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Background and Method
Aims and objectives

• The aim of this study was to provide the General Osteopathic Council with insight into public 
and patient perceptions of osteopathic care and regulation. 

Method

• A nationally representative survey of 1,004 members of the UK public was carried out between 
the 13/04/2018 and the 26/04/2018. In addition to this a boosted sample of 500 people in the 
UK who have visited an osteopath in the last 12 months were surveyed during the same time 
period.

• All the research was undertaken online by YouGov using the YouGov research panel.

• This analysis presents a summary of the main findings from this study. 

• Throughout the report, ‘osteopathic patients’ can be defined as people who have visited an 
osteopath in the past 12 months, unless otherwise stated. 

• The report also compares findings against a survey conducted by the GOsC in November 2014. 

• A statistically significant difference between 2014 and 2018 – which refers to a difference that 
is outside of the ‘margin of error’ and can therefore be considered statistically relevant – is 
represented by   or   . This is considered statistically significant and identified a true 
difference in opinion – this may or may not be considered significant in terms of future policy 
and/or strategy.
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Key findings
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Key Findings

Confidence in healthcare professionals 
• The public are most confident in familiar healthcare professionals such as pharmacists, dentists and GPs. They place less 

confidence in less ‘mainstream’ healthcare professionals, like acupuncturists and herbalists, which is illustrative of a lack of 
awareness. 

• 95% of osteopathic patients have say they have confidence in osteopaths, implying patients have had good experiences of 
treatment.

• One in two (50%) members of the general public have confidence in osteopaths, roughly consistent with the 2014 study. 

• The most important factors in giving confidence in healthcare professionals are a recognised level of education and training, good 
quality advice and treatment and up-to-date knowledge and skills. Links to the NHS are more important to the general public than 
to osteopathic patients. 

Deciding to visit an osteopath: information needs
• When thinking about what would affect their decision to see an osteopath and information people want before their first visit, 

both the public and osteopathic patients prioritise information about the benefits of treatment.

• Those who haven’t seen an osteopath also say that evidence the treatment works and recommendations from people they know 
(GP / friends / family) would be useful information to have. 

• If wanting to find out about the risks, the public would turn to people they know and trust or the internet. 

• Women are more likely than men to want to know what they need to wear (80%) and whether they can bring a chaperone/friend 
(50%). 
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Key Findings (continued)
Experience of visiting an osteopath
• Patients appear to be happy with their most recent osteopathic visit, with 9 in 10 saying their osteopath was ‘excellent’ or ‘very good’ at 

making them feel at ease.

• Feeling confident in the osteopath’s knowledge and skills is most likely to lead to a positive experience for the patient.

• There has been an increase since 2014 in the proportion of patients who say being treated with dignity is very important in affecting their 
confidence in an osteopath. 

Providing feedback and reporting concerns
• When thinking about leaving feedback, osteopathic patients would ideally do this via an online survey at home, with 3 in 4 patients saying 

this is one of their preferred methods. Following this, they would like to give it face-to-face or via a hard copy questionnaire at home. 

The GOsC and professional standards
• The professions most widely recognised as being regulated are GPs, dentists and pharmacists. Osteopathic patients are more likely than the 

general public to know that osteopaths are regulated.

• If looking for information about standards of osteopathic practise, the public would most likely search via internet, NHS Choices website and 
their GP practice. Osteopathic patients (63%) are significantly more likely than the UK public (34%) to say they would seek information via 
the General Osteopathic Council.

• Osteopathic patients are more likely than the UK public to be aware of the rules that osteopaths need to follow, and are more confident 
that if they raised a concern with a regulator, it would be properly investigated and addressed.

• There has been an increase in awareness since 2014 among the public and patients that osteopaths are required to renew their registration 
annually and complete at least 30 hours of CPD per year
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Confidence in healthcare professionals 
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The vast majority of osteopathic patients have confidence in the advice 
and treatment osteopaths can provide 
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47%
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95%
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Physiotherapist
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Dentist

Pharmacist

2018

Osteopathic patient UK Public

• The public have most confidence in more familiar health professionals such as pharmacists, dentists and GPs. Echoing the 2014 study, this suggests there is a 
relationship between familiarity and confidence

• Among the general public, young people aged 18-24 have the least confidence in osteopaths (33% have a lot/fair amount), and are more likely to say they don’t know 
• People are generally more likely not to know how much confidence they have in less ‘mainstream’ types of health professional – illustrative of a lack of awareness
• Levels of confidence in osteopaths are consistent with 2014 among both the general public and patients 
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Q1. How much confidence, if any, do you have in receiving healthcare advice and/or treatment from each of the following health professionals? 

Base: All UK adults 2018 (n=1,004); 2014 (n=1,043); All osteopathic patients 2018 (n=500); 2014 (n=523)

% with a lot / fair amount of confidence in receiving healthcare advice/treatment from… 

Since 2014 there has been an 

increase in confidence in 

psychologists among the 

general public and 

osteopathic patients
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17%

64%

75%

75%

79%

91%

93%

93%

93%

10%

51%

84%

58%

79%

96%

98%

99%

99%

They work on their own

They work with other health professionals in the same
clinic

They have professional indemnity insurance

They have links to the NHS

Quality of the premises

They are monitored by a regulatory body

 They are required to keep their knowledge and skills
up-to-date

They have a recognised level of education and training

They provide good quality advice and treatment

2018

Osteopathic patient UK Public

Confidence is determined by up-to-date knowledge and skills, good quality 
advice and treatment, and a recognised level of education and training 

Level of importance of factors in giving confidence (% very / somewhat important) 

• The top factors giving people confidence in healthcare professionals have remained consistent with the 2014 study
• Among the general public, older people place greater importance than younger people in almost all of the factors, and women put significantly more 

importance in education/training and up-to-date knowledge/skills than men
• Links to the NHS are more important to the public than osteopathic patients, especially for people aged 65+ among whom 84% say links to the NHS give 

them confidence

18%

67%

80%

75%

84%

92%

94%

94%

14%

51%

86%

57%

79%

96%

99%

99%

They work on their own

They work with other health professionals in
the same clinic

They have professional indemnity insurance

They have links to the NHS

Quality of the premises

They are monitored by a regulatory body

 They are required to keep their knowledge
and skills up-to-date

They have a recognised level of education
and training

They provide good quality advice and
treatment

2014

Q2. How important or unimportant are each of the following factors in giving you confidence in receiving advice and/or treatment from a healthcare professional? 

Base: All UK adults 2018 (n=1,004); 2014 (n=1,043); All osteopathic patients 2018 (n=500); 2014 (n=523)

Since 2014 there has been a 

decrease in the importance 

placed on the quality of the 

premises and professional 

indemnity insurance among 

the general public
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• Good quality advice and treatment is more important for osteopathic patients than the general public in giving confidence in healthcare professionals, 

whilst links to the NHS are more important to the general public 

A recognised level of education, good quality advice/treatment, and up-
to-date knowledge and skills are rated by the general public as the most
important factors in having confidence in healthcare professionals

Three most important factors in giving confidence (% very / somewhat important) 

1%

4%

0%

1%
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21%

22%

45%

48%

50%

52%

0%
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2%
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3%

11%
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13%

23%

8%

50%

49%

65%

57%

None of these

Don't know

Other

They work on their own

Quality of the premises

A recommendation from someone they know

They work with other health professionals in the same clinic

They have professional indemnity insurance (i.e. liability insurance…

Their communication/interpersonal/language skills

They have links to the NHS

They are monitored by a regulatory body

They are required to keep their knowledge and skills up-to-date

They provide good quality advice and treatment

They have a recognised level of education and/or training

Osteopathic patients UK Public

Q3a. And which of the following factors are MOST important in giving you confidence in receiving advice and/or treatment from a healthcare professional? Please select up to three 

factors.

Base: All UK adults (n=1,004); All osteopathic patients (n=500)

The top two most 

important factors are 

consistent with 2014 
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Deciding to visit an osteopath: information 
needs
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For osteopathic patients, information about the benefits of treatment and 
professional standards would be the most important deciding factors

Osteopathic patients: importance of information when deciding whether or not to see an osteopath (% very / somewhat important) 

5%

6%

17%

37%

31%

25%

42%

44%

52%

50%

65%

63%

80%

77%

88%

20%

25%

33%

37%

45%

52%

37%

36%

31%

37%

30%

33%

17%

21%

10%

Whether they work with other health professionals in the same clinic

The nature of any links to the NHS

A practice complaints procedure

That they have professional indemnity insurance

The length of their training

The costs of treatment

The risks of treatment

Whether they are a member of a professional network

Proof of their registration

Whether they are monitored by a regulatory body

The level of their education/training

That they are required to keep their knowledge and skills up-to-date

What they do

Their professional standards

The benefits of treatment

Very important

Somewhat important

• Information about work with other health professionals in the same clinic and links to the NHS is less important to osteopathic patients when making the decision 

to see an osteopath for treatment

• Information about the risks of treatment is significantly more important for women (83%) than men (73%)

• Information about the monitoring of a regulatory body is most important for people aged 65+, with 92% if this age group saying this is very / somewhat important 

Q13. Please think back to when you were deciding whether or not to see an osteopath for treatment. How important or unimportant would information on the following factors have 

been in helping you make your decision?

Base: All osteopathic patients (n=500)
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Information about the benefits of treatment and professional standards 
would also be most important for people who have never seen an osteopath

68%

80%

81%

84%

84%

86%

84%

86%

89%

90%

48%

70%

73%

77%

81%

87%

88%

89%

89%

89%

91%

91%

92%

92%

Whether they work with other health professionals in the same clinic

The nature of any links to the NHS

A practice complaints procedure

That they have professional indemnity insurance

Whether they are a member of a professional network

The costs of treatment

Proof of their registration

What they do

Whether they are monitored by a regulatory body

The risks of treatment

That they are required to keep their knowledge and skills up-to-date

The level of their education/training

Their professional standards

The benefits of treatment

2018 2014

• Older people and women place more importance on each type of information than younger people and men. For example, 86% of people aged 65+ say 
information about professional indemnity insurance would be important to their decision to see an osteopath, compared with 57% of 18-24 year olds 

• Nearly one in two non-patients say information about working with other health professionals in the same clinic would be important, while only a 
quarter of patients recall this being important to their decision

Q12. Imagine you are deciding whether or not to see an osteopath for treatment. How important or unimportant would information on the following factors be in helping you make 

your decision?

Base: All non-patients 2018 (898); All non-patients 2014 (n=1,009)

Non-patients: importance of information when deciding whether or not to see an osteopath (% very / somewhat important) 
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For non-patients, evidence that osteopathic treatment works and 
recommendations would be key if deciding whether or not to see an 
osteopath for treatment 

Q12a. Still imagining that you are deciding whether or not to see an osteopath for treatment, is there any other information that would be important in helping you make your 

decision?

Base: All non-patients (898)

• “Evidence that typical treatments that Osteopaths 

offer actually work”

• “The validity of this method of treatment/medical 

practice and an honest disclaimer detailing the 

limitations of this Healthcare offer”

• “How they treat their patients, recommendations 

from other people, online reviews”

• “Recommendations from friends/family who have 

used the service”

• “GP recommendation”

• “Positive reviews from other people who have seen 

the osteopath”
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The public would require more information when scheduling an 
appointment than those who have seen an osteopath recently 

Important information in advance of visiting an osteopath (% very/ somewhat important) 

• Among the general public, information about the complaints process is most important to older people, with 74% of people aged 65+ saying it would be 

very/ somewhat important to them

• 80% of women want to know what they would need to wear and the clothing they may need to remove – yet only 58% of men do. Women are also more 

concerned about whether they can bring  a chaperone or friend – 50% say this is important compared to 31% of men

Q14. And if you were scheduling an appointment with an osteopath, how important, if at all, would the following information be to you in advance of your first visit? 

Base: All UK adults (n=1,004); All osteopathic patients (n=500)

41%

64%

64%

65%

69%

74%

81%

83%

86%

86%

89%

90%

90%

92%

23%

44%

54%

46%

57%

69%

73%

77%

72%

73%

84%

82%

85%

96%

Whether I can bring a chaperone/friend

Whether or not there is a complaints process in the event I am not
happy with the treatment

What the cancellation policy is

Details of any prior complaints made against the osteopath

What I need to wear and the clothing I may need to remove

How long will the appointment last

Whether I will need to avoid activity after treatment

Whether or not my symptoms will get worse before they get better

What happens if something goes wrong

How many treatment sessions I am likely to require

The costs of treatment

The risks of treatment

What the treatment will involve

The benefits of treatment

Osteopathic patients UK Public
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If seeking information about the benefits/risks of osteopathy, the public 
would often turn to the internet or people they know and trust 

Q20. If you wanted to know about the benefits and/or risks of osteopathy, where would you look / who would you ask?

Base: All UK adults (n=1,004)

• “Internet” “Online” “Google”

• “Online to find an accreditation body for osteopaths, reviews etc. My GP 

practice. Friends & family”

• “My GP, or local hospital who would point me in the right direction”

• “Health websites including NHS Direct, friends, colleagues”

• “I would ask the osteopath and look on the national regulatory osteopaths 

website”

• “GP recommendation” “I would ask family or friends for recommendations”

• “The professional bodies for Osteopaths and check the practice website for 

information as well as look for recommendations from people who have used 

an osteopath before too”
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Experience of visiting an osteopath
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9 in 10 osteopathic patients think their osteopath was excellent or very 
good at making them feel at ease during their most recent visit

During their most recent visit, how poor or good the osteopath was at… 

52%

55%

57%

57%

58%

61%

61%

63%

64%

67%

29%

28%

30%

30%

29%

27%

25%

26%

25%

23%

11%

12%

9%

9%

11%

9%

9%

7%

8%

7%

4%

4%

3%

2%

2%

2%

3%

3%

3%

3%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%

2%

1%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Making a plan of action with you

Helping you to take control

Fully understanding your concerns

Explaining things clearly

Being positive

Letting you tell your "story"

Being interested in you as a whole person

Showing care and compassion

Really listening

Making you feel at ease

Excellent Very good Good Fair Poor Don't know

Q15a. Thinking about your most recent visit to an osteopath, how poor or good do you feel the osteopath was at each of the following?

Base: All osteopathic patients (500)

• Women are more likely than men to say their osteopath was ‘excellent’ in most categories
• Relatively, only very small proportions rate their osteopath as being fair or poor
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22%

25%

26%

27%

35%

35%

38%

40%

40%

61%

The osteopath listened to me and took my views into account

The osteopath gave me advice about aftercare

The appointment was long enough and the osteopath allowed me enough
time to make a decision about my treatment

The osteopath discussed the options for treatment thoroughly with me

The osteopath took my medical history

The osteopath wanted to know about me as a person and my wider health
to fully understand my needs

The osteopath gave me confidence I could trust them

A sense that the treatment is working/being successful

The osteopath had an open and friendly manner and made me feel at ease

I felt confident in the osteopath's knowledge and skills

• The osteopath wanting to know more about someone as a person is more important for women (40%) than men (27%)

• Having a long enough appointment and being given time to make a decision is more likely to lead to a positive experience for men than women

Feeling confident in the osteopath’s knowledge and skills is most likely to 
lead to a positive experience for the patient

Q15b. Which of the following factors, if any, are MOST important in giving you a positive experience of osteopathy? Please select up to five factors. 

Base: All osteopathic patients (n=500)

The most important factors in giving a positive experience of osteopathy (top 10)
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Listening to what the patient says and talking through the diagnosis clearly 
are important factors leading to confidence in an osteopath
• Using visuals/ models is the factor that would have the least impact on confidence
• In comparison with the 2014 study, there has been an increase in the proportion of patients who say being treated with dignity is very important in affecting their 

confidence in an osteopath 

Q16. How important or unimportant are each of these factors in affecting the confidence you have in an osteopath?

Base: All osteopathic patients 2018 (n=500); 2014 (n=523)

41%

49%

57%

56%

61%

72%

75%

21%

41%

53%

54%

61%

68%

68%

72%

Uses visuals and/or models where possible to help explain my diagnosis
to me

Asks my permission before examining or treating me

Knowing what I tell him/her will remain confidential

Involves me in decisions about my treatment

Puts me at ease

Treats me with dignity

Talks through diagnosis explaining clearly in a way I can understand

Listens to what I say

2018

2014

Level of importance of factors in giving confidence in an osteopath (% very important) 
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Providing feedback and reporting concerns
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• There has been a notable shift since 2014, when patients indicated they would prefer to give feedback face-to-face than though an online survey at home 

• Following an online survey at home, patients would prefer to give feedback face-to-face with the osteopath, as a hardcopy questionnaire or to an independent third party 

• Men (37%) are significantly more likely than women (21%) to say they would give it face to face, as are people aged 65+ (41%)

1%

2%

2%

5%

5%

10%

13%

14%

17%

24%

26%

27%

75%

Other

None of these

Don't know

By joining focus groups with other patients who are brought together face-to-face, guided
into discussions about their experience of osteopathy for analysis and research purposes

By joining a patient representative group or panel to provide feedback

Online survey in the practice

Hardcopy questionnaire/survey to complete in the practice

By providing a quote the osteopath could use on their website

Anonymous feedback form in the practice

To an independent third party (e.g. a regulatory body or auditor)

Hardcopy questionnaire/survey to complete at home

Face-to-face with the osteopath

Online survey at home

An online survey at home is by far the most preferred way of leaving 
feedback by osteopathic patients 

Preferred ways of giving feedback (% very/ somewhat important) 

Q18. If you wanted or were asked to give feedback on your experience as a patient, in which of the following ways would you most prefer to do so? Please select up to three 

options.

Base: All osteopathic patients (n=500)

The most important factors 

for a positive experience in 

2014 were: 

1) Face-to-face with the 

osteopath 

2) Online survey at home 

3) Anonymous feedback 

form in the practice
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25%

16%

14%

13%

11%

9%

7%

3%

7%

39%

27%

13%

14%

12%

9%

8%

8%

4%

4%

39%

Problem too small/minor

Wouldn’t want to make a fuss

Wouldn’t know how to complain/ no mechanism to complain available

I think I might be treated differently in the future/ I would be scared it
might impact me

It wouldn’t make a difference

Too busy

Too much paperwork

Other

Don’t know

N/A – Nothing would stop me from making a complaint 

2018

2014

Q25. If you had visited an osteopath and were dissatisfied with the quality of care you received, what, if anything, would stop you from making a complaint? Please tick all that 

apply. 

Base: All osteopathic patients 2018 (n=500); 2014 (n=523)

Factors that would stop patients from making a complaint if 

dissatisfied with the quality of care received 

Osteopathic patients often feel nothing would hold them back from 
complaining if they were to be dissatisfied with the quality of care
• If one factor were to hold them back, it would be the problem being too small or minor

• There has not been any change in these opinions since the 2014 study
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Professional standards and the General 
Osteopathic Council
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2%
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39%

43%

60%
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86%

1%

7%

26%

36%
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2018

Osteopathic patients UK Public
1%

4%

18%

38%

39%

43%

57%

63%

78%

85%

87%

0%

4%

21%

36%

50%

75%

63%

79%

92%

94%

96%

None of these

Chinese herbalist

Acupuncturist

Counsellor

Chiropractor

Osteopath

Psychologist

Physiotherapist

Pharmacist

Dentist

GP

2014

Osteopathic patients are more likely than the general public to know that 
osteopaths are regulated

Healthcare professionals believed to be regulated

Q6. Which of the following healthcare professionals, if any, do you think are regulated? Please select all that apply 

Base: All UK adults 2018 (n=1,004); 2014 (n=1,043); All osteopathic patients 2018 (n=500); 2014 (n=523)

• GPs, dentists and pharmacists are most widely recognised as regulated health professionals

• 7 in 10 osteopathic patients are aware that osteopaths are regulated, which means 3 in 10 do not know that their osteopath is regulated

• There has not been any change since 2014 in awareness of the regulation of osteopaths
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If looking for information about standards of osteopathic practise, 
osteopathic patients would most often go to the GOsC

Sources to find information about standards of osteopathic practise 

• The public’s preferred sources for finding information about standards of osteopathic practise are the internet, NHS Choices website and their GP 

practice

• Osteopathic patients (63%) are significantly more likely than the UK public (34%) to seek information via the General Osteopathic Council 

Q21a. Which of the following sources, if any, would you use if looking for information about standards of osteopathic practice which osteopaths need to 

follow? Please select all that apply. 

Base: All UK adults 2018 (n=1,004); All osteopathic patients 2018 (n=500)

2%

6%

8%

13%

22%

34%

40%

43%

58%

3%

3%

14%

3%

33%

63%

16%

32%

60%

Other

Library

An osteopathic college

Hospital

Osteopathic practice

The GOsC

GP practice

NHS Choices website

General internet search

Osteopathic patients UK Public

The top three sources in 2014 

are consistent with this year: 

General public: 

1) General internet search

2) NHS Choices website

3) GP practice

Osteopathic patients: 

1) General Osteopathic 

Council

2) General internet search

3) Osteopathic practice
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68%

7%

10%

11%

11%

15%

17%

18%

19%

29%

37%

24%

42%

57%

61%

52%

None of these

Osteopaths are required to complete at least 30 hours of continuing
professional development per year

Osteopaths are required to renew their registration every year

To renew their registration, osteopaths must be in good health and
declare any criminal or civil actions taken against them in the previous

12 months

There is a publicly available register that allows the public to check
whether an osteopath is qualified to treat them

Osteopathic practice requires training to university degree level with a
minimum of four years study

Only qualified osteopaths registered with the General Osteopathic
Council are allowed to work as osteopaths in the UK

In order to practise, osteopaths must hold professional indemnity
insurance

2018

Osteopathic patients are significantly more likely than the UK public to be 
aware of the rules that osteopaths need to follow 

Awareness of rules to be followed by osteopaths

Q22. Before starting this survey, which of the following rules that osteopaths need to follow, if any, were you aware of?

Base: All UK adults (n=1,004); All osteopathic patients (n=500)

• 18-24 year olds show high levels of unawareness, with 82% not aware of any of the rules listed

• Since 2014, there has been an increase in awareness among the public and patients that osteopaths are required to renew their registration annually 

and complete at least 30 hours of CPD per year

68%

4%

6%

6%

8%

14%

15%

15%

18%

18%

29%

21%

42%

61%

64%

55%

None of these

Osteopaths are required to complete at least 30 hours of continuing
professional development per year

Osteopaths are required to renew their registration every year

To renew their registration, osteopaths must be in good health and
declare any criminal or civil actions taken against them in the previous

12 months

There is a publicly available register that allows the public to check
whether an osteopath is qualified to treat them

Osteopathic practice requires training to university degree level with a
minimum of four years study

Only qualified osteopaths registered with the General Osteopathic
Council are allowed to work as osteopaths in the UK

In order to practise, osteopaths must hold professional indemnity
insurance

2014

Osteopathic patients UK Public
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10%

24%

11%

21%

43%

45%

47%

53%

23%

16%

20%

16%

5%

2%

4%

1%

1%

1%

2%

19%

13%

16%

8%

2018 - UK public

2018 - Osteopathic Patients

2014 - UK public

2014 - Osteopathic Patients

Very confident Confident Neither confident nor unconfident Not very confident Not at all confident Don’t know 

Osteopathic patients are also more likely to be confident that if they raised a 
concern with a regulator, it would be properly investigated and addressed

Q23. How confident or unconfident would you be that, if you raised concerns about an osteopath with the profession’s regulator, they would be properly investigated and 

addressed?

Base: All UK adults 2018 (n=1,004); 2014 (n=1,043); All osteopathic patients 2018 (n=500); 2014 (n=523)

Confident

74%

58%

69%

53%

• Since 2014, there has been decrease in confidence among the public that, if raised, their concerns about an osteopath would be properly 

investigated/addressed by the profession’s regulator 

Level of confidence that concerns about an osteopath would be properly investigated/addressed by the profession’s regulator
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