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Live-a-bull or leave-a-bull? What shapes retention of regional 
physiotherapists? 

Ellie Miles, James Cook University, Robyn Adams, Sophie Anaf, Lorraine Sheppard 

It is well known that retention of physiotherapists throughout rural and remote Australia has been a 
significant problem in recent years. Researchers have identified many factors such as isolation and 
access to professional development contribute to the low retention rates of physiotherapists in rural and 
remote communities. However, limited research in Australia has focused on the issues of physiotherapy 
retention in regional cities. In comparison to rural and remote communities, regional cities have a larger 
population base and a greater access to a range of services and facilities. Does this translate into easier 
physiotherapy recruitment and retention? Do known factors surrounding the poor retention of 
physiotherapists in rural and remote areas apply to physiotherapists in regional areas in the same way? 

A qualitative research project was undertaken to determine factors influencing the retention of 
physiotherapists in a regional city. The project focused on Mackay as a single case study targeting 
physiotherapists in the Queensland Health system. These clinicians are exposed to changes in 
resourcing, and retention strategies initiated through state and federal governments. Eight semi-structured 
interviews were conducted. Participants ranged from first year graduates to those with over thirty years of 
experience. Participants were asked to describe both the positive attributes and barriers to working in a 
regional city. Participants were also questioned about their knowledge of the various scholarships and 
incentives available to determine if these initiatives were impacting retention of local physiotherapists. 

The findings of this qualitative study confirm that the challenges so well documented for physiotherapists 
practising in rural and remote areas also apply in a regional setting. The idea that recruitment and 
retention pose less of a challenge in regional settings, as compared to rural and remote areas, may not 
hold true. These findings may have implications for the design and distribution of retention initiatives 

Uncovering perceptions on retention by clinicians at different career points illustrates their changing 
professional and personal needs. A single model approach to retention is unlikely to be sufficiently 
sensitive to the differing needs across career stages. For instance new graduates sought the clinical 
support of a senior clinician whereas experienced staff wanted options for skill development in specialised 
fields This paper will relate the findings to possible applications for retention of physiotherapists in regional 
settings. 
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