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Per Diem Physical Therapy: Flexibility and Opportunity in Healthcare Careers

Per diem physical therapy is a term that’s gaining traction in the healthcare community, especially among
physical therapists seeking flexible work arrangements. If you’re a physical therapist or someone interested
in the healthcare staffing world, understanding what per diem physical therapy entails can open doors to
unique career opportunities and benefits. This article will walk you through what per diem physical
therapy means, its advantages, and how it fits into the broader landscape of physical therapy services.

What Is Per Diem Physical Therapy?

At its core, per diem physical therapy refers to a work arrangement where physical therapists are hired on
an as-needed basis. The term "per diem" is Latin for "per day," which perfectly captures the nature of this
setup: therapists work only when called upon, without a fixed or guaranteed schedule. Unlike full-time or
part-time employees, per diem therapists typically do not have a set number of hours per week and often
lack the traditional benefits package.

This flexibility allows healthcare facilities—such as hospitals, outpatient clinics, nursing homes, and
rehabilitation centers—to fill staffing gaps quickly. It also enables therapists to work in various settings,
gaining diverse experiences without the constraints of a permanent role.

How Does Per Diem Physical Therapy Work?

Facilities or staffing agencies reach out to per diem therapists when there is a sudden increase in patient
load, staff shortages, or during peak seasons. Therapists can accept or decline assignments based on their
availability, making it an ideal choice for professionals balancing other commitments.

Payment for per diem physical therapy is usually on an hourly or daily rate basis, often higher than what
salaried therapists earn, compensating for the lack of benefits like health insurance or paid leave.

Advantages of Working as a Per Diem Physical Therapist

Choosing per diem physical therapy work comes with several benefits, especially for those who prioritize
flexibility and variety in their careers.



Flexibility and Control Over Your Schedule

One of the most significant perks is the freedom to choose when and where to work. This arrangement
suits individuals who might have family responsibilities, are pursuing further education, or simply want to
avoid the rigidity of a typical 9-to-5 job. You can tailor your workload to fit your lifestyle, making it a
popular option among experienced therapists and those seeking work-life balance.

Higher Hourly Pay

Since per diem roles are temporary and lack traditional benefits, employers often offer a higher hourly rate.
This can be financially advantageous for therapists who can manage their schedules effectively and prefer
earning more per hour over consistent paychecks.

Opportunities to Gain Diverse Clinical Experience

Working in various settings—from outpatient clinics to skilled nursing facilities—exposes per diem
therapists to a broad spectrum of patient populations and treatment techniques. This diversity can enhance
clinical skills and make therapists more versatile and marketable in the job market.

Challenges and Considerations in Per Diem Physical Therapy

While the benefits are compelling, it’s important to consider some challenges associated with per diem
physical therapy.

Lack of Job Security and Benefits

Because per diem therapists are not permanent employees, they typically do not receive health insurance,
retirement plans, paid time off, or other benefits. This lack of a safety net can be a disadvantage, especially
for those who rely heavily on employer-provided benefits.

Irregular Work Schedule

The unpredictability of assignments can lead to periods of both intense work and slowdowns. For therapists
who prefer a steady and predictable income, this inconsistency may be stressful or challenging.



Potential Isolation from Team Dynamics

As per diem therapists often rotate through different facilities or departments, they might miss out on
building strong relationships with colleagues or integrating fully into a team culture. This can impact
professional development and workplace satisfaction for some individuals.

Who Should Consider Per Diem Physical Therapy Positions?

Per diem physical therapy isn’t for everyone, but it offers great opportunities for specific groups:

Experienced Therapists looking to supplement income or transition toward semi-retirement.

New Graduates seeking varied clinical experiences before committing to a permanent role.

Therapists Pursuing Further Education who need flexible work hours to accommodate classes or
clinical rotations.

Professionals Balancing Family or Other Responsibilities who need control over their work
schedules.

How to Find Per Diem Physical Therapy Jobs

Finding per diem physical therapy positions can be straightforward if you know where to look and how to
approach the job search.

Utilize Staffing Agencies

Many healthcare staffing agencies specialize in per diem or temporary placements. Registering with these
agencies can help you access a range of opportunities and negotiate favorable rates.

Network Within Your Professional Community

Connecting with colleagues, attending industry events, and joining professional organizations like the



American Physical Therapy Association (APTA) can lead to job leads and referrals for per diem work.

Explore Online Job Boards

Websites that cater to healthcare professionals often list per diem physical therapy jobs. Platforms like
Indeed, LinkedIn, and specialized healthcare job boards frequently post flexible, temporary positions.

Navigating Legal and Licensing Requirements

Before accepting per diem physical therapy roles, it’s crucial to ensure all your credentials are current.
Licensing requirements vary by state, so therapists must maintain active licenses in the states where they
plan to work. Additionally, understanding malpractice insurance coverage is important, as some per diem
roles may require you to provide your own coverage.

Continuing Education and Certification

Maintaining up-to-date knowledge through continuing education is vital, especially when working across
different clinical environments. Some per diem therapists pursue specialized certifications to increase their
marketability and ensure they meet facility-specific requirements.

Maximizing Success as a Per Diem Physical Therapist

Thriving in per diem physical therapy roles involves more than just clinical skills. Here are some tips to
make the most of this career path:

Maintain Professionalism: Even in temporary roles, showing reliability and strong work ethic leads
to repeat assignments and positive references.

Stay Organized: Keep track of hours, assignments, and paperwork to avoid payment delays and
ensure compliance with employer policies.

Invest in Networking: Cultivate relationships with supervisors and staff to increase your chances of
referrals and consistent work.

Manage Your Finances: Since benefits are generally not provided, budgeting for health insurance,



taxes, and retirement is critical.

Per diem physical therapy offers a unique blend of flexibility, variety, and earning potential that can be
appealing to many physical therapists. Whether you’re dipping your toes into the profession or seeking a
way to diversify your career, this approach to physical therapy work can provide a rewarding and
adaptable path.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is per diem physical therapy?
Per diem physical therapy refers to physical therapists who work on a day-to-day basis, often without a
long-term contract, allowing for flexible work schedules and varied assignments.

How does per diem physical therapy differ from full-time physical
therapy positions?
Per diem physical therapists work on an as-needed basis without guaranteed hours, whereas full-time
physical therapists have set schedules, benefits, and more job security.

What are the benefits of working as a per diem physical therapist?
Benefits include flexible scheduling, higher hourly pay rates, variety of work environments, and the
opportunity to gain diverse clinical experience.

Are there any disadvantages to per diem physical therapy roles?
Disadvantages may include lack of benefits such as health insurance, inconsistent income, and less job
security compared to full-time positions.

Who typically hires per diem physical therapists?
Hospitals, outpatient clinics, rehabilitation centers, nursing homes, and home health agencies often hire per
diem physical therapists to cover staffing shortages or increased patient loads.

Do per diem physical therapists need to be licensed?
Yes, per diem physical therapists must hold a valid license to practice in the state where they work, just
like full-time physical therapists.



How can physical therapists find per diem job opportunities?
Physical therapists can find per diem jobs through staffing agencies, online job boards, professional
networks, and direct contact with healthcare facilities.

Is per diem physical therapy a good option for new graduates?
Per diem physical therapy can provide new graduates with flexible work and diverse experience, but it
may lack the mentorship and stability that some new therapists prefer early in their careers.

Additional Resources
Per Diem Physical Therapy: Navigating Flexibility and Efficiency in Rehabilitation Services

per diem physical therapy has gained prominence as a flexible staffing solution within the healthcare and
rehabilitation sectors. This employment model allows physical therapists to work on an as-needed basis,
typically without a long-term commitment to a single facility or employer. It offers distinctive advantages
for both healthcare providers and therapists, particularly in environments that demand adaptability, cost-
effectiveness, and rapid response to fluctuating patient volumes.

Understanding the nuances of per diem physical therapy requires an exploration of how this model
contrasts with traditional employment arrangements, its implications for workforce management, and the
impact on patient care outcomes. This article delves into the operational dynamics, benefits, and challenges
associated with per diem physical therapy, supported by relevant data and industry perspectives.

The Operational Dynamics of Per Diem Physical Therapy

The term “per diem” originates from Latin, meaning “per day,” and in the context of physical therapy, it
refers to a compensation structure where therapists are paid daily or hourly rates contingent upon their
actual hours worked. This model stands apart from salaried or contract-based employment by offering
maximum scheduling flexibility and minimal long-term obligations for both parties.

Healthcare facilities, including hospitals, outpatient clinics, nursing homes, and rehabilitation centers, often
face unpredictable patient inflows. Seasonal fluctuations, sudden staff shortages, or surges in patient
admissions due to public health crises can create staffing challenges. Per diem physical therapists serve as a
vital resource to fill these gaps efficiently.



Workforce Flexibility and Cost Management

One of the primary drivers for adopting per diem physical therapy is workforce flexibility. Facilities can
adjust their staffing levels dynamically without the overhead costs associated with full-time employees,
such as benefits, paid leave, and retirement contributions. According to a 2022 report from the American
Physical Therapy Association (APTA), approximately 22% of all physical therapy professionals engage in
per diem work, reflecting a growing trend driven by operational needs.

From a financial perspective, per diem arrangements can reduce labor costs by aligning expenditures
directly with demand. This approach is particularly appealing for smaller clinics or rural healthcare
providers that may not require full-time therapists year-round. However, this model may lead to higher
hourly wage rates compared to salaried positions due to the absence of benefits and job security, which
compensates for the flexibility and lack of guaranteed income.

Therapist Autonomy and Work-Life Balance

For physical therapists, per diem roles offer a degree of autonomy rarely available in traditional
employment settings. Therapists can select assignments based on location, specialty, and schedule
compatibility. This flexibility often appeals to professionals seeking to balance work with personal
commitments or those pursuing specialized certifications and continuing education.

Moreover, per diem work can serve as a supplementary income stream for therapists already employed
full-time or as a transitional phase for recent graduates gaining diverse clinical experience. However, this
mode of employment also presents challenges, including inconsistent income streams and limited access to
employer-sponsored benefits such as health insurance and retirement plans.

Comparative Analysis with Other Employment Models

To fully appreciate the implications of per diem physical therapy, it is essential to compare it with other
prevalent employment structures within the field.

Full-Time Employment

Full-time physical therapists typically enjoy stable salaries, comprehensive benefits, and career
development opportunities. They often build long-term relationships with patients, contributing to
continuity of care. However, full-time roles may involve fixed schedules and less flexibility to
accommodate personal obligations or alternative professional pursuits.



Contractual or PRN Positions

Contract or PRN (pro re nata, or “as needed”) roles share similarities with per diem work but usually
involve longer-term agreements with some guaranteed minimum hours. These positions strike a balance
between flexibility and stability, providing therapists with predictable income while allowing healthcare
providers to manage labor costs effectively.

Per Diem Physical Therapy

Unlike the other models, per diem positions offer maximum scheduling freedom but come with income
variability and fewer employment protections. This model suits healthcare settings with fluctuating
demand and therapists valuing independence but may not be ideal for those seeking financial security.

Impact on Patient Care and Clinical Outcomes

An important consideration in the discourse surrounding per diem physical therapy is how this staffing
approach influences patient care quality. Critics argue that the transient nature of per diem staff could
disrupt continuity, potentially affecting therapeutic rapport and outcomes. Conversely, proponents
emphasize the ability of per diem therapists to bring fresh expertise and reduce wait times during peak
demand.

Research on this topic remains limited but evolving. A 2023 study published in the Journal of
Rehabilitation Medicine examined over 1,000 patient cases across multiple facilities employing per diem
therapists. The findings indicated that when integrated effectively into multidisciplinary teams with clear
communication protocols, per diem therapists delivered comparable clinical outcomes to their full-time
counterparts. Key success factors included standardized treatment plans and robust electronic health record
(EHR) systems facilitating information sharing.

Integration Strategies for Optimal Results

To maximize the benefits of per diem physical therapy without compromising care quality, healthcare
organizations are adopting several strategies:

Comprehensive Orientation: Providing per diem therapists with thorough onboarding to familiarize
them with facility protocols and patient populations.



Consistent Documentation: Ensuring real-time updates in EHR systems to maintain continuity
despite staffing variability.

Team Communication: Encouraging regular interdisciplinary meetings to align treatment goals and
share patient progress.

Credential Verification: Conducting rigorous background checks and verifying licensure to uphold
care standards.

Trends and Future Outlook in Per Diem Physical Therapy

The demand for per diem physical therapy is poised to grow in response to demographic shifts and
evolving healthcare delivery models. The aging population, increasing prevalence of chronic conditions
requiring rehabilitation, and the expansion of outpatient services contribute to a need for adaptable staffing
solutions.

Moreover, technological advancements such as telehealth and remote patient monitoring are beginning to
intersect with per diem work. Therapists may increasingly engage in virtual consultations or hybrid care
models, further enhancing flexibility for both providers and patients.

However, regulatory and labor market factors will continue to influence the landscape. Changes in
reimbursement policies, licensure portability, and workforce supply constraints may affect the availability
and appeal of per diem positions.

Challenges Ahead

Despite its advantages, per diem physical therapy faces notable challenges:

Workforce Shortages: National shortages of licensed physical therapists may limit the pool of
professionals willing or able to work per diem.

Job Security Concerns: Lack of benefits and income predictability can deter some therapists,
especially those with families or significant financial obligations.

Quality Assurance: Ensuring standardized care across a variable workforce requires sustained effort
and investment.



Healthcare leaders and policymakers will need to address these issues to harness the full potential of per
diem physical therapy in delivering responsive, high-quality rehabilitation services.

In summary, per diem physical therapy represents a strategic adaptation to the complexities of modern
healthcare delivery. By balancing flexibility with rigorous integration practices, this model can support
both operational efficiency and patient-centered care in an increasingly dynamic environment.

Per Diem Physical Therapy
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