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Abstract

Background. In geriatrics, particular attention is paid to the role of an occupational therapist in a multidisciplinary
geriatric team. People commonly do not know who an occupational therapist is and how this person can help them.
Aim. The aim of the study was to investigate the social perceptions of OT according to the OT students. Materials
and Methods. The study group consisted of 2"-year students of Occupational Therapy from Poznan University of
Medical Sciences, who were expected to have good knowledge of their field. A total of 17 students took part in three
Jocus groups discussions (FGD). Results. During FGD, the following topics were discussed: the persons who have
the knowledge of OT — students and graduates of selected courses and OT clients including older individuals, the
place for OT in the system, in social perception — medical units, social units, education, the definition of OT, in social
perception — doing something, e.g., crocheting, a remedy for boredom, doing nothing, the recipients — persons to
whom OT is dedicated, in social perception — subjects with certain medical conditions, including older individuals as
an age group. Conclusions. We believe that our students and graduates will bring a new dimension to the perception
of their profession. Indeed, several scientific papers indicate changes in the social perception of the availability of
OT in the care system as well as ongoing OT professionalisation in different countries. Older adults will benefit from
the development of professional identity of occupational therapists. (Gerontol Pol 2023; 31; 77-81) doi: 10.53139/
GP.20233118
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Streszczenie

Wprowadzenie. W geriatrii zwraca si¢ uwage na role terapeuty zajeciowego (TZ) w zespole geriatrycznym. Jednak
ludzie czesto nie wiedzq, kim jest TZ i jak moze im pomoc. Cel. Celem badania byta ocena spotecznego postrzega-
nia TZ, w opinii studentow terapii zajeciowej. Material i metody. Grupe badang stanowili studenci 1l roku Terapii
Zajeciowej Uniwersytetu Medycznego w Poznaniu. Do badania wigczono 17 studentow, u ktorych przeprowadzono
dyskusje w trzech grupach fokusowych. Wyniki: Podczas grup fokusowych poruszono nastgpujgce tematy:kto posia-
da wiedzg na temat tego czym jest terapia zajeciowa — studenci wybranych kierunkow studiow i uczestniczy zajec TZ,
czesto sq to osoby starsze, gdzie jest miejsce - w odbiorze spotecznym - TZ w systemie — w jednostkach medycznych
i spotecznych oraz w edukaciji, jaka jest definicja TZ w odbiorze spotecznym — robienie czegos, np. szydetkowanie, le-
karstwo na nude, nic nie robienie, komu dedykowana jest TZ, w odbiorze spotecznym — osobom z okreslonymi scho-
rzeniami, ale tzn. wybranym grupom wiekowym, w tym osobom starszym. Wnioski: Uwazamy, ze studenci (a pozniej
absolwenci) wniosq nowy wymiar do postrzegania swojego zawodu. Rzeczywiscie, kilka prac naukowych wskazu-
Jje na zmiany w spotecznym postrzeganiu OT w systemie opieki, a takze postepujqcq profesjonalizacje tego zawodu
w roznych krajach. Osoby starsze bedq korzysta¢ z rozwoju zawodowego terapeutow zajeciowych. (Gerontol Pol
2023; 31; 77-81) doi: 10.53139/GP.20233118
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Introduction

There is no doubt today that a geriatric patient, due to
the complexity of their clinical situation, requires a ho-
listic approach that should be carried out by a team of
professionals from various fields. In countries with well-
-developed geriatric care, such as Germany, such a team
includes, among others, an occupational therapist [1].

Occupational therapists are highly qualified profes-
sionals who help clients/patients to gain or maintain in-
dependence in daily activities; they are also prepared to
assess the physical, psychological and social functioning
of the client/patient, identify areas of dysfunction, and
involve the client/patient in a structured programme of
occupational activity to overcome their problems and di-
sabilities.

Occupational therapy (OT) has a rich history thro-
ughout the world. This field grew out of the rising social
consciousness of the early 20" century, and at the same
time, became a profession, mainly in highly developed
countries [2,3].

Polish experiences with academically educated occu-
pational therapists are shorter. In 2012, the Faculty of
Health Sciences at Poznan University of Medical Scien-
ces (PUMS) was among the first in the country to offer
a professional curriculum: the Bachelor’s Degree in OT
(B.Sc., Polish title: Licencjat). The mission of the pro-
gramme is to provide professional education in OT, con-
forming to contemporary standards. Our graduates are
skilled hands-on generalist practitioners, client-centred
and occupation-centred in their approach to the profes-
sion.

Aim. The aim of the study was to investigate the so-
cial perceptions of OT, according to OT students.

Materials and Methods

Groups of OT students from PUMS approaching the
end of their 2" year (n=23) were invited to take part in
the study, as they were expected to have good know-
ledge of their field. After the presentation of the study
protocol, all of them agreed to participate and gave the-
ir written consent. They were twenty females and three
males (which was typical for the gender structure of OT
students and practitioners in Poland).

The method of focus group discussions (FGD) was se-
lected as the most appropriate one for the study. It uti-
lises group synergy and stimulates processes associated
with the group context of shaping and expressing opi-
nions which are created as a result of the mutual stimu-
lation of participants. Moreover, focus groups provide
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an opportunity for data to emerge as a result of dynamic
interactions between group members [4].

Three FGD were organised, each composed of 5-6
participants, led by a professional moderator. The sub-
ject of the discussion was the situation of OT in Poland.
The discussions concentrated on the topic: Why is the
social reception of OT poor?

The discussions were recorded and then transcribed.
The analysis of transcripts was performed by two inde-
pendent researchers, based on the grounded theory me-
thodology described by Corbin and Strauss [5-7]. One
of the main advantages of this approach lies in its well-
-structured and practice-oriented method in generating
grounded theory [8]. A key issue in this approach is co-
ding — the operation by which data are broken, concep-
tualised and put back together in new ways — the open
coding and after that, the axial and selective coding were
performed. All variables were discussed until a consen-
sus was reached.

The project was approved by the Bioethical Commit-
tee of Poznan University of Medical Sciences, Poznan,
Poland.

Results

As far as the social perception of OT in Poland is con-
cerned, four main categories were identified with related
subcategories (Table I). Students discussed:

— the persons who have the knowledge of OT

— the place for OT in the system, in the social per-
ception

— the definition of OT, in the social perception

— the recipients — persons to whom OT is dedicated,
in the social perception.

The following has been pointed out:

1. The most members of the public have no knowledge
of OT. Hence the students are frequently asked what
OT is all about.

e “Even in the circle of my friends, if I say I'm stu-
dying OT, then I hear: and what is it? As I begin to
explain what it is about, I hear that it is just some-
thing like painting.”

Some believe OT is something between physiothera-

py, nursing and psychology, and artistic actions. The

professionalism of OT is often depreciated — such stu-
dying is not studying, it is not a profession, you will
just play with plasticine, crayons, whatever... The
perception of OT as a minor artistic activity is streng-
thened by views like I have no talent, no ability, I am
not good for the therapy. This means a misunder-
standing of the fundamental role of therapy in which,
when creating, the most important and valuable is the
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Table I. Summary of categories and subcategories identified during focus group discussions of OT students on social per-
ceptions of OT in Poland

Category

Sub-category

Example

Students and graduates of select-

Citation

In fact, many people do not know what it is.
And if they know, they are usually students of

ception

tic occupations

Studying ed courses, mainly pedagogics, ; .
The persons : pedagogy or medical studies or people who
who %ave U BRI D) are after such courses, and so they work
the knowledge Clients of OT and their environ-
of OT Particioation | Ments, parents of children with Older people often know because they partici-
P disabilities, older persons in care | pate in OT activities, e.g. in sanatoriums
homes, word of mouth
— : _ | In hospitals (...) only in psychiatric wards,
Medical units Eﬁ%‘{ﬁg%ﬁ?@mc wards, daily psy there is an OT lab, and that is one for the
entire hospital
The place for OT in OTi . .
n . ] : is, for example, working with mothers who
the system Social units | Prisons, homes for single mothers e T e e T
Efeateh Schools, care, and education There are places where social skills are im-
centres proved, such as care and education centres
Doing something, e.g., crochet- s o " : :
S : ? t is viewed as such a filling the time, without
Passing time Innc?th gﬁmedy for boredom, doing any therapeutic function
The definition of OT 9
in the social per- Other therapeu- | Branch of physiotherapy, balneo-

therapy

OT is a faction of physiotherapy

Artistic occupa-
tions

Seasonal decorations, cut-outs,
painting, singing

OT is more fun than working with a patient

The recipients
of OT in the social
perception

Age groups

Older persons, children

Occupational therapy is associated with old
age and mental iliness, and these are two
things people do not want to talk about

Certain medical
conditions

Psychiatric patients in hospitals,
neurological post-stroke patients,
oncological patients

OT is applicable in post-stroke neurological
patients; you can quickly reverse the damage
that has occurred

process of creation, not the perfection of the object

produced. The myth that it is just filling the time, that

is to say, so that people do not get bored, and not to

gain anything in terms of fitness and independence, is

deeply rooted.

The students, based on their own experience, stated

that doctors, first of all, do not know what it is, and

we are supposed to work with them.

On the other hand, one of the students stated that

® many persons “as soon as they are explained what
OT is, they often say that this is a cool thing.”

2. The incorrect perception of the field results — at least

in part — from the lack of professional knowledge,
skills, and competencies of non-academically educa-
ted occupational therapists.
“Occupational therapists sometimes create a false
picture of what OT actually is (...) they take people’s
time without thinking how to help them (...) they use
some techniques they are accustomed to and (...) they
do origami everywhere...”

Discussion

OT, as a profession, is in its developmental stage in
Poland [9]. A contemporary occupational therapist is a

client’s/patient’s assistant, advocate, educator, and advi-
sor. These new professional roles call for the creation of
a new image of the profession while, so far, little atten-
tion has been drawn to develop a tangible public percep-
tion of occupational therapists. Redefining professional
roles depends upon the presence of socially and cultural-
ly competent practitioners as well as activities and chan-
ge agents [10], both organisational and social. Develo-
ping new professional roles also seems a logical conse-
quence of the changes in formal professional education
and training of occupational therapists in Poland.

Students of OT conceptualise thinking about the di-
scipline and develop their own professionalism during
their studying at the university. The teaching methods
are expected to be up to date and include modern tech-
niques, such as learning by doing [11]. During the di-
scussions, our students also used relevant examples and
their own broader societal context to understand profes-
sionalism. The needs of better legal, organisational and
educational context, pointed by our participants, are also
indicated in published papers [12,13]. Similar concerns
were also expressed by therapists in other countries
[14,15].

The important role of OT in supporting older people
is demonstrated by the fact that students indicated ol-
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der adults as recipients of this kind of therapy, and par-
ticularly — among the medical units where occupational
therapy is conducted — the psychogeriatric wards. Inde-
ed, the role of OT in the so-called ageing in the place
is stressed [16]. Furthermore, the need to perform OT
specifically in the place of residence of the client is em-
phasised. A significant feature of the social perception of
OT in Poland is that it is being located only in institu-
tions (social care units, hospitals, and outpatient clinics),
whereas, in countries with long therapeutic traditions,
the occupational therapist’s working setting is equally
the community, that is, the client’s/patient’s living envi-
ronment [17].

As for the social perception of OT in Poland, lack of
knowledge about the profession, combined with the past
picture of practitioners without university-level educa-
tion, provokes prejudicial stereotypes. Cook and Stoeker
reviewed numerous studies on the creation of stereoty-
pes by medical students of different fields and medical
practitioners [18]. In most cases — also among occupa-
tional therapists — the self-assessment was higher than
that of other professionals. Likewise, the participants of
our study in their statements presented a positive image
of their profession. Still, the students often face ignoran-
ce and inadequate social perception among both laymen
and other professionals. This phenomenon was similarly
observed in other countries, for example, a paper in Bri-
ghton Journal of Research in Health Sciences [19] de-
scribed an abnormal image of OT practitioners presented
in articles published mainly by medical doctors in Bri-
tish medical journals.
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An important strength of the focus group method is
the collection of opinions of several individuals and in-
sights gained into the way they are formed. Additional-
ly, we were able to include students of three consecutive
years, so their opinions should be representative of the
OT course at our university.

Conclusions

We believe that our students and graduates will bring a
new dimension to the perception of their profession. Inde-
ed, several scientific papers indicate changes in the social
perception of the availability of OT in the care system as
well as ongoing OT professionalisation in different coun-
tries. Older adults will benefit from the development of
professional identity of occupational therapists.
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