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Abstract

Introduction: The recent UK Royal College of Occupational Therapists survey found a significant proportion of respondents
expressed an intention to leave the profession despite the majority agreeing that occupational therapy is a rewarding career.
This scoping review aimed to synthesize the literature on enablers and barriers to career planning and development for
occupational therapists working in mental health.

Methods: We searched Embase, CINAHL, Medline, Scopus, Web of Science, TROVE, Research Direct and websites of relevant
professional organizations.

Results: Twenty-six papers were included. Most of the articles were set exclusively in Australia and can be categorized into:
career planning and development, workforce planning, onboarding, recruitment and retention. Resource shortages, gender,
age, unmet expectations, organizational demands and the lack of a career pathway framework were identified as barriers.
Enablers of career success include undergraduate mental health practice placements, early career programmes, personal
motivation, greater flexibility, professional resilience, leadership training and research opportunities.

Conclusion: A better understanding of the factors that influence career development can facilitate focused recruitment and

help retention.
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Introduction

Career planning and development is defined as comprehen-
sive employment planning and support that assists individu-
als in achieving or advancing in competitive integrated
employment (Lent and Brown, 2013). Contemporaneous
career planning and development have become much more
complex due to greater mobility from globalization, rapid
digital advancements, blurred disciplinary boundaries and
changes in how individuals view and enact their careers
(Sullivan and Al Ariss, 2021). Unlike previous generations,
employees are making more career transitions within and
across the boundaries of occupations, industries and coun-
tries (European Training Foundation, 2020). Similarly,
changing behaviours and attitudes have altered society’s per-
ception of careers and what are the measures of career suc-
cess. In the past, career success was typically defined as
climbing the corporate ladder, whereas some employees now
view flexibility and better work—life balance as the ultimate
success (Rostami et al., 2021; Sullivan and Al Ariss, 2021).
Meanwhile, the healthcare sector is facing significant clini-
cal, financial and operational challenges due to changing

demographics, the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic
associated with healthcare workforce burnout (Gambaro
et al., 2023; Lluch et al., 2022; Sica et al., 2023), and the
containment of the systematic impacts of the cost-of-living
crisis. A recent survey conducted by the UK Royal College
of Occupational Therapists found that over a quarter of the
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respondents reported an intention to stop working as an
occupational therapist in the next 5years (Royal College of
Occupational Therapists, 2023). This finding concurred with
the earlier Swedish survey findings that 35% of the respond-
ents contemplated leaving the occupational therapy profes-
sion (Porter and Lexén, 2022).

In Australia, for instance, the 200,000 allied health pro-
fessionals represent one-third of the healthcare workforce
and provide more than 200 million healthcare services yearly
(Allied Health Professions Australia, 2022). Allied health is
a rapidly growing part of the Australian healthcare work-
force, and demand is expected to continue to grow over the
next decade due to an ageing population and a shortage of
skilled allied health professionals (Workforce Planning and
Talent Development, 2022). There is also a greater demand
for allied health professionals to work in the publicly funded
National Disability Insurance Scheme sector to support
meaningful occupations for Australians living with disability
(Mangiameli et al., 2021; Pho et al., 2021b). Occupational
therapy is a unique allied health profession that enables peo-
ple to participate in daily activities that are important and
meaningful to them despite illness, injury or disability
(Occupational Therapy Australia, 2021; World Federation of
Occupation Therapists, 2012, 2022). Career planning and
development in occupational therapy are not necessarily lin-
ear and are associated with significant recruitment and reten-
tion problems. According to the Occupational Therapy
Board of Australia, there are currently 27,760 registered
therapists (as of 30 September 2022). Although registrations
peak at 6266 for the 25-29 age group, registrations rapidly
decline from 30years old onwards. Currently, only 1758 reg-
istered therapists aged between 50 and 54 are practising
(Occupational Therapy Board, 2023). In England, there is
also an increased rate of occupational therapy workforce
turnover (14.4% in 2022 vs 12.0% in 2021) (Local
Government Association, 2024). Workforce retention is a
long-standing problem in the profession with Bailey (1990)
and Rugg (1999) identifying career planning and develop-
ment as a recruitment and retention problem more than
20years ago. At the time of their work, the most common
reasons for leaving the occupational therapy profession
included family, the lack of part-time work, geographic loca-
tion, burnout, limited continuing professional development,
supervision and promotional opportunities. Despite advances
in occupational therapy career planning and development,
these findings remain relevant today (Keane et al., 2012;
Nelson et al., 2015; Rodwell et al., 2009), and workforce
retention continued to be the predominate focus of occupa-
tional therapist workforce research (Jesus et al., 2023).

Furthermore, occupational therapists working in mental
health settings are more likely to have a career path that is
not satisfactory and an increased risk of experiencing pro-
fessional burnout due to the nature of the work (Lloyd et al.,
2005). The blurring of the role and conflicting professional

requirements undermine traditional career planning meth-
ods for occupational therapists within mental health settings
(Goh et al., 2019; Lloyd and King, 2004a; Scanlan and
Hazelton, 2019).

Lack of career planning and development also has enor-
mous consequences for employers and healthcare organiza-
tions (Jones, 2004). Regarding the economic costs associated
with staff turnover, health services will spend additional
time, money and resources recruiting, onboarding and train-
ing replacement employees. Although data are currently
unavailable for the turnover costs of occupational therapists,
in Australia, the average turnover cost per nurse was reported
to be $16,634.45 (O’Brien-Pallas et al., 2006). There are also
costs in client care when experienced and skilled occupa-
tional therapists are lost to the profession. A skill gap can
compromise continuity of care and patient safety (Delgadillo
et al., 2018; Woltmann et al., 2008).

Many health organizations are beginning to invest in
career planning and development in an attempt to develop
initiatives to support and retain allied health staff strategi-
cally. For instance, the Nepean Blue Mountain Local Health
District in New South Wales, Australia, specifically identi-
fied career planning and development as a priority in its
2018-2023 strategic plan and developed an allied health
career pathway framework to provide a blueprint for occupa-
tional therapists’ career progression, describing increments
in skilled performance based on experience and education.
This framework is underpinned by Benner’s novice-to-
expert model (Benner, 1982; Benner, 2004). The model dis-
cusses how an individual progresses from novice to expert
level based upon concrete experience rather than abstract
principles alone.

According to Benner (1982), a novice is in the first year
of clinical education without prior experience. An advanced
beginner is considered a new graduate with full legal and
professional responsibility for patients but functions at the
same level as a student in the final year of clinical education.
The third stage is competency, whereby clinical skills are
developed following 1-2 years of practice; however, compe-
tence is also recognized as context dependent and based on
the quality of supervision available. During the proficient
stage of performance, clinicians have sufficient experience
to plan and predict patient needs holistically rather than indi-
vidual components of care, demonstrating a higher overall
level of professional reasoning. Proficient clinicians develop
and refine their practice based on introspection and reflec-
tion rather than increments on a fixed scale. Finally, the
expert clinician is considered to have extensive knowledge
and clinical skills in a specific area of practice, relying on
intuition rather than analytic principles to guide practice.
Benner (2004) also suggests that not all clinicians will pro-
gress to the proficient or expert level.

Several national and international career pathway frame-
works have used Benner’s novice-to-expert model to map
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career pathways for allied health professionals to transition
from stages of their careers. These include the (Australian)
Victorian Allied Health Career Pathways Blueprint (Victoria
Health and Human Services, 2019), the Welsh Government
career pathway framework for modernizing the allied health
professional workforce and planning for future service needs
(Welsh Government, 2020), and the Royal College of
Occupational Therapists career framework in England
(Tempest & Dancza, 2022). Although Benner’s model is
increasingly being applied in allied health settings, this
model was originally developed to assess professional com-
petencies and leadership skills in clinical nursing.

Therefore, as informed by Benner’s model, this scoping
review employs a deductive synthesis of barriers and ena-
blers to career planning and development for occupational
therapists working in mental health settings.

Methods

This scoping review was conducted in accordance with the
Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) approach to conducting the
scoping review (Peters et al., 2015), followed by the Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses
extension for Scoping Reviews checklist for transparency
(Tricco et al., 2018), per the registered a priori protocol (OSF.
IO/U4H3W). A scoping review was chosen as an iterative
approach to identify the different types of evidence available
in a given field, clarify key concepts and definitions in the
literature, investigate how research is conducted on a specific
topic, identify key characteristics or factors related to con-
cepts, and identify knowledge gaps (Levac et al., 2010).

The review question is as follows: What are the enablers
and barriers to career planning and development for occupa-
tional therapists in mental health settings?

We have opted for the phrase ‘occupational therapists
working in mental health settings’ as an alternative to occu-
pational therapists specializing in mental health to capture
literature including emerging/novice occupational therapists
who develop skills to specialize in mental health.

A comprehensive search was conducted in five data-
bases: Embase (Ovid), CINAHL (EBSCO), Medline
(Ovid), Scopus (Elsevier) and Web of Science(Clarivate).
Nonindexed grey literature was sought through TROVE
(NLA), Research Direct and relevant professional organi-
zations, including the Occupational Therapy Board of
Australia, the World Federation of Occupational Therapists
and the World Health Organization’s websites. An updated
search was performed in November 2023. The reference
lists of all included sources of evidence were screened to
identify potentially relevant records.

All records were imported into EndNote X9 for refer-
ence management (Clarivate Analytics, PA, USA). Records
were considered for inclusion in this scoping review if they
described:

e Population: occupational therapists
e Concepts: career planning or development
e Context: working in a mental health service or setting.

This review considered any quantitative, qualitative, mixed-
method studies or reports published in English. No restric-
tion was imposed on the date range or countries.

The selection of the retrieved records was completed in
two phases: (i) review of title and abstract and (ii) review of
full text. This process involved two reviewers (PF and DL or
RB) independently screening the articles in both phases.
Disputes were resolved through discussion with a third
reviewer (DL, RB or CE).

Data were extracted as free text from the included record
using an a priori JBI template independently by two review-
ers (PF and DL), and content was analysed inductively for
themes relating to barriers and enablers to career develop-
ment and planning. The reviewers met fortnightly with two
other reviewers (RB and CE) to compare, contrast and vali-
date the findings to ensure reliability and reproducibility in
the data collection process (Pho et al., 2021a). A subsequent
deductive content analysis based on Benner’s model was
used to summarize and frame the recommendations. The
data analysis approach for this scoping review was funda-
mentally descriptive, and the reviewer KYL independently
audited and validated the synthesis.

While a formal evaluation of methodological quality is
not generally required for a scoping review, omitting quality
appraisal is a commonly reported study limitation (Pham
et al., 2014; Pho et al., 2021b). To minimize the limitations
of this study, a quality assessment was completed using the
appropriate JBI critical appraisal checklists. Given that the
scoping review aims to capture the breadth of available lit-
erature, the function of the quality appraisal was not selec-
tive but rather descriptive and to aid in data analysis and
interpretation.

Findings

Of the 9319 potential records, 26 papers from 19 primary
studies, a practice report (Tranah, 2010), a systematic
review (Hunter and Nicol, 2002) and a narrative literature
review (Bassett and Lloyd, 2001) were eventually included
(Figure 1). The studies included in the systematic and nar-
rative literature review are not duplicated in this review.
The characteristics of the included papers are outlined in
Table 1. The papers were published between 2001 and
2022. Twenty-one papers were exclusively set in Australia.
Four papers included international data on career planning
and development for occupational therapists working in
mental health settings (Brintnell et al., 2005; Ceramidas
et al., 2009; Hunter and Nicol, 2002). Thirteen papers were
exclusively set in a public mental health setting. Seven
papers provided a generic ‘mental health’ description as the
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Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram.

setting. Five papers included public, private, non-govern-
ment and other mental health services as the setting. One
paper included a public tertiary and forensic mental health
setting (Foster et al., 2022). In their study, Hitch et al.
(2020) included mental and physical health services. All
included papers had an author with a professional back-
ground in occupational therapy. Key authors include Justin
Scanlan, The University of Sydney, and Chris Lloyd and
her collaborators in Queensland, Australia. Studies varied
in sample sizes, ranging from n=9 to n=1345 occupational
therapists. One paper included occupational therapy stu-
dents (n=6) as participants (Rodger et al., 2009). Four
areas of focus were identified. The themes were developed
into a conceptual framework below, aligning with Benner’s
model shown in Figure 2.

Career planning and development

Two papers identified enablers and barriers to career plan-
ning and development; however, these were general in
nature. Tranah (2010) provided insights into 12 senior occu-
pational therapists’ experiences of career planning and
development. The findings of this report identified key barri-
ers such as lack of a career pathway framework, funding,
unsupportive workplace culture, changing roles, personal
motivation and circumstances or random opportunities. The
enablers of career planning and development included prac-
tice placement experiences, rotations to support a wide range
of clinical experience and expertise, preceptorship, educa-
tion and training beyond occupational therapy, networking,

leadership and research opportunities. Hitch et al. (2020)
explored leadership styles in occupational therapy practice.
A survey was used to collect data from clinicians working in
mental health (#=43) and physical health (n=48) services.
Occupational therapists in mental health practice apply
transformational leadership style and some aspects of trans-
actional leadership to support career planning and develop-
ment. The results identified significant differences in
leadership perceptions between senior and junior clinicians.
Few differences were detected between clinicians working
in mental and physical health services.

Workforce planning

Effective career planning and development at the organiza-
tional and individual levels requires strategic workforce
planning at the occupational therapy professional association
level. Five empirical studies investigated the mental health
occupational therapy workforce, as it is often suggested that
the workforce is young and relatively inexperienced. Lloyd
et al. (2002) examined work practices and workforce issues.
Most of the respondents were women with a median age of
37years (no range reported) and had, on average, 7 years of
experience working in mental health and had been in the cur-
rent job for an average of 36 months. The findings identified
two groups (traditional rehabilitation role vs case manager)
of occupational therapists working in mental health settings.
Specific issues impacting the workforce included the need
for research and evidence-based practice, blurring of roles,
recruitment and retention and professional development.
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Barriers: retaining skilled therapists, fragmented approach to career
planning and development.

Enablers: greater length of experience, leadership training and
professional development beyond the occupational therapy role.
Barriers: access to and the quality of continuing professional
development, lack of senior clinical roles and poor workplace culture.

Competent
1-2 Ye_ag practice Barrier: stress and burnout, high workload and unmet

Enablers: nature of the work, building professional resilience,
developing generic and discipline specific skills.

expectations.

Enablers: early career programs, supportive multi-
disciplinary team environment.

Barriers: resource shortages, new models of service
delivery.

Enablers: female, undergraduate mental health
placements, digital technology.

Barriers: age, gender, role perception, strategic
workforce planning at the organisational level.

I

Figure 2. Alignment of barriers and enablers from the scoping review with Benner’s model.

Two papers provided demographic data on the workforce
and insights from a global perspective. Brintnell et al. (2005)
surveyed 25 World Federation of Occupational Therapy
member countries. This study was consistent with the above
findings that the workforce is predominantly female and aged
between 20 and 39 years. Japan, South Africa and Venezuela
were the only countries with occupational therapists aged 60
or older. The United Kingdom and Finland have the highest
percentage (42% and 39%, respectively) of mental health
occupational therapists. However, the authors describe the
declining number of occupational therapists choosing to
work in mental health settings as a concern. In response to the
above study, Ceramidas et al. (2009) investigated occupa-
tional therapists’ experiences working in mental health set-
tings. The 2009 World Federation of Occupational Therapy
study found a relatively balanced workforce pattern overall in
terms of the youngest (age 2029 years: 25.2%) and the old-
est (age SOyears: 25.3%) being equally represented. The
majority of the workforce was in the 30-39 age range
(26.7%), while the 40-49 age group was less represented
(22.9%). Australia only retained 46.5% of its original work-
force at 50years of age. Poor work environment, lack of
resources and professional recognition are deterrents for
occupational therapists considering employment in mental
health. Professional resilience and dedication allowed occu-
pational therapists to adapt and continue working in mental
health under difficult circumstances.

Ceramidas (2010) focused on the Australian occupational
therapist working in mental health settings from the 2009
World Federation of Occupational Therapy study. The results

revealed that 36% of the respondents were younger than
30years of age, were from metropolitan areas, with 4—6 years
of experience in mental health. The majority, 85%, of occu-
pational therapists were part of a multidisciplinary team,
employed in the public sector and working with adults in a
community setting. The author described recruitment and
retention issues, including role blurring, resource shortages,
difficulty recruiting new graduates, and lack of supervision
and career development.

Another study evaluated the education of innovative
practice to increase the workforce of mental health occupa-
tional therapy workforce (Rodger et al., 2009). This study
trialled four mental health placement sites in role-emerging
and collaborative supervision models. Students indicated a
strong interest in working in mental health after graduation,
and educators were positive about undertaking innovative
placements in the future to overcome the lack of clinical
experiences available for students in mental health.

Onboarding

Two empirical studies explored onboarding as an enabler of
career planning and development at the organizational level.
Foster et al. (2022) reviewed current practices in early career
programmes for occupational therapists working in mental
health settings to support a successful transition into the profes-
sion. Thirteen participants from Victoria, Australia, were sur-
veyed. Participants identified their professional roles as senior
clinicians (n=6), allied health clinical educators (n=2), allied
health chiefs (n=3) and early career/new graduate programme
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coordinators (n=2). Findings demonstrated that early career
programmes are important and valued by clinicians. The
authors described how a comprehensive and well-designed
early career programme facilitates a successful transition into
the occupational therapy profession and provides a pathway for
career progression from an organizational perspective. Key
features of onboarding programmes include clinical exposure
and supervision to grow the emerging novice into a competent
and proficient clinician and exposure to staff and/or services
outside of one’s professional area. Several supervision models
were utilized, including group, peer, generic and discipline-
specific. These supervisions were generally an hour weekly for
the first 3—12months, followed by 1 hour monthly.

In earlier work, Lloyd et al. (2007) explored the chal-
lenges new graduate occupational therapists experienced
when commencing work in a mental health setting.
Participants described difficulty across three domains:
skills and knowledge, preparation for practice and achiev-
ing competence. The findings indicated that new graduates
required more discipline-specific and generic skills to
demonstrate competency. All participants identified that
the quality of supervision and support is critical for devel-
opment. Five of the fifteen participants had a practice
placement in mental health before graduation, and all five
participants noted how important this was in preparation
for the transition into the role.

Recruitment and retention

The largest body of research, 18 papers, focused on recruit-
ment and retention issues impacting career planning and
development at the individual level. A systematic review
explored the value of continuing professional development
to enhance mental health occupational therapists’ recruit-
ment and retention (Hunter and Nicol, 2002). The authors
analysed 13 studies in four countries (see Table 1). The
results did not show conclusive evidence of the influence
of continuing professional development as an isolated
recruitment strategy. Two articles (Hayes et al., 2008;
Scanlan et al., 2010) discussed enablers and barriers to
recruitment and retention of occupational therapists work-
ing in mental health settings. Enablers include personal
and professional factors such as a supportive team envi-
ronment, supervision, professional development, the
nature of the work and the use of discipline-specific skills.
On the contrary, workload/insufficient time, organiza-
tional change or juggling multiple demands, location, fam-
ily/ personal factors, the generic nature of work and the
lack of career development prompted respondents to con-
sider leaving their positions.

Five papers focused on the role of occupational thera-
pists in Australian mental health services. Greaves et al.
(2002) conducted a survey that compared occupational
therapists (n=55) to other mental health professionals

(including psychiatrists, psychologists, nurses and social
workers) in general self-efficacy and efficacy in specific
competencies to perform a broad spectrum of clinical and
case management roles. The findings indicated that the
general self-perceived competence of occupational thera-
pists working in mental health settings is comparable to
that of other mental health professionals.

Lloyd et al. (2004) examined the type of work activities
carried out by occupational therapists (n=196) and social
workers (n=108). In this Australian study, the majority of
the respondents were women, under 30years old, and had
worked in their current position for less than 5years. The
findings revealed that both professional groups performed
more generic work activities than discipline-specific or spe-
cialist ones. Two other studies used surveys to determine
whether there was a discrepancy between actual and pre-
ferred work activities. Lloyd and King (2004a) included
occupational therapists (n=196) and social workers
(n=108), while Lloyd and King (2004b) only included occu-
pational therapists (n=196). The results of the combined
study showed that occupational therapists and social workers
experienced a significant discrepancy between their actual
and preferred work activities. The discrepancy between
actual and preferred work activities was a source of stress for
both professions. In the second study with only occupational
therapists, findings indicated that occupational therapists
would prefer more specialist rehabilitation work activities in
addition to other generic work roles. Lloyd and King (2004b)
used a survey to evaluate actual and preferred work roles for
occupational therapists across four categories. Generic work
activities are the primary work activity of occupational ther-
apists. The most frequently performed specialist clinical skill
was the use of activities of daily living as part of rehabilita-
tion. Although occupational therapists preferred higher lev-
els of specialist and generic work activities, especially
regarding supervision, professional development, research
and evaluation roles, these findings suggest that generic
work activities are congruent with mental health occupa-
tional therapy expectations.

Three papers investigated stress and burnout among men-
tal health occupational therapists. Bassett and Lloyd (2001)
conducted a narrative review of the literature on stress and
burnout. The authors described the nature of mental health
work, including the nature of clients, the work environment,
a lack of professional identity and career structure as addi-
tional stressors. The authors also highlighted the need to
implement personal and professional strategies for coping
with stress and burnout. Lloyd and King (2004b) investigated
the extent to which occupational therapists (n=196) and
social workers (n=108) are affected by burnout. This study
confirmed that both groups experienced high emotional
exhaustion, moderate de-personalization and high personal
accomplishment. Lloyd et al. (2005) explored stress among
occupational therapists (n=196) and social workers (n=108).
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Findings indicated that both groups experienced increased
stress levels; however, social workers reported slightly more
overall stress than occupational therapists. Factors influenc-
ing stress included a lack of resources, relationships and con-
flicts with other professionals, workload, professional
self-doubt and working in a case management role.

Five papers explored job satisfaction, burnout and turn-
over in Australian mental health services. Scanlan and Still
(2013) examined the factors related to job satisfaction,
turnover intention and burnout. Findings revealed that
burnout was associated with lower job satisfaction and
higher turnover intention. Higher remuneration and recog-
nition were associated with higher job satisfaction, while
stress, the nature of mental health work and career progres-
sion were associated with higher turnover intention among
occupational therapists. Scanlan and Still (2013) consid-
ered the factors associated with workplace well-being and
turnover intention. This study demonstrated that all meas-
ures of well-being at work, including work/life balance,
effort invested in work, rewards and recognition, prestige
and personal satisfaction, were associated with turnover
intention.

Scanlan and Still (2019) explored the relationship
between job satisfaction, burnout and turnover intention con-
cerning specific job demands and job resources. The authors
surveyed mental health personnel (#=277), including occu-
pational therapists (n=34). Job satisfaction, turnover and
burnout were significantly intercorrelated (disengagement
»<0.001 and exhaustion p < 0.0001). Specific job resources
impacting the relationship included rewards and recognition,
job control, feedback and participation. Specific job demands
included emotional demands, shift work and work-life bal-
ance. Another study explored the relationship between job
satisfaction, burnout, professional identity and meaningful-
ness of work activities (Scanlan and Hazelton, 2019). Higher
levels of meaningful work activities were associated with
higher job satisfaction, lower burnout and a stronger sense of
professional identity. Occupational therapists identified
‘value to self” as the most influential element of meaningful
work.

Scanlan et al. (2021) investigated job satisfaction in multi-
disciplinary teams. The authors surveyed mental healthcare
workers (n=77), which included (n=14) occupational thera-
pists. In this study, 79% of occupational therapists were satis-
fied. ‘Meaningful work’ was identified as the most satisfying
aspect of their work. Occupational therapists define ‘meaning-
ful work’ as using discipline-specific skills and knowledge
when working with clients. Team dynamics and team leader-
ship were also key features in supporting occupational thera-
pists as part of a multidisciplinary team.

Two studies focused on professional resilience (Ashby
etal., 2013, 2015). Ashby et al. (2013) interviewed 18 occu-
pational therapists with more than 2 years of mental health
experience and had worked in more than one workplace.

The authors found a strong link between professional resil-
ience, professional identity and valuing an occupational
perspective of health. The positive factors that influenced
professional resilience included seeking good supervision,
establishing support networks, and finding a job that valued
and encouraged occupational therapy skills and knowledge.
In the subanalysis of nine participants who had worked in
mental health for over 5 years, Ashby et al. (2015) described
how occupation-based practice can become marginalized
due to competing professional requirements. Coping strate-
gies included accepting and embracing the role.

Discussion and implications

Career planning and development in occupational therapists
working in mental health settings are associated with sig-
nificant barriers and potential enablers, as highlighted in
this review.

Demographic findings revealed that the mental health
occupational therapy workforce in Australia was predomi-
nantly female, between 25 and 39years old, and less than
10% of occupational therapists chose to work in mental
health. Occupational therapists working in mental health set-
tings had a dual scope of practice in rehabilitation and case
management. Furthermore, role blurring, resource shortages,
high workload and difficulty in effective career planning and
development are potentially additional barriers to the recruit-
ment and retention of mental health occupational therapists
(Keep et al., 2024).

The role is congruent with expectations; occupational
therapists working in mental health settings who have
adapted well to their dual roles reported greater self-per-
ceived personal accomplishment and a desire to carry out
even more generic work activities, especially in leadership
and research. Acceptance of the role was associated with
increased professional resilience, improved professional
identity and job satisfaction.

This review also highlighted the importance of early
grassroots-level career planning and development, especially
mental health placements, to ensure that new graduates (‘nov-
ice’) are inspired and competent to work in this unique disci-
pline/speciality of practice after graduation and be exposed to
the professionalism necessary for the role. Innovative prac-
tice placements, including role emerging and collaborative
supervision, are one approach that can be used to overcome
the limited availability of mental health placements.

Recommendations

Early career programmes for ‘advanced beginners’ such as
rotations in mental health settings, networking and social-
izing with mental health professionals, having a role model,
and exposure to generic professional development in areas
of professional competencies other than rehabilitation may
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also support emerging ‘competent’ clinicians with success-
ful transition into the specialization and the potential to
reduce incidences of unmet expectations and stress from
role ambiguity. Hitch et al. (2020) identified significant dif-
ferences in leadership skills between senior and junior
occupational therapists, suggesting that leadership training
is necessary for a successful transition between pay grades
and from ‘proficient’ clinicians to ‘expert’. Figure 2 pro-
vides an overview of the barriers and enablers identified in
this review and aligned with clinicians’ experiences as they
progress in their mental health occupational therapy
careers. This diagram may support further discourse and
complement existing resources, such as the Victorian Allied
Health Career Pathways Blueprint (Victoria Health and
Human Services, 2019) on how best to support effective
recruitment, selection and retention of occupational thera-
pists in mental health settings. Furthermore, having a global
and national analytical platform to profile the profession of
occupational therapy in mental health is also crucial and
builds on the existing legacy of work by the World
Federation of Occupational Therapy.

Limitations

Whilst the majority of the included studies were based in
Australia, three papers included multiple countries, one
other was specifically from England and another from South
Africa. Despite broad similarities in contemporary mental
health practice worldwide, there are nonetheless differences
in occupational therapy education, training, registration and
specialization. Further exploration of factors influencing
occupational therapist retention and career development may
benefit from meta-aggregation or meta-ethnographic factors
alluded to in this scoping review.

Most of the member countries of the World Federation of
Occupational Therapy do not collect sufficient data on the
number of practitioners by speciality area or educational
attainment level. A lack of current and accurate data is a limi-
tation in supporting the profession and professional growth,
and thus, in the background section of this manuscript, we
have alluded predominantly to Australian workforce data.

Conclusion

The recent Royal College of Occupational Therapists sur-
vey found an increase in mental health needs accounted for
54% of the increased demands on occupational therapy ser-
vices, Occupational therapists working in mental health set-
tings fill an important need as the profession strife across
the traditional rehabilitation and case management roles in
supporting patients in meaningful engagement and mental
health recovery. Supporting and enabling effective career
pathways is essential to focus recruitment and improve
workforce retention.

Key findings

e Organizational and individual factors impact career
planning and development for occupational therapists
working in mental health.

o Effective career planning and development are critical to
the profession’s success and growth.

What this study has added

This scoping review has synthesized the current literature on
barriers and enablers to career planning and development for
occupational therapists working in mental health. This
review makes recommendations on how occupational thera-
pists working in mental health settings could be supported as
they progress from novice to expert.
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