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The Role of Expert Physical Therapists

Expert physical therapists possess a deep understanding of musculoskeletal dysfunction

and uphold the profession's standards of care. These standards are informed by resources

such as the APTA’s Guide to Physical Therapy Practice (Revised 2nd Edition) and a strict

adherence to the Code of Ethics.

To stay current, expert physical therapists:

Engage in daily clinical practice. 

Collaborate with other PTs. 

Review evidence-based literature. 

Stay informed through physical therapy journals, bulletins, and updates on state and

national legislative changes. 

Defining the Standard of Care

The standard of care refers to the diagnostic and treatment processes that clinicians should

follow for specific patient cases, injuries, or clinical circumstances. Legally, this standard

reflects how a prudent healthcare provider within a given community would practice under

similar circumstances.

In legal contexts

 Plaintiffs often carry the burden of proving the applicable standard of care. 

Plaintiffs must also demonstrate how this standard was breached.

While the APTA’s Guide to Physical Therapy Practice offers a framework for best practices, it

does not dictate specific treatment protocols for every scenario. Its disclaimers clarify that

it is not intended to establish a binding standard of care for PTs or PTAs, although expert

witnesses may reference it in testimony.

Key Components of the Standard of Care

The standard of care in physical therapy considers: 

Evaluation Thoroughness: The appropriateness and depth of the evaluation performed. 

Treatment Specificity: The alignment of treatment techniques with the patient’s needs. 

Ethical and Legal Responsibility: Adherence to ethical standards and legal obligations in

designing treatment plans. 

Routine Practices: The consistency of evaluations and treatments under similar

circumstances.

The APTA’s Guide emphasizes the importance of comprehensive evaluations, including

necessary tests and measurements. To meet these standards, expert PTs must possess skills

in differential diagnosis and evidence-based practice.
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Legal Definitions and Professional Negligence

Black’s Law Dictionary defines the standard of care as “the law of negligence, the degree of

care that a reasonable person should exercise.” In malpractice cases, the standard of care

evaluates whether a healthcare provider’s actions align with those of similarly qualified

professionals in the same geographic community.

Key aspects include: 

The degree of skill ordinarily employed under similar circumstances. 

The reasonable care, diligence, and judgment expected of professionals in good

standing. 

Distinction Between Clinic Owners and Clinicians

The duties of a physical therapy clinic owner differ from those of treating clinicians. Clinic

owners have additional responsibilities, such as maintaining the premises to ensure a safe

environment. 

The Role of Expert Physical Therapists in Legal Cases

Only an expert physical therapist is qualified to determine whether a standard of care has

been breached. Evaluating cases of malpractice or negligence requires a thorough analysis

of: 

Documentation standards. 

Practices for obtaining verbal informed consent. 

Evaluation and re-evaluation procedures. 

Methodology for treatment choices and techniques. 

Discharge processes and incident follow-up. 

Final Thoughts

Expert physical therapists play a critical role in determining the appropriate standard of

care in both clinical and legal contexts. By applying their extensive knowledge, ethical

practices, and evidence-based insights, they ensure clarity and fairness in evaluating

physical therapy practices. 


