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The articles in this Special Issue on Recovery of Function After Neurological Injury include an impressive range of
clinical diagnoses, scientific approaches, and theoretical frameworks that demonstrate the breadth and depth of
occupational therapy in the restoration of function after neurological injury. An emerging theme throughout is the
need for the profession of occupational therapy to identify and use more efficient methods for diagnosing and
treating people with neurological injuries to improve their quality of life and the impact of care.
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Recent medical advances have
improved mortality rates for

many acquired neurological disor-
ders, such as stroke (Lackland
et al., 2014) and traumatic brain in-
jury (Khellaf et al., 2019). However,
this has resulted in a growing pop-
ulation living with long-lasting
impairments that affect their qual-
ity of life. The field of occupational
therapy is uniquely positioned to
address all aspects of recovery,
from recovery of body functions
and structures, to recovery of func-
tional activities, to recovery of
participation, which spans the en-
tire continuum laid out by the
International Classification of Func-
tioning, Disability and Health
(ICF; World Health Organization
[WHO], 2001). Occupational
therapists are also equipped to
consider the many complex inter-
actions between these levels as well
as transactional interactions among
the person, occupation, and envi-
ronment. Throughout the years,
occupational therapy’s scope of
practice has focused on each of
these three levels when working
with people with neurological inju-
ries, with previous practice

guidelines focusing more heavily
on addressing the recovery of body
structures and functions and treat-
ing impairment. However, the
most recent 2023 Practice Guide-
lines for Stroke emphasize the
distinct value of occupational ther-
apy to occupational performance
and participation, stating:

In keepingwith the philosophy of oc-
cupational therapy and the Interna-
tional Classification of Functioning,
Disability and Health: Children and
Youth Version (WHO, 2007) and
the evolution of the literature since
the last practice guidelines, the pri-
mary focus of these guidelines has
shifted from impairment to occupa-
tional performance and participation.
Therefore, the focus here is solely on
ADLs, IADLs, and participation
outcomemeasures, not impairment
outcome measures (e.g., Modi-
fied Ashworth Scale [Bohannon
& Smith, 1987], Fugl-Meyer Assess-
ment [Fugl-Meyer et al., 1975; Glad-
stone et al., 2002]) or upper limb
function (e.g., Action Research Arm
Test [Lyle, 1981], Wolf Motor Func-
tion Test [Wolf et al., 2005]). (Hilde-
brand et al., 2023)

This renewed focus on occupa-
tional performance and participation,

versus body structures and func-
tions, reflects a growing awareness
that client-centered care should
prioritize functional recovery over
treating impairment, because this
reflects the client’s priorities and
concerns. This change in emphasis
aligns with more recent proposals
suggesting alternative ICFmodels
that acknowledge the inherent
complexity of “teasing apart”
impairment, function, and partici-
pation. Newer models intertwine
or embed these levels in one an-
other (Heerkens et al., 2018). For
instance, Heerkens et al. (2018)
proposed an ICF scheme in which
participation is the central focus of
functioning and all levels are fur-
ther embedded in the greater
context of the environment. After
reflecting on this point as well as
the articles in this Special Issue on
Recovery of Function After
Neurological Injury, we hypothe-
size that focusing on participation,
rather than impairment, might be a
holistic way to encourage recovery
across all levels; that is, engaging a
client in participation as the pri-
mary objective may illuminate
areas of impairment or function
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that need improvement. Focusing
on the impairment or functions
that will support participation, in
the context of occupational partici-
pation, may thus be more
motivating than initially focusing
on impairment. This will allow oc-
cupational therapists to leverage
research that is targeted at improv-
ing impairments or specific
functions to ultimately improve
occupational performance and
participation holistically.

We next posit that, although
clinical care may benefit from fo-
cusing primarily on occupational
performance and participation, oc-
cupational therapy research should
continue to address all three levels
of the ICF, because recovery at
each level is critical for functional
improvements. We believe that the
articles in this Special Issue reflect
this sentiment. Although each arti-
cle focuses on a specific domain,
such as measurement, assessment,
impairment, or intervention, the
authors all recognize that their
work contributes to a larger effort
to promote improved occupational
performance, participation, and
quality of life. The articles pre-
sented in this Special Issue reflect
an impressive range of clinical di-
agnoses, scientific approaches, and
theoretical frameworks, demon-
strating the breadth and depth of
occupational therapy’s involvement
in the restoration of function after
neurological injury. These articles
demonstrate that occupational
therapy research not only spans the
wide range of the ICF but also
varies widely in methodology (e.g.,
from descriptive studies, to studies
of assessment and measurement, to
intervention studies) and popula-
tions treated (e.g., individuals with
stroke, TBI, acquired brain injury,
and cerebral palsy). An emerging
theme throughout these articles is
the need for occupational therapists
to identify and use more efficient
methods for diagnosing and treat-
ing people with neurological
injuries to improve the quality and
impact of care. To accomplish this,
many occupational therapy re-
search groups are turning to

technology, given the increased
accessibility of many low-cost
wearable technologies, accelerome-
ters, video capture devices,
telerehabilitation platforms, and
more, which are reflected in the
included articles. In the following
sections, we summarize the articles
in this Special Issue by focus area:
descriptive studies of neurological
injury, assessment and measurement
of injury, and, finally, interventions
after neurological injury.

Descriptive Studies
Despite the need for more efficient
and effective methods, occupational
therapy has shown—in research
and practice—its ability to support
meaningful client outcomes
through a focus on occupation. In
the descriptive studies included in
this Special Issue, researchers, such
as Brown et al. (2024), Boone,
Henderson, and Zenoozi (2024),
Boone, Perry, and Henderson
(2024), and Nam et al. (2024),
either explicitly focus on occupa-
tional identity or occupational
performance and satisfaction,
whereas others, like Schurr et al.
(2024), Davidson et al. (2024), and
Dexheimer et al. (2024), expertly
link issues with body structures
and functions (e.g., visual deficits)
to functional outcomes or occupa-
tional performance and satisfaction.
Our profession’s focus on occupa-
tion arguably sets us apart from
our interdisciplinary colleagues, but
our ability to conduct research
across levels of the ICF makes us
excellent partners in team science,
given that many disciplines study
body structures and function, but
fewer work to meaningfully link
them—in research or practice—to
everyday occupations and overall
health and well-being.

Measurement and
Assessment Studies
Building on this, the effect and
value of a clinical or research pro-
gram are defined by the tools
chosen to measure outcomes. This
Special Issue showcases several
measurement tools, both new and

old, that address several challenges
facing neurorehabilitation occupa-
tional therapists. One measurement
challenge is the quantification of
real-world home and community
skills. Srinivasan et al. (2024)
demonstrate that wrist-worn accel-
erometers can provide meaningful
information about patterns of bilat-
eral arm use that may enable
measurement of skill generalization
from clinic to home. Similarly,
Proffitt et al. (2024) demonstrate
that data collected from an in-
home motion sensor can be ana-
lyzed with a custom machine
learning algorithm to detect in-
home activity levels and quality of
arm movement.

Another measurement challenge
is the quantification of complex
behavioral constructs such as self-
awareness or flow state. Ricchetti
et al. (2024) show that the psycho-
metric properties of a new self-
awareness assessment tool are ex-
cellent and support the use of this
tool for patients with acquired
brain injury. Relatedly, Ottiger
et al. (2024) showcase a brand-new
questionnaire that can detect a
client’s flow state during stroke
rehabilitation sessions, thereby
monitoring engagement to opti-
mize outcomes.

Finally, a well-known measure-
ment challenge is therapists’
hesitancy to use existing assess-
ments in clinical practice. Reasons
for this hesitancy were elucidated
in a survey conducted by Gasque
et al. (2024). To further encourage
the use of novel methods, Lee et al.
(2024b) show the advantages of us-
ing machine learning to shorten an
existing patient-reported assess-
ment that is widely used but
lengthy. Grattan et al. (2024) argue
that some existing assessments,
even if considered gold standard,
may not always provide accurate
measurements. The authors high-
light the incongruity between
assessment scores that suggest no
presence of spatial neglect versus
patient-reported experiences that
suggest the opposite. Together, this
collection of articles covers an
intriguing range of topics that
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address measurement challenges
faced by occupational therapists
who study or care for people with
neurological injury.

Intervention Studies
Growing evidence from multiple sys-
tematic reviews by Bell et al. (2024),
Lee and Howe (2024), and Kiriakou
and Psychouli (2024) included in
this Special Issue support the effec-
tiveness of various occupation-
based intervention approaches
(e.g., the Cognitive Orientation to
daily Occupational Performance,
activity-based task-oriented train-
ing, and virtual reality) to improve
occupational performance after
stroke and acquired brain injury.
In addition, this Special Issue high-
lights the role of interventions
ranging from alternative and com-
plementary techniques (e.g., yoga)
to novel and sophisticated technol-
ogies (e.g., noninvasive spinal cord
stimulation and telehealth biofeed-
back) to improve occupational
performance in people with neuro-
logical conditions. This suggests
that new cutting-edge interventions
are emerging within occupational
therapy, thereby offering innovative
approaches to enhance clients’
functional abilities and quality of
life.

Conclusion
Together, the articles in this Special
Issue reflect the enormous breadth
and depth of research occurring
across all ICF levels, with the end
goal of restoring meaningful occu-
pational performance and
participation to people with neuro-
logical injuries. On the basis of
this, we suggest that there are criti-
cal, and complementary, roles for
occupational therapists to be in-
volved in at all three levels of the
ICF framework, in particular in re-
search. For example, research on
neural and physiological mecha-
nisms of recovery after brain injury
provide an important foundation
for understanding how the brain
repairs after injury, what factors
are critical for this recovery, and
what biomarkers might predict

recovery or response to treatments.
This information, in turn, can be
used to inform clinical decision-
making to choose the therapy that
is most likely to support functional
recovery for each person, even
when the focus of therapy is on
participation. In addition, although
physiological mechanisms may be
mostly directly related to impair-
ment, they are important
foundations for recovery of func-
tion and improving participation.
For instance, Davidson et al. (2024)
highlighted how stroke negatively
affects cardiovascular function,
which then influences occupational
performance and participation.
Thus, an occupation-based interven-
tion that improves cardiovascular
function would also likely enhance
participation in stroke survivors. In-
deed, in practice, therapists may still
consider all ICF levels at once even
if their focus is on occupational
performance and participation.
Fortunately, occupational therapy
research—like that which is
included in this Special Issue—
provides a wide base of knowledge
upon which we can improve as-
sessments and interventions to
enhance the recovery of function
for clients after acquired neurolog-
ical injury.
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