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Comfortable Chairs 

9 April 2013 at the 12th National Rural Health Conference 

 

Comfortable Chairs, a plenary session at the 12
th

 Conference, was a discussion session about: 

“Rural health leadership – past, present and future” facilitated by James Fitzpatrick. 

 

The participants were a group of nine contemporary leaders of the rural and remote health sector 

(“the Present Custodians”) and a group of nine selected leaders of the future (“the Future 

Custodians”).  The Present Custodians were the present and former Chairs of the Alliance. The 

Future Custodians were selected health science students attending the Conference. 

 

Comfortable Chairs was a colourful discussion of some of the things it will take to assure rural 

people of a bright health and wellbeing future. It focused on nine domains in rural and remote 

health:  

 rural general practice 

 remote health care 

 rural nursing 

 health service management for rural and remote areas 

 rural medical specialties 

 allied health 

 remote and Indigenous research and practice 

 multidisciplinary team-based care 

 research and institutional leadership 

 

One Present Custodian and one Future Custodian was allocated to speak with regard to each of 

the domains, as under: 

Domain Present Custodian Future Custodian 

Rural general practice Bruce Chater Rachael Purcell 

Remote health care Sabina Knight Michael Laws 

Rural nursing Sue Wade Melissa Childs 

Health service management for rural 

and remote areas 

John Lawrence Georgia Panagiotopoulos 

Rural medical specialties Nigel Stewart Tara Naige 

Allied health Sue McAlpin Hamish Watkins 

Remote and Indigenous research and 

practice 

John Wakerman Emma Quinn 

Multidisciplinary team-based care Jenny May Rebecca Cassell 

Research and institutional leadership Lesley Barclay Jayde Cromarty 

 

The audience helped nominate the order in which the nine domains were put up for discussion 

and, for each domain, the pair (one PC, one FC) focused their discussion on a matter which was 

selected as being of particular importance for success in each domain. 
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The matter for discussion was selected from one of four focus areas: a key saying; a key thing; 

a key entity; or a key phrase (STEP) for which a menu of response choices was provided: 

 

Focus area 1: Which of the following sayings is most important?  

a. „patient centred care‟   

b. equity of access 

c. „never let the bastards grind you down‟ 

d. „lead through community engagement/consultation‟ 

e. “I told you I was unwell” 

f. appropriate division of labour and scopes of practice 

g. „greatest need is highest priority‟ 

h. professional equivalence 

i. other 

 

Focus area 2: Which of the following things is most important in your professional career?  

a. a reliable motor vehicle  

b. skills 

c. family and friends  

d. commitment/attitude/personality 

e. lifetime learning 

f. apps, pads ‟n pods 

g. teamwork 

h. professional resources (infrastructure, gear) 

i. other 

 

Focus area 3: Which of the following entities is most useful? 

a. a service club (Apex, Lions, Rotary)  

b. your professional body or union 

c. Alcoholics Anonymous 

d. the local Shire or city council 

e. the ABC 

f. a mobile phone - with reception 

g. emergency evacuation systems (inc RFDS) 

h. the Bush Crisis Line 

i. locum services 

j. other health professionals 

 

Focus area 4: Which single phrase is most valuable in professional life?  

a. never look a gift horse in the mouth  

b. listen to the consumer/patient/public  

c. look after your own health, energy and safety 

d. Be Prepared 

e. never step outside the boundary of your own skills and protocols 

f. “Fingers crossed it'll be okay” 

g. Carpe Diem („pluck the day, trusting as little as possible in the future‟) 

h. “Yes We Can” 

i. other 

 

This interactive session provided opportunity for productive discussion, debate, advice, laughter 

and engagement between the paired presenters, as well as with the facilitator (James Fitzpatrick) 

and audience.  The idea was to have some fun while talking about serious issues of relevance to 

achieving a Bright Future for rural and remote health. 


