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INTRODUCTION
This paper is composed as an opinion piece on what the author 
considers to be four inter-related phenomena that are and continue 
having a substantial impact upon the transformation of occupational 
therapy, and if it is to become capable of meeting the future health 
demands created by these phenomena, we need to take notice. It is 
therefore written as a provocative piece, and because of the rapidly 
evolving nature of the phenomena discussed, does not attempt 
to	provide	definitive	conclusions	or	solutions	but	rather	to	pose	
possible scenarios that occupational therapists and occupational 
scientists should, in the author’s opinion, take into consideration 
and research further if we are to plan for, and remain contributors 
to, the state of health and wellness of our future world.

Modern-day phenomena contributing to a potential 
occupational catastrophe
The four phenomena are: the digital revolution; global warming & 
climate change; global unrest; and the COVID-19 pandemic. Never 
before in the history of occupational therapy have we faced such a 

challenging	future	in	terms	of	the	changing	face	and	profile	of	human	
occupation. The rate of technological advancement in the current 
digital revolution and the effects of global warming and unrest are 
occurring at such a rate that it is virtually impossible to keep pace 
with them. The emerging impact of the corona virus will be with 
us months or even years into the future and it is also not impossible 
that other pandemics may emerge more frequently in the future. 
The	effects	of	these	upon	our	global	occupational	profile	are	such	
that human occupational performance areas and domains as we 
have come to know and understand them, may be substantially 
modified	within	the	next	decade	or	two.	
This	opinion	piece	will	briefly	attempt	to	outline	how	the	impact	

of these four global phenomena has resulted in the emergence of 
occupational chaos and related problems which will impact upon 
the health and quality of life of humanity. In addition - because of the 
apocalyptic effects of global warming, global unrest and pandem-
ics	-	these	may	raise	deep	spiritual	concerns	and	ethical	conflicts	
that will compound the impact upon the health and wellness and 
quality of life of humanity1.
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Through an extensive scrutiny of relevant print and online media, research publications, global reports and against a participatory oc-
cupational justice framework (POJF), the author explores 4 phenomena that are increasingly impacting upon human occupation. They 
are the 4th industrial revolution with its accelerated technological advancement; global warming and the concomitant climatic changes 
that are collectively causing human and agricultural displacement with catastrophic side effects; global unrest which is resulting in the 
displacement and disruption of large numbers of people and the corona virus pandemic with its emerging effects upon so many aspects 
of human existence.   

This is an opinion piece in which the author proposes a potential scenario that will change the face of human occupation and con-
tribute towards considerable threat to the health and wellness of humanity. A scenario in which many occupations will be replaced by 
advanced technology and/or activities of daily living transformed by climate change. This, together with human displacement, will result 
in millions of people being jobless and the profile of human occupation changing. The impact of the corona virus remains an emerging 
phenomenon that is and will continue to have far reaching effects upon human behaviour, occupation, health and the global economy. 
A further consequence of all these phenomena will provide the world with spiritual, ethical and moral dilemmas that threaten to chal-
lenge the training and capabilities of health professionals.

As health professionals with a profound understanding of the physical, mental and spiritual importance of human occupation upon 
the health of humanity, occupational therapists will need to decide whether or not they are going to react creatively and proactively to 
these challenges or remain within the boxes of their past.

Guided by the collaborative ethos and enablement skills of the Participatory Occupational Justice Framework (POJF), and current 
proactive movements within the WFOT and occupational science, the author suggests a tentative approach the occupational therapy 
profession can adopt in order to contribute to the continuing wellness of humanity and how it may need to transform in order to prepare 
itself to accost and overcome these challenges.

OPINION PIECE
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The opinions in this paper were based upon a review and 
broad thematic analysis of the impact of these phenomena upon 
human occupation as revealed through relevant journals, media, 
congressional publications, and backed up with reports from 
reputable international organisations such as the United Nations 
Human Rights Commission, World Economic Forum, International 
Panel on Climate Change, the United Nations International Labour 
Organisation and WFOT. 

A participatory occupational justice (POJ) lens was applied 
during the analysis wherein the underlying concepts of occupation, 
enablement, and justice relating to these phenomena were explored 
against an impending, potentially catastrophic scenario. As such it 
will require negotiated, collaborative power relations in order to 
find	solutions	to	it.	The	POJ	framework	specifically	focuses	upon	
raising consciousness and critical dialogue amongst professionals 
working in situations that require collective action around issues 
where there may be occupational injustice2.  

Based upon this analysis, the author provides some suggestions 
for how these phenomena will impact human occupational behav-
iour	and	probably	change	the	occupational	profile	of	the	world	to	
one in which joblessness and related occupational disruption will in 
turn impact upon the state of wellness and quality of life of humanity. 
A rapidly emerging future in which millions will be displaced, unem-
ployed, underemployed, intermittently employed and redeployed 
and many future generations may never be employed in work as 
we know it today. The potential effects of this upon could become 
so severe that global collaborative consensus may have to redesign 
the occupational landscape of the future to provide the necessary 
occupational incentives and spaces that will reduce health risks and 
give hope and quality to the lives of the many who will be affected.

The collective consequences of these four phenom-
ena upon the occupational profile of the world:
 
The	author	 acknowledges	 the	enormous	benefits	of	 the digital 
revolution	upon	the	efficiency	and	speed	of	productivity,	the	out-
standing	advancement	and	benefits	of	health	related	innovations,	
and	 the	 extraordinary	benefits	 it	 has	 had	 globally	 in	 connecting	
people and allowing substantial work to continue online during 
pandemic lock downs. However one has to seriously caution an 
over-optimistic and unbridled approach to this digital revolution. Just 
as the world once delighted in the discovery of plastic and petrol 
driven cars, we need to be very cautious about the long term effects 
of what some digital technology will have upon human occupation, 
health and spirituality3.

Klaus Schwab, founder and executive chairman of the World 
Economic Forum maintains that the digital revolution will impact 
not only upon what and how we do things but also upon the very 
essence of who we are, our identities and issues related to our no-
tions of privacy, ownership, and changes in the patterns of time that 
we devote to the various activities of daily life we are involved in4.

The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change are working towards keeping a global temperature rise to 
1.5 degrees Celsius. Life on earth will be seriously compromised 
should global warming rise above 2 degrees Celsius. According to 
the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) at the current 
rate of warming, the world could reach a 1.5° C increase within 
the next 10 years.  Amongst many other seriously disturbing occur-
rences, there will be rising sea levels from melting icebergs that will 
displace millions of people. Human displacement is exacerbated by 
catastrophic	flooding	and	massive	forest	and	veld	fires,	which	we	

are experiencing in many parts of the world5. 
The outcome of these increasingly catastrophic events is that 

apart from the life threatening trauma they cause, they will also 
result in substantial emotional trauma through possible loss of loved 
ones, pets, homes, belongings and jobs. This will have implications 
for the victims’ mental health and occupational habits. The author 
also anticipates that these factors will create moral and ethical 
dilemmas related to occupational justice, unprecedented in the 
history of occupational therapy and occupational science. 

Global geopolitical restlessness is increasing due to a complex 
combination of circumstances related to territorialism and ideologi-
cal differences, competition for dwindling worldly resources and the 
greed and reciprocal ego-bruising of powerful narcissistic leaders. 
Many	 refugees	who	 flee	 the	 violence	 and	 unrest	 into	other	

countries seek peace and security in asylum in different countries. 
Frequently additional tensions and exploitation arise between 
the refugees and their host country because they pose a threat 
to already strained resources and job opportunities within host 
countries. South Africa is already experiencing the unpleasant 
consequences	of	Xenophobia	 that	have	arisen	since	an	 influx	of	
refugees from other African countries.

As this article goes to press, we are still in the midst of the  
COVID-19 pandemic and because of its novelty, uncertainty 
remains about what the ultimate duration and consequences of it 
will be.  The global upheaval has, according to the United Nations, 
resulted in a human, economic and social crisis6 of which the long- 
term	effects	upon	humanity	are	currently	unquantifiable	with	regard	
to employment, the world economy and health.

On a positive note the temporary periods of prolonged lock-
down,	 appear	 to	 have	 demonstrated	 beneficial	 effects	 globally	
upon the reduction of carbon emissions which has provided some 
respite for our suffocating world and perhaps slightly slowed down 
the speed of global warming for the moment.  

The disruption to routine in essential healthcare services to 
make way for the COVID-19 onslaught has impacted negatively on 
the provision of general health care in South Africa7. In addition, pro-
viding a compassionate and holistic service within an enforced sterile 
environment is seriously restrictive and must impact negatively upon 
occupational therapy interventions particularly for children and 
institutionalised people with disabilities. However this paper will 
not discuss how these aspects of COVID-19 impact occupational 
therapy delivery but will rather focus upon the long-term implica-
tions it has for human occupation and in particular work, and how 
it	has	and	may	continue	to	impact	specifically	upon	mental	health,	
spirituality	and	quality	of	life,	and	the	ramifications	of	these	for	our	
transforming role as occupational therapists.

 The following are examples of the impact of these phenomena:

• They are reshaping the traditional size and structure of 
employment.
While new jobs will be created through digital technology, in 
its wake many jobs (especially routine, repetitive jobs), have 
largely been taken over by robots and computers resulting 
in	 substantial	 unemployment	 figures8. The Mckinsey report 
(2019) on the loss and gain of jobs in USA, estimated that 14% 
(375 million) of the global workforce may need to transition to 
new occupational categories and learn new skills. This report 
further suggests that by 2030 the occupational categories of 
approximately 40% of Americans will shrink9.  

Some sources suggest that in the near future, 50% or more of 
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current jobs could become obsolete10. The International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) in its trends for 2020 predicts that shortage 
of jobs and labour underutilisation are likely to continue into the 
future. Their report also recognises the inequalities prevailing 
in the labour market where, in some low-income countries, 
unemployment rates are much higher. Perhaps one of the most 
concerning	finding	was	that	there	are	approximately	267	million	
young people aged between 15 and 24 worldwide who are not 
in any employment, education or training11.  

The multiple impact of climate change resulting in agricultural 
displacement	due	to	rising	oceans,	desertification,	deforestation,	
pollution,	droughts,	 fires	 and	flooding	 -	will	 cause	 substantial	
reduction	in	livestock	and	crop	production	and	marine	fisher-
ies further threatening job and food security5. The March 2020 
United Nations Climate report maintains that this will have 
knock-on effects upon socio-economic development, human 
health, migration and displacement, and food security12. 

At the end of 2018, the United Nations Human Rights Com-
mission on Refugees13 reported 70.8 million people worldwide 
who	had	been	forcibly	displaced	as	a	result	of	persecution,	conflict,	
violence or human rights violations, and many of these include 
women	and	children.	It	is	not	difficult	to	imagine	the	impact	this	
must have upon occupational disruption and quality of life.

The ILO also noted that before COVID-19 spread world-
wide, global unemployment already stood at around 190 mil-
lion.	The	latest	assessment	reflects	that	full	or	partial	lockdown	
measures	 affected	 almost	 2.7	 billion	workers	 (four	 in	 five	of	
the world’s workforce) and that millions could become unem-
ployed14. As a result there will be rapidly intensifying economic 
effects upon the world of work and these effects appear to be 
far	worse	than	any	previous	financial	crisis.

Research from the World Economic Forum (WEF) estimates 
that 42% of the pandemic lay-offs will experience permanent 
job loss and in the long term COVID-19 will have profound 
consequences with regard to the reallocation of jobs, workers, 
and	capital	across	firms	and	locations	and		that	people	with	the	
lowest incomes are the most vulnerable to job loss15.

A South African National Income Dynamics Study – Corona-
virus Rapid Mobile Survey (Nids – Cram) in July 2020, revealed 
that	three	million	jobs	were	lost	after	the	first	month	of	lock-
down. In addition employment has declined substantially and the 
effects	of	this	are	most	significant	for	the	most	disadvantaged,	
particularly the poor and women16. 

In view of this it is unlikely that we will ever be able to cre-
ate enough jobs for all those eligible for them in future. It is also 
likely that work will progressively become scarcer so that mil-
lions of people may never experience work as we know it. The 
general time frames for our daily activity clocks may continue to 
change with the prospect of leaving millions with days in which 
there will be long periods of available time during the day that 
would	otherwise	have	been	filled	with	work	related	activities.	
Such conditions can contribute to a sense of hopelessness and 
are likely to impact upon quality of life.

• Upskilling of existing workers and skills development of 
emerging workers to new types of work.
Although some jobs are dying there are also new ones emerg-
ing. In addition to this, in comparatively low socio-economic 
countries, there are established and emergent occupations that 
need	to	be	factored	into	new	classifications	of	occupations.	For	
example in many low economy countries, we have a category 

of workers referred to as ‘waste collectors/pickers’. They have 
emerged out of a world of poverty to become opportunistic 
collectors of recyclable waste such as tin, glass, metal and paper 
for which they get paid. Their role is symbiotically important in 
not only providing an income but also in providing a proactive 
solution to the growing problems of pollution our world faces. 

• There are changes in the traditional time, infrastructure, 
and site of work. 
The corporate world is transforming into “pop-up” businesses 
that are powered by what is known as “gig workers” who are 
employed on a free-lance basis for a particular performance or 
a	defined	time,	with	very	little	or	limited	connection	to	the	site	
of employment17. Duszynski18 maintains that in a post-pandemic 
world, many job seekers will look towards the gig economy for 
answers to unemployment. During the Covid pandemic busi-
nesses have had to rethink their work places and spaces. Statistics 
South Africa19 revealed in a survey conducted between April and 
May 2020 that nearly 78 % of its respondents who worked dur-
ing	the	lockdown,	did	so	from	home.	Given	the	beneficial	effects	
of the dramatic reduction in travel and thus carbon emissions 
during lockdown, future efforts to control carbon emissions may 
suggest that in future more people work from home and thus 
a whole new approach to occupational spaces and the delivery 
of certain categories of work.

• There are challenges affecting interpersonal relationships 
and the spiritual, moral and ethical integrity of humanity. 
We have yet to fully unpack and comprehend the impact of so-
cial media and virtual reality upon the total health of the world, 
with	its	quick	and	largely	superficial	gratification,	and	addictive	
influence.	Research	indicates	that	individuals	suffering	from	this	
addiction demonstrate an irrational, compulsive and excessive 
use of social media resulting in the affected person manifest-
ing mood changes such as anxiety, and depression, stress, low 
self-esteem and cognitive problems that may result in reduced 
academic performance20.

Health professionals should also question how this impacts 
on the physical, mental and spiritual integrity of those concerned, 
when their addiction results in a mostly inert, indoor and sed-
entary lifestyle. 

• Interactive digital technology and social media provides es-
sential interpersonal communication during times such as 
pandemics, where people may become isolated or separated 
from one another.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, interactive technology, social 
media and live streaming digital options were able to provide 
essential communicative resources for many in lockdown situa-
tions who would otherwise have been seriously isolated and cut 
off from family, educational and religious institutions and work. 
However, for all its advantages this resource still raises serious 
ethical concerns regarding equity, especially in low income 
countries such as South Africa, where disadvantaged learners 
and students may have  inadequate access to the internet and 
the appropriate digital technologies.

• There will be effects upon mental health.   
The combined effects of fear, isolation, uncertainty, hope-
lessness and related stressors that these phenomena cause, 
create a breeding ground for substantial and long-term 
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mental health disorders. 
The victims of extreme weather calamities and global unrest 

are often left bereft of their livelihoods, identities, relationships 
and memories, facing uprooted lives21. The impact of this upon 
their physical, psychological and spiritual well-being, with toxic 
stress, post-traumatic stress disorder, major depressive disorder 
and generalised anxiety disorders being common problems, 
recorded under such circumstances13,21,22. These are similar to 
those experienced by people quarantined under lockdowns 
and pandemics which includes other aspects such as insomnia, 
irritability, emotional exhaustion, boredom, anger, frustration and 
mood disorders that endure in some for months after quaran-
tine23. Problems related to mental health are arguably the most 
important contributors to the burden of disease and disability 
throughout the world and constitute a substantial portion of 
global disability statistics24.

• Effects upon spirituality.
In times when the global sustainability of humanity is threatened 
by climatic and unrest conditions, combined with a pandemic 
over all of which we have very little control, it is common for 
us to turn to what we consider as a higher power or God, and 
prayer, as a means to help us cope with our vulnerability. From 
an African perspective this pandemic has also highlighted the 
consequences as they relate to the concept of Ubuntu in which 
our inter-relatedness and interdependence upon one another 
is inseparable, but ironically in which this very interdependence 
has become life threatening in terms of what our contact with 
each other can mean should we become infected. 

In addition to this, under the pandemic the ability to come 
together in churches, temples, synagogues, mosques and other 
places of worship has been banned in many parts of the world, 
prohibiting millions from accessing an important source of 
spiritual nutrition. 

Positively, this weird situation in some instances has brought 
about a global united front to a common invisible enemy, result-
ing in unprecedented acts of altruism from those who are less 
affected towards those who have been adversely affected. And 
ultimately a rekindling of faith in many people who previously 
did	not	find	solace	in	placing	their	destiny	at	the	feet	of	a	higher	
power. Such changes in humanity could be positively harnessed 
in any new endeavours to deal with the crises that are likely to 
follow the current situation.

• A changing morality and socio-economic altruism?
The current state of the world on almost every level, spells 
out serious consequences for all living creatures of the future. 
Humanity has historically shown a propensity for placing more 
importance on accumulating material wealth at the expense of 
the health of environment and humanity. When 20 people own 
the same amount of wealth as 3.8 billion people who make up 
the poorest in the world25, then something is very wrong with 
the morality of our world. As the potential for natural disasters, 
pandemics and unrest heightens, humanity will have to become 
much more altruistic in terms of how we care for one another 
and thus also how we spread our wealth. Spurred on by the posi-
tive altruistic reactions to the COVID-19 pandemic this paper 
will optimistically assume that there will be an increasing global 
scenario	of	altruism	and	stewardship	which	will	influence	how	
we	as	occupational	therapists		contribute	to	finding	solutions	and	
interventions to the challenges created by these phenomena. 

The COVID-19 Pandemic and global warming have ironically 
created the perfect conditions for humanity to be galvanised 
into	an	anxious	reflection	upon	priorities	related	to	health	and	
survival versus material wealth. One of the positive possibilities 
emerging from this is that it may well become the catalyst as to 
how we transform the global economic distribution to create 
a more equitable world and how we can unify and collaborate 
as	a	global	family	to	find	solutions	to	life	threatening	and	health	
related problems. Occupational therapy and occupational sci-
ence have an important place in participating in the appropriate 
transformation platforms.

What is the role of occupational therapy? 
The essence of our humanness lies in our daily engagement in oc-
cupation and it is within this ‘doing’ of occupation as Wilcock26 puts 
it,	that	we	find	our	‘being’	which	includes	our	spiritual	being,	we	
feel that we ‘belong’ and ultimately we ‘become’ our identity within 
our communities and world. Each one of these components is es-
sential to being holistically healthy. According to Whalley Hammel27 

the priorities for human well-being of the majority of the world’s 
peoples are: belonging, connectedness and interdependence which 
echo’s with Wilcock. The preceding scenario suggests several 
rhetorical questions:

How can and does occupational therapy, through occupational 
science, respond to millions of hopeless, displaced and jobless 
people where a large proportion of the time used for their previ-
ous daily work occupations has become a vacuum? How do we 
transform human occupational opportunity to rebuild a sense of 
hope and meaning to disrupted lives?

 Should occupational therapy be concerned about, and respond 
to the effects of whether and how a digitally loaded and often 
disrupted world may have negative impacts upon the totality of 
psyche, body and spirit that makes us occupational beings? A hu-
manity whose brains, bodies and spirits are being rewired to adapt 
to this virtual, synthetic and accelerated existence? A humanity 
where many adults and children are becoming so caught up in the 
addiction of this technology that it is changing the very nature of 
how we interact with one another and with our natural world. 
How does this effect the holistic development of children and the 
connectedness and spirituality of children and adults?

Do we have a role to play in the future of this occupationally 
transforming world which raises many questions related to occu-
pational justice? The World Federation of Occupational Therapists 
(WFOT) and related organisations have been very proactive in 
creating a resource manual and other literature on occupational 
therapy for displaced people which is a positive start to what should 
become an ongoing and evolving quest to ensure that we play our 
part in contributing to these challenges21,28,29,30.

WFOT31,	in	its	definition	of	occupational	therapy,	emphasises	a	
human centred focus upon health and well-being which is brought 
about through humanity’s essential engagement in occupation. Its 
primary goal being to enable us, to be able to participate freely in 
the everyday activities and occupations of life. This can only be 
achieved by working collaboratively with people and communities 
and governments to “enhance peoples (sic) ability to engage in the 
occupations they want to, need to, or are expected to do, or by 
modifying the occupation or the environment to better support 
their occupational engagement”31:1. Thus any situation or circum-
stance that threatens the health and well-being of humanity globally 
by negatively impacting upon our ability to freely engage in some, or 
all the occupations of everyday life, requires a particular alertness 
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and vigilance on the part of the occupational therapy profession and 
occupational science as to how it will impact occupational justice.
The	WFOT	definition	of	occupational	therapy	implies	a	con-

sensus about the importance of our role in this future, but now we 
have to decide exactly what that role will be. It will certainly expand 
from the existing roles of largely institution-based and disability 
focussed interventions. It will need to redirect focus from individual 
and small groups to large groups of people and communities. It is 
also likely that the focus will be on prevention of health related 
consequences and the promotion of, as yet, newly emerging oc-
cupational lifestyles that enhance quality of life. I am not suggesting 
that we will ever digress from our original important role within a 
remedial, rehabilitation and disability focus, but that we will have 
to consider specialisations that go beyond the traditional boundar-
ies into a new arena, some of which are evolving as I write21,28,29,30. 

Most of it will have to be carefully and incrementally designed 
in consultation with appropriate role players and stakeholders. And 
certainly	planning	and	defining	the	new	role	will	require	interdisci-
plinary and inter-sectoral collaboration. Surviving this catastrophe 
requires a global collaborative effort and participatory approach27,2 

in a process of identifying, creating and implementing occupational 
opportunities, projects and spaces that would accommodate the 
needs of those affected. 

Rushford29 refers to an ‘occupational stewardship’ which posi-
tions occupation as a transformative medium in change, a socio-
ecological process of engagement which is closely related to the 
protection, preservation and management of natural resources and 
the wellbeing of the world populations. This stewardship process 
also requires ongoing collaboration within both governmental and 
non-governmental organisations worldwide.

 As implied above, in order for the profession to survive we 
must expand our role and scope of practise and diversify but in 
doing so, we must never lose the essence of what occupational 
therapy stands for, the core belief inextricably woven into our ethos, 
that links people as occupational beings to health and wellness21 
and particularly those made more vulnerable through disability or 
impending disability.

Research is already revealing how people’s involvement in non-
work occupations (and programmes) creates a sense of belonging 
and allows people in the absence of employment to retain their 
social and personal identities and a sense of inclusion. If we are to 
address meaningful occupational programmes, we should include 
occupations that are concerned with belonging, connecting, and 
contributing to others30 and our environment.

What follows are some speculative suggestions of principles 
that should be inherent in future transformative discussions. They 
are by no means exhaustive.

Principles underlying occupational therapy involve-
ment and interventions:
• At all times ensuring implementation of the basic principle that 

occupational rights are human rights (WFOT)31.
• Applying an ethos of occupational stewardship and collaborative 

engagement29 which requires careful and responsible manage-
ment of the well-being of the populations at risk. It requires an 
ethical approach which is particularly associated with environ-
mental protection, preservation and natural resource manage-
ment thus an eco-orientation to occupational transformation 
is essential. 

• Using a Participatory Occupational Justice Framework2 ap-
proach which ties in with that of stewardship and collaborative 

engagement. This means striving towards a situation in which 
all populations have the opportunities, resources, privilege and 
right to participate in their desired occupations and achieve 
their potential within such occupations. It emphasises com-
munity development and population approaches,  occupational 
participation, and ongoing   vigilance to power and inequity in 
everyday life. 

• It requires a critical or radical practice approach which focuses on 
transforming	and	influencing	regulations,	policies,	laws,	economic	
practices, media images, professional practices, and those forces 
that determine what people can and want to do, through col-
laborative means. It raises ethical, moral, civic, and philosophic 
questions about injustice and the tensions or gaps between ideals 
and the reality of communities or populations living everyday 
with inequitable disadvantages or oppression associated with 
natural disasters or avaricious societies 2,31. 

• Designed projects have to contribute to the betterment of the 
affected individuals, societies and communities. They should be 
sustainable and preferably provide incentives. 

• Because	of	its	evolving	nature	this	process	will	require	reflective	
practice and constant evaluation and adaptation of and to the 
efficacy	of	interventions2,22.

Suggested roles of Occupational therapists and 
Occupational Scientists:
• Providing consultative services to relevant role players regarding the 

planning, structure, and content of occupational programmes and 
spaces to accommodate the anticipated increase in the numbers of 
unemployed, partially employed, quarantined and displaced individu-
als. This may include health services, communities, appropriate 
professional groups, organisations, and relevant government and 
non-governmental organisations21.

• Working together with various role players and professions in 
identifying at risk populations in order to create appropriate occu-
pational spaces. These could accommodate at risk populations 
within meaningful, contributory occupational programmes and 
opportunities that will enhance societal upliftment. It essentially 
requires the development of transcultural, holistic and com-
munity centred interventions in which occupational therapists 
work	together	with	those	affected,	as	social	activists	fighting	for	
the necessary occupational justice27.

• Working together with religious and spiritual role players to provide 
opportunity for the nurturement and sustainability of spirituality. 

Statistics32 for 2018 revealed that approximately 84% of the world’s 
population ascribe to one or other religious belief system and only 
16% do not. The essence of the major world religions revolves 
around compassion and service to mankind and respect for God’s 
creation. How we serve mankind not only requires our involvement 
in various occupations, but by these very acts contributes towards 
the process of becoming more human. 

From its birth, occupational therapy has emphasised its belief 
on the holistic nature of humanity. Way back in the 1960s, Du Toit33 

based her model of Creative Ability upon the belief that ‘man’ is 
a totality of psyche (mind), soma (body) and spirit. That all these 
components interact upon, and together with one another, such 
that this interaction and diffusion, ultimately constitutes what the 
person is and becomes within their particular context.

Occupational therapy has in the last 20 odd years debated the 
place of human spirituality within our role and scope. Arguably this 
process is still open for discussion. However the author maintains 
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that if we consider humans as a totality of body, mind and spirit, but 
we fail to adequately articulate the link between human occupation 
and spirituality, then we are only responding to two thirds of the 
human condition and, as such, we negate the holistic nature of that 
totality. Our existing philosophy tends to emphasise humanism in 
our consideration of the occupational nature of humanity but it 
often excludes the importance of theism as it relates to spirituality 
and	its	influence	upon	how	humanity	uses	occupation	to	contribute	
to the wellness of each other and our world. 

CONCLUSIONS
The author has attempted to sketch the outline of an enormously 
complex potential for occupational catastrophe which is occurring 
at a speed that is almost impossible to keep up with. Because there 
are so many similar occupational challenges within the four major 
phenomena discussed in this paper, more research into these would 
be an essential step forward. 

It is not a question of whether this anticipated occupational 
catastrophe will happen, it is already happening, it is now a question 
of what we can do to lessen the impact. As a profession we cannot 
waste time. Leaders and protagonists in occupational therapy and 
occupational science, through their own associations and WFOT, 
need to come together to form a global advisory board and, us-
ing existing evidence, to strategise ways of prioritising the related 
problems, restructuring the occupational therapy curriculum and 
redefining	our	role	and	scope	in	order	to	include	essential	knowl-
edge that will equip us to meet these challenges and the prolonged 
uncertainty they pose to the mental, physical and spiritual health of 
humanity. Essentially this will require that we are not simply agents 
and advocates for occupational justice but, where and when neces-
sary, we also become, activists.
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