
The California Health Care Foundation (CHCF) 
commissioned Prism Partners Group to evaluate 
the Lay Counselor Academy (LCA), a program 

aimed at addressing California’s behavioral health 
workforce gaps by upskilling community health work-
ers, case managers, first responders, and other health 
and social care workers to provide mental health coun-
seling. These lay counselors provide mental health 
support comparable to that offered by licensed thera-
pists, thus expanding access to mental health care. 
The evaluation underscores the LCA’s role in achiev-
ing positive outcomes for both participants and their 
employing organizations, despite inherent challenges 
in measuring long-term impacts on client care.

Program Overview
The LCA provides a comprehensive 65-hour training 
course over 14 weeks, designed to equip participants 
with mental health counseling skills. The curriculum 
includes evidence-based mental health counseling 
strategies, such as building and maintaining the thera-
peutic alliance, cognitive behavioral therapy, behavioral 
activation, and motivational interviewing. It employs a 
mix of synchronous and asynchronous learning modal-
ities, which include live online sessions, self-directed 
activities, and practical role-playing exercises. 

Evaluation Methodology
The evaluation was conducted over two years, draw-
ing from qualitative and quantitative sources that 
consisted of environmental scanning, interviews with 
organizational leaders, and surveys of past partici-
pants. These tools helped identify the characteristics 

of LCA participants, the organizations that benefit 
from LCA-trained staff, and the course’s effectiveness 
in achieving its intended outcomes.

Findings
Participants from varied professional backgrounds 
report increased confidence and skills in evidence-
based mental health counseling post-training. 
Seventy-four percent of respondents indicated 
improved ability to help clients with mental health 
issues. The training has led to organizational changes, 
such as enhanced job satisfaction and, in some cases, 
increased job responsibilities, though salary adjust-
ments remain limited.

Organizational leaders who have had employees com-
plete the LCA find it valuable. Organizations reported 
integrating these lay counselors into their behavioral 
health services has allowed licensed staff to focus on 
higher-need cases, thus enhancing overall service 
delivery. Despite this, challenges remain around for-
malizing these roles and recognizing them financially 
and professionally within the health care ecosystem.

LCA graduates report increased job satisfaction and 
reduced burnout. Seventy-five percent of participants 
said their job satisfaction increased after the LCA, 
indicating that the program enhances their skills and 
professional fulfillment. 

The LCA is advancing equity in the mental health 
workforce: LCA participants represent a more diverse 
demographic than the current mental health work-
force. Forty-one percent of participants identify as 
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About the Author
This is a summary of an evaluation of the Lay Counselor 
Academy conducted by Prism Partners Group. 

About the Foundation
The California Health Care Foundation (CHCF) is an 
independent, nonprofit philanthropy that works to 
improve the health care system so that all Californians 
have the care they need. We focus especially on mak-
ing sure the system works for Californians with low 
incomes and for communities who have traditionally 
faced the greatest barriers to care. We partner with 
leaders across the health care safety net to ensure they 
have the data and resources to make care more just 
and to drive improvement in a complex system.

CHCF informs policymakers and industry leaders, 
invests in ideas and innovations, and connects with 
changemakers to create a more responsive, patient-
centered health care system.

Latino/x, 17% as Asian, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific 
Islander, 9% as multiracial, and 8% as Black. Sixty-three 
percent of participants in the LCA speak at least one 
language other than English. LCA participants reflect 
the communities they serve, bringing critical linguistic 
and cultural concordance to their mental health coun-
seling work.

Recommendations
While the LCA shows promise in expanding access to 
culturally responsive care and diversifying the behav-
ioral health workforce, the evaluation recommends 
further research on client outcomes and the long-term 
impact on workforce retention. Establishing system-
atic measures for client care outcomes and exploring 
potential career pathways for lay counselors could 
solidify their role in addressing California’s mental 
health care challenges.

In conclusion, the LCA represents a critical step towards 
an inclusive and accessible mental health continuum 
of care, aligning with the broader goals of advancing 
health equity across California. The program’s con-
tinued development and systematic integration into 
the health care ecosystem could play a pivotal role in 
addressing both immediate and long-term shortages 
in the mental health workforce.
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