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Title: Occupational Therapy and Unemployment: Exploration of lifestyle change

Abstract
Unemployment is a significant social issue in Ireland today with 14.2% of the
population unemployed (CSO 2012). Occupational Therapists have the potential to
collaborate with this population to promote well-being (AOTA 2009, Douthwaite
1994). This research study is one strand of a larger research project initiated by the
Occupational Therapy Department at the University of Limerick. The overall aim of
the study was to evaluate an occupational therapy group intervention designed to
assist people who are unemployed to stay healthy. The purpose of this research
strand is to explore occupational change in participants post intervention. The
methodology used for this research was a qualitative phenomenological approach
through semi-structured interviews. The themes that emerged from the data
include; taking ownership and initiating change, empowered with new skills and
confidence, power of group influence and role adjustment. The results highlight the
important role of Occupational Therapy in generating positive lifestyle change in
unemployed populations. This research also demonstrates the potential for
Occupational Therapists and other professionals worldwide who work with
unemployed populations to initiate similar programmes.
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Introduction
Unemployment is a serious social and economic problem in Ireland today, the
unemployment rate has risen from 4.2% in 2007 to 14.2% as of February 2012 (CSO 2012).
Employment is central to one’s identity, structure, routine and interpersonal relationships
(Unruh 2004, Kielhofner 2008). Transition from employment to unemployment requires
adaptation of one’s volition, habits, roles, performance capacity and context of daily life
(Kielhofner 2008). Occupational Therapists have the potential to collaborate with this
population group to promote well-being while unemployed (AOTA 2009, Douthwaite 1994).

Literature Review
As this research project is concerned with occupational and lifestyle change in participants
after an occupational therapy unemployment programme, search terms around
occupational therapy, unemployment and lifestyle programmes were chosen. A wide range
of dates were chosen to encompass literature from the previous years of high
unemployment. The literature review will examine the concepts of occupational
deprivation, disruption and loss, give a brief review of the literature on unemployment and
health and explore interventions around lifestyle change.
Occupational Disruption and Deprivation
Unemployment has been identified in the literature as an example of occupational
deprivation (Whiteford 2000, 2004). Occupational deprivation refers to the influence of
external circumstances that keeps a person from “acquiring, using or enjoying something”
(Wilcock 1998, p.145). Whiteford (1997; 2000) distinguishes between occupational
deprivation and disruption by stating that deprivation takes place over an extended period
of time and disruption is usually temporary. Therefore it can be argued that those
experiencing unemployment can be experiencing occupational disruption initially when they
become unemployed and occupational deprivation as they become long-term unemployed.
Whiteford (2011) describes how occupational deprivation is very much connected with
social relations and cultural mores. It could be suggested that the recent unemployment
crisis in Ireland has affected all areas of society and impacted on the national culture.
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Effects of occupational loss
The effects of occupational loss have been noted in the literature (Hepworth 1980;
Kronenberg et al 2005; Law et al 1998; Winefield et al 1992). Occupational science literature
indicates that being engaged in occupation is seen as significantly contributing to well-being
(Clark et al 1991, Yerxa et al 1989, Zemke and Clark 1996). Numerous studies have also
demonstrated that engaging in meaningful occupation can have a positive influence on
health and occupational loss can lead to poor health and reduced wellbeing (Hepworth
1980; Kronenberg et al 2005; Law et al 1998; Winefield et al 1992). Hepworth (1980)
recommends that any interventions with unemployment groups should focus on developing
resourcefulness so people can make informed decisions about what to do with their time
and negate the effects of occupational loss.
Correlations between unemployment and health
There are strong correlations between unemployment and poor psychological health and
well-being throughout the literature (Creed and Macintyre 2001; Kilpatrick and Trew 1985;
McKee-Ryan et al 2005; Waters and Moore 2002; Whelan 1992; Winefield et al 1992).
McKee-Ryan et al (2005) and Waddle and Burton (2006) carried out meta-analytic studies
on psychological and physical well-being during unemployment and revealed that
unemployed individuals have lower psychological and physical well-being than those
employed.
In terms of theoretical frameworks, Jahoda’s latent deprivation theory is regularly cited in
key literature around unemployment and its negative impact on well-being (Creed and
Macintyre 2001; Kilpatrick and Trew 1985; McKee-Ryan et al 2005; Waters and Moore 2002;
Whelan 1992; Winefield et al 1992). Jahoda (1982) argues that the latent benefits of
employment include day structure, opportunity to socialise, provide a sense of purpose,
increase status and promote activity. Jahoda (1982) considers the loss of time structure the
largest predictor of psychological well-being while unemployed. Creed and Macintyre (2001)
argue it is the loss of manifest benefit that has the greatest effect on psychological
wellbeing of the unemployed.
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Lifestyle change programmes
There is limited research examining the experience of unemployment in well populations
from an occupational therapy perspective. To date, the occupational therapy literature
linked to unemployment tends to focus on vocational rehabilitation with populations who
have physical and mental health difficulties (Audhoe et al 2009, Vinokur et al 1995; 2000,
Vuori et al 1999; 2005). A systematic review conducted by Audhoe et al (2009) found weak
evidence to support the use of vocational interventions in reducing psychological distress
for the unemployed.

There are studies in the literature which aimed to encourage lifestyle change in participants.
A principal example of this is Well Elderly Study, a lifestyle redesign programme (Jackson et
al 1998). This large scale, randomised controlled trial researched the effects of engaging in
meaningful occupations on an ageing population. The results of the study demonstrated
that focusing on the benefits of occupation can add to preventative health care and have
lasting therapeutic effects that result in wellbeing of the older population (Jackson et al
1998). Mountain et al (2008) and Glass et al (1999) reported similar results from their
occupation-based health promoting interventions for older people.

An occupational therapy adaptive living programme (n=19) for young to middle age urban
dwelling adults living in a subsidised housing community was carried out by Barnes et al
(2008). The programme’s main aim was to promote healthy lifestyles and was successful in
increasing participant’s quality of life and life satisfaction through developing better social
skills, increased knowledge of nutrition and improved interpersonal skills.

The range of literature on unemployment and health is wide-ranging; there are many
variables such as the overall unemployment rates at the time of the studies, the
employment benefits available in the country, the age of the participants, level of education
and the length of unemployment. From the literature reviewed there is little evidence from
the field of occupational therapy on unemployment and health. Specifically there is an
evident gap in published literature on unemployment interventions with well populations
facilitated by Occupational Therapists. Occupational Therapists have the capabilities to work
with unemployed populations and facilitate reducing the negative health impacts of
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unemployment (AOTA 2009; Douthwaite 1994). In order to do this, it is necessary for
Occupational Therapists to understand the latent (non-financial) and manifest (income)
benefits of employment and how they can assist in replacing these benefits through
occupational therapy interventions. This research study is important to occupational
therapy as it explores if an occupational therapy intervention specifically for unemployed
populations has an impact on the lifestyle and occupations of the participants. This research
could potentially add to the knowledge and skills of Occupational Therapists when working
with this growing population.
“Work Ready” Programme
This research study is one strand of a larger research project initiated by the Occupational
Therapy Department at University of Limerick. The overall aim of the study is to evaluate an
eight week occupational therapy intervention; “Work Ready” programme designed to help
people who are unemployed stay healthy. The eight week intervention includes sessions on
stress management, time management, career exploration, job seeking, job skill
development, interview skills, being part of community, the value of structure and routine,
the benefits of physical activity, volunteering and understanding the benefits of occupation.
The study had multiple strands. The purpose of this research strand aims to investigate if
the programme influenced lifestyle changes in participants though occupation, roles or
routines.

Methodology
Research Design:
A qualitative phenomenological research design was deemed most appropriate for this
study as the researcher endeavoured to gain an insight into and an understanding of the
lived experiences of the participants (Taylor 2007). The insights and understandings gained
from phenomenological research can be used as tools to reflect upon and evaluate the
intervention and best inform the research question (Crabtree 1999, Taylor 2007). This was a
joint research project, where a second researcher investigated the participant's evaluation
of the intervention programme though interviews.
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Data Collection

Data collection consisted of semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews are
acknowledged as a highly effective data collection method in gathering rich, unique
responses about participant’s experiences, perceptions, opinions, feelings and knowledge
(French et al. 2001, Patton 2002). An interview guide was used for each interview to
maintain consistency between interviews while allowing participants the opportunity to
raise issues of importance to them (Minichiello et al 2003). The interview schedule was
developed following a literature review and reflection on the topic area. It covered the
following areas; programme evaluation, health and wellness, daily routine and life roles
(Appendix 1). A pilot interview was conducted on a person experiencing unemployment
prior to the interview to assess if the interview schedule is realistic and workable (Teijlingen
and Hundley 2011). The pilot interview flowed well, yielding rich data, and was therefore
considered by the researchers to be appropriate. This researcher and the co-researcher
interviewed half of the participants each and the interview questions addressed both
research aims. The interviews were conducted in a private room at the University of
Limerick, one week after completion of the intervention. The length of interviews ranged
from twenty five minutes to eighty minutes.

Participants
Participants of the intervention programme were recruited through advertisements in
unemployment offices and public offices. The inclusion criteria included anyone who was
over 18 and unemployed at the time of recruitment for less than two years. Individuals were
able to express interest in the programme by contacting the project manager who coordinated the multiple strands of the research project. If they met the selection criteria they
were sent information on the programme (Appendix 2) and a consent form. For inclusion in
this research strand the participants must have attended more than four sessions of the
eight week “Work Ready” programme. Three men and two women volunteered to
participate in the study. They were aged between 37 and 53 with a mean age of 43.6. The
period of unemployment from recruitment to the programme ranged from one to twenty
four months.
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Data Analysis

This researcher and the co-researcher shared the interview data and completed
transcription of the interviews. The transcripts were cleaned, any identifiable information
removed and sent electronically to the project manager for password protected storage.
The researcher analysed and manually coded each transcript with NVivo 9 software (QSR
International). Thematic analysis was used to analyse the data as it is a theoretically flexible
approach which can potentially provide a rich and detailed account of the data and produce
unanticipated insights (Braun and Clarke 2006). Similar codes that emerged from the data
were put into categories (Appendix 3). Mind-maps were used to explore and identify links
between categories (Tattersall et al 2011). Themes emerged from this process. The
researcher shared category findings and potential themes with the research supervisor and
research peers, themes were then finalised.

Trustworthiness
In qualitative research, as the researcher is the measurement tool, there is a risk of
subjectivity depending on the skill and experience of the researcher (Patton 2002). This bias
was minimised by the researcher’s use of reflexivity (Finlay and Gough 2003). The
researcher addressed this by keeping a reflective journal and taking field notes throughout
the data collection and analysis. The researcher also discussed findings in research
supervision.

To ensure accurate depiction and interpretations of the participants’ unemployment
experience by the researcher, all analysed transcripts were subject to member checking
(Krefting 1991). A short summary detailing the content of the interview was emailed to the
participants 7-10 days after the interview. The participants were given the opportunity to
comment on the accuracy of their summary by email. No responses were received.

Ethical considerations
Ethical approval for this research was granted by the University of Limerick Education and
Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee. Informed consent was obtained from all the
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participants. Confidentiality was assured throughout the process of the study by the use of
pseudonyms and changing of any identifiable data. Participants were informed they could
withdraw from the study at any stage.

Findings
Four themes emerged from the data analysis of the interviews post intervention; taking
ownership and initiating change, empowered with new skills and confidence, power of
group influence and role adjustment.

Theme 1: Taking ownership and initiating change
The programme enabled the participants to take time to reflect on their current situation of
joblessness, take ownership of their situation and then initiate changes. Participants also
discussed being depressed and anxious while unemployed and now having the skills to cope
with this. Ann describes:
It [being unemployed] made me anxious, it made me cross..

Tom also illustrates:
I was in depression … I was very disappointed about my rejection of my position .. then I
met some people that have exactly the same problem I have so I just look at it [differently].

Participants discussed acceptance, awareness and realisation of their situation since the
intervention. Ann describes:
Being able to take ownership of it [being unemployed] and then say you know it won’t be
forever.

Taking ownership contributed to the participants’ self-belief. John mentions:
This course strengthens my resolve... It’s kind of reinforced, yeah, I am on the right path, it’s
to have a bit more faith in yourself

The intervention introduced the concept of structuring one’s day more efficiently. Peter
explains:
Being able to evaluate exactly how you are using your time and I’d probably be more
structured now with designating time for things
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The participants understood the importance of lifestyle balance and wanted to implement
this in their lives before they began working. Ann explains:
[I plan] to use more of leisure time that I have now and to almost put that in place before I
get a job.

Theme 2: Empowered with new skills and confidence
Acquiring new skills and becoming aware of their own capabilities and transferable skills
empowered the participants. Kate illustrates:
I wouldn’t have applied for those jobs that I did this morning previously. ..I wouldn’t have
the confidence.., inside there is a bit more of belief in that now.

Peter noted:
I feel definitely more confidence now... and look for work even more so

The participants discussed some of the new skills they acquired on the programme and how
they implemented these. Ann explains:
I don’t know how to relax. So that in itself, just to be able to go home and sit in the chair
and just to be able to relax.

Peter adds:
[voluntary work] it’s a great way of getting to know people in the town.. it does make you
feel good, a sense of fulfilment.

The programme also facilitated the participants to reflect back on meaningful activities they
used to do. Ann explains how she used to love art:
I haven’t even picked up a pencil even to scribble in 15 years you know just to get back into
something like that

Each participant talked about their hope and vision for the future. This is illustrated by John:
I hadn’t actually applied for work in maybe six, maybe eight months …. it has all changed
now. This thing has really helped…it’s given me more hope and more options.
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Theme 3: Power of group influence
The group dynamic featured strongly throughout the data. All of the participants mentioned
how the group provided peer support, advice, encouragement and feedback. Kate describes
being in the group:
it’s all positive… a kind of support structure

All of the group members were at a similar life stage and all the participants identified this
as constructive. Ann explained:
The three of us got on really well, because we were almost in the same age group I suppose.
And we had the same wants and needs

The participants described relating to each other’s comparable experiences as a validation
of their own experiences. Ann explained:
It’s confidence boost to know that everyone else is struggling the way I am, or has struggled
the way I was.

Theme 4: Role adjustment
The participants talked about the impact of unemployment on their roles and more
specifically how it influenced their relationships with their families. For the male
participants, they experienced a role reversal and became the homemaker while their wives
worked. John explains:
We just swapped roles. So I was the housewife, I did all the cooking and the carrying and the
washing

The participants described the transition to unemployment as difficult at first and affected
personal relationships. John reports:
The first day that I was unemployed I helped the kids get ready for school and I just wrecked
everybody’s system
Ann recalls:
It made me fight with the husband at home.. [now I am] able to say, I’m sorry, but I’m
unemployed now as well and you know I can’t manage everything

Participants discussed how they used their time to reconnect with friends and family. Ann
recalled
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Unemployment has given me leverage to go back and get in contact with people.

Ann explains her relationship with her daughter:
We have never been closer. We are on Skype for nearly like an hour every night. Whereas
before it was hey mum, so busy can’t talk to you. And I’d be like, yeah, ditto.

Also the participants all took from the programme the importance of looking after one’s
own health and wellbeing. John illustrates:
I need to look after myself ... this course made me think a small bit more about myself than I
had done for a long long time…

Summary of key findings
Four key themes emerged from the data. The first theme ‘Taking ownership and initiating
change’ describes how participants took stock of their present situation, acknowledged it
and moved on from this. The second theme ‘Empowered with new skills and confidence’
demonstrated how new skills and realisation of transferable skills empowered the
participants and gave them the confidence to return to job seeking and engage in new
activities. The third theme ‘Power of group influence” described the influential peer support
of the group. The final theme that emerged from the data was ‘Role Adjustment” where the
participants discussed the adaptation to change in their roles.

Discussion
Occupational Therapy is founded on the health promoting effects of engagement in
occupation (Clark et al 1991, Yerxa et al 1989, Zemke and Clark 1996). This unemployment
group intervention set out to promote the benefits of occupation on health. The aim of this
research was to explore occupational changes in participants post intervention. Overall, the
findings confirmed the importance of occupational therapy interventions in promoting living
well while unemployed. The findings also showed that participants were able to some
extent engage in occupations that resonated with their volition, roles and structure their
time use. Ultimately, the participants developed a new temporal structure (Jonsson et al
2000).
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Participants reported how the programme gave them skills, confidence, motivation and new
ideas. This can be described as occupational spin-off; a concept defined by Rebeiro (2001) as
building upon a person’s motivation to be occupied and, through engagement in meaningful
activities, creates a drive for further engagement in a range of other activities. It could be
suggested that engagement in activities acted as a vehicle for change in this unemployment
group. The programme allowed the participants to assess their skill base and demonstrate
how these skills are transferable to other areas. This has resulted in participants applying
for jobs in areas they have would not have applied to prior to the intervention. Other
lifestyle changes post intervention include; taking up new and previous activities such as
volunteering, art and reconnecting with friends. Some also felt the programme has put
them back in the frame of mind for job searching, given them a sense of focus and more
urgency.
A review of the literature by Scanlan (2005) found that there are two groups of unemployed
individuals; active and passive. Fryer and Payne (1984), Kay (1989) and Kilpatrick and Trew
(1985) argued that the active unemployed are significantly healthier than the passive
unemployed and that those who were least negatively psychologically affected by
unemployment were those who engaged deliberately in activities that helped to replace
their work roles.

This could suggest that the participants of this group are “active”

unemployed as they were motivated to attend the programme and introduce lifestyle
change through routine and new activities. Evidence from Ball and Orford (2002), Walsh and
Jackson (1995) and Winefield et al (1992) also support this finding, as those individuals who
coped well with unemployment were those who were able to fill their time with meaningful
activities.

Many of the participants have introduced routine into their daily lives, structuring their day
around planned activities. The participants reported how they are now more aware of their
time use. This supports a study by Feather and Bond (1983) which found structured and
purposeful use of time and involvement in activities among the unemployed resulted in
higher self-esteem. Farnworth (2000) has indicated that people require a balance of daily
occupations to maintain their health and well-being.
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The participants developed their roles as friends and family members and some acquired
new roles. Kielhofner (2008) ascertains that the transition to unemployment includes
adjustment and adaptation to an individual’s role. This transition can have a significant
effect on an individual’s self-esteem and self-concept (Blair 2000). Many of the participants
reported feeling anxious and depressed about their unemployment status pre intervention.
This evolved to feelings of confidence and assertiveness post intervention. From the findings
it is evident that the participants took ownership of their situation and reported feeling
better equipped to cope with their unemployed status. This resulted in the participants
feeling more optimistic and instilled a sense of hope for the future.
The participants felt the programme emphasised their ‘wellness’ and this led to some
participants thinking more about their own health and wellbeing.

This confirms other

findings from occupational therapy literature, which suggested that to develop one’s
identity and maintain a sense of self, it is necessary to engage in meaningful occupations
(Wythes and Lyons 2006, Vrkljan and Polgar 2007).
This study noted a greater role change for the male participants in the group around home
making activities, this is reported in the literature by Velde and Wittman (2003) who noted
the issue of renegotiation of roles and acceptance of additional responsibilities in the home
when one life-partner becomes unemployed. Scanlan (2005) also found that involvement
increases in activities around the home for unemployed populations.

All participants noted how the group cohesion enhanced the programme. The participants
ascertained that similar life stages enabled unity among the group. It may be inferred that
the participants of this study are experiencing similar transitional life stages including social
and occupational trajectories (Levinson 1986).
The participants felt the “Work Ready” group was an opportunity to meet new people in
similar circumstances and this led to a validation of their own experience. The group format
allowed the participants to share similar fears and anxieties they had around their
unemployment experience, offer each other support and develop skills in a new occupation
(Finlay 1993). This peer support was highly valued among the participants; some
participants described it as a support group. Research has shown that support groups
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provide a sense of belonging and empathy (Payne et al 1997, Roberts et al 1997). Creek and
Lougher (2008) discuss how group work develops self-awareness, self-efficacy and insight
though peer validation and feedback. Finlay (1993) also ascertains that though sharing
similar experiences and issues, group members frequently adapt supportive attitudes and
coping strategies from each other.

In the literature review it was argued that the manifest benefit of employment is an
important factor leading to activity change in unemployment (Creed and MacIntyre 2001).
It is not apparent from the findings in this research that financial limitations are the cause of
change in activity in unemployment. It is clear from this study and the literature (Warr 1984)
that most available activities to unemployed people are those that can be done around the
home, or which cost little. Some of the participants described having more time for friends
and family, hence developing roles and routines, this is similar to Hammer’s (1993) findings
that social support from a close social network of family and friends moderated some of the
negative effects of unemployment on well-being.

Study Limitations
The findings of this study need to be interpreted with caution and cannot be assumed to be
representative of the whole unemployment population. This study was conducted using a
small sample size of five participants at a similar life stage, making it more challenging to
identify diverse experiences but still making a contribution to the literature in this area. It
must also be noted that as a result of occasional absences, not all participants received the
same intensity of the programme (Barnes et al 1999).
The researcher recognises how novice interviewing skills may have impacted on the depth
of information gathered during interviews. The researcher also acknowledges that the use
of a mixed methods approach would have enhanced rigour as they give additional
perspectives and insights that are beyond the scope of any single method (Creswell et al
2004, National Institute of Health 1999). An additional limitation could be that the
interviews were conducted one week after the programme was completed. This may not
have been adequate time for the participants to have fully implemented changes in their
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lifestyle. Despite these limitations, the study offered rich insight into occupational change in
unemployment populations post group intervention.

Recommendations
Implications for Practice
Unemployment is a growing social issue globally.

This research provides evidence to

support occupational therapy interventions to facilitate living well with unemployment.
Occupational Therapists possess a unique skill set that can assist this population group in
living well while unemployed hence reducing the longer term health effects of
unemployment. Encouraging awareness of the benefits of occupation is a key responsibility
of Occupational Therapists (Barnes et al 2008). Occupational Therapists need to promote
their capabilities in working with unemployed populations, this requires a shift from the
traditional healthcare settings to more vocational community settings. Occupational
Therapists are well poised to advocate for this unrepresented client group. Occupational
Therapists can assist those who become unemployed understand their current situation and
help them to move forward with regards to all aspects of occupational life from assisting
with daily routines and planning for further career exploration. These key skills will enable
Occupational Therapists to support individuals and to promote and help maintain their
health and wellbeing while unemployed. Occupational Therapists are skilled to facilitate
occupational adaptation with people experiencing unemployment (Cole 2008). Occupational
adaptation encompasses the complex issues and steps that occur when a person is faced
with an occupational challenge (Cole 2008). The results of this qualitative study confirm the
intricacy and individuality of the unemployment experience and highlights the importance
of engaging in meaningful occupations. This research has the potential to inform related
areas such organisational and work psychology, occupational health psychology and
sociology.
The Association of Occupational Therapists of Ireland (AOTI) could initiate a national
advisory committee to inform all practicing Occupational Therapists of the opportunities for
working with and development of the area of occupational therapy and unemployment.
There is a large area of scope for Occupational Therapy to work with the government on
employment initiatives and preparing for work schemes. On a local level, Occupational
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Therapists could collaborate with unemployment and training agencies such as Solas
(formally FAS) to run similar programmes to the “Work Ready” programme. Occupational
Therapists could also work with companies who are making staff redundant, to prepare staff
for the transition to unemployment. In response to these dynamic times, educators of
occupational therapy should include education around occupational therapy and
unemployed populations so new graduates to the field are best equipped to work with
today’s changing demographics.

Future Research
Future research should involve a more rigorous mix methods study, of a larger sample size
in the form of a longitudinal study. It would also be interesting to explore occupational
changes at different stages of the unemployment experience. Further research could
include both the pre and post intervention interviews (Dilley 2004), allowing a rapport to be
built with the participants and add to depth of the interviews. This could enable a
comparison of the participants’ experience of unemployment pre and post intervention to
establish a baseline to which future data could be compared (Barnes et al 1999). Further
research on interventions limiting the psychological factors of unemployment is
recommended as the existing research in the field of occupational therapy tends to focus on
vocational rehabilitation and job searching skills. Given the participants in this research
were “active unemployed”, further research to understand the passive unemployed
population would be of benefit so similar programmes could be aimed for those less
motivated to initiate lifestyle changes.

Further research into gender differences of the

unemployment experience could be explored as the male participants noted a greater role
change while unemployed than the women in this study.

Conclusion
Considering the growing worldwide problem of unemployment and its health-related
consequences, little has been done to develop effective occupational therapy interventions
aimed at living well while unemployed. Interventions specifically targeting people
experiencing unemployment are a potential area of research and practice for occupational
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therapy. This provides the occupational therapy profession the opportunity to work beyond
the typical boundaries of healthcare.
This study highlights that the experience of becoming unemployed constitutes a disruption
of everyday life which involves changes in people’s roles, routines and engagement in
occupation. This research has demonstrated that attending an occupational therapy focused
unemployment intervention can lead to occupational spin-off and occupational and lifestyle
changes. It confirms how engagement in meaningful occupations is essential for a positive
occupational adaptation to unemployment. All of the participants from the study
implemented occupational changes in their lives and reported higher psychosocial
wellbeing. This correlates with findings in the literature review that being engaged in
occupation and having structure, routine and roles facilitates living well while experiencing
unemployment.
The research provided an insight into changes of attitude towards health and well-being in
participants, as the participants described a shift in their view towards their own health
since participating in the programme. In particular, it has demonstrated that facilitating
empowerment in unemployed populations leads to initiation of change. These findings add
to the limited literature that occupational therapy can facilitate occupational change in
unemployed populations. Overall, the study has provided further evidence that occupation
is central to maintaining and promoting people’s health and wellbeing while experiencing
unemployment.

Page 20 of 35
0708739

Occupational Therapy and Unemployment: Exploration of lifestyle change

Acknowledgements
The author would like to thank her research supervisor Alison Warren for her support and
guidance throughout the research project. The author would also like to express much
gratitude to the participants for taking part in this study. Finally the author would also like
to thank the “Work Ready” project manager, Dr. Nancy Salmon and the co-researcher Susan
O’ Mahoney for their support throughout this project.

Page 21 of 35
0708739

Occupational Therapy and Unemployment: Exploration of lifestyle change

References
Audhoe, S. S., Hoving, J. L., Sluiter J. K. and Frings-Dresen, M. H. (2010) ‘Vocational
Interventions for Unemployed: Effects on Work Participation and Mental Distress. A
Systematic Review’, Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation, (20) 1–13.

American Occupational Therapy Association AOTA (2009) “Work transition for the newly
unemployed” [online], available:
http://www.aota.org/Practitioners/PracticeAreas/MentalHealth/Tips/Unemployed.a
spx [assessed 31 March 2011].

Ball, M. and Orford, J. (2002) ‘Meaningful patterns of activity amongst the long-term inner
city unemployed: a qualitative study’, Journal of Community and Applied Social
Psychology, (12), 377–396.

Barnes, M., Bigari, K., Culler, T., Gregory, H., Hamilton, J., Krawczyk, S., Earley, D. and
Herlache, E. (2008) 'Healthy lifestyles through an Adaptive Living Program: a pilot
study', Occupational Therapy International, 15(4), 269-283.
Blair, S. (2000) ‘The centrality of occupation during life transitions’, British Journal of
Occupational Therapy, 63 (5), 231-237.
Braun, V. and Clarke, V. (2006). ‘Using thematic analysis in psychology’, Qualitative Research
in Psychology, 3, 77-101.

Central Statistics Office (CSO) (2012) ‘Standardised Unemployment rate 14.4%, [online],
available:
http://www.cso.ie/en/media/csoie/releasespublications/documents/labourmarket/
2012/lreg_feb2012.pdf [accessed on March 30th 2012].

Page 22 of 35
0708739

Occupational Therapy and Unemployment: Exploration of lifestyle change

Clark, F., Paarham D., Carlson, M.E., Frank, G., Jackson, J., Pierce, D., Wolf, R.J. and Zemke, R.
(1991) ‘Occupational science: Academic innovation in the service of occupational
therapy’s future’, American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 45, 300-310.

Cole, M. (2008) Applied theories in occupational therapy: a practical; approach. Thorofare,
NJ: SLACK Incorporated.

Crabtree, B.F. and Miller, W.L. (1999). Doing qualitative research. 2nd ed.: Thousand Oaks,
California: Sage Publications.

Creed, P.A. and Macintyre, S.R. (2001) 'The relative effects of deprivation of the latent and
manifest benefits of employment on the well-being of unemployed people', Journal
of Occupational Health Psychology, 6(4), 324-331.
Creek, J. and Lougher, L (2008) Occupational Therapy and Mental Health, 4th ed., PA:
Elsevier.
Cresswell JW, Fetters MD, Ivankova NV. (2004) ‘Designing a mixed methods study in primary
care’. The Annals of Family Medicine, (2):7–12.
Dilley, P. (2004) 'Review Essay: Interviews and the Philosophy of Qualitative Research', The
Journal of Higher Education, 75(1), 127-132.

Douthwaite, J. (1994) ‘Unemployment: a challenge to occupational therapy’, British Journal
of Occupational Therapy, 57(11), 432-436.
Farnworth L. (2000) ‘Time use and leisure occupations of young offenders’. American
Journal of Occupational Therapy, 54: 315–325.
Feather, N.T., Bond, M.J. (1983), ‘Time structure and purposeful activity among employed
and unemployed university graduates’, Journal of Occupational Psychology 56, 241–
254.

Page 23 of 35
0708739

Occupational Therapy and Unemployment: Exploration of lifestyle change

Finlay, L. (1993) Groupwork in Occupational Therapy, Cheltenham : Stanley Thorne.

Finlay, L. and Gough. B. (2003) Reflexivity: a practical guide for researchers in health and
social science, Oxford, Blackwell Publishing.

French, S., Reynolds, F. and Swain, J. (2001) Practical research: A guide for therapists,
Oxford: Butterworth-Heinemann Medical.
Fryer, D. and Payne, R. (1984), ‘Proactive behaviour in unemployment’, Leisure Studies, 3,
273–295.
Glass, T., Mendes de Leon, C., Marottoli, R., Berkman, L. (1999) ‘The effect of social and
productive activities as predictors of survival among elderly Americans’, British
Medical Journal, 319, 478–483.

Hammer, T. (1993). ‘Unemployment and mental health among young people. A longitudinal
study’. Journal of Adolescence, 16, 407-420.

Hepworth, S.J. (1980) 'Moderating factors of the psychological impact of unemployment',
Journal of Occupational Psychology, 53(2), 139-146.

Jackson, J., Carlson, M., Mandel, D., Zemke, R. and Clark, F. (1998) ‘Occupation in lifestyle
redesign: The well elderly study occupational therapy program’, American Journal of
Occupational Therapy, 52(5), 326-336.

Jahoda, M. (1982) Employment and unemployment: A social psychological analysis. New
York: Cambridge University Press.

Jonsson H, Josephsson S, Kielhofner G (2001) ‘Narratives and experience in an occupational
transition: a longitudinal study of the retirement process’. American Journal of
Occupational Therapy, 55(4), 424-32.

Page 24 of 35
0708739

Occupational Therapy and Unemployment: Exploration of lifestyle change

Kay, T. (1989), ‘Active unemployment – a leisure pattern for the future?’ Soc Leisure, 12,
413–430.

Kielhofner G (2008) Model of Human Occupation: theory and application. 4th ed. Baltimore:
Lippincott Williams and Wilkins.

Kilpatrick, R. and Trew, K. (1985) 'Life-styles and psychological well-being among
unemployed men in Northern Ireland.', Journal of Occupational Psychology, 58(3),
207-216.

Krefting, L. (1991) ‘Rigour in Qualitative Research: The assessment of trustworthiness’
American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 45 (3), 214-222

Kronenberg, F. (2005) Occupational therapy without borders: learning from the spirit of
survivors, Oxford: Churchill Livingstone.

Law, M., Leclair, L. and Steinwender, S. (1998) ‘Occupation, health and wellbeing’, Canadian
Journal of Occupational Therapy, 65 (2), 81-91.
Levinson, D.J. (1986), ‘A Conception of Adult Development’. American Psychologist, 41 (1),
3-13.
McKee-Ryan, F.M., Song, Z., Wanberg, C.R. and Kinicki, A.J. (2005) 'Psychological and
physical well-being during unemployment: A meta-analytic study', Journal of Applied
Psychology, 90(1), 53-75.

Minichiello V, Madison J, Hays T, Parmenter G (2003) Doing qualitative indepth interviews.
In: V Minichiello, G Sullivan, K Greenwood, R Axford, eds. Handbook of research
methods for nursing and health science. Frenchs Forest: Pearson Education Australia,
411-46.

Page 25 of 35
0708739

Occupational Therapy and Unemployment: Exploration of lifestyle change

Mountain, G., Mozley, C., Craig, C. and Ball, L. (2008) 'Occupational therapy led health
promotion for older people: feasibility of the Lifestyle Matters programme', The British
Journal of Occupational Therapy, 71(10), 406-413.
National Institute of Health (1999) Qualitative Methods in Health Research: Opportunities
and Considerations in Application and Review. Office of Behavioural and Social
Science Research. Washington, DC: National Institute of Health
Patton, M.Q. (2002) Qualitative research and evaluation methods, CA: Sage Publications.

Payne, D. K., Lundberg, J. C., Brennan, M. F. and Holland, J.C (1997) ‘A psychosocial
intervention for patients with soft tissue sarcoma’, Psychooncology, 6, 65-72.

QSR

International

Pty

Ltd

(2007)

‘NVivo

9’,

[online]

available:

www.qsrinternational.com/products_nvivo.aspx [assessed 3rd April 2012].

Rebeiro, K. (2001) ‘Occupational terminology interactive dialogue’, Journal of Occupational
Science, 8(1), 33-34.

Roberts C.S., Piper, l., Denny, J. and Cuddeback, G. A. (1997) ‘A support group intervention
to facilitate young adults’ adjustment to cancer’, Health and Social Work, 22, 133141.
Scanlan, J and Beltran, R. (2007) ‘Work in unemployment – occupied or preoccupied? A
review’, Work IOS Press, 28 325–334.

Smith, S. (2006). ‘Encouraging the use of reflexivity in the writing up of qualitative research.’
International Journal of Therapy & Rehabilitation, 13(5), 209-15.
Tattersall C, Powell J, Stroud J, Pringle J. (2011) ‘Mind mapping in qualitative research’.
Nursing Times. 10-16;107(18):20-2.
Taylor, M.C. (2007) Evidence-based practice for occupational therapists, Oxford: Blackwell.

Page 26 of 35
0708739

Occupational Therapy and Unemployment: Exploration of lifestyle change

Teijlingen E.R van and Hundley, V. (2011) 'The importance of pilot studies', Social Research
Update, 35, available: http://sru.soc.surrey.ac.uk/SRU35.html [accessed 22 April
2011].

Velde B.P. and. Wittman P.P. (2003) Occupational Therapy Education and Practice, New
York, NY: The Haworth Press.

Vinokur AD, Price RH, Schul Y. (1995) ‘Impact of the JOBS intervention on unemployed
workers varying in risk for depression’. American Journal Community
Psychology,23(1):39–74.

Vinokur AD, Schul Y, Vuori J, Price RH. (2000), ‘Two years after a job loss: long-term impact
of the JOBS program on reemployment and mental health’. Journal of Occupational
Health Psychology,5(1):32–47.

Vrkljan B.H., Polgar J.M. (2007) ‘Linking occupational participation and occupational identity:
an exploratory study of the transition from driving to driving cessation in older
adulthood’. Journal of Occupational Science, 14(1), 30-39.

Vuori J, Price RH, Mutanen P, Malmberg-Heimonen I. (2005) ‘Effective group training
techniques in job-search trainin’. Journal of Occupational Health Psychology
10(3):261–75.

Vuori J, Vesalainen J. (1999) Labour market interventions as predictors of re-employment,
job seeking activity and psychological distress among unemployed. Journal of
Occupational Organisational Psychology, (72), 523–38.

Unruh, A.M. (2004) Reflections on: ‘So … what do you do?’ Occupation and the construction
of identity’. Canadian Journal of Occupational Therapy, 71(5), 290-95.

Page 27 of 35
0708739

Occupational Therapy and Unemployment: Exploration of lifestyle change

Waddell, G & Burton A.K. (2006). Is work good for your health and wellbeing?, London: The
Stationary Office.

Warr, P. (1984) ‘Reported behaviour change after job loss’, British Journal Social Psychology
23, 271–275.

Waters, L.E. & Moore, K. A. (2002). ‘Reducing latent deprivation during unemployment: the
role of meaningful leisure activity’, Journal of Occupational and Organizational
Psychology, 75, 15-32.

Whelan, C.T. (1992) 'The role of income, life-style deprivation and financial strain in
mediating the impact of unemployment on psychological distress: Evidence from the
Republic of Ireland.', Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 65 (4),
331-344.

Gail Whiteford (2011) ‘From occupational deprivation to social inclusion: retrospective
insights’, British Journal of Occupational Therapy, 74(12), 545.

Whiteford, G. (1997) 'Occupational deprivation and incarceration', Journal of Occupational
Science, 4, 126-130.

Whiteford, G. (2000) 'Occupational deprivation: Global challenge in the new millennium',
The British Journal of Occupational Therapy, 63(5), 200-204.

Whiteford, G. (2004) ‘When people cannot participate: occupational deprivation’, In
Christiansen. C, & Townsend, E., Introduction to Occupation: The Art and Science of
Living, 221-242. NJ :Prentice Hall.

Wilcock (1998) An Occupational Perspective of Health, NJ: Slack.

Page 28 of 35
0708739

Occupational Therapy and Unemployment: Exploration of lifestyle change

Winefield, A.H., Tiggemann, M. and Winefield, H.R. (1992) 'Spare time use and psychological
well-being in employed and unemployed young people.', Journal of Occupational
and Organizational Psychology. 64 (4), 307-314.

Wythes AJ, Lyons M (2006) ‘Leaving the land: an exploratory study of retirement for a small
group of Australian men’. Rural and Remote Health, 6(3),531-43.

Yerxa, E.J., Clark, F.,, Frank, G., Jackson, J., Parham, D., Pierce, D., Stein, C. and Zemke, R.
(1989). ‘An introduction to occupational science: A foundation for occupational
therapy in the 21st century’. Occupational Therapy in Health Care, 6 (4), 1-17.

Zemke, R., and Clark, F. (1996) Occupational science: The evolving discipline. Philadelphia:
F.A. Davis.

Page 29 of 35
0708739

Occupational Therapy and Unemployment: Exploration of lifestyle change

Appendices

Page 30 of 35
0708739

Occupational Therapy and Unemployment: Exploration of lifestyle change

Appendix I: Sample Interview Questions Post-intervention Interviews
POST-INTERVENTION INTERVIEW GUIDE
FIRST REVIEW AND SIGN THE CONSENT FORM
Introduction
Thanks so much for coming in to meet with me today to discuss your experience of the
unemployment intervention. Before we begin I just to mention some ground rules for the
interview:


Please turn off your mobile phone. We should not be disturbed during the interview
but if we are I will turn off the tape recorder to deal with the interruption.
 Feel free to interrupt or ask for clarification and let me know if you require a break
during the interview.
 If I take notes during the interview it is for me to use as a prompt as part of a
question- to assist my memory
 I am interested in your opinions and personal experiences. There are no right or
wrong answers to the questions.
Again, please can I have your permission to record this interview?
TURN RECORDER ON IF PARTICIPANT CONSENTS
OPENING QUERIES:
First of all please can you confirm





Your previous work experience before starting the group?
How long you have been unemployed?
Your age?
How many sessions of the programme did you attend?

PROGRAMME EVALUATION

1. What attracted you to this unemployment group?
2. Can you tell me about your experience of the group?
(format of the programme, content of the sessions, programme facilitation)
3. What were the benefits of the programme for you?
(most valuable, any surprises)
4. What
did
you
find
least
valuable
about
the
programme?
(least useful, least enjoyable)
5. Was there anything you found difficult about coming to the group?
6. Tell me about your most positive experience of the intervention?
7. What is your overall evaluation of the programme?
(What would you change about the programme if you were start it again?
- Did it meet your needs?
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-

Was it what you expected? Can you explain how it did/did not meet your
expectations?)

8. Any last comments you would like to make regarding the group and/or the programme?
HEALTH AND WELLNESS

9. Health can mean many things. It can include physical, emotional, social and spiritual
health for example. Can you tell me about your current health and wellbeing?
- Have you noticed any change in your health or wellbeing since taking part in the
programme? (positive or negative)
- Many people who are unemployed describe feeling worried, anxious, or depressed or
being affected by the loss of paid work. Can you relate to these experiences? Have you
noticed any changes in these feelings since you took part in the programme?
- Has the programme changed the way you feel about being unemployed? Can you tell
me about it?
DAILY ROUTINE

To answer this section you may want to reflect on the time use diaries that you
completed in the group.
10. Please describe a typical day before unemployment? (week day and weekend)
11. Now please describe a typical day during unemployment?
Have there been any changes to your routines since starting this group?
Do you plan to make any changes to your routine following this programme? Can you
tell me about your plans?
12. Tell me about activities that you are currently doing?
Were there any activities you stopped doing once you became unemployed?
Following this programme do you plan to take up these activities again? (If yes, tell me
more (activity, how often, with whom etc..)
Are there any activities you are interested in pursuing following this programme?, (if
yes, which activity, how often, with whom etc..)
LIFE ROLES

13. Has the programme influenced any areas of your life?
Consider your role as a member of a family, a friend, a community member or other.
Have any of these roles and relationships changed since you started this programme? If
so, please explain.
(Family and social relationships, leisure, work?)
WRAP UP

That brings our interview to an end.
Is there anything else you would like to mention regarding the Work Ready group.
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Thank you for participating in this interview. A typed summary of your interview will be
sent to you within the next 7-10 days so that you can review it.
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Appendix II: Volunteer Information Sheet
Evaluation of an Occupational Therapy Programme for People who are Unemployed
You are invited to take part in a study evaluating an occupational therapy intervention
programme for unemployed people run by the Occupational Therapy Department at the
University of Limerick. You can take part in the programme without taking part in this
evaluation of the programme.
Taking part in this study means engaging in one private interview after the programme. The
interview will take 45-60minutes to complete and will take place after the programme ends.
The interviewer will be an occupational therapy student. The interview questions will be
about your experiences of the unemployment programme and any changes in your daily
activities since you started the programme. The interview will be tape recorded. A week
after the interview a short summary of the interview will be sent to you to check through.
There are no risks associated with taking part in this study. Getting involved in this
programme will not affect your benefit/allowance. All of the information you provide as
part of the research study will be kept confidential at all times. Your name or identifying
information about you will not be reported in any publications arising from this research.
There is no compensation or payment for taking part in the study. Taking part in this study is
completely voluntary and everyone is completely free to refuse to participate. Participants
can withdraw or stop the study at any time without any consequences. You can simply
contact Alison Warren via email or phone and say you don’t want to continue with the
research study. No questions will be asked.
Please contact Alison Warren if you have any questions about this study
Alison.Warren@ul.ie
Occupational Therapy Department
University of Limerick
(061) 234232
If you have any concerns about this study please contact:
Chairman Education and Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee
University of Limerick
Tel (061) 234101
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Appendix III: Categories
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