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Community occupational therapy practice in Québec emerged
in Local Community Services Centres (Centres locaux de 

services communautaires – CLSC), which have a health promotion 
and prevention mission. This mission is namely articulated in home 
support, where occupational therapists play a critical role. Given 
the increased demand linked with the aging population and chronic 
illnesses, one can observe significant waiting lists for occupational 
therapy in home support. Thus, occupational therapists’ practice 
has been particularly restricted regarding health promotion and 
prevention, which include enabling social participation (Hébert, 
Maheux, & Potvin, 2002). Yet community occupational therapists are 
well positioned to enable people’s social participation; to get involved 
in activities that provide social interactions. To highlight their potential 
contribution, this article will explore promising examples of group 
practices, and will propose strategies to implement such initiatives 
elsewhere in Canada.

Building groups to foster social participation 
To reflect upon the opportunities of fostering social participation, 
participatory research was performed with different key players in the 
field of home support. Group sessions were identified as an avenue 
to be explored, given that these encourage social interactions 
and complement existing resources. To foster health and social 
participation, group interventions are more effective than individual 
interventions (Clark, Jackson, Carlson, Chou, Cherry et al., 2012), 
although the latter make up the common practice of occupational 
therapists in home support (Hébert et al., 2002). By combining 
group and individual interventions, physical and mental well-being 
would be improved more than with individual interventions alone 
(Clark et al., 2012). Moreover, peer support foster the motivation to 
try new activities. Since groups reach several people simultaneously, 
they are also more cost-effective (Clark et al., 2012) and have the 
potential of reducing wait times for occupational therapy. 

Promising examples  
Two groups have been created by occupational therapists of a 
home support team in Montréal (authors MJF, CL, and MS) to 
better meet the needs of the community. Located on the outskirts 
of public transit services, this community exacerbates the isolation of 
people with disabilities, of which there are many in the sector. To face 
these challenges, weekly groups for adapted fitness and therapeutic 
chair dance were developed with community organizations and 
facilitated by occupational therapists. Two types of groups exist. 
First, closed groups are made up of approximately ten people who 
share common characteristics related to the type of disability or 
chronic illness. In these groups, each participant undergoes an initial 

assessment by an occupational therapist during which personalized 
goals are defined, such as to improve mobility or reduce anxiety. 
Second, open groups – with no initial assessment – comprise 
around twenty people with multiple sclerosis to minimize isolation, 
encourage physical activity, and maintain residual abilities. 

Over the years, participants reported different benefits to the 
occupational therapists, including reduced anxiety, improved quality 
of life, increased sense of belonging, reduced use of emergency 
services, and better continuity of service. Based on the partnership 
with community organizations, group costs are capped by sharing 
of resources (space and personnel) and by the involvement of 
volunteers. Even though the specific impacts of these groups have 
to be formally assessed and considering the cost-effectiveness of 
such occupational therapy interventions (Clark et al., 2012), some 
organizational decision-makers expressed their interest in developing 
group-based initiatives in other sectors and with other populations.

Leveraging our expertise in social participation 
In light of the therapists’ experience and the evidence gathered, 
different strategies are suggested to ensure the success of these 
groups. Consistent with our profession’s values, groups must be 
implemented using a personalized, local approach, taking individual 
and community needs into consideration. Thus, it is necessary to 
forge partnerships with the community organizations. To do so, it is 
recommended to become familiar with these organizations’ internal 
processes by getting actively involved. 

In order to convince decision-makers of group interventions’ 
benefits, occupational therapists may act as change agents by 
effectively communicating evidence or by showing the gap between 
existing resources and the unmet needs of the population. Finally, 
group interventions are an opportunity to leverage our expertise 
in social participation and to ensure excellence within community 
occupational therapy practice .
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