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Electromechanical 
gait therapy from 
the physiothera-
pist’s perspective

Jule Maria Sophie Ecke, MSH Medical School Hamburg

Neurological rehabilitation has changed enormously in the last 
25 years. Evidence-based approaches based on findings relating 
to neuronal reorganisation and neuronal plasticity are achieving 

increasing recognition in physiotherapy. Electromechanical 
approaches are a promising field that has been on the rise in 

recent years. End-effector-based gait therapy is currently gaining 
ground in physiotherapy. And what do practitioners think of 

the new methods?
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Initial situation

The benefits of end-effector-based gait therapy 
for stroke patients are already documented in the 
S2e-Guideline “Rehabilitation of mobility after 
stroke” (2015). When it comes to designing a 
therapy programme for patients who are initially 
unable to walk in the subacute stage after stoke, 
recommendation grade B (“should”) advises the 
use of end-effector-based gait therapy to improve 
their walking ability. However, in order to estab-
lish meaningful use of end-effector-based gait 
training in everyday clinical practice, it requires 
acceptance by the physiotherapists delivering the 
treatment. After all, it is the physiotherapist who 
selects the approach for delivering targeted ther-
apy. It is assumed that physiotherapists will choose 
a new approach to therapy only if they themselves 
are convinced by it. If a clinic establishes a new 
therapy device, the physiotherapist must therefore 
be convinced by this new approach in order to use 
it expertly in everyday clinical practice.

Methodology

The dissertation investigated the views and opin-
ions of physiotherapists who in the future are 
expected to work with end-effector-based devices 
in everyday clinical practice. An evaluation took 
place of how to ensure successful introduction of 
devices.

To do this, a survey was carried out at two 
clinics with 48 physiotherapists. The physiothera-
pists were asked questions relating to experience, 
knowledge and views on electromechanical gait 
training.

Results

The results of the investigation showed that the 
physiotherapists so far had little experience and 
knowledge of the devices. In particular, they 
emphasised that electromechanical gait therapy is 
an addition to conventional physiotherapy and will 
never replace hands-on therapy by a physiothera-
pist. According to the physiotherapists surveyed, 
the use of electromechanical gait trainers makes 
it possible to increase therapy intensity for the 
patient, while at the same time reducing physical 
exertion on the physiotherapist. Use of electrome-
chanical devices is not expected to harm physio-
therapist-patient contact. The physiotherapists 
indicate the need for training if these devices are 
to be introduced and recommend use by an expert 
team. In general, the physiotherapists surveyed 
deem electromechanical gait therapy to be in keep-
ing with the times.

Overall, the physiotherapists surveyed are pos-
itive about the introduction of electromechanical 
devices and view electromechanical gait therapy 
as a possible complementary approach for inpa-
tient treatment. It was shown that introducing 
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Views of physiotherapists on reduced 
physical exertion with electromechanical 
gait therapy

electromechanical gait trainers for the patient can 
be key in terms of motor learning during therapy, 
because each therapy session can include a high 
repetition rate of gait cycles, which activates more 
plasticity and learning processes in the patient’s 
brain.

The study also demonstrated that a clinic can 
ensure the quality of its therapy by introducing 
electromechanical gait trainers. Electromechanical 
gait therapy should be made available as an addi-
tional therapy offer in addition to standard care. 
A possible side effect for the clinic is a saving on 
physiotherapists, but this is not the primary aim of 
introducing electromechanical gait trainers.

Moreover, a therapeutic concept for the intro-
duction of electromechanical gait trainers in every-
day clinical practice should be developed. In this 
therapy concept, electromechanical gait therapy 
should be listed as an additional and complemen-
tary offer, because conventional physiotherapy can 
be greatly supported with the use of new technolo-
gies. In the context of the therapy concept, the in-
dividual therapy design for the patient must also 
be mentioned. It must always depend on whether 
the patient can use electromechanical gait therapy, 
because not every patient benefits from this type 
of therapy. This is where the introduction of an as-
sessment could be helpful when a patient is admit-
ted. This assessment could be developed in further 
research.

The successful introduction of an electrome-
chanical gait trainer in everyday clinical practice 
would necessarily require physiotherapists to know 
about scientifically proven approaches to therapy 
and they should also be trained in evaluating sci-
entific studies. This is not currently the case with 
many physiotherapists. Also, only an expert team 
should perform electromechanical gait training. 
This too requires physiotherapists to be trained to 
use the devices. The physiotherapists delivering the 
treatment should know the possibilities and lim-
itations of the devices so that they can respond ac-
cordingly during a patient’s course of therapy.

Future research will need to evaluate how all 
these conditions can be translated into everyday 
clinical practice. Only in this way can electrome-
chanical gait training by physiotherapists be suc-
cessfully translated into everyday clinical practice.
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