
The historical roots of advocacy within the counseling 
profession can be traced back to the early 1900’s with 
Frank Parson’s work related to vocational guidance in 
underserved communities along with Clifford Beers 
efforts in client mental health advocacy. The publication 
of the Multicultural Counseling Competencies (MCCs; 
Sue, Arredondo, & McDavis, 1992), represented a major 
step toward drawing attention to the role of counselors 
developing competencies to work with a wide range of 
racially and ethnically diverse clients, and in doing so, 
identified advocacy efforts at individual and systems level 
to address disparities and discrimination. However, it was 
not until the late 1990’s that the American Counseling 
Association (ACA) began the process of codifying advocacy 
specifically and highlighting the importance of it for both 
the profession and the work that counselors do with 
clients. Recognizing the growing significance of advocacy 
in the profession, ACA President Loretta Bradley promoted 
advocacy as her conference theme and subsequently 
President Jane Goodman created a taskforce to develop 
advocacy competencies. In 2003, the ACA Governing 
Council officially approved and adopted the advocacy 
competencies that were developed by Goodman’s taskforce. 
This effort was informed by, and built on, the MCCs while 
expanding to encourage counselors to identify and address 
systemic issues more broadly. The Advocacy Competencies 
(Lewis, Arnold, House & Toporek, 2003) focused on the role 
of counselors as advocates working with and/or on behalf of 







•	 Assess the effect of counselor’s advocacy efforts on 
the system and constituents.

Collective Action

Collective action (formerly Public Information) refers 
to advocacy in which the counselor collaborates with 
groups to address issues that exist on a broad scale or that 
can be remedied through changing public perception or 
policies. Collective action refers to advocacy in which the 
counselor collaborates with groups to address such large 
scale issues. The counselor contributes as a group member 
and lends their knowledge and skill to the process of 
advocacy. This may include group facilitating, research, and 
communication skills as needed by the group. Advocacy 
strategies in the public arena may involve increasing public 
awareness about an issue, lobbying decision making bodies 
for legislative or policy change, or other such actions. In 
collective action, the counselor’s role is as collaborator with 
the group or community affected by the issues who have 
chosen to engage in advocacy.

Collective Action Counselor Competencies  
and Strategies
In partnering with client groups and community 
members to address environmental and systemic issues, 
and inform the public as well as policy makers about the 
role of environmental factors in human development, the 
advocacy- oriented counselor is able to:

•	 Recognize the impact of oppression, other barriers, 
and environmental factors that interfere with healthy 
development.

•	 Identify factors that are protective of healthy 
development as well as various avenues for 
enhancing these protective factors through the 
public arena.

•	 Share research and professional expertise with 
partner client groups and community members in 
developmentally and culturally appropriate ways.

•	 Determine appropriate role within community 
initiative such as facilitator, researcher, negotiator, 
etc. aligned with professional and personal skill set.

•	 Understand counselor’s own cultural identity 
including positionality related to power, privilege, 
and oppression and how that influences the ways 
they work with the community and the targets of 
advocacy (e.g., decision makers).

•	 Participate with and/or facilitate community partners 
in identifying the source of problems, setting goals, 
developing an action plan, considering possible 
outcomes, and implementing the action plan.

•	 Prepare written and multimedia materials that 
provide clear explanations of the role of specific 
environmental factors in human development in 
consultation with engaged community or client 



and oppression and how that influences the ways 
they work with the community and the targets of 
advocacy (e.g., decision makers).

•	 Support existing alliances for change through 
providing information, support, and expertise.

•	 With allies, prepare convincing data and rationales 
for public awareness campaigns or to lobby 
legislators and other policy makers.

•	 Maintain open dialogue with communities and 
clients to ensure that the social/political advocacy is 
consistent with the initial goals.

Conclusion and Future Directions

The 2003 ACA Advocacy Competencies provided an 
important guide for counselors to implement advocacy in 
their practice. This update expands on those competencies, 
clarifying domains and elaborating specific strategies, 
knowledge and skills as well as explicating the original 
authors’ intentions for inclusion of multicultural and 
ethical considerations. Clients, students, and communities 
continue to face extreme challenges and affronts to  
their dignity and ability to take care of themselves and  
their families.

Therefore, this update also reflects the increasing 
engagement of individuals, communities and schools 
in social action and enhances the ways that counselors 
can work to support those efforts through advocacy and 
collaboration.

As we look toward the future of counseling, ACA’s strong 
commitment to advocacy as a central role in counseling 
will require consistent inclusion of advocacy in future 
training and research endeavors. We will need to find ways 
to facilitate counselors in understanding how advocacy 
fits into their role within a culturally relevant context as 
well as understand the power and function of advocacy 
in addressing complex client and professional issues. 
Training grounded in empirical and practice-based research 
will enable counselors to develop skills and intervention 
strategies consistent with advocacy as a core element of 
counselor professional identity.


