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About Project MERITS: 
 
In 2006 a major national study was launched 
on clinical supervision and employee 
turnover in substance abuse treatment 
facilities. This project (Project MERITS) is 
funded by a grant from the National Institute 
on Drug Abuse and directed by Dr. Lillian 
Eby at the University of Georgia. The project 
came about in response to increasing 
interest in workforce development issues in 
substance abuse treatment facilities and the 
recognition that burnout and employee 
turnover are serious concerns in the field.  
 
Project MERITS is a 5-year project aimed at 
understanding how clinical supervisory 
experiences relate to work attitudes and 
burnout among counselors and clinical 
supervisors and in turn, how burnout relates 
to employee turnover. Year 1 data collection 
is complete. Year 2 data collection will begin 
in March 2008. The survey results from year 
1 data collection are the focus of this 
participant report.  
 

About the Participants: 
 
In Year 1 of the project, data were collected 
from 740 counselors and 198 clinical 
supervisors working in 27 Community 
Treatment Programs (CTPs), housed in 86 
different physical locations across the United 
States. A wide range of CTPs are 
represented in this summary report in terms 
of profit-status, geographic region (see chart 
below), size, clients served, treatment 
orientation, and type of addiction treatment 
programming offered. Counselors are 
primarily female (64%) and Caucasian 
(60%), as are clinical supervisors (63% 
female and 73% Caucasian). Thirty-eight 
percent of counselors and 30% of clinical 
supervisors are personally in recovery. 
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Professional and Career Experiences: 
 
In terms of professional experience, 
approximately half of the counselors and 
almost three-quarters of the clinical 
supervisors are certified or licensed in 
addiction treatment. The average caseload 
is around 25 clients for counselors and 12 
clients for clinical supervisors. Most 
individuals have substantial experience in 
the field of behavioral health (9 years for 
counselors and 16 years for clinical 
supervisors) and have worked in their center 
for an average of either 5 years (counselors) 
or 10 years (clinical supervisors). 
 
 
Salary: 
 
The average salary reported by clinical 
supervisors is $52,308 and the average 
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salary reported by counselors is $34,526. 
There are some differences regionally, and 
based on experience and credentials. 
 
 
Attitudes toward Work, Career, and 
Profession:  
 
Clinicians were asked about their 
organizational commitment (i.e., the amount 
of loyalty they feel toward their organization) 
and the extent to which they report 
organizational support (i.e., a sense that the 
organization cares about their well-being).  
Reported levels are moderate for both 
counselors and clinical supervisors. In 
addition, both groups are generally satisfied 
with their jobs and indicate relatively strong 
commitment to the 
profession.
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In contrast, both counselors and clinical 
supervisors are somewhat dissatisfied with 
both their pay and opportunities for 

promotion within their organizations. 
Additionally both counselors and clinical 
supervisors report higher than desired 
turnover intentions, with between 35-40% of 
counselors and around 22% of clinical 
supervisors reporting strong intentions to 
leave their current employer. This finding is 
particularly noteworthy since neither group is 
optimistic about the availability of alternative 
employment options.  
 
 
Experiences in Clinical Supervision: 
 
Both counselors and clinical supervisors are 
moderately satisfied with their clinical 
supervisory relationships and tend to report 
more positive experiences than negative 
experiences.  
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The quality of the clinical supervisory 
relationship is clearly important to 
counselors. Counselors who have a more 
favorable view of their clinical supervisor 
report more job satisfaction, organizational 
commitment, and perceived organizational 
support. Moreover, counselors who have a 
more favorable view of their clinical 
supervision have less perceived role 
overload, lower stress, and less burnout.  
 
Health and Stress Experiences: 
 
Although faced with the challenges of 
working with difficult clients and restricted 
budgets and resources, counselors and 
supervisors report only moderate levels of 
stress and some role overload. Both groups 
also report relatively low job-related burnout. 



4. Demonstrate appreciation in the 
absence of monetary rewards (i.e., 
acknowledge good performance). 
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Next Steps: 
 
Data collection for MERITS will be repeated 
next year, and this will give us an 
opportunity to see how counselor-supervisor 
relationships change over time, as well as 
measuring and explaining actual turnover 
among staff we surveyed in 2007. 
 
 
Great appreciation is expressed to all 
individuals who completed year 1 surveys. 
Without your help, this project would not be 
possible. We look forward to seeing you 
in 2008! Please email merits@uga.edu if 
you have any questions or comments 

Relationships between Attitudes and 
Behavioral Patterns: 
 
Counselors who report higher levels of job 
satisfaction, organizational commitment, 
professional commitment, perceived 
organizational support, and less perceived 
role overload also tend to report lower 
intentions to leave the organization.  A 
similar pattern of effects is found for clinical 
supervisors.  

 
As perceived stress and burnout at work 
increase, both counselors and clinical 
supervisors tend to report less favorable 
attitudes toward their job, organization, and 
profession. 
 
Human Resource Management 
Recommendations: 
 
Based on the findings, several suggestions 
were made to centers management, 
including: 
 
1. Improve clinical supervision for both 

counselor and clinical supervisor (e.g., 
training and continuing education on 
mentoring and clinical supervision 
skills). 

 
2. Strengthen training and career 

development opportunities for all 
employees (e.g., stress and time 
management skills training). 

 
3. Invest in recruitment, selection, and 

training systems (e.g., offer internships 
or volunteer positions). 
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