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Effect of Physical Therapist’s Attire on 
the Trust and Confidence of Patients 

Literature Review 
!   Numerous studies in medicine 

!   Patients prefer traditional attire such as a formal dress, 
nametag, and a white coat for physicians 1-7 

!   How a healthcare professional presents himself influences the 
success of the patient relationship (confidence, trust) 1-7 

!   No studies in physical therapy regarding therapist attire 

!   The patient’s initial view of the therapist may be largely influenced 
by the way the therapist chooses to dress 

Purpose of Study 

To determine patient preference regarding 
the attire of physical therapists. 

Methodology 
!   Survey instrument designed by the authors 
!   Reviewed by a panel of experts from four physical therapy programs 
!   Pilot tested and changes made 
!   IRB approval obtained 
!   3 student authors administered written survey to patients over a 6 month period from 

April-October. 

Analysis:  
!   Chi-Square was used to determine significance between observed and expected 

frequency. 
!   P = ≤ 0.05 

Exclusion Criteria: 
!   Less than 18 years old  
!   Decreased cognition (unable to answer yes/no questions) 
!   Non-verbal 
!   Visually impaired 
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Demographics 
Setting 
Acute Care 42 
SNF 45 
Outpatient 55 
Rehab 
Hospital 

51 

Gender 
Female 119 
Male 74 

Demographics 
Age 

18-34 22 

35-64 57 

65 and older 113 

No response 1 

Highest 
Education 

Less than High 
School 

49 

High School 82 

Associate’s 25 

Bachelor’s 24 

Master’s 8 

Doctorate 2 

No Response 3 

Overall Preferences For Male PT 

0 
10 
20 
30 
40 
50 
60 
70 
80 
90 

100 

Business 
Suit 

White 
coat and 

tie 

Dress shirt 
with tie 

Khakis and 
Polo 

T-shirt and 
shorts 

Scrubs 

Most Preferred 

Most Practical 
12.4%,3.3% 8.1%,6% 

26.5%, 20.8% 

18.4%, 22.4% 

36.2%, 47.3% 

.54% 

Overall Preferences for Female PT 

0 

20 

40 

60 

80 

100 

120 

Business 
Suit 

Khakis and 
dress shirt 
with lab 

coat 

Khakis and 
Polo 

Capri 
pants and 

t-shirt 

Company 
polo and 

gym pants 

Scrubs 

Most Preferred 

Most Practical 

24.5%, 12% 

15.8%, 9.8% 
7.6%, 8.2% 

16.3%, 11% 

35.3%, 57.9% 

.54%, 1.1% 

Confidence Based on Male Attire 

0 

20 

40 

60 

80 

100 

120 

140 

160 

180 

Business Suit Shirt and tie 
with lab coat 

Shirt and tie Khakis and 
Polo 

Shorts and t-
shirt 

Scrubs 

Yes 

No 

61.7%, 38.3% 

56.3%, 43.7% 

83.8%, 16.2% 

56.3%, 43.7% 

87.5%, 12.5% 

34.7%, 65.3% 

Confidence Based on Female Attire 

0 
20 
40 
60 
80 

100 
120 
140 
160 
180 
200 

Business Suit Dress shirt 
and lab coat 

Khakis and 
Polo 

Capris and 
t-shirt 

Company 
polo and 

gym pants 

Scrubs 

Yes 

No 

78%, 22% 

61.8%, 38.2% 

51.1%, 48.9% 

74.9%, 25.1% 

92.1%, 7.9% 

34%, 66% 



11/19/08 

3 

What do Females Prefer for Female PT 
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Most 
Preferred 

Female Patients Preferred Practical 

Business Suit 0 1 (0.9%) 

Dress shirt/Lab Coat 25 (22%) 13 (11.5%) 

Khakis/Polo 13 (11.4%) 10 (8.9%) 

Capris/T-shirt 8 (7%) 7 (6.2%) 

Polo/Gym Pants 24 (21.1%) 16 (14.2%) 

Scrubs 44 (38.6%) 66 (58.4%) 

What do Females Prefer for Male PT 
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Most 
Preferred 

Female Patients Preferred Practical 

Business Suit 1 (8.6%) 0 

Shirt Tie/Lab Coat 14 (12%) 6 (5.4%) 

Shirt/Tie 9 (7.8%) 7 (6.3%) 

Khakis/Polo 29 (25%) 22 
(19.6%) 

Shorts/T-shirt 20 (17.2%) 25 
(22.3%) 

Scrubs 43 (37.1%) 52 
(46.4%) 

What do Males Prefer for Male PT 
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Most 
Preferred 

Male Patients Preferred Practical 

Business Suit 0 0 

Shirt/Tie/Lab Coat 9 (12.3%) 0 

Shirt/Tie 6 (8.2%) 4  (5.6%) 

Khakis/Polo 20 
(27.4%) 

16 
(22.5%) 

Shorts/T-shirt 14 
(19.2%) 

16 
(22.5%) 

Scrubs 24 
(32.9%) 

35 
(49.3%) 

What do Males Prefer for Female PT 
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Most 
Preferred 

Male Patients Preferred Practical 

Business Suit 1 (1.4%) 1 (1.4%) 

Dress shirt/lab coat 20 
(28.6%) 

5 (7.1%) 

Khakis/Polo 16 
(22.9%) 

12 (17.%) 

Capris/T-shirt 6 (8.6%) 8 (11.4%) 

Polo/Gym Pants  6 (8.6%) 4 (5.7%) 

Scrubs 21 (30%) 40 (57%) 

Preferences in Acute Care Setting 

Male PT 

Business Suit 

Dress shirt/
tie/lab coat 

Shirt/Tie 

Khakis/Polo 

Shorts/T-
shirt 

Scubs 

50% 
19% 

12% 

9.5% 9.5% 

Female PT 
Business Suit 

Dress shirt/lab 
coat 

Khakis/Polo 

Capris/T-shirt 

Polo/Gym 
Pants 

Scrubs 

59.5% 
26.2% 

4.8% 
2.4% 

7.1% 

Preferences in Skilled Nursing Facilities 

Male PT 
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Dress shirt/
tie/lab coat 

Shirt/Tie 

Khakis/Polo 

Short/T-
shirt 

Scrubs 

13.3% 

6.7% 

29% 

13.3% 

Female PT 
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Suit 
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18.2% 
6.8% 

4.6% 
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36.4% 
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What is Preferred in Outpatient Clinic 
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Female PT 
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coat 
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Capris/T-shirt 

Polo/Gym 
Pants 

Scrubs 

29.4% 
27.5% 

13.7% 

13.7% 
1.96% 

13.7% 

48.1% 

What is Preferred in Rehab Hospital 

Male PT 

Business Suit 

Dress shirt/
tie/lab coat 

Shirt/Tie 

Khakis/Polo 

Short/T-shirt 

Scrubs 

14% 

10% 

14% 

14% 

Female PT 
Business Suit 

Dress shirt/
lab coat 

Khakis/Polo 

Capris/T-
shirt 

Polo/Gym 
Pants 

Scrubs 

36.2% 

21.3% 

25.5% 

10.6% 

6.4% 

48% 

How Does Age Affect Preferences:     
18-34 yrs 

0 10 
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9.5% 
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36.8% 

5.6% 

35-64 Year Olds 
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for Male PT 

31.5% 
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1.9% 
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for Female PT 

26.4% 

17% 

17% 

9.4% 

30.2% 

65 and Older 

0 50 
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Male PT 

41.2% 

10.5% 
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14% 
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11.6% 
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High School or less 

Business Suit 
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Higher education   

Business Suit 

Dress shirt/
tie/lab coat 
Dress shirt/tie 

Khakis/Polo 

Shorts/T-shirt 

Scrubs 

34.4% 

26.2% 

26.2% 

8.2% 3.3% 
1.6% 

Business Suit 

Dress shirt/lab 
coat 

Khakis/Polo 

Capris/T-shirt 

Polo/Gym 
Pants 

Scrubs 

30% 
21.7% 

20% 
18.3% 

8.3% 

1.7% 

Female PT Male PT 

Significance 
!   Preferred male attire by setting 

!   p= .000 

!    Practical male attire by setting 
!   p= .000 

!   Preferred female attire by setting 
!   p=.000 

!   Practical female attire by setting 
!   p=.000 

!   Preferred female attire by gender 
!   p=.047 

Discussion 
!   Results indicated patients had confidence in physical 

therapists wearing a variety of outfits 
!   Lack of confidence: business attire (not preferred in any 

setting)  
!   Mixed confidence: female in capri slacks and a t-shirt 
!   Overall: most preferred and most practical attire were scrubs 

(except in OP setting) 
!   Difference by gender regarding female attire (similar to 

medicine) 

Discussion 
!   Interesting note: patients typically preferred female physical 

therapists to wear a lab coat, if they were not wearing scrubs  
!   A lab coat was not indicated for male therapist attire. 

!   Also surprising: male therapist in shorts and t-shirt 

Limitations 
!   Geography 
!   Administrator attire bias 
!   Black and white pictures on survey instrument 

!   Picture equivalence between male and female 

Suggestions for Future Studies 
!   Additional geographical areas 
!   Researcher attire 
!   More participants on their initial evaluation 

!   Add corresponding photos for the male and female therapist 
!   Additional factors: presence of body piercings and tattoos, 

hair style, jewelry, etc.  
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Conclusion 
!   Patients prefer physical therapists to wear informal and 

practical attire.  
!   We recommend that more studies be conducted to further 

generalize the results.  

References available upon request. 

Questions? 


