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Significant  Points

●      Em ploym ent  is expected to increase m uch faster than 
the average, as growth in the num ber of individuals with 
disabilit ies or lim ited funct ioning spurs dem and for 
therapy services. 

●      Job opportunit ies should be part icular ly good in acute 
hospital, rehabilitat ion, and orthopedic set t ings. 

●      After graduat ing from  an accredited physical therapist  
educat ional program , therapists m ust  pass a licensure 
exam  before they can pract ice. 

●      Nearly 6 out  of 10 physical therapists work in hospitals 
or in offices of physical therapists. 

 
 

Nature of the 
W ork
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Physical therapists provide services that  help restore 
funct ion, im prove m obilit y, relieve pain, and prevent  or lim it  
perm anent  physical disabilit ies of pat ients suffer ing from  
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injur ies or disease. They restore, m aintain, and prom ote 
overall fitness and health. Their pat ients include accident  
vict im s and individuals with disabling condit ions such as low-
back pain, arthr it is, heart  disease, fractures, head injur ies, 
and cerebral palsy.

Therapists exam ine pat ients’ m edical histor ies and then test  
and m easure the pat ients’ st rength, range of m ot ion, 
balance and coordinat ion, posture, m uscle perform ance, 
respirat ion, and m otor funct ion. They also determ ine 
pat ients’ abilit y to be independent  and reintegrate into the 
com m unity or workplace after injury or illness. Next , 
physical therapists develop plans describing a t reatm ent  
st rategy, its purpose, and its ant icipated outcom e. Physical 
therapist  assistants, under the direct ion and supervision of a 
physical therapist , m ay be involved in im plem ent ing 
t reatm ent  plans with pat ients. Physical therapist  aides 
perform  rout ine support  tasks, as directed by the therapist . 
(Physical therapist  assistants and aides are discussed 

elsewhere in the Handbook .)

Treatm ent  often includes exercise for pat ients who have 
been im m obilized and lack flexibilit y, st rength, or endurance. 
Physical therapists encourage pat ients to use their  own 
m uscles to increase their  flexibilit y and range of m ot ion 
before finally advancing to other exercises that  im prove 
st rength, balance, coordinat ion, and endurance. The goal is 
to im prove how an individual funct ions at  work and at  hom e.

Physical therapists also use elect r ical st im ulat ion, hot  packs 
or cold com presses, and ult rasound to relieve pain and 
reduce swelling. They m ay use t ract ion or deep- t issue 
m assage to relieve pain. Therapists also teach pat ients to 
use assist ive and adapt ive devices, such as crutches, 
prostheses, and wheelchairs. They also m ay show pat ients 
exercises to do at  hom e to expedite their  recovery.

As t reatm ent  cont inues, physical therapists docum ent  the 
pat ient ’s progress, conduct  periodic exam inat ions, and 
m odify t reatm ents when necessary. Besides t racking the 
pat ient ’s progress, such docum entat ion ident ifies areas 
requir ing m ore or less at tent ion.

Physical therapists often consult  and pract ice with a variety 
of other professionals, such as physicians, dent ists, nurses, 
educators, social workers, occupat ional therapists, speech-
language pathologists, and audiologists.

Som e physical therapists t reat  a wide range of ailm ents;  
others specialize in areas such as pediat r ics, geriat r ics, 
orthopedics, sports m edicine, neurology, and 
cardiopulm onary physical therapy.
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W orking 
Condit ions
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Physical therapists pract ice in hospitals, clinics, and private 
offices that  have specially equipped facilit ies, or they t reat  
pat ients in hospital room s, hom es, or schools.

I n 2004, m ost  full- t im e physical therapists worked a 40-hour 
week;  som e worked evenings and weekends to fit  their  
pat ients’ schedules. About  1 in 4 physical therapists worked 
part  t im e. The job can be physically dem anding because 
therapists often have to stoop, kneel, crouch, lift ,  and stand 
for long periods. I n addit ion, physical therapists m ove heavy 
equipm ent  and lift  pat ients or help them  turn, stand, or walk.

 
 

Training, Other 

Qualificat ions, 

and Advancem ent

[ About  this 

sect ion]
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All States require physical therapists to pass a licensure 
exam  before they can pract ice, after graduat ing from  an 
accredited physical therapist  educat ional program .

According to the Am erican Physical Therapy Associat ion, 
there were 205 accredited physical therapist  program s in 
2004. Of the accredited program s, 94 offered m aster’s 
degrees, and 111 offered doctoral degrees. All physical 
therapist  program s seeking accreditat ion are required to 
offer degrees at  the m aster’s degree level and above, in 
accordance with the Com m ission on Accreditat ion in Physical 
Therapy Educat ion.

Physical therapist  program s start  with basic science courses 
such as biology, chem ist ry, and physics and then int roduce 
specialized courses, including biom echanics, neuroanatom y, 
hum an growth and developm ent , m anifestat ions of disease, 
exam inat ion techniques, and therapeut ic procedures. 
Besides get t ing classroom  and laboratory inst ruct ion, 
students receive supervised clinical experience. Am ong the 
courses that  are useful when one applies to a physical 
therapist  educat ional program  are anatom y, biology, 
chem ist ry, social science, m athem at ics, and physics. Before 
grant ing adm ission, m any professional educat ion program s 
require experience as a volunteer in a physical therapy 
departm ent  of a hospital or clinic. For high school students, 
volunteering with the school athlet ic t rainer is a good way to 
gain experience.
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Physical therapists should have st rong interpersonal skills in 
order to be able to educate pat ients about  their  physical 
therapy t reatm ents. Physical therapists also should be 
com passionate and possess a desire to help pat ients. Sim ilar 
t raits are needed to interact  with the pat ient ’s fam ily.

Physical therapists are expected to cont inue their  
professional developm ent  by part icipat ing in cont inuing 
educat ion courses and workshops. I n fact , a num ber of 
States require cont inuing educat ion as a condit ion of 
m aintaining licensure.

 
 

Em ploym ent
[ About  this 

sect ion]
 Back to Top

Physical therapists held about  155,000 jobs in 2004. The 
num ber of jobs is greater than the num ber of pract icing 
physical therapists, because som e physical therapists hold 
two or m ore jobs. For exam ple, som e m ay work in a pr ivate 
pract ice, but  also work part  t im e in another health care 
facilit y.

Nearly 6 out  of 10 physical therapists worked in hospitals or 
in offices of physical therapists. Other jobs were in hom e 
health care services, nursing care facilit ies, outpat ient  care 
centers, and offices of physicians.

Som e physical therapists were self-em ployed in pr ivate 
pract ices, seeing individual pat ients and cont ract ing to 
provide services in hospitals, rehabilitat ion centers, nursing 
care facilit ies, hom e health care agencies, adult  day care 
program s, and schools. Physical therapists also teach in 
academ ic inst itut ions and conduct  research.

 
 

Job Out look
[ About  this 

sect ion]
 Back to Top

Em ploym ent  of physical therapists is expected to grow  

m uch faster  than the average  for all occupat ions through 

2014. The im pact  of proposed Federal legislat ion im posing 
lim its on reim bursem ent  for therapy services m ay adversely 
affect  the short - term  job out look for physical therapists. 
However, over the long run, the dem and for physical 
therapists should cont inue to r ise as growth in the num ber of 
individuals with disabilit ies or lim ited funct ion spurs dem and 
for therapy services. Job opportunit ies should be part icular ly 
good in acute hospital, rehabilitat ion, and orthopedic 
set t ings, because the elderly receive the m ost  t reatm ent  in 
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these set t ings. The growing elderly populat ion is part icular ly 
vulnerable to chronic and debilitat ing condit ions that  require 
therapeut ic services. Also, the baby-boom  generat ion is 
enter ing the pr im e age for heart  at tacks and st rokes, 
increasing the dem and for cardiac and physical 
rehabilitat ion. Further, young people will need physical 
therapy as technological advances save the lives of a larger 
proport ion of newborns with severe bir th defects.

Future m edical developm ents also should perm it  a higher 
percentage of t raum a vict im s to survive, creat ing addit ional 
dem and for rehabilitat ive care. I n addit ion, growth m ay 
result  from  advances in m edical technology that  could perm it  
the t reatm ent  of m ore disabling condit ions.

Widespread interest  in health prom ot ion also should increase 
dem and for physical therapy services. A growing num ber of 
em ployers are using physical therapists to evaluate 
worksites, develop exercise program s, and teach safe work 
habits to em ployees in the hope of reducing injur ies in the 
workplace.

 
 

Earnings
[ About  this 

sect ion]
 Back to Top

Median annual earnings of physical therapists were $60,180 
in May 2004. The m iddle 50 percent  earned between 
$50,330 and $71,760. The lowest  10 percent  earned less 
than $42,010, and the highest  10 percent  earned m ore than 
$88,580. Median annual earnings in the indust r ies em ploying 
the largest  num bers of physical therapists in May 2004 were:

Hom e health care services $64,650

Nursing care facilit ies 61,720

Offices of physicians 61,270

General m edical and surgical hospitals 60,350

Offices of other health pract it ioners 60,130

 
 

Related 

Occupat ions

[ About  this 

sect ion]
 Back to Top

Physical therapists rehabilitate persons with physical 
disabilit ies. Others who work in the rehabilitat ion field 
include audiologists,  chiropractors,  occupat ional 

therapists,  recreat ional therapists,  rehabilitat ion 

counselors,  respiratory therapists,  and speech-

language pathologists.
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Addit ional 
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Disclaim er: 

Links to non-BLS I nternet  sites are provided for your 
convenience and do not  const itute an endorsem ent .

 
 
Addit ional career inform at ion and a list  of accredited 
educat ional program s in physical therapy are available from :

●      Am erican Physical Therapy Associat ion, 1111 North 
Fairfax St ., Alexandria, VA 22314-1488. I nternet :  
ht tp:/ / w w w .apta.org/  

OOH ONET Codes
[ About  this 

sect ion]
 Back to Top

29-1123.00

Suggested citat ion: Bureau of Labor Stat ist ics, U.S. 
Departm ent  of Labor, Occupat ional Out look Handbook, 

2006-07 Edit ion,  Physical Therapists, on the I nternet  at  
ht tp:/ / w w w .bls.gov/ oco/ ocos0 8 0 .htm  ( visited May 

29, 2006) .
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