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A PILOT STUDY

BACKGROUND

A shortage of rural mental health workers and the inability to recruit, retain and sustain them in
a safe, fulfilling work environment is undermining the ability of NGOs to deliver sustainable,

quality services to communities in need.

OUR METHODOLOGY

Co-operative inquiry is a participatory
and inclusive research methodology
which supports in-depth conversations,
generating original knowledge with real
world applications. Co-operative inquiry
comprises of four phases which are
cycled through iteratively.

Using co-operative inquiry enabled the
project to harness the lived experience of
participants and generate practice based
evidence, grounded in local rural
contexts.

Find further reading and resources
on co-operative inquiry, including
our textbook, which provides a
comprehensive introduction to this
participatory and inclusive method.

OUR STUDY

In 2024, a research team from Charles Sturt
University, working alongside The Peregrine
Centre and partnering organisations undertook
qualitative research with non-government
organisation (NGO) mental health staff in the
Murrumbidgee and Southern LHD areas, NSW,
Australia. The goal was to explore what
strategies they had experienced to promote
recruitment, retention and well-being in rural
mental health NGOs and to what extent these
had been successful.

(i ==| cCharles Sturt
. . UIZ/ University
5 Move = @ ..o,
~  beyond - g ™ )
1 inquiry, in a Phase 1 N,
“ transformed - Re/forming -
i wa * & "
. " re/establish N
i T the focus of

inquiry

Phase 4
Re/reflect,
present &
finalise

Phase 2
Discuss,
refreflect &
collect
resources

Phase 3
Become
refimmersed
in the
inquiry

A co-designed graphic representation of the four phases of co-operative inquiry and how it leads to
transformational knowledge (International Network of Co-operative Inquirers, 2025; Pascoe et al.,

2023; Reason, 1994; Reason & Heron, 1995; Short & Healy, 2017)



FINDINGS

@/ Recruitment works through community connection \
es

Being visible, trusted, and embedded in the local community enabl
organisations to recruit through informal networks and reputation.

The “right fit” can matter more than credentials
Values alignment, team fit, and lived or practice wisdom were more
predictive of success than formal qualifications alone.

Retention depends on trust

Staff stayed where they experienced autonomy, respect, and clear
communication.

Risk must be shared
Strong supervision, collective responsibility, and team-based approaches

reduced the burden on individual staff.

Supportive culture is enacted, not just declared
Wellbeing was embedded in everyday practices (flexibility, boundaries,
Connection is key

check-ins) not just formal policies.
Regular low-cost team interactions and opportunities for growth
strengthened belonging and resilience.

Place matters
Workforce approaches must reflect local context, organisational scale, and

community dynamics.

Practice-based solutions exist
Organisations are already using creative, low-cost, and contextually
grounded strategies to recruit and retain staff. This demonstrates the value

of identifying and strengthening approaches that emerge from local
knowledge, relationships and workplace contexts.

WHAT THIS MEANS

Staff wellbeing is not Workforce Funding stability is a
optional—it is the strategies must be crucial workforce
workforce strategy place-based intervention
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