

  education-14-01245




education-14-01245







Educ. Sci. 2024, 14(11), 1245; doi:10.3390/educsci14111245




Article



Preparing the Future Public Health Workforce: Fostering Global Citizenship Through the Relational Employability Framework—Insights from Two Case Studies



Elizabeth J. Cook 1,*, Sally-Anne Doherty 2 and Ruth Wallace 1





1



Nutrition & Health Innovation Research Institute, School of Medical and Health Sciences, Edith Cowan University, Joondalup, Perth, WA 6027, Australia






2



School of Medical and Health Sciences, Edith Cowan University, Joondalup, Perth, WA 6027, Australia









*



Correspondence: e.cook@ecu.edu.au







Citation: Cook, E.J.; Doherty, S.-A.; Wallace, R. Preparing the Future Public Health Workforce: Fostering Global Citizenship Through the Relational Employability Framework—Insights from Two Case Studies. Educ. Sci. 2024, 14, 1245. https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci14111245



Academic Editors: Angela Carbone, Sophia Xenos and Luca Tateo



Received: 19 August 2024 / Revised: 27 October 2024 / Accepted: 11 November 2024 / Published: 13 November 2024



Abstract

:

A well-prepared public health workforce is essential for reducing disease burdens and improving population health, necessitating an education that addresses global and complex challenges. This paper explores the integration of the Relational Employability Framework in public health education as a tool to foster critical reflection and cultivate global citizenship among students and graduates. Global citizenship encompasses the social, political, environmental and economic actions of globally conscious individuals and communities, recognising that individuals operate within diverse local and global networks. Relational employability expands traditional notions of graduate employability, incorporating not only foundational career development and human interactions but also connections with more-than-human elements, including ecologies, technologies and materials. Our research, conducted at Edith Cowan University in Perth, Western Australia, involved two case studies using qualitative interviews. Case Study 1, drawn from the Cook’s doctoral research, explored student experiences with the Relational Employability Framework within an undergraduate capstone unit. Case Study 2, a school-funded project, gathered graduate perspectives to inform ongoing curriculum development. The findings indicate that the Relational Employability Framework can help support the development of global citizenship through critical reflective practice, as students reported improved ability to engage with diverse perspectives and societal challenges, and graduates highlighted the framework’s role in supporting ethical, evidence-based practice in professional contexts. Additionally, the framework supported the development of a reflective mindset, which graduates said helped them make informed, value-based career decisions, thus advancing their professional growth. This study suggests that adopting a relational employability approach can prepare globally competent and reflective public health professionals and recommends its implementation across health and higher education.
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1. Introduction


This paper explores the integration of the Relational Employability Framework [1] within public health education as a tool to promote critical reflection and foster global citizenship among students and graduates. Global citizenship encompasses the social, political, environmental and economic actions of individuals and communities who recognise their roles within interconnected local and global networks [2]. Embedding global citizenship within public health curricula—in our research achieved through the integration of the Relational Employability Framework—helps us, as educators, to respond to the evolving and complex demands of the public health workforce [3].



The Relational Employability Framework [1] broadens traditional notions of employability by encompassing not only foundational career development and human interactions but also connections with more-than-human elements, such as ecologies, technologies and materials [4,5]. Building on Stoner et al.’s work [3], we posit that fostering critical global citizenship—strengthened through reflective practice, research skills development and relational awareness beyond human interactions—is fundamental to public health education.



To illustrate, we present the findings from our scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) research conducted at Edith Cowan University in Perth, Western Australia. Drawing on data from two qualitative studies, we explore whether, and how, the Relational Employability Framework might support the development of critical global citizenship among students and graduates. Specifically, we analysed their perspectives regarding a research unit in the Bachelor of Health Science degree, which integrated relational employability into its teaching–learning and assessment practices. In so doing, this paper addresses calls for research in undergraduate public health education aimed at cultivating a workforce capable of addressing complex health challenges both locally and globally [6]. Such a workforce is crucial for reducing disease burdens and improving population health outcomes [3,6].



In the next section, we provide background information on the public health workforce, university curriculum and the need for global citizenship education. We then discuss the role of research skills development and critical reflective practice in public health education before introducing the conceptual framework of relational employability.



1.1. Public Health Workforce, University Curriculum and the Need for Global Citizenship Education


Public health aims to support and improve the health of populations through various strategies, including the prevention of communicable and non-communicable disease, health promotion, screening and treatment, and the monitoring and modification of environmental, social, economic and political factors that impact public health [7]. These strategies target the well-documented social determinants of health, which contribute to unjust and preventable health inequities, leading to poorer health outcomes and premature mortality [8]. Baum [9] argues that public health should strive for a society where health is equitably distributed, the environment is sustainable, and policies are proactively used to promote health and equity. In such a society, there would be strong commitment to equity and abundant opportunities for lifelong personal, intellectual, social and emotional development.



Although these principles are foundational to the Bachelor of Health Science degree at Edith Cowan University, there is growing recognition that global citizenship competencies should be integral to any university’s core curriculum [3]. Thus, we identified an opportunity to feature critical global citizenship more prominently across the Health Science degree, providing the impetus for this research.



Global citizenship encompasses the social, political, environmental and economic actions taken by globally conscious individuals and communities on a worldwide scale [2]. It acknowledges that individuals are not isolated actors but members of diverse local and global networks [2]. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) suggests that by encouraging a worldwide sense of belonging and responsibility in the context of sustainable progress, humanity can be motivated to take actions that benefit all communities globally rather than focusing solely on their own lives, societies and environments [10].



Educators and students are uniquely positioned to embrace and promote global citizenship [2]. The OECD [10] recommends that global competence—a measure of global citizenship—should be taught and assessed in educational settings across four key dimensions:




	
Using critical thinking skills to examine local, global and culturally significant issues.



	
Engaging with different perspectives and worldviews.



	
Engaging in open, appropriate and effective interactions across cultures.



	
Helping to build a more just, peaceful, inclusive and environmentally sustainable world.








To achieve global competence, students need support to develop communication skills, perspective taking, conflict resolution skills and adaptability [10]. They must also learn to reason with information from multiple sources, identify their informational needs and select sources based on relevance and reliability [10]. In the context of public health, the development of strong research skills is particularly crucial for attaining global competence.




1.2. Importance of Research Skills


The global need for public health workforce development is well established, encompassing aspects such as standards, curricula, accreditation, capacity building, and comprehensive teaching and training [11]. Hamelin and Paradis [12] emphasise that bridging the gap between academic and public health practice and policies requires strong research training and transdisciplinary approaches. In Australia, research skills are essential for any public health graduate seeking employment with the Council of Academic Public Health Institutions Australia [13] identifying key competencies to guide the development of public health and health science curricula. These competencies include the following:




	
Evidence-based data collection;



	
Knowledge of the social, commercial, environmental and political determinants of health;



	
Advocacy;



	
Understanding appropriate research methodologies;



	
Evaluation skills;



	
Ethical conduct.








However, the current CAPHIA Foundation Competencies do not specifically address global competency or global citizenship. Notably, the CAPHIA Foundation Competencies are under review, and we anticipate that future iterations will incorporate global competency/citizenship along with critical reflective practice. As public health professionals, it is crucial to be relational and reflective practitioners [14,15,16], extending care beyond individuals to include broader considerations, such as populations, societies, technologies and environments [17,18,19].




1.3. Importance of Critical Reflective Practice


Critical reflection is widely recognised across various sectors as a key method for developing analytical and thoughtful approaches to practice, and public health is no exception [20]. In the context of public health and health promotion, critical reflection has been defined as “a continual process of assessing and challenging the underlying beliefs, values, assumptions, discourses and approaches to health promotion practice from the individual to the population level” with the goal of promoting greater empowerment, equity, self-efficacy and access for marginalised and vulnerable populations while also challenging structural health inequities [21] (p. 217). More recently, self-learning and critical reflective practice are also noted by the World Health Organization [22] as key competencies contributing to global competence among those employed in the public health workforce.



SoTL research has shown how students’ reflective learning can evolve from surface-level reflections to deeper engagement when guided by structured prompts [16,19]. This progression can lead to transformative experiences, highlighting the value of reflective frameworks that push students to move beyond basic descriptions, connect theory with personal experience and challenge their assumptions. Teng et al. [16] suggest that such an approach is especially beneficial for undergraduates with limited work experience, as it fosters higher-order thinking and establishes a strong foundation for future professional engagement.



In a study that identified key themes in students’ reflections, McKay and Dunn [23] observed that by combining field visits with classroom content (i.e., learning then applying content through practical activities), students began to understand potential career paths and how they could achieve their goals. So, while their initial reflections lacked depth, positive outcomes were still possible through reflection and prompting.



However, despite these positive findings, it is common for students to overlook the importance of reflective practice for future employment or career development [24,25]. In our recent practitioner reflection [19], we observed that students often provided shallow reflections lacking holistic framing and scholarly support. To address this, we drew on Strampel’s [26] framework, which emphasises the necessity of reasoning, reconstruction through multiple viewpoints, and forward action planning to achieve transformative outcomes, and we used visual media with the Relational Employability Framework to encourage engagement with critical reflection and career concepts [19].



We, and other scholars alike, have witnessed the value of framing critical reflection in student assessments as both a learning activity and a lifelong skill [19,27,28]. Developing critical reflection as a competency is particularly crucial in public health, as it contributes to global competency and citizenship [3]. In this paper, we expand upon the work of Stoner et al. [3] to explore whether, and how, the Relational Employability Framework, integrated into an undergraduate research unit through critical reflective practice, might support the development of global citizenship among students and graduates of the Bachelor of Health Science degree at Edith Cowan University.




1.4. Conceptual Framework


The Relational Employability Framework [1], developed and validated by Cook [4,5], building on the work of Lacković [28], is underpinned by two interconnected concepts. The first is relational higher education [29], which emphasises cultivating relational awareness, relational agency and identity+ (or multimodal identity, as an expansion of professional identity). Relational higher education highlights the connections that shape education and its impact through three dimensions of knowledge in the curriculum: human society; the environment/more-than-humans; and digitalisation [29].



The second concept underpinning relational employability is a relational graduate employability paradigm [28], comprising three integrated meta-layers: relational recruitability; socio-emotional relationality; and eco-technological relationality. In her doctoral thesis project, Cook [4] merged, developed and simplified these two concepts to form relational employability (Figure 1), which was subsequently tested with academics and students at Edith Cowan University. Since that time, scholars have reflected on the benefits of relational employability for educators and students, including when it was used to encourage critical reflective practice [19,28,30]. They support the notion that the framework offers a meaningful and arguably future-proof expansion of traditional employability ideas and practices through a shift toward relationality [4,5,29,30,31].



As shown in Figure 1, the framework comprises three equally sized (equally important), interconnected components with the key idea being that individuals work toward developing each component, as each is crucial in our relational world and, thus, throughout careers [4,30]. The first component of the Relational Employability Framework pertains to the skills and outcomes one develops throughout their career [4]. These are the decisions and actions taken to benefit the present and future self. This component encompasses self-reflection, career planning, taking steps to understand and strengthen personal and professional identities, and developing skills, such as teamwork, career management and strategies to secure and maintain employment.



The second component concerns how we interact, behave and contribute to the needs of other people as well as how we demonstrate and promote equity and social justice to support and empower others by being global citizens [4].



The third component focuses on the interactions and contributions we can make, both collectively and individually, toward local and global challenges through two key aspects: environments and other species (ecologies); and technologies (sociomaterial and digital) [4]. These aspects are important in any learning and employability development as they help raise awareness of humanity’s reliance of ecologies and technologies throughout careers now and into the future. Humans rely on a healthy ecosystem and technologies in addition to their own health and well-being. Without being aware of these aspects throughout our careers (lives and workforce), we will not flourish nor assure our ongoing employability in a changing world.



As explained by Cook [4,5], and Lacković and Olteanu [30], relational employability supports a paradigm shift in higher education toward relationality [29,31], challenging narrow and individualistic ideas, thoughts, behaviours and actions. In doing so, it supports the principles of global citizenship education [32] (see Target 4.7 of the Sustainable Development Goals) [33]. Global citizenship emphasises skills such as critical thinking, justice-oriented agency, ethical reasoning and social responsibility in addressing complex challenges within our interconnected and digitised world [34]. Also known as critical global citizenship, the concept highlights the importance of nurturing one’s capacity to navigate and contribute meaningfully to society and more-than-human elements [4]. Thus, critical global citizenship can be considered as an outcome of embodying relational employability.



According to Hill et al. [34], critical global citizenship can be achieved through transformative learning and reflection. Lilley et al. [35] contend that global citizen learning (the process of becoming a global citizen) occurs when students are encouraged to step out of their comfort zone, think differently, engage beyond their immediate social environment, and consider “self, life, others, and career, and the world beyond narrow expectations” (p. 241). Relational employability does this by challenging individuals to consider their wider interactions, contributions and possibilities with other humans and more-than-humans throughout their careers.



Used as a teaching–learning and assessment tool, the Relational Employability Framework can enable educators and encourage students to consider their interactions, contributions and potentials with other humans and more-than-human entities (i.e., other non-human species, environments, materials and technologies) throughout learning and career experiences [4]. Students are encouraged to reflect on their interconnectedness and relational becoming as critical global citizens [4,28]. The concept of relational employability can help students identify and understand the connections between their developing disciplinary knowledge, skills, employability and professional identities through activities such as critical reflection and dialogue [4,28]. Such learning can enable students to practice critiquing their (and others’) assumptions, behaviours and actions, which, as future public health professionals, they can embody and promote throughout their careers [36]. According to Cook [4], by engaging with the triadic dimensions of relational employability, practitioners (including graduates and educators) can enhance their ability to address challenges from diverse perspectives. Such relational awareness and engagement supports creative thinking and problem-solving capabilities [4], which are essential for success in the workforce both historically and into the future [37].



Having established the theoretical foundation and the relationship between relational employability and fostering critical global citizenship, we now turn to the empirical aspects of this research. The following section outlines the materials and methods used to explore how the Relational Employability Framework might support the development of critical global citizenship among students and graduates of the Bachelor of Health Science degree at Edith Cowan University.





2. Materials and Methods


This research employs a qualitative interview research methodology, utilising the findings from two case studies conducted over two consecutive years. Both case studies examined data from a unit of study taught at Edith Cowan University in Perth, Western Australia, called the Health Research Project, which serves as a capstone unit in the undergraduate Bachelor of Health Science degree. Most students undertake the unit in their final semester before graduation and then seek employment or continue onto postgraduate study. The unit includes assessments that ask students to critically reflect on the research process and their employability skills development in the unit.



2.1. Case Studies Overview (Table 1)


Case Study 1 was part of Cook’s [4] doctoral thesis project and provided student perspectives on the use of the Relational Employability Framework in the unit. Case Study 2, a school-funded teaching–learning project, aimed to capture graduate perspectives regarding the unit to inform its continual improvement and development. Notably, the focus of Case Study 2 was not relational employability, but the concept was mentioned by graduates without prompting by the interviewer.





 





Table 1. Case studies overview.






Table 1. Case studies overview.





	Case Study
	1
	2





	Broader research
	PhD thesis project
	Teaching–learning grant project



	Ethics approval
	Lancaster University Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences Human Research Ethics Committee, executive review by Edith Cowan University’s Research Ethics Team and written approval from key members of Edith Cowan University leadership.
	Edith Cowan University Human Ethics Research Committee



	Research focus
	Student experiences and perspectives on the Relational Employability Framework in the unit.
	Graduate work experiences and perspectives on the unit with a focus on global citizenship, research skills and critical reflection.



	Years data collected
	2022
	2023



	No. of participants (whose views are included in this paper)
	2
	13



	Years participants were in the unit
	2022
	2020–2022



	Participant recruitment
	Via short questionnaire at the end of the teaching period, which asked students to provide their email address and if they would be interested in participating in an online interview (up to 60 min).
	Via direct email or LinkedIn from Unit Coordinator. Graduates who responded were contacted by the Research Assistant who arranged the online interview (up to 60 min).



	Data collection by
	Cook (as PhD student)
	Cook (as Research Assistant)



	Types of questions asked in interviews
	Interview questions were designed to uncover further details regarding students’ positive feedback shared in the questionnaire.

What did you appreciate/value about relational employability?

How does relational employability help you to identify strengths and areas for improvement?

How has learning about relational employability changed your ideas, thoughts or actions?

Do you think using images or visual or multimodal media would enhance your learning about relational employability?

What ideas or suggestions do you have to enhance the relational employability approach and how would that benefit future students?
	What employability and research skills have you developed/honed “on the job”?

Can you explain how you are innovative or bring creative thinking into your current study/work role?

In what ways have you used the principles of ethics, e.g., research merit and integrity, justice, beneficence, respect, in your study/work?

How do you demonstrate global citizenship in your work/study?

What value do you see in being a global citizen?



	Data analysis by
	Cook
	Wallace



	Quality check by
	Doherty
	Doherty









2.2. Reflective Practice and Framework Introduction


Prior to the introduction of the Relational Employability Framework in 2022, students completed a reflective assessment based on Rolfe’s model of ‘what’, ‘so what’, and ‘now what’ [38]. Typically, these reflections were superficial with students demonstrating limited critical reflection and a lack of engagement with peer-reviewed literature [19]. Given the critical role of reflective practice in contemporary workplaces [26,39], the teaching team aimed to enhance student engagement and deepen reflective practice by introducing the Relational Employability Framework and associated learning activities (Table 2). For our reflections on the unit redesign, see Wallace et al. [19].




2.3. Edith Cowan University Context and Unit Demographics


At Edith Cowan University, approximately 6% of the university’s domestic undergraduates are from low socioeconomic status postcodes, 14% are from regional or remote locations, 47% are the first in their family to attend university and 24% study part-time. Of the total undergraduate student population, 13% are international, 44% are mature aged and 56% study at least one unit online. In the Health Research Project unit, the typical student is female (82%), mature aged (55%) and domestic (95%).




2.4. Case Study 1 Participant Recruitment and Demographics


In Case Study 1, out of a class of 56 students, two mature-aged students studying in the unit expressed they would be interested in participating in an online interview to provide further details on the benefits (expressed in the questionnaire) and perceptions (positive in the questionnaire) of learning about the Relational Employability Framework. This expression of interest was determined via a short questionnaire (see Table 1). Student responses in the short questionnaire can be found in Cook’s doctoral thesis [4]. The two students who were interviewed were aged 45 (male, domestic) and 29 (female, international onshore). The female student was interviewed a second time in Case Study 2 as a graduate (no. 6).




2.5. Case Study 2 Participant Recruitment and Demographics


In Case Study 2, graduates who had completed the unit between 2020 and 2022 were contacted by the Unit Coordinator either by email or through LinkedIn. If potential participants responded to this initial contact, an online interview was arranged to ascertain the skills developed in the unit and honed further since graduation (Table 1). Table 3 details the demographic characteristics of the 13 graduates interviewed in Case Study 2. The rows shaded in grey indicate those who had experienced relational employability in the unit as students.




2.6. Data Collection and Analysis Procedure


Interviews from both case studies were conducted by a research assistant via Microsoft Teams, which generates transcripts for analysis. These transcripts were deidentified and checked for their accuracy by the research assistant. Data from both case studies were analysed by Cook and Wallace using NVivo14, following a codebook thematic analysis approach [40]. Each case study had its own codebook, which was developed collaboratively by the authors in alignment with the guiding interview questions, ensuring that the identified themes were appropriate based on the participant responses.



Throughout the analysis, Cook and Wallace conducted regular quality checks to refine codes and resolve discrepancies, applying Ahmed’s [41] trustworthiness strategies to maintain consistency and reliability across the studies. Final themes—global citizenship, research skills development and critical thinking—were synthesised from recurring patterns within both datasets, reflecting the researchers’ interpretations of participants’ responses to the interview prompts. Selected quotes presented in the Section 3 illustrate these themes directly, enhancing transparency by linking findings to the original data.





3. Results


The Relational Employability Framework, as applied in these case studies, is designed to holistically integrate global citizenship competencies into public health education. Rather than focusing solely on technical, academic and employability skills, the framework also promotes reflective practice, ethical considerations and relational sensitivity—key attributes for public health professionals. In essence, it facilitates the integration of global citizenship through employability development, preparing students and graduates to navigate complex health challenges and engage meaningfully with diverse communities. The following sections present interview quotations to illustrate how we interpreted the framework as fostering global citizenship, research skills development and critical reflection among participants in both case studies, highlighting its value as a practical and transformative educational tool.



3.1. Global Citizenship


In Case Study 1, the concept of global citizenship was a focal point in the interviews with students reflecting on their roles and responsibilities within a global context. The female student articulated the necessity of having a purpose beyond mere academic and professional achievements:




“I think when I [was] faced with this model, I just thought most of the students or most of the humans are lost in this world. They [are] lost between what is their goals and they are not familiar with these concepts that they should have purpose for their study and their life.”





Both students emphasised the importance of understanding and addressing global issues. The female student highlighted the need to recognise and respond to broader societal challenges, such as mental health issues exacerbated by cultural and social pressures:




“In Australia, I can see high levels of depression and mental health issues because people can’t really; people are not in touch with their emotions and what they think, and emotions of others even.”





The male student acknowledged the value of engaging with diverse perspectives, suggesting that earlier exposure to global competency frameworks, like relational employability, could significantly benefit students:




“Maybe what might be helpful is if you introduce it earlier to some newer students … You can see how that helps. Because I think the theory behind it is really special.”





These reflections underscore the importance of integrating global citizenship education into the curriculum to foster a deeper understanding of and engagement with both local and global issues.



In Case Study 2, graduates demonstrated an understanding of the value of global citizenship, particularly in fostering connections where people learn from each other, share knowledge and resources, and contribute to a community. Graduates also discussed empowerment and how global competency can impact individuals and communities by building capacity and helping people to ‘help themselves’. They highlighted that values such as being non-judgmental, inclusive, environmentally conscious, open and respectful are essential aspects of global citizenship. One graduate emphasised the importance of seeing the ‘big picture’ and contributing to ‘meaningful work’:




“It’s very valuable, I think. You need to be able to see the bigger picture. I think some people get on a topic and they stick to that topic and it might be really good, but if it’s not transferable or relatable to…the communities great or good, then it’s not really any benefit to anyone.”



(G7)





Graduates addressed specific constructs of global citizenship, such as using critical thinking skills, to examine local, global and culturally significant or sensitive issues. They presented differing perspectives, from understanding the ‘big picture’ to starting globally and ‘funneling down’ this broad knowledge to apply it at a local level:




“Overall, with the project…we do wanna improve food systems across WA, but we are gonna be using what has been learnt and done in other countries to do that. So that interlinks the global and the local perspective and trying to include everyone because we understand that, although they’re local, contextualised issues, everyone’s affected by food system problems.”



(G1)





Graduates demonstrated a strong connection with the construct of ‘engaging with different perspectives and worldviews’, reporting that it supports growth and knowledge and adds ‘massive value’ in terms of learning from each other. They also stressed the importance of engaging with diverse individuals, teams, communities and partners without judgement, such as this example from one participant:




“our workforce is very diverse and come from different backgrounds…it’s been like respecting their cultures and being curious and learning about…them and their culture.”



(G12)





Inclusivity in the present was deemed essential to “right the wrongs of the past” that have led to the injustices and inequities experienced by the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples of Australia. One graduate noted the benefits and importance of professional learning in cultural competence and inclusivity to foster positive change.



Regarding respectful dialogue, graduates emphasised the need to “build trust”, especially with marginalised groups, before engaging with them. Open and effective interactions are necessary when discussing sensitive topics such as food insecurity. One participant in a supervisory role talked of engaging in respectful dialogue through “coaching” rather than “policing”:




“I don’t think that I’d be a very effective safety advisor if I was quick to judge people or was very closed and did not have effective interactions and that if I wasn’t inclusive or environmentally conscious like I just feel like, without those values or being a global citizen, I would be bad at my job essentially.”



(G5)





Finally, the idea of ‘helping to build a more just, peaceful, inclusive and environmentally sustainable workplace/world’ resonated with these graduates. They discussed broad outcomes, such as improving food systems in Western Australia through empowerment—helping people and communities to strengthen and build on what they are already doing—and implementing and evaluating environmentally sustainable practices in their workplaces. Graduates noted their motivation for studying health science was to help achieve basic human rights, such as food security:




“I think I did this particular degree [health science] because I’ve just always wanted to help people. I wanted to do any kind of degree that meant that I was like having an immediate impact on someone’s life, for the better. So, I guess, for me, it’s fulfilling what I want to do as a career, as a job. But it’s kind of on just the slightly larger scale cause it’s more for community versus an individual.”



(G1)





Using evidence to inform practice was a strong theme among graduates both during the unit and in their professional roles, as seen in this quote from one graduate working in Occupational Health and Safety:




“I am able to analyse information properly and that kind of thing, especially, which I do for work now, often read different journal articles and things that people come up with.”



(G8)





Other graduates, working for non-government agencies supporting women’s health also spoke of their research-based practices:




“I just have a very systematic and scientific approach to [developing resources, presentations and other materials], by observing this situation, observing the case and designing [an] intervention in a sustainable way.”



(G6)






“I constantly have to know the latest research. Latest stats. Latest name changes … knowing the latest information around women’s health all the time. So, if, for every presentation, I go out, I would check the latest stuff to make sure I’m telling … the best, giving back to practice the best latest evidence.”



(G11)






3.2. Research Skills Development


In Case Study 1, the development of research skills was a critical focus in the students’ experiences. The female student discussed how the Relational Employability Framework helped her to identify and address gaps in her digital literacy for research:




“One of my weakest areas was digital literacy. It is always a source of stress for me. But when I studied this model online, OK, this is the gap! So, I need to take action, and fill the gap, and it was really interesting, and it helped me.”





The male student also reflected on how engaging with the framework reinforced his research interests and skills: “It made me think more about … working with organisational psychologists … [to inform my practice]”.



These insights highlight the framework’s role in enhancing students’ research skills, making them more adept at identifying areas for improvement and applying research methodologies effectively.



In Case Study 2, graduates reported on the key skills they believed they learned whilst completing the unit and those they perceived to have ‘honed on the job’ once employed. Strong themes included understanding the ethics application process and its importance, an appreciation of the research process from start to finish, and the importance of using evidence to inform practice.



Graduates noted that learning about the ethics application process was beneficial in their employment and for future study:




“We went through the whole ethics application. So, when I recently did my ethics application [at work], I already had an understanding. And then we got it back with like two comments, which was so good … So, it was good having that background knowledge.”



(G7)





Others referred to the ethics approval document as a useful ‘roadmap’ for the research they were working on in their employment, noting the importance of ethics amendments for variations in the project:




“I feel like the opportunity to do the ethics application was massive for me because that had already been done on the project before I came into the team and just understanding how research has to always align with ethics was so helpful because…when you’re working on a project, you could take it in different ways…when we were questioning things like ‘what approach do we take for this’? We always had to come back to what is stipulated in the ethics. There’s been some variations [to ethics] … when we’ve wanted to … include stakeholders that we hadn’t originally wanted in the focus groups, there’s had to be ethics amendments.”



(G1)





Graduates also found value in conducting a research project from start to finish, appreciating the lessons they learned. G4, who went on to complete an Honours degree and work as a research assistant, noted the following:




“It provided that sort of foundation … a good starting point for understanding research and … the concept of sort of framing up a project from the idea to then thinking about how you’re gonna collect the data and analyse the data.”





Other graduates honed these skills further, gaining a deeper appreciation of the process and potential outputs once engaged in a research position:




“Understanding of the importance of research. And then also the start to finish … like how long it takes from the initial idea, to getting the EOI, to getting the ethics, actually running it, then collecting the data and then analysing it. And I’ve been on a paper since, so I got to see that side of it as well.”



(G7)





This appreciation of the research process extended beyond graduates working or studying in research, as seen in this observation by G6, who is now employed as a nutrition/health promotion educator for a community organisation supporting migrant women: “It gives me discipline, a structure and knowing the essence of research”. G5 concurred:




“Applying the knowledge that I’ve learned through my degree, but then also the research skills that are within that. So, being able to take a body of information and then use that [to] create what it needs to look like for the business and then deliver it” [in relation to policy/procedures in a Work Health and Safety setting].






3.3. Critical Reflection


In Case Study 1, critical reflective practice was a recurring theme with students recognising its significance in both personal and professional development. The male student emphasised the necessity of reflection in understanding and improving oneself:




“For me initially it took a little bit of reflection to work out what it was … But when I started to look into it and the engagement that you had with each session, I was like, OK, well from a learning point of view, there’s always something to improve on.”





The female student echoed this sentiment, describing how reflective practice helped her understand and navigate her emotions and those of others: “It gave what it’s really like in practice [with respect to] emotional awareness”. She highlighted the role of images in deepening the reflective process, noting that “being visual is one of the best ways to present [your thoughts]”. This student elaborated on how the use of images in the unit facilitated her critical reflection, allowing her to express and explore complex emotions and ideas more vividly. She remarked that the visual component of the assignment was integral to her reflection process, stating, “The visual part to this assignment was actually part of what reflects us as a human being. When you shared your artwork [image-reflections], it gave us the idea that we could have our own images like this”.



Moreover, she described how these images allowed her to externalise and communicate internal thoughts and feelings that might otherwise remain unexpressed:




“I always have the picture of [a mountain] in front of me for each unit, each assignment … When you share the photos, I said, ‘Oh, it is the first time I can share what I see in front of my eyes [that] other people can’t see!’” This reflection demonstrates the power of visual elements in fostering a more profound connection between internal experiences and external expression.





The female student further reflected on the innovative nature of integrating art into reflective practice, comparing the visual tools to a camera lens that brought her thoughts into sharper focus: “It was like a camera lens. So first I saw it in the beginning of the semester but when I immersed myself, it was like it took a picture and brought it [into focus] to look at the details.” She highlighted the importance of art in education, advocating for its broader application in learning processes: “Art is most important to improve the students … [It] should be part of our life every day”.



These reflections illustrate how critical reflective practice, supported by visual and artistic elements, can lead to a deeper understanding of oneself and enhance interpersonal skills, which are crucial components for professional growth, particularly in the field of public health. The integration of images into reflective practice not only facilitated the students’ engagement with the material but also helped them to articulate and navigate their complex emotional and intellectual landscapes.



In Case Study 2, graduates who undertook the unit in 2020 or 2021 completed an assessment task whereby they reflected on their employability skills in relation to the research process, using Rolfe’s [38] reflective model of ‘what, so what and now what’. Those who completed the unit in 2022 or 2023 used the Relational Employability Framework for this assessment with the addition of innovative visual and multimodal teaching practices to facilitate creative exploration and reflection on relational employability and identities beyond themselves.



Some graduates who used Rolfe’s [38] reflective framework reported they had never practiced reflective practice in their professional roles since graduating, did not understand what the assessment required of them and found it to be “one of the hardest things I’ve actually had to do” (G4) because it was a change from the academic writing style they were accustomed to. In contrast, graduates who engaged with the Relational Employability Framework using images reported using the skills they had learned to reflect on some focus groups they had facilitated, to build a resume and to focus on relationship building: “We’ve had to reflect on previous and current implementation of safety [policies and procedures] so we can continue to improve and establish good relationships” (G5).



Other graduates suggested alternative ways of presenting reflections, such as using audio or a series of images to represent a ‘reflective journey’. Those graduates who engaged with the Relational Employability Framework using images saw its relevance and applicability to their professional lives, especially when considering value-based decisions:




“I think the unit helped [me] understand that, while you need to fit a job, that the job also has to fit you. I think we lose sight of that a lot … if you don’t know yourself, or if you don’t have a look at the skills and what the job is requiring. As much as that you can try and fit the job to yourself, it might not fit you, and that it’s okay to turn down a job based on the value aspect. I think it’s a really important thing. Cause if it doesn’t align with your values, it’s not gonna make you wanna do your job well.”



(G5)





Through reflection, the Relational Employability Framework also seemed to improve the students’ and graduates’ confidence. For example, in Case Study 1, the female student described how the framework helped her recognise and build on her strengths:




“This model showed the dynamism of the complexity of the skills required for employability. When I say dynamics then of the skills for me it means that as a student or future employee or citizen of the world, we need constantly to learn and progress and there is no destination. It is the path or journey that sometimes we take rest.”





The male student similarly found that the framework encouraged him to reassess his skills and goals, boosting his confidence: “For me, it actually reinvented the reason why I was doing the degree in the first place”.



These narratives demonstrate that the framework not only aids in skill development but also fosters a sense of confidence and purpose among students, preparing them for future challenges.



Confidence is also an important part of one’s professional identity development. In Case Study 2, many graduates talked of their increased confidence in delivering presentations, communicating with diverse groups, working comfortably with others at higher levels of authority and engaging with graduates and partners due to having completed the unit and then continuing to practice those skills at work. G11 explained:




“Being in the workforce is just … it increases your confidence daily, it increases your… you’ve got the skills. You don’t always have to use the skills, but you’ve got the skills. You understand how you know.”





In the next section, we synthesise the results to articulate how the student becomes the graduate who is globally competent through engagement with the Relational Employability Framework.





4. Discussion


This paper aimed to demonstrate the benefits of utilising the Relational Employability Framework with public health undergraduate students particularly to help foster critical global citizenship. The following discussion section explores how critical global citizenship can be cultivated through the framework, emphasising the transition from student to graduate and the embodiment of relational employability in public health practice.



4.1. Relational Employability and Global Competence


The Relational Employability Framework [1] integrates three key components: foundational career development and identities; interactions with other people; and contributions to local and global challenges. Our study revealed that engaging with this framework, through critical reflection and using images, helped the students and graduates we interviewed to develop a deeper sense of global competence. Students reported enhanced understandings of their learning needs and empathy, both of which are essential competencies in public health practice [3]. For instance, in Case Study 1, the male student’s reflection on the importance of understanding and improving oneself through continual learning—“There’s always something to improve on”—highlights the framework’s emphasis on self-reflection for personal and professional growth, aligning with the work of Teng et al. [16].



Graduates’ perspectives further illustrate how the Relational Employability Framework fosters global competence. The notion of ‘coaching not policing’ in a professional context highlights the importance of respectful and effective cross-cultural interactions, which are crucial in public health practice [42]. This approach, emphasised by a graduate, shows the practical application of global competence in the workplace, where inclusivity and cultural sensitivity are paramount [3]. Graduates’ desires to help people and make a difference in society reflects the framework’s focus on contributing to local and global challenges and aligns with Stoner et al.’s [3] argument that “one must place themselves within the broader/global context to begin to truly understand the health implications of personal choices” (p. 126). For example, one graduate noted, “I did this particular degree because I’ve just always wanted to help people”. Such altruistic motivation is a fundamental aspect of critical global citizenship, where the goal extends beyond personal success toward societal impact.




4.2. Research Skills Development


Although field visits were not part of the unit as in McKay and Dunn [23], our study engaged students in conducting real research, providing them with valuable insights into the research process and the role of a researcher, thus supporting their career development.



We showed that integrating research skills within the Relational Employability Framework (as a key employability skill) was not only possible but worked well and encouraged students to identify and address their knowledge gaps, which is important in public health practice [12]. For example, the female student in Case Study 1 realising she needed to improve her digital literacy highlights the framework’s role in fostering a research-oriented mindset and a proactive approach to learning. Graduates reported benefits from learning about the ethics application process and conducting comprehensive research projects, which provided a solid foundation for their professional roles. They could see how the integration of research skills development in the unit enabled them to contribute good workplace practices.



Continuous engagement with research methodologies and evidence-based practices, as facilitated by the Relational Employability Framework, can enhance analytical and critical thinking skills, which are vital for addressing complex health issues [6,13,20,21]. As students and graduates navigate careers, their ability to apply rigorous research methods and critique information positions them as effective and informed public health professionals.




4.3. Critical Reflective Practice


Critical reflective practice is integral to the Relational Employability Framework, enabling students and graduates to develop self-awareness, adaptability and a deeper understanding of their multiple identities. For example, the female student’s insight into her emotional awareness emphasises the value of reflective practice for developing interpersonal skills. Graduates who learned about the Relational Employability Framework using images and then reflected in the assessment reported applying critical reflection in various professional contexts, from facilitating focus groups to building effective relationships. These findings demonstrate that the Relational Employability Framework, supported by visual imagery, helped students to critically reflect during their studies and apply this skill as professionals. Therefore, building on Tretheway et al.’s [21] recommendation for critical reflection to be embedded in CAPHIA’s Competencies [13], and the WHO’s [22] global competency framework calling for critical reflective practice as a key competency for the public health workforce, our study suggests the Relational Employability Framework could be used to support the achievement of this competency to assure ethical and responsible practices throughout the public health sector.



The framework’s emphasis on reflection aids key competency development and builds confidence. Both students and graduates noted increased confidence in their abilities, attributing this to the structured approach to self-assessment and continuous improvement they experienced during the unit through our relational employability approach. This confidence is crucial for public health professionals who must navigate complex and dynamic environments to deliver effective solutions in social and community settings [43]. By fostering a reflective mindset, the Relational Employability Framework helps prepare students and graduates to critically evaluate their experiences and make informed, value-based decisions in their professional practice. In line with Teng et al. [16], our study highlights the value of integrating structured reflective learning components, such as the Relational Employability Framework, early in the curriculum to support students’ development of critical thinking and facilitate a deeper understanding of their practical experiences, thus better preparing them for future professional challenges.




4.4. Implications for Teaching, Research, and Professional Practice


The findings of this study have significant implications for teaching, research and professional practice. Integrating the Relational Employability Framework into public health curricula supports the development of global competencies and employability skills while fostering reflective practice, preparing students to navigate the complex challenges of public health [6,7]. Educators are encouraged to adopt the Relational Employability Framework to promote holistic, interdisciplinary learning and reflective practice among future public health professionals. Recent publications offer practical examples of how to integrate these approaches within curricula [19,28,30].



For research, the Relational Employability Framework emphasises the importance of ethical standards and evidence-based practice, reinforcing the need for comprehensive research training in public health programs [6]. Professional practice benefits from graduates who are not only skilled researchers but also empathetic and reflective practitioners who are capable of making meaningful contributions to local and global health [3]. The Relational Employability Framework can help cultivate critical global citizenship by bridging the gap between academic learning and professional practice [4], which Hamelin and Paradis suggest is important in research training [12]. Through integrated self-reflection activities that support the development of global competencies and research skills, the framework can help prepare students and graduates to become informed, reflective and impactful public health professionals.




4.5. Strengths and Limitations of This Research


This research was conducted with careful attention to trustworthiness and dependability, providing thick, contextualised descriptions and explicit documentation of our methodology [41]. Reflexivity, as demonstrated in our other paper [19] and Cook’s thesis [4], has also played a key role in ensuring the accuracy of our findings as “self-awareness contributes to minimizing potential distortions in the findings” [41] (p. 2). The triangulation of students’ and graduates’ perspectives across the two studies supports the credibility of this research [41]. Peer debriefing strengthened the confirmability of the findings, increasing their objectivity and accuracy [41]. Additionally, potential power dynamics between students/gradates and teaching staff were mitigated by engaging a research assistant to conduct the interviews.



However, this research is limited by the inherent subjectivity and interpretive nature of qualitative methods, as the findings are based on researchers’ interpretations of participant responses. Further, participation was limited to students and graduates who volunteered, which may have excluded the views of potentially disengaged or dissatisfied individuals, possibly skewing the findings.





5. Conclusions


This paper demonstrated the value of applying the Relational Employability Framework within teaching–learning contexts for public health students and graduates, focusing on developing critical global citizenship as a core competency. Qualitative findings from two case studies revealed that the framework supported student engagement in deep self-reflection, regarding their global competence, employability and research skills, supporting their transition from academia to professional practice.



Key findings indicated that students reported a strengthened ability to engage with diverse perspectives and consider societal challenges, while graduates recognised the framework’s role in promoting ethical, evidence-based practice and value-driven career choices. These insights underscored the framework’s dual function in fostering both employability and global citizenship, establishing it as a cohesive model for preparing graduates to navigate complex public health issues.



We recommend adopting a relational employability approach as an essential strategy for workforce preparation in public health education. This approach not only equips graduates with inquiring minds but also nurtures their reflective and relational awareness essential for addressing public health challenges in diverse and interconnected contexts.



For higher education institutions, these findings suggest a broader adoption of relational employability to foster globally competent professionals. Practical recommendations for curriculum transformation include structured reflective practices, integrating visual and multimodal media, promoting interdisciplinary learning and embedding ethical research training.



In an increasingly complex global landscape, public health professionals must possess robust research skills and relational employability mindsets to act as global citizens, making meaningful contributions to public health and society. Expanding relational employability across higher education can help build a future workforce that is both professionally skilled and globally responsible.
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Figure 1. Cook’s Relational Employability Framework [1]. 
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Table 2. Unit activities in 2022 and 2023.
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	Week
	Activity





	1
	Introduction to the unit: students reflect on their knowledge of research and employability in preparation for Week 2.



	2
	Relational employability presentation—introduction to the framework and associated learning activities. Explanatory slides provided to students.



	3
	Assessment three tipsheet introduced.



	4
	Educators’ image-reflections shared.



	5
	Preparation for the image-reflections activity.



	6
	Image-reflections activity: Students bring in/post a visual artefact with a short written description representing their relational employability identity at that point in time.



	7–11
	Weekly reminders to reflect and make notes on the research process and employability.



	12
	Presentation—looking back through the unit—considering relational employability and the research process.



	13
	Assessment three reflections due.










 





Table 3. Case Study 2 participant demographics.
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	Graduate No.
	Age
	Mode
	Gender
	Unit Year
	Year Degree Completed
	Major 1
	Major 2
	Job at the Time of the Study





	1
	37
	Online
	Female
	2022
	2023
	Nutrition
	Health Promotion
	Research Project Officer



	2
	24
	On campus
	Female
	2020
	2021
	Nutrition
	Health Promotion
	Research Project Officer



	3
	23
	On campus
	Female
	2020
	2020
	Nutrition Bioscience
	Not Applicable
	Research Assistant



	4
	26
	On campus
	Female
	2020
	2020
	Nutrition
	Health Promotion
	Project Officer, Government



	5
	22
	Online
	Female
	2022
	2023
	Occupational and Environmental Health and Safety
	Not Applicable
	Safety Advisor, Industry



	6
	49
	Online
	Female
	2022
	2022
	Nutrition Bioscience
	Not Applicable
	Health Promotion Officer, Not for Profit



	7
	26
	On campus
	Female
	2021
	2022
	Health Promotion
	Not Applicable
	Master by Research student



	8
	22
	Online
	Female
	2022
	2022
	Health Promotion
	Occupational Safety and Health
	Education Assistant



	9
	25
	On campus
	Male
	2022
	2022
	Health Promotion
	Environmental Management
	Health Promotion Officer, Government



	10
	38
	On campus
	Female
	2021
	2021
	Nutrition
	Health Promotion
	Fitness Instructor



	11
	50–55
	On campus
	Female
	2020
	2020
	Addiction Studies
	Health Promotion
	Program Support Officer



	12
	31
	Online
	Female
	2021
	2021
	Nutrition
	Occupational Safety and Health
	Safety and Wellbeing Partner, Industry



	13
	60
	Online
	Male
	2021
	2021
	Occupational Safety and Health
	Not Applicable
	Fire Station Officer, Government
















	
	
Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.











© 2024 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).








Check ACS Ref Order





Check Foot Note Order





Check CrossRef













nav.xhtml


  education-14-01245


  
    		
      education-14-01245
    


  




  





media/file3.png
Contributions to local
and global challenges

Foundational career
development and identities

» ecological issues and concerns

» technological issues and anxieties

« conservation and reliance on
material things

» caring about other species

» sustainability in workplaces and
homes

skills, competencies, attributes
» self-awareness

» professional-personal identities
» career action planning

+ getting and securing work

» achieving personal outcomes
and goals

Relational
employability

Interactions with
other people

* interactions with people and building networks; social and professional

» responsibilities to other people, e.g., family, friends, collea