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Background

Occupational therapists form a significant proportion of
the allied health workforce in developed countries.
Demand for occupational therapists in Australia is
growing due to the rapidly expanding population of peo-
ple living with chronic and complex conditions. Recent
Australian government initiatives conducted through
Health Workforce Australia have been implemented to
enhance training opportunities to increase workforce
supply. But increasing graduate numbers is only one
part of a solution to matching workforce supply and
demand. Another part that has had considerable atten-
tion in medicine but little in allied health, is where they
want to work - their practice preferences.

Methods

A survey design was used to investigate views of final year
occupational therapy students. Invitations were sent to
Australian universities offering occupational therapy and
convenience sampling was used to recruit anonymous
volunteers who completed the investigator developed sur-
vey. Survey items included: demographic data, clinical
practice preference (based on [1]) and factors participants
felt influenced their highest preference (based on items
from [2,3]). Descriptive statistics were used to aggregate
and report data.

Results

Participants (n=259) came from every state and territory in
Australia and were overwhelmingly female (91.5%; n= 236;
mean age 23 years) and all were in their final year of study
before graduation. Means for all clinical practice areas
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ranged between 51.4 and 51.8 so medians have been used
to identify trends. The highest clinical practice preference
was aged care (median 66, SD30.3), followed by physical
rehabilitation (median 59, SD36), mental health and pae-
diatrics (both median 54, SD16.9 and SD19.3 respectively),
occupational health (median 53, SD29.8), developmental
disability (median 48, SD25.8) and least preferred general
physical practice (median 44, SD37).

More than half the participants thought the following
factors influenced their practice preference ‘a lot’ or
‘enormously”: fieldwork experience (76.6%), fit with skills/
ability(74.5%), challenge (69.4%), opportunity for greater
creativity (65.8%), opportunity to perform therapy proce-
dures (61.2%), professional development opportunities
(56.4%) and intellectual content (52.3%).

Conclusion

This study confirms previous research showing field-
work experience is most influential in practice prefer-
ence. High preference for aged care suggests good
workforce demand-supply fit.
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