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Vocational counseling is useful in developing substance use disorder (SUD) recovery plans. The process of

vocational counseling begins with job preparation and placement based on the assessment of job interest.

Additionally, continuous training and assessment are required to improve employability and a transition from job

preparation to entering the workforce.

substance use disorders  effectiveness of vocational counseling interventions

1. Introduction

The National Survey on Drug Use and Health  indicated that 19.7 million Americans aged 12 or older had

substance use disorder (SUD) in 2017. Researchers indicated that 40% to 50% or more of those with SUDs have

co-occurring psychiatric disorders, which cause more complex challenges among those with the disorder and for

society . People who overused alcohol and used illicit drugs showed common issues (for example,

hospitalization, unemployment, and mental health problems) and a failure to fulfill major role obligations at work,

school, or home.

Hogue and colleagues  indicated that one major burden for people with SUDs is unemployment or

underemployment, which is critically related to economic independence and stable community lives. Sigurdsson

and colleagues reported that the employment rate of those with SUDs is 40%, while the U.S. employment rate is

about 90% . Moreover, those with co-occurring psychiatric disorders have even lower employment rates at 25%.

According to an analysis of treatment admissions data from 1993 to 2006, people with SUDs have one of the

lowest employment rates among those with different types of disabilities in the U.S. . Regardless of the

characteristics of those with SUDs (for example, age, education level, gender, and economic status), this issue has

required specialized support for over two centuries . The economic cost of substance use issues was estimated

at $193 billion in 2014  and $500 billion in 2020  and includes lost productivity, criminal justice costs, and

healthcare costs. These costs continue to increase due to service complexity, including family, vocational, medical,

and social issues .

In order to reduce the severity of these issues, researchers have developed and evaluated multidisciplinary

recovery processes . As members of multidisciplinary teams, for example, vocational rehabilitation counselors

who provide substance abuse/addiction and vocational counseling services help to reduce substance use

behaviors and improve employability . With the aid of vocational rehabilitation counselors, those with SUDs can
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face their issues directly, develop skills, and build support systems for prolonged success and recovery. However,

vocational counseling services have not traditionally been focused on in the substance use field, and researchers

have placed emphasis on substance use treatments to reduce consumers’ substance use symptoms and

behaviors without considering employment . It evaluates and synthesizes the evidence for vocational counseling

interventions’ impact on SUD services and co-occurring disorders.

2. The Effect of Vocational Counseling Interventions for
Adults with Substance Use Disorders

The goal of vocational counseling interventions for consumers with SUDs and co-occurring psychiatric disorders is

to help them have physically and mentally healthier independent lives. In order to achieve this goal, vocational

rehabilitation counselors provide interventions focusing on vocational exploration, plan development, vocational

assessment, and job placement. These interventions involve examining a variety of potential occupational goals

and providing employment choices for consumers. As explored previously, the intervention should lead to changes

in physical and psychological symptom severity, vocational skills, and employment outcomes. The evidence from

11 studies indicates that vocational counseling interventions are a likely fit for substance use treatment.

Specifically, consumers who attend coordinated interventions do, overall, show fewer physical and psychological

symptoms and more positive outcomes after completing vocational programs compared to those receiving either

substance use treatment or vocational counseling interventions alone .

A central theme across four types of intervention programs described is consumer-centered recovery planning.

Many consumers are unable to capitalize on employment opportunities and secure jobs after completing substance

use treatment . It  was emphasized that being vocationally underprepared is the primary reason that

consumers have fewer employment opportunities. Although they completed substance use treatment successfully,

they showed serious underemployment and unemployment rates. Insufficient job readiness and lack of vocational

skills are critical barriers, while their SUDs are significantly decreased.

Moreover, according to the current one, vocational counseling and substance use treatment are conceptualized

and tested separately. The current one builds on previous  indicating that these services should be

inseparable. Similarly, employment rates have improved among those completing both programs successfully 

. It was found increasing evidence that the results of two combined models (supported employment plus skills

training and incorporated substance abuse treatment) show better employment outcomes than the other two

models, which focused on only one intervention as a vocational service . From this result, it can be

reasoned that when receiving incorporated interventions, consumers might have higher self-efficacy expectations

for possible treatment outcomes, such as reduced substance use symptoms and high employability, allowing them

to maintain healthier and independent lifestyles. Because many consumers have histories of failure in the

management of alcohol/drug use issues and their jobs, SUDs and vocational counseling interventions not only are

effective in promoting alcohol/drug abstinence but also promote employability and job maintenance.
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In addition, the evidence indicates that manual-based programs (for example, Helping Offenders Work, Work-it-out,

and the Job Club Counselor’s Manual) show better employment outcomes than other vocational counseling

programs. In the collected data, the efficacy of non-manual programs is mixed, while manual-based programs

show clear results in post-treatment and follow-ups. Butler and colleagues  found significant decreases in

employment, drug, and family issue levels according to the ASI-5 in manual-based interventions. Two manual-

based one found that 55% and 70% of participants who completed the program were employed in competitive jobs,

respectively .

It was found evidence for the effectiveness of vocational counseling and the necessity of incorporating

interventions in SUDs and co-occurring fields. People who provide vocational counseling services have been

educated and trained to provide recovery services to consumers . These professionals are knowledgeable in the

medical and psychosocial aspects of SUDs and life care management. These knowledge areas lead to holistic

recovery planning for consumers to return to home, school, work, and their communities. Specifically, vocational

rehabilitation counselors are well-suited and well-trained to improve consumers’ motivation and interest in

employment . It was provided a direct path to expand the roles of vocational rehabilitation counselors and the

usability of incorporated interventions in SUDs and co-occurring fields.

Although researchers’ suggestions on the usefulness of vocational counseling and integrative interventions in the

field of SUD and co-occurrence continue to emerge, current services still focus on reducing alcohol and/or drug

use or abstinence from alcohol . One hopeful sign is that public awareness of drug addiction has increased,

and the government has begun to take an interest in the recovery of drug addicts and their social participation and

employment. Due to these social changes, cursory attention has been placed on multidimensional treatment

approaches for SUDs, such as vocational counseling services to address employment-related concerns .

However, contrary to the buoyant hopes, recently it focused on integrative interventions with vocational counseling

is still limited. Many researchers believe that for recovery from SUD to be sustainable, treatment options must shift

to incorporate services beyond those solely for alcohol and/or drug use reduction or abstinence. For example, the

application of vocational counseling as an ancillary treatment intervention after completing SUD treatment is

supported by the significant role of employment in the disability and recovery process .

Incidences of SUDs are associated with employment. A greater percentage of unemployed adults 18 or older are

classified with SUDs, even though the average educational level of individuals with SUDs is comparable to that of

the general population . Adamson and Sellman  suggested that because unemployment is predictive of a

poor treatment outcome for SUDs, treatment may be improved by directly addressing unemployment. It was

identified employment, as an indicator of social functioning, to be among the most consistent univariate predictors

of treatment outcome. Furthermore, Melvin and colleagues  cited evidence that gainful employment is one of the

strongest and most consistent predictors of post-treatment success and sobriety maintenance, with employed

individuals more likely to engage in treatment, complete treatment, and remain substance-free after treatment.

Despite the apparent benefits of employment to consumers with SUDs and psychiatric disorders, few strategies

that incorporate vocational counseling services into standard treatment have been developed. Kim  indicated
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that because many substance abuse clinicians are unfamiliar with both the theory and practical benefits of

vocational counseling, the addition of vocational content to treatment has not occurred. Although various vocational

interventions have been attempted in clinical settings, few empirically driven longitudinal ones have investigated

vocational counseling services for populations with SUDs or psychiatric disorders . Due to the paucity of studies,

the development and integration of vocational interventions into SUD treatment has been slow. Moreover, while

researchers have focused their efforts on exploring how to maximize the effects of standard treatment to reduce

SUD and psychiatric issues, alternative interventions such as vocational counseling services have been neglected

, and consumers’ post-treatment employment status has been disregarded or minimized as a treatment outcome

measure .

References

1. Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. Key Substance Use and Mental
Health Indicators in the United States: Results from the 2017 National Survey on drug Use and
Health; Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration: Rockville, MD, USA, 2018.
Available online: https://www.samhsa.gov/data/report/2017-nsduh-annual-national-report
(accessed on 1 January 2020).

2. Addington, J.; Addington, D. Patterns, predictors and impact of substance use in early psychosis:
A longitudinal study. Acta Psychiat. Scand. 2007, 115, 304–309.

3. Drake, R.E.; O’Neal, E.L.; Wallach, M.A. A systematic review of psychosocial research on
psychosocial interventions for people with co-occurring severe mental and substance use
disorders. J. Subst. Abus. Treat. 2008, 34, 123–138.

4. Hogue, A.; Dauber, S.; Dasaro, C.; Morgenstern, J. Predictors of employment in substance-using
male and female welfare recipients. J. Subst. Abus. Treat. 2010, 38, 108–118.

5. Sigurdsson, S.O.; Defulio, A.; Long, L.; Silverman, K. Propensity to work among chronically
unemployed adults drug users. Subst. Use Misuse 2011, 46, 599–607.

6. Azagba, S.; Shan, L.; Qeadan, F.; Wolfson, M. Unemployment rate, opioids misuse and other
substance abuse: Quasi-experimental evidence from treatment admissions data. BMC Psychiatry
2021, 21, 22.

7. Henkel, D. Unemployment and substance use: A review of the literature (1990–2010). Curr. Drug
Abus. Rev. 2011, 4, 4–27.

8. Arbour, S.; Gavrysh, I.; Hambely, J.M.; Tse, A.; Ho, V.; Bell, M.L. Addiction treatment and work-
related outcomes: Examining the impact of employer involvement and substance of choice on
absenteeism, tardiness, and Productivity. J. Workplace Behav. Health 2014, 29, 73–90.

[30]

[31]

[32]



Vocational Counseling for Adults with Substance Use Disorders | Encyclopedia.pub

https://encyclopedia.pub/entry/21950 5/6

9. National Institute on Drug Abuse Trends and Statistics. Available online: https://nida.nih.gov/drug-
topics/trends-statistics (accessed on 1 October 2021).

10. Defife, J.A.; Conklin, C.Z.; Smith, J.M.; Poole, J. Psychotherapy appointment no-shows: Rates
and reasons. Psychotherapy 2010, 47, 413–417.

11. Kim, M. The Effect of Concurrent Alcohol, Drug, Psychiatric and Vocational Treatment on
Consumer Issues, Treatment Participation, and Employment. Ph.D. Thesis, East Carolina
University, Greenville, NC, USA, 2013. Unpublished.

12. McIntosh, J.; Bloor, M.; Robertson, M. The health benefits of reductions in individuals’ use of
illegal drugs. J. Subst. Use 2008, 13, 247–254.

13. Commission on Rehabilitation Counselor Certification Ethics Committee Orientation Manual.
Available online: https://crccertification.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/CRCC-Code-Eff-
20170101-FINAL.pdf (accessed on 1 January 2019).

14. Atherton, W.L. The Impact of a Vocational Counseling Based Substance Abuse Intensive
Outpatient Program upon Work and Well-Being: A Pilot Study. Ph.D. Thesis, East Carolina
University, Greenville, NC, USA, 2011. Unpublished.

15. Xie, H.; Drake, R.E.; McHugo, G.J.; Xie, L.; Mohandas, A. The 10-year course of remission,
abstinence, and recovery in dual diagnosis. J. Subst. Abus. Treat. 2010, 39, 132–140.

16. McLellan, A.T.; Gutman, M.; Lynch, K.; McKay, J.R.; Ketterlinus, R.; Morgenstern, J.; Woolis, D.
One year outcomes from the ‘CASAWORKS for Families’ intervention for substance abusing
women on welfare. Eval. Rev. 2003, 27, 656–680.

17. Staines, G.L.; Blankertz, L.; Magura, S.; Bali, P.; Madison, E.M.; Spinelli, M.; Horowitz, E.;
Guarino, H.; Grandy, A.; Fong, C.; et al. Efficacy of the customized employment supports (CES)
model of vocational rehabilitation for unemployed methadone patients: Preliminary results. Subst.
Use Misuse 2004, 39, 2261–2285.

18. Kerrigan, A.J.; Kaough, J.E.; Wilson, B.L.; Wilson, J.V.; Bostick, R. Vocational rehabilitation of
participants with severe substance use disorders in a VA veterans industries program. Subst. Use
Misuse 2004, 39, 2513–2523.

19. Butler, S.F.; Chiauzzi, E.; Thum, C.C.; Budman, S.H. Working it out: Development and testing of a
multimedia vocational education program. Subst. Use Misuse 2004, 39, 2525–2558.

20. Kemp, K.; Savitz, B.; Thompson, W.; Zanis, D.A. Developing employment services for criminal
justice clients enrolled in drug treatment programs. Subst. Use Misuse 2004, 39, 2491–2511.

21. Kidorf, M.; Neufeld, K.; Brooner, R.K. Combining stepped care approaches with behavioral
reinforcement to motivate employment in opiod-dependent outpatients. Subst. Use Misuse 2004,
39, 2215–2238.



Vocational Counseling for Adults with Substance Use Disorders | Encyclopedia.pub

https://encyclopedia.pub/entry/21950 6/6

22. Svikis, D.S.; Keyser-Marcus, L.; Stitzer, M.; Rieckmann, T.; Safford, L.; Loeb, P.; Allen, T.; Luna-
Anderson, C.; Back, S.E.; Cohen, J.; et al. Randomized multi-site trial of the job seekers’ workship
in patients with substance use disorders. Drug Alcohol Depend. 2012, 120, 55–64.

23. Witkiewitz, K.; Tucker, J. Abstinence not required: Expanding the definition of recovery from
alcohol use disorder. Alcohol Clin. Exp. Res. 2020, 44, 36–40.

24. Sherba, T.; Coxe, K.; Gersper, B.; Linley, J. Employment services and substance abuse
treatment. J. Subst. Abus. Treat. 2018, 87, 70–78.

25. Highhouse, S.; Zickar, M.J.; Yankelevich, M. Would you work if you won the lottery? Tracking
changes in the American work ethic. J. Appl. Psychol. 2010, 95, 349–357.

26. Lappan, S.; Brown, S.; Hendricks, P. Dropout rates of in-person psychosocial substance use
disorder treatments: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Addiction 2020, 115, 201–217.

27. Choi, N.; DiNitto, D.; Marti, N. Treatment use, perceived need, and barriers to seeking treatment
for substance abuse and mental health problems among older adults compared to younger
adults. Drug Alcohol Depend. 2014, 145, 113–120.

28. Adamson, S.; Sellman, J.; Frampton, C. Patient predictors of alcohol treatment outcome: A
systematic review. J. Subst. Abus. Treat. 2009, 36, 75–86.

29. Melvin, A.; Davis, S.; Koch, D. Employment as a predictor of substance abuse treatment. J.
Rehabilit. 2012, 78, 31–37.

30. Luciano, A.; Bond, G.; Drake, R. Does employment alter the course and outcome of
schizophrenia and other severe mental illnesses? A systematic review of longitudinal research.
Schizophr. Res. 2014, 159, 312–321.

31. Shadakshari, D.; Muliyala, K.P.; Jayarajan, D.; Kandasamy, A. Occupational challenges in
physicians with substance use disorder: A qualitative study. Indian J. Psychol. Med. 2021, 6.

32. Sahker, E.; Ali, S.R.; Arndt, S. Employment recovery capital in the treatment of substance use
disorders: Six-month follow-up observations. Drug Alcohol Depend. 2019, 205, 107624.

Retrieved from https://encyclopedia.pub/entry/history/show/52886


