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ABSTRACT

Background: Elderly population in India is exponentially increasing due to the impressive gains that society has
made in terms of increased life expectancy. With a rise in elderly population, the demand for holistic care also tends
to grow. Thus, this study explored interest of physiotherapy students in pursuing further education in geriatric.
Methods: A cross sectional study was conducted on 70 physiotherapy interns. They were explained about the purpose
of the study and signed consent was taken. Attitude and perception towards geriatric was evaluated using geriatric
attitudinal scale (GAS) and a pre-validated self-administered questionnaire was used to assess their interest in
pursuing further education in geriatric.

Results: Participants typically described positive response towards caring and treating older patients. On analysing
few components from GAS, 37% of participants answered as being with elderly is a pleasant feeling while 42% were
neutral in their response. 37% of them felt that taking history is not an ordeal and treating them is essential which
30% of the participant was. Despite this only 20% of all students showed interest in pursuing physiotherapy in
geriatric.

Conclusions: According to our findings, the student’s attitude remained very positive towards the elderly patients but
there is undesirable willingness to pursue further education in geriatric.
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take lesser time to occur and a much longer time
reverse.

INTRODUCTION

Population ageing is one of the most discussed

phenomena in the present century. Growing old is
irreversible and a continuous process and as age
increases, changes take place in the body. Clinical
gerontology has stated that these changes occur across
human lifespan and influences the risk of age related
conditions.!

The term ‘degenerative changes’ are the changes that
happen as age increases which are commonly associated
with  older adults or 60 years and above.
Degenerative changes occur in many joints and it is
combined with the loss of muscle mass which inhibits
elderly patients' locomotion.? It is essential to take care of
the health before these changes have an impact, as they

In 2010, India had more than 91.6 million elderly and the
number of elderlies was projected to reach 158.7 million
in 2025.%3 According to a survey conducted in 2012, the
population over the age of 60 years has tripled in last 50
years in India. With such a rise in the population, there is
an impact on health. As per 2011 census, most common
disabilities among the aged were locomotor and visual.
Almost half of the elderly disabled population was
reported to be suffering from these two types of
disabilities.* Other conditions identified commonly in
elderly are hypertension, osteoarthritis, COPD, ischemic
heart disease, diabetes mellitus, lower Gl dysmotility
(dyspepsia and constipation), and depression. These
account for nearly 85% of all diagnosis among elderly.®
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Musculoskeletal disorders especially arthritis is a major
cause of disability and discomfort among elderly. This
has led many elderly to depend on others for their day-to-
day activities.®

In India, it is estimated that one out of two elderly suffers
from at least one chronic disease.* Thus there is a need to
increase the number of health professionals supporting
such large population to replenish the deficit of medical
manpower and gaps in delivering healthcare to the
elderly. Despite this geriatric care is relatively new to
many medical service providers- nursing agencies,
physiotherapists and medical suppliers in many
developing countries like India.® It is envisaged that there
will be an increased demand on the physiotherapy
services for older people in multiple workplace settings.
It is thus essential to impart the students with importance
of geriatric care and the benefits for future.

Treatment of geriatric not only includes disease specific
treatment, but a broad understanding of strategies is
required to treat them. The elderly tends to be cared for in
a variety of settings: home, geriatric out-patient
department, in-patient units or intensive care unit
depending on the nature and the clinical problem. The
needs and problems of the elderly vary significantly
according to their age, health, socioeconomic status,
general health status and other such background
characteristics.

Thus, this study explored attitude, perception and interest
of physiotherapy students for pursuing; further education
in geriatric master’s degree program.

METHODS

This cross-sectional survey was conducted on 70
physiotherapy interns. This was to ensure that the
students had already gained experience of working with
older people during their clinical placements.
Participants were informed verbally and in writing about
the purpose of the study and the survey that would be
implemented. The study was conducted in physiotherapy
OPD, M. G. M. College of physiotherapy and hospital,
Kamothe, Navi Mumbai.

Instruments and procedure

All the students filled out forms of demographic
information obtained from them, including personal data
as for e.g., gender, age.

A pre-validated self-administered personal history
questionnaire (PHQ) was used to assess their interest in
pursuing further education in geriatric masters’ degree
program. Students were asked to choose and rank their
choice of career preferences as first, second and third
rank. They were asked background questions about their
relationships with older adults (both family and
nonfamily members), experience caring for older adults,

the age group they anticipate they will prefer to work
with as physiotherapists, and their overall interest in
geriatric physiotherapy as a career.

Attitude and interest towards geriatric population was
investigated. Attitude towards geriatric was evaluated
using geriatric attitudinal scale (GAS). This scale was
selected as a most suitable measure of attitudes because
the scale contained a clinical component and was easy to
administer and score. It was a 14-item instrument
consisting of 5 positively worded items and 9 negatively
worded items (Ruben 1998). Students were required to
indicate their response to items on a 5-point scale ranging
from strongly disagree (1) to strongly disagree (5) and
score of three denotes a neutral response.

RESULTS

A total of 80 physiotherapy interns were invited to
participate in the study. Ten surveys were discarded due
to missing item responses. As a result, data obtained from
70 students were used for the analyses.

Results were analysed using MS excel (version 2001).
The mean age of all the participants was 21.88 years.
Ninety five percent of all the participants were females.
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Figure 1: Responses of students for question: most old
people are pleasant to be with.
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Figure 2: Responses of students for question: taking a
medical history from elderly patients is frequently an
ordeal.
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Treating older people is hopeless.
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Figure 3: Responses of students for question:
treatment of chronically ill old patients is hopeless.

Attitude towards geriatric population was measured using
GAS. Student’s attitude was significantly positive with a
mean score of 3.71. On analysing few components from
GAS, three separate questions were related to the
respondent’s experience of working with older people.
37% of participants answered as being with elderly is a
pleasant feeling while 21% were neutral in their response.
61% of them felt that taking history is not an ordeal and
treating them is essential which 57% of the participant
was.

The detailed responses of these questions have been
shown in Figures 1, 2 and 3.

Career preferences (personal history questionnaire)

Participants typically described positive response towards
caring and treating older patients. Although most students
indicated an interest in working with adult patients, 20%
(n=14) preferred patients aged 60 and older. Among them
majority of the students indicated slight (42%) or
moderate (50%) interest in geriatric physiotherapy as a
career. The details of students’ response for career
preferences have been shown in Figure 4.
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Figure 4: Represents response of the participant to
select speciality of interest in percentage.

DISCUSSION

In this research the student’s attitude towards older
people of students of health and social care and their

perceptions of working with elderly were examined. This
research has a number of implications for the
physiotherapy profession in relation to the ageing
population. The findings are encouraging that there is a
positive attitude of the students towards geriatric
population. 20% students should interest to pursue
geriatric specialty as a masters’ degree program. But still
there exists a lack of interest in 80% students to pursue
this program. The lack of cooperation in geriatric
population was the principal cause for students to not
pursue. Most old people tend to have multiple complaints
related to their health. Due to age, their confused state of
mind makes it difficult to prioritize their health
conditions.

When the students are exposed to any particular
population, it may influence their attitude towards that
population. 12% of students have shown their interest in
geriatric which they had developed through outreach
camps and awareness programs. Personal family/friends
influenced the interest by only 10%. These results were
similar to a study by Sahin and colleagues that
determined that having an elderly relative (a close
friendship with an elderly person) is not a predictor of
positive attitudes toward the elderly, although 15% of
students’ interest in geriatrics began during their
physiotherapy education.” Didactic teaching and exposure
of students in clinical practice has an influence in
understanding geriatric care and so there is a need to take
special care in their rehabilitation program.®

There is a need to educate physiotherapy students to deal
with the challenges and care for elderly population during
undergraduate program. This can be done in the form of
appropriate training to understand the changes that
happen during old-age and the correct treatment programs
to be applied during geriatric rehabilitation.®® During
academic lectures and clinical placement, educators need
to emphasize that there is increase demand for health care
for older people and to promote the evidence that
physiotherapy for older people has a valuable and
successful career role in health promotion and health care.
This should not be underestimated.'* Apart from their
undergraduate education, there should be number of visits
by students to elderly care centres and nursing homes to
create awareness amongst students. Visiting to care
centres will improve their attitudes and behaviour towards
elderly.

The contribution of physiotherapy clinical educators to
facilitate students’ knowledge of older people will
improve the enhancement of professional competencies
and educational skills.? Standardizing the screening tools
for frailty used by physiotherapists could be an impactful
step towards gathering data of elderly prone towards early
degenerative changes. This will help in planning
appropriate  treatment protocol which could be
personalized depending on the condition. This will
eventually help in improving healthcare facility to
elderly.*® Efficient health care to the elderly is, therefore,
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possible only by comprehensive and multidisciplinary
approach.

11% students believe that older people do not contribute
much to the society. A study done by Bakirhan et al
believed that undergraduate students need to be informed
about elderly rights and the attitude and behavior of
healthcare professionals towards elderly patients.® This
should be more extensively explained in the curriculum
of the professional ethics course, and educational
programs to change their perceptions towards older
people. In general students depicted a positive perception
of working with older people. The majority of
respondents (55.7%) agreed and strongly agreed that
‘they would rather treat younger patients than elder one’
as it does not require much skill as it is challenging to
treat patients with multiple complains. However, many
(37.1%) were undecided i.e. neither agreed nor disagreed.
These results were similar to Ortolon et al where he found
treating a high number of elderly patients with chronic
ilinesses was reported to be less attractive than curing
younger patients with acute illnesses.® It is possible that
such perception could impact negatively on speciality
selection.

In addition to increasing the number of geriatric
physiotherapist, we have to ensure that all future
physiotherapists have the skills to manage the problems
of elderly patients, as they will be spending more and
more time caring for these patients. Hence, medical
curricula as well as residency training programs should
pay more attention to the principles of geriatrics.'
Students should be encouraged to do research and
different studies related to elderly population during their
undergraduate program. This will improve their
perceptions and attitude towards elderly and reinforce
their relationships with older people.

Students provided both positive and negative feelings
about working with older people. Positive aspects were
learning from the older people, being appreciated, and
feeling more competent. The most frequently cited
negative aspect was that older people died and these
students did not feel adequately prepared to deal with this
loss. The study raised implications for student’s
preparation to work in older people settings.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this study demonstrated that these students
have positive attitude towards older people but there is a
lack of interest in pursuing further education in this field.
However, the low level of attitude suggests that
educational and workplace sectors need confrontation for
workforce preparation in relation to care for older people.
Attitudes to ageing and lack of interest in working with
older people not only diminishes the numbers of people
working with this population but it also may affect the
quality-of-care older people receive.

Hence physiotherapy shortages for older people will
increase unless practitioners recognise the opportunities
that exist.
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