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Summary Objective/Background: Consequent to the introduction of occupational therapy
(OT) training programmes in Nigeria in the past decade, this study sought to assess the aware-
ness and knowledge of Nigerian medical and other health career undergraduates about OT.
Methods: Three hundred and eighty-one undergraduates and students of other health disci-
plines from the College of Health Sciences, Obafemi Awolowo University (OAU), Ile-Ife, Nigeria
responded to a validated three section questionnaire assessing their awareness and knowledge
about OT. The collected data were analysed using descriptive statistics of mean and percent-
ages and inferential statistics of chi-square test of association.
Results: The mean age of the respondents was 20.96 � 2.88 years. Over 80% of the respondents
were aware of the OT profession, with higher rates among male respondents (83.7%), students
in the 2nd year of study (94.7%), and those in the medical rehabilitation programme (99.1%).
Amongst the respondents, < 40% had good knowledge of OT while a majority had knowledge
ranging from poor to moderate (62.7%). Respondents’ course of study and level of study were
significantly associated with awareness and knowledge about OT.
Conclusion: Nigerian medical and health sciences undergraduates had high awareness, but
poor to moderate knowledge about the OT profession, roles, and work settings. Level of
awareness and knowledge about OT were significantly influenced by the rehabilitation-
related course of study and lower level of study. Replication of similar studies in countries with
different cultural backgrounds is suggested.
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Introduction

Occupational therapy (OT) is an important component of
the multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary healthcare ser-
vice team (Johansson, Eklund, & Gosman-Hedström, 2010;
Paul & Peterson, 2002). The OT approach is based on the
knowledge that purposeful activity can promote health and
well-being in all aspects of daily living (Creek, 2008; Reed &
Sanderson, 1999). The enablement of every individual to
participate in activities of everyday life forms the primary
goal of OT. This goal is achieved by occupational therapists
“working with people and communities to enhance their
ability to engage in the occupations they want to, need to,
or are expected to do, or by modifying the occupation or
the environment to better support their occupational
engagement” (World Federation of Occupational Therapy,
2012 p. 1). Despite, the importance of OT in the health-
care team, there appears to be limited knowledge of the
role and function of the occupational therapists amongst
other healthcare professionals (AlHeresh & Nikopoulos,
2011; Jamnadas, Burns, & Paul, 2002; Tariah, Abulfeilat,
& Khawaldeh, 2012) and also in the general population
(Jackman & Stagnitti, 2007). Inadequate knowledge or
misconception about OT in previous studies have been
implicated on factors not limited to lack of availability of
occupational therapists in most settings, but also on limited
numbers of OT training institutions, lack of exposure of
other health professionals to the role of OT during their
academic training (Brogan, 1981; Diffendal, 1998; Tariah
et al., 2012), as well as limited or lack of advocacy and
sensitisation of the general public on the role of OT by the
professional bodies regulating the practice of OT (Deitch,
Gutman, & Factor, 1994; Jackman & Stagnitti, 2007).

In the Nigerian milieu, there is an apparent dearth of
studies on knowledge of OT among health professionals and
in the general population. OT was introduced into the
Nigerian healthcare service by two British chartered occu-
pational therapists in the early 1950s at the University
College Hospital, Ibadan, Nigeria and the Nigerian Associ-
ation of Occupational Therapists (NAOT) in 1965. Subse-
quently, the Nigerian civil war in 1967e1970 brought about
an increase in OT practice and inflow of occupational
therapists from around the world into Nigeria to render
services domiciled in mostly military and a few civilian
hospitals in the country (Emechete, 1974). Unlike their
physiotherapy counterparts, the British occupational ther-
apists did not start a training programme in OT, thereby
resulting in a dearth of trained and certified practitioners in
OT. Consequently, there was a wide gap in the advances
and milestones in OT practice attained in the developed
countries compared to Nigeria. Before the advent of
training institutions for occupational therapists in Nigeria,
few Nigerians who studied OT abroad began to practice in
Nigeria and uplift the professional image of the NAOT. They
also ensured membership of the NAOT with the World
Federation of Occupational Therapy and Occupational
Therapy African Regional Group in 1992 and 2001 respec-
tively (Coker, 2003).

Consequent to the abovementioned, there has been
keen effort and advocacy by NAOT towards clearly defining
professional image and role, and autonomy of practice, and

to ascend to a higher level of professionalism. OT in Nigeria
in the past decade witnessed landmark educational mile-
stones with the establishment of the Bachelor of Medical
Rehabilitation (BMR) Degree Programme in OT and the
Diploma Training Programme in OT at the Obafemi Awolowo
University (OAU), Ile-Ife in 2002 and the Federal School of
Occupational Therapy, Oshodi, Lagos in 2003, respectively.
Within 12 years of commencement of the OT education in
Nigeria, 20 occupational therapist registrars and 109 OT
assistants have graduated. There has also been an upsurge
in the number of occupational therapist registrars and OT
assistants registered with the Medical Rehabilitation Ther-
apy Board of Nigeria reflecting an increase in number of
practitioners trained locally and abroad (Medical
Rehabilitation Therapist Board, 2014). Presently, the OAU
BMR OT programme remains the only degree programme in
sub-Sahara Africa (excluding South Africa). With the recent
emergence of OT training programmes in the Nigerian ed-
ucation system, the objective of this study was to assess
the knowledge and awareness of Nigerian medical un-
dergraduates about OT.

Methods

Participants

Undergraduate students from the departments of medi-
cine, nursing science, dentistry, and/or medical rehabili-
tation in the College of Health Sciences were invited to
participate in this cross sectional survey using a convenient
sampling technique. OT students were excluded from
participating in this study. All of the participants were
studying full-time.

Instrument

A questionnaire on knowledge and awareness of physio-
therapy by Akinlade (2001) was modified and used as the
survey instrument for this study. The questionnaire was
validated in a pilot study among 20 medical undergraduates
who were not part of the actual study. Consequently,
redundant and ambiguous items were removed or reframed
appropriately. The questionnaire was observed to be
internally consistent with Cronbach’s alpha value of .72 and
reliable with testeretest reliability score of .66. The three
section questionnaire comprised open and close ended
questions which were designed to obtain information from
the respondents regarding their awareness and knowledge
of OT. The first section sought information on demographic
characteristics of the respondents. The second section
comprised questions on awareness of OT as a course of
study and as a profession, as well as a question regarding
the source of information about OT. The third section
sought information on the precision of the respondents’
knowledge. Four OT tasks were enumerated and these
were: treatment of bone, joint diseases and injuries,
planning of a patient’s treatment programmes, use of ac-
tivities as means of treatment, and relevance in treatment
of psychiatric disorders. Two distracters were also listed:
“OT synonymous to recreational therapy”, and
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