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ABSTRACT

Introduction Digital tools such as virtual reality, mobile
applications and digital devices are being implemented
across various healthcare practice settings. Engagement in
occupations is central to occupational therapy, supporting
health and quality of life. Occupational therapists support
people with disabilities to participate in occupations

by enhancing their abilities or adapting tasks and
environments. However, literature rarely specifies how
digital technologies are used by occupational therapists,
with whom they are implemented, when and where they
are delivered, what occupations are addressed or the
enablers and barriers that influence the uptake of digital
technologies in practice. This scoping review will map
and synthesise the existing evidence on how occupational
therapists use digital technologies to support people

with disabilities to engage in occupations. By identifying
the types of technologies used, their purposes, target
populations and practice contexts, this review will inform
the effective use of digital technologies by occupational
therapists and their clients.

Methods and analysis This review will be conducted

in accordance with the Joanna Briggs Institute
methodological framework for scoping reviews and
reported following the Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Review and Meta-Analyses extension for
Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) guidelines. To identify
relevant evidence, we will search several electronic
databases, including CINAHL Complete, MEDLINE,
SPORTDiscus, Scopus, ERIC and OTseeker. Search

limits will include full-text articles published in English
from 2020 onwards. Title and abstract screening will

be conducted independently by at least two reviewers
against the inclusion and exclusion criteria followed by
full-text review. Data extraction will use a structured form
to capture key information such as study characteristics,
types of digital technologies, country, participant
information, occupation-based focus of intervention and
reported outcomes. The extracted data will be analysed
using both qualitative and quantitative approaches, with
findings presented in tables, narrative summaries and
other descriptive formats.

Ethics and dissemination Ethics approval is not required
for this scoping review as it will synthesise evidence from
existing literature. The review findings will be reported in
peer-reviewed publications.

Trial registration number https://osf.io/3dy9z.

,! Clare Hocking

,! Christian Kréageloh

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

= The protocol follows Joanna Briggs Institute
methodology and Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Review and Meta-Analyses extension
for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) reporting guid-
ance, providing a robust, established framework for
a high-quality scoping review.

= This review will conduct a comprehensive search
across multiple health, rehabilitation and occu-
pational therapy databases to map the current
evidence on how occupational therapists use dig-
ital technologies to support client engagement in
occupations.

= Limiting inclusion to English-language publications
may omit studies conducted in other languages,
thereby increasing the risk of missing relevant
insights.

INTRODUCTION
Occupational therapy is a clientcentred
profession focused on promoting health and
well-being through participation in everyday
activities. Occupational therapists’ primary
goal is to enable people with disabilities to
participate in occupations.! Occupation
refers to the everyday activities and tasks that
individuals and cultures identify, structure
and assign meaning and value to. It covers
everything that people do to take care of
themselves (self-care), enjoy life (leisure)
and participate in society and the economy
(productivity).” Occupational therapists do
this by developing clients’ skills, adapting
tasks/activities and modifying environments
so that individuals can engage in the occu-
pations they need, want or are expected to
do.” * Occupational therapists have begun
using digital technologies in their practice to
improve client engagement in occupations.”
Digital technology broadly refers to
electronic tools, devices and systems that
operate, transmit, process and store data in
binary format. This encompasses websites,
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computers, smartphones, smart home systems, social
media platforms, robotics and medical equipment.’
These technologies can be grouped into several catego-
ries based on their function and use. For example, virtual
reality platforms create safe, interactive environments
in which clients can practice self-care skills, household
tasks, cooking, public transportation use, grocery shop-
ping and community navigation.” ® Evidence suggests
that such training enhances task performance, increases
motivation and self-esteem, and reduces errors. In addi-
tion, mobile applications are used to support people with
disabilities by providing reminders, step-by-step instruc-
tions and tracking progress towards task completion, thus
supporting organisational skills, medication management
and daily routines.” '’ Digital devices such as computers,
iPads, tablets and smartphones are employed to foster
learning, communication and workplace participa-
tion. In vocational contexts, prompts delivered through
video, audio or text help individuals perform multistep
workplace tasks such as cleaning, stocking shelves, food
preparation or customer service with greater indepen-
dence." '* Furthermore, recent advances in generative
artificial intelligence (AI), such as ChatGPT as an Al
chatbot," offer new possibilities for adapting and person-
alising interventions. As such innovations become more
widely accessible, digital technology is expected to play
an increasingly active role in advancing health and reha-
bilitation, including occupational therapy, by supporting
client engagement in occupations.

Although digital technologies such as virtual reality,
mobile applications and other digital devices are increas-
ingly part of professional practice and daily life, little is
known about how occupational therapists globally are
integrating these technologies into practice to support
client engagement in occupations. A global survey by the
World Federation of Occupational Therapists found that
occupational therapists are mainly involved in the early
stages of assistive technology provision, such as recom-
mending appropriate devices, assessing suitability and
delivering training."* However, occupational therapists’
specific role in digital assistive technology provision is
unclear.” Despite a large number of publications since
then, this information has not been synthesised. This
gap is significant, as occupational therapists across health
systems worldwide are expected to develop digital compe-
tence in response to the rapid digitalisation of health-
care services and to global policy imperatives for digital
health integration.'” '® Without a clear synthesis of global
evidence, it is difficult to determine how occupational
therapists are responding to these expectations, and what
further research, policy or professional development is
needed.

This scoping review will therefore map and synthe-
sise international evidence on how occupational ther-
apists use digital technologies in practice to support
client engagement in occupations. Following the Joanna
Briggs Institute (JBI) methodology,'” ' this review will
include diverse study designs and contexts to provide

a comprehensive picture of existing knowledge and to
identify remaining gaps.

METHODS AND ANALYSIS

This scoping review will be conducted in accordance with
the JBI methodological framework for scoping reviews
and reported following the Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for
Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) guidelines. The protocol
presented in this paper was developed prior to the start
of the review and is registered with the Open Science
Framework (https://osf.io/3dy9z). The review is sched-
uled to begin in November 2025, with screening and anal-
ysis expected to continue until February 2026.

Review question
The research questions were formulated based on a
preliminary review of the literature and discussion
among the research team. To date, no structured over-
view or analysis has synthesised the existing evidence on
how occupational therapists use digital technologies in
their practice to support client engagement in occupa-
tions. This scoping review aims to address the following
question:
» How are occupational therapists internationally using
digital technologies in their practice to support client
engagement in occupations?

Eligibility criteria

The inclusion and exclusion criteria for this scoping
review are structured according to the Population-
Concept-Context framework, as recommended by the
JBI methodology for scoping reviews.!”

Participants

The population of interest in this review is occupational
therapists whose professional roles are clearly identifi-
able in clinical or team settings. Participants are included
in empirical studies focusing on digital technology use
where an occupational therapist is involved.

Concept

The concept for this review is the use of digital technolo-
gies in occupational therapy practice. Digital technology
includes electronic tools and systems that process data
in binary formats (eg, computers, smartphones, smart
homes, social media, robotics, medical devices), using
software to perform tasks efficiently and accurately.6 For
eligible studies, we will examine how digital technolo-
gies such as virtual reality, mobile applications or digital
devices (eg, computers, tablets, wearables) are used in
practice to support people’s occupational performance,
engagement or participation. We will include articles that
focus on occupations, defined as individuals’ engage-
ment in activities such as self-care (personal and domestic
tasks), education, work, play, leisure and social participa-
tion, in line with the definitions provided by the Amer-
ican Occupational Therapy Association."”
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Context

The search will not be restricted by geography, culture
or social context, allowing for the inclusion of diverse
perspectives. Eligible contexts include any setting or
service, such as hospitals, rehabilitation centres, outpa-
tient services, schools, community programmes, voca-
tional services and home environments. Studies from any
country or region are eligible, provided they are written
in English and available as full text, which provides infor-
mation about global trends.

Types of sources

This review will include peer-reviewed empirical studies
using qualitative, quantitative or mixed-methods
designs, including case studies or grey literature.
Including a variety of study designs aligns with the
purpose of a scoping review, which is to comprehen-
sively map the breadth and characteristics of existing
evidence on a given topic. This inclusive approach
enables the identification of how occupational thera-
pists are currently using digital technologies in practice
and captures emerging insights across diverse research
methodologies.

Exclusion criteria

Studies will be excluded if they do not address client
engagement in occupations or if they lack a defined focus
on digital technologies. Studies will also be excluded if
they are limited to the design, development or technical/
bench testing of digital technologies. Articles describing
technologies used solely by occupational therapists for
administrative or professional purposes (eg, clinical
documentation, data synthesis and reporting, workload
monitoring or time-use tracking) will be excluded. Arti-
cles that combine conventional non-digital interventions
with digital tools (eg, physical exercises delivered along-
side digital components) will be excluded. Studies that
focus solely on telehealth or video conferencing as a
mode of service delivery rather than specific digital tech-
nology targeting client engagement in occupations will
be excluded. Studies will be excluded if outcomes are not
occupationally focused (eg, emotion regulation, coping,
quality of life) without clear links to occupation/occupa-
tional performance. We will exclude studies conducted
in settings not relevant to occupational therapy practice,
theory/framework/quality-improvement papers without
client engagement data and educational/training uses
for tertiary students/academics. Non-English publica-
tions, non-peer-reviewed publications (eg, editorials,
commentaries, conference abstracts, theses/disserta-
tions, reports/white papers, book chapters), all review
types (eg, systematic, narrative, scoping), duplicate publi-
cations, retraction notices and retracted articles, articles
with a correction notice and articles without full-text avail-
ability will also be excluded. The inclusion and exclusion
criteria are summarised in table 1.

Search strategy

The research team collaborated with an experienced
Auckland University of Technology research librarian
to develop the search strategy. The aim is to capture
published studies on occupational therapists’ use of
digital technologies in practice. We first ran a preliminary,
limited search of three databases (MEDLINE, CINAHL
and SPORTDiscus) to identify key descriptors, synonyms
and keywords appearing in titles and abstracts relevant to
our research topic. Guided by the primary research ques-
tion, initial terms included “digital technology”, “occu-
pation” and “occupational therapists”, with additional
keywords refined from terminology encountered in the
preliminary records. The final search strategy is shown in
table 2.

Data sources

The search strategy, incorporating all relevant keywords
and index terms, will be tailored to each database and
information source. A comprehensive search of online
databases will be undertaken to identify peerreviewed
journal articles published in English. To ensure currency
of evidence, the search will be restricted to litera-
ture published from 2020 onwards. The databases to
be searched include MEDLINE, CINAHL, PsycINFO,
Scopus, ERIC, SPORTDiscus and OTseeker.

Study selection

All identified articles will be imported into Covidence
and duplicates removed. Covidence will then be used
to manage and support screening. To ensure clarity
and consistency in applying the inclusion and exclusion
criteria, a pilot test of 10% of retrieved records will be
conducted during the title and abstract screening stage by
at least two reviewers. In other words, the research team
will independently and blindly screen a 10% sample of
titles and abstracts presented alphabetically by title within
Covidence. The team will discuss results and calculate
interrater agreement, with disagreements or conflicts
resolved by discussion before full screening begins. If
agreement exceeds 80%, the primary researcher will
proceed to screen the remaining titles and abstracts inde-
pendently using Covidence, which provides rigour to the
study.?!

All potentially relevant sources will then be retrieved in
full text. The same pilot process will be employed during
the full-text screening stage, with the research team inde-
pendently reviewing 10% of the selected full-text arti-
cles against the inclusion criteria. Reasons for exclusion
of full-text articles that do not meet the criteria will be
documented. Any disagreements or conflicts at either the
title/abstract or full-text screening stages will be resolved
through discussion or, if necessary, by consultation with
an additional reviewer.

20

Data extraction
The data extraction form will be piloted on three
included evidence sources to evaluate its reliability,
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Table 1

Inclusion and exclusion criteria using the JBI’s population, concept and context

Inclusion criteria

Exclusion criteria

Population  »

Concept >

Context | 2

>
Language >
Types of >

evidence

JBI, Joanna Briggs

Occupational therapists, with clearly identifiable
occupational therapists’ roles in clinical and
community settings.

Participants involved in empirical studies focusing
on digital technology use where an occupational
therapist is involved.

Digital technologies are used to support people’s
occupational performance, engagement or
participation (eg, mobile and smartphone
applications, wearable devices, virtual reality/
augmented reality, digital games/serious games,
artificial intelligence, computer-assisted systems,
other digitally mediated interventions or tools).
Reporting a research study.

An occupational therapist is involved in intervention
delivery.

Digital technology is used in any practice setting
(eg, hospital, school, community, rehabilitation,
vocational, outpatient, home).

Any country and region.

English.

Peer-reviewed empirical studies?® (qualitative,

quantitative, mixed methods; includes case studies).

Institute.

>

>

vvyy

An occupational therapy role is not clearly
identifiable in the study.

Occupational therapy assistants are involved in
using digital technology, but not occupational
therapists.

Telehealth.

Video conferencing consultation.
Design/development/validation of technologies
without client use in everyday life.

Technologies used solely for therapists’
administrative tasks (eg, documentation, data/
reporting, time-use).

Educational/training uses for tertiary students/
academics.
Theory/framework/quality-improvement papers
without client engagement data.

Studies where digital technologies are not used

to support people’s occupational performance/
engagement/participation, and/or the intention of
using digital technologies is solely to address body
structures and/or functions (eg, emotion regulation,
coping) or broader concepts such as quality of life.

Setting does not involve occupational therapy
practice.

Non-peer-reviewed items (editorials, conference
abstracts, theses, reports, book chapters).

All forms of reviews (such as systematic, narrative
and scoping).

Retraction notification and retracted articles.
Articles with correction notices.

Table 2 Search terms expanded to include synonyms and related terms

# Description

Search terms

1 Digital technology

2 Occupatio

S Therapist

(technology OR “digital technolog*” OR “emerging technology” OR “mobile app*” OR “smartphone

app*” OR “virtual reality” OR VR OR “augmented reality” OR AR OR “mobile health” OR
mHealth OR eHealth OR “cognitive remediation therapy” OR CRT OR “augment* and alternat*
communication” OR “AAC” OR “computer-assisted” OR “computer-based intervention*” OR
“robotic assistive technology” OR “social robot*” OR “care robot*” OR “assistive technology” OR
“adaptive technology” OR “wearable technolog*” OR “wearable device*” OR “smartwatch*” OR
“smart home technolog*” OR “environmental control system*” OR “interactive technolog*” OR
“serious game™” OR “immersive technolog*” OR “digital game-based intervention*” OR “power*
wheelchair” OR “artificial intelligence” OR Al)
n (occupation OR occupations OR activity OR activities OR productivity OR leisure OR work OR
employment OR education OR “academic participation” OR “learning activit*” OR “self-care” OR
“personal care” OR “domestic tasks” OR “household management” OR “activities of daily living”

OR ADL OR “instrumental activities of daily living” OR IADL OR “daily living task*” OR “community

participation” OR “social participation” OR “social interaction*” OR “social engagement” OR “life

skills” OR “functional task*")
(“occupational therap*” OR OT)
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consistency and overall usability. Two reviewers will
independently extract data from these studies to
ensure completeness and alignment with the review
objectives. Any discrepancies will be discussed and
resolved collaboratively, and the form will be refined
as needed. Regular meetings between the reviewers
will be held throughout this stage to confirm that
the form remains appropriate for the evidence being
reviewed and to identify any necessary modifica-
tions. All adjustments and iterations of the extraction
form will be documented in the scoping review. The
extracted data are expected to include authors, year,
country, aim, study type/methods, study setting,
participant details, sample size, types of digital tech-
nologies used, domains of occupational therapy prac-
tice, outcomes, key results and theoretical frameworks
used.

Data synthesis

This scoping review will adopt a descriptive approach
rather than undertaking statistical synthesis or meta-
analysis. The descriptive approach will support the
identification and organisation of key concepts and
patterns across the included studies. Descriptive
statistics will be used to summarise study charac-
teristics including publication year, country, study
design, types of digital technology, target popula-
tion, study aims, methodological approach and theo-
retical framework. Country will be included in the
data extraction form to capture the geographical
distribution of included studies. Mapping the data
by country will identify geographical gaps in the
evidence and provide insights into where digital tech-
nology use in occupational therapy practice is under-
represented globally. Textual data on types of digital
technologies used, occupational domains, outcome
measures, countries and theoretical frameworks will
be analysed qualitatively using content analysis.”
This involves closely reading the extracted data
and applying open coding, where notes and head-
ings are grouped into broader categories through
abstraction, moving from subcategories to categories
and main categories. This approach will enable the
research team to identify how occupational thera-
pists use digital technologies in practice and cate-
gorise findings related to occupations addressed,
outcome measures and theoretical frameworks used.
Throughout the analysis, categories will be iteratively
reviewed and refined, with discrepancies resolved
through team discussion and consensus. The final
format of data presentation will be adapted as the
review progresses.

Ethics and dissemination

Ethics approval is not required as the study involves
analysis of publicly available data. Results will be
disseminated through publication in a peer-reviewed

journal, conference presentations and doctoral

research outputs.
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