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The lack of addiction counseling credential standardization and por-
tability is an issue that our profession needs to address now! Addiction 
counselor credential 
requirements var y 
greatly from state to 
state. About half of the 
states offer counselor 
certification and the 
other half requires ad-
diction counselor li-
censing. Most states’ 
credentialing boards 
are government enti-
ties. Some states’ addic-
tion counseling creden-
tialing is handled by 
pub l i c  o r  p r i v a t e 
corporations.

Academic require-
ments for addiction 
counselor credentialing 
also varies greatly from 
state to state. Some states only require a GED or a high school diploma 
and 250 clock hours of online or in-person seminar training to be creden-
tialed. On the other extreme, some states require a master’s or higher 
degree in a behavioral health field with very specific addiction counseling 
university course work. Requirements for internships/practicums and/
or supervised work experience hours also vary greatly from state to state 
— often by hundreds of hours.

I have often witnessed the credential portability problem first hand. I 
served on my state’s licensing board, the Arizona Board of Behavioral 
Health Examiners, for more than a decade. In that time, I frequently 
witnessed extreme frustration by addiction counselors’ credentialed in 
their previous state of residence being denied a license by our regulatory 
board. Unfortunately, this issue is not a problem specific to Arizona. This 
same counselor frustration happens across the nation in credentialing and 
regulatory board meetings every month. Why? Because there is a lack of 
educational and credential standardization in our profession which creates 
this portability problem.

Having a credential from another state and years of experience as an 
addiction counselor doesn’t always translate into meeting the very specific 
regulations of a new state. Keep in mind that regulatory board members 
cannot and do not randomly reject applications. Applications are rejected 
because the applicant is missing one or more of a state’s specific credential-
ing requirements.

If an addiction counseling applicant does not meet a state’s require-
ments, then board members do not normally have the authority to make 

an exception and grant 
the applicant a license. 
This is the case even 
when board members 
personally believe the 
applicant is a qualified 
candidate. Licensing 
board members are 
mandated by law to 
enforce the regulatory 
rules and statutes of 
their state as they are 
written. Often even 
veteran addict ion 
coun selors may need 
to secure additional 
university course work 
and/or supervision 
hours when they seek 
to  obtain a license in a 

new state of residence.
As addiction counseling matures as a profession, it is important that 

our profession works to incorporate standardized educational and licensing 
requirements in every state. Not only will this standardization provide 
greater portability, it will also strengthen our identity as a profession. To 
be viewed as a profession by the public I believe requires that we start 
working now to obtain standardization of addiction counselor educational 
and licensing requirements in every state.
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