
AFSCME  & 
United We Heal

Adding Frontline Workforce Voices 
to Behavioral Health Reforms



2,000 - Oregon AFSCME Council 75
Behavioral & Mental Health Members

Peers - Counselors -Substance Use - Crisis - Marriage Family  - Nurses - 
Doctors - Social Workers - Support Specialists - Case Managers

  
• Counties 
• State - Department of Corrections & OSH
• OHSU
• Private sector both clinical and residential



In April 2017 AFSCME & SASS 
(now United We Heal) 

Released our Report
Overworked

Frequent Burnout

Inconsistent Care

Underpaid

Even with additional funding care had not improved

Problems like these are why Oregon ranks 51st in the country for mental health outcomes, 
behind every other state and Washington DC.

https://unitedwehealoregon.com/uwh-report



As you know - other reports followed and 
have informed your work



Frontline worker solutions:

1. Pay Parity - joining the calls for this to stabilizing funding for behavioral health services

2. Training Fund - a partnership between employers and the union to provide more accessible training 

opportunities at a reduced cost to employers

3. Building Caseload Standards - manageable workloads & caseloads means better care

4. Appropriate and Accessible Placements - the right level of care to ensure all are getting adequate 

& the right level of treatment

5. Ensuring Workers Have a Voice in their Workplaces  - unionized workplaces have lower turnover 

there are many reasons for this...



Pay Parity - adding to the voices
Frontline workforce sees this need as:

• Equity for the workforce and for the clients across the state
• Needed to recruit & retain workforce where the need is
• One of steps needed to help reduce turn over

• Parity for substance use treatment services looks a bit different
– It is the lowest reimbursement level for the employers and therefore the 

employees
– Same training for peers as BH but lower pay
– This is also the area with a higher level of BIPOC frontline providers 
– Lower level of turnover

• passion to help others 
• for some their criminal histories they are also limited in their career paths

 



Training Fund

• A partnership of government, employers and the union 
– Takes the expense off individual employers
– Provides standardized training 

• Common language & Consistency of quality across all employers
• Cost savings in new hire training

• Provides a clear, affordable & accessible path for professional development for all in the field
– Gives opportunities to those long left out of educational opportunities disproportionately 

our BIPOC workforce 
– Can do while continuing to work
– Provides for the adaptability to grow and change with the workforce & their needs



Caseload Standards:

• A clear step for support people in treatment by supporting the people 

providing the care

• Ensure that all in the behavioral health field have a floor for a standard of care

• Should apply to peers and counselors, therapists and case managers and acuity 

of clients should be a factor 

• In residential settings we need staffing ratios to give individuals the level of care 

and attention they need



Appropriate and 
Accessible Placements for Clients

Everyone has a right to care  & to have settings that support healing and recovery they 
need the appropriate place and supports.  

• There needs to be space to move people into the level of care quickly - whether it is 
to become housed and begin or renew treatment or move across levels of care

– Not enough housing options generally so wait lists before COVID were 1-2 
years

– People with higher level of support and care need to be in settings that have  
the staff that have the right training and skill to provide safe care

– For people secure in their treatment they need to be able to move to settings 
that keep them on their path of success



Frontline Voices in the Workplace

The frontline workforce
Know what they need to provide quality services
See what their clients needs are & as advocates want to be provide the best care
Where workers have a voice - there is less turnover, and higher quality
Workers can safely and without fear of retaliation work with their employers to 
improve services and working conditions.
Ensuring that employers remain neutral when employees are exploring joining a 
union ensures that all public funds and investments are going to services and not 
anti-union campaigns.



Thank you!


