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A B S T R A C T

Research evidence has become the foundation of modern health services. Health professionals rely on sound 
research to provide safe and effective care for patients, for the development of innovative diagnostic and 
treatment practices and to develop policies supporting the provision of optimal healthcare. Osteopathy is an 
established profession with an emerging research evidence base. The Strengthening Osteopathic Leadership and 
Research (SOLAR) program is a recent international initiative aiming to further build the evidence base and 
research capacity of the osteopathy profession. The program was developed by The Australian Research Con
sortium in Complementary and Integrative Medicine (ARCCIM) at the University of Technology Sydney (Sydney, 
Australia) and funded primarily by Osteopathy Australia, with the support from the Osteopathic Foundation 
(UK), Osteopaths New Zealand (NZ), Unité Pour l’Ostéopathie (France), and Svenska Osteopatförbundet (Swe
den). This paper describes the origins, objectives and features of the SOLAR program and outlines the importance 
of the program for future research and practice in the osteopathy profession. From its beginnings in 2022, to 
date, the SOLAR program has been highly successful, producing a substantial collection of concrete research and 
presentations, while enhancing the Fellows’ capacity and confidence as leaders, both in osteopathy and the 
broader healthcare environment.
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Implications for practice

- As osteopathy transitions into the modern allied health workforce, 
there is a significant need for targeted generation of research

- The SOLAR program is a multinational effort to promote research 
capacity in the profession, as well as generate targeted research

- It is hoped that the program will provide new opportunities for 
osteopathy globally, giving access to new areas, and generating a 
new generation of clinician researchers and academics in the 
discipline

1. Background

Health research benefits patients, health professionals and organi
sations, and improves health outcomes, health services performance and 
processes of care [1]. Despite this, allied health professionals (AHPs) 
face challenges in an evidence-based world to develop their professional 
practices, partly because of the very small number of AHPs involved in 
clinical academic research [2]. There is no single definition of ‘allied 
health’ in the academic literature, but it is generally accepted that it 
applies to some disciplines that are not taught within conventional 
medical schools [3]. Some countries consider osteopathy an AHP, in 
others it is under the banner ‘Complementary and Alternative Medicine’ 
(CAM) or the more recent integrated/integrative [4], which focuses on 
multimodal health care approaches, combining for example, exercise 
rehabilitation, patient education, stress reduction, medication.

As an integrative health (IH) profession focusing on (musculoskeletal 
(MSK) healthcare, osteopathy is working to further develop its research 
and leadership capacity to address the challenges of implementing and 
using evidence in routine practice. Although there is a growing body of 
peer-reviewed research relevant to osteopathy [5,6], there has been an 
ongoing call from the profession and stakeholders for further research 
encompassing the complexity and subjectivity of osteopathic practice 
for scientific, economic, and professional reasons, and to drive health 
care policy and clinical practice guidelines [7,8,9,10].

Beyond the clinical effectiveness of osteopathy, authors have sug
gested a need for research focusing on evidence-based models of oste
opathic care [11], and the preferences and characteristics of users of 
osteopathy to support patient-centred care [12]. However, osteopathy as 
a profession faces challenges in building research capacity to ensure 
empirical enquiry helps to adequately inform best practice, Ibid.

Most osteopaths work in private clinical practice [13,14,15], which 
suggests they may lack the time, skills, and resources to undertake and 
publish clinically relevant peer-reviewed research. Without strong 
research arising from within the profession there is the risk to the 

profession of losing relevance [11]. Moreover, in line with all other 
health professions, osteopathy also requires a mature, sustainable 
research culture to further strengthen its role and position within 
contemporary healthcare systems worldwide [16]. The ongoing pro
fessionalisation of osteopathy faces several challenges globally, which to 
overcome require critical reflection on the nature of practice and 
knowledge [17]. Developing a culture, community, and expertise in 
research will facilitate this process of maturation Ibid.

Innovative and successful initiatives for building an evidence base 
and research capacity have been undertaken within primary care/gen
eral practice [18], naturopathy [19], CAM [20] and more recently 
within the chiropractic profession [16]. This type of program presents 
opportunities to engage the osteopathic profession, as well as build the 
research capacity and evidence base of IH professions. Inspired by these 
programs, the Strengthening Osteopathic Leadership and Research 
(SOLAR) program was established to meet the needs of the osteopathic 
profession globally, and foster an international, sustainable osteopathy 
research culture.

2. Aims of SOLAR—Strengthening Osteopathic Leadership and 
Research program

The SOLAR program is driven by six interrelated aims. The six aims 
were designed in direct response to challenges and needs facing the 
osteopathy research community. Whilst excellence in osteopathy 
research is developing, the wider osteopathy research landscape remains 
patchy with many in the field working in relative isolation [14,21–25] 
and/or without well-established networks, teams and/or infrastructure 
to support research efforts. To help establish a solid platform for future 
research success and capacity building, the SOLAR program aims to. 

1) help identify and nurture a critical mass of early/mid-career 
emerging osteopathy research leaders (known as ‘SOLAR Fellows’).

2) instil and grow confidence and trust, and cement research collabo
rations and networks amongst these Fellows. Such aims are essential 
to helping develop a mature, sustainable research culture and 
landscape.

Beyond internal dynamics, it is also essential that an emerging 
research field such as osteopathy, draws upon and maximises alliances, 
resources, and partnerships with others from across academia and 
beyond. 

3) SOLAR will facilitate and encourage multi-disciplinary, multi- 
method, multi-sector research approaches and designs for osteop
athy, drawing upon a rich, broad platform of perspectives and skills 
from within and beyond osteopathy.

Academics/researchers can often experience heavy workloads, and 
this situation can be further exacerbated for those juggling researcher- 
practitioner roles. SOLAR will provide: 

4) explicit research and leadership mentorship, training, and support to 
help each SOLAR Fellow secure their career development and 
strengthen their research and leadership activities and skills.

5) enable SOLAR Fellows the opportunity for essential ‘time out’ from 
everyday pressures and demands, to accommodate reflection, 
sharing, and encourage ‘big picture’ strategic thinking.

Finally, the SOLAR program acknowledges that producing and 
disseminating quality research output and evidence is essential for all 
mature health research fields, and as such the program seeks to: 

6) help produce a prolific range of tangible research outputs, products, 
and communications (for a range of audiences both internal and 
external to the osteopathy profession).

Abbreviations

SOLAR Strengthening Osteopathy Leadership and Research
AHP Allied health professional
AHPA Allied Health Professions Australia
CAM Complementary and alternative medicine
CEN European Committee for Standardisation
EFFO European Federation and Forum for Osteopaths
IH Integrative health
MSK Musculoskeletal
NCOR National Council for Osteopathic Research
NHS National Health Services
OA Osteopathy Australia
OIA Osteopathic International Alliance
OIPCRL: Oxford International Primary Care Research Leadership 

Program
WHO World Health Organisation
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3. The concept and evolution of the SOLAR program

The SOLAR Program has been founded and developed by two senior 
health researchers, Distinguished Professor Jon Adams and Associate 
Professor Amie Steel at the School of Public Health, University of 
Technology Sydney. Drawing inspiration from his personal experience 
as a Senior Fellow (and later a Senior Mentor) on the Oxford Interna
tional Primary Care Research Leadership Program (OIPCRL), run by the 
Nuffield Department of Primary Healthcare Services, University of Ox
ford (https://www.phc.ox.ac.uk) [18], Professor Adams sought profes
sional partnerships to develop a program for international osteopathic 
research, and similar programs for other health professions and areas of 
research/practice [26]. Through initial collaboration and generous 
support from Osteopathy Australia, the SOLAR program was founded in 
2019. More recently, several other leading national professional asso
ciations - the Osteopathic Foundation (UK), Osteopaths New Zealand, 
the Swedish Osteopathic Association and the Unité Pour L’Ostéopathie 
(France) — have also provided support and partnership to the program.

The design and content of the SOLAR program was influenced by its 
aims, as well as the features derived from the OIPCRL Program. The 
program is initially three years long and centres around an intensive 
yearly residential week, with continued virtual collaboration using 
internet platforms for communication and engagement between each 
residential. During the residential programs, activities include mentor
ing, academic/research discussion, development of the intended 
research collaborations, career development support, insights into aca
demic and research management, and presentations and workshops 
from invited senior academics. Outside these structured activities, the 
Fellows are given time and encouraged to develop collaborations and 
explore areas of mutual research interest.

4. The first SOLAR cohort

The initial worldwide call for Osteopathy Research Leadership 
Fellowship submissions attracted over 40 applications from interna
tional candidates. Following a competitive recruitment process and a 
round of candidate interviews, 15 early/mid/senior career leaders from 
seven countries formed the first cohort of the SOLAR program and were 
appointed as Visiting Research Scholars/Visiting Fellows at ARCCIM 
UTS (Australian Research Consortium in Complementary and Integra
tive Medicine, University of Technology, Sydney) to form the inaugural 
international research and leadership group. This first cohort include 
five who identify as She/Her and ten who identify as He/Him. Four are 
PhD students, four are Postdoctoral fellows, three hold assistant pro
fessorial roles, one is a research associate, and twelve, in addition to 
their research activities, work as clinicians. Some also currently hold, or 
have previously held, leadership roles within national or international 
professional organisations for osteopathy. These osteopathic research 
scholars were recruited as SOLAR Fellows based on their experience and 
expertise in osteopathy-related research and research collaborations/ 
partnerships, and their potential to contribute to the future development 
of international osteopathy research and leadership (Table 1).

5. Program development and progress

Due to the Covid − 19 Pandemic, the first residential scheduled for 
June 2020 was postponed, and the program was initiated via Zoom with 
meetings in December 2020 and November 2021. By October 2022, the 
resumption of national and international travel allowed the group to 
meet in Sydney for the inaugural residential. This included an intensive 
program focusing on leadership, governance, setting research priorities 
and developing international connections, both within and outside the 
group. Hosted at the University of Technology Sydney (UTS) and nested 
within the Australian Research Consortium of Complementary and 
Integrative Medicine (ARCCIM), the weeklong intensive residential was 
facilitated by ARCCIM’s co-Directors, Distinguished Professor Adams, 

and Associate Professor Steel. Despite restrictions to meeting prior to 
October 2022, Fellows collaborated and published journal articles, for 
example [27], and projects, for example, the development of a 36-item 
therapeutic approaches questionnaire to measure a range of different 
aspects and domains of osteopaths’ practice, led by Dr Oliver Thomson 
[28]. During the 2022 SOLAR residential, Fellows identified and plan
ned for more than twenty future collaborative research projects focusing 
on both musculoskeletal (MSK) and non-MSK conditions primarily in the 
areas of gerontology, paediatrics, sports medicine, and exercise therapy.
Table 2

6. Output and impact to date

The outputs and impacts from the SOLAR programme are multidi
mensional. It encompasses upskilling of the Fellows, manuscript publi
cations, conference presentations (both podium and poster), research 
grants, academic and career promotions, and doctoral/higher degree by 
research supervisions. During the 3 years from 2022 to 2024, five 
SOLAR fellows were awarded PhD’s whilst on the program.

A SOLAR publication is defined as an article published with at least 
two fellows and/or mentors as co-authors.

7. Personal and profession related value

In 2024, SOLAR Fellows were given the opportunity to reflect and 
consider the specific value of the program, to them both personally and 
professionally. Several key themes emerged. First, and foremost the 
program helped Fellows feel less isolated and stopped them removing 
research from their career aspirations. It provided them with a sense of 
belonging and support. Given the urgent need for osteopathic re
searchers globally, the profession cannot afford to lose research- 
qualified osteopaths, especially in locations and settings where very 
few researchers exist.

A second theme was, the SOLAR mentorship has given individual 
Fellows the opportunity to grow and develop into mature researchers 
and leaders. This advancement creates a positive path forward for the 
profession by fostering and supporting the next generation of osteopaths 
who can drive the transformational change and sustainability needed for 
the profession to thrive.

Fellows also reported the program provided them with the oppor
tunity to leverage diverse methodological expertise from Fellows across 
distances. By building a network that transcends geographic boundaries, 
the Fellows can optimise the research expertise held by specific in
dividuals. This collaboration allows the Fellows to design and conduct 
robust, rigorous and impactful research from anywhere in the world on 
any topic or context. Furthermore, this network enhances the personal 
confidence of Fellows, which is critical for applying for grants, pursuing 
academic promotion and taking on new responsibilities as emerging 
leaders. The latter is particularly evident as several Fellows reported 
their capacity for research, and ability to step into leadership positions, 
was significantly enhanced by the SOLAR program. As a consequence, 
the profession will benefit from continued improvement in research and 
education.

8. Conclusion

SOLAR is the first international research leadership program in 
osteopathy. It brings together Fellows from across the world with the 
aim of advancing international empirical investigation into osteopathy, 
and to grow and support the profession to secure its place in the broader 
healthcare system. Through the innovative and critical perspectives of 
the SOLAR cohort of Fellows, much needed osteopathy research is being 
undertaken. The new knowledge generated will be disseminated and 
made accessible for clinicians, policy makers and patients to provide an 
evidence base for decision making, both internal and external to 
osteopathy.
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Table 1 
Description of participants in the SOLAR program.

Country; Pronoun; 
Academic qualifications

Current Positions Why did you join SOLAR? What do you expect to achieve? How might SOLAR benefit Osteopathy?

UK, She/Her Osteopath 
DProf Ost. MPhil. 
Radiobiol. BSc Hons Ost.

Hon. Res. Fellow 
Clinician

To engage in international research 
collaborations, to continue being 
active in research, to help expand 
osteopathic research

Develop research skills, collaborate 
with other fellows, contribute to 
enhancing osteopathic research, 
increase research output

Help expand the osteopathic knowledge 
base. Produce clinically relevant 
research. Produce future osteopathic 
leaders with strong collaborations

France, He/Him Osteopath 
D.O. MSc, Ph.D.

Research Lecturer, 
Clinician

To engage in international research 
collaborations, to be active in a 
research team and help expand 
osteopathic research

To develop research skills, to learn 
from and to collaborate with other 
researcher fellows, contribute to 
enhancing osteopathic research, 
increase research output,

Help expand the osteopathic knowledge 
base. Produce clinically relevant 
research and scientific articles. Produce 
future osteopathic leaders with strong 
international collaborations. To speak 
with one legitimate voice.

Sweden, He/Him Osteopath 
MSc.

PhD. Student, Lecturer, 
Clinician

To learn from colleagues with 
different backgrounds, and to 
contribute to a constructive 
research culture within the 
osteopathic profession

Broaden research competence and 
establish fruitful collaborations

The SOLAR collaboration should be able 
to generate an increased knowledge base 
for various branches of the osteopathic 
profession, i.e., clinical practice, 
education, and research

Italy, He/Him Osteopath 
Ph.D. MPH. MSc. BSc. DO

Research Associate, 
Clinician

To participate in worldwide 
collaboration and connect to other 
osteopaths with experience in 
research in a stimulating 
environment

To gather knowledge from my 
colleagues and work with them to 
become a more successful researcher 
and ultimately pave the way for 
founding an international group that 
can guide the future of osteopathy.

SOLAR can enhance the profession in 
research output and relevance, and link 
future leaders who can inspire and 
empower osteopaths worldwide to 
employ evidence for their patient’s 
benefit.

​ ​ ​ ​
Australia, She/Her 

Osteopath MOst. M. 
Sports Med. Exercise. & 
Health

PhD Student, Non- 
practising clinician

To be part of an innovative 
international osteopathy research 
network, and to have the 
opportunity to learn from my peers

To develop research skills and 
increase research output. To progress 
& grow the professions research 
culture internationally.

The SOLAR program will build the 
capacity of the osteopathy profession by 
supporting an emerging international 
network of research leaders.

Australia, He/Him 
Osteopath MOst, B. 
AppSci, 
PGDipExSciGCTE, 
GradCertEd.

Ph.D Student Lecturer To engage in impactful research 
collaborations, to progress research 
and build capacity related to 
osteopathic healthcare.

Advance qualitative and quantitative 
research skills; collaborate with other 
fellows and contribute to enhancing 
osteopathic research

Produce clinically relevant research and 
build capacity for future impactful 
studies. Strengthen interinstitutional 
collaborations.

UK, He/Him Osteopath 
PhD, MSc. BSc.

Associate Professor 
Clinician

To further research collaborations 
internationally and develop 
research skills & expertise

Exposure and engagement in a wide 
range of research approaches, 
methods and areas. Increased 
publication output and grant 
applications

Develop research and academic 
leadership of the profession. To increase 
the evidence-base of osteopathy

Australia, He/Him 
Osteopath M.H.Sc.

PhD Candidate 
Lecturer Clinician

It’s a fantastic opportunity to 
network and grow research capacity 
of the profession.

Life-long research networks and 
novel publications

Contribute to improved osteopathic 
teaching and clinical practices, leading 
to a healthier and more sustainable 
profession more broadly.

Canada, She/Her 
Occupational therapist 
and Osteopath PhD

Assistant Professor The opportunity offered by this 
program is the ideal step to broaden 
knowledge and increase my 
network to further contribute to the 
development of osteopathic 
research.

Develop international collaborations 
leading to publications and 
innovative projects. Stimulation from 
the expertise and experience of 
colleagues. Maintain motivation and 
coordinate efforts to develop quality 
research in osteopathy.

Help situate the place of osteopathy in 
the healthcare system; establish the most 
pressing needs in terms of research 
development. The emergence of research 
projects and knowledge transfers that 
can influence a better-informed practice 
of osteopaths.

New Zealand, He/Him 
Osteopath PhD, M.Ost, 
BPT, PG Cert

Lecturer Principal 
Academic Staff 
Member, Clinician

To engage with an international 
research network to facilitate 
osteopathic research in New 
Zealand.

To further my knowledge on various 
research designs, and to learn from 
colleagues. To contribute positively 
to osteopathic research.

Undertaking research that is patient- 
centred, and a critical appraisal of the 
profession.

Brazil, She/Her Osteopath 
Master’s & PhD. in the 
Science of Rehabilitation 
UNISUAM RJ

Professor Clinician, 
Researcher

Become part of a solid international 
osteopathic network and 
collaborate with other fellows.

Identify areas of research priority for 
the osteopathic profession

Strengthen the osteopathic profession by 
encouraging the development of 
osteopathic research leaders and 
evidence base, thus positioning 
osteopathic care as playing an important 
role in general healthcare.

UK, He/Him Osteopath 
DProf (Ost), PG Dip, PG 
Cert, DO

Associate Professor 
Director Clinician

To be part of an international 
network of researchers in 
osteopathy; to take part in 
international projects

Leadership skills, publication output 
and friendship

Coordinated international research 
planning and output, increased research 
capacity and culture, and fostering 
collaboration between academics, 
clinicians and patients.

Australia, He/Him 
Osteopath M.HSc (Osteo), 
BSc (Clin. Sci)

Senior Research Fellow 
Clinical Educator

Collaboration, promotion of the 
profession and development of the 
evidence base. Developing the 
future identity of the profession 
with evidence-based principles.

Research collaborations, mentoring 
and peer support, increased evidence 
output for osteopathic practice.

Developing credibility as a legitimate, 
evidence based, allied health profession, 
development of advocates and leaders

Australia, She/Her 
Osteopath PhD, MAppSc 
(Physio), DipTeach, DO 
(Osteo)

Clinician Post Doc 
Research Fellow 
Clinical Advisor 
Australian Health 
Practitioner Regulator.

To extend current research efforts to 
include extensive research 
methodologies and projects

To tap into larger research networks 
and collaborate with experts in the 
field of health and wellness.

Demystify the practice of osteopathy by 
producing evidence-based outcomes and 
recommendations. Inspire and enable 
osteopaths to use evidence in their 
practice

(continued on next page)
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