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Abstract 

Objectives The goals of this study were to characterize clinical coordinators compared to other Physician Assistant 
(PA) faculty, and investigate factors associated with intent to leave their position, institution, and academia in the U.S.

Methods This was a secondary analysis of data obtained from the 2019 Physician Assistant Education Association 
(PAEA) Faculty and Directors Survey. We examined bivariate associations with faculty role and conducted multiple 
logistic regression to identify predictors of intent to leave among clinical directors.

Results Clinical directors indicated an intention to leave their position more often than other faculty. Factors influ-
encing intent to leave were a lack of satisfaction with professional development and moderate to high levels of 
burnout. Clinical directors with severe burnout had 27x the odds of intending to leave academia.

Conclusions Our results suggest why clinical directors intend to leave and underscore the need for professional 
development opportunities and faculty mentoring. Faculty-centered work arrangements are needed to reduce burn-
out among clinical directors.
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Introduction
Physician Assistant (PA) programs have had exponential 
growth globally in recent years; however, recruitment 
and retention of qualified faculty is emerging as a major 
limiting step in PA education [1]. PA program faculty 
are typically PAs who have taken on educational and/
or administrative responsibilities, often in addition to 
maintaining clinical duties. According to the 2019 Phy-
sician Assistant Education Association (PAEA) Program 
Survey, there were 115 unfilled fulltime equivalent (FTE) 

positions with about 87 (21%) of PA programs reporting 
vacant FTEs [2]. Clinical Directors1 (CD) are key mem-
bers of the PA faculty in supporting the clinical phase of 
PA programs. There have been anecdotal reports of high 
turnover of this group of faculty. This is especially impor-
tant as issues of clinical sites, preceptors, and clinical 
coordination have become a daunting task as the num-
ber of PA programs continues to rise [2–5]. On a global 
scale, the shortage of clinical sites has created significant 
difficulties in clinical coordination such as securing part-
nerships with health systems [6]. Increased demands in 
clinical coordination may lead to burnout and dissatisfac-
tion, which ultimately impact faculty morale, retention, 
and student outcomes. Whether these factors also con-
tribute to intention to leave remains to be established [7, 
8]. Literature is still lacking on the factors influencing the 
CD’s role dynamics.
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The goals of this study were to 1) describe features that 
characterize CDs compared to other faculty, and 2) inves-
tigate predictors of intent to leave in CDs compared with 
other faculty. Findings from this study have far-reach-
ing implications for PA program leadership and faculty 
teams as well as ensuring desired program outcomes and 
a qualified PA health workforce. To our knowledge this 
is one of the first studies that focuses on the CD group 
in PA programs, their characteristics, and their intent to 
leave their position, institution, and/or academia.

For the study of faculty turnover and intend to leave 
their jobs, several theoretical frames were explored for 
understanding why clinical coordinators are leaving. 
It can be assumed that an employee’s decision to leave 
may be influenced by that employee’s perceptions about 
the desirability and ease of movement. Internal factors 
such as job satisfaction and organizational commitment 
influence the desirability of movement whereas external 
factors such as job market conditions and labor market 
mobility influence the ease of movement [9]. Another 
perspective utilizes the theory of vocational choice where 
satisfaction, stability, and achievement depend on the 
congruence between one’s personality and environment 
in which one works [10].

Methods
This was a secondary data analysis based on raw data 
obtained from the 2019 PAEA Faculty and Directors Sur-
vey. Only PA faculty who have been trained and certified 
as PAs were included in this study. The survey response 
rate was 60.5% with representation from 97.9% of all 
programs. The Institutional Review Board at Charles R. 
Drew University of Medicine and Science approved the 
study.

In the current study, we assess the characteristics of 
CDs and their intention to leave academia, their institu-
tion, or their position compared to “other” PA faculty. 
“Other” PA faculty were defined as all other faculty not 
holding a CD role, except program directors or above 
(e.g. department chair, dean, etc) and medical directors 
who were excluded due to the exceptional conditions of 
those positions. Adjuncts and those with FTE < 50% were 
also excluded. We used descriptive, bivariate chi-squared 
tests and t-tests to compare CDs and other faculty in 
terms of characteristics and potential predictors of intent 
to leave their jobs.

Features characterizing CDs that were examined were 
age, gender, underrepresentation in medicine (URIM) 
status, years in current position, academic rank, type of 
school, levels of satisfaction, level of burnout, and intent 
to leave. Based on the Association of American Medical 

Colleges definition of underrepresentation in medicine, 
PAEA categorized those who identify as white or Asian as 
not under-represented, and all other racial/ethnic groups 
as under-represented. We excluded type of schools cat-
egorized as public/private hybrid or military, due to small 
numbers.

According to the PAEA survey description, individuals 
were asked to rate their level of satisfaction with a wide 
range of factors on a 4-point scale (Not satisfied-Very sat-
isfied). Burnout was assessed using a validated item from 
the Maslach Burnout Inventory. Burnout is defined in the 
ICD-11 as a syndrome associated with energy depletion, 
mental distance, and decreased professional efficiency 
resulting from chronic workplace stress. The question 
asked how frequently participants felt burned out from 
their work on a 7-point scale with response options rang-
ing from Never to Every day.

Intent to leave was characterized by three questions, 
which captured different levels of the intention. Partici-
pants were asked, “In the past 2 years, did you consider 
leaving your current position for another one within the 
same PA program?”, “In the past 2 years, did you con-
sider leaving your current institution for another institu-
tion?”, and “In the past 2 years, did you consider leaving 
academia for a different job?”, and responses options 
were yes or no. We treated each response as a separate 
outcome.

We performed multiple logistic regression separately 
among CDs and other faculty to determine predictors of 
intention to leave at each level (i.e. academia, institution, 
position), with listwise deletion and correcting for the 
characteristics mentioned above. Age, burnout, and years 
in current position were included as continuous varia-
bles, while gender, URIM status, academic rank, and type 
of school were included as categorical variables. Because 
there were many elements of satisfaction evaluated, to 
simplify analysis, we categorized satisfaction into four 
groups: Professional development, Job duties, Wellbeing 
& benefits, and Support & environment. While we rec-
ognize that these are arbitrarily chosen categories, we felt 
they reflected the broad domains of the factors that were 
asked about. These factors are summarized in Table  1. 
For each category of satisfaction, we calculated the aver-
age score of the corresponding component factors. The 
4 new satisfaction variables were included in the regres-
sion models as binary categorical variables, based on the 
original coding (Marginally satisfied/Not satisfied vs. 
Satisfied/Very satisfied). We present adjusted odds ratios 
(AOR), 95% confidence intervals (95% CI), and p-values 
for the regression models. P < 0.05 is considered statisti-
cally significant for all analyses. All analyses were per-
formed using SAS 9.4.
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Results
Participant characteristics
Table  2 shows the characteristics of all participants. 
About 22% of faculty were clinical directors. The mean 
age of all faculty was 44 years, and on average, partici-
pants had been in PA education for 2.6 years, at their pro-
gram for 2.3 years, and in their position for 1.8 years. The 
sample was mostly female (73.6%), white (85.8%), and 
non-URIM (87.8%). Almost 18% of CDs held the rank of 
instructor/lecturer/other and 16% held the rank of asso-
ciate professor or professor, while only 11% of other fac-
ulty had the rank of instructor/lecturer/other and 22% 
held the rank of associate or full professor. Although 
the majority of all participants did not have a doctorate 
degree (86.6%), CDs held almost half as many doctorates 
as other faculty.

Satisfaction and burnout
Figure  1A and B summarizes satisfaction and burnout, 
respectively, for all participants. There were no differ-
ences between CDs and other faculty in their satisfaction 

with any aspect of their position. However CDs had a 
significantly higher mean burnout score of 3.8 [standard 
deviation (SD) = 1.7] compared to a mean score of 3.3 
(SD = 1.6) for other faculty (p = 0.002). Nearly half of all 
faculty indicated an intent to leave academia (Fig. 1C).

Faculty considering leaving their position
CDs were almost twice as likely to intend to leave their 
position as other faculty (Fig. 1C). Table 3 describes pre-
dictors of faculty intent to leave their position based on 
adjusted regression. In CDs, intent to leave was associ-
ated with dissatisfaction with professional development, 
and there was a trend in which each one-point increase 
in the burnout score increased the odds of leaving by 40% 
(95% CI, 0.99–1.90). CDs who were dissatisfied with pro-
fessional development had 3.44 times the odds of intend-
ing to leave their position (95% CI, 1.02–11.55). In other 
faculty, there were no predictors significantly associated 
with intention to leave their position.

Faculty considering leaving their program
Fewer CDs intended to leave their program compared 
to other faculty (Fig.  1C). Table  4 describes predictors 
of faculty intent to leave their program. In CDs, every 
1-point increase in burnout nearly doubled the odds of 
considering leaving their program (95% CI, 1.34–2.71). 
For other faculty, intent to leave was associated with 
increased levels of burnout (p < 0.001), as well as dissat-
isfaction with professional development (p < 0.001) and 
support and environment (p = 0.002).

Faculty considering leaving academia
More CDs reported an intent to leave academia com-
pared to other faculty (Fig. 1C). Table 5 describes predic-
tors of faculty intent to leave academia. Each one-point 
increase in the burnout score increased the odds of CDs 
considering leaving by almost 3 times (95% CI, 1.80–
4.05). A strong association between burnout and intent 
to leave was also observed in other faculty (AOR = 1.97, 
95% CI, 1.67–2.33). Intent to leave academia was associ-
ated with increased levels of burnout for both CDs and 
other faculty. Dissatisfaction with professional develop-
ment was also significantly associated with intent to leave 
for other faculty, and showed a non-significant trend 
with intent to leave for CDs. Dissatisfaction with profes-
sional development opportunities increased the odds of 
other faculty considering leaving academia by 2x (95% 
CI, 1.24–3.67), while CDs who were dissatisfied with 
opportunities had nearly 4x the odds of considering leav-
ing academia (95% CI, 0.96–14.95). Dissatisfaction with 
support and environment was also associated with other 
faculty’s intent to leave (p = 0.0104).

Table 1 Categorization of components of satisfaction

Category Components

Professional development Current academic rank

Faculty development opportunities outside 
institution (e.g., conferences)

Faculty development opportunities within 
institution (e.g., grant workshops)

Promotion potential

Research opportunities

Tenure requirements

Job duties Job responsibilities

Teaching workload

Clinical work arrangement

Curriculum

Wellbeing & benefits Autonomy and independence

Departmental support for work/life balance

Retirement benefits

Salary amount

Schedule flexibility

Healthcare plan

Fairness of salary relative to other faculty

Support & environment Staff support

Program management/leadership

Institutional leadership

Quality of students

Didactic or clinical teaching environment

Student to faculty ratio
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Table 2 Characteristics of CDs compared with other faculty

SD standard deviation

Characteristic Total Clinical Director (CD) Other Faculty

n = 723 n = 156 (21.6%) n = 567 (78.4%)

Mean ± SD Mean ± SD Mean ± SD p value

Age 44.2 ± 10.9 44.0 ± 10.3 44.2 ± 9.9 0.801

Years in PA education 2.6 ± 1.3 2.6 ± 1.3 2.7 ± 1.3 0.606

Years at program 2.3 ± 1.3 2.3 ± 1.3 2.3 ± 1.2 0.489

Years at current position 1.8 ± 1.3 1.8 ± 1.3 1.7 ± 1.2 0.557

# (%) # (%) # (%)

Type of School 0.157

 Private, non-profit 438 (63.9) 100 (66.7) 338 (63.1)

 Private, for-profit 31 (4.5) 10 (6.7) 21 (3.9)

 Public 217 (31.6) 40 (26.7) 177 (33.0)

Gender 0.389

 Male 187 (26.4) 36 (23.7) 151 (27.2)

 Female 521 (73.6) 116 (76.3) 405 (72.8)

Race/Ethnicity 0.968

 White 620 (85.8) 131 (84.0) 489 (86.2)

 Asian 15 (2.1) 4 (2.6) 11 (1.9)

 African American 29 (4.0) 6 (3.8) 23 (4.1)

 Hispanic 27 (3.7) 7 (4.5) 20 (3.5)

 NHPI/AIAN 5 (0.7) 1 (0.6) 4 (0.7)

 Other or no answer 27 (3.7) 7 (4.5) 20 (3.5)

Under-represented status in medicine 0.755

 Non-UR in medicine 635 (87.8) 134 (90.5) 497 (91.4)

 UR in medicine 88 (12.2) 14 (9.5) 47 (8.6)

Tenure status 0.244

 Not tenure track 588 (81.3) 130 (83.3) 458 (80.8)

 Tenure track, not tenured 110 (15.2) 24 (15.4) 86 (15.2)

 Tenured 25 (3.5) 2 (1.3) 23 (4.1)

Degree awarded at PA school graduation 0.017

 Certificate or Associate 77 (10.7) 25 (16.0) 52 (9.2)

 Bachelor 182 (25.2) 30 (19.2) 152 (26.9)

 Master 462 (64.1) 101 (64.7) 361 (63.9)

Academic Rank 0.038

 Instructor/lecturer/other 92 (12.7) 28 (17.9) 64 (11.3)

 Assistant professor 480 (66.4) 103 (66.0) 377 (66.5)

 Associate or full professor 151 (20.9) 25 (16.0) 126 (22.2)

Salary 0.424

 Median (104 k) or below 460 (63.6) 95 (60.9) 365 (64.4)

 Above median 263 (36.4) 61 (39.1) 202 (35.6)

Has a doctorate 0.038

 No 625 (86.6) 142 (91.6) 483 (85.2)

 Yes 97 (13.4) 13 (8.4) 84 (14.8)

Ever published 0.135

 No 401 (57.0) 93 (62.4) 308 (55.6)

 Yes 302 (43.0) 56 (37.6) 246 (44.4)

Received research funding in last 3 years 0.260

 No 631 (87.3) 132 (84.6) 499 (88.0)

 Yes 92 (12.7) 24 (15.4) 68 (12.0)
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Discussion
Faculty turnover is one current limitation to expanding 
the PA workforce globally. This study aimed at character-
izing CDs and investigating factors that are associated 
with PA faculty intent to leave in the U.S. The main 
findings were that nearly half of all PA faculty in the US 
indicated an intent to leave academia. Among these edu-
cators, CDs hold a very important role in coordinating 
the clinical year of the PA program. Compared to other 
faculty, CDs generally have worked in PA education, 
their program, and their position about the same length 
of time. CDs more often hold the rank of instructor/lec-
turer and have less doctorate degrees compared to other 
faculty.

CDs indicated an intention to leave their position 
almost 2x that of other faculty. Key factors associ-
ated with intent to leave were a lack of satisfaction with 
professional development and burnout. Our results 

underscore the importance of supporting CDs in reduc-
ing burnout and creating more opportunities for profes-
sional development and faculty mentoring.

Based on our results, burnout was a factor for CDs 
intent to leave their program and academia, and likely 
also their intent to leave their position. Similar obser-
vations have been noted in prior studies in the intent 
to leave and burnout, as well as a relationship between 
depression, burnout, and professional outcomes among 
clinically practicing PAs [11–17]. In our analyses, very 
few other faculty indicated an intention to leave their 
position, despite 23% reporting feeling burn out at least 
once a week. Much higher levels reported an intention to 
leave their program or leave academia altogether.

Another factors strongly associated with intent to leave 
in both CDs and other faculty was dissatisfaction with 
professional development opportunities. In CDs, this 
dissatisfaction contributed to an intention to leave their 

Fig. 1 Satisfaction, burnout, and intention to leave among CDs and Other faculty. A Percent of CDs and other faculty satisfied with different aspects 
of their position. B Percent of CDs and other faculty who report low, moderate, or high levels of burnout. C Percent of CDs and other faculty who 
report considering leaving academia, their program, or their position
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position and potentially academia, while in other faculty, 
this dissatisfaction contributed to an intention to leave 
their program or leave academia. This result may sug-
gest that without a path to advancement, all faculty may 
intend to leave academia for a different career.

Furthermore, at least 60% of those in each faculty role 
reported being satisfied with the various aspects of their 
jobs, suggesting that PA faculty are overall satisfied with 
their role, despite frequent feelings of burn out. The cur-
rent study was based on findings pre-pandemic and we 

Table 3 Multivariable logistic regression for predictors of intention to leave position among CDs and Other faculty

Ref Reference
a Adjusted for age, gender, representation in medicine, years in current position, academic rank, type of school

Considered leaving position

Clinical Directors (n = 140) Other Faculty (n = 488)

AORa Lower 95% CI Upper 95% CI p value AORa Lower 95% CI Upper 95% CI p value

Satisfaction with…
 Professional development
  Satisfied or very satisfied Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref

  Not satisfied or marginally satisfied 3.44 1.02 11.55 0.046 0.94 0.49 1.81 0.850

 Job duties
  Satisfied or very satisfied Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref

  Not satisfied or marginally satisfied 0.60 0.12 2.94 0.527 1.33 0.62 2.88 0.464

 Wellbeing & benefits
  Satisfied or very satisfied Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref

  Not satisfied or marginally satisfied 0.56 0.10 3.31 0.526 1.41 0.65 3.08 0.386

 Support & environment
  Satisfied or very satisfied Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref

  Not satisfied or marginally satisfied 1.67 0.40 6.91 0.479 1.41 0.67 2.97 0.364

 Burnout 1.37 0.99 1.90 0.056 1.05 0.87 1.25 0.610

Table 4 Multivariable logistic regression for predictors of intention to leave program among CDs and Other faculty

Ref Reference
a Adjusted for age, gender, representation in medicine, years in current position, academic rank, type of school

Considered leaving program

Clinical Directors (n = 140) Other Faculty (n = 488)

AORa Lower 95% CI Upper 95% CI p value AORa Lower 95% CI Upper 95% CI p value

Satisfaction with…
 Professional development
  Satisfied or very satisfied Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref

  Not satisfied or marginally satisfied 1.53 0.42 5.57 0.519 3.18 1.91 5.30 <.001
 Job duties
  Satisfied or very satisfied Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref

  Not satisfied or marginally satisfied 2.25 0.52 9.76 0.280 1.45 0.77 2.74 0.247

 Wellbeing & benefits
  Satisfied or very satisfied Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref

  Not satisfied or marginally satisfied 4.68 0.73 29.93 0.103 1.81 0.91 3.60 0.092

 Support & environment
  Satisfied or very satisfied Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref

  Not satisfied or marginally satisfied 1.09 0.26 4.49 0.909 2.68 1.45 4.96 0.002
 Burnout 1.90 1.34 2.71 <.001 1.39 1.19 1.62 <.001
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have witnessed a major shift in PA burnout rates and res-
ignations. Unique to health profession education, there 
have been significant challenges in accessing training 
and clinical sites and preceptors during the COVID-19 
pandemic. This has made the job duties of CDs more dif-
ficult, so further studies are needed to explore burnout 
and faculty retention post COVID-19 pandemic.

This study has several implications for academic lead-
ers, employers, faculty and professional associations. 
Due to the high intent to leave in both CDs and other 
faculty, there is an urgent need for faculty development, 
onboarding policies and support for both of these groups. 
Academic leaders should address the unique challenges 
associated with the CD role. Potential solutions include 
reimagining preceptor recruitments to ease the bottle-
necks of placing students in clinical training sites.

Strengths and limitations
The CD is a key member of the PA educational team, 
and anecdotal reports have indicated high turnover in 
this group. To our knowledge, this is the first study that 
focuses on CDs, and thus has the potential to inform 
efforts for retention. The dataset used surveys all PA fac-
ulty in the U.S., ensuring that results are nationally rep-
resentative. This was a cross-sectional study prior to the 
pandemic, and PA education, specifically clinical coor-
dination efforts and duties, have changed rapidly during 
the pandemic, which would likely increase burnout and 
intent to leave. Because of the cross-sectional nature, it 

is unknown if the factors associated with intent to leave 
truly preceded the intent to leave. It is possible that hav-
ing an intent to leave may contribute to an individual’s 
perception of their workplace or impact their interactions 
in a way that could influence factors such as satisfaction. 
Additionally, because PA programs typically have one CD 
but many faculty, the number of CDs in the study was on 
the smaller size, which reduces the power of our analyses. 
The study was sufficiently powered to identify several sig-
nificant associations; however, with a larger sample, some 
of the additional trends we observed may have reached 
significance. The main outcome variable measured intent 
to leave, but how this intention translates into actual fac-
ulty turnover remains to be investigated through longitu-
dinal studies. This study focused on PA faculty from the 
U.S. but we believe the findings are generalizable to other 
regions. The study was based on survey research and sec-
ondary data analysis which have inherent self-selection 
bias, and self reported responses.

Conclusions
Faculty turnover is a major limiting factor in PA educa-
tion as approximately 50% of all PA faculty intend to 
leave academia in the next 2 years. We found that clini-
cal coordinators in particular are more likely to intend to 
leave compared to other faculty. In both CDs and other 
faculty, intent to leave was significantly associated with 
a lack of satisfaction with professional development, and 

Table 5 Results of multivariable logistic regression for predictors of intention to leave academia among CDs and Other faculty

Ref Reference
a Adjusted for age, gender, representation in medicine, years in current position, academic rank, type of school

Considered leaving academia

Clinical Directors (n = 140) Other Faculty (n = 488)

AORa Lower 95% CI Upper 95% CI p value AORa Lower 95% CI Upper 95% CI p value

Satisfaction with…
 Professional development
  Satisfied or very satisfied Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref

  Not satisfied or marginally satisfied 3.79 0.96 14.95 0.057 2.13 1.24 3.67 0.006
 Job duties
  Satisfied or very satisfied Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref

  Not satisfied or marginally satisfied 0.75 0.15 3.69 0.728 1.68 0.84 3.33 0.140

 Wellbeing & benefits
  Satisfied or very satisfied Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref

  Not satisfied or marginally satisfied 5.78 0.33 101.34 0.230 1.05 0.50 2.20 0.902

 Support & environment
  Satisfied or very satisfied Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref

  Not satisfied or marginally satisfied 1.39 0.28 6.76 0.68 2.35 1.19 4.65 0.014
 Burnout 2.70 1.80 4.05 <.001 1.97 1.67 2.33 <.001
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moderate to high levels of burnout; however, only in CDs 
were these specifically associated with intention to leave 
their current position. This study underscores the impor-
tance of mentoring and providing faculty development 
opportunities to the entire PA professoriate. Longitudinal 
and qualitative research are needed to further investigate 
the unique characteristics of CDs.
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