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Cost of education continues to be a barrier

The cost of attending graduate school poses a significant barrier to growing the behavioral health workforce. 
All states require a graduate degree for licensure as a behavioral health provider, including in psychology, and 
to finance their education, most graduate students working towards degrees in these fields have few options 
other than to borrow. This is true across all fields, but data show that low-income and first-generation students 
working toward doctoral psychology degrees also significantly rely on student loans.xiv The prospect of student 
loan debt often serves as barrier to the pursuit of advanced degrees, reducing the probability that qualified 
professionals will pursue lower-paying but high-demand public service careers, such as behavioral health care, 
including in rural communities.x

Mental and behavioral health needs increasing while shortages of providers persist

Our nation’s mental and behavioral health continues to be in a state of crisis; one quarter of U.S. adults report 
alarming levels of stress and anxiety.i Predictably, psychologists report high demand for treatment for anxiety 
and depression. Practitioners are seeing increased workloads and longer waitlists, which have contributed to 
higher levels of burnout within the profession.ii   

        It is estimated that 158 million U.S. residents—nearly half 
       of the population—live in a mental health workforce 

        shortage area.iii In fact, nearly every county and district in 
      the country has at least one federally designated Mental 

       Health Professional Shortage Area. These shortages are 
       expected to persist over the next decade, with rural 
       communities facing major challenges in recruiting licensed 

      mental and behavioral health care professionals.iv, v, vi 

The U.S. is facing a concurrent shortage of culturally and linguistically competent behavioral health care 
providers. For example, bilingual psychologists represent about one tenth of the workforce.viii Culturally and 
linguistically competent behavioral health care is necessary to meet both the demand for services and the 
behavioral health challenges facing communities across the United States. This includes rural, tribal, and 
frontier communities, where shortages of qualified providers are particularly severe. Cultural and linguistical 
competency among behavioral health providers helps ensure that these professionals can effectively 
understand and address the individualized needs of all populations, leading to more effective outcomes and 
reducing mental and behavioral health stigma. 

55%

According to national 
workforce projections, 
even under current policy, 
the U.S. will only meet 55 
percent of the need for 
psychologists by 2037.vii

The ACCESS in Mental Health Act aims to support graduate programs in mental and behavioral health 
professions at minority-serving institutions. The bill seeks to address the shortage of mental health 
professionals by providing financial assistance and resources to these institutions, thereby increasing the 
number of qualified graduates entering the behavioral health workforce.



Minority-serving institutions are key to addressing behavioral health workforce needs

Historically Black Colleges and Universities, Hispanic-Serving Institutions, Tribal Colleges and Universities, 
and other minority-serving institutions are among the bedrocks of our higher education system, yet they have 
been historically underfunded. Despite that, they have, for example, still managed to graduate more 
physicians and teachers of color than any other institutions in the country.xi With more resources, these 
institutions can similarly be education and training hubs for psychologists and other behavioral health 
providers, thereby helping to grow the behavioral health workforce.

The ACCESS in Mental Health Act would help grow the mental and behavioral health care workforce by: 

• Providing grants to Historically Black Colleges and Universities, Tribal Colleges and Universities, 
Hispanic Serving Institutions, and other Minority Serving Institutions to create, expand, or improve 
graduate programs in mental health fields, including psychology, counseling, social work, psychiatry, 
school-based mental health professions, and substance use disorder prevention and treatment.

• Providing grants to students pursuing graduate degrees in mental health fields at these institutions to 
help cover the cost of attendance.
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