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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Rural background and training have previously been found to increase the likelihood of rural practice. However,
practitioners of many health professions remain in shortage in rural and remote Australia. This study builds on previous work in
that it includes medical, nursing and allied health professions, considers the role of the health professional’s family in employment
decisions, and includes a broader array of factors influencing employment preference and the preferred location of practice. The
survey also examines when students might work in a rural area.

Method: The survey was designed after an extensive review of relevant literature and existing surveys, consultation with rural
clinicians, and piloting with students. Approximately 500 students per year are anticipated to complete the survey while on
placement at the Northern Rivers University Department of Rural Health, New South Wales, Australia, and will be contacted
annually for at least 10 years.
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Results: The Careers in Rural Health Tracking Survey questions both students and their spouses about employment preferences

and related family factors. It contains questions about the size of towns respondents would be willing to work in, and when they

would consider working there. It also asks in which regions of Australia students and partners would be prepared to work.

Conclusions: This study aims to expand knowledge of the factors that encourage or discourage health professionals from

practising in rural areas. Information about the time dimension in decision-making, areas most likely to face shortages, and about

the types of clinicians most likely to work in certain regions, will be crucial when developing initiatives to attract new graduates to

rural practice.

Key words: Australia, rural health careers, survey.

Introduction

Limited access to health services remains a significant
problem for people living in rural and remote areas of
Australia'™. This is in part due to difficulties in attracting
and retaining health professionals to rural practice™.
Schemes devised to improve the recruitment and retention of

the rural health workforce!>>1014

will only be successful
over the long term if they address the issues that are
important to health students in deciding to work in a rural or
remote area, and target the students most likely to work in

such areas’.

The literature has identified a number of factors which can
influence clinicians in making location decisions, including

dl,3,4—6,15—21 1,3-5,15,17,20,22,23

rural backgroun or training , spousal

1,5,24

backgroundl‘”‘lg, sex , specialisation, as well as the

availability of professional support and continuing medical

education®®*16.

The current study is unique in that it includes all health
disciplines, takes account of immediate and extended family
factors that impact on employment preferences, and is
longitudinal in design. It should enable researchers to follow
student decisions about where they commence practice,
when and if they practise in a rural area, and the association
with factors that are a positive or negative influence on
choosing to work in a rural area. It will examine factors that
influence both recruitment, as students first move into the

workforce and make their location choices, and retention as

the new health professionals become settled in their career
over time and make decisions to stay or leave their initial
work location. This article takes a similar approach to that of
DeWitt and her colleagueszs, in that it describes the

development and content of the survey tool.

Method

The Careers in Rural Health Tracking Survey (CIRHTS) was
developed following a review of relevant literature and
existing surveys, consultation with rural clinicians, and
piloting a draft instrument with students undergoing rural
placements. Some questions (such as questions 13, 14, 17
and 21; Appendix) were taken or modified from previously
published questionnaires in order to make the survey

comparable with other data sources™ *°.

Approximately 500 students per year are anticipated to
complete the survey while on rural placement at the
Northern Rivers University Department of Rural Health,
New South Wales, Australia. The placement experience can
differ among disciplines, universities, and year of study. The
CIRHTS, therefore, has the potential to examine the impact
of repeated versus one-off, and early versus late exposure to
rural practice, and the relationship between length of

placement and rural uptake for different health professions.

Once recruited into the study, participants in each cohort will
be followed for at least 10 years using an annual

questionnaire. Cohorts will consist of students having a rural
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placement in a given year, with students continuing to be
recruited over the life of the study. Once in the workforce, in
future waves of the study, participants will receive a
modified version of the survey instrument, which will enable
examination of changes in preferences over time, and will
also gather information on their experiences as new health
professionals, including both work and continuing education

issues.

The questionnaire was completed and final ethics approval
was received from the University of Sydney Human
Research Ethics Committee in 2006.

Results

The CIRHTS survey (Appendix I) questions students in
detail on their personal characteristics, family relationships,
education and current employment, employment preferences
and factors influencing those preferences, and rural
background (Fig 1). Because the decision to move to a rural
area may also involve a partner or spouse, most items have

space for both student and spouse responses.

Understanding the time dimension in a person’s decision-
making is crucial when developing initiatives to attract
clinicians to rural practice. The CIRHTS is unique in that it
asks students not only what size towns they would be willing
to work in, but also when they might work there. For
example, a student could indicate that they would work in a
rural community within one year, a major urban centre

within 5 years but never overseas.

While previous research has often distinguished only
between rural and urban locations, pilot data for the current
study suggested that the distinction is not so simple. It could
be expected that when students consider practising in a ‘rural
area’, their mental model of ‘rural’ is not defined as ‘outside
a capital city’, but rather includes a variety of settings, some
of which they would be willing to work in and others they

would not.

Thus, CIRHTS asks participants to nominate exactly which
regions of Australia they would work in and, in so doing,
attempts to define areas of Australia in terms of general
desirability for practice location, to identify the types of
clinicians who are motivated to work in particular regions,
and to characterise the positive and negative factors that go
into a decision to practise in one area versus another. Maps
based on the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ Australian
Standard Geographical Classification of regions27 are
provided to assist students and partners in completing this

section of the survey.

One important distinction among types of rural areas is the
distinction between coastal and inland areas. With more
Australians than ever before looking to live and work on the
coast®, it is important to know whether this preference is
equally reflected by young health professionals.
Accordingly, CIRHTS identifies students for whom working
near the coast is important, as well as those for whom it is

not.

To ascertain the main drivers in student and partner location
preferences, participants are asked to quantify on a Likert
scale the extent to which certain factors would influence
their decision to work in a rural area, from ‘strongly
discourage’ to ‘strongly encourage’. Space is also provided
for respondents to name any factors that are not already
listed.

Conclusions
The CIRHTS has the potential to collect a great deal of

information on medical, nursing, and allied health students’
regional preferences, and the issues they consider important
when considering rural practice. By collecting this
information and tracking students over time, it should be
possible to identify the specific factors, and respective
weights of each factor, that determine whether an individual
will be motivated to choose rural practice. This knowledge
may be particularly useful for government and industry
when developing new schemes so that they provide the

greatest incentive for rural practice.
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Fespondent and family environment

Respondent Children Spouse
| | |
Fersonal characteristics Fersonal characteristics Personal characteristics
+« Mame and contact details + Age + Age
+«  Marital status +  Sex +  Sex
+  Age « ATESl status «  ATES| status
+  Sex +  Attend boarding school +  Ancestry
+  ATSI| status + Shared custody + Distance from famiby
«  Ancestry
+«  Distance from family

Education and emplovment
«  Current placement
«  Current and previous

Education and employment
« Current and previous
tertiary education

+  Town siEze

+« High schaoolyears spent
outside urhan area

« MName and postcode of
secondary school far final
year

tertiary education «  Method of entry
«  Method of entry + Scholarship status
+ Scholarship status +  Current employment
«  Current employment +  Hoursworked
+  Hourswoarked
Background Background

«  Town size

+« High schaoal vears spent
outside urhan area

—p  Respondent and spouse g + Mame and postcode of

Future preferences secondary schoal far final

year

L 2

Location characteristics

« A different town sizes, or + The extent towhich 18 factars
OvVErseas influence the choice to work in a
+« Time frame for location of each rural area
size + Five point scale from strong b
+ Af regions of Australia discourage to stronal encoudrage
+ Satisfactionwith current location « Factorsinclude living close to
« [Desire to undertake postgraduate farnily, cost of living, lack of
studies public transpart, challenge,

« Irmportance of proximity to coast career opportunties.

Influencing factors

Figure 1: Components of respondent and spouse characteristics.
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Appendix I
Careers in Rural Health Tracking Survey (CIRHTS) survey instrument
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Career in Rural Health Tracking Survey (CIRHTS)

"

Department of Rural Health Broken Hill

.""'-n-.

NORTHERN RIVERS
Universlly Departmend of Rural Fealth

: S I
Northern Rivers umame’ Family Name

University
Department of
Rural Health
PO Box 3074
61 Urala Strest
LISMORE MSW 2430
Ph: 02 8620 7570
Fex: 02 6620 7270
Department of Rural Health . .
Broken Hill Preferred Contact Details
Fh: 08 8080 1200 Please use BLOCK lerters
Feo: 08 8087 5240

First/ Given Name

Street Address

Town/Suburh Post Code
Telephone Mohile
Email

Other Stable Ceontact Details
e Via parents

Street Address

Study Coordinators:

Sue Page— Director of Education 5. Jocelyn Morris—Rural

ordinator. 6. David Game—Director of Clinical Madici
cking (CIRHT) Study was developed in Collaboration with Senior

from the North Coast Area Health Service,
information contact the Study Coordinators.

iale Professor 2. Jefifrey Fuller—A ssociate Professor 3. Hudson
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Appendix I - cont’d

clinicians
For further

Attachment Programs Co

Birden—Senior Lecturer 4.
The Careers in Rural Health Tra

1. Deborah Schofield—aA ssoc

Town/Suburb Post Code
Telephone Muohile
Email

Family: We are interested in the relationship between Gender, Family Status and Career Preferences.

I. What is your marital status?

[

How many children do you
have?

3. Male or Female?

4. What was the person’s age last
birthday?

LA

Does this child attend
Boarding School?

You

Male

Female

You

Never married
Widowed
Divorced/Separated

Married/De Facto

0
1
2
3
=3
Spouse’Partner
Male
Femile
Spouse/Partner

Child 1 Child 2 Child 3
Male Male Male
Female Female Female

Child 1 Child 2 Child 3
Yes Yes Yes
No No No
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Appendix I - cont’d

6. Do you have shared custody Yes Tes es
g
of this child? Na Na Nao
7. What is the person's ancestry?
iwhat group do you identify
with - tick up to 2)
. ) L Spouses Spouse’s Spouse’s
You Your Mother Your Father Partrer Mither Eather
Australian/New Zealand
Oeania (includes Melane sian, Papusn, Micronesian, Polyne sian)
Morth-west European (inclades British and Irish)
Southern and Eastarn Enropean
North African/Middle Eastern (imcludes Arab and Jewish}
South-East Asian finchudes Vietnamese, Indone sian and Timorese)
North-East Asian finchodes Chinese and Japane se)
Southern and Central Asian
Paople of the Americas (inchdes U5, Canada and Caribbean)
Sub-5aharan Africa
linchades Cantral, West, Southemn and East Africa)
8. Are you Aboriginal or You Spouse/Partner Child 1 Child 2 Child 3
Torres Strait Islander? e Yes Yes Yes Yes
Mo Mo No Mo No
We would like to know more about where vour extended family live.
Y. How far away do you live from You Spouse/Parmer
yvour mother? (from your usual Deceased Deceased
residential address P
) <50 km <50 km
50-100 km 50-100 km
101-200 km 101-200 km
201-500 km 201-500 km
=501 km >501 km
10. How far away do you live from You St Sy
your father? {(from your usual Deceased Deceased
residential address) <50 km <50 km

© D Schofield, J Fuller, S Fletcher, H Birden, S Page, K Kostal, S Wagner, L Schultz, 2007. A licence to publish this material has been given to
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Appendix I - cont’d

50-100 km 50-100 km
101-200 km 101-200 km
201-500 km 201-500 km
=301 km =301 km
More about you
11. Current Placement: Town
State
Discipline (eg Medical, Physiotherapy)
How long was your placement? (weeks)
12. Current Studies: You Spouse
Degree
Institution
Current Year (eg Ist, Znd)
Year you expect o complete
13, Admission/Entry You Spouse/Partner
Scheme: Unbonded C ealth Supported (HECS) studk
Please indicate if you nbonded Commenwealth Supported ) student
are: (please select Medical Rural Bonded Scholarship (MRES) student
one response only) Bonded Medical Places Scheme (BMPS) student
International student
Australian fee-paying student
Other (please specify)
You Spouse/Partner
14. Scholarship: No
Do you hold a
- a Yes, Medical Rural Bonded Scholarship
scholarship?
Yes, Rural Australian Medical Undergraduate Scholarship (RAMUS)
Yes, John Flynn Scholarship
Yes, Other (please specify name of scholarship)

© D Schofield, J Fuller, S Fletcher, H Birden, S Page, K Kostal, S Wagner, L Schultz, 2007. A licence to publish this material has been given to
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Appendix I - cont’d

15. Other qualifications:
MName of Qualification
Year Commenced
Year Completed
Name of Qualification
Year Commenced

Year Completed

16. Current Employment {main job)?

See Aftachment | (enter 4 Digit Code)
Usual No. hours worked pw

Town

State
Postcode

Country

You

Spouse/Partner

You

Spouse/Partner

We would like to know more about where vou grew up and where vou would like to work in the future,

17. Iregard myself as being from the
following background:

8. Did you complete high school in
Australia?

Yol Spouse/Partner
Capital City or major urban Capital City or major urban
centre (100,000} centre (= 100,000
Regional City or Largs town Regional City or Largs town
(25,0000 1 0o, W0 (25,000- 100,000
Smaller town (10,000-24,999) Smaller town ( 10,000-24 999
Small miral community Small rural community
== 10,000} (= 10,000}

You Spouse/Partner
Yes (go to Question 19 | |Yes (o to Question 19)
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Appendix I - cont’d

| INﬂ (o to Question Z1) | INﬂ (o to Question 21)

19, Mumber of years of secondary You Spouse/Partner

schooling in Australia outside of a
capital city or major urban area: Years Years
Gosford-Wyong, Newcastle,
Wollongong, Queanbeyan, Blue
Mountains, Geelong, Gold Coast-
Tweed Heads, Townsville.

20. Name and postcode of secondary ~ You Spouse/Fartner

school for your final year?

21. Would you and your spouse be happy to work in towns of the following size and when? {please circle)

Never Yes, Yes, Yes.  Unsure Mever Yes. Yes. Yes.  Unsure
within  wihin 5 =3 yrs within  ithin 5 =3 yrs
Lyear  yegps lyear  yeqrs
1 | 1 1 1 1 1 | 1 1 Capital Ci.l'_'g.’
5]
I T T T 1 I T T T 1 Major urban centre! Le. Gosford-Wyong, Newcastle, Wallon-
= gong, Queanbeyan, Blue Mountains, Geelong, Gold Coast-Tweed
o] Heads, Townsville- Thurngowa (= 100,000
= =8
=
ol T T T 1 w T T T 1 Regional city or large town in Australia (25 000- 100,000}
o -4 . .
I I T T 1 =L T I T 1 Smaller town in Australia ( 10,000-24,595)
(o]
[ T T T 1 : I T T T 1 Small rural community in Australia (< 10,000}
I T T T 1 I T T T ] |Overseas

22a. In the list below, tick ( ,f ) the areas in which you and your spouse would be happy to work in the future
b. Also, please circle () ) the area in which you currentlv live.
Refer to Attachment 2 for area maps.

NSW Spousa/ VIC Spousa/ QLD Spouse/

You Partner You Partner You Partner
Sydney Melbourne Brisbane
Hunter Barwon Moreton
Ilawarra Western District Wide Bay-Burnatt
South Eastern Central Highlands Darling Downs

© D Schofield, J Fuller, S Fletcher, H Birden, S Page, K Kostal, S Wagner, L Schultz, 2007. A licence to publish this material has been given to
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Appendix I - cont’d

Richmond-Tweed

Mid-MNorth Coast

MNorthern

Morth Western

Far Wesl

Central West

Murray

Murrumbidgee

SA Spouse/
You Partner

Adelaide

Outer Adelaide

South East

Murray Lands

Morthem

Eyre

Yorke and Lower
MNorth

Wimmera

Loddon

Mallee

Goulburn

Ovens-Murray

Gippsland

East Gippsland

WA Spousef
You Partner

Perth

South West

Midlands

South Eastern

Central

Pilhara

Kimberley

Lower and Upper
Great Southern

23. How satisfied are you with where you are currently living?

South West

Central West

Fitzroy

Mackay

Morthern

MNorth West
Far Morth
TAS Spouse/
You Partner
Hobart

Southern

MNorthern

Mersey-Lyell

TERRITORIES Spousa/

You Partner

ACT

Darwin

Rest of NT

1 2

You Spouse/Partner
2 -1 I 2 2 -1
L) T L] L] L] L]
Very Somewhat Somewhat Very Very Somewhat
dissatisfied dissatisfied sarisfied satisfied Dhissatisfied dissatisfied
24, Are your preferences for location You
for future practice influenced by Yes
your desire to undertake post Mo

eraduate studies?

Somewhat Very
satisfied satisfied

Spouse/Partner
Yes

No
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Appendix I - cont’d

25. How important is it for you to be living close to the coast? (circle number)

You Spouse/Partner
-2 -1 0 l 2 -2 -1
I T T T 1 I T
Totally Fairly Nopwral Somewhat  Very Totally Fairly

umimportant - unimportant

important  impaortant  unimpaortant - unimportant

Meutral

Somewhat

important

2

1
Very
important

26, To what extent would each of the following factors influence your choice and that of your spouse/partner (if
applicable ) to work in a rural area? {please circle)

Key: -2 = Strongly Discourage

-1= Slightly Discourage 0=Neutral +1 = Slightly Encourage

+2 = Strongly Encourage

You
-2 =] L, +1 i2 Living Close to Family
2 o o =l =t Living close to friends
-2 o o o 2 Rural lifestyle fculture
r of o 1 - Cost of living
-2 - 0 21 £2 Cost of accommodation
-2 o 0 | £2 Lack of public transport
2 -l L 4l 2 Carger opportunitie s
2 L L, L +1 Remuneration
2 -1 o | +2 Workload
-2 -1 o 41 2 Type of work
_Ig '.l o | +2 Environment for raising children
_Ig '.l 0 | 2 Access to children (custodial arrangements)
-2 -1 o 41 £ Bonding/other contracting work requirement
2 -1 L +l +2 Desire to help people in ruraliremote areas
2 -1 o 41 £2 Challenge
2 3| L 41 2 Familiarity with rural area
-2 - L +l +1 My current rural place ment
-2 !\ 1 4l +2 Previous rural placements
-2 -l 1 4l £2 Orther iplease specify under)
2 L 4l =2 Orther i please specify under)
27. Would you be prepared to take part Yes

in a focus group?
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NoO

Spouse/Partner
-1 -1 L] + 1 +2
-2 -1 0 +1 +2
r T T T 1
-2 -1 0 +] +1
r T T T 1
-2 -1 0 +] +2
L] L] T T 1
2 -1 [i1] +1 +2
L T T T 1
2 -1 [i] +| +2
[ T T T 1
-2 -1 0 +1 +"-'T
-2 -1 0 +1 +2
r T T T 1
-2 -1 0 +] +1
L] L T T 1
2 -1 0 +| +’_:
2 -1 0 +] +2
r L L) T 1
-2 -1 0 +1 +2
r L] L] L] 1
-2 -1 0 +1 +2
r T T T 1
-2 -1 0 +] +2
r T L) T 1
-2 -1 0 +1 +2
L] L] L] T 1
-2 -1 0 +1 +2
r T T T 1
-2 -1 0 +1 +2
r T T T 1
-2 -1 0 +1 +2
L] L] L] T 1
-2 -1 0 +1 +2
F T T T 1
-2 -1 0 +1 +2
r T T T 1
]
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Appendix I - cont’d

Please return this survey form to:

CIRHTS
PO Box 3074
LISMORE NSW 2480

Thank you for participating in this survey

Modified on 8 January 2008: A sentence has been added to the Method section: ‘Some questions (such as questions 13, 14, 17 and 21; Appendix)
were taken or modified from previously published questionnaires in order to make the survey comparable with other data sources™ . In

addition, an additional reference has been inserted into the reference list as reference 26.
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