
CAREERS THROUGH MATHS: OCCUPATIONAL THERAPIST

JOB DESCRIPTION

Occupational  Therapists  (OTs) are registered healthcare professionals  who enable

people  to  overcome  barriers  preventing  them  from  participating  in  the  activities

(occupations)  that  matter  to  them, thereby enhancing their  health,  wellbeing,  and

independence. A typical day is highly varied and can involve conducting detailed

assessments in a client's home, a clinic, a school, or a hospital ward; designing and

implementing  bespoke  intervention  plans;  and  evaluating  progress.  Key  duties

include analysing a client’s  physical,  psychological,  and social  needs,  prescribing

and  teaching  the  use  of  adaptive  equipment  (like  splints  or  wheelchairs),  and

recommending modifications  to  homes  or  workplaces.  OTs  work  across  the  NHS,

local authorities, private practices, charities, and schools, collaborating closely with a

multi-disciplinary team including physiotherapists, social workers, and doctors.

Mathematics  is  central  to  the  rigorous,  evidence-based,  and  precise  nature  of

occupational therapy practice. It  is not about abstract equations but about applied

numeracy and data analysis to ensure client safety, measure outcomes, and justify

interventions. For instance, an OT must precisely calculate the correct angles for a

wheelchair  seating  system  to  prevent  pressure  sores,  use  statistical  analysis  to

interpret standardised assessment scores to track a patient's recovery after a stroke,

and manage a budget for equipment provision within a local  authority team. This

mathematical grounding ensures that every decision is objective, measurable, and

effective.

In UK contexts, an OT working for the NHS might use a validated outcome measure



like the Barthel Index to mathematically quantify a patient's functional independence

before and after a period of rehabilitation, providing hard data to demonstrate the

efficacy of their service to commissioners. In a community role, an OT might calculate

the precise gradient of a ramp required for a client’s home entrance to comply with

Building Regulations, or determine the safe working load and spatial dimensions for a

ceiling hoist system to enable a person to be transferred safely from bed to bath.

HOW MATHEMATICS IS USED

Geometry and Trigonometry: This is fundamental for analysing movement and

designing adaptive solutions. OTs use angles, dimensions, and spatial reasoning

daily.  For  example,  calculating  the  range  of  motion  (in  degrees)  at  a  client's

elbow joint to determine the feasibility of self-feeding. They also calculate the

minimum turning circle required for a wheelchair in a council house kitchen, and

use  principles  of  leverage  and  force  to  prescribe  the  correct  long-handled

equipment for a person with limited reach, ensuring efficiency and safety.

Biomechanics  and  Physics: Understanding  forces,  levers,  and  pressure  is

critical  for  preventing  injury  and  promoting  safe  mobility.  OTs  calculate  the

forces  exerted  on  joints  during  specific  activities  and  prescribe  aids  to

redistribute these forces. A key application is calculating pressure distribution

(force/area) to select the appropriate pressure-relieving cushion for a wheelchair

user, crucial for preventing life-threatening pressure ulcers. They also analyse

the  mechanics  of  lifting  and  handling  to  advise  carers  on  safe  techniques,

reducing the risk of musculoskeletal injuries.

Statistics and Data Analysis: OTs rely on statistics to practice evidence-based

therapy  and  prove  their  impact.  They  administer  and  interpret  standardised

assessments, which produce numerical scores. For instance, using the Rivermead

Behavioural Memory Test provides a score that is compared to normative data to

objectively assess cognitive function. They use statistical analysis to audit their

service outcomes, for example, tracking the percentage of patients who regain

independence in washing and dressing after a hip replacement, which is vital for

securing NHS funding and demonstrating value for money.

Budgeting  and  Resource  Management: OTs  frequently  manage  constrained

budgets, requiring strong numerical skills for financial planning and justification.
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In a local authority role, an OT must calculate the cost-benefit of different pieces

of equipment (e.g., a £200 bath board vs. a £5,000 walk-in shower installation) to

make the most clinically effective and fiscally responsible recommendation. They

must also forecast annual spending on equipment and justify these budgets to

managers.

Measurement and Scaling: Precise measurement is a daily mathematical task.

This  includes  taking  anthropometric  measurements  (body  dimensions)  for

ordering  specialist  equipment  like  orthotics  or  custom  chairs,  converting

between  metric  and  imperial  units  when  assessing  products  from  different

manufacturers,  and  using  scales  on  architectural  drawings  to  plan  home

adaptations for Housing Grants.

KEY SKILLS & TOOLS

Skill/Tool Application

Standardised

Assessments

Using tools like the Assessment of Motor and Process Skills (AMPS)

which generates precise numerical scores through Rasch analysis.

These scores provide an objective measure of a client’s ability and

are used to track progress and justify interventions to NHS clinical

commissioning groups (CCGs).

CAD Software &

Blueprint Reading

Using computer-aided design software to model home adaptations

and modifications. An OT will mathematically interpret architectural

blueprints, calculate scales, and determine spatial requirements for

through-floor lifts or extensions funded through a Disabled Facilities

Grant from the local council.

Data Analysis

Platforms (NHS

Systems)

Using NHS digital systems like SystmOne or EMIS to record and

analyse patient data. OTs use these systems to audit outcomes,

calculate average caseload statistics, and produce reports that use

percentages and comparative figures to demonstrate service

efficiency and patient outcomes to trust management.

Excel/Sheets for

Audit

Using spreadsheet software to manage budgets, log equipment

orders, and conduct service audits. This involves creating formulas

to calculate total expenditure, using pivot tables to analyse trends in
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referral types, and generating charts to visually represent outcomes

for service reports.

Specialised

Equipment

Calibration

Operating and calibrating equipment based on mathematical inputs.

For example, programming a dynamic standing frame to achieve

specific joint angles for therapeutic stretching or adjusting the

resistance settings on an arm bike for strength training, based on

calculated percentages of a client’s maximal effort.

Report Writing &

Justification

Synthesising numerical data (assessment scores, costings,

measurements) into clear, compelling written reports for

stakeholders such as GPs, social services panels, and NHS funders.

This involves presenting data visually in graphs and using statistics

to build a logical, evidence-based case for intervention.

Outcome

Measurement

Tools

Applying rigorous methodology when using tools like the Canadian

Occupational Performance Measure (COPM), which uses a

structured 10-point scale to generate quantifiable data on a client's

self-perception of performance and satisfaction, providing a robust

mathematical basis for evaluating therapeutic success.

Typical Pathway: The primary route to becoming an Occupational Therapist in the

UK is to complete a Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC)-approved degree in

Occupational Therapy. This is typically a three-year Bachelor of Science (BSc Hons)

programme, or a two-year accelerated Master’s (MSc) for those who already hold a

relevant first degree. Entry requirements usually include a strong academic profile

with 5 GCSEs (Grade 4/C or above, including English, Maths, and often Science) and

2-3  A-levels  (often  including  a  science  or  social  science  subject).  Following

graduation, all OTs must register with the HCPC to practice. Career progression often

starts as a Band 5 OT in the NHS, advancing to Band 6 (specialist therapist), Band 7

(team lead/advanced practitioner), and beyond into management or research roles.

Continuous professional development (CPD) is essential and is provided by the Royal

College  of  Occupational  Therapists  (RCOT).  Many  practitioners  also  pursue

postgraduate qualifications to specialise in areas like neurology, pediatrics, or hand

therapy.

Industry  Demand: Demand  for  Occupational  Therapists  in  the  UK  remains

consistently high. According to the NHS Long Term Plan and Skills  for Care data,

there is a significant and growing need for OTs across health and social care, driven

by an ageing population with complex needs and increased focus on community-

based care. The UK government has placed OTs on the Shortage Occupation List,

recognising the critical need to attract both domestic and international talent to the



profession. Job opportunities are plentiful within the NHS, local authorities, private

healthcare providers like Priory Group, and third-sector organisations like Motability.

Real-World Impact: Occupational  Therapists  have a profound impact  on the UK’s

health  and  social  care  economy.  They  enable  people  to  leave  hospital  sooner,

reducing NHS bed pressures, and support individuals to live independently at home,

delaying  or  preventing  the  need  for  costly  residential  care.  Their  mathematical

precision in prescribing equipment and adaptations ensures public money is spent

effectively and safely. For example, an OT’s work in enabling a young veteran with

physical disabilities to return to work through assistive technology, or supporting a

child with autism to fully participate in school, demonstrates how their data-driven

interventions  directly  strengthen  communities,  boost  economic  participation,  and

improve quality of life across the UK.
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