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Emerging practice areas in occupational therapy 2022 are reshaping the profession, offering
new avenues for therapists to leverage their skills and make a significant impact across diverse
populations and settings. As the healthcare landscape evolves, occupational therapists are finding
themselves at the forefront of innovation, addressing unmet needs and expanding their reach. This
comprehensive article delves into the exciting and rapidly developing fields that are defining the
future of occupational therapy. We will explore how OTs are adapting to societal changes,
technological advancements, and the growing demand for holistic, person-centered care. From
advocating for mental health in non-traditional settings to pioneering assistive technology
integration, the scope of occupational therapy practice is broader and more impactful than ever
before. Discover the key areas where occupational therapists are making a difference, the skills that
are in demand, and the future outlook for these dynamic practice areas.
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Mental Health and Wellness in Emerging Settings

The traditional focus on mental health within psychiatric facilities is expanding significantly.
Occupational therapists are increasingly recognized for their ability to promote mental well-being
and manage symptoms through meaningful activity and skill development. This evolution sees OTs
working in primary care settings, schools, correctional facilities, and community-based
organizations. Their role involves not just direct intervention but also advocacy and program
development. By integrating occupational therapy principles, these settings can better support



individuals facing stress, anxiety, depression, and other mental health challenges. The emphasis is
on functional recovery, social participation, and enhancing the client's sense of purpose and
engagement in daily life.

Mental Health in Primary Care
Primary care settings are becoming a crucial frontier for mental health services. Occupational
therapists are collaborating with physicians and other healthcare professionals to provide early
intervention and ongoing support for individuals with mild to moderate mental health conditions.
This integrated approach helps to destigmatize mental health care and make it more accessible. OTs
in primary care can conduct screenings, develop intervention plans focusing on lifestyle
modifications, stress management, and coping strategies, and facilitate referrals to specialized
services when needed. Their expertise in understanding how mental health impacts daily functioning
makes them invaluable members of the primary care team.

School-Based Mental Health Support
Schools are increasingly recognizing the importance of mental health for student success.
Occupational therapists are playing a vital role in providing mental health support within the
educational environment. They work with students experiencing behavioral challenges, emotional
regulation difficulties, and social skill deficits. By implementing evidence-based interventions, OTs
help students develop coping mechanisms, improve self-awareness, and engage more effectively in
their academic and social lives. This includes direct therapy, classroom-based interventions, and
collaboration with teachers and parents to create supportive school environments.

Occupational Therapy in Correctional Facilities
The correctional system presents a unique opportunity for occupational therapists to impact
individuals with significant mental health needs and a history of trauma. OTs in this setting focus on
rehabilitation, skill-building, and preparing individuals for successful reintegration into the
community. They address issues such as anger management, vocational training, social skills, and
the development of daily living skills. The goal is to promote positive occupational engagement that
can reduce recidivism and improve overall well-being.

Telehealth and Digital Health Interventions

The rapid advancement and widespread adoption of telehealth and digital health technologies have
opened up unprecedented opportunities for occupational therapists. This practice area leverages
technology to deliver services remotely, increasing accessibility, especially for individuals in rural
areas or those with mobility limitations. Telehealth allows OTs to conduct assessments, provide
interventions, and offer consultations through various digital platforms. This not only expands reach
but also promotes innovation in service delivery models.



Remote Assessment and Intervention
Occupational therapists are increasingly skilled in conducting comprehensive client assessments and
delivering interventions via secure video conferencing and other digital tools. This includes
evaluating functional abilities, environmental modifications, and the need for adaptive equipment.
Interventions can range from cognitive rehabilitation exercises to strategies for managing daily
tasks and improving emotional well-being, all delivered remotely. The adaptability of occupational
therapy allows for creative solutions to be implemented through virtual platforms.

Wearable Technology and Health Monitoring
The integration of wearable technology, such as smartwatches and fitness trackers, is becoming a
significant aspect of occupational therapy practice. These devices provide valuable data on activity
levels, sleep patterns, and physiological responses, offering insights that can inform intervention
plans. OTs can use this data to monitor client progress, identify potential challenges, and provide
personalized recommendations for health promotion and disease management. This data-driven
approach enhances the effectiveness of therapeutic interventions and empowers clients to take an
active role in their health.

Digital Therapeutics and Apps
Digital therapeutics (DTx) and health-focused mobile applications are emerging as powerful tools for
occupational therapists. These applications can provide structured programs for cognitive training,
pain management, mental health support, and skill development. OTs can recommend, customize,
and monitor the use of these digital tools as part of a comprehensive treatment plan. This not only
increases client engagement but also provides a scalable and accessible way to deliver therapeutic
content.

Aging in Place and Home Modifications

With a growing aging population, the desire and need for individuals to remain in their homes
independently for as long as possible, known as "aging in place," has become a paramount concern.
Occupational therapists are central to facilitating this goal through expert home assessments,
environmental modifications, and the recommendation of adaptive equipment. Their holistic
approach ensures that the home environment supports the individual's safety, independence, and
quality of life as their needs change.

Home Environmental Assessments
Occupational therapists conduct thorough assessments of clients' homes to identify potential
hazards and barriers to independent living. This includes evaluating the accessibility of bathrooms,
kitchens, bedrooms, and common living areas, as well as addressing issues related to lighting,
flooring, and furniture placement. The goal is to create a safe and functional living space that
minimizes the risk of falls and supports the individual's ability to perform daily activities.



Adaptive Equipment and Assistive Devices
A key role for OTs in aging in place is recommending and fitting adaptive equipment and assistive
devices. This can range from grab bars and raised toilet seats to long-handled reachers, specialized
utensils, and medication management systems. OTs assess the client's specific needs, abilities, and
the home environment to select the most appropriate and effective equipment, ensuring proper use
and maximizing independence.

Low Vision and Sensory Considerations
As individuals age, changes in vision and other sensory systems can significantly impact their ability
to navigate their homes safely. Occupational therapists address these challenges by recommending
strategies such as improved lighting, high-contrast markings, and auditory cues. They also provide
training on how to use remaining senses effectively to compensate for functional losses, thereby
enhancing safety and independence within the home.

Assistive Technology and Digital Accessibility

The landscape of assistive technology (AT) is constantly evolving, and occupational therapists are at
the forefront of integrating these innovations to enhance independence and participation for
individuals with disabilities. This practice area encompasses a wide range of tools and strategies,
from sophisticated electronic devices to simple modifications, all aimed at overcoming
environmental barriers and enabling individuals to engage in meaningful occupations.

Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC)
For individuals with communication impairments, AAC devices and systems are transformative.
Occupational therapists assess communication needs and recommend appropriate AAC solutions,
which can include low-tech options like picture boards to high-tech speech-generating devices and
eye-gaze technology. Training clients and their support networks on the effective use of these
devices is a critical component of this practice area.

Computer Access and Digital Literacy
Ensuring access to computers and digital information is crucial in today's society. OTs help
individuals with physical or cognitive disabilities adapt their computer use through specialized
keyboards, mice, alternative input devices, and screen reader software. They also focus on
improving digital literacy, empowering individuals to navigate the internet, access online resources,
and participate in digital communities.

Smart Home Technology Integration
Smart home technology, such as voice-activated assistants, smart lighting, and automated



appliances, offers significant potential for enhancing independence for individuals with a wide range
of disabilities. Occupational therapists are instrumental in assessing clients' needs and integrating
these technologies into their living spaces, allowing for greater control over their environment and
daily routines.

Customized AT Solutions
Beyond commercially available AT, occupational therapists often design and fabricate custom
solutions tailored to an individual's unique needs. This might involve modifying existing equipment,
creating specialized seating systems, or developing unique tools to facilitate specific tasks,
showcasing the creative problem-solving inherent in the profession.

Community Health and Public Health Initiatives

Occupational therapists are increasingly contributing to broader community health and public health
initiatives, extending their reach beyond individual client care. This involves addressing population-
level health disparities, promoting wellness, and developing programs that support community
participation and well-being. Their understanding of the interplay between individuals, their
environments, and their occupations makes them ideal for these roles.

Health Promotion and Disease Prevention
OTs are actively involved in developing and implementing programs focused on health promotion
and disease prevention across communities. This can include initiatives targeting healthy eating,
physical activity, smoking cessation, and chronic disease management. Their focus on lifestyle
modifications and the adoption of healthy habits aligns perfectly with public health goals.

Advocacy for Accessible Communities
A significant aspect of community health for occupational therapists is advocating for the creation of
more inclusive and accessible communities. This involves working with local governments, urban
planners, and community organizations to address issues related to transportation, housing,
recreational facilities, and public spaces, ensuring that all individuals, regardless of ability, can
participate fully.

Program Development and Evaluation
Occupational therapists are skilled in needs assessment, program design, implementation, and
evaluation. They can develop and lead community-based programs that address specific needs, such
as fall prevention for seniors, sensory-friendly activities for children with autism, or vocational
support for individuals with mental health conditions. Rigorous evaluation ensures the effectiveness
and sustainability of these programs.



Disaster Preparedness and Response
In times of crisis, occupational therapists play a vital role in disaster preparedness and response.
They can contribute to developing community resilience plans, assisting individuals with disabilities
to evacuate and access essential services, and providing support for mental health and functional
recovery post-disaster. Their expertise in adaptation and problem-solving is critical in these
challenging situations.

Ergonomics and Workplace Wellness

The field of ergonomics, which focuses on optimizing the interaction between people and their work
environments, is a growing area for occupational therapists. Their expertise in understanding human
movement, posture, and task demands allows them to enhance workplace safety, comfort, and
productivity. Workplace wellness initiatives also fall under this umbrella, as OTs help to create
healthier and more supportive work environments.

Workstation Design and Assessment
Occupational therapists conduct ergonomic assessments of individual workstations to identify and
address potential risk factors for musculoskeletal disorders. This includes evaluating chair height,
monitor placement, keyboard and mouse positioning, and overall desk setup. They provide
recommendations for adjustments and the use of adaptive equipment to promote proper posture and
reduce strain.

Injury Prevention Programs
A proactive approach to injury prevention is crucial in many workplaces. OTs design and implement
comprehensive injury prevention programs that may include ergonomic training, safe lifting
techniques, stretching exercises, and education on body mechanics. These programs aim to reduce
the incidence of repetitive strain injuries, back pain, and other work-related musculoskeletal issues.

Return-to-Work Programs
For employees who have sustained an injury or illness, occupational therapists play a key role in
facilitating a safe and effective return to work. This involves working with the employee, employer,
and healthcare team to develop a tailored return-to-work plan that may include modified duties,
gradual reintroduction of tasks, and ongoing support to ensure a successful transition back into the
workplace.

Promoting Overall Workplace Wellness
Beyond specific ergonomic interventions, OTs contribute to broader workplace wellness initiatives.
This can involve developing programs that encourage physical activity, stress management,



mindfulness, and healthy lifestyle choices among employees. By fostering a culture of wellness,
organizations can improve employee health, morale, and productivity.

Driver Rehabilitation and Community Mobility

Maintaining independence and community participation is often tied to the ability to drive or access
reliable transportation. Driver rehabilitation specialists, a growing area for occupational therapists,
focus on ensuring safe and independent community mobility for individuals who may have
experienced changes in their physical, cognitive, or visual abilities due to age, injury, or illness.

Clinical Driving Assessments
Occupational therapists conduct comprehensive clinical assessments to evaluate a client's physical,
cognitive, and visual abilities as they relate to driving. This includes assessing visual acuity, visual
fields, reaction time, range of motion, strength, endurance, and cognitive functions such as
attention, memory, and executive function. These assessments inform whether on-road evaluations
are necessary.

On-Road Driving Evaluations
Following a successful clinical assessment, OTs perform on-road driving evaluations in a vehicle to
assess the client's actual driving performance in real-world conditions. They observe how the
individual operates the vehicle, responds to traffic situations, and adheres to traffic laws. This
provides a critical assessment of driving safety and competence.

Vehicle Modifications and Adaptive Equipment
For individuals who can continue to drive but require adaptations, OTs recommend and help clients
learn to use vehicle modifications and adaptive equipment. This can include hand controls, spinner
knobs, pedal extensions, extended mirrors, and specialized seating. The goal is to ensure safe and
efficient vehicle operation.

Alternative Transportation Strategies
Not all individuals can or wish to drive. Occupational therapists also assist clients in identifying and
accessing alternative transportation options within their communities, such as public transportation,
ride-sharing services, and specialized paratransit services. They can provide training on how to
effectively use these services to maintain community engagement.



Pediatric Specialties and Early Intervention

The early years of a child's life are critical for development, and occupational therapists play a
pivotal role in supporting children and their families through early intervention services. This
practice area focuses on addressing developmental delays, disabilities, and challenges that can
impact a child's ability to participate in everyday activities and reach their full potential.

Early Intervention Services
Occupational therapists are key members of early intervention teams, providing services to infants
and toddlers (birth to age three) who have developmental delays or disabilities. They work with
families to support the child's development in areas such as fine and gross motor skills, sensory
processing, self-care, and play. The focus is on empowering families to promote their child's
development in natural environments.

Sensory Processing Disorder Interventions
Sensory processing disorder (SPD) is a condition where individuals have difficulty receiving and
responding to sensory information. Occupational therapists are uniquely qualified to assess and treat
SPD, helping children to better regulate their sensory input and engage more appropriately with
their environment. Interventions may involve sensory diets, environmental modifications, and direct
therapy.

Fine Motor Skills Development
Developing fine motor skills is essential for tasks such as writing, dressing, and feeding. OTs work
with children to improve their hand strength, dexterity, coordination, and visual-motor integration,
enabling them to participate more effectively in school and daily life activities.

Social Skills and Play-Based Therapy
Play is a primary occupation for children and a powerful tool for learning and development.
Occupational therapists utilize play-based therapy approaches to help children improve their social
skills, emotional regulation, problem-solving abilities, and imagination. This often involves group
sessions and opportunities for peer interaction.

Trauma-Informed Care and Resilience Building

The understanding of how trauma impacts an individual's occupational performance and overall
well-being is increasingly influencing occupational therapy practice. Trauma-informed care is an
approach that recognizes the prevalence of trauma and emphasizes creating a safe and supportive
environment for clients. Occupational therapists are adopting these principles to enhance their



effectiveness with individuals who have experienced trauma.

Understanding the Impact of Trauma on Occupations
Occupational therapists are learning to recognize how past trauma can manifest in a client's daily
life, affecting their ability to engage in meaningful occupations, manage stress, form relationships,
and maintain routines. This understanding informs assessment and intervention planning, ensuring
that client needs are met in a sensitive and effective manner.

Creating Safe and Supportive Environments
A cornerstone of trauma-informed care is the creation of environments that promote safety, trust,
choice, collaboration, and empowerment. Occupational therapists are implementing strategies to
foster these qualities in their practice settings, whether it be in clinics, schools, or community
programs, to ensure clients feel secure and respected.

Empowerment and Self-Regulation Strategies
Occupational therapists help individuals develop strategies for self-regulation and empowerment,
enabling them to cope with distress, manage emotional responses, and regain a sense of control over
their lives. This can involve teaching mindfulness techniques, relaxation strategies, and problem-
solving skills that promote resilience and well-being.

Integrating Trauma-Informed Principles into Practice
The integration of trauma-informed care is an ongoing process. Occupational therapists are
engaging in professional development and adopting new approaches to their practice to ensure they
are providing the most effective and compassionate care for individuals who have experienced
trauma. This includes collaborative approaches and a focus on client strengths.

Health and Wellness Coaching

As the focus shifts towards preventative health and promoting healthy lifestyles, occupational
therapists are well-positioned to excel as health and wellness coaches. Their foundational
understanding of human behavior, motivation, and the impact of lifestyle on well-being allows them
to guide clients in achieving their health goals and making sustainable changes.

Goal Setting and Action Planning
Occupational therapists as wellness coaches work collaboratively with clients to set realistic and
achievable health and wellness goals. They assist in developing personalized action plans that break
down these goals into manageable steps, fostering a sense of progress and accountability. This



client-centered approach ensures that interventions are tailored to individual needs and preferences.

Behavior Change Theories and Strategies
Leveraging knowledge of behavior change theories, such as the Transtheoretical Model or
Motivational Interviewing, OTs provide clients with the tools and support necessary to overcome
barriers and adopt healthier habits. They help clients identify their motivations, explore
ambivalence, and build self-efficacy for lasting change.

Lifestyle Modification Support
This practice area encompasses supporting clients in making modifications to their lifestyle across
various domains, including nutrition, physical activity, sleep hygiene, stress management, and social
engagement. OTs help clients explore options, develop routines, and build skills to sustain these
positive changes for long-term health and well-being.

Health Promotion and Disease Prevention Coaching
Occupational therapists in health and wellness coaching play a proactive role in promoting health
and preventing disease. They empower individuals to take ownership of their health, make informed
decisions, and develop coping mechanisms to manage chronic conditions, ultimately enhancing their
quality of life and fostering overall wellness.

Frequently Asked Questions

What emerging practice areas in occupational therapy gained
significant traction in 2022?
Key emerging areas in 2022 included telehealth and remote service delivery, occupational therapy in
mental health and well-being promotion, aging-in-place and home modifications, health and wellness
coaching, and the use of assistive technology and digital tools for functional improvement.

How has the expansion of telehealth impacted occupational
therapy practice in 2022?
Telehealth adoption accelerated in 2022, allowing OTs to provide consultations, interventions, and
education remotely. This expanded access to services, particularly for individuals in rural areas or
with mobility challenges, and required adaptation in assessment techniques and client engagement
strategies.

What is the role of occupational therapy in promoting mental



health and well-being in the current landscape?
In 2022, OTs increasingly focused on mental health by addressing social participation, stress
management, coping skills, and creating meaningful daily routines. They utilized activity analysis to
identify occupations that support emotional regulation and overall well-being, often collaborating
with mental health professionals.

How are occupational therapists contributing to aging-in-
place initiatives?
OTs in 2022 were instrumental in facilitating aging-in-place by conducting home safety assessments,
recommending adaptive equipment and environmental modifications, and developing strategies to
support continued engagement in meaningful occupations and community living for older adults.

What is the significance of health and wellness coaching
within occupational therapy?
Health and wellness coaching emerged as a practice area where OTs empower clients to set and
achieve personal health goals. They utilize motivational interviewing and evidence-based behavior
change strategies to promote healthy habits, lifestyle modifications, and overall well-being.

How is assistive technology being integrated into occupational
therapy practice?
In 2022, OTs embraced assistive technology (AT) to enhance independence and participation. This
included the assessment, recommendation, and training on a wide range of AT, from simple adaptive
tools to complex digital solutions for communication, mobility, and daily living tasks.

What is the growing role of OTs in addressing digital literacy
and inclusion?
With the increased reliance on technology, OTs in 2022 began to focus on digital literacy, helping
individuals develop the skills needed to navigate and utilize digital platforms for social connection,
access to information, and participation in daily life.

Are there new occupational therapy practice areas focused on
environmental sustainability and advocacy?
While not a primary emerging area for all, some OTs in 2022 began to explore environmental
sustainability by advocating for accessible and inclusive community design, promoting reduced
consumption in therapeutic activities, and considering the impact of environmental factors on
occupational engagement.

How are occupational therapists adapting to the growing need



for palliative and end-of-life care support?
Occupational therapists in 2022 played a vital role in palliative and end-of-life care by focusing on
maintaining quality of life, maximizing comfort, supporting meaningful activities and social
connections, and assisting with adaptations to the environment and routines for individuals and their
families.

What are the ethical considerations for occupational
therapists practicing in these emerging areas?
Ethical considerations in emerging areas often involve maintaining competence in new technologies
and practice models, ensuring equitable access to services (especially with telehealth), protecting
client privacy in digital environments, and advocating for client-centered approaches that respect
individual values and choices.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to emerging practice areas in occupational therapy in 2022, with
descriptions:

1. Bridging the Digital Divide: Occupational Therapy in the Age of Telehealth
This book explores the burgeoning field of telehealth within occupational therapy, providing
practical guidance for practitioners on implementing and utilizing virtual platforms. It covers
essential considerations for client engagement, technology adaptation, and ethical practice in
remote service delivery. Readers will discover strategies for maximizing the reach and impact of
occupational therapy through digital means, addressing accessibility and equity in care.

2. Occupational Therapy and the Growing World of Assistive Technology
Focusing on the rapid advancements in assistive technology, this title delves into how occupational
therapists can leverage these tools to enhance client independence and participation. It examines a
wide spectrum of AT, from sophisticated robotics to accessible apps, and their application across
diverse populations and practice settings. The book offers case studies and practical frameworks for
assessment, intervention planning, and training with new technologies.

3. Cultivating Resilience: Occupational Therapy Approaches for Mental Well-being
This book addresses the increasing demand for occupational therapy services in mental health,
highlighting its role in promoting resilience and well-being. It explores evidence-based interventions
that foster emotional regulation, coping skills, and engagement in meaningful activities. The text
provides a comprehensive overview of how occupational therapists can support individuals
navigating stress, trauma, and mental health challenges through occupation-focused approaches.

4. Inclusive Environments: Designing for Neurodiversity through Occupational Therapy
This title examines the critical role of occupational therapists in creating inclusive and supportive
environments for individuals with neurodevelopmental differences. It delves into universal design
principles and sensory-informed practices that enhance participation and reduce barriers. The book
offers practical strategies for advocating for and implementing changes that promote belonging and
optimize engagement for neurodivergent individuals across various life contexts.

5. Sustainable Futures: Occupational Therapy's Role in Environmental Health



This book explores the emerging intersection of occupational therapy and environmental health,
emphasizing the impact of the environment on human occupation. It discusses how therapists can
address issues like climate change adaptation, sustainable living, and ecological well-being through
their practice. Readers will learn how to integrate environmental considerations into assessment and
intervention, promoting healthier communities and a more sustainable future.

6. The Intergenerational Connection: Occupational Therapy Across the Lifespan
This title investigates the growing practice area of intergenerational programming and its benefits
for clients of all ages. It highlights how occupational therapists can facilitate meaningful connections
and shared activities between different age groups. The book provides theoretical underpinnings
and practical examples of intergenerational interventions that promote social engagement, reduce
isolation, and enhance overall well-being.

7. Advocacy in Action: Occupational Therapy Leading Policy and Social Change
This book focuses on the essential and expanding role of occupational therapists as advocates for
their clients and the profession. It provides a guide to understanding and engaging in policy
development, legislative action, and community-based advocacy efforts. The text equips
practitioners with the knowledge and skills to champion occupational justice and influence systemic
change to improve lives.

8. Empowering Communities: Occupational Therapy in Global Health Initiatives
This title explores the critical contributions of occupational therapy to global health initiatives and
sustainable development goals. It examines how therapists can work within diverse cultural contexts
to address health disparities and promote participation. The book offers insights into international
collaboration, culturally responsive practice, and the impact of occupational therapy in empowering
marginalized communities worldwide.

9. Innovation in Practice: Entrepreneurship and New Venture Development for Occupational
Therapists
This book addresses the rise of entrepreneurial opportunities within occupational therapy,
empowering practitioners to create innovative services and businesses. It covers essential aspects of
business planning, market analysis, and developing unique practice models. Readers will find
guidance on identifying unmet needs, leveraging their skills in new ways, and contributing to the
profession's growth through entrepreneurial ventures.
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