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Psychological Health, Wellbeing, and Adaptability in Rural Communities
Regional, rural, and remote communities experience persistent psychological, wellbeing, and employment inequities compared with metropolitan populations. These include elevated suicide rates, limited access to healthcare, geographic isolation, and workforce instability. Such conditions affect not only community members but also the health academics who educate and sustain the rural health workforce. Despite their importance, rural wellbeing and employment interventions, as well as the sustainability of rural academic careers, remain under‑researched. Rural psychology remains underdeveloped, with limited community‑level research linking place, wellbeing, and work. Although not conceived as a single research programme, this presentation synthesises interconnected studies that address overlapping questions of psychological wellbeing, meaningful work, and sustainability in rural contexts.
The presentation adopts an integrated rural–vocational psychology perspective to examine how wellbeing, work, and career sustainability are shaped by place. Drawing on Self‑Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), the Psychology of Working Framework (Blustein, 2013), and the Systems Theory Framework of Career Development (Patton & McMahon, 2021), it explores how motivation, identity, employability resources, and contextual systems interact to influence experiences of work and psychological wellbeing across rural environments and life stages.
Findings are drawn from two PRISMA‑guided systematic reviews and a conceptual analysis. The first review (Luke et al., 2024) identified 19 eligible studies from 3,186 papers (2012–2022) examining Australian rural community‑ and peer‑delivered wellbeing and employment interventions. Using the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool, interventions emphasising social connectedness, autonomy, and self‑determination showed the strongest effectiveness, with an average quality rating of 83 per cent. A reciprocal relationship between wellbeing and employment informed the development of a Rural Wellbeing Toolkit structured around recognise, connect, and support across seven wellbeing domains. The second review (McIlveen et al., 2026) identified nine studies on sustainable careers among health academics in Australian regional, rural, and remote settings, highlighting person‑ and place‑based constraints, high workloads, misaligned expectations, professional isolation, and tensions between clinical and academic roles. The third paper (Luke & McIlveen, 2024) analysed Sustainable Development Goal 8 (Decent Work), revealing limited recognition of older workers’ vulnerabilities, including employment precarity and restricted access to meaningful work.
Overall, this presentation highlights the interdependence of wellbeing, work, and place in rural settings and demonstrates the value of integrating vocational and rural psychology. The findings offer place‑sensitive insights relevant to researchers, practitioners, and policymakers concerned with rural workforce sustainability, meaningful work, and psychological wellbeing.
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