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Abstract
Effective health workforce preparation is critical to the health of those who stand to ben-
efit from its services. Emerging dietitians can provide important insights on an evolving 
workforce that is well-placed to advance future global health. This study aimed to explore 
a national sample of dietetics graduates’ experiences of, and challenges faced in, dietet-
ics workforce preparation and preparedness in Australia. An interpretive description meth-
odology guided this study whereby researchers interpreted the meanings that participants 
attributed to their experiences. Twenty dietitians (graduated within the last 2 years) were 
purposively sampled from across Australia and detailed insights were obtained through 
semi-structured interviews. A multi-analyst approach employing thematic and template 
analysis, enabled five themes to be identified across the data set. These included: (1) being 
held back; (2) chasing the prize; (3) valuing real learning; (4) easing the transition; and 
(5) encountering influencers. While graduates appreciated their preparation, they were not 
empowered or equipped to embrace opportunities in diverse and emerging areas of dietet-
ics practice. Graduates were challenged by the competitive landscape of securing obvi-
ous job opportunities and by a lack of support in transitioning into the workforce. Practice 
exposures and encounters with influential dietitians were highly valued. Research on role-
emerging dietetics placements along with enhanced support mechanisms for novice dieti-
tians is urgently required to ensure appropriate alignment between future dietetics prepa-
ration and practice. Obtaining insights into health professional graduates’ experiences of 
their education can be used to ensure that emerging health workforces are relevant and 
responsive to future market needs.
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Introduction

Ensuring appropriate workforce preparation and preparedness is a common issue across 
health professions. Since the Institute of Medicine (2003) reported that health professional 
graduates were not adequately prepared to practice, a body of evidence regarding graduate 
preparation and preparedness has emerged across many health disciplines. For example, 
the experience of recent graduates has been explored to identify the areas where graduates 
might be better prepared in medicine (Morrow et al. 2012; Kellett et al. 2015; Barr et al. 
2017) and occupational therapy (Hodgetts et al. 2007; Gray et al. 2012). Research has also 
highlighted the role of practice experiences to improve confidence in graduate employ-
ment for a number of disciplines including nursing (Halcomb et al. 2012; Hatzenbuhler and 
Klein 2018) and physiotherapy (Atkinson and McElroy 2016). Other studies across physi-
otherapy, pharmacy and medicine have highlighted employability and transferable skills as 
shortcomings for students and graduates (Jones et al. 2010), the role of professional iden-
tity formation (Noble et al. 2014) and the benefits of evaluation of university programs to 
improve curriculum and meet accreditation requirements (Kairuz et  al. 2010). Although 
discipline-specific, such scholarship is relevant across all health professions and has a role 
in improving the future health workforce.

Preparing an effective health workforce involves equipping graduates with an appropri-
ate range of attributes across a diversity of contexts to meet the health care needs of the 
individuals and populations they will serve (World Health Organization 2006). The age-
ing population and the rising prevalence of chronic conditions and multimorbidity has led 
to calls for a focus on generalist practice preparation, rather than specialist training. This 
approach aims to promote a whole-person focus, to more effectively manage complex con-
ditions, and to meet the shortages of health professionals in rural and regional locations 
(Hudson et al. 2017). Such calls have highlighted the role of curriculum design and prac-
tice-based learning to support policy initiatives and to provide the skills and experience 
required by practitioners operating within an increasingly complex health care landscape. 
Emerging evidence has demonstrated the association between nutrition and the increas-
ing international issue of multimorbidity (Ruel et al. 2014). Given the clear role nutrition 
plays in achieving optimal health throughout the life course (Darnton-Hill et al. 2004), the 
emerging dietetics workforce is well-placed to impact future health globally.

Dietetics is a health profession that has grown substantially in recent years (Health 
Workforce Australia 2014; International Confederation of Dietetic Associations 2016) 
and is witnessing a significant expansion in breadth of practice areas (Hickson et al. 2017; 
Kicklighter et al. 2017; Dietitians Association of Australia 2018c). Although traditionally 
dietitians have been employed in three main areas of practice (clinical dietetics—practised 
predominantly in hospital and outpatient settings; food service dietetics—focused on menu 
and food service systems to meet the needs of individuals in institutional settings; and pub-
lic health and community nutrition—applying primary prevention principles to individuals 
and groups) (Morgan et al. 2019c), there is increasing awareness of the diverse range of 
roles that dietitians work across (Dietitians Association of Australia 2018c). The dynamic 
and evolving nature of the dietetics profession signals that the dietetics workforce and the 
outcomes of its preparation warrant attention. In Australia, graduates of accredited dietet-
ics education programs must demonstrate competence through a Bachelor-level degree at 
minimum, which includes 100 days (~ 800 h) of practice placement experience (Dietitians 
Association of Australia 2017, 2018a). In order to satisfy credentialing requirements to 
become an accredited practising dietitian (APD), graduates must participate in a year-long 
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mentoring partnership as a ‘provisional’ dietitian followed by continuing professional 
development (Dietitians Association of Australia 2018b). As a non-registered profession, 
dietetics does not benefit from the workforce data collection services afforded to registered 
health professions in Australia (Australian Health Practitioner Regulation Agency 2018). 
A lack of robust workforce data has been widely acknowledged as an ongoing issue in 
evaluating this emergent profession (Brown et al. 2006; Dietitians Association of Australia 
2012; Health Workforce Australia 2014).

As key stakeholders embedded in the phenomena, recent graduates are ideally situated 
to provide insights into health workforce preparation and their preparedness for practice. 
Further, given the marketisation of university degrees and rise of the ‘student-as-con-
sumer’ approach in higher education (Tomlinson 2016; Bunce et al. 2017), graduate per-
spectives on their training should be valued by health professional educators. Despite the 
existing body of literature, few studies in other disciplines have taken a national approach, 
with most sampling graduates (or sometimes students) from a single university or within 
states/regions of a country. In addition, perspectives provided in many studies have focused 
on a specific aspect (e.g. preparedness for working in one area of practice) or have been 
restricted to a quantitative survey with open-ended comments yielding minimal under-
standing about individuals’ experiences.

Existing scholarship in dietetics on this topic is similar. Qualitative investigations of 
recent graduates’ experiences of their preparation and/or preparedness have focused on 
specific aspects such as placements (Maher et al. 2015), assessment (Palermo et al. 2015), 
mentoring (Palermo et al. 2011), and professional identity development (Brady et al. 2012). 
Graduates perspectives on their preparedness for practice have also been investigated 
through surveys which have provided limited in-depth insights (Rose et al. 2005; Brissette 
et al. 2014). Other key stakeholders in dietetics workforce preparation, including academic 
and practice educators, have provided their views on the issues faced by recent dietetics 
graduates in Australia. These studies have revealed that newly-qualified dietitians are likely 
challenged by competition for jobs due to an apparent oversupply of graduates prepared for 
mostly ‘traditional’ areas (e.g. clinical dietetics) which has been attributed, in part, to rigid 
program accreditation requirements (Morgan et al. 2018, 2019b). While these insights are 
valuable, it is the richly detailed descriptions obtained through qualitative explorations of 
those individuals who have experienced the phenomena themselves (i.e. graduates) which 
hold great value. Such insights could add to the existing body of literature across other 
health professions, to enable the identification of shared challenges experienced in work-
force preparation and preparedness.

A national approach to investigating newly qualified dietitians’ broad experiences of 
their education and work-readiness is lacking. The aim of this study was to explore recent 
dietetics graduates’ experiences of, and challenges faced in, dietetics workforce preparation 
and preparedness in Australia.

Materials and methods

Study design and researcher position

This qualitative study adopted a social constructionist epistemological position (that mul-
tiple realities are constructed by research participants’ through their social interactions) 
and an interpretive theoretical perspective (that meaning is derived from how the research 
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participants interpret their experience of a phenomenon) (Crotty 1998; Creswell 2013; 
Willig 2013). Applying an interpretive description methodology enabled researchers to 
capture themes and patterns in the data by interpreting participants’ subjective experiences 
and gaining an understanding of a complex phenomenon—in this context, their experience 
of workforce preparation and preparedness (Hunt 2009; Thorne 2016). In line with the 
above approaches, interviews were the chosen enquiry method (Liamputtong 2013). Data 
were also considered against the theoretical framework of self-determination theory (that 
individuals are intrinsically motivated by the satisfaction of their need for fulfillment) in 
order to understand the motivations driving participants’ behaviour (Ryan and Deci 2000; 
Ten Cate et al. 2011).

The research team consisted of four females—all who were health professional educa-
tors in higher education institutions working in the discipline of dietetics (KM, DR and 
KC) or health sciences (SS). All researchers were experienced in qualitative research and 
had previously been involved in similar studies which investigated the experiences of stake-
holders (i.e. academic educators, practice educators) in dietetics workforce preparation 
(Morgan et al. 2018; Morgan et al. 2019b). Given these experiences, the researchers were 
of the view that recent dietetics graduates could have valuable insights to share regarding 
dietetics workforce preparation and preparedness. The reporting of this study was guided 
by the standards for reporting qualitative research (SRQR) (O’Brien et al. 2014). Ethical 
approval was obtained from the Bond University Human Research Ethics Committee.

Participants and recruitment

In order to sample informants who were well-placed to describe their experience of the 
phenomenon of interest, participants were required to: (1) be a graduate of an accredited 
dietetics program in Australia; and (2) have completed their dietetics qualification within 
the 2  years prior to this study commencing. Participants could have been working as a 
dietitian or otherwise and could have been located in any state or country. Recruitment 
began in April 2016 and was completed by May 2016. Purposive and maximum varia-
tion sampling were used to ensure a national sample of eligible participants from a variety 
of sites across the country who could provide pertinent insights to address the research 
aim (Patton 2015; Creswell and Poth 2018) and to enhance transferability (Liamputtong 
et al. 2017). Invitations to participate in the study were electronically distributed via the 
Dietitians Association of Australia (DAA) weekly member newsletter (n ≈ 6269) and to rel-
evant DAA member interest groups (e.g. the Emerging Dietitians Interest Group), as well 
as through the weekly newsletter of an Australian-based, international network of dieti-
tians (n ≈ 6000) (Dietitian Connection). Those who expressed interest in participating were 
emailed an explanatory statement (including details of the study and assurance of confi-
dentiality) as well as an interview guide. Respondents were asked to contact the first author 
(KM) to arrange a time for their interview. Informed consent was obtained from all individ-
ual participants included in the study. To help incentivise participation, two gift vouchers 
randomly drawn from the pool of participants were offered as a prize to those taking part.

Data collection

In-depth, semi-structured interviews with each individual participant were all conducted 
by the first author (KM). The interview guide was adapted from a recent study conducted 
with other key stakeholders involved in dietetics workforce preparation (Morgan et  al. 
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2019b). Questions were: designed to address the study’s aim; influenced by the research 
team’s approach and positionality; and informed by a lack of evidence regarding dietetics 
graduates’ broad experiences. The interview guide was piloted with one dietetics gradu-
ate and minor modifications were made to phrasing to enhance question clarity. The final 
interview guide included seven open-ended questions designed to capture detailed insights 
from participants about their experiences (Table  1). At the commencement of the inter-
view, participants were asked to verbally confirm their informed consent. To ensure that 
the sample could be described, participants were also asked to answer closed questions 
regarding demographic information and professional attributes. The semi-structured nature 
of the interview meant that question order could be modified and question phrasing could 
be expanded or clarified by the interviewer as required. Interviews were conducted via tel-
ephone (as participants were located in different settings across Australia) at a time that 
was mutually convenient for interviewee and interviewer (who were not known to each 
other prior to the study). Field notes were made (KM) throughout and shortly after each 
interview to enhance confirmability, highlight key responses and record relevant researcher 
thoughts. Interviews lasted between 26 and 63 min (average: 36 min) and were digitally 
recorded then de-identified before being provided to a professional transcription service. 
The first author (KM) listened to each audio recording and checked the accuracy of each 
transcription (with minor corrections made where required) prior to analysis.

Data analysis

Thematic analysis, as described by Braun  and Clarke (2006), guided the development of 
themes from the data and was carried out primarily by two members of the research team 
(KM & DR) with another author (SS) cross-checking their findings and providing additional 
perspectives. To aid analysis, verbatim transcripts were imported into QSR NVivo (Version 
11). Each transcript was read multiple times by the first author (KM) who then conducted 
open, line-by-line coding of each transcript (Braun and Clarke 2006). All codes in the final 
coding library (n = 333) were exported to a word processing document and printed to enable 
visual mapping of codes and the inductive development of themes into meaningful clusters. 

Table 1  Interview guide for exploring dietetics graduates’ experiences of workforce preparation and prepar-
edness

Question Enquiry logic

How did you come to be studying nutrition and 
dietetics at university?

Pathway into and motivations for becoming a 
dietitian

Describe your experience of being prepared as a 
dietitian for the workforce in Australia

Own experience of workforce preparation

Describe the learning and teaching methods that 
were used to prepare you for the dietetic workforce

Pedagogical exposures and influence on preparation

Describe any challenges that face dietetic students 
being prepared as dietitians for the workforce

Views on challenges faced by self and others during 
preparation

Describe your experience of being a dietetic graduate 
entering the workforce

Own experience of entering workforce

How well prepared did you feel as a dietitian enter-
ing the workforce?

Views on own preparedness for practice

Describe any challenges faced by dietetic graduates 
entering the workforce today

Views on challenges faced by self and others in 
entering workforce
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Prior to analysis, a second author (DR) reviewed a sample of transcripts from participants 
with a diverse range of views (n = 5) as well as the entire coding library to enhance famili-
arity with the participants’ perspectives. To acknowledge the likely influence of findings 
from the previous, similar studies that the research team had been involved in (with dietet-
ics students, educators and supervisors), template analysis was incorporated (Brooks et al. 
2015). Here the themes and subthemes from those studies acted as an a priori template for 
initiating the analytic process. Over a series of meetings, two members of the research team 
(KM & DR) analysed a randomly-selected subset of data (n = 8) which provided a sound 
cross-section of participant experiences against the template. Where existing themes did 
not confer a good fit, they were modified into new preliminary themes that captured the 
major recurrent patterns occurring throughout the data subset. The authors then commenced 
inductive analysis with the entire data set (n = 20), whereby the preliminary themes were 
applied to all codes until theoretical sufficiency was reached (Varpio et al. 2017). This was 
the point at which the authors agreed that adequate and appropriate data had been collected 
and analysed to address the research aim, and that the addition of new data would not alter 
the themes identified (Dey 1999; Varpio et  al. 2017). Multiple meetings and discussions 
took place as themes and subthemes were modified, progressed and refined. To enhance 
dependability that the findings ‘fit’ the data (Liamputtong et al. 2017) and to enable mul-
tiple researcher perspectives (Varpio et al. 2017), a third author (SS) reviewed a sample of 
transcripts (n = 5) against the themes and subthemes that had been developed. Minor adjust-
ments were made until all authors (KM, DR & SS) reached consensus that the themes and 
subthemes provided an accurate representation of the data and the study’s aim had been 
addressed. Verbatim quotes that captured the meaning behind the themes and subthemes 
were extracted from the participants’ transcripts and tabulated to enhance confirmability 
(Liamputtong et al. 2017). Participant checking of transcripts or themes was not carried out 
nor were any repeat interviews conducted with participants. Participant demographic infor-
mation was manually entered into SPSS (Version 23) to generate frequency distributions of 
the sample’s professional characteristics.

Findings

Twenty recent dietetics graduates provided informed consent and participated in the study. 
A further thirty-one responded to the invitation to participate but were either not required 
due to sufficient data being collected to address the study’s aim (n = 5) or did not respond 
further once additional information about the study was provided (n = 26). The majority of 
participants were female (90%; 18/20) provisional accredited practising dietitians (APDs) 
(65%; 13/20), who were employed as dietitians (90%; 18/20) on a full-time basis (65%; 
13/20). One quarter (5/20) had completed their dietetics degree in the state of Victoria and 
the average age of participants was 30 years. Full characteristics of the participant sample 
is provided (Table 2).

Analysis identified five main themes from the data: (1) being held back; (2) chasing the 
prize; (3) valuing real learning; (4) easing the transition; and (5) encountering influencers. 
De-identified participant quotes were selected to convey the meaning captured within the 
themes and to illustrate the subthemes that underpinned them (Table 3). The themes and 
subthemes are described below and graphically presented (Fig. 1). The terms ‘student’ and 
‘graduate’ are used interchangeably as participants were reflecting on their experience of 
being both a student (preparation) and a graduate (preparedness).
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Table 2  Characteristics of recent dietetics graduates (n = 20) interviewed in this study

Attribute Number of participants

Gender, n (%)
 Female 18 (90)
 Male 2 (10)
 Age, mean ± SD 30.2 ± 10.1

Current  APDa status, n (%)
 Provisional APD 13 (65)
 APD 7 (35)

State in which dietetics degree undertaken, n (%)
 Australian Capital Territory 2 (10)
 New South Wales 3 (15)
 Queensland 4 (20)
 South Australia 3 (15)
 Victoria 5 (25)
 Western Australia 3 (15)

Current state/territory of residence/employment
 Australian Capital Territory 3 (15)
 New South Wales 3 (15)
 Northern Territory 1 (5)
 Queensland 4 (20)
 South Australia 1 (5)
 Victoria 4 (20)
 Western Australia 4 (20)

Level of dietetics degree completed
 Bachelor/Bachelor (Honours) 5 (25)
 Masters 15 (75)

Duration of dietetics degree completed
 1.5 years 4 (20)
 2.0 years 11 (55)
 4.0 years 5 (25)

Months since completing dietetics degree, mean ± SD 10.2 ± 6.2
Current employment status as a dietitian
 Employed/working 18 (90)
 Unemployed/seeking work 2 (10)

Current appointment status as a dietitian
 Full-time 13 (65)
 Part-time 2 (10)
 Casual 3 (15)
 N/A 2 (10)

First appointment status as a dietitian
 Full-time 9 (45)
 Part-time 4 (20)
 Casual 5 (25)
 N/A 2 (10)

Months taken to begin work/employment as a dietitian, mean ± SD 1.0 ± 1.3
Months taken to begin work/employment, n (%)
 0.0—Commenced work immediately after completing degree 7 (35)
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Table 2  (continued)

Attribute Number of participants

 ≤ 1.0 5 (25)
 1.1–2.0 3 (15)
 2.1–3.0 2 (10)
 3.1–4.0 1 (5)
 N/A—not currently in paid work/employment as a dietitian 2 (10)

Months of experience working as a dietitian, mean ± SD 8.3 ± 6.9
Months of experience working as a dietitian, n (%)
 0.1–6.0 9 (45)
 6.1–12.0 3 (15)
 12.1–18.0 4 (20)
 18–24 2 (10)
 N/A—not currently working/employed as a dietitian 2 (10)

Total hours worked per week as a dietitian, mean ± SD 30.9 ± 14.0
Total hours (paid and unpaid) worked per week as a dietitian, n (%)
 0.0 1 (5)
 0.1–16.0 3 (15)
 16.1–32.0 4 (20)
 32.1–40.0 9 (45)
 > 40 3 (15)

Total paid hours worked per week as a dietitian, mean ± SD 28.6 ± 16.0
Total paid hours worked per week as a dietitian, n (%)
 0.0 2 (10)
 0.1–16.0 3 (15)
 16.1–32.0 3 (15)
 32.1–40.0 9 (45)
 > 40 3 (15)

Total unpaid hours worked per week as a dietitian, mean ± SD 2.6 ± 4.7
Total unpaid hours worked per week as a dietitian, n (%)
 0.0 12 (60)
 0.1–4.0 4 (20)
 4.1–8.0 2 (10)
 8.1–12.0 2 (10)

> 12.0
Main area of practice since graduating
 Aged care 1 (5)
 Clinical 4 (20)
 Community 3 (15)
 Food industry 1 (5)
 Health promotion 1 (5)
 Media and communications 1 (5)
 Private practice 4 (20)
 Research 3 (15)
 N/A 2 (10)

a APD accredited practising dietitian
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Table 3  Illustrative quotes from dietetics graduates regarding their experience of workforce preparation and 
preparedness

Theme/subtheme Participant quotations

1. Being held back
 1a. Appreciating prepara-

tion
“The course was fantastic. I wouldn’t want to talk it down but I do think it’s 

largely clinically focused, which for anybody who goes into a different field it’s 
a bit more difficult.” RG086

“I think the foundation that university provides is a solid foundation in terms of 
dietetic practice.” RG063

 1b. Feeling let down “I felt (my preparation) was a bit brushed over very quickly. It was kind of just, 
how to get through placement, not how to finish uni and progress into the 
future…it was either being a hospital dietitian or nothing.” RG091

“Letting (students) know that it is quite difficult to get a job…we were never given 
that impression. We just thought we’d go out into the workforce, there’d be a 
job, and everything would be right.” RG068

 1c. Missing opportunities “You’re taught as if you’re going to go and work in a hospital and that’s all they’re 
really taking care of for you. Whereas in reality, the majority don’t end up in that 
setting.” RG088

“We did a placement in food service and I don’t know anyone who has a job in 
food service, and I don’t know anyone that really wants one in that…maybe 
figuring out where the jobs are for the graduates, where the graduates are going 
and finding something that is more suited to that, to teach them.” RG082

2. Chasing the prize
 2a. Competing with 

others
“The main challenge is there are too many graduates for the number of jobs…

you’re competing with 100-plus people when you apply for a job and many of 
them have banked up from the year or two before you and…they have a bit more 
experience.” RG082

“There’s a lack of positions available for the amount of graduates there are…it’s 
hard, everybody has the same degree essentially and has done the same place-
ments as required by DAA.” RG087

Divergent:
“The majority of my peers do have work, whether it’s bits of work or full-time 

work…The idea was that it would be really hard, and it hasn’t been as hard as 
that.” RG075

 2b. Unrelenting knocks “It’s a shame because you come out so enthusiastic, so ready to learn, and you’ve 
put all your efforts into doing something…but you get knocked back…it’s very 
difficult.” RG087

“It’s so difficult to find work when you finish, it just destroys your motivation…
I’ve moved to [city] to improve my chances, without knowing anyone, it’s very 
hard to know where to start. I don’t really know where to go, I know I need to 
get a foot inside the door, but…it’s really difficult and frustrating.” RG077

 2c. Reaping the rewards “You need to set yourself apart from other people…a huge percentage of my 
cohort focused so hard on getting the best grades that they could…they’ve got 
amazing academic transcripts…but unfortunately when it’s so hard to get a job, 
it’s the people that have experience outside of uni that are going to stand out.” 
RG079

“I knew that networking was going to get me career ready but at the same time not 
studying for an exam as much as I should, because I was out talking to dietitians 
and networking, was a dilemma for me. I think most people chose one or the 
other.” RG067

Divergent
“I did heaps of volunteering…all over the place, but I didn’t find that it actually 

helped me at all in getting a job.” RG062
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Table 3  (continued)

Theme/subtheme Participant quotations

3. Valuing real learning
 3a. Fulfilling aspirations “The assessments were really good because they were all things that dietitians 

would do in the workforce. They weren’t just for the sake of an assessment 
task…I can see now that a lot of the assessments we did were very much things 
that dietitians are paid to do in the real world…that’s really important.” RG088

“Placement was obviously the highlight…because I was interacting with patients 
and putting the theory into practice and not just sitting down, listening to some-
one to talk…that’s when things ‘stuck’…it’s a bit better than sitting in a lecture” 
RG082

“I got a lot of practical experiences at [university]…they’ve got a high-tech clinic 
where clients come in for a free consult and you are supervised…I found that 
once I was on prac in the hospital or in the community that I already had that 
client-based experience…that was a really good experience.” RG069

 3b. Missing the link “The first three years…just to say, ‘Well, here’s the theory. You’ll get the practical 
experience in your final year.’ How can we join the relevance in that? That was 
a massive challenge for us…I found a lot of people in fourth year were going, 
‘Oh, I didn’t realise that’s what dietitians did.’ It’s logical that you apply theory 
as you practice, as you learn it, rather than two years later.” RG072

“The first two years were definitely at times a struggle to see their link to nutri-
tion…it seems like it wasn’t 100% related to being a dietitian…I was kind of 
thinking, ‘Oh, maybe this isn’t for me.’ But then in third year, when we started 
doing more practical things…I was really glad that I stuck with it…when I was 
able to see…those things in action…that was a real confidence boost to me, 
‘Yes, I will enjoy doing this,’ because I did get a little bit lost for a while there.” 
RG080

4. Easing the transition
 4a. Flying blind “(Preparation to) write CV’s and cover letters…we had one hour on this. With the 

difficulties of getting work now, that’s something that was missing, career help 
in general, all the practical tips. A lot of the questions I have right now, I wish 
that our lecturers would have discussed that with us during hours at uni.” RG077

“The transition from being a student to an employee…we don’t really know some-
times if we’re doing the right thing…we get so much feedback as a student…
whereas, once you start working you’re just on your own for most of the time” 
RG082

Divergent:
“I was very fortunate…I feel like our course did prepare us very well for, actually 

applying for jobs and where you look and how you put together a resume and 
how you put together a cover letter…the careers centre was really great” RG094

 4b. Going it alone “A lot of new graduates are going into private practice and when you ask for help 
through the (discussion) boards, a lot of them become quite narky and don’t 
wanna support new graduates… you have questions and you want support…that 
doesn’t happen….it’s really hard to find mentors and a lot of them charge a lot 
of money…support for new grads is zero…the amount to pay for membership 
(of the professional association) is so huge as a part-time worker…I get nothing 
from them…it’s really disappointing.” RG091

“In a hospital, you probably get a lot more interaction and you probably feel more 
engaged with dietetics because you could discuss things with people on your 
lunch break…but for private practitioners, we’re on our own, we’ve got no one 
to talk to.” RG071

“I just feel very disconnected from everyone. I know that I’m a new grad…but 
most days, I’m on my own…you feel pretty isolated from what’s going on.” 
RG072
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Being held back

The first theme captured the sentiment that graduates felt they were being held back by 
their preparation. While graduates generally enjoyed their preparation and reflected on 
their experience with gratitude, they also felt short-changed and constrained by their 

Table 3  (continued)

Theme/subtheme Participant quotations

 4c. Having support “My (placement supervisor) doubled as a mentor through my provisional period…
it wasn’t stressful at all, at first it was a bit overwhelming…because I had high 
expectations on myself, but I had a lot of good support.” RG069

“That initial process (of looking for work) was very stressful, but what I did really 
value was the university’s career service who have a ‘call us as many times as 
you like for feedback’ policy, so that was really good…I certainly think that 
helps.” RG080

5. Encountering influencers
 (no subthemes identified) “Meeting dietitians in the profession that became mentors and I really admired, 

that probably formed the path that I have taken…where I’m working in now…
(I) really enjoyed the relationships that I formed with people throughout the 
course…we had some really inspiring lecturers that were doing interesting 
things in the field…that was really encouraging thinking ahead in my career.” 
RG079

“There were some supervisors who weren’t interested in being there at all…they 
tended to be more harsh and abrasive and sometimes a bit nasty…that doesn’t 
make a particularly good environment for learning. But at one of my place-
ments, they understood that by that stage, you can feel a bit beaten down…they 
were very positive and very reassuring, and that was definitely something that 
helped to promote my learning because…a little bit of positive feedback goes a 
long way when you feel that way.” RG068

“My very first placement in clinical…I loved it…I was treated as if I was one of 
their colleagues rather than a student for most of the time…it was really fantas-
tic, the people that were there and also getting exposure to the area that I really 
wanted exposure to.” RG088

Being held 
back

Appreciating 
preparation

Feeling let 
down

Missing 
opportunities

Chasing the 
prize

Competing 
with others

Unrelenting 
knocks

Reaping the 
rewards

Valuing real 
learning

Fulfilling 
aspirations

Missing the 
link

Encountering 
influencers

(no subthemes 
identified)

Easing the 
transition

Flying blind

Going it alone

Having support

Need for 
competence

Need for 
autonomy

Need for 
relatedness

Theme

Subthemes

Element of self-
determination 

theory

Fig. 1  Themes and subthemes identified from recent dietetics graduates’ experiences of dietetics workforce 
preparation and preparedness
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degrees. Participants described how they were prepared for only a narrow range of dieti-
tian roles and were not well-equipped to embrace wider opportunities.

Appreciating preparation

Within this subtheme, graduates expressed enjoyment of, and gratitude for, their prepara-
tion. Some reported feeling generally well prepared for practice and as though they had 
a solid foundation upon which to build as a dietitian. In particular, participants felt their 
programs prepared them well for practice in the area of clinical dietetics. A sense of sat-
isfaction and fulfillment was gained from developing as a nutrition professional and par-
ticipants reflected ‘fondly’ upon their degrees, with some even defending and commend-
ing their university for its efforts. Despite appreciating their preparation, participants also 
recognised there were elements of their degrees which constrained their potential.

Feeling let down

Participants expressed a sense of disappointment and frustration regarding the perceived 
shortcomings of their preparation. This was due, in part, to graduates’ expectations 
of the workforce not being managed, with some feeling misled or uninformed about 
the challenging nature of securing work as a graduate dietitian. Some reported that 
while they were informed about the ‘reality’ of the workforce, it came too late in their 
degrees. Graduates felt constrained by their preparation and not empowered to create 
work opportunities. They also were not encouraged or supported to network with each 
other or with dietitians in practice. Some participants described feeling short-changed in 
that their preparation lacked depth, it was misaligned with practice and that addressing 
mandated competencies/ticking off tasks was prioritised over more meaningful profes-
sional development.

Missing opportunities

Many participants expressed frustration that their degrees had a narrow focus and over-
emphasis on clinical dietetics which meant they were not prepared for work outside of 
traditional areas. For example, they described feeling underprepared for establishing a 
business, for working in a private practice or for counselling patients in a community out-
patient setting. This meant that graduates were not well equipped and were missing oppor-
tunities to pursue work in emergent areas. While the challenge for university degrees to 
fit these ‘missing’ aspects into already full curricula was acknowledged, participants felt 
that changes to reflect workforce needs was necessary. In addition, graduates frequently 
referred to their overall preparation and preparedness in relation to three main areas of 
practice (i.e. clinical, community and/or public health, and food service) while acknowl-
edging that ‘other’ opportunities outside these areas existed.

Chasing the prize

Graduates’ efforts to chase the elusive prize of securing work as a dietitian was appar-
ent within the second theme. A perceived excess supply of graduates and low demand for 
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obvious graduate roles, saw graduates ardently competing against their peers. While this 
took an emotionally draining toll on graduates, others who made intentional efforts to dif-
ferentiate themselves reaped the rewards of their endeavours.

Competing with others

This subtheme captured the widely expressed sentiment that graduates were challenged 
to secure work and obtain employment. The perceived oversupply of graduating dietitians 
meant that the job market was flooded with dietetics graduates who found the search for 
work highly competitive. One participant even described how this intense competition had 
impacted peer friendships and collegiality. Despite acknowledgement by some participants 
that there was a need for more dietitians in today’s workforce, it was the lack of obvious 
(advertised) job opportunities that was problematic. Some felt that the professional asso-
ciation and/or universities were exacerbating the issue by producing a surplus of graduates 
with similar skills and that student numbers needed to be regulated. Divergent views were 
expressed by some graduates who found securing work easy and felt that graduates were 
putting unnecessary pressure on themselves in their quest for a job.

Unrelenting knocks

The emotional toll of the difficulties graduates experienced in securing work was described 
as stressful, demoralising, depressing and daunting. Despite being enthusiastic and feeling 
ready to embrace work, participants were challenged by the seemingly insurmountable task 
of gaining paid work/employment as a dietitian. Some participants were disheartened by 
receiving many rejections from job applications, by having to apply for non-dietetics posi-
tions and by feeling unprepared to apply for some roles. Several expressed a potentially 
divergent view that finding work was quick and easy. However, those who did secure work 
with relative ease, felt fortunate as they knew many of their peers were struggling to do the 
same. Some graduates moved to another state/territory and others begrudgingly changed 
their career preferences in an attempt to obtain any kind of dietetics work.

Reaping the rewards

Those participants who took ownership of their situations and showed initiative in their 
workforce transitions, reaped the benefits of their endeavours. They recognised early in 
their preparation that students and graduates who went ‘outside the box’ and differenti-
ated themselves, were able to enter the workforce with ease and initiate a successful career. 
Some believed that despite the competition for obvious/advertised jobs, many opportuni-
ties for working as a graduate dietitian existed, they just needed to be created and pursued. 
However, some of these enterprising graduates still viewed themselves as ‘lucky’ to have 
readily secured work, in comparison to the majority of their peers. Participants reported 
taking strategic action to ‘fill the voids’ of their degree while they were still at university 
to enhance their employability, with activities such as work experience, volunteering and 
networking. It was also acknowledged by some participants that students who prioritised 
getting good grades over having additional dietetics-related experiences and who didn’t 
act early in their degree to advance their professional development, were doing so to their 
detriment.
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Valuing real learning

Perspectives evident in the third theme related to how participants valued learning which 
was ‘real’. As students they were empowered to fulfil their aspirations to become a dietitian 
through being able to actively ‘do’ rather than just having to passively ‘listen’. A perceived 
lack of integration between theory and practice limited their motivation and professional 
development.

Fulfilling aspirations

When participants engaged in practical, hands-on and experiential activities throughout 
their programs, they were able to realise their aspirations of being a dietitian. Those ‘real-
world’ and ‘real-life’ exposures where students could implement the theory they had previ-
ously learned, were highly valued. This meant that placement was regarded as a highlight 
of their preparation by many participants. Similarly, practical activities in the university 
setting were also looked upon favourably by students in enhancing their preparedness for 
placement and future practice. Participants reported that while some activities (such as 
simulations and role plays) were not enjoyable at the time, they provided a valuable learn-
ing experience. There was also some variation around the utility of didactic activities such 
as lectures. Activities that were also seen as supplementary to the standard curriculum and 
that showcased the diversity of dietetics practice, were deemed as highly beneficial to stu-
dents’ professional development and desire to be a dietitian.

Missing the link

Participants described a disconnect between the theory and practice elements of their 
degrees. Because of this, some struggled to understand the relevance of the content they 
were being taught early in their degrees. Others even reported feeling lost, disengaged 
and questioned their aspirations to become a dietitian. Often it wasn’t until students had a 
placement or practice experience, which was usually towards the end of their degree, that 
the relevance of theory was realised. This impacted students’ placement experience which 
was described as intense, overwhelming and a massive challenge. Participants recognised 
activities and assessment tasks that genuinely mirrored the work of dietitians in practice as 
beneficial, rather than being ‘just for the sake of it.’ Graduates reported that better and ear-
lier integration of theory and practice could enhance the relevance of pedagogical activities 
and overall student experience.

Encountering influencers

Within the fifth theme, there was a strong sense of acknowledgment for the integral role 
that certain people and events played in influencing future dietitians’ careers. Connections 
provided valuable career currency for students and opened their eyes to the possibilities in 
dietetics careers.

Encounters with influential individuals were valued by graduates. Participants described 
how the engagement, encouragement and entrustment from placement supervisors solidi-
fied their aspirations and boosted their motivation. By contrast, placement settings with 
unwelcoming cultures and supervisors who were ‘nasty’ or disengaged created a nega-
tive learning environment which evoked frustration and despondence in students. Some 
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graduates found lecturers inspiring and rated a lecturers’ passion for their work as pro-
portional to the utility of the content being taught. Connections made with dietitians in 
practice and academia were linked with enhanced employability, resulting in a ‘it’s who 
you know’ mentality for some participants. Hearing from ‘real’ dietitians in practice (e.g. 
guest speakers) brought life to the possible careers that emerging dietitians could pursue. 
Some encounters with people and placements were so influential, they prompted students 
to change their career preferences and to pursue another area of dietetics practice.

Easing the transition

The fourth theme encapsulated graduates’ experience of entering into the workforce after 
gaining their dietetics qualification. The transition from student to practitioner was imbued 
with a lack of guidance which left graduates feeling daunted and isolated. Those partici-
pants who felt well-supported by mentors’ advice cherished this direction and support.

Flying blind

Participants raised that they were not well prepared for and lacked guidance in entering the 
workforce. This left graduates feeling as though they were ‘lost’ and blindly trying to navi-
gate the landscape of securing work as a dietitian. Those who did receive assistance with 
career development activities (e.g. preparing CVs, addressing selection criteria, answering 
interview questions) often felt it came too late in their programs or that it was focused on 
working in a narrow range of practice areas. They recognised that the process of becoming 
‘job ready’ needed to start earlier and be embedded throughout degrees. There was varia-
tion within this subtheme as some participants reported they were well prepared by their 
university to secure work. These participants recalled benefitting from career development 
activities such as workshops facilitated by their universities and hearing guest presenters 
discuss job interview techniques.

Going it alone

A lack of support while transitioning into the workforce as a graduate dietitian was appar-
ent within this subtheme. This ‘lonely’ and ‘isolating’ experience impacted graduates’ tra-
jectory into working life. While some cited the Dietitians Association of Australia (DAA) 
accredited practising dietitian (APD) program as a means to assisting with their broader 
professional development, they felt there was nowhere to go if they had questions regard-
ing day-to-day practice issues. The lack of support experienced was particularly evident 
for graduates entering into roles without dietitian colleagues or for graduates commenc-
ing work in emerging fields (e.g. private practice). Having a mentor through the formal 
DAA APD program was described by some as ‘invaluable.’ However, other participants 
reported shortcomings of this system, including that some mentors offered their services at 
a financial cost to graduates. Some participants described the profession as unsupportive of 
graduates and recognised the need for better networks to be established between graduates 
and universities, practitioners, mentors and the professional association.
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Having support

Being well supported was integral to graduates in their pursuit of work and adapting to 
life as a dietetics professional. Those graduates who were ‘lucky’ enough to benefit from 
having assistance cited mentors, peers, employers and dietitian colleagues in their work-
place as making the process easier. Some participants felt well-supported by their univer-
sity and rated educators as ‘excellent’ supporters, while others were vocal about being left 
to work things out for themselves as soon as they completed their degree. Some took steps 
to ensure that support was provided and established their own networks by joining groups 
and seeking out good mentors.

Discussion

This is the first study to take a national approach to exploring recent dietetics graduates’ 
broad experiences of being prepared as a dietitian in Australia. The five themes identified 
were: (1) being held back; (2) chasing the prize; (3) valuing real learning; (4) easing the 
transition; and (5) encountering influencers. While graduates reflected positively on their 
preparation, they described not being empowered or equipped to embrace opportunities 
in what they perceived to be more diverse and emerging areas of practice. Graduates were 
challenged by the competitive landscape of securing obvious job opportunities and by a 
lack of support in entering and acclimatizing to the workforce. Exposures to practice set-
tings and encounters with influential dietitians enabled the fulfillment of graduates’ dietet-
ics aspirations and were highly valued. While this research has focused on the profession 
of dietetics, the findings discussed here can be used by health professional educators and 
researchers more broadly, to consider how graduates’ experiences may be used to inform 
curriculum renewal and thereby optimise future health professional graduate outcomes.

Producing graduates who are underprepared to embrace a range of existing and emerg-
ing opportunities is of concern. An overemphasis on preparing graduates for traditional 
areas (e.g. clinical dietetics) as described by the participants in this study reflects the views 
of other key stakeholders in dietetics workforce preparation (i.e. practice educators, stu-
dents) (Morgan et al. 2019a, b). These findings are incongruent with the professional asso-
ciation’s intention to “prepare competent graduate dietitians through a ‘generalist’ educa-
tion…to capitalise on the variety of opportunities that now exist in the Australian food 
and nutrition industry” (Dietitians Association of Australia 2018c). They also strengthen 
the ‘underprepared’ and ‘overproduced’ scenario previously hypothesised by leaders in the 
profession, whereby dietetics education programs produce too many graduates with too few 
skills relevant to future workforce needs (Rhea and Bettles 2012a). To ensure that tomor-
row’s dietitians are equipped to embrace an array of opportunities, dietetics education 
programs, and the accreditation standards that underpin them, must reflect contemporary 
practice. Considerable leadership has been shown in the UK and USA where research has 
been commissioned to envision the future direction of the dietetics profession (Rhea and 
Bettles 2012b; Hickson et al. 2017; Kicklighter et al. 2017). Conducting similar research 
in Australia to ensure that dietitians, and the programs preparing them, are responsive and 
relevant would benefit both the existing and emerging dietetics workforce.

Participants’ disenchantment at having to fiercely compete for employment significantly 
impacted their experience of entering the workforce. Despite the participant characteris-
tics indicating that most of these graduates secured some form of work quite quickly, their 
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insights revealed this experience could be much improved. Even those who were successful 
in securing work easily recognised that they were ‘lucky’. While data on dietetics graduate 
outcomes in Australia is lacking (Morgan et al. 2019c), this strong competition for obvi-
ous job opportunities as a result of a perceived graduate oversupply has been confirmed 
by dietetics educators in both academic and practice settings (Morgan et al. 2018, 2019b). 
These findings support the need to address the competitive landscape resulting from sup-
ply/demand mismatches that exist within dietetics internationally (Nyland and Lafferty 
2012; Ruhl and Lordly 2017; Morgan et al. 2019a). Providing students with experiences 
across diverse practice contexts to illustrate the breadth of possible careers is one poten-
tial strategy. An established body of evidence regarding role-emerging placements, which 
can promote a profession’s expansion into new areas and serve as a precursor to gradu-
ate employment (Rodger et al. 2007; Dancza et al. 2013), exists for occupational therapy 
(Clarke et al. 2014). These placements have been trialled in dietetics (Mackenzie and New-
man 2017). However, significantly more research to support educators to implement stu-
dent placements in emerging dietetics settings is needed.

It is well-recognised that the transition from student to health professional can be chal-
lenging (Department of Health 2013; Duchscher and Windey 2018). For the graduates 
in this study, a lack of support and guidance throughout this pivotal process resulted in 
a sense of trepidation, isolation and conjecture. This sentiment was notably pronounced 
for graduates entering, or attempting to enter, sole practitioner roles (e.g. private practice). 
While there is no published data to enumerate dietetics graduates embarking on careers 
in private practice in Australia, this apparent growth of unsupported and underprepared 
newly graduated dietitians is considered a ‘risk’ to the profession (Morgan et al. 2019b). 
Existing mechanisms for supporting novice dietitians in Australia [e.g. a formal mentoring 
program (Dietitians Association of Australia 2018d), an interest group (Dietitians Asso-
ciation of Australia 2015), webinars (Dietitian Connection 2018b) and coaching sessions 
(Dietitian Connection 2018a)], often come at a financial cost and are not always known to, 
or actioned by, graduates until the conclusion of university. There remains an obvious gap 
for dietetics educators to more astutely assist dietetics graduates to search for, secure and 
adjust to work earlier in their preparation.

Encouraging students to engage in both formal and informal interactions throughout 
university can lead to enhanced and collaborative learning (Hommes et al. 2012). Adopting 
such a strategy in dietetics could result in graduates who, as a group, support each other, 
address common issues and share resources throughout their transition into the workforce. 
In addition, this could strengthen ties between students/graduates while reducing competi-
tion and enhancing collaboration among emerging dietitians. Moreover, exposing students 
to potential mentors (either from dietetics or other related fields e.g. business) and empow-
ering them to initiate mentoring relationships from the commencement of their degrees 
could ease the student-to-professional transition.

The fulfillment that graduates in this study derived from authentic exposures validates 
the andragogical value of active learning. However, participants’ recognition of theory and 
practice as separate entities which were not well-integrated may highlight deficiencies in 
dietetics education in Australia. Further, graduates’ propensity to reflect on their prepara-
tion as occurring in siloes or discrete domains (e.g. clinical dietetics, community and pub-
lic health nutrition, and food service) is also noteworthy. These findings allude to the pos-
sibility that dietetics is yet to fully embrace evidence generated from contemporary health 
professional education research regarding holistic approaches to preparation. For example, 
taking programmatic and systems-based approaches to assessment and curriculum design 
(Schuwirth and Ash 2013; Palermo et  al. 2017; Obeso et  al. 2018). It also reaffirms the 
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notion that dietetics graduates are not true generalists. Given the recognised need for health 
professionals who can adapt to our ever-changing health care landscape, producing com-
petent generalists who are empowered to create opportunities regardless of the context in 
which they work has been proposed as one solution (Hudson et  al. 2017). Stakeholders 
in dietetics education must ensure that dietetics education programs are holistic in nature, 
with theory and practice effectively integrated and embedded to expedite the performance 
of students and therefore graduates.

The findings of this study strengthen and reiterate the case for the collection and dis-
semination of up-to-date data on the dietetics workforce in Australia. Dietetics does not 
benefit from the consistent and coordinated workforce data collection services provided 
to other registered professions by the Australian Health Practitioner Regulation Agency 
(Australian Health Practitioner Regulation Agency 2018). Further, the professional dietet-
ics association does not publish information on the characteristics of the workforce that it 
represents, including that of dietetics students and graduates. The last time that graduate 
outcomes for a national sample of recently graduated dietitians was reported in Australia 
was over 25 years ago (Scott 1991). As a result of this evidence gap, it is impossible to 
assess if samples such as the one in this study are representative of the population of recent 
graduates. Dietetics stakeholders, such as researchers and educators, are also unable to ana-
lyse how the workforce is evolving and to adapt dietetics education curricula accordingly. 
This significantly limits the profession’s ability to progress. Robust and regularly collected 
dietetics workforce data in Australia is urgently needed.

Viewing the results of this study through the lens of self-determination theory (Ryan 
and Deci 2000; Ten Cate et  al. 2011) can help to understand the meaning that par-
ticipants attributed to their experiences of dietetics workforce preparation and prepar-
edness. In accordance with this theory, an individual’s motivation to learn, seek out 
challenges and optimally function, depends on the satisfaction of three innate needs—
autonomy, competence and relatedness. Situations that thwart the satisfaction of these 
needs result in reduced motivation for individuals. Graduates demonstrated their need 
for autonomy (desire to control one’s own destiny) through their sentiments of disen-
chantment at difficulties experienced while trying to enter the workforce. Their need for 
competence (desire to be effective in activities pursued) was evident in their fulfillment 
from being able to participate in ‘real’ learning experiences in practice settings. The 
satisfaction that participants expressed around their encounters with influential dieti-
tians was indicative of their need for relatedness (desire for belonging and connected-
ness with significant others). A greater understanding of students’ and graduates’ self-
determined motivations can assist dietetics education stakeholders to develop contexts 
that support their desires for achieving optimal growth. For example, if students are 
motivated by their pursuit of experiential activities in practice settings, educators may 
need to ensure the inclusion of work-integrated learning exercises from early on in stu-
dents’ preparation.

Finally, it is prudent to reiterate the epistemological and theoretical stances taken in 
this research and how they have influenced the findings presented. While these graduates’ 
accounts add to the existing body of empirical evidence regarding emerging health profes-
sionals’ perspectives on their education, they do not purport to present one single objective 
reality. Rather, these findings represent the multiple ‘realities’ that have been socially con-
structed by the participants and their interactions with the world. The active involvement 
of students and graduates in health professional education scholarship has previously been 
acknowledged as an important strategy to help bridge the preparation–practice gap, as well 
as developing agency in future practitioners (Barradell et al. 2018). This study adds weight 
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to the case for seeking out these constructed realities and engaging students and graduates 
as partners in learning and teaching (Barradell et al. 2018).

Strengths and limitations

A key strength of this study was the diversity of participant characteristics. The national 
sample of graduates from a range of locations across the country enhances transferability 
of the study’s findings to other contexts. Participants were ideally-placed to reflect on their 
experience as a student, while also having the context of being (or attempting to be) a dieti-
tian in the workforce. The multianalyst approach to code checking, transcript auditing and 
development of themes promoted interpretive validity (Sandelowski 2000) and helped to 
ensure rigour in determining when the research question had been addressed (Varpio et al. 
2017). Reflexivity (Willig 2013) was enhanced through multiple, robust discussions during 
data analysis and by all researchers acknowledging their positions in relation to the research 
topic. Interviews were conducted in a uniform manner and by a researcher unknown to the 
participants to ensure descriptive validity (Sandelowski 2000) while open-ended questions 
minimised researcher influence on participant responses. The use of template analysis in 
the development of themes (Brooks et al. 2015) helped to account for any influence from 
similar studies conducted by the research team.

The significant lack of empirical, current and in-depth data regarding the dietetics work-
force in Australia is a limitation of this study. Findings have been interpreted without robust 
information to describe the settings in which graduate dietitians are working and how this 
emerging workforce is evolving. While sampling methods attempted to limit self-selection 
bias, the self-nominating participants could have been more motivated to share memorable 
(i.e. very good or very bad) experiences of their education. This may limit the transferabil-
ity of this study’s findings to other contexts as these experiences may or may not be shared 
by other dietetics graduates. Another potential limitation pertains to the revised compe-
tency and accreditation standards for dietetics education programs in Australia which were 
being phased in at the time of this study. Ongoing research may illustrate if and how these 
updated standards have since impacted dietetics graduates’ experiences of their prepara-
tion. The sample size used here is consistent with accepted qualitative research methods 
aimed at obtaining richly detailed descriptions from individuals about a phenomenon of 
interest and is not considered a limitation.

Implications for future practice and research

This study has been unique in bringing forward the graduate voice regarding their edu-
cation and has implications for stakeholders involved in health workforce preparation. 
It provides a ‘case’ in dietetics by which other health professions might be encouraged 
to actively seek the viewpoints of emerging practitioners when renewing curricula. 
Recent graduates are well-placed informants to comment on their preparation and pre-
paredness for practice, yet few studies have taken a national approach to gain in-depth 
insights of these phenomena. This study provides impetus for educators and researchers 
in other countries, and in other health professions, to broadly explore how emerging 
practitioners view their training and work-readiness. A robust analysis of the current 
and future state of the existing and emerging dietetics workforce in Australia is urgently 
needed. Further, assessing the viability of role-emerging student placements in health 
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professions witnessing role expansion, such as dietetics, is also warranted. Dietetics 
may also benefit from adopting strategies shown to be effective in other health profes-
sions that support, mentor and enhance graduates’ transition into the workforce. Finally, 
future research that focuses on potential solutions which may address the challenges 
raised by the participants in this study will only serve to benefit the rapidly growing and 
potentially-impactful dietetics profession. Addressing these suggestions could help to 
inform curricula and produce graduates that are responsive and relevant to future health 
and health workforce needs.

Conclusions

Recent dietetics graduates provide important insights on an emerging and evolving work-
force that is well-placed to advance global health. While they are fulfilled by experien-
tial professional activities and encounters with influential dietitians, dietetics graduates 
feel disenchanted by being prepared for a narrow range of practice areas and by a lack of 
workforce transition guidance. To ensure that the emerging dietetics workforce is respon-
sive and relevant to future workforce and health needs, dietetics education programs and 
the standards that underpin them must consider graduates’ perspectives on their prepara-
tion and respond accordingly. Research on role-emerging dietetics placements along with 
enhanced support mechanisms for novice dietitians and robust dietetics workforce data is 
urgently required to ensure that future dietetics preparation and practice are appropriately 
aligned. While the findings of this study have been generated through exploring the experi-
ences of dietetics graduates, they have relevance and application for enhancing the prepara-
tion and preparedness of future workforces across all health professions.
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