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Mental health crisis: Australian children are
waiting up to a year for help
Australian children are in dire need of mental health help, but many psychologists are refusing to take more patients on.
Here’s why.
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Exclusive: Kids are waiting up to a year to get critical mental health treatment because

of a nationwide shortage of child psychologists.

The situation has been exacerbated by the pandemic and is now so dire, some practices

have closed their books to new patients.

And parents who snag a coveted appointment are often left driving more than an hour

out of their area, just to have their children seen.

A News Corp investigation can also reveal:

* most child psychologists are paid 40 per cent less due to an unfair Medicare rebate;

* post graduate paediatric psychology courses are in short supply;

* more psychologists are needed in schools.

A nationwide shortage of child psychologists is leading to wait times of up to a year for young people.

The Australian Association of Psychologists (AAPi) wants the issue prioritised in the run

up to the federal election.

“I’m a parent and my heart breaks for other parents who can’t get help for their child,”

AAPi executive director Tegan Carrison said.

“Psychologists are saying they have massive waiting lists.

“In some cases it’s six, nine or 12 months before they can be seen.

“We are at crisis level. We need action urgently.”

Details of the crisis come as News Corp launches a five-day education guide for parents

starting on Monday, called School Smarts, with detailed advice on how to support their

children academically and emotionally from Kindy through to Year 12.

Child psychologist Sahra O’Doherty, who works in a private clinic in Sydney’s inner west

with three others, said Covid had sparked a new wave of children needing help with

anxiety and depression.

She said prior to Covid they did not have a waiting list, but by the end of last year they

“couldn’t book them in fast enough”.

Like many others, the clinic has closed its books.

AAPi’s latest national survey of 600 private psychologists shows that nearly half of

practices were unable to accept new clients – an increase of 10 per cent on 2020.

The research also found 78 per cent of clients were showing more distress, anxiety, or

depression.

Murdoch Children’s Research Institute professor Frank Oberklaid said there was a

shortage of psychologists across the board, but children’s mental health had long been

the “poor cousin” in the sector.

“Most of the people doing the teaching in the universities have an adult orientation,” he

said.

“Those interested in paediatric psychology find there’s a shortage of placements to get

practical experience.

“As a paediatrician it’s almost impossible to get one of my patients into a child

psychologist.

“I’ve tried to twist arms but they are just full.”

Ms O’Doherty said she had been continually advertising for more psychologists for three

years to no avail.
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Ms Carrison said increasing the opportunities for people to become psychologists was the

association’s top priority.

AAPi is calling for more universities to offer post graduate courses specialising in

educational and developmental psychology. Currently just four have the program.

The association wants provisional psychologists to be paid for their two-year practical

placement.

AAPi wants an election pledge from the major parties to replace the unfair two-tier

Medicare rebate system, which means registered psychologists (including educational

and developmental psychologists), get paid 40 per cent less than clinical psychologists,

even though they study for the same amount of time.

The association is also advocating for more psychologists in schools.

Australian Psychological Society chief executive Dr Zena Burgess, whose own survey in

September found that one in five clinics had closed its books to new patients, said

“prevention and early intervention are the best and most cost-effective solutions”.

“If we don’t increase support now the human and economic toll will be much more later,”

she said.

Assistant Minister Mental Health David Coleman said the Government is providing

unprecedented funding and support for mental health, investing $2.3 billion in the 2021

Budget.

He said an evaluation was already underway into the Medicare Benefits Scheme in

relation to both clinical and registered psychologists and should conclude by mid-2022.

“We’re committed to increasing the number of nurses, psychologists, psychiatrists and

others working in the mental health space, through funding scholarships and clinical

placements,” he said.

BATTLE TO GET PROFESSIONAL HELP
Relentless bullying left Owen Gorden crippled with anxiety and too scared to go to

school.

His mum Justene, from Sydney’s northern beaches, works with vulnerable young people

and recognised her son needed professional help.

She also knew how hard it was going to be to get it.

She made call after call to private clinics in Sydney’s north and hedged her bets by

putting his name down on five waiting lists. It took more than four months to actually get

him in to see someone, meaning he missed a lot of school.

“He had been the butt of jokes in Year 6 at primary school,” she said. “At the time he was

also diagnosed with dyslexia, so learning and homework had been harder for him.

“When he started Year 7 he was a little bit broken from all of that. He found it all too

overwhelming. Then he was bullied there too.

Justene Gordon and son Owen, 16, have spoken of the months long struggle to get professional help. Picture: Justin
Lloyd.

“He started refusing to go to school. He was quite destroyed.”

Owen was eventually diagnosed with agoraphobia, anxiety and depression, sparked by

the bullying.

“At the time I just felt really anxious, scared and terrified at what the day would bring,”

Owen said. “Speaking to a professional helped me find a way to get around those issues.

“It took a bit of time but it helped a lot.”

Owen, who is now 16 and doing well in a new

school, recently decided he needed a bit of support

again. Ms Gordon said it wasn’t any easier the

second time around and they had to go through the

same rigmarole to get an appointment.
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•Almost 1 in 5 psychologists have had to close their books to new clients, compared
to 1 in 100 before Covid.
•8 out of 10 psychologists have seen an increase in wait times from March 2020,
with 45 per cent reporting dramatically increased wait times.
•45 per cent have a waiting list of more than 3 months, or are not taking on new
clients.

Queensland

•1 in 5 psychologists in have had to close their books to new clients since March
2020, compared to 1 in 100 psychologists before Covid.
•9 out of 10 psychologists reported seeing an increase in wait times since the
pandemic, with 65 per cent reporting dramatically increased wait times.
•More than 60 per cent have a waiting list of more than 3 months, or are not taking
on new clients.

Victoria

•1 in 4 psychologists in Victoria have had to close their books to new clients since
March 2020, compared to 2 out of 100 prior to Covid. Prior to COVID-19, only 2 per
cent of psychologists in VIC were not taking new clients. 
•92 per cent of psychologists reported seeing an increase in wait times from March
2020, with 64 per centre reporting dramatically increased wait times. 
•8 out of 10 psychologists have a waiting list of more than 3 months, or are not
taking on new clients. 

South Australia

•1 in 4 psychologists have had to close their books to new clients since March 2020,
compared with 2 out of 100 prior to Covid.
•9 out of 10 psychologists reported seeing an increase in wait times since Covid,
with more than 60 per cent reporting dramatically increased wait times. 
•More than half have a waiting list of more than 3 months, or are not taking on new
clients. 
•Prior to the pandemic, 4 out of 10 psychologists were able to see a new client
within a month. 
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Resilience speaker Graeme Cowan has spoken to Sky News Australia about his five-year long battle with depression, and the habits he has cultivated to look after
his mental health amid uncertainty. Mr Cowan - who is also a director of organisation 'R U OK?' - acknowledged there is “certainly much greater stress in the…
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