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PHYSIOTHERAPY IN HOMES FOR THE ELDERLYf
J. M E E I ’.B U R G  & M. V A N  D E R  ROTS*

It has been sa id tha t  ‘the im p o r ta n t  th ing  is to ad d  life to 
years an d  not  years  to life’.

The a u th o rs  set o u t  to investigate the views on 
physio therapy  in H o m e s  for  the E lderly  a n d  to f ind ou t  the 
actual  role o f  the p hys io therap is t  in these H om es .

Twenty-tw o H o m e s  were chosen a t  ra n d o m  in and  a ro u n d  
Cape T ow n. O f  these only ten em ployed  physio therap is ts .  
Five H om es  were for C o lou reds ,  the o th e r  17 fo r  Whites. The  
interviews co n d u c ted  with the m a t ro n s  a n d  physio therap is ts  
o f  the H om es  were based  o n  a ques t io n n a ire /ch ec k l i s t .  The 
average percentage  o f  m ale residents  was 17% c o m p a re d  to 
83% females. T he  average  age g ro u p  o f  the residents  was 78 
vears. the range  being  between 55 an d  100 years  o f  age.

W hen asked if  they  saw phy s io th e rap y  as a necessary 
.service in the H o m e ,  two o f  the 12 m a t ro n s  interviewed said 
' ‘n o ’, as  the residents were healthy  an d  independen t ,  yet they,  
together  with seven o f  the o th e r  m a tro n s ,  defined 
physio therapy  as rehab i l i ta t ion ,  exercises a n d  m otiva t ion .

All the m em b ers  felt tha t  it w ould  be useful to be advised 
by a physio therap is t  on specific  details such as  su i tabil i ty  of  
footwear  for  the residents ,  the p ro p e r  use o f  walk ing  aids and  
simple chest t rea tm ents .  W ith  regard  to  pa t ien t  handling ,  
most  m a tro n s  felt tha t  a p hys io therap is t  was be t te r  qualified 
than the nursing  sis ter to  train  the nu rs ing  staff.

In the ten H o m e s  w h o  em ployed  physio therap is ts ,  only 
one  p h y s io th e r a p i s t  w o r k e d  fu l l - t im e .  Six o f  the 
physio therapis ts  were o f  the o p in ion  that  they  cou ld  cope 
with their  work load ,  as the residents were e i ther  h ra l th y  and  
independent o r  senile,  in which case they w ould  n o t 
unders tand  ins t ruct ions .  O ne p hys io therap is t  at  a H o m e  
with 300 residents, how ever ,  sa id she was only  ‘sc ra tch ing  the 
surface’: a n o th e r  replied tha t  she on ly  had  t ime to trea t  the 
chronic cases.

Only four  o f  the ten phys io therap is ts  had  p rev ious  p o s t 
g radua te  experience with the elderly. T he  o thers  had  received
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some experience when work ing  on  o r th o p a e d ic  an d  medical 
wards in hospitals . The m ajor i ty  felt that  the ir  role was to 
keep the elderly mobile  and  in dependen t  fo r  as long as 
p oss ib le .  M o t i v a t i o n  was a n o t h e r  i m p o r t a n t  p o in t  
m en t ioned .  It is im p o r ta n t  to keep the elderly independen t ,  
as dependenc e  on o thers  can be dem ora l is ing .  T w o  o f  the 
H o m es  visited h ad  phys io the rapy  aides . These  were nurses  at 
the H o m e  w ho were ro ta ted  th ro u g h  the p hys io the rapy  
d e p a r tm e n t  on  a m o n th ly  basis. T he ir  t r a in ing  was o n  an 
inform al basis an d  they  were requ ired  to  fetch residents ,  
walk them a n d  keep the p h y s io th e rap y  r o o m  tidy. All the 
phys io therap is ts  were very m uch  in fav o u r  o f  having aides . 
However ,  because  o f  the sho r tage  o f  staff,  in most  H om es  
this w as no t  possible.

In general ,  the re la t ionsh ip  between the d o c to r  and  
physio therap is t  was not  very g o o d .  Some physio therap is ts  
felt th a t  occas ionally  residents were referred to  them on ly  as 
a last resor t  when ‘all else had  fai led '.  The m a t ro n  usually  
acted  as a l iaison between the therap is t  a n d  d oc to r .

O n ly  two o f  the phys io therap is ts  tra ined  the nurs ing  sta ff  
in pa t ien t  hand l ing ,  the m ain  p ro b lem  being lack o f  time. 
R ehabi l i ta t ion  o f  the elderly is essentially a m a t te r  o f  
team w o rk ;  no  one  can  accom plish  r eh ab i l i ta t ion  by them se lf  
an d  there m us t  be c o n t in u in g  co n su l ta t io n  between all 
m em bers  o f  the team.

F o u r  o f  the ten H o m es  visited em ployed  O ccupa tiona l  
Therap is ts  (O.T.) . Here a good  r a p p o r t  h ad  been established 
between O .T . an d  physio therap is t .  Residents were c ross
referred when necessary  a n d  there was r egu la r  feedback on 
their  progress.

In conc lus ion ,  phys io therap is ts  can p lay  a vital role in 
H om es  for  the Elderly, especial ly as  regards ed u ca t io n  an d  
tra in ing  o f  staff , which is sadly neglected. T he  sho r tage  o f  
physio therap is ts  in H o m es  cou ld  be o ve rcom e  by c rea t ing  
par t - t im e  posts ,  which w ould  app ea l  to m arr ied  therapists  
who have y o ung  children .  It is im p o r ta n t  th a t  all therapists  
have a b e t te r  know ledge and  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  ageing an d  
the aged. Teach ing  geriatric  care  a t  u n d e rg ra d u a te  level 
might e l im inate  the m y th  that  w o rk in g  with the elderly is 
un in terest ing ,  u n s t im u la t ing  an d  un rew ard ing .

PHYSIOTHERAPY IN GERIATRICS IN THE TRANSVAAL
J O H L Y N E  C. B E E N H A K K E R ,  B.Sc (Phys io therapy) ,  D .P .E .  (W itw ate rs rand )*

Physio therapy was no t  cons idered  an  integral pa r t  of  
Geriatric  C are  in S o u th  Africa unt il  the end  o f  1958 when a 
team o f  vo lun teers  in i t ia ted  a rehabil i ta t ive p ro g ra m m e  at 
one o f  the hom es in Jo h a n n e sb u rg .

By the beg inn ing  o f  the fo llow ing year  a n  a t t e m p t  had 
been made to p ro m o te  p reven ta t ive  phy s io th e rap y  a m ongs t  
active elderly residents  a n d  classes were given twice weekly in 
the evenings. Th is  p roved  to be very successful a n d  soon  a
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paid ,  p a r t - t im e  physio therap is t  was a p p o in te d  at  the ho m e  
to ca rry  ou t  cura tive  t r ea tm en t  while the volunteers 
co n t in u ed  with their  evening sessions .

In 1961 the team was a p p ro a c h e d  by the R and  Aid 
A ssocia t ion  to extend their  services to  o th e r  hom es  in 
J o h a n n e s b u r g  an d  with the back in g  o f  the S.A. Society o f  
P hys io therapy ,  three fu r ther  hom es  were inc luded in the 
p ro g ra m m e .

T h e  value of the w ork  d one  by these early p ioneers  in this 
field was g radua l ly  recognised  a n d  by the end o f  1964 several  
hom es h ad  a p p o in te d  par t - t im e  phys io therap is ts  to  their 
staff.
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