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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

t  A bs trac t  o f  project  com ple ted  as course  r equ irem en t .
* Final year  B. S c (P h v s io th e r a p v )s tu d e n t s  a t  Universi ty  o f  

Cape T ow n .
Received 7 S ep tem b er  1982.

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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At the biennial m ee t ing  o f  the S. A. Counc il  for  the C a re  o f  
the Aged held in P o r t  E lizabeth  in 1965, the first m u lt i ­
disc ip linary  s y m p o s iu m  was o rgan ised  to d iscuss the role o f  
the var ious  h ea l th  workers .  M r  A. R o th b e rg ,  who 
represen ted  the S .A .S .P . ,  d iscussed the im p o r ta n c e  o f  
phys io the rapy  a n d  the par t  it p layed in the general team 
ap p ro a c h .

T h is  sy m p o s iu m  st irred the interest o f  N a ta l  an d  the 
W estern  C a p e  a n d  gradually  their  services for  the elderly 
o v e r to o k  those o f  the T ransvaa l .  P hys io therapy  s tuden ts  
f rom  the C a p e  a n d  P re to r ia  were also enco u rag ed  to run 
fi tness classes fo r  residents a t  hom es in their  areas.

A lthough  the need  for open -a i r  spo r ts  an d  recreation  clubs 
for sen ior  ci tizens was realised, n o  ab le -b o d ied  spo r ts  club 
cou ld  be p e r su ad e d  to  allow the elderly n o n -m e m b e rs  to  use 
their  facilities. H ow ever ,  in 1972 the M andevi l le  S port  and  
Social  C en tre  op en ed  its d o o r s  a n d  in c o -o p e ra t io n  with the 
Jo h a n n e s b u r g  C ounc il  for the C a re  o f  the A ged  an d  R o ta ry  
Jo h a n n e s b u r g  S o u th ,  the M andevi l le  Sen io r  Cit izens C lub  
was developed.

T he  spo r t  an d  recreat ion  club  u n d e r  the gu idance  o f  M r  
R o th b e rg  has p ro v ed  most  successful with its o u t d o o r  games 
a n d  in d o o r  rec rea t iona l  activities,  which include fi tness 
classes. It has a lso  been the p ro to ty p e  for  o thers  in 
J o h a n n e s b u rg ,  Edenvale ,  Benoni.  K ru g e rs d o rp ,  Springs and  
Soweto.

In 1974 the S. A. Spciety o f  P hys io therapy  was asked by the 
W itw a te r s ran d  T ec h n ik o n  to  d r a w  up  a lecture course  on 
p h y s io th e rap y  in the  care  o f  the aged. T h is  is one  o f  the 
subjects offered for  the N a t iona l  Cert if icate  o f  Inst i tu t ional  
C a re  for  aides in H o m e s  fo r  the Aged. M r  R o th b e rg  
com piled  the syllabus an d  has been a n  exam iner  in this

subject  unt il  the present  time.
It was realised tha t  u n d e rg ra d u a te  s tude n ts  shou ld  be 

m ade  a w are  o f  the  need to t reat  geriatric  pa t ien ts  in the 
co m m u n i ty  an d  in 1978 the s tu d e n ts  o f  the University o f  
W i tw a te r s ra n d  were given this experience. T hree  homes 
close to the  M edical  School which h a d  never had  the services 
o f  physio therap is ts ,  were chosen.  At these hom es  the 
hand l in g  o f  residents generally  p r o m o te d  a dependen t  
at t i tude .

By 1981 m ost  o f  the teeth ing  p rob lem s exper ienced at 
these h o m es  h ad  been sor ted  o u t  a n d  the s ta ff  are  most  
en thus ia s t ic  a b o u t  p h ys io the rapy .  T h ey  have com e  to  realise 
the im p o r ta n c e  o f  fi tness classes a n d  correc t  h and l ing  of  
pa t ien ts  in the overall  p ro g ra m m e  o f  residents.

D u r in g  the sam e p e r iod  three service centres.w ere  visited 
a n d  weekly fi tness classes were offered  ' t o  the 'members. 
T h re e  new  centres  were op en ed  in 1982 a n d  the need for 
phy s io th e rap y  has been given high priority .

T h e  M unic ipa l  Sen ior  C i t izens’ rec rea t ion  clubs in 
J o h a n n e s b u r g  are  lo ok ing  for helpers  to a r ra n g e  fitness 
classes in Ja b u la ,  B raam fon te in  a n d  Yeovil le.  Social  workers  
a t  S en io r  C i t izens’ Clubs  in S ow eto  have a lready  instituted 
classes in var ious  areas.

T h e  d e m a n d  for p hys io the rapy  in the C a re  o f  the Aged is 
increas ing  an d  m eans  for ca ter ing  for this need will have to 
be found .  Physio therap is ts  th ro u g h o u t  the R epublic  are 
being invited to  investigate  what the needs  in their  own areas 
are  a n d  to suggest  how  these m ay  be met. Rela tively few 
hom es  have a regu la r  phys io the rap is t  in a t t e n d a n c e  while the 
need in ru ra l  areas ,  aw ay  f rom  the larger  centres ,  is k n ow n  to 
be even m ore  acute.

REPORT ON THE 11th MEETING OF THE NATIONAL 
COMMITTEE OF REPRESENTATIVES HELD ON 

16 OCTOBER 1982 IN JOHANNESBURG

As there were several new representa t ives ,  each 
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  i n t r o d u c e d  h i m / h e r s e l f  a n d  w h o m  
represen ted .  A po log ies  were n o ted  a n d  v o t ing  strength  
es tablished. A f te r  7.1.1 (A ction  C o m m it te e )  was am e n d e d  by 
rem oval ,  the m in u te s  o f  the prev ious  m eet ing  were accepted.

NATIONAL EXECUTIVE C O M M ITTEE

T he  ev a lua t ion  o f  the profession  by the office o f  the 
C o m m is s io n  for  A d m in is t r a t io n  followed a f te r  m an y  years 
o f  n eg o t ia t io n :  in 1976 a d e le g a t io n  p re se n te d  a 
m e m o r a n d u m  to the newly cons t i tu ted  H ea l th  M atte rs  
A dvisory  C o m m it te e  a n d  in 1980 the ca reer  an d  salary  
s t r u c t u r e  o f  s u p p l e m e n ta r y  h e a l th  p e r s o n n e l  was 
“ u n c o u p le d  f ro m  tha t  o f  n u rses” . P resently  careers  and  
sa laries a re  be ing  re s t ruc tu red  on  the pr incip le  ol 
p rofessional  d if fe ren t ia t ion  (beroeps  differensiasie).  The 
ph a rm ac is t s  were the first profession  to  be ev a lua ted  a n d  had 
their  new s t ruc tu re  im plem ented  in J a n u a ry  1982, whilst that  
fo r  nu rses  is be ing  im p lem en ted  as  o f  O c to b e r  1983. A 
fu r th e r  eight discip lines are  to  have new  s truc tures

im p lem en ted  within the present  f inancial year. N o  doubt 
f u r th e r  se lf-evaluation  will follow once the o u tc o m e  o f  the 
s ta te -com m iss ioned  eva lua t ion  is know n .  Professional  
assessm ent ,  researched  a m o n g  co lleagues  an d  consum ers ,  is 
a c o n t in u in g  p rocess in all the English -speak ing  physio­
therapy  societies,  being indicative o f  p rofessional  growth  
an d  d eve lopm en t .  T h e  posit ion  o f  phys io therap is ts  in special 
schools  a n d  the Defence F o rc e  will also be clarified once the 
rep o r t  is accep ted  an d  im p lem en ted .  Physio therap ists  
jo in in g  the P e rm a n e n t  Fo rce  n o w  have the o p p o r tu n i ty  lor 
a d v a n c e m e n t  in recogni t ion  o f  leadersh ip  qualities.  T h e  need 
for  phy s io th e rap y  in psychia tr ic  hosp i ta ls  has been 
h ighlighted  an d  u n d e rg ra d u a te  courses a re  being evaluated  
in this regard .  Active steps need to be taken  to e qu ip  and 
recruit  physio therap is ts  for  this field. T he  tra in ing  o f  
d e p a r tm e n ta l  phy s io th e rap y  ass is tan ts  is now a real ity an d  to 
assist  t ra iners  at  ap p ro v e d  ins t i tu t ions,  te ach ing  m ater ia l  will 
be collected an d  collated in o rd e r  to p ro d u c e  a s tandard ized  
h a n d o u t .  T h e  In te rn a t io n a l  Y ear  o f  the A ged  has increased 
aw areness  o f  the need o f  geriatrics  an d  actively involved 
m an y  people . Miss J .  M o h r  will ho ld  a post- registra t ion
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