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Policy Document: Addressing Regional Inequity in MSc Occupational Therapy Provision in Wales
Executive summary 
This policy aims to address workforce shortages in Wales (RCOT, 2024a), by expanding MSc Occupational Therapy (OT) provision beyond Cardiff, ensuring equitable access to training. The objectives are to improve regional access to programmes and to help students train closer to home (Welsh Government, 2023). One option would be to set up a new MSc OT programme in North Wales, using the existing BSc OT department at Wrexham University, and introducing flexible entry routes such as January starts to support a wider range of applicants. January starts provide an alternative entry point for students who cannot relocate or begin study in September, including career changers, mature students, and those with caring or financial constraints. They also support students who finish undergraduate degrees in the summer and need time to work, save money, or prepare. 
Offering incentives for rural placements and learning from what has worked well in other regions, could also help with recruitment and retention (RCOT, 2024c). The expected outcomes are increased access to training for those currently excluded, reduced relocation pressures, and more graduates living and working locally. These changes would reduce workforce gaps, and reduce waiting times, while aligning provision with RCOT’s Workforce Strategy (RCOT, 2024b) and NHS priorities (Welsh Government, 2023).
This policy explains the problem, presents statistical evidence to highlight its urgency, and sets out a detailed plan broken into themes. Key stakeholders such as NHS Wales, Health Education and Improvement Wales (HEIW), universities, and local authorities will be engaged to co-design and deliver the programmes. Success will be evaluated through reduced vacancy rates, shorter waiting lists, and improved retention of graduates in rural and coastal areas. Together, these elements ensure the policy is evidence-based, collaborative, and aligned with national priorities.
Introduction
Occupational Therapy (OT) is an important profession that helps people regain independence and lead fulfilling lives (RCOT, 2024d). OTs work across physical, mental, and social health settings, helping people take part in everyday activities and maintain their well-being (NHS Careers, 2024). To become an occupational therapist, there are two options available. A three-year undergraduate degree, which people often take after school or college, is one way into the profession (RCOT, 2024d). There is also another option for those who already have an undergraduate degree, which is a two-year MSc pre-registration course (College of Occupational Therapists, 2022; HCPC, 2024). 
At first glance, it looks like Wales has enough MSc OT programmes, but they are not evenly distributed geographically (RCOT, 2024d). Cardiff is the only provider in Wales with MSc OT provision (Cardiff University, 2025), meaning people in North Wales often have to go to Liverpool, their nearest MSc provider, or relocate to Cardiff (Welsh Government, 2022). These barriers make it difficult for students who cannot relocate or travel long distances (RCOT, 2023).  
Workforce shortages are most obvious in rural areas, where training provision is limited (Nuffield Trust, 2024). Without local access to MSc OT programmes, students often end up moving to areas with better job opportunities, leaving rural communities underserved (Health Education England, 2023). Wrexham Maelor Hospital, which serves a large rural catchment, reports ongoing OT shortages that delay discharge and increase bed pressures. This shows why local training options are needed in North Wales (Betsi Cadwaladr University Health Board, 2024). 
This issue affects many stakeholders, including future students, NHS services, local communities, and higher education providers. It also influences national policy priorities, including the Royal College of Occupational Therapists’ (RCOT) Workforce Strategy (2024-2035), which calls for equal access to training. With an ageing population and delays in hospital discharge increasing demand for OT services, workforce and current provision are already under pressure (Office for National Statistics, 2024). 
Problem statement and supporting evidence
Wales currently has only one MSc Occupational Therapy (OT) programme, based in Cardiff. This creates a clear regional gap, as people in North and West Wales have much less access to postgraduate training and often have to relocate or study in England. These gaps make it harder for some people to enter the profession and add to ongoing workforce shortages across Wales (Bevan Foundation, 2023). This is a problem because demand for OT is rising due to an ageing population, growing mental health needs, and pressure on hospital discharge. 
Long travel distances make it difficult for students in North and West Wales. Although there is a clear need for more training options, developing a new MSc OT programme would need significant investment, and universities in North Wales may find it difficult to expand without extra funding or support from HEIW (HEIW, 2024).
Table 1. Median age of the population across three Welsh health boards
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Urban boards such as Cardiff and Vale benefit from younger populations, stronger professional networks and easier recruitment, while rural boards like Powys and Hywel Dda face persistent vacancies linked to older demographics, limited amenities and reduced retention. This shows the need for distributed training models that support rural recruitment and reduce reliance on Cardiff (RCOT, 2024a).
Table 2 summarises the number of registered OTs and vacancies across Welsh health boards, showing the variation between different areas. 
Table 2.  Number of registered occupational therapists and vacancies by Welsh health board. 
[image: ]
Source: RCOT (2024a)
[bookmark: _Hlk218851759]As shown in Table 2, Powys has over half its posts vacant, while Cardiff reports only 1.5% vacancies, reinforcing the rural-urban divide. Swansea Bay health board reported the most vacancies at 31 with 12.7%. 
Table 3. Workforce indicators and values reported by RCOT (2023)
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RCOT workforce data show significant pressures across the profession, with widespread reports of rising demand, understaffed teams and recruitment challenges (RCOT, 2023). These pressures contribute to longer waiting lists and heavier caseloads, showing why it is important to expand MSc OT training capacity in Wales to support workforce growth and reduce delays (RCOT, 2023).
Table 4 shows OT waiting times across Wales in 2025, broken down by duration of delay. 
Table 4. occupational therapy waiting times in Wales by duration (January – July 2025)
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Source: StatsWales (2024)
[bookmark: _Hlk218851769]As shown, over 6,800 patients waited longer than 8 weeks, with nearly 4,000 exceeding 14 weeks. These delays show the urgent need for workforce expansion and better training provision. 
[bookmark: _Hlk218850001]Table 5 summarises the proportion of patients waiting over and under 8 weeks.
Table 5. Proportion of occupational therapy waiting times over and under 8 weeks (2025)

Source: StatsWales (2024)
[bookmark: _Hlk218850021]The chart in table 5 shows that one third of patients face waits beyond 8 weeks, reinforcing the scale of unmet demand. 
Case study
A student from North Wales, studying Nutrition and Health in West Wales, wanted to pursue Occupational Therapy locally, but the only MSc option was in South Wales. She ultimately chose Keele University in England due to proximity. While she could relocate, she noted that many others with financial or caring responsibilities cannot. This shows how gaps in MSc OT provision force cross-border relocation and put off capable applicants. A local MSc would support those unable to relocate, allowing them to stay close to their support networks.
Current provision and regional analysis 
Wales has an estimated population of 3,186,581 as of mid-2024 (ONS, 2025), yet only one MSc Occupational Therapy provider exists: Cardiff University, situated in the south and therefore most accessible to learners in that region. This puts a lot of pressure on one institution to support OT training across the entire nation. In contrast, England has multiple providers, while Welsh students frequently face long travel distances, cross-border routes, or the need to relocate to access postgraduate training.  
Table 6 shows travel times to Cardiff MSc OT provision. 
Table 6. Travel times to Cardiff MSc OT provision and alternative providers
[bookmark: _Hlk219987395][bookmark: _Hlk218850064][image: ]
Travel times calculated using Google Maps (December 2025) from county centres to Cardiff University Heath Park campus and nearest English OT providers.
Travel times of over three hours from Wrexham and Bangor shows why commuting is not realistic, forcing relocation or cross-border study. This challenge aligns with wider workforce concerns identified by the Royal College of Occupational Therapists (RCOT), whose Workforce Strategy (2024-2035) highlights five priority areas:
1. Expand the OT workforce
2. Improve retention 
3. Ensure equitable access 
4. Respond to future health needs 
5. Embed OT in policy and planning

NHS Wales, particularly in rural areas, is experiencing OT shortages that contribute to delays in hospital discharge. Patients often remain in hospital beds even when they are medically ready to return home, simply because the necessary OT support is not available to assess or facilitate a safe discharge. This creates avoidable pressure on hospital capacity and prolongs patient stays. Wrexham has some of the longest waiting times in Wales, showing how urgent it is to address these regional shortages (Audit Wales, 2023).
Even when students train in Wales, there is no guarantee they will remain after graduation. Retention is a particular challenge, in underserved regions, where vacancies are harder to fill and harder to keep filled. There is a need for a more balanced approach to ensure fair access to training and to support a sustainable long-term workforce. The themes of this proposal are shaped by challenges widely recognised among students, recent graduates, and practising occupational therapists. 
Policy action plan: expanding MSc occupational therapy provision in Wales
Theme 1: regional expansion through sustainable use of existing infrastructure.
Aim: address uneven access to MSc OT provision by expanding programmes through universities with established OT departments. 
Outcome: improved access for students in underserved areas; reduced relocation barriers; stronger local retention; lower setup costs and faster implementation. 
Priority: high – Wrexham as an initial pilot site in Wales. 
This action plan proposes a phased expansion of MSc Occupational Therapy (Pre-Registration) programmes across Wales, aligned with the RCOT Workforce Strategy (2024-2035). It addresses uneven access to postgraduate training, intake flexibility, sustainability, and retention challenges. Expanding MSc provision through universities that already deliver BSc Occupational Therapy is a sustainable and practical approach, as these institutions have established OT departments, placement networks, and academic infrastructure. 
Wrexham, Swansea, and the University of South Wales (USW) are in a good position to offer MSc Occupational Therapy programmes, building on their existing undergraduate provision. Each site would serve a defined regional footprint, reducing relocation barriers and supporting local workforce development. Cardiff would continue to serve the capital and adjacent areas, maintaining its established role while other regions can access provision closer to home. Although the NHS Learning Support Fund provides a £5,000 annual training grant for occupational therapy students, this support does not offset the financial pressures associated with relocating from North Wales to access postgraduate provision (NHSBSA, 2024). Rising living costs add pressure for students who need to relocate for study (NUS, 2023). 
Theme 2: intake flexibility and emotional accessibility
Aim: support career changers and students with logistical constraints through flexible start dates and formats. 
Outcome: increased accessibility, improved pacing, and stability.
Priority: medium – January starts in year 2-3.
Intake flexibility is important to support career changers, late applicants, and students navigating personal or logistical constraints. A January start at USW would complement Cardiff’s September intake, offering greater choice and a more flexible pace. Cohorts could be designed for 20-30 students, with the flexibility to run with as few as 10. 
Theme 3: stakeholder engagement and co-design
Aim: ensure programmes reflect regional needs and lived experience through collaborative design.
Outcome: curricula aligned with service needs; stronger community buy-in.
Priority: high – begin engagement in months 1-6. 
Working with stakeholders is key to making sure the programme works well. In Wales this includes NHS Wales, Health Education and Improvement Wales (HEIW), Public Health Wales, the Council of Deans of Health, local authorities, and regional Health Boards. These groups should be involved early to help shape the curriculum, placement networks, and employment pathways.  
This collaborative approach ensures the programme reflects lived experience and regional needs. Stakeholders could also receive termly email updates, and each programme could nominate an OT representative, a student, lecturer, or clinician to report feedback directly to the programme lead. Current students could be invited to complete monthly feedback forms, allowing the programme to track what works well and identify areas for improvement. This stage would involve planned discussions with stakeholders with curriculum and placement models shaped collaboratively by universities, Health Boards, practising OTs, and local communities. 
Theme 4: retention and regional anchoring
Aim: improve long-term workforce stability by training students close to home. 
Outcome: higher retention and more stable regional training pathways. 
Priority: high – especially in rural and coastal areas.
Retention needs to be addressed through regionally anchored training and employment support. Students who cannot relocate should be able to train and work within their communities, supported by placements that link directly into employment and workforce security. This approach not only improves retention but also addresses workforce shortages in rural and underserved areas across Wales, where OT services are essential to hospital discharge, and long-term care. 
Pilot implementation timeline
Wrexham is proposed as the first pilot site in Wales, showing how existing infrastructure can be used for postgraduate delivery. The timeline includes the following stages.
Figure 1. Pilot implementation timeline
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The delivery model would be a full-time MSc OT programme, with the option to introduce blended or part-time formats as capacity grows. The regional reach includes Gwynedd, Anglesey, Conwy, Denbighshire, and Flintshire, providing accessible training for students who cannot relocate. Using existing OT departments, facilities, and placement networks makes delivery more achievable and supports a consistent learning experience across sites.  
Working with stakeholders and completing internal validation, new MSc OT programmes at Wrexham, USW, and Swansea could be launched within 12-18 months. This phased approach allows progress to begin early while supporting sustainable expansion across Wales. 
This plan improves access to university courses for career changers and mature students who already hold a degree but want to retrain as occupational therapists. It supports those who cannot relocate or manage long commutes, and benefits both young and older students by building on the resources already in place, making delivery more cost-effective. A key challenge is the financial investment required as it may take several years for all regions to benefit and for programmes to become fully established. Placement capacity is also limited in some areas, particularly rural regions, which may limit uptake. To mitigate this, the rollout could prioritise region with higher demand and stronger placement networks, while students in more rural areas could travel to the nearest regional site. Continued collaboration with Health Boards and existing OT teams would help expand placement opportunities over time. 
The pilot begins the national rebalancing of MSc OT provision across Wales. It demonstrates how existing infrastructure can be used for postgraduate expansion and supports consistent delivery across regions. By expanding provision, increasing flexibility, and strengthening retention, this plan supports the RCOT Workforce Strategy and addresses urgent gaps in occupational therapy training and service delivery across Wales. 
Conclusion and call to action 
The core issue of uneven MSc OT provision in Wales persists, leaving many prospective students with limited local options and, in some cases, requiring relocation. Making postgraduate routes accessible is important for widening participation, supporting mature students, and enabling individuals to train in the region where they hope to live and work. Wrexham also serves English border communities, including Chester, Ellesmere Port and parts of Shropshire, which are geographically closer to Wrexham than to Liverpool (ONS, 2024). Developing postgraduate provision in Wrexham would therefore support both North Wales residents and neighbouring English learners, strengthening the wider regional workforce. If this issue is not addressed, existing workforce shortages in Wales are likely to persist, increasing pressure on services and prolonging waiting times for individuals who require occupational therapy. Limited local training routes may also encourage prospective students to pursue education or employment across the border, further reducing availability of practitioners within Wales. A pilot study could be used to assess demand and feasibility, with input from local communities and practising occupational therapists to ensure that any new programme reflects regional needs. 
Table 7 shows how national accessibility improves under the proposed expansion model. 
Table 7. Nearest MSc OT provider after proposed expansion (future-state model)
[image: ]

[bookmark: _Hlk219987409]The table demonstrates that under the current Cardiff-only model, most Welsh regions face long commutes or relocation to access MSc OT training. Following expansion, the majority of regions become commutable, with only three geographically remote areas still requiring relocation. This shows how expansion would make training far more accessible across Wales, while recognising that a few distance barriers will always remain because of rural geography.  
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     Student FEEDBACK FORM



This section details the extent to which the assessment criteria are demonstrated by you, which in turn determines your mark. The marks available for each category of skill are shown. Lecturers will use the space provided to comment on the achievement of the task(s), including those areas in which you have performed well and areas that would benefit from development/improvement.


	Generic Assessment Criteria 
	Marks available
	Marks 
awarded

	1. Engagement with Literature Skills
.
	
	

	
	10
	

	
	
	

	2. Knowledge and Understanding Skills

	
	

	
	20
	

	
	
	

	3. Cognitive and Intellectual Skills

	
	

	

	30
	

	
	
	

	4. Practical Application Skills

	
	

	
	30
	

	
	
	

	5. Transferable Skills for Life and Professional Practice

	
	

	

	10
	

	
	
	



	Assessment Mark (Assessment marks are subject to ratification at the Exam Board.  These comments and marks are to give feedback on module work and are for guidance only until they are confirmed. )
	Late Submission Penalties (tick if appropriate)
	%

	
	Up to 1 week late (40% Max)
	
	

	
	Over 1 week late (0%)
	
	





OT waiting times Wales Jan - Jun 2025 


over 8 weeks 	up to 8 weeks 	6870	13732	
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