
PRACTITIONER SAFETY AND THE APPLICATION OF LEARNING THEORY
IN EQUINE PHYSIOTHERAPY: A WORLDWIDE SURVEY

K. J. RUFFONI, G. TABOR* AND B. E. LANCASTER

Results

Injury Frequency

Mean injury frequency was 0.59±1 per year, with 70% (n=36) reporting 
at least one injury during their career. 

There was a moderate negative correlation(r=-0.34, 95%CI[-0.56,-
0.07], p<0.05) between career length (in years) and injury frequency. 

Conclusion

• The equine physiotherapy profession may be 
as hazardous as the equine veterinary 
profession.

• Knowledge and the ability to apply LT to the 
profession were found to be insufficient in 
the surveyed sample. 

• A direct link between the knowledge and 
application of LT, and the frequency and 
severity of occupational injuries, was not 
identified for the present sample, so the 
study hypothesis was refuted. 

• There are multiple difficulties in evaluating 
past injuries and the activities carried out at 
the time of each injury, through an online 
survey. 

• In future studies, it would be useful to focus
on how LT is taught to equine physiotherapists 
during their education.

Results cannot be generalized to the equine 
physiotherapist population. However, they 
indicate that the profession may pose a high 
level of risk and that more should be done to 
address workplace safety, through better 
education and the development of preventative 
strategies for dealing with equines.

Materials and Methods

A survey was shared online, aimed at all 
professional equine physiotherapists (or 
equivalent) working in any country. 
64 valid responses were received: of these, 
77% were qualified veterinary physiotherapists 
working with equines and their data was taken 
forward for analysis.
Spearman’s Rank Correlation Coefficient was 
used to analyse the correlation between injury 
frequency/severity and knowledge of LT; 
theoretical knowledge and practical application 
of LT; work/handling experience and injury 
occurrence; self-perception of knowledge, 
frequency/severity of injury and actual 
knowledge of LT.
For all tests, significance was set at p<0.05.

Study Rationale

The equine veterinary profession is considered 
one of the most dangerous occupations in the UK 
(Doherty et al., 2017). 
It was hypothesised that equine physiotherapy 
may also be a high-risk occupation and that 
preventive strategies, such as the application of 
learning theory (LT), may mitigate injury 
frequency (Hawson et al., 2010; Pearson et al., 
2020).
The study aimed to identify the occurrence, 
severity and types of occupational injury 
sustained by equine physiotherapists; 
evaluate the level of knowledge of LT and 
evaluate the level of application of LT during 
assessment and treatment of equines.

There was a weak negative correlation (r=-0.31, 
95%CI[-0.54,-0.04], p<0.05) between self-evaluation 
of LT terminology scores and injury frequency.

Knowledge of Learning Theory

The most common site of injury for practitioners 
was the lower limb (43%, n=22) and the most 
common type of injury was bruising (63%, 
n=32). 
35% (n=18) of respondents who claimed the 
work activity they were performing 
significantly contributed to their most severe 
injury, were carrying out equine hindlimb 
treatment at the time of injury.
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Knowledge of LT was poor: only 41% (n=21) of 
respondents scored 3/9 or higher in the section on 
practical application of LT and 47% (n=24) achieved a 
grade of 6/10 or higher in the section on theoretical 
knowledge, with one respondent achieving 0/10.


