
he development of the science and profession of psychology 
has been greatly influenced by the historical circumstances in 
which its research and application as an instrument of 

personal change and social intervention were promoted. The 
Christian religious conception of psychology, which conditioned the 
research, teaching, and even the technical performance of those who 
aspired to become and practice as psychologists, is now long gone. 
The progressive secularization and positivization encouraged 
experimentally anchored research, which gives meaning to a 
diversified praxis, and one that is in some cases legally defined. The 
traditional first force—experimental, physiological, and correlational 
psychology—ousted the epistemologically weaker second and third 
forces, psychoanalysis and humanism, from the places of power, both 
in the university and in the Spanish College of Psychologists-COP. This 
disciplinary situation has led to the psychological community today 
having a solid social and professional image, although not without 
gaps, as well as a great international projection (Tortosa, Santolaya, 
& Civera, 2015). 

This process cannot be understood without considering the role 
played by the COP. After a first stage marked by survival and 
consolidation, by the first attempts at defining the profession, in the 
midst of an internal struggle between scientific-technological and 

professional schools, which did not always agree on matters, with a 
break in internal cohesion caused by the proclamation of the COP 
Catalonia, involving a confrontation with the university that was not 
always explicit, a second stage began in 1993 (Padilla, 2008; 
Tortosa et al., 2021). During this stage, the structure of the COP was 
transformed, profiles defined, and an internal reorganization and 
external expansion began, leading to the Spanish Psychological 
Association, which was to play a decisive role in Spanish psychology. 

The historiography of psychology has not paid too much attention to 
national psychological organizations, as professional associations, 
except in a few cases (López-López et al., 2021). The present article, 
based on a responsible internalist presentism, which is supported by 
an analysis of primary sources and astute methodological rigor (Vera, 
2008), studies the role of the collegiate organization in the definition, 
consolidation, and international projection of Spanish psychology, 
while analyzing the main changes in the organizational structure of 
this Public Law Corporation, which brings together and represents the 
psychological community. 

 
THE 1990S. FINALLY, THE STATUTES! 

In its first years, the COP had its main center of power in Madrid. The 
fourth call for elections to the State Governing Board was won by a 
candidacy that was not linked to the Madrid Delegation or to the 
Governing Board, which was finishing its term of office (Hernández, 
1993). The new Governing Board, linked to the territorial 
representative structure of the COP, began a new, decentralized 
stage, in which, based on a reorganized structure, there was a strong 

FROM THE COLLEGE OF PSYCHOLOGISTS TO THE SPANISH 
PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION. NATIONAL POSITIONING AND 

INTERNATIONAL PROJECTION 
 

Macarena Tortosa-Pérez1, Jesús Santolaya Prego de Oliver2, Francisco Santolaya3 and  
Francisco Tortosa4 

1Universidad Internacional de Valencia-VIU. 2Universidad Europea de Valencia. 3Consejo General de la Psicología de España. 
4Universidad de Valencia 

 
La creación del COP tuvo enorme trascendencia para dotar de identidad la psicología española. Esta Corporación destinada a ordenar 
y representar la profesión no ha dejado de crecer, a pesar de graves problemáticas internas y externas. El artículo ofrece una revisión 
legislativa y documental, sobre todo desde su revista oficial, Papeles del Psicólogo. Analiza la segunda etapa del COP, la de la 
profesionalización, la descentralización y la reorganización como Consejo General de Colegios, atendiendo a su papel en la proyección 
interna e internacional de la disciplina en su conjunto.  
Palabras clave: Psicología española, Colegio Oficial de Psicólogos, Historia, Imagen pública. 
 
The creation of the COP (Spanish College of Psychologists) was of enormous significance in establishing the identity of psychology in Spain. 
The organization, aimed at organizing and representing the profession, has not stopped growing, despite the serious internal and external 
issues it has had. This article presents a legislative and documentary review, particularly based on its representative publication, Papeles 
del Psicólogo/Psychologist Papers. We analyze the second stage of the COP, that of professionalization, decentralization, and 
reorganization as the Spanish Psychological Association, taking into account its role in the internal and international projection of the 
discipline as a whole. 
Key words: Spanish psychology, Colegio Oficial de Psicólogos, History, Public image.

Received: 10 May 2021 - Accepted: 16 June 2021 
Correspondence: Macarena Tortosa. Universidad Internacional 
de Valencia - VIU. Email: macarena.tortosap@campusviu.es.  
Orcid: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7900-4877.

A r t i c l e s
Papeles del Psicólogo / Psychologist Papers, 2021 Vol. 42(3), pp. 177-192 
https://doi.org/10.23923/pap.psicol.2967 
http://www.papelesdelpsicologo.es 
http://www.psychologistpapers.com

T

177

mailto:macarena.tortosap@campusviu.es
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7900-4877
https://doi.org/10.23923/pap.psicol.2967
http://www.papelesdelpsicologo.es
http://www.psychologistpapers.com


idea to improve collaboration between the board and the 
delegations, in order to achieve the participation of a greater number 
of members in the dynamics of the association (Junta de Gobierno 
[Governing Board], 1993)1. 

Within the framework of a field of psychology that was growing 
ceaselessly2 (Figure 1), the new dean (Santolaya, 1993) proposed 
several lines of action, together with the perennial objective of 
achieving the approval of the Statutes, a matter that had been 
pending for a decade. He aimed to modernize and federalize the 

collegiate structure in order to create a Spanish Psychological 
Association to coordinate and defend the profession at a national 
level by converting the delegations into autonomous associations 
(Vera, 1994). He proposed to increase the provision of services, thus 
improving the basic conditions of all members. His aim was to 
consolidate the professional role, for which the professional sections 
would have to define the profiles (of training and performance). 
Finally, he aimed to strengthen the internationalization aimed at both 
European and Latin American countries.  

The international projection of the COP was parallel to the efforts that 
were made within the organization. Its presence was strengthened in the 
public administration, in the media, in the Conference of Deans, in the 
universities, in the legislative processes that concern the profession, and 
wherever the voice of psychology was required. Meanwhile, 
internationalization was expanding and being consolidated. The COP 
established a policy of growing its presence in international forums, and 
it promoted the creation and development of international organizations 
and societies interested in psychology and its practitioners, in 
accordance with the size of their membership and the development of 
psychology itself (Fernandez, 1995)3. 

This internationalization policy was reinforced by publishing, in 
English and electronic format, a “journal of journals”, Psychology in 
Spain (1997-2011), which offered an annual selection by 
independent judges of the best articles published in the COP journals, 
according to criteria of excellence and interest5. This effort was 
completed with PSICODOC, a database with a multilingual interface, 
which also began in 1997 (Gallardo, 2019)6. It was part of an 
ambitious communication program initiated by the State Secretariat, 
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FIGURE 1 
GROWTH OF ENROLLED STUDENTS, GRADUATES, AND 

ASSOCIATED MEMBERS4

1 The relationship between the university and the College continued to be more formal than substantive (Blas, 1996). In the remodeling of the cur-
ricula that took place between 1987 and 1994, the representative of the COP participated “in the commission in charge of creating the project, of 
course with a voice (...) but without a vote, [there was an] almost complete exclusion from the process of public and private entities, associations, 
or companies [in addition to] the absence of previous studies that would allow us to understand (...) the foreseeable professional evolution.” 
(Chacón, 1995). 
2 Everything grew. The number of articles, books, theses, congresses, journals, study/work abroad, outstanding participation in events, professional 
profiles, university professors, students enrolled, graduates, and association members, etc. A plethoric reality was defined, but it was still fragment-
ed and socially blurred, with a lack of professional and social recognition (Civera, Santolaya, & Tortosa, 2008). 
3 Above all, the EFPPA-European Federation of Professional Psychologists’ Associations, in whose organizational structure it plays a relevant role, 
and which defines a common transnational space in which to promote cooperation, and scientific and professional exchange, as well as the artic-
ulation of policies for the definition and defense of the profession. At another level, it participates in the International Test Commission, and is pre-
sent in the European Association of Work and Organizational Psychology-EAWOP, the International Union of Psychological Science-IUPsyS, and 
the International Association of Applied Psychology-IAAP. A matter still pending is to improve relations with the SIP-Sociedad Iberoamericana de 
Psicología and the Ibero-American national psychologies. 
4 Data on students enrolled and graduates are from the Sistema Integrado de Información Universitaria [Integrated University Information System] 
(SIIU). General Secretariat of Universities.  End of form 
The data on students enrolled in the 2019-2020 academic year are provisional and do not include graduate students [accessed Thursday 
21/01/2021, 10h], the data on enrollment come from the administrative services of the Spanish Psychological Association (CGPE, acronym in 
Spanish). 
5 The aim was to “overcome linguistic barriers, seeking the best dissemination of the information and the best communication within the psychologi-
cal community worldwide. It is (...) a window to reveal what is, professionally, academically, and scientifically, one of the most advanced psy-
chologies of the European continent”. (Fernandez, 1997)  
6 In 2002, two monographs were published on “Lines of research in Spanish psychology” (Líneas de Investigación en la psicología española) 
(Various, 2002a, 2002b). Articles are published simultaneously in three of the most widely used languages: Spanish (Papeles del Psicólogo), Eng-
lish (The Spanish Journal of Psychology), and French (Bulletin de Psychologie). The aim is to disseminate the research in order to achieve greater 
international impact (Fernández, 2002). 

enrolled students                graduates –                associated members



similar to that practiced by the American Psychological Association 
(VandenBos, 2018).  

Congresses (national and international), guides, documents of various 
types, and above all journals, numerous journals7, with a clear 
professional orientation and, in many cases, sectorized (Tortosa, 
González, Santolaya, & Aguilar, 2019)8. Among the latter, the official 
channel of communication, Papeles del Psicólogo, which, from Issue No. 
58 (1994) onwards, began its third period, accompanied, from Issue 
No. 68 (1997) onwards, by the informative supplement Infocop, which 
would facilitate contact with the members. It aims to be a spokesperson 
for the progress and development of psychology, while serving as a 
space for technical-professional reflection on current issues of interest to 
the Spanish psychology community, especially for professionals9. 

With the aim of satisfying its ultimate purpose, to organize the 
professional practice and, at the same time, to fight against intrusiveness, 
the State Board of Governors took the initiative to define and delimit the 
profiles of the main psychological specialties. The aim was also to 
establish guidelines to orient the group with respect to their functions, 
procedures, and intervention techniques according to the area in which 
their activity is carried out, as well as to provide guidance on training 
content. The result of this project was a monographic issue on Perfiles del 
Psicólogo [Profiles of the Psychologist] (Varios [Various], 1995), and the 
influential book Perfiles Profesionales del Psicólogo [Professional Profiles 
of the Psychologist] (COP, 1998), which included the eight defined and 
broad working groups that participated in the project. In addition, on 
1/6/1996, the General Meeting ratified the creation of Professional 
Divisions10, which helped to operationalize the structure of the COP. 
These were necessary steps to define work and socially specialized fields 
of intervention, as well as to guide the group towards appropriate post-
graduate training and, in the future, to earn recognition or accreditation 
by the COP, as experts or specialists in a given professional area 
(Santolaya, 1996).  

The professional collective showed differences with respect to the one 
characterized by Hernández (1984) a decade earlier. It was still young, 

but less so, 30% were under 30 years of age, and 15.4% were over 40, 
and the majority were women (64%). Unemployment had halved to 
10.5%, below that of the general population. They were mostly self-
employed, although still slightly more than a quarter of members worked, 
practiced psychology part-time, or were engaged in activities outside of 
the profession (Quintanilla & Díaz, 1994). 

There were new elections, in 1996, which gave way to a Governing 
Board made up of all the presidents of the COP Delegations. One more 
step towards the achievement of a Spanish Psychological Association, an 
organizational solution that was a perennial aim of the College. It had 
among its objectives to deepen the communication policies, to increase and 
qualify and positivize the social and political perception, regarding the role 
and knowledge of the group, as well as its usefulness for the productive 
material. All this, without forgetting the promotion of communicative actions 
of a scientific-professional nature (conferences, meetings and congresses, 
journals representative of the profiles, participation in forums and decision-
making structures), the defense and promotion of the profession, the 
development of the structure of the association, the expansion and 
improvement of services to association members, and the international 
projection and relations (Berdullas, 1996). 

On the occasion of the II Ibero-American Congress of Psychology, 
the I Convention of the COP was held. It brought together all the 
members of the Governing Boards of the Delegations and those of the 
Governing Board; an analysis was made of the future lines of political 
development of the COP, discussing important aspects such as 
training needs, accreditation and continuing education, the updating 
of the organizational structure, integration and the future in Europe 
and Latin America11, ethical and deontological aspects of the 
profession, and the level of employment (Santolaya, 2001). 

In this decade of professionalization (Santolaya, Berdullas, & 
Fernández, 2001), a key historical milestone was the recognition of 
clinical psychology as a health specialty, with the regulation of the 
official title of Specialist Psychologist in Clinical Psychology (RD 
2490/1998)12, an aspect for which the COP had been fighting for a 
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7 One out of every five Spanish journals circulating in national and international databases comes from professional associations, especially the 
COP (Osca et al., 2005). 
8 There was a high increase in spending on journals (Pastor, 1989; Egurtza, 1999), which led the COP to become the most important publisher of 
psychology journals in Ibero-America. 
9 Juan Carlos Duro was ratified as Director, but changes in editorial policy were announced. The format was modified, and new sections were in-
cluded, state of the art, orienting the Editorials towards monographic topics of vital importance for the collective, as well as towards the activities 
and events aimed at professional development, carried out by the COP. In addition, an Editorial Board was established, made up of psychologists 
from different parts of Spain, as well as a list of collaborators (Santolaya, 1994). Ten years later, in 2005, a fourth stage began. 
10 The Framework Regulations of the Professional Divisions were approved by the General Meeting on 21/6/1997, and subsequently underwent 
several modifications. 
11 The projection towards Ibero-America was crystallizing. The COP, together with the SIP, had organized the I and II Iberoamerican Congress of 
Psychology (Madrid 1992, 1998). These congresses, in addition to fulfilling their own objectives, made explicit the need to establish a permanent 
structure that would bring together the Psychology Associations of Ibero-America, a project that would materialize in the creation of the Ibero-
American Federation of Psychology Associations-FIAP (López, et al., 2021). 
12 On 24/11/1999 the National Commission of the Specialty of Clinical Psychology was constituted, which was to act as an advisory body to 
the Ministries of Education and Culture and Health and Consumer Affairs (art. 3). Article 4 established its composition. Order PRE/1107/2002 
would regulate the transitory routes of access to the qualification of Specialist Psychologist in Clinical Psychology for professionals who, prior to its 
entry into force, had practiced as clinicians. In 2005, RD 654 was published, modifying the transitory provisions of RD 2490/1998, and opening 
a new period to apply for this degree. Finally, by Resolution of 26/08/2010, the process of homologation of the specialty was closed. 



long time13. The implementation of the Internal Psychologist Resident 
Training System (PIR) saw in 1993 a first call for 52 places at state 
level, after some precedents in autonomous communities14. Like all 
training via residency, these resident interns are part of what is known 
as Specialized Health Training. 

The promulgation of the RD of the Specialty seemed to end a long 
process of struggle, defining clinical psychology, homologating it in 
terms of training and social recognition with any other health 
specialty. Concurrently, it served to protect the techniques, 
procedures, and instruments particular to this health specialty. 
Obtaining the specialty was a mandatory requirement to apply for 
positions in public institutions, although not in other modalities of 
professional intervention, but it was not necessary for the practice of 
the profession in the private sphere. It raised a strong opposition in 
some groups within the field of psychiatry, and even in psychology, 
which ended up in court, but with favorable sentences for the 
association15. 

The decade closed with another historic milestone. Twenty years 
after the approval of provisional Statutes, in 1999 the General 
Statutes of the Official College of Psychologists of Spain were finally 
approved, resolving the endemic situation of provisionality in its 
institutional configuration. This coincided in time with the rethinking of 
the situation of the university in Europe, as announced in the Sorbonne 
Declaration (26/5/1998) and the Bologna Declaration 
(19/6/1999), which called for, among other things, “the need to 
create a European area of higher education as a privileged means of 
promoting mobility and employability”, key aspects from a 
professional point of view16. Spanish psychology was once again 
projecting itself into the future, now less uncertain due to its level of 
disciplinary implantation and social penetration. In any case, it still 
needed to consolidate training and legal recognition to enable 
psychologists to work in different scenarios, including healthcare. 

 
THE 2000S. THE SPANISH PSYCHOLOGICAL 
ASSOCIATION IS BORN 

The first decade of the new millennium was filled with changes and 
adaptive efforts. A first challenge was the decentralizing 
transformation of the association (Table 1). The Governing Board, in 

accordance with the provisions of Article 21 of its Statutes, adopted 
the decision to segregate its territorial Delegations, which became 
autonomous Colleges (Royal Decree 1902/2000). The process 
culminated with Law 7/2005, which created the Consejo General de 
Colegios Oficiales de Psicólogos [General Council of the Spanish 
Psychological Association]17. The changes took place in a context of 
constant growth of psychology, in which the collegiate association 
was fully involved. 

The group represented was still urban and young, but less and less 
so; 23% of members were under 30 years old, but 30% were over 
40, and the collective was increasingly feminized (73%). 
Unemployment had fallen to 10%, a percentage below that of the 
general population. Members were mainly self-employed (73%) and 
there were still many that were engaged in activities not specific to the 
profession.  

There was a wide variety of public centers in which professional 
activity was carried out. Members were mainly dedicated to clinical 
work, followed by the areas of education, work and organizations, 
social and community, road safety, legal, and sports. In all their 
profiles, the majority orientation was that defined by behavioral 
orientation models (behavior modification), hybridized, in many 
cases, with the dominant perspective in university environments 
(cognitivism), defining the dominant cognitive-behavioral perspective. 
They were followed in importance by eclectic models and those 
inspired by psychoanalysis, minority or very minority models of 
systemic orientation, and those of humanist inspiration those inspired 
by transactional analysis, Gestalt therapy, and phenomenological 
and existential approaches (Santolaya, Berdullas, & Fernández, 
2002). 

Consistent with the tremendous growth that psychology was 
undergoing, the association, equipped itself with significant 
infrastructure both in the acquisition of premises, and in material and 
human resources, computers, as well as administrative and 
accounting resources in order to adequately develop the purposes of 
the Corporation and improve its links and services to the association 
members, which grew in number by almost 1,300 members annually 
on average in the 20 years that elapsed. This growth would not have 
been possible without good treasury management, which went from 
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13  Ten years had passed since the approval, in September 1988, by the Governing Board of the COP of the Base Document for the postgraduate 
training of psychologists specializing in Clinical Psychology through a PIR system, created by a group of experts, which expressed the position of 
the COP, the first of several consensus documents (Duro, 2004b; Fernández, 2003; Olabarría, 2018; Varios, 1990). 
14 “Before 1998 there were non-officially regulated “training programs” in various Autonomous Communities that used the “resident intern” model 
(Fernández, 2003; Varios, 1993). “At the conclusion of these programs a diploma was obtained without official validity.” (Fernández, Santolaya, 
& Santolaya, 2017, 97). Now Article 1.3. Of RD 2490, established that, “The training system for obtaining the qualification of Specialist Psychol-
ogist in Clinical Psychology shall be that of residence in health centers and teaching units accredited for training in the specialty.” 
15 Rulings of the Supreme Court on contentious administrative appeals 43/1999, 48/1999, 49/1999, and 154/1999. 
16 The University got to work on the former, the College on the latter. They even collaborated: The Delphi study carried out within the framework of 
the ALFA program for the harmonization of psychology curricula in Latin American universities (Blanco 2001), and the EuroPsi project sponsored 
by the EFPA (Peiró, 2003). 
17 The first Transitory Provision obliged the immediate constitution of a Management Commission composed of a representative of each of the Col-
leges, which was to draw up provisional Statutes. These were published months later (Order ECI/2461/2006). The creation of the Council made 
it possible to reincorporate the College of Psychologists of Catalonia, and a new stage began in which the aim was to reconcile the specific as-
pects of each College with a general policy for the whole State.



revenues of 16 million in 1980 to 1,320 million in 2000 (Santolaya, 
2001). 

The communication and internationalization program continued 
(training and professional updating courses18, periodical and non-
periodical publications, conferences, and congresses) aimed at 

promoting the technical and scientific development of the profession, 
positioning, delimiting, and projecting the profession, giving voice to 
the concerns of the group, favoring its mobility in the new European 
space19, and fostering meeting spaces among professionals, and 
between professionals and academics.  
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TABLE 1 
TRANSFORMATION OF THE COP DELEGATIONS INTO ASSOCIATIONS

18 In 2008, the Distance Continuing Education Program (FOCAD) began. Its aim was to promote the scientific-professional updating of the mem-
bers in different fields of intervention. The program consists of the study and subsequent evaluation, by means of a self-completed questionnaire 
system, of educational materials prepared by prestigious professionals (Anónimo [Anonymous], 2008). There are currently three modalities: On-
going edition, second editions, courses for members of professional Divisions (Consejo General de la Psicología de España, 2021). 
19 In 2001, with the COP playing a leading role, the EFPA adopted the EuroPsy Project, with the aim of establishing a quality benchmark for edu-
cation and practice in psychology, and facilitating the mobility of psychologists in the European environment, its implementation beginning to be 
studied. On May 19, 2008, the deadline to apply for the European Certificate in Psychology EuroPsy opened in Spain. Those who hold the Cer-
tificate will be registered in the Register of European Psychologists (Infocop Editorial Office, 2008). On April 15, 2015, a new unified website for 
all EuroPsy certificates was launched (http://www.EuroPsy.cop.es/). 

http://www.europsy.cop.es/
http://www.EuroPsy.cop.es/


The program combined dissemination, positioning, and 
internationalization. The Council and the Colleges continued their 
active publishing policy. They started the millennium with 19 journals, 
published or co-published, sponsored or co-sponsored, as well as a 
series of monographs that were free of charge for members. The 
model of Evaluation Agencies established in that decade, was left out 
of the system, without profitability for university faculty, increasingly 
common in the pages of association journals, in about 90% of the 
journals (Ruíz, Martín, & Delgado, 2015). To cope with the growing 
demand for qualified space, and in the absence of journals with 
international impact factor, universities and scientific societies also 
maintained or started journals, but the lack of professionalization and 
the endemic lack of resources did not allow many of them to enter the 
Web of Science (Tortosa, Osca, Alfaro, & López, 2019), something 
that would begin to change with the notable help of the collegiate 
association (Tortosa, et al., 2019) (Table 2)20. 

Meanwhile, Spanish psychology and society continued to change, 
albeit in an increasingly globalized environment. One of the main 

drivers of the transformation was the collegiate association, which 
consolidates and expands the professional role of those who practice 
psychology in a society that was becoming increasingly aware of the 
need to turn to psychology professionals to improve their living 
conditions and competitiveness. Nevertheless, there continued to be a 
context of lack of definition and struggle for professional spaces. It is 
true that psychological intervention was required in a growing and 
diverse number of sectors of activity, such as education—despite the 
failure to prevent the registration of the qualification of 
psychopedagogy—mental health, human resources departments, 
legal and forensic areas, personal and community care services, both 
in the private sphere and in administrations and institutions, etc. It is 
also true, however, that the legislative successes were few and far 
between.  

Internally, in order to tackle the situation, the State Coordinators of 
professional fields such as Clinical and Health Psychology, Traffic and 
Safety, Work and Organizations, Legal, Drug Addictions, Social 
Services, Education, Sports, and the Intrusion and Training 
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20 On the negative side, it stands out that the Revista de Psicología General y Aplicada [Journal of General and Applied Psychology] (2010, vol-
ume 64) and Psychology in Spain (2011, volume 15) would cease to be published. 

TABLE 2 
CHRONOLOGICAL DISTRIBUTION BY QUARTILE IN JCR (WOS) AND SJR (SCOPUS) OF THE JOURNALS COMMON TO BOTH INDEXES, 

PUBLISHED, COPUBLISHED, SPONSORED, OR COSPONSORED BY THE PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATION



Commissions functioned regularly. In addition, there were various 
Working Groups that analyzed, debated, and promoted specific 
topics of interest and other emerging issues on a more ad hoc basis21. 
The Deontological Commissions, in turn, carried out an arbitration 
function between members and clients, being guarantors of correct 
professional practice. 

At the end of the decade, the divisions started up22, many with 
journals as channels of communication. The divisions with the most 
members today are those related to clinical and health psychology, 
which account for almost 60% of the registered members (Table 3). In 
little more than 10 years, the number has grown from 2 to 11, and 
from less than 2,000 to more than 13,000 members. However, only 
just over 17% of the association members are part of the divisions, 
which indicates that important educational work is needed on the part 
of the Council and the associations to increase this membership. 

In 2003, Law 44/2003 on the Regulation of Health Professions 
(LOPS in Spanish) was enacted. The Law defined psychology as a 

health profession, but only in the case of Psychologists Specializing in 
Clinical Psychology, leaving out the degree in psychology from the list 
of professions considered as healthcare, which caused a situation of 
legal uncertainty for many professionals in active practice, mostly in 
the private sector, who were attending to patients but lacked the 
official title of specialist, some of them in the process of 
homologation.23 The situation, for a group highly oriented towards 
clinical practice, was far from being clear.24 

The publication in little more than a month of RD 1277/2003 on the 
Authorization of Health Centers, Services, and Establishments, and of 
the LOPS, overturned the intended recognition of the health role of 
psychologists, probably due to corporate pressures from other 
professional groups (Junta de Gobierno [Board of Governors], 2003; 
Santolaya, 2004). In an attempt to reverse the situation and, 
furthermore, to ensure that the degree was included in the Health 
Sciences Branch, the COP began a series of actions (Duro & 
Martínez, 2004), which were extended over time, and on which the 
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21 For example, on May 8, 2000, an agreement was signed with the Directorate General of Civil Protection, on the organization and training of 
groups of psychologists integrated into the collegiate structure, whose objective was psychological intervention in disaster situations. 
22 In July 2008, an agreement was signed to integrate the Federation of Psychology Associations into the CGPE, a multi-territorial grouping in 
which a Spanish Society of Psychology had ended up, in decline in comparison with the COP and the scientific associations that flourished in light 
of the university areas of knowledge, a Division of Academic Psychology was born, called the “Spanish Society of Psychology”. The Spanish Net-
work for Psychology was established for the IUPsyS, with two members in the General Assembly. 
23 The controversial work of the National Commission of the Specialty of Clinical Psychology (Santolaya, 2007) continued, especially in the case 
of applicants through the third transitional provision (professional practice as a member of a professional association), to the point of generating a 
Guideline for applicants who are members of professional associations on procedures, allegations, and appeals (Anónimo [Anonymous], 2007a, 
2007b). The definition of the specialty with its field of action, the professional profile of the Specialist in Clinical Psychology and the training pro-
gram were included in Order SAS/1620/2009. 
24 In October, Royal Decree 1277/2003 was published, which established the general bases for the authorization of health centers, services, and 
establishments. It offered an inappropriate definition of “Clinical Psychology Unit”.

TABLE 3 
DATE OF CREATION OF THE DIVISIONS AND NUMBER OF MEMBERS*



group was informed through Infocop. There were actions in the 
media, in the courts, in offices, even in parliament, and in the streets 
with large mobilizations. It was a process that had the explicit and 
participative support of the Conference of Deans and the student 
body, as well as several political parties, trade unions, social, 
healthcare, and scientific organizations (Consejo General [General 
Council], 2004)25. 

Meanwhile, at the university, absolute legislative nonsense was 
affecting the curricula26. The millennium began with attempts to 
respond to the proposals of a European Higher Education Area, 
with Organic Law 6/2001 on Universities. This was the first 
framework document of a legislative deluge. In order to deal with 
the changes, the Conference of Deans of Psychology, with the 
support of the association, embarked on the ambitious project of 
defining psychology training, seemingly with the approval of the 
Ministry. The result of this effort was the proposals for the Design 
Project for the Curriculum and Degree in Psychology and the 
Official Postgraduate Program in Psychology, which, in the end, 
were not endorsed by the Ministry of Education. It was a futile effort 
in a framework in which political interests prevailed over scientific-
technical ones, and in which the judgments of the experts were 
overruled by political-ideological objectives. Despite everything, 
psychology continued to grow. Given the shortcomings of the 
undergraduate programs, continuing education and postgraduate 
programs gained prominence, albeit with a high degree of 
improvisation and without a defined model. However, the university-
association collaboration eventually favored the University 
Coordination Council’s decision to place psychology studies within 
the framework of experimental and health sciences27. 

The decade ended with the creation of the Spanish Foundation for 
the Promotion and Scientific and Professional Development of 
Psychology-PSICOFUNDACIÓN28 . This incorporates the Council’s 
firm commitment to research, although in this case oriented towards 
professional objectives, normally underplayed in public calls for 
proposals. A faithful reflection of this aim was to be, a few years later, 
the co-funded PsicAP Project (Cano, Muñoz, Moriana, Ruíz, 

Medrano, & González, 2021), which was already beginning to bear 
fruit in some communities and was replicated in other countries. 

 
THE DECADE OF 2010. THE DECADE OF HEALTH 
PSYCHOLOGY 

The new decade began with good news. After seven years of 
struggle, Law 5/2011 on Social Economy was published. Its sixth 
additional provision regulated the exercise of healthcare activities by 
university graduates with a degree in psychology or graduates in the 
field of psychology. This provision came to alleviate, still provisionally, 
the extreme situation of precariousness existing in the health activity 
for non-specialists in the field. It came to create de facto the health 
profession of generalist psychologist, and it set a deadline (twelve 
months) for a regulatory solution. Psychologists should no longer have 
any problem working in a private health center, either self-employed 
or as employees (Santolaya, 2011). However, psychologists who 
worked in the public or public-private health system were left out of 
the regulation, which opened a new front. 

Seven months later, General Public Health Law 33/2011 modified the 
LOPS, creating the profession of General Health Psychologist (Seventh 
Additional Provision), recognizing these individuals as healthcare 
professionals with a degree level in accordance with Article 2 of the 
LOPS, and establishing their professional competencies. It also regulated 
the access routes to professional practice, through the creation of a 
forthcoming Official Master’s Degree in General Health Psychology-
GHP with its own guidelines, which are only accessible to those with a 
psychology degree. After thirty years of struggle, a long-awaited goal 
was achieved: the legal regulation of professional practice in the health 
field. The law regulates a differentiation between two types of health 
professionals, specialists in clinical psychology (via PIR and 
homologation) and general health psychologists (via Master in GHP and 
health habilitation)29 (Duro, 2021). This law placed psychology among 
the professions that enjoy legal protection, and it maintained its status as 
a licensed profession. 

In fact, in the 2012 Association-Registered Health Professionals 
Statistics, which identifies those who have a professional healthcare 
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25 The problems and the actions are presented in an extraordinary issue of Infocop, “Psychology as a health profession”. It consists of several 
blocks: the first contains some historical notes on psychology as a health profession and the chronology of the conflict with the actions developed. 
The second presents the evaluations and opinions of sectors affected by the legislative regulations (COP, university, private professionals, profes-
sional associations, and students), the third the actions of the different actors in the conflict, and the fourth the proposals they put forward. It is com-
pleted with articles reflecting on psychology as a health profession (Duro, 2004a). Issue 22 (Varios, 2005) is also a monographic issue. 
26 An “In Depth” in Papeles del Psicólogo, in addition to analyzing the plethoric and frustrating situation, discusses the mismatch between training 
and professional demands, the benefits of a European degree, and the advantages of building curricula based on the analysis of competencies 
(Varios, 2003). 
27 Organic Law 4/2007, which laid the foundations for modernizing the University, was developed by RD 11393/2007. Universities could 
choose the branches in which their degrees were to be offered, and the basic subjects of Psychology could be in Social and Legal Sciences and 
Health Sciences. There would be a clear predilection for this second option in the verification of undergraduate degrees, which occurred in the 
new legislative framework. 
28 Originally constituted in Madrid by the General Council of the Spanish Psychological Association, and the Colleges of Madrid, Murcia, Navarra, 
Principality of Asturias, Bizkaia, and Valencia, in Madrid (Order EDU/2676/2010). All the Colleges are represented in its current Board of Trustees. 
29 The regulations offered a transitional solution for non-specialists who met certain stipulated conditions, including undergraduate and, above all, 
postgraduate curricular qualifications. For the most part, the regional health authorities delegated the evaluation of merits and their qualification to 
the corresponding regional Colleges of Psychologists. The procedure established in the sixth additional provision of Law 5/2011, confirmed by 
Law 33/2011, was extended for three years, until September 2014. Since then, accreditation can only be obtained via Master or PIR.



specialty, the group of psychologists appeared for the first time30. 
Since then, interprofessional differences have been maintained. The 
supply of psychology has remained scarce year after year (Figure 2), 
so the ratio of applicants/place continues to be the highest compared 
to the rest of the specialties (Anónimo [Anonymous], 2020a). 

Shortly afterwards, with a delay over the legislation, Order 
ECD/1070/2013 was published, which established the 
requirements to verify the official university degree of Master in GHP31. 
The order fulfilled the illusions of many, but it sparked internal 
contention. The National Association of Clinical and Resident 
Psychologists (ANPIR) filed an appeal through contentious-
administrative channels against the Order regulating this 
postgraduate degree. The Council and the Conference of Deans 
aligned their objectives against the appeal, which was dismissed three 
years later (Anónimo [Anonymous], 2016), but the ruling did not 
close the issue, it opened other disagreements, on issues such as 
training itineraries, professional accreditations, and the professional 
functions of the roles and their scope, which has led to opposing 
understandings of this part of the process and the process itself as a 
whole (Carrobles, 2013, 2015; Fernández, 2003; Fernández, 
2017; Fernández, Santolaya, & Santolaya, 2017; Olabarría, 2018; 
Olabarría & García, 2011; Prado, Sánchez, Gimeno, & Aldaz, 
2019; Sánchez, Prado, & Aldaz, 2013). 

The difference is not only in the positions announced, and in the 
ratios per 100,000 inhabitants, but also, from the beginning, in the 
number of specialties (RD/183/2008). To date, unlike medicine, 
which has dozens of specialties in specialized health training, 
psychology has only one officially recognized specialty. It is 
therefore—forgive the oxymoron—a generalist specialist, since 
he/she must be competent in any of the fields of his/her professional 
activity. In an attempt to promote the existence of possibilities for 
intensive training in specific areas, various alternatives can be 
considered (Jarné & Pérez, 2020).  

First there was an explosion in the availability of degrees (masters, 
professional specialization diplomas, expert courses) offered by 
universities, which was reoriented with the creation of the Master in 
GHP. Soon, the publication of RD 639/2015, regulating the 
Diplomas of Accreditation and the Diplomas of Advanced 
Accreditation oriented to the training and development of technical 

competence of health professionals opened up several possibilities32. 
There was also a response from the COP, the Council established a 
national process of unofficial accreditation in specific functional areas 
of psychology, which had already had precedents in the College of 
Catalonia and Madrid. The creation of the first divisions had 
generated professional accreditation initiatives, as their internal 
regulations covered the roles of accredited members. The creation of 
the Comisión Nacional de Acreditación Profesional [National 
Commission of Professional Accreditation] addressed the issue33, and 
accreditations have been emerging, although without the 
administrative validity necessary for specialization (Table 4). Supply 
has always dominated in the health field, due to the weight of the 
profession, but it is very diversified. The common objective was to 
guarantee minimum quality standards, and to promote, with the 
FOCAD courses, the processes of continuing and specialized training. 
The recognition of the association is an endorsement of professional 
competence by the most prestigious non-academic institution, which 
may encourage greater social recognition (Jarne et al., 2012). 

This coincides with years of continuous growth and diversification34. 
Psychology, despite the predominance of health psychology, 
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30 The criterion includes specialists in clinical psychology, General Health Psychologists, psychologists belonging to the Military Health Corps of the 
Armed Forces, and all those professionals who, meeting the training requirements established in the Sixth Additional Provision of Law 5/2001, 
were registered in the registers of health centers at the time of data collection (Anónimo [Anonymous], 2013). 
31 The commitment to regulate the general conditions to which the curricula of the bachelor’s degree in psychology should conform, as established 
in point 3 of the Seventh Additional Provision of Law 33/2011, remained unfulfilled. In fact, the period of one year was extended to seven, until 
the publication of the Order CNU/1309/2018 regulating the general conditions for the curricula of the degree in psychology (Anónimo [Anony-
mous], 2018). 
32 These are accreditations that have official status, with a reservation of denomination and validity throughout the national territory. They allow 
graduates and specialists in health sciences to certify their level of training in a specific area of competence or specialty. 
33 On December 14, 2012, the Governing Board of the COP approved the base document that outlined the general lines of what the future pro-
fessional accreditations should be. Incidentally, the National Commission on Professional Accreditations (CNAP) was appointed, which was in 
charge of turning the project into reality (Anónimo [Anonymous], 2016b). 
34 After allegations, and negotiations, the Council achieved the incorporation of clinical psychologists in the body of Law 35/2015 on the reform 
of the system for the valuation of damages caused to persons in traffic accidents. 

FIGURE 2 
EVOLUTION OF THE NUMBER OF PIR POSITIONS 

ANNOUNCED (ACCUMULATED), REGISTERED HEALTHCARE 
PROFESSIONALS ACCORDING TO INE [SPANISH NATIONAL 

INSTITUTE OF STATISTICS] DATA, AND REGISTERED MEMBERS 
ACCORDING TO DATA PROVIDED BY THE ASSOCIATION

Associated healthcare professionals 

Associated members 

PIR positions announced (accumulated)



continued to diversify in all facets of the human being: social and 
community activity; occupational risk prevention; teaching and 
guidance; work and organizations; social and community activity; 
traffic and safety; sport; family relations; justice; penitentiary 
institutions; army and security forces; emergencies, etc. Evidence of 
this is the growth of the university (Hernández, 2003; Sánchez et al., 
2017), which aimed to respond through an abundant and diversified 
availability of postgraduate degrees35.  

In the academic year 2003-2004, 23 public universities (48.94%) 
and 8 private universities (42.11%) offered psychology courses, 
almost 47% of the total, tripling the supply from the public universities 
over the private ones, producing 6,000 graduates (Hernández, 
2003). In the academic year 2014-2015, there were 52 centers 
offering the degree, almost 63% of all centers, 29 in public universities 
(58%) and 23 in private ones (69.70%), a veritable explosion (130% 
increase), producing 7,168 graduates (Sánchez et al., 2017). In the 
academic year 2020-2021, 62 (74.70%) universities had verified 
degrees, 32 of the 50 public universities and 30 of the 33 private 
ones, producing 8,246 graduates in 201936.  

The supply of university master’s degrees and doctoral programs 
was very broad, with public universities leading the way, especially in 

doctoral programs, where 28 public universities offer programs, 
compared to only 5 private ones. Along with the traditional profiles 
(clinical, education, and work), there are subjects such as: early care; 
dependency; psychosocial intervention/rehabilitation; physical 
activity, sport, and high performance; all types of addictions; 
psychogerontology; legal psychology and forensic expertise; 
language and speech disorders; neuropsychology and the 
neurosciences; among a large variety of others. However, those that 
are most widely offered are the regulated master’s degrees. Special 
mention should be made of the GHP master’s degree. Already in its 
first year of implementation, 30 (18 public and 12 private) of the 48 
centers offering psychology initiated it, in many cases terminating 
master’s degrees in clinical and health psychology. In 2021, 60 of the 
62 universities with a bachelor’s degree offered the GHP master’s 
degree. In just 5 years the supply has doubled. Moreover, the Ministry 
of Health has just published, as a result of intersectoral work in which 
the association has participated, the Resolution of 26 April 2019, 
publishing the “Strategic Framework for Primary and Community 
Care”. It reaffirms the need for primary care to maintain a 
biopsychosocial approach, and it enhances the figure of the clinical 
psychologist therein, protocols the referral circuits, and includes 
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35 The Resolution of September 14, 2015, of the General Directorate of University Policy approves the equivalence of the degree of bachelor in 
psychology to level 3 of the Spanish Framework of Qualifications for Higher Education (MECES). Psychology graduates are recognized with 
Master’s level training, which exempts them from the obligation of having to take a Master’s degree to access academic studies, jobs, public ex-
aminations in the administration, public competitions, etc., where this level of studies is required. 
36 Methodologically, we visited the website http://www.cdpue.es/ (oferta formativa [available training] tab), and the websites of the universities 
included in the Report “Datos y Cifras del Sistema Universitario español. Publication 2019-2020”.

TABLE 4  
NATIONAL ACCREDITATIONS 

http://www.cdpue.es/


training in this field in the departments or teaching units of the 
university psychology centers, creating a new path for the desired 
dialogue between the two institutions. 

A total of 130,000 students graduated during the 21st century, with 
an average enrollment of 63,000. There were 7,796 GHP master’s 
graduates between the academic years 2014-2015 and 2018-
2019. Nearly 77,000 members! However, psychology continues to 
have one of the lowest rates of non-retired members per 100,000 
inhabitants (69.71) among the groups of health professionals, a long 
way from the figures of 481.18 and 566.75 for medical and nursing 
professionals (Table 5), and 162 members per 100,000 population. 
There were 33,209 psychologists with a health specialty in 2019 
(Anónimo [Anonymous], 2020b), 44.75% of members, but the 
authors agree with Duro (2021) in that there is also “quantitative 
gibberish”, regarding the number of active health professionals when 
we look at the profiles of their incorporation37. 

It has also been an important decade in terms of communication and 
positioning. International (and national) relations have been 
increased and strengthened with a growing number of actors. A 
dimension in which congress activity has been key, and especially the 
recovery of the National Congresses—to deal with the growing 
hyper-specialization of this type of events—after a 27-year hiatus39, 
and the strengthening of the Ibero-American ones40. In addition to 
attending to the most relevant professional and scientific areas in each 
circumstance, they facilitate formal and informal communication 
between academics, but also between the university and the 
profession. All this, without forgetting that they project, to the social 
agents and the general public, the usefulness and relevance of the 
discipline in many fields, thus contributing to create an increasingly 
shared social representation.  

The already active communication policy has continued to be 
promoted with the aim of disseminating and promoting the 
association, psychology, and all things psychological among the 
major social agents, the general public, and the members. This has 
been done through the media (traditional press, radio, television, 
information agencies, digital media, social networks, YouTube, 
journals of all kinds). It has promoted its program of scientific-
professional journals and is totally or partially responsible for 52.94% 
(9 of 17) of the Spanish psychology journals in JCR, where it 
participated in three of the five in Q1, and in SJR, in three of the four 
in Q1, as well as having another seven in the Emerging Source 

Citation Index (Ansiedad y Estrés, Anuario de Psicología, Clínica 
Contemporánea, Electronic Journal of Research in Educational 
Psychology, Papeles del Psicólogo, Revista de Historia de la 
Psicología, and Revista Iberoamericana de Psicología y Salud).  

In addition, the Academy of Psychology of Spain (RD 378/2015) was 
successfully established, an event of multiple scope, including cultural, 
social, scientific, and professional fields. This public law corporation, of 
national scope, has as its general mission, according to its Statutes41, “the 
achievement, promotion, and maintenance of the highest scientific, 
cultural, and social level in psychology, as well as the promotion of its 
practice for the benefit of individuals and society” (art. 3.1.). 

Forty years have been characterized by a rapid and tortuous path 
towards consolidation and strengthening, full of advances and 
setbacks, zigzag movements, a not always desired union, beset with 
obstacles and administrative difficulties, and with political and 
corporate interests that had little or nothing to do with the quality of 
care and the real needs and benefits of the population and users. 
There have been moments of light, such as the recognition of 
psychology in health care and the progress towards the incorporation 
of psychologists in primary care, but there have also been dark 
moments, such as the undermining of certain professional areas, such 
as education or social services.  

The large numbers of members are exorbitant, they seem to show a 
plethoric reality, but one that is not exempt from doubts and internal 
and external problems. They show a group in need of defense against 
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37 Studies such as his, or that of Fernández (2021), bring some order, also coinciding in pointing out the insufficiency of personal resources in the 
National Health System. In this regard the Ombudsman makes the following “RECOMMENDATION. Promote as soon as possible within the In-
terterritorial Council of the National Health System, in agreement with all the competent health administrations, the realization of an evaluation of 
specific needs in psychological care aimed at progressively increasing this type of assistance in the autonomous healthcare services.” 
38 INE. Statistics on registered health professionals. Detailed results [accessed February 2, 2921]. 
39 III (Oviedo, 2017), IV (Vitoria-Gasteiz, 2019), and V (Madrid, 2021). 
40 VII (Oviedo, 2010), VIII (São Paulo, 2012), IX (Lisbon, 2014), X (Antigua, 2016), XI (Córdoba, 2018), and XII (Coahulia, 2021). 
41 The Preamble states: “Since the end of the nineteenth century, and at an accelerated pace in the twentieth century, Psychology has been config-
ured at the same time as a positive science and as a field of intervention applied to individual and social problems (....) it has achieved a broad 
generality of intervention techniques, with largely standardized instruments, and with very great possibilities of application to the various fields of 
human activity, from education and clinical, to the more specific areas of the sports world, legal advice, or intervention in the prison, forensic, con-
flict mediation, marginalization and dependence fields, and for business and social organizations.”

TABLE 5 
EVOLUTION OF THE RATE PER 100,000 OF THE MAIN 

GROUPS OF ASSOCIATIONREGISTERED HEALTH 
PROFESSIONALS WORKING WITH PEOPLE  

(SOURCE: INE38)



the growing intrusiveness42, with excessive access, which creates a 
high failure rate, with significant unemployment and excessive 
underemployment, deficiencies in general undergraduate training 
(problems with practicals and university clinics) and very pronounced 
ones with respect to specialized postgraduate training, as well as lack 
of a legal regulation in accordance with its potential. All this comes 
with a social representation that is still weak and diffuse, and in need 
of contours. This coincides with the fact that our society is going 
through a major global crisis. All the above has exacerbated old 
needs and has generated new ones in all sectors, so the collegiate 
association must continue to strengthen its organizing work and 
defense of the collective, as well as to improve its communication 
policy and positioning.  
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