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Abstract 

Background: The approach to the education and professional advancement of physiotherapists is particularly 
relevant today. To date, no studies have compared the perceptions of physiotherapists regarding professional issues in 
geographically close European countries such as Poland and Germany. Therefore, this study’s purpose was to com-
pare Polish and German physiotherapists’ perceptions related to their profession, entry-level education, and career 
opportunities.

Methods: We recruited 565 physiotherapists from Poland and 560 physiotherapists from Germany. An opinion 
polling method based on a questionnaire was applied in the study. The survey was conducted in 48 facilities located 
throughout the territories of the two countries. The assessment focused on the following three issues: 1) professional 
education (form and content of educational programs, organizational aspects, and effects of education); 2) profes-
sional development and career opportunities; and 3) the relationship between years of service and perceptions of 
professional education, career satisfaction and advancement opportunities.

Results: German respondents rated specific aspects of their education, development opportunities and professional 
careers more highly than their Polish counterparts (p = 0.001). A highly significant negative correlation was identi-
fied in both groups between all the assessed aspects of professional education and years of service (0.9 ≤ |R| < 1, 
p = 0.001).

Conclusions: Opinions on their professions expressed by physiotherapists from closely neighboring countries, 
namely, Poland and Germany, were surprisingly disparate. Compared to their Polish colleagues, German physiothera-
pists viewed their experiences more favorably vis-a-vis entry-level education, career opportunities, and professional 
status. Further study is needed to establish whether these findings reflect actual differences, sampling bias, or other 
factors.
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Background
Physiotherapy is recognized as a health care profes-
sion in all European Union (EU) countries [1]. Conse-
quently, researchers have been investigating various 
aspects of formal physiotherapy education and the pro-
fessional advancement of physiotherapists. In addition 
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to theoretical and practical components of teaching cur-
ricula, clinical education is an integral part of the courses 
preparing physiotherapy students for the job. Clinical 
training plays an important role in building professional 
expertise and in combining practice with adequate sub-
stance-related foundations [2, 3].

Studies evaluating physiotherapy courses and teaching 
curricula aim to identify the most effective educational 
methods and existing deficiencies [4]. For example, based 
on student, educator and expert opinions, research-
ers reported there were needs for closer cooperation 
between health care workers and patients [5]; ongoing, 
evidence-based updates regarding physiotherapy inter-
ventions [6–9]; and cooperation between practicing 
physiotherapists and researchers carrying out empirical 
studies [10, 11]. The related findings also show that it is 
necessary to consider international experiences [12] and 
the cultural specificity of learners [13] in designing local 
teaching curricula and to take into account the preferred 
learning methods of students in combination with their 
on-the-job training [14]. Furthermore, educational pro-
grams for physiotherapists must provide various ways 
to solve patient-related problems and develop students’ 
interpersonal and social skills [15, 16] and complex com-
petencies [17].

Poland and Germany, two neighboring countries 
located in central Europe, in the course of history have 
not always had a good relationship, but over the years, 
the countries have become closer to each other in many 
respects. This is reflected by the partnership within the 
EU and by a variety of joint projects carried out in sci-
entific, social, economic and other domains [18]. The 
physiotherapist profession is recognized in both coun-
tries as an independent medical profession subject to 
legal regulations. Consequently, the profession gained a 
higher status in both countries. The use of the title “phys-
iotherapist” is protected by the law [19]. In Germany, 
the first federal regulations applicable to those perform-
ing the profession of physiotherapy were introduced in 
1959, when German professional organizations joined 
World Physiotherapy (formerly the World Confederation 
for Physical Therapy). The first detailed rules for profes-
sional physiotherapy practice in Germany were specified 
20 years later. These laws are in force today, as amended 
by the specific Bundesland authorities [20]. In Poland, 
the first nationwide organization was started in 1967 
under the name the Polish Society of Physiotherapists, 
and it has cooperated with World Physiotherapy since 
that time. However, it was not until 2015 that laws for the 
profession of physiotherapy were adopted by the Polish 
Parliament. Currently, the largest professional organiza-
tion in the country is the Polish Chamber of Physiothera-
pists, which joined World Physiotherapy in 2020 [21]. 

Differences and similarities between the physiotherapy 
professions in Poland and Germany are presented in 
Table 1.

However, knowledge of the differences and similarities 
between the education systems and professional devel-
opment of physiotherapists in Poland and Germany is 
insufficient. No studies have yet been conducted in this 
area. The related research findings may provide impor-
tant information and enable professional organizations to 
standardize the educational systems and organization of 
physiotherapy practice in neighboring EU countries.

This study aimed to assess similarities and differences 
in the systems of education and professional develop-
ment of physiotherapists in Poland and Germany based 
on their perceptions. The following three research ques-
tions were formulated:

Q1) Based on the opinions of Polish and German 
physiotherapists, how do the systems of entry-level 
physiotherapy education in the two countries com-
pare?
Q2) According to participants’ perceptions, are 
there differences between the two countries in 
the professional status of physiotherapy as well as 
related career opportunities and working condi-
tions?
Q3) Do years of service impact Polish and German 
physiotherapists’ perceptions of their formal educa-
tion, job satisfaction and career opportunities?

Methods
Participants and setting
The group enrolled for the principal part of the study 
included 565 physiotherapists from Poland and 560 
physiotherapists from Germany. The Polish group com-
prised 192 (33.98%) women and 373 (66.02%) men, and 
the German group consisted of 79 (14.11%) women and 
481 (85.89%) men. Polish and German participants of the 
study on average were aged 36.48 (SD 11.22) years and 
42.83 (SD 17.98), respectively. The participants’ charac-
teristics are presented in Table 2.

The study was designed to enable conclusions related 
to the entire statistical population based on the infor-
mation collected from a representative sample. A mini-
mum size of a sample representative for the community 
of physiotherapists was calculated for this purpose. The 
sample size was defined at a confidence level of a = 0.95, 
with a fraction size of 0.7 and a maximum error of 0.04. 
The minimum sample size for Polish physiotherapists was 
defined as 500 participants and for German physiothera-
pists as 502 participants. The study involved 565 partici-
pants from Poland and 560 individuals from Germany.
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Study protocol
The cross-sectional nonrandomized cohort study was 
carried out in two stages in 2017–2018. A pilot study 
was conducted at the first stage and was followed by the 
principal part of the study. The project received approval 
from the University of Rzeszów’s Bioethical Commission. 
Experimental conditions conformed to the policies and 
mandates of the Declaration of Helsinki.

Procedure and measures
Pilot study
In view of the fact that the study was designed to apply a 
questionnaire developed by the authors, the accuracy of the 
tool was verified in a pilot study. The set of questions was 
prepared in the German language in cooperation with Ger-
man physiotherapy specialists and an orthopedic surgeon. 
Consultations with these experts made it possible to refine 
the content of the questionnaire. The translation and cul-
tural adaptation process consisted of a few stages [22]. The 
first stage involved a forward translation. Two translations 
were made from the original (German) to the target (Pol-
ish) language. As a result, it was possible to compare the 
translations for any discrepancies; poorer wording choices 
were identified and resolved in a discussion between the 
two translators. The second stage involved a synthesis of 
the translations, i.e., based on the original questionnaire 
and the two versions provided by the translators, a com-
bined version of the questionnaire was produced. In the 
third stage, a back translation of the questionnaire was 
made (to the original language) to ensure that the translated 
version conveys the same meanings as the original version. 
Subsequently, the expert committee (methodologist, Polish 
and German physiotherapists and translators) consolidated 
all the versions of the questionnaire into the final version 
of the tool. The questionnaire prepared this way was then 

used in the pilot study, during which responses were col-
lected from 60 physiotherapists (30 each from Germany 
and Poland). By conducting the preliminary study with 60 
respondents, it was possible to validate the cultural and 
language adaptation of the specifically designed question-
naire and to confirm that it was accurately understood by 
the study participants and would enable effective assess-
ment in a larger study group. In the process of preparing 
the manuscript, the Polish version of the questionnaire was 
translated into English by a professional translator.

Outcome measures
The study applied an opinion polling method and was 
based on a survey that was carried out using a specifically 
designed questionnaire. The research tool consisted of 50 
questions divided into the following three thematic groups:

1. Sociodemographic profile comprising 11 questions 
(related to topics such as age, gender, years of service, 
residence and place of employment).

2. Evaluation of physiotherapy education comprising 
23 questions (related to issues such as conditions at 
university, curriculum, functioning of the university, 
competencies acquired during the university course).

3. Evaluation of professional development and career 
opportunities comprising 16 questions (related to 
issues such as the participant’s continuing profes-
sional development, conditions at work and the 
future of physiotherapy as a profession).

Procedures
At the time the study was initiated and carried out, ran-
dom selection of the Polish participants was impossible 
because the databases of the Polish Chamber of Physi-
otherapists were still under construction. Additionally, 

Table 2 Years of service and gender of physiotherapists participating in the study

Years of service Polish therapists German therapists

Women Men Women Men

Number % Number % Number % Number %

below 1 23 12.0 160 42.9 0 0.00 0 0.00

1 0 0.00 106 28.4 0 0.00 0 0.00

2–4 0 0.00 77 20.6 0 0.00 0 0.00

5–6 0 0.00 4 1.1 0 0.00 72 15.0

7–10 6 3.1 26 7.0 0 0.00 88 18.3

11–15 12 6.3 0 0.00 0 0.00 131 27.2

16–20 3 1.6 0 0.00 4 5.1 190 39.5

over 20 148 77.1 0 0.00 75 94.9 0 0.00

Total 192 100.00 373 100.00 79 100.00 481 100.00
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in Germany, there is no organization associating physi-
otherapists in the country; hence, it was also impossible 
to randomly select a group of participants. Therefore, to 
recruit participants for the study, online databases were 
reviewed to identify entities employing physiothera-
pists, and 52 facilities were selected each in Poland and 
Germany. Subsequently, letters were sent to these enti-
ties via Poczta Polska and Deutsche Post asking whether 
they agreed to participate in an anonymous survey. No 
responses were sent back by 42 entities, and 14 facilities 
refused to participate in the survey, whereas 48 entities 
agreed to take part. A request for consent to participate 
in the study was sent to the facilities that agreed. This 
recruitment procedure covered the whole territory of 
the two countries. The survey forms were sent via Poczta 
Polska and Deutsche Post.

Because of the insufficient number of participants 
recruited, a request was sent via e-mail to the Polish and 
German administrators of social networking sites for pro-
fessional groups including physiotherapists. The purpose 
was to recruit an appropriate number of participants, 
in line with the calculated statistically adequate sample 
size. Health care entities (hospitals, spa facilities, clinics) 
providing physiotherapy-related services were selected 
in both countries. In addition to physiotherapists work-
ing for public entities, the study participants included 
self-employed private practitioners. In addition to these 
traditional methods of recruitment, the survey was also 
conducted among physiotherapists active on online 
social networking sites. For this purpose, approval was 
obtained from google.pl and google.de administrators.

Data analysis
Data analysis was performed using the program SPSS 
Statistics. Distributions of the investigated variables were 
examined for normality using the Shapiro–Wilk W-test. 
Regarding the physiotherapists’ perceptions of their for-
mal education, professional development and career 
opportunities, comparative analysis took into account 
median values of the ratings in the specific questions by 
the two groups of respondents; the significance of the 
differences in the ratings between Polish and German 
respondents was assessed using the Mann–Whitney U 
test. The relationship between the respondents’ years of 
service and their perceptions of their formal education, 
career opportunities, and job satisfaction was assessed 
using Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient. At the 
last stage, regression analysis was carried out taking into 
account the variables describing the participants’ percep-
tions of the educational process and professional career 
in relation to years of service and, additionally, age of 
the respondents. For the needs of this analysis, it was 
assumed that the rating scale used in the research tool 

was a linear scale. Statistical significance was assumed for 
values of p < 0.05.

Results
Q1. Rating of entry‑level physiotherapy education systems 
by the groups of respondents
Based on their own experience, the respondents assessed 
three aspects of formal physiotherapy education sys-
tems: 1) the teaching/learning component, i.e., the form 
and content of curricula, 2) organizational issues, and 3) 
effectiveness of education. German respondents com-
monly expressed more favorable perceptions of specific 
aspects of their education than their Polish counterparts. 
Only three aspects of physiotherapy education received 
higher ratings from Polish respondents: opportunities 
to study abroad, practical education for the profession 
and the system of internships. In these items, the analy-
sis showed higher median values of the ratings awarded 
by Polish participants than those of German respond-
ents. On the other items, the German education system 
received higher ratings. Ultimately, according to par-
ticipants’ perceptions, the two entry-level physiotherapy 
education systems differed in all the evaluated character-
istics, with most aspects of the Polish system receiving 
lower ratings. The significance of the differences between 
the ratings awarded by Polish and German respondents 
was confirmed by the result of the Mann–Whitney test 
(p = 0.001). Notably, the responses provided by Ger-
man participants did not include low ratings (below 4 
on a six-point scale), whereas some aspects of the Pol-
ish education system received the lowest possible rating 
from many participants. This tendency is most visible in 
the perceptions related to student facilities, which Ger-
man respondents rated as “good” (13.9%) or “very good” 
(86.1%); these highest ratings were used by only 20.4% 
of the Polish respondents, and 6% of Poles reported that 
student facilities were “poor” or “very poor”. This distri-
bution of responses may result from cultural differences 
between the two nations (Table 3).

Q2. Professional development and career
Participants provided responses to five questions 
related to aspects of their job (atmosphere at work, 
relations with their supervisor, salary, job satisfaction 
and professional career), which they rated on a 10-point 
scale. German respondents provided a higher rating 
in each of the five aspects, reflecting more favorable 
perceptions of their job than Polish respondents. As 
in the case of the first research question, median val-
ues of the ratings in the specific items were compared, 
and significance of the differences between the percep-
tions of Polish and German respondents was examined 
using the Mann–Whitney U test (at a significance level 
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of p = 0.001). The largest difference can be observed in 
responses to the question about career advancement; 
the median value of the ratings by Polish respondents 
was 6, less than the median of 9 in the case of German 
respondents (on a 10-point scale). For their evaluation 
of their formal education, German respondents used 
high ratings (7–9) far more often than Polish respond-
ents, and they did not use ratings below 5 at all. Con-
versely, many Polish respondents selected very low or 
low ratings, e.g., in question 48, ratings between 1 and 
4 accounted for 33.8% of the responses in the Polish 
group, while no German respondent selected a rating 
lower than 5 (Table 4).

Q3. Relationship between years of service 
and respondents’ perceptions of their formal professional 
education, job satisfaction and career opportunities
The findings show a strong statistically significant nega-
tive correlation between participants’ perceptions of all 
the aspects of physiotherapy education and reported 
years of service (all correlations are significant at a level 
of p = 0.001). This shows that therapists with more work 
experience tend to present less favorable perceptions of 
their formal education than their more inexperienced 
counterparts. This is true for both Polish and German 
respondents (Table 5).

Perceptions of working conditions and career satis-
faction, similar to those related to the process of formal 

Table 3 Rating for physiotherapy education systems by German and Polish respondents (rating on a scale from the lowest 1 to the 
highest 6)

Characteristics of physiotherapy education systems Polish physiotherapists German physiotherapists

Min. Median Max. Min. Median Max.

I. Form and content of educational programs
 Quality of teaching 2 5 6 5 6 6

 Specialties available in physiotherapy courses 2 5 6 5 6 6

 Work by the academic stuff 2 5 6 5 6 6

 Teaching skills of the academic staff 2 5 6 3 6 6

 Curriculum 2 4 6 2 6 6

 System of internships 1 5 6 4 5 6

II. Organisation of education
 Conditions at the university 2 5 6 4 6 6

 Opportunity to do part of the course abroad 2 4 6 3 3 4

 Functioning of university library and reading room 2 4 6 4 5 5

 University administration and functioning 2 5 6 4 6 6

 Student facilities at the university 1 4 6 5 6 6

III. Effectiveness of education
 Acquisition of knowledge-related professional qualifications 2 5 6 4 6 6

 Acquisition of skills-related professional qualifications 2 5 6 5 6 6

 Acquisition of professional qualifications in the area of social competences 2 5 6 4 6 6

 Practical training for the profession 1 6 6 5 5 6

 Acquisition of qualifications relative to current needs of labour market 1 6 6 5 6 6

Table 4 Evaluation of their situation at work, by Polish and German physiotherapists (rating on a scale from the lowest 1 to the 
highest 10)

Work‑related issues Polish physiotherapists German physiotherapists

Min. Median Max. Min. Median Max.

Atmosphere at work 1 9 10 5 10 10

Satisfying relations with supervisor 1 7 10 6 9 10

Salary satisfaction 1 7 10 8 9 10

Job satisfaction 1 8 10 9 10 10

Career advancement 1 6 10 5 9 10
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education, are strongly related to respondents’ years 
of service (all correlations are significant at p = 0.001). 
Negative coefficients of correlation between years of 
service and perceptions of all the aspects of work show 
that therapists with more work experience tend to be 
more critical about their job (Table 6).

To examine this tendency in more detail, regres-
sion analysis was carried out taking into account the 

variables corresponding to participants’ perceptions of 
the educational process and professional career in rela-
tion to their years of service and, additionally, their age.

The effect of the selected factors on self-reported job 
satisfaction was assessed using linear regression anal-
ysis, which showed that the independent predictors 
of satisfaction with the occupation of physiotherapist 
included the following:

• Age: each subsequent year of life decreases this rat-
ing on average by 0.002 points,

• Years of service: compared to the individuals at the 
start of their professional career (0 years of ser-
vice), work experience in the range of 16–20 years 
increased the rating on average by 0.36 points.

With regard to the assessment of the effect of the 
selected factors on self-reported career advancement, 
the linear regression analysis showed that the inde-
pendent predictors of subjective perceptions of one’s 
professional career included the following:

• Age: each subsequent year of life decreases this rat-
ing on average by 0.001 points,

• Years of service: compared to physiotherapists 
starting their professional career, those with work 

Table 5 Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient for physiotherapists’ years of service and their rating of physiotherapy education 
systems (all correlations are significant with p = 0.001)

Characteristics of physiotherapy education systems rated by respondents Correlation of the rating with years of service

Polish physiotherapists German 
physiotherapists

I. Form and content of educational programs
 Quality of teaching −0.92 −0.66

 Specialties available in physiotherapy courses − 0.97 − 0.69

 Work by the academic stuff − 0.82 − 0.69

 Teaching skills of the academic staff − 0.80 − 0.93

 Curriculum − 0.93 − 0.64

 System of internships − 0.89 − 0.88

II. Organisation of education
 Conditions at the university −0.86 − 0.87

 Opportunity to do part of the course abroad −0.93 −0.59

 Functioning of university library and reading room −0.94 −0.74

 University administration and functioning −0.94 −0.62

 Student facilities at the university −0.88 −0.61

III. Effectiveness of education
 Acquisition of knowledge-related professional qualifications −0.87 −0.73

 Acquisition of skills-related professional qualifications −0.87 −0.66

 Acquisition of professional qualifications in the area of social competences −0.90 −0.69

 Practical training for the profession −0.86 −0.83

 Acquisition of qualifications relative to current needs of labour market −0.91 −0.84

Table 6 Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient for physiotherapists’ 
years of service and their rating of work-related issues (all correlations 
are significant at p = 0.001)

Work‑related issues evaluated 
by respondents

Correlation of the rating with years 
of service

Polish 
physiotherapists

German 
physiotherapists

Atmosphere at work −0.49 −0.92

Satisfying relations with supervi-
sor

−0.66 −0.86

Salary satisfaction −0.43 −0.80

Job satisfaction −0.22 −0.47

Career advancement −0.62 −0.82
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experience in the range of 16–20 years increased 
the rating on average by 1.10 points.

Discussion
A review of the related literature suggests that no studies 
thus far have investigated differences in the formal edu-
cation and professional development of physiotherapists 
in Poland and Germany. Such research would make it 
possible to identify positive aspects of the education sys-
tem in one country and introduce them into the educa-
tion system in the other country; as a result, it would also 
be possible to continue to align practice in both countries 
to the evolving scope of physiotherapy practice and epi-
demiological needs in an ever-evolving dynamic manner.

The first research problem was related to the assess-
ment of the coherence of the findings about Polish and 
German physiotherapy education systems based on par-
ticipants’ perceptions. The acquired findings suggest that 
the physiotherapy education systems differ in terms of 
all the evaluated characteristics, and the Polish system 
received poorer ratings in most aspects. It should be 
pointed out, however, that the education systems were 
assessed using a subjective method by individuals living 
in different socioeconomic environments. Even though 
these are neighboring countries, Germany and Poland 
represent different historical and cultural backgrounds, 
since traditionally they are linked to Western and East-
ern Europe, respectively. Generally, the standard of liv-
ing is much higher in Germany than in Poland, which 
reflects the different economic statuses of these two 
countries, with the gross domestic product per capita in 
2020 being approximately three times higher in Germany 
than that in Poland [23]. Therefore, the current findings 
should be treated as a reflection of the participants’ expe-
riences rather than an objective evaluation of the state 
of the two educational systems. Both in Poland and in 
Germany, the curricula defined for university courses in 
physiotherapy comply with both national requirements 
and the guidelines of the World Confederation for Physi-
cal Therapy [19]. Nevertheless, the present compara-
tive research findings suggest that there is no coherence 
between physiotherapy education systems in Poland and 
Germany. Starczyńska et al. conducted a study involving 
338 physiotherapists working in Poland and 125 physi-
otherapy students and assessed their subjective percep-
tions about the profession in the context of the required 
competencies. The researchers concluded that the pro-
gress in both research skills and professional compe-
tencies reflected the advancement achieved by Polish 
physiotherapy. According to their study participants, the 
job of the physiotherapist is satisfying; it provides reli-
ability and presents career opportunities. It is, however, 

necessary to improve the quality of practical education as 
part of university courses [24]. On the other hand, Got-
lib et al. investigated the perception of physiotherapy as 
a career by students at different types of universities. The 
study involved 1145 first-year students completing BA 
courses at eleven Polish universities that provide educa-
tion in physiotherapy. The investigators also employed 
an opinion polling method based on a questionnaire. 
According to the majority of students, the professional 
status of physiotherapists is lower than the professional 
status of doctors but higher than the professional status 
of nurses [25].

The current study also aimed to compare the profes-
sional status of physiotherapists in Poland and Germany. 
Our findings support that German physiotherapists 
perceive their professional situation as superior to that 
of their Polish colleagues. Additionally, in this case, no 
reports were found to be used as a reference in the dis-
cussion of the results and in support of the hypothesis. 
It seems, however, that the findings of a study assessing 
occupational satisfaction of physiotherapists in West 
Pomerania, Poland, are interesting in this context. The 
term was defined as “satisfaction resulting from perfor-
mance of specific tasks”. The findings showed that the 
financial factor of occupational satisfaction is directly 
proportional to the remuneration received at the time 
when job satisfaction is inhibited [26]. This may be aptly 
explained by reference to the financial situation in both 
countries, as it may affect the quality of work performed. 
Research shows that a high level of occupational satisfac-
tion significantly corresponds to the level of the person’s 
commitment, diligence, long-term employment and rare 
absences from work. In the case of health care workers, 
their attitude toward their occupation significantly affects 
the quality of services provided as well as patient satis-
faction [27]. Likewise, assessment of one’s life situation 
directly and indirectly affects overall perceptions of one’s 
professional status. This is illustrated by the mechanism 
of the close causal relationship between work and mate-
rial gain. External working conditions, organizational 
framework, material benefits, occupational prestige, 
opportunities for professional growth, career advance-
ment, and promotion as well as other elements directly 
or indirectly affect the progress and effects of one’s occu-
pation [28, 29]. The findings of the present study suggest 
that the overall job satisfaction and perceptions of one’s 
general life situation (comprising such factors as being 
content with one’s job, opportunities for further educa-
tion, and financial gains from work) are higher in the case 
of German physiotherapists. We were not able to acquire 
reliable data about the salaries of physiotherapists in 
Poland and Germany since the amount of remuneration 
is confidential under employment contracts. However, a 



Page 9 of 11Handkiewicz et al. BMC Medical Education          (2022) 22:549  

comparison of the average monthly gross salary during 
the period covered by this study, in Poland amounting to 
approximately 1080 Euro [30] and in Germany totaling 
4100 Euro [31], suggests that the financial situation was 
far better in the latter country.

The third detailed research problem was related to the 
professional development of physiotherapists in Poland 
and Germany and their career opportunities. The survey 
showed that perceptions of physiotherapy education, as 
well as perceptions related to working conditions and 
job satisfaction, are closely linked to the respondents’ 
years of service. The negative correlation coefficients 
between years of service and perceptions of all aspects 
of the occupation provide evidence that therapists with 
more work experience are more critical about their pro-
fession. This may be because as they gain experience, 
their expectations toward the employer and toward 
themselves increase. This phenomenon may be associ-
ated with a tendency to reflect on one’s life, occurring 
irrespective of the country of residence. This may also be 
linked to older physiotherapists’ awareness of the pro-
gressive changes taking place in various areas related to 
their profession, e.g., the inevitable differences in entry-
level education between the past and today. This in fact 
is absolutely understandable and is to be expected. The 
evolution of curricula, teaching methodology, and the 
use of evidence-based theories for curricular content cor-
responds to changes in the scope of physiotherapy prac-
tice. These changes are needed and desirable, given that 
physiotherapy is the leading ‘nonpharmacological and 
nonsurgical’ health profession with a capacity to provide 
effective noninvasive treatments to prevent, manage or 
even reverse the effects of lifestyle-related noncommu-
nicable diseases (NCDs), which in today’s world are the 
most urgent health problem.

We must also point out that the youngest participants 
were only 1 year out from graduation, whereas the old-
est participants graduated 20 years before the study. 
This fact definitely explains some differences in percep-
tions related to entry-level education. The opinions pre-
sented by older graduates may be affected by the passing 
of time and their ability to accurately recall the specific 
aspects of their professional education. Furthermore, 
more work experience leads to greater awareness of the 
actual needs related to one’s profession, which might 
bring to light the shortcomings of the education acquired 
at school. Likewise, advances taking place in the course 
of one’s career may also “infiltrate” one’s opinions about 
the past. What is most important, however, is the fact 
that the educational systems and the teaching curricula 
two decades ago and now are not the same, quite under-
standably. In 20 years, physiotherapy education has seen 
dynamic changes in both countries, associated with the 

development of educational structures and facilities 
and, more importantly, with increasing supervision of 
the quality of education and changes in educational cur-
ricula, in line with the accreditation standards of World 
Physiotherapy, of which both countries are members. In 
fact, we hope that educational curricula in the two coun-
tries have changed significantly in the last 10 or even 5 
years, taking into account newly acquired evidence and 
epidemiological needs. Overall, the significant differ-
ence in years of service suggests that specific participants 
have had quite different experiences and opportuni-
ties. Some of these factors may also explain differences 
observed in the perceptions of physiotherapists with 
more experience.

Our findings support the need to unify the systems of 
physiotherapy education across countries in the Euro-
pean Union to maintain high standards of care. In addi-
tion, comparable education for physiotherapists across 
the EU would facilitate their movement to practice in 
other European countries.

Study limitations
This study presents certain limitations; however, it should 
be remembered that this is the first research report 
related to this specific subject matter. We suggest the fol-
lowing ways to expand and enhance further research:

1. Sample representativeness should be improved by 
applying random selection (to do this it would be 
necessary to acquire information needed for the sam-
pling frame and then to make sure that the randomly 
selected individuals provide required information, 
presumably during personal contact). Notably, in the 
current study, potential participants decided whether 
to respond to the invitation to take part in the survey; 
therefore, their responses may reflect their variable 
motivations; due to this, the generalizability of the 
findings is limited.

2. Objective indicators of the assessed variables should 
be used, e.g., use of other information in addition to 
the questionnaire.

3. There should be qualitative analysis of the differences 
in the functioning of therapists (resulting from per-
sonal background and social environment).

4. Other countries should be included in the study.

Conclusions
Our questionnaire-based study, investigating career-
related perceptions of Polish and German physiothera-
pists, showed certain similarities and differences in their 
perceptions concerning formal education, professional 
development and career opportunities. Further research 
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is needed to directly compare formal physiotherapy 
education systems, as well as professional development 
requirements, mechanisms, and opportunities in Poland 
and Germany. Comparative analyses of physiotherapists’ 
perceptions, educational systems, teaching curricula 
and professional development opportunities in the two 
countries will provide information to entry-level physi-
otherapy educators as well as professional organizations 
to recommend changes in professional education in both 
countries.

Abbreviation
EU: European Union.
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