
The Staffing Crisis in State Vocational Rehabilitation 
A graphic synthesis of four foundational articles documenting the supply, demand, and erosion of qualified counselors in the public VR system 

~10,000 
Rehab counselors employed across the public VR system 

(O'Brien & Graham, 2009) 

vs. 
~1,100 

Master's-level rehab counseling graduates produced each 
year (Patterson & Parker, 2003, cited in O'Brien & 

Graham, 2009) 

vs. 
~1,500 

New counselors estimated needed per year by CSAVR 
leaders — not including community / private settings 

(O'Brien & Graham, 2009) 

THE SCALE OF THE SHORTFALL 

4,624 
5-year personnel need projected for public VR (Chan 

& Ruedel, 2005, AIR study, cited in O'Brien & 
Graham, 2009) 

1,100+ 
Counselors that 42 reporting state agencies expected 
to lose over 3 years; plus ~250 supervisors (CSAVR, 

2006b, cited in O'Brien & Graham, 2009) 

762 
Counselors lost in the prior 3 years across those 

reporting agencies (CSAVR, 2006b, cited in O'Brien 
& Graham, 2009) 

~48% 
Projected loss of rehabilitation academicians over the 

next decade (Ebener, 2004; cited in Schultz & 
Millington, 2007) 

THE PIPELINE — WHERE THE BREAKS ARE 

EDUCATORS 

186 / 252 
Doctoral graduates produced vs. faculty 

openings — a shortage of ~66 educators 
(O'Brien & Graham, 2009) 

→ 

MASTER'S PROGRAMS 

~1,100/yr 
Master's graduates per year — already 

insufficient; doctoral program closures (e.g., 
Ohio State, Boston U) shrink the educator 
pool that trains them (O'Brien & Graham, 

2009; Tansey et al., 2004) 

→ 

STATE VR HIRE 

~40% 
Approximate share of rehab counseling 

trainees entering state VR upon graduation 
(CORE, cited in Pitt et al., 2013); many 

states fill gaps with non-rehab master's or 
bachelor's hires (Tansey et al., 2004) 

→ 

RETENTION 

≈ 16% 
Estimated annual SVR turnover — high 
stress, large caseloads, low salary, and 
limited promotion drive counselors out 

(Layne et al., 2004; Pitt et al., 2013) 

WHAT'S DRIVING THE SHORTAGE & WHAT'S AT STAKE 

↗ Causes of the Shortage 

Aging workforce. More than half of rehab professors were over 50 by the early 2000s, 
signaling a wave of retirements (O'Brien, 2001; Tansey et al., 2004). 

Educator pipeline collapse. Closures of doctoral programs (Ohio State, Boston U) 
and shortage of doctoral graduates limit who can train master's-level counselors 
(O'Brien & Graham, 2009). 

Supply < Demand. Graduate program output cannot match the personnel needs of 
the state/federal VR system (Schultz & Millington, 2007; Tansey et al., 2004). 

Job attractiveness. More than salary alone — benefits, locale, professional autonomy, 
and caseload size all reduce SVR's competitive position (Schultz & Millington, 2007). 

Occupational stress. Stress inherent in job functions is the strongest predictor of 
turnover intent (Layne et al., 2004). 

Competition. Medical settings and private agencies offer smaller caseloads and better 
pay, pulling experienced counselors out of public VR (O'Brien & Graham, 2009). 

Few new entrants choose SVR. Even among rehab counseling grads, only a 
minority pursue state VR positions (Tansey et al., 2004). 

↘ Consequences for Agencies & Consumers 
Credential drift. Vacancies are filled with non-rehab master's holders or bachelor's-
level staff, undermining CSPD's qualified-personnel mandate (Tansey et al., 2004; 
O'Brien & Graham, 2009). 

Service capacity strain. Nearly 1 million people with disabilities are served each year 
through the state/federal system — short staffing limits who can be served and how well 
(O'Brien & Graham, 2009). 

Returned federal funds. Vacancies contribute to large amounts of federal allotments 
being returned unspent each year (referenced across the literature). 

Larger caseloads on remaining counselors. Stress and burnout compound, 
feeding the next wave of turnover (Layne et al., 2004; Schultz & Millington, 2007). 

Erosion of professional identity. When the agency hires anyone available, the 
distinctive identity of rehabilitation counseling weakens (O'Brien & Graham, 2009). 

University-agency tension. Agencies argue universities aren't producing enough 
qualified graduates; universities argue agencies aren't requiring or hiring at the qualified 
level (O'Brien & Graham, 2009). 

EVIDENCE — ARTICLE BY ARTICLE 

2004 Layne, Hohenshil, & Singh 
Rehabilitation Counseling 
Bulletin 

Occupational stress is the engine of turnover intent. Of stress, strain, coping, and demographics, only occupational stress was a statistically 
significant predictor (β = .402). Model explained 37.5% of variance. The stressors are inherent to the SVR role — large caseloads, role conflict, role overload 
— and are shaped by agency structure, not individual coping. 

2004 Tansey, Bishop, & Smart 
Rehabilitation Education 

The recruitment problem is structural. The aggregate supply of master's-level graduates is insufficient for the state/federal VR system. Aging 
workforce, increasing demand for services, and a thinning doctoral pipeline together produce a chronic shortage. States increasingly hire from outside 
rehab counseling — including bachelor's-level staff — to fill positions. 

2007 Schultz & Millington 
Rehabilitation Education 

A microeconomic supply-demand mismatch. Education (supply) cannot expand quickly to meet demand from agencies. "Price" in this market is job 
attractiveness — salary plus benefits, locale, autonomy, and prestige. Salary discrepancy with peer agencies is a key driver; ~48% loss of rehab 
academicians over 10 years projected, deepening the supply problem. 

2009 O'Brien & Graham 
Rehabilitation Counseling 
Bulletin 

The public program is at a crossroads. ~10,000 counselors employed; CSAVR leaders estimate the need at ~1,500 new counselors annually; AIR 
projects a 5-year need of 4,624. Only ~1,100 master's graduates produced per year. Doctoral programs are closing (Ohio State, Boston U) and ~40% of 
rehab professors came from outside the field. Even if every graduate were hired by SVR, full CSPD compliance would still take years. 

Bottom line. The state VR staffing crisis is not a single hiring problem — it is a cascading pipeline failure. Too few doctoral graduates produce too few master's-level counselors, 
who in turn enter SVR at low rates and leave at high rates because of stress, salary, and limited advancement. The four articles converge on the same prescription: simultaneous 
investment in the educator pipeline, in graduate program partnerships with state agencies, and in the conditions of the SVR job itself — caseload, supervision, and compensation — that 
determine whether the counselors who are hired choose to stay. 

Synthesis prepared from: Layne, Hohenshil & Singh (2004); Tansey, Bishop & Smart (2004); Schultz & Millington (2007); O'Brien & Graham (2009). Secondary citations as noted within each source. 


