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Abstract 

Debate about a possible crisis in the aged care workforce raises questions about the 

sustainability of the industry and the contribution it can make to social sustainability 

more broadly. The strategic value for the future of the industry of employing young allied 

health practitioners focused the research which asks questions concerning their 

recruitment and retention. Appreciation of the explanatory potential of social mechanisms 

helps situate this inter-disciplinary social science research which takes place across 

generational boundaries. Engaged social research methodology was used to gather 

quantitative and qualitative data from five young allied health students selected because 

of their commitment to the project. The purpose was to increase understanding about 

individuals with some actual or potential for involvement in the industry. Job 

embeddedness (Holtom and O’Neill 2004) frames the description of fit and links between 

participants, industry and community, and sacrifices to be made on leaving the industry. 

Analysis is based on a sensitizing framework (James 2006) which is associated with the 

Arena group of social researchers. The process involves moving backwards and forwards 

between modes of practice, modes of social integration and ontological dimensions of 

space, time, ways of knowing and embodiment. Application of this method results in ever 

finer description. 

 

The application of James’ framework has enhanced understanding of the differing career 

preferences of individual participants and differences between participants as a group and 

their peers. Key findings relate to the ways participants inform their career-related 

decisions, relevance of generational theories, the fit between participants and the industry 

and what is required of industry to enhance social integration. Participants inform their 

career related decisions from an early age and largely through face to face contacts. 

Compared to their peers, participants in this research are less healthy and experience 



more job-related stress. The findings provide qualified support for the theories of Strauss 

and Howe (1991). However, participants’ views of different age cohorts are more 

influenced by life course theory than generational characteristics. The fit between 

participants and the industry can be influenced by the industry and by changes in 

community attitudes towards embodiment, social integration and cultural exchange. The 

embodied delivery of agency-extended social integration entails ontological tensions 

around the visibility of the worker. These tensions can be addressed through the public 

sector management approach of co-production. If the industry wants to enlist young 

allied health professionals then, through a co-production approach, it must enlist the 

capacities of the elderly so that the elderly, however isolated, can play their part in 

cultural exchange. 

 

This project breaks new ground in four important ways. To the best of my knowledge this 

is the first time that the Arena group theoretical framework (James 2006) has been 

applied to industry problems concerning workforce shortages and the first time it has 

been applied in the aged care industry. The findings bring together workforce shortage 

problems, not covered by Alford, and co-production, the public sector management 

approach based on public values (Alford 2009). The role of public servant is particularly 

relevant to understanding the tensions between ways of knowing in the industry and ways 

of knowing experienced by participants. By considering the role of public servant the 

present work has moved qualitatively beyond the recommendations of the Australian 

National Health and Hospital Reform Commission (2009). Finally, the research has been 

able to bring a new approach to problems around social integration that have been 

publicly known since 1975. 
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