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ABSTRACT 

The overall aim of this thesis is to provide knowledge of how everyday occupations 
with others can be understood as on-going and evolving processes in people’s lives. 
This thesis includes four papers, all with a qualitative approach and focus on everyday 
occupations with others from the perspective of people in different life situations. 
 
In Study I, nine persons with rheumatoid arthritis (RA) were interviewed on how 
they experienced the influence of others on their engagement in occupations. Data 
were analyzed using a constant comparative method and, showed how everyday 
occupations with others can be understood as constructive collaboration or insufficient 
collaboration. These two types of collaboration were related to different actions, 
undertaken by other persons, which created or restricted opportunities for 
occupational engagement and the experience of the engagement, including the 
autonomy and meaning of occupational engagement.  
 
Study II was conducted with five elderly persons living with late-life depression and 
focused on how they engaged in everyday occupations with others, over time, and 
how this occupational engagement was related to their meaning-making. Repeated 
interviews and participant observations generated data that were analyzed using a 
narrative approach. Based on the analysis, the concept of enacted togetherness was 
constructed, conceptualizing togetherness as an acted relation, creating an acted 
belonging rather than just a feeling or sense of belonging. Being part of an enacted 
togetherness provided ways for the participants to negotiate and create meaning in 
their everyday lives. Further, the findings suggest that being part of an enacted 
togetherness created opportunities to enact agency.  
 

Study III explored how agency was enacted in everyday occupations with others and 
evolved over time for an older woman living with late-life depression. A 
contextualized, in-depth story was created through narrative analysis based on 
interviews and participant observations. The findings show how the conditions for 
agency are related to socially situated, embedded experiences rather than an 
individual’s capacity or ability to act independently in different situations.  
 

In Study IV, focus group discussions were conducted with 12 elderly persons, and a 
constant comparative method was used to explore and gain insight into how 
togetherness in everyday occupations with others was experienced and discussed. The 
findings show how everyday occupation with others can be understood as multifold 
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transactional processes and, how an acted belonging is a situated experience that 
connects people and places through an unfolding story.  
 
In conclusion, this thesis contributes with an understanding of how everyday 
occupations with others can be comprehended as an arena where togetherness and 
belonging can be created. Engaging in occupations with others provides ways for 
people to gain access to and become part of an unfolding story where issues related to 
meaning-making can be negotiated. Moreover, this thesis shows how situated 
experiences connected to occupations with others promote participation and enable 
change. Therefore, it is important to consider occupations to be transactional processes 
and focus on the situations in which people’s everyday occupations take place in order 
to support agency and participation when empowering clients to achieve change.  
 
Keywords: agency, grounded theory, interconnectedness, interdependency, narrative, 
occupation, participation, togetherness, transaction  
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PREFACE 

I want to begin this journey of writing my thesis by taking you back to the time when 
I was working as an occupational therapist with rehabilitation for people with 
rheumatic conditions. When I was working with my clients, we often discussed how 
family members and friends could enable and promote their engagement in everyday 
occupations in different ways. However, I almost never met with people other than 
the client, i.e., I did not meet other persons that in some way were involved in the 
clients’ everyday life and occupations. I came to see this as a shortcoming because I 
was not able to work with the client’s occupational problems in the situations in 
which they occurred. During this period, my interest in the social nature of 
occupation grew stronger. As I began my master’s thesis, I wanted to explore how 
other persons influenced the clients’ opportunities to participate in occupations and 
their experiences of occupational engagement. So, from that master`s project, I later 
developed what came to be my first paper in this thesis. About two years later, I had 
the opportunity to become a doctoral student in a project aiming to explore how 
occupations with others can enable and promote participation in occupations among 
elderly people with late-life depression. And this was the starting point for three other 
papers and my thesis. At this time, I had experience from working as a lecturer in 
occupational therapy for about nine years. This experience allowed me to develop a 
more profound understanding of occupational therapy theory.  
 
During the work for this thesis, I have been drawn into the emerging dialog in 
occupational theory and occupational science regarding individualistic versus social 
perspectives of occupation. This has colored the view of occupation and the related 
concepts in this thesis, and the aim has been to reach beyond an individualistic 
understanding to a more complex understanding of everyday occupations. Along the 
journey of working with and writing my thesis, I have struggled with many 
challenges. For example, how can a complex understanding of occupation be reached 
and described? And what concepts should I use to describe this complex 
understanding of occupation? There is no consensus regarding this in occupational 
therapy theory. Concepts such as multidimensional, complex or dynamic processes, 
among others, are used to refer to non-linear relations and processes (see for example 
Kielhofner, 2008; Townsend & Polatajko, 2007). In this thesis, I use concepts such as; 
on-going, evolving, situated and embedded to describe this complex view of 
occupation. I considered these concepts because of my choice of theoretical and 
methodological perspectives. Thus, this thesis aims to contribute to and extend the 
knowledge and understanding of occupations with others as on-going and evolving 
processes in people’s lives.      
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INTRODUCTION 

The point of departure for this thesis is the on-going discussion in occupational 
therapy and occupational science of a need to recognize the socio-cultural aspects of 
everyday occupations. Occupational therapy theory describes that everyday 
occupation takes place in people’s day-to-day life and influences their opportunities 
for and experience of participation (cf. Kielhofner, 2008; Law, 2002; Townsend & 
Polatajko, 2007). However, little is known about how this occurs as complex 
processes in people’s lives. Thus, we need to know more about how everyday 
occupations with others relate to meaning-making in various situations and how 
everyday occupations create opportunities for participation in everyday life. The 
concept of occupation is fundamental in this thesis, and I consider occupation to be 
everything people do and engage in within the course of their everyday life. Further, I 
consider participation to be qualities related to on-going engagement in occupations 
with others. I use the term “others” to refer to people in the social environment with 
whom participants engage in everyday occupations, such as spouses, family members, 
relatives, and friends. Clearly, this has evoked some questions about how everyday 
occupation, togetherness and participation are related. Occupational theory and praxis 
are based on assumptions that people participate in occupations as autonomous agents 
and act in accordance with what they identify as meaningful. Further, engagement in 
meaningful occupations supports participation in everyday life and is related to 
experiences of health and wellbeing (Law, 2002; Law, Steinwender, & Leclair, 1998; 
Townsend & Polatajko, 2007). However, these assumptions have been criticized for 
being unchallenged and uninformed by research evidence (Hammel, 2009). When 
adopting a more social understanding of occupation as I do in this thesis, one can also 
challenge these assumptions as they imply an individualistic understanding of agency 
where the notions of self-determination and free will are prevalent.   

 

Moreover, it is assumed that people must be understood within the context of where 
they are living and acting, and theoretical models suggest that people’s engagement in 
occupation unfolds through an interaction between the person and the environment 
(Kielhofner, 2008; Townsend & Polatajko, 2007). Even though these models aim to 
understand occupation through complex interactions, they tend to focus on the 
different components inherent in these constructs rather than how these complex 
interactions occur when engaged in occupations in context. Therefore, perspectives 
recognizing the complex nature of occupational engagement are needed, and 
contemporary scholarship and research in occupational therapy and occupational 
science have proposed a transactional perspective as a way to meet those needs.  
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Within a transactional perspective, occupation is understood to be situated and 
embedded, connecting person and context through action (cf. Cutchin & Dickie, 
2013; Dickie, Cutchin, & Humphry, 2006). Transactionalism is described as a 
relational theory, as the focus is on actions that are inherent in relationships among 
phenomena (people, context, etc.) rather than what takes place within phenomena 
(Cutchin & Dickie, 2013). Thus, a transactional perspective focuses on the situated 
nature of occupation and evolving processes in on-going life and can therefore 
challenge the ways in which we traditionally understand and study human occupation 
both theoretically and methodologically.  

 

Gaining an understanding of the complex nature of occupation entails recognizing 
everyday occupation as a process that changes and that must be understood differently 
depending on the situation in which it takes place. To be able to study issues related to 
how everyday occupations with others are experienced and enacted, this thesis is 
grounded within a hermeneutical tradition. Hermeneutics, as a philosophy of science, 
concerns how people experience the world and the meaning that people attach to 
different phenomena in the world. Within a hermeneutic research tradition, the aim is 
to gain an understanding of this meaning by interpreting human behavior. However, 
there are different traditions and readings of hermeneutics.  

 

In this thesis, I am inspired by the French philosopher Paul Ricoeur (1991) and his 
writings of the hermeneutics of action, drawing from narrative theory and action 
theory. This reading of Riceour represents a social understanding of human action. He 
addresses the complexity of how people make sense of and create meaning from 
experiences in life and how the process of meaning-making is socially, culturally and 
historically positioned. Moreover, he argues that people experience and understand 
life through the creation of stories when they are acting in the present. By doing so, 
he does not separate the way in which people understand the world from their 
actions. In this sense, his ideas are in congruence with how hermeneutics and 
interpretations are applied in this thesis. In the forthcoming sections, I outline, in 
more detail, the different philosophical, theoretical and methodological perspectives 
that have guided the overall thesis aim and research questions, the choices I have made 
and how I position this thesis. 
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THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORKS 

AN OCCUPATIONAL PERSPECTIVE  
An occupational perspective has been defined as “a way of looking at or thinking about 
human doing” (Njelesani, Tang, Jonsson, & Polatajko, 2012). In line with such a 
definition, this thesis is framed within an occupational perspective, referring to the 
things that people do and engage in with others in the course of their everyday lives. 
In the different papers in this thesis, I use the terms everyday occupation and everyday 
activities. These terms are used within occupational therapy theory to describe what 
people do and engage in within their environment. Occupation is described as a 
subjective event, i.e., a personally constructed experience within a specific context, 
while the term activity refers to a general class of human actions that are culturally 
defined. However, as concepts, occupation and activity are often used interchangeably 
(Pierce, 2001), as they are used in the different papers in the thesis.  
 

Occupation and meaning 

Within occupational therapy, it is believed that occupation is a source of meaning and 
purpose in life (Fisher, 2009; Hasselkus, 2011; Kielhofner, 2008; Townsend & 
Polatajko, 2007). Yet, current occupational therapy theory categorizes occupation into 
areas based on the purpose or outcome of activities, such as activities of daily living, 
work and play (Kielhofner, 2008) or self-care, productivity and leisure (Townsend & 
Polatajko, 2007). This categorization of occupation is problematic, however, because 
people may define and experience occupation differently, as has been highlighted 
earlier (cf. Erlandsson & Eklund, 2001), and because people’s experiences with 
occupations, such as their sense of connection and care for others, do not actually 
reflect such a categorization (Hammel, 2009). Currently, there is an on-going 
discussion in research in occupational therapy criticizing this categorization for being 
too simplistic and decontextualized. Further, because this categorization does not 
capture the complexities inherent in different occupations, and the situated meaning 
that occupations hold for people is not accounted for (Hammel, 2004; Hammel, 2009; 
Jonsson, 2008).   
 
Rethinking occupation may require recognizing and acknowledging the richness and 
complexity of occupation. As Christiansen and Townsend (2004) wrote, “… defining 
occupation is not simply a matter of translating the Latin word occupare, nor can occupation be 
fully understood by listing categories ...” s.23. It is suggested, and I agree, that occupation 
might best be understood not in terms of categories but rather in terms of dimensions 
of its meaning, such as, doing, being, and becoming (Wilcock, 1999), as well as 
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belonging (Rebeiro, et al., 2001). These dimensions capture not only the doing, 
purpose and outcome of occupation but also the different meanings connected to or 
arising from occupations. These meanings relate to people`s need for a sense of 
purpose and fulfillments in life, the time used for reflection and for rediscovering 
oneself, the importance of relationships, reciprocity and connectedness, and the idea 
that people can envisage future possibilities and explore new opportunities (Hammel, 
2004). Further, Hammel (2004; 2009) suggests that the dimensions of doing, being, 
becoming and belonging might provide a useful perspective for occupational therapy 
theory, addressing issues of importance concerning occupation. I find this discussion 
interesting as it adds to an understanding of everyday occupations that correspond with 
the aim of this thesis. 
 
An issue that can be noted, however, is that meaning is closely associated with 
individuality and primarily addressed at an individual level, such as a person’s 
subjective experience of an occupation. However, giving primary significance to an 
individual’s subjective experience can be problematic because it indicates a separation 
of the individual and the context. Hasselkus (2011) extends the notion of meaning as 
experiences that are both personally and socially constructed and elaborates how 
occupation is a powerful source of meaning in our lives. Her description of meaning 
and occupation corresponds with a narrative understanding of meaning. Narrative 
theory (Bruner, 1990; Mattingly, 1998; Ricoeur, 1984) addresses how people create 
meaning from experiences in life and how the process of meaning making is socially, 
culturally and historically positioned. In addition, meaning-making is considered to be 
a process that is constantly being negotiated and changing. Consequently, a narrative 
perspective on meaning making can challenge the way we traditionally understand 
occupation in terms of its meaning in people’s lives. In light of the above argument, it 
is therefore important to study meaning making processes that occur when people 
participate in everyday occupations with others, which is the focus of this thesis. 
Exploring meaning-making as a socially constructed process that change depending on 
the situation can add to the emerging understanding of everyday occupation as 
multifold and evolving processes in people’s on-going lives.   
 

Reaching a complex understanding of everyday occupation 

Theoretical models in occupational therapy describing human occupation aim to 
describe the complex relation among person, occupation and environment. These 
models are built on assumptions about human occupation, drawing from theories of 
complexity (Kielhofner, 2008; Townsend & Polatajko, 2007). For example, the 
Model of Human Occupation [MoHO] describes human occupation as a behavior 
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arising from dynamically interacting components, i.e., a dynamic interaction among a 
person, an occupation and the environment. However, within this interaction, 
MoHO locates occupation between the person and the environment, explaining 
human occupation as an individual’s behavior that is facilitated or restricted through 
the individual’s interactions with the environment (Kielhofner, 2008). This implies a 
dualistic view of the person and the context, which can be problematic for 
understanding occupation and the interconnectedness of a person and his or her 
context. When applying MoHO in praxis, MoHO provides a structure and a language 
that tends to focus more on the different components and some of the relations among 
them rather than the complexity of occupational engagement. Accordingly, it is a 
challenge both in practice and in research in occupational therapy to understand the 
complexity of what people do and engage in within the course of their everyday lives. 
In light of this argument, there is a need for perspectives that focus on the connections 
between different actors and aspects (people, context, etc.) and the changing character 
of these relations over time. Accordingly, contemporary scholars within occupational 
science and occupational therapy have criticized the dualism upon which complexity 
theory is built, specifically the separation of the person and the context, arguing for 
the use of Dewey’s theory of transactionalism to inform conceptions of occupation 
(Aldrich, 2008; Cutchin, 2004; Cutchin & Dickie, 2013; Dickie, et al., 2006 ).   
 
A transactional perspective has been suggested as an alternative perspective to 
understand occupation as situated, connecting person and context through action. 
Transactionalism is described as a relational theory that emphasis the socially funded 
nature of experience. The focus is on actions that are inherent in relationships among 
actors and aspects (people, context, etc.) rather than what takes place within them. In 
other words, different actors and aspects are not considered separate entities, as a type 
of self-action or inter-action, but rather elements that co-constitute through mutual 
relationships and change with each other over time. The emphasis is on the 
interconnectedness of humans and their context and the contingency of that 
connection that is inherent in different everyday situations (Cutchin & Dickie, 2013). 
In this thesis, I aim to understand the complexity of people’s everyday occupations 
with others and how this complexity changes over time. A way to reach this 
understanding is to focus on how different actors and aspects connect and unfolds, as 
an integrated whole rather than as separated unit. Even though the need for a 
transactional perspective has been addressed in the literature, current theories and 
models in occupational therapy do not provide a structure to understand transactions. 
Moreover, methods that enable researchers to understand complex on-going processes 
and the transactional dimensions of everyday occupations are needed. In this thesis, I 
consider two different approaches (a narrative approach and a grounded theory 
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approach), which are presented in more detail in a forthcoming section, as possible 
methodological tools to grasp this complexity. 
 

Participation in everyday occupations 

Within the discipline and profession of occupational therapy, facilitating participation 
through engagement in occupations has been identified as an overall goal (Law, 2002) 
and from an occupational perspective, it is assumed that participation in meaningful 
occupations is related to  health and wellbeing (Njelesani et al., 2012; Townsend & 
Polatajko, 2007; Wilcock, 2007). Participation is described as engagement or 
involvement in different clusters of activities that are part of one’s sociocultural 
context and that hold personal and social significance (Kielhofner, 2008; Law, 2002; 
Townsend & Polatajko, 2007). However, participation is more than the actual 
performance of an activity; rather, it is contextualized and associated with the meaning 
of what one is doing. Accordingly, participation is considered to be both a means and 
a goal of occupational therapy interventions.  
 
From a societal perspective, engagement in occupations is considered not only a means 
and a goal but also a right for all people. Based on the assumption that participation in 
meaningful occupations is related to health, access to meaningful occupation is 
considered a matter of justice (Townsend & Wilcock, 2004; Stadnyk, Townsend, & 
Wilcock, 2010). The concept occupational justice has to do with people’s right to 
choose and have access to meaningful occupations that promotes health and social 
inclusion. This perspective emphasizes the importance of enabling participation 
through engagement in meaningful occupation (Stadnyk, et al., 2010).  
 
The concept of participation has received increasing attention in rehabilitation and 
other health care disciplines, mainly through the International Classification of 
Functioning and Health (ICF), which provides an interdisciplinary base for studying 
and communicating health and health outcomes (World Health Organization [WHO], 
2001). Here, participation is defined as involvement in a life situation (p. 193). 
However, the definition in this classification has been criticized for being vague, 
lacking clarity and being unable to differentiate between operational concepts; for not 
embracing the subjective experience of the individual (Hemmingsson & Jonsson, 
2005); and the notion of opportunity (Nordenfelt, 2006); and for not capturing the 
complexity and depth of participation as an interactive or transformative process 
(Hammel, 2008). Research highlights the need to view participation as a complex 
process, resulting from interactions and transactions among a person, an activity and 
the context (Mallinson, & Hammel, 2010; Noreau, & Boschen, 2010). Thus, 
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conceptualizing participation based on people’s experiences with and enactments of 
everyday occupations with others is important for the scholarship of occupation.  
 
Research within occupational therapy has identified different dimensions of 
participation among persons with disabilities, ranging from individual to social and 
societal. Empirical findings show that participation is experienced when people have 
choice, access, and opportunity to make decisions about their engagement in 
occupations (Borell, Aasaba, Rosenberg, Schult & Townsend, 2006; Fallahpour, 
Jonssson, Joghataei, Nasrabadi, & Tham, 2013: Hammel et al., 2008; Häggström & 
Larsson Lund, 2008). Further participation is experienced when people are included 
and valued by others, and when they can take part in mutual decision making 
(Yilmaz, Josephsson, Danermark & Iwarsson, 2009). In addition, participation involves 
doing something for or with others as well as meaning something to others (Haak, 
Dahlin Ivanoff, Fänge, Sixsmith, & Iwarsson, 2007; Häggstrom & Larsson Lund, 2008; 
Isaksson, Lexell, & Skär, 2007).  
 
Interestingly, the empirical research described above shows that the experience of 
participation can be similar regardless of the different contexts and health conditions of 
the people studied. Research findings indicate that people’s experience of participation 
is related to other persons in various ways and that it can change depending on the 
situation whether participation is experienced (Häggström & Larsson Lund, 2008). 
Research findings also suggest that people’s experience of participation is related to 
their opportunities to enact agency when dealing with challenging situations (cf. 
Borell, et al., 2006; Bergström, Eriksson, Asaba, Eriksson, & Tham, in manuscript). 
Thus, agency can be considered a prerequisite for participation in everyday 
occupations (Bergström, et al., in manuscript). However, there is still a gap in the 
knowledge concerning participation and a need to enhance our understanding of how 
occupations with others promote participation, how participation can be understood 
as a contextually situated and evolving process and how people’s opportunities to 
enact agency can be understood in relation to participation.  
 
In this thesis, I view participation as qualities related to on-going engagement in 
occupations with others. Therefore, this thesis aims to provide an understanding of 
how participation is promoted through everyday occupations with others and how it 
evolves over time, i.e., as an interactive and transformative process. 
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Agency and everyday occupation 

As previous research has suggested that there is a relation between agency and 
participation (Bergström, et al., in manuscript; Borell, et al., 2006), there is a need to 
further understand how the conditions for enacting agency are created when people 
engage in occupations with others. The concept of agency is traditionally described as 
a person’s capacity to act in different situations. However, agency is a complex 
concept that is used differently depending on the theoretical foundations of the 
scholars who employ it (Al Zidjaly, 2009; Hitlin & Elder, 2007). Therefore, agency 
can be understood from various perspectives, e.g., those within cognitive psychology 
(Bandura, 2001; Bandura, 2006) and sociology (Giddens, 1984). Both of these 
perspectives rejects a duality between human agency and social structure however 
posit themselves differently on an agency – structure continuum i.e., extending from 
the individual as an autonomous actor to society’s impact on the individuals capacity 
to act. 

 
Within an occupational perspective, agency can be considered a central concept due 
to its relation to human occupations. However, the theoretical foundations upon 
which occupational therapy and occupational science are built assume that people 
participate in occupations as autonomous agents, with the capacity for self-
determination, to make choices about their life, and to act in accordance with what 
they identify as meaningful (cf. Christiansen & Townsend, 2004; Kielhofner, 2008; 
Law, Steinwender & Leclaire, 1998; Yerxa, et. al., 1990). These assumptions imply an 
individualistic understanding of agency, where the notions of self-determination and 
free will are prevalent. Notably, such an understanding of agency can be problematic 
because the conditions are not the same for everyone, and from an individualistic 
perspective, agency can be out of reach for people in challenging life situations. In line 
with this, traditional definitions of agency have been criticized for being linked to 
people’s power to act independently and autonomously and neglecting the importance 
of interdependency (Johansson, Laliberte Rudman, Mondaca, Park, Luborsky, 
Josephsson, & Asaba, 2012; Wray, 2004).  
 
Empirical research on agency within occupational therapy is sparse. However, there is 
an emerging understanding of how agency and occupation are related. Research 
findings suggest that agency is a person’s capacity to not only act but also make things 
happen (Bergström, et al., in manuscript). Further, research findings show how agency 
can be rediscovered through engagement in occupation (Lindström, Sjöström, & 
Lindberg, 2013) and how opportunities for action can be understood as an expression 
of agency emerging from complex situations (Johansson, Josephsson, & Lilja, 2009). 
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Thus, knowledge regarding how agency is enacted within everyday situations and 
achieved through interactions and transactions remains limited. Existing research 
highlights the need for a more contextually situated understanding of agency in 
relation to people’s engagement in everyday occupations (Johansson et al., 2009; 
Johansson, et al., 2012; Vik, Nygård, Borell, & Josephsson, 2008). Consequently, 
there is a need to understand the conditions for agency in greater depth. In this thesis, 
I aim to understand how opportunities to enact agency are negotiated and created 
with others in different everyday situations. This knowledge is important if we are to 
promote agency and participation among people with disabilities or who face major 
life transitions.  
 
In line with earlier arguments for a need to move beyond an individualistic notion of 
agency, I have grounded my understanding of agency in accordance with Wray 
(2004). Wray suggests that agency should be conceptualized as a creative, generative, 
and relational process in which people deal with issues in their everyday lives, and she 
is critical of the assumption that the experience of agency is fixed. Instead, 
conceptualizing agency as a multi-dimensional process opens up new possibilities and a 
way forward. Wray’s conceptualization emphasizes that agency is socially and 
culturally constructed rather than constructed on an individual basis. This 
conceptualization of agency is in congruence with a transactional perspective and is 
therefore adopted in this thesis. 
 

In summary 

The need to recognize the complex and situated nature of occupation has been 
addressed among researchers within occupational therapy and occupational science. In 
recognizing the complexity of occupation, this thesis aims to extend the understanding 
of occupation beyond an individualistic understanding toward an understanding of 
occupation as situated, connecting the person and the context through action. Further, 
this thesis aims to understand everyday occupations with others as on-going and 
evolving processes in people’s lives. Currently, there is also a discussion in 
occupational therapy of a need to understand occupation in terms of its meaning 
rather than in terms of categories of doing reflecting the purpose and outcome of 
occupation. The need to extend the notion of meaning-making as a process that is 
both personally and socially constructed has been emphasized. Within a narrative 
perspective, meaning-making is considered to be a process that is socially, culturally 
and historically positioned and that is constantly changing. Therefore, this thesis aims 
to explore the meaning-making processes that occur when people engage in 
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occupations with others and thereby add to an emerging understanding of everyday 
occupation as multifold and evolving processes in people’s lives.  
 
Engagement in meaningful occupations that supports participation is considered an 
overall goal of occupational therapy. The literature shows that people`s experiences of 
participation are to a large extent related to other persons, and experiences of 
participation have been found to be similar for people facing a wide range of health 
conditions. Currently, there is an emerging understanding of how agency is related to 
participation and everyday occupations in various ways. Enacting agency can therefore 
be considered an important prerequisite for participation. However, research on 
agency and occupation is sparse, and agency, to a large extent, is studied from an 
individualistic perspective, neglecting the importance of interdependency in creating 
agency. Therefore, this thesis aims to study issues concerning everyday occupations 
with others in different contexts and with people in different life situations. This thesis 
can extend our knowledge of how everyday occupations with others can promote 
agency and participation and enable change.   
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STUDY CONTEXT 

To be able to answer the issues addressed in this thesis, there was a need to adopt an 
emergent design. This provided opportunities to develop the research questions from 
emerging findings and to reach a more profound understanding of the focus of 
inquiry. Within occupational therapy, the focus is primarily on people’s occupational 
issues and problems, not their diagnosis. Moreover, empirical findings suggest that the 
experience of participation is similar among people with a wide range of health 
conditions. Thus, the focus of inquiry was studied in different contexts and with 
people in different life situations to achieve the aims of this thesis. Study I includes 
persons with rheumatoid arthritis (RA), studies II and III include persons with late-life 
depression and study IV was conducted with elderly persons. The retirement age of 65 
(in Sweden) is used to define people as elderly in this thesis, and the terms “elderly” 
and “late-life” is used referring to people 65 years and older. 
 

OCCUPATIONS WITH OTHERS FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF PERSONS WITH RA 
It is well known that persons who are living with RA experience disruptions in 
everyday life and difficulties managing their everyday occupations (Ahlstrand, Björk, 
Thyberg, Börsbo, & Falkmer, 2012; Lutze & Archenholz, 2007; McDonald, Dietrich, 
Townsend, Li, Cox, & Backman, 2012). Further, it is known that changes related to 
occupations influence interactions and relations with others (Kristiansen, Primdahl, 
Antoft, & Hørslev-Petersen, 2012; Plach, Stevens, & Moss, 2004). Research has 
shown that persons with RA experience challenges related to their occupations 
because of the unpredictability of the condition. These challenges affect their ability to 
plan future occupations (Alsaker, Josephsson, 2003; Mc Donald, et al., 2012), their 
opportunities to fulfil social roles (Lütze & Archenholtz, 2007; Plach, Stevens, & 
Moss, 2004)and challenge their occupational identity (Alsaker, Josephsson, 2003; Mc 
Donald, et al., 2012). However, research on how occupations with others are 
experienced from the perspective of those living with RA is sparse and existing 
research has mainly focused on aspects that indirectly influence engagement in 
occupations but not the engagement per se. A large amount of research exists on the 
effect of different kinds of social support on coping, pain (Holzman, Newth, & 
Delongis, 2004) depression (Neugebauer, & Katz, 2004) fatigue (Treharne, Kitas, 
Lyons, & Booth, 2005) functional limitations and psychological distress (Benka, et al., 
2012). Consequently, little is known about how the process of acting together in 
everyday occupations affects occupational engagement. Therefore, this thesis aims to 
explore how engagement in everyday occupations with others is experienced from the 
perspective of persons with RA. 



Study Context 
 

18 
 

OCCUPATIONS WITH OTHERS FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF ELDERLY 
PERSONS WITH LATE-LIFE DEPRESSION 
Late life depression is characterized by a reduced engagement and interest in everyday 
occupations, as well as an inability to go outside independently and infrequent 
visitation with others (Bergdahl, Allard, Alex, Lundman, & Gustafson, 2007; Fiske, 
Wetherell, & Gatz, 2009). In addition, depression in old age is associated with a range 
of psychosocial factors, such as loneliness (Bergdahl et al., 2007; Cacioppo, Hughes, 
Waite, Hawkley, & Thisted, 2006), perceived isolation (Cornwell & Waite, 2009) and a 
lower level of perceived togetherness (Tiikkainen & Heikkinen, 2005; Tiikkainen, 
Leskinen, & Heikkinen, 2008). Having an adequate social network has been found to 
be important for preventing late-life depression (Blazer, 2005). Considering the clear 
relationship between different social aspects and depression in old age, Blazer (2005) 
highlights the importance of focusing on the social environment when considering 
prevention and interventions for elderly people with late-life depression. Still, research 
in this area tends to be conducted on a descriptive level, outlining the relationship 
between the social aspects of ageing and health issues, and many questions remain to 
be answered. Given these considerations, we need to know more about how elderly 
persons with depression experience their everyday occupations with others. Such 
knowledge is relevant given that earlier research has shown that a low level of 
perceived togetherness can explain loneliness and depression in elderly persons 
(Tiikkainen & Heikkinen, 2005). Therefore, this thesis aims to explore how elderly 
persons with late-life depression engage in everyday occupations with others over time 
and how this engagement is related to their meaning-making. 
 

OCCUPATIONS WITH OTHERS FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF ELDERLY 
PERSONS  
It is well known that various social aspects are related to elderly person’s health; for 
example, involvement in activities with a social element is associated with improved 
health outcomes for elderly persons (Bath & Deeg, 2005). Further, social engagement, 
such as participation in social events and contact with friends and neighbors, has been 
found to be an active component of social networks that promote health and 
wellbeing (Goldena, Conroyb, & Lawlora, 2009). These findings are important given 
that elderly persons often experience loneliness and isolation (Cornwell & Waite, 
2009). Much of the current research concerning the social aspects of elderly person’s 
occupations is conducted on a descriptive level. A few studies have described how 
everyday life and occupations are experienced from the perspective of the oldest old 
persons (e.g. Larsson, Haglund, & Hagberg, 2009), and how participation in relation 
to home is experienced in very old age (Haak et al., 2007). Thus, little is known about 
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how occupations with others are experienced from the perspective of old persons and 
how participation can be enabled through involvement and engagement in everyday 
occupations with others in the context of aging. Therefore, this thesis aims to explore 
how togetherness in everyday occupations is experienced and discussed among elderly 
persons.  
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RESEARCH AIMS 

This thesis includes four papers, all with a qualitative approach, with an overall aim to 
provide knowledge and an understanding of occupations with others as on-going and 
evolving processes in people’s lives. The following research aims were developed to 
achieve the overall aim of the thesis.   
 
Study I To describe and enhance the understanding of how persons with RA 

experience the influence of the social environment on their engagement in 
occupations. 

 
Study II To explore how elderly people with depression engage in everyday 

activities with others, over time, and how this is related to their experience 
of meaning. 

 
Study III To explore and demonstrate how agency is enacted in occupations with 

others and evolves over time.  
 
Study IV To explore and describe how togetherness in everyday occupations is 

experienced and discussed among elderly persons.  
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METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 

PHILOSOPHICAL AND THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS UNDERLYING THE 
CHOICE OF DESIGN AND RESEARCH METHODS  
To study everyday occupations with others, different designs were chosen in the four 
included studies, all with a qualitative approach. This research aims to understand the 
social nature of occupation, i.e., how people’s everyday occupations unfold through 
complex processes that go beyond the individual. In line with this, the focus has been 
to study events and situations in which interactions (study I) and transactions (studies 
II – IV) occur. Thus, theoretical perspectives, methodologies and methods that 
enabled me to capture the on-going and evolving processes of life events were 
required. Accordingly, I use theoretical perspectives that have a social rather than 
individual focus and that considers meaning to be socially mediated and constructed.  
 
Study I was designed as an interview study with a grounded theory approach. A 
constant comparative method (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) was chosen to identify patterns 
of actions that were present in interactions during engagement in occupations. This 
approach is based on an understanding that meaning is socially constructed. To 
understand the meaning of social phenomena, Mead (1967) brings together an 
interpretative and constructionism perspective by focusing on the processes in which 
meaning is created and negotiated. Accordingly, meaning-making is considered to be 
a creative and dynamic process that occurs in interactions with others, and this 
approach was therefore considered relevant for this study.  
 
In the design of studies II and III, narrative was used as both a theoretical resource and 
as qualitative method to explore meaning-making processes in everyday occupations 
with others. Here, a combination of methods was used (repeated interviews and 
participant observations) to grasp complex on-going processes. The narrative approach 
that I have used is based on an understanding of narratives as stories that are both told 
and performed (Alsaker, Boongardt, & Josephsson, 2009; Josephsson, Asaba, Jonsson, 
& Alsaker, 2006; Mattingly, 1998). This approach to narrative is in line with the 
discussion about what a narrative could be and how it can be told (see Hydén 
&Antelius, 2010), highlighting the relevance of using a combination of methods to 
better understand the relation among narrative, experience, and meaning (Alsaker, et 
al., 2009; Alsaker, Josephsson & Dickie, 2013; Gubrium & Holstein, 2008). Further, the 
narrative-in-action approach (Alsaker, et al., 2013) that has inspired me is suggested to 
be a way to gain access to the transactional dimensions of occupation, which is an aim 
of these studies. The narrative approach that I have used draws on theoretical resources 
on narrative, action and meaning, as outlined by Mattingly (1998) and Ricoeur 
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(1991). These theoretical resources address how meaning is negotiated and 
constructed within everyday situations that are socially, culturally and historically 
influenced. Josephsson et al. (2006) argue that these theoretical resources are useful in 
research on human agency and change in relation to occupation and were therefore 
considered relevant for these studies.    
 
From emergent findings in previous studies, study IV was designed as a focus group 
study with a grounded theory approach, aiming to gain a more profound 
understanding of togetherness in everyday occupation. A grounded theory approach 
(Charmaz, 2006) was chosen in this study because it allow for the interrelations 
among different phenomena and conditions to be considered and it is sensitive to the 
evolving and unfolding nature of events. Therefore, this approach was considered 
relevant to grasp complex on-going processes and gain access to the transactional 
dimensions and qualities of everyday occupations with others.  

 

SETTING 
The four studies included in this thesis were conducted in a northern county in 
Sweden. Study I was conducted in four different municipalities in this county, and the 
participants were recruited from a rheumatology rehabilitation clinic. Studies II and III 
were conducted in one municipality in the county, and the participants were recruited 
from a primary care unit. Study IV was conducted in one municipality in the county, 
and the participants were recruited from a local division of one of the largest 
retirement organizations in Sweden. All studies were conducted with people living in 
ordinary housing. 
 

PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE 

Paper I 

Nine informants participated in this study, including 6 women and 3 men between 49 
and 64 years of age. Three were single and 6 were married or cohabiting. None of the 
informants received home-help services to manage their everyday occupations. One 
informant had no children, 2 had teenaged children living at home, and 6 had adult 
children and grandchildren. None of the informants were working, and they had been 
diagnosed with RA ranging from three to 26 years ago.  
 
The participants were recruited from a database at a rheumatology rehabilitation clinic 
in Northern Sweden by a physician and an occupational therapist. Purposive sampling 
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(Patton, 2004) was applied with the following inclusion criteria: (a) being aged 
between 18 and 65 years, (b) having been diagnosed with RA at least 3 years 
beforehand, and (c) having been on sick leave for at least 1 year. These criteria aimed 
to include participants whom one would expect to have experienced changes in their 
engagement in occupations and in their social environment. In addition, theoretical 
sampling (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) was applied deliberately seeking new participants to 
add variation to the emerging findings. The presumptive participants were sent 
information about the study, including a request for their participation, whereupon 
those who agreed to be contacted returned a letter with informed consent and were 
contacted by telephone.  
 

Paper II 

Five participants, including 4 women and 1 man, participated in this study. They were 
between 78 and 85 years of age. All of them had been widowed and lived alone in 
their own apartment or house. Four of them received home-help services to satisfy 
different needs in relation to managing everyday activities, such as cleaning and 
grocery shopping. All the participants except 1 had children and grandchildren, and 
some also had great-grandchildren. In addition, they had persons in their network, such 
as neighbors, acquaintances, relatives and friends, with whom they interacted and with 
whom they engaged in everyday activities in different ways.  
 
The participants were recruited from a primary care unit in northern Sweden. They 
were purposefully selected (Patton, 2004) based on the following criteria: 
women/men aged 65 or older who were living alone or with a partner in their own 
homes and who were diagnosed with mild or moderate depression in late life. The 
presumptive participants were given an information letter by their physician or nurse 
with information about the study, including a request for their participation. Those 
who agreed to be contacted returned a letter with informed consent and were 
contacted by telephone.  
 

Paper III 

The participant, Alice (a pseudonym), was a widow of approximately 80 years of age 
and lived by herself in an apartment. She had no home help except for contact with a 
nurse in a primary care unit. She was a mother and a grandmother and had nieces and 
nephews. All of her family and relatives lived in other parts of the country. 
Furthermore, Alice had friends and acquaintances in her close neighborhood with 
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whom she engaged in occupations. Alice had been diagnosed with depression several 
years previously and remained on medication.  
 
Alice was recruited purposefully (Patton, 2004), and the data used in this study were 
drawn from study II. However, additional data were gathered to address the aim of 
the present study. Alice was chosen for this study because she had potential to 
contribute with rich in-depth data, based on the emerging findings in study II.  
 

Paper IV 

A total of 12 participants, including 6 women and 6 men, divided in 3 focus groups, 
participated in this study. Each focus group consisted of 4 persons, and all groups 
included both men and women. The participants were in between 67 and 79 years of 
age. None of them received support from professionals to manage their everyday 
occupations. Seven of them were widowed or separated and lived alone, and 5 were 
cohabiting. All participants had children and grandchildren, and some of them also had 
great-grandchildren.   
 
The participants were recruited from local divisions of one of the largest retirement 
organizations in a municipality in the north of Sweden. They were recruited using a 
purposive sampling (Patton, 2004) based on the following criteria: being women/men 
aged between 65 and 80, being a member of the retirement organization, living alone 
or with a partner in their own homes, and having experience using Internet. The last 
inclusion criterion was included because data were gathered for two different aims and 
studies. Information about the study was given at a members meeting. Nine persons 
choose to participate and returned a letter with informed consent. Two focus groups 
were formed, and 2 sessions were held with each of these groups. Then, using 
theoretical sampling (Charmaz, 2006), new participants were recruited from another 
local division of the retirement organization to further expand the understanding of 
togetherness and the development of categories. Five persons choose to participate and 
gave their informed consent, forming a third focus group, with which 2 sessions were 
held. One participant in the second focus group could not attend one of the sessions, 
and one participant in the third group could not attend either of the sessions due to 
family concerns.   
 

DATA GENERATION  

Interviews 
In study I, data were generated through qualitative research interviews, composed of 
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questions with an unstructured open-ended format (cf. Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). 
The participants were asked to talk about what they did on an ordinary day, including 
how they did these activities and they were asked to talk about how their engagement 
in occupations had changed, with a focus on if and how the involvement of other 
persons in their occupations had changed, and how their experiences of occupational 
engagement were influenced by others. Data generation and analysis were parallel on-
going processes, consistent with a constant comparative method (cf. Strauss & Corbin, 
1998). Each of the participants was interviewed once in an interview lasting between 
45 and 80 minutes. All interviews took place in each participant’s home and were 
digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim.   

 
To gain extended units of analysis, the data generation in studies II and III was an on-
going process, in which repeated interviews and participant observation generated the 
data. The interviews were guided in a flexible manner, allowing the participants to 
give free responses and to elaborate on issues they considered to be significant in their 
everyday lives. In line with Riessman's (2008) argument concerning narrative inquiry, 
a few broad questions were identified to guide the study. The participants were asked 
to talk about what they did during the days, with whom they engaged in different 
occupations, and how their relations and engagement in occupations with others had 
changed over time. All of the participants were interviewed on several occasions, and 
each interview lasted between 60 and 90 min. The interviews took place in each 
participant’s home and were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim.  
 

Participant observations  

The participant observations in studies II and III were inspired by the narrative-in-
action approach described by Alsaker, et al. (2009). This approach was chosen to be 
able to grasp complex on-going processes and gain access to transactional dimensions 
and qualities of everyday occupations.  As suggested, taking part in real-time action in 
an everyday context provides data about on-going processes in which meaning- 
making (Alsaker, et al., 2009) and transactions (Alsaker et al., 2013) occur. Participant 
observations took place in everyday occupations chosen by the participants, such as 
grocery shopping or taking a walk in the neighborhood. Each encounter lasted for 2 
to 4 hours and most of them took place in the home or immediate neighborhood of 
the elderly person. After each encounter, field notes were spoken into a digital 
recorder and transcribed, following the approach outlined by Holloway and Wheeler 
(2010). These notes included the researcher`s recollection of what had transpired and 
what was discussed and reflections on the events.  
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Focus group discussions 

To gain an extended unit of analysis, focus group discussions were used to generate 
data in study IV. Morgan (1997) describes focus groups as a research technique in 
which data are generated through group interactions and discussions regarding a 
predetermined topic for which the researcher provides the focus. This method of 
generating data allowed for both individual and shared experiences of togetherness in 
everyday occupations, including agreements and disagreements, to be grasped. An 
open approach was used in which participants were asked to discuss issues concerning 
togetherness in everyday occupations, such as the following: What is togetherness in 
everyday occupations about? How is it created, and how do you become part of such contexts? 
What does it mean to be part of such contexts? How does it change over time? Data were 
generated on two different occasions with each group, and the sessions lasted for 60 - 
90 minutes. All focus group sessions took place in a room provided by the retirement 
organization. The sessions were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim. I 
participated during the focus group sessions as a moderator, and one of my supervisors 
participated as an observer. The first session with each group started with a 
presentation of information about the purpose and procedures, and I emphasized the 
topic and the questions to be discussed. During the session, the discussions were 
moderated when necessary to guide the participants back to the topic or to facilitate 
the discussions and involve everyone in the discussions. The observer had a passive 
role, observing the interactions and discussions and taking field notes. After each 
session, my supervisor and I discussed the group session and reflected on the 
interactions that took place and the topics that were discussed. Data generation and 
analysis was an iterative process whereby information from the early focus group 
sessions was used to improve the later sessions and to generate more focused 
discussions.  
 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Constant comparative method  

In studies I and IV, a constant comparative method was chosen for the data analysis to 
focus on the creative and dynamic processes that occur in everyday life and 
occupations with others (Charmaz, 2006; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The constant 
comparative method can be used to develop middle-range theories or descriptions (cf. 
Charmaz, 2006; Strauss & Corbin, 1998), the latter of which correspond with aims of 
the studies in this thesis.  
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In study I, the constant comparative method described by Strauss and Corbin (1998) 
was used. I and my co-author began the analysis with independently repeated readings 
of the transcripts to obtain an overall understanding of the participants’ experiences 
regarding how others influenced their engagement in occupations. Thereafter, each 
transcript was broken down into parts by identifying codes that reflected the 
participants’ experiences of engaging in occupations with others. Then, we compared 
the codes from different interviews to identify similarities and differences, and 
assembled them into preliminary subcategories such as encourage occupations and take over 
occupations. The process of analyzing the data continued with the development and 
composition of the preliminary subcategories to obtain categories with a higher level 
of abstraction. In this step of the analysis, it was found that the preliminary 
subcategories were properties related to either one of two forms of collaboration, 
constituting two categories. Moreover, the properties were related to certain 
consequences experienced in occupations. Further comparison of the two categories 
of collaboration, their properties, and the related consequences showed that the 
conditions for the collaboration varied and influenced the collaboration. This formed a 
third category, which also had certain properties and consequences for the actions 
undertaken by others.   
 
In study IV, my supervisors and I performed an analysis through constant comparison 
based on the guidelines given by Charmaz (2006) to explore and understand how the 
participants experienced and discussed togetherness in everyday occupations. Initially, 
the transcripts and field notes were analyzed using an open coding method, searching 
the text line by line to identify sections in which participants discussed descriptions of 
togetherness in everyday occupations and the different meanings attached to this 
togetherness. These initial codes were kept active, close to the data and were separated 
from the text. Examples of initial codes include togetherness is created when you have 
something in common and doing things for others enriches your life. Data from the same 
interview as well as between interviews were compared for similarities and differences. 
The initial codes were assembled and tentatively labeled with headings such as 
reciprocity creates togetherness and the meaning of meeting places. These were considered 
preliminary categories, and this processing of generating the preliminary categories 
informed what data to gather next. The process of analyzing the data continued with 
comparing and developing the preliminary categories to synthesize data and obtain 
categories with a higher level of abstraction (cf. Charmaz, 2006). Additional data 
generated in later focus groups were used in the development of these categories. In 
reality, the different steps undertaken in the data analysis were not linear. Instead, the 
analysis was conducted through constant comparison of the data, emerging codes and 
categories. The inductive analysis was further supported by bringing in theoretical 
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perspectives to promote an understanding of togetherness in everyday occupations 
with others as multifold and situated processes in on-going life.   
 

Narrative analysis  

In studies II and III, my supervisors and I were involved in the process of analyzing 
the data with a narrative approach. The procedures that were used can be compared to 
the principles described in the hermeneutic circle, and the text was created through a 
to-and-fro movement between the parts and the whole (Polkinghorne, 1995; Ödman, 
2007). The analysis focused on what the stories communicated rather than how they 
were structured (Riessman, 2008), in line with the methodology and theoretical 
resources.  
 
In study II, the analysis began with close, independent readings of the transcribed text 
by one of my supervisors and me and one of my supervisors to understand the stories 
as a whole. Significant events in each story were identified and separated from the 
text. According to Mattingly (1998), significant events can be understood as parts of 
stories that are in some way meaningful to the person telling them, as events that they 
choose to share. These events were discussed among all the authors, and different 
emplotments were then identified on the basis of these events in order to identify 
possible plots. We approached the text by asking analytical questions to understand 
how the participants negotiated and created meaning in relation to different events and 
experiences, and their hopes and desires connected to them. During the procedure, 
reflections and tentative analytical propositions were made. Different interpretations 
were considered, going back and forth between the empirically based texts, the 
reflective texts, and theories, and the material was re-interpreted several times in 
discussions between my supervisors and me. The analysis resulted in three central 
narratives, giving a picture of the process of engagement in everyday occupations with 
others and the meaning attached to engagement.   
 
In study III, the analysis was undertaken by my supervisors and me using narrative 
analysis as an analytical tool (Polkinghorne, 1995). The process of analyzing the data 
began with close, independent readings of the transcribed texts by my supervisors and 
me to understand the story as a whole. Then, I searched for events to determine their 
significance in relation to the aim of the study. The significant events that were 
identified in the current story were separated from the text and organized 
chronologically. These events were discussed by my supervisors and me, and 
preliminary interpretations were drawn in an attempt to understand how the different 
events contributed to the development of plots. During this phase, some data were 
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excluded because they were not needed to relate the final storied narrative, a process 
that is termed narrative smoothing (cf. Polkinghorne, 1995). We asked questions to 
analyze the text, such as the following: How can we understand agency as a creative and 
generative process based on her story? How is agency enacted through interdependency and 
reciprocity? How are opportunities for participation in occupations created in everyday situations? 
Possible interpretations were considered, and several drafts were written and rewritten 
during the construction of the story. The analysis resulted in a storied outcome, 
presented as an overall plot that provided a comprehensive picture of the various 
processes of transformation taking place in the participant’s everyday life. The plot is 
elaborated on using three dimensions that illustrate how agency is enacted, is 
embedded in occupations with others, and evolves over time.    
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FINDINGS 

Because this thesis has an emergent design, issues concerning occupations with others 
were identified and further explored while this research was conducted. Study I 
contributes an understanding of different qualities related to collaboration in 
occupations and the type of consequences that they have on possibilities for and the 
experience of occupational engagement. Following these findings, it was interesting to 
further explore how everyday occupations with others can be understood as a process 
of meaning-making. The concept of enacted togetherness was constructed in study II, 
comprehending togetherness as an acted relation. The participants were able to 
negotiate and create meaning in their everyday lives by being part of an enacted 
togetherness. Findings from study II also suggest that the conditions for enacting 
agency were connected to an enacted togetherness and therefore, enacting agency 
became the focus of further exploration in study III. Findings from study III 
contribute with knowledge that supports the idea of agency as a means and a result of 
participation by showing how conditions for enacting agency are negotiated and 
created in the context of acting together in everyday occupations. Finally, study IV 
was designed to further explore how togetherness in everyday occupations can be 
comprehended. Here, the findings suggest that togetherness in everyday occupation 
can be understood as a multifold transactional process.  
 
An interpretation and integration of the findings from all four included papers is 
presented in the following section.  

 

INTEGRATION OF FINDINGS  

The findings of the four included studies provide an understanding of different aspects 
and processes in relation to how occupations with others are experienced and enacted 
in on-going life by persons in different life situations. An integration of the findings 
from all included studies was performed to gain a more profound understanding of 
how situated experiences of togetherness in everyday occupations promote 
participation and enable change. Central findings suggest that everyday occupations 
with others can be comprehended as an arena where togetherness and belonging can 
be created. In addition, togetherness can be comprehended as a space for 
interpretation where issues related to meaning making can be negotiated, creating 
possibilities for participation and change. These findings will be elaborated on and 
presented in the following sections.  
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Becoming Part of Togetherness – Creating Entrances to Participation 

The findings show how opportunities to gain access to everyday occupations with 
others, as well as a lack of such opportunities, were created through different places, 
e.g., participants’ homes or meeting places in a nearby neighborhood or in society 
generally. However, place was not just determined to be a physical location, but rather 
an arena creating opportunities for participation or failing to do so. The experience of 
place took on shifting meanings reflecting the transactional relationship between 
person and place, involving past and present experiences and how they change with 
each other over time. Hereby, place can be associated with engagement in 
occupations and togetherness or with loneliness and isolation, and the changed 
meaning of place was a reason for participants to negotiate issues related to relocating 
(II) or relinquishing a place such as a summerhouse (III).  
 
Participants described how important it was to live in a place where activities are 
arranged nearby and where people can meet and get together (II, III), and where they 
have access to meeting places in a nearby neighborhood or in society generally (II, III, 
IV). Based upon the findings of study II and IV, it became clear that having access to 
different meeting places is not an entrance to occupations with others per se. Rather, 
the findings highlight the importance of creating a culture in which everyone feels 
invited to join activities that are arranged. This culture was understood to be created 
by people who were connected to specific places.   
 
To be invited, encouraged and included by others to share everyday occupations is 
understood as a natural entrance providing opportunities for participation. In all four 
studies, in different ways, the participants elaborated on the significance of being 
invited and encouraged. Being invited and encouraged gave access to different 
contexts, allowed participants to meet new acquaintances and develop new interests, 
and enables engagement in occupations that they would not have engaged in 
otherwise. Meaning could be created around both previously valued and new 
situations. Findings from all four studies suggest that everyday occupations with others 
are no longer a matter of course when one’s life situation has changed in some way. 
From findings in study II and III, it became clear that participants did not simply enter 
a group or community without an invitation. From these findings, an invitation was 
interpreted as a socio cultural resource, linked to a specific place, providing 
opportunities for participation and averting loneliness and isolation.  
 
The importance of inviting and contributing to others is also central to the findings of 
study IV as something that participants discussed in terms of having a responsibility 
towards others who do not have the capacity to take the initiative on their own. Here, 
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participants described how they engaged in different support groups, invested their 
time and contributed to others by taking them out to engage in different occupations. 
These actions were understood as a way to negotiate issues of doing the right thing; at 
the same time, participants gained the affirmation that they were valuable and made a 
difference in other people’s lives, which was understood as a source of meaning. 

 
In addition, entrances to participation were also found to be composed of different 
types of actions undertaken by others that enabled participants to engage in 
occupations, despite the fact that some part of the occupations had become too 
physically demanding (I). Actions such as adapting before or during occupations or 
taking on needed occupations created a constructive collaboration that supported 
engagement and meaningful occupational experiences. However, these actions varied 
with different situations and were related to whether the other person had a 
comprehensive understanding of the occupational experience of the participant. Thus, 
some actions undertaken by others could generate an insufficient collaboration, 
creating barriers for occupational engagement and negative occupational experiences.   
 
In summary, the findings suggest that there is a need to recognize the transactional 
relation between person and place and how they change with each other over time, 
creating possibilities for participation or failing to do so. These findings are central in 
order to understand the conditions for participation for persons in different life 
situations and how participation can be promoted. It became clear that physical places 
such as home or access to different meeting places is not an entrance to togetherness 
per se in changing life situations, but rather other persons became a socio-cultural 
resource linked to a specific place that could provide opportunities for togetherness. 
Gaining access to these resources created opportunities for participants to act and take 
initiative for further engagement in occupations, thereby promoting agency (which is 
discussed in a subsequent section). From these findings, being invited and encouraged 
by others to take part in different everyday occupations together can be considered a 
prerequisite for participation when people’s life situations are changing.  

 

Togetherness in everyday occupations - a space for interpretation and change 

The concept of enacted togetherness constructed in study II, emphasized how 
everyday occupations with others form an arena where togetherness and belonging 
can be created. In this thesis, this concept became central in further exploring meaning 
making processes connected to everyday occupations with others. In integrating the 
finding of all the included studies, the term “togetherness in everyday occupations” is 
used to comprehend occupations with others as a creative, multifold and evolving 
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process in people’s lives that has the power to enable change. Different notions of 
togetherness in everyday occupations can be found within the included studies, 
denoted as constructive collaboration (I), being part of an enacted togetherness (II, III) 
or togetherness in on-going life (IV). The findings suggest that the quality of situated 
experiences, connecting persons and context through action, is common to these 
different notions of togetherness in everyday occupations. Being part of such a context 
was a way for the participants to negotiate and create meaning around their everyday 
occupations. 

One key finding of study I, is the significance of creating a constructive collaboration 
based on a comprehensive understanding by others of the participant’s occupational 
experiences. This collaboration enabled participants to engage in occupation that 
created meaningful experiences, and the findings suggest that meaning was not merely 
connected to the occupation itself but rather was socially constructed and enacted in 
collaboration with others. The process of meaning making is further understood in 
relation to being part of an enacted togetherness (II, III) or togetherness in on-going 
life (IV). These findings give an extended understanding of meaning as socially 
positioned and changing with the situation. The findings (II, III, IV) also illustrate 
how togetherness was not merely the act of doing everyday occupations together. 
Instead, togetherness enabled the participants to be part of an on-going and unfolding 
story creating meaning, in which a sense of belonging and connection to past, present, 
and future could be established. Being part of togetherness in everyday occupations 
was based on interdependency and reciprocity, which created feelings of safety and the 
value of being needed and appreciated by others.  

 
The findings of study II and III emphasize how togetherness created a space for 
interpretation where issues related to meaning could be negotiated, creating 
possibilities for participation and change. Findings from these studies show how being 
engaged in everyday occupations with others were a way for the participants to gain 
access to other person’s experiences and responses to actions. Gaining access to these 
resources created spaces for interpretation that made it possible for the participants to 
interpret everyday actions and themselves as actors in different ways. This enabled 
them to open locked and static understandings of their possibilities in life, and they 
were able to create different scenarios around future possibilities to participate in 
occupations with others. In light of this, the findings suggest that togetherness is 
closely related both to the possibilities of negotiating and enacting agency and to the 
reformulation of one’s occupational identity in a changing life situations.    
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In addition, the findings of study IV reflect how togetherness in everyday occupations 
can be comprehended as multifold transactional processes, emphasizing how an acted 
belonging was a situated experience connecting people and places through unfolding 
stories. These findings reflect that there is a transparency of doing, being, belonging 
and becoming that contribute to each other in varying ways in different situations. 
Analysis suggests that the process of meaning-making is closely associated with 
togetherness and is negotiated with others through shared culture and experiences. 
Togetherness meant being part of something in which the persons involved are 
contributing to each other in different ways, and meaning seemed to be closely related 
to being connected to others based on reciprocal relationships. In this context, persons 
could express and develop their identities in connection with others. 
 
In summary, these findings provide an understanding of everyday occupations that 
differs from a traditional individual conceptualization, adding to an emerging 
understanding of everyday occupations as transactional, incorporating people and 
context in a multifold process that goes beyond the individual. The findings suggest 
that togetherness in everyday occupations generates possibilities for people to be part 
of something on-going and evolving in which meaning can be negotiated and created 
around everyday situations. The findings emerging out of this thesis can contribute 
knowledge of how change is connected to transactions that happen around people by 
providing an understanding of the therapeutic power of togetherness, providing spaces 
for interpretation that can enable change. 
    

Enacting agency – a relational process of negotiating participation and change 

From the findings emerging from this thesis, the concept of agency has become central 
to understand processes of meaning-making related to everyday occupations with 
others. From the analysis of study II, we found that togetherness could be understood 
as an open, fluid space where agency is negotiated and created; these findings were 
further explored in study III. Applying this notion of agency to the findings of all four 
studies in this thesis contributes to an understanding of agency that moves beyond 
individual acts and responsibilities. Rather, integration of the findings demonstrates 
how agency is negotiated and created in different situations, and how it unfolds over 
time in the context of acting together in everyday occupations. Furthermore, the 
overall findings suggest that enacting agency is a process of meaning-making in 
everyday occupations that is embedded in varied contexts. 

 
Even though agency was not a primary focus of papers I, II or IV, the findings of these 
studies can denote how the conditions for enacting agency were created (i.e., 
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promoted or restricted) by acting together in everyday situations. The findings of 
paper I show how the possibility of acting in different situations at a chosen time and 
in a preferred way was created despite being dependent on others to manage everyday 
occupations. In such situations, the participants experienced meaningful occupational 
engagement. These findings suggest that agency is based upon interdependency, in 
which people act together in everyday occupations and can affect each other’s actions.  
However, the possibility to enact agency could also be threatened, and whether 
collaboration in occupation was found to be constructive or insufficient varied 
depending on the situation. In some situations, actions undertaken by others resulted 
in decreased possibilities to act and in these situations participants experienced 
diminished meaning in the occupation. Therefore, the findings show how 
interdependency can create constructive and meaningful collaboration but also can be 
experienced as dependency.    
 
The importance of reciprocal responsibility and interdependence in creating agency 
was identified in studies II and III. By being part of an enacted togetherness, 
participants gained access to new stories by doing something together, and they were 
able to try out their understanding of themselves and others in relation to their 
everyday doings. Thereby, they were able to envisage their future engagement in 
occupations, which involved hopes and plans for prospective occupations with others. 
This seemed to be a way for the participants to become better able to create 
something out of what they wanted. This is seen as a valuable finding, considering that 
elderly people with depression might have difficulty expressing and acting on their 
wishes. However, in congruence with the findings of study I, the findings of studies II 
and III also suggest that the conditions for enacting agency can be threatened because 
they involve another person’s engagement in some way. Thus, a level of uncertainty 
was associated with participants’ ability to act on their wishes and make decisions 
about their future engagement in occupations. The participants expressed a fear of 
becoming a burden on others or taking up other people’s time and it seemed 
important that engagement in occupations was based on reciprocity.     
 
Using a transactional perspective and a narrative approach as resources, the findings of 
study III provide insight into how agency can be negotiated and enacted during 
transformational processes in late life. The story of an elderly woman with depression 
shows how her occupations are part of a transactional relation of person and place. 
Illustrating how enacting agency is more than an individual’s capacity or ability to act 
independently in different situations. Instead, opportunities to negotiate and enact 
agency were created when the participant became part of a social context in which she 
grew stronger. Being involved in and reflecting on different situations with others 
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provided new dimensions and resources that made it possible for her to challenge her 
self-image as a victim and to create ways to understand herself as an agent in a social 
context. Gaining access to these resources provided her with opportunities to create 
meaningful experiences around everyday occupations. Being part of a context with 
others made it possible for her to open up to prospective stories and to enact wishes 
and make decisions about future engagement in occupations. Over time, this 
generated power to act and move forward in life. She developed new interests and 
took on new occupations together with friends, which also involved a process of 
reformulating an occupational identity with them.  
 
In summary, these findings show how agency can be out of reach from an 
individualistic perspective for people going through life transitions. The findings 
challenge the traditional conceptualizations of agency and highlight the need to 
consider agency as contextually situated and embedded in everyday occupations.  
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DISCUSSION 

The overall aim of this thesis is to provide knowledge and understanding of 
occupations with others as ongoing and evolving processes in people’s lives. The 
findings provide an understanding of different aspects and processes in relation to how 
occupations with others are experienced and enacted in on-going life. Central findings 
suggest that everyday occupations with others can be comprehended as an arena 
where togetherness and belonging can be created. Furthermore, togetherness can be 
comprehended as a space for interpretation where issues related to meaning can be 
negotiated, creating possibilities for participation and change.  
 
In this section, these main findings from the empirical studies are discussed in relation 
to research and different theoretical perspectives. The findings are also considered in 
relation to implications for praxis.  
 

BECOMING PART OF TOGETHERNESS – AN ENTRANCE TO PARTICIPATION  
The findings of this thesis suggest that togetherness is created through transaction of 
persons and place, creating occupational opportunities for the participants. Entrances 
to participation were created for the participants by gaining access to and becoming 
part of togetherness. The findings give a picture of how different situations can 
promote or restrict possibilities for participation and are discussed under the heading 
Access to occupational opportunities through others and The meaning of place. 

Access to occupational opportunities through others 

The findings of all the included studies contribute an understanding of how different 
situations can promote or restrict possibilities for participation. The participants’ 
experiences show how other person created access to occupational opportunities by 
inviting and encouraging occupations together, in which the participants otherwise 
would not have engaged (I-IV). Being invited was interpreted as a socio cultural 
resource linked to a specific place and created a natural entrance to participation (II-
IV). Further, investing time and contributing to others was understood as a way for 
the participants to negotiate issues of doing the right thing, which generated an 
affirmation of being valuable and making a difference in other people’s lives. As seen 
from these findings, meaning can be considered to be connected to different actions 
undertaken to create access to occupations on behalf of everybody involved. The 
findings of this thesis suggest that different types of actions undertaken by others could 
not only promote meaningful occupational experiences (I-IV) but also deprive the 
participants of occupational opportunities (I). These are important considerations that 
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can be used by occupational therapists when empowering their clients and those close 
to them to reflect on their actions and the resulting consequences to enhance 
occupational engagement and support participation.  
 
The findings of this thesis provide a picture of how occupational opportunities and the 
possibility of participation can be created within a social context. Togetherness in 
everyday occupations was found to encompass different social dimensions and qualities 
that are in congruence with the findings of previous research on participation. For 
example, previous research has shown that being included and valued by others is an 
important aspect of participation (Isaksson, Josephsson, Lexell & Skär, 2007; Yilmaz, et 
al.). In addition, doing something for others or with others as has been identified as an 
important aspects of participation, as well as having an impact on others and meaning 
something to others (Haak, et al., 2007; Hammel, et al., 2008; Häggstrom & Larsson 
Lund, 2008; Isaksson, et al., 2007). Therefore, the findings of this thesis must be 
juxtaposed with findings from previous research because there is an emergent 
knowledge based on social constructs and dimensions of participation. To integrate 
and synthesize these findings could contribute to the development of value-based 
assessment items. Such knowledge can be used to develop instruments that grasp the 
social dimensions of participation. Furthermore, the findings contribute to an 
emerging knowledge of how participation can be comprehended as an interactive and 
transactional process, which has been identified as a knowledge gap in previous 
research (Hammel, 2008; Mallinson, & Hammel, 2010; Noreau, & Boschen, 2010). 
 

The meaning of place 

The findings of studies II, III and IV in this thesis contribute to the knowledgebase 
regarding the meaning of place in people’s lives and how place are a source of 
occupations with others, or the lack thereof. The notion of place, as understood in 
this thesis, is in congruence with a transactional perspective (Dickie, et al., 2006), 
giving attention to the relationship between person and place in understanding 
occupation. Cutchin (2004) has used the concept of place integration to emphasize the 
relational process and interconnectedness between person and context, and how they 
change with each other over time. He has suggested that meaning is created through 
the connection of person and place and is always in process, i.e., negotiated through 
changes in the person-place relationship. Similarly, Rowles (2008) has discussed the 
relationship between place and person in the creation of meaning. He has suggested 
that meaning becomes embedded in place through the process of being in place over 
time.  
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The findings of this thesis contribute an understanding of how the meaning of place is 
related to other persons in different ways, and how place takes on shifting meanings 
over time. The shifting meaning of place was to a large extent related to the possibility 
of becoming part of togetherness when situations where changing. When participants 
could not experience meaning in relation to place, it resulted in feelings of loneliness 
and isolation (II) and was a reason for participants to negotiate issues of relocating (II) 
or relinquishing a place such as a summerhouse (III). Thus, these findings, based on 
empirical material (II, III, IV), can extend the understanding of how meaning is 
negotiated and created through a transaction of person and place in a changing life 
situation. These findings can challenge a traditional understanding of meaning as a 
person’s subjective experience (see Hasselkus, 2011) and they suggest that meaning is 
better understood as something that is negotiated and constructed in different social 
situations.    

 
A previous study, using a transactional perspective to frame how elderly women who 
are aging in place negotiate change and meaning in relation to their occupations 
(Shank & Cutchin, 2010), has shown how meaning was created from the participants’ 
on-going relationship with their place. Furthermore, the experience of place was 
found to support routines, time use and a sense of safety. In line with those findings, 
the findings of this thesis illustrate how togetherness is a source of ordinariness and 
safety. Having a place to be and to belong to (IV), and meeting regularly with the 
same people at the same place, was a way to uphold habits and routines that created 
ordinariness and a sense of safety in the participants’ everyday lives (II, IV). In these 
studies, belonging to a place was understood as a source of meaning. Place was 
interpreted as an arena where people became part of an unfolding story in which a 
connection between past, present and future could be created (II, III, IV). These 
findings challenge the way in which we traditionally understand occupation and 
approach people’s occupational problems and issues in our occupational therapy 
models, (see for example Fisher, 2009; Townsend & Polatajko, 2007). To be critical, 
these models indicate a separation of individual and context, and one possible question 
is how to account for the transactional relation of person and place, as found 
embedded in togetherness. Furthermore, in our clinical praxis, we need to consider 
how to promote possibilities for our clients to become part of different places where 
togetherness can be created. In this process, it is important to incorporate not only the 
client but also those close to the client in a constellation. In light of these arguments, 
there is a need to reflect on the meaning of client-centered reasoning. As I see it, this 
also includes the responsibility to work on a societal level and together with different 
organizations, to identify and create places for everyday occupations where 
togetherness can be created.  
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TOGETHERNESS AS A SPACE FOR INTERPRETATION AND CHANGE 
Central findings of this thesis suggest that everyday occupations with others can be 
understood as an arena where togetherness and belonging can be created. 
Furthermore, the findings show how an enacted togetherness can be comprehended as 
a space for interpretation, providing the participants with opportunities to negotiate 
issues of meaning that created possibilities for participation and change. By being part 
of an unfolding, acted story together with others, participants gained access to 
resources that provided them with different possible ways to make sense of their 
everyday life. These findings are discussed under the heading Being part of an unfolding 
story – a process of meaning-making and Enacting agency – a process of negotiating participation 
and change.   
 
Being part of an unfolding story – a process of meaning-making 

The use of a transactional perspective and narrative approach is a new and unexplored 
way to understand how meaning is negotiated and enacted within everyday 
occupations with others. In this thesis, this approach brings an understanding of 
meaning-making in everyday occupations that somehow differ from a traditional 
understanding such as an individual’s subjective experience. Adding to this is an 
understanding of how meaning-making is a situated and social process embedded in 
varied contexts.  
 
From the findings, being part of an enacted togetherness (II, III) and being part of an 
unfolding story (II, III, IV) is understood as a process of meaning-making. Thus, the 
participants gained access to spaces for interpretation that made it possible for them to 
interpret everyday actions and themselves as actors in different ways. They gained 
access to resources and dimensions that enabled them to open locked and static 
understandings of their possibilities in life. Gaining access to such resources enabled 
the participants to negotiate and enact agency and to express and develop their 
identity in connections with others. In line with this, a previous study (Phelan & 
Kinsella, 2009) has also found that agency, identity, and relatedness are closely related 
and shaped within a socio-cultural context. Furthermore, Christiansen (1999) has 
argued that occupations and relationships with others enable people to express and 
develop their identities and derive meaning from their lives. However, little is known 
about how the process of meaning-making occurs in the context of acting together in 
everyday occupations, and this thesis can contribute to an emerging understanding of 
how everyday occupations with others have the power to enable change in people’s 
lives.   
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The findings of this thesis (II, III, IV) suggest that the process of meaning-making 
reflects the transparency of the different dimensions of meaning, i.e., doing, being, 
becoming and belonging, where these different dimensions of meaning contribute to 
each other in various ways in different situations. The theory of occupation, which 
Wilcock first outlined (1998) and then further developed (Wilcock, 2006), suggests 
that doing is both connected with and contributes to development and transformation 
and also that occupation is a synthesis of doing, being, becoming and belonging. In 
light of the findings of this thesis, it can be argued that there is a need to consider 
occupation not only as a synthesis of these dimensions of meaning but also 
acknowledging the transparency of these dimensions and how they contribute to each 
other in various ways. Further, Wilcock’s reasoning is not specific as to the part that 
social situatedness plays in this synthesis. The findings of this thesis can add to this 
knowledge by giving a picture of how togetherness in everyday occupations 
contributes to meaning and enables change. 
 
Embracing a transactional understanding of everyday occupation will have an impact 
on the way we think about and provide occupational therapy service. In clinical 
practices we need to consider the client and other persons in the client’s life, not just 
as separate entities that interact, where other persons have an impact on (facilitate or 
restrict) the clients’ possibilities to participate in everyday occupations. Rather, as 
elements that co-constitute through mutual relationships where everyday occupations 
are viewed as situated, evolving and social. In addition, it is important for occupational 
therapists to recognize the changing character of people’s everyday occupations and to 
provide their clients with tools to negotiate change, in contrast to fixed solutions.  

 

Enacting agency – a process of negotiating participation and change  

The findings of this thesis suggest that togetherness can be comprehended as a fluid, 
open space where agency is promoted (II, III). By engaging in occupations with 
others, the participants gained access to resources that enabled them to address issues 
concerning their everyday life and occupations in relation to the past, present and 
future. Thus, they were able to reevaluate previous events and happenings and became 
better able to create something new from what they wanted. Furthermore, the 
findings show how the possibility of acting in different situations, at a chosen time and 
in a preferred way, was created by actions undertaken by others (I). Together, these 
findings suggest that enacting agency is better understood in terms of interdependency 
than independency. In line with these findings, I agree with the critique of traditional 
definitions of agency, which links agency to people’s power to act independently and 
autonomously and neglect the importance of interdependency (cf. Johansson et al., 
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2009; Wray, 2004) in favor of the previous emphasized, contextually situated 
understanding of agency (Johansson, et al., 2009; Johansson, et al., 2012; Vik, et al., 
2008).  
 
The findings of this thesis (II, III, IV) contribute an understanding of how agency is 
negotiated and enacted within everyday situations and achieved through interactions 
and transactions, thus adding knowledge of agency as a creative, generative, and 
relational process (cf. Wray, 2004). There is an emergent body of knowledge within 
occupational therapy and occupational science showing that agency and occupation 
are related (Johansson, et al., 2009; Lindström, et al., 2013; Sakiyama, Josephsson, & 
Asaba, 2010; Vik, et al., 2008). The findings of this thesis are in congruence with 
previous research on agency in the field of occupational therapy, which has shown 
how agency can be rediscovered through engagement in occupation (Lindström, et 
al., 2013) and how the possibility of action can be understood as an expression of 
agency emerging from complex situations (Johansson, et al., 2009). Moreover, a 
recent study of the lived experience of enacting agency after a stroke has shown that 
enacting agency is a complex process of negotiating changing aspects in different 
situations. In that study, agency was defined as “making things happen by one’s own 
actions in everyday life” and agency was considered as a prerequisite for participation 
(Bergström et al., in manuscript). The findings of this thesis (II, III) add to this 
emergent understanding of how agency is negotiated and enacted in everyday 
situations by contributing an understanding of how the process of negotiating and 
enacting agency is situated and embedded in a social context, enabling participation 
and change. However, research on agency and occupation is sparse, and there is a 
need to further build on the emerging knowledge base of how agency is enacted in 
everyday situations.   
 
Taken together, the findings of this thesis challenge the traditional conceptualization 
of agency and add new knowledge on how agency is enacted within a social context, 
emphasizing the need to consider agency beyond individual acts and responsibilities. 
Such an embedded and contextualized reading of agency provides knowledge that can 
be used by occupational therapists to discuss possible scenarios when working with 
their clients and provide them with opportunities to negotiate issues around their 
everyday occupations with others. Such an approach can provide clients with new 
dimensions and resources that can enable them to view matters from new perspectives. 
These arguments emphasize the need to move beyond the notion of promoting 
independency as a goal of interventions, but rather, to acknowledge the value of 
interdependency in promoting agency and participation. Additionally, the findings 
suggest that agency and participation might not be individual constructs but instead, 



Discussion 
 

47 
 

might better be understood as emerging, situated and social. Therefore, the findings of 
this thesis can add to the emerging body of knowledge critiquing an individualistic 
understanding of occupation in favor of recognizing the socio-cultural aspects that 
underpin theories and conceptualizations of occupation (cf. Iwama, 2003; Iwama, 
Thomson, & Mc Donald, 2009; Laliberte Rudman & Dennhardt, 2008; Hammel, 
2009).   
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METHODOLOGICAL AND ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS AND 
REFLECTIONS 

THE DESIGN  
The ambition of this thesis is to contribute knowledge and understanding about 
occupations with others from different perspectives by using different designs and 
methodological approaches, according to the research aims. I have used grounded 
theory and narrative approaches both of which have enabled me to focus on the 
relational aspects of data and generate an understanding of occupational processes and 
how they shift and change over time.  
 
By using theoretical perspectives in the interpretation of findings, one can question 
whether the findings result from methodology. However, the use of theoretical 
perspectives can justify that interpretations are made from existing knowledge and are 
not merely based on the researcher’s pre-understanding and reflections. In this thesis, a 
transactional perspective is used to understand the complexity and situated nature of 
everyday occupations. To be able to grasp complex on-going processes and gain access 
to transactional dimensions and qualities of everyday occupations with others, the 
grounded theory and narrative approaches have both been fruitful.  
 
The studies in this thesis were not designed to be generalized because they all were 
qualitative explorative studies that included few participants. Rather, the choice to 
include few participants allowed an in-depth analysis (cf. Sandelowski, 1995) and a 
contextualized understanding, and the sample size was considered in relation to the 
research questions and methods used for data generation and analysis. Because the 
studies involved persons in different life situations, it is reasonable to assume that 
similar experiences will be found among other persons and that the findings are 
transferable to other contexts. This assumption is also strengthened by the fact that 
previous research has suggested that people with different health conditions can have 
similar experiences of participation (Borell, et al., 2006; Fallahpour, et al., 2013; Haak, 
et al., 2007; Häggström & Larsson Lund, 2008).  
 

METHODOLOGICAL CHALLENGES RELATED TO A TRANSACTIONAL 
PERSPECTIVE   
The focus of this thesis is to study occupations with others, and one of its ambitions is 
to focus on the different actions inherent in relationships among actors and aspects and 
how those actions vary in different situations. This focus required me to challenge 
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traditional units of analysis often applied in occupational therapy (such as individual 
experiences, variables or phenomena) and instead focus on events and situations. A 
transactional perspective has been suggested as a promising approach to recognize on-
going processes and how things connect and unfold over time (cf. Dickie, et al., 2006; 
Cutchin & Dickie, 2013); this perspective is used in studies II-IV. From a transactional 
perspective, situations are described as a focus of inquiry. Transactions take place in 
different situations and, therefore, situations are described as an appropriate unit of 
analysis when applying a transactional perspective (cf. Rosenberg, Johansson, 2013). 
However, recognizing on-going processes in people’s lives poses some methodological 
challenges.  
 
To my knowledge, there are no studies that have applied a transactional perspective 
and a narrative approach to explore how meaning is negotiated and enacted through 
occupations with others. However, it has been suggested that a narrative approach can 
be a way to grasp complex, on-going processes and gain access to the transactional 
dimensions and qualities of everyday occupations (Alsaker, et al., 2013). Using a 
narrative approach to grasp transactions in this thesis provided resources to understand 
both complex, on-going processes in the participants’ lives, and how meaning was 
negotiated and enacted in different situations. 
 
Although, interviews were the main method used to generate data in all of the studies, 
I found that a combination of methods to generate data (II, III), along with generating 
data over time (II – IV), was an effective way to gain access to situated experiences 
and evolving processes in on going everyday life. Taking part in the participants’ 
everyday occupations made it possible to access real-time data on emergent situations 
(cf. Alsaker, 2009) and capture transactions that occurred. In addition, repeated 
interviews were a way to capture experiences and participants’ reflections on different 
situations. Further, I found it significant to use methods in which data analysis was an 
on-going process that was parallel to data generation. However, it can be questioned 
whether a transactional understanding has been reached. What I have struggled with 
and found most challenging has been the use of language, i.e., how to find ways to 
describe complex and on-going processes that capture transactions and do not imply a 
separation between individuals and context.  

 

REFLEXIVITY AND PURPOSEFUL RELATIONSHIPS WHEN GENERATING DATA 

While engaged in qualitative research, reflexivity is a tool that can be used to reflect 
on methodological and ethical issues and examine trustworthiness in relation to the 
methods used to generate data (Bishop & Shepherd, 2011). In this thesis, the main 
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method used to generate data has been interviews. Accordingly, it has been important 
to establish a trusting and confidential relationship with the participants. In particular, 
this has been important because of the participants’ frail situation in studies II and III, 
in which data were generated by conducting interviews and participant observations 
over an extended period of time. These studies have involved a most demanding 
ethical reflection and self-consciousness about the process of creating and maintaining 
a purposeful relationship between the participants and myself (cf. Lawlor & Mattingly, 
2001). In this research, I frequently reflected on how I positioned myself in different 
situations. For example, I participated in on-going, everyday occupations; however, 
the participants initiated the conversations and chose the topics. In addition, I showed 
an interest in each participant’s everyday life by facilitating natural conversations and 
by encouraging them to elaborate on issues that they considered as significant. 
Entering a relationship such as this requires some planning about how to end it, and I 
both considered closely how to withdraw and gradually prepared the participants by 
talking about the nature of our relationship.  

 
Generating data such as this might have had an impact on the way the participants 
chose to share stories, and the extent to which they were willing to trust me with 
their experiences. However, being in the same space and spending time with the 
participants was a presumption to gain access to the social nature of data that were 
situated and unfolding. This made it possible to be part of the participants’ on-going 
lives, and as has been suggested by Alsaker et al. (2009), this gave me access to both 
the quality of everyday action and the connection between participating in everyday 
occupation and meaning. In addition, generating data over an extended period of time 
created opportunities for the participants to reflect on their situations, which brought 
richness to the material and could therefore have strengthened the trustworthiness of 
the findings (cf. Lincoln & Giba, 1985).  
 
Participating in this type of research involves sharing experiences that can bring about 
memories of both positive and negative events in life, and there is always a risk that 
negative life experiences and feelings of loss and grief over persons and relationships 
can be evoked. Therefore, it was important to be empathic and show respect for the 
participants and their experiences and to make the situations as relaxed as possible. 
After each data generation session, opportunities were given to talk about issues or 
thoughts or to reflect together. I never left the home of a participant if I did not feel 
that he or she was emotionally stable.   
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INTERPRETATIONS 
In this thesis, interpretations are based on empirical material and theoretical resources, 
and they are grounded in the pre-understandings and experiences that my supervisors 
and I have as occupational therapists, lecturers and researchers, along with our personal 
experiences. We approached the participants’ experiences of everyday occupations 
using narrative-, social-constructionist-, and transactional perspectives as theoretical 
resources to gain access to a multifold understanding of how everyday occupations 
with others are experienced and enacted. Following the line of reasoning that 
narratives and experiences are socially constructed (Charmaz, 2006; Mattingly, 1998; 
Polkinghorne, 1995), the findings in this thesis must be viewed as co-constructions 
between the participants and the researcher. Consequently, the findings represent just 
one of many possible interpretations which has been created from the experiences 
described and the events as they were lived by the participants and interpreted by the 
researchers. Accordingly, the trustworthiness of the findings can be discussed. 
However, we found that on-going discussions during all phases of the research process 
were valuable to how we engaged reflexively (cf. Bishop & Shepherd, 2011). 
Furthermore, to establish trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), the preliminary 
interpretations and evolving findings in all of the included studies have been subjected 
to peer-review by colleges and researchers familiar with the field of research and 
methods used. Additionally, we have provided a transparent description of the 
interpretative procedure and outlined the theoretical resources used so that readers can 
judge the plausibility of the offered interpretations (cf. Polkinghorne, 2007). 
  

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS REGARDING RECRUITMENT AND 
CONFIDENTIALITY 

All four of the studies included in this thesis have been approved by the Regional 
Ethical Review Board (Dnr. 02-157 & Dnr. 08-137M), and the research followed 
ethical principles in accordance with Swedish research ethics regulations (SFS, 
2003:460; 2003). All participants were given both written and oral information, 
including the study’s aim and conditions of participation such as voluntarism and 
confidentiality, before giving their informed consent. Participants in studies I, II and 
III were recruited by professionals in health care settings, thereby remaining 
anonymous to the researchers until they returned a letter with permission to be 
contacted. A dilemma created by this procedure became apparent in study II. It was 
time-consuming to gain access to participants, and one reasonable explanation could 
be that this was caused by their situation of being depressed and their ability to take 
the initiative to answer and return the letter on their own. In this research project, 
confidentiality means to treat information so that nobody other than the researchers 
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involved have access to information that can identify the participants. I have carefully 
considered confidentiality when findings from the analysis have been presented close 
to data such as quotes. This has been especially important in study III because it is the 
story of a single person. Accordingly, her name and some information about her were 
changed to ensure confidentiality.   
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POINTS OF DEPARTURE FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

The findings of this thesis suggest that togetherness is a space for interpretation and 
change where participants’ could negotiate and create meaning in their everyday lives. 
These findings are important considerations for understanding the significance of 
everyday occupations with others. In light of these findings, more research is suggested 
to further explore the concept of togetherness, including a variation using people who 
are facing disabilities or challenging life situations. Such knowledge is important if we 
are to promote agency and participation and empower clients to achieve change.  

The findings of this thesis show how enacting agency is more than an individual’s act 
or responsibility. Rather, the findings provide an understanding of how conditions for 
enacting agency are related to socially situated and embedded experiences. In light of 
such findings, our results need to be juxtaposed with those of further studies to capture 
the types of consequences that engagement in everyday occupations with others could 
have on the possibility of enacting agency and creating meaning in everyday life. 
Therefore, further research is suggested to explore the process of negotiating and 
enacting agency within people’s everyday occupations. In particular, there is a need to 
explore how agency is enacted for people who experience challenging life situations in 
which agency is threatened.  

The findings of this thesis provide an understanding of everyday occupations that 
differs from a traditional individual conceptualization, adding to an emerging 
understanding of everyday occupation as transactional, incorporating people and the 
environment in a dynamic process that goes beyond the individual. In this research, 
narrative and grounded theory approaches were used to be able to grasp complex, on-
going processes and gain access to the transactional dimensions and qualities of 
everyday occupation. In particular, the narrative approach, with a combination of data 
generation methods, was found useful to grasp and understand transactions. However, 
the studies included in this thesis focus on a very limited group of people, and research 
is suggested to further explore and identify how narrative resources can be used to 
gain access to the transactional dimensions and qualities of everyday occupations. Such 
knowledge can contribute to how we understand the complexity and situated nature 
of everyday occupations.   
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SUMMARY IN SWEDISH (SVENSK SAMMANFATTNING) 

INTRODUKTION TILL AVHANDLINGSARBETET  

Detta avhandlingsarbete syftar till att bidra med kunskap, inom det framväxande 
intresse som finns inom arbetsterapi och aktivitetsvetenskap, av att förstå delaktighet i 
vardagliga aktiviteter som komplex process där olika variabler samspelar och integreras 
istället för separeras. Därför har jag under avhandlingsarbetet inspirerats av hur 
vardagliga aktiviteter kan förstås och studeras utifrån ett transaktionellt perspektiv.  

 

Samtliga fyra delarbeten i avhandlingen har en kvalitativ ansats. Inom den kvalitativa 
forskningstraditionen är rollen som forskare att vara öppen och använda sig av sin 
förförståelse. Därmed blir forskaren också en del av de data som genereras och de 
resultat som växer fram. I de olika delarbetena har data genereras via individuella 
intervjuer (I), individuella intervjuer och deltagande observationer (II, III) och 
fokusgruppsdiskussioner (IV). Att samla in data genom att kombinera olika metoder 
samt att följa deltagarna över tid (II, III) har gett tillgång till ett vidare perspektiv på 
meningsskapande processer som är associerade med vardagens aktiviteter. De 
analysmetoder jag har använt mig av är en komparativ analysmetod (I, IV) och narrativ 
analys (II, III). Den teoretiska utgångspunkten för dessa metoder fokuserar på hur 
människor förstår sig själv och kan förändras genom handling och interaktion med 
andra. Centralt är också relationen mellan mening och handling där meningsskapande 
ses som en dynamisk process som förändras över tid i samspel med andra.  

 

MENINGSSKAPANDE PROCESSER I VARDAGLIGA AKTIVITETER 

Arbetsterapi grundar sig på en övertygelse om att meningsfulla aktiviteter kan främja 
hälsa och välbefinnande. Från ett arbetsterapiperspektiv är därför en persons upplevelse 
av mening i sina vardagliga aktiviteter centralt. Dessa aktiviteter beskrivs innefatta allt 
en person gör, det vill säga deltagande i olika områden av det dagliga livet där olika 
aktiviteter utförs, organiseras och ges mening av personen i den kontext hon lever och 
agerar. En persons upplevelse av mening i relation till sina vardagliga aktiviteter är 
därmed inte statiskt utan ses som en process som kan förändras över tid. Dock riktas 
det kritik från såväl arbetsterapi som aktivitetsvetenskap mot att teorin kategoriserar 
vardagliga aktiviteter utifrån dess syfte och mål såsom personliga dagliga aktiviteter, 
arbete och fritid snarare än utifrån dess mening. Denna typ av kategorisering inrymmer 
inte personers erfarenheter och upplevelser av sina aktiviteter såsom att vara behövd, 
att ha en tillhörighet eller att betyda något för någon annan. Det finns en pågående 
diskussion inom arbetsterapiforskning som föreslår att vardagliga aktiviteter hellre 
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borde förstås utifrån dess dimensioner av mening snarare än utifrån olika kategorier 
som speglar dess syfte och mål. Det finns därför ett behov av att studera de 
meningsskapande processer som äger rum när personer är delaktiga i vardagliga 
aktiviteter tillsammans med andra. 

 

DELAKTIGHET I VARDAGLIGA AKTIVITETER 

Begreppet delaktighet beskrivs som ett engagemang, att vara en del av något eller att 
vara involverad i en livssituation som inbegriper ett dynamiskt samspel mellan 
personen, dennes kontext och aktiviteter. Varje individ har ett nätverk av sociala 
relationer genom olika aktiviteter de deltar i tillsammans med andra. Inom 
arbetsterapiteori hänförs detta till den sociala miljön som både kan utgöra en resurs 
men också hinder för en persons möjligheter att vara delaktig i vardagliga aktiviteter. 
Den sociala miljön beskrivs vara influerad av den kultur en person lever i där kulturen 
formar normer för olika aktiviteter vilka bildas, bevaras, lärs och ges mening genom 
sociala överenskommelser. Det är genom att vara delaktig i vardagliga aktiviteter i en 
sociokulturell kontext som människors behov kan tillgodoses såsom upplevelsen av att 
kunna påverka, känslan av autonomi, respekt från andra och att tillhöra en gemenskap. 
Härigenom kan personer agera och hantera situationer utifrån ett visst upplevt 
handlingsutrymme, ett aktörskap (agency).  
 
Begreppet aktörskap handlar om en persons möjligheter att tolka, reflektera, göra val 
och agera i olika vardagliga situationer. Traditionellt har aktörskap beskrivits som en 
persons kapacitet att agera i olika situationer. Det finns dock som jag ser det ett 
problem med denna definition eftersom den speglar en individualistisk förståelse av 
begreppet. Med det menar jag att alla människor inte har samma förutsättningar att 
självständigt agera i olika situationer och därmed kan en individualistisk förståelse av 
aktörskap vara begränsande. Det finns därför ett behov av att förstå aktörkap som en 
kreativ process som växer fram och förändras över tid i samspel med andra. Aktörskap 
skulle därmed kunna förstås både som ett medel för, men också som ett resultat av 
delaktighet. 
 
Det finns idag ett ökat intresse inom forskningen att förstå delaktighet utifrån ett 
socialt perspektiv som inkluderar mer än bara individen och dennes utförande av 
aktiviteter. Forskning har exempelvis visat att upplevelsen av att vara delaktig är 
relaterad till att göra saker tillsammans med andra, att göra saker för andra och att vara 
betydelsefull för någon annan. Dock är kunskapen fortfarande begränsad när det gäller 
den komplexitet och mångsidighet som delaktighet innebär för olika personer och 
kritik har riktats mot att nuvarande begreppsbildningar och mätmetoder inte fångar 
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detta. Vidare framhålls att forskning behöver fokusera på personers upplevelser av 
delaktighet i vardagliga aktiviteter såsom exempelvis upplevd mening. Det är därför 
angeläget att utveckla kunskap om delaktighet utifrån olika perspektiv och i olika 
kontexter. I detta avhandlingsarbete har vardagliga aktiviteter tillsammans med andra 
studerats i syfte att utveckla kunskap om hur delaktighet kan förstås som en pågående 
och föränderlig process för personer i olika livssituationer.  
 

AVHANDLINGENS OLIKA DELSTUDIER OCH DESS RESULTAT 

I studie I intervjuades nio personer med RA om hur de upplevde att andra influerade 
deras möjligheter att vara engagerade i vardagliga aktiviteter. Data analyserades med en 
komparativ analysmetod och resultatet visar hur vardagliga aktiviteter tillsammans med 
andra kan förstås utifrån att samarbetet upplevdes som antingen konstruktivt eller som 
otillräckligt. Hur samarbetet upplevdes av deltagarna visade sig vara relaterat till de 
handlingar som andra gjorde antingen före eller under aktivitetens genomförande. 
Dessa handlingar påverkade deltagarnas möjligheter att engagera sig i aktiviteter samt 
hade olika konsekvenser för deras upplevelse av engagemanget såsom autonomi och 
mening. De olika handlingarna som andra gjorde visade sig vara relaterade till om de 
hade en fördjupad förståelse eller bristande förståelse för upplevelsen av aktiviteten 
utifrån deltagarens perspektiv såsom deras förmåga, behov, intresse eller aktivitetens 
betydelse. Resultatet bidrar härmed med en förståelse för hur andra personer kan 
främja men också hindra engagemang samt upplevelser av autonomi och mening 
associerat med vardagliga aktiviteter. Kunskap som kan användas av arbetsterapeuter 
för att stärka klienter och personer nära dem att reflektera över sina handlingar och 
dess konsekvenser för att främja möjligheter till delaktighet i vardagliga aktiviteter.  
 
Studie II syftade till att utforska och beskriva hur fem äldre personer med depression 
engagerade sig i vardagliga aktiviteter med andra över tid och hur det var relaterat till 
deras upplevelse av mening. Data genererades via upprepade individuella intervjuer 
och deltagande observationer och analyserades utifrån en tolkande ansats inspirerad av 
narrativ teori och metod. Data gav tillgång till såväl återberättade erfarenheter som 
gestaltade berättelser via vardagliga aktiviteter. Utifrån analysen konstruerades 
begreppet ”enacted togetherness” vilket kan översättas som en handlingsbaserad 
vardagsgemenskap. Att vara del av en handlingsbaserad gemenskap skapade en 
tillhörighet och trygghet i vardagen. Resultatet visar hur vardagliga aktiviteter 
tillsammans med andra hade förändrats över tid för deltagarna och hur nya möjligheter 
att göra saker tillsammans skapades. Att bli inviterad av andra visade sig vara en 
sociokulturell resurs som var kopplad till den plats där deltagarna bodde och som 
skapade möjligheter att bli del av en vardagsgemenskap. Att vara del av en 
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vardagsgemenskap gjorde att deltagarna kunde se saker utifrån nya perspektiv och sätta 
in tidigare erfarenheter i nya sammanhang. På så vis kunde de skapa en tillhörighet till 
såväl det som varit som till nuet. Att göra saker tillsammans i vardagen skapade också 
möjligheter för deltagarna att föreställa sig framtida tänkbara aktiviteter och situationer 
och ta initiativ till gemensamma aktiviteter. Resultatet bidrar härmed med en förståelse 
för hur deras aktörskap växte av att vara en del av en vardagsgemenskap. 
Sammanfattningsvis bidrar resultatet med en komplex förståelse för hur en 
vardagsgemenskap bidrar till att skapa meningsfulla aktivitetsupplevelser som främjar 
delaktighet.   
 
Syftet med studie III växte fram från resultaten i studie II och inriktades mot att få en 
rikare förståelse för hur aktörskap gestaltas i vardagliga aktiviteter tillsammans med 
andra och hur det kan förändras över tid. Fortsatt datainsamling (intervjuer och 
deltagande observationer) genomfördes med en av deltagarna från studie II för att 
kunna besvara syftet med den aktuella studien. Data analyserades utifrån narrativ analys 
i syfte att skapa en kontextualiserad berättelse om Alice. Resultatet visar hur aktörskap 
är nära kopplat till vardagliga aktiviteter och situationer samt hur en persons aktörkap 
kan vara utom räckhåll från ett individualistiskt perspektiv när livssituationen förändras. 
Berättelsen om Alice illustrerar hur möjligheter att vara en aktör förändras över tid och 
är relaterat till socialt situerade erfarenheter snarare än associerat med personen 
förmåga att självständigt agera i olika situationer. Genom att vara del av en 
vardagsgemenskap fick Alice tillgång till resurser som gjorde det möjligt att omvärdera 
tidigare händelser samt skapa nya framtida aktivitetsberättelser som inte var kvar i det 
förflutna. Resultaten bidrar härmed med en förståelse för hur vardagliga aktiviteter 
med andra har en terapeutisk kraft att skapa förändring.  Vidare hur aktörskap kan ses 
som en meningsskapande process som växer fram över tid genom att vara del av en 
vardagsgemenskap. Dessa resultat ger en förståelse för aktörskap som både medel men 
också resultat av delaktighet.    
 
Syftet med studie IV var att utforska och beskriva äldre personers erfarenheter och 
resonemang om vad en vardagsgemenskap handlar om. Data samlades in via 
fokusgrupps diskussioner med tolv äldre personer fördelat på tre fokusgrupper. Varje 
fokusgrupp intervjuades vid två tillfällen och data analyserades med en konstant 
komparativ metod parallellt med datainsamlingen. Analysen visar hur en 
vardagsgemenskap kan förstås som en mångfacetterad och transaktionell process. 
Resultatet belyser hur tillhörighet och gemenskap handlade om att vara del av ett 
sammanhang över tid samt hur det skapades genom olika situationer där personer och 
platser var sammanlänkade. Att vara del av en vardagsgemenskap var dock inget som 
kunde tas förgivet. Deltagarna diskuterade hur det var en pågående process av att 
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upprätthålla tidigare relationer men också att bli del av nya sammanhang vilket 
beskrevs som särskilt viktigt när ens livssituation förändrades. Vidare visade resultatet 
vikten av att själv ta initiativ och söka sig till olika gemenskaper för att inte bli ensam. 
Samtidigt som de visar hur alla människor inte har samma förutsättningar att göra det. 
Av analysen framkom betydelsen av att invitera andra personer och bidra till att de 
kunde bli del av olika sammanhang där vardagsgemenskaper kunde skapas. Att bidra 
till andra var också ett sätt att få bekräftelse på att vara värdefull för någon annan och 
att kunna göra skillnad i andra människors liv.    
  
Sammanfattningsvis bidrar resultaten från denna avhandling med kunskap om hur 
vardagliga aktiviteter med andra kan förstås som en arena där gemenskap och 
tillhörighet kan skapas. Att vara delaktig i vardagliga aktiviteter med andra visade sig 
vara ett sätt att få tillgång till och bli del av ett sammanhang där meningsskapande 
processer ägde rum. Resultaten visar hur en vardagsgemenskap bidrar till delaktighet 
och till möjligheter att skapa förändring i sin livssituation. Härmed belyser resultaten 
vikten av att skapa förutsättningar för personer i olika livssituationer att få tillgång till 
och bli del av en vardagsgemenskap som bidrar till meningsskapande processer i deras 
vardagsliv. Det är därför av vikt att arbetsterapeuter inkluderar såväl klienten som 
andra personer av betydelse för klientens möjlighet till delaktighet i den terapeutiska 
processen. Vidare är det av betydelse att arbetsterapeuter verkar på samhällsnivå för att 
skapa förutsättningar för och tillgång till olika arenor där vardagsgemenskaper kan 
skapas.  

 

Eftersom resultaten visar hur meningsskapande processer relaterade till vardagliga 
aktiviteter varierade med olika situationer är det av vikt att arbetsterapeuter fokusera 
på de situationer i vilka personers aktiviteter äger rum för att kunna främja aktörskap 
och delaktighet och stödja personer till förändring. Att närma sig en transaktionell 
förståelse av vardagliga aktiviteter har härmed betydelse för hur vi ser på och 
tillhandahåller arbetsterapi. Genom att vara lyhörd för och uppmärksamma den 
ömsesidiga relationen mellan person och kontext istället för att se dem som separata 
delar kan vi bättre förstå den föränderliga karaktär som vardagliga aktiviteter har i 
människors liv. Detta ger implikationer för att arbetsterapeuter bör diskutera tänkbara 
scenarier med klienter och ge dem tillgång till resurser och redskap för att kunna möta 
och hantera föränderliga situationer och behov.  
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Influences of the social environment on engagement in occupations:
The experience of persons with rheumatoid arthritis
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Abstract
The aim of this explorative study was to describe and enhance the understanding of how persons with rheumatoid arthritis
(RA) experience the influence of the social environment on their engagement in occupations. Nine persons were interviewed
and the data obtained were analysed using a comparative method. The findings revealed that other persons in the social
environment influenced informants’ experiences of engaging in occupations in two ways, which formed the categories:
‘‘Constructive collaboration’’ and ‘‘Insufficient collaboration’’ . These categories had certain properties related to the actions the
others undertook to assist the informants during their collaboration. These assisting actions influenced the informants’
possibilities to engage in occupations, and also their experience of engagement. The findings also showed that the
‘‘Conditions for collaboration’’ varied and influenced their collaboration, which thereby constituted a third category. The
findings may contribute to a deeper understanding of how other persons can facilitate and restrict meaningful occupational
experiences. This provides knowledge that can be used by occupational therapists when empowering their clients and those
close to them to reflect on their actions and the consequences of these actions to enhance occupational engagement.

Key words: Activities of daily living, caregiver, disability, occupational therapy, personal autonomy, rehabilitation, social

support

Introduction

The possibility for persons with disabilities to engage

in occupations when they want and in the way they

want is of crucial importance for the experiences that

they have of their occupations (1). This is also true

for their participation in life situations (2,3), life

satisfaction (4), and well-being (5). Engagement in

occupations encompasses both the personal and

social significance of performing the occupations as

well as the performance itself (6,7). Theoretical

models (7,8) suggest that a person’s engagement in

occupations unfolds through an interaction between

the person and the environment that includes

physical, social, and societal elements external to

that person. These models also reflect the fact that

changes in any of these components alter the

interaction between them, which may restrict or

facilitate engagement in occupations. If a person’s

possibilities to engage in occupations are to be

enhanced, occupational therapy interventions need

to focus on accomplishing changes in any of these

components to achieve a better fit of the interaction

between them.

Until recently, research on factors that influence

engagement of persons with disabilities in occupa-

tions has tended to focus on the person and his/her

medical condition (e.g. 9,10). As a result, the way

that the environment offers opportunities and im-

poses demands that influence engagement in occu-

pations has received less attention. Those empirical

studies that have focused on the environment have

tended to concentrate largely on physical barriers

and facilitators (e.g. 11,12). Thus, empirical knowl-

edge of how the social environment, which includes

the interactions and relations with other persons and

groups (7,8), influences engagement in occupations

has not been satisfactorily examined. It can be

especially important to consider the social environ-

ments of persons with disabilities because many of
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them become in need of support from others, i.e.

social support, to be able to carry out their occupa-

tions. In addition to practical support, persons with

disabilities often become in need of social support of

a more emotional and informational type (13�15).
Another reason to consider the social environment is

that the social network of persons with disabilities

often diminishes, which further influences their

possibilities to engage in occupations (7,14).

A review of the empirical research on the social

environment of persons with disabilities shows that

the influence of social support on other aspects of

health outcomes than occupations, i.e. social isola-

tion, stress, and coping, has been the focus in several

studies (14�16). Research has also concentrated on

the characteristics of the support, such as the source,

amount, and type of support (14,15,17). The

experience of receiving social support in general

has also received attention (18,19), as has whether or

not the social system has satisfied needs and met the

goals of the law (20). Thus, less attention has been

paid to the influence of the social environment

on engagement in occupations in persons with

disabilities.

To the best of our knowledge, the interactions that

persons with disabilities have with others in their

social environment and how these interactions con-

tribute to their experience of occupational engage-

ment has only received limited attention in

occupational therapy, and existing research has often

concentrated on those with cognitive impairments

(21,22). A more comprehensive understanding of

the social interactions that take place when persons

with physical disabilities engage in occupations is

needed and, in particular, how these interactions

influence the experiences of engagement in occupa-

tions. Such knowledge could increase the under-

standing that occupational therapists and others

have of the aspects that are of importance when

adapting the social environment to enhance the

occupational engagement of persons with disabil-

ities.

People with rheumatoid arthritis (RA) are one of

the larger diagnostic groups of persons with physical

disabilities and it is known that they become in need

of support of others to perform their occupations

(15,17,23). Extensive research on the effects of social

support for people with RA exists and social support

can be regarded as a crucial aspect for this group. The

influence of the social environment on engagement in

occupations was, therefore, considered to be parti-

cularly relevant to explore in this population.

Research has shown that people with RA often

have to deal with far-reaching consequences as early

as the first two years after a diagnosis has been given.

The ability of those with RA to work is often reduced

and their performance of household tasks decreases

(9,24). In addition, they often need to give up many

of their leisure-time occupations outside the home

and as a result their leisure time is often spent on less

physically demanding occupations performed at

home (9,25). Furthermore, the variation in the level

of pain and ability from one period to another and

the unpredictability of the progression of the disease

affect their planning concerning their future occupa-

tions (26). These changes relate to how people’s

occupations influence their interactions and relations

with others (27). Thus, this literature review of

individuals with RA has revealed that existing

research has concentrated on which occupations

they engage in or in which their engagement is

restricted. In contrast, their subjective experience of

engaging in occupations, including the personal

significance of and satisfaction with engaging in

occupations, has, to a great extent, been overlooked.

The research conducted on the social environment

of people with RA has mainly focused on the effects

of different types of social support on coping, pain

(16), depression (15), fatigue (28), functional lim-

itations, and psychological distress (29). The results

of this research have shown that receiving social

support has a positive affect on all aspects studied

but it was also revealed that insufficient or limit-

ed social support can have negative effects

(15,16,28,29). However, the effects of social support

that have been considered in studies of people with

RA are effects that indirectly influence engagement

in occupations, not the engagement per se or the

experience of it. In addition, social support has

mainly been assessed with instruments measuring

characteristics of the social network and the types of

support provided. Consequently, the focus has been

on perceived access to predefined types of social

support. The width of interactions that people have

with other persons in their social environment while

engaging in occupations is thereby rarely studied

from the perspective of people with RA. The same is

true of the characteristics of these interactions.

Research on whether people’s social interactions

are ideally adapted to their needs in occupation,

i.e. whether people have sufficient opportunities to

engage in occupations in a way they desire, is also

remarkably sparse. Thus, the knowledge of if and

how interactions with others influence the possibi-

lities people with RA have to engage in occupations

is limited and little is known about their experiences.

The purpose of this exploratory study was, therefore,

to describe and enhance the understanding of

how persons with RA experience the influence of

the social environment on their engagement in

occupations.
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Material and method

Informants

The informants were selected from a database at

a rheumatology rehabilitation clinic in Northern

Sweden. Purposeful sampling (30) was applied

with the following inclusion criteria: (a) being aged

between 18 and 65 years, (b) having been diagnosed

as having RA at least three years before, and (c)

having been on sick leave for at least one year. These

criteria were chosen with the intention of including

informants whom one would expect to have experi-

enced changes in their engagement in occupations

and in their social environment (9,17,24). Finally,

we sought a variation in the informants’ sex, age,

years with RA, and social status to achieve a diversity

of experiences of the influence of the social environ-

ment on occupations. The informants were selected

based on these criteria as the analysis of data

proceeded until the richness in the data was con-

sidered to be sufficient to ensure the quality of the

study. The selected informants were sent informa-

tion about the study, including a request for their

participation, whereupon those who participated in

the investigation gave informed consent. The re-

search ethics committee at Umeå University in

Sweden approved the study.

Nine informants participated in this study. At the

time of the interview, none of the informants used a

walking aid or received support from professionals in

their daily occupations. See Table I for further

information concerning the informants.

Data collection

Qualitative research interviews, composed of ques-

tions with an unstructured open-ended format (31),

were conducted by the first author (AN). The

informants were asked to describe what they did

on an ordinary day, including how they did these

things and their experiences of doing them. They

were also asked to describe how their engagement in

occupations changed after the onset of the RA. Here

the informants were to focus on if and how other

persons involvement in their engagement had chan-

ged, and how their experiences of engaging were

influenced by others. Since the data collection and

the analysis were parallel ongoing processes, the

continuing data collection sought to ensure that

depth of the evolving categories was reached (30).

Outstanding issues were thereby explored in greater

detail in informants interviewed later on in the study,

including: In what ways have the interactions in

occupations changed between the informants and

other persons? What properties are important in

these interactions? How have the consequences of

these interactions been experienced?

Each of the informants was interviewed once in an

interview lasting between 45 and 80 minutes (med-

ian 60 minutes). All interviews were tape recorded

and transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis

A constant comparative method was chosen for the

data analysis since this method focuses on induc-

tively discovering patterns of actions present in social

interactions (32) such as when persons are engaged

in occupations. The method of constant comparison

can be used to develop theories or descriptions; the

latter correspond with the intention of this study.

The authors began the analysis with indepen-

dently repeated readings of the transcripts to get an

overall understanding of the informants’ experiences

of the influence of the social environment on their

engagement in occupations. Thereafter, each tran-

script was broken down into parts by identifying

codes that reflected the experiences that the infor-

mants had of engaging in occupations. The written

codes matched the informants’ own words as closely

as possible with the intention of remaining as true to

the data as possible. The authors then compared

codes from different interviews to identify simila-

rities and differences, and assembled them into

preliminary subcategories, such as ‘‘encourage occu-

pation’’ and ‘‘take over occupation’’. The process of

analysing the data continued with the development

and composition of the preliminary subcategories to

obtain categories on a higher level of abstraction; this

was achieved by constant comparison between

the subcategories. In this step of the analysis it

was found that the preliminary subcategories were

properties related to either one of two forms of

collaboration constituting two categories. It was also

found that the properties were related to certain

consequences experienced in occupations.

Table I. Characteristics of the informants.

Sex Age

Years

with RA

Social

status

Children and

grandchildren

W 49 26 M/C AG

W 49 6 S AG

W 57 24 M/C T

W 58 5 M/C AG

W 63 6 M/C AG

W 64 4 S �
M 45 5 M/C T

M 58 3 S AG

M 64 26 M/C AG

W: woman, M: man, M/C: married or cohabiting, S: single, AG:

adult children and grandchildren, T: teenage children.
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A continued comparison of the two categories of

collaboration, their properties, and related conse-

quences showed that the conditions for the colla-

boration varied and influenced the collaboration.

This formed a third category, which also had certain

properties and consequences for the assistance

given. To ensure that the findings were grounded

in the data and to ensure the completeness of it, the

authors continuously compared the emerging codes

and categories against all data. In addition, every

step in the analysis process made by one of the

authors was subject to examination by the other

author. In this way, consensus was always reached

between the two authors before proceeding to the

next step in the analysis process. To establish

trustworthiness, the evolving findings were subjected

to peer review (33) by colleagues familiar with the

field of research and the methodology at several

times during the analysis process. The peer reviews

included debriefing of the emerging codes and

categories, their interrelationship, and their relation-

ship to the data.

Findings

The analysis of the informants’ experiences revealed

that those close to them, such as their spouse, family

members, relatives, and friends, influenced their

engagement in occupations through social interac-

tions in two major ways. These two ways came to

constitute the categories: ‘‘Constructive collabora-

tion’’ and ‘‘Insufficient collaboration’’. These two

categories of collaboration were reflected in the

informants’ experiences, having certain properties

that were distinguished by the actions that those

close to them (hereafter, others) undertook to assist

the informants during the collaboration. These

properties had different consequences for how the

informants experienced their engagement in occupa-

tions (Table II).

The analysis of the informants’ experiences also

revealed a third category, ‘‘Conditions for collabora-

tion’’. This category consisted of two properties,

which had different consequences for the assist-

ance and influenced the two forms of collaboration

(Table III). A more thorough description of each

category is presented below together with quota-

tions. With regard to confidentiality, the interview

number given in brackets has no connection to the

order of the informants presented in Table I.

Constructive collaboration

In the category ‘‘Constructive collaboration’’ four

properties were identified. These properties encom-

pass the actions others undertook during their

collaboration with the informants to assist them

with their engagement in occupation: adapt during

occupation, adapt before occupation, take on

needed occupation, and encourage occupation.

The informants’ experiences were that all these

four assisting actions provided by the others during

their collaboration were constructive both for their

engagement in occupation and for their experiences

of it.

Adapt during occupation. Adapt during occupation

reflected a series of different assisting actions under-

taken by the others when they were engaged in

occupations such as cooking, travelling, and garden-

ing at the same time as the informants were engaged

in them. The informants said that both parties each

had certain tasks to do to complete an occupation.

However, over time, the others increasingly had

come to assist the informants by performing actions

or tasks that were too physical demanding for the

informants. The informants, on the other hand,

instead performed increasingly less physical de-

manding tasks. This can be illustrated by the

Table II. A visual overview of how persons with RA experienced the influence of others in the social environment on their engagement in

occupations.

Properties Dimensions � Consequences experienced in occupations

Categories Assisting actions Timing Autonomy Meaning Engagement

Constructive

collaboration

Adapt during occupation As desired Independent Retained Retained

Adapt before occupation As desired Independent Retained Retained

Take on needed occupation As desired Interdependent Somewhat changed Retained

Encourage occupation As desired Independent Retained or new Retained or

developed

Insufficient

collaboration

Adapt before occupation

only after request

Too late Imposed

dependency

Diminished Hindered

Take on needed occupation

only after request

Too late Dependent Abandoned Imposed

Take over occupation Inappropriate Imposed dependency Lost or diminished Deprived
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following quote: ‘‘They have learned what I can and

cannot do, so it works in a very natural way and we

do a lot of things together with each of us performing

according to our own ability’’ (I 5).

The informants said that the timing of the actions

of the others assisting them prevented them from

experiencing shortcomings during their engagement

in occupations. It was also apparent that the

informants felt independent because they received

assistance only when and in a way they needed

during their engagement. In this way, the informants

felt that they, together with the other, had control

over their occupations. The informants’ experiences

also showed that the meaning of these occupations as

well as their engagement in them was retained when

the others adapted their occupations during their

engagement. One woman said: ‘‘We do things at a

much slower tempo today, and it is very important

because otherwise I would not be able to participate

in the way I do . . . . He makes it possible’’ (I 3).

Adapt before occupation. The informants’ experiences

showed that the others implemented adaptations

before the informants were able to engage in

occupations as some part of the occupations had

become too physically demanding. For example, the

others providing the assistance adapted the physical

environment by changing the grip on an implement.

The adaptation could equally well include prepara-

tion for their engagement, as illustrated in this quote:

‘‘Some objects I can no longer handle, like lifting the

frying pan to the stove, but he [my partner] does that

for me, so I can still cook dinner on my own’’ (I 3).

The timing of these adaptations enabled the infor-

mants to engage in occupations when they chose. As

one informant said, ‘‘I have small watering cans on a

table outside which my husband fills up every

morning so that I can water the flowers in the

garden when I choose to’’ (I 1). These adaptations

also influenced the informants’ experience of inde-

pendence as they felt that they could engage in these

occupations on their own and in their own way

despite their need for some assistance. Both the

meaning of the occupations and the engagement in

the occupations were also retained for the informant

through adaptation before occupations.

Take on needed occupation. The informants recounted

how others, when needed, took on occupations that

had become too demanding for the informants’

abilities such as cleaning, washing clothes, lawn

mowing, and shovelling snow. The informants de-

scribed that taking on a needed occupation was

based on the informants and the others dividing

tasks between them in new ways. As one informant

said, when talking of her partner, ‘‘As I see it, he now

has greater responsibility at home and he takes over

more and more [of the work], and in that way we do

more together, a kind of cooperation to make it

work’’ (I 5). The timing of the others’ assistance

suited the informants’ desires and they experienced a

sense of interdependence between themselves and

the others carrying out the occupations. Their

experience of interdependence was related to the

others taking on occupations in a way that enabled

the informants to continue to have control over the

occupation intellectually and emotionally. In this

way, the informants continued to experience these

occupations as meaningful, even if they had become

meaningful in different ways than before the others

took them on. The informants also felt that their

engagement in these occupations was retained by

this kind of assistance even if they were not actually

performing the whole occupation.

Encourage occupation. The informants described how

the others encouraged engagement in occupations of

mutual interest or in new ones intended to replace

more physically demanding occupations. This en-

couragement enabled the informants to engage in

occupations that they would not have engaged in

Table III. A visual overview over the decisive conditions for the collaboration during occupations as experienced by persons with RA.

Category

Properties�Related to the other

person and the particular occupation

Dimensions�Consequences

for assistance

Relation to collaboration

during occupation

Conditions for

collaboration

Comprehensive understanding

of occupational experience

Anticipate needs adequately

Self-initiate assisting actions

Appreciate when and how to best assist

Take adequate responsibility for occupation

Attentive to needs during engagement

Constructive collaboration

Lack of comprehensive

understanding of occupational

experience

Does not anticipate needs adequately

Lack of assisting actions that meet needs

adequately

Does not take adequate responsibility for the

occupation

Insufficient collaboration
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otherwise such as going to a concert, having a cup of

coffee at a café or going to see a movie. The first

quote is from one woman and the second is from a

man. ‘‘I have a friend with whom I spend time; we

are used to doing things together, it can be different

things like going to a concert and that kind of

thing . . . and thanks to her, we actually do quite a

number of things’’ (I 2). ‘‘I have a friend who often

comes by . . . he is the one I go fishing with . . . if he
were not there like he is, I would probably have to

give it up’’ (I 9). The encouragement was given at a

desired point in time and the informants viewed

themselves as independent. The informants felt that

the meaningfulness of these occupations, which were

encouraged by others, was retained or that new

occupations aroused new meanings. Likewise, the

informants’ engagement in these occupations was

retained or developed.

Insufficient collaboration

The category ‘‘Insufficient collaboration’’ had three

properties: adapt before occupation only after re-

quest, take on needed occupation only after request,

and take over occupation. These assisting actions

that the others undertook in their collaboration with

the informants were all reflected as negative for the

informants’ possibilities to engage in occupations

and for their experiences of engaging.

Adapt before occupation only after request. The infor-

mants described how they had to ask, and sometimes

ask repeatedly, for adaptations to be carried out

before their engagement in occupations that had

become too demanding for them. The adaptations

that they requested to be made before their engage-

ment were adaptations of the physical environment

or preparation of occupations. The timing of the

adaptation was too late as the informants said that

they had to wait to receive the requested assistance.

One man said: ‘‘Some tasks I can almost do by my

self . . . with just a little help . . . but it can be very

frustrating when you have to wait . . . when you are

not able to do it when you want to’’ (I 6). Another

reason for the late timing was that the informants

avoided, as long as possible, asking for assistance

since they then felt like a burden on others by taking

up their time. This can be illustrated by the

following quote: ‘‘I can sometimes feel like I disturb

him . . . taking up his time by having to ask for

help . . . he has enough as it is’’ (I 8). This influenced

the informants to experience themselves as depen-

dent in the occupations where others adapted only

after request. The informants felt that the meaning

of the occupations diminished and that their engage-

ment in them was hindered, and some of them even

considered giving up the occupations.

Take on needed occupation only after request. The

informants explained that they had to ask others to

take on the occupations that they were not physically

able to do and therefore no longer wanted to be

engaged in. These were related to household tasks.

As the informants needed assistance with these

occupations with a certain regularity, they had to

ask for assistance repeatedly and they felt that others

only were performing them because they had been

asked to. The informants’ descriptions illustrated

that the timing of the assistance was too late. As one

woman said, ‘‘When he does not hang out the

laundry when I ask him to, it can be lying in the

washing machine until the next day and I sometimes

have to wash the clothes again’’ (I 5). The infor-

mants also explained that they could not give up

their engagement in these occupations, despite the

fact that they perceived themselves to be dependent

on others during these occupations. This can be

illustrated by the following quote: ‘‘In certain tasks I

feel like I’m dependent on him . . . and in these

situations I always have to ask him’’ (I 1). As the

informants wanted to give up their engagement in

these occupations, they described having abandoned

the meaning of them, and that their engagement was

imposed due to the lack of assistance.

Take over occupation. Instead of adapting the occupa-

tion to enable engagement, as desired by the

informants, other persons took over occupations

such as carrying in firewood, washing the car, and

gardening. The informants thought that those who

took over these occupations did it with the good

intention of sparing them the physical strain that the

engagement would involve. The informants consid-

ered themselves as physically and intellectually

capable of engaging in these occupations with little

assistance, yet assistance was received with the whole

occupation. Both the timing and the assistance were

described by the informants as inappropriate. One

woman said, ‘‘Some persons do not even ask if they

can help, they just take over . . . . I think they care too

much . . . do not realize that it is important for me to

actually do these things’’ (I 8). The informants felt

that they had no control of these occupations and

that dependency in these occupations was imposed

on them. The meaning of the occupation was lost for

the informants and the actions of others also

deprived them of the possibility to engage in

occupations.
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Conditions for collaboration

The category ‘‘Conditions for collaboration’’ con-

tained two properties: comprehensive understanding

of occupational experience and lack of comprehen-

sive understanding of occupational experience.

These properties, which were related to both the

others and the occupations in question, were re-

flected in the informants’ experiences as being of

decisive importance for their collaboration during

occupations. The properties had varied conse-

quences and influenced whether the collaboration,

including the assisting actions the others undertook,

were experienced as constructive or insufficient by

the informants for their engagement in occupations

(see Table III).

Comprehensive understanding of occupational

experience. From the perspective of the informants,

the others’ comprehensive understandings of their

occupational experiences included an understanding

of their abilities and difficulties in engaging in the

occupations in question. It was also important that

the others understood the personal significance that

engaging in the occupations held for the informants,

as well as their need and interest in engaging in

them. In addition, the others providing the assis-

tance needed to understand the person’s previous

habits in the occupations.

According to the informants, if the others had

understanding, they anticipated their need for col-

laboration in an adequate way and readily initiated

the assisting actions needed. Understanding of the

informant’s occupational experience also influenced

those providing the assistance to appreciate when

and how to best assist the informant. The others’

understanding also influenced them to take respon-

sibility for the occupation being carried out, and they

were attentive to the informants’ needs during their

engagement. The informants’ descriptions reflected

that when the other assisting them had a compre-

hensive understanding of their experiences of enga-

ging in a particular occupation and acted based on

this, their collaboration was influenced in a con-

structive way. This can be illustrated by this man’s

description: ‘‘Those who are close to you, they

understand . . . they know what you can and cannot

do, but it is not obvious to everyone and I think this

is very important for how well you work together . . . .
For example when I do things with my brother-in-

law, I feel like we are doing things together . . . he is

one of the persons that helps me a lot . . . but still, I
don’t feel like it is help’’ (I 6).

Lack of comprehensive understanding of occupational

experience. A lack of comprehensive understanding

was reflected in the informants’ experiences when

the others did not fully understand or only partly

understood their experiences related to the occupa-

tion in question. Aspects of their occupational

experiences, such as their abilities and difficulties,

as well as the personal significance of engaging in an

occupation, could also be misinterpreted by those

assisting the informants.

According to the informants, this lack of compre-

hensive understanding influenced the others assist-

ing them in that they did not anticipate the

informants’ need for assistance adequately. The

informants said that some of the others did not

anticipate their need for assistance at all while others

did not anticipate the right amount of assistance

needed. The lack of comprehensive understanding

also resulted in the others not initiating or providing

assisting actions in an adequate way to meet the

informants’ occupational needs. In this case, the

informants felt that the other did not take adequate

responsibility to ensure that the occupation was

carried out. Some others took no or little responsi-

bility while others took too much responsibility. Seen

from the perspective of the informants, when the

others did not have a comprehensive understanding

of their experiences, their collaboration during the

occupations was influenced negatively and was

reflected as insufficient.

Discussion

This investigation, conducted from the perspective

of individuals with RA, provided insight into how

different kinds of collaboration have different con-

sequences for the informants’ possibilities to engage

in occupations, and also for their experiences of

engaging. Overall these findings emphasize, in line

with other research, the importance of considering

how the actions of others with whom the persons

with disability collaborate influence their adaptation

of and engagement in occupations (1,15,21,34). The

importance of the occupational therapist paying

attention to the quality of her/his clients’ social

relationships, including the extent of collaboration

that occurs between the client and others during

occupational engagement, has also been highlighted

by Fisher (35).

Overall, the findings give empirical support for the

complex and dynamic interactions taking place

between the person and his or her environment

whilst the person engages in occupations. While

these interactions are discussed in occupational

therapy models of practice (7,8), these models do
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not consider in depth how a person’s interactions

with others in the social environment influence

engagement in occupations. The empirical research

into this subject, as reflected in the introduction, is

also remarkably sparse. Thus, the findings presented

here contribute to an enhanced understanding of

how others in the social environment, through

different assisting actions, can facilitate and restrict

engagement in occupations.

The experiences of the persons with RA showed

that a comprehensive understanding of their occupa-

tional experiences by the others assisting them

proved to be decisive for the consequences of their

collaboration. This is in agreement with other

research that has put forward the positive impact of

understanding the experiences of the person one is

about to assist in his/her engagement in occupations

(21,22). Characteristics of the others who had this

comprehensive understanding, in contrast to those

who had a limited understanding, were that they

anticipated and initiated the assistance needed.

These findings suggest that it is important for

occupational therapists to consider whether others

in their clients’ social environment have developed

this comprehensive understanding in the design of

interventions. Occupational therapists could, for

example, empower clients and the others assisting

them to reflect together over their actions, their

reasons for so doing, and the consequences. In this

way, their collaboration during occupations might

become more constructive and lead to assisting

actions that enable clients to engage in occupations

with a greater sense of satisfaction. Such a measure

might also be important for preventing clients from

being hindered or deprived of their possibilities to

engage in occupations.

The findings also revealed a need for being

sensitive to which assisting actions from the other

during the collaboration will be perceived as con-

structive for engagement in occupations and which

will actually be perceived as insufficient by those

with RA. Recent research in occupational therapy

also confirms that others in the clients’ social

environment influence their actual possibilities to

engage in occupations (1,34). Based on our findings

it is suggested that the others’ ways of assisting the

informants in their collaborations that were experi-

enced as constructive could be used in occupational

therapy interventions in order to enhance clients’

engagement in occupations.

The findings demonstrate that the consequences

experienced in occupations by the persons with RA

were substantially influenced by the assisting actions

(or lack of such) undertaken by others in their social

environment. In accordance with previous research

with individuals with physical disabilities, it was

found that their experience of autonomy is linked

to the social situation (20,36). From the perspective

of those with disabilities, autonomy has been defined

as being in control of and making decisions about

one’s life. Independence, from this perspective, is

related to receiving support when and in the way that

one desires the assistance. This view is different from

the traditional meaning of independence in the

physical sense where independence is viewed as

performance without any form of support (37).

The former view concurs with the informants’

experiences of independence or autonomy as, from

an outside perspective, they could be considered to

be physically dependent on others in the collabora-

tions described. Yet they had the experience of being

independent in many of the collaborations. These

findings are interesting for professionals, as they

indicate that it may be possible to influence and

change people’s experience of autonomy by the way

the assistance is provided.

Moreover, the meaning the occupations held for

the informants was not merely attached to the

occupation itself but, rather, the meaning was

substantially influenced by their collaboration with

others. This became particularly obvious since the

informants’ experiences reflected the fact that the

meaning of the occupations could be retained,

developed, diminished, or lost as a result of the

assistance provided. Larsson Lund and Nygård (1)

also found that social interactions influenced the

experience of meaning in occupations. In the light of

the fact that the meaning of occupations has been

described as a significant contributor to the overall

meaning of one’s life (6,38), the present findings

highlight the possibility to enhance the meaningful-

ness of occupations by facilitating changes in social

interactions.

The experiences of the persons with RA reflected

the fact that they described the assisting acts of

others in terms such as adaptation, encouragement,

or taking over. This is in contrast to the literature

where the term social support is used and tradition-

ally is defined as being of either a practical,

emotional, or informational type (14). The fact

that the various assisting acts had different conse-

quences suggests that it is important to pay attention

to the idea that practical support can be provided in

different ways rather than considering it as one type

of support. In addition, the experiences of the

persons with RA show that the practical support

they received also had emotional impacts. This

indicates that practical support might be a means

of providing emotional support. Moreover, the

findings presented here show that practical support

can have a variety of consequences, both positive and

negative. Therefore, the findings suggest that the
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consequences of the assistance are focused rather

than the traditional types of social support provided.

This discussion illuminates a need for continued

research that leads to further examination of the

concepts that are used to arrive at concepts that are

based on persons’ experiences.

This study was focused on the perspective of the

person with RA. In future research it will be

important to consider the experiences of those

assisting the person with RA if one is to more fully

understand the collaboration between them. Such

knowledge could provide a solid foundation for

designing interventions that will have a positive

impact on the lives of both the person with the

disability and those in the person’s social environ-

ment. As the informants in this study did not need

assistance from professionals and persons outside

their closest network, it is important that the

experiences persons with RA have of interacting

with these groups are focused in future research. In

addition, more research is needed to understand the

social interactions of individuals in other groups of

persons with disabilities as they engage in occupa-

tions to determine whether the findings of this

research are transferable to them (33).

As this was a qualitative exploratory study, the

choice of a small sample size that permitted an in-

depth analysis (39) seemed reasonable. As a result,

the findings of this study, based on data from only

nine persons, were not designed to be generalized.

However, it is reasonable to believe that the diversity

of assisting actions and their consequences, as found

in this study, are not unique and that similar

experiences will be found in other persons with

disabilities. At the same time, it is important to admit

that it is possible that an inclusion of new informants,

until saturation, would have added additional assist-

ing actions provided by others in the social environ-

ment. One also needs to consider the possibility that

repeated interviews with the informants might also

have added new information (33). Finally, the find-

ings of this study should be considered as a first

exploration of assisting actions that in the future

could form experienced-based grounds for the design

of interventions for persons with RA. In addition, the

findings may be used by occupational therapists in

future efforts to understand others in similar situa-

tions. The findings may also form a base for design-

ing future research in the area.

In conclusion, the experiences of individuals with

RA provide insight into how others in their social

environment can influence their experiences of

engaging in occupations. This knowledge can in-

crease the awareness of occupational therapists of

conditions that influence clients’ collaboration in

occupation, important properties in the collabora-

tion, and the consequences of different collabora-

tions. In addition, this knowledge might support

occupational therapists more systematically to em-

power their clients and those assisting them to

identify together and adopt those actions that

enhance clients’ engagement in occupations.
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In this article, we explored how five elderly persons with depression engaged in everyday
activities with others, over time, and how this was related to their experience of meaning.
Repeated interviews and participant observations generated data that was analysed using a
narrative approach. Analysis identified togetherness as an acted relation, “enacted togetherness”,
emphasising how the act of doing everyday activities with someone created togetherness and
belonging, and being part of an enacted togetherness seemed to be a way for the participants to
negotiate and construct meaning. Opportunities for doing things together with someone were
closely associated to the placewhere the participants lived. Furthermore, engagement in activities
together with others created hope and expectations of future acting. Findings from this research
can extend our understanding of howparticipating in everyday activities is experienced as a social
process including change over time, presenting the perspective of elderly people themselves. In
light of these findings, we highlight the need to consider how opportunities to become part of an
enacted togetherness can be created. Also, we aspire to contribute to the debate on how to
understand the complexity related to social aspects of ageing and add to the emerging
understanding of everyday activities as transactional, incorporating people and the environment
in a dynamic process that goes beyond the individual.

© 2012 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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Introduction

Elderly people are a growing part of the population in our
society today, and the provision of healthcare to this demo-
graphic is a major concern (World Health Organisation [WHO],
2002). It is well known that various social aspects are related to
old peoples’ health; for example, involvement in actual activities
which have a social element is associated with improved health
outcomes for old people (Bath & Deeg, 2005), and having an

adequate social network has been found to be important for
preventing late-life depression (Blazer, 2005). However, re-
search has shown that depression is a common condition, often
underdiagnosed and inadequately treated among old people
(Bergdahl et al., 2005; Gottfries, 2001). Late‐life depression is
characterised by a reduced engagement and interest in everyday
activities, as well as not being able to go outside independently
and visiting others less frequently (Bergdahl, Allard, Alex,
Lundman, & Gustafson, 2007; Fiske, Wetherell, & Gatz, 2009).
In addition, depression in old age is associated with a range of
psychosocial factors such as loneliness (Bergdahl et al., 2007;
Cacioppo, Hughes, Waite, Hawkley, & Thisted, 2006), perceived
isolation (Cornwell & Waite, 2009) and a lower level of
perceived togetherness (Tiikkainen & Heikkinen, 2005;
Tiikkainen, Leskinen, & Heikkinen, 2008). Given the fact
that there is a clear relationship between different social
aspects and depression in old age, Blazer (2005) highlights the
importance of focusing on the social environment when
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considering prevention and interventions. Still, the research
conducted tends to be on a descriptive level, outlining the
relationship between social aspects of ageing and health issues,
and many questions remain to be answered, presenting the
perspective and experiences of these people. On the basis of
these considerations, we need to knowmore about how elderly
people with depression experience and engage in everyday
activities with others so that future interventions can be
designed to support participation. In particular, we need to
improve our understanding of how they handle their everyday
activities with others and how this is connected to their
experience of meaning. To our knowledge, no research exists
on how this occurs from the perspective of elderly people with
depression.

To study this, we have grounded our conceptualisation of
everyday activities and meaning in narrative theory. Narrative
theory addresses howpeoplemake sense of and createmeaning
from experiences in everyday life, and how the process of
meaning-making is socially, culturally, and historically posi-
tioned (Bruner, 1990; Mattingly, 1998; Ricoeur, 1984). This
suggests that narrative is about creating coherence and obtain-
ing understanding from events in life that are constantly
undergoing negotiation and change.Within the field of narrative
theory (Mattingly, 1998; Ricoeur, 1991) stories are traditionally
identified as social constructions, depending on and constructed
within social and cultural contexts.When telling a story, people's
interpretation of themselves and their social world with all the
complexity and contradictions that this entails are central to the
act of recounting. Consequently, narration is the creation of a
story where meaning, connected to important issues in life, is
embedded. Ricoeur (1991) has expanded the traditional verbal
focus in narrative, proposing that meaning in narrative form is
also embedded in action, and meaning construction occurs in
what he calls enactment. He proposes that actual doing produces
images relating to past or future events, and that through the act
of doing, people can establish causality between events and
thereby construct comprehensible experiences. Hereby, the
meaning-making associated with everyday activities is con-
nected to narrative processes that are both told and lived
(Alsaker, Bongaardt, & Josephsson, 2009; Josephsson, Aasaba,
Jonsson, & Alsaker, 2006). Furthermore, Ricoeur (1991) uses the
concept of emplotment to describe howdifferent characteristics,
such as events, experiences, hopes, and desires are linked to
create narrativemeaning in the enactment of everyday activities.
In other words, people's everyday activities can be viewed as
lived stories, or enacted narratives, wheremeaning is embedded
and constructed. Following the above reasoning, the focus of this
study is to explore how elderly people with depression engage
in everyday activities with others, over time, and how this is
related to their experience of meaning.

Method

In this article, narrative is used both as a theoretical
resource and as a qualitative method for exploring everyday
activities. We approach narrative as stories that are both told
and performed, stories that participants told about their
everyday life and activities as well as stories acted in their
everyday life. This approach to narrative is in line with the
discussion about what a narrative could be and how it can be
told (see Hydén & Antelius, 2010). Also, Gubrium and Holstein

(2008) highlight the relevance of ethnography in narrative
studies and encourage a combination of methods to better
understand the relation between narrative, experience, and
meaning.

Participants

The participants were recruited from a primary care unit in
northern Sweden. They were purposefully selected (Patton,
2004), based on the following criteria: women/men aged 65 or
older living in their own homes alone or with a partner,
diagnosedwithmild or moderate depression in late life. A total
of five participants, four women and onemanwere included in
this research project. They were between 78 and 85 years of
age. All of themhad beenwidowed and lived alone in their own
apartment or house. Four of them received home-help services
to satisfy different needs in relation to managing everyday
activities, such as cleaning and grocery shopping. All partici-
pants except one had children and grandchildren, and some
also had great grandchildren. In addition they had persons in
their network, such as neighbours, acquaintances, relatives,
and friends with whom they interacted and with whom they
engaged in everyday activities in differentways. In the findings,
the names of the participants and some information about
them were changed to ensure the integrity of the data and to
preserve the anonymity of the participants.

Data generation

The data generation was an ongoing process, conducted
by the first and last author during a period lasting from
spring 2009 until summer 2010. Data was collected over a
period of approximately five months with each participant.
We believe that collecting data over an extended period of
time had a positive impact on the way the participants chose
to share stories, and the extent to which they were willing to
trust us with their experiences. Repeated interviews and
participant observation generated our data with one form of
information complementing the other. This made it possible for
the researchers to be part of the participants’ ongoing enacted
narratives. In addition, generating data over an extended period
of time created opportunities for the participants to reflect on
their situation, which brought richness to the material.

The interviewers guided the interviews in a flexible manner
allowing the participants to give free responses and to elaborate
on issues they considered significant in their everyday life. The
participants were encouraged to talk about different aspects of
their everyday life and activities with the intention of capturing
their personal stories. In line with Riessman's (2008) argumen-
tation on narrative inquiry, a few broad questions were
identified to guide the study. They were asked: “tell me about
what you do during the days; where the different activities take
place; other persons that you meet and do things with; the
meaning other persons have in your everyday life”. Also, they
were asked to talk about their past experiences and changes
relating to these issues over time. All of the participants were
interviewed on several occasions and each interview lasted
between 60 and 90 min. The interviews were recorded digitally
and transcribed verbatim.

The participant observations were inspired by the
narrative-in-action approach described by Alsaker et al.
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(2009). They suggest that taking part in everyday activities in
real-time provides material about ongoing processes in the
participants’ everyday context. It gives access to information
on the quality of everyday activities and the connection to
meaning. In this study, the researchers participated in ongoing
everyday activities and conversations that were chosen and
initiated by the participants. For example, grocery shopping,
visiting a garden centre to buy plants and planting them up in
pots, having coffee in the participants’ home or taking a walk in
the neighbourhood. In some of these encounters someone else
was engaged, such as grandchildren or friends. Each encounter
lasted from 2 to 4 h andmost of them took place in the home or
immediate neighbourhood of the elderly person, with just the
occasional activity taking place elsewhere in society. Participat-
ing in everyday activities facilitated natural conversations and
interactions, and made the participants reflect on and narrate
stories from the past as well as stories encompassing images of
future activities. After each encounter, field notes were recorded
digitally and transcribed, following the approach outlined by
Holloway and Wheeler (2010). The research material consisted
of approximately 150 pages of written text from a total of 22
encounters, comprising interviews and participant observations.

Conducting this kind of research involves consciousness
about the process of creating and maintaining a relationship
between the researcher and the participant (Lawlor &Mattingly,
2001). In this article, the first and the last author, both of whom
were involved in generating data, frequently reflected on how
they positioned themselves in different situations. For example,
they participated in ongoing everyday activities, however
participants initiated conversations and chose the topics. This
gave the participants the opportunity to describe their experi-
ences freely. In addition, the researchers showed an interest in
each participant's everyday life by facilitating natural conversa-
tions and by encouraging them to elaborate on issues that they
considered significant. Entering a relationship like this requires
some planning about how to end it (Lawlor & Mattingly, 2001),
and we carefully considered how to withdraw as researchers,
and gradually prepared the participants by talking about the
nature of our relationship. We believe that this procedure was
especially important because of the participants’ frail situation
due to their depression.

Analysis

All authors were involved in the process of analysing data,
using a narrative approach (Mattingly, 1998; Ricoeur, 1991) as
outlined earlier. The analysis focused on what the stories
communicated rather thanhow theywere structured (Riessman,
2008) in line with methodology and theoretical foundations.
Approaching the text, we asked analytical questions to under-
stand how the participants negotiated and created meaning in
relation to different events and experiences, and hopes and
desires connected to them. Significant events in each story were
identified through close reading of the text. According to
Mattingly (1998) significant events can be understood as parts
of stories that aremeaningful to the person telling them in some
way, and events they choose to share. Different emplotments
were then identified on the basis of these events, in order to
identify possible plots. During the whole procedure, reflections
and tentative analytical propositions were made. Different
interpretations were considered, going back and forth between

the empirically based texts, the reflective texts, and theories,
and thematerial was re-interpreted several times in discussions
among all authors. We have approached the participants’
experiences of everyday activities from a narrative perspective.
Following the line of reasoning that narratives are socially
constructed (Mattingly, 1998), the narratives that are presented
as findings in this article must be viewed as co-constructions
between the participant and the researcher. Consequently, the
findings represent just one interpretation of many possible
ones, and are the authors’ interpretation of the five participants’
stories.

Findings

By meeting with participants on different occasions, we
were able to be part of their ongoing process of engaging in
everyday activities with others. This gave us access to stories
that extended from past experiences to prospective future
events and happenings, through times of loss of spouse and
friends, and their struggles to create meaning around
different everyday situations. In our analysis of their stories,
we identified three central narratives, giving a picture of the
process of engagement in everyday activities with others. The
first narrative captures how everyday activities with others
had changed over time, and how new opportunities for doing
things together with someone were closely associated with
the place where the participants lived. The second illustrates
how engagement in everyday activities with others generat-
ed opportunities for the participants to see things in new
perspectives and be able to create a belonging to both past
and present. And in the third we consider how doing things
together enabled the participants to create images and ideas
of prospective events and situations. Together, these three
narratives represent different aspects of the process of
engaging in everyday activities with others over time and
how this was related to narrative meaning-making. However,
this process is complex, and the type of engagement and the
experiences connected to them varied for each person.

When places for everyday activities with others is no longer a
matter of course

This first narrative gives a picture of how the act of doing
everyday activities with others was no longer a matter of
course for these participants. Indeed, they all shared events
and reflections about how their everyday social life and the
activities that they participated in with others had changed
over time. In the past, they had gathered together, with their
family and/or friends, and they shared experiences of how
their everyday activities were related to mutual interests, the
fulfillment of obligations or being wanted and needed by
someone. When they talked about their present situation
they described how the ordinariness of their everyday life
had changed, and how they now were undertaking more of
their everyday activities alone. These changes were related to
becoming older, being widowed and the gradual passing
away of relatives and friends. They also described how family
members and friends had busy lives in contrast to their own.
The participants handled these changes, connected to their life
circumstances in differentways. They talked about being lonely
at times, and expressed feelings of loneliness associated with
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how everyday activities were no longer perceived to be
meaningful when there was no one to share them with. As
Louise explains:

When my husband was still living, we used to do a lot of
things together, we spent a lot of time with other couples,
we travelled, invited friends for dinner and so on, but also I
used to do many things of my own and so did he. I used to
like to do needlework, knitting, and keeping the home tidy,
and so on. But you know, I lost interest in all of that now and
I just let the days pass by. It is not the same anymore;
nothing is the same … I do not enjoy preparing a meal or
keeping the home tidy, I just do not enjoy it anymore.

In the changed circumstances of life, it was challenging to
create meaning around everyday activities again and to find
someone to share them with. The participants described how
they were struggling to get routine activities done, and how
they spent most of their time in their homes, concerned to go
outdoors alone. We understood that opportunities to gain
access to everyday activities with others as well as a lack
thereof were, to a large extent, created through the place
where they lived, e.g. their home and nearby neighbourhood.
The participants talked about the significance of place in
different ways, as an entrance that created opportunities for
them to engage in everyday activities with others or as a
threshold, creating barriers. They described how important it
was to live in a place where activities were arranged nearby
and where people could meet and get together. Ellen for
example, talks about the place where she lives as a natural
meeting place where she also has met new friends:

It is so nice here in the garden, they have arranged so that
we have some tables and benches where we can sit in the
sun. This was where I first met [a friend] I came to know
her when I was sitting with some of my neighbors down
here. I remember that it was a warm summer day and we
sat on the benches, just talking and having a cup of coffee.
We usually meet there in the summer you know. She
came with some other older ladies who live nearby and
now we are close friends. So, this is a nice place where we
can meet, we have so much fun together.

When Carl talks about everyday activities with others, in
the home and neighbourhood, he gives another picture about
the shifting significance of place. During the encounters with
him, he talked about how he considered relocating, as much
of his social life connected to the place where he lives, had
changed after his wife passed away. He says:

I think it would be a good thing for me to relocate. As it is
now, I spendmost ofmy time indoors. I think if I could get an
apartment in [the name of a particular building] I would
come out more, and there I have some persons with whom
I'm acquainted so I would not feel so alone. I have also heard
that many of those who are interested in fishing meet there
for lunch, and so on. Even though I do not go fishing anymore
it is still a part of me… I do not know, but I had hoped to be
able to do that [i.e. to live there] it is nice there, centrally
located and close to almost everything and they arrange
different activities, I have heard.

During the encounters with Carl, he is questioning, in
different ways, whether relocating can be a way for him to
create possible meaning in his everyday life and activities.
Talking to Carl on the last encounter, he told me that he had
made contact with a real estate agent, as he felt prepared to
leave his home. For Carl, it was important to know that he
was coming to a place where he knew people and where
activities were arranged. In Louise’s case however, relocation
was a negative experience, depriving her of opportunities to
engage in activities with others. She relocated from her
previous home, where she had lived for the past forty years,
moving to an apartment in the same town where she did not
know anyone. She says:

When it was decided that I had to relocate, this man [from
the real estate concern] said to me that this was a nice
neighbourhood and that they would help me take care of
everything, the furniture and so on … But you know, this
was not at all what I had hoped for, I ended up so far from
everything and everyonewith which I was familiar. I do not
like it here at all, but now I do not have the strength tomove
again.

Louise describes the place where she lives as a barrier to
take part in activities with others, resulting in feelings of
loneliness and isolation. She describes how different activi-
ties are arranged in the apartment building where she lives
and in the garden by some of the younger women residents.
However, she does not participate in these activities because
she does not feel invited. She says:

I'm not very good at making contact…well, I say ‘Hello’ to
them, but that is all and they just say ‘Hello’ back and I do
not want to impose myself on anyone either. I do not
think there are any older ladies like myself living here, I
have not seen anyone. I really wanted to move to another
apartment building where more elderly people live but
there was no place available at the time.

Sofia however, talks about how the place where she lives
creates an entrance to share everyday activities with others. For
her, invitations from others have been important in encouraging
and supporting her in breaking her isolation and reducing
feelings of loneliness. She describes how other persons in her
neighbourhood invite her to share different events and activities,
and how these invitations give her access to different contexts,
to meet new acquaintances, and to develop new interests. For
example, during a walk with Sofia, she talks about how she has
taken up an old interest, singing in a choir, thanks to a friend
who invited her: “It is all thanks to her; otherwise I would not
have joined”. Sofia talks a lot about this friend and how she is the
one that has encouraged her to share different activities
together. Doris also exemplifies the significance of being invited:

You know, last week I went down to the recreation room
that we have here, they were arranging a lunch for all
residents in this building. I decided to go even though I
did not have anyone to go with. When I entered the room
and was looking around for a table where I could sit
down, an older lady came up to me and asked me to join
her at her table. I have seen her around before but she was
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not an acquaintance but I was glad she asked so I joined her
at the table. It was difficult to talk in there because of all the
people and the noise, but then she called me a few days
later and askedme to come over and visit her. I could not go
then because I was waiting for the home help service to
come, but I will certainly call her back… I was so happy that
she actually calledme, it is nice when someone is asking for
you… so I will call her and see if we can meet another day,
she seemed like a really nice person.

This first narrative emphasises how meaning connected to
everyday activities with others was closely associated with the
place where the participants lived. However place took on
shifting meanings and this narrative demonstrates a complex
interweaving between place of living, relocation, and opportu-
nities to engage in everyday activities with others. Yet, the home
and the immediate neighbourhood were not just determined to
be physical locations, rather an arena creating opportunities to
participate in everyday activities with others, or failing to do so.
In this narrative, it was clear that, within this culture, you did not
just enter a group or community without an invitation. Hereby,
place could be associated with loneliness and isolation when
participants were not invited. To be invited, on the other hand,
was interpreted as a socio-cultural resource that was linked to
the place and was understood as a natural entrance providing
opportunities to participate in everyday activities with others.
Furthermore, being invited created opportunities for the partic-
ipants to act and to take initiatives for further engagement.

When we do things together I can find meaning again

This second narrative illustrates how the participants came
in contact with their unfolding narrative through other
persons’ experiences and images when they were doing things
together. Engaging in everyday activities with others such as
eating dinner, taking a daily walk or meeting at each other's
homes for a cup of coffee were given as examples of how
meaning was associated with regaining the familiarity and
ordinariness of everyday life. All participants, except for Louise,
described how they were doing things together with someone
on a regular basis. This gave them a routine to rely upon and
created a sense of belonging and feelings of togetherness.
Hereby, meaning could be created around everyday activities
and previously valued situations, as illustrated by Sofia:

We have been friends from the time when our husbands
were living. Then we used to get together to celebrate
holidays, have dinner parties, and so on. But we are closer
now and can talk about everything, like sharing memories
of good and bad … We watch some programs on
television together and we have dinner together every
day, it is nice to be together with her. Before, I used to
have my dinner alone in the living room in front of the
television. I did not care what it was, either; I just took
something easy. But you know, eating dinner should be a
pleasant moment, something to enjoy. And I used to like
cooking, I am glad nowwhen I have someone to share this
with again, it means a lot to me.

Sharing events and experiences with one another opened
doors to memories and provided opportunities to share

stories from the past. For example, Sofia likes to look in old
photo albums together with friends and family members and
in this way she could create a sense of belonging to both the
past and present. The participants talked in different ways
about how they gained access to new impressions and to
different perspectives when they were doing things with
others. In this way, they could understand themselves and
their past experiences in light of new perceptions. For example,
Carl has been a choir member for over 20 years, he says:

Now I cannot sing the way I used to, but I go to the choir
meetings and I try to keep up the best I can. I mean, it is
good for me in so many ways. It is not just the singing part
it is everything else too, being together with friends and
having a place to go to, a place where you belong. That is
important for me now and I actually feel closer to my
singing friends then before, when I had my wife. I can talk
to them about previous events when my wife was living.
We can talk about everything and they understand me. I
can be myself when I am together with them, so this is
good for me in so many ways.

Engaging in everyday activities with others also created
feelings of safety. Even though feelings of loneliness were part
of everyday life, feeling safe was to a large extent associated
with feelings of not being alone and having someone to share
everyday activities with. Doris, for example, talks about the
value of knowing that her brother is there for her, someone
that she can rely upon and that she has confidence in, she says:

Now that he is also alone, we spend much more time
together. We do different things, he visits me and I visit
him. Sometimes we go out for coffee or lunch but mostly
we meet at each other's home. He is always there for me
when I need him, and that is comforting to know. I am
happy that we have each other, and that we can care for
each other. I do not feel alone in the same way when he is
around, and now he comes more often too.

Like in Doris’ case, Sofia is also talking about the value of
having someone who cares for her and shows concern, she says:

It was around Christmas time last year, I was really tired
and spent most of the time lying in bed. I did not do
anything at all and was anxious of going outside my
apartment. I did not even take out the garbage. I do not
know how I would have made it without [name of her
friend]. She came to me every morning to see if there was
anything I needed, she went grocery shopping, prepared
meals for me and even did the dishes. I really hope it does
not get this bad again… But now; I can go to her and ask if
there is anything she needs, so now it can be the other
way around as well and that is a nice feeling.

The value of having someone who cared and showed
concern seemed to create reciprocal responsibility, and feeling
needed and appreciatedwas something that they all expressed
as important in different ways. For example, Ellen expressed
her satisfaction of having a role to fill in another person's life
and how being valued by someone gave her everyday life
meaning, she says:
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I have a dear friend who is 97 years old. She lives alone
and I visit her every day, just to sit down and talk for a
while. All of her friends have passed away and she has no
one else but me. She is very nice and I spend a lot of time
with her. I really enjoy having a chat with her, and I think
it is good for both of us. She is very happy that I visit her,
and we have a lot of fun together.

This second narrative emphasises how different courses
of events in relation to engagement in everyday activities
with others create belonging and connection. By doing things
together, the participants’ experiences were reflected by the
experience of the other person and hereby they could see
things in new perspectives and were able to try out their
understanding of themselves and of others in relation to their
everyday doings. Their memories from the past became part
of their everyday life, and could get a new meaning. In this
way they were able to reframe their history, and create a
belonging to both past and present, a context through which
confidence and hope could be created.

When the stories still are open to new challenges

This third narrative shows how the ongoing everyday
engagement and experiences of doing things with others can
create images of future activities together. The participants
shared courses of events that in different ways comprised
images of hope as well as ambiguity. They were framing
plans for different events and situations and at the same time
questioning whether they would be possible to carry out. The
ambiguity within their reasoning was, to a large extent,
associated with a fear of becoming a burden while hope and
positive images were linked to engagement in everyday
activities with someone based on reciprocal interests or
needs. As exemplified by Sofia when she says:

One of my friends [name], whom I met about two years
ago, has the same interests as I have. Since we first met,
we have been doing various things together and I consider
her a close friend. We like the same kind of things, you
see, and I think that is important. She is probably the only
one of my friends who will go with me to my summer
house and now she is going to lead a group activity in Chi
Gong starting this autumn so I think I will join.

Sharing the same interests also gave motivation to take
initiatives and frame plans for future engagement together, as
shown in Sofia's example above. In Carl's case, his membership
in the choir group enabled him to frame plans for his future
activities. He says:

I have not been away on anything since my wife passed
away I have not felt like going anywhere. But now the
choir group is going on a trip to Norway this autumn and I
have decided to join them. We have different arrange-
ments planned for this trip and there will be other choirs
there, too. We will have some performances together with
them, and then there will probably be some other
arrangements as well, like dinners and festivities. It will
be nice to be together with them and I really look forward
to this event.

However, their images of hope associated with future
engagement in everyday activities with others were not
always based on reciprocity. They talked in different ways
about how they wished to do things with others, but at the
same time, there was uncertainty in their reasoning associ-
ated with the fear of becoming a burden. It was described as a
balancing act between hesitation to ask others for company
and waiting for others to offer their company. For example,
Sofia talked about her summer house and how she wished to
spend more time there. The summer house was linked with
many memories and interests like fishing and outdoor life. For
her, meaning was closely associated with having someone to
share these experiences with and in her reasoning, there was
ambiguity related to keeping the place because of her possibil-
ities to go there with someone. She says:

Well, I want to spend more time there, but I do not want
to go there by myself. Not if I do not have someone there
to share the experience with me. It would be no fun to go
there by myself and what if something happened … well,
we will see how it will turn out it depends whether
someone has the time to come along or wants to.

A fear of becoming a burden was part of their stories in
different ways. Their experiences reflected hope and desire to
be able to engage in everyday activities together with friends
and family and at the same time, they explained how their
friends and families had busy lives with many activities and
arrangements, which they described as a contrast to their
own situation. Louise, for example felt that she was imposing
herself on her family when she asked them for help or to join
her on different activities, she says:

I am closest to my sister-in-law now, and we talk to each
other on the phone every week but she does not visit me
that often. She has her own life you know, she has to take
care of the home and everything. I know how it is … It is
different for me though, but not for her. Her life is the same
and I cannot ask her all the time, she has her husband and
they do things together so, I cannot depend on her to keep
me company and I have decided not to become a burden on
anyone either.

Doris describes how her family used to hold gatherings
that included her, and that they did various things together,
“Now they do not visit me anymore” she says. But, at the
same time, she expresses that “They have their own lives, I
know … they are engaged in so many things.” Although
Louise and Doris seemed to find reasonable explanations as
to why they did not meet with their family like they used to
do, their experiences reflected feelings of loneliness. When
the participants’ ongoing everyday experiences and expecta-
tions were reflected through the eyes of others they were
able to question their own situation and see how things could
be different. For example, Sofia visits her family twice a year,
for summer and for Christmas, but she has a desire to spend
more time with them. She is explaining the situation of a
close friend and says:

Our situations are different when it comes to our families.
She has five children so she has her hands full, so to say, in
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contrast to me. She has grandchildren and great grand-
children, and they all live here. She is spending time with
them every week and they ask her to come over or to join
them on different activities. I do not have any relatives
nearby.

On another encounter with Sofia, looking at some photos
of her family from last summer, it was observed how happy
she was when she talked about the time she spent with them,
she said:

I will go visit them for Christmas again, and stay for a few
days but I would like to stay longer. It is not that easy,
previously they used to have a small apartment in the
building where they live that guests could rent. Then I used
to stay for a couple of weeks at least, but now I have to sleep
in one of the boys’ rooms, so he has to move into the living
room while I'm there. Well, he does not say anything but
you know I'm not really comfortable with that. I talked to
[name of friend] about this because I know that when she is
visiting her children she stays for a month or so and that is
how it should be. Well, we will see how it turns out.

This third narrative emphasises how the act of doing
everyday activities together provided the participants with a
variety of images and ideas of future activities encompassing
opportunities to participate in prospective events and situa-
tions or the lack thereof. This was essential for our under-
standing of how engagement in everyday activities with others
had the function of creating hope and expectations in terms of
future engagement. Although their images of future activities
with others encompassed suspense and contradictions, they
were able to create possible plots around future activities
where meaning could be negotiated.

Discussion and conclusions

Our aimwas to explore how elderly people with depression
engaged in everyday activities with others, over time, and how
this was related to their experience of meaning. The study is
relevant, given that earlier research has shown that a low level
of “perceived togetherness” can explain loneliness and depres-
sive symptoms in older people (Tiikkainen & Heikkinen, 2005).
Perceived togetherness is described as a qualitative aspect of
social interaction that includes the need for proximity and
security, having access to help, and having satisfactory in-
teractions with friends and peers (Tiikkainen, Heikkinen, &
Leskinen, 2004). From the result of the present study, however,
togetherness was comprehended to be an acted relation,
creating an acted belonging rather than just a feeling or sense
of belonging. By engaging in everyday activities with someone
else, the participants gained access to, and became part of an
unfolding enactednarrative. Basedupon the analysis,we suggest
that everyday activities form an arena where togetherness and
belonging can be created and to highlight this we constructed
the concept, enacted togetherness.

Being part of an enacted togetherness seemed to be away for
the participants to negotiate and create meaning in their
everyday lives. Furthermore, it created feelings of safety and
not being alone, also the value of being needed and appreciated
by others. These findings are supported by other research,

showing that different kinds of relationships are developed from
the process of social engagement in late life, that provide feelings
of safety or the opportunity to be supportive (Dupuis-Blanchard,
Neufeld, & Strang, 2009) and that those who have access to such
relationships suffer less often from feelings of loneliness and
depressive symptoms (Hauge & Kirkevold, 2010; Tiikkainen
& Heikkinen, 2005). These are important considerations for
understanding the significance of the social environment, as
highlighted by Blazer (2005), when designing interventions and
providing services aiming to prevent the onset and progression
of late‐life depression. In light of these findings, we might need
to reflect on how to promote opportunities for elderly people to
become part of an enacted togethernesswhere such relationships
can be developed.

The place where the participants lived seemed to be
important for their opportunities and their ability to gain access
to everyday activities, and thus, to an enacted togetherness. Place
was not just a physical location, rather it was understood as an
arena, creating opportunities to do things together or failing to
do so, and hereby place could be associatedwith engagement in
activities and togetherness or with loneliness and isolation. In
addition, being invited was interpreted as a socio-cultural
resource thatwas linked to a particular place,making it possible
for the participants to become part of an enacted togetherness.
The fact that place took on shiftingmeanings shows that there is
a complex interweaving between places of living and opportu-
nities to engage in everyday activities with others. This
contributes to an emerging discussion on the complexity of
ageing in place (Cutchin, 2005; Gitlin, 2003) and the signifi-
cance of natural neighbourhood networks, embedded in the
place where older people live, in supporting ageing in place
(Gardner, 2011). In line with this argumentation, society needs
to consider how to promote arenas where elderly people can
gain access to everyday activities with others.

Using narrative as a theoretical framework (Bruner, 1990;
Mattingly, 1998; Ricoeur, 1991) made it possible to shed some
light on how our participants negotiated issues related to
meaning-making when engaging in everyday activities with
others. Because the enacted togetherness had a narrative form it
was multifold and evolving, outlining different possible ways to
make sense of everyday life. By engaging in everyday activities
with someone else, the participants gained access to the other
person's experiences and responses to actions, which created
spaces for interpretation that made it possible for them to
interpret everyday actions and themselves as actors in different
ways. Also, they were able to create different scenarios around
their possibilities to participate in activitieswith others. Through
these options, the participants gained access to the world of “as
if” (see Ricoeur, 1984), which enabled them to open locked and
static understandings of their possibilities in life. This can also be
viewed as reopening of the participants’ stories and a reduction
of narrative foreclosure (see Bohlmeijer, Westerhof, Randall,
Tromp, & Kenyon, 2011). For the participants, this meant that
even if depression and feelings of loneliness were features of
their everyday life, they had places to go, and things to do,which
gave them opportunities to create meaningful experiences
around their everyday activities. Hereby, they were part of an
unfolding story where they gained access to a past, present, and
future.

Being part of an enacted togetherness also enabled the
participants to share and reflect on stories from the past,
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which meant that they could reevaluate previous under-
standings of events and happenings and reconstruct stories
of the past in light of new experiences. In this way, memories
could be interpreted in new ways, and meaning could be
recreated around previous valued situations. These findings
can be understood in light of the dynamic process of creating
meaning through memories and imaginations that Randall
(2011) calls “reading our lives”. These findings provide an
understanding of everyday activities that differs from a tradi-
tional individual conceptualisation, adding to an emerging
understanding of everyday activities as transactional, incorpo-
rating people and the environment in a dynamic process that
goes beyond the individual (cf. Dickie, Cutchin, & Humphry,
2006).

Being part of an enacted togetherness also made it possible
for the participants to create different scenarios around future
events and happenings, encompassing hope and plans for
prospective activities with others, which we see as a valuable
finding from the perspective of elderly people with depression.
It should be noted, though, that therewas a level of uncertainty
associated with the participants’ possibilities to enact their
wishes and make decisions about their future engagement
because this would involve another person's engagement in
some way, thereby indicating how opportunities to enact
agency can be challenged or inhibited. Similarly, Jolanki (2009)
found that the possibilities that elderly people had to remain
actively engaged in determining their own activities was
challenging, and hereby, possibilities to enact agency in old
age were not something that could be taken for granted. In the
light of such findings, our results need to be juxtaposed with
those of further studies to capture the kinds of consequences that
engagement in everyday activities with others could have on
possibilities to enact agency and to create meaning in everyday
life. In addition, we need to further consider how opportunities
to becomepart of an enacted togetherness can be created ifwe are
to be able to promote agency among older people.

Overall, the comprehension of the three narratives shows
how meaning-making is connected to acting, which is in line
with the conclusions drawn from earlier research (Alsaker &
Josephsson, 2010; la Cour, Johannessen, & Josephsson, 2009).
Furthermore, it has been suggested (Hammell, 2004; Wilcock,
1999) that everyday activities contribute to the overall
experience of meaning in life and that everyday activities are
not merely about accomplishing tasks that need to be done.
Rather, they comprise dimensions of a composite experience
whose meaning is related to a synthesis of what people do in
relation to who they are, and to who they want to become. In
line with this, our findings show how being part of an enacted
togetherness was not merely about the act of doing everyday
activities together. Instead, the enacted togetherness enabled
the participants to be part of an ongoing story, where a sense of
belonging and connection to past, present, and future could be
created.

To conclude, we would like to argue that an enacted
togetherness is created and unfolds over time in the context of
engaging in everyday activities with others, in contrast to
emanating just from personal wishes or beliefs. Traditionally,
in rehabilitation and health care, a person's wishes and beliefs
are central when designing interventions and tailoring the
support to be provided to the person's needs (Townsend &
Polatajko, 2007). However, our findings suggest that by gaining

access to, and becoming part of an enacted togetherness, the
participants became better able to determine what they
wanted. Hereby, theywere able to take initiatives and envisage
their future engagement in activities, which involved possible
participation in prospective events. We find this important,
considering that elderly people with depression might have
difficulty expressing their wishes and acting upon them.
Furthermore, we would like to highlight the significance of
place to become part of an enacted togetherness. Also, how being
part of an enacted togetherness is a way to be incorporated into a
story, encompassing possibilities. Through these findings, we
aspire to contribute to an emerging discussion on how social
aspects of ageing and more specifically, how doing things
together, can be a way to reduce feelings of loneliness and
progression of late‐life depression.
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A Narrative of Agency Enacted within the

Everyday Occupations of an Older Swedish

Woman

Anneli Nyman,
Staffan Josephsson
& Gunilla Isaksson

This article explores how agency is enacted in everyday occupations with

others and evolves over time. Agency is a complex concept that is closely

linked to human occupation. By using a transactional perspective and a

narrative approach, our ambition was to explore agency beyond individual acts

or responsibilities. To achieve this, we used a story of an older woman in the

context of being widowed and living with late-life depression. Data were

generated over time using interviews and by taking part in the participant’s

everyday occupations. Narrative analysis was used to create a contextualized

in-depth story. The findings show how resources embedded in enacted stories

can challenge one’s view of oneself as a victim and create possibilities to be

an agent, thereby illustrating how agency becomes enacted in the context of

acting together in everyday occupations. In light of these findings, we reflect

on how a transactional perspective can contribute to exploring the concept of

agency as contextually situated and embedded in occupations. Further, we

reflect on how the transactional dimensions of everyday occupations can be

explored through a narrative approach.

Keywords: Agency, Aging, Everyday occupation, Transaction, Narrative

The concept of agency is central

within occupational therapy and

occupational science because of its

relationship with human occupa-

tions. The theoretical foundations

of these disciplines are built on

assumptions that people participate

in occupations as autonomous

agents with the capacity for self-

determination, to make choices

about their life and to act in accor-

dance with what they consider

meaningful (e.g., Christiansen &

Townsend, 2004; Kielhofner, 2008;

Law, Steinwender, & Leclair, 1998;

Yerxa et al., 1990). However, these

assumptions imply an individualis-

tic understanding of agency, where

the notion of self-determination

and free will is prevalent, i.e.,

indicating that humans are inher-

ently agents, although interacting

with the environment.

Currently, an individualistic under-

standing of occupation has been

criticized, and there is a growing

recognition of the socio-cultural as-

pects that underpin theories and

conceptualizations of occupation

(Iwama, 2003; Iwama, Thomson, &

MacDonald, 2009; Laliberte Rud-

man & Dennhardt, 2008; Whalley

Hammell, 2009). Furthermore, the

need for perspectives recognizing

complex and dynamic processes of

occupation has been addressed. A

transactional perspective has been

suggested as a way to meet those

needs, recognizing the dynamic
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processes in ongoing life and the situated nature

of occupation (Cutchin & Dickie, 2012; Dickie,

Cutchin, & Humphry, 2006). Therefore, a trans-

actional perspective could further develop ideas

about agency by challenging the centralized

conception of self and the individualistic notions

of agency. Consistent with the above reasoning,

we suggest that agency can be understood from a

transactional perspective where agency is nego-

tiated and created in everyday occupations situ-

ated in different socio-cultural contexts.

Agency as a Complex Concept

Agency is a complex concept and can be under-

stood from various broad perspectives, e.g., those

of cognitive psychology (Bandura, 2001, 2006)

and sociology (Giddens, 1984), with definitions

varying depending on the theoretical foundation.

The concept of agency is often associated with

people’s capability to act in an intentional manner

or exert power to shape their life circumstances.

In this research, we have grounded our con-

ceptualization of agency in accordance with

Wray (2004), who took a sociological and

gerontological perspective. Wray was critical to

the individualistic notions that underpin con-

ceptualizations of agency, where autonomy and

independence are common features. She argues

that different ways of thinking about agency

are created in different cultures and, therefore,

the concept conveys different meanings and is

understood and enacted in a variety of ways.

Wray also argued that there is a need to acknowl-

edge these differences in order to understand the

multiplicity across cultures and avoid a universa-

lized definition of the concept. Rather, she

suggested that agency should be conceptualized

as a creative, generative, and relational process

where people deal with issues in their everyday

lives. Wray’s conceptualization emphasizes

agency as a dynamic process that is socially and

culturally constructed rather than constructed on

an individual basis. Thus, what constitutes agency

changes continuously depending on different

situations, and her understanding of agency

corresponds with how phenomena are viewed

within a transactional perspective.

Agency and Occupation as Dynamic

Processes Situated in a Social Context

The present study takes its departure from

findings in a previous study (Nyman, Josephsson,

& Isaksson, 2012), in which we coined the

construct of ‘enacted togetherness’, demonstrat-

ing how involvement in everyday activities with

someone creates togetherness and belonging. In

that study, we identified that being part of an

enacted togetherness was associated with agency.

Findings showed how the participants gained

access to new stories by doing something together

with someone else. They were able to try out their

understanding of themselves and others in rela-

tion to their everyday doings. Thereby they could

create different scenarios around future events

and happenings, and became better able to

determine what they wanted.

Based on those findings and previous research

regarding agency and occupation (Johansson,

Josephsson, & Lilja, 2009; Lindström, Sjöström,

& Lindberg, 2013; Sakiyama, Josephsson, &

Asaba, 2010; Vik, Nygård, Borell, & Josephsson,

2008), we take the perspective that agency is

interrelated and interdependent with occupation.

That is, agency can be seen as a means for and as

a result of participation in occupations. Consis-

tent with this, empirical research has indicated

that agency and occupation are interrelated,

demonstrating that participation is experienced

when people have choice, access, and opportunity

to make decisions about their engagement in

occupations (Borell, Asaba, Rosenberg, Schult, &

Townsend, 2006; Häggstrom & Larsson Lund,

2008; Hammel et al., 2008). Further, participa-

tion is experienced when people are included

and valued by others, and when they can

take part in mutual decision-making (Ylimaz,

Josephsson, Danermark, & Ivarsson, 2009). In

addition, participation is about doing something

for or with others as well as meaning something

to others (Häggström & Larsson Lund, 2008;
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Isaksson, Josephsson, Lexell, & Skär, 2007;

Nyman & Larsson Lund, 2007).

As seen from the review above, there is an

evolving understanding of how agency and occu-

pation are related and we suggest that everyday

occupations can be understood as an arena where

agency is negotiated and created. However,

knowledge remains limited about how agency is

enacted in everyday situations and is influenced

over time, during challenges and life transforma-

tions. Consequently, occupational scientists need

to understand the conditions for agency in greater

depth, and improve their understanding of how

agency works in people’s everyday lives. This

knowledge is of importance if agency and parti-

cipation in occupations are to be promoted

among people who face disabilities or major life

transitions.

A transactional perspective has been suggested as

a way to understand occupation as situated and

embedded, connecting person and context

through action. Transactionalism is described as

a relational theory, as the focus is on actions that

are inherent in relationships among phenomena

(people, context, etc.) rather than what takes

place within phenomena. The emphasis is on the

interconnectedness of humans and context and

the contingency of that connection inherent in

different everyday situations (Cutchin & Dickie,

2012). Therefore, a transactional perspective can

extend the understanding of the conditions for

agency, by moving beyond an individualistic

notion. Following the above reasoning, we take

a transactional perspective and approach agency

as a creative, generative, and relational process

(cf. Wray, 2004) with the ambition to understand

how agency and occupation unfold through

complex and dynamic processes that go beyond

the individual.

This approach expands on current conceptualiza-

tions that imply an individualistic notion of

agency and the way we understand and study

human occupation. In line with this approach,

our ambition has been to challenge units of

analysis as first and foremost individual (such as

individual experiences), as we aim to gain an

expanded understanding of everyday occupation

by studying events and situations. Therefore a

narrative approach was chosen, to enable us to

grasp complex on-going processes and gain

access to transactional dimensions and qualities

of everyday occupation, as suggested by Alsaker,

Josephsson and Dickie (2012). Our use of

narrative is grounded in an understanding of

narrative as stories that are both told and

performed (Alsaker, Bongaardt, & Josephsson,

2009; Josephsson, Asaba, Jonsson, & Alsaker,

2006; Mattingly, 1998), with an emphasis on how

the on-going quality of occupation can be reached

through resources from narrative-in-action. As

suggested, taking part in real time action in

everyday contexts provides material about on-

going processes where meaning-making occurs

(Alsaker et al., 2009) and transactions happen

(Alsaker et al., 2012). Thereby, being able to

understand conditions for agency as enacted

within everyday occupations.The specific aim of

this study was to explore how agency is enacted

in occupations with others and evolves over time.

To explore and demonstrate this we use the story

of a woman in the context of aging and living

with late-life depression.

Method

We used narrative as an analytical tool for this

study as discussed above, which enabled us to

focus on on-going processes in an everyday

context, and how things connect and unfold

over time. The chosen approach focuses on how

the individual story is situated within a socio-

cultural context, with the complexity and contra-

dictions that this encompasses. To allow the

presentation of a contextualized in-depth story,

this analysis is based on the data obtained from

one participant, consistent with narrative analysis

(cf. Polkinghorne, 1995).

Participant recruitment and ethical approval
The participant, Alice (a pseudonym), was re-

cruited purposefully (Patton, 2002). The data

used in the present study are drawn from a larger

study published elsewhere (Nyman et al., 2012).
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However, additional data were gathered to ad-

dress the aim of the present study. Alice was

chosen for this study because her story illustrates

the processes of transformation that facilitate

change, as she was able to revise and create

agency through times of challenges in late life. At

the time of the study, Alice was a widow of

approximately 80 years of age and lived by herself

in an apartment in a small Swedish town. She was

a mother and a grandmother and had nieces and

nephews. All of her family and relatives lived in

other parts of the country. Alice had friends and

acquaintances in her close neighborhood with

whom she engaged in occupations. Alice had

been diagnosed with depression several years

previously and remained on medication. She

had no home help except for contact with a nurse

in a primary care unit. Ethical approval for this

research project was given by the Regional Ethical

Review Board, Umeå Sweden (Dnr 08-137M).

The research followed ethical principles in accor-

dance with Swedish research ethics regulations

(SFS, 2003:460, 2003). Alice’s name and some

information about her were changed to ensure

confidentiality.

Data generation
The story emanates from both verbal and enacted

narratives encompassing retold stories of events

that occurred in the past as well as real-time

stories of current events and emerging situations.

Data were generated by the first author through

repeated interviews and participant observations,

and data generation was an inter-related process

with one form of information complementing the

other. Data generation was conducted during two

phases; the first took place on four different

occasions from autumn 2009 until spring 2010,

and the second took place on two occasions

during the winter of 2012.

The interviews were guided by open questions,

consistent with Riessman’s (2008) argumentation

on narrative inquiry; this allowed Alice to give

free responses, such that her story could be

captured. Three interviews took place in Alice’s

home and were recorded digitally and transcribed

verbatim. Each interview lasted from 60 to 90

minutes. The participant observations were in-

spired by a narrative-in-action approach (Alsaker

et al., 2009) and took place in occupations in

Alice’s home or close neighborhood. Each en-

counter lasted from 2 to 4 hours and was initiated

by Alice. Field notes were spoken into a digital

recorder and transcribed as soon as possible after

each encounter, following the approach outlined

by Holloway and Wheeler (2010). This approach

included the researcher recollecting what had

transpired and what was discussed, as well as

reflecting on events.

The conversations that took place during the

interviews and participant observations were

focused on Alice’s everyday life and occupations.

The conversations comprised what she did during

the day and with whom she engaged in various

occupations, how her everyday life and actions in

occupations had changed over time, and her

thoughts and aspirations regarding her future

engagement in occupations. During the encoun-

ters, Alice was encouraged to elaborate on issues

to enhance understanding of her experiences and

the meaning attached to them This process of

data generation facilitated natural conversation

and interactions and created opportunities for

Alice to reflect on and link her current situation

with previous experiences and future expecta-

tions. It also provided the researcher with oppor-

tunities to raise issues to deepen understanding of

the issues and achieve rich data.

In this kind of research, the creation, mainte-

nance and ending of the relationship between

researcher and participant is a conscious process

(cf. Lawlor & Mattingly, 2001). In the present

study, the researcher reflected on and carefully

considered how to position herself in different

situations while making observations. All obser-

vations were initiated by the participant, and the

occupations that took place were chosen by her.

This gave the participant opportunities to choose

topics to discuss and to describe experiences

freely. Because data were generated over an

extended period, it was important to maintain

an on-going dialog about Alice’s involvement in

this research. Moreover, each encounter began by
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discussing the previous encounter and reflecting

on changes that had occurred since the previous

visit, by going through the field notes together. To

end the relationship, the researcher carefully

considered how to withdraw from the relation-

ship and presented the participant with the

opportunity to make further contact.

Narrative analysis
The analysis was undertaken by all authors using

narrative analysis as an analytical tool (Polkin-

ghorne, 1995). The process of analyzing data

began with close reading of the transcribed texts

independently by the first and the last authors to

comprehend Alice story as a whole. The first

author then searched for events to determine

their significance in relation to the aim of the

study. Mattingly (1998) described significant

events as the parts of a story that are important

in some way to the person telling it and that he or

she has chosen to share. The significant events

that were identified in the current story were

separated from the text and organized chronolo-

gically. These events were discussed among all

authors, and preliminary interpretations were

drawn in an attempt to understand how the

different events contributed to the development

of plots.

This procedure can be compared to the principles

described in the hermeneutic circle, and the text

is created through a to-and-fro movement be-

tween the parts and the whole. During this

phase, some data were excluded because they

were not needed to relate the final storied

outcome, a process termed narrative smoothing

(cf. Polkinghorne, 1995). We asked analytical

questions such as the following: How are deci-

sions made and actions taken in the different

situations Alice faces? In what ways do her

relations with others relate to her actions and

how does that change over time? How do her

actions, wishes and goals for future engagement

in occupations change over time? These ques-

tions aimed to explore agency as a creative,

generative and relational process. We sought to

understand how different events were linked and

define connections of cause and influence among

them, with an emphasis on how agency was

enacted in different situations. Different possible

interpretations were considered in dialog between

all authors to enhance credibility, and several drafts

were written and rewritten during the construction

of the story. The storied outcome is the authors’

and was not verified by the participant.

In the following section, the storied outcome will

be presented as an overall plot, named ‘‘I had to

give up my summerhouse’’, which was based on a

quote from the participant. This overall plot

provides a comprehensive picture of the various

processes of transformation taking place in Alice’s

everyday life. The plot will be elaborated on using

three dimensions to illustrate how agency is

enacted, embedded in occupations with others,

and evolves over time. Theory and data are

iteratively integrated and different theoretical

perspectives and concepts are discussed alongside

the presentation to provide a possible explanation

as to how agency is enacted through everyday

occupations.

Findings and Discussion

‘‘I had to give up my summerhouse’’
During the various encounters with Alice, she

repeatedly discussed her summerhouse in differ-

ent ways and at our last encounter, she said that

she no longer owned it: ‘‘I had to give it up’’, she

said. Having a summerhouse reflects the culture

in which Alice lives and had always been a part of

her everyday life. To tell her story, we use ‘‘I had

to give up my summerhouse’’ as an overall plot

that symbolizes and represents various processes

of transformation in Alice’s everyday life, e.g.,

becoming a widow, relocating and being afflicted

by depression. However, the meaning of this

plot shifts and takes on new dimensions over

time, as will be elaborated on in the forthcoming

dimensions.

At the first meeting, Alice was looking forward to

the upcoming summer because she would be able

to spend time in her summerhouse with one of

her friends. At the same time, however, her story

reflected sadness and grief because she was no
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longer able to share this experience with her

husband. She described the meaning that the

place held for her, referring to the memories that

were attached to the summerhouse, the time

spent with her husband there in the past and all

the occupations that they did together, such as

fishing, skiing, gathering mushrooms, and strol-

ling in nature, enjoying the surroundings.

On hearing Alice’s story, we came to understand

how important this place was to Alice and her

husband and to the life that they had shared.

However, the summerhouse took on shifting

meanings in our conversations over time. Keeping

the place associated with ambiguity, due to

possibilities of Alice spending time there with a

friend and the many memories involved from

spending time there with her husband. As the

changed meaning of place grew stronger for Alice,

conversations about the summerhouse began to

take a new direction. She did not really want to

give up her summerhouse, but it was something

she felt that she had to do. In a way, relinquishing

the place was like giving up on her husband and

their shared past. Over time, she struggled with

many thoughts, the grief and loss of her husband,

a fear of being stuck in the past and not being able

to cope with her new situation, and a fear of

becoming a burden on others.

Alice eventually gave up her summerhouse. Based

on her story, we interpreted this as a relief in

some ways and an opening to new possibilities,

although this was not without ambiguity and

sadness. She made the decision to let go of part of

her history that meant a lot to her symbolically

and that carried a lot of processes and remem-

brances, both good and bad, from a life spent

together with her husband. As described by

Rowles (2008), being in place is an outcome of

people’s actions over time, through which they

create experiences in which meaning is em-

bedded. Further, recent research (Johansson et al.,

2012) revealed that a sense of place is created

through interactions among people. For Alice,

the summerhouse was not merely a physical

location; instead, it was a symbol for a life spent

together with her husband, encompassing shared

occupations, togetherness and a sense of freedom.

Therefore, the summerhouse took on shifting

meanings when Alice thought of spending time

there with a friend. The changed meaning of place

eventually led to her decision to let it go.

Alice’s struggle with whether to keep the summer-

house shows how her experiences are situated

and contextualized, and how the symbolic mean-

ing of place shifts over time. Rowles (2008)

argued that meaning, which is embedded in

place, is reinterpreted and modified over time

and that the past, present and future are inte-

grated when negotiating change. For Alice, the

process of giving up her summerhouse was about

negotiating and enacting agency when handling

changes connected to the circumstances of her

life; she had to relate to her history and, at the

same time, free herself from that story in the sense

of going about her everyday life and finding new

directions. Negotiating agency was associated with

the ambiguity of relinquishing the summerhouse.

She struggled with thoughts of past experiences

and the meaning associated with those. Also, she

struggled with issues concerning her hopes of

future occupations, which will be elaborated on

further in the forthcoming dimensions.

Going through changes in everyday life with less

capacity and different needs in late life is referred

to as downsizing. The process of downsizing is

particularly related to possessions such as, in

Alice case, a summerhouse. Household down-

sizing has been described as a multifaceted

process that brings together different events in a

person’s life (Luborsky, Lysak, & Van Nuil, 2011).

From Alice’s story, we can understand down-

sizing as a process of negotiating issues concern-

ing her everyday life and occupations in relation

to her history and how she expects life to turn

out. Thus, this process is not just about relocat-

ing and reducing personal possessions but also

about letting go of things and persons, and

opening up to a new way of living and to new

relationships.

For Alice, this process encompassed many

choices and decisions that she considered and
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reflected upon in relation to her previous history

and her hopes for the future. Giving up her

summerhouse was a conscious choice and a

decision that Alice eventually made. This decision

became possible given different situations in

which she could negotiate issues concerning her

everyday occupations with others. Thereby, she

could create images of future occupations. Also,

she could make plans associated with prospective

events and situations with others. Her story

illustrates a complex journey from loss and

deprivation to the creation of opportunities.

However, this journey was not straightforward;

rather it included many situations of contingency

where agency was negotiated, which is further

elaborated on using the dimensions discussed

below. These dimensions provide an example,

and a possible explanation of, how agency

becomes enacted through occupations with

others during processes of transformation that

take place in late life.

I had to give up my summerhouse: Being trapped in

the past and questioning the everyday situation

Alice grew up in a rather small town, in the

northern part of Sweden, much like the town she

lived in during the study. She had moved to this

town about 40 years ago when she met her late

husband. They lived in a house together until

about 10 years ago, at which time they relocated

to an apartment. After her husband passed away,

Alice relocated again, this time to a smaller

apartment and, about a year later, she was

diagnosed with depression. When the researcher

first met with Alice, an additional 3 years had

passed; this is the point of departure in telling her

story. Alice often talked about her depression in

different ways, questioning why this had hap-

pened to her. For example, she talked about an

episode that occurred when she had just returned

from a trip to her daughter.

When I came home I was so tired, just so

tired all the time I just wanted to sleep . . . I

was sweating as soon as I did something and

I just did not want to meet people, and I was

afraid of going outside. Well, I hope it never

gets that bad again . . . At that time I did not

feel well at all, so I went to see the doctor

and she told me that I was depressed. She

said I had a deeper depression, that was

what she said, but I do not really know

why . . . It just happened; of course I felt

alone and so but, the grief you know . . .

First the grief and then I relocated. It was

my choice, I wanted to, because I could not

live there by myself it was too large for just

me. But it was not a simple decision you

know, we had been living there together.

Everything happened so fast. At first I had

so many things to do. Everything should be

taken care of, the funeral and so on and then

there was all the things he left behind and

after just a short time I relocated. But, when

everything went back to the mundane, when

I started to relax, I began to think about me,

myself, and my future, what will happen

now . . .what will happen with the summer-

house. Maybe that was the reason I became

depressed . . . I do not know.

This account is an example of how Alice was

trying out different scenarios and challenging her

understanding of past events by reasoning about

them in different ways. In this context, enacting

agency was a process where she was trying to

make sense of what happened by framed her

understanding of the past in light of new

experiences; Alice reasoned in a way that indi-

cates insight and reflection although encompass-

ing ambiguity. By making sense of past

experiences, she could negotiate issues concern-

ing her everyday life and occupations.

When Alice talked about the things that she used

to do in the past, she referred often to her

husband and it became clear that her everyday

life and the occupations that she had engaged in

were largely influenced by his interests. She said:

We used to do everything together. We spent

time in our summerhouse, we went on trips,

and we went skiing, fishing and so on. . . .

You had to be interested, you know. . . .He

had a lot of friends and he was that kind of

person that liked to talk to people all the
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time, and I left all of my friends behind when

I moved here and most of them are not living

anymore. I never made friends like that here,

so it was his friends that we used to gather

with. I suppose that’s the way for many

others as well.

Alice was aware that her occupations were

influenced by her husband’s interests but never

clearly expressed dissatisfaction about her situa-

tion or said that she wanted to have it any other

way. However, she was questioning her situation,

and there was ambiguity related to whether their

engagement in occupations was based on reci-

procity and interdependence. Her statement, ‘‘you

had to be interested’’ implies that Alice was living

her life ‘‘through him’’, and she did not discuss

having any interests or friends of her own at that

period in her life. For Alice, enacting agency was

closely connected to the occupations she shared

with her husband, which can be seen as an

example of how occupational choices and goals

are shaped in a social context rather than

emanating from the individual.

Alice and her husband had an enacted together-

ness where she was part of an unfolding narrative.

For her, meaning was associated with the famil-

iarity and ordinariness of everyday life, where she

had a routine to rely on that created an enacted

belonging to past and present. In this context,

Alice could enact wishes and envisage future

engagement in occupations together, such as

spending time in their summerhouse. From the

different events she described, it was evident that

Alice’s occupational identity was closely con-

nected with that of her husband, through the

different occupations they performed together.

However, this also denotes a vulnerable situation,

as in Alice’s case; you become alone when you

lose the other person.

At first, when Alice’s life circumstances changed

and she no longer had her husband to share her

everyday occupations with, she had to deal with

a lot of changes. Alice was not able to handle her

situation and, as we interpreted, she became

much a victim of circumstance. ‘‘I had to give up

my summerhouse’’ is associated in this context

with grief, the many memories of a life that she

had previously shared with her husband, and a

fear of letting go of the past. Based on her

narrative, we understood that Alice had lost an

enacted togetherness that her everyday routines

had been based on and that had created meaning

regarding her everyday occupations. She could

not visualize her future life and experienced

difficulty even going through each day. She lost

interest in most of her everyday occupations and

did not take any initiatives or take action to do

things or make things happen; ‘‘most of the time I

was just sitting on the couch in front of the

television but I did not watch anything’’. Here,

the plot of the summerhouse symbolizes how

situated experiences create conditions for enact-

ing agency.

These findings show how agency and occupation

are closely interrelated and how enacting agency

can become out of reach when dealing with a

changed life situation. Consistent with this,

recent research has also emphasized agency as

contextually situated and negotiated in everyday

practices (Johansson et al., 2012).

I had to give up my summerhouse: Being involved in
new stories provides access to other dimensions by
which to understand oneself as an agent
During a walk in the neighborhood after meeting

with Alice a couple of times, she talked about

how happy she was that she could enjoy being

outside, just taking a walk, or strolling in nature.

She said: ‘‘It is wonderful you know, just enjoying

the surroundings and the peacefulness, meeting with

people and talking for a while. . . .When I got

depressed I was not able to do anything, least of all

going outside. You can imagine, just sitting in the

apartment’’.When Alice talked about the time that

she experienced depression, it was clear that

enacting agency was out of reach and her

involvement in everyday occupations was very

restricted. She did not have the potential to get

things done the way that she used to.

Alice even found it difficult to take care of routine

daily activities at home. She spent most of her
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time alone and was unable to leave her apartment.

During this time, acquaintances and old friends

became resources in her everyday life. At first,

these people took over many of the activities that

needed to be done, such as grocery shopping,

washing the dishes, taking out the garbage and

doing laundry. Alice depended on their help and

support to manage her everyday life. After some

time, however, some of her friends began to

challenge her and forced her to negotiate issues

concerning her everyday needs and necessary

activities. Alice explained:

Well, after some time I got better I think,

because then we could go to the basement

and do the laundry together; well, they made

me come along, and after some time, I did

not need them to take out my garbage

anymore. It is hard to imagine when I look

back . . . I am really thankful to those of my

friends that made me get up and get going,

so to say. I really hope it does not get that

bad again.

Alice talked recurrently, in different ways, about

how a few of her friends confronted her and made

her part of everyday occupations, and we inter-

preted this as an important turning point. Her

friends invited her to share various activities,

such as going grocery shopping, cooking dinner

or taking a walk. They also encouraged her to join

them in attending various events in the immedi-

ate neighborhood. In these different situations

Alice was challenged by others and could negoti-

ate agency with them. Her experiences could

be reflected by the experience of others. In this

context, enacting agency is not only an act of

reflecting but also a dimension of doing and more

specifically doing together with someone. Acting

together created opportunities to view things

from new perspectives. It created spaces for

interpretation that made it possible for her to

interpret everyday actions and herself as an actor

in different ways. Alice gained access to another

image of herself that enriched her vision of

herself, and she was able to challenge her self-

image as a victim, as can be seen in the first

dimension.

Acting together created ways for Alice to under-

stand herself as an agent. It provided her with

opportunities to create meaningful experiences

around everyday occupations and previous va-

lued situations. Also, acting together enabled her

to create possible scenarios around future occu-

pations together. Enacting agency was not an

individual act controlled by Alice. Rather, oppor-

tunities to negotiate and enact agency were

created when she became part of a social context

where she grew stronger. Here, a new story about

her everyday life and occupations could be

created, rather than a story that remained stuck

in the past. She was someone in the eyes of her

friends, and they did not give up on her.

We see this as an example of how agency is

socially situated within everyday occupations

and, in accordance with Wray (2004), we high-

light the importance of interdependency in creat-

ing agency. Furthermore, these findings show how

occupations that are undertaken together with

others have the power to enable change. However,

this effect was not unequivocal but rather a

dynamic process full of suspense. This dimension

reflects the ambiguity of ‘‘leaving one story and

entering a new chapter’’; ambiguity related to

keeping the summerhouse to retain the possibility

of spending time there with someone. Also, it

reflects Alice’s struggle with the changed meaning

of place after her husband passed away. Illustrat-

ing how the struggle with her summerhouse

began to take on a new direction, Alice said:

There is no meaning in going there alone if

you don’t have anyone to share the experi-

ence with, and I don’t know if anyone will

come with me. That depends whether they

have time or if they want to. . . .Not every-

body likes that kind of life you know . . .

whatsoever, it is not the same anymore.

This statement reflects how Alice began to move

beyond the summerhouse and open up to new

stories. During our encounters, Alice talked about

how she developed new interests over time and

took on new occupations that she became engaged

in together with her friends. For example, she took
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a computer course together with one friend and

joined a chi gong group after being invited by

another friend. Many of the occupations that she

had previously shared with her husband were no

longer part of her occupational repertoire. As

described by Kielhofner (2008), changes in life

circumstances can bring about a need to re-

formulate one’s occupational identity when pre-

vious visions of life are no longer a reality. For

Alice, becoming part of a context together with

friends enabled her to negotiate and enact agency

that also involved a process of reformulating her

occupational identity together with them.

This finding corresponds to the findings of Phelan

and Kinsella (2009), who argued that agency,

identity, and relatedness are closely related and

shaped within a socio-cultural context. By being

part of a context with others, Alice could reflect on

her past occupational engagement in light of new

experiences. This generated possibilities for action

and enabled her to take up previously valued

occupations again, such as cooking, but also to

create new occupational experiences together with

others. These findings illustrate how agency is an

interactional phenomenon and a generative process

that is created when dealing with issues concerning

everyday occupations (cf. Wray, 2004). As for Alice,

the processes of enacting agency can be out of reach

for many people who are going through a life crisis.

For Alice, being confronted by others who made

her part of everyday occupations was a point of

departure in once again becoming part of an

enacted togetherness.

I had to give up my summerhouse: Crafting an
agentic self through resources embedded in enacted
stories
Meeting with Alice again, during the second

phase of data gathering, we talked a lot about

how different occupations and relationships had

changed over time. In addition, the process of

giving up her summerhouse now had new mean-

ings. When we were having coffee in her kitchen,

she showed me photos from the previous Christ-

mas, and we talked about the time that she spent

with her daughter and family during the holiday.

This time I decided to stay longer, for almost

2 weeks. The holiday had not begun yet, so

they were still working and the kids were

still at school when I got there. It was a lot

different than last time . . .and I didn’t feel

like I was imposing on them either. I could

prepare dinner and be at help in the home,

do some laundry and tidy up. I even went

into town on my own, you know, and we

went to the theatre together one night. I felt

like I was part of their everyday life in a

way that was different from before. Now I

have arranged tickets to go there in a few

weeks, and I am really looking forward to

spending time with them again.

This event shows how Alice took the initiative

and found more freedom than before, encom-

passing possibilities. From a transactional per-

spective (Aldrich & Cutchin, 2012) based on

Dewey’s writings, freedom is about growth and

the actualizing of possibilities, and the power to

act is contextualized and takes place in associa-

tion with others. Negotiating agency via occupa-

tions with others facilitated an enacted

togetherness. By being part of such a context,

Alice could enact wishes and make decisions

about future engagement in occupations.

Here, the dimension of ‘‘I had to give up my

summerhouse’’ represents a journey taking a new

direction, involving hope and occupational pos-

sibilities. By giving up her summerhouse, Alice

could leave many uncertainties and concerns

behind, creating space for her to open up to

prospective events and build on new relation-

ships, which we interpreted as yet another

significant turning point. In this context, enacting

agency is about how Alice gained access to other

dimensions and to resources embedded in en-

acted stories, through which she was able to

imagine new prospective stories. An example of

this is the account above of the visits to her

daughter. For Alice, enacting agency involved

coming to terms with the person she was before,

which was linked to her husband, and being able

to negotiate who she wanted to be without him.

Even though she was creating something new
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with friends and family, it was still connected to

her past.

By being involved in and reflecting on different

situations together with friends and family, Alice

became more confident and could craft an agentic

self where she was part of a social context.

However, this was not a straightforward process.

During the last encounter with Alice, she talked

about one of her close friends, who had recently

been diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease.

Our relationship has taken a whole new turn

now. She is not able to do much on her own,

not even get dressed some days. I visit her

almost every day but it is not the same

anymore. We are not able to go for a walk

together like we used to. It’s hard to imagine.

She was one of those who stood by me and

supported me when I needed it and now it is

the other way around. But you know, we are

so close so there is always something to talk

about. I usually go to her after lunch. I make

us some coffee and we just sit down and talk.

Sometimes we look at photos or so . . . she

doesn’t have any relatives nearby either, and

she has always been the one encouraging

others to take part in different events and

arrangements. . . .You never know what’s

coming, do you? . . . I feel like I’m making

a difference in her life now and I know how

important that is . . . she is still the same

person and we share so much, but still, it’s

sad.

This narrative illustrates how togetherness con-

sists of a give and take that shifts over time, and is

an example of how togetherness can be under-

stood as a platform where agency is promoted.

Conditions for enacting agency were created from

embedded and situated experiences of being part

of an enacted togetherness over time. Hereby,

Alice understood the value of having someone

who cared and made her part of everyday doings.

A reciprocal responsibility and interdependence

was created based on these experiences. Now,

Alice had a role to fill in her friend’s life by

initiating and encouraging everyday occupations.

Engaging in various everyday occupations with

her friends and family was a way for Alice to

understand that she was not just a burden to

others; but was herself contributing in various

ways. This realization made it possible for Alice

to develop her relationships with others and

generated power to act and move forward in

life. Currently, Alice is crafting her everyday

occupations such that she is making plans for

future arrangements and looking forward to

various events and happenings with friends and

family, showing how agency is a creative process

(cf. Wray, 2004). Alice’s story reveals how enact-

ing agency is a process of meaning-making

connected to everyday occupation that is embedded

in varied contexts. The different events and

situations, as described by Alice, exemplify how

agency becomes enacted through resources em-

bedded in enacted stories, thereby promoting

participation in everyday occupations.

Methodological Considerations

While engaged in research of this kind, reflexivity

is an important tool to consider ethical and

methodological issues (Bishop & Shepherd,

2011). Accordingly, the trustworthiness of the

findings needs attention. In this study, interpreta-

tions are based on empirical data and theoretical

resources, and grounded in the researchers’ pre-

understandings and experiences. We approached

the participant’s experiences of everyday occupa-

tions and on-going actions from a narrative

perspective to gain access to a dynamic and

multifaceted understanding of how agency is

enacted and socially situated.

Therefore, the data must be viewed as a co-

construction between the participant and the

researchers, whereas the storied outcome is

narrated by the researchers (cf. Mattingly, 1998;

Polkinghorne, 1995) and represent just one

interpretation out of many possible ones. Because

the story is the researchers’ construction it was

not appropriate to ask the participant to verify it

as the real or true story (cf. Polkinghorne, 1995).

We found that ongoing discussions during all

phases of the research process were valuable to
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how we engaged reflexively. Further, we have

provided a transparent description of our method

and outlined the theoretical resources used so

that readers can judge the plausibility of the

offered interpretations (cf. Polkinghorne, 2007).

Conclusion

These findings, which were generated using a

transactional perspective and narrative approach

as resources, provide an understanding of how

agency can be negotiated and enacted during

transformational processes in late life and con-

tribute to the dialog concerning the importance of

obtaining a complex and dynamic understanding

of everyday occupation (cf. Dickie et al., 2006;

Laliberte Rudman & Dennhardt, 2008; Phelan &

Kinsella, 2009; Whalley Hammell, 2009). In light

of these findings, we argue that agency can be

regarded as embedded in everyday occupations

and situated within a social context, rather than

personally constructed.

Alice’s story suggests that her occupations are part

of a transactional whole and illustrates how

enacting agency is more than an individual act or

the individuals’ responsibility. Rather, the findings

provide an example of how situated experiences

create conditions for enacting agency. The findings

show how occupations with others provide new

dimensions and resources that can challenge how

one understands past events and create oppor-

tunities to view matters from new perspectives.

Gaining access to these resources, embedded in

enacted stories, creates possibilities to open up to

prospective stories and imagine future occupations

together. These findings challenge the traditional

conceptualizations of agency as presented in the

introduction of this article, and highlight the need

to consider agency as contextually situated and

occupationally embedded.

From a narrative perspective (Bruner, 1990), the

stories people tell about themselves reflect the

larger social and cultural narrative in which they

live. Therefore, Alice’s story may be one way to

understand how agency is enacted in the context

of ageing and living with late-life depression.

However, it should be remembered that her story

is situated within a small Swedish town and

reflects Western culture and values. According

to Wray (2003), gerontological approaches often

exclude the cultural experiences of women in late

life; consequently, the diverse individual and

collective strategies used to maintain agency and

control in late life are neglected. In sharing the

story of Alice, we aim to contribute to the

evolving discussion of the need to consider how

occupations are socio-culturally situated (e.g.,

Dickie et al., 2006; Iwama et al., 2009; Laliberte

Rudman & Dennhardt, 2008; Whalley Hammell,

2009) and the relevance of embracing a transac-

tional perspective (cf. Cutchin & Dickie, 2012)

when exploring occupation related concepts such

as agency.

Further research is suggested to explore the

process of negotiating and enacting agency

within people’s everyday occupations. In parti-

cular, we highlight the need to explore how

agency becomes enacted for people who experi-

ence challenging life circumstances where

agency is threatened. Also, research to further

explore and identify how narrative resources

can be used to gain access to the transactional

dimensions and qualities of everyday occu-

pations is suggested. Such knowledge can

contribute to how occupational scientists un-

derstand agency as contextually situated across

cultures and the meaning attached to enacting

agency.
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Abstract 
The aim of this study was to explore and describe how togetherness in everyday 
occupations is experienced and discussed among elderly persons. Focus group 
discussions generated the data and a total of twelve participants, including six women 
and six men, divided in three groups, participated in this study. Analysis was 
performed using a constant comparative method. The findings reflects how 
togetherness in everyday occupations can be comprehended as multifold transactional 
processes, emphasizing how an acted belonging was a situated experience connecting 
people and places through unfolding stories. The findings suggest that the process of 
making-meaning in on-going life was closely associated with togetherness and was 
negotiated with others through shared culture and experiences. Togetherness meant 
being part of something in which the persons involved were contributing to each 
other in various ways. However, being part of togetherness was complicated, 
especially when the person’s life situation was challenged in some way. It was apparent 
from the analysis that togetherness could not be taken for granted. Rather, the findings 
reflect how togetherness was created and maintained through an on-going process of 
nurturing established relationships as well as creating something new around 
occupations with others.  

Key Words: Aging, Constant comparative method, Everyday Occupation, Focus 
group discussion, Togetherness, Transaction 
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Introduction 
The need to recognize the complex and situated nature of occupation has been 
addressed by contemporary scholars and researchers within occupational therapy and 
occupational science. Currently, there is an on-going dialog criticizing the notion of 
individualism upon which assumption within these disciplines are built arguing in 
favor of a contextualized understanding of occupation (Hammel, 2009a; Iwama, 2003; 
Iwama, Thomson, & MacDonal, 2009; Laliberte Rudman & Dennhard, 2008), 
connecting person and environment through action (Cutchin & Dickie, 2012; Dickie, 
Cutchin, & Humphry, 2006). The value of independence, with roots in rehabilitation 
ideology, is embedded in theories and conceptualizations of occupation and has 
strongly influenced the goal of occupational therapy service. However, emphasizing 
independency implies neglecting the connected nature of occupation. Therefore, 
addressing people’s occupation beyond an individualistic notion is essential if we are to 
develop a contextualized and situated understanding of occupation, i.e., as person-in-
place, encompassing the importance of interconnectedness and interdependency in 
promoting occupational engagement and participation.   
 
Participation as socially situated within everyday occupations 

Engagement in meaningful occupation that supports participation is described as the 
key outcome and focus for occupational therapy service (Law, 2002). However, the 
International Classification of Functioning and Health (ICF), (WHO, 2001), which is 
often used to describe and examine participation, has been criticized from an 
occupational perspective because it emphasizes individual performance (Hemmingsson 
& Jonsson, 2005) rather than capturing the complexity and depth of participation as an 
interactive or transformative process (Hammel, Magasi, Heinemann, Whiteneck, 
Bogner, & Rodrigues, 2008). In addition, recent research highlights the need to view 
participation in a complex way; that is, resulting from the interactions and transactions 
between person, activity and context (Mallinson, & Hammel, 2010; Noreau, & 
Boschen, 2010). Thus, conceptualizing participation based on people’s experiences 
and enactments of everyday occupations with others is important for the study of 
occupation. We agree with Hammel et al. (2008) that a need exists to examine 
participation at a socio-cultural level to capture the complexity and depth of 
participation. This knowledge is important if we are to develop an understanding of 
participation as a multifaceted construct that reflects social interdependency rather than 
individuality.  
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Empirical research has identified different social aspects of importance in experiencing 
participation. Interestingly, these experiences are similar regardless of contexts and 
health condition of the people studied. For example, participation involves doing 
something for or with others and meaning something to others (Haak, Dahlin Ivanoff, 
Fänge, Sixsmith, & Iwarsson, 2007; Häggström & Larsson Lund, 2008; Isaksson, 
Josephsson, Lexell, & Skär, 2007; Nyman & Larsson Lund, 2007; Nyman, Josephsson, 
Isaksson, 2012), having an impact on and supporting others as well as having a sense of 
social connection and community with others based on reciprocity (Hammel, et al., 
2008; Nyman, et al., 2012). In addition, participation is experienced when people are 
included and valued by others (Nyman, et al., 2012; Ylimaz, Josephsson, Danermark, 
& Iwarsson, 2009) and when they feel needed and appreciated (Nyman, et al., 2012). 
Although these findings suggest that participation includes aspects of social 
interdependency, a gap in knowledge remains regarding how participation can be 
understood as contextually situated and evolving. This knowledge is important if we 
are to promote participation and empower clients to enable change when facing 
challenging life situations.  
 
We view participation as qualities related to on-going engagement in everyday 
occupations with others, and this study departs from previous findings of elderly 
persons with late-life depression (Nyman, Josephsson, & Isaksson, 2012; Nyman, 
Josephsson, & Isaksson, 2013). These findings suggest that everyday occupations with 
others gives access to meaning making processes in which different scenarios around 
events and happenings can be negotiated, and a sense of connection to past, present 
and future can be created. Furthermore, the findings demonstrate how possibilities to 
enact agency are related to socially situated and embedded experiences rather than 
associated with an individual’s capacity or ability to act independently in different 
situations. The concept of enacted togetherness has been constructed (Nyman, 
Josephsson, & Isaksson, 2012) to emphasize how everyday occupations with others 
form an arena where togetherness and belonging can be created, thereby promoting 
participation and enabling change. In light of these emerging findings, our ambition is 
to gain a more comprehensive understanding of how togetherness in everyday 
occupations can be comprehended and how it enables participation in on-going life. 
To our knowledge, this topic has not been explored from the perspective of healthy 
elderly people. Therefore, the specific aim of this study is to explore and describe how 
togetherness in everyday occupations is experienced and discussed among elderly 
persons.  
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Method 

Study design 

A grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2006) using focus groups (Morgan, 1997) was 
employed in this research. This approach was chosen because this research was 
designed to study social situations and processes that occur in everyday life situations 
(Charmaz, 2006). The findings were inductively grounded i.e., they emerged from the 
perspective of the participants rather than from theoretical approaches. This research 
was approved by the Regional Ethical Review Board (Dnr: 08-137M; 2011-332-
32M) and followed ethical principles in line with Swedish research ethics regulations 
(SFS, 2003:460). 
 
Participants and sampling 

Participants were recruited from local divisions of one of the largest retirement 
organizations in a municipality in northern Sweden. A purposive sample was applied 
(Patton, 2004), and participants were recruited based on the following criteria: aged 
between 65 and 80, being a member of the retirement organization, living in their 
own homes alone or with a partner, having experience of using the Internet. The last 
inclusion criterion was included because data were gathered for two different aims and 
studies. Initially, information about the organization was retrieved from the Internet, 
and contact was made with the president from one of the local divisions in that 
municipality. Information about the study was presented at a members meeting and 
potential participants had opportunities to raise questions and to receive a written 
information letter. Nine persons chose to participate and returned a letter providing 
informed consent. Two focus groups were formed, and two sessions were held with 
each of these groups.  
 
Consistent with grounded theory methodology, theoretical sampling (Charmaz, 2006) 
was applied to gain a deeper understanding and facilitate the development of the 
conceptual frameworks that were the focus for this research. Additional participants 
were recruited from another local division following the same procedures as outlined 
above. Five persons chose to participate and gave their informed consent, forming a 
third focus group, with which two sessions were held. One participant in the second 
focus group could not attend one of the sessions, and one participant in the third 
group could not attend either of the two sessions due to family concerns. Thus, three 
focus groups (n= 12) participated in this research, and each group included both men 
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and women. Each session lasted 60 - 90 minutes, was digitally recorded and 
transcribed verbatim.  
 
Data generation  

Focus group discussions were used to generate data in this study. Morgan (1997) 
describes the use of focus groups as a research technique whereby data are generated 
through group interaction and discussion on a predetermined topic, and the researcher 
provides the focus. Generating data in this way provided access to both individual and 
shared experiences of togetherness in everyday occupations, including agreements and 
disagreements. An open approach was used in which participants were asked to discuss 
issues concerning togetherness in everyday occupations such as, What is togetherness in 
everyday occupations about? How is it created and how do you become part of such contexts? 
What does it mean to be part of such contexts? And how does it change over time?  
 
Data were generated on two different occasions with each group. The first author 
participated as a moderator, and the last author participated as an observer. The first 
session with each group started with the presentation of information about the 
purpose and procedures of the study, and the moderator emphasized the topic and the 
questions to be discussed. During the sessions, the discussions were moderated when 
necessary to guide the participants back to the topic or to facilitate discussion. The 
observer adopted a passive role, observing the interactions and discussions, and taking 
field notes. After each session, the first and last authors discussed and reflected on the 
interactions that had taken place and the topics that had been discussed. Data 
generation and analysis was conducted using an iterative process; information from 
early focus group sessions was used to improve the later sessions and to generate 
discussions that were more focused.  
 
Analysis 

Analysis was performed by all authors, through constant comparing, based on the 
guidelines given by Charmaz (2006) to explore and gain insight into how the 
participants experienced and discussed togetherness in everyday occupations. Initially, 
the transcripts and field notes were analyzed using an open coding method, searching 
the text line-by-line to identify sections where the participants discussed what 
togetherness in everyday occupations referred to and the different meanings connected 
to this. These initial codes were kept active, close to the data and separated from the 
text. Examples of initial codes; togetherness is created when you have something in common 
and doing things for others enriches your life. Data obtained within the same interview as 
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well as between interviews were compared for similarities and differences. The initial 
codes were assembled and tentatively labeled with headings, such as reciprocity creates 
togetherness and the meaning of meeting places. These groups were considered preliminary 
categories, and this procedure provided insight into the type of data to gather next. 
Data analysis continued by comparing and developing the preliminary categories with 
the aim of synthesizing data and obtaining categories at higher levels of abstraction (cf. 
Charmaz, 2006). Additional data that were generated in later focus groups were 
integrated in the developing analysis. In reality, the different steps undertaken during 
the data analysis were not linear. Instead, analysis was conducted through the constant 
comparing of data, emerging codes and categories.  
 
The inductive analysis was further comprehended by employing theoretical 
perspectives to understand transactional dimensions (Cutchin & Dickie, 2012) and 
meaning making processes (Mattingly, 1998) that are connected to everyday 
occupations with others. In the later phase of the analysis, we also considered the 
different dimensions of meaning: doing, being, becoming and belonging (cf. Hammel, 
2004), as theoretical resources to comprehend the emerging findings. To ensure that 
the theory-driven analysis was well grounded in data, the analysis alternated between 
data and emergent categories before the theory-driven categorization was accepted. 
Based on the analysis, we identified a core conceptual category and three subcategories 
that together addressed the multifold nature of how togetherness is created and 
maintained, and what it means to be part of togetherness in on-going life. Together, 
these findings contribute to an understanding of how actions, places and culture are 
interwoven in a complex way, creating togetherness and meaningful occupational 
experiences among elderly persons.  
 

Findings 

Togetherness in on-going life – a multifold and transactional process 

This core conceptual category reflects how togetherness in everyday occupations can 
be comprehended as multifold transactional processes, emphasizing how an acted 
belonging was a situated experience connecting people and places through unfolding 
stories. These findings reflect how doing, being, belonging and becoming have a 
transparency and multifold nature. These different dimensions of meaning influenced 
each other and were intertwined in various ways in various situations. The findings 
suggest that the process of making meaning was closely associated with togetherness 
and was negotiated with others through shared culture and experiences. Togetherness 
meant being part of something in which the persons involved were contributing to 
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each other in various ways, and meaning appeared to be closely related to being 
connected to others based on reciprocal relationships, thereby creating a sense of 
coherence and ordinariness in everyday life. By being part of togetherness in on-going 
life, the elderly persons could express and develop their identity in connection with 
others. However, being part of togetherness was complicated, especially when the 
person’s life situation was challenged in some way. The participants were dealing with 
issues concerning agency, encompassing different thoughts about how to act in 
different situations. It was apparent from the analysis that togetherness could not be 
taken for granted. Rather, the findings reflect how togetherness was created and 
maintained through an on-going process of nurturing established relationships as well 
as creating something new around occupations with others. These findings will be 
further presented under three subcategories.  
 
Creating and maintaining togetherness over time – difficult, and at the same 
time, everyone’s responsibility   

This subcategory shows how togetherness changes over time and during different 
periods in life, especially when the person’s life situation is challenged in some way. In 
all focus groups, many discussions focused on how togetherness was created and how 
one could become a part of such context. The analysis revealed that this process was 
multifold, and diverse opinions were expressed in the discussions. The findings show 
how the participants dealt with issues concerning responsibilities towards others. The 
significance of being invited, encouraged and included by others was agreed upon and 
discussed by all. At the same time the participants pointed out that it was the 
individuals own responsibility to create and maintain togetherness in occupations. 
 
In the discussion sessions, the participants shared experiences of how togetherness in 
everyday occupations had changed for them in different ways and how they had 
handled these situations. These changes were related to retirement, becoming 
widowed, relocating or the relocation of friends and family. Our analysis showed that 
these changed life situations were a threat to previously established relationships, such 
that those rarely remained the same; previous togetherness often changed and 
developed into something new. In these changing situations, it was important but 
challenging to create new relationships and to find new groups to join rather than 
remain at home. The participants discussed how their interests in various occupations 
helped them to take new initiatives and join various groups. This created 
opportunities to meet people with whom they shared something meaningful, and 
common interests were understood as means of entering into occupations with others 
that had the potential to develop into togetherness. The participants discussions 
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implied that it was impossible to become part of something if one remained at home 
waiting for others to invite them. One had to act oneself and ensure that one became 
part of different contexts.  
 
On the other hand, the findings reflect how conditions can be different for different 
people and that everyone does not have the same possibilities to take initiatives. It 
became apparent from the discussions that it was not that simple to say that everybody 
should take their own responsibility for themselves. The participants elaborated on 
how many people were alone and spent most of their time at home, unable to take 
the initiative or to act on their own. For these people, it was essential that someone 
invited them to do things together, and the participants talked a lot about being 
responsible for others and not just for themselves, as seen in the following 
conversation: 
 

P4: I think it depends a lot on you because if you sit at home it is difficult to 
become part of something; but if you are active and get out, then…  
P1: Yes, I agree!  
P2: Yes; then you become involved in different situations without having 
planned for it, so that can end up becoming something good and lasting.   
P 4: Then I think that you have to invite others to make people feel 
welcome to ask them…  
P1: Yes, it is important! 
P4: If someone is inviting you, then you feel welcome to join … an 
invitation is important. 
P1: Yes, but you have to take initiatives yourself also; you cannot just sit 
and wait, because then you can easily become forgotten.   
P4: What you say is important because the conditions are different for 
people; everyone is not the same. Maybe I’m not that kind of person that 
takes initiatives. I can compare myself with my sister, for example; she is 
social and active in a way that I’m not. She talks to everybody and is open; 
I’m more restrained, and we have to keep that in mind also. 

 
This subcategory gives a picture of how togetherness changes over time, during 
different periods in life, especially when the life situation is challenged in some way. 
These challenges implied a threat toward previously established togetherness. Our 
findings show that it was an on-going process to maintain and to create new 
relationships and to become a part of new contexts where togetherness could be 
created; otherwise, people were at risk of becoming alone. However, this was 
complicated; our analysis revealed how participants were negotiating issues concerning 
how togetherness was created and how much people could push others without 
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appearing too insistent. However, it appeared important not to give up on people; this 
point was reflected in their discussions regarding having an obligation to care for 
others.  
 
The connected nature of togetherness – investing yourself in other people  

This subcategory shows the importance of contributing to others in different ways and 
how this creates connections between people. Contributing to someone else and 
being able to enrich other people’s lives was discussed as an important aspect of 
togetherness. The participants talked about how people are social beings and that 
nobody wants to be alone or feel lonely, and how everybody has a need to be 
connected to others in various ways. Togetherness was discussed in terms of sharing 
something with someone and being part of something with someone, and was discussed in 
contrast to loneliness. Our findings suggest that sharing something and being part of 
something with someone was associated with interdependency and reciprocity. The 
participants discussed how togetherness consisted of both persons contributing in some 
way or otherwise it would fade with time. To be there for each other and care for 
each other was described as important, especially as people aged. 
  
Contributing to others was also related to making a difference in other peoples’ lives 
and was discussed as the right thing to do. This ability to contribute was enabled 
through active memberships in various groups, and the participants talked about being 
engaged in different support groups where they supported others by doing 
occupations together or by visiting nursing homes on a regular basis because many 
who lived there were not visited by family or friends. It appeared important to invest 
oneself in other persons, to be there for someone and to give of one’s time. Our 
analysis suggests that contributing to others was a means to ensure that one was 
needed; this in turn made one feel appreciated and valued. It was important to know 
that one meant something to others and made a difference in their life, as seen from 
the following conversation:  
 

P3: By giving your time to others you can get tied up in some way, but at 
the same time, it gives you a lot back, and is it not so that you want to be 
needed by others (P1, P2: yes). 
P3: Now, I have decided to join the XX where you take other old persons 
out on different activities, to town or go shopping or something, and that 
can be considered as togetherness in a way for both of us. 
P1: Yes, and I think as some of us are living alone, it is important that you 
build on different relations, so that you become needed by others; 
otherwise, you could easily become alone. 
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P3: I think it is important that we all know that we mean something to 
someone else. 
P1: I believe that togetherness is about giving to others but also getting 
something in return; it is about sharing in some way. 
P3: Yes, it makes your life richer.  
P2: And I think it gives you a lot when you see that others are grateful and 
when you know that you are appreciated. 

 
This subcategory shows how connections between people are created based on 
interdependency and reciprocity, and highlights the importance of contributing to 
others in various ways. From the analysis, gaining the affirmation of being valuable and 
making a difference in other peoples’ lives was understood as a source to meaning. 
Being needed and feeling appreciated by others was a way to negotiate issues of doing 
the right thing and contributing to something that goes beyond oneself. Our findings 
show that this appeared especially important when the participants had experienced 
changes related to their own life situation.    
 
Togetherness as a source of ordinariness and safety – having a place to be 
and belong to 

This subcategory shows how regular togetherness in everyday occupations was an 
important part of everyday life. Meeting regularly with the same people at the same 
place was a way to uphold habits and routines that created ordinariness and a sense of 
safety in everyday life. Initially, ways to togetherness were often created by a common 
interest and an occupation itself. However, the participants discussed that over time, 
the acted belonging in a context with others became more important and was 
understood, based on the analysis, as a source of meaning-making.  
 
In all focus groups, the participants discussed, in different ways, the importance of 
meeting places in the neighborhood and in society where people could meet and to 
take part in various activities with others. However, our findings show that having 
access to different physical places was not sufficient. The participants talked a lot about 
the importance of creating a culture in which everyone can feel that they have a place 
to be and to belong to. In the discussions, the participants shared examples of different 
groups of which they were a part and that met on a regular basis at a specific place; 
this is illustrated by the following conversation: 
 

P3 - I think that when you get older you can become more alone, and 
then, it is important that there is meeting places. I can give an example of 
something that means a lot to me. We have a chi-gong group once a week, 
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and chi-gong is something good in itself; but, well it is afterwards when we 
sit and chat or have a cup of coffee, that time is very important. That’s 
when everyone is involved in conversations, everyone is together and 
included, and nobody is left alone. We talk about our everyday life, just 
ordinary things, and that is important for all of us.      
P4 – Yes I know what you mean, I agree that’s important; we also have a 
group that meets on a regular basis, and there is seldom someone missing 
from the group, and I think that shows how important the group is and that 
people have something to look forward to.  
P1 – Yes, maybe it is not the chi-gong or so that is most important, but the 
thing is to be together. I’m also in the chi-gong group and I agree with 
what you are saying; it is the same with another group that I’m part of. We 
are a couple of ladies meeting in (name of place), and we are weaving there 
together. Weaving is our interest and joyful in itself, but just to be there 
together and talk to each other, it would not be the same to go there by 
yourself… just to talk about what everyone did last weekend, or someone is 
going on a trip and tells about it. In that way, you can be part of each 
other’s lives and you know where you have each other, and that’s 
important, especially when you become older that you don’t feel alone and 
know that you are part of something with others and that others know 
things about you.          

 
Place was comprehended as more than a physical location; it was understood as an 
arena where people became part of an unfolding story, where a connection between 
past, present and future could be created. The participants had a place to go to and a 
role to fill that generated a sense of ordinariness and safety in their lives. Having a 
place to be and belong to meant that someone was expecting you to be there; and it 
was noticed if you were missing. Here, the participants could negotiate issues of 
meaning through times of change.  
 
In this subcategory, the transactional relationship between person and place was 
significant for how togetherness in everyday occupations was understood as a process 
of meaning making. Being part of togetherness in everyday occupations was not 
merely about the act of doing things together; it also created an acted togetherness and 
a belonging where the participants could create a connection between past, present 
and future. In such a context, the participants could negotiate their identity together 
with others through their shared experiences. They had something to look forward to 
that enabled them to envision a future self and future time together. 
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Discussion 
Our aim was to explore and describe how togetherness in everyday occupations is 
experienced and discussed among elderly persons. Based on the findings in this study, 
togetherness was comprehended as multifold and transactional processes, connecting 
people and places through unfolding stories. Our findings reflect how togetherness is a 
process of negotiating and creating meaning in on-going life, and suggest that there is 
a transparency of the different dimensions of meaning; doing, being, becoming and 
belonging, also, how these dimensions contribute to each other in various ways in 
different situations.   

 

These findings challenge the traditional understanding of meaning; i.e., that meaning 
is closely associated with individuality, and primarily addressed at an individual level 
(such as a person’s subjective experience of an occupation) (e.g. Hasselkus, 2011). 
These findings can add to an emerging understanding of how situated and 
contextualized occupation is a source of meaning. In her theory of occupation, 
Wilcock (2006) suggested that doing is connected with and contributes to 
development and transformation, and that occupation is a synthesis of doing, being, 
becoming and belonging. In light of the findings in this study, it can be argued that 
occupation is not only as a synthesis of these dimensions of meaning, but also that 
there is a need to acknowledge the transparency of these dimensions and how they 
contribute to each other in various ways. Further, Wilcock’s reasoning is not specific 
in how occupation as socially situated plays a part in this synthesis. The findings from 
our study can add to this knowledge by giving a picture of how togetherness in 
everyday occupations contributes to meaning and enables change. In light of these 
findings, we agree with Hammel (2004; 2009b) who suggests that these dimensions of 
meaning might provide a useful vision for occupational therapy theory, thereby 
addressing issues that are of importance when enabling occupation.  

 

Based on our findings, togetherness in on-going life was understood as multifold and 
transactional processes that connects people and places through unfolding stories. 
Being part of togetherness was not merely about the act of doing things together. 
Instead, it created an acted belonging where the participants could create connections 
between past, present and future. Belonging to a place and being connected to others 
meant that someone was expecting you to be there and it was noticed if you were 
missing. Being part of such context enabled the participants to negotiate their identity 
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together with others through their shared experiences. They had something to look 
forward to that enabled them to envision a future self and future time together. Based 
on empirical material, these findings can contribute to an understanding of how the 
transactional relationship of person and place occurs in an everyday context. The 
overall findings emphasize the need to consider occupation as a transaction of persons 
and place, emphasizing the situated nature and changing character of everyday 
occupations in peoples’ lives (cf. Cutchin & Dickie, 2012; Dickie, et al., 2006).  

 

Our findings reflect the significance of place as an arena where participants became 
part of an unfolding story. Having a place to be and belong to appeared to be a way 
for the participants to create ordinariness and a sense of safety in their everyday life and 
was understood as a source of meaning. Togetherness was referred to by the 
participants as sharing something with someone and being part of something with someone and 
was discussed in contrast to loneliness. These findings are supported by research that 
shows how relations that are developed from social engagement in late life create 
feelings of safety (Dupuis-Blanchard, Neufeld, & Strang, 2009). Furthermore, how 
being part of an enacted togetherness when living with late-life depression (Nyman, et 
al., 2012; 2013) provides ordinariness and a sense of safety in everyday life, and 
feelings of not being alone. From these findings, place could either be associated with 
togetherness or with loneliness and isolation. In light of this, there is a need to 
consider how to promote different places in society where elderly people can become 
part of togetherness in everyday occupations. In addition, occupational therapist needs 
to consider their role in promoting such arenas.   

 

Our findings suggest that togetherness could not be taken for granted; instead, it was 
understood as a process of constant negotiation, dealing with issues of how to become 
part of such contexts and whose responsibility it was. The findings reflect how issues 
related to negotiating agency were an important aspect of becoming part of 
togetherness. Furthermore, that agency can be out of reach from an individualistic 
perspective for some people and that not everybody has the capacity to act and take 
initiatives on their own. These findings challenge the traditional conceptualization of 
agency as a person’s capacity to act in different situations and highlight the importance 
of considering agency as socially constructed. This view is also consistent with 
previous research criticizing traditional definitions of agency as linked to peoples’ 
power to act independently and autonomously, thus neglecting the importance of 
interdependency (Johansson, Laliberte Rudman, Mondaca, Park, Luborsky, 
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Josephsson, & Asaba, 2012; Wray, 2004). Our findings add to an emergent body of 
knowledge within occupational therapy and occupational science showing that agency 
and occupation are related (Bergström, Eriksson, Asaba, Eriksson, & Tham, in 
manuscript; Johansson, Josephsson, & Lilja, 2009; Lindström, Sjöström, & Lindberg, 
2013; Sakiyama, Josephsson, & Asaba, 2010; Vik, Nygård, Borell, & Josephsson, 2008) 
and how agency can be promoted within a social context (Nyman, et al., 2012; 
Nyman, et al., 2013).  
 

Methodological considerations 

In this study, focus group methodology was found to be a useful tool to generate an 
increased understanding of what togetherness in everyday occupation is about. Focus 
group methodology and social constructivism share some basic assumptions about how 
knowledge is constructed through interactions (Dahlin Ivanoff & Hultberg, 2006). To 
combine focus groups with grounded theory methodology was found fruitful in this 
study; this meant that interpretations were based on a shared understanding and a 
jointly constructed text.  The inductive analysis was comprehended by including 
different theoretical perspectives, consistent with grounded theory methodology (cf. 
Charmaz, 2006). The use of theoretical perspectives can justify that interpretations are 
made from existing knowledge and are not merely based on the researcher’s pre-
understanding and reflections, which can be considered as strength with this method. 
However, this also involved a risk of distancing the researchers from the data. To 
reduce that risk data, interpretations of emergent findings and theory were constantly 
compared.   
 

Using this approach provided insight into the participants shared understanding of the 
focus of our inquiry. During the discussions, the participants shared their experiences 
and opinions freely, and the discussions became lively while they were challenging 
each other’s point of view, providing different perspectives on the topic under 
discussion. The small size of the focus groups made it possible for everyone to be 
involved in the discussions; this has previously been highlighted by other researchers, 
who recommend that no more than six participants be included per group to enable 
everyone to participate in the discussion (Dahlin Ivanoff & Hultberg, 2006). The 
homogeneity of the groups (referring to their membership in the retirement 
organization) appeared to affect the discussions positively.  Many of the participants 
already knew each other, although not through pre-existing groups. However, the 
literature also argues for including some heterogeneity so that different aspects and 
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views can be covered (Krueger, 1993). This was included in all groups because they 
consisted of both men and women in different life situations, and this appeared 
sufficient for the discussions to move forward.  
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