JOURNAL OF BIOMEDICAL INVESTIGATION (BI) VOLUME 12 NUMBER 3: DECEMBER 2024

ORIGINAL RESEARCH

PERCEPTION OF PHYSIOTHERAPY STUDENTS TOWARDS
SPECIALIZATION IN GERIATRIC PHYSIOTHERAPY IN SOUTH-WEST
NIGERIA

Authors:

ADELEKE, Joana O. !, TABITI, Omotayo O!, ZAKI, Desmond A2, AKINTAYO, David N3,
JOHN-CHU, Cindy G, UZOHUE, Blessing O*

Author Affiliations:

Physiotherapy Programme, Bowen University, lwo, Osun State, Nigeria

2Department of Physiotherapy, Faculty of Allied Health Sciences, College of Health Sciences,
Federal University, Wukari, Taraba State, Nigeria

3Department of Physiotherapy, Faculty of Basic Medical Sciences, Redeemers University, Ede,
Osun State, Nigeria

Corresponding author:

ADELEKE, Joana Oiza
joana.adeleke@bowen.edu.ng

08066567524

ORCID Id: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3707-798X

Received: 16/12/2024; accepted for publication 1/3/2025

JBI'VOL. 12 NUMBER 3: DECEMBER 2024


mailto:joana.adeleke@bowen.edu.ng

JOURNAL OF BIOMEDICAL INVESTIGATION (JBI) VOLUME 12 NUMBER 3: DECEMBER 2024

ABSTRACT

Background: As the global geriatric
population increases, so does the demand for
specialized  physiotherapy  services to
address the unique health challenges of older
individuals. However, there is a growing
shortage of geriatric  physiotherapist
specialists, which may adversely affect the
care of elderly individuals at risk of chronic
conditions, immobility, and falls.

Aim of the Study: The study aimed to
explore the perception of physiotherapy
students towards specialization in Geriatric
Physiotherapy, in South-West Nigeria
Materials and Methods: This is a cross-
sectional survey involving 264 clinical
physiotherapy undergraduates in South-West
Nigeria. Participants were assessed using a
questionnaire, adapted from a previous
similar study. Data was analyzed using
descriptive statistics and inferential statistics
of Chi-square test, at <0.05 level of
significance.

Results: The participants’ mean age was
21.85+2.174 years, with majority being
males (53%). Majority (65.4%) had attended
lectures on geriatrics or had clinical
experience in the management of geriatric
patients. There was a moderate level of
interest in geriatrics specialization (17.7%)
while job accessibility (29.7%) and potential
salary (33.1%) were the top motivators of
specialization in geriatrics physiotherapy.
Clinical experience (22.9%) was the most
significant ~ factors  that  influenced
participants' opinion on geriatric
physiotherapy. There was no significant

association between the perception of the
clinical ~ physiotherapy  undergraduates
towards  specialization in  geriatrics
physiotherapy and the sociodemographic
variables- gender (p=0.473), age (p=0.469),
level of study (p=0.776) and school (0.128).
Conclusion: Clinical physiotherapy
undergraduates generally value geriatric
sessions and show moderate interest in
specializing in geriatrics and there was no
significant  association  between their
perception and sociodemographic variables.
Keywords:  Perception,  Physiotherapy,
Specialization, Geriatric Physiotherapy.

INTRODUCTION

Physiotherapy plays a critical role in
restoring and maintaining  functional
abilities, as well as enhancing the quality of
life of older adults, particularly those with
frailty or disabling impairments®. As the
prevalence of age-related conditions such as
musculoskeletal and neuro-degenerative
disorders rises, the demand for specialized
geriatric physiotherapy services is expected
to increase significantly?. Physiotherapists
engage in a variety of treatment approaches
aimed at increasing mobility, preventing
injuries, and  supporting  functional
independence in older individuals®*. This
comprehensive  approach is  essential,
particularly given the physical decline that
accompanies ageing, which includes muscle
strength loss, reduced stamina, balance, and
bone density®.
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As the geriatric population faces an
increased risk of falls, functional decline,
and chronic diseases, engaging in regular
physical exercise has been shown to mitigate
these age-related physiological changes,
enhance cognitive function, and preserve the
capacity for Activities of Daily Living
(ADLs)®. Physiotherapists are essential in
geriatric care, providing fall prevention
strategies, pain management, post-operative
rehabilitation, and promoting independent
living”®°. The expanding the role of
physiotherapy in the care of older adults
highlights the need for more specialized
training and expertise.

Despite the growing need for geriatric
physiotherapy, the profession is
experiencing a shortage of physiotherapists
specializing in this field*. Studies reveal
that that while older adults represent a
significant portion of patients requiring
physiotherapy, physiotherapists that
specialize in geriatric care are few3!!,
Additionally, studies have indicated that
positive clinical placements can enhance
students’ perceptions of geriatric
physiotherapy and potentially increase
interest in this specialty'>. However, this
area often ranks lower in preference
compared to more popular specialties such
as sports or musculoskeletal
physiotherapy®.

The global rise in life expectancy and the
increasing geriatric population have created
a heightened demand for specialized
geriatric physiotherapy services to address
the complex healthcare needs of older
adults'*. This shortage of physiotherapists

specializing in geriatrics, may negatively
impact the quality of life and functional
independence of elderly individuals, who are
at an increased risk of chronic conditions,
falls, and immobility!®%®, In Nigeria, where
the ageing population is increasing,
understanding the perceptions of
physiotherapy students toward geriatric
physiotherapy is critical for shaping future
healthcare services. Also, research focusing
specifically on the perception of
physiotherapy students towards
specialization in geriatric physiotherapy is
sparse. This knowledge gap is crucial for
developing educational programmes and
strategies that can incentivize students to
pursue this specialty. Inadequate study data
on physiotherapy  students' career
preferences hampers effective workforce
planning and presents a significant barrier to
addressing the healthcare needs of Nigeria’s
ageing population.

This study, therefore, aimed to explore the
perception of physiotherapy  students
towards  specialization  in  geriatric
physiotherapy in South-West Nigeria

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Study Design

This study was a cross-sectional study
involving 264 students selected from
physiotherapy  departments in  seven
universities in South-West Nigeria. The
sample size was calculated using Slovin’s
formulal® to give a sample size of 264.
Quota sampling method was used to recruit
clinical physiotherapy undergraduates for
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this study from the various physiotherapy
departments in universities in South-West
Nigeria.

Study Area: Participants in this study
were clinical physiotherapy undergraduates
from the various physiotherapy departments
in universities in South-West Nigeria
(Bowen  University, Iwo;  Chrisland
University. Ogun State; Obafemi Awolowo
University, Ife; Redeemers University, Ede;
University of Ibadan, Ibadan; University of
Lagos, Lagos; University of Medical
Sciences, Ondo State).

Study Population:  The participants of
this study were clinical physiotherapy
students, who were aged 15 years and older.
The participants excluded from this study
were undergraduate students who had
suspended studies or taken a gap year.
Consent was obtained from each of the
participants after the aims of the study had
been explained to them. The participants'
sociodemographic variables (gender, age,
training institution, and level of study) were
documented.

Ethical approval:  This  study  was
approved by Bowen University Teaching
Hospital (BUTH) Health Research and
Ethics Committee (HREC) (BUTH/REC-
1112).

Research Instruments

A modified version of the questionnaire
developed by Marques et al.l” titled
“Perception of Final Year Physiotherapy
Students on Specialization in
Cardiorespiratory Physiotherapy” was used

to obtain data from the students on their
perceptions and towards specialization in
geriatric physiotherapy. The questionnaire
was adapted and validated. In Section A,
questions on ‘cardiopulmonary' placements
were replaced with questions on “geriatric"
placements while in Section C, questions on
interest in specialization in
‘cardiopulmonary’  physiotherapy = were
replaced with questions on interest in
specialization in ‘geriatric’ physiotherapy.
The questionnaire consisted of 3 sections:
clinical placement information,
physiotherapy career intentions, interest or
not in geriatric physiotherapy specialization,
opinions of geriatric physiotherapy, and
general questions and suggestions. Most
questions were of a closed or categorical
nature, using 5-point Likert scales, but
offering participants an opportunity to
comment openly where appropriate.

Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics of frequency count,
percentage, range, mean, standard deviation,
and charts were used to summarize
participants’ sociodemographic data and
their perceptions towards specialization in
geriatric physiotherapy. Inferential statistics
of the Chi-square test of association were
used to determine the association between
selected socio-demographic variables (age,
gender, institution of training, and level of
study) and the perception of the participants'
students towards specialization in geriatric
physiotherapy. The alpha level was set at
0.05.
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RESULTS
Socio-Demographic Profiles

A total of 264 clinical physiotherapy
undergraduates (53% males; mean age=
21.85+2.174 years) from seven
physiotherapy departments in universities in
South-West Nigeria participated in this
study. The university with the highest
number of participants was Bowen
University, Iwo (30.5%) and majority of the
participants  (51.9%) were in their
penultimate year (Table 1).

Geriatric
physiotherapy clinical
participants

lectures or geriatric
experience of

Approximately 65.4% of the participants
had attended lectures on geriatrics or had
clinical experience in the management of
geriatric patients. These sessions were most
frequently held during the fourth year of
study (40.6%) and primarily occurred in
institutional settings like teaching hospitals
(24.8%) and general hospitals (11.7%). The
perceived value of these sessions was mixed,
with 25.9% finding them very valuable,
while a smaller group (2.3%) found them
not valuable at all. Enjoyment levels
followed a similar pattern, with 18.8% rating
the experience as very enjoyable (Table 2).

Participants’ responses regarding career
intentions in specializations in
Physiotherapy

With respect to career intentions in
physiotherapy specializations, the interest
was highest in sports physiotherapy (36.5%)

and orthopaedics physiotherapy (29.7%)
respectively as participants expressed strong
interest ("very much"). On the other hand,
interest was lowest in specialization in
community physiotherapy (10.5%)
Geriatrics  specializations had a more
moderate level of interest, reflecting a
diverse range of preferences among the
participants for their future careers (very
much:17.7%; Somewhat (24.1%). Table 3
shows the participants' career intentions
across various physiotherapy specialties.

Participants’ knowledge on geriatrics
physiotherapy

Prior to entry into the physiotherapy
programme, majority (52.6%) of the
students were unaware of the role of
physiotherapy in the management of
geriatric conditions. A significant number
(74.8%) did not have a clear idea of the
specialty they wanted to pursue upon
qualification. However, at their current
stage, most of them (45.5%) had identified a
specialty  of interest, with  sports
physiotherapy (11.3%) and orthopaedics
physiotherapy (10.5%) being the most
popular choices. When asked about their
interest in specializing in  geriatrics
physiotherapy, approximately half of them
(50.4%) were unsure, indicating a potential
for future specialization with proper
exposure and guidance. Table 4 provides
insights into participants’ knowledge and
awareness of geriatrics physiotherapy.
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Factors influencing decision to consider
specializing in geriatrics physiotherapy

Job accessibility (29.7%) and potential
salary (33.1%) were the top factors that
could strongly motivate specialization in
geriatrics physiotherapy. Field experiences
and interest in the field were also important,
with most of the participants rating these
factors highly (23.3% and 21.8%
respectively). However, research potential
and influence from others were less
compelling, with lower percentages of
participants (12.8% and 11.3%) considering
them as decisive factors (Table 5).

Factors that serve as deterrents to
working in geriatrics physiotherapy after
graduation

The most common deterrent was a greater
interest in another area of physiotherapy
(22.6%). Poor job availability in the desired
location (12%) and the potential for a better
salary in another physiotherapy field
(16.5%) were also significant factors. A
smaller percentage (7.5%) reported that
negative  experiences  in  geriatrics
physiotherapy could deter them, while 8.3%
were certain they wanted to specialize in this
field and would not be deterred (Figure 1).

Factors influencing opinion on geriatrics
physiotherapy

Clinical experience (22.9%) and evidence in
the literature (18.4%) were the most
significant ~ factors  that  influenced
participants' opinion on geriatric

physiotherapy as the students expressed that
these factors were "very much" impactful.
Peers, clinical instructors, and geriatrics
lecturers were also influential but to a lesser
degree, with these factors receiving mixed
responses in terms of their impact on
shaping participants' opinions. The data
suggests that direct experience and academic
resources are key in forming opinions on
this specialization (Table 6).

Association between sociodemographic
variables of physiotherapy students and
their perception towards specialization in
geriatrics physiotherapy

There was no significant association
between the perception of the clinical
physiotherapy  undergraduates  towards
specialization in geriatrics physiotherapy
and the sociodemographic variables: gender
(p=0.473; X?= 1.499), age group (p=0.469;
X?=3.558), level of study (p=0.776;
X?=0.507) and school (p=0.128; X?=17.604)
(Table 7).

JBI'VOL. 12 NUMBER 3: DECEMBER 2024 !



JOURNAL OF BIOMEDICAL INVESTIGATION (JBI) VOLUME 12 NUMBER 3: DECEMBER 2024

Table 1: Sociodemographic variables for participants

Sociodemographic variable Mean + S.D Minimum  Maximum

Age(years) 21.85+2.174 18 30

Frequency %

Gender Male 141 53.0
Female 125 47.0
Age groups 18-21 132 49.6
(vears) 22-25 115 43.2
26-30 19 7.1
School Bowen University 81 30.5
Chrisland University 19 7.1
Obafemi Awolowo University 41 15.4
Redeemers University 38 14.3
University of Ibadan 21 7.9
University of Lagos 29 10.9
University of Medical Sciences 37 13.9
Level of study 400 138 51.9
500 128 48.1
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Table 2: Geriatric lectures or geriatric physiotherapy clinical experience of participants

Variable Frequency %

Have you had physiotherapy lecture No 92 34.6

or practical sessions in geriatrics
Yes 174 65.4

If Yes,

How many weeks? 4 weeks 43 16.2
<4weeks 57 21.4
> 4 weeks 85 32.0

In what year? 300 42 15.8
400 108 40.6
500 30 11.3

In what setting Federal Medical Centre 23 8.6
Federal Teaching Hospital 26 9.8
General Hospital 31 11.7
In your training institution 66 24.8
State Teaching Hospital 42 15.8

I found my geriatrics physiotherapy

lecture or practical valuable to my

geriatrics physiotherapy knowledge  Neutral 54 20.3
Not at all 6 2.3
Not really 18 6.8
Somewhat 43 16.2
\Very much 69 25.9

I found my geriatrics physiotherapy Neutral 65 24.5

lecture or practical enjoyable
Not at all 15 5.6
Not really 15 5.3
Somewhat 47 17.7
\Very much 50 18.8
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Table 3: Participants responses regarding career intentions in specialization in
Physiotherapy
Specialty Frequency
(%)

Neutral Not at all Not really Somewhat Very much

n % N % n % N % N %
Paediatrics 93 35.0 42 158 30 11.3 50 188 51 19.2
Community 95 37 41 154 50 18.8 52 195 28 10.5
Orthopaedics 87 327 17 6.4 22 8.3 61 229 79 29.7
Women’s health 84 316 42 158 34 12.8 60 226 46 17.3
Neurology 75 282 22 8.3 41 154 73 274 55 20.7
Geriatrics 88 331 28 105 39 14.7 64 241 47 17.7
Cardiopulmonary 76 28.6 35 13.2 44 16.5 61 229 50 18.8
Sports 65 244 16 6.0 22 8.3 66 248 97 36.5
Others 107 40.2 50 188 24 9.0 50 188 35 13.2
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Table 4: Participants knowledge on geriatrics physiotherapy

Variable Frequency %

Prior to commencing your Physiotherapy No 140 52.6

study/practice, were you aware that

Physiotherapists have a role in the Yes 126 47.4

management of geriatrics problems?

Prior to beginning your Physiotherapy No 199 74.8

study/practice, did you know what

specialty/area within Physiotherapy you Yes 67 25.2

wanted to work in upon qualification?

If yes, what areas Community 4 1.5

Geriatrics 2 0.8
Neurology 8 3.0
Orthopaedics 18 6.8
Paediatrics 6 2.3
Sports 26 9.8
Women’s health 3 1.2

At this present stage of your study/practice, No 145 54.5

do you know what specialty/area within

Physiotherapy you want to work in upon Yes 121 455

qualification?

If yes, what areas Cardio 12 4.5

Community 2 0.8
Geriatrics 7 2.6
Neurology 21 7.9
Orthopaedics 28 10.5
Paediatrics 13 4.9
Sports 30 11.3
Women’s health 3 12

After becoming a registered physiotherapist | may be interested in 134 50.4

will you consider specializing in geriatrics s specialising but 1 am
physiotherapy at some stage in your career?  unsure at this time

No, | am not 88 33.1
interested in

specialising in

geriatrics S

physiotherapy at any

stage

Yes, | am definitely 44 16.5
interested in

specialising at some
stage in my career
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Table 5: Factors influencing decision to consider specializing in geriatrics physiotherapy

Specialty Frequency (%)
Neutral Notatall Notreally Somewhat Very much
n % n % N % n % N %
Job accessibility 40 150 12 45 9 34 41 154 79 29.7
Potential salary 32 120 4 1.5 15 56 43 16.2 88 33.1
Field experiences 47 177 8 30 11 41 53 199 62 23.3
Interesting aspect of 43 162 11 4.1 22 83 46 173 58 21.8
field
Research potential 46 173 20 75 33 124 48 180 34 12.8
Influence from others 44 165 29 109 36 135 42 158 30 11.3
Others 44 165 38 143 30 11.3 40 150 28 10.5
60
50
40 M Job accessibliity
M Potential Salary
30 M Field experiences
M Interesting aspects of the field
20 M Research potential
M Influence from others
10
0 .
Not at all Not really Neutral Somewhat Very much

Figure 1: Factors that serve as deterrents to working in geriatrics physiotherapy after
graduation
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Table 6: Factors influencing opinion on geriatrics physiotherapy among participants

Specialty Frequency (%)

Neutral Notatall Notreally = Somewhat Very much

N % N % N % n % N %
Clinical experience 38 143 19 71 27 102 34 128 61 22.9
Evidence in the literature 49 184 20 75 38 143 41 154 27 10.2

Peers 50 188 26 9.8 41 154 37 139 23 8.6
Clinical instructor 37 139 27 102 26 9.8 41 154 44 16.5
Geriatrics lecturer 32 120 34 128 29 109 38 143 42 15.8
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Table 7: Association between sociodemographic variables of clinical physiotherapy
undergraduates and their perception towards specialization in geriatrics

Sociodemographic variables I am not | am | may be X? p-value
interested at definitely interested
any stage in interested at but I’m
my career some stage unsure at this
in my career  time
Gender
Female 75 42 14 1.499 0.473
Male 59 46 20
Age group
18-21 66 46 20 3.558 0.469
22-25 60 37 18
26-30 8 5 6

Level of study
400 72 43 23 0.507 0.776
500 62 45 21

School of study

Bowen University 41 29 11 17.604 0.128
Chrisland University 8 8 3

Obafemi Awolowo University 18 12 11

Redeemers University 21 15 2

University of Ibadan 14 2 5

University of Lagos 14 7 8

University of Medical Sciences 18 15 4

*Significant at p < 0.05
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DISCUSSION

The composition of this study sample
revealed a higher proportion of males as
participants. This discrepancy may be
attributed to male students showing a higher
interest to participate in the study. Most of
the students were from Bowen University,
this can be explained as a quota sampling
technique was used and the sample
population from each university is
representative of the total population.

Findings of this study revealed that the
majority of undergraduate physiotherapy
participants had attended lectures on
geriatric ~ physiotherapy  or  geriatric
placement before completing the survey. The
fact that these sessions were often held
during the fourth year indicates that they
were likely part of advanced coursework,
which could allow for deeper learning and
hands-on experience in the specialty. Most
geriatric-focused  sessions occurred in
teaching hospitals and general hospitals,
aligning with the fact that geriatric
physiotherapy is often practiced in
institutional settings due to the clinical needs
of older populations and the resources
present in the institutions. The varied
responses regarding perceived value and
interest indicate that although students may
acknowledge the significance of geriatrics in
physiotherapy practice, geriatrics
physiotherapy lectures or practical sessions
were not so enjoyable. This variation in
perceived value and enjoyment may stem
from the quality of clinical exposure and the
emphasis placed on geriatrics within the

curriculum. Also, practical exposure and
quality teaching are critical factors in
determining the effectiveness of geriatric
training'®. The low percentage of students
who found these sessions not valuable could
also indicate that geriatrics is still a
relatively under-emphasized field in some
programs, potentially due to the growing yet
still limited integration of geriatric content
into physiotherapy curricula worldwide.

Sports  physiotherapy and orthopaedic
physiotherapy were the most popular
specialties among the participants, reflecting
the broader trend in physiotherapy where
students express a preference for areas that
are perceived as more dynamic and widely
practiced®. In contrast, geriatrics received
moderate interest, showing that while not a
primary focus, there is a significant
awareness and potential interest in this field.
The lower interest in  community
physiotherapy  (10.5%) suggests that,
compared to other areas, it is less
emphasized and perhaps less perceived as a
high-demand area, despite its growing
importance in addressing global health
challenges®.  Geriatric  physiotherapy,
however, remains important in light of
global ageing trends, and increasing
exposure to the specialty could boost its
appeal?.

Prior to entering the physiotherapy
programme, a majority of the participants
were unaware of the role of physiotherapy in
managing geriatric conditions. Furthermore,
the majority had no clear idea of the
specialty they would pursue upon
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graduation. At the time of the study,
however, a significant number of them had
identified a specialty of interest, with sports
and orthopaedic physiotherapy being the
most popular. When asked about geriatrics,
most of the participants were unsure about
specializing in this field. This demonstrates
that while students may not initially be
aware of the value of geriatrics in
physiotherapy, exposure through the
curriculum could lead to greater interest and
awareness. This finding underscores the
importance of early and continuous
education on geriatric  physiotherapy,
especially as the global population ages and
the need for geriatric care increases*®.

The top factors influencing participants'
decision to specialize in  geriatrics
physiotherapy were job accessibility and
salary potential, reflecting the importance of
practical considerations in career choices.
Field experience and personal interest were
also significant motivators. These results
align with studies showing that career
decisions in healthcare are often driven by
economic factors and the availability of job
opportunities??. The lower weight given to
research potential and influence from others
suggests that intrinsic factors, such as
personal interest and direct exposure, play a
larger role in career choices than external or
academic factors. The growing demand for
physiotherapists specializing in geriatrics in
response to population ageing?® could make
this a more attractive option, particularly if
greater job opportunities and competitive
salaries become available.

The most common deterrent for not pursuing
geriatrics physiotherapy was a perception
that the specialty did not offer enough
opportunities for growth or development.
This finding highlights the need to reshape
how geriatric physiotherapy is viewed in the
professional landscape, particularly to make
it appear more dynamic and forward-
looking. Furthermore, low prestige and
insufficient pay are recurring challenges in
many healthcare disciplines, and more can
be done to elevate the value and recognition
of geriatric physiotherapy as a specialty.

There was no association between the
students’ perception towards specialization
in geriatric  physiotherapy, and their
sociodemographic variables (gender, age-
group, level of study and school). The lack
of a significant association may be from
limited exposure in geriatrics training or
similar career motivations across groups,
regardless of their demographics. Many
students prioritize financial prospects and
personal interests regardless of their age,
gender, institution of training and even level
of study. Additionally the dominance of
more popular fields like sports or
musculoskeletal physiotherapy may
contribute to low interest in geriatrics. These
factors collectively reduce the likelihood
that gender, age, level of study or the
institution of training significantly influence
specialization choices?’.

CONCLUSION

This study found that clinical physiotherapy
undergraduates generally value geriatric
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sessions and show moderate interest in
specializing in geriatrics. Job accessibility
and potential salary were the main
motivators for choosing this field, with field
experiences and personal interest also
playing significant roles. No significant
associations were found between students'
perceptions of geriatric specialization and
their age, gender, institution of training, or
level of study.

RECOMMENDATION

We recommend evaluating and enhancing
geriatric care training in  university
physiotherapy curricular, with a particular
focus on the clinical aspect, to enhance
students' interest. Emphasis should also be
made on the increasing ageing population
and the importance physiotherapy plays in
maintaining and improving health care for
the ageing population. Comparative studies
on students' perceptions and attitudes
towards geriatric physiotherapy across
different regions are suggested. Additionally,
ongoing research should track trends in
specialization among physiotherapy students
in South-West Nigeria.
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