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Abstract
Background. When acting effectively in their social change agent (SCA) role, occupational therapists can impact population
health and occupational justice. However, empirical evidence of the influence of personal and environmental factors on their
ability to act as SCAs is scarce. Purpose. To explore personal and environmental factors that influence the ability of occupational
therapists to act as effective SCAs. Method. We conducted a descriptive interpretive qualitative study with 18 Québec
occupational therapists recognized as successful SCAs. We collected data through semi-structured interviews with three
focus groups and analyzed them thematically using a lexicon. Findings. We identified nine cross-cutting personal factors,
including discovery, effective communication, and planning, that enable occupational therapists to act as successful SCAs.
Six thematic groups of environmental factors facilitated or hindered their actions. Implications. To act effectively as
SCAs, occupational therapists need to consider personal and environmental factors involved in their change project.

Abrégé
Description. Inhérentes à leur rôle d’agent de changement social (ACS), les actions efficaces des ergothérapeutes peuvent
influencer positivement la santé populationnelle et la justice occupationnelle. L’influence des facteurs personnels et
environnementaux sur leur capacité à agir en tant qu’ACS est peu décrite empiriquement. But. Explorer les facteurs
personnels et environnementaux influençant la capacité des ergothérapeutes d’agir en tant qu’ACS. Méthodologie. Nous
avons mené une recherche qualitative descriptive interprétative auprès de 18 ergothérapeutes québécois étant des ACS
efficaces. Nous avons recueilli les données par entretiens semi-structurés de trois groupes de discussion focalisée puis les
avons analysées thématiquement avec un lexique. Résultats. Nous avons identifié neuf facteurs personnels transversaux,
dont la découverte, la communication efficace et la planification, permettant d’agir avec succès en tant qu’ACS. Six groupes
thématiques de facteurs environnementaux facilitent ou entravent leurs actions. Conséquences. Pour agir efficacement en tant
qu’ACS, les ergothérapeutes doivent considérer les facteurs personnels et environnementaux impliqués dans leur projet.
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Introduction

O
ccupational therapists are expected to uphold their

clients’ rights, be they individuals, groups or commu-

nities, and support their social inclusion and empow-

erment (Canadian Association of Occupational Therapists

[CAOT], 2012). From an ethical perspective (Drolet & Hudon,

2014), these expectations require them to act as change

agents. Acting as such, occupational therapists must “use their

expertise and influence responsibly to advance occupation,

occupational performance and occupational participation”

(CAOT, 2012, p. 3) and, above all, increase social (Drolet &

Hudon, 2014) and occupational justice (Kirsh, 2015). Indeed,

“[o]ccupational therapists recognise that inequitable social cir-

cumstances shape the availability of the occupational opportu-

nities that determine what people are able to do, can choose to

do, believe they should do, or can envision doing.” (Hammell,

2020, p. 380). To increase occupational opportunities for vul-

nerable or deprived individuals, groups or communities, the

usual range of clinical actions (such as defending a client’s

choice in a team meeting) is usually not enough (Drolet

et al., 2020). In light of systemic problems, including ableism,

agism, and racism (Hammell, 2020), social actions such as

assuming a formal duty in an advocacy organization or speak-

ing publicly (Carrier & Beaudoin, 2020) are necessary to

stimulate positive change.

The actions of social change agents (SCA) aim to stimulate

positive changes in population health, occupational justice, and

access to services (Carrier & Beaudoin, 2020). One example is

the work of Bazyk and Cahill (2015), who developed a “ . . .
multipronged occupational therapy-led mental health promo-

tion initiative . . . with the focus on helping all children . . . in

order to succeed in school, at home, and in the community.”

(2015, p. 650). Acting as SCAs, occupational therapists exert

their influence beyond the clinical setting in order to modify

laws, regulations, policies, or institutional procedures (Carrier

& Beaudoin, 2020). Thus, social actions require knowledge,

skills and strategies different from those usually used in every-

day practice (Rahimaly et al, 2019). As with other occupations,

the ability to successfully perform social actions might be

influenced by occupational therapists’ personal factors. Their

intrinsic characteristics, skills acquired through previous

experiences, and strategies used can support or interfere with

the attainment of their goals (Kielhofner, 2008). Micro-, meso-,

and macro-environmental factors (Drolet et al., 2020), that is,

physical, social, institutional, and cultural elements (Craik

et al., 2013), also influence human behaviour and occupational

performance (Dunn et al., 1994), which includes SCAs’

actions. For example, being in a powerful profession influences

the ability to bring forward changes in one’s targeted arena

(Clark, 2010).

Efforts have been made to clarify the conceptualization of

the SCA’s role (e.g., Carrier & Beaudoin, 2020) and describe

its fundamentals. For example, communication skills and stra-

tegies (e.g., Carrier & Contandriopoulos, 2015; Drolet et al.,

2020; Freeman et al., 2017; Gerlach & Smith, 2015) as well as

relationship and network building (e.g., Battilana & Casciaro,

2013; Dhillon et al., 2010; Freeman et al, 2017; Heard, 2014;

Kirsh, 2015; Norbash, 2017) are deemed important when act-

ing as effective SCAs. However, few empirical studies have

examined which SCAs’ personal factors influence their

actions. Furthermore, despite their potentially important influ-

ence, environmental factors have been addressed in very few

articles and these articles are mainly situated in the micro-

environment (clinical context), not in the meso- or macro-

environments (societal context) (Kirsh, 2015). For example, a

well-developed system of clinical leadership, a supportive

environment, and advocates could support clinical leadership

actions (Ham, 2003). Overall, there is not enough descriptive

empirical literature to establish a knowledge foundation

enabling occupational therapists and occupational therapy stu-

dents to act efficiently as SCAs.

The experience of occupational therapists whose actions as

SCAs are successful could provide compelling information

about personal and environmental factors influencing their

actions. On the one hand, knowing more about factors affecting

the ability to act as an SCA, this crucial part of occupational

therapy practice could be improved through reflective practice

(CAOT, 2012). Indeed, combining evidence with reflective

practice can “enable occupational therapists to respond crea-

tively to the challenges they face when providing services”

(Bannigan & Moores, 2009, p. 348). For example, SCAs could

critically reflect on their actions and identify personal and

environmental factors affecting their ability to act. Addressing

these factors might lead to improved SCA practice and, as a

result, greater occupational justice and empowerment for vul-

nerable populations. On the other hand, identifying influencing

factors could inform course content in entry-level programs

and continuing education. Currently, entry-level occupational

therapy programs generally address the SCA’s role only briefly

(Rahimaly et al., 2019). Incorporating knowledge about these

factors in programs and continuing education would help pro-

vide occupational therapists with some of the tools they need to

increase occupational justice as well as help them build an

identity in which the SCA role is fully integrated and taken on.

Drawing from recognized SCAs’ experiential knowledge

(Higgs et al., 2008), we wanted to answer the following

research question: What factors influence the actualization of

the SCA’s role? Our overall objective was thus to explore these

factors from the perspective of occupational therapists who are

successful in acting as SCAs. We specifically wanted to

describe: (1) personal and (2) environmental factors involved.

Method

Study Design

To explore the factors influencing occupational therapists’

actions from their perspective, we conducted a descriptive

interpretive qualitative research study (Gallagher, 2014) from

January 2019 to March 2020. This design enabled exploration
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from the participants’ perspective of a phenomenon for which

empirical evidence is scarce (Gallagher, 2014). Starting from

their perspective allowed us to study the SCA role based on real

actions that took place in a natural context (Gallagher, 2014).

We conducted this study using inductive reasoning from a

constructivist perspective, meaning that results are based on

an egalitarian relationship between participants and researchers

and describe the reality as interpreted by the researchers during

data collection and analysis (Creswell & Poth, 2016). This

study was approved by the Research Ethics Board of CIUSSS

de l’Estrie–CHUS on April 18, 2019 (2019-2947).

Recruitment of Participants

We recruited participants via email invitations forwarded by

the Ordre des ergothérapeutes du Québec (OEQ) to its mem-

bers. We chose a convenience strategy (Fortin & Gagnon,

2016) because the characteristics of our study population were

not formally documented (e.g., in the OEQ members list) or

apparent. Interested occupational therapists who identified

themselves with the inclusion criteria were asked to submit

an online application. Occupational therapists who identified

colleagues meeting the inclusion criteria were also asked to

encourage them to submit their applications. They were then

contacted by phone by one of the researchers. To be included,

they had to (1) be members of the OEQ, (2) be able to express

themselves in French, (3) have access to videoconferencing

technology, and (4) have completed a change project with a

significant impact. A significant impact meant a change “that is

consequential” (Fortin & Gagnon, 2016, p. 449) in responding

to the needs of a group or population (e.g., increased accessi-

bility to care, reduced marginalization). To ensure rigour in the

selection process, the research team discussed each potential

participant with respect to criterion (d). We carefully consid-

ered the environments in which potential participants’ change

projects were carried out in order to ensure a variety of char-

acteristics (Gallagher, 2014). Out of 33 applicants, 25 met our

inclusion criteria and provided sufficient environmental varia-

bility. Nineteen were available at the times allotted for the

focus groups (FG). We assigned participants to one of three

groups. We lost one participant due to technical difficulties at

the beginning of the interview. The final sample, therefore,

consisted of 18 occupational therapists divided into three FG

comprising, respectively, seven, six, and five participants.

Data Collection

We obtained written consent from all participants, following

which we sent them a preparatory document outlining the

research objectives, the definition of the change agent role in

the CAOT Profile of Practice (CAOT, 2012), and the themes to

be addressed during the group discussion. We invited them to

reflect on these themes based on their experience in carrying out

the change project described during the selection process. From

June to October 2019, using Zoom videoconferencing, we con-

ducted three FG interviews each lasting approximately 2 h. We

used this data collection method because we wanted partici-

pants to build upon each others’ answers and provide a group

perspective (Baribeau & Germain, 2010). To ensure depend-

ability, we audiotaped each interview. A student-researcher

conducted the interviews, supported by a second student-

researcher acting as co-leader. To increase confirmability, the

research supervisor attended the interviews but did not inter-

vene. Based on the Model of Human Occupation (MOH; Kiel-

hofner, 2008), we developed a semi-structured interview guide

that mainly focused on personal factors as the research team

was interested in factors over which occupational therapists

have immediate power. The guide was divided into four sec-

tions: (1) intrinsic characteristics, (2) required skills, (3) strate-

gies used, and (4) environmental factors. For this last section,

we questioned participants about factors that facilitate or hinder

SCAs’ actions. The guide included open-ended questions, such

as: “With your experience as an SCA in mind, what personality

traits were useful to you in acting as an SCA?”; “How has the

environmental context influenced your ability to act as an SCA,

if at all?” We also asked clarification questions, for example:

“You talked about getting support from collaborators. How did

you go about getting that support?” Two methodological and

content experts validated the guide and a group of three final-

year occupational therapy students doing an SCA project as part

of their entry-level program pretested it, which enhanced cred-

ibility. After the interviews, we asked participants to fill in an

online sociodemographic questionnaire, which was completed

by 13 of the 18 participants (72.2%).

Data Analysis

Consistent with dependability, a research assistant transcribed

the tape recordings and a student-researcher verified each tran-

script. We conducted data collection and analysis simultane-

ously in three successive rounds, that is, we analyzed the

transcripts after each group interview and before the next one.

Consistent with the selected design, we were able to modify the

interview guide to foster data saturation. Two student-

researcher dyads co-coded the data from each transcript. To

ensure inter-coder reliability and consistency between the two

dyads, we developed a code lexicon and discussed the codes

extensively. The initial coding grid included the following

categories: intrinsic characteristics, skills, strategies, and envi-

ronmental factors. First, one student in the dyad coded the data

in a semi-open manner to allow for the emergence of new

themes. The second student validated the coding. The dyad

discussed disagreements and questions arising throughout the

coding process and agreed on which codes to include in the

lexicon. To further ensure confirmability and suggest alterna-

tive interpretations, the research supervisor validated the anal-

yses after each round. Using team discussions, we gradually

reduced the codes to categories, that is, we grouped interrelated

codes together. Several intrinsic characteristics were grouped;

for example, “flexible” and “patient” were grouped in the

“Accommodating” category. We followed the same process

with skills, strategies and environmental factors. Subsequently,
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it became apparent that most categories could be combined in

cross-cutting personal factors. For example, the intrinsic char-

acteristics category “Accommodating” was combined with the

skills category “Adaptive skills” and the strategies category

“Gradually develop the change project and their own expertise”

to form the cross-cutting personal factor “Adaptability/

Flexibility”. Like personal factors, environmental factors were

grouped under six themes. These cross-cutting personal factors

as well as the environmental factors are presented below and

illustrated with excerpts from the transcripts, freely translated

by the authors from French to English and verified by a pro-

fessional translator.

Findings

The great majority were women (n ¼ 12; 92%) and the 35–44-

year-old age group had the highest representation (n ¼ 6; 46%;

Table 1). Occupational therapists with between 11 and 20 years

of experience constituted the largest subgroup (n ¼ 5; 39%)

and 12 (92%) had at least one degree other than their entry-

level diploma. Five (39%) had also had some continuing edu-

cation concerning the change agent role. Our participants’

change projects varied. Seven projects addressed unmet needs

by creating private or community-based services (n ¼ 4; 22%)

or promoted occupational therapy in areas where its potential

was little known or used (n ¼ 3; 17%). Other projects changed

procedures in the public healthcare system (n ¼ 4; 22%), for

example, by creating protocols for the use of physical

restraints. Some participants worked on implementing preven-

tion procedures or strategies with public authorities (n ¼ 3;

17%), for example, as a consultant for a municipality. Three

participants developed services in the public healthcare system,

either previously not available (n¼ 2; 11%) or an occupational

therapy service in an existing public program (n ¼ 1; 6%).

Finally, one participant developed an assessment tool to

improve occupational therapy practice.

Personal Factors

Nine cross-cutting personal factors that underpin the effective-

ness of SCAs were identified (see Figure 1). These personal

factors are defined and detailed below. The intrinsic character-

istics, skills and strategies identified by participants were used

to build the cross-cutting personal factors described in Table 2.

Adaptability/flexibility. SCAs adjust and adapt their

change projects according to new external requirements and

stakeholder needs. Participants reported that to succeed as an

SCA, it is important to be accommodating, such as through

patience: “ . . . I think it takes patience; you don’t always get

results in the short run so if people want very quick results, it’s

not a trait that will help them . . . ” (FG3). Good adaptive skills

are also desirable: “ . . . we wanted to have an agile project

because we had to adapt so much along the way . . . ” (FG1).

Gradually developing the change project and one’s own exper-

tise, while “ . . .respecting the pace of the people with whom we

are working on the change” (FG1), was deemed by participants

to be a helpful strategy.

Confidence in their own expertise. Participants talked

about self-confidence, for example, the importance of trusting

one’s instincts: “ . . . listen to your intuition . . . . I think that when

you want to develop a vision, you are more likely to have some

kind of intuition that you can rely on” (FG2). Participants also

mentioned expertise in building skills so they are viewed as

reliable: “All this helps your credibility and demonstrates your

knowledge; it helps to get people to buy into the change or adopt

what you say” (FG1). Autodidactic skills are also put to good use

to acquire the necessary knowledge, including through research:

“ . . . also there are all the research skills that enable us to do

action research or write research protocols in partnership with

the community . . .” (FG1). Similarly, enriching knowledge was

identified as a useful strategy: “I think that having the ability to

make connections with evidence-based results to support what

you propose is an essential quality” (FG1).

Directed collaboration. This personal factor means act-

ing to create alliances and collaborate with partners. First, par-

ticipants agreed that conflict management skills are necessary,

which also means behaving diplomatically: “ . . . we must also

feel our way along and not suddenly impose the [change] . . .
change must not be imposed, it must be brought about . . . ”

(FG1). Second, collaboration skills are also required, for

Table 1
Characteristics of Participating Occupational Therapists (N ¼ 13)

Variable n (%)

Gender (women) 12 (92.3)
Age (years)

25–34 4 (30.8)
35–44 6 (46.2)
45–54 1 (7.7)
> 55 2 (15.4)

Experience (years)
� 5 1 (7.7)
6–10 3 (23.1)
11–20 5 (38.5)
> 21 4 (30.8)

Degrees other than entry-level diploma 12 (92.3)
Education concerning role of SCA 5 (38.5)
Practice environments of the change project

Hospital, inpatient and outpatient clinic/day hospital 9 (69.3)
Rehabilitation centre, physical and intellectual disability 9 (69.3)
Residential and long-term care centre 6 (46.2)
Private clinic 6 (46.2)
Local community service centre 4 (30.8)
Independent practice 4 (30.8)
Early childhood centre and school/school board 3 (23.1)
Higher education institution 3 (23.1)
Research centre 2 (15.4)
Community/association groups 2 (15.4)
Day centre 1 (7.7)
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example, in interdisciplinary situations: “I think the inter-

professional system was favourable in our situation . . . Having

people from different backgrounds brings new ideas and also

gives us a broader view of the situation” (FG2). Leadership

skills also appear essential: “ . . . to be a mobilizer because you

want to rally people around a common goal” (FG1). Partici-

pants discussed the strategy of partnering in a timely manner:

“If we make alliances or discuss things with other colleagues

beforehand, it can help us get our point across in a meeting

where some people would like to preserve the status quo and

not move forward” (FG1). They also highlighted the impor-

tance of creating a support network, including communication

with an expert or mentor: “It’s about finding a resource and an

expert where we are in our practice, but I think mentoring can

be applied throughout a career; mentoring can be different at

different points in a career . . . ” (FG1). Finally, participants

underlined the need to showcase themselves, according to the

stakeholders’ interests: “You have to be able to suggest what

the benefits of working together would be from the viewpoint

of the person you are talking to” (FG2).

Discovery. To lead change, SCAs take new approaches.

It is a positive trait to be adventurous, which means taking risks

without any guarantee of success: “ . . . it’s putting your heart

into it even if you don’t have a guarantee that it will happen

tomorrow morning” (FG3). The participants also thought that

to be successful, it helped to be creative and innovation was

required: “ . . . but you have to find a new way of doing things

Figure 1. Factors influencing occupational therapists’ ability to act as social change agents.
Note. This figure shows the cross-cutting personal factors in the centre, composed of three elements (intrinsic characteristics, skills, and
strategies), as well as environmental factors in the outer circles. Environmental factors are not detailed in the figure for the sake of clarity. The
three circles represent the three environmental levels (from the centre: micro, meso and macro), which include the themes of development of
the profession, organizational culture, and resources.

Revue canadienne d’ergothérapie
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. . . that can be an important feature to have in order to envision

and add new elements” (FG1).

Effective communication. Participants described them-

selves as persuasive, which can be manifested through charm: “

. . .one of the things I use a lot is my charm, which means not only

having a charming attitude but also being a good listener” (FG3).

Participants also mentioned that it was helpful “ . . . to have the

ability to rally people around, be sociable” (FG1). The groups

agreed that communication skills are a must: “ . . . it’s really the

ability to communicate in both directions, how I explain my idea

and how I get it across by giving concrete examples” (FG1).

Along the same lines, the strategy of communicating effectively

came up, including using humour at the appropriate time: “ . . . I

would say a strategy that works and is quite informal is humour.

Using humour to defuse the situation or bring people on board has

been very effective at times . . . ” (FG1).

Observation/analysis. SCAs go through a process of

reflection as they deconstruct the complexities they face in

order to bring their planned change to fruition. The participants

mentioned that effective SCAs are usually explorers by nature,

which includes open-mindedness. Situational analysis skills,

including identifying the objectives and targets for change,

need to be acquired: “And I realize that being able to pinpoint

the right target to work on, I think that starts with analyzing

what’s happening, but it’s something that needs to be worked

on” (FG1). Contextual knowledge is another essential element:

“You have to understand the context and the culture in order to

set things up properly without rushing” (FG1). Participants said

they analyzed the situation prior to change: “ . . . to see the

holistic 360o angle, I think that’s really helpful when you look

at a project” (FG1).

Planning. To carry out their projects, participants said

they had to be conscientious and rigorous: “ . . . it still takes a

certain amount of rigour” (FG2), and assiduous: “That dili-

gence was what really got them to follow me . . . ” (FG1).

Planning skills are also useful, for example: “ . . . good work

organization as well as good management skills” (FG1). Parti-

cipants stressed the need to plan the project’s progress: “In fact,

the action plan. . .was a shared plan. We were a team; there was

a project leader but . . . everyone knew the plan” (FG3).

Positivism. Effective SCAs look on the bright side and do

not allow themselves to be overwhelmed by the obstacles they

face. Participants defined themselves as being optimistic and as

persevering: “If we’re talking about change, it’s because it’s

not easy to achieve . . . it will take perseverance . . . ” (FG2).

They also spoke about being altruistic: “ . . . our intention is to

do good, we want to bring good to the community; it’s not

necessarily an egocentric desire, it’s really more of a need to

improve the community and the well-being of society” (FG3).

The groups agreed that resilience is a skill that SCAs need to

develop: “It’s not always perfect the first time; you have to

accept failure and learn from it” (FG1). Creating excitement

around the project, including by demonstrating the benefits of

change to others, is a good strategy for SCAs: “ . . . and when I

saw that I was having an impact . . .I started thinking: ‘maybe it

would be really interesting if we could do a presentation to all

the case managers’” (FG1).

Reactivity. SCAs are always available and committed to

their project so they can act in a timely manner. Participants

described the importance of being diligent and passionate: “. . .
be passionate, love what you do because if you want to sell the

change you are advocating, you have to make it come alive”

(FG1). When resources are lacking, finding alternatives is an

important strategy: “I’ve made presentations to business people

and community leaders, to raise money, in the political and

financial arena . . . ” (FG1). While carrying out their projects,

participants had to seize opportunities, which include choosing

the right time to act:

. . .I think you have to have a lot of continuity or be very agile

when you’re pushing or leading and when you’re waiting or

letting the partners or the chemistry work. Sometimes we

want it now but the timing isn’t right or the environment isn’t

ready. (FG1)

It is therefore important to consider and adapt to environ-

mental factors.

Environmental Factors

Eleven environmental factors, grouped under six themes, were

identified, which could be placed on a continuum from facil-

itating to impeding SCAs’ actions (Table 3).

Development of the profession. In the specific context

of the occupational therapy profession, the emergence of the

SCA’s role, namely in entry-level training, is favourable to the

social change actions of occupational therapists: “You have

the opportunity to be trained as a change agent in your fourth

year of university. Also, now there is continuing education

offered through CAOT” (FG1). However, a lack of knowledge

about occupational therapy has been described as limiting the

actions of SCAs: “ . . . we’re not yet a profession that is pro-

moted to the fullest extent of its potential value because there is

no one who necessarily goes out into the public arena to pro-

mote it more widely” (FG3).

Macrosystem. The participants explained that commu-

nity or population level elements, as well as policies and laws,

could make the macrosystem advantageous or not: “ . . . the

political aspect . . .remains very important because we can have

completely different trends every four years. It’s something

that can be favourable or unfavourable, depending on who’s

leading . . .” (FG1). Individual resistance to change is a barrier

that can occur in all environmental systems, including the

macrosystem: “ . . . we may have some people who are harder

to get on board with our project even if they’ve been targeted

. . . ” (FG1).
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Mesosystem. An accommodating mesosystem, that is,

one with favourable elements at the organizational and institu-

tional level can help. One example of an accommodating meso-

system is where superiors are tolerant of the SCA’s reduced

performance according to institutional targets: “I’m lucky

because I don’t really have any pressure to perform and people

are not always looking at my statistics . . .” (FG1). Conversely,

an unaccommodating mesosystem is counterproductive to the

SCA’s actions. Facilitating these actions are proactive groups

of patients: “ . . . in our project, the population wants to become

Table 3
Environmental Factors that Influence Occupational Therapists’ Actions as SCAs

Theme

Factor (n ¼ 11)

SynthesisFacilitator Both Obstacle

Development of the
profession

Emergence of the
role of SCA

The role of SCA is becoming more important in
professional practice compared to a few years ago and
is now part of entry-level and continuing education.

Lack of knowledge
about
occupational
therapy

Occupational therapy is still an under-recognized health
profession and the public knows little about it, which
makes it more difficult to promote SCAs’ projects
within society.

Macrosystem Advantageous
macrosystem*

Laws, rules, or procedures are levers to be exploited. The
change project may benefit from social and political
circumstances, which makes it easier to sell. The
geographic location of the project and the SCA can also
help.

Resistance to
change

Stakeholders may not wish to support change, possibly
due to low receptivity or resistance to it, which may
result in minimal commitment, a lack of energy and/or
actions to slow the project or even derail it completely.

Mesosystem Proactive group of
patients

People are showing a growing interest in prevention and
health promotion due to their increasing knowledge on
the subject. They are now more critical of government
services and programs aimed at ensuring better health
and are involved with SCAs to help with their projects
and ensure their success.

Accommodating
mesosystem*

The values of the organization for which the SCA works
are consistent with the SCA’s values. The organization
offers a flexible schedule and understands that the SCA
must invest time outside of clinical work.

Microsystem Collaborative
microsystem*

The members of their direct work team (colleagues,
immediate superior) encourage SCAs, are positive
about the upcoming change and show understanding
and flexibility. SCAs may also have the help of a non-
therapeutic helper or intern.

Organizational
culture

Facilitating
organizational
culture*

In the public system, change is facilitated in a
decentralized management context and in small
institutions. There are fewer hierarchical levels to
convince and the decision-making process is quicker.

Resources Accessible expertise SCAs have access to many sources of knowledge,
evidence, ongoing training, and/or mentors and thus
feel better equipped and confident in carrying out their
project.

Diversified means of
communication

The myriad of existing communication channels such as
mass media and social networks enables SCAs to
spread their message widely and promote the project.

Available
resources*

When resources (financial funds, physical space,
equipment, and human resources) are available, SCAs
have the elements needed to complete the project.
Resources can come from within the organization or
from external sources.

Note: *For the sake of clarity, when environmental factors can be both facilitators for and obstacles to SCAs’ actions, only the facilitating factors are shown under
Both and described in the table. The negative aspects of these factors are considered to be obstacles to SCAs’ actions.
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a partner in their own care, so it was easier to support the

movement because we knew that the patients were going to

get on board” (FG1).

Microsystem. Similarly, acting in a collaborative micro-

system, which involves elements at the level of individuals and

their interactions, is facilitating: “Certainly facilitating factors

include openness, listening, peer support and support from the

program leader” (FG2). Conversely, a non-collaborative micro-

system is an obstacle to the deployment of change actions:

“Then there is also the whole human aspect. When we encoun-

ter managers who are . . . unfavourable to the project . . . it can

become . . . difficult to get the project going . . . ” (FG1).

Organizational culture. According to participants, orga-

nizational culture can be a support or impediment to their actions.

Projects that took place under decentralized management, that is,

before the 2015 merger of public organizations in Québec,

moved faster, as noted here: “ . . . the process started before

[organizations] merged; we were a small facility with 300

employees, where managers and everyone was close and cer-

tainly things could move faster” (FG1). Groups also reported

difficulty reaching centralized management bodies: “Now, when

I have questions, I have to ask my boss, who asks their boss, who

asks their boss, so it takes a bit longer to get things done” (FG1).

Resources. Finally, participants agreed that resources

had a big impact on their actions. In the group discussions, the

availability of resources, including financial, was often

described as facilitating:

So, having the funds to be able to organize awareness cam-

paigns; it’s really for practical reasons, it’s not to buy people

or anything else. It’s to be able to go into detail with the

options. Often, money facilitates all kinds of things. (FG2)

Conversely, participants felt that a lack of resources made it

more difficult to take action:

. . .it’s often a challenge to come along with new projects and get

the money, from the private or the public sector, to free up time

or seek funding when you want to develop a new project. (FG1)

In addition, participants said that having expertise available

was facilitating: “ . . . having a resource person in business

development, finance, marketing and accounting to walk me

through it all . . .having resource people was really key” (FG3).

The existence of various means of communication (e.g., tradi-

tional and social media), especially to disseminate success stor-

ies, is another facilitating factor: “ . . . it can be social networks

. . . that share these successes or these projects where the occu-

pational therapist was a change agent . . .it generates good ideas

and induces others to play that role” (FG1).

Discussion

Our study explored factors influencing the ability of occupa-

tional therapists to take on the role of SCA. Among the

cross-cutting personal factors we identified, nine intrinsic char-

acteristics are conducive to the effectiveness of SCAs, as are 11

skills and 12 strategies. Eleven environmental factors, grouped

under six themes, can facilitate or impede work on a change

project. Our results mainly confirm what common sense would

lead us to expect. We will discuss these findings from three

different angles. First, we will discuss personal factors in terms

of developing occupational therapists’ ability to act as SCAs,

including by going through a process of introspection. Second,

we will show how our results shed light on the confusion in

some of the earlier literature. Finally, we will look at how

SCAs can consider environmental factors while carrying out

their projects.

Several authors (Bhate & Loh, 2015; Carrier & Beaudoin,

2020; Kirsh, 2015; Rahimaly et al., 2019) have pointed out the

need to modify the training of health professionals to better

support the development of the SCA role. How this could be

done and the elements to be included have also been explored

from a theoretical perspective (e.g., Carrier & Beaudoin, 2020;

Rahimaly et al., 2019). For example, the Québec chapter of

CAOT and a research team offered Québec’s occupational

therapists a continuing education training program on the SCA

role as part of a research project (Rahimaly et al., 2019).

Among the study objectives, the researchers wanted occupa-

tional therapists to “understand the process for planning

SCA actions . . . and be ready to take concrete SCA actions”

(Rahimaly et al., 2019, p. 3). Our results provide empirical

support for the relevance of these objectives as our participants

identified essential elements that need to be mastered, such as

planning and observation/analysis, two of our personal factors.

The good news is that skills and strategies can be taught and

developed. However, our personal factors also include intrinsic

characteristics.

Akin to the concept of volition in the MOH (Kielhofner,

2008), a person’s intrinsic characteristics are based on many

influences (e.g., biological propensities, personal history), and

therefore, have a variable propensity to change (Law et al.,

1996; Kielhofner, 2008). Nevertheless, these factors could be

taken into account by occupational therapists aiming to become

effective SCAs. For example, an introspective approach to

understanding one’s occupational SCA identity, that is “ . . . a

composite sense of who one is and wishes to become as an

occupational being . . . ” (Kielhofner, 2008, p. 106), could help

occupational therapists recognize which of their characteristics

are conducive to being effective SCAs. Then they could

develop their projects using these traits as levers in their actions

for change. Picus (2019) also suggests that the first step in

carrying out a change project is to identify ideas for change

based on one’s own motivations. Although our study did not

directly address SCAs’ motivations, participants underlined the

importance of being diligent, motivated, and passionate. These

results, combined with Picus’s suggestion, point to the rele-

vance of going through an introspection process prior to build-

ing a change project so that it is aligned with one’s

characteristics. Indeed, a person’s characteristics, including

personality traits (Holmes et al., 2020; Reichard et al., 2011),
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influence the acquisition of skills and the use of strategies as

well as their effectiveness. Having identified their traits, SCAs

can choose the most relevant strategies to use, with the aim of

accentuating their strengths and compensating for their weak-

nesses. For example, an outgoing (persuasive) person might be

more likely to develop strong communication skills than some-

one who is introverted but the latter could use the strategy of

teaming up with someone who is very skilled in interpersonal

dialogue.

Our findings might also shed light on the lack of concep-

tual clarity regarding the change agent role as described in the

literature (e.g., Carrier & Beaudoin, 2020). Indeed, our cross-

cutting personal factors reveal elements that have distinct nat-

ures but share commonalities, echoing what is found in the

literature. For example, communication is sometimes referred

to as a skill (Heard, 2014; Kirsh, 2015) and sometimes broken

down into several specific strategies in order to generate strong

messages (Carrier & Contandriopoulos, 2015; Drolet et al.,

2020). Such similarities were evident in our participants’ com-

ments; they said they had difficulty categorizing elements as

intrinsic characteristics, skills or strategies. A potential expla-

nation for this phenomenon is that, when recounting their expe-

rience, participants referred to the way they carried out

their project, in other words, their occupational performance

(Kielhofner, 2008). Performance is underpinned by a set of

elements that are not always consciously identified and are

interwoven in a dynamic process. Thus, in order to accurately

describe and understand the outcome (SCA’s actions), the pro-

cess (underlying components) must be analyzed (Dunn, 2017).

Through our analysis, we were able to identify various compo-

nents (personal factors) of SCAs’ performance. Detailing these

could help clarify the conceptualization of the SCA’s role as

the existing literature may portray the actualization of the

SCA’s role as an outcome.

Finally, our findings point to environmental factors that

influenced, positively or negatively, SCAs’ ability to act.

Although not specifically applied to the SCA’s role, environ-

mental influence is a fully integrated concept in occupational

therapy. Dunn et al. (1994) describe the two-way influence

between individuals and the environment and suggest that it

is not possible to truly understand occupational performance by

analyzing it outside of its context. Since environmental para-

meters can vary, it is important to consider them in order to

adapt one’s behaviour and thus maintain the same level of

occupational performance. Our results provide insight into

which specific elements influence the occupation of acting as

an SCA. For example, an SCA deploying a project in a context

where financial resources are abundant will have to modify the

action plan if there is a budget cut. Dunn et al. (1994) also

explained the effect of individual characteristics on the way

environmental parameters are used. For example, consider a

person working on a project to reduce the environmental foot-

print of the health care system. Suppose this person is not an

explorer by nature and does not use contextual knowledge

skills to study trends in their macro-environment. They may

not notice that this topic is of current interest and thus miss the

opportunity to generate interest in their project by involving the

public, even though they are capable of deploying and master-

ing this strategy. Considering environmental factors enables

SCAs to overcome the obstacles they create (Dopson et al.,

2001) or use the opportunities they offer (Dunn et al., 2014)

by choosing the strategies best adapted to the context.

Implications for Practice, Education,

and Research

The cross-cutting personal factors identified here are highly

relevant for clinicians, educators, and researchers. First, clini-

cians could determine which ones fit their current characteris-

tics and competencies, and then the associated competencies for

which they may require additional training. For example, a

clinician who recognizes themself as persuasive (charming,

unifying, and/or sociable) could identify with the cross-

cutting factor of effective communication. Then, if the match-

ing skills (e.g., active listening, use of lay terms) or associated

strategies (e.g., using humour at the appropriate time) are poorly

developed or mastered, they could decide to take courses to

improve their communication skills and learn how to use effec-

tive communication strategies. Based on our results, clinicians

could also pay attention to their environmental context, analyze

its influence on their project, and make decisions accordingly.

Second, occupational therapy program heads could review

the aspects of the change agent role addressed during entry-level

training. Occupational therapy training could be improved in that

regard (Rahimaly et al., 2019) by adapting the content and ped-

agogical approach to the teaching context of different programs

and countries, in both initial and continuing education (Carrier &

Beaudoin, 2020). Similarly, occupational therapy associations

that are responsible for providing continuing education for prac-

titioners could also be mobilized. Finally, researchers could

examine how the personal factors necessary for effective social

change could be developed more effectively in occupational

therapy. They could also document more systematically how

environmental factors influence SCAs’ actions.

Strengths and Limitations

The methodological choices made, including validation of the

research tools by experts, pretesting, and triangulation of the

researchers enhance the rigour of our study (Creswell & Poth,

2016). However, our sampling technique may have excluded

participants whose SCA projects may have provided different

data. This process took place over a short period of time and

participants were selected mainly based on their availability

rather than solely on what they could contribute in terms of

their perspective. Also, using the MOH to develop our inter-

view guide led to a greater focus on personal factors, which

may have affected the depth and extent of the environmental

factors identified. The use of individual interviews might

have yielded more controversial or surprising data. Social

desirability (Fisher, 1993), as well as the familiarity of mem-

bers of the research team with some of the participating
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occupational therapists, may have influenced data collection,

either positively, through openness or increased trust, or nega-

tively, through self-censorship by the participants. This risk

was minimized by ensuring a climate of sharing and stressing

that we expected no specific response from participants.

Finally, for ethical reasons (risks to confidentiality), we could

not provide a detailed description of our participants’ projects

or environments; this could impact the transferability of our

findings (Fortin & Gagnon, 2016).

Conclusion

In this study, we explored the intrinsic characteristics, skills,

strategies, and environmental factors that influence the ability

of occupational therapists to act as SCAs. Our results, which

indicate that nine cross-cutting personal factors and six envi-

ronmental factors positively or negatively influence the ability

of SCAs to act effectively, complement the current literature

depicting the importance of this role and describing its impact.

They also help to understand the process involved in change

actions. Consequently, they shed light on how occupational

therapy entry-level and continuing education can further enable

students and clinicians to act effectively as change agents. To

ensure occupational justice for vulnerable populations, this

effectiveness is pivotal.

Key Messages

� The actions of social change agents (SCAs) involve the

interaction of personal factors, many of which are modifi-

able, and observable environmental factors.

� Knowledge of factors that influence the effectiveness of

SCAs could be a catalyst for the development of this role

through entry-level and continuing education.

� By recognizing the influence of personal and environmen-

tal factors on their ability, SCAs could adapt their actions to

increase social and occupational justice for their clients.
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systémique en santé et réadaptation: Etre un agent de changement

social pour résoudre les conflits de loyautés multiples de nature

systémique. In: J. Centeno & L. Langlois (Eds.), Les loyautés

multiples: Mal-être au travail et enjeux éthiques (tome 2). Les
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are now occupational therapists.
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