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Background: In the United Kingdom changes in palliative cancer care have been 
instigated by policymakers in response to improved cancer treatments, demographic 
and population changes. Patients are living longer with more complex conditions and 
side effects of treatments. Physiotherapists need to respond to these changes and 
discover innovative approaches to practice. 
 
Aim: This study aimed to explore the context and provision of a palliative cancer 
care physiotherapy service provision in light of best practice recommendations. 
 
Method: A single case study research design using qualitative methods with multiple 
sources of data (interviews [healthcare professionals, patients], observations 
[physiotherapists working with patients] and policy document collection [National 
Institute for Health and Care Excellence guidelines, white papers]) was chosen 
within a methodological framework of constructivism. 
 
Analysis: Thematic analysis within an analytical strategy was used to 
identify, analyse and report patterns within and across the 4 data sets. 
 
Findings: Two key themes emerged: 
1) Metamorphosis of physiotherapy service provision, 
2) Metamorphosis of the physiotherapy profession. 
Transforming the physiotherapy service from ward to the community highlighted a 
number of issues: lack of outcome measures for service evaluation; sense of 
vulnerability by the physiotherapists in proving their worth; confusion from the ward 
staff about the transition and confusion from the patients about the role of the 
physiotherapist. However, through the metamorphosis of physiotherapy service 
delivery the physiotherapists have been able to develop their skills and knowledge in 
palliative cancer care, which highlighted, the need to: develop a different mindset to 
treatment planning; integrate professional boundaries; develop specialist palliative 
cancer care skills and knowledge, emotionally adjust to caring for people who are 
dying and find ways of dealing with difficult situations. 
 
Conclusion: This study highlights key physiotherapy skills required to 
respond appropriately and as specified by policy documents when working 
with advanced cancer patients, as well as the need to apply suitable 
outcome measures to show the crucial involvement of physiotherapists in 
this patient group. 


