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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Over the years increasing number of students are seeking admission to study Physiotherapy in the universities leading to 
increased preference for specialization as compared with general practice. The aim of this study was to identify factors influencing the study 
of physiotherapy and preferred choice of specialization.  

Material and Method: The research was a cross-sectional survey involving final year physiotherapy students in three training institutions 
in South-West, Nigeria. The questionnaire is in three sections (section A sought responses on Socio-demographic characteristics, section B 
on factors influencing the study of Physiotherapy and section C on preferred choice of specialization). Content validation was carried out 
to eliminate ambiguity and ensure that all items of the questionnaire are relevant and well understood. Descriptive statistics of percentages, 
bar chart and mean were used to summarize data on age, factors influencing study of physiotherapy, the level of influence of each factor on 
preferred specialization areas of each participant and the factors influencing the choice of specialization. 

Result: There was a response rate of 72.2% and the mean age was 22.69±2.32 years. Out of the eight factors influencing study of 
physiotherapy, ‘Desire to help people optimize their physical health and ‘Personal interest’ had the greatest influence with mean scores of 
3.24 and 3.18 respectively. Ninety-eight participants (94.26%) were interested in pursuing postgraduate specialization in Physiotherapy. 
Orthopedics and Musculoskeletal physiotherapy is the most preferred specialization while Geriatrics is the least preferred specialization. 
Male students have preference for Sports while female have preference for Paediatric specialty. 

Conclusion: Exposure to specialties in Physiotherapy like Geriatrics and Cardio-pulmonary may help improve interest in those areas and 
hence increased preference for those specialties. 
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Factors influencing physiotherapy study and specia-
lization 

INTRODUCTION  

Physiotherapy is concerned with identifying and maxi-
mizing quality of life and movement potential within the 
spheres of promotion, prevention, treatment/intervention, 
habilitation and rehabilitation (1). It constitutes one of the 
oldest and most prestigious components of a group of pro-
fessionals referred to as Allied Health professionals (2). 

Dating as far back as 3000 BC (3), the practice of physi-
otherapy has changed greatly. There has been a shift from 
the traditional emphasis on practice based on the opinion of 
authorities to an emphasis on data-based clinically relevant 
studies and research (4). Now universally acknowledged as 
an autonomous profession, physiotherapy enjoys a positive 
reputation and is generally well regarded by other health 
professionals and the general public (5).
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Generally, Physiotherapy in Nigeria has undergone tremen-
dous change since its introduction though it is not quite at 
par with the rest of the world yet (6). In the first three deca-
des, it was viewed as a sub-profession with limited advance-
ment opportunities in the civil service [6]. With the increased 
autonomy now associated with physiotherapy and broader 
knowledge of what it entails, the circumstances have impro-
ved greatly with physiotherapists serving greater roles in the 
health care sector.

In the area of physiotherapy education in Nigeria, what be-
gan as a 3-year program in 1966 at the University of Ibadan 
transitioned to a 5 year Bachelor of Physiotherapy degree 
program following curriculum upgrades in 1998 (7) with 
the possibility of obtaining a Master’s degree at the post-
graduate level and even a further doctoral degree in any of 
the available specialties. These specialties according to the 
Nigeria Society of Physiotherapy are Musculoskeletal and 
Orthopedic, Cardiorespiratory, Neurology, and Neurosur-
gery, Sports, Paediatrics and Women’s Health. Also, with 
the introduction of the National Postgraduate Physiothe-
rapy College of Nigeria, physiotherapists can now undergo 
residency training thus providing an opportunity for post-
professional training along specialty lines.

Maduagwu et al. (8) in an article published in 2015 identifi-
ed that a total of nine institutions offered physiotherapy, yet 
the number of practicing physiotherapists in Nigeria is still 
grossly inadequate to serve the enormous population. The 
Nigerian population is currently estimated to be about 178.5 
million (9). Statistics from the Health Workforce Country 
Profile for Nigeria put the number of registered physiothe-
rapists practicing within Nigeria whether in private or the 
public setting at 1473 (10). Compared to the global ratio of 
physiotherapists to patients which stands at 1:4000, this fi-
gure shows that there is still a gross deficiency in the number 
of physiotherapists graduating from the training institutions 
even though entrants into the profession have increased with 
the establishment of more training institutions.

While there is no existing literature detailing the areas of 
specialization of practicing physiotherapists in Nigeria ba-
sed on post-graduate qualification, Ibikunle et al. (11) in a 
study carried out among physiotherapists found out that only 
40% of the participants were interested in pursuing post-
graduate specialization in physiotherapy. The choice of a ca-
reer is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon influenced 
by both individual and contextual factors of structure and 
culture which enhance or construct one’s social world (12). 
Given the current strength of physiotherapy manpower in 
Nigeria, it became necessary that an insight into the factors 
that influence the decision of students to study physiotherapy 

as well as select their preferred area of specialization to be 
researched into. This may help identify individual and con-
textual factors of structure and culture influencing the study 
of physiotherapy and specialization in it so that policyma-
kers, health educationist and other stakeholders can make 
the right decisions to ensure that manpower development for 
both basic and specialized physiotherapy care is continuo-
usly achieved.

MATERIAL AND METHOD 

This research is a cross-sectional survey and a purposive 
sampling technique was used to recruit participants for this 
study. 

Participants

Participants for this study were consenting final year physi-
otherapy students in all physiotherapy training institutions in 
the South Western region of Nigeria namely;

a. University of Ibadan, Ibadan. Oyo State

b. Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile Ife. Osun State

c. University of Lagos, Lagos

Instruments

The questionnaire titled “Factors Affecting the Study of 
Physiotherapy and Preferred Choice of Specialisation among 
Final Year Physiotherapy Students in South-Western Nige-
ria” was used for data collection in this study. It was adap-
ted from an earlier study by Folayan et al. (13). Domains 
relevant to the present study were identified in the original 
questionnaire and used for developing the questionnaire for 
this study. Adaptations made included a change of all terms 
referring to dentistry to that relevant to physiotherapy in the 
domains selected for development of this new questionnaire. 
The new questionnaire was given to 5 experts to ascertain 
that the content was adequate and relevant to this new study. 
Also, socio-demographic data on age were grouped and fac-
tors relevant to physiotherapy study have also been included. 
Five students were given the questionnaire to complete to 
be able to identify and correct ambiguity and ensure that all 
items of the questionnaire are relevant and well understood. 
The final questionnaire had two sections as shown below: 

Reasons for studying physiotherapy were assessed. Partici-
pants were asked to rate from 0-5 each of the 8 alternatives to 
the degree to which any of the alternatives may have had an 
impact on their decision to study Physiotherapy. The alterna-
tives were; Failure to be admitted to another program, perso-
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Section A: This has 4 questions about the biodata of the participants, gender, age, profession of parent and institution.

SECTION A: Personal information

1. Sex:              Male        	 Female   

2. Age (Years):  18-21      	 22-25    	 26-29   30 and above 

3. Is any of your close relative a Physiotherapist?     YES  	          NO 

IF YES, state which:   Mother     	   Father        Sibling                

Uncle          Aunt    	      Other     

4. Training Institution

University of Ibadan		

University of Lagos		

Obafemi Awolowo University	

This is the end of the Questionnaire. 

Thank you for completing it

Section B: This part explored factors that may have contributed to the decision of individuals to or not to study physiot-
herapy.

SECTION B: Factors Influencing the Study of Physiotherapy

The following factors may have positively influenced your decision to study physiotherapy. Give a score from 1 to 5 to 
each of the factors, where 1represents the factor that had the least influence on your decision and 5 represents a very influ-
ential factor (two or more alternatives can have same scores). Where not applicable, please tick under N/A.

S/N N/A 1 2 3 4 5

5 Failure to be admitted to other programme

6 Personal interest

7 Parent’s recommendation

8 Friend’s or relative’s recommendation

9 Possibility of receiving high remuneration

10 Desire to help people optimise their physical health

11 Opportunity of working in a hospital setting

12 Opportunity to travel and work outside Nigeria

If any other, please state and rate and rate in the space provided below 

13

14

15

Section C: This section explored the area of specialization they would prefer in the future and the factors that influenced 
their decisions.  

SECTION C: Preferred Choice of Specialization 

16. Would you like to pursue further specialization in Physiotherapy in the form of 

Post-graduate studies.      YES  	          NO     

If Yes, please select the area you are willing to specialize in by giving a score from 1 to 5,

Where 1 = least interest and 5= Highly interested. Please tick under NI if you have no interest in the specialty.
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nal interest, Parent’s recommendation, Friends’ or relatives’ 
recommendation, Possibility of receiving high remunera-
tion, Desire to help people optimize their physical health, 
Opportunity of working in a hospital setting, Opportunity 
to travel and work outside Nigeria. They were also asked to 
specify other factors that may have influenced their decision 
but which were not stated and to rank them. The mean sco-
re for each alternative was calculated  to rank the motives. 
To facilitate comparison between sub-groups, scores 0 and 
1 were categorized as no influence, 2 and 3 as minimal inf-
luence while 4 and 5 were categorized as strong influence.

A Yes/No question was posed to participants about their wil-
lingness to pursue further specialization in physiotherapy in 
the form of postgraduate studies. Participants who replied 
in the affirmative were then asked to indicate their level of 
interest in the 7 available fields by giving a score from 0-5. 
They were also asked to specify other fields they may be 
interested in but which were not stated. Scores 0 and 1 were 
classified as no interest, 2 and 3 as little interest while 4 and 
5 were classified as high interest.

A further question was then posed on the most preferred 
choice of specialization. Participants who selected a parti-
cular field were then asked to rate the factors that may have 
influenced their decision by giving a score from 0-5 to each 
of the 7 alternatives to the degree to which any alternative 
may have had an impact. Room was given for participants to 
identify other factors that may have influenced their decision 
but which were not listed and to rank them. Scores 0, 1 and 
2 were classified as low while 3, 4 and 5 were categorized as 
strong for each of the motives.

Ethical Declaration and Procedure for Data Collection

Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Iba-
dan/ University College Hospital (UI/UCH) Health Rese-
arch Ethics Committee before the commencement of the 
study with number UI/EC/16/0207. Informed consent was 
obtained from prospective participants. Participants were in-
formed about the confidentiality of their responses and their 
right to withdraw from the study should they decide such.  
Questionnaires were sent to contact persons in each of the 

participating schools after their approval had been obtained. 
The contact persons following due training proceeded to 
collect the data and sent back the completed.  

Out of 144 questionnaires distributed to participants, 104 
(72.2%) were returned. The questionnaires were distribu-
ted to students in their classrooms and collected back after 
completing the questionnaires. The objective of study and 
voluntariness of participation was clearly stated in the infor-
med consent form which was attached to the questionnaire. 

Statistical Analysis

Descriptive statistics of mean and standard deviation were 
used to summarize data on age. Descriptive statistics of per-
centages, frequencies were used to present data on gender, 
institutions, factors influencing the study of physiotherapy, 
the level of influence of each motive, preferred areas of spe-
cialization of each participant and the factors influencing the 
choice of specialization.

RESULTS

One hundred and four students of the 144 eligible students 
filled and returned the questionnaire giving a response rate 
of 72.2% (104). There were 38 respondents (36.5%) from 
Obafemi Awolowo University, 23 (22.1%) from the Univer-
sity of Ibadan and 43 (41.3%) from the University of Lagos.

Socio-demographic Characteristics of Participants

Fifty-five participants were male (52.9%) while 49 were fe-
male (47.1%). The mean age of participants is 22.69±2.32 
years. Thirty participants (28.8%) were aged 18-21, 
65(62.5%) were aged 22-25, while 9(8.7%) participants 
were within age group 26-29.  In the University of Ibadan, 9 
(39.1%) participants were aged 18-21years, 13 (56.5%) were 
aged 22-25years while only 1 (4.3%) was aged 26-29years. 
47.82% were males while 52.18% were females. In the Uni-
versity of Lagos, 15(34.9%) were aged 18-21, 60.5% were 
aged 22-25years while 2 (4.7%) were aged 26-29%. 39.53% 
were males while 60.47% were females. In Obafemi Awo-
lowo University 71.5% of participants were males while 

S/N Specialty NI 1 2 3 4 5

17 Cardiopulmonary

18 Geriatrics

19 Neurology and Neurosurgery

20 Orthopedics and Musculoskeletal

21 Paediatrics

22 Sports

23 Women’s Health

If any other, please state and rate and rate in the space provided below 

24

25

26
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28.5% were females. 6 (15.8%) were aged 18-21, 26(68.4%) 
were aged 22-25years while 6 (15.8%) were aged 26-29ye-
ars.

Fifteen (14.4%) participants had family or close relatives 
who are physiotherapists. Out of these 15, 4 had siblings 
who are physiotherapists, 4 had uncles who are physiothera-
pists, 3 had aunties who are physiotherapists, 1 had a mother 
who is a physiotherapist while 3 had one of the other relati-
ves as a physiotherapist.

Factors Influencing the Study of Physiotherapy

Table 1 shows the distribution of factors that influence the 
choice of Physiotherapy as a course. The Desire to help pe-
ople optimize their physical health had the strongest influen-
ce with a mean score of 3.24, followed by Personal interest 
with a mean score of 3.18 and the least motivating factor is 
Parents’ recommendation with a mean score of 1.73. 

For the male and female participants, the desire to help pe-
ople optimize their physical health had the strongest influ-
ence on choosing Physiotherapy as a course while parents 
recommendation had the weakest influence in the decision to 
study Physiotherapy as shown in Table 2. For females, per-
sonal interest had the strongest influence on their choice of 
studying Physiotherapy. For participants aged 18-21, failure 
to be admitted had the strongest influence on their choice of 
Physiotherapy as a course. For the ages 22-25 and 26-29, 
personal interest had the strongest influence in their choice 
of Physiotherapy as a course as shown in Table 1,2.

Post-Graduate Specialization

Out of 104 students, only 6 (5.77%) were not interested in 
pursuing post-graduate specialization. Table 3 shows the 
different areas participants are willing to specialize in and 
the extent to which they are interested in the specialties. 
In order of preference, Orthopedic and Musculoskeletal 
physiotherapy is the most preferred with a mean score of 
3.35 followed by Sports physiotherapy. The least preferred 
area of specialty is Geriatrics with mean scores of 1.18.  

In order of interest, male participants were willing to spe-
cialize in Sports (3.65), Orthopedics (3.33), Neurology and 
Neurosurgery (2.65), Cardiopulmonary (2.35), Paediatrics 

Table 1. Factors influencing the study of physiotherapy

Statements
Mean 

Scores

Frequency 
in 

percentage

0 1 2 3 4 5

Failure to be 
admitted into 
other program

2.27 23.1 25.0 7.7 10.6 13.5 20.2

Personal Interest 3.18 7.7 12.5 10.6 17.3 26.9 25

Parents’ 
Recommendation

1.73 26.0 28.8 13.5 14.4 12.5 4.8

Friend or 
Relatives 
recommendation

2.13 18.3 26.0 12.5 20.2 13.5 9.6

Possibility of 
receiving high 
remuneration

2.19 23.1 19.2 9.6 19.2 21.2 7.7

Desire to help 
people optimise 
their physical 
health

3.24 11.5 6.7 5.8 25.0 24.0 26.9

Opportunity 
of working in a 
hospital setting

2.71 19.2 8.7 11.5 18.3 26.9 15.4

Opportunity to 
travel and work 
outside Nigeria

2.57  17.3 21.2 6.7 16.3 19.2 19.2

Table 2. Distribution of factors influencing the study of physiot-
herapy based on sex and age

Statements

Mean Scores

SEX AGE

Male Female
18-
21

22-
25

26-
29

Failure to be admitted 
into other program

2.42 2.1 3.17 1.91 1.81

Personal Interest 3.02 3.37 2.47 3.42 3.89

Parents’ Recommendation 1.65 1.82 2.1 1.58 1.56

Friend or Relatives 
Recommendation

2.27 1.98 1.6 2.4 2.8

Possibility of receiving 
high remuneration

2.24 2.14 1.97 2.26 2.44

Desire to help people 
optimize their physical 
health

3.24 3.24 2.97 3.25 4.11

Opportunity of working in 
a hospital setting

2.71 2.71 2.67 2.69 3.00

Opportunity to travel and 
work outside Nigeria

2.73 2.39 2.47 2.6 2.67

Table 3. Preferred specialty areas and level of ınterest

Specialty

Mean

Level of 
Interest 

(in %)

0 1 2 3 4 5

Cardiopulmonary 1.88 37.5 13.5 8.7 18.3 7.7 14.4

Geriatrics 1.18 44.2 21.2 14.4 14.4 3.8 1.9

Neurology and 
Neurosugery

2.39 26.9 11.5 9.6 16.3 18.3 17.3

Orthopedics and 
Musculoskeletal

3.35 14.4 5.8 4.8 18.3 19.2 37.5

Paediatrics 2.06 28.8 21.2 7.7 13.5 15.4 13.5

Sports 3.27 17.3 9.6 3.8 9.6 17.3 42.3

Women’s Health 1.55 39.4 23.1 6.7 16.3 2.9 11.5

	
Keys 
0 – No Interest
1 – Hardly interested
2 – Just interested
3 – Moderately interested
4 - Very interested
5 - Totally interested
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(1.6), Geriatrics (1.38) and Women’s Health (1.22). For fe-
male participants, their choices in order were Orthopedics 
(3.37), Sports (2.84), Paediatrics (2.57), Neurology and 
Neurosurgery (2.10), Women’s Health (1.97), Cardiopul-
monary (1.37) and Geriatrics (0.98) as shown in Table 4. 
For participants aged 18-21, the choice of specialization in 
order of interest was as follows; Orthopedics and muscu-
loskeletal (3.47) with the highest mean score and geriatrics 
(1.2) is with the lowest mean score. For those aged 22-25, 
they were Sports (3.42), Orthopedics (3.34), Neurology and 
Neurosurgery (2.28), Paediatrics (2.06), Cardiopulmonary 
(1.74), Women’s Health (1.46) and Geriatrics (1.11). For 
those aged 22-25, Orthopedics ranked highest with a mean 
score of 3.0 followed by Cardiopulmonary (2.67), Paedi-
atrics (2.44), Sports, Women’s Health and Neurology and 
Neurosurgery (all 2.33) and Geriatrics with 1.67 (Table 4).

Preferred Choice of specialization

8 participants (7.7%) chose Cardiopulmonary, 13(12.5%) 
chose Neurology and Neurosurgery, 34 (32.7%) chose 
Orthopedics, 9 (8.7%) chose Paediatrics, 14(13.5%) chose 
Sports physiotherapy while 5(4.8%) chose Women’s Health 
as their preferred area of specialization. 19(18.3%) were 
undecided while 2(1.9%) identified some other unspecified 
area as their preferred choice of specialization as shown. 

DISCUSSION 

This study evaluated the motivations and career choices 
among final year physiotherapy undergraduates in different 
training institutions in the South Western part of  Nigeria. 
Final year students were selected because previous reports 
have demonstrated that senior students provide more real-
istic answers regarding their motivation in choosing their 
course of study (14). Also, it is expected that final year 
students would have had enough exposure to the practice 
of physiotherapy to be able to make informed decisions 

about current and future prospects. A considerable num-
ber of studies have previously evaluated factors that led to 
studying medicine, dentistry, nursing, pharmacy and other 
health-related professions around the world.  

In line with Odebiyi and Adegoke (15), it was observed that 
generally more males than females will be graduated from 
the University of Ibadan, Lagos and Obafemi Awolowo 
University thus leading to a higher proportion of males in 
the profession. Findings about age distribution were con-
siderably lower than the 25.9±13.21 years identified by Ibi-
kunle et al. (11) in a similar study. This may be due to the 
difference in the population of studies as the previous study 
was conducted in a South Eastern university in Nigeria. 

The first aim of the study was to identify the factors influ-
encing the study of physiotherapy among students in their 
final year of study in physiotherapy schools in South-Wes-
tern Nigeria. The results showed that the three top reasons 
for the study of Physiotherapy in South-Western Nigeria 
are ‘Desire to help people optimize their physical health’, 
‘Personal interest’, ‘Opportunity to work in a hospital set-
ting’. These findings were partly in agreement with those 
of Mulnar et al. (16) and Puljak et al. (17) who reported 
that motivations and personal interest are the major factors 
that drive students toward medicine. Recommendation by 
parents, friends’ or relatives who were physiotherapists did 
not play a major role. This is a variant with another finding 
by Ibikunle et al. (11) that the majority of those studying 
physiotherapy were influenced to do so by physiotherapists. 

The outcome of identifying preferred specialization areas 
of physiotherapy by students in their final year of study in 
physiotherapy schools in South Western Nigeria showed 
that majority of the participants (94.26%) were interested 
in pursuing post-graduate specialization which is in line 
with findings throughout the literature (18-20). As regards 
age, the older final year physiotherapy students’ choice was 
more influenced by personal interest showing that they are 
actually more mature. There was however a difference with 
regards to gender. Females were more willing to specialize 
in Paediatrics than their male counterparts. This is consis-
tent with findings by Nancy et al. (21) that more females 
than males tend to be interested in Paediatrics related prac-
tice.

The most preferred specialization across schools is Ort-
hopedics and Musculoskeletal Physiotherapy. This is in 
line with findings in several literatures that the majority 
of physiotherapy students wished to specialize in Muscu-
loskeletal physiotherapy. Students were least interested in 
Geriatrics. This mirrors findings in a study by Fitzgerald et 
al, (22) that medical students generally exhibit low interest 
towards geriatric medicine. This has often been associated 
with limited knowledge about aging and older adults and 
limited exposure to caring for them. One way to improve 
this would be to provide more of such experiences to care 
for the older ones during training.

Table 4. Distribution showing preferred specialty areas and le-
vel of interest based on age and sex

Statements

MEAN SCORE

SEX AGE

Male Female 18-21 22-25 26-29

Cardiopulmonary 2.35 1.37 1.91 1.74 2.67

Geriatrics 1.38 0.96 1.22 1.11 1.67

Neurology and 
Neurosu rgery

2.65 2.10 2.67 2.28 2.33

Orthopedics and 
Musculo skeletal

3.33 3.37 3.47 3.34 3.0

Paediatrics 1.6 2.57 1.93 2.06 2.44

Sports 3.65 2.84 3.23 3.42 2.33

Women’s Health 1.22 1.97 1.5 1.46 2.33
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CONCLUSION 

Based on the outcomes of the study, one can conclude that 
more males than females will graduate and join the exis-
ting physiotherapy workforce thus continuing the trend of 
a male dominated profession. Factors influencing the study 
of physiotherapy were more work-related than personal 
hence anything done to improve the prestige of the pro-
fession and also increase awareness about the profession 
will likely culminate in an increase in entrants into the pro-
fession. Interest in a  specialty like cardiopulmonary and 
geriatrics can be stimulated by increasing knowledge and 
allowing students more exposure to the specialties during 
their clinical training program.
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