Career opportunities for
rural generalist allied health professionals
Purpose of this document
This document provides information on the career opportunities for allied health professionals working in rural
generalist roles.

Recognising the distinct nature of rural generalist practice
Delivering high-quality services to rural and remote communities is being increasingly recognised as a distinct area of
practice for allied health professionals.
Effective rural and remote services require a multi-professional workforce that has the capacity to deliver the breadth
and depth of services needed by the community. Rural and remote allied health professionals need to possess
professional and clinical capabilities, service delivery skills and personal attributes required to work in these settings.
Recent work in a number of states and territories is demonstrating the merits of developing and integrating into rural
services allied health professionals with a specific “rural generalist” scope of capabilities. This initiative aims to
develop an allied health rural generalist pathway in order to enhance workforce capacity and sustainability and
improve service access and health outcomes for rural and remote communities.
Led by the creation of rural generalist training roles and education programs, employment in rural and remote
communities is becoming a preferred option for career development and progression for allied health professionals. In
a rural generalist role, rural and remote practice can provide opportunities to:


make a difference to the health outcomes of entire communities as part of a multi-disciplinary team,



apply a practitioner’s full scope of professional skills and extend scope in some settings,



develop transferable employment skills including problem solving, flexible thinking and team work,



engage in structured, formal supervision and mentoring with senior colleagues,



access intensive development and advancement programs, rural incentives and training funding schemes,



lead changes to services that benefit clients and the community, and



become part of a community, not just work in it.

Breadth and depth of practice
Variety is one of the defining features of rural practice. Rural generalists provide services to people from all walks of
life and with a broad range of healthcare needs. Service delivery may span the continuum of care, including health
promotion and education; primary, acute and subacute care. Services can be delivered in different locations and
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settings including hospitals, community health centres, schools, aged care facilities, commercial settings, and clients’
homes and workplaces. Clients represent the community being supported and range in age from newborns to the
elderly and include people from different cultural and language backgrounds, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islanders peoples, migrants and refugees.
The breadth of service requirements allows rural allied health professionals to work to their profession’s full scope.
Extending practice through skill sharing with other professions is also common in rural services and provides an
opportunity to provide more holistic services to consumers.
Allied health rural generalists should also develop one or more “special skills”. These are areas of greater knowledge
and expertise that the professional brings to their community. High quality and well-designed rural generalist allied
health teams include members with complimentary special skills. This provides service depth to the team, maximises
local service capacity for the community and contributes to the work satisfaction of rural generalist practitioners.

Professional development and education
An expanding range of professional development and education options are available to rural generalist allied health
professionals. These include opportunities to develop profession-specific skills as well as skills of particular relevance
to rural and remote practice. Examples of these opportunities include:


the work-integrated Level 1 Rural Generalist Program, delivered by James Cook University (JCU) and
developed in collaboration with QUT and Queensland Health,



a Graduate Diploma in Rural Generalist Practice planned for delivery by JCU from 2018,



placements and work shadowing of professionals in other rural and remote areas and in regional and
metropolitan services,



telehealth-supported supervision and engagement with clinical experts,



programs for developing skills in rural and remote service delivery such as telehealth and cultural practice
training, and



conferences specific to rural and remote allied health, such as the biennial Services for Australian Rural and
Remote Allied Health (SARRAH) conference.

Technology supports access to professional development through online resources and learning platforms, video
teleconferencing, and webcasts.
At a local level, opportunities also exist for professional development within and across professions, including training
collaborations between local public, private and not-for-profit services.

Formal and informal supervision and mentoring
The potential challenge of accessing supervision and mentoring is a valid concern for rural and remote health
professionals. Employers, professional associations, and other organisations are addressing the issue through
innovative programs. Examples include:


mentoring programs managed by professional associations, such as MentorLink provided by Occupational
Therapy Australia and My Mentoring included in the Accredited Practising Dietitian Program of the Dietitians
Association of Australia,



the LINKS Mentoring Program, provided by CRANAplus for rural and remote health professionals,



professional supervision support such as the WA Country Health Service Allied Health Transition to Practice
(T2P) Graduate Program,



Flying Start Queensland Health and other programs provided by the Queensland Health Cunningham Centre,
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membership of state and profession-specific professional networks including those supported by SARRAH,



access to telephone and online support through the Bush Support Service 24/7.

Local profession-specific supervision and mentoring is augmented in the rural environment by:


local professional peer networks including inter-agency and inter-sectoral networking, and



inter-professional networks.

Professional relationships and team practice
Effective rural and remote health service delivery requires a high level of multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary and even
transdisciplinary practice between allied health professionals, nurses, doctors, health workers, support workers and a
range of other team members. Professional relationships extend across the range of agencies providing health and
human services to the community. Teamwork at this level can contribute to a positive and supportive work
environment. It also offers the chance to develop knowledge and build professional relationships that may not be as
easily established in larger centres.

Transferrable employment skills
The rural and remote context can foster development of important professional skills early in the career of health
professionals, including:


independence, initiative and confidence,



leadership,



problem solving,



coordination and collaboration within and across services and locations,



recognising community needs,



evaluating and presenting the benefits of services to stakeholders,



service redesign and development,



education of self and others, and



operational management.

These skills support the growth of an individual’s professional capacity, performance and career opportunities.

Career advancement
Opportunities for career advancement arising from rural and remote practice come from different avenues, including:


demonstrated clinical, leadership and professional skills,



opportunities to act up in senior roles and work shadow locally and in other services,



strong rural workforce networks, and



formal career advancement pathways / policies.

One example of a rural and remote career advancement policy is the Queensland Health HP3 to HP4 Rural Development
Pathway (RDP).
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Service innovation and evaluation relevant to the community
In small rural and remote services there is the need and opportunity to be resourceful, innovative and creative.
Regardless of role or experience every health professional plays a role in service design, development and evaluation
to respond to local context, culture and needs. Rural and remote areas also present a unique opportunity for actively
engaging community members in developing solutions directly relevant to local priorities.
The allied health Rural Generalist Program provides participants with skills in service development and quality
improvement activities that can be applied in the local setting.

Community access to health care
A significant reward of rural and remote practice is the chance to provide services to a health professional’s own community.
The health professional can contribute to improving equitable access to health services, and to deliver services as
close to rural and remote communities as possible. Examples include using allied health assistants and other support
workers, telehealth, and skill sharing to increase access to services in small communities.

Financial supports and incentives
Employers may provide a range of financial supports or incentives for allied health professionals working in rural and
remote communities. These may include:


higher remuneration and rural-specific recruitment or retention incentives,



flexible employment arrangements, including work hours, leave entitlements, and options for public-private
work arrangements,



funding and time to access professional development, including formal training programs relevant to rural and
remote practice such as the Rural Generalist Program, and



financial and logistical assistance with accommodation and relocation.

Benefits may be provided as part of a comprehensive program offered by an employer or rural health workforce
agency.

A place in the community
For many people, employment in a rural or remote community brings benefits that extend beyond their career. Many
people are drawn to rural and remote areas to meet new people, enjoy a relaxed lifestyle, and experience being part
of a small, cohesive, connected community.
Although each region is different rural communities can offer the benefits of affordability, a good place to raise a
family, ease of getting around, and a range of social, recreational and sporting activities. Many communities make a
particular effort to welcome and orientate health professionals to the area and to introduce them to social networks
and activities.

For more information
Information and resources on the Allied Health Rural Generalist Pathway are available from SARRAH.
e-mail: sarrah@sarrah.org.au
phone: 07 6285 4960
1800 338 061
www:

www.sarrah.org.au
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