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Abstract

In Ireland, a critical shortage of psychologists is impacting health, education, and social care
services. This deficit, exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, has led to prolonged waiting
times for psychological services, adversely affecting the timely support and wellbeing of
individuals in need. Despite government initiatives to reduce waiting lists, such as the recent
funding for additional private Assessments of Need (AON), long-term solutions, including
increased investment in innovative training opportunities, remain undeveloped. This paper
advocates for expanding access to psychology education and training through blended and
online learning models. Such an approach would enhance accessibility, inclusivity, and
flexibility in training, addressing both immediate and systemic challenges. By drawing on the
UK's 'Psychological Professions Workforce Plan for England’ (National Health Service,
2021) and integrating blended and online learning into psychology education, Ireland can
build a sustainable and diverse psychological workforce.
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Navigating Ireland'’s Psychological Landscape

In Ireland, there is a significant shortfall in the number of psychologists to meet demands in
vital health, education, and social care settings (Baker, 2022; O’Keefe, 2021). The demand
for psychological support has been steadily increasing for several years and has been
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exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic's impact on mental wellbeing (Berger et al., 2022,
O’Sullivan et al., 2021; Sheerin et al., 2023). In healthcare, this shortage of psychologists has
led to exceedingly long waiting times for essential services, hindering the timely support and
intervention required for individuals in need (Cullen, 2022; Murphy, 2023; Baker, 2022). In
2023, an estimated 5,000 people had been on the waiting list to access psychological services
from the HSE for over a year (Murphy, 2023). Such delay adversely affects the wellbeing and
recovery of patients, as timely psychological support is a crucial component of their
treatment (Punton et al., 2022). In educational contexts, the delay of timely psychological
support significantly impacts the development and educational progression of children,
especially those in pressuring need of assessment for learning disabilities or emotional
support (Catts et al., 2015; Zwaigenbaum et al., 2015). Between May and June of 2022, of
the 93,937 children on a waiting list to access a range of therapeutic services, such as speech
development and disability support therapies, 29,705 had been waitlisted for over a year
(Cullen, 2022). Children needing support from the Child and Adolescent Mental Health
Services (CAMHS) can spend as long as 2-3 years on waiting lists, during which their
conditions often worsen, and both the children and the staff are negatively impacted when
services are finally accessed (Smyth, 2023). The long waiting times associated with accessing
services are often cited as a major barrier by service users. In a study exploring experiences
with mental health services in Ireland, one service user expresses that “even if the service is
available, there is a long waiting list, and appointments are always delayed up to over an hour
on some occasions” (Vitale & Mannix-McNamara, 2013).

Addressing the critical shortage of psychologists is imperative to ensure the timely and
essential psychological support needed for individuals and the overall wellbeing of the Irish
population. However, the Irish Government's announcement in May 2024 (Department of
Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth, 2024), regarding the plan to fund an
initiative aimed at procuring 2,500 additional private Assessments of Need (AON) in an
effort to reduce waiting lists, raises concerns about the existence of any long-term solutions.
While there is limited data regarding access to psychologists through private healthcare in
Ireland, the general increase in private healthcare indicates an overreliance on private
institutions to mitigate issues in government-funded care. Post-pandemic, there has been a
15% increase in private psychiatric care from 2019 to 2022 (Vhi, 2023). Additionally, the
long waiting lists associated with public healthcare are cited as a primary reason for
purchasing private healthcare in Ireland (Walsh et al., 2021). While the growth of the private
sector may be a symptom of the limited capacity of public services, its contributions can only
provide temporary relief to the mental health crisis. Instead of allocating resources to
temporary measures, investing in innovative training opportunities to build a dynamic and
sustainable public workforce would better address the underlying issues. This approach
ensures that once children are assessed, there are sufficient qualified professionals available
to provide the necessary recommended services. To address the psychological workforce
shortage effectively, Ireland could benefit from a strategic approach similar to the UK's
'Psychological Professions Workforce Plan for England' (National Health Service, 2021),
which outlines five strategic priorities: growing the workforce, developing clear career
pathways, attracting diverse talent, leading at all levels, and embracing new ways of working.
While past reports have advocated for the expansion of the Irish psychological workforce
through the increase of education and training posts (National Psychologist Project Team,



2021), few tangible efforts have followed. Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) could play a
crucial role in this plan by expanding, aligning, and adapting their training programmes.

In Ireland, the path to becoming a psychologist begins with a Bachelor's degree in
psychology, followed by a Master’s or Higher Diploma in Applied Psychology. To achieve
chartered status, candidates must complete a Doctorate in Clinical Psychology or a related
field, with further supervised practice, and apply to the Psychological Society of Ireland
(PSI). Ongoing professional development and adherence to ethical standards are essential
throughout their career. Unfortunately, there is a widespread belief that the current number of
available psychology educational opportunities and training positions falls far short of the
demand (Baker, 2020; Smyth, 2023). In a recent PSI Working Conditions Survey (Joyce and
Ryan, 2020), over 56% of qualified psychologists stated that they had faced significant
barriers in finding training and educational opportunities. Notably, 73% of these respondents
were recently qualified professionals with a membership to the PSI of less than two years.
The limited availability of educational opportunities in Ireland has resulted in intense
competition among applicants. With a high number of qualified and passionate individuals
contending for a limited number of seats, the selection process becomes increasingly rigorous
(O’Shea and Byrne, 2011; Joyce and Ryan, 2020). This shortage in training places has
contributed to a bottleneck in the pipeline of new psychologists entering the workforce. It
hampers the nation's ability to replenish and expand its pool of qualified professionals,
perpetuating the problem of understaffing. In addition, the existing psychologists are
frequently overburdened, which can lead to burnout and reduced quality of care (Baker,
2020; McCormack et al., 2015; McLoughlin et al., 2021), further exasperating the issue.

The consequence of the heightened competition for training places is a significant challenge
for applicants and the profession, and the scarcity of slots can also contribute to
underrepresentation within the field (Bramham et al., 2023). It may disproportionately affect
individuals from underrepresented backgrounds, including minority groups, mature students,
and those from lower socio-economic strata. These groups often face additional barriers in
navigating competitive admission processes in education (Doyle et al., 2020), perpetuating a
lack of inclusivity within the profession. In particular, the main barriers to further education
and training among adult learners and those of lower socioeconomic strata are motivational
(e.g., concerns about their older age), economic (concerns about childcare and transport),
organisational (limited courses on offer, inflexible delivery mode, and stringent eligibility
requirements), and informational (lack of clear guidance) (Mooney & O’Rourke, 2017). It
has already been noted that there is a clear absence of diversity within the field of psychology
in Ireland, where most aspiring psychologists are predominantly white, middle-class, and
female (Bramham et al., 2023). Addressing these disparities is essential to ensure that the
profession truly reflects and serves the diverse needs of the Irish population. With such a
pronounced underrepresentation of various ethnicities, socio-economic backgrounds, and
genders, there is a risk that certain segments of the population may not receive care that is
culturally sensitive and attuned to their unique needs and perceptions (Gopalkrishnan, 2018).
It is therefore clear that innovative approaches to providing psychology training opportunities
are crucial for developing a robust and sustainable educational framework that can effectively
respond to community needs.

Aside from helping address the current shortage of psychologists in Ireland, expanding
accessibility to an education in psychology could provide benefits to the general population,
including to individuals who don't wish to pursue a career in this field. Psychological literacy
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is essential to foster a deeper understanding of human behaviour, thoughts, and emotions,
equipping individuals with invaluable insights into their own lives and interactions with
others (Hulme & Cranney, 2021; Miles et al., 2020). Through psychology, people can
enhance their communication skills, empathy, emotional intelligence, and conflict resolution
abilities, leading to healthier relationships and improved emotional wellbeing (Steinebach,
2021; Kaur et al., 2012). Moreover, a grasp of psychological principles is crucial in various
fields such as business, education, healthcare, and social services, enabling individuals to
make informed decisions, design effective strategies, connect effectively with others, and
create more inclusive environments (Miller & Carducci, 2015). In essence, studying
psychology enriches personal growth and empowers individuals to contribute positively to
their communities and professions.

The aforementioned issues underscore the urgent need for increased investment in
psychology education and training opportunities in Ireland. Addressing this insufficient
availability of psychology training programmes is not only vital for ensuring that individuals
receive the timely support and care they require, but also for bolstering the overall wellbeing
of the population. Expanding psychology training at all levels, including bachelor's and
master's courses, is vital to cultivating a diverse and well-rounded cadre of professionals who
can address a wide spectrum of psychological needs, thereby ensuring comprehensive mental
health and wellbeing support for individuals and communities.

The Need for Innovative Approaches to Psychology
Education and Training

Ireland’s significant shortage of psychologists highlights the need for innovative educational
solutions, with online and blended learning playing a crucial role in addressing this issue.
These modes of educational provision have experienced explosive growth in recent years,
fueled by advancements in technology and rapidly changing learning preferences. The
COVID-19 pandemic further accelerated the adoption of online education (Garcia-Morales et
al., 2021; Masalimova et al., 2022), creating opportunities for professionals to upskill and
reskill from the comfort of their own homes (Baczek et al., 2021). This shift towards online
and blended education has also prompted universities and institutions to innovate their
teaching methods and invest in digital infrastructure. As a result, students now have greater
access to a wider range of courses and resources than ever before.

Online and blended education offer numerous benefits, including increased accessibility for
individuals from diverse backgrounds (Dodo-Balu, 2018), which is particularly relevant for
psychology in Ireland. It fosters cultural awareness and empathy among students, preparing
them for an interconnected world (Eden et al., 2024; Liando & Tatipang, 2024). Online
education allows students to access courses and materials from anywhere, eliminating
geographical barriers and making education available to those who may not previously have
had access to traditional forms of learning (Burns, 2023). Additionally, online education
accommodates various learning styles and abilities, offering a personalised learning
experience and making it accessible for students with disabilities (Carlsen et al., 2016;
Kenney et al., 2020). The self-paced structure of online education allows individuals to
revisit course materials, focus on areas of difficulty, and proceed at a speed that matches their
learning capabilities (Marteney & Bernadowski, 2016).



Blended and online education facilitate inclusivity by allowing individuals with jobs or
family responsibilities to participate in learning at their own pace, contributing to a more
diverse and resilient workforce (Psotka, 2022; Weldon et al., 2021). Furthermore, they serve
as transformative tools for lifelong learning (Gardner et al., 2021), crucial for individuals
aspiring to enter the dynamic field of psychology. Online education can offer accessibility,
flexibility, and a diverse range of psychology courses, enabling individuals to shape their
careers through continuous learning (Miller & Mildenberger 2021). Embracing lifelong
learning enriches expertise, ensuring practitioners remain at the forefront of psychological
knowledge and practices, ultimately enhancing their practice and personal wellbeing
(Chambers-Baltz et al., 2021; Hamilton et al., 2023).

Investing in online and blended learning for psychology training is a strategic solution to
address the current workforce shortage. Although there are initial costs for technology and
course development, these programmes can scale efficiently, increasing accessibility and
flexibility for students. For psychology training providers in Ireland, leveraging blended
learning offers a critical opportunity to expand access to training programmes and reach a
broader pool of aspiring professionals. This approach should complement traditional face-to-
face interactions, meeting the growing demands in health, education, and social care sectors.
Ultimately, an adequately trained psychological workforce reduces societal costs by
improving mental health outcomes and enhancing overall productivity

Towards a Comprehensive Solution

As we progress into an increasingly digital age, the potential for innovative approaches to
psychology education to foster inclusivity cannot be understated. Psychology, by its nature,
seeks to understand and cater to the diverse spectrum of human experiences (Kumar & Lal,
2024). In line with this ethos, psychology training should be at the forefront of inclusive and
accessible educational practices. By leveraging online learning platforms, universities and
institutions can enhance their capacity to train future psychologists, effectively addressing
workforce shortages while broadening access for diverse individuals and professionals
(Kholbutaevich & Anarbaevich, 2024).

While many disciplines and higher education institutions are enhancing their reach and
flexibility through blended and online learning models (Jowsey et al., 2020; Bokolo et al.,
2022; Muller & Mildenberger, 2021), psychology training offered in Ireland is predominately
campus-based (The Psychological Society of Ireland, 2024). This method of delivery often
relies on fixed timetabling, which can be challenging for contemporary learners and
professionals seeking more flexible and accessible learning options. Moreover, while recent
blended learning initiatives in psychology education are promising, more options are needed,
including fully online courses, to truly achieve the flexibility and accessibility these models
offer.

Currently, there are a total of 11 PSl-accredited Psychology Higher Diploma and Conversion
Master’s programmes available in the Republic of Ireland. Only one is delivered on a blended
schedule, and only one other offers part-time study (University College Dublin, 2024; Dublin
Business School, 2024). Both programmes offer a Level 8 Higher Diploma over a Level 9
Master’s, meaning most students would require further study before entering professional
training. Additionally, career changers who pursue training through a Bachelor’s programme
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also face several barriers. While there are currently 22 Bachelor’s accredited programmes
listed on the PSI website (The Psychological Society of Ireland, 2024), in order to flexibly
complete study part-time, learners have to invest 4-8 years of study and financial resources to
complete their initial training in psychology. The majority of these courses lack blended or
online learning options, creating major obstacles for career changers due to inflexible
schedules and long study periods required before advancing professionally. This highlights a
mismatch between the needs of contemporary learners and the existing educational methods
in Irish psychology training, which may discourage many aspiring to transition into the field.

Despite advocating for increased blended and online psychology training opportunities, we
acknowledge that broadening access to third-level education is only one step in addressing
the exuberant psychologist shortage the country continues to face. A major barrier which
remains is the lack of commitment from Government bodies in addressing continued lack of
workforce strategies (The Psychological Society of Ireland, 2019), insufficient funding for
training posts and public sector jobs (Joyce & Ryan, 2020; Baker, 2022; Smyth, 2023), and a
lack of effective recruitment practices in place to attract professionals to key areas of need,
such as CAMHS (The Psychological Society of Ireland, 2023; O’Keefe, 2021). Addressing
the shortage requires substantial government funding and a holistic approach. This includes
funding for additional training positions, increased financial support for developing the health
service workforce, and the implementation of incentives to attract and retain psychology
graduates within public health services.

In practice, government bodies must consider implementing strategies to enhance training
opportunities for graduates. For instance, adopting the National Psychology Project Team's
(2021) suggestion to establish a National Psychology Placement Office could streamline the
process for trainees and professionals to access workplace opportunities across various
regional organisations. This would not only alleviate the bottleneck of graduates accessing
work opportunities but also ease the strain on health, education, and social care sectors by
increasing the number of trainees assisting professionals throughout their training.
Recognising the interdependence of these factors is essential for achieving a robust, top-class
service capable of meeting the population's demands.

Moving Forward

Increasing the availability of psychology courses and funding is essential in addressing the
escalating mental health crisis. The surge in demand for mental health services, driven by the
COVID-19 pandemic, economic uncertainties, and modern stressors, underscores the urgent
need for expanded educational opportunities in psychology (Chen & Lucock, 2022; World
Health Organization, 2022). Enhancing access to psychology education is crucial to meeting
the rising need for mental health professionals across various fields such as educational,
clinical, and social care psychology, which are vital in supporting individuals and improving
societal wellbeing.

Blended and online courses are key to widening access to psychology, accommodating career
changers, and aligning education with current market demands through modern teaching
methods (Castro & Tumibay, 2021; Dieterich & Hamsher, 2020; Goodman et al., 2019).
These approaches also support the UN's Sustainable Development Goal 4 by fostering
inclusive and equitable quality education and promoting lifelong learning opportunities.



Educational institutions must shift from focusing solely on traditional face-to-face teaching to
embracing blended and online learning in psychology. This transition promises accessible
education for diverse learners, meeting professional and personal needs while increasing the
availability of initial qualifications in psychology. This expansion can alleviate the pressure
on healthcare, education, and social care sectors by addressing the shortage of qualified
psychologists. However, governmental support is also crucial. Drawing from the UK’s
Psychological Professions Workforce Plan for England (National Health Service, 2021), the
Irish Government must adopt similar strategies to expand the psychological workforce. This
includes funding additional training positions, increasing financial support for the health
service workforce, and implementing incentives to retain psychology graduates within public
health services.

Extensive research highlights the severe impact of the psychologist shortage in Ireland,
affecting both the wellbeing of psychologists and the broader population (Joyce & Ryan,
2020; McLoughlin, 2021; Baker, 2022; Smyth, 2023). It is now crucial for researchers and
practitioners to develop strategies to enhance graduate workforce entry and for policymakers
to urgently implement and fund these plans. Additionally, research on how best to reach
minority groups within the Irish context is necessary to ensure that the psychological
workforce reflects Ireland's growing diversity (Bramham et al., 2023).

As the mental health crisis continues, developing a robust, diverse, and healthy psychological
workforce through enhanced education and training initiatives, supported by governing
bodies and educational institutions, is critical to meeting the evolving demands of Irish
society.
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