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Abstract  

Community mental health (CMH) case management services in rural Australia are an important 

public sector mental health service, heavily relied upon by people living with serious and/or 

persistent mental ill-health. Chronic staffing shortages are widespread within these rural CMH 

services, arising from long-term vacancies and high staff turnover. This study aimed to investigate 

how employment and rural-living factors impacted the turnover intention of early career CMH 

professionals in their first few years working in rural services. Using a grounded theory 

methodology, the study aimed to produce a substantive theory explaining this turnover intention 

phenomenon as well as to identify the basic social process to assist with theoretical 

conceptualisation. Twenty-six in-depth interviews with early career health professionals who had 

worked for over 12 months for NSW Health in rural CMH positions were undertaken.  

 

Data analysis identified the basic social process concerned change encompassing stages of 

adjustment, adaption and assessing. The theory proposed that employment and rural living factors 

influenced turnover intention depending on manageability of the gap between individuals’ 

professional and personal expectations and the reality of their employment and living experience 

(the reality gap). This gap was found to intensify or lessen depending on workers’ particular 

characteristics. These were: whether they had prior relevant work experience and/or a well-formed 

professional identity when starting the job; whether they were an outsider-newcomer to the town; 

their sense of place dependence towards the town; and their current life-stage.  

 

Based on these factors, differing risk levels for experiencing a reality gap were identified and a 

risk vulnerability assessment tool developed. This study also found that the decision to stay or 

leave a rural job is generally made early on and often in the adjusting stage. Professional factors 

most strongly impacted the reality gap in the adjusting stage and most workers experienced a 

large reality gap due to their unfamiliarity with performing a demanding job and having to adapt 

to working in a resource-constrained rural health service. In this stage, the reality gap was 

lessened for those with relevant work experience and/or a formed professional identity. At this 

stage those who were very inexperienced and recruited from outside the town were the most 

vulnerable. After adapting to the job, personal factors impacted workers more and the reality gap 

was heightened for those in early-adulthood who generally had little or no place dependence, 

especially if outsider-newcomers. Workers in middle-adulthood concerned with raising family 

generally had strong place dependence towards the town and chose to stay in their CMH job.  
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This study has improved understanding of turnover intention for rural-based early career CMH 

professionals. The risk vulnerability matrix and recommendations made have relevance for other 

public sector human services for helping in the development of effective policy and procedural 

responses to reduce avoidable turnover among early career staff working in rural services. 
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