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With the growth in the provision of employee assistance (EA) services in the US and internationally 
(Employee Assistance Professionals Association, n.d.), and the usefulness of employee assistance 
programs (EAPs) being highlighted by the impact of COVID-19 on workers and organizations 

(Brooks and Ling, 2022), EA work represents a valuable career opportunity for mental health professionals 
seeking a career transition. We (the authors), mid-career and early-career psychologists, respectively, found 
positions within a faculty staff assistance program (FSAP) at a southeast US university during the COVID-
19 pandemic. Since most of our work experience was with services in college counseling centers and private 
practice, with only limited prior exposure to EA work, it has been an exciting challenge for us to develop new 
knowledge areas and skill sets and find ways to enrich the services provided by our FSAP. While transitions 
can be energizing, they can also be stressful, as they may produce anxiety in the face of uncertainty. As we 
continue to adjust to the EA profession, we have identified six interrelated strategies that have been useful 
to us. In agreement with Cooper-Thomas et al. (2011) that organizational newcomers can utilize a variety 
of approaches to enhance their own socialization, we outline our adjustment strategies and discuss how they 
have supported our transition into our new roles. 

Know the EAP Core Technology  
Understanding the EAP core technology – the key elements of EA work – can help EA newcomers to feel 
grounded in their work and to become more proficient in this new role. The core components of EA work and the 
distinctive tasks that emerge from them underscore that transitioning to the EA profession is a re-specialization. 

| By Janice E. Harewood, Ph.D. and  
 Karis L. McClammy, Psy.D.
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Consequently, for ethical and practical reasons, we recommend using a variety of methods to address knowledge 
gaps and develop competencies as EAP newcomers. These include seeking exposure to novel tasks, attending con-
tinuing education workshops, subscribing to an EA journal, and perusing the International Employee Assistance 
Digital Archive (https://www.eaarchive.org/).

New EA professionals can also develop competence in core technology by shadowing cases and activities where 
specialized knowledge and processes are utilized (e.g., return to work evaluations and fitness for duty evalua-
tions). We also recommend making full use of learning opportunities during supervision, case conferences, and 
case consultation. In these discussions, client support resources are frequently mentioned (e.g., names, other 
workplace units/departments, and community organizations), and these are essential resources for the practitioner 
to note and track.

Learning the core technology should also include familiarity with commonly used EAP tools. For one of the 
authors, exposure to the Workplace Outcomes Suite (WOS; Chestnut Global Partners, 2017) reinforced the neces-
sity of attending to an employee’s work functioning throughout the intervention. The centrality in EA work of 
the relationships among an employee’s personal satisfaction, work-related emotions, and work behaviors, and the 
importance of assessing for both overt (e.g., poor attendance) and covert (e.g., presenteeism) work problems were 
also highlighted. Additional reading of the annual WOS reports also provided her with language and an evidence 
base for promoting the value of FSAP services with organizational leaders. 

Know the Complexities of the Dual Client 
Transitioning to EA work requires cognitive, emotional, and behavioral adjustments to effectively support dual 
clients. In our previous roles, our clients have been the individuals receiving mental health interventions. How-
ever, at our FSAP, we have expanded our perspective to consider the organization’s goals. New EA professionals 
might experience significant discomfort when the needs of these dual clients conflict. For example, during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, we supported frontline employees who presented for services with reports of overwork and 
burnout, and leaders who were coping with the stress of understaffing. We have had to manage the frustration of 
helping these clients in limited ways while knowing that their experiences are shaped in part by systemic fac-
tors beyond their control. We have also experienced tension when the desired outcomes of staff and management 
might conflict (e.g., a lighter workload for the employee versus the leader’s need to ensure adequate coverage of 
services). 

We have benefitted from using cognitive and emotional management skills such as perspective-taking and devel-
oping a tolerance for ambivalence when faced with complex dual-client cases. Consulting with our FSAP leaders 
and colleagues about ways to manage such cases has normalized our emotional reactions and taught us how to 
effectively support dual clients while remaining neutral. Guidance for addressing dual client dilemmas can also 
be obtained from the Employee Assistance Professionals Association (2017), other professional ethics documents 
(e.g., American Psychological Association, 2017), and professional ethics consultants. 

We also navigated potential dual-client dilemmas by reviewing organizational policies and procedures to increase 
our knowledge and accurately educate our clients. We discussed consent documents very carefully with clients 
when there might be a higher potential for conflict between employee and workplace needs (e.g., issues regarding 
safety-sensitive positions). We diligently maintained the boundaries of our roles (e.g., referring clients to work-
place resources such as HR managers or the Ombuds Office when appropriate). 

Know Your Client’s Support Needs
Additionally, depending on previous work experience, EA newcomers might benefit from a refresher in develop-
mental psychology or other human development topics. We changed from primarily addressing late adolescent 
and young adult developmental needs to targeting needs related to later life stages (e.g., caring for dependents, 
divorce, enhancing skills for career advancement, and preparing for retirement). Consequently, we have had to 
bolster our knowledge of resources suitable for this latter group; our handouts “library” now includes more infor-
mation on caregiver support, parenting, and other pertinent resources. 
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Also, you might need to adjust your counseling style to accommodate time-limited interventions and the EA focus 
of assessment and referral, especially if you are accustomed to providing longer-term therapy. Specific counsel-
ing modifications might include de-emphasizing techniques focused on deep processing of emotions, for example, 
and focusing more on problem-solving, action steps, and skill building to address employee problems in a short 
time frame. If your background has gaps in providing brief therapy work, our recommendations include reviewing 
single-session interventions, solution-focused therapy, and motivational interviewing. These approaches can assist 
with goal clarification, increasing readiness for change, and rapid symptom improvement that can help the client 
improve within their EAP model or prepare for a referral.

Having a flexible view of what connotes a successful service outcome will also help with newcomer adjustment. 
For example, success now often includes effectively connecting the employee client with community-based care. 
We have become more comfortable with referring while knowing that we will not be present to witness the resolu-
tion of the employee’s presenting problem. We have also benefited emotionally from accepting that success can be 
complicated, such as when an intervention results in a distressing outcome for an employee but leads to a neces-
sary, risk-reducing outcome for the organizational client (e.g., denial of a return to work approval for impaired 
employees in safety-sensitive positions).

Know How To Build Positive Work Connections 
It is important to build effective connections with colleagues and leaders throughout the organization to familiar-
ize oneself with the work environment. Our FSAP colleagues and leaders have been an essential source of knowl-
edge and support for us. The knowledge they have shared has supported our professional acculturation, helping 
us to build skills, adapt to the unwritten values and norms of our organization, and avoid professional pitfalls. Our 
warm introductions to other departments and teams quickly fostered a sense of partnership and trust in us from 
others outside our office. We also actively contributed to this relationship-building by being willing to ask ques-
tions, acknowledging when we did not know the answers, sharing from our expertise, sharing the workload, and 
collaborating. 

Creating linkages with the broader EA community has also been enriching. One of the authors attended her first 
EA conference within six months of transitioning to her new role and was able to build connections and learn 
about EAP trends, innovative ways of serving clients, and the profession’s rich history. Professional listserv mes-
sages have also been an invaluable source of encouragement and information sharing. 

Know How To Engage in Self-Care
Given the increase in sociopolitical stressors and the myriad of losses experienced during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, there has been an increase in employee distress and demand for support services. As we strive to meet 
intensified client needs during the pandemic, EA clinicians are not immune to common clinician challenges such 
as increased stress, burnout, and compassion fatigue. New EA professionals must also consider the personal risk 
of mental, emotional, and functional difficulties due to transition stress. Self-care is essential for EA clinicians 
to manage stress-related problems and ultimately provide optimal quality care to our clients. Whether working 
remotely or in an office setting, it is important to incorporate daily self-care practices of your choosing (e.g., going 
for a walk, meditating, talking with peers, friends, or family members). Since both authors were hired during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, opportunities to “drop by” colleagues’ offices to get to know them and ask questions about 
the work culture were unavailable while we were working virtually. However, we found that carving out time to 
consult with colleagues via Zoom or other online platforms not only served as a form of self-care, but also as-
sisted in fostering collegial support and community.  

Know Your Worth
It is normal for non-EA clinicians to be acutely aware of their growth edges as they transition into the unfamiliar 
EA field. However, it is equally important for transitioning clinicians to acknowledge how their prior experiences 
and partnerships serve as strengths and valuable additions to new work settings. For example, both authors have 
a history of working in college counseling and assisted our FSAP with increasing the efficiency of documentation 
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and scheduling by implementing Titanium Schedule (http://www.titaniumschedule.com/main/), an electronic cli-
ents record system that is widely used in college counseling centers. One author also trained colleagues to present 
a modified version of the Anxiety Toolbox (Cal Poly, n.d.) for campus employees. This brief psychoeducation and 
skill-building workshop initially developed for use with college students has proven to be a valued education and 
outreach tool within our workplace. 

Newcomers can also contribute a wealth of referral knowledge to their EA setting because of their awareness of 
community services via professional networks and partnerships with non-EA providers. These resources can be 
shared with EA colleagues to help provide continuity of care for employees who may require long-term therapy, 
acute mental health treatment, or access to other community resources. 

It is important for transitioning professionals to recognize they may know more about some aspects of EA work 
than first realized due to terminology differences. For example, coaching within some EAP settings might be 
regarded as counseling in other settings (e.g., teaching assertiveness skills to clients and enhancing clients’ work 
adjustment skills). Nevertheless, it is prudent to be aware of adaptations that might be needed when applying 
existing knowledge within EAPs. Additionally, skills honed in settings where training, psychoeducational educa-
tional workshops, and liaison work are important (e.g., counseling centers) may apply well in EAPs that provide 
education and outreach services within their organizations.

Final Thoughts
Not all EAPs are identical in the services they provide or the types of organizations they serve. That said, we hope 
that new EA professionals seeking satisfaction, effectiveness, well-being, and success at work can benefit from the 
various strategies we have described. 
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