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INTRODUCTION
Spirituality has been a controversial concept within the profession 
of occupational therapy and a cause of much debate and a range 
of viewpoints. The Canadian Model of Occupational Performance 
and Engagement defines the concept of spirituality as the core of 
the model and integrates it into occupational therapy practice1. 
However, Duncan still highlights the fact that this definition is 
inconsistent, although he agrees that ‘…its position is justified, as 
spirituality resides in persons, is shaped by the environment and 
gives meaning to occupation’2:83. Therefore spirituality is considered 
as one of the significant elements of the holistic approach that pro-
motes the health, quality of life and well-being of individuals, groups 
and communities in the South African context. Spirituality refers to 
a dynamic and intrinsic aspect of humanity through which persons 
seek ultimate meaning, purpose and transcendence, and experience 
relationships to self, family, others, community, society, and nature, 
both significant and/or sacred”3:646. Spirituality is expressed through 
beliefs, values, traditions, and practices3:646. There have been studies 
in the literature reporting the benefits of considering spirituality 
in health care. The benefits of spirituality in health include stress 
control, providing better coping mechanisms, richer social support, 
hope and improved compliance; it engenders positive thinking, 
builds trust, social capital, integration and greater psychological 
resources, and strengthens personal values and worldview4,5,6. 
Additionally, previous studies indicate that spirituality has positive 
effects on social, mental and emotional health. These benefits seem 
to provide human beings with meaning and purpose in life. Hence, 
human beings tend to turn to their beliefs and values to assist them 
to cope with any life crisis, hardships and illnesses because of the 
benefits gained from their spirituality.

Literature review
There have been a number of studies that highlighted the impor-
tance of spirituality in community development that appeared to 
promote social change in individuals and communities7,8,9. Commu-
nity development is “the process in which members of a community 
attempt collaboratively to promote what they consider to be their 
collective well-being through unity of action”7:321. Similarly, it has 
been shown that spirituality in community development “seeks 
to remove those things that suppress the expression of individual 
and collective empowerment”7:324. It is highlighted that spirituality 
shapes our relationships with others and our environment as well 
as our interconnectedness, which, in turn, promotes an holistic 
framework. The holistic framework comprises social justice, eco-
nomic fairness, human rights and ecological sustainability. Hence, 
the links between spirituality and community development acknowl-
edge diversity, which indicates that power and resources (social, 
cultural, economic and environmental) tend to be distributed in an 
equitable manner to enhance interests, beliefs, practices and healthy 
communities through health promotion10. Chile and Simpson7 em-
phasise that the connection between spirituality and community 
development seems to promote social justice that facilitates radical 
transformation of community structures. This is supported by the 
humanitarian values that include social justice, altruism (Watson and 
Duncan11) and benevolence, humanism, integrity, justice, mutuality, 
receptivity, respect and responsibility, as well as trust (Spittles12). 
These humanitarian framework values were found to be related 
to spirituality and community development toward social change. 

However, in their comprehensive discourse on spirituality and 
community development, it was found that the lack of recognition 
of spirituality as part of community development seems to impede 
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the effectiveness and interventions of individuals and collectives12,13. 
This indicates that development workers did not consider the im-
portance of spirituality, despite the fact that it seems to influence 
communities’ understanding of their world when making their 
decisions and taking action. As a result, it has been reported that 
the “failure to recognise the centrality of their spirituality ultimately 
robs the poor of opportunities to tap into whatever strength, power 
and hope that this dimension gives them, and deprives them of the 
opportunities to reflect on and control how their development and 
spirituality shape each other”13:31-32. Additionally, Ver Beek13 points 
out that failure to acknowledge communities’ capacity to identify 
their own values and priorities seems to influence their ability to 
reflect on how spirituality might shape their future. It has been 
reported that ignoring issues of gender, class and ethnicity, together 
with spirituality and religion, as part of community development 
might have an influence on how the communities express their 
needs. Consequently, Ver Beek13 suggests that outsiders should at-
tempt to learn and understand the local knowledge systems which 
are considered to be important for various communities where 
they tend to do projects as part of community development. In 
addition the outsiders may engage in dialogue with the community, 
apply their observation skills and engage in local practices of the 
community. Individuals and collectives should be provided with 
opportunities to reflect on their beliefs and their practices which 
are related to spirituality, as well as options which may preclude 
or help in achieving their communal goals. Similarly, communities 
involved in community development should be allowed to decide on 
their own goals and how they will attain them with outsider facilita-
tion. Ver Beek13 indicates that strengthening a community’s actions 
may enhance community participation and promote its spirituality. 
Despite the significance of spirituality in community development 
however, little is known about spirituality in community develop-
ment and occupational therapy fieldwork education.

Community development is regarded as an integral part of 
promoting transformation in higher education to contribute to 
social capital and prepare graduates to be active members of the 
communities in which they live and work. This aligns with the goals 
(8 and 9) of the White Paper on the Transformation of Higher 
Education in South Africa14:14. These goals include:

“To promote and develop social responsibility and awareness amongst 
students of the role of higher education in social and economic devel-
opment through community service programmes” and “To produce 
graduates with the skills and competencies that build the foundations 
for lifelong learning, including critical, analytical, problem-solving and 
communication skills, as well as the ability to deal with change and 
diversity, in particular the tolerance of different views and ideas” 

As a result, occupational therapy fieldwork education introduces 
undergraduate students to individuals, groups, families and com-
munities using a population approach15 so that they may learn and 
understand the impact of what people do on daily basis regarding 
their health and well-being, particularly living in areas affected by 
poverty16-18. Community is defined as a “group of people with di-
verse characteristics who are linked by social ties, share common 
perspectives, and engage in joint action in geographical locations or 
settings”19:1929. Community development is a “process of organising 
and supporting community groups in identifying their health issues 
and strategies...; in the process the community becomes self-reliant, 
allowing it to gain decision-making power as a result of developed 
strategies and actions”20:1. It has been indicated that community 
members play an important role in driving their priorities and the 
implementation of actions to bring about social change21.

For instance, occupational therapy students in one of the univer-
sities in the Western Cape Province, South Africa, were introduced 
to three community development approaches as part of their com-
munity fieldwork education22. These included locality development, 
social planning and social action23. Locality development involves 
broad participation in the local community in identifying goals and 
actions. Conversely, social planning is the consideration of a top-

down approach whereby the professionals and experts identify and 
plan actions on behalf of the community. The third approach, social 
action, is when the disadvantaged communities advocate for justice 
and equal rights within their broader community. It has been shown 
that application of both community development approaches and 
health promotion seemed to assist occupational therapy students 
from one of the universities in the Western Cape Province to work 
with individuals and communities22. The partnership between stu-
dents and communities appeared to be an enabler that facilitated 
identification of community needs and maintained community 
participation and motivation22. Health promotion is “the process 
of enabling people to increase control over and to improve their 
health”24. The health promotion perspective is used in occupa-
tional therapy to promote empowerment of community members 
through education and skills development24,25. This concurs with 
Micallef’s26 and Laverack and Mohammadi’s27 explanation of em-
powerment, namely the process by which community members 
gain greater control over decisions and actions affecting their health. 
The Ottawa Charter of Health Promotion promotes the use of five 
strategies, including building healthy public policies; creating sup-
portive environments (culture, social, economic, political, physical 
and spiritual); developing personal skills; strengthening community 
actions and reorienting health service28. Regarding the strengthening 
of the community’s actions strategy, occupational therapy students 
are taught the importance of occupation-based practice in order 
to meet the immediate needs of all stages of development through 
engagement in meaningful and purposeful occupations. In addition, 
the students use occupational science to guide their understanding 
of humans as occupational beings who have occupational rights 
to participate in daily occupations. Hence occupational therapy 
models like the Person Environment Occupation Model seem to 
enhance occupational therapy students’, educators’ and clinicians’ 
understanding of the interaction and interdependence between the 
person, the environment and the occupation29.

Occupational therapy students are placed in diverse communi-
ties for six-week fieldwork placements as part of their fourth-year 
course. The occupational therapy students learn how to promote 
an holistic approach which comprises the physical, mental, social 
and spiritual components of the community members29-32. In ad-
dition, the occupational therapy students are taught to use com-
munity fieldwork processes and community development, as well 
as other approaches, to guide them in their community fieldwork 
practice30-32. One of the main outcomes of the community fieldwork 
process is that students should be able to demonstrate critical analy-
sis in applying knowledge and skills in community contexts using a 
population-based approach15,30. Similarly, the students are expected 
to apply the strategies of community entry, needs assessment and 
needs analysis so that they might address the community’s needs 
22,30-34. In addition, the students and community members employ 
the Assets Based Community Development (ABCD) strategy to 
map the assets around the community so that these resources 
may be identified and located, together with relevant organisations, 
with the aim of formulating networks within the communities35,36.

Several studies have revealed that both community fieldwork 
education and practice seemed to omit spirituality37-38. Regarding 
community fieldwork practice, the occupational therapy students 
learn to apply their knowledge and understanding of the commu-
nity fieldwork process by engaging individuals and communities 
in planning and implementation of the community projects27,32-35. 

Therefore, Kang36:96 refers to the community projects as ‘socio-
spiritual experiments’ because they seem to be community-driven 
and aim to reclaim local culture, local economy and local ecology 
in a spirit of ethical living, inclusiveness and spiritual well-being 
for all. These community-driven projects may be used in order to 
facilitate collective empowerment, community participation and 
engagement to bring about change in communities27,32-35.  Despite 
the fact that spirituality has been widely considered as a significant 
element of an holistic approach in community development and 
occupational therapy practice, there has, however, been limited 
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research on spirituality in the community fieldwork practice in a 
South African context. Occupational therapy educators and stu-
dents seem to face challenges in integrating spirituality and to be 
spiritually sensitive while providing occupational therapy services 
to diverse communities. In the occupational therapy profession 
little research has been done to explore the perspective of oc-
cupational therapy educators and students regarding spirituality in 
community fieldwork practice. Exploring educators’ and students’ 
perceptions can contribute significantly towards insights regarding 
spirituality in community fieldwork practice. Therefore the current 
study primarily aimed to explore occupational therapy educators’ 
and students’ perceptions regarding spirituality in the community 
fieldwork practice. Using the findings of this study, conducted on 
the perceptions of one university employing a community fieldwork 
process, can guide discussions of how spirituality can be integrated 
into community fieldwork education.

Research design and methods
An interpretive exploratory-descriptive qualitative approach was 
used in order to obtain a deeper understanding of the phenom-
enon of spirituality in community fieldwork practice39,40. The 
interpretive research values knowledge gained through social 
constructions, including language, consciousness and shared 
meanings, and emphasises the importance of the relationship a 
researcher has with the phenomena40. The population of the study 
comprised occupational therapy educators and students from one 
of the universities in the Western Cape Province, South Africa. In 
this study, purposive sampling was used to recruit the participants 
for the focus group discussions (FGDs)41. The first group, 11 third-
year students, were invited to be part of the study. The second 
group comprised seven third-year students who volunteered to 
participate in the study. A third group of participants was obtained 
by inviting 11 fourth-year students. All undergraduate occupational 
therapy students were registered in third and fourth year levels. 
Both females and males were selected for the study (Table I). The 
last group comprised nine occupational therapy educators who 
taught and supervised students in general fieldwork and those 
who specifically supervised community fieldwork practice. The 
participants were contacted and invited by one of the authors to 
take part in the study.

Table I: Characteristics of the participants

Variables
 Gender Total

Female Male

Educators* 8 1 9

Level of education:

B OT 1 0 1

Masters 4 0 4

PhD 3 1 4

Students* 27 2 29

Level of study

Third year students 18 0 18

Fourth year students 9 2 11

*Hereafter, ‘participants’ refers to both educators and students

Data collection and analysis
Four FGDs, which lasted between 50 and 80 minutes each, were 
conducted between February and July 2015. An interview guide 
was used to elicit participants’ perceptions regarding spirituality 
in the community fieldwork process. All FGDs were audio-taped 
and transcribed verbatim. Subsequently, all the transcripts were 
imported and organised in Atlas.ti7 software and analysed themati-
cally42, in conjunction with ‘noticing collective thinking’ (NCT)45. The 
first author (TGM) used the six steps of thematic analysis which 

guided the analysis through the process of ‘familiarisation and no-
ticing’42,43. This process relates to reading through the transcripts 
several times prior to analysing them in order to make sense of 
the data. Secondly, initial codes were generated based on the FGD 
transcripts which were relevant to the research scope while read-
ing line by line. Additionally, some of the codes were created using 
in-vivo coding by capturing participants’ words as codes. Thirdly, 
themes were searched from the families (categories) created in 
Atlas.ti 7. Fourthly, themes were reviewed based on the coded 
extracts and full data set and some of the themes were collapsed. 
In the fifth step, themes were named using exact words from the 
respondents as part of in-vivo coding. The sixth step involved the 
written recording of the findings, which was done through analytic 
narrative and data extracts. Two authors (LW and NVR) monitored 
the data analysis to ensure that the quality was maintained and 
consensus about the findings was reached.

Trustworthiness of the study
Trustworthiness was established and ensured by means of cred-
ibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability44. Credibility 
was established through prolonged engagement as the researcher 
spent sufficient time with the participants during data collection. 
Peer debriefing was conducted with LW and NVR to discuss the 
results of the study until consensus was reached. Member-checking 
was ensured through continuous validation with the participants 
to confirm that the transcriptions, categories, interpretations and 
conclusions were a true reflection of the participants’ perceptions. 
Additionally, an interview guide (Table II) was used for the FGDs 
for consistency throughout the interviews. Transferability was es-
tablished through the provision of thick description of the data and 
context. Dependability was ensured by providing dense descrip-
tions of the context, the sampling method and characteristics of 
participants, data collection and analysis. An inquiry audit was used 
to ensure that the researchers adhered to the plans of the research. 
Confirmability was established through an audit trail whereby the 
research process was honoured and researchers reached consensus 
about themes that emerged from the analysis.

Table II: Focus group interview guide

Item Questions 

1 Could you please tell me about how you think spirituality 
comes out in the community fieldwork process?

2 Could you give me examples from your own practice?

3 What are the strategies of community development that 
seem to be important for spirituality in community settings?

4 How did these strategies assist you to see spirituality in the 
community?

5 What activities do you think helped you to see that 
community members value spirituality?

6 Have you ever had an experience of seeing where 
spirituality plays an important part in another’s life or your 
life?

7 What exactly are the communities doing that will tell you 
now that they are considering spirituality as important to 
them?

8 What activities do you think can assist students and 
educators to learn more about spirituality?

Ethical consideration
Ethics approval to conduct the study was obtained from the Univer-
sity of the Western Cape Research Ethics Committee (14/4/18). The 
participants’ confidentiality and privacy were ensured throughout 
the study. Participants were also informed about the purpose of the 
study and about withdrawal from the study without any repercus-
sions, to which they gave written consent.



South African  Journal of Occupational Therapy  —  Volume 47, Number 1, April 2017

19

© SA Journal of Occupational Therapy

RESULTS
The following three themes with nine categories were identified: 
students’ exposure to spirituality in community settings, community 
development strategies and perceived enablers of spiritual occupa-
tions. Table III presents the themes and related categories.

Table III: Themes and categories

THEMES CATEGORIES

Students’ exposure 
to spirituality in 
community settings 

• Exposure in communities
• Improvement of students’ self-awareness
• “Journaling” facilitated students’
    reflections

Community 
development 
strategies

• “Community entry helps”
• Asset-Based Community Development
   (ABCD)
• Empowerment strategy

Perceived enablers of 
spiritual occupations

• Supportive environment
• Motivation from occupation
• Community project

Students’ exposure to spirituality in community 
settings
This theme highlights the participants’ perceptions about how 
students were exposed to spirituality within community settings. 
The participants expressed that the use of the community fieldwork 
process provided the students with an opportunity to have an un-
derstanding of spirituality. Additionally, the participants commented 
on the duration of six weeks in community settings as an enabler 
for students to learn about the communities and their spirituality.  

“The use of community process in communities exposes the students 
to it [spirituality].... they [students] talk to the concepts of spirituality 
that exist in a community.” (Educator 3)

“Being in community for six weeks, gave me an opportunity to know the 
community to the point that I was able to understand their spirituality, 
as they were engaging in spirituality on a daily basis and they appeared 
to be uplifted. I tried to be part of the community by experiencing their 
spirituality in order to be uplifted and positive.” (Fourth-year student 5)

Research confirms that students’ experiential learning through 
taking part in community activities seems to be an important method 
for contributing to both the cultural and the actual experience of 
spirituality as an important part of communities45.  Therefore, the 
findings of the current study suggest that students in community set-
tings should be allowed to experience personal spiritual growth and 
deepen their understanding of spirituality. As a result, the students 
may have an opportunity to enhance their confidence in working 
with community members of diverse spirituality.

One of the components of spirituality that was evident in the 
discourse of the participants was self-awareness. The participants 
believed that the community fieldwork process enhanced students’ 
self-awareness as they were able to learn about themselves. Further-
more, it appeared that the community fieldwork process was an en-
abler for students to understand their belief systems and spirituality.

“Students learned about themselves as persons and professionals 
through engaging with different communities. This exposure had to 
happen so that students may write anything down. I think that the 
exposure to learning experiences is very different in the community 
process.” (Educator 3)

“The community process allows students to get to know more about 
themselves as occupational beings. Students learned to relate to com-
munity members and the different people living in the community. 
Furthermore, the students needed to become aware of who they are 
regarding their belief systems and their spirituality.” (Educator 6)

The present findings seem to be consistent with other research 
in social work which suggests that ‘practitioners and students 

should understand their own spirituality and be open to others’ 
understandings of spirituality’45:74. Hence, Phillips45 emphasises that 
self-awareness seems to be an effective skill for enhancing com-
munity workers’ approach to consider spirituality in a community 
setting. Additionally, practitioners may learn to communicate with 
community members with empathy and without judgement, and 
by being more open to, and aware of, the spiritual dimension of 
communities.

The participants indicated that being in the community setting 
assisted them to have an understanding of certain elements of spiri-
tuality to which they were exposed. According to the participants, 
the understanding of the elements of spirituality enables them to 
connect with community members.

”Basically, you become aware of the various aspects of spirituality that 
you might engage in and be connected to it [spirituality].” (Fourth-
year student 5)

The findings of the current study corroborate Knudson’s find-
ings46, which state that students’ exposure to diverse communities 
tends to help them to use their opportunities to apply knowledge 
and skills learned in classroom. Hence, Knudson’s46 participatory 
action research revealed that students’ exposure enhances the 
importance of rationality and the spiritual dimensions of local com-
munity. This suggests that students seemed to learn more when 
they work together with communities.

Participants reported that journaling was an effective strategy 
that appeared as an enabler for enhancing students’ understanding 
of spirituality in community settings. Additionally, the participants 
noted that there was an improvement in students’ abilities to write 
journals. It appeared that the students who were placed in com-
munity used their journals and the community fieldwork process 
as enablers to enhance their self-reflection skills. The participants 
mentioned that personal and professional developments were 
enhanced due to writing the journals.

”The community process allowed proper journaling which facilitated 
students to be able to journal in that depth where they start looking 
at what they have done, what they have seen, and how it affects who 
they are as professionals.” (Educator 3)

”This is the process whereby the students identify who they are regard-
ing their belief systems and as spiritual beings. At the end of the process 
they often have the answer to who they are as a whole spiritual being 
and they also understand the community and community members as 
individuals within the community.” (Educator 6)

The above findings are consistent with Knudson46  who reported 
that students’ journaling promotes engagement in critical self-
reflection about their identity locations, as well as how they expe-
rience these within community settings. Therefore, the students’ 
journaling in community settings should be enhanced so that they 
may learn about themselves and others’ spiritual needs.

Community development strategies
This theme contextualises how community development strate-
gies were perceived as enablers of spirituality in community 
settings in which occupational therapy students were placed to 
practise service learning. According to Tareen and Abu Omar34, 
community entry is a prelude to any action that occurs in a true 
partnership with the community. Participants reportedly used 
community entry as an enabler for integrating spirituality in the 
community fieldwork process. Additionally, the participants 
confirmed that they entered the community with open minds in 
order to understand the community and the differences existing 
in the community. The participants highlighted that their theoreti-
cal knowledge of community development and the community 
fieldwork process adequately prepared them to have insight into 
how communities function. Similarly, participants shared that 
they employed community entry in order to enhance their un-
derstanding of spirituality in communities and to be familiar with 
community members.
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“The community process promotes community entry and orientation 
so that they [Community members] accept you.....” (Third-year 
Student 1).

The participants further indicated that the community entry was 
one of the community development strategies that was perceived 
as an enabler that assisted them to establish connections which led 
to collaborative partnerships with the communities. Similarly, the 
participants indicated that the community entry enabled them to 
feel  that they were part of the community.

“Community entry helped me; while in the community, you need to 
make friends, you also need to become part of the people in order to 
experience what they do on a daily basis and be one of the community 
members. It [Community entry] also makes you aware of differ-
ent facets that you personally didn’t previously engage in with your 
spirituality. Community development assisted me to engage in their 
spirituality so that I can motivate them to develop and carry on as part 
of their internal motivation to further develop within the community.” 
(Fourth-year student 5)

Drawing from previous studies, Asset-Based Community 
Development (ABCD) is a process whereby communities build 
networking relationships, locating the assets, skills and capacities of 
citizens and local organisations, rather than focusing on their needs 
and deficits3,35. Additionally, the aim of ABCD is to help people to 
improve their resilience, independence and well-being by focus-
ing on what can be done through communities working together. 
Therefore, participants reflected on their community fieldwork 
process experiences and it was clear that they regarded ABCD as 
an enabler that facilitated integration of spirituality in the community 
fieldwork process. ABCD’s activities, such as forming networks and 
connectedness, were perceived as enabling individuals, groups and 
communities to improve their health, quality of life and well-being. 
According to the participants’ discussions, these community mem-
bers had an opportunity to experience their own spirituality as they 
were able to formulate the networks that helped them to access 
resources within their communities. The participants further noted 
that spirituality was an enabler and asset that facilitated a sense of 
connectedness among community members.

“I am thinking of spirituality in the sense that people have experienced 
it, as they always form networks. This is an asset for the community. 
I think without spirituality the networks will not be strong; therefore, 
identifying spirituality as an asset also creates that connectedness.” 
(Fourth-year student 10)

Further evidence of using ABCD became apparent from the 
participants who regarded older adults in communities as hu-
man assets, and were more spiritual. Importantly, one participant 
reflected on the role of older adults in communities as they were 
more communicative and accepting, with more tolerance for people 
from diverse religions.

“Spirituality is mostly found in the older adults within the community, 
and it’s more pronounced in the older community. The other thing 
is that the older adults are accepting of other people with different 
religions.” (Fourth-year student 6)

ABCD strategy encourages communities to map their ca-
pacities and resources, cohesion, religious tolerance, harmony, 
connectedness, participation and self-worth in order to improve 
health and well-being35. Thus, ABCD strengthens communities’ 
sense of belonging, finding meaning and purpose in life through 
spirituality. Accordingly, various studies suggest that healthcare 
professionals and development workers should acknowledge the 
spirituality of the individuals and communities where they practise 
in order to prevent them being irrelevant, and be more spiritually 
sensitive11,38,45. Chile and Simpson7 emphasise that both spirituality 
and community development are the vehicles for social justice and 
transformation in communities. 

Participants noted that community members were able to take 
control of their lives when their spirituality was considered as a 

significant component of their health which resulted in collaborative 
partnership and empowerment. Additionally, the participants’ dis-
course indicated that the spiritual aspect encouraged communities 
to work together as a team regarding community issues, particularly 
those related to spirituality. 

“The community fieldwork process actually brought it [Spirituality] 
as it makes them [Community members] feel empowered. The em-
powerment strategy promoted community members’ willingness and 
acceptance to do anything that was related to their spiritual aspect, 
and they also felt that spirituality played an important role in the com-
munity.” (Fourth-year student 6)

Perceived enablers of spiritual occupations
This theme highlights the importance of spiritual occupations which 
promoted integration of spirituality in community settings where 
the participants were practising as part of community fieldwork. 
The theme consists of supportive environment, motivation from 
occupation and community projects. Supportive environment is one 
of the constructs, together with the person and the occupation, that 
influence occupational performance and engagement of individuals 
and communities 25,36. Therefore the participants elucidated that 
spirituality was a core element that contributed significantly towards 
creating the supportive environment in communities. This meant 
that the environment (social) facilitated a sense of connectedness 
as well as altruism among community members.

”Spirituality creates supportive environments within the community, 
particularly if they [Community members] share the same religion, 
and they have a sense of connectedness amongst each other.” (Fourth-
year student 7)

The participants perceived that there was a relationship be-
tween spirituality and occupation-based practice that enabled oc-
cupational engagement. According to the participants, spirituality 
was one of the facilitators that motivated community members to 
engage in the occupation of their choice that promotes health in 
the community.

”In occupation-based practice, we use spirituality as a means to 
motivate people to engage in their occupations as a part of their 
occupation-based practice.” (Fourth-year student 5)

”If they [Community members] engage in spiritual activities, it [Spiritu-
ality] motivates and enables them to actually engage in those activities 
that promote their health in the community.” (Fourth-year student 7)

The findings of this study are consistent with those of Wilding, 
May and Muir-Cochrane that spirituality was related to occupations 
which were life-sustaining47. Taken together, these findings suggest 
that spirituality seems to be the driving force that motivates and 
enables community members to engage in meaningful activities to 
enhance their health. The findings on spirituality and occupations ap-
pear to support Kang’s36 explanation about the importance of spiritual 
occupations among individuals, groups and communities. Thus we 
postulate that this result can be explained by the spiritual occupations 
that communities engage in as part of health-promoting activities.

Spiritual occupations are considered as diverse collective ac-
tivities that communities engage in as part of human occupation, 
and include prayer, scripture reading, devotional practices such as 
singing or chanting, meditation, yoga, tai-chi, participation in com-
munities of faith, and expressive arts36. The participants noted that 
the community members tend to participate in spiritual activities 
such as singing hymns and praying on a daily basis prior to meeting 
with them. These spiritual activities were perceived as facilitators 
of both social interactions among the communities and connec-
tions with God. Additionally, the spiritual activities reported by 
the participants seemed to provide community members with 
opportunities to practise their religious and belief systems which 
enhanced meaning and purpose in their lives.

“They [Community members] were practising their religion and faith 
as they were singing hymns and praying, and I also engaged in their 



South African  Journal of Occupational Therapy  —  Volume 47, Number 1, April 2017

21

© SA Journal of Occupational Therapy

spiritual activities, and I felt: wow this is a good way to keep oneself 
motivated!”.(Fourth-year student 5)

This finding corroborates Arrey, Bilsen, Lacor and Deschep-
per’s48  findings, who reported how prayer, meditation and religious 
activities were used as coping strategies to adjust and accept life, 
by which it can be seen that community members seem to value 
their spirituality and religious beliefs. Additionally, this may mean 
that occupational therapy students and clinicians should consider 
the importance of spirituality and the religious beliefs of the com-
munities.

Acts of Random Kindness (ARK) is a strategy used to highlight 
the importance of kindness and sensitivity among learners within 
the school community49. ARK is an act of acknowledging and ap-
preciating individuals who have done something good for someone 
else in the school community to promote positivity among learners 
and teachers. Interestingly, participants’ reflections have provided 
evidence of how they perceived spirituality within their projects, 
while the community resonates with the ARK strategy. For instance, 
one participant reflected on the ARK project that was initiated 
by a local primary school together with students, as part of the 
community project. According to the participant, the ARK project 
seemed to be related to the components of spirituality, particularly 
forming connections among the learners and teachers. Similarly, the 
participant noted that the ARK project appeared as a facilitator of 
social inclusion; kindness; sense of connectedness; social participa-
tion; harmony and Ubuntu.

Ubuntu is a traditional African concept that promotes human 
kindness and human relations through moral and spiritual conscious-
ness of what it means to be human and to be in a relationship with 
other people50. This concept of Ubuntu was evident in the project 
that the participants engaged in within the school community. The 
participants felt that spirituality enabled social participation among 
learners, teachers and families in the school setting through engaging 
in the ARK project. These elements seemed to facilitate inclusion 
of spirituality in the community fieldwork process.

“The project that I was currently busy with at a primary school was Acts 
of Random Kindness. I could connect it [Spirituality] to the kindness 
because community development is aimed at social inclusion through 
people showing kindness to other people..... Social participation is one 
of those of things that linked other people and created the harmony 
and Ubuntu within them. That’s how I experienced spirituality within 
the project. Doing something good for the other person promotes kind-
ness, in that way kindness is contagious so through me doing good you 
also want to do good to the next person.” (Fourth-year student 1)

The participant further reflected on the connections between 
the community members as they shared the same religion. Spiri-
tuality was also perceived as a facilitator for connections which 
enhanced social support among the community members.

“I know they [Community members] share the same religion. The 
fact is that all of the community members have it [Spirituality], and 
they walk to each other’s’ houses and it is such a small community, 
and they are all kind, know each other and that’s their spirituality as 
community and there is connectedness. Spirituality can also be geared 
towards you, as you need people and friends around you to rely on who 
can be part of spirituality.” (Fourth-year student 1)

Another participant felt that spirituality was integrated in the 
community fieldwork process because all the projects were mean-
ingful and supported by the community members. Moreover, it was 
reported that community members were organised and focused on 
the priority needs, and this led all the projects to be sustainable, as 
they owned them. Thus, the participants felt that the involvement 
of community members in all processes of their projects was also 
strengthening the spirituality of the communities.

“Spirituality links very much with what is important for the community 
and meaningful to them. At the end of the day, if I look at the identified 
projects and everything is basically run by the community, that’s what 

makes them so sustainable because it is strongly linked to spirituality.” 
(Fourth-year student 11)

The findings of the present study did not specifically reveal 
any of the community development approaches as an enabler for 
integrating spirituality. However, some of the assets identified as 
elements of ABCD in community settings seemed to support Roth-
man et al.’s23 description of locality development. This could be 
explained by the fact that locality development emphasises broad 
participation of the local community in identifying goals and actions 
in order to address their needs. Previous studies also showed that 
professionals and students are considered as enabler-catalysts to 
facilitate communities to address identified needs through the ap-
plication of a population approach to address structural and chronic 
poverty problems15,22, 27,31.

This is the first study in which occupational therapy educators’ 
and students’ perceptions regarding spirituality in the community 
fieldwork practice were explored in a South African context, and 
the study seems to suggest that the community fieldwork process 
may have the potential to enable spirituality in community settings 
through the use of the community fieldwork process. The findings 
of the study have a number of important implications for teaching 
and fieldwork education as well as practice. Regarding teaching 
and fieldwork education, the evidence from this study suggests 
that educators may need to introduce students to the concept of 
spirituality by being explicit about spirituality in the community 
fieldwork process. Similarly, the results of this study indicate that 
journaling seems to be an appropriate tool for enhancing students’ 
learning experiences and as a self-awareness exercise which may 
facilitate personal and professional development. It thus seems that 
the findings of the current study suggest that educators may employ 
reflective journals to assist students and occupational therapists to 
learn about their spirituality as human beings.

In relation to practice, it would appear that students and oc-
cupational therapists may need to have an understanding of how to 
use community development strategies (community entry, ABCD 
and empowerment) in order to enable community members to 
develop their meaning and purpose in life through their engage-
ment in spiritual occupations. It is important that students and 
occupational therapists should be equipped and be adept with 
spiritual dimensions of occupations in community settings to enable 
communities’ self-reliance and connectedness. This study was con-
ducted with educators and students from one institution of higher 
learning, and the findings may not be general to other populations 
of educators and students. However, it would indicate that further 
research would be of benefit and that it would be useful to conduct 
further research with educators and students from other institu-
tions with occupational therapy programmes in order to explore 
their views about spirituality and community. Another limitation of 
this study was that FGDs were used as the data collection method; 
it could be useful to consider journals in future studies as part of 
data triangulation.

CONCLUSION
The current study explored occupational therapy educators’ and 
students’ perceptions regarding spirituality in the community field-
work process. The evidence from this study indicated that both 
self-reflection and critical reflection, through the use of journaling, 
facilitated students’ self-awareness and learning about spirituality as 
part of the community fieldwork process. Community entry, needs 
identification and ABCD are strategies of the locality development 
approach which emerged as enablers of spirituality in community 
settings. These strategies appeared as enablers of spirituality in 
communities which created a supportive environment whereby 
community members were able to take control of their lives and 
make decisions about their health and well-being. The current 
findings add substantially to our understanding of spiritual occupa-
tions such as singing hymns and saying prayers that are related to 
religious and belief systems of community members. These spiritual 
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occupations are considered to be collective actions of communities 
that enhance occupational engagement. One of the more significant 
findings to emerge from this study is that spirituality appeared as 
the core element in communities where students gain their learning 
experiences as part of community fieldwork. Therefore, the findings 
of this study indicate that students and educators may need to be 
aware of their own spiritual needs and communities’ spiritual needs. 
Additionally, these findings seem relevant to enhance students’ and 
educators’ understanding of the role of spirituality in the community. 
The current findings provide impetus and motivation for students 
and educators to be more spiritually sensitive to their own and 
others’ needs while engaging in social contact with communities.
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