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“The moment you know
Who you really are,
All the secrets of the world
Will be an open book

To you.”

~Sri Chinmoy~



PREFACE

The idea for this Ph.D. project on migrant dentists in Australia began in mid-2010. |
had then completed an Australian Government Department of Foreign Affairs and
Trade Fellowship on ethical issues related to the migration of dentists across the
Commonwealth of Nations. During this period, | was also involved in dental labour
force work in the Australian Research Centre for Population Oral Health (ARCPOH)
and had gained some knowledge in the design and conduct of surveys. A Ph.D. on
the migration of dentists seemed a logical pathway to develop my research skills, and
sustain my interests in health policy, health services and global organisations. | was

hopeful that dentist migration research will intersect these three broad interests.

Little did | realise at the start of my Ph.D. that | will have the patience to write nine
gruelling articles. These articles were based on a qualitative-quantitative study
conducted during my Ph.D. candidature in the University of Adelaide. Three
research articles were based on the qualitative study and four research articles based
on the quantitative study (national survey).
e Original research article 1 (published; qualitative) explored the factors that
motivated dentists to migrate to Australia.
e Original research article 2 (published; qualitative) provided insights into the
cultural adaptation process of migrant dentists in Australia.
e Original research article 2 (published; qualitative) examined the experiences
of migrant dentists on the qualifying examination process in Australia.
e Original research article 4 (published) provided a better understanding of the

characteristics and practice profiles of migrant dentists in Australia.



e Original research article 5 (accepted) assessed the level of job satisfaction of
migrant dentists in Australia.

e Original research articles 6 (submitted) and 7 (publication style) developed a
scale to measure the migration and settlement experiences of migrant dentists,
and later assessed the variation of dentist experiences by characteristics.

Two further articles (a commentary article and an opinion article) that contributed
towards the development of, or tackled issues arising from, the original research
work was also written during the Ph.D. candidature.

e The commentary article (submitted) provided a global overview of the dentist
migration issue and contributed to the rationale and development of the study.

e The opinion article (published) based on the learnings from the study,
provided a framework to address the challenges associated with the

international migration of dentists.

Overall, the last five years has been a life changing experience. First, it was
demanding to organise and conduct the fieldwork (for both the qualitative and
quantitative studies). | had travelled to five states/territories in Australia, visiting
migrant dentists for interviews in many locations. In 2010, all state dental boards
were abolished, and a national dental registration scheme came into practice. As new
players and organisations emerged, we found it harder to conduct a national survey.
Second, it was personally challenging to maintain a work-life balance. I am grateful
to my colleagues in ARCPOH, for motivating me towards completion of this Ph.D. |
expect that the work contained in this thesis will make a small contribution to the
global community, and stimulate further research in the issue of migration of

dentists, and health professionals.



ABSTRACT

Dentists from over 120 countries migrate to Australia. Migrants constitute a
significant proportion of the Australian dental workforce, and it is estimated that one
in four practising dentists is a migrant dentist (qualified from an overseas institution).
The purpose of this thesis (by publication) is to provide a better understanding on the
migration and settlement experiences of migrant dentists in Australia. The thesis

utilises both qualitative and quantitative methods to address the purpose.

The qualitative study included in-depth interviews of 49 migrant dentists (from 22
countries) conducted between July and December 2011. Semi-structured interviews
elicited the narration of participants’ life stories over time. The analysis mainly
supported two superordinate themes: global interconnectedness (explaining the
reasons for dentist migration to Australia) and the newness-struggle-success
continuum (describing the cultural adaptation process of migrant dentists in
Australia). Further, participation in the qualifying examination process appeared to

influence the settlement experience of migrant dentists.

The quantitative study included a national survey of all migrant dentists in Australia
(n=1977), conducted between January and May 2013. Migrant dentists were asked to
complete a self-administered questionnaire. A broad range of data including
demographic, migration and residence characteristics, practice profiles, job
satisfaction and life story experience were collected. A total of 1022 participants
(response rate 54.5%) were classifiable into three mutually exclusive migrant dentist
groups: direct recognition (n=491); examination pathway (n=411); and alternative
pathway (n=120). The direct recognition group were mainly from high-income

countries and had their qualifications directly recognised for practice in Australia.



The examination pathway group included migrants having successfully completed
the three-stage qualifying examination process. All other migrant dentists were
classified into the alternative pathway group (including students, academics,
specialists and special registration candidates). Overall, 41.8% of migrants were
female. More than half of the examination pathway group (54.1%) were from lower-
middle income countries. A majority of the examination pathway group migrants
(65.0%) were under 45 years of age, and a larger proportion (12.4%) worked in the
most disadvantaged areas in Australia compared with other groups. In general,
migrant dentists reported high levels of job satisfaction in Australia. However,
dentists who migrated through the examination pathway had a lower probability of
being satisfied with the area and type of practice (OR=0.71; 0.51 — 0.98), compared
with the direct recognition group. Based on migrant dentists’ life story experience,
there was a greater appreciation of the Australian way of life if migrants had lived at
least ten years in Australia (OR=1.97; 1.27-3.05). Migrants through the examination
pathway (OR=9.32; 3.51-24.72) and alternative pathway (OR=7.38; 2.04-26.73) also
showed greater challenges associated with home country systems when compared

with the direct recognition group.

The work contained within the thesis provided evidence to suggest that migrant
dentists from developing countries face greater challenges both in their country of
origin and in Australia. This thesis offers suggestions towards targeted policies for
migrants facing settlement issues in Australia. A further recommendation is to adopt
a more inclusive approach and greater consensus for an international agenda to

address challenges posed by dentist migration.
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STRUCTURE OF THESIS

The thesis is divided into three parts:

PART ONE offers an introduction to the dentist migration issue. First, a commentary
(article) on the international migration of dentists (examined at a global level) is
provided. Later, the issue of migration of dentists into Australia is discussed, which
leads to the rationale and aims of the study. Further, an overview of both the

qualitative and quantitative methods used in this study is provided.

PART TWO provides the list of original research articles (1-7) arising from the

qualitative-quantitative study.

PART THREE provides a general discussion on the results arising from the
qualitative-quantitative study. This part also includes an opinion article that tackles

some issues arising from the original research work.

Published articles are provided in pdfs. Accepted articles are provided in the form
they were accepted. Submitted or draft articles are provided in the form they have

been submitted or drafted respectively.

For purposes of this thesis examination, all articles included in this thesis have been

printed in a light blue tinted paper.

Referencing for the articles (published or submitted or accepted) included in the
thesis is based on the format it was required for the respective journal. All

supplementary material for this thesis is provided in the Appendix.

This thesis is structured based on the guidelines provided for a thesis by publication

in the University of Adelaide.
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