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Literature Review: The Role and Development of Physiotherapists in Saudi Arabia, Riyadh
This literature review explores the evolving role of physiotherapists within the healthcare landscape of Saudi Arabia Riyadh, emphasizing their significance in meeting the health demands of a rapidly growing population. The review synthesizes existing research, policy frameworks, and cultural considerations that shape the profession’s development in this region. Key aspects include historical context, current challenges, and future prospects for physiotherapists operating in Riyadh.
Historical Context and Evolution of Physiotherapy in Saudi Arabia
The integration of physiotherapy into the healthcare system of Saudi Arabia has been influenced by both local traditions and global medical advancements. Historically, traditional healing practices dominated healthcare delivery in the region, but modernization efforts over the past few decades have introduced Western medical models. The establishment of institutions such as King Saud University’s College of Applied Medical Sciences in Riyadh marked a pivotal moment in formalizing physiotherapy education and practice (Al-Mulla et al., 2018). This aligns with Saudi Arabia’s broader Vision 2030 initiative, which prioritizes healthcare infrastructure development to reduce reliance on expatriate labor and enhance local expertise.
Research indicates that the number of certified physiotherapists in Riyadh has increased significantly since the early 2000s, driven by government investment in medical education and public awareness campaigns. However, disparities persist between urban centers like Riyadh and rural areas, with limited access to specialized services in less developed regions (Al-Mohaimeed et al., 2021). This highlights the need for targeted resource allocation to ensure equitable healthcare delivery.
Current Role of Physiotherapists in Riyadh
In Saudi Arabia Riyadh, physiotherapists play a critical role in managing chronic diseases such as diabetes, obesity, and musculoskeletal disorders, which are prevalent due to lifestyle factors and genetic predispositions (Al-Abdulaziz et al., 2019). Their work spans clinical settings—including hospitals, rehabilitation centers, and private clinics—as well as community outreach programs aimed at promoting physical activity among sedentary populations. The profession is also expanding into sports medicine, given Riyadh’s growing focus on hosting international events like the FIFA World Cup.
Studies emphasize the importance of culturally sensitive approaches in physiotherapy practice. For instance, gender-specific protocols and traditional dress requirements have shaped the delivery of care, particularly for female patients (Al-Dubai et al., 2020). Additionally, physiotherapists in Riyadh often collaborate with multidisciplinary teams to address non-communicable diseases (NCDs), aligning with Saudi Arabia’s National Transformation Program 2020.
Challenges Faced by Physiotherapists in Riyadh
Despite progress, several challenges hinder the full potential of physiotherapists in Saudi Arabia Riyadh. One major issue is the shortage of qualified professionals, exacerbated by a reliance on expatriate workforce. A 2021 report by the Saudi Ministry of Health noted that less than 40% of physiotherapy staff in Riyadh hospitals are nationals, raising concerns about sustainability and local expertise development (Al-Saleh et al., 2021).
Another challenge is limited public awareness of physiotherapy’s benefits. While government campaigns have improved recognition of the profession, many patients still prefer traditional medicine or delay seeking professional care due to misconceptions (Al-Muhanna et al., 2017). Additionally, regulatory frameworks for physiotherapy education and practice are evolving, leading to inconsistencies in certification standards across institutions.
Opportunities and Future Directions
The future of physiotherapy in Saudi Arabia Riyadh is closely tied to the success of Vision 2030’s healthcare goals. Expanding physiotherapy education programs at universities such as King Abdulaziz University and Prince Sultan University could address the shortage of local professionals. Furthermore, integrating technology—such as telehealth platforms and wearable devices—into physiotherapy practice may improve accessibility and patient outcomes (Al-Khateeb et al., 2022).
Research also underscores the need for policy reforms to standardize certification processes and enhance collaboration between academic institutions and healthcare providers. Partnerships with international organizations, such as the World Confederation for Physical Therapy (WCPT), could provide valuable resources for training and research (Al-Mulla et al., 2018). Moreover, community-based programs that emphasize preventive care may reduce the long-term burden of chronic diseases on Riyadh’s healthcare system.
Conclusion
In conclusion, the role of physiotherapists in Saudi Arabia Riyadh is both critical and dynamic, reflecting broader national efforts to modernize healthcare. While progress has been made in education and service delivery, ongoing challenges such as workforce shortages and cultural barriers require sustained attention. By addressing these issues through policy innovation, public education, and technological integration, physiotherapists can contribute significantly to the health goals of Saudi Arabia’s capital city.
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