
1Australian Journal of Community Work  |  2021/2022, vol. 2

REFLECTIONS ON THE TRANSITION 
FROM CITIES TO REMOTE REGIONS
Adam King

I am a young non-Aboriginal person who moved to 
a remote community in 2020 to pursue a career in 
counselling with a social and emotional wellbeing 
NGO. I admit I was not prepared for the differences 
between working in city /urban settings and working 
in a rural and remote towns or communities. This 
paper outlines aspects of working in remote places 
that I believe should be considered based on my 
personal experiences and those of team members  
I work with.
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For many years rural and remote towns have 
struggled to recruit and maintain a critical mass 
of community based mental health professionals1 
and other community service workers. This is 
particularly poignant considering the dire need 
for services in remote places2. There are benefits, 
however, when deciding to work in remote places. 
These regions in Australia are defined in healthcare 
by the Modified Monash Model, a seven-point 
model based on population size, with MM 2 to MM 
7 classified as rural or remote3.

Going rural/remote can diversify your current 
skill set. Skills can be acquired from working with 
a more culturally and linguistically diverse client 
group or perhaps from having greater autonomy 
in your role. Regardless of the potential for skill 
attainment in remote places, those considering this 
move should be aware of some critical differences 
compared to working in city/urban settings.
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TRAVEL

There are sizeable spatial access disparities for 
community service workers in remote regions  
of Australia5. Consequently, some must make  
the long-distance commutes to provide the  
high-quality intervention needed in those regions.

For example, the remote Kimberley region 
comprises 424,517 square kilometres, almost 
double the size of Victoria6. Consequently some 
positions may expect you to travel distances, 
ranging from 100km to 1000km, in terrains 
sometimes only accessible by 4-wheel-drive 
vehicles.
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Travelling long distances requires sustained focus, 
especially in less than favourable conditions 
such as monsoonal rains or ungraded roads. 
Furthermore, a significant deal of planning needs 
to be undertaken, including the availability of a 
satellite phone, additional provisions of food and 
drinkable water, as well as road recovery tools.

Clearly remote long-distance commuting looks 
different to the typical traffic jams experienced 
in inner cities. However, sustaining long-distance 
commutes is your passport to remote towns and 
communities; journeys you may come to enjoy.

ADAPTABILITY

Travelling long distances and working out of 
motels in satellite towns requires a fair degree of 
adaptability. Adaptability is defined by a capacity 
to change7, with demand for employees who 
can positively handle change and adapt quickly 
to dynamic environments on the rise8. Flexibility 
is essential when working in remote regions, 
especially when seeking and maintaining contact 
with clients.

To put it in perspective, there is significantly 
poorer internet access in remote areas compared 
to cities9, with some 450 mobile blackspots in 
Western Australia alone10. Furthermore, it is 
estimated only 43% of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people living in remote populations 
own a mobile phone11. This means that if your 
client has internet, a phone and mobile reception 
there is some likelihood that you can organise an 
appointment with a relative degree of success. 
However, it may be more challenging to plan a 
fixed schedule around clients who live outside of 
mobile reception or do not own a mobile phone.
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not always be available. Peer support is a great 
supplement to be used alongside supervision and 
self-care. This allows workers to learn outside of 
the mould of professional hierarchies and capitalise 
on the experiences of peers, whilst seeking 
answers to complex problems specific to remote 
areas13.

OPENNESS

Whilst adaptability and peer support can help 
workers prepare for most novel situations in the 
transition from city to remote, it is also essential 
to have a high degree of openness in relation to 
diversity in culture and language in remote regions. 
Openness is the capacity for self-reflection and the 
degree to which you seek new experiences14. 

Openness is fundamental when working with and 
alongside Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people. For instance, what is culturally appropriate 
in one place may not necessarily be in the next 
given Australia comprises hundreds of different 
cultural groups with their languages, traditions, 

Consequently it is crucial to continually adapt and 
update schedules by prioritising communication 
with clients when the opportunity presents itself, 
rather than operating on a fixed schedule. Failure 
to adapt in these situations may cost workers 
opportunities to connect with those who may not 
be contactable again for months. However, working 
and living remotely may be the perfect chance to 
develop and/or increase your ability to adapt to 
novel situations in the workplace.

PEER SUPPORT

The transition from city to remote regions can be 
immensely rewarding in terms of rich experience. 
It is also essential to consider the toll of extensive 
travelling, adapting, and overall adjustment in 
remote locations. Working in those settings places 
you at increased risk of experiencing burnout when 
compared to community professionals working in 
the city12.

Supervision is critical to reducing burnout and is 
often required of us in our worker roles but may 
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and culture15. Thus some of the knowledge 
acquired in urban areas may not be transferrable 
to remote locations. Fortunately there is a strong 
likelihood that you will have the opportunity to 
learn what is culturally appropriate, given that 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people make 
up roughly 49% of the population in very remote 
locations compared to the 1% of the population 
they represent in metropolitan areas16. This 
means that workers are likely to have clients who 
may be open to dialogue about what is culturally 
appropriate and respectful in a community and 
therapeutic space.

Approaching remote areas with an open mindset 
provides the opportunity to create continuing 
dialogue and learn about what is culturally 
appropriate and respectful in external workplace 
locations; learnings that community workers may 
not otherwise attain.
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