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Abstract:

Background: Occupational therapy (OT) is vital in multidisciplinary healthcare, particularly in
hand surgery and rehabilitation. However, awareness of its role remains limited, affecting access
and patient outcomes.

Obijective: To assess awareness and perceptions of OT in managing hand pathologies and post-
operative care among the general population in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia.

Methods: A cross-sectional study was conducted in Jeddah (October 2023—June 2024) during the
“Together for a Healthy Hand” campaign. Data were collected via a structured questionnaire
covering demographics, exposure to hand conditions, perceptions, and OT awareness.
Convenience sampling was employed, and statistical analyses performed.

Results: Out of 313 participants (68.7% female), 66 (21.1%) worked in healthcare, and 77
(24.6%) in office jobs. Overall, 68.7% were aware of OT in hand management. Awareness was
significantly higher among healthcare workers (28.4%) and those with prior exposure to hand
conditions, particularly Carpal Tunnel Syndrome, Trigger Finger, or De Quervain’s Syndrome
(p < 0.05).

Conclusion: Awareness of OT in Jeddah is moderate, with a focus on hand surgery but limited
understanding of its broader scope. Targeted educational initiatives are recommended to enhance

OT awareness and accessibility, improving patient outcomes and healthcare delivery.

Introduction

Occupational therapy (OT) is an integral part of multidisciplinary healthcare, dedicated to enabling
individuals to participate in meaningful daily tasks—often referred to as “occupations”—essential for overall
health and wellbeing.1 OT serves individuals across all age groups, using therapeutic activities to facilitate
engagement in self-care, work, and leisure. As a holistic, client-centered profession, OT promotes physical,
mental, and emotional wellbeing. It is globally recognized by organizations such as the World Health

Organization and the World Federation of Occupational Therapists.*®
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Timely rehabilitation is essential for optimal recovery, making OT services indispensable in hand surgery
clinics. In hand surgery, OTs restore functional abilities through personalized interventions such as wound
care, edema control, splinting, positioning, therapeutic exercises, and environmental modifications. These
interventions promote recovery, independence, and a better quality of life while being cost-effective,

ultimately enhancing the overall quality of healthcare delivery.®’

Despite OT’s critical role in restoring independence and function for various hand conditions, diseases, and
injuries, there remains a significant gap in awareness among both the public and the medical community
regarding its importance in patient care. Many individuals, including those receiving OT services, struggle
to define the role of occupational therapists, often recognizing more familiar professions such as doctors or
physiotherapists.®® This limited awareness produces the underutilization of OT services, negatively affecting
patient access to rehabilitation and overall recovery outcomes.

Research indicates that only 59.1% of medical and health-sciences students in Saudi Arabia are familiar with
OT, with many expressing a desire to learn more about the profession.® This gap in knowledge hinders the
effective use of OT services and may impact recovery outcomes for patients.

The objective of this study is to assess the level of awareness and perception of OT among the public in
Jeddah, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. By identifying gaps in knowledge, this research seeks to develop
strategies that can improve public education and engagement with OT services, ultimately leading to better

outcomes in accessing and using these services post-surgery.

Method

A cross-sectional study was done in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, from 1 October 2023 to 1 June 2024 during an
awareness campaign titled “Together for a Healthy Hand.” Inclusion criteria were adult individuals of the
Saudi public within the selected study area who consented to participate in the study. There were no specific
restrictions based on age, sex, occupation, or socioeconomic status, ensuring inclusivity and a representative
sample. Exclusion criteria were individuals who were unable or unwilling to provide informed consent or
complete the surveys. Moreover, individuals with cognitive impairments or language barriers that hindered

their ability to participate effectively were excluded to ensure the validity and reliability of the data collected.

The Raosoft online sample size calculator software was used to calculate the sample size at a 5% margin of

error and 95% confidence level. The minimum calculated sample was 300 participants.
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Individuals from the public were invited to participate in the study voluntarily. The participants’ data were
collected during the campaign through a questionnaire that included items about demographics
characteristics and awareness of OT for hand pathology, along with a hand surgeon. A pilot study with
thirteen participants was conducted, and the findings were used to assess validity and reliability. A

Cronbach’s alpha test was used to assess the internal consistency of the survey’s items, which was 0.78.

An ethical approval for the study was obtained from the Institutional Review Board of King Abdul Aziz
University (KAU), Jeddah, Saudi Arabia.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26. To investigate the association between the variables, a Chi-
squared test (¥2) was applied to qualitative data expressed as numbers and percentages. Quantitative data
were expressed as mean and standard deviation (M £ SD), and a p-value of less than .05 was considered

statistically significant.

Results

Of the 313 participants, 41.5% had an age ranging from 31-45 years, 68.7% were female, and 61.3% had a
university level of education, almost one quarter (24.6%) were office workers, and 21.1% were working in
the health care field (Table 1).

Table 1. Participant Demographics (No. 313)

Variable | No. (%)
Age (Years)

<17 12 (3.8)
17-30 119 (38)
31-45 130 (41.5)
> 45 52 (16.6)
Sex

Female 215 (68.7)
Male 98 (31.3)
Educational Level

Iliterate 4 (1.3)
Primary 2 (0.6)
Middle 7(2.2)
Secondary 65 (20.8)
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University 192 (61.3)
Master and above 43 (13.7)
Employment Status
Housewife 68 (21.7)
Office work 77 (24.6)
Field work 31(9.9)
Unemployed 65 (20.8)
Health field 66 (21.1)
Manual profession 6 (1.9)

Of the 313 participants, 215 (68.7%) were aware about the roles of OT in hand pathology (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Percentage distribution of the participants according to their awareness of OT for hand
pathology along with a hand surgeon
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Figure 2 demonstrate that the prevalence of awareness of OT was significantly higher among participants
working in healthcare (61 [28.4%]) compared to those working in other occupations (p <.05). However, a

non-significant relationship was found between awareness of OT and other demographics (p >.05).
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Figure 2. Relationship Between Awareness of OT and Participant Occupations (No. 313)
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Figure 3 shows that participants who were aware of OT were also significantly aware of hand therapies and
the hand surgeon (p < .05).

Figure 3. Relationship Between Awareness of OT and Awareness of Hand Therapies and Hand
Surgeon (No. 313)
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N.B.: (2 = 10.42, p < .001)
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Table 2 shows that, of the participants, most (84%) were aware of the hand therapies and the hand surgeon.
Further, 68.7% were aware of the special therapist who manages hand pathology along with the hand surgeon.
The prevalence of awareness of OT was significantly higher among participants who had heard about the
conditions (carpal tunnel syndrome, trigger finger, ganglion cyst, De Quervain’s syndrome, and hand burn
scarring; p >.05). Further, awareness about OT was significantly higher among participants diagnosed with

carpal tunnel syndrome, trigger finger, and De Quervain’s syndrome (p < .05).

Table 2. Relationship Between Awareness of OT and Prevalence and Knowledge of Hand Conditions

(No. 313)
Variable Total Aware of OT x2 p
No. (%) Not aware | Aware

No. (%) No. (%)
Have you heard of carpal tunnel syndrome?
No 194 (62) 81 (82.7) | 113 (52.6) 15.87 | <.001
Yes 119 (38) 17 (17.3) | 102 (47.4)
Have you ever been diagnosed with carpal tunnel syndrome? (No. 119)
No 98 (82.3) 10 (10.2) | 88 (40.9) 13.17 | <.001
Yes 21(17.7)  |7(7.2) 14 (6.5)
Have you heard of trigger finger?
No 222 (70.9) |86(87.8) | 136 (63.3) 19.59 | <.001
Yes 91 (29.1) 12 (12.2) | 79 (36.7)
Have you ever been diagnosed with trigger finger? (No. 91)
No 75 (82.4) 10 (10.2) | 65(30.2) 19.59 | <.001
Yes 16 (17.6) 2(2) 14 (6.5)
Have you heard of ganglion cyst?
No 211 (67.4) |82(63.7) | 129 (60) 17.17 | <.001
Yes 102 (32.6) | 16 (16.3) | 86 (40)
Have you heard of De Quervain’s syndrome?
No 245 (78.3) | 93(94.9) |152(70.7) |23.18 | <.001
Yes 68 (21.7) 5(5.1) 63 (29.3)
Have you ever been diagnosed with De Quervain’s syndrome? (No. 68)
No 61 (89.7) 5(.1) 56 (26) 13.37 | <.001
Yes 7 (10.3) 0 (0.0) 7(3.3)
Have you heard of hand burn scarring?
No 98 (31.3) 43 (43.9) | 55(25.6) 10.47 | 0.001
Yes 215 (68.7) |55 (56.1) | 160 (74.7)
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Figure 4. Relationship Between Awareness of OT and Hearing About Hand Burn Scarring (No. 313)
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Discussion

This study aimed to assess public awareness and perceptions of OT services in Saudi Arabia specifically for
hand pathologies and post-operative care. OT focuses on enabling individuals to regain the ability to perform
meaningful daily activities, or “occupations,” to enhance their quality of life.* Over nine months, we
evaluated awareness of OT among 313 participants from diverse demographic backgrounds, examining how

factors like age, sex, education, and occupation influenced OT awareness.

Comparatively, awareness of OT varies across regions and cultures.!**2 While our findings revealed that
68.7% of the participants were aware of OT and its role in hand surgery, there remains room for improvement,
especially in differentiating OT from physical therapy. In more established healthcare systems where OT
services have been integrated for longer periods, awareness may be higher.'® This suggests the need for
continued efforts to increase public education and promote OT’s unique role in rehabilitation and post-

surgical care.

Despite the benefits of OT, misconceptions about OT persist, with many participants perceiving it as a subset
of physical therapy. Similar trends have been noted internationally.* In our study, although 68.7% of the
participants reported knowledge of OT, most struggled to identify the key differences between OT and
physical therapy. Research by Berke-McLaughlin et al.*® highlighted similar findings, where in both OT-
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certified hand therapists and their patients valued OT’s focus on daily functional tasks but struggled to
distinguish it from physical therapy. This lack of differentiation may lead to underutilization of OT services
and fewer referrals, as patients and even some healthcare professionals may not fully recognize OT’s scope
and benefits.

Participant occupation significantly influenced awareness levels. Healthcare professionals, who accounted
for 28.4% of the sample, demonstrated greater familiarity with OT services due to their frequent exposure in
clinical settings. Office workers, who made up 22.3% of participants, also showed relatively high awareness,
likely due to workplace exposure to hand-related issues such as carpal tunnel syndrome, which OT can
address.'® These findings emphasize the importance of healthcare providers as key advocates for OT services
and the need to educate office workers, who are at higher risk of repetitive strain injuries, to improve
engagement with OT services.

Our findings also revealed that personal or secondary exposure to hand pathologies impacted participants’
awareness of OT; while many participants had experience with conditions such as carpal tunnel syndrome,
trigger finger, ganglion cysts, and De Quervain’s syndrome, less than 50% could articulate OT’s specific role
in managing these conditions. In contrast, 74.7% of the participants familiar with burn injuries recognized
OT’s role in their recovery, such as preventing joint stiffness and improving functional mobility. These
results highlight a critical need to increase the visibility of OT’s contributions to managing common hand

pathologies, particularly among patients with no prior exposure to OT interventions.

Despite its clinical benefits, OT faces several challenges to full integration within the Saudi healthcare
system. Misconceptions about its role, coupled with limited interdisciplinary collaboration and restricted
access often hinder its use. In Al Qahtani et al.’s study,!’” only 52% of hand-surgery patients reported prior
knowledge of OT services, with many believing OT was available exclusively in tertiary-care hospitals.
These findings emphasize the need for public education and better collaboration between healthcare

professionals to address these misconceptions and ensure broader accessibility of OT services.

Targeted interventions are necessary to improve OT awareness. Workshops and public awareness campaigns
could educate both the public and healthcare professionals. Collaborating with hand surgeons could further
emphasize OT’s critical role in post-surgical recovery. Highlighting OT’s success in specific conditions, such
as burn injuries, could serve as an effective focal point for these efforts. For instance, Aghajanzade Et al.’s
research® demonstrated significant improvements in functional outcomes for burn patients after eight weeks

of targeted OT interventions, reinforcing the importance of OT in promoting recovery and enhancing quality
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of life.

Demographic factors, such as age and sex, showed no statistically significant correlation with OT awareness
in the current study. Although 61.3% of the participants held a university degree, which correlated with
slightly higher awareness, misconceptions about OT’s scope were still prevalent. Similarly, while 41.5% of
the participants were aged 31- 45 years, no meaningful relationship between age and awareness was
observed. Future research with a larger, more diverse sample could provide deeper insights into how these
factors influence OT awareness.

Limitations

This study had several limitations. First, the sample was limited to participants from Jeddah, which may
restrict the generalizability of the results to other regions in Saudi Arabia. Second, reliance on self-reported
awareness could introduce response bias, with participants potentially overstating or understating their
familiarity with OT services. Lastly, the cross-sectional design captured awareness at a single point in time,
limiting the ability to assess changes over time or in response to educational interventions. Future research
using longitudinal approaches and more diverse samples across Saudi Arabia are recommended to address

these limitations and provide a more comprehensive understanding of OT awareness.

Strengths

This study has several strengths that enhance the reliability of its findings. First, it is one of the few studies
in Jeddah that assess public awareness of OT services related to hand conditions and post-surgical care. By
focusing on a culturally relevant population, the study provides valuable insights into the Saudi population’s
perception of OT, addressing a gap in regional data. Second, the study included a diverse sample with
variations in age, educational background, and occupations, supporting the generalizability of findings within
Jeddah. The inclusion of participants with healthcare-related occupations, who accounted for a significant
proportion of the sample, adds depth to the analysis, as these individuals are critical to promoting OT

services.

Lastly, the findings align with existing literature, emphasizing the need for improved public education and
interdisciplinary collaboration to enhance OT use, reinforcing the study’s credibility and its practical

implications.
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Conclusion

This study highlights a moderate level of awareness of OT among the public in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, with
most participants recognizing OT’s role in hand surgery but lacking knowledge of its broader applications.
The findings suggest a need for targeted educational initiatives, such as workshops, public campaigns, and
interdisciplinary collaborations, to improve OT awareness and accessibility. Enhancing public understanding
of OT’s unique contributions could lead to better patient outcomes, increased use of OT services, and overall

improvements in healthcare delivery.
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