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Studying the three Rs: recruitment retention and rurality 

Julia Coyle, Charles Sturt University, Lindy McAllister, Michael Curtin, Paul Tinley, Clare Wilding 

There is a widening gap between the availability of allied health professionals and the demand for their 
services that reflects the difficulties that exist in the recruitment and retention of allied health professionals 
in rural areas. In addition, problems recruiting and retaining allied health professionals impacts negatively 
on the stability of services. All stakeholders, including the allied health professional workforce, are likely to 
benefit from greater stability in the allied health professional workforce. However, there is limited large 
scale research data available to contribute to finding solutions to this problem. Whilst research has been 
conducted into rural recruitment and retention in medicine (e.g. Hays, 1997), and nursing (e.g. Lyons, 
Lapin & Young, 2003; Chandra, 2003), little research has involved rural allied health (SARRAH, 2002; 
Belcher et al., 2005). Potential solutions will require greater depth of understanding of the interplay 
between personal and professional factors that influence workplace decisions made by rural allied health 
professionals. In addition, this solutions need to be informed by knowledge of the factors that influence the 
career decisions of newly graduating allied health professionals.  

This paper presents findings from Phase 1 of a multi-phase prospective cohort study designed to collect 
longitudinal data from early career occupational therapy, podiatry, physiotherapy and speech pathology 
graduates. The data reported here comes from demographic information collected from participants at the 
commencement of their new graduate positions and from three subsequent semi-structured telephone 
interviews conducted over the 18 months of Phase 1 of the study. Major themes arising from the data 
were the power of personal narratives and meta-professional narratives. It is important to note that 
graduates from rural backgrounds educated rurally expressed a strong desire to make a career in rural 
practice. Graduates based their decisions to work in their first position on two key factors: the desire to be 
close to family or friends; and the desire to obtain diverse experience. There were a number of important 
but unexpected findings that will be reported in this paper, for instance, that key determinants for work 
satisfaction in the first year were team support and a sense of being welcomed by the community. Feeling 
supported in this way sustained graduates even when they experienced poor induction and orientation 
programs.  
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Presenter 

Julia Coyle has lived and worked in rural Australia over the past twenty years. Practising as a 
physiotherapist in rural, regional and remote areas helped her develop a strong commitment to rural 
practice and to supporting the needs of rural communities. Julia’s current role as the Head of the School 
of Community Health at Charles Sturt University enables her to consolidate this commitment. Staff in the 
School work in an interprofessional framework involving four allied health professions to o educate allied 
health professionals with additional skills specific to rural practice o form partnerships with communities 
that help them establish services that meet their needs o undertake research relevant to the health of rural 
communities.  

 


