) Utilize
the past records of success and sheer number of
state licensure laws (i.e., 49) to move forward

towards universal acceptance of licensure, 2)
Capitalize on licensure legislation to promote
recognition of counselors by major insurance
companies, 3) Identify all incidences in which
counselors are not equitably treated as mental
health professionals and engage in broad-based

advocacy and legal action to address such issues, and 4)
Ensure active participation in ground-floor discussions
regarding the implementation of the mental health par-
ity law. Moreover, rather than viewing legislature work
as solely outcome-driven, counselors must continue to
view legislative advocacy as a core process function. It
is in this manner that legislative work may serve as a
core factor among all counselors towards the develop-
ment of a sustainable professional identity.

Reconciling our Humanistic Roots

In light of the challenges that the counseling profes-
sion continues to face with regard to recognition by
insurance companies, much has been written about
the varying tensions that such recognition may create
(Braun & Cox, 2005; Daniels, 2001; Eriksen & Kress,
2005; Hansen, 2003; Hansen, 2006; Hansen, 2007).
Negotiating counseling ethics in a managed care envi-
ronment has been the focus of some of the recent re-
search (Braun & Cox, 2005; Daniels, 2001; Eriksen
& Kress, 2005) while other literature has focused on
the counseling profession’s relationship to humanism
and subsequent proposed challenges that might be cre-
ated as a result of the relationship between humanistic
thought and the current culture of managed care (Han-
sen, 2003; Hansen, 2006; Hansen, 2007).

Both of these areas of discourse directly speak to
the need for the counseling profession to continuously
evolve and adapt to its surrounding environment, and
as a result, the development of the managed care move-
ment late in the last century can be viewed as a neces-
sary impetus to prompt such adaptation. Because codes
of ethics are dynamic doctrines that, more often than
not, reflect the time in which they are enacted, the coun-

Professional Identity of Counseling

seling profession continues work to resolve the various
ethical quandaries initiated by the onset of managed
care. However, the profession has not successfully ad-
dressed or resolved the tension arising from reconciling
humanistic philosophy and attaining a broad-based rec-
ognition of counseling as a mental health profession.

The counseling profession’s foundations in human-
istic philosophy provide a rich historical context from
which to promote the professional identity of counsel-
ing. As such, humanistic principles have provided the
basis of counseling skill development, emphasizing the
significance of the client-counselor relationship and the
necessity of the creation of a therapeutic environment
(Corey, 2005). Both interesting and troubling, though,
is that the very notion of the profession’s humanistic
roots has been used to argue against counseling being
viewed as a health profession (Hansen, 2007). Examin-
ing the counseling profession’s humanistic foundations
with current health care ideology, Hansen (2007) con-
cludes “the switch to a health care ideology automati-
cally entails a sacrifice of the humanistic ideals that
have guided the counseling profession for decades” (p.
290). In addition, the author discusses the differences
that could arise in conceptualizations of client prob-
lems based on applying a humanistic versus a health
care conceptualization, characterizing health care ide-
ology as focused on objective criteria (i.e., symptoms)
and humanistic ideology as focused on the subjective
inner experiences of the individual.

These types of assertions narrowly characterize hu-
manistic foundations to a specific counseling theoreti-
cal orientation. Further, such arguments reduce the
counseling profession to one in which Humanistic
theory is the counseling theory to which all counselors
subscribe. This is inconsistent with accreditation stan-
dards that promote exposure to a wide array of coun-
seling theories (CACREP, 2009) and comprehensively
developed counseling textbooks comprised of multiple
diverse counseling theories (Capuzzi & Gross, 2003;
Corey, 2005; Murdoch, 2004). The counseling profes-
sion has long acknowledged and embraced its founda-
tions in humanistic philosophy while simultaneously
promoting adoption of various counseling theories
based upon the evidence-basis of such theories and
related issues such as client population, and specific
presenting issues. Therefore, scholarship focused on
narrowly defining the relationship between humanistic
thought and counseling practice may serve to do more
harm than good, particularly when it is used as an argu-
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ment against the counseling profession, that it should
not be recognized as a provider of health care services.

The professional counselor, though strongly con-
nected to humanistic foundations, must also promote
accurate historical information about the development
of counseling theories, philosophies and practice that
have influenced its growth. As such, humanistic foun-
dations and the use of clinical practice theories such as
cognitive-behavioral theory are not mutually exclusive.
For instance, the professional counselor may be guided
by humanistic values such as the primacy of the coun-
seling relationship, the significance of empathy while
also conceptualizing client issues and formulating a
treatment plan using cognitive-behavioral theory.

An increase in scholarship dedicated to continued
discussion about the relationship between humanistic
foundations and counseling practice is needed so that
we can continue to reconcile any perceived differences.
For example, Eriksen and Kress (2005) suggest bridg-
ing the divide between the DSM and professional iden-
tity of counselors. Such a model of bridging the gaps
between humanism and current realities may indeed
provide a healthier model for the long-term future of
the profession.

In order to reconcile our humanistic roots, we must:
1) reject limiting characterizations of the counseling
profession’s humanistic foundations, 2) acknowledge
that the counseling profession’s history in humanistic
philosophy provides a necessary foundation for prac-
tice and does not preclude the use of specific efficacy-
based counseling theories and clinical techniques, and
3) articulate the scope of practice similarities between
professional counseling and peer disciplines (i.e., clini-
cal psychology, clinical social work) to more clearly
promote the profession as one within the mental health
domain.

To briefly summarize, movement towards the devel-
opment of a unifying professional identity in counseling
requires rejecting limiting conceptualizations of prac-
tice in place of comprehensive conceptualizations of
practice that reflect the profession’s theoretical diversi-
ty. Such diversity with regard to theoretical orientation
is not only inherent in the profession, but also illustra-
tive of the profession’s commitment to evidence-based
practice. The use of efficacy-based counseling theory
does not indicate an abandonment of our humanistic
foundations, but rather an appreciation of humanistic
foundations as providing the base level of skill upon
which most counseling theories are practiced.

Professional Identity of Counseling

Adapting to mental health practice in the 21st century
also requires that the profession effectively respond to
evolving theoretically-based research. Finally, recon-
ciling our humanistic roots to be a competitive provider
of mental health services in the 21st century requires
identifying practice similarities between counselors
and peer disciplines such as clinical psychology. To
this end, counselors must place greater emphasis on
articulating practice similarities such as the use of a
wide and diverse array of counseling theories, the use
of assessment tools, and the ability to diagnose and
treat serious mental health disorders. Discourse allows
the profession to continue to appreciate and recognize
the role of humanistic philosophy in counseling while
promoting the counseling profession as a viable mental
health provider.

Promote Title Ownership

The term counselor is used in a variety of contexts
that are both informally and formally connected to a
wide range of disciplines other than professional coun-
seling. Diverse usage of the counseling title diminishes
the professional identity of the counseling field. Infor-
mal uses are defined here as uses of the term counselor
that are independently designated by businesses, not
having any externally defined standards. Some of these
include: loan counselor, financial aid counselor, and
family counselor. The terms loan counselors and finan-
cial aid counselors are most often designations allocat-
ed by the banking industry and within higher education
respectively. Such affiliation with the term counselor
in vastly different industries may be a contributing fac-
tor to continued barriers that the field of professional
counseling faces in establishing public recognition as
a unique field.

Furthermore, informal use of the terms family coun-
selor or youth counselor, both of which are popular
titles used within a broad range of human service pro-
grams, may further skew understanding of the defini-
tion of counselor. In fact, such use of the term coun-
selor within the human service industry may contribute
to an even greater degree of confusion among layper-
sons as professional counselors often work within this
industry as well. This may cause greater challenges
to laypersons in determining the difference between a
non-professional family counselor and a professional
counselor, both of who might be working with a family.
None of the examples provided (i.e., loan counselor, fi-
nancial aid counselor, family counselor, youth counsel-
or) systematically require that an individual possess a
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four-year college degree (although dependent upon the
business, various academic requirements may exist) let
alone a Master’s degree in Counseling. Furthermore,
none of the examples cited systematically require a set
of specific skills for such positions.

To address these issues, the institution of standard-
ized academic and skill requirements would promote a
more coherent identity with the term counselor as it is
used across industries. However, as illustrated in the
above examples, the informal use of the term counselor
is highly arbitrary and widespread, and as a result, may
do considerable harm to the counseling profession’s
ability to promote a consistent professional identity.

Such freedom with the use of the term counselor
may also contribute to consumer confusion related to
fully identifying and understanding the profession of
counseling. In fact, when engaging in dialogue with
individuals with mental health experiences, a consumer
may be able to identify if their mental health worker is
a psychologist or psychiatrist but less able to identify
their mental health worker as a professional counselor.
This lack of recognition among consumers illustrates
the need of the counseling profession to engage in more
vigorous marketing campaigns, thus making profes-
sional counselors much more familiar to the general
public.

In addition to the informal uses of the term counsel-
or discussed above, specific professions have also taken
steps to formalize the term counselor, thereby institu-
tionalizing the term within their respective profession.
An example of this type of institutionalization includes
the use of the designation in the legal field: counselor
at law. Within the addictions field, the term has been
formally institutionalized through state certification
processes that use such titles as: certified addictions
counselor (Michigan Certification Board for Addiction
Professionals, 2006). Again, in neither of these uses
of the term counselor is there an established relation-
ship between counselor education or a requirement of
specific skill set, so in fact, whereas the “counselor at
law” is required to possess a law degree, the certified
addictions counselor is required to minimally possess
a high school diploma (varies state to state). Exam-
ples such as this of institutionalized affiliation of the
term counselor within such vastly different professions
could also contribute greatly to the confusion related to
the public’s understanding of precisely what constitutes
a counselor.

Of the five issues identified in this article as meth-

Professional Identity of Counseling

ods by which to promote the professional identity of
counseling, promoting title ownership is the one area
in which the profession may only be able to make in-
cremental progress as sweeping reform could prove to
be unrealistic. As a result, rather than attempting to
abolish the use of the term counselor as an affiliation
with all other professions currently using such designa-
tion, it is recommended that the profession of counsel-
ing initially target efforts to counteract such use in the
areas in which professional counselors are likely em-
ployed (i.e., human services). Such efforts could re-
quire changes in state licensure legislation articulating
legal use of the term professional counselor. Through
engagement in this type of legal action, human services
and schools (particularly, as industries that employ pro-
fessional counselors), would be prohibited from using
the title “counselor” in job titles except in the case in
which professional counselors are employed.

Taking this type of legislative action somewhat mir-
rors action taken in the development of administrative
rules regarding licensure for social workers that recent-
ly passed in the state of Michigan (July, 2005). Prior
to social work licensure in the state, individuals that
did not have an academic background in the study of
social work were eligible for two types of social work
certification: social worker registration and certified
social worker. With the promulgation of administra-
tive rules for licensure in social work, only individuals
that have completed a course of work specifically in
social work are eligible for licensure as a social worker
at the Bachelor, Master, and doctoral level (State of
Michigan, 2005). Furthermore, the term, registered so-
cial worker, was eliminated, and individuals without an
academic background in social work are now eligible
only for the title of social service technician registra-
tion, a title that explicitly excludes the use of the term
social worker. By making such revisions in language,
the profession of social work took a bold stand to pro-
tect the title of social worker by ensuring that such title
could only be bestowed on those meeting a precise set
of qualifications while others that do not meet the same
qualifications, are no longer affiliated by title with the
profession of social work.

Whereas legislative action may provide one level of
protection for the title of counselor, another step that
is recommended towards promoting title ownership
involves marketing. As the forces identified above
continue to compete to add to the public’s confusion
related to understanding precisely what constitutes a
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counselor, it is necessary that the counseling profession
engage in broad-based and effective marketing cam-
paigns to promote public awareness about the role of
professional counselors. Continuous use of the term
professional counselor might provide the first step to
differentiating a counselor from that of a professional
counselor, thereby promoting a new dialogue with the
public. The use of multiple media including electronic,
hard print, radio, and television in advertising efforts
may make significant strides in familiarizing the public
with the role of the professional counselor. At the same
time, such public awareness efforts could counteract
the negative effects of such disparate uses of the term
counselor (i.e., loan counselor) and may begin to make
strides in reducing such use of the term.

Conducting Research that Articulates Qur

Strengths

Research is vital to further develop the professional
identity of counselors and to increase the collective
knowledge within the profession. The richness of our
research history is embedded in the scientist-practitio-
ner model. The connection our research agenda has to
how we practice as counselors is the embodiment of our
strength as a profession. Addressing the importance of a
collective identity, Gale and Austin (2003) interviewed
senior leaders in the field who described the historical
importance of counseling research during the early in-
ception of counseling and the value of maximizing our
research principles as we grow as a profession.

In general, counseling research describes counsel-
ing processes and promotes one’s ability to understand
points of effectiveness and non-effectiveness, as well
as the complexity of our own profession. The scientist-
practitioner model maintains the rigor of the profession
and integrates the communities in which counselors
work to develop effective practices, and the knowledge
obtained from research assists counselors to be more
responsive to the individual (Nejedlo, 1984).

With the emphasis of process and practice research
in mind, part of the promotion of professional identity
is conducting research that articulates the profession’s
strengths. To accomplish this goal, a research agenda
emphasizing the effectiveness of counseling and the
unique factors that contribute to counseling is key to
furthering professional identity. An indication of the
strength of the field’s professional identity is the ac-
cessing of counselors for services because of their ef-
fectiveness and distinguishable services. A research fo-
cus on the facets of counseling and methods by which

Professional Identity of Counseling

counseling is operationalized is key to studying the val-
ues that are unique to the counseling field. This thread
of research is accomplished through the collaboration
of counselor researchers and counselor practitioners.
Delucia (1997) suggests a similar relationship between
researchers and practitioners as collaborators in the
counseling profession.

Kottler (2004) articulated counseling as both art and
science. The art in counseling research is the substan-
tive development of theory and process research that
articulates the nuances of the counseling field that is
complex. Studying and researching the artistic aspects
of counseling requires innovative research practices
and broad understanding of research concepts. For
example, studies focused on diversity require research-
ers to evaluate worldviews, oppression and self-under-
standing, which can both be abstract and fluid concepts.
The science of counseling research is focused on quan-
tifying counseling to obtain measures of effectiveness.
Both the valuing of outcome and process research is
inherent to continue developing counseling research.
Therefore, theory in tandem with controlled experi-
mental design is ideal to further promote the study of
both the art and science of counseling.

In particular, Michigan is experiencing a crossroad
for counselor identity. We know as a profession that
counseling is effective through client reports, outcome
research and the successful growth of the profession.
However, we must continue to engage in comprehen-
sive outcome research to ensure that we articulate the
objectives of our profession through data driven discus-
sions. Research and consumers of counseling services
provide the voice to which insurance boards and legis-
lators listen, therefore we must continue to develop out-
come research and communicate findings to all stake-
holders. To aid in accomplishing this task, relationships
between counselor education programs and counselors
in the field need to be forged to collaborate on the col-
lection, analysis and dissemination of counseling effec-
tiveness research.

Too often, professional counselors attempt to model
research following the medical model or view counsel-
ing research as second tier compared to psychology and
psychiatry. The counseling profession deals with an in-
feriority complex in regards to research, viewing itself
as less valued compared to longer more established
fields. This is evidenced by the fact that colleagues
must educate their administrations of the rigor of coun-
seling, and this continues to be of critical concern for
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the field (Rivera, 2004). While the counseling profes-
sion is able to emulate the best of other mental health
professions related to ensuring the highest ethical stan-
dards in research and the use of innovative methods, it
is imperative that the field also form its own etiology of
counseling research.

Professional Identity of Counseling

advocate for practice research as an imperative research
agenda and strive for continued scholarly rigor in our
field. Steps to implement a science-practice model in
the counseling field include: 1) Continued development
of action research; specifically, integrating pedagogy
with clinical practice; 2) Counselor education programs

serving as research training centers to practicing coun-
selors, and 3) A renewed commitment to evaluation and
research of counselor effectiveness that emphasizes in-
creased knowledge of client outcomes and distinguish-
ing characteristics of counseling. These steps provide
counselors with data driven tools to develop the profes-
sion and educate stakeholders of counseling values and
professional identity.

Part of the collective conversation as a profession
needs to be proactive in educating who we are as coun-
selor researchers. Conducting research that articulates
the field’s strengths requires a commitment to the sci-
ence-practice model. The highlight of this commitment
is our ability to evaluate the complexities of our profes-
sion and describe them to the working counseling com-
munities. Therefore, this implies a continued effort to

Summary

The template for action described here provides concrete methods by which to solidify the
professional identity of counselors and to promote ongoing broad-based recognition of the field.
The objectives are intended to strengthen the profession’s ability to be an indispensable asset in
mental health. At its foundation is the need for the discipline of counseling to identify the unique
factors that differentiate it from other mental health fields. The fundamental values of multicul-
turalism and advocacy and the humanistic and developmental philosophies together comprise
unique characteristics of the field of counseling, and as such, should be utilized in the promotion
of the field’s professional identity. Using this schema of professional identity as a base, five inter-
related areas are recommended for use in comprehensive efforts towards the transmission of pro-
fessional identity that include: 1) Capitalizing on faculty hiring practices to transmit professional
identity, 2) Harnessing legislative strength, 3) Reconciling our Humanistic roots, 4) Promoting
title ownership, and 5) Conducting research that articulates the profession’s strengths. Together,
these methods are designed to support the counseling field’s current plans to achieve broad-based
recognition.

This type of action planning is particularly timely as the field of counseling has committed much
recent energy and effort towards professional identity and continued growth of the profession as
evidenced by the recent changes in national accreditation standards (CACREP, 2009) as well as
the work of the American Counseling Association. These efforts provide effective mechanisms
by which counselors may maximize their efforts to further develop professional identity. Howev-
er, these efforts must be undertaken collectively by members of the profession in order to achieve
the desired outcomes and achieve long-term sustainability. In short, counselors must continue to
act now and utilize the momentum that has been recently generated. Enacting the Template for
Action may provide the means by which to finalize a concrete definition of the term professional
counselor.
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Appendix

Figure 1

Professional Identity of Counseling

Template for Action to Improve the Professional Identity of Counselors
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