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“The demands of a rapidly expanding practice, the need to have a unified perspective to guide
intervention, and the recognitions that only after the centrality of occupation to health is made clear to
the public will the profession be sufficiently valued, created the context from which occupational science
has sprung.”(p.44)
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“Roots in occupational therapy

The founders of the profession

Occupational science grew out of the profession of occupational therapy. In turn, the conceptual
springboard for the establishment of occupational therapy was the Moral Treatment Movement
(Bockoven, 1963). ... This group recognized the health-promoting benefits of engagement in a broad
spectrum of what we currently call ‘occupations.’

Consistent with this line of thinking, the founders of the occupational therapy profession, in the early
1900s, paid homage to the commonplace activities in which people engaged, as central to the living of a
balanced and contented life. Adolph Meyer (1922), an early pioneer in occupational therapy,
conceptualized the human being as ‘an organism that maintains and balances itself in the world of reality
and actuality by being in active life and active use, i.e., using and living and acting its time in harmony
with its own nature and the nature about it’(p. 641). Similarly, Dunton, an early president of the
Occupational Therapy Association, extolled the virtues of occupation. He wrote,

That occupation is a necessary to life as food and drink. That every human being should
have both physical and mental occupation. That all should have occupations which they



enjoy....That sick minds, sick bodies, sick souls, may be healed through occupation.
(Dunton, 1919, p. 17)

Clearly the belief that the full spectrum of human activity, that is, a customary round of occupations,
was crucial to health and finding meaning in ones’ life took a central position in both the moral
treatment movement and in the founding of the profession of occupational therapy. Note that early
occupational therapists were concerned with helping patients enjoy a rich and productive menu of daily
activities: they did not seem to regard occupations as treatment modalities to be inserted artificially into
the day of patients to attain a discrete therapeutic goal.” (p. 45)
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“The arts and crafts movement: a reaction to industrialization and scientificism
Unfortunately, the view described above, which emphasized the fundamental role that occupation plays
in the natural framework of life, was powerfully struck down as the industrial revolution and scientific
community began a trend of reductionism in examining the person and his or her world....The impact of
this trend was the fractionated view that people can be understood by the examination of the smallest
units, a perspective that is identified with reductionism....As reductionism and scientism were changing
the thinking in the developing social sciences and professions, early occupational therapists continued to
embrace a holistic view, advancing the arts and crafts movement in reaction to the industrial age,
enfolded into the profession as a means of developing a sense of purposefulness and self-efficacy in
patients who were not experiencing these feeling in the workplace.

Soon the complexion of occupational therapy began to be colored more and more by the prevailing
influences associated with the industrial revolution, however.” (p. 45)
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“The reductionist period

By the 1940’s, the holistic emphasis on the customary round of activity of patients and on their blend of
work, rest, play, and leisure no longer had the central position it had had in the founding years....Now
patients would experience occupational therapy as a segment of time, inserted here and there, in the
daily routine, during which they would do and art or craft project of presumed therapeutic value; no
longer was it the full spectrum of work, rest , and leisure with which it was identified in the founding
years....

The synergistic effects of world history in a context of continued reductionism furthered the
transmutation of the profession. ...Physicians, particularly those in physical medicine, were interested
in broadening the role of occupational therapy and attributed its lack of growth to its ““sterile
preoccupation’ with ‘arty’ pursuits such as basketry and weaving” (Gritzer & Arluke, 1985, p. 107)....

The intertwining of occupational therapy with the medical field inextricably changed the face of
occupational therapy services. By becoming aligned with physicians, occupational therapists were
increasingly more vulnerable to the reductionist tendencies with which medicine had become entrenched.
The holism of the founders—their belief that the core of occupational therapy was to assist patients to be
engaged daily in a customary round of satisfying and productive activity—appeared to be slowly
vanishing from occupational therapy.” (pp. 45-6)
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“Movement toward a broader view



...Reilly (1966b) warned that ‘the fragmented disorganized knowledge which supports practice needs
the consistency and unity which theory would demand’ (p. 224). She was concerned that leaders in the
field were importing knowledge from diverse disciplines into the occupational therapy literature, and
instead of being directed toward enhancing our understanding of the concept of occupation, in some
instances, it was displacing it.

As the decade of the 1970’s began, Reilly and her students (Reilly, 1971; Matsutsuyu, 1971) argued
for a reembracing of the concept of occupational in therapy development in the field.” (p. 46)
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“The paradigm quandary

Toward the end of this period Kielhofner and Burke (1977), using Kuhn’s (1970) description of science,
examined the nature and status of the theories that were being used in occupational therapy. Kuhn had
defined a paradigm as a definition of a phenomenon, determined by consensus, which guides the purpose,
nature, and scope of practice and research in a discipline. In Kielhofner and Burke’s analysis, the
occupation concept was seen as the founding paradigm of occupational therapy, which was eventually
replaced by scientific reductionism. The result was a crisis, defined in the Kuhnian sense as a period in
which there is a rise of competing schools of thought and a rejection of the old paradigm.

....[King, 1978] identified that the profession needed a science of occupational therapy that would
provide the following:

1. A unifying concept that will apply to all areas of specialization

2. A framework that will clearly distinguish occupational therapy theory and techniques from those of
other disciplines

3. A model that is readily explainable to other professionals and to consumers

4. Atheory that is adequate for scientific elaboration and refinement

A number of authors proposed ways of creating a paradigm that would meet the above requirements
as well as encompass the rich history of the profession from the early years through the reductionist
period.” (p. 46-7)
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“The need for occupational science

Against this backdrop of conflicting perspectives, in 1981, Elizabeth J. Yerxa recommended that
occupational therapy develop a basic science of human occupation. Yerxa’s position was in concert
with many of those already cited in its emphasis on the need for a unifying perspective centered on the
concept of occupation. It is critical to note, however, that it departed from all others in its specification
that the science be basic rather than applied. A basic science of occupation would have as its primary
focus the explanation of occupation, whereas an applied science would advance knowledge on the use of
occupation in treatment. In Yerxa’s view, however, the science of occupation would ultimately be in the
service of occupational therapy....While maintaining the importance of a basic science, Yerxa also made
it clear that she intended the knowledge base to be relevant to the practice of occupational therapy.” (p.
47)
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“The emergence of occupational science

Amidst this confusion and hesitation to commit to one particular model of practice for the profession and
in a social climate of concern about the impact of technology and reductionism on the people’s lives, the
faculty at the University of Southern California, led by Yerxa began to prepare a proposal for a doctoral
degree in a new discipline, ‘occupational science.” ...A reading of this proposal reveals its strong
conceptual ties with the thoughts of Mary Reilly. Its themes of recognizing the need for a scientifically
sound knowledge base, the focus of which is on occupation, embracing a general systems theory and the
traditional values of the profession, and viewing the human being as an occupational being can be traced
to Reilly’s publications (Reilly, 1958, 1962, 1966a).....

By 1991, Yerxa (1991c) had pinpointed that the new science needed to be true to the heritage of the
occupational therapy founders, who viewed the person as active, capable, and free, and the agent of
purposeful activity. This optimistic view identified all personas as capable beings, with resources and
ability to adapt to change in complex societies. As described initially, the establishment of occupational
science is both timely and timeless in its advent. Given the current social trends, it appears that
occupational science is one of the great ideas of the 21 century (Yerxa et al., 1990).



This review has shown that occupational science had its roots in the conceptual themes that
historically identified the practice of occupational therapy. Clearly, the focus that the science would
give to the occupation concept represents a legacy from the founding period of the profession.
Furthermore, the issues with which occupational science would grapple would be those that had plagued
the profession: the reconciliation of technology with a broad view of occupation, the desirability of
having a unified paradigm, and the survival of the occupation theme with encroaching reductionism.
One thing was certain—that just as the profession’s pioneers had celebrated the crucial role that
occupation played in human existence, so too would the new science.” (p. 48)
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“Definition of the science of occupation
Occupational science is a new social science, which grew out of occupational therapy. Its primary focus
is the study of the human being as an occupational being, of how human beings realize their sense of
life’s meaning through purposeful activity (Yerxa et al., 1990; Clark et al., 1991). You may think of
occupational science as addressing what anthropologists call the activity spectrum or stream of a species,
that is, the range of activities that fill the day for a given species (White, 1991). The usefulness of
occupational science is that it nurtures the practice of occupational therapy. This does not mean that
occupational science is a single theory, a model, or a frame of reference. It is a basic social science,
similar in form to academic disciplines such as anthropology, sociology, and psychology (Yerxa et al.,
1990). Yerxa et al. (1990) state, ‘Occupational science is conceived as a basic science...as it deals with
universal issues about occupation without concern for their immediate application in occupational
therapy’(p. 4). Furthermore, Yerxa et al. propose that the applications of knowledge generated in
occupational science to practice will be determined by practitioners.

Occupational science is classified as falling within the sciences (rather than the humanities) because
its methods of data collection are systematic, disciplined, and subject to public scrutiny (Carlson & Clark,



1991). Carlson and Clark (1991) define science ‘as a systematic (rule-bound) and empirically based
form of human inquiry undertaken by a community of scholars’(p. 236). Occupational science is
considered to be more closely aligned to the social sciences than the physical sciences because its
subject matter deals with human behavior (Homans, 1967). (p.48)

...It is expected that numerous theories about the nature, form, function, and meaning of occupation
will be developed and coexist within the discipline of occupational science. These theories are likely to
be differentially applied to practice in concert with others that therapists find useful in the construction
of frames of reference. Occupational science’s unique contribution to occupational therapy will be that
of providing a corpus of knowledge sharply focused on the occupation concept. As an academic
discipline, occupational science can potentially build professional unity by giving therapists a more
explicit and expansive sense of the complexity and power of human occupation, but it is not likely to do
so by claiming that only one frame of reference or theory should be used in practice.”(p. 49)
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10.

Focus on occupation

If occupation is the point of focus of occupational science, how is it defined in the discipline? Because
the science is new, we expect its definition to undergo revision. Yerxa et al. (1990) have provisionally
defined occupation as the “specific ‘chunks’ of activity within the ongoing stream of human behavior
which are named in the lexicon of the culture”(p.5). Examples are skiing, grooming, dining, and making
love.... Engagement in occupation is assumed to influence health, either positively or negatively. For
example, spending time taking illegal drugs in self-destructive, whereas daily aerobic activity is almost
categorically health promoting. In their book, Healthy Pleasures, Ornstein and Sobel (1989) describe a
multitude of occupations that not only are enjoyable but also have been shown in studies to have a
positive effect on health. The authors point out that certain occupations that we think of a s ordinary or



that we take for granted can have enormous health benefit. Examples are gazing at a crackling fire or
sitting mesmerized by the illuminated movement of fish in a fishtank. While engaging in these ordinary
activities, not only do we experience soothing effects, but our bodies are simultaneously being altered in
positive ways physiologically.(p. 49)

...In occupational science, occupation is seen as the means through which human beings realize their
sense of life’s meaning....Each day people make decisions about what they will and will not do, and
they develop a daily itinerary of the things they may want to do, offset by the things they must do.....In
occupational science, we are concerned with the reasons people choose one set of occupations over
another, how investment in particular occupational patterns relates to life satisfaction, the effects of
occupation on health, the ontogeny of occupational patterns, and how individuals experience joy in the
world of activity and express their sense of life’s meaning through their choices.” (p. 50)
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11.

Complexity of occupation and organization of knowledge

Occupational scientists recognize that although occupation often appears ordinary and commonplace, it
is infinitely complex. At the University of Southern California, The Model of the Human Subsystems
that Influence Occupation (Clark et al., 1991) was developed to organize the interdisciplinary knowledge
that is needed to construct comprehensive theories about occupation...It is crucial for the reader to
recognize that this model is not conceived of as a final solution, however, but as a tentative heuristic for
organizing knowledge.”(p.50)

The model, using a general systems theory perspective, presents the person as a hierarchically
arranged set of subsystems interacting as an open system in the environment over the lifespan from birth
to old age. Occupations are seen as the output of the system through which the person negotiates and
meets environmental challenges.

The six subsystems can be though of as representing the knowledge areas that need to be addressed in
developing multi-disciplinary theories about occupation. Although provisional, the choice of the six
subsystems was guided by the seminal works of Boulding (1956), Reilly (1974), and von Bertalanffy



(1968). The following description introduces the reader to the conceptual underpinnings of each level
and how the levels are being used to organize knowledge.”(p. 51)
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12.
“Physical subsystem

The physical subsystem ‘encompasses phenomenon that can be appropriately described by
physiochemical processes’ (Clark et al., 1991, p. 302). Included are physical matter, muscles, skin, and
neural synapses. Occupational science does not address these phenomena in and of themselves, but only
in relation to the role they play in the enactment of occupations. We have offered as an example (Clark
et al., 1991) explanations of the physical requirements of hand use during purposeful activity as falling
within this level.” (p. 51)
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13.

«Biologic subsystem

...The biologic system...[is] concerned with living systems involved in biologic adaptation (von
Bertalanffy, 1968). At this level we described the phenomena of concern as the biologic urge for
competence, the role that sensory integration plays in the execution of occupations, and the exploratory
behaviors that result from the coupling of the two. Continued theory development will assist us in
separating the biologic from the social influences on occupation, in appreciating the role that occupation
has played in evolution, and in identifying the biologic foundations of occupation.” (p. 51)
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14.

“Information processing subsystem

At this level the focus is on the cognitive processes that are employed by human beings to successfully
enact occupations. Theoretically, phenomena such as ‘perceptual and conceptual functions, learning,
memory and planning’ (Clark et al. p. 303) are addressed here. We have included Reilly’s (1974) work
on rules in relation to the development of skill at this level of the system.”(p. 52)
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15.

“Sociocultural subsystem
Clark et al. (1991) described the sociocultural subsystem as focusing on perceived social and cultural
expectations. Just as occupational and gender roles influence sense of identity, so, too, do they, to a
certain extent, determine choices of and commitment to specific occupations. (p. 52)

...Thus, a comprehensive understanding of occupation requires careful analysis of the sociocultural
context in which it occurs....The study of human occupation then involves examining its social
origins.”(p. 53)
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16.

“Symbolic evaluative subsystem
The symbolic evaluative level is concerned with the symbolic systems that are used to appraise the
individual’s valuing of occupations. .... Aesthetic, moral, emotional, and economic value systems can
be employed to appraise the significance of particular activities....To understand how individuals piece
their lives together through occupation , we must probe to understand the symbolic systems that reside in
their consciousness and through which they evaluate the significance and meaning of occupation.

...0ur choices of occupation are influenced by feelings as much as they are by our
thoughts....Choices of occupation seem to be emotionally laden, but reciprocally, occupation can modify
emotional state.” (p. 53)
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17.

“Transcendental subsystem

This subsystem is concerned with the sense of meaning the person ascribes to his or her everyday
experiences over the course of a lifetime (Clark et al., 1991)....In life...the diverse occupations in which
we engage ultimately are unified by themes that define our personhood. At this level, the explanation of
occupation is similar to ...listening to a symphony, in which new movements that have different
tempos...are united by certain themes emerge in time. Yerxa et al. (1990) suggest that human beings are
authors of their life experience and must adapt to each successive chapter.”(p. 53)
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18.

“Summary

Through reference to the Model of the Human as an Occupational Being, we have provided a glimpse at
the vast interdisciplinary intellectual territory that needs to be traversed for an explanation of human
occupation. When we think about our patients as occupational beings, we must address all these levels,
but in doing so, we must guard against losing our sense of the essence of the person....The hierarchical
systems approach used here allows us to coherently import into the science interdisciplinary knowledge
that sheds light on the complexity of occupation, but systems thinking requires us to first and foremost
view people as actors negotiating in a world of meaning.” (p. 53)
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19.

“The research and scholarship program in occupational science

Assumptions and ethics

How will we guide decisions about the proper research methodologies for occupational science and for

the selection of knowledge to be assimilated into the discipline? Yerxa (1991b) believes that the

assumptions and ethics that have always guided occupational therapy should also be relied on in the

development of occupational science. She accords centrality to the following assumptions:

Occupational therapy provides therapeutic intervention to human beings, not to muscles or synapses or
superegos.

Human beings are complex, multileveled systems who act on and interact with their environments.

Unique human qualities include language, history, culture, and the endowment of life experiences with
spiritual meaning.

Occupational therapy is designed to enable people to adapt to the challenges of their environments
through the use of their hands, mind, and will (Reilly, 1962).

...Although it may be provided in a medical milieu, occupational therapy is different from and
complementary to medicine in its thought process, view of the human being, and scientific foundation.

.....These assumptions, according to Yerxa, imply that research in occupational science should be
neither reductionist nor tied to traditional methods of scientific inquiry. For although she views
experimental methods as acceptable for the study of physical matter, she regards them as inadequate for
developing theory about human occupation. The reasons are convincing.

First, traditional scientific method usually requires artificial environments in which to do experiments.
But human occupation is context-bound and therefore study occurs with the most credulity in natural
settings. Second, traditional methodologies are not designed to apprehend a sense of how the person is
experiencing and interpreting life events. Rather, the emphasis on objectivity discourages taking into
account the person’s point of view. Finally, traditional research methodology, because of its reductionist
focus, does not lend itself to the study of complex systems changing over time. Adopting Gergen’s
(1982) view, Yerxa believes the research methodologies for occupational science and the studies we
deem as most relevant to it should emphasize context embeddedness, change through time, and
voluntary action...Yerxa goes on to suggest that occupation scientists invent new methods of scientific
inquiry that are particularly well suited to the study of the interpretive dimension of occupation. The
gualitative approaches she lists as having the potential for advancing occupational science are the life
history method (Langness & Frank, 1981), naturalistic inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), systems theory
(Sameroff, 1982), ethnography (Geertz, 1973), and historical methods (Stone, 1979), and others.

... The primary goal of occupational science is to disseminate knowledge about the form, function,
and meaning as well as the sociocultural context of occupation so that occupational therapy can be
nurtured. It should be made clear that any research that elucidates basic knowledge about occupation
has the potential of falling within the conceptual boundaries of this new academic discipline.” (p. 54)
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20.
Occupational science’s legacy of return to occupational therapy:

therapeutic application

We have stressed that the academic discipline of occupational science grew out of the foundations,
ethics, and assumptions of occupational therapy. Its legacy of return to occupational therapy will consist
of knowledge that will become available for therapists to draw on to enhance the potency of their
treatment approaches. It is expected that occupational science will generate a shift in the emphasis of
practice, not a reconstruction. Techniques currently used will continue to be used, but may be reframed
in a context that unmistakably gives occupation the central position. (p. 54)

... The knowledge produced by occupational scientists may generate frustration in therapists who may
feel increasingly constrained by fiscal and other concerns of practice. Appreciating the complexity of
occupation and the central place it has in people’s lives, occupational therapists may insist that their
roles be expanded and redefined. They may wan to do in-depth hermeneutic interviews, to co-develop
daily itineraries of occupation with their patients, to analyze the diaries of patients on their occupational
patterns and their emotional reactions to (p. 55) them, and go with their patients to their homes and
places of work and leisure.

Occupational science may also assist therapists in understanding the complexity of occupation.” (p.
56)
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21.

“Summary

This chapter has traced the links of occupational science to occupational therapy. Occupational science
is a new social science that is expected to nurture occupational therapy, while resting on its ethical and
philosophical foundations. Its focus is on the study of the human being as an occupational being. The
Model of the Human as and Occupational Being was presented as an heuristic for organizing the
interdisciplinary knowledge that contributes to and understanding of occupation. Research approaches
to be taken in occupational science were discussed in relation to the ethics and values of occupational
therapy. Some preliminary reflections were made on the ways in which occupational science may
contribute to a shifting emphasis in occupational therapy.” (p. 56)
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22. BEST7 74/ > >The Model of the Human Subsystems that Influence
Occupation
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