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 7 Introduction

Launched by the Health Service Executive (HSE) in 2007 and 

with more than 19 million hits in 2010, HSELanD is an online 

resource designed to support the training and development of 

staff working in the Irish health sector. Available to all health 

professionals in the HSE, and those in voluntary and non-

governmental organisations (NGOs), it can accessed by 

registering at www.hseland.ie. HSELanD has become the 

dominant online medium for developing e-training initiatives for 

health service staff in Ireland. As of the end of 2010, more than 

35,000 individuals (or approximately 25% of all health service 

staff) had registered with this site. The level of engagement 

across the four HSE regions is relatively similar, although 

hospital staff tend to show higher levels of usage than those in 

the community sector. The current article discusses the merits 

of online learning and how the various features of HSELanD 

can advance professional development. 

Advantages of Online Learning

As an online learning resource, HSELanD provides a number 

of benefits compared to traditional face-to-face methods. By 

having constant access to the resource, individuals can use 

it at a time that is most convenient for them. Many healthcare 

staff, especially those working shifts, may miss out on face-

to-face learning opportunities that do not fit with their working 

or personal schedules. Indeed, research suggests that the 

increased flexibility provided by e-learning is one of its greatest 

benefits to learners (Childs, Blenkinsopp, Hall, & Walton, 2005). 

The constant accessibility also allows staff to learn the material 

at their own pace. This is important as face-to-face learning, 

often under time pressure, may overload individuals with 

excess information in a given time period. Online learning also 

reduces many of the traditional costs of learning (e.g., workshop 

facilitator fees, travelling time and expenses), although the initial 

setup costs can be substantial.   
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Another advantage of online learning is that it allows individual 

staff to develop skills as they require them. This just-in-time 

method not only provides a more efficient learning process, 

it also has the benefit of reducing the timeframe between the 

learning of knowledge and its application. A further benefit 

is that a consistent learning environment is provided for all. 

Essentially, the quality of the learning experience ought to be the 

same for all staff, regardless of where they are working or the 

organisation they are working for. It needs to be noted however 

that there are limits to the potential of e-learning resources like 

HSELanD. For example, it has been suggested that e-learning 

may not be suited to the learning of advanced skills (Welsh, 

Wanberg, Brown, & Simmering, 2003). Furthermore, e-learning 

can only provide declarative knowledge, so individuals will need 

to develop their procedural knowledge in practice. However, in 

summary, the literature base suggests that e-learning can be 

as good, if not better, than traditional face-to-face methods of 

learning (Chumley-Jones, Dobbie, & Alford, 2002).

Structure of HSELanD

Ideally HSELanD users should begin their learning experience 

with the assessment and planning tools to first identify their 

developmental needs and goals. They can then engage in 

essentially three forms of learning. They can freely explore 

material in both the e-reference and the leadership, education 

and development (LED) section. More formalised learning can 

be engaged in through the online learning programmes. If users 

want to engage in collaborative learning, they can do so though 

the online learning hubs. 

Assessment of Competencies

The competency assessment tool is designed to provide staff 

with a greater insight into their areas of strength and weakness. 

This tool is an important feature in helping them to identify their 

development needs and thus providing direction for the rest of 

the HSELanD learning experience. The content of assessment 

focuses on general work related management competencies 

(e.g., assuring high standards in the service) rather than 

profession specific or technical skills. There are four general 

categories of assessment: 1) managing change; 2) managing 

people; 3) managing the service; and 4) managing yourself. 

Assessment is completed using a rating scale questionnaire 

with all items based on behavioural indicators or anchors (e.g., 

empathises with staff and seeks to understand their frustrations). 

From the results of the questionnaire, the system determines 

whether this is an area of strength for the individual or an area in 

need of development. The assessment for any individual can be 

carried out by self-ratings or via coworker ratings. The latter may 

be particularly useful in areas that are difficult to assess from the 

first perspective (e.g., leadership qualities).

One of the additional benefits of the competency assessment 

tool is that each dimension of assessment is linked with 

material relevant to the dimension. For example, if an individual 

achieves a poor rating in the category of influencing people 

and events, s/he can click on the link next to this category to 

gain material on topics like negotiation and influencing, and 

organised communication. The material available on these 

topics includes both theoretical and practical knowledge (e.g., 

case studies, checklists).

Setting Development Objectives

The personal development planning (PDP) workbook is 

concerned with identifying the individual’s developmental goals 

and the methods to achieve them. This online workbook initially 

gets users to specify both their existing work competencies 

and roles, and their developmental goals. Based on these 

factors, the individual then develops a plan to achieve the 

specified goals. Long-term goal achievement is emphasised by 

encouraging individuals to specify one- and three-year goals. 

The learning management system allows each learner to track 

and monitor their progress towards achieving targeted learning 

goals. Compared to other tools or resources within HSELanD, 

the PDP workbook is highly personal in that in that HSELanD 

provides the basic structure, but the users specify the content. 

Thus, a substantial degree of personal reflection is required. It 

should be noted that the PDP workbook is highly integrated 

with the competency assessment tool in that the workbook 

encourages the individual to develop goals based on their 

areas of weakness. 

Online Learning Programmes

Reflective of its primary purpose, there are currently over 60 

online learning programmes available at HSELanD that cover 

a wide range of topics. Many of these programmes have been 

internally developed within the HSE with the help of subject 

matter experts. The programmes are currently catalogued 

under nine categories as indicated in Table 1.

Table 1. Categories of Online Learning Programmes

1 Clinical skills 6
HINI 2009 flu virus 

e-learning

2 Computer skills 7
Mental health services hub 

online learning

3
Conferences and 

training events
8 Personal effectiveness

4
Integrated discharge 

planning
9

St. James’s Hospital 

learning hub

5
Learning and 

development network 

The programmes range from a mix of generic modules that 

are relevant to the majority of health care workers to more 

bespoke modules targeting certain types of professionals or 

staff at certain levels of the HSE organisation. Examples of 

the former include those programmes related to basic work 

tasks like “HSE records management”, interpersonal skills 

programmes such as “communication” and basic technical 

skills programmes such as “word processing”. There are also 

generic programmes aimed at building the psychological and 

personal resources of staff such as recognising and avoiding 

burnout and goal setting. Examples of programmes at the 

more specific level include “understanding the Mental Health 

Act administrator role” aimed at mental health staff and “service 

planning” aimed at those with organisational and management 

roles within the health service. Completion of any of the 

programmes is recognised by the awarding of a certificate. As 

of December 2010, the top three most popular e-programmes 
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on HSELanD were medication management (4,934 enrolees), 

venepuncture (1,289) and peripheral intravenous cannulation 

(913).

E-Reference Resources

Six features are contained within the e-reference resources section 

of HSELanD. Three of these features are links to online libraries. 

The first link provides access to the HSE library. The second link 

connects to the Lenus Health Repository (www.lenus.ie/hse/) 

that is an online repository for Irish health research. It not only 

includes HSE and Department of Health publications but also 

has an extensive resource of up-to-date research conducted by 

Irish health professionals and researchers. The third link is to the 

knowledge centre of the Irish Management Institute (IMI). Access 

to this centre provides users with a wide range of management 

related information resources including academic journals, 

business magazines and up-to-date IMI publications.

The three remaining features of the e-reference resources 

provide access to internal HSELanD material relating to 

professional development. The three features are labelled 

as personal development, organisational development and 

leadership and management and each provides a grouping of 

material aimed at different types of staff. Aimed at all staff, the 

personal development resource covers a wide range of topics 

including general work skills like planning and decision-making, 

organisational skills like project management and interpersonal 

skills like teamworking. The leadership and management 

resource is directed at managers within the health service. 

This aims to improve managerial competence by providing 

information on topics related to leadership (e.g., negotiation 

and influencing), the provision of support (e.g., coaching and 

mentoring) and staff development (e.g., talent management). 

The organisational development resource is directed at those 

responsible for strategy and organisation within the health 

service. The topics within this resource are similar to the 

management resource although each type of staff may get 

different benefits from the same material. For example, on the 

topic of teams, managers may focus more on the dynamic 

aspects of teamwork whereas those involved in organisational 

roles may be more interested in the structural aspects. This 

illustrates an important point about the e-reference resources. 

Specifically, there is no formalised learning structure; the 

developmental needs of users ought to direct the content that 

is learned. Financial constraints in 2011 have raised questions 

around the sustainability of some of these resources into the 

future. HSELanD is currently exploring a range of cost effective 

solutions to these challenges. 

Leadership, Education and Development

The leadership, education and development (LED) section of 

HSELanD is divided into two distinct parts. The first part provides 

details of performance and development courses taking place 

in various venues throughout the four HSE regions. These are 

essentially the offline equivalent of the e-learning programmes, 

but cover a wider range of topics and include practical learning 

sessions. HSELanD provides all the necessary information to 

apply for these courses. The second part of the LED section 

provides a number of up-to-date resources associated with 

professional development within the Irish health service. For 

example, currently available in this section is the HSE Education, 

Training and Research Report (2010) and the Skill Programme 

Report (2010). 

Collaborative Learning Hubs 

HSELanD has a number of learning hubs that have the 

primary function of connecting groups of health staff together 

to facilitate knowledge sharing. As indicated in Table 2, there 

are currently eight online learning hubs with the criteria for 

categorisation being quite diverse (e.g., type of work activity, 

area of health). Each learning hub is a discreet, dedicated zone 

within HSELanD with defined membership criteria. Most of 

the learning hubs are password protected, thereby providing 

a secure and structured environment in which to exchange 

information. As of the end of 2010, the two most popular hubs 

were that of the change management hub (1,966 members) 

and St. James’s Hospital learning hub (323 members).

Table 2. Online Learning Hubs Available at HSELanD

1 The change hub 5 The SMe learning hub

2

The learning and 

development specialists 

network

6
St. James’s Hospital 

learning hub

3
The mental health 

services learning hub
7

The leadership 

development hub

4
The integrated 

discharge planning hub
8

The medical education & 

training hub

The learning hubs facilitate knowledge sharing in a number of 

ways. Two methods of informational exchange between staff 

are that of blogs and forums. Blogs essentially allow individuals 

to make informative posts about a certain topic. These posts 

could be the announcement of a future event, an evaluative 

view of a certain issue or the presentation of research. Although 

comments can be made by others about the blog, this form 

of communication tends not to promote a great degree of 

interactive communication. Instead, the focus is on the provision 

of information by the individual who made the initial post. 
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Forums are designed to promote interactive communication. 

The general norm within forums is for a user to initially post a 

question. This question then promotes debate or informational 

exchange between others. Forums can be a particularly useful 

tool for staff to seek out peers who are more knowledgeable on 

a certain topic. More direct contact can be made between hub 

members through the presence of user profiles and internal 

messaging. In addition to providing a medium for informational 

exchange, each hub provides a number of educational tools and 

resources for its members. Indeed some hubs could be better 

described as microsites within HSELanD. For example, within 

the change hub there are a multitude of resources including 

e-learning modules, case studies, interviews (including videos) 

and HSE documents.

Mental Health Services Learning Hub

As indicated in Table 2, there is a mental health services learning 

hub available on HSELanD. This hub originated from the 

recommendations made in the organisational learning strategy 

of the Legal Activity Project Report published by the HSE in 2010. 

This report suggested the development of a dedicated mental 

health microsite within HSELanD that would provide mental 

health staff with an online space for learning, discussion and 

collaboration. This password protected hub provides access 

to high quality educational and training resources to support 

mental health staff in achieving the required competencies 

for best practice. Within the hub there are a range of online 

educational and development tools (e.g., linkages to personal 

development plans as recommended in the policy document A 

Vision for Change, Department of Health & Children, 2006), as 

well as resources like research documents, policy documents 

and podcasts. As with other hubs, there is an online space that 

facilitates discussion, knowledge sharing and collaboration. 

Thus, the hub may facilitate the development of communities 

of practice between mental health staff. Links are provided to 

other relevant sites such as the Mental Health Commission 

(MHC) website, the Irish College of General Practitioners (ICGP) 

website, the National Service Users Executive (NSUE) website 

and other HSELanD microsites. As of the end of 2010, this 

mental health services hub had 113 user registrations.

Benefits of Online Learning to Psychology

Although Health and Social Care Professionals (HSCPs; n = 

16,000) accounted for 11% of HSELanD user activity in 2010, 

no specific figure is available for its use by psychologists. 

Given the potential benefits, it is important that psychologists 

make greater use of online learning resources as a means for 

professional development. Similar to other professions (e.g., 

the Irish Society of Chartered Physiotherapists; ISCP), perhaps 

psychology could develop a bespoke e-learning site offering 

various courses focusing on priority areas for psychologists. For 

example, with registration by CORU (the statutory registration 

council; www.coru.ie) pending, an obvious starting point would 

be a continuous professional development (CPD) site that could 

facilitate all psychologists in developing their core competencies 

across different developmental levels (see Table 3; BPS, 2010; 

Fouad et al., 2009). Simpler initiatives could also be introduced 

to promote professional development through online resources. 

For example, consider the recent initiative whereby members 

of the Psychological Society of Ireland (PSI) can gain access 

to online modules of the American Psychological Association 

(APA) at a reduced rate. It is important that such existing online 

resources for psychologists are used to their full potential. 

A psychology specific or more generic HSCP research site 

would also be beneficial. This could consist of learning modules 

(e.g., preparing proposals, methodology, applying for funding) 

and a forum where staff could post technical research queries 

with a view to eliciting help from those with more advanced 

research competencies. More generally, other password 

protected forums could provide a safe discussion space for care 

group specific or more generic service provision challenges.

Conclusions

In conclusion, HSELanD provides healthcare staff with a 

valuable online resource for training and development. It 

encourages wide ranging professional development, from 

intrapersonal skills to interpersonal skills, from basic technical 

skills to complex organisational skills. Due to the long-term 

economic savings and increased flexibility that e-learning 

brings, HSELanD and other online resources will likely play an 

increasingly important role in the ongoing education of health 
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Table 3. Core Competencies

British Psychological Society American Psychological Association

Foundational Functional

Transferable skills Reflective practice / self-assessment / 

self-care

Assessment

Psychological assessment Scientific knowledge & methods Intervention

Psychological formulation Relationships Consultation

Psychological intervention Individual & cultural diversity Research / evaluation

Evaluation Ethical-legal standards & policy Supervision

Research Interdisciplinary systems Teaching

Personal & professional skills Management-administration

Communicating & teaching Advocacy

Service delivery
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professionals. Perhaps online learning in the future may bring 

about cultural changes in the nature of professional training. For 

example, collaborative learning is far easier to conduct online 

and this may facilitate a shift away from competitive individual 

learning towards more team based and interdisciplinary 

learning. Other changes may be brought about by the increased 

flexibility of online learning including a potential move from the 

teaching of knowledge to the facilitation of learning. Specifically, 

there may be a requirement to engage in a predetermined 

quantum of learning but the content of this learning would be 

determined by users’ developmental needs. It would essentially 

be a more personalised learning model in comparison to a 

mass production teaching model. Although psychologists may 

be late in coming to the party that is HSELanD, there are many 

value-for-money opportunities available to our profession in 

embracing this new medium.
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Interested in writing for  

The Irish Psychologist?

The Irish Psychologist is published by the PSI as a means of 
disseminating information as well as a forum for the discussion of 
issues relevant to psychologists in Ireland. It aims to appeal to both 
academic psychologists and practitioners, and to keep members 

informed of events and developments concerning psychology in Ireland. 

The Irish Psychologist is edited by Dr Suzanne Guerin (School 
of Psychology, University College Dublin), Dr Aileen O’Reilly (School  
of Nursing and Human Sciences, Dublin City University), Dr Dermot 
Ryan (School of Psychology, University College Dublin) and Dr Mimi 

Tatlow-Golden (School of Psychology, University College Dublin)

What types of submissions are welcome? 

The editors welcome a variety of submissions including articles, 
research reports and book reviews. We are also keen to receive reports 
or reviews of recent events, information on upcoming events, letters on 
issues relevant to members, and news of members. Any other material 

relevant to psychologists in Ireland will be considered. 

Writing an article? 

Review style articles and short research reports in particular are 
welcomed. In contributing articles, authors should generally provide a 
broad overview of a particular issue or debate matters of professional 

relevance. Research articles may also be accepted if again a review style 
is adopted. A nonspecialist audience should be assumed. Suggested 

special issues are also welcomed. For articles, a word count of approx. 
3,000 to 5,000 words is typical. APA conventions should be adhered 

to: refer to the Publication Manual of the American Psychological 
Association (6th edition). Additional information on formatting is available 

through the PSI website. Copyright will be held by PSI and a transfer 
agreement is signed to this effect on submission of articles. 

Can I talk to someone about my ideas? 

Individuals considering making a submission may contact the editors in 
advance at the email address below. 

Remember! 

Without your contributions, the development of The Irish Psychologist 
as a forum for review, debate and discussion of key issues in 

psychology cannot be sustained. 

Material should be sent (as electronic copy) to:

The Psychological Society of Ireland, Cumann Síceolaithe Éireann  
2nd Floor Grantham House, Grantham Street, Dublin 2 

Telephone: 01 472 0105 
Email: irishpsychologist@psihq.ie 

Web: www.psihq.ie


