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Abstract

Aim: The aim of this scoping review was to provide an overview of the devel-
opment of practice nurses, and the learnings that could be applied to improve
the profile of dietetics practice in primary care.

Methods: A scoping review synthesising peer-reviewed and other literature
relevant to the development of Australian practice nurses was conducted.
Structured searches using keywords ‘general practice’, ‘nurse’ and ‘Australia’
were conducted in PubMed and Google Scholar in June 2021. Key government
websites, Department of Health and Services Australia, were searched to iden-
tify grey literature. One reviewer screened the titles and abstracts against inclu-
sion criteria; two reviewers conducted full-text screening independently. Data
on the evolution of practice nursing were extracted based on its interest and
transferability to the dietetics workforce.

Results: A total of 102 results (82 peer-reviewed and 20 other literature) were
included in the review. Key drivers for practice nurse role development in
Australia were government funding, practice nurse practice standards, cost-
benefit analyses of practice nurses, career and education opportunities, general
practitioner and patient perspectives of practice nurses and, individual, com-
munity and local needs.

Conclusions: The practice nurse role has grown and strengthened and there
are three key learnings that could be translated to strengthen the dietetics
workforce in primary care. (1) Use and expansion of government funding,
(2) furthering post-tertiary education and career opportunities, including die-
tetic primary care practice standards and (3) targeting underserviced areas
such as those that are rural and remote and building positive relationships
with other stakeholders including practice nurses, general practitioners,
patients and the broader primary care team.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

The Australian dietetics workforce has experienced
unparalleled growth over the past decade. Membership of
the professional association has increased more than sev-
enfold, expanding from 1049 in 1991, to 6811 members in
2016," and 7873 members in 2021.” Similarly, available
data suggests the number of dietitians employed in the
healthcare sector is growing, with 2800 dietitians
employed in 2011 compared with 1900 dietitians 5 years
earlier.” Whilst hospitals are still the predominant work
area for Australian dietitians (36%), Dietitians Australia
information suggests that private practice is now the sec-
ond most common area of work (31%)." Private practice
dietitians are essentially primary health care workers,
although some may also consult to private hospitals and
industry.

Dietitians working in private practice are at the fore-
front of providing evidence-based, tailored nutrition edu-
cation and counselling to patients in primary care.* They
provide particular benefit in promoting non-drug inter-
ventions for the prevention and management of chronic
disease. As private practitioners, dietitians take the role
of both business manager and health professional and
face challenges to establishing and operating within the
private practice sector.” The challenges identified are pre-
dominantly focused on business operations including
administration, bookkeeping, marketing, establishing
referral pathways and retaining clientele.® These chal-
lenges are particularly relevant for new graduates, given
that private practice is not widely included in the curricu-
lum nor commonly used as a placement setting in ter-
tiary nutrition and dietetic programs.” Thus, there is a
strong need for additional and continual professional
development in management and business operations to
prepare dietitians for private practice.’

Collaboration between dietitians and other primary
healthcare professionals is key to overcoming the chal-
lenge of establishing and maintaining strong referral rela-
tionships. Patient referrals for dietitians working in
private practice are mainly sourced from general practi-
tioners (GPs).° Dietitians must then create and build pro-
fessional networks with GPs and members of general
practice teams to grow referrals and develop collaborative
working relationships. Co-location and referral-only off-
site collaboration, are the most prominent models of col-
laboration between private practice dietitians and general
practice teams.® In addition, shared electronic health
records between general practice and allied health profes-
sionals is an emerging model of collaboration in
Australian primary health.’

Practice nurses are vital members of the general prac-
tice team. In Australia, practice nurses have become an

integral part of patient care in the primary health
setting,'’ and primarily work alongside GPs to provide
comprehensive medical and nursing services for
patients."’ In just over a decade, the number of practice
nurses employed in Australia has nearly quadrupled from
~3200 practice nurses in 2003-2004 to over 12 000 in
2015."

The practice nurse is a relatively new career pathway
for Australian nurses compared with other countries with
similar health care systems. Comparatively, dietitians in
Australia have been recognised since 1929,"* with a lim-
ited number of Medicare Benefits Scheme (MBS) items
introduced for primary care dietetics around the same
time similar items were created for the practice nurse
role in the form of wound care and pap smear item num-
bers.'* In the United Kingdom practice nurses have
worked in general practice since 1966, and they have
been recognised in New Zealand since 1970."° In both
the United Kingdom and New Zealand, practice nurses
have clearly defined roles and job descriptions and are an
integral part of patient care in the primary care team.'®
By comparison, Australian practice nurses have voiced
frustration at the lack of progress in the development and
definition of a clear role description and career
pathways,'® with the development of practice nursing in
Australian general practice referred to as ad hoc."”
Despite this, the growth of the practice nurse workforce
demonstrates a successful increase in opportunities for
nurses in the primary care setting.

Whilst the development of private practice dietetics
has evolved as a result of workforce expansion and gov-
ernment policy, much of the work of dietitians in this set-
ting fluctuates and is part time.° The Australian
government has implemented several schemes and fund-
ing incentives which have impacted both private dietetic
practices and practice nurse roles. MBS item numbers for
practice nurses and rebates for allied health professionals
as part of the Strengthening Medicare package, entitled
Enhanced Primary Care, were initially implemented in
2004."* Additional item numbers for practice nurses and
allied health professionals were implemented in the
chronic disease management initiative in general practice
in 2005."* The chronic disease management item num-
bers opened up opportunities for dietetics to be better uti-
lised in primary care to address the growing prevalence
of chronic disease.'®'® Additionally, the Practice Nurse
Incentive Program, now known as the Workforce Incen-
tive Program, was initiated in 2012 (coinciding with the
rescinding of other practice nurse MBS item numbers),
and has also enabled practice nurses, Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander health workers, and allied health
professionals to achieve a higher presence in Australian
primary care.’* Despite the Australian government
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intention for funding to better support and involve the
dietetics workforce in primary care, dietitians still argu-
ably go largely unrecognised as frontline primary care
workers compared with their nursing colleagues.

Private practice dietitians who rely on general prac-
tice referrals may learn from their nursing colleagues and
the journey of practice nurses as they became embedded
in Australian primary care. The achievement of practice
nurse role development when compared with the devel-
opment of the dietitian's role in primary care represents
remarkable success in terms of role expansion and
growth. To provide an overview of the development of
practice nurses, and the learnings that could be applied
to improve the profile of dietetics practice in primary
care, this scoping review aimed to synthesise peer-
reviewed and other literature relevant to the develop-
ment of Australian practice nurses.

2 | METHODS

A scoping review was undertaken.’** A structured
search of grey and peer-reviewed literature on practice
nurses in Australia was undertaken to answer the broad
research question: How has the practice nurse role
evolved in Australia? A preliminary search returned a
key paper from 2007,'°> which the research team used to
construct key areas of practice nurse workforce develop-
ment and sustainability. These key areas were also evi-
dent from the titles of other papers returned in the
preliminary search and were used as inclusion criteria:
government funding and policy, practice nurse profes-
sional practice standards, cost-benefit analyses of prac-
tice nurses, career and education opportunities, GP
perspectives on practice nurses, patient perspectives on
practice nurses, and consideration of individual, commu-
nity and local needs. To efficiently synthesise included
papers and to effectively summarise implications for die-
tetics, these key areas were further collapsed into three
categories for data analysis: government funding support,
the role of professional organisations, and recognition of
local community needs.

All searches were executed on 15 June 2020 and fur-
ther updated on 24 June 2021. PubMed was used as the
primary database to identify peer-reviewed literature,
supplemented by searches on Google Scholar, plus selec-
tive grey literature searches on Australian Government
websites: Department of Health and Services Australia.
In line with the leading grey literature search tool Kkit,
produced by the Canadian Agency for Drugs and Tech-
nology in Health which recommends reviewing the first
50-100 results retrieved in online searches to ensure the
most relevant results, only the first 5 pages (government
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TABLE 1
sites for relevant reports on practice nurses in Australia

Keywords searched for database and grey literature

Keywords Number of results

Database searched screened

PubMed (includes ‘nurse’” AND All results screened

MEDLINE, and ‘general

other biomedical practice’ AND
citations from life ‘Australia’
science journals

and online

books).

Google Scholar ‘nurse” AND First 10 pages
‘general including 100
practice’ AND results (in first®
‘Australia’ and second

search®)

Department of

‘practice nurse’

Only 6 additional
results returned
in second search.

First 5 pages

Health including 50
https://www. results (both
health.gov.au/ searches™?)

Department of
Human Services

‘practice nurse’

First 5 pages
including 50

https://www. results (both
humanservices. searches®?)
gov.au/

Note that this
website changed
to Services
Australia; https://
WWW.
servicesaustralia.
gov.au/ on 1
February 2020

First search conducted on 15 June 2020.
bSecond search conducted on 24 June 2021.

websites) or 10 pages (Google Scholar) resulting from
grey literature searching were screened.”® Databases, key-
words and number of results screened are outlined in
Table 1. Different search strategies were used for grey lit-
erature searching to produce the most relevant results to
meet the aim of the research.

Peer-reviewed literature was identified through a
search of PubMed as a primary source of data and Google
Scholar as an additional source. Google Scholar was used
in addition to PubMed as it was predicted that not all lit-
erature on the development of the practice nurse role in
Australia would be published in scientific journals. To
avoid personalised results in Google Scholar, accounts
linked to Google were logged off prior to the search.** All
search results from PubMed were included. However,


https://www.health.gov.au/
https://www.health.gov.au/
https://www.humanservices.gov.au/
https://www.humanservices.gov.au/
https://www.humanservices.gov.au/
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/
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( Identification of studies via other methods

Reports not retrieved

4

Reports excluded:

> Did not describe a
determinant for practice
nurse development, was not
solely general practice
setting, or was not about
practice nurses (n = 460)

[ Identification of studies via datab and regist
Records removed before
= screening: — .
S : Records identified from:
§ Records identified from: 8,“2'53‘9 recordsiremoyed Department of Health (n = 200)
= PubMed (n = 366) > Records marked as ineligible Services Australia (n = 200)
s by automation tools (n = 0) Google Scholar (n = 200)
-~ Records removed for other Citation searching (n = 9)
reasons (n = 0)
Records screened Records excluded
(n = 366) > (n=299)
Reports sought for retrieval +| Reports not retrieved Reports sought for retrieval
2 (n=67) "l (n=0) (n=609) > (n=109)
=
: I }
O
v
T Report | ;
Reports assessed for eligibility " epgidsneo)‘(cd:gnge - Reports assessed for eligibility
(n=67) determinant for practice (n=500) -
nurse development, was not
solely general practice
setting, or was not about
practice nurses (n = 5)
v
3 - I
= Studies included in review
S (n=102) =
=
FIGURE 1 PRISMA flow diagram of study selection for a scoping review of Australian practice nurse role development.

due to the large search results from Google Scholar
(>40 000), only the first 100 results were screened.>

Grey literature, including government documenta-
tion, policies and standards, was identified either through
the Google Scholar search or handsearching of included
studies which identified key sources for practice nurse
role development. Further searches were conducted
directly using the search tools on Australian Government
websites: Department of Health and Services Australia.

Peer-reviewed literature was exported and screened
using Endnote,” and grey literature were screened by
taking ‘screenshots’ of sites and screened in Microsoft
Word. After duplicates were removed, one reviewer
screened the titles and abstracts recovered in the search.
The full text of reports that were not excluded at title and
abstract stage were then scrutinised against the inclusion
criteria independently by two researchers. To be
included, papers had to be reported as a full paper (any
peer-reviewed study, Government, or professional body
report, commentary, or opinion piece) focused on devel-
opment and evolution of practice nursing in Australia.
Following full text screening, further searching of the ref-
erence lists of included studies was undertaken to iden-
tify additional key literature. No language or time
restrictions were set. Studies were excluded if they were
reported in abstract format only, focused solely on nurse

practitioners, and/or reported on practice nurses in a
country other than Australia.

Data on the development and evolution of practice
nursing was extracted from included studies into Micro-
soft Word by one reviewer, based on interest and trans-
ferability to dietetics and the private practice context.
Extracted data was summarised narratively under the rel-
evant categories, and further identified as a driver
(directly influencing role development) or contributor
(indirectly influencing role development). In line with
scoping review methodology, quality appraisal of papers
was not conducted as the aim was to provide an overview
of the current literature on practice nurse development,
and not to appraise the quality.

3 | RESULTS

Following de-duplication, a total of 857 results were iden-
tified in the search (Figure 1, PRISMA flow diagram),26
At title and abstract stage, 682 papers were excluded,
leaving 175 for full text review, during which a further 82
were excluded. The reference lists of the remaining
93 articles including grey literature and peer-reviewed
studies were scrutinised by title to identify an additional
nine articles including three peer-reviewed research
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studies and six grey literature sources. The final papers
included in the review totalled 102, comprising 82 peer-
reviewed articles and 20 grey literature results including
government documents and websites (n = 10), reports
(n = 6), practice standards (n = 2), practice handbook
(n = 1) and a book chapter (n = 1). Peer-reviewed litera-
ture consisted of a broad range of scientific papers includ-
ing review articles (n = 10), quantitative (n = 29),
qualitative (n = 28) and mixed method (n = 9) studies
and other articles (n = 6) including professional opinion
articles and commentary reports. Table 2 provides details
of the 102 papers included in this review that describe
practice nurse development in Australian general prac-
tice, and their application to the dietetics profession.

Of the included studies, the earliest paper to explore
practice nurse involvement in general practice was pub-
lished in 1999, and all papers were in English. As with
the development of the practice nurse role, the research
outputs and publications have grown substantially over
22 years. Figure 2 demonstrates the number of publica-
tions in the peer-reviewed scientific literature describing
practice nurse role development per year.

A timeline was constructed (Figure 3) to illustrate key
contributions to practice nurse workforce development
including government funding and initiatives, practice
nurse bodies and associations' reports and competency stan-
dards, surveys o growth of the role, and future implications.

From the literature identified, the influence of the
growth and development of the practice nurse role and
workforce encompassed: Category 1: Government Fund-
ing Support, encompassing government funding initia-
tives that furthered the development of the role; Category
2: The Role of Professional Associations, encompassing
Practice Nurse Practice Standards, Cost-Benefit of Prac-
tice Nurses and Career and Education Opportunities; and
Category 3: Recognition of Local Community Needs,
encompassing GP and Patient Perspectives of Practice
Nurses and, Individual, Community and Local Needs.
These are summarised in Table 2 and described narra-
tively in the text following.

Government funding: Of the 102 papers included, 29
were related to government funding as a key driver to
practice nurse role development, such as specific MBS
item numbers claimable by medical practices for tasks
fulﬁlled by a practice nurse,l5’]9’52’66’68’91’96’100’108’1”
funding for the creation of practice standards, "~ educa-
tion and professional development funding,*® and pro-
grams designed to empower the primary care workforce
as a whole, where practice nurses play a vital role includ-
ing the Workforce Incentive Program,'"* formerly Prac-
tice Nurse Incentive Program,''*%">1%113 Mental Health
Nurse Incentive Program,***®>*%° Chronic Disease
Management,'®>%#1°%117 Gp ‘Super Clinics’®" and the
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‘Close the Gap’ initiatives."'* A further 12 papers related
government funding as a contributor to, but not the main
driver of, practice nurse role development. These contrib-
utors included, funding initiatives to support the overall
nursing and midwifery education and
workforce,'2**90196:197 GP_jtem numbers completed by a
practice nurse,>>*>**79100102 and national health pro-
grams, such as the National Bowel Cancer Screening
Program.'®

Practice Nurse Practice Standards: Practice standards
aim to provide practice nurses and their colleagues an out-
line of key roles and their scope of practice to enhance
care. Two practice nurse practice standards were identified,
one from the Australian Nursing Federation in 2005,116
and the other from the Australian Nursing and Midwifery
Federation in 2014 which was an update from the Austra-
lian Nursing Federation's 2005 practice standards.'” The
development of the Australian Nursing and Midwifery Fed-
eration practice standards were described in the peer-
reviewed scientific literature by Halcomb and colleagues in
2017."” Another piece of grey literature ‘Nursing in General
Practice: a guide for the general practice team’ by the
Australian College of Nursing in 2015 outlined the impor-
tance of the practice standards.'*

Cost-Benefit of Practice Nurses: Six papers described
the cost-benefit of practice nurses employed and working
in general practice as a key driver of practice nurse role
development, including strategic utilisation of MBS item
numbers,”® and the management of chronic disease,*®*’
wounds'®" and risk factors such as alcohol and drug
misuse,”® and smoking.'® An additional three related
cost-benefit of practice nurses as a contributor to practice
nurse role development including collaborative care pro-
grams with GPs and practice nurses.***>%’

Career and education opportunities: 28 papers
described practice nurse career and education opportuni-
ties as a key driver of practice nurse role development and
scope of practice, in particular whether the nurse is trained
as an enrolled or registered nurse,'>'°>'% transition to
practice programs,””*>''® training and accreditation
standards,””®* a need to focus on incorporating general
practice nursing, including general practice placements,
into undergraduate and postgraduate
training,32’42’57’64’74’78’80’93’97’118’119 mentoring,12’43’53’61 pro-
fessional development during working hours, and
initiatives to target job satisfaction and retention.’® Another
11 papers described these opportunities as a contributor to
practice nurse development, where education and training
support for the overall nursing and midwifery workforce is
needed,'®” further education of certain conditions and or
populations which may be required for practice nurses
working in different practice locations,'>*>>%>#>117 and
career pathway frameworks.'>°%%%1

8

49,51,69,85
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Peer-reviewed Publications by Year (n=82)

9
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GP perspectives of practice nurses: Nine papers
described the GP perspectives of practice nurses as a key
driver of the practice nurse role development and scope
of practice, in particular as GPs and practice nurses work-
ing collaboratively to deliver patient care.”>’%%>'%2 These
perspectives depended on the GP's professional and per-
sonal background, including cultural background,>* and
the GP's level of understanding of the practice nurse role
and scope of practice.””””?#+941% Another nine papers
described the GP perspective as a contributor, such asin
nurse-led care models,*>*° level of GP's support for new
practice nurse initiatives,'"****7%1% and identified fund-
ing as a heavy influence on collaborative relationships
between GPs and practice nurses.”>"”

Patient perspectives of practice nurses: Twelve papers
identified the importance of the patient perspective as a
key driver of the practice nurse role development and
scope of practice. Patient perspectives encompassed, how
practice nurses worked with their GP to deliver care,”®
that patients could receive additional information and
advice for health management,®**>>%2%3 how the role
could build on therapeutic relationships through continu-
ity of care at the general practice,’”**'** that patients can
assist in identifying gaps in care,”® and that this depended
on how well the patient understood the scope of practice
nursing.>®* Another four papers described the patient
perspective as a contributor, where individuals preferred
being cared for by their GP, and that practice nurses were
seen as assisting""”® or filling gaps in GP care.**"°

Individual, community and local needs: Seventeen
papers described individual, community and local health
needs as a key driver to the practice nurse role develop-
ment and scope of practice, where the practice nurse role

2014
2015

2016 I

FIGURE 2
publications per year since 1999
to mid-2021 that describe key
determinants of Australian

Number of

practice nurse roles and
workforce development in peer-
reviewed journals.

2017 I

2018 I
2019 I
2020 NS
2021 I

should reflect the healthcare needs of the local
population,”'** including chronic disease management
and prevention’31,33,39,40,44,55,60,65,71,81,86,87,109 Womenls
health,* and geographical location. Another
13 described these needs as a contributor, such as patient
disease status'>**>® and age,””*® other health risk fac-
tors>*>%63:68:69-9 and the COVID-19 pandemic.'*®

70,107

4 | DISCUSSION

This scoping review set out to synthesise the literature
describing the development of the practice nurse role,
and to identify potential learnings for the private and
general practice dietetic workforce. The literature identi-
fied was diverse and covered seven key drivers which can
be classified into three categories that are highly relevant
to dietetics, including government funding support, the
role of professional organisations, and recognition of
local community needs. These will now be discussed in
relation to their potential application to dietitians.

The first of these categories related to government
funding, costs and potential benefits to increasing nurs-
ing and allied health roles in primary care. The review
findings highlight that the practice nurse role has been
incrementally developed on the back of iterative changes
to government funding incentives through Medicare.
Beginning with MBS item numbers for pap smears and
wound dressings,15 these were later consolidated to
become any delegated tasks under the supervision of the
general practitioner/s, with further autonomy allowed in
later incentive programs such as the Medicare Practice
Nurse Incentive Program.*
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FIGURE 3 Timeline of the
Australian practice nurse workforce
growth over ~20 years in general
practice (right of timeline) and key
government funding and initiatives,
practice guides and standards (left of
timeline). ACN, Australian College
of Nursing; ANF, Australian Nursing

ACN
‘Nursing in General Practice: A guide for the general
practice team’ **

and
NiGP Initiative Implemented *
(2001)
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(2003-2004)

3255 PNs 2

Federation; ANMF, Australian MBS item numbers
Nursing and Midwifery Federation; for PNs implemented
APNA, Australian Primary Health (10993 and 10996) **
Care Nurses Association; CDM, (2004)
Chronic Disease Management; MBS,
Medicare Benefit Schedule; NiGP, ANF
NllI'SiIlg in General Practice; PN, ‘Competency Standards for nurses in general

: . : practice’ ®
Practice Nurses; PNIP, Practice and (2005)

Nurse Incentive Program; WIP,
Workforce Incentive Program.

CDM and pap smear item numbers
implemented *
(2005)

Increased number of undergraduate
nursing course enrolments *
(2006)

~5000 PNs *

PNIP initiated *
and
MBS items for practice nurses
retracted
(2011)

(2007)
7728 PNs »

ANMF
‘National Practice Standards for Nurses in General
Practice’

(2014)

ACN
‘Nursing in General Practice: A guide for the
general practice team’ 7*

(2009)
8914 PNs »

(2012)
10693 PNs *

(2015)
>12000 PNs ™

Update
(2015)

(2016)
APNA 13420 PNs ®

Transition to Practice Program &
(Commenced Feb 2019)

PNIP became the

WIP— Prazcggg Stream ¥ (2021)
( ) ~14000 PNs
v
Current government funding to support the profes-  Management Plans and the Workforce Incentive Pro-

sional practice of dietitians in primary care comes from gram. Chronic Disease Management plans are designed
two Medicare funded incentives: Chronic Disease  to extend access to allied health professionals for
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individuals with chronic disease through a limited num-
ber of Medicare subsidised appointments.'® From
Enhanced Primary Care rebates in 2004, to Chronic Dis-
ease Management plans implemented in 2005, they pro-
vided the impetus for structural changes to allied health
services within the private sector.'*®® Interestingly, in
comparison to physiotherapists and podiatrists, the
Chronic Disease Management item numbers utilised by
dietitians decreased after the first 2 years of implementa-
tion where they had the highest Enhanced Primary Care
consultation-to-provider ratio.'*® However, dietitians
remain the third largest Enhanced Primary Care consul-
tation provider.'*' The perceived limitations of Chronic
Disease Management plans for expansion of dietetics ser-
vices are the number of visits available, the payment sys-
tem being per consultation regardless of the length of the
consultation, and the inadequate value of the rebate.'*
These together drive shorter consultation times, limit the
potential for meaningful counselling opportunities, hin-
der the longer-term follow up required to sustain dietary
changes, and create a misalignment with best-practice
chronic care models.'** The tension between effective-
ness and efficiency of dietetics private practice services
has been highlighted previously.'**

There are existing Medicare opportunities for dieti-
tians in primary care which are not fully leveraged. These
include the MBS item related to the provision of group
education programs, and the Workforce Incentive Pro-
gram. Group education for type 2 diabetes was found to
be more effective than individual education or standard
care in a recent meta-analysis.'** The MBS item for group
education programs is accessible to individuals with type
2 diabetes for up to eight group sessions provided by dia-
betes educators, exercise physiologists, and/or dietitians.
Australian dietitians’ use of these groups appears to be
greater than diabetes educators but less than exercise
physiologists.'*! Further, MBS group education sessions
for type 2 diabetes equates to <2% of the total Medicare
service provision by dietitians."*’ Lack of appropriate
group education facilities, and perceptions of poor finan-
cial viability were reasons proposed for why dietitians did
not claim type 2 diabetes group education MBS items in a
2017 survey of Australian dietitians."*> Advocacy for
increased Medicare rebates, collaboration with other eli-
gible providers, and creative solutions for private dieti-
tians to access appropriate group education facilities at
reasonable cost may increase the use of these MBS items.

A further opportunity for dietitians in primary care is
the Workforce Incentive Program which incorporates
allied health professionals and Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Health workers.''> The Practice Stream
provides funding to the practice to directly employ health
professionals, including dietitians to provide services to

patients who cannot afford private services. The funding
is available to eligible general practices in any location,
with loadings for rural and remote Australia.'’® Dieti-
tians could be directly employed by rural and regional
practices and could in turn leverage the arrangement to
increase private practice referrals. However, to date this
program has not been evaluated for its impact on dietet-
ics workforce and service provision, although related
work suggests the dietetics workforce is unequally dis-
tributed, favouring metropolitan areas, when compared
with the location of people with type 2 diabetes.'*® This
suggests that advocacy may be best targeted at rural prac-
tices in the first instance, so that an evaluation of dietet-
ics services under the Workforce Incentive Program can
inform wider uptake.

The second category of literature related to the role of
professional organisations. Dietitians in Australia are a
self-regulated profession, with the professional associa-
tion responsible for accreditation of university programs
and credentialing of dietitians. In 2021, Dietitians
Australia updated the competency standards for dieti-
tians in Australia,'*” which informed decisions on the
recently revised accreditation and credentialing stan-
dards.'*® Private practice dietetics has not been a focus of
the curriculum in Australian accredited nutrition and
dietetic tertiary programs, which are still dominated by
traditional domains of practice rather than new and
emerging settings."”” Thus, graduate dietitians must seek
alternative means of learning about business administra-
tion and management, to establish and maintain practice
in the private sector. Dietitians Australia provides several
means of creating and building on such skills following
graduation. For example, the Dietitians Australia “Work-
ing in Private Practice’ group, accessible to only Accre-
dited Practising Dietitian = members, provides
practitioners with peer support, resources and links to
key information and sites."*® At a cost, dietitians can
access the Dietitians Australia Small Business Manual
that provides information on how to start and manage a
small business covering private practice and consultancy
for a dietitian. It was created by private practice dietitians
for other dietitians wanting to and currently working in
private practice."*°

The current tertiary-level programs that are educating
the future dietetic workforce have a strict set of compe-
tencies to meet and remain accredited by Dietitians
Australia."*”"*®13! These competencies include minimal
private practice applications although require the devel-
opment of skills which could be applied to private prac-
tice, for example medical nutrition therapy, counselling
and other clinical-based skills. Administration, marketing
and business skills required to successfully establish and
maintain a private practice are less prominent in these



DAVIDSON anp REIDLINGER

_WILEY_L_*

competency standards." Thus, it may be appropriate for
Dietitians Australia to include post-tertiary professional
development opportunities focused on skills required for
successful private practice, rather than adding more con-
tent to the already full undergraduate and postgraduate
nutrition and dietetic courses.

Options for post-tertiary training in private practice
dietetics that are an alternative to Dietitians Australia are
dietitian-run platforms: ‘Dietitian Connection’"** and
‘Education in Nutrition’."**> The two platforms cover all
areas of dietetics including a private practice component
for professional development. Dietitian Connection holds
webinars, podcasts and courses aimed at improving pri-
vate practice business and clinical practices, all dietitian-
led."** However, much like practice nurse post-tertiary
training and professional development,”" these additional
platforms for dietitians may be at a cost, both financial
and time, to the individual presenting a potential barrier,
and are relatively ad hoc in offerings.®"**

Dietitians Australia has produced a Code of Conduct
for Dietitians and Nutritionists’*’ which includes both
professional and ethical considerations for practice, and
these should be applied to private and general practice
settings. However, private and general practice dietitians
lack a clear set of practice standards specific to the set-
ting, such as those that exist for GPs and practice
nurses.'%'*> Beyond this short, three-page code of con-
duct, the scope of private practice dietitians is less under-
stood comparative to traditional hospital dietitian
roles."* A stronger, more comprehensive set of practice
standards would improve the integration of dietitians as
part of the primary healthcare team. Practice standards
could be addressed to GPs, practice nurses and other
members of the primary healthcare team. It is recom-
mended that key stakeholders including the Dietitians
Australia, Royal Australian College of General Practi-
tioners, Australian College of Nursing and private and
general practice dietitians collaborate to develop such
practice standards. A clear set of practice standards
would assist dietitians, particularly at entry-level, in
building their practice and themselves as health profes-
sionals in the primary care setting.

The third and final category of literature in this
review was recognition of local needs. Access to allied
health services in Australia, including dietitians, is vari-
able depending on geographical location, and particularly
scarce in rural and remote Australia. This is reflected in
the distribution of the Australia dietetics workforce'*®
and the uptake of Medicare-funded services.'*" There is a
need to address this limited access to dietetics services in
underserviced areas and populations.'*® Increasing incen-
tives for dietitians to work in these areas, and use of tele-
health, have been proposed as ways to address this
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inequality.'*® Increasing allied health services in areas of
need, including rural and remote services, is a key aim of
the Workforce Incentive Program.'"?

As GPs and practice nurses are the two main profes-
sionals working in primary healthcare and those provid-
ing assessments for referrals and Chronic Disease
Management plans, it is important to understand their
views of dietitians in the workforce. For a shift in health-
care culture and the acceptance of practice nurses as
autonomous and vital members of the primary health
team, the key ingredient was time.'® A trend was identi-
fied from earlier papers where GPs, patients, and the pro-
fession themselves saw practice nurses as a ‘hand-
maiden’ to the GP.>* To this day certain patient popula-
tions, especially older generations and some GPs con-
tinue to see the practice nurse in this light. However,
views have also shifted with the practice nurse becoming
an autonomous and crucial primary health team mem-
ber, especially in the areas of mental health,****°° Nurse
Practitioners'®* (noting that this review did not include
Nurse Practitioners) and in the rural setting where GPs
are less available.***>'%7

The dietetics workforce should expect a similarly
lengthy journey for complete integration in primary health
care, that will require the varying levels that practice nurs-
ing development had. One of the largest barriers to dietet-
ics referrals from GPs is the GP's knowledge of local
dietetics services."*” Once GPs know of primary care dietet-
ics services, they are open to providing referrals to dieti-
tians as they see their specialist dietary knowledge and
counselling as vital in managing chronic conditions, in par-
ticular diabetes'®® and cardiovascular disease.*” Under-
standing GPs' and practice nurses’ perspectives of dietitians
is key, as they are the gatekeeper in referrals for Chronic
Disease Management plans and present a prime opportu-
nity to raise nutrition awareness to patients as the first
point of contact.** Therefore, Dietitians Australia, in col-
laboration with dietitians in primary healthcare settings,
should apply advocacy efforts so that GPs and practice
nurses are aware of the full range of dietetics services and
how best to make referrals for patients. Likewise, the pro-
fession needs to embrace primary health as a key setting
for the dietetics workforce and recognise the importance of
the setting as equal to that of the hospital.

A key strength of this scoping review is there was no
publication date limitations for the peer-reviewed litera-
ture search which ensures key literature to capture the
development of the Australian practice nurse role over
time has been identified. A limitation of the study is the
use of one database for searching, however the use of
grey-literature search engines including key government
databases and Google Scholar led to the identification of
important non-peer reviewed articles. This was
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particularly useful to obtain insight into the substantial
government influences on the development of practice
nurses. A further limitation is the lack of literature on
private insurance rebates, which represent an additional
income stream for dietitians which practice nurses can-
not usually access. This is a further opportunity for dieti-
tians which this scoping review has not addressed.

In conclusion, the Australian practice nurse and die-
tetics workforce have grown exponentially over the past
two decades. However, the growth in opportunities in
general and private practice has been significantly greater
for nurses than dietitians. The profession can learn from
the growth in practice nurses, as an opportunity to
expand the dietetics workforce in primary care settings.
The literature on practice nurse development suggests
the profession should focus on: (1) Building on and
appropriately utilising government funding, (2) Further-
ing post-tertiary education and career opportunities,
including the development of practice standards specific
to the primary care setting for dietitians and (3) Initia-
tives to broaden the geographical locations of the dietetic
workforce to better service rural and remote areas. It is
recommended that further research into the integration
of dietitians in primary care be conducted and is urgently
needed to better understand and build on the opportuni-
ties for the profession.
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