


B E F O R E  W E  B E G I N

Land and Labor Acknowledgment

The Center for Excellence in Social Work, housed at New Mexico Highlands University, sits on the ancestral 
and unceded homelands of the Pueblo peoples, within territory historically shared by the Diné (Navajo) 
and Apache Nations. We honor the 23 sovereign Tribal Nations, Nations, and Pueblos of New Mexico, past 
and present, as traditional stewards of these unceded lands.

We also acknowledge the generations of Indigenous, Nuevomexicano, Hispanic, and immigrant laborers whose work in 

agriculture, land and water stewardship, domestic and care work, and community-building has sustained New Mexico's social 

fabric. This report, and the workforce it describes, exists because of the people who have cared for this land and for one another 

across generations. We offer this work in a spirit of relationship, humility, and respect.
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Established in 2022 by Governor 
Michelle Lujan Grisham, the Center is 
one of six Centers for Excellence created 
to grow research and development 
capacity in key workforce sectors.

A BOU T U S

The Center for Excellence in Social Work
The Center's statewide research agenda is grounded in Community-Based Participatory Action 
Research (CBPAR), recognizing communities, practitioners, students, social work educators, 
employers, and individuals with lived experience as essential partners in the co-creation of 
knowledge.

Applied Research
Statewide workforce surveys, rigorous mixed-methods 
studies and programmatic evaluation

Workforce Development
Policy and sector strategy development

Professional Development and 
Certification
Cultural continuing education, certifications, and monthly 
social justice teach-in series.

Cross-Sector Collaboration
Bridging state agencies, higher education, Tribes, and 
employers statewide.
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C E N T E R  I M P A C T

Statewide Reach Since 2023

2,000+
Participants trained through 
evidence-informed research, 
evaluation, and professional 
development offerings

6
Social Justice Teach-Ins held in 
FY26, averaging 93 participants 
and reaching statewide and 
national audiences

600+
Cultural continuing education 
units (CEUs) distributed through 
the Teach-In series in FY26 alone

96%
Of Teach-In participants reported 
gaining skills they could 
immediately apply to their 
practice
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C E N T E R  I M P A C T

Research and Policy Leadership

The Only Longitudinal Dataset of Its Kind
The biennial Social Workers of New Mexico Survey (2024 baseline, 2026 second 
cycle) is the state's only longitudinal profile of its licensed social work workforce.

A Statewide Strategic Blueprint
Rooted in Community, Ready for the Future (2026) translates research and 
community listening sessions into program, policy, and sector-level strategy.

Direct Input to Statewide Planning
Findings inform BHRIA implementation and a proposed partnership with the New 
Mexico Department of Workforce Solutions on a unified workforce strategy.

Community-Engaged at Every Step
Statewide listening sessions, a 2024 stakeholder poll on licensure policy, and 
CBPAR principles keep findings grounded in lived experience.
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R O A D M A P

Where We're Headed Today

1

The Landscape
A workforce navigating a new 
sociopolitical moment, BHRIA, the 
Interstate Compact, and federal 
uncertainty

2

What the Data Show
Capacity, compensation, wellbeing, 
and supervision findings from 673 
social workers statewide

3

In Their Own Words
Qualitative themes and direct 
quotations from the survey's open-
ended questions

4
Where We Go From 
Here
Eleven recommendations across 
three categories, and what we're 
asking of you
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Orienting Ourselves to the 2026 Social Workers of New Mexico: A Report 
of Findings and Recommendations 

P. 8-11 

Executive Summary
Provides an overview of the 
expansive report, including a 
snapshot of the current behavioral 
health workforce landscape., a 
snapshot of participants who 
responded to the survey, the survey 
methods, key findings, implications 
for social work and 
recommendations

Throughout

Key Figures and Graphs
Figure 1. Licensed Social Workers and 
Workforce Shortage Indicators by New 
Mexico County, 2026, p. 16

Table 1. Actively Licensed Social Workers 
by County of Residence and Type of 
Licensure, 2026, p. 17

Table 2a. Projected 2036 Social Worker 
Demand in New Mexico, Status Quo 
Scenario, p. 19

Roadmap for 
Action
Recommendations
Data-grounded recommendations 
are explored on p. 67-78, with Table  
9, Summary of Emergent 
Recommendations and Their 
Alignment with the Workforce 
Blueprint (p. 77-78), offering a 
synopsis of recommendations and 
related findings.

QR Code
Scan Using Your Phone 
to Access Report
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W H Y  T H I S  R E S E A R C H

One Central Question

How do professional wellbeing, structural workforce conditions, supervision and licensure 
experiences, workforce preparation, and career pathway opportunities influence the stability, 
capacity, and future development of New Mexico's social work workforce, and how can these 
findings inform statewide workforce planning, behavioral health system transformation, and 
public policy?

Every phase of the development of the 2026 Survey, from the measures retained since 2024 to the 
questions added this cycle, was made in service of answering that question directly and usefully for 
the practitioners, agencies, and policymakers who will act on it.
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T H E  L A N D S C A P E

A Distinctly Different Moment Than 2024

BHRIA (2025)
The Behavioral Health Reform and Investment Act established 13 regional 
planning bodies to map service gaps and prioritize workforce investment 
statewide.

The Social Work Interstate Licensure Compact
New Mexico's February 2026 adoption of the Social Work Licensure Compact 
opened a new multistate practice pathway with equity questions still unfolding.

Anticipatory Social Work
A guiding framework (Nissen, 2025) asking the profession to prepare for 
technological, environmental, and political change rather than only react to it.

Federal Uncertainty
Changes to the funding landscape, policies driving social services and the 
proposed, and currently enjoined, federal reclassification would have excluded 
the MSW and DSW from the definition of a professional degree for student loans.
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M E T H O D O L O G Y

Study Design

Adjusted response rate, up from 9.52% in 2024Longitudinal Approach
• Examines changes in workforce characteristics, wellbeing, capacity, and future workforce needs
• Retains core measures from 2024 to support trend analyses
• Added sector-specific questions related to workforce capacity, staffing challenges, educational preparation, 

and professional development needs

Analyzable response rate across all three open-
ended questions
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Purpose 
• Biennial statewide workforce study of New Mexico social workers
• 2026 survey represents the second wave of data collection
• Builds on the 2024 baseline survey to track workforce trends over time

Research Design 
• Concurrent mixed-methods design
• Quantitative and qualitative data collected simultaneously through a single online survey
• Quantitative findings complemented by participants' narrative responses
• Study approved by the New Mexico Highlands University Institutional Review Board (Exemption No. 008-

2026)



M E T H O D O L O G Y

Sample

Adjusted response rate, up from 9.52% in 2024

Recruitment occurred through the New Mexico Board of Social Work Examiners, professional listservs, 
statewide partners, and social media outreach. A combination of convenience and snowball sampling was also 
used to broaden participation across practice settings and geographic regions.

Analyzable response rate across all three open-
ended questions
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Recruitment

The survey yielded 673 eligible responses from an estimated population of 5,223 licensed social workers, 
representing approximately 13% of the licensed workforce in New Mexico. 
Note: The 2026 sample was demographically consistent with 2024 across nearly every characteristic examined, 
meaning differences reported in this deck reflect genuine changes in workforce conditions, not shifts in who 
responded.

Survey Instrument
71-item online survey examining the New Mexico social work workforce. Topics included demographics, 
employment, licensure, supervision, professional wellbeing, compensation, workplace conditions, workforce 
retention, and educational and professional development needs. Core measures from the 2024 survey were 
retained, with expanded questions addressing workforce sustainability, educational preparation, and emerging 
behavioral health workforce priorities. Designed to minimize survey fatigue, allowing participants to skip 
individual questions and conclude after Part I while supporting participant autonomy and high-quality data 
collection



M E T H O D O L O G Y

Quantitative Data Analysis
Adjusted response rate, up from 9.52% in 2024

• Qualitative responses were analyzed using a qualitative descriptive approach.
• Data were coded using Saldáña's two-cycle coding framework, and constant comparison.
• Responses were reviewed for recurring patterns and themes.

Analyzable response rate across all three open-
ended questions
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Qualitative Data Analysis

• Quantitative data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics Version 31.
• Frequencies and percentages were used to describe survey responses and participant characteristics.
• Crosstabulations and chi-square tests were used to examine relationships between variables.
• Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was used to compare mean differences across groups.

Unique survey links using Survey Monkey were issued for each respondent in 2026 to improve survey 
integrity and reduce fraudulent participation.

Survey Administration



M E T H O D O L O G Y

Who We Heard From

673
Social workers completed the 2026 Survey

12.88%
Adjusted response rate, up from 9.52% in 2024

88–96%
Analyzable response rate across all three open-
ended questions

The 2026 sample was demographically consistent with 2024 across nearly every characteristic 
examined, meaning differences reported in this deck reflect genuine changes in workforce conditions, 
not shifts in who responded.
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W H A T  T H E  D A T A  S H O W

Shortages Are Statewide, Not Just Rural
Share of respondents identifying each capacity gap

76.3%

55.4%

40.4%

Overall shortage of providers

Rural/frontier recruitment difficulty

Rural/frontier workforce gap

76.3%
of respondents identified an overall 

shortage of behavioral health providers, the 
single most-cited workforce capacity gap in 

the survey.
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W H A T  T H E  D A T A  S H O W

Compensation and Financial Strain
Financial wellbeing indicators, 2026 respondents

56.8%

37.7%

38.0%

Feel equitably compensated

Hold more than one job

Student loans hurt financial wellbeing

56.8%
of respondents feel equitably compensated 
for their skills and expertise, leaving nearly 

half who do not.
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W H A T  T H E  D A T A  S H O W

The Cost of Doing This Work
Wellbeing and retention risk indicators, 2026 respondents

29.4%

31.2%

38.9%

37.1%

42.4%

Health problems related to work

Experience discrimination clients also face

Overwhelmed by workload or caseload

Considered leaving the profession

Depression, anxiety, or trauma symptoms

+5.4 pts
Depression, anxiety, and trauma symptoms 

rose 5.4 percentage points since 2024. 
Women and Gender Queer/Non-Binary 
respondents report significantly higher 

symptom levels than men.
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W H A T  T H E  D A T A  S H O W

Supervision: The Single Biggest Bottleneck
Barriers to obtaining supervision toward independent licensure

73.1%

61.5%

84.0%

Lack employer-sponsored supervision

Supervision cost is a barrier

Want employer/state-funded supervision

84.0%
of respondents identifying supports that 

would help pointed to employer-sponsored 
or fully funded supervision.
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E Q U I T Y  S P O T L I G H T

The Licensure Exam and the Interstate Compact

A Redesigned Exam

Beginning August 3, 2026, ASWB launches a redesigned exam 
shifting from recall toward applied reasoning, with Values and Ethics 
weighted most heavily. Persistent racial, cultural, and cost-related 
pass-rate disparities documented by Council on Social Work 
Education (2024), and mirrored both in this survey and the Center's 
2024 stakeholder poll make disaggregated monitoring of the new 
exam essential.

Compact Interest Is High, With Ambivalence 
Around Equity

Nearly two thirds of respondents are likely to use New Mexico's new 
Social Work Licensure Interstate Compact. Illinois and Maine already pair 
Compact participation with alternative licensure pathways, laying a 
foundation for New Mexico to not have to choose between portability 
and equity.

~2 in 3
respondents likely to use the Compact
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E Q U I T Y  A N A L Y S I S

Equity Runs Through Every Finding
Disparities by race, ethnicity, gender, and LGBTQIA2S+ identity appear across compensation, wellbeing, and licensure

Compensation by Gender
67.0% of men feel equitably compensated, compared with 
54.9% of women.

Multiple Jobs by Race/Ethnicity
42.8% of Hispanic/Latine respondents hold more than one 
job, compared with 32.8% of White respondents.

Loan Burden by LGBTQIA2S+ Identity
45.2% of LGBTQIA2S+ respondents report loan repayment 
harms their financial wellbeing, compared with 32.5% of 
non-LGBTQIA2S+ respondents.

Mental Health by Gender
Women and Gender Queer/Non-Binary respondents 
report significantly higher depression, anxiety, and trauma 
symptoms than men.

Lived Experience of Discrimination
31.2% overall say they experience the same discrimination 
as the people they serve, highest among Black and 
Indigenous respondents.

Cultural & Spiritual Resilience
Indigenous, Black, and Hispanic/Latine respondents draw 
significantly more strength from cultural and spiritual 
practice than White respondents.
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I N  T H E I R  O W N  W O R D S

What Social Workers Told Us
Leading qualitative themes across the survey's three open-ended questions (Q46–Q48)

26.6%

27.0%

27.2%

33.7%

38.7%

46.4%

Sustaining the Practitioner (Q47)

Escalating, Diversifying Need (Q46)

Build the Pipeline (Q48)

Clinically & Culturally Grounded Practice* (Q47)

Compensate & Retain the Workforce (Q48)

Systemic Pressures & Policy Instability (Q46)

*Clinically & Culturally Grounded Practice: Respondents want clinical skill-building, assessment, intervention, trauma-informed care, taught together with cultural humility and 
language access, not as two separate tracks. Cultural humility was the single highest-frequency subcode in the entire Q47 dataset.
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I N  T H E I R  O W N  W O R D S

Systemic Pressures Are Compounding
The largest theme in the entire survey (46.4% of Q46 responses) links workforce strain directly to 
policy and funding instability.

“Caseloads are too large. Not being compensated for time. Poor workplace environments. Poor 
work-life balance. Outrageous costs of living. NM is not sustainable with lack of affordable 
housing and cost of food and commodity increases in comparison to low wages.”

This lends direct empirical support to Recommendation 5: Strengthening the economic stability of 
the workforce through targeted financial supports.
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I N  T H E I R  O W N  W O R D S

Funding That Doesn't Reset Every Cycle
Respondents describing what New Mexico should invest in (Q48) repeatedly called for durable, 
coordinated funding.

“New Mexico should focus on creating a long-term funding plan that brings together different 
funding sources so behavioral health programs aren’t constantly worried about losing support 
when a grant ends.”

This theme underpins Recommendation 10: Strengthening BHRIA regional implementation 
through formalized sector intermediaries.
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I N  T H E I R  O W N  W O R D S

Growing the Workforce Beyond Licensed Roles
Respondents named peer support and community health workers as central to expanding capacity, not 
just growing headcount.

“A key priority for strengthening the behavioral health workforce is expanding the workforce 
itself, growing both the professional and nontraditional workforce, supporting roles like peer 
support workers and community health workers who are often closer to the people they serve.”

This directly supports Recommendation 7: Investing in community-rooted career pathways and 
statewide supervision infrastructure.
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R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

Eleven Recommendations, Three Categories
Every recommendation opens with the data that grounds it, names a culturally grounded approach with 
a track record, and cross-references the Center's Blueprint for Strengthening Social Work and Behavioral 
Health Career Pathways.

4
Provider & 
Organizational
Actions behavioral health employers, 
supervisors, and training programs can 
take directly.

4

Policy

Actions requiring legislative funding, 
statutory change, or state agency action.

3

Sector Strategies

Coordinated, cross-sector action, more 
than any single actor can accomplish 
alone.
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RECOMMEN D A TIONS

Provider & Organizational Recommendations

1
Integrate Culturally Grounded Practice Throughout Behavioral Health Education and 
Workforce Development 
Cultural humility was the single highest-frequency subcode in the entire Q47 dataset.

2
Expand Employer-Supported Clinical Supervision Through Evidence-Informed and 
Culturally Responsive Models 
73.1% cite a lack of employer-supported supervision as their top licensure barrier.

3
Develop a Future-Ready, Culturally Grounded Artificial Intelligence and Digital Practice 
Strategy for the Behavioral Health Workforce 
AI was the most-cited subcode in Q46, and the clearest gap in the Blueprint's current scope.

4
Strengthen Behavioral Health Access for Immigrant and Refugee Communities Through 
Culturally and Linguistically Responsive Workforce Strategies 
75.0% report rising work-related stress tied to the current political climate.
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RECOMMEN D A TIONS

Policy Recommendations

5
Strengthen the Economic Stability of the Behavioral Health Workforce Through Targeted 
Financial Supports 
Compensation was the dominant concern across all three open-ended questions independently.

6
Pair Social Work Licensure Compact Implementation with Equity Safeguards Grounded in 
Evidence-Based Alternative Pathways 
Illinois and Maine show alternative licensure pathways and Compact participation aren't mutually 
exclusive.

7
Invest in Community-Rooted Career Pathways and a Statewide Supervision Infrastructure 
Across the Behavioral Health Workforce Continuum 
76.0% point to state-funded supervision stipends as the support that would help most.

8
Consider Sustaining Administrative Modernization and Regional Implementation Capacity 
Under BHRIA 
Rooted in Tribal and land-based knowledge, extending the Center's own mission into strategy.
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R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

Behavioral Health Workforce Sector Strategies

9 Prioritize rural, frontier, and Tribal workforce infrastructure in BHRIA implementation
Rural recruitment difficulty (55.4%) was cited roughly twice as often as any other capacity gap.

10
Strengthen BHRIA regional implementation through formalized sector intermediaries
As of June/July 2026, only two of BHRIA's 13 regional plans had received final approval, more than a year 
after enactment, with others still in draft or requesting extensions.

11
Establish a unified, cross-sector statewide behavioral health workforce strategy
8 of 13 BHRIA regions independently named workforce development a top-5 priority. Proposed in 
partnership with the NM Dept. of Workforce Solutions, with Tribal Nations and Pueblos as required 
partners.
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P U T T I N G  T H I S  T O  W O R K

How These Findings Can Guide Implementation

A Unified Behavioral Health Workforce 
Strategy

Rural/frontier recruitment (55.4%) and the overall provider 
shortage (76.3%) give the strategy its two starting 
benchmarks for capacity investment.

Employer-supported supervision (73.1% barrier) identifies the 
single highest-leverage funding target for a statewide 
supervision corps.

Race, gender, and LGBTQIA2S+ disparities in pay, loan burden, 
and licensure give the strategy built-in equity metrics to 
monitor from year one.

Cultural humility as the top Q47 subcode signals that training 
investments should integrate, not separate, clinical and 
cultural competence.

BHRIA Regional Planning

8 of 13 regions already named workforce development a top-
5 priority independently, these findings give the Behavioral 
Health Executive Committee a shared, statewide evidence 
base to align them.
Rural and frontier capacity gaps documented here validate 
infrastructure requests regions are already submitting for 
BHEC review.

The Q48 govern-and-simplify theme (8.6%) directly supports 
simplifying the approval bottleneck, only two of 13 plans had 
received final approval more than a year after enactment.

Supervision and licensure pathway data can inform each 
region's own workforce-specific goals within its four-year 
plan.
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W H A T  T H I S  M E A N S

A Coordinated Strategy is Needed
While the number of social workers statewide grew modestly between 2024 and 2026, this survey 
cycle's findings point to a more complex need, one that cannot be solved by workforce growth alone.

Economic Stability Supervision Capacity Culturally Grounded 
Training

Equitable Pathways to 
Licensure

These levers must keep pace with a policy environment defined by BHRIA regional planning, Compact 

implementation, federal financial aid uncertainty, and accelerating technological and environmental 

change. None belongs to a single sector, the Legislature, state agencies, higher education, employers, 

and communities must move together.
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W H A T  W E ' R E  A S K I N G

What We're Asking of You

The Legislature
Fund statewide supervision and targeted economic relief as a precondition for 
other workforce investment.

State Agencies
Partner on a unified, cross-sector workforce strategy that aligns what BHRIA's 13 
regions are already identifying alone.

Higher Education
Embed culturally grounded skills across the core curricula and in practicum 
placements. Expand paid, community-rooted entry points.

Employers
Provide employer-sponsored supervision, the single most-cited barrier to 
independent licensure.
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Questions?

Thank you. Your partnership, ideas and feedback are greatly appreciated.

Anna Nelson, PhD, LCSW
Director, Principal Investigator  •  Center for Excellence in Social Work

505-319-8822 annelson@nmhu.edu

1700 Grande Blvd. SE, Suite 100, Rio Rancho, NM 87124  •  fvssw.org/cesw
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