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Engagement in Occupations: a narrative study  involving individuals who have a brain injury


Lone Elisabeth Andersen, 2012 


Abstract 


This study focuses on occupational engagement and describes experiences from three individuals with 
 acquired brain injury and their views on the effects of engaging in occupations during home based 
 rehabilitation. Aim. The aim was to develop knowledge from experiences on occupational engagement 
 during a rehabilitation process among persons with acquired injuries; to explore relationships between 
 occupation and engagement; to outline occupational engagement and its centrality in occupational 
 therapy. Earlier research shows that occupational engagement have a positive effect on individual’s 
 health and sense of well-being, but there are also several barriers of patient engagement, that can result 
 in occupational imbalance, and withdrawal from occupations. Setting of the research. Occupational 
 narratives were gathered from 3 participants with acquired brain injury in their own context. Sampling 
 method. Three individuals were selected by purposeful sampling. Data gathering. Data was gathered 
 with help of  repeated narrative interviews and direct observation in combination with field notes. 


Narratives were used in order to capture occupational engagement from the participant’s perspective. 


Data processing and analysis. The analysis of data was based on an interpretative hermeneutical 
 tradition. Findings. The findings show that all participants have experienced an occupational change. 


A complexity emerged regarding their engagements in occupations and in regaining everyday life after 
 acquired brain injury. It appeared that psychological factors highly impacted on the participants’ level 
 of engagement. Factors like despair, fear and decreased self-efficacy were indicating to which extent 
 they were engaged. Facilitating occupational engagement was connected to well-known occupations 
 and the importance of structure, and being in familiar and supportive environments while performing. 


This study shows identified plots from experiences, and is built upon narrative theory to advance our 
 understanding of occupational change, engagement, and its relation to occupation.  Potential use 
 outcomes. Exploring the process of regaining occupations can lead to a more complete understanding 
 of  occupational engagement, as well as contributing to the theoretical development of the emerging 
 occupational engagement.  


Keywords:  Occupational engagement, acquired brain injury, rehabilitation process, narratives 
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Introduction  


This study aims to elucidate the resulting imperative to engage by focusing on the process of 
 engaging in occupations, and regaining daily life after acquired brain injury. It is based upon 
 three individuals’ experiences and opinions about occupational engagement during home-
 based rehabilitation.  


 Acquired brain injury (ABI), or head injury, are terms used to describe all types of brain 
 injury that have occurred after birth (Danish National Board of Health, 2011), and often 
 involves significant disruptions in an individual’s everyday life. ABI can affect every aspect 
 of a person’s life, and often leads to permanent changes that interfere with everyday living, 
 and place limitations on the person’s state of health (Townsend & Polatajko, 2007). Stroke 
 and traumatic brain injury are the main causes of acquired brain injury. ABI affect each 
 person differently, depending on which part of the brain has been affected and the amount of 
 damage sustained, and the impairments people experience can be physical, cognitive or both 
 and may be temporary or permanent in nature.  


Rehabilitation   


The treatment of ABI has been in focus both inDenmark and Europe for many years. More 
 people survive serious trauma and diseases, which has resulted in more people living with or 
 at risk of having complex negative health effects, after acquired brain injury (The Danish 
 National Patient Registry, 2011). The objective of rehabilitation is to reduce the negative 
 effects of the disease or trauma and to enable the person to achieve an independent and 
 meaningful life by increasing the person’s occupational engagement. The benefits of 


rehabilitation following ABI are all too often disrupted by lack of engagement due to various 
 neurobehavioral dysfunctions (Kristensen et al., 2012) and the resulting difficulties relating to 
 managing everyday life through engagement in occupation.  


The concept of Occupational Engagement 


Occupational therapy is based on the belief that people can influence the state of their health 
through what they do (Creek & Hughes, 2008; Townsend & polatajko, 2007). In the literature, 
occupational engagement is conceptualized as being occupied with doing an occupation and is 
viewed as a powerful determinant of a person’s well-being (Townsend & Polatajko, 2007). In 
this study the broader term engagement is formulated and understood in line with involving 



(8)oneself or become occupied, to participate in occupations. (Houghton Mifflin Company, 2004 
 cited in Townsend & Polatajko, 2007).  


Engaging in occupations is known to have a positive effect on an individual’s health and 
 sense of well-being. However, the mechanisms by which occupational engagement promotes 
 health and well-being are still not fully understood (Reid, 2011). The revealed inconsistent 
 definitions and uses of occupational engagement in relation to health and well-being, 


throughout the literature, illuminating the need to consider this concept’s purpose within the 
 profession of occupational therapy and occupational science.  


Occupational engagement though occupation 


It is important for occupational therapists to know about the occupational performance of 
 persons with acquired brain injury and their involvement in different situations in their daily 
 life (Ahlstrøm and Bernspång, 2003) as one of the main goals within the profession of 
 occupational therapy is on enhancing occupational engagement though the use of occupation 
 to improve individuals’ independence and to support recovery (Ahlström & Bernspang, 
 2003). Occupational engagement is therefore a fundamental concept and essential skill in the 
 discipline of occupational therapy when the domain of concern is occupation.  


In order to gain knowledge about clients’ involvement in their daily life and understand 
 occupation as a whole, the occupation should be studied in relation to its context over time 
 with the meaning the person has assigned to his or her engagement (Isaksson et al. 2007). 


Additional research is suggested to better understand and define the construct of engagement. 


The objective of this study is therefore to explore and understand the process in terms of the 
impact of engagement in occupations over a period of time by three persons with an acquired 
brain injury.  
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Literature review 


With the emergence of occupational science, there has been renewed interest in the health 
 benefits of occupational engagement and a call for more research into the occupational nature 
 of humans (Creek & Hughes, 2008). There is a wealth of studies about occupational 


experiences in relation to their patterns of daily living and how to achieve occupational 
 balance. Studies about experiences related to occupation, and forms of occupation are some 
 examples. There is, however, a rather large body of research in that area, but few with a focus 
 on the process of the emergent occupational engagement from the perspective of individuals 
 with acquired brain injuries. 


Wilcock defines occupational engagement, 2006 as “Involvement for being, becoming and 
 belonging, as well as for performing or doing occupations”. In occupational therapy literature 
 engagement is directed towards the performance of an occupation, and according to 


Matthews, (2002) higher levels of engagement should be associated with increased 


involvement and participation in occupations. Occupation, for occupational therapists, means 
 all the activities that people do in their daily lives that hold their attention, have meaning and 
 purpose for them and are shaped by their environment and cultural context (American 
 Occupational Therapy Association 2002, Christiansen and Townsend 2004, Lavin 2005, 
 Iwama 2006, Wilcock 2006, Caulton and Dickson 2007).  


Promoting health and well-being  


The concept that a person’s engagement in occupation is important for health was proposed to 
 be occupational therapy’s great hypothesis by Reilly (1962). It has been argued that engaging 
 in occupations is known to have a positive effect on an individual’s health and sense of 
 wellbeing (Creek & Hughes, 2008; Townsend & Polatajko, 2007). Occupations are often 
 performed to overcome physiological, psychological and social discomfort and to maintain 
 the well-working of the organism (Christiansen 1994, Polatajko 1994, Wilcock 1998). As 
 occupational therapists believe that engagement in occupation contributes to health, they have 
 a role in promoting health by facilitating engagement in occupation.  


Barriers or facilitators of engagement 


When faced with illness, engagement in occupations can be diminished (Vrkljan & Miller-
Polgar, 2001). Studies have shown that disability and lack of independence after a stroke can 



(10)be related to withdrawal from occupations (Vrkljan & Miller-Polgar, 2001). Withdrawal, 
 disruption or changes in an individual’s ability to engage in a chosen meaningful occupation 
 may have a significant impact on an individual’s perceived health and well-being (Vrkljan & 


Miller-Polgar, 2001). Furthermore, it has been shown in literature that anything that 


overextends a person’s need to engage can result in occupational imbalance and negatively 
 affect health, increase stress, and may actually result in depression (Duxbury et al., 1999, p.21 
 cited in Townsend & Polatajko, 2007). 


Many individuals are required to rely on other people to assist in maintaining involvement in 
 occupations that constituted their pre-stroke lifestyle (Lequerica AH et al., 2006). Earlier 
 studies have shown different strategies to facilitate engagement. In a study about 


rehabilitation and acquired brain injury, making therapy tasks meaningful and explicitly 
 related to personal goals of the patient was the most commonly reported practice for 


enhancing therapeutic engagement (Lequerica AH et al., 2006). It also appeared in literature 
 that being able to make choices intentionally effect one’s engagement positively in daily 
 occupations (Borell et al., 2006). 


Maintenance of self-efficacy was a very important factor regarding engagement. Self-efficacy 
 has to do with ‘the belief in one’s capabilities’ to organize and execute the courses of action 
 required to manage and to succeed in a particular situation. According to Albert Bandura 
 perceived self-efficacy is concerned with people’s beliefs that they can exert control over their 
 motivation and behavior and over their social environment. When people lack a sense of self-
 efficacy, they do not manage situations effectively, even though they know what to do and 
 possess the requisite skills (Bandura, 1990). Therefore self-efficacy could be connected to the 
 extent to which people are engaged in a particular situation.  


Summarizing the literature review there are many limitations associated with engagement in 
 occupations, and people with ABI do not possess the necessary skills and capacity to engage. 


In therapy, there are various treatment options and interventions to address those issues and to 
 prevent occupational imbalance, e.g. by having a clear goal-setting based on the client’s 
 occupational needs and environmental context. Emotional changes and cognitive issues after 
 ABI have been rated as the most frequently encountered barrier impacting client’s 


engagement in occupation. Lack of independency has also shown to decrease client’s 



(11)engagement, low feelings of self-efficacy and mood with consequences as withdrawal from 
 occupations.  


As engagement in literature is strongly connected and interrelated with health and well-being 
 it is a relevant topic to rise. Consequently, it is important to better understand and gain 
 knowledge about how occupational engagement is perceived in the occupational transition. 


This could enable occupational therapists to provide insight into the process of how people 
 with acquired brain injury experience to engaging in daily occupation, and eventually which 
 issues have contributed to reduced occupational engagement. An exploration of occupational 
 engagement is therefore of significance for occupational therapists.  


Knowledge of the topic may identify influences on occupational engagement by paying 
 attention to different issues that are found to have a significant impact on clients’ involvement 
 in different situations. The aim is therefore to develop knowledge from experiences with 
 engagement, and this leads to the following research question: How do some persons with 
 acquired brain injury experience occupational engagement during their rehabilitation 
 process? 



Method and design 


This study is designed as a qualitative explorative study using a narrative methodology. This 
 approach constrains the collection and analysis of narrative data on how people with ABI 
 experience and make meaning from their engagements in daily occupation. 


Narratives are used to understand the participants’ experience over time with their unfolding 
 actions. Narratives can show how things and people change over time (Mattingly, 2004), and 
 found appropriate when focusing on the process of regaining daily occupations.  


Furthermore, the concept of narrative is not seen as an outcome of daily activity informed by 
 verbal storytelling, but rather narrative as embedded in the process of enacting daily activity 
 (Clark, Carson, & Polkinghorne, 1987; Mattingly, 1998). Narratives are considered event-
 centered, as they concern action, and more specifically human interaction (Mattingly, 2004). 


  



(12)Using a narrative ‘plot’ to visualize the relationship between life events provides an 


understanding of a person’s life as a whole. It is conceptualized as embedded in the process of 
 enacting activities, which refers to ‘emplotments’ that are some kind of structure that involves 
 actions. Narratives are created by linking together events and happenings, emplotted by the 
 individual in the moment and circumstances under which the telling takes place (Mattingly, 
 1998; Ricoeur, 1984).  


Meaning is embedded in the plots, and in line with narrative theory, plots of such stories will 
 vary (Alsaker et al., 2009). In practice ‘emplotment’ is the process through which people 
 create, understand or describe the relationship between unfolding events and significant 
 moments in their life world. The narrative data in this study is seen as being in progress and 
 requires participant observations in conjunction with interviewing (Jossephsson et al, 2006).  


Participants 


Participants were chosen by Purposive Sampling (Polit and Beck, 2008; Kielhofner, 2006) 
 establishing specific inclusion criteria (table 1).  


Specific inclusion criteria (table 1) 
 Table 1: Inclusion Criteria 


Three adults (> 30 years). Danish participants with acquired brain injury – in juried for the first time in 
 life. 


People who have suffered a brain injury late in life 
 Ability to follow and respond to an interview 
 Ability to engage in daily occupation 


Discharged from hospital or rehabilitation unit  
 Receiving home based rehabilitation 


This purposive sampling was done by two occupational therapists involved in home-based 
 rehabilitation for persons with brain injury, and who had detailed knowledge of the severity of 
 the injuries, the persons and their situations.  


Three participants (Table 2) were selected; the researcher asked for permission to participate 
in ‘an occupation of each participant’s own choice’. Subjects were contacted several times 
over a period of time (Polit & Beck, 2008; Kielhofner, 2006). These individuals were selected 



(13)because they were presumed to have experienced barriers to occupational engagement and 
 thereby a change in their daily lives. It is important to note that this study focuses on 
 experiences of occupational engagement rather than on the participants' impairments. 


Table 2: Participants 


Two women (Liz & Ann) and one man (Tom) were initially contacted by the occupational 
 therapists in the rehabilitation unit. To guarantee the persons' confidentiality, the participants 
 received written information describing the aim and purpose of the study and verbal 


information about the project, and were given time to consider if they were willing to 


participate before verbal consent was obtained. They were assured that any information given 
 would be treated in confidence and reported anonymously. Depending on each participant, 
 two to three observation sessions were arranged with an additional interview after participant 
 observation was finalized. Place and time were in convenience of the participants.  


Pseudonym  Tom  Ann  Liz 


Age  55 years  63 years  61 years 


Social status  Divorced 


Living on his own 


Married   Divorced 


Living on her own 


Time since 
 injury 


One year since 
 injury 


One and a half year 
 since injury 


2 years since injury 


Diagnosis  Cerebral 
 hemorrhage 


Cerebral infarction – 
 Stroke, facial palsy 


Cerebral infarction –
 Stroke 


Former 
 employment  


Electrician, Sailor  Cleaning  Speech therapist and 
 Teacher 


Family   One son, one 
 daughter 


One daugther, one son, 
 one grand child 


Two sons, one grand 
 child 


Observed 
 activities during 
 the study 


Listening to music 
 Making breakfast 
 Going for a walk 


Washing windows 
 Playing cards 
 Sewing 


Knitting 
Computer 



(14)Data collection 


The data collection was generated on two sources: Direct observations (Creswell, 2007; Green 


& Thorogood, 2004) and repeated unstructured interviews. A reflective field notes diary  
 (Polit & Beck, 2008) was used for each participant right from the first meeting for recording 
 all aspects of the project (Green & Thorogood, 2004).  


The first source was chosen because within narrative research it is assumed that concrete 
 action reveals meaning (Ricoeur, 1984). Unstructured interviews were conducted to resemble 
 guided conversations (Kvale, 2009; Kielhofner, 2006) with focus on the particular topic 
 (Kvale, 2009).  


The interviews included a relatively short list of general open-ended questions built around 
 Occupational Engagement (see appendix). The researcher was not entirely ‘nondirective’, 
 through open questions the researcher leaded the subject, but respected how the interviewees 
 framed and structured their responses because it was not meant to direct the respondents 
 towards any particular value judgment, but rather to encourage them to reveal more specific 
 information about their personal experiences and circumstances (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; 


Kielhofner, 2006). It was up to the subject to bring forth the dimensions he or she found 
 important in the theme of inquiry (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).  


The interviews were conducted in Danish, tape recorded and transcribed verbatim (Kvale & 


Brinkmann, 2009). 



Data analysis 


Since engagement in occupation can constitute a possible source of understanding 


experiences, it is the unit of analysis for this study. The analysis is based on an interpretative 
hermeneutical tradition drawing on Riceour and Mattingly as additional sources.The purpose 
of hermeneutical interpretation is to obtain a valid and common understanding of the meaning 
of a text (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).Ricoeur (1981) broadened this notion of text to include 
not just the written text but also any human action or situation.Emplotments involving actions 
and experiences was identified with possible interpretations.  



(15)The process of analysis started by reading the transcripts to define plots that described 
 changes or significant events within the participants experienced process. Each participant’s 
 data was treated independently. All defined plots were then sorted to get an overview of the 
 plots and describe possible emplotments for each participant as a result of interaction and 
 consideration of several possible interpretations.  


The analysis then continued with searching for changes over time and formulating possible 
 interpretations in relation to meanings, contradictions, turning points or significant events 
 (Mattingly, 2004). This procedure continued several times aiming at a plausible emplotted 
 story. 



Reliability and credibility 


Through a dynamic dialogue, by looking for new nuances, richer interpretations and a deeper 
 understanding of the material, the use of two sources of data contributed to more reliable 
 material and richer responses. As narratives are considered linked to actions (Joseppson, 
 2011), it is assumed that direct observation from occupations of the participants own choice, 
 was an appropriate and complementary source to gather narratives. The interviews were 
 conducted and transcribed in Danish, and an English/Danish speaker was consulted for the 
 accuracy of the participants’ words. 



Ethical considerations 


The study was approved by the Danish Data Protection Agency and received j.no. 2011 – 41 - 
 6292. Ethical issues were considered such as an informed consent, anonymity, guarantee of 
 confidentiality to the participant, chance to withdraw from the study (Creswell, 2009; Kvale 


& Brinkmann, 2009) and awareness of the potential of each participant. The participants were 
informed about the study both orally and in writing (see appendix) using a simple language 
and to avoid technical terms whenever possible. Special attention was taken during the 
contact period, to handle some critical moments with empathy, also considering the special 
needs of a vulnerable populations (Creswell, 2009), in this case persons with neurological 
impairments. 
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Findings 


The findings describe how the participants experienced the occupational transition from the 
 time of injury until the present. This section presents three narrations involving actions in the 
 participants' own context: (1) Liz's, (2) Ann's and (3) Tom's. Each part is followed by possible 
 interpretations. The narratives are about the participants' experienced process of engagement 
 during their rehabilitation and how engagement might possibly be related to occupations: 


Could have jumped into the harbour (1) 


The researcher met Liz for the first time in her small apartment. Just before the injury her 
 husband of 42 years left her, and she was clearly emotionally marked by this event. In 
 between the lines she thought it was because of the divorce that she got stressed and had the 
 injury. She had two grown up sons and grandchildren. Liz was a teacher and speech therapist 
 and due to her injury she had decided to retire. Liz’s occupational therapist relates that Liz 
 was emotionally affected, and that she needed support to engage in occupations because she 
 was nervous. Her process from time of injury went from thinking about committing suicide to 
 enjoying life and going on a trip to Cuba.   


"It's all about feelings that pop up in situations you used to manage without any particular 
 problem. Things I have experienced right after the brain injury….I get sad, is it really so bad 
 that I can't find my way around anymore? I wanted to take the No. 40 bus, but the sign at the 
 bus stop only referred to No.10. I had to ask for help. This makes me really sad; is it really so 
 bad that I can't get on the right bus? How could you be so wrong, I ask myself".  


The researcher asked if Liz experienced situations where she must withdraw from the 
 occupation. Liz answers: “Yes, you try to avoid the situation because it hurts so much”. 


As can be seen by the above quotes Liz expressed a sadness, a sadness not being able to do 
things the same way as before the injury. She found it hard to admit and realize that even 
small things cause problems. This is seen in the analysis as grief when it is realized, because it 
is so unexpected; never before had she had to struggle to engage. The experience of not being 
able to engage resulted in withdrawal from occupations. The higher the demands on Liz' 
abilities the more difficult life became. 



(17)A possible emplotment of these events had led to low feelings of low self-efficacy, because of  
 Liz’ negative beliefs about her own capabilities in the face of difficulties. People who 


experience repeated failure may develop a negative view of self and little confidence in their 
 ability to influence events (Christiansen & Baum, 1997).   


“Things I couldn’t imagine were a problem, it was first when I met them I realized that they 
 were a problem. It's something were used to doing, but suddenly the brain is cuts out – it's 
 scary…now I have a new hotplate and it causes me trouble, but my old hotplate in my summer 
 house is no problem, I know it very well.  


“I  had some problems finding my way in a shopping centre, but I wasn't conspicuous, you 
 know. Things are not as they use to be”. "Then someone reminds me that I can't do 


something". Liz stops talking for a while and says with tears in her eyes: "I can tell you; I 
 could have jumped into the harbour at that". 


One emplotment making sense of the above quote could be that Liz tried so hard to cope with 
 her situation, and to act normally even though things were not as they used to be. She felt 
 alone because no one supported or said "well done, Liz" to her. Her children expected her to 
 be able to perform just as before, because it was two years since she had been injured, and in 
 their view she should have recovered by now. The powerful narrative: "I could have jumped 
 into the harbour", she mentioned several times. A possible interpretation could be that Liz had 
 been at the edge and thought of committing suicide. 


"There it is again, this mechanism; if I have to do a little too much I won’t do it. It is hard 
 work, and it just takes such a long time. The more things I have to remember, the more my 
 memory is challenged, and then life becomes difficult".  


This narrative above could illustrate that Liz  actually withdrawals from occupations when the 
demands were too high.  



(18)Knitting was one of her great passions, and this occupation formed part of her identity. “I can 
 knit, and I went  down town to buy a knitting recipe for a sweater to  my little grandchild, but  
 when I came home I realized;  I couldn’t figure it out”. The experience of not being able to 
 knit like before the injury affects her identity and life significantly: “I did not know I had 
 problems with practical things, it was first when I performed again I realized it. At that 
 moment… I could have jumped….and  I thought; now you are totally insane Liz”. 


The fact that occupations take longer, and the fatigue due to her injury, were limitations on 
 engagement in occupation. She mentioned that she had memory loss, and that life 


unexpectedly became difficult when challenged, which meant that if the occupation got too 
 complicated her level of engagement decreased automatically.    


Liz tried to regain everyday life occupations in spite of her disabilities by finding new 
 compensating strategies and using personal resources: “One of my strengths is that I have a 
 strong will, but I cannot compensate always of course. The black holes in my memory will still 
 be there even with the power of will. It is  about finding a strategy or a detour”.  


Liz explained that her surroundings considered the extent of her injury as insignificant. A 
 possible  plot could be an expression of lack of understanding from her social environments 
 and relations: “I know, the severity  of my injury is moderate, even though it  is pretty tough. 


People who know me says: ’Oh, your injury  must be minor’. But a stroke more than two 
 centimeters  is not in the category, ‘minor’”.  


Liz still had several problems engaging in different occupations, even though she said she had 
 a strong will and had been able to develop throughout the rehabilitation process. In spite of 
 everything, her everyday life had become much better since the time of her injury.  


When Liz was in rehabilitation, she had experienced how social relations impacted on her 
engagement when baking cakes with the other clients on her own initiative, helping each other 
to compensate for their different and complex injuries: “…together with other patients we did 
it on our own, together we were strong, were attentive to each other, it was so natural, we 
were having fun, laughing” 



(19)The above quote could represent a plot within a social context, where Liz was influenced by 
 the values, beliefs, and experiences of the social group. Occupational engagement is also 
 affected by our social group in terms of how we experience the occupation as well as why we 
 participate (Townsend & Polatajko, 2007). The motivation and reason to engage in an 


occupation is thought to be affected by an interplay of social dynamic experiences and shared 
 meanings. It was clear that Liz profited from having a community with the other clients and 
 how social relationships and environmental elements were facilitating resources and 


occupational engagement. 


Everything as it was (2) 


Ann lived with her husband and two children on an old farm where she had been living for 
 most of her life. She was discharged from hospital six month ago. The researcher met her for 
 the first time when she was receiving rehabilitation in her own house. Her diagnosis said 
 cerebral infarction with significant unilateral body and facial palsy. Her occupational therapist 
 informed the researcher about Ann's lack of insight into her disease and lack of initiative. 


Ann's process went from sitting in a wheel chair, having given up, to being more aware and 
 trusting in her own abilities, and walking round without a wheel chair.  


While washing windows (using a rollator) Ann said suddenly: "My husband will very soon 
 have been married for 50 years". The interviewer looked at her and said supportively: "Oh 
 that's a lot of years together". Ann answers: "Yes it is", and continued washing windows. 


"Round here we don't change things very much".  


This narrative above might suggest that she must have gone through a huge change since her 
 injury, because almost everything had changed in her life since her injury. A possible 


understanding of this emplotment may suggest that she just wanted everything to be like 
 before.  


When playing cards on the computer Ann said: "I try to see if this can be completed, even 
though it is not always a success". "Sometimes you can do it, but sometimes you can't, but 
maybe it doesn't always have to be like that."  



(20)One emplotment that makes sense of the above quotes could be the link between the 
 occupation, the actual doing and her condition. Ann's lived experience from the time of her 
 injury until the present was that it had been a struggle to get better, because it was difficult to 
 engage in almost every occupation.  


But when Ann thought back to the time when she was discharged from hospital sitting in a 
 wheelchair, she could see a change; she was able to do several occupations in a better way. 


For instance, she could stand up when doing several occupations, whereas before she had to 
 sit down to do almost everything. So there had been a change, but the researcher asked her 
 several times, and she hesitated because she still had difficulties managing daily life. She 
 doubted whether she would ever improve, and cried several times during the interview. She 
 seemed very despairing and sad, and did not had the courage to take any initiative on her own 
 in terms of engaging in new occupations.  


In her mind, everything had to be as before, but a possible plot in this narrative from the card-
 playing situation, referring to her actual condition, may indicate that she really hoped that it 
 did not had to be like this. She was very dependent on her therapist, standing on the sideline 
 while performing, and her level of involvement was very low. 


She continued to play cards on the computer, and the researcher asked her about her 


experiences in terms of regaining occupations, she replied: "I knew somehow that somehow I 
 could, but it just takes a long time...and there is nothing to be done about it".   


As can be seen by the above quotes, Ann felt blocked in her own life and was not satisfied if 
 things could not be as they were before the injury. Accordingly, she did not find any new 
 strategies on her own to tackle and engage in occupations. Another possible interpretation 
 could be that Ann was in a crisis due to her situation, and simply didn’t know what to do 
 about it. She expressed no pleasure in engaging in daily occupations anymore. 


I am struggling everyday to do my best (3)  


The researcher meet Tom in his apartment with music instruments hanging on the wall and a 
lot of old records on the shell. It was sure that music was a great part of his life. He lost his 
job 55 years old due to the injury. There were also pictures of his children and grand child, 



(21)whom he spoke a lot about. Tom’s process went from not knowing where and how to do 
 simple things when he was discharged, to being able to manage his daily life on his own using 
 compensating strategies. 


People from the local authority were visiting Tom to assess his application for a disability 
 pension. Tom says with tears in his eyes: "They thought that I was an alcoholic, that I have 
 been drinking, because I was stumbling with words and looked very tired. That was not the 
 case, but they mistrusted me and called my OT, who was able to point out that if so I must 
 have been quick of the mark, because she just got back from training with me. Mistrust is the 
 worst thing..., I am struggling everyday to do my best". Then he leaves the room to pull 
 himself together again emotionally.   


One emplotment making sense of the above quote could reflect how Tom felt about himself in 
 terms of managing daily life in general – that it was a struggle to engage in social relations 
 and even worse to be misunderstood due to the symptoms of his disability. Tom described: 


“They (people from the local authority) ask you after a week if one has recovered – 


Recovered!? a brain certainly does not get well within a week”. This powerful narrative was 
 told with a sense of humour,  expressing that in spite of his difficulties within daily living he 
 also possessed energy. The local authorities had estimated that Tom would recover at the 
 point of taking care of himself without any help, but Tom felt that he still needed help and 
 support. 


Tom described how he used a lot of energy just to be present in a social context, and that he 
 lost self confidence when people did not understand his condition. "It makes me feel empty 
 inside...and frustrated".  


“The neurologist compared me to a mobile phone ...green/red need to recharge”. The fact 
that the doctor compared Tom to an uncharged phone low on battery made Tom feel that his 
condition was rather static, being unable to do anything if he did not rest during the day. "I 
need to rest otherwise I can't make it through the day". To engage in occupations Tom needed 
rest, otherwise he would have to reduce elements of the occupation or use more time. "If I 
don't sleep or rest I can't do anything of what I need to do or wish to do".  



(22)When the researcher met Tom for the third time, he was inviting to listen to music in his 
 home. He had an enormous collection of old records and some pictures with his famous 
 musicians and instruments hanging on the walls. One could tell from the decorations on the 
 walls that music was a great part of Tom's life. We agreed that he should pick out two 
 musicians or groups that he liked most and play them. He found this was a hard choice 
 because he had plenty he liked. It was impressive to observe that Tom knew exactly where he 
 could find the records he was looking for on the shelves. There were shelves all over the wall 
 containing only records and some books about music. 


Normally, in other situations he had a problem with structure, but when it came to his great 
 passion he had a better overview than when doing other occupations. This points in the 
 direction that meaningful occupation made a better performance. Observing him and hearing 
 him talk about his great passion for music, it was very clear that this occupation had his 
 attention and the highest level of engagement: 


  


"I have been playing the drums and guitar for many years now, but when I practice with the 
 band sometimes, suddenly I play something wrong, and then I have to stop playing"..."That is 
 actually very annoying, I can't concentrate that long, but the old lads they know what has 
 happened to me, so we just have a break".  


One emplotment making sense of the above quote could illustrate that Tom's occupational 
 engagement was limited by lack of concentration amongst other disabilities. Even though he 
 experienced limitations in his performance, he was still engaged to the extent of his ability to 
 participate in his favourite artistic occupation.  


The first favourite band he plays is a band from the late sixties called: 'Grateful dead'. The 
 researcher asked if this name grateful dead meant anything to him? He came up with 


powerful narratives: "When you die you have to have lived your life to the edge...I mean have 
lived your life completely, doing the things you really want to do, and wish to do". He takes a 
reflective moment and suddenly he says loudly: "I could have been dead". 



(23)Tom and the researcher then went out for a walk in the garden and Tom says: “Have to get 
 the best out of life, it is no use to sit and cry” 


The identified plots were connections between what he was actually doing and his inner 
 constructions of feelings in relation to his present situation and process experienced from time 
 of his injury until now.  


Within narrative theory (Ricoeur, 1984) an important role is played by agents who carry out 
 the actions and this also includes the social dimension of doing, which can be narrated only 
 because it is symbolically mediated, articulated by signs. A possible interpretation could be 
 that Tom's symbolic meaning was mediated by the title of the band, 'Grateful dead'. He 
 created meaning by playing his record, and realized while doing this that he had to get the 
 best out of a life shaped by what he had experienced while ill and disabled. Another layer 
 could be that the title of the band symbolizes the opposite: that Tom was really grateful for 
 life itself, for the fact that that he did not die, but at the same time he also felt limited, due to 
 the negative effects of the disease involving difficulties in managing everyday life.  


The injury has led to permanent changes that he has to cope with, but as he said it is all about 
 to getting the best out of life. This way of  understanding the emplotment is somewhat 


contradictory, but certainly he had to find a way to explore and enact this duality in himself 
 within different scenarios and different actions. 


The  process of  the occupational engagement 


This section is summarises the findings and describes how the participants had developed 
 throughout the rehabilitation process. They had all registered a change in the way they engage 
 in occupations and needed to make more effort. In this part of the analysis, a complexity 
 emerged regarding how the participants regained everyday life and struggled to engage in 
 different occupations with different difficulties caused by their injury.  


Common to all were the experience of frustration and feelings of depression. They were 
frustrated about the physical and psycho-social limitations that impacted their desired 
lifestyle.  



(24)The rest of the narrative analysis presented a picture of how emotions, depressive feelings, 
 self-esteem, self-efficacy and identity were strongly related to engagement in occupations, 
 and were more often the cause of withdrawal from occupations than the disability itself.  


One of the participants described her process as "it is all about feelings". Acquired brain 
 injury leads to permanent changes and they had all experienced significant disruptions in their 
 everyday life in many ways. Determining to what degree they were engaged depended on how 
 psychological and mental factors like (a) sadness, (b) despair, (c) anger, (d) fatigue, (e) 


insecurity, (f) fear and (g) negative thoughts affected them and influenced their daily lives.  


All participants had a special need to regain and try out different occupations after they were 
 discharged this was linked with feelings of, for example, fear and insecurity. Both successful 
 and unsuccessful experiences were connected to the performance of an occupation, and it was 
 very important to them to know their own capacities and abilities and return to the same 
 occupations as before their injury.  


One significant finding was that self-efficacy tended to be connected to their level of 
 motivation for engagements. Participants with insight into their ability appeared more 


motivated and able to effectively problem solve barriers to accomplish a desired task. This led 
 to enhanced feelings of independence and choice, which assisted in the maintenance of a 
 positive self-efficacy.  


One participant (Tom) clearly described having a renewed sense of what was important in life 
 after having come so close to death. Tom reflected: "When you die you have to have lived 
 your life to the edge...I mean to have lived your life completely, doing the things you really 
 want to do, and wish to do".  


Heavy demands placed by an occupation seemed also to have a significant impact on the 
respondents' self-efficacy and identity. All participants had experienced different factors that 
are barriers to occupational engagement, but also factors which can promote and facilitate 
occupational engagement. Common to all participants were factors improving occupational 
engagement, mainly related to structure in their daily lives, social relationships, and familiar 
occupations and supportive environments. On the other hand, they all felt alone with their 



(25)emotions during the time of rehabilitation, and that was an important cause of decreased 
 levels of engagement.  


Lack of understanding from their surroundings had an significant impact on their mood and 
 self-efficacy, and this was further connected to a reduced level of engagement in occupations.    



Discussion 


Could the findings of this study be seen as empirical examples about how occupational 
 engagement works in actual daily living for this group of people? The participants had 
 experienced three different journeys from the time of injury until the present; all had 
 developed throughout the process and experienced a change, but in different ways. There 
 were also a lot of similarities in terms of the consequences of their injuries.  


Common to all participants were that they wished to return to their pre-stroke occupations.  


Ann especially had a hard time accepting the things were not as they were before. She saw no 
 potential for change in her circumstances, the result was a feeling of disempowerment. There 
 appeared to be an emerging pattern whereby she felt unable to undertake tasks and had lost 
 confidence. This was linked to further withdrawal from occupations.  


The other two participants had gained more insight into their situations and were more self-
 confident, believing in their own abilities. Research has shown that people who perceive 
 themselves as competent tend to view their overall well-being as more favourable and more 
 likely to continue working on tasks despite setbacks (Gage & Polatajko, 1994, cited in 
 Christiansen & Baum, 1997). 


The majority of the approaches used to date in occupational therapy are concerned with 
 occupational challenges related to personal capacity, paying attention to the potential of the 
 clients' resources, but very often the first emphasis in occupational therapy intervention is 
 focused on impairment reduction and occupational problems. 


  



(26)The findings in this study show that the participants focused primarily on reframing their 
 sense of self and identity in the process, and this might suggest that greater use should be 
 made of establishing priorities concerning the patient's process as experienced, by addressing 
 psychological aspects of the client in occupational therapy intervention.  


Self-efficacy is an important concept for occupational therapists because a person’s feelings 
 of competence can be influenced by success in task-related experiences (Christiansen & 


Baum, 1997). This study have shown the importance of  receiving rehabilitation designed to 
 improve the participants sense of competence, because it was highly the belief in oneself as an 
 effective, competent person that provided the motivation to engage in occupations that led to 
 later success. One example of believing in oneself as an effective, competent person was Liz 
 performing a group occupation: “…together with other patients we did it on our own, together 
 we were strong, were attentive to each other, it was so natural, we were having  fun, 


laughing”. But when she was performing occupations on her own, she was less motivated and 
 had feelings of anger and frustration and the occupation was often perceived as difficult.  


     



Conclusion 


This study contributes three emplotted stories as empirical data towards understanding the 
 process of occupational engagement as experienced by individuals with acquired brain injury. 


Overall, the results of this study suggest that despite good functional recovery and a positive 
 occupational change, the participants experienced ongoing barriers to occupational 


engagement.  


Changes in self-efficacy were a notable finding and maintenance of self-efficacy was linked 
 to the ability of participants to exercise choice and sustain participation in meaningful 
 occupations. The level of engagement was dependent on the participants' self confidence, 
 feelings of self-efficacy and emotions, rather than on their physical impairments.  


Thus, it was not the impairment or the performance itself, but rather what it did to them as 
 they experienced not being able to do things as they could before.  


Participants expressed an ongoing wish to return to those occupations undertaken before their 
injury. The extent to which this was achieved varied between participants, depending of 
course on the amount of residual disability, but also on how they felt about their situation.  



(27)Performance strategies were mostly discovered by a need to try out different occupations, 
 configuring alternative possibilities for engagement in occupations.  


For participants who saw no potential for change in their circumstances, the result was 
 feelings of disempowerment and withdrawal from occupations.  


These multiple emplotment alternatives of enacted narratives might contribute to developing 
resources that would pay attention to psychological features, helping in this way to increase 
the participants' level of engagement within a forward-moving and changeable process.    
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Part II: Extended Part 


Extended Literature Review  


The concept of occupational engagement among persons with ABI are further developed in 
 this section in dialog with occupational therapy. The search strategy in this part is based upon 
 further evaluation and support of the findings. Five databases were searched: Cinahl, 


PsycInfo, Embase, Amed, and Science direct with advanced search in the resources of 


Brighton University with the following search terms: “Self-efficacy”, “acquired brain injury”, 


“rehabilitation”, “changes”, “occupational engagement”, “occupational therapy”.  


Stroke and traumatic brain injury and other types of acquired brain injury are the main causes 
 of acquired brain injury. Acute stroke is one of the main factors for morbidity and mortality 
 worldwide. Stroke is the most important cause of morbidity and long-term disability in 
 Europe and imposes an enormous economic burden (European stroke organisation, 2009). In 
 Denmark it is estimated that approximately 80.000 people live with disabilities following 
 acquired brain injury (Danish national board of health, 2011) and every year 15000 – 16000 
 people will get injuried.  


Brain injury has an enormous impact on everyday functioning and has been described as one 
 of the greatest challenges to an individual’s quality of life (Seibert et al., 2002).  


The network of daily occupations, routines and habits, which provided the individual’s life 
 with structure and meaning, has been lost because of the sudden event of the brain injury 
 (Hoogerdijk et al., 2010). 


At the time of the research there were few studies documenting acquired brain injury in 
 relation to the individual’s perspective on the process of occupational engagement. The stroke 
 studies gave little understanding regarding the development of the process of occupational 
 engagement. But in a study about the “adaptation process” and “identity” in relation to 
 acquired brain injury, it is claimed that the process is an individual and ongoing occupational 
 struggle to gain a new identity (Hoogerdijk et al., 2010). The results indicates that the 


experienced process is facilitated by engagement in familiar occupations and familiar 



(31)environments. The participant in this study also lived though a long adaptation process to 
 adjust to their disabilities facing a different everyday life.  


Studies also found that engagement in occupation is a powerful force in recovery (Brown et 
 al., 2006; Blair, 2000). That study explored the pertinent ways in which people manage and 
 adapt to change. Among the conclusions from those experiences is the acknowledgement of 
 the centrality and personal meaning of occupation at the point of transition.     


The onset of illness combined with the resultant disruption in occupational routines 
 challenges a person’s identity as a capable and healthy individual. However in literature it 
 remains unclear how individuals regain a sense of health and well-being in the period 


following acquired brain injury. Occupational engagement has been linked to health and well-
 being (Wilcock, 2006; Townsend & Polatajko, 2007; Reid, 2008). Although one of the basic 
 premises of occupational therapy is to improve health and well-being though occupation 
 (Law, 2002; Wilcock, 2001), there exists no consensus as to how these concepts are 
 interrelated, and the mechanisms by which occupational engagement promotes health and 
 well-being are still not fully understood. However, in a study about stroke rehabilitation 
 health and well-being were regarded as influenced by having choice, control, and the ability 
 to engage in everyday life activities (Kristensen HK. Et al., 2012). 


According to the World Health Organization (2001), engagement is an important component 
 of participation, and refers to a person’s involvement in life situation. Therefore, occupational 
 engagement is more than just performing a task because it also incorporates on element of 
 motivation for the actual doing (Yerxa, 1998). 


Occupational engagement does not represent an absolute quality, and this is why individuals 
 report having different experiences of being engaged in an occupation (Reid, 2010). There are 
 different ways to be engaged, different experiences, and different prerequisites engaging in 
 occupations, therefore  the subjective experiences of clients should be underpinned by 
 interventions aiming to promote engagements in occupations.  


Some of the findings in this study showed that lack of sense of self-efficacy, clearly affected 
the participants’ level of engagement. The participants’ self-efficacy; beliefs about their 
capabilities affected what they chose to do, and how much effort they were able to mobilize in 



(32)the face of difficulties. Numerous studies have been conducted, linking perceived self-
 efficacy to health-promoting and health impairing behavior (Bandura, 1986, 1989; O’Leary, 
 1985). The results show that perceived efficacy can affect every phase of personal change, 
 whether people even consider changing their health habits, how hard they try, how much they 
 change, and how well they maintain the changes they have achieved (Bandura, 1990). 


How occupation and engagement are interrelated needs to be further addressed in the 
 occupational therapy intervention, to be able to claim that by enhancing occupational 
 engagement clients automatically achieve well-being. If occupational therapists are to take 
 seriously their espoused commitment to enabling equitable access to clients’ engagement in 
 occupation, the inequitable condition of people’s lives will need to be addressed. It is 


acknowledged that well-being cannot be achieved solely by enhancing individuals’ abilities to 
 engage, and that consequently endeavors also address the conditions of people’s lives 


(Hammell & Iwama, 2011). 



Extended professional and personal reflections 


This Master education and conducting the research project was quite a journey, but also it 
 embraces my passion for the core values of Occupational Therapy and Occupational Science, 
 both as a former practitioner and now as a teacher. My experience with brain injury was 
 useful in the data gathering process, emphatic to handle and understand some critical 


moments. But it also made me face with humble to enter the multilayered world of narrative, 
 and experience how rich and powerful material was behind the participants’ personal 


narratives.  


      


One of the benefits of the study was the identification of the circumstances around 
 occupational engagement and the linking to health-related issues like well-being. It has 
 opened up a broader perspective on the experienced rehabilitation process and occupational 
 engagement from the participants’ point of view. 


  


This study can lead to the optimization of the rehabilitation process by providing knowledge 
about the process of occupational engagement and its meaning to individuals following an 
acquired brain injury. This might enable occupational therapists and other professionals to 
better assist persons with acquired brain injury to adapt to their new situations. The 



(33)knowledge gained can also be of use to rehabilitation professionals in treating patients who 
 are difficult to get engaged. Thus, it is also of importance to occupational therapy to identify 
 variations in engagement in order to adjust the intervention and assist the client in achieving 
 occupational balance. To include psychological factors and work with feelings of self-efficacy 
 could be useful, as a way of determining and to increase client’s occupational engagement. 


Furthermore, it is also my hope that this study can contribute more specifically to clarifying 
 the concept of occupational engagement within occupational science.   



Reflection on Methodology  


It is recognized that the greatest strength in qualitative studies utilizing observation and 
 participation is that they provide very rich and detailed data in settings and situations in which 
 subjects are observed (Polit & Bech, 2008; Kielhofner, 2006).  


Narrative approach 


The narrative approach  brought the object more sharply into focus in this study. The narrative 
 approach was fundamental to this study, and in combination with participant observation and 
 within a context of occupation, the researcher was informed at several levels about the 
 participants’ life and opinions, which also made the process rich in understanding and easier 
 to interpret. It gave a detailed description of the phenomenon under study.  


To probe the specific meanings of participants’ actions and behaviours, the data was 


supplemented by other methods such as interviews and field notes (Polit & Beck, 2008; Kvale 


& Brinkmann, 2009). 


The researcher was interested in focusing on the uniqueness of each patient and learn about 
their opinions and experiences with occupational engagement. Within theory of narratives 
(Ricoeur, 1984) an important role is given to the complexity of how the meaning-making 
process is dependent on the context. The real-time situatedness, the process quality of 
everyday action, and the concrete connection to meaning were more propositional and 
ongoing than the interview setting could encompass (Alsaker et al., 2009).  



(34)Because narratives are about meaning-making, it is according to Ricoeur an ongoing form of 
 negotiating meaning through acts (Ricoeur, 1985). Ricoeur, 1985 describes this as the 


concept: ‘mimesis’. This way of using acts in the data collection by observing the participants 
 in occupation gave multiple material and several possibilities interpreting and to understand 
 experience. 


Furthermore the researcher choose this approach because of possible limited capacity of the 
 participants due to cognitive impairments. For example, some research participants may not 
 be able to provide full and complete information about their experiences owing to the nature 
 of their disability or health condition (Kielhofner, 2006). As the study focused in people with 
 a brain damage, the researcher’s intentions were to address methodologically their presumed 
 difficulties in expressing themselves due to their injury, and the selected approach initially 
 was enacted narratives (Ricoeur, 1990) about meaning construction in relation to significant 
 events (Mattingly, 2004; Josepsson, 2011).  


Gathering the situated context of the participant in combination with interviewing, provided 
 an open atmosphere with the participants and at the same time rich material. It was especially 
 interesting to experience how fruitful and reflective the narratives became while the 


participant was performing. It is now clear that the enacted narratives are a very powerful way 
 to gather data. However, the findings are possible understandings, and might be controversial. 


  


Participants and recruitment 


Purposive sampling (Polit & Beck, 2008; Kielhofner, 2006) was used as sampling strategy for 
 this study. The sampling method was a judgmental sampling (Polit & Beck, 2008) and based 
 on the clinicians knowledge about the participants and their personal judgment about which 
 ones will be most informative.   


Data gathering 


Data was gathered through participant observation (Polit & Beck, 2008) and unstructured 
interviews (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009), and fieldnotes (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The 
relevance of fieldnotes (Polit & Beck, 2008) within this design was a key element to gain a 
deeper understanding of the participants’ life worlds and to supply the interpretative process. 



(35)Additionally, participant observations presented a less threatening alternative to present 
 occupational engagement.  


Most importantly, however, the unstructured interview conveys the attitude that the 


participant’s views are valuable and useful (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Kielhofner, 2006), 
 and the task of the researcher was to capture these views and meanings as completely and 
 accurately as possible. 


Data Analysis 


Analysis in narrative studies opens up forms of telling about experience, not simply the 
 content to which language refers. Analysis of personal narratives can illuminate ‘individual 
 and collective action and meanings’, as well as the social processes by which social life and 
 human relationships are made and changed’ (Laslette, 1999, cited in Riessman, 2000). By 
 using narrative analysis, ‘the change’ for each participant appeared  clearly, but it was still a 
 challenge to interpret.   


An additional challenge was to present the findings in a conventional research article, where 
 narratives wants to have space, but at the same time is supposed to fulfil the research 


requirements, losing in this way some of its richness. 


Credibility and transferability 


Qualitative researchers should consider the transferability of the findings and demonstrate the 
 credibility of their interpretations, and ensure that analysis is done rigorously and thoroughly 
 (Polit & Beck, 2008). Additionally supervision and peer debriefing (Polit & Beck, 2008; 


Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009) with a senior researcher and expert in the narratives, was essential 
 regarding credibility of possible interpretations.  


To ensure the accuracy in the translations from one language to another, an English speaker 
 was consulted. 


To what extent are the findings transferable to other settings? Answering this question some 
 of the findings are context specific and cannot be generalized, others like changes in 


perceived self-efficacy and experiences of ongoing barriers to occupational engagement  
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