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This article presents a conceptual 
model for occupational therapy: 
the ecological systems model. The 
developing individual is viewed as 
an open system interacting with 
the environment. Both humans 
and their environment are inter­
connected, joined in shaping each 
other. States of health and illness 
can be seen as reflections of eco­
logical adaptation. Function or 
dysfunction is evaluated in terms 
of persons' effectiveness in achiev­
ing their own goals, for their own 
quality of life, in their interactions 
in the ecosystem. If performance of 
necessary tasks and roles is effec­
tive in achieving those goals and 
in harmony with the needs and 
goals of the external systems, then 
behavior is functional. 

T he decade of the '70s is a period 
in which the profession has 

been concerned with developing a 
distinctive theoretical base, as Reilly 
proposed, to "support the quality 
of the life adaptation of patients." 
(I, P 244) The search has been for a 
model that will delineate both the 
similarities and the differences that 
occupational therapy shares with 
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other professions such as medicine, 
education, psychology, sociology, 
and public health, as well as a 
model that will provide a common 
theoretical base for the diversity of 
occupational therapy. 

By defini tion, a model is a repre­
sentative plan or structure "that 
may be used for imitation or com­
parison," a design that can be 
adapted and later reproduced in a 
more permanent form (2, p 419). It 
is an ideal construct against which 
to compare specific phenomena. 
The ecological systems model has 
been developed over the past 5 years, 
yet its complexity demands further 
research to refine and clarify its 
multiple elements. The model pro­
vides a valuable support for prac­
tice. For the clinician who experi­
ences burnout from self-doubt in 
the face of difficult clients, for 
example, the perspective of this 
model calls attention to alternative 
factors such as structural barriers 
for therapeutic interaction. Another 
example is the case of students in 
short-term clinical placements who 
experience frustration in the face of 
long-term client problems: the 
model provides a conceptual struc­
ture with which to recognize short­
term interventions as parts of a 
long-term treatment process. This 
model has also been found useful at 
Tufts University-Boston School of 
Occupational Therapy as a basis for 
curriculum design by supplying a 
coherent logic for the sequencing of 
course material. 

Ecology, the study of the rela­
tionship between organisms and 
their environment, provides an 
excellent context for conceptualiz­
ing the theoretical goals of occupa­

tional therapy, and for evolving a 
model showing the individual em­
bedded in social life. States of health 
and illness can be seen as reflections 
of ecological adaptation. The grow­
ing individual is viewed as an open 
system participating as part of an 
ecosystem. Both humans and their 
environment are interconnected, 
joined in shaping each other. The 
ecological systems model is based 
on concepts presented by General 
Systems Theory (3) and the studies 
of Lewin (4), Auerswald (5), Bron­
fenbrenner (6), Barker (7), and 
Wicker (8). 

Within the conceptual model, the 
goal of the occupational therapist is 
to enhance individuals' ability to 
cope with theenvironment, toadapt 
to it, to change it, and to master 
whatever range of life-tasks and 
activities that will enable clients to 
accomplish their personal goals in 
relationship to themselves and to 
the surrounding systems""':'that is, 
family, workplace, community. The 
therapist achieves these ends by: I. 
Selecting and using a conceptual 
framework that allows the inel u­
sion of the m ul ti pie aspects of the 
patient and the environment and 
what might be considered normal 
function; 2. Evaluating the degree 
of function or dysfunction in the 
individual's physical, psychologi­
cal, and social interactions with the 
environment; 3. Planning and 
implementing remedial measures 
to increase the individual's degree 
of function (these measures may 
include both adaptive activities 
undertaken by the individual and 
modification in the environment 
whenever possible); and 4. Design­
ing and implementing measures to 
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prevent the development of dys­
functional states. 

The following section will set 
fonh the model's description of the 
individual as an open system; the 
layers of the environmental system; 
I ife tasks, roles, and lifeskills; moti­
vation; and the concepts of func­
tional and dysfunctional behavior. 
Therapeutic intervention, in the 
light of the model's assumptions, 
will be discussed in the final section. 

An Ecological Systems Model 
of the Individual 
The Individual as an Open System. 
Systems can be categorized as closed 
or open. A closed system is one that 
admits no matter from outside itself 
and has no transactions with its 
environment. Open systems interact 
extensively with their environments, 
openly give out and take in matter 
and energy from the environment, 
and can regulate themselves in an 
effon to maintain their form and 
order. Living organisms, including 
humans, possess these characteris­
tics of an open system (9). 

The ecological system approach 
entails the examination of individ­
uals, their environments, and the 
conti nuously changing processes of 
interactions between them (6). 
These interactions affect both par­
ticipants through mutual feedback. 
Although, in reality, the ecosystem 
as a whole is one continuous macro­
system of which each subsystem is a 
single pan or collection of parts, it 
is convenient for the sake of indi­
vidual therapeutic purposes to view 
the whole analytically from the per­
spective of one system-the indi­
vidual client. Therefore, the model 
views the ecosystem as if the indi­
vidual client were at its center. 

From this perspective, individu­
als are seen to have continuous 
"input" into their own systems 
through sensory information. They 

then process the information re­
ceived, selecting what information 
to attend to, organizing it in ways 
that have meaning for them, inter­
preting it, and selecting some inter­
nal response to it. The sensory in­
put includes messages not only 
about the physical space around 
people, but also about verbally and 
nonverbally communicated atti­
tudes, values, and expectations of 
the surrounding social world. 

As individuals evolve through the 
stages of human development phys­
ically, intellectually, emotionally, 
and socially, the manner in which 
they process information becomes 
increasingly differentiated and in­
divid ualized. These characteristic 
internal operations constitute inner 
life space. Being in the nature of 
process or a set of processes ra ther 
than a fixed state, inner life space is 
analogous to the "throughput" of 
General Systems Theory, as it con­
sists of a set of operations performed 
over time. 

On the basis of the information 
received and integrated into through­
processing operations, a person re­
sponds to the environment with 
overt behavior, or "output." This 
behavior is then fed back to the 
environment, which in turn re­
sponds again to that behavior, pro­
ducing further feedback that serves 
as new input for the individual. By 
attending to the feedback from en­
vironmental interchange, a two-fold 
interactive process commonly called 
experience, individuals can moni­
tor and modify responses and be­
ha viol' to increase their effecti veness 
in meeting goals. 

Environmental Layers. Being an 
open system, an individual is viewed 
as living in a series of nested envi­
ronmental layers, each embedded 
within the next (Figure l). Each of 
these layers offers both supports 
and constraints and each can be 

analyzed into several dimensions 
for the purpose of the model. The 
innermost circle represents the in­
dividual's inner life space with its 
cognitive, psychological, and phys­
iological dimensions. The totally 
of the outer layers with theil respec­
tive dimensions composed the per­
son's extended life space, that is, the 
space in which the person functions 
or behaves (4); it comprises two 
elements: the performance of life 
tasks and the performance of roles. 
Each layer has both physical and 
psychological dimensions. These 
dimensions include such elements 
as particular locales, times, objects, 
activities, potential for participa­
tion, and roles. Although these 
elements have certain objective 
qualities, peoples' perceptions of 
them, and thereby their responses to 
them, may differ. As Piaget (10) 
observes in his studies of the child, 
the phenomenological world does 
not merely reflect what is seen, but 
also includes an active, creative 
aspect. Individual observers incor­
porate into their perceptions ele­
ments of their own creative imagi­
nation and sense of meaning that 
the objective environment has for 
them personally. 

The first environmental layer is 
the lmmediate setting. This in­
cludes a person's residence, neigh­
borhood, family, and the other 
people with whom he or she is in 
continuing contact. The activity 
dimension here includes personal 
care/hygiene and certain leisure 
and work activities. Roles are pri­
marily familial and residential. 

The second environmental layer 
consists of social networks. Inc! uded 
here are peer grou ps; schools; social 
c! ubs and organizations; religious 
groups, shopping resources; trans­
portation facilities, institutions of 
health, education, and welfare; the 
legal system, government, and so 
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forth. As an individual matures, the 
complexity and nature of participa­
tion in this layer changes; roles gain 
in importance and activities diver­
sify. For many people, performance 
of the worker role involves partici­
pation in this layer. 

The third layer is the ideological 
system, which consists of societal 
and cultural values. It is this subsys­
tem that implicitly introduces func­
tionally important meanings and 
motivations into the other layers, 
inel uding the operations of the 
social networks, the public and pri­
vate institutions, and the person's 
own roles and activities. For exam­
ple, a prevalent cultural value can 
effect what health services are avail­
able in a health institution and also 
the price to be paid for the service. 
Individuals in diverse ideological 
systems will often attribute diverse 
meanings to the same form of sys­
tem in the environment and there­
fore establish different relationships 
with it. During adolescence, partic­
ularly, individuals may be exposed 
to these di verse systems and, by con­
trast, sharpen their awareness and 
commitment to their values. It fol­
lows that in viewing the interac­
tions between individuals and the 
systems in their environments, the 
observer must be sensitive to poten­
tial conflicts between I. the ex­
pressed values of the systems, 2. the 
actual values acted out by the sys­
tems, and 3. the meanings the values 
may have [unctionally for any given 
individual. 

Occupational therapists are con­
cerned with interactions among the 
elements of the immediate setting, 
the environment of the social net­
work systems and, the individual, 
because these influence human de­
velopment and behavior through­
out the life span and, most perti­
nent to therapy, the interchange 
between patient and therapist. 

Therapists seek to bring them into 
operational harmony as much as 
possible and will consider the indi­
vidual's dimensions of meaning and 
value in relation to functional goals. 
Therapists will necessarily therefore 
also become concerned with moti­
vation, which will be discussed 
later. 

Life Tasks, Roles, and Life Skills. 
Functional within the extended life 
space can be divided into (a) per­
formance of life tasks and (b) per­
[ormance of roles. Both require life 
skills. The constant implied by the 
word skill is the ability to perform 
with appropriateness. For the pur­
pose of conceptualization and mea­
surement, two interpretations of 
appropriateness are suggested: a 
"sense of coherence" and a "sense of 
TEMPO." A "sense of coherence" 
(11, p 123) is described as an indi­
vidual's general orientation that 
sees life as meaningful and man­
ageable [or the individual. A sense 
of coherence gives one a sol id capac­
ity to view and deal with reality in 
terms of one's goals and one's assets 
and liabilities, in the ambiance of a 
specific culture and a speci[ic his­
torical period. 

The second interpretation of 
appropriateness, "a sense of 
TEMPO," refers to the importance 
of flow, pace, and timing in the life 
cycle. The letters in TEMPO stand 
for the individual's doing" the right 
Things at the right Time, with 
right Energy (and Expectancy), in 
the right Mode, in the right Place, 
with the right Objects," (12, p 20) to 
achieve the desired performance. A 
sense of TEMPO is necessary for 
people to function well in the soci­
ety and to find personal fulfillment 
in their mode of functioning. Life 
TEMPO and the sense of coherence 
are suggested measures of the degree 
of function in life tasks and roles. 
Evaluation must always be bound 

by the specific circumstances such 
as the social norms of the times or 
the availability of resources. 

Life tasks are purposeful activi­
ties per se. These may be performed 
apart from, or in conjunction with, 
one or more roles. Black described 
role within the conceptual frame­
work of systems theory: 

A role is a posZtion in society that 
contains a set of expected responsi­
bilities and privileges. One person 
may perform several different roles: 
for example, worker, wife, mother. 
Within the boundaries of limits of 
each role, expectations are formed 
by both society and the occupant of 
the role [Sarbin TR, 1968]. These 
expectations serve as input to the 
individual in his role and influence 
his behavioral alternatives. The in­
dividual then determines his pre­
ferred performance output. Each 
performance is compared with 
expectations by both the individual 
and society. The results of this 
comparison are returned to the so­
ciety and the individual and are 
termed feedback. Feedback can be 
used to alter the system by influenc­
ing future expectations and per­
formances (13, p 226). 

Since human beings are continu­
ously engaged in developmental and 
societal processes, and over their 
lifetimes make many transitions in 
their role patterns, role acquisition 
is an ongoing process that trans­
forms and builds on previously 
acquired skills 'to enable the indi­
vidual to assume the demands of a 
new occupational role (14). Thus 
tasks previously performed apart 
from any specific role may become 
incorporated into the role perfor­
mance at a later time; conversely, 
tasks performed in conjunction with 
a role may, after the relinquishing 
of that role, become simply tasks 
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performed for personal sa tisfaction 
alone. 

Analysis and evaluation of a given 
person's role and degree of function 
in those roles will inevitabl y involve 
an analysis of such factors as role 
choice, role balance, role distribu­
tion, role conflict, and role over­
load. These will be further discussed 
below, under "concepts of func­
tional and dysfunctional behavior." 

Motivation and Goals. Each per­
son must interact with environmen­
tal systems in order to carry out his 
or her roles, perform life tasks, and 
develop life skills. There are two 
motivations for these activities: the 
drive to take care of basic needs 
shared by all living organisms (re­
ducing the internal tension pro­
duced by unmet survival needs), 
and the positive drive that is an 
intrinsic striving to develop "com­
petence or feelings of efficacy.... " 
(15, p 237), in short, the dri ve toward 
self-actua liza tion, accomplishmen t, 
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value, meaningfulness. Alternative­
ly, each human being is driven, like 
other creatures, to survival, while 
simultaneously drawn forward to­
ward goals of further development, 
participation, and meaning to exis­
tence through the expression of hu­
man potential in a participatory 
role in the world (16). The actuali­
zation of a potential may be in the 
immediate setting, as in the case of 
roles in famil y and neighborhood 
interactions, or it may consist of 
some larger role or roles in the 
society through meaningful work 
away from the immediate setting. 
To these ends each person engages 
in exploration, manipulation of 
subjects and situations. and a vari­
ety of other acti vi ties. The response 
of the environment-that is, peo­
ple, objects-to these explorations 
can also affect an individ ual's moti­
vation by encouraging or discour­
aging further exploration or per­
formance. 

A distinctive property of activi­
ties is a "tension system" or goal 
structure that supports the actors to 
persist in their actions, to resist 
interrupations until closure is 
reached for their activity (4). The 
presence of perceived intent or goal 
directedness is relevant for defining 
activities, either through the pres­
ence or absence of a goal, for exam­
ple, as in daydreaming or sleeping. 
Goals reify motivation, they give it 
form. Goals also help to direct and 
organize behavior over time. An 
example of this is an individual's 
life history concei ved as a series of 
events, changes, and goals accom­
plished. Conversely, goal accom­
plishment or failure may affect 
motivation. 

Concepts of Functional and Dys­
functIOnal BehaVIor. Proponents of 
an ecological approach consider 
behavior to be the result of inner 
(personal) and external (environ­
mental) interactions. It is possible 
within the frame of reference pro­
vided by this model to assess more 
clearly the contributory factors and 
causes for each form of behavior. 
Some behaviors will prove to be the 
product of purel y internal processes 
in the individual's system, and oth­
ers purel y responses to something 
in the environment. Most common­
Iy, however, behavior will be under­
stood as the comprehensible result 
of the interactions between a given 
environmental system and an indi­
vidual of a given biopsychosocial 
configuration. Such an analysis 
takes into account the person's stage 
of development together with the 
needs, drives, and skills characteris­
tic of tha t stage. 

Here again it is important to 
stress the process orientation of the 
model. Each person is perceived in 
an environmental context, and also 
in a developmental context. As 
Auerswald notes: 
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In particular, an emphasis which 
stresses the organization of events in 
time and traces the movement of the 
developing infant-child-adolescent­
adult-aged individual's degree of 
participation versus his isolation In 
relation to his family and to the 
flow of surrounding community 
life-such an emphasis makes it 
possible to determine with much 
more clarity in what life arenas the 
individual, the family, oragroup of 
individuals need assistance, and 
thus to more effectively combat the 
anomie and dehumanization char­
acteristic of our age. The result is 
that the targets of therapeutic activ­
ity are much clearer and therapeutic 
work is more clearly focused on 
forces and situations that are truly 
etIological in a gIven problem sItu­
ation. (5, p 206) 

As Auerswald indicates, behavior 
that might otherwise be termed 
pathological by the specialist assess­
ing the individual outside the en­
vironmental context can, in the eco­
logical analysis, turn out to be ac­
tions that "make sense as a healthy 
adaptation LO a setaf circumstances" 
(5, p 212) that prevent socially pref­
erable or more "normal" behavior. 
Persons act upon, modify, or even 
significantly change their environ­
ment by their behavior, while the 
environment acts upon them and in 
turn changes their behavior. 

Within the perspective of the eco­
logical model, the determination of 
behavior as functional or dysfunc­
tional is made by an assessment of 
its appropriateness and effecti veness 
as part of an individual's perfor­
mance of life tasks, life skills, and 
roles, gi ven the availa ble resources. 
This assessment considers the per­
son's own goals for participating in 
the environment. If performance of 
the necessary tasks and roles is effec­

tive in achieving goals, and is in 
harmony with the expectations con­
veyed by the external systems, then 
the behavior is fully functional. 
This assumes that the expectations 
of the external systems are human­
istic and consistent. 

Implications for PractIce. Both 
survival and the actualization of 
potential involve adaptation, given 
varying circumstances, to the en­
vironment. This principle has been 
widely recognized in the evolution 
of species and in human growth 
and health (eg., Lorenz, Behind the 
Mirror; Dubos, Man Adapting). 
Dubos goes so far as to say that 
"states of health or disease are the 
expressions of the success or failure 
experienced by the organisms in its 
efforts to respond adaptively LO en­
vironmental challenges." (17, p 170) 
The adaptive process has been at the 
center of occupational therapy's 
theory and practice since its origin 
as a profession. 

The therapist who uses the eco­
logical model will recognize the 
nature of adaptive response in ana­
lyzing the suggesting modifications 
in the client's relationship LO this 
environment. The strategies design­
ed must take into account the ele­
ments identified by King (18) as the 
four specific features of individual 
(as opposed LO evolutionary) adap­
tion: 1. that the individual must 
take a positive role, that is, must act 
rather than be acted upon (in con­
trastLO the passive role, that he may 
be permitted, or sometimes encour­
aged, to maintain in certain forms 
of medical treatment); 2. that the 
activity involved in adaptation is 
calle-d forth by the demands of the 
environment, that is, is a response 
to a challenge when a need or a 
want is blocked by some change or 
deficiency in the individual or the 
environment (hence the emphasis 
of the occupational therapist on 

real life environments rathe-r than 
on the- artificial environment of the 
hospital); 3. that adaptive responses 
are usually most efficiently orga­
nized subcortically so that the re­
moval of conscious processes or 
habits that block adaptive responses 
to changed environments or states 
may be as important as any other 
facLOr; and 4. that mastery of the 
environment or of a desired goal is, 
in Maslow's words, "a powerful 
reinforcer" so that each successful 
goal-oriented effort serves to in­
crease potential for further suc­
cesses. 

Evaluation of the client must in­
cl ude an assessment of the appro­
priate or inappropriate function of 
life tasks and roles in the various 
environmental settings in which 
the client currently performs. The 
examination of the information on 
the client may include exploring 
the past LO discover relevant "hid­
den skills" that may be recovered 
and that may become once more a 
meaningful part of his or her adap­
tation LO new circumstances. Past 
situations in which the client was 
more functional may be identified 
so that the therapist and client can 
analyze elements that contributed 
to that functional state. Then the 
therapist and client may draw upon 
whatever elements continue to be 
functional or may reasonably be 
expected to be functional in the 
future. The therapist also needs to 
assess the client's goals in terms of 
changes he or she would like LO 
make in the areas of life tasks and 
roles. These goals form the core of 
the treatment program. When the 
client is unable to engage in mutual 
goal setting, therapeutic goals may 
need to be determined by the thera­
pist and/or others involved in the 
treatment process. Several examples 
might be: the case of a young child 
where mutual goal setting is not 
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possible. and the therapeutic goals 
need to be set by the therapist and 
the parent or caretaker; a patient 
who is part of a deinstitutionaliza­
tion effon, whose concepts of roles 
is limited and who does not have a 
context within which to understand 
the role of persons living in the 
community; adolescents who may 
make impulsive decisions about a 
career. The therapist does not say 
"you can't be a surgeon" but sets 
goals to assist Ihe clients in their 
selection process by giving infor­
mation and helping them in mak­
ing a realistic choice. 

In designing a therapeutic pro­
gram. tben. the occupational ther­
apist will facilitate the adaptive 
process through which an individ­
ual may best live and develop. This 
includes eliciting the client's re­
sponse in purposeful activity re­
la teel to the demands of their rea 1 
life environment and stimulating 
their subcortical cooperation in the 
effort by focusing their conscious 
mind on particular objects or 
tasks. It also involves selecting a 
sequence of activities and tasks that 
can be performed with sufficient 
success at each stage to give contin­
uous positive feedback. Support is 
required until a sufficient sense of 
mastery is achieved so that clients 
will develop and maintain appro­
priate and healthy motivation to 
continue independently in the work 
of adaptation. healing, and growth. 
Finally, it is important that the 
program of adaptive response and 
purposeful activity be coordinated 
with the client's own particular 
goals because this maximizes an 
active participation in tbe thera­
peutic process. 

Physical and psychological stress 
can contribute to the formation of 
maladaptive, rather than adaptive, 
behavior. Realistically, these pat­
terns cannot always be altered, but 

it is the responsibility of the occu­
pational therapist to look at the 
whole context in assessing what is 
to be done. Purposeful activity, as a 
part of a program oriented to adap­
tive functioning, can be an integral 
part of this process. As the envi­
ronment demands action and reac­
tion from individuals, so does oc­
cupational therapy. 

Summary 
The ecological systems model was 
proposed to conceptualize the theo­
retical and practice goals of occupa­
tional therapy. Ecology is the study 
of individual organisms. their en­
vironments, and the interactions 
between the two. Both humans and 
their en vironment' are in terconnect­
ed-joined in shaping each other. 

The model views the ecosystem as 
if the individual client were an open 
system at its center, surrounded by 
interacting environment layers: I. 
the IInmediate setting; 2. social net­
works, institutions, and 3. the ideo­
logical layer. These layers with their 
respective dllnensions compose the 
person's extended life space; that is, 
the 'iphere in whIch he or she func­
tions, and comprise both the per­
formance of lIfe tasks and the per­
formance of life roles. 

Function and dysfunction were 
defined in terms of clients' effec­
tiveness in achieving their goals for 
their own qualIty of life in their 
interactions with the ecosystem. The 
implications tha t the ecological sys­
tems model has for practice and the 
design of Lherapeu tic programs were 
discussed. 
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