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As the Employee Assistance Professionals 
Association (EAPA) celebrates the 50th 
anniversary of the Journal of Employee 

Assistance this year, the University of Maryland, 
School of Social Work (UMSSW) is also celebrat-
ing a milestone – 40 years of providing Employee 
Assistance (EA) focused education and research 
for graduate social work. To date, over 1,000 social 
workers have graduated with an EA-focused spe-
cialization/sub-specialization and hundreds more 
have been exposed to EA-education through elec-
tive coursework and university programming. Many 
graduates have gone on to become active members 
and leaders in EAPA, employee assistance, and 
related fields of workplace social work.

As we celebrate these significant milestones, 
EAPA and UMSSW have numerous opportunities 
in which we can continue to improve and expand 
upon EA-focused education, research, and train-
ing. However, we also face challenges in recruit-
ing and engaging newcomers to our field, while 
being equally responsive to the changing needs of 
the workplace and complex needs of adult learn-
ers. This article will help illustrate areas that are 
working in promoting EA education, and areas that 
need improving.

What’s Working
Sub-specialization

At UMSSW, the sub-specialization, Social Work 
in the Workplace and Employee Assistance (formerly 
Employee Assistance Sub-specialization) (https://
www.ssw.umaryland.edu/eap/), started 40 years ago 
by Dr. Dale Masi and chaired since 2006 by myself, 
attracts students from around the world. One example 
of UMSSW’s program that works particularly well is 
the strategically interwoven connections between and 
among EA and behavioral health.

As EA professionals, we are often viewed as 
behavioral health experts in the workplace. As 
a result, UMSSW capitalized on this connection 
almost 15 years ago when the School decided to 
offer EA as a sub-specialization within our largest 
specialization, Behavioral Health. This joint under-
taking supports how we recruit and prepare students, 
while also providing them with necessary skills in 
behavioral health that ensures their ability to obtain 
introductory jobs in fields of mental health and sub-
stance use treatment. 

Establishing Macro versus Clinical Focus
Students have a choice of selecting either a macro-

focused (i.e. management, policy, or community orga-
nizing) or clinical (i.e. direct practice, prevention, and 
intervention) concentration. While all students take 
some courses in both areas, students select their pri-
mary concentration (macro or clinical), which directs 
their choice of internship and elective coursework.

For example, macro students usually complete 
advanced coursework on program management and 
human resources in addition to behavioral health 
and EA-focused coursework. Clinical students, 
conversely, complete advanced practice courses on 
evidence-based interventions and direct practice 
with diverse populations, again, in addition to other 
required classes.

Providing students with a choice of either macro or 
clinical allows them to control the focus of their edu-
cation and prepare for the skills they will need in the 
working world.

Being Aware of Student-directed Trends  
in Learning

During my 15 years at the UMSSW, I have 
observed increasing interest among students to not 
only support individual employees, but also to apply 
a social justice lens to their work that truly views and 
values the employee or person in their environment 

| By Jodi Jacobson Frey, PhD, LCSW-C, CEAP
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or what social workers refer to as 
the PIE model. PIE provides a lens 
through which practitioners can 
see the influences from the work-
place and broader society on indi-
vidual and family health, including 
behavioral health, safety, and well-
being (Hare, 2004).

I use this lens when teaching 
social workers by adapting broader 
social determinants of health and 
mental health approach to under-
standing the context of EAP within 
a workplace (Allen, Balfour, 
Bell, & Marmot, 2014; Compton 
& Shim, 2020; Marmot, 2005). 
Students and employers are par-
ticularly interested in learning and 
applying evidence-based interven-
tions in the workplace, including 
but not limited to:

• Cognitive Behavioral 
Therapy;

• Screening and Brief 
Intervention and Referral to 
Treatment (SBIRT); and

• Motivational Interviewing.

Additionally, students are also 
learning to use more trauma-
focused approaches to their work, 
which extends beyond individual 
counseling and into organizational 
support following violence or 
other workplace disruptive events, 
including racism.

With regard to macro-focused 
education, we are seeing 
increased interest in learning 
how to not only develop and 
manage EAPs, but how to func-
tion as more effective change 
agents in the workplace. This 
includes learning how to part-
ner strategically with leaders to 
change policies and programs 
that will result in improvement 
to toxic work conditions, such as 

bullying, harassment, discrimina-
tion and racism, and others (Frey, 
2020). Put another way, whether 
clinical or macro, students want 
to know not only the “nuts and 
bolts” of what to do on the job, 
they want to ensure they can 
make a difference.

Further Integrating Macro, 
Clinical Approach

While it’s vital to pay attention 
to, and address students’ needs, 
I cannot overstate that UMSSW 
sees education and experience 
in both clinical and macro work 
as essential for successful EA 
training. This means that further 
integrating macro and clinical 
learning opportunities for students 
is something we need to strive to 
improve in the future.

What Else Needs 
Improving

Increasing Internships is Crucial
Obtaining internships is a 

major challenge at present. 
Internships are the pearls of grad-
uate education. Unfortunately, our 
field is offering fewer and fewer 
onsite learning opportunities for 
students passionate about entering 
the EA profession.

This noticeable decline has 
been in part due to the shift of 
EAPs in moving away from 
internal and hybrid programs 
to external, off-site, contracted 
programs. While it’s not impos-
sible to offer clinical learning 
options, many offsite, contracted 
programs lack opportunities for 
interns to have face-to-face expe-
rience with clients.

Additionally, EAP contracts 
often include language from 

employers that prevents interns, 
or any non-independently licensed 
professional from working directly 
with employees and family mem-
bers. These contract stipulations 
block access almost completely 
for students to learn EA practice 
through internships.

Access to high quality EAP 
internships must increase! We all 
need to take an active role in cre-
ating new internships and provid-
ing high-quality learning opportu-
nities for students and newcomers 
to our field. The following are 
some suggestions.

 Reach out to corporate cli-
ents to develop protocols that 
would allow student interns to 
have access to employee clients. 
Certainly, this would need to 
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be under strict clinical supervision of a licensed 
professional. With the recent push of online or tele-
behavioral health, supervisors are noting that it has 
become easier to schedule clinical supervision with 
students. Additionally, Schools of Social Work and 
related programs that were often reluctant to accept 
virtual placements for clinical hours are now more 
open to working with supervisors and students to 
approve such learning opportunities. My hope is 
that this shift in practice will remain, long after the 
pandemic ends. 

 Explain to corporate EAP clients about 
the value that a student/intern brings to a com-
pany. Student internships in fields outside of 
EAP, social work and psychology, usually pay 
their interns. For instance, business and informa-
tion technology students are often competitively 
sought after by workplaces and paid for their time 
in the internship. This is because the company 
values the new information they are sharing with 
the workplace, and the innovations students often 
bring in solving problems.

Why should it be any different for EAP interns 
who are bringing research-based practice and novel 
organizational consulting skills to the workplace? 
As a profession, we need to advocate for the value 
that we bring to the workplace, including new talent 
acquisition, which could also help with EAP succes-
sion planning. Without solid internships, followed 
by increased availability for entry-level employment 
opportunities in EA, the field could cease to exist 
in the way we know it today (Hughes, Olsen, & 
Newhouse, 2018).

Expanding Continuing Education
In addition to in-person or online graduate course-

work, there is a need for high quality continuing 
professional education in the field. It should be 
pointed out that EAPA has always served as an 
established provider of continuing education and 
training for both newcomers and seasoned profes-
sionals. Through the annual EAPA conference, chap-
ter meetings, webinars, and other trainings, the num-
ber of EA trainings will continue to increase. That is 
the good part.

But that is not enough. I receive at least one call 
per month from a licensed, experienced clinical 
social worker looking to enter the EA field. They are 

not always interested in obtaining a second master’s 
degree, nor is that always recommended, so it is 
important to have thriving opportunities for continu-
ing professional education and on-the-job training 
to engage seasoned professionals who are seeking 
EA-focused career changes.

The University of Maryland, Office of 
Continuing Professional Education and 
MASI Research Consultants, Inc. offered the 
International EAP Online Certificate Program for 
several years. This online program provided an 
introduction to the EA field and attracted students 
globally. The online courses (different from the 
MSW graduate program that Dr. Frey chairs) were 
recently purchased by EAPA and they are work-
ing with to update the course and determine the 
best way to offer it moving forward. The UMSSW 
looks forward to continuing to work with EAPA 
on this program as it is an important resource for 
individuals seeking foundational EA knowledge 
and skills.

Introducing EA Earlier in Educational Training
It’s vital that we develop ways of infusing edu-

cational modules about employee assistance as a 
potential career in both undergraduate and gradu-
ate social work, psychology, and business majors. 
Introducing students earlier in their academic career 
to the EA field will spark their interest to learn 
more through additional formal education, and 
hopefully enter the EA workforce. The following 
are some ideas.

 Work with individual faculty and university 
administration to create and offer modules in 
introductory social work and psychology courses 
is one option.
 Partner with online repositories such as the 

Prof2Prof (https://www.prof2prof.com/) website 
that was created for social work educators to 
share resources. This online hub of educational 
materials is promoted to faculty throughout the 
country to provide “plug-and-play” lesson plans 
and modules that can be integrated into existing 
courses. 

These are just two examples of resources that 
EAPA or others might want to investigate for future 
partnership ideas. 
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 Coach peers how to reach out to schools about 
EA. I have personally worked with many EA profes-
sionals on how to network with universities and col-
leges to initiate discussions about mutually beneficial 
opportunities such as guest lectures, elective courses, 
continuing education, and internships.

For example, I have shared my syllabus, assign-
ments, and hosted one-on-one mentoring phone calls 
where we discuss how future EA instructors might 
modify my course to fit with their needs and the 
needs of their university. I have also worked with 
individuals to review field placement or internship 
guidelines and brainstorm learning goals and activi-
ties that would not only meet the student’s need for 
learning EAP, but also fit into the Council on Social 
Work Education accreditation standards. 

 Don’t overlook other resources, especially 
those online. EAPA, other EA organizations, and 
the International Employee Assistance Digital 
Archive (www.EAArchive.org) are great places to 
locate materials that can be used for training, con-
tinuing education, and even build into credit-bear-
ing coursework. Some examples of materials from 
the EA Archive that I use in my 3-credit graduate 
course, titled Administering EAPs include books 
and other works by Dr. Dale Masi, such as the 
recently published History of Employee Assistance 
Programs in the U.S., brief EAP history videos 
funded through an Employee Assistance Research 
Foundation grant, and research from EAP leaders 
such as Dr. Mark Attridge and Dr. Dave Sharar, to 
name just a few.

 Online resources can serve as testimonials 
to EA field. As part of our 40-year celebration of 
EA at the UMSSW, we asked alumni to submit a 
photo and brief statement about how they are using 
EA-focused education in their professional lives. 
These videos are impressive as a testament to the 
impact EA education can have on shaping one’s 
career. They also offer insight with regard to where 
we, as a profession, might go next in response to 
the ever-changing landscape of work. Check this 
out at http://hdl.handle.net/10713/13159.

Summary
For our profession to grow, we must attend to 

the needs of formal graduate education, including 

increasing the number of internships, in addition to 
providing high-quality, accessible continuing edu-
cation. Doing so will help keep our skills current 
and responsive to the ever-changing needs of the 
global workplace.

Both formal graduate education and continuing 
education are equally important for our profession, 
and both must be matched with meaningful intern-
ship experiences and access to good entry-level jobs. 
Without any one of these key learning components, 
the field of EAP that we have grown to love could all 
too easily fade away. v

Dr. Jodi Jacobson Frey, PhD, LCSW-C, CEAP; is a Professor, 
University of Maryland, Baltimore, School of Social 
Work; Chair, Social Work in the Workplace and Employee 
Assistance Sub-specialization. For more information or 
ideas on advancing EA education, she may be reached at 
JFREY@ssw.umaryland.edu
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