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SUMMARY

A survey of the main papers published in the South African
Journal of Physiotherapy over the past 10years (1980to 1989)
was conducted to establish the trends in research methodo-
logy, subject topic and qualifications of the first authors. It was
found that there is a significant increase in the number of
experimental trials used and a similar decrease in the number
of surveys conducted from the first to the second five-year
periods (1980 to 1984 and 1985 to 1989). Statistical analyses
of data were more often used in the second period. There is a
marked increase inthe number of articles on education/admin-
istration inthe second period. Inthis period from 1985to 1989,
there are fewer first authors with a Diploma in Physiotherapy
only, a medical degree or atechnical qualification, while there
are more first authors with postgraduate qualifications. These
findings support the observation that there is a growing aware-
ness of the need for a more scientific approach to Physiother-
apy research.

INTRODUCTION

A survey of articles published in the South African Journal of
Physiotherapy between the years 1984 and 19891suggests a need for
more experimental and clinical trials in the field of physiotherapy in
South Africa. A survey of papers published between 1973 and 1982
in Physiotherapy Canada2 found an increase in more scientifically
orientated research over this time period, which suggested “a grow-
ing commitment to research” (p 158) in Canada.

To establish whether a similar trend isoccurring in physiother-
apy in South Africa, a survey of all major articles published over the
ten years between 1980 and 1989 in the South African Journal of
Physiotherapy was carried out. An emphasis was placed on trends in
research methodology, subject topic and the qualifications ofthe first
author. The findings of this survey are reported in this paper.

METHOD

The ten years between 1980 and 1989 under review were
divided into two five-year periods: 1980 to 1984 and 1985 to 1989.
The major papers published in the South African Journal of
Physiotherapy during these periods were studied to establish the
following:-

Research methodology

This was classified as descriptive (D) if the article was princi-
pally a description of a technique, case study or basic principles. A
clinical trial (C) involved a comparison of therapeutic modalities or
a study of some aspect of treatment in the clinical situation. Alterna-
tively, an experimental trial (E) was one carried out under specific
scientific experimental control. A paper reporting a review or a
retrospective study, with or without the use of a questionnaire, was
classed as a survey (S). Note was made too of the use of statistical
analyses of data.

OPSOMMING

'n Opname studie van die vernaamste artikels wat oor die
laaste 10 jaar (1980-1990) gepubliseer is in die SA Tydskrif
Fisioterapie om neigings in die metodes van ondersoek,
onderwerpe asook die kwalifikasies van die eerste outeurs te
bepaal. Daar is 'n betekenisvolle verhoging in die gebruik van
eksperimentele proefnemings en 'n soortgelyke daling in die
aantal opname studies vanaf die eerste tot die tweede vyfjaar
periodes (1980-1984 en 1985-1989). Daar is meer gebruik
gemaak van statistiese evaluering in die tweede periode.
Daar is meer artikels met betrekking tot onderwys/adminis-
trasie in die tweede periode. Tussen 1985-1989 was daar
minder eerste outeurs met slegs 'n diploma in Fisioterapie, 'n
mediese graad of tegniese kwalifikasie en wel meer eerste
outeurs met nagraadse kwalifikasies. Hierdie bevindings on-
dersteun die waarneming dat navorsing in Fisioterapie meer
wetenskaplik moet geskied.

Subject topic

The subject topics covered by each article were grouped into
the following categories:-
. applied basic science eg anatomy (Apl)
. cardiopulmonary system/therapy (C-P)
. education/administration (Ed)
. electrotherapy/equipment (E-Q)
. geriatric factors/therapy (G)
. musculoskeletal system/therapy (M-S)
. neurological system/therapy (N)
. paediatric factors/therapy (P)
. psycho-social factors (P-S)
. other eg community/industrial/occupational factors/therapy

©)
Authorship

The qualifications of the first author only were recorded as
follows:-
. physiotherapy, diploma (PT (Dip))
. physiotherapy, Bachelor’sdegree (PT B))
. physiotherapy plus another Bachelor’s degree (PT + B)
. physiotherapy plus an Honours/Master’s degree (PT +
H/M)
. physiotherapy plus a Doctorate of Philosophy (PT + PhD)
. medical doctor (MBBCh)
. any other graduate (Grad)
. any other postgraduate (Postgrad)
. non-degree eg other diploma (Nondeg)
. qualification not specified (NS)
The analyses of the papers published in each five-year period
were compared to establish the trends in research methodology,
subject topic and authorship.
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RESULTS
Trend in research methodology (Table )

TABLE 1: TREND IN RESEARCH MERHODOLOGY

Research 1980- 1884 1985-1989
Methodology n % n %
D 58 71 53 69
C 6 7 6 8
E 6 7 12 16
S 12 156 6 8
ST 5 6 10 13
Key C = Clinical trial Note:

D = Descriptive ie descrip- E = Experimental trial N (1980-1984) = 82

tion of a technique, case S = Survey N (1985 -1989) = 77
study of basic principles ST = Use of statistical ana-
lysis

The most obvious trend over the years from 1980 to 1984 and
from 1985 to 1989 was the significant increase in the number of
experimental trials reported (7% to 16% of papers). The number of
surveys decreased similarly from 15% to 8%, but the number of
descriptive papers decreased by only 2 (71% to 69%). However, a
marked increase inthe use of statistical analyses of data (6% to 13%)
was evident.

Trend in subject topic

TABLE IIl: TREND IN SUBJECT TOPIC

Subject 1980- 1984 1985- 1989
n % n %
Apl 6 7 2 3
C-P 7 9 13 17
Ed 7 9 16 21
E-Q 7 9 5 7
G 9 n 2
M-S 12 15 12 16
N 8 10 8 10
P 12 15 8 10
P-S 7 9 4 5
0] 7 9 7 9
Key ment P-S = Psycho-social factors
Apl = Applied basicscience eg G * Geriatric factorsfTherapy o = Other eg Com-
Anatomy M-S = Musculoskeletal sys- munity/Industrial/Occupatio
C-P = Cardiopulmonary sys- tem/Therapy nal factors/therapy
tem/therapy N = Neurological sys- Note
Ed = Education/Administra- tem/Therapy N (1980- 1984) = 82
tion P = Paediatric factors/Ther- N (1985 -1989) = 77

E-Q = Electrotherapy/Equip- apy

Table Il shows a detailed analysis of the numbers ofarticles on
particular topics published during the ten-year period under review
(1980 to 1989). On comparing the two five-year periods, the greatest
increase was in papers on education/administration (9% to 21%),
whereas the number of articles related to geriatric factors/therapy
decreased markedly (11% to 3%), followed by those on paediatric
factors/therapy (15% to 10%).

Trend in authorship (Table III)

The findings of the ten-year survey indicate that there were
significantly fewer authors with a Diploma in Physiotherapy (PT
(Dip)) only (23% to 10%) in the second five-year period, while there
were similarly more authors with some postgraduate qualification
(11% to 16%) in the same period. The numbers of all physiothera-
pists with postgraduate qualifications, such as an Honour’s or Mas-
ter’sdegree or a Doctor of Philosophy, also increased (12% to 22%
and 0% to 3%). The number of medical doctors writing papers in
this Journal during this period decreased (17% to 12%).
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TABLE IlIl: TREND IN AUTHORSHIP

Authorship

PT(Dip)l
PT (B)
PT+B
PT + HM
PT + PhD
MBBCh
Grad
Postgrad
Non-deg
NS

Key

PT (Dip) = Physiotherapy,
Diploma

PT (B) = Physiotherapy, Ba-
chelor’s degree

1980- 1984
n %
19 23
18 22
1 1
10 12
14 17
4 50
9 1
5 6
2 2

PT + H/M = Physiotherapy
plusan Honours/Masters de-
gree

MBBCh = Medical doctor
Grad ** Any other graduate

1985- 1989
n %
8 10
16 21
3 4
17 22
2 3
9 12
1 1
12 16
3 4
6 8

Nondep = Non-degree eg
other diploma

NS = qualification not sped*
tied

Note

N (1980-1984) » 82
N (1985 -1989) = 77

PT + B = Physiotherapy plus
another Bachelor’s degree

Postgrad = any other post-
graduate

DISCUSSION

Although this survey reviews publications in the South African
JournalofPhysiotherapy over two relatively short periods of fiveyears
each (1980 to 1984 and 1985 to 1989), itdoes indicate general trends
in current physiotherapy research in South Africa.

The majority of the papers (71% and 69%) are still descriptive
in nature, which suggests that many authors are not orientated
towards scientifically-based research. The small number of clinical
trials reported does not change much (7% to 8%) from one to the
other five-year period. This may be due to the fact that clinically-
based research is notoriously difficult to carryout to completion. The
decrease in surveys (15% to 8%) during these periods may be
indicative of a waning interest, among researchers, in retrospective
studies and reviews, or of the inherent difficulties of such research.
The marked increase in experimental trials (7% to 16%) suggests an
increased awareness of the value and necessity of such trials in
physiotherapy research among some researchers. However, the
number of reports of such trials (11% of the articles over ten years)
is still extremely low when compared with the number of descriptive
articles (70% of all papers over ten years), and when compared with
research trends in Canada (1973 to 1982)2 where data-based re-
search (reporting original data) increased from 33% to 45%, and
descriptive papers decreased from 45% to 25% during this time.
Comparisons with other Western countries are not possible at pres-
ent because of a lack of information about their current research
trends.

The significant increase in the use of statistical analyses of data
from the one five-year period to the other (6% to 13%) suggests that
researchers are tending towards a more scientific approach to the
analysis and interpretation of their results.

The marked increase in papers on education/administration
between 1980 to 1984 and 1985 to 1989 (9% to 21%) confirms the
suggestion, made in the report of an earlier survey of the South
African Journal ofPhysiotherapy', that there is generally interest in
and concern for the standards of physiotherapy education and ad-
ministration, which have a bearing on the image of the profession in
South Africa. The increase in cardiopulmonary research (9% to
17%) is indicative of a major research interest at present.

The decrease in the number of articles on geriatrics (11% to
3%), paediatrics (15% to 10%) and psycho-social factors (9% to 5%)
issurprising considering the widespread interest incommunity-based
medicine and allied disciplines. This decrease may be due to the
difficultiesof human- or patient-based research inthe field or clinical
setting. The decrease in the number of papers on electrother-
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apy/equipment (9% to 7%) and on the applied basic sciences (7% to
3%) suggests a waning interest in these topics among researchers.

The finding in this survey that more authors (physiotherapists
and other professionals) with postgraduate qualifications are pub-
lishing their research indicates an awareness of the need for scientific
research, as was suggested in the earlier surveyl This increase also
shows that more physiotherapists are obtaining higher qualifications
which will equip them better for conducting such research.

CONCLUSION

This survey has shown some growth in South Africa in
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physiotherapy research. The studies under review reflected an
awareness of the need, within the profession of physiotherapy, for
higher scientific standards of research. However, these changes are
not as yet enough to promote the profession of physiotherapy as an
acknowledged science as well as an art.
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