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Issue: A shortage of rural mental health workers and the inability to recruit, retain 
and sustain them in a safe, fulfilling work environment. 

Research 
Purpose: 

Identify and disseminate proven strategies that genuinely address the 
problem 

Expected 
outcomes: 

Issue awareness, strategy implementation, supportive policy change 

Executive Summary 

Thank you for the opportunity to share this research widely. Implementing successful recruitment and retention 
solutions such as those identified in this research makes it possible to grow the NGO rural mental health 
workforce by improving organisational culture and ensuring the well-being of mental health workers. The ideas 
identified in this research are transferable to other settings, so the next steps are to: (i) generate opportunities 
and resources to share the findings and (ii) nurture the growth of a satisfied and thriving workforce. 

Background Information 

The issue is: that in NSW (and other states), there is a shortage of rural mental health workers, and the 
workforce is unstable. Retention and promotion of staff well-being across both state and community-managed 
mental health service providers is crucial to addressing the mental health staffing shortfall (Mental Health 
Commission of NSW, 2022). Currently, one-quarter of the total mental health workforce in NSW works at a 
community-managed organisation (Mental Health Coordinating Council, 2023). Yet to date, research into 
recruitment and retention has concentrated on state providers, and there has been little systematic 
investigation into why NGO rural mental health staff stay in their profession or workplace.  

Responding to this need and gap, during 2024-2025, our research team undertook qualitative research with 
NGO mental health staff in the Murrumbidgee and Southern LHD areas, to explore what strategies they 
had experienced as working to promote recruitment, retention and well-being in rural mental health 
NGOs. This research was funded by NSW Health through The Peregrine Centre as part of the Rural Mental 
Health Partnership Grant. Our partners are: Anglicare NSW South, NSW West and ACT, 54 Reasons, 
Roundsquared and Standby Support.  

In this Multidisciplinary Co-designed Research, we: 



(i)  built the capacity and wellbeing of participating staff through professional development workshops, 
ethnography and inquiries; 

(ii)  identified contextual factors affecting the implementation of effective workplace strategies for recruitment, 
retention and wellbeing more broadly; 

(iii)  explored through autobiographical-ethnography and co-operative inquiry research methods, the 
recruitment, retention and wellbeing of staff in these rural LHD areas. 

  

This project was needed because failure to intervene in this space effectively is increasingly being recognised 
as a prominent cause of poor health outcomes for rural communities. More systematic research is urgently 
needed. 

The significance, impact and benefit of our research are recognised by our pilot participants and external 
stakeholders, who have requested the upscaling (expansion) of our research into additional contexts. 
Currently, we are looking to disseminate our preliminary findings and for resources to upscale the project. 
Why? Importantly, many of the emerging strategies identified from our pilot are under-explored in the literature 
and need to be further engaged within many organisational initiatives. 

Key Recommendations are: 

• Explore opportunities to advocate for policy changes or funding mechanisms that could support the 
well-being and professional development of NGO mental health workers.  

• Support the sharing of identified strategies resulting in the successful recruitment, retention and well-
being of staff, including sharing fact sheets, reports and publications that are currently being developed. 
We look forward to your input into the research and your ideas on how to upscale the project.  

• Engage opportunities and resources so feedback and insights from the research findings can be 
shared, particularly around the uniqueness of the NGO mental health sector in terms of culture and 
values. Also, opportunities to share those solutions that are transferable with government services.  

• Influence policy and funding bodies to include a line item for staff wellbeing in their EOI’s funding 
templates. This will help reverse the trend of erasing staff wellbeing funding in many grant bids. This is 
occurring so proposals or bids for contracts are seen as financially competitive, but it risks further 
undermining staff retention.  

We look forward to future opportunities to share all of our findings with you. 
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