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Abstract: This article presents the results of a systematic review, which aimed to investigate how researchers 
of Brazilian occupational therapy conceptualize social participation and which theoretical references are used or 
produced in the area to discuss this concept. The review consisted of searching the bibliographic productions of 
Brazilian occupational therapists available online in journals of the area, in LILACS and SciELO. There were 
481 articles identified and, based on the exploratory and selective reading, 31 articles were considered for descriptive, 
critical and interpretive analysis, dealing with exploratory research and reflection/essay and case studies, experience 
reports, and bibliographic review. Researchers presented plurality  in  the definition and understanding of social 
participation; however, there’s still no clarity about these different ways of approaching the concept, which can be 
justified by the inexistence or lack of a better theoretical-conceptual foundation. Other terms, such as “participation”; 
“sociocultural participation”; “community participation” and “political participation” were used as synonyms of 
social participation. This variation in the use of terms also resulted from the different fields of action in which the 
studies were carried out and from the theoretical references used. Some articles did not define social participation, 
even if the concept was the subject of research and/or analysis. However, they used references that help understand 
how their authors understand social participation. As in other fields of knowledge, occupational therapy presents a 
multiplicity of definitions or notions of the concept that is influenced by different sciences and disciplines, which 
also reveals consensus and divergence. 

Keywords: Occupational Therapy, Concept Formation, Social Participation, Knowledge, Systematic Review.

Participação social em terapia ocupacional: sobre o que estamos falando?

Resumo: Este artigo apresenta os resultados de revisão sistemática, que visou investigar como pesquisadoras da terapia 
ocupacional brasileira conceituam participação social e quais referenciais teóricos são utilizados ou produzidos na 
área para discutir sobre esse conceito. A revisão constituiu-se de busca pelas produções bibliográficas de terapeutas 
ocupacionais brasileiros disponíveis online em periódicos da área, na LILACS e SciELO. Foram identificados 
481 artigos e, a partir da leitura exploratória e seletiva, considerou-se 31 artigos para análise descritiva, crítica e 
interpretativa, que tratam de pesquisas exploratórias e estudos de reflexão/ensaio e de caso, relatos de experiência e 
revisão bibliográfica. As pesquisadoras apresentaram pluralidade na definição e entendimento sobre a participação 
social, todavia ainda há pouca clareza sobre essas diferentes formas de abordar o conceito, o que pode ser justificado 
pela inexistência ou escassez de melhor fundamentação teórica-conceitual. Outros termos, como: “participação”; 
“participação sociocultural”; “participação comunitária” e “participação política” foram utilizados como sinônimos 
de participação social. Essa variação no uso dos termos também decorreu dos diferentes campos de atuação nos 
quais os estudos foram realizados e dos referenciais teóricos utilizados. Alguns artigos não definiram participação 
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1 Introduction

The historical and social participation and from an 
analytical perspective can have multiple meanings. 
The categories “social participation”, “popular 
participation” and “community participation” are 
examples of this multiple meanings and, 

[...] although having the same origin 
(the main category ‘participation’) and 
having convergent aspects, they have their 
specificities, as they analyze different realities 
(ESCOREL; MOREIRA, 2012, p. 854).

Some areas, such as political science, education, law, 
sociology, and health, discuss the meaning of social 
participation. In sociology and health, for example, 
social participation is identified as the involvement 
of subjects in decision-making processes organized 
by social and political institutions (STOTZ, 2009). 
The diversity of references creates inaccuracies and 
makes the concept complex, and the same happens 
in the Brazilian and international occupational 
therapy field.

From the perspective of the North American 
occupational therapy that is based on the principles 
of psychology and sociology, the social participation 
is understood as the interpersonal interactions of 
individuals verbally or not and with or without 
involvement in an activity (COLE; DONOHUE, 
2011). In the perspective of the Canadian Occupational 
Science, social participation is understood as 
the active engagement of people in occupations 
(TOWNSEND; LANDRY, 2005).

In Latin American countries (such as Chile) the 
social participation in the socio-critical paradigm 
is seen as the key to emancipation and personal 
and collective development to face the processes 
of exclusion and oppression (SOSA et al., 2015).

The social participation in Brazil between 1980 
and 1990 was approached by occupational therapists 
in the context of the individuals´ participation 
in the public life, in the confrontation with the 
social structure that produces inequalities and 
as a mechanism for the transformation of society 
(SOARES, 1991; FRANCISCO, 2001).

Since then, the promotion of social participation 
has been present in debates and interventions in 
the health care; daily transformation; promotion of 
autonomy, well-being and independence; exercise 
of citizenship; access to social rights; enjoyment of 
goods and services; defense of deinstitutionalization 
processes and rupture or fragility of supportive social 
relationships (BARROS; LOPES; GALHEIGO, 
2007).

For the authors in this review, social participation 
is the involvement of individuals in social groups 
and/or in public and community spaces, transforming 
the daily life and living conditions involving illness, 
violence, mental and/or psychological suffering, social 
and occupational injustice, inequality, prejudice, 
exclusion, and oppression.

It is a circumscribed definition in the sociology 
and occupational therapy field to understand it as a 
political and emancipatory practice, which happens 
in social, political, economic and cultural contexts, 
at micro and macro-social levels.

However, different perspectives may be worked by 
occupational therapy to attribute other meanings to 
social participation. Therefore, through systematic 
review, this article aimed to investigate how Brazilian 
occupational therapy researchers conceptualize 
social participation, considering the theoretical 
references used or produced in the area to discuss 
this concept and contrast the different definitions of 
social participation found, including those presented 
by the authors of this study.

Occupational therapists might widely use the 
concept and promote social participation is a 
technical responsibility and ethical and political 
commitment; justifying the importance and necessity 
of approaching this concept in the theoretical-practical 
field of the profession.

The paradigm changes, the socio-cultural, 
political and economic view, the place where it 
operates, and the population assisted (or sought 
to assist) influence the professional profile and 
the theoretical and practical development of the 
profession. Making a commitment to foster social 
participation or discussing it is a beginning to be 
a profession that transforms itself and the existing 

social, mesmo que o conceito tenha sido objeto de investigação e/ou de análise. Todavia, empregaram referências 
que ajudam a compreender como seus autores entendem a participação social. Assim como em outros campos 
de conhecimento, a terapia ocupacional apresenta uma multiplicidade de definições ou noções do conceito que é 
influenciada por diferentes ciências e disciplinas, o que também revela consensos e divergências. 

Palavras-chave: Terapia Ocupacional, Formação de Conceito, Participação Social, Conhecimento, Revisão 
Sistemática.
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social order (GALHEIGO et al., 2012). Thus, there 
is a need for ethical and theoretical-conceptual 
professional commitment to building practices and 
a specific and interdisciplinary field of knowledge 
(CORDOBA, 2011).

2 Method

This research was elaborated through a systematic 
review (MOHER et al., 2009; GONÇALO et al., 
2012) analyzing the bibliographic production in 
Brazilian occupational therapy published in journals 
of the area in the online version.

The articles were searched using the descriptors 
“social participation” or “participation” and 
“occupational therapy” in the journals: Cadernos 
Brasileiros de Terapia Ocupacional (available from 
1990 to 2018), Revista de Terapia Ocupacional da 
Universidade de São Paulo (available from 2002 
to 2018), Revista Baiana de Terapia Ocupacional 
(2004, 2005, 2007, 2012 and 2013) and Revista 
Interinstitucional Brasileira de Terapia Ocupacional 
(2017 and 2018). The Literature in the Health 
Sciences in Latin American and the Caribbean 
(LILACS) and the Scientific Electronic Library 
Online (SciELO) were also accessed1.

The identification and selection of bibliographic 
production was performed in October and December 
2018, in which the texts not produced by occupational 
therapists; foreign research results or reports; texts 
identified as editorial or abstracts of theses and 
dissertations; those texts that did not address the 
topic; adaptation, validation and/or translation of 
evaluations and instruments texts; repeated texts and 

those that only cited the term “social participation” 
in the abstract or its descriptors were excluded.

The eligibility phase was conducted by one 
of the authors through exploratory and selective 
reading. The included articles were read in full 
from a descriptive, analytical, and interpretative 
perspective (PÁDUA, 2002; MOHER et al., 2009). 
Mapping and search of the theoretical references 
that define and/or discuss social participation and 
that were adopted by the researchers of the articles 
were performed.

These references were located in journals, books, and 
book chapters and are part of the discussions in this 
study. This process was performed to better identify 
and understand the perception (or perceptions) about 
social participation that has been used to support 
research and theoretical and practical discussions 
in occupational therapy. The  type of study was 
considered for the exposition and characterization 
of the articles since it was extracted from the texts 
in its methodology section.

3 Results and Discussion

3.1 Presentation of  the studies

There were 481 articles identified, and 76 of them 
were selected after applying the inclusion and exclusion 
criteria. When reading these articles, 31 studies were 
selected and analyzed. Figure 1 shows the flowchart 
according to the Preferred Reporting Items for 
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyzes - PRISMA 
(MOHER et al., 2009) with quantitative results of 
the methodological process.

Figure 1. Review Flowchart.
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Seventeen of the 31 articles included were published 
in the Cadernos Brasileiros de Terapia Ocupacional, 
9 were published in the Terapia Ocupacional da 
Universidade de São Paulo, 4 were published in 
the Revista Interinstitucional Brasileira de Terapia 
Ocupacional and 1 was published in the Jornal da 
Sociedade Brasileira de fonoaudiologia (CoDAS), as 
shown in Table 1. The temporal distribution showed 

a higher production in 2016 and 2018 and lower 
production in 2003, 2007, 2009 and 2017.

Table  2 shows the analyzed articles with the 
identification number, the title, the researchers, the 
origin of the work and a column with the terms used 
and the different conceptions of social participation 
(and other categories) from the synthesis since some 
articles did not have clear definitions.

Table 1. Distribution of  publications by their year and journal.
Cad. Ter. 
Ocup.*

Rev. Ter. 
Ocup.** Revisbrato*** CoDAS**** TOTAL Frequency

2003 0 1 0 0 1 3.2%
2007 0 1 0 0 1 3.2%
2009 0 1 0 0 1 3.2%
2011 1 2 0 0 3 9.7%
2013 2 0 0 0 2 6.5%
2014 3 1 0 0 4 13%
2015 2 1 0 0 3 9.7%
2016 6 0 0 1 7 22.5%
2017 0 1 0 0 1 3.2%
2018 3 1 4 0 8 25.8%

TOTAL n(%) 17 (54.8%) 9 (29%) 4 (13%) 1 (3.2%) 31 100%
*Cadernos Brasileiros de Terapia Ocupacional. **Revista de Terapia Ocupacional da Universidade de São Paulo. ***Revista 
Interinstitucional Brasileira de Terapia Ocupacional. ****CoDAS jornal is a publication of the Brazilian Society of Speech 
Therapy and is indexed in SciELO in which the articles were consulted.

Table 2. Articles reviewed.

N° Title Researchers
Participation Understanding - 

Social, Community, Sociocultural, 
Political

1 Rehabilitation with emphasis on 
the territory - Jardim D’Abril and 
Jardim Boa Vista, in the city of São 
Paulo

Fátima Oliver,
Marta Aoki,
Maria Tissi,
Stella Nicolau

Social life participation includes: 
breaking with the home isolation 
and fostering citizen participation 
through the identification and 
referral of demands to the public 
power and the enjoyment of social 
rights.

2 Acts and facts of the 
culture: practice territories, 
interdisciplinarity, and actions at the 
interface of art and health promotion

Eliane Castro,
Dilma Silva

Participation; Sociocultural, and 
Social Participation. It is the 
involvement of the individuals in the 
expression, creation and artistic and 
cultural production.

3 Action and creation in the interface 
of arts and health

Elizabeth Lima,
Erika Inforsato,
Leonardo Lima,
Eliane Castro

Participation; Sociocultural 
participation. No clear definition.

4 “We try to show, and the people 
don’t see”: analysis of the 
participation of people with 
congenital blindness in different life 
cycles

Carolina Castilho,
Daniela Gontijo,
Heliana Alves,
Alessandra Souza

Participation; Social Participation. 
Involvement of individuals in 
real-life situations (domestic, work, 
school, and community).

5 Body and Art Workshops: 
inventiveness, aesthetic production, 
and socio-cultural participation

Eliane Castro,
Cinthia Saito,
Fernanda Drumond,
Leonardo Lima

Participation; Sociocultural, and 
Social Participation.
No clear definition.
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N° Title Researchers
Participation Understanding - 

Social, Community, Sociocultural, 
Political

6 Occupational Therapy in Primary 
Care: the construction of a practice.

Adriana Pimentel,
Maria Costa,
Fernanda Souza

Social and Community Participation.
To occupy and engage in spaces 
and territorial activities, enabling 
the transformation of life and daily 
life and expand access to essential 
rights.

7 Theater of the oppressed person 
and Occupational Therapy: an 
intervention proposal with socially 
vulnerable young people

Izabela Alves,
Daniela Gontijo,
Heliana Alves

Social participation is an area of 
occupational performance; translated 
into the youth protagonism, 
reflective and critical awareness of 
reality and involvement in social 
transformation.

8 People with disabilities living in a 
peripheral neighborhood of the city 
of São Paulo: a study of their needs

Marta Aoki,
Fátima Oliver

Social participation; Community and 
Politics.
They are people’s needs and 
demands. They include participation 
in different daily activities in public 
and private spaces.

9 ICF contextual factors as tools for 
analyzing the implications of the 
acquisition of physical disability 
by people treated by Occupational 
Therapy

Rosé Toldrá,
Ana Cristina Souto

Participation. Involvement in a life 
situation.

10 The relationship between individuals 
with mental disorder and social 
equipment

Ana Moura,
Moema Moura,
Vera Facundes,
Ivo Lima Filho,
Luziana Maranhão,
Maria Borges

Social Participation. They address 
leisure activities and social 
relationships in the territory.

11 The meaning of occupations after 
the burn accident

Luísa Monteiro,
Elson Costa,
Victor Corrêa,
Otavio Folha

Social Participation. It is an 
occupation, and there are 
occupations that promote social 
participation

12 Advanced Activities of Daily Living 
as a component of the functional 
assessment of the elderly person

Eliane Dias,
Yeda Duarte,
Maria Almeida,
Maria Lebrão

Social Participation occurs in social, 
productive, and leisure activities, 
and Political Participation is to 
participate in political groups such 
as parties and civil associations.

13 Parking spaces for people with 
disabilities in banks

Michelle Mazetto,
Alessandra Souza
Fabiana Dutra

Participation; Social Participation. 
Involvement in occupations.

14 The use of a blog and media 
resources in the expansion of 
ways of communication and social 
participation

Carla Silva,
Isadora Cardinalli,
Roseli Lopes

Participation; Social Participation. 
Do, take or be part and relations 
with political practice.

15 Participatory local development, 
social support network and human 
occupation: experience report
in the extension project

Ricardo Correia,
Marco Akerman

Participation. Individual and 
collective engagement in actions for 
social transformation.

16 Across the Device Lines: Challenges 
of Contemporary Practices at the 
Occupational Therapy and Culture 
Interface

Isabela Valent,
Eliane Castro

Social and Cultural Participation. 
No clear definition.

Table 2. Continued...
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N° Title Researchers
Participation Understanding - 

Social, Community, Sociocultural, 
Political

17 Study of the components application 
of ICF Checklist Activity and 
Participation in people with Multiple 
Sclerosis and their relationship with 
Core Sets1

Rosé Toldrá,
Camila Nascimento

Participation; Social Participation. 
Involvement in a life situation; 
social functionality.

18 We want to show our face, bro ”: hip 
hop in the construction of identity, 
awareness and
social participation of young people 
in socially vulnerable situations

Heliana Alves,
Natasha Oliveira,
Aline Chaves

Social participation. Participation in 
different real-life situations.

19 Youth, homosexuality, and diversity: 
a study of the process of coming out 
of the closet using body maps

Aryel Murasaki,
Sandra Galheigo

Social participation. No clear 
definition.

20 Cultural order and local 
development
participatory: a reference for 
occupational therapist practice

Ricardo Correia,
Camila Rocha

Participation; Social participation. 
Active, critical, and democratic 
engagement in everyday 
experiences.

21 Territory and diversity: trajectories 
of occupational therapy in art and 
culture experiences

Eliane Castro,
Erika Inforsato,
Renata Buelau,
Isabela Valent,
Elizabeth Lima

Social participation; 
Sociocultural. Artistic and cultural 
experimentation, circulation in the 
territories, relationships between 
people.

22 International Classification of 
Functioning, Disability and Health 
and aphasia: a study of social 
participation

Jodeli Pommerehn,
Miriam Delboni,
Elenir Fedosse

Participation; Social Participation. 
Involvement in a life situation.

23 Characterization of social 
participation of individuals in the 
chronic phase after stroke

Iza de Faria-Fortini,
Marluce Basílio,
Janaine Polese,
Kênia Menezes,
Christina Faria,
Aline Scianni,
Luci Salmela

Social participation. Involvement in 
daily activities and social roles.

24 The care and work processes in 
custody and psychiatric treatment 
hospital from the perspective of its 
workers

Eline Silva,
Mara Ribeiro,
Marilya Souza

Social participation. No clear 
definition.

25 The scope of occupational therapy 
in the
local development

Ricardo Correia Participation; Social Participation. 
Engagement in public spaces.

26 Caring, daily life, and occupations: 
a view at the occupational therapy 
on family caregivers of the elderly 
person

Ayra Costa,
Grasielle Paulin,
Keila Cruz

Social Participation. Area of 
occupation. Behaviors that are 
characteristic and expected of an 
individual in a particular position of 
a social system.

27 Occupational performance of 
homeless women

Thayane Prudente,
Daniela Gontijo,
Rayssa Paiva

Social Participation. Engagement 
in occupations and personal 
relationships.

28 The daily life of young people 
with disabilities: a view at the 
occupational therapy from the 
photo-voice method

Natasha Ferreira,
Fátima Oliver

Social Participation. Access and 
involvement in daily activities and 
citizenship and establishment of 
social relationships.

Table 2. Continued...
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Some researchers appear as authors of several 
studies. They are professionals who perform assistance, 
teaching, research, and extension activities in 
occupational therapy, linked to Public and Private 
Higher Education Institutions.

The activities are inserted in different areas, 
including the theoretical and practical development of 
care technologies and the promotion of participation, 
which justifies more publications on this topic. 
Some of these areas are Physical Rehabilitation; 
Collective and Mental Health; Gerontology; Assistive 
technology; Art and education; Cultural citizenship; 
Human rights; Art, Culture and Health; Community 
Based Rehabilitation (CBR); Participatory Local 
Development (PLD); Solidarity Economy and Work 
and Income Initiatives.

Regarding the types of study, research from the 
literature review; exploratory research; reflection/essay 
studies; case studies and experience reports were 
verified (Table 3).

Most articles (89.5%) were produced by female 
occupational therapists showing the choice of the term 
“researcher women” for the following discussions.

3.2 Social participation: presentation 
of  meanings2 and theoretical 
references

Six articles defined social participation based 
on different theoretical references. Three of them 
(13, 26 and 29) were based on the American 
Occupational Therapy Association proposal 
(AMERICAN..., 2015), describing that the social 
participation is involved in occupations, and one 
article also identified it as a possibility of socialization 
and circulation.

The AOTA document describes the participation 
and social participation. The participation concept, 
also found in the International Classification of 
Disability, Functioning, and Health (ICF), is 
understood as “[…] the involvement of an individual 
in a real-life situation” (ORGANIZAÇÃO..., 
2004, p. 13). The social participation3 belongs to 
the domain and structure of occupational therapy 
practice and is one of the occupations that structure 
the individualś daily life, and the activities of daily 
living, education, work, sleep, and leisure.

Article 11 used Occupational Science (based on 
LARSON; WOOD; CLARCK, 2005; WILCOCK, 
1993) and the Occupational Therapy Dictionary 
(JACOBS; JACOBS, 2006), approaching the social 
participation as an occupation that shows an individual 
and collective lifestyle constituted in a cultural and 
historical context. Another article (20) brought 
the theory of Participatory Local Development 
(MARTINS, 2016), which understands social 
participation as an active, individual and collective 
protagonism, in the process of social transformation, 
to improve the conditions of the daily community and 
territorial life.

Despite defining social participation, Article 7 did 
not present a literature reference for the concept. 
It seems to refer to the structure of AOTA’s practice 
stating that: “[...] the social participation is an area 

N° Title Researchers
Participation Understanding - 

Social, Community, Sociocultural, 
Political

29 To incorporate and adolescence: the 
throbbing of a metamorphosed body 
and its occupational repercussions

Débora Folha,
Emmanuelle Araújo,
Jéssica Carmo

Social Participation. It is an 
occupation.

30 Future perspectives on social 
participation from the perspective of 
adolescents with cerebral palsy and 
their mothers

Priscila Lopes,
Thelma Matsukura

Social Participation. Engagement in 
significant occupations.

31 Accessibility centers in Brazilian 
federal institutions and the 
contributions of occupational 
therapists to the inclusion of people 
with disabilities in higher education

Lilian Nogueira,
Fátima Oliver

Social Participation. To participate 
in and intervene in decision-making 
processes that reach collective 
groups.

Table 2. Continued...

Table 3. Distribution of  publications by type of  study.
Type of  study N° Frequency (%)

Exploratory research 21 67.7
Study case 4 12.9
Experience report 3 9.7
Reflection/essay study 2 6.5
Literature review 1 3.2
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of occupational performance” (ALVES; GONTIJO; 
ALVES, 2013, p. 328). When discussing the 
concept, Nogueira and Oliver (2018) used Social 
Sciences to interface with Health. In this case, social 
participation is

[…] a mechanism purposely intended to 
include segments that, in the sphere of 
society (or the market), in their daily life, are 
excluded from opportunities for choice. [...]. 
In any case, it is about intervening in decision-
making processes that affect the collective 
(TEIXEIRA et al., 2009, p. 234-235).

Ferreira and Oliver (2018, p. 750) were the only 
researcher women who presented their conception. 
They understand social participation as:

[...] the access and involvement in daily 
activities and citizenship, such as study, 
work, leisure, and cultural activities, political 
activities, among others; and the establishment 
of social relationships, whether in the family, 
friends or affective relationships.

For the authors who discussed the daily lives 
of young people with disabilities, this conception 
encompasses various dimensions of their lives 
and becomes broader than the view of the social 
participation established by AOTA and participation 
in ICF.

Nineteen articles (1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, 9, 10, 14, 15, 
17, 18, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 27 and 30) did not define 
social participation, even though the concept has been 
the subject of investigation and/or analysis. They also 
employed references that help to understand how 
researcher women understand social participation.

The references used are international and national 
and belong to the core of occupational therapy or 
the areas of Public and Collective Health, Sociology, 
Philosophy, Social Work, and Communication. This 
plurality of references reaffirms the difficult task, in 
the different areas of knowledge, of defining social 
participation and demonstrates the multiplicity 
of meanings and approaches attributed to the 
concept, the existence of consensus, ambiguities, 
and divergences.

References were also identified for proposals 
and policies that based the field of practice, and 
they are supported or aimed at promoting social 
participation: National Mental Health Policy and 
Psychosocial Rehabilitation Strategies (built from 
this Policy); CBR; Territory Emphasis Rehabilitation 
(TER) and again PLD, ICF, and AOTA.

Articles 2, 3, 5, 6, 8, 12, 16, and 21 also used 
other concepts, such as socio-cultural participation, 

political participation, and community participation. 
From a compilation of articles 2, 3, 5, 16 and 21: 
sociocultural participation can be understood as the 
involvement of the individuals in the production, creation 
and artistic, cultural and corporal experimentation, 
associated with the relational experience, the possibilities 
of circulation in the territory, the emancipation and 
individual and cultural transformation.

In article 12, the political participation belongs to 
the social domain of advanced activities of daily living 
and means “[…] to participate in political groups 
such as parties and civil associations” (DIAS et al., 
2014, p. 230). Similar to this conception, Aoki and 
Oliver (2013) interpreted political participation as 
involvement in public spaces (Managing Councils and 
forums, for example) for advocacy.

In articles 8 and 6, Aoki and Oliver (2013) and 
Pimentel, Costa and Souza (2011), respectively 
discussed on community participation, understood 
as the possibility of individuals breaking with home 
isolation and occupying other spaces and community 
and territorial equipment, to transform daily life and 
expand access to essential rights.

Silva, Cardinalli and Lopes (2015) in article 
14 addressed actions at community level and used 
the production of Barros, Lopes and Galheigo 
(2007) who were based on James Midgley (1986) 
to conceptualize the community participation. 
For Midgley, community participation means the 
direct involvement of people in local issues, that is, 
identifying and solving community problems, demands 
and needs, contributing to emancipation and social 
development.

Articles 3, 5, 16, and 19 were the only ones that did 
not bring clear definitions and theoretical references 
that justified or explained the use and meaning of 
social participation. But they were included in the 
analysis because they contributed to the debate on 
the theoretical-practical dimensions in occupational 
therapy that contemplate the promotion or barriers 
of participation (social, cultural, community or 
political).

The articles 3 and 5 had occupational therapy 
practices inserted in the interface art, health, and 
culture, inspired by the care processes developed 
in the territory, which allows discussing social 
participation. They included experiences from the 
Programa Composições Artísticas e Terapia Ocupacional 
(PACTO) assembled by the Sistema Único de Saúde 
conducting research, teaching and extension activities 
at the University of São Paulo. Lima et al. (2009) 
describe the development of projects that aim to 
ensure the participation of the individuals, assisted 
by occupational therapy, in sociocultural spaces.
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There is a proposal of artistic making (with 
plastic and body experimentation); tours and visits 
to city events; exhibitions and fairs to show the 
productions made and the individual and family 
therapeutic follow up to welcome and meet their 
demands and needs, Partnerships are built with 
social and cultural facilities (psychosocial care 
centers, workshops, associations, museums, schools, 
workshops and social centers and cooperatives) 
to promote all these actions (LIMA et al., 2009). 
In this sense, social participation is a starting point, 
a process and an arrival point of the occupational 
therapy practices incorporated in the art, culture 
and health dimension.

Article 16 considered social and cultural policies as 
guidelines for inclusion and socio-cultural participation. 
Article 19 discussed how issues of sexuality and 
gender affect the daily life, autonomy, inclusion 
and social participation of young homosexuals, 
among other aspects.

In the articles 4, 9, 17 and 23, the participation 
was defined through the ICF, and in discussions 
and use of keywords they were changed with 
the term “social participation”, suggesting that 
researchers used these concepts as synonyms. ICF is 
restricted to the term participation that, together 
with the activity, is part of a list of actions (which 
the individual is capable, has difficulties or cannot 
perform) and areas of life, such as: learning and 
application of knowledge; general tasks and demands, 
communication, mobility, personal care, home life, 

interpersonal interactions and relationships, and 
community, social and civic experience.

All the articles approaching between the 
concepts of participation and community or 
political participation treated them as synonyms 
of social participation, without pointing clear 
boundaries between these concepts. In general, 
there are also similarities in approaching concepts 
from the perspective of interpersonal relationships 
and involvement in occupations/activities in daily, 
public, and private life; individually and collectively 
and in the different contexts.

This review enabled to investigate the areas 
of knowledge and practice that, at the interface 
with occupational therapy, they have contributed 
to discuss social participation and identify the 
studied populations and intervention strategies that 
seek to enable social participation. Figure 2 shows 
these areas and their distribution by the number of 
articles analyzed.

Most of the articles are concentrated in the 
areas of “social,” “rehabilitation” and “art, culture, 
and health”. In the social area, there are studies 
on participatory development in communities 
and studies with young people with disabilities or 
situations of poverty or vulnerability and social risk 
(7, 14, 15, 18, 19, 25, 27 and 28).

All the articles promoted the social participation 
through specific social strategies and technologies 
such as expressive and artistic workshops; conversation 
circles; and the support for the establishment of 

Figure 2. Areas of  knowledge and professional practice represented in the publications. Source: Authors.
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support and sociability networks and the articulation 
of resources. They agree with the proposals of Barros, 
Lopes and Galheigo (2007) and Lopes (2016), who 
point out the search for autonomy, participation and 
social insertion of individuals and the production 
of social technologies as possible practices of 
occupational therapy in the social field.

The articles built on the interface “art, culture and 
health” (2, 3, 5 and 21) and “culture” (16, 18 and 20) 
approached the concept “sociocultural participation”. 
These are territorial and community studies whose 
main object of investigation was the occupational 
therapy practices that among other objectives, aimed 
at promoting the socio-cultural participation of 
the population in situations of vulnerability and 
social exclusion and people with disabilities and 
psychological distress.

The occupational therapy practices highlighted 
the promotion of experiences of artistic, cultural and 
leisure activities and the establishment of articulation, 
dialogues and actions between the community and 
other public and private facilities that provide services 
(in the areas of education, culture and health, for 
example) and/or protect the rights of the population 
(such as disability associations).

Proximity was found between occupational 
therapy productions in the social and art, culture, 
and health areas, as citizenship and human rights 
become articulating axes of actions. Thus, social 
participation is understood as a right and conquest 
for and of citizenship.

Similarly, they defend the participatory strategies 
and actions aimed at social development, the 
improvement of living conditions, and the resistance 
to forms of domination and exclusion. The role of 
the occupational therapist is highlighted as a social 
articulator and reiterates social participation as a 
means and end in the intervention process. According 
to Barros and Galvani (2016), the relationships in 
and by occupational therapy in these areas have 
gained strength and prominence in Brazil, from the 
theoretical constructions and practical experiences 
that problematize the issues of inequality of access 
to rights and retake social movements and cultural 
diversity as forms of expression, capturing and solving 
demands and needs and promoting participation.

The articles included in these areas (2, 7, 14, 16, 
18, 20, 21, 25 and 28); the production on PLD (20), 
article 1 (inserted in rehabilitation) and 31 (inserted 
in education) addressed the social participation as a 
political practice-oriented to the social and cultural 
transformation of the individuals, which reveals the 
understanding of a participation that happens in social, 

political, economic and cultural contexts. Therefore, 
the perspectives of these authors approximate the 
conception of the authors of this review.

In the research by Toldrá and Nascimento (2016) 
who analyzed the application of categories of the 
activities and participation component based on the 
ICF Checklist, the issue of community, social and 
civic life was added to the domain of political life 
and citizenship. Researchers identified limitations 
of the ICF and contributed to broaden the notion 
of participation, which also reaches the political 
dimension. Also, the direct relationship between 
the restriction of participation and functionality 
and disability issues remains.

Article 31, which covers the area of education, 
highlighted the relationship between the processes 
of social participation, inclusion, and permanence 
of people with disabilities in higher education. 
The researchers approached social participation in 
a political dimension, from the Social and Health 
Sciences. Therefore, understanding the possibilities 
or restrictions on the participation of this population 
involves discussions about the exercise of citizenship, 
access to rights and understanding about disability.

The articles in the rehabilitation area 
(1, 4, 17, 22, 23, 24, and 30) composed results of 
researches conducted with people with disabilities 
on physical dysfunction and TER. Articles on 
physical dysfunction used the ICF as a theoretical 
reference and, in general, analyzed the implications 
of intrinsic and extrinsic factors to disability and the 
subject on activities and daily life, which included 
the analysis of social participation. Another article 
discussed the development of community projects 
based on CBR principles to highlight TER as a care 
modality for people with disabilities.

CBR has become known in Brazil since the late 
1980s, in a context of expanding Primary Health 
Care (PHC) and the creation of community 
services focused on health promotion and disease 
and complications prevention. In this scenario, 
the concept of community participation has been 
incorporated into the discussions of occupational 
therapists (BARROS; LOPES; GALHEIGO, 2007; 
DE CARLO; BARTALOTTI, 2001).

The article inserted in the area of assistive 
technology (13) is also related to discussions on 
rehabilitation, outlining accessibility as a facilitator 
and architectural barriers as a restriction for social 
participation of people with disabilities. From these 
studies (in rehabilitation and assistive technology), 
social participation has an individual and private 
dimension, but, above all, a public, cultural and 
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collective dimension. According to Silva (2016), 
people need material and immaterial resources and 
access to rights to participate.

Two articles (6 and 8) within the scope of PHC 
addressed territorial and community experiences with 
the population with disabilities. Given the reality 
of these people - marked by social isolation, low 
education, unemployment, and fragility of support 
networks - there is a need to develop actions that 
favor social participation in and from the territory.

Among these actions, the researchers described 
individualized household and family interventions 
(for autonomy, independence, and functional 
improvement) and territorial interventions (collective 
actions in partnership with the community and 
social facilities). They are articles based on different 
references (Public Health, Public Health, and CBR), 
but complement each other by defending social 
(or community) participation as a need of people 
and for the exercise of social control4 (CAMPOS; 
MISHIMA, 2005; OLIVER et al., 2004).

The articles in the health area (11, 12, 26, and 29) 
were oriented with perspectives of AOTA, ICF and 
Occupational Science. The researchers studied 
occupations that structure daily life, delimit social 
roles and may contribute (or not) to the well-being 
and health of adolescents, burn victims, the elderly 
population and caregivers. The occupations studied 
were: activities of daily living and instrumental 
activities of daily living, work, study, play, sports, 
leisure, and sleep. The social participation is among 
these occupations, translated as engagement in leisure, 
sports, religious, political, social and circulation 
activities.

The articles 10 and 24 adopted the context of the 
Brazilian psychiatric reform and the assumptions 
of psychosocial rehabilitation as fundamentals, to 
defend the discourses and actions in occupational 
therapy in mental health aimed at the reinsertion and 
social participation of patients in the community. 
Approaches different to the asylum model are 
emphasized, and they mention the construction 
and/or rescue of territorial networks; expansion of 
spaces and community leisure activities; expansion 
of mental health actions in PHC and strengthening 
of interdisciplinary and cross-sectional actions and 
dialogues.

According to Nicácio (1994), Almeida and 
Trevisan (2011), the psychiatric reform collaborated 
with the reformulation of mental health care and 
occupational therapy actions. Thus, the care process 
foresees the creation of forms and spaces of social 
participation and the promotion of autonomy and 

citizenship through substitute services; expansion 
of the therapeutic setting with development of 
actions in the community space; co-participation 
and accountability of the patient for their therapeutic 
project and Customer-Centered Practice. This last 
item corresponds to the theoretical framework that 
assists the occupational therapist and users in the 
construction of care, to identify demands and barriers 
that prevent social participation and performance 
in different occupations.

The articles corroborated this statement; however, 
they also presented realities that reflect the lack 
of services and limitation of practices (inside and 
outside the core of occupational therapy) and public 
policies that encourage social participation.

Faced with the different theoretical references and 
paradigms adopted by occupational therapists, there 
are variations and even controversies and ambiguities 
in the understanding of social participation. There 
were few articles with clearer and more organized 
definitions and positions about the concept.

The approximations with definitions brought in 
the North American and Canadian international 
literature and with psychology, sociology, and health 
were also noticed. This reveals the influence of different 
sciences and disciplines on occupational therapy, the 
multiplicity of ways of understanding participation 
(and its categories), and possible consensus or 
confusion within and outside occupational therapy 
in trying to define the concept.

According to Houaiss and Villar (2004), the 
act of defining concepts is to establish a precise 
meaning to explain and delimit them. In some 
productions, generalist ideas and little in-depth 
about social participation were found. There is a 
predominance of notions of social participation, 
that is, presentation of ideas and views of authors 
anchored or not in specific literature.

It is not proper to say that one conception is more 
used than others, especially when interdisciplinarity is 
posed as a contemporary model for the development 
and consolidation of science. Therefore, approaching 
social participation from different points of view 
contributes to the process of knowledge construction 
in occupational therapy, within its specificity and 
in inter and transdisciplinary contexts.

Also, it is appropriate to find articles by 
occupational therapists who addressed the concepts 
of community and political participation rather 
than social participation (or use it concurrently). 
The choice of one of them follows the conceptual 
field, as in the case of CBR and PHC, which use 
the term community participation. This shows that 



Cad. Bras. Ter. Ocup., São Carlos, v. 27, n. 4, p. 858-872, 2019

869869/872Silva, A. C. C.; Oliver, F. C.

occupational therapy did not create the concepts, 
but adapted and used them according to their 
specificities, areas, and population assisted.

Alejandro Cordoba (2011) reported the possibility 
of occupational therapies. In this sense, the different 
epistemological positions; the various ways of 
understanding the world and man; the plurality 
in the ways of producing care and the difference 
in social, community, cultural and historical 
contexts do not show an occupational therapy, but 
occupational therapies.

Research elaborated by Galheigo et al. (2018) 
regarding the historical-epistemological foundations 
of occupational therapy in Brazil, the epistemological 
positioning was reaffirm, that is, the incorporation and/or 
substitution of different theoretical-methodological 
references, the consequent production of knowledge 
and practices and the insertion in new fields they 
are related to the historical, political and social 
landmarks of the country.

There are influences from the implementation of 
public policies, the recommendations of international 
organizations, and the diffusion of new technologies 
and trends and movements within occupational therapy 
for the advancement and professional recognition. 
Thus, contemporary production in occupational 
therapy is marked by the coexistence of various 
perspectives and languages, which produce different 
occupational therapies in Brazil. This diversity can 
demarcate, at the same time, power and fragility 
for the area (GALHEIGO et al., 2018).

The potency is revealed through the 
theoretical-conceptual and methodological 
diversification that produces a critical occupational 
therapy and involved with the construction of 
transformative and emancipatory practices. On the 
other hand, fragility is the scarce conceptual, and 
methodological coherence and the 

[...] risk of an insufficient discernment 
of the foundations used, producing a 
disordered mixture of concepts, theoretical 
contributions and production of practices 
(GALHEIGO et al., 2018, p. 734).

This systematic review reaffirms the considerations 
of Córdoba (2011) and Galheigo  et  al. (2018). 
When reading the texts used as a reference by the 
researchers, they have chosen one or several concepts 
that build a multiplicity and theoretical-conceptual 
and practical particularity. As an example, there are 
the productions in mental health, because, besides 
using the concept of social participation, they also 
opt for the concepts of emancipation, empowerment 
and social control.

Consequently, occupational therapists focus on the 
different ways of understanding and acting on the real. 
They create ways to talk about occupational therapy 
identities and to follow inter and transdisciplinary 
paths that generate meanings of belonging to a 
certain way of thinking and acting. However, the 
use (or non-use) of concepts only become coherent 
when there is a problematization of the historical, 
political and social context of which the occupational 
therapist is part and (des) constructs his episteme, 
identities, and practices.

Therefore, it is necessary to critically analyze the 
reductionist and individualized approaches that, 
although they consider the participation as “being 
and getting involved in social life”, little argue that 
this life can be (and probably will be) immersed in 
macro-social, political and cultural conflicts. The same 
can be considered for the definition restricted to 
the issue of socialization and circulation, not going 
beyond the conditions and life possibilities of the 
individuals and limited to living (of relationship 
with others) in society.

The issue of social participation needs to be 
shifted from the private and individual sphere of the 
individuals to public, historical, cultural, collective 
life and power relationships, emancipatory and 
inclusion processes and opportunities for access to 
rights. It becomes urgent when society is inserted 
in the globalization process with strong presence of 
neoliberal alternatives of production and distribution 
of inequalities, as in Brazil because there is a centrality 
in economic growth, technological innovation, and 
austerity policies, which invest little guaranteeing 
fundamental rights.

These discussions are crucial for occupational 
therapy, as the profession is willing to help people 
transform everyday life and participate in social life. 
Critically addressing the knowledge, foundations, 
and practices built by and in occupational therapy 
provides the meeting or creation of possibilities to 
transform the episteme and reorient the methods, 
strategies and assistance resources that are appropriate 
to the real-life contexts of individual and collective 
individuals.

4 Finals Considerations

This systematic review identified how social 
participation is understood and addressed by Brazilian 
authors, who were occupational therapists. Some 
intrinsical understandings are related to political 
practice, as in the definition defended by the authors 
of this article were found.



Cad. Bras. Ter. Ocup., São Carlos, v. 27, n. 4, p. 858-872, 2019

870870/872 Social participation in occupational therapy: what are we talking about?

It explained the areas of knowledge and practice 
and what populations are important for social 
participation and some intervention strategies to 
be promoted. It should be noted that there is little 
clarity on these different definitions, justifying the 
lack or scarcity of better theoretical and conceptual 
foundation. Therefore, there is the exposition of 
ideas about the concept rather than a described and 
grounded explanation about social participation.

There is a need to better base the theoretical 
productions on occupational therapy, to understand 
the process of constitution and consolidation of 
the profession in different fields of knowledge and 
practice. Thus, to understand where occupational 
therapy is or wants to go, it is necessary to know 
where it is coming from.

Most of the analyzed productions contemplated 
exploratory investigations and practical experiences, 
and there were no articles that aimed to analyze 
social participation in a theoretical and conceptual 
way. Therefore, this review becomes relevant and 
unprecedented in the area since occupational therapy 
has been working to foster social participation.

This review has limitations because the selection 
of articles was conducted by an author and was 
restricted to Brazilian publications of online journals. 
It is intended to expand the systematic review as 
part of the first author’s doctoral thesis, to make a 
more meaningful and comprehensive research on 
bibliographic production in occupational therapy 
in Brazil, seeking studies in other data sources (such 
as the gray literature), available in print and online.
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Notes
1 The consultation did apply a filter for the year of publication; all the numbers of journals accessible online were considered 

(up to December 2018).
2 The meanings were shown in italics as the synthesis by the authors and/or literal quotes of the articles. Quotations were 

given with reference.
3 The document defines social participation as: “The interrelationship of occupations to support desired involvement in 

community and family activities, and those involving peers and friends” (GILLEN; BOYT SCHELL, 2014, p 607); 
involvement in a subset of activities of social situations with others (BEDELL, 2012) and the interdependent social support 
(MAGASI; HAMMEL, 2004). “The social participation can take place in person or through remote technologies such 
as phone calls, computer interaction, and video conferencing” (AMERICAN..., 2015, p. 22).

4 In this study and in accordance with the bibliographic production analyzed, social control is understood as “[...] the 
control of civil society over the State, in the context of the formulation, monitoring and evaluation of compliance with 
public policies”, in order to meet the needs and demands of the population and ensure full access to “[...] essential rights 
such as education, housing, employment and social assistance” (SILVA, 2016, p. 32-33)


