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Abstract: Background: Aging and longevity are important topics nowadays. Purpose: To describe
how older adults perform the occupational adaptation process in the extreme region of Magallanes
(Chile), and to identify the factors that might contribute to successful occupational adaptation and
well-being. Method: Qualitative study, with a phenomenological interpretative approach. In-depth
interviews were carried out with 16 older adults, with high or low levels of well-being, assessed with
the Ryff Scale. An inductive content analysis according to Elo and Kyngäs was performed. Findings:
Resilience, self-esteem and interdependence with significant others are key elements that promote
well-being. Participants develop strategies to minimize the effects of environmental factors. The
occupation’s function in terms of socialization, use of time, and social participation is revealed as
a conditioning factor of occupational adaptation. Implications: Interventions with older people to
achieve a successful occupational adaptation process must take into consideration the commitment to
meaningful activities.
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1. Introduction

The aging and longevity of the population, a current concern at both the regional and global level, has
led international organizations to guide their policies to achieve greater well-being at an older stage of life
by promoting healthy aging, within which they encourage significant participation in activities [1]. From
the perspective of therapy and occupational science, human beings are occupational beings [2] and to the
extent that they manage to engage in meaningful activities, this affects their health and well-being [3].

Old age represents a life stage, culturally devalued in some western countries, as it is associated
with important biopsychosocial changes such as dependence, diseases, loss of loved ones, changes
in social roles and retirement, among others. However, how to live this stage depends on multiple
factors, among which personal and social factors become important, as well as the way of coping
with life-changing situations [4,5]. Occupational science investigates the impact of involvement in
meaningful activities on the health and well-being of older adults [3]. In turn, qualitative studies have
linked participation in occupations to greater well-being, associated with maintaining capabilities,
autonomy, and the meaning given to activities [6,7].
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Occupational adaptation is the capacity to construct a positive occupational identity and achieve
occupational competence [8]. It is not only developed as a reaction to adverse situations [9], but it is also an
everyday strategy to advance in occupational options, reinforcing one’s self-concept and well-being [10]. A
series of factors have been found to influence this process: (i) Personal, including biological, psychological,
social, and health aspects; (ii) Environmental, including culture and geographical, climatic, and economic
aspects, among others; (iii) Occupational, including aspects such as form, function, and meaning [11]; in
addition to the characteristics of the activities and skills themselves [12]. These factors have also been
described as the person–environment–occupation model (PEO) [13], which explains how the interaction
among these factors influences adaptation processes [14].

Few studies have specifically focused on the manifestations of the adaptation process in older
adults and the factors that might influence this process [10]. In addition, a recent scoping review [15]
showed that most of the published research that focuses on occupational adaptation has been conducted
in the United States, Australia, Canada or Sweden, so it might be interesting to know how this concept
applies in practical contexts in other parts of the world.

Aging in Magallanes and the peculiarities associated with its extreme geographical and climatic
situation is an issue that has not been studied in depth. It is important to highlight that Chile is the
country with the greatest life expectancy in the region of Latin America [1] and the Chilean Magallanes
and Antarctic region are two of the regions with the highest levels of aging in the country [16]. In terms
of geography, it occupies an extreme position in the Latin American southern cone, which gives it a
role as an entrance platform to the Antarctic continent and it is an extensive unpopulated territory,
accessible mainly by land or sea. Its climate is characterized by its low temperatures, strong winds,
and intermittent rain and snow throughout the year [17].

Although the impact of occupational therapy and participation in activities in similar climatic
contexts in older people has been studied [18], as far as we know, this is one of the first studies
conducted in the Chilean Magallanes and Antarctic Region that focuses on the process of occupational
adaptation, and its relationship with well-being in the elderly population.

The aim of this study is to determine the factors that contribute to the occupational adaptation
process in older adults in the extreme region of Magallanes (Chile) and identify the signs of success
and well-being.

2. Materials and Methods

This is a qualitative phenomenological interpretative research. Phenomenology may be described
as the study of concrete lived experiences [19]. There are two basic approaches to phenomenology:
descriptive and interpretative. Interpretive phenomenology aims to understand and interpret
participants’ experiences, rather than only describe these experiences [20].

2.1. Sample and Participants

Participants were chosen among a previous sample of 101 older adults between 64 and 75 years
old from the Magallanes Region [21]. The selection criteria of the participants were the scores on
well-being on the Spanish version of the Ryff Psychological Well-Being Scale (PWB) [22–24]. This scale
measures six aspects of well-being and happiness: autonomy, environmental domain, personal growth,
positive relations with others, purpose in life, and self-acceptance. The scale consists of 39 items, that
could be rated according to a Likert scale from 1 (absolutely agree) to 6 (absolutely disagree) and its
Spanish version showed good reliability (Cronbach α = 0.64 to 0.83, depending on dimensions).

The eight elderly from the previous sample that presented with the highest scores on the PWB
scale, and the ones that had the eight lowest scores were interviewed. As exclusion criteria, none of the
older adults selected worked part-time at the time of the data collection. Other characteristics of the
participants were sex, marital status, and living situation (whom they live with) (Table 1).
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Table 1. Participant Data.

Participant Age Sex Occupation Marital
Status Educational Level Who They Live

With Job Situation Perception
Well-Being Ryff

Score
Well-Being Ryff

1 75 M Retired Widower University studies Alone Part time High 214
2 73 F Housework Married Basic studies Spouse and family No job High 205
3 75 F Retired Married University studies Spouse No job High 200
4 72 M Retired Married University studies Spouse Part time High 202
5 70 F Housework Widow Basic studies Alone No job High 212
6 64 F Housework Married Basic studies Spouse and family No job High 204
7 70 M Retired Married Basic studies Spouse No job High 207
8 65 F Retired Single University studies Alone Part time High 204

9 77 F Housework Widow Medium/Technic
studies Family No job Low 143

10 68 F Housework Married Basic studies Spouse No job Low 149
11 75 M Retired Married No studies Spouse No job Low 153
12 68 F Housework Married Basic studies Spouse and family No job Low 159
13 65 F Housework Married Basic studies Spouse and family No job Low 156
14 73 F Housework Widow Basic studies Alone No job Low 148
15 77 M Retired Widower Basic studies Alone No job Low 139
16 72 M Retired Married No studies Spouse and family No job Low 183

The scores on the Ryff, scale can vary from a minimum score of 39 to a maximum score of 234. We consider high perception to be above 200 points, and scores lower than 200 points to be a
low perception, based on the average of the total sample of 101 participants.
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2.2. Data Collection

A semi-structured interview guide was developed, oriented from theoretical aspects of the science
of occupation, to explore the factors that could contribute or hinder the process of occupational
adaptation. The interview guide was initially tested with 4 older adults, who were not study
participants. These interviews were held between May and June 2016 in the participants’ homes by an
occupational therapist with previous training in qualitative research. Interviews lasted for an average
of one hour. The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Magallanes and
the University of Granada (code: 117/CEIH/2015), and all of the participants, after being informed
about the nature and purpose of the study, signed an informed consent form. The final interview guide
appears in Table 2.

Table 2. Semi-Structured Interview Guide.

1. Give me a short summary of the most important events in your life.
2. What do you currently dedicate your time to, in general, and what activities do you like to do?
3. In relation to the activities you do and those you no longer do, what factors do you think have influenced
these choices?
4. From the activities you participate in, which ones would you say are the most important to you, and why?
5. How are these activities related to your well-being?
6. In general, what helps you, or makes it difficult to participate in the activities you want to do?

2.3. Data Analysis

Each interview was recorded, transcribed, and integrated into the Atlas ti 7.0© software (Atlas.ti
Scientific Software Development GmbH, Berlin, Germany). The analysis followed the sequence
described by Elo and Kyngäs [25]. First of all, the researchers read all the interviews in order to become
familiar with the data. Significant meaning text units (quotations) were identified and assigned to
create codes that described their content. The first researcher performed a preliminary coding, which
was discussed, modified and agreed upon by the three researchers, based on the study objectives and
fundamental concepts of occupational adaptation. Finally, these codes were grouped into themes and
subthemes, which were related to each other to increase understanding of the phenomenon. Thematic
saturation was achieved since no new themes were identified in the last interviews analyzed and the
phenomenon was sufficiently explained. Thematic saturation focuses on the identification of new
codes or themes, rather than existing theoretical categories [26].

3. Results

The occupational adaptation of elderly in the region of Magallanes is conditioned by three types of
factors related to the person, the environment, and the occupation. The elderly who are occupationally
adapted in this region show a series of manifestations that have been grouped into the following
themes: occupational identity, feelings of occupational competence, and perception of meaning in their
occupations. Figure 1 shows the general map of themes, sub-themes, and codes. A numeric code has
been used to identify quotations: the first number in brackets after quotations indicates the participant,
and the second number indicates the quotation number of each interview.
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Figure 1. General map of codes and categories.

3.1. Factors Related to the Person

3.1.1. Psychological Factors

The majority of the interviewees refer to having experienced adverse situations and losses,
highlighting the capacity for resilience and the importance of the family as support: “When I was 14, I
could not continue studying, because my father died in an accident. It was so traumatic, that, until today, I do
not like Christmas, and if I celebrate it, I celebrate it just for my children and my husband ( . . . ), well, but over
time that could be overcome” (6:52).

One of the most significant losses referred to by the participants occurs when their children
grow up and leave the region to find a job or study in other cities sometimes 1000 or 3000 km from
Magallanes: “It hurts a lot . . . I cried a lot, but then I said no. It can’t be . . . they also have the right to live
their lives too . . . so it’s sad not to be able to have them around” (12:23).

Participation in meaningful occupations helps them to feel self-efficacious and valued. Achieving
skills and mastery in the development of an occupation promotes a feeling of self-confidence and
security, and it stimulates the continuation and enjoyment of the activity: “We were talking about the
tango . . . That is what gives me satisfaction. Because if you feel embarrassed, you will never do anything right.
You will hide, and feel that you are going to do it wrong. You have to believe in yourself, in your abilities” (3:12).

Maintaining independence is a recurring theme in the speeches of the interviewees, visualizing it
as the possibility of continuing to participate actively and autonomously in society. This stresses the
relevance of emotional interdependence, that is, the importance assigned to significant others when it
comes to continuing or stopping activities that are important to them: “My son doesn’t like me to go out
alone at all. When I go out, he gets angry. Then I hardly do anything outside the house” (9:28).

3.1.2. Social Factors

Friendship is one of the most recognized relationships by the interviewees, generating help,
support, company and allowing the development of co-occupations. Sometimes when the significant
other is no longer there, people stop carrying out their activities and these seem to lose meaning: “
I started going to the club with a friend who invited me, with her we participated in activities and went to
other places as well. But since she died years ago, I’ve never gone back to the club or been involved in those
things” (9:27).
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Having a partner seems to be a fundamental element for some participants. Without a partner,
some participants find it difficult to organize their routine or find a reason to plan new activities. Some
of the interviewees, specifically widowers, are still waiting to find a new partner or are happy to have
found one, describing the importance of being accompanied at this stage: “I would like to have a partner,
but it is not as easy as saying “I want a partner” and that’s it . . . It is life that gives it to you or not” (15:33).

Loneliness is also important in the speeches of the interviewees, and sometimes also seems to
be associated with feelings about the loss of loved ones or as a result of personal decisions. The
occupations in which they get involved can enhance or lessen this feeling of loneliness: “In my case I
never got married I did not have children . . . and I have learned to enjoy what life gives me. Now that I retired I
discovered this new activity, which I like. I love” (8:45).

3.1.3. Cultural Factors

During the interviews, gender biases were observed, some of which relegate women to a less
appreciated sphere within society, linking household chores as something with lesser value, which is
observed in phrases such as: “No. I’m just at home. I don’t work or do anything” (13:5). There were also
stereotypes about old age, which allude to themes such as abandonment, a feeling of being a nuisance
to others, or that it is not worth making major changes, or that things are unalterable: “I spend a lot
of time alone. They [sons] are in their things do not care about me, and I wonder why I should go . . . My son
works, his wife works, they are always busy. If I go, I will be a nuisance so I do not visit them. And every day
that passes, I find it more difficult to go” (15:8).

3.2. Factors Related to the Environment

For some interviewees, the extreme weather conditions in the region represent a barrier to
participating in outdoor activities or leaving home. Some point out that their attitude toward climate
has changed over the years, due to their physical condition or the loss of certain skills associated with
aging: “When you start to age, you start to lose agility, then you can’t run on the frost, you can’t do certain
things . . . when I was young . . . the frost didn’t stop me, nor the bad weather. I came out the same, but now with
age all the pains start” (16:42).

However, for others, extreme temperatures are accepted as a characteristic of the region to which
they are already accustomed and have adapted: “No, the weather doesn’t limit me because I go out with
thunder or lightning, I’m not afraid of the cold, and if I feel cold I put on thicker clothes, but I still go out”
(12:29). The available infrastructure does not always take into account the needs of people with reduced
mobility, as there are few roofed spaces where participants can perform some of their occupations of
interest during winter: “Suppose there is a tremendous snowstorm or frost ( . . . ) I can try to reach the place,
but if it does not have railing I cannot hold or move on my own” (14:29).

3.3. Factors Related to the Occupation

The participants’ accounts reveal the function of occupation, mainly associated with aspects
such as socialization, the use of time and social participation. It is difficult to find a common pattern
among occupations and why some occupations turn out to be more significant than others. However,
it is important to note that those who were active and participated in occupations of more personal
meaning coincided with those who had higher levels of well-being according to the Ryff scale, while
those who did not develop activities outside the home or only attributed minimal meaning to their
participation in occupations, in terms of the importance of using free time or staying physically and
mentally active, presented the lowest levels in the same scale.

Some participants have found their significant occupations through artistic expression, it being
significant for them to be able to share their creations with the community: “When we dance the cueca or
tango, we always go out into the community and share our art with other people and that is very gratifying” (3:39).

Some participants begin to learn different occupations, motivated by the challenge. The interviews
reveal that, for some, learning new occupations has allowed them to maintain their development and
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growth: “I am always trying to learn only for the satisfaction of learning. It is an attitude. You start to discover
that you can do something and then you want to learn to do more things” (8:37).

For others, the meaning they refer to is related to giving or teaching something to others, which is
associated with having a social role valued by society: “As a teacher you work with the best in society,
young people who are learning, and it is important to feel that you help them in this” (4:24).

Some have been or are part of the board of community organizations. These experiences are
significant occupations and spaces in which they validate the responsibility of having representation
roles in their community: “Now they have nominated me as a candidate to represent the neighbors in civil
society. Those who are elected can meet with the mayor and present the concerns of their group” (7:36).

In some cases, more than the occupation itself, the importance of being with others, sharing and
socializing, regardless of the activities that can be carried out together, becomes more valuable: “I really
like being with friends, with the community group, since at home or with the family, children, grandchildren are
no longer very interested in what one does” (2:32).

Finally, the participants’ accounts reveal that performing their occupations is related to the desire
to be active, both physically and mentally: “Driving a taxi is something new; you have to be alert all the
time, have good reflexes for driving . . . It has to do with cognitive tasks” (8:29).

Signs of Occupational Adaptation

The interviewees related their current occupations with the activities carried out in their childhood
with their parents, emphasizing that these activities were always part of them, but now they are able to
recognize them as part of their identity and with their abilities, and that now they practice these with
special meaning: “When I was a child, at home, my father and mother sang, they did artistic things, such as
dancing and singing frequently. I assimilated all this without knowing it, and it is now in my old age that I
realize that these activities are part of me” (1:31).

Some older people maintain their occupational identity, carrying out occupations similar to those
they did while they were still working: “The profession I chose as a pharmaceutical chemist is similar to other
activities with which I have now reconnected, for example, cooking, or painting with oil I am doing things related
to what I was doing before, I like that” (1:11). However, others are able to discover new occupational
options, carrying out different activities that allow them to discover other aspects of their identity:
“This new activity [driving a taxi], changed my life, now I move to different places, knowing different people,
after being in education for 42 years, now I realize that I was locked in a school for years” (8:28).

Occupational competence can be seen in their perception of continued personal growth and
development, the use of their capabilities and potential, and the development of a positive sense of
self-efficacy: “I have been a teacher for 51 years, and I am preparing classes for them as if I were just out of the
University; I mean, I don’t get exhausted. Why don’t I get exhausted? Because the effort I make is minimal
because I like what I do” (4:26).

Occupationally-adapted older adults consider that their participation in occupations is meaningful
and makes sense in their life project. Some associate it with satisfaction obtained from their achievements,
whereas others state that they feel happy and passionate about performing occupations they love: “I
don’t think there’s anything pending; I have done so many things and one has to feel satisfied; well, I can still
manage to do a lot of other things” (5:59).

Some interviewees also say they feel distinguished and valued in certain roles they have accepted
in their community, referring to the satisfaction they derive from helping others: “I feel satisfied when
I do things for the neighbors, because it’s not for me, but rather for the neighbors. Helping others gives me
satisfaction” (7:37).

4. Discussion

This study aimed to determine the factors involved in occupational adaptation in older adults
in Magallanes (Chile) and to identify the signs of success of this process. Participants who achieve
a successful occupational adaptation process, construct a new occupational identity, that associated
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with a sense of efficacy and occupational competence, and who are committed to an occupation that is
meaningful to them, are the ones that present higher indexes of well-being.

Our results suggest, in line with previous studies [27], that self-esteem is one of the relevant
factors related to the person, which is encouraged through participation in occupations from an
identity construction perspective. Older adults in the present study increase their self-confidence and
security in the performance of the occupation, promoting a sense of occupational efficacy, through
the achievement of greater dominion in developing this specific occupation. This is relevant also for
children [28].

Older adults from Magallanes reported that, as in other studies in similar populations,
interdependence with significant others in performing co-occupations becomes an important
activity [29]. Friendship is one of the most recognized relationships by the interviewees. As
Coll-Planas et al. [30] also highlighted, friendship seems to be stronger and deeper than in other phases
of life. This characteristic is associated with the interdependence that occurs in the development of
co-occupations, as Pierce [31] points out, so that when a significant “other” is not there, the person
might not continue to do these activities, or if he/she does, then the meaning may change. This finding
is of great interest because social relations tend to decline in this stage of life [32].

Regarding the environmental factors, the participants perceived the geographical and climate
characteristics, both as a facilitator or as a barrier to participation. The results of our study show
that the characteristics of the region of Magallanes encourage the interviewees to develop adaptation
strategies and strengthen aspects related to regional identity, reported in a previous study [33].

As cultural elements, stereotypes about old age appear repeatedly in the discourse of the
interviewees, as they consider old age to be linked to illness that alters the life balance [34]. Chile also
maintains inequalities based on gender. In their discourse, older people indicate that women must be
limited to certain activities [35].

Considering the geographical and cultural characteristics of the region [33], its isolation and
remoteness from the country’s major urban centers, usually as children grow up, they leave Magallanes
in search of job opportunities or to pursue their studies, essentially constituting permanent emigration,
which is a factor that has great impact on the elderly.

Various functions of occupation are associated with occupational adaptation processes. In our
findings, some older adults learned different occupations, motivated by the challenge involved in
setting new goals. As Jackson [36] and Stanley [37] point out, older adults conserve the motivation to
accept risks.

For other participants, the function of the occupation is linked to more specific needs, such as
teaching or helping others and leading or directing organizations, as Zapata [38] also highlights.
Likewise, older adults of Magallanes showed other factors of the occupation that the literature reported
that might help to occupational adaptation, as a sense of social belonging [39], being valued by their
peers, and personal efficacy in developing their occupations [8]. All these factors might influence their
perception of well-being [40].

Based on the interaction among the diverse factors mentioned above, occupational adaptation
processes related to well-being occur. As the results show, these processes are not only a reaction
to adverse situations or illness, but they are also part of life development through adjustments in
daily life.

Our findings show two manifestations linked to successful occupational adaptation in older
adults in Magallanes: (1) the construction of a new occupational identity and (2) the perception
of occupational competence, obtained through the evaluation of their self-efficacy in performing
activities. Both concepts have been studied before in association with occupational adaptation
processes [8,10,41,42]. As a new manifestation of this adaptation process, the present study proposed
the meaningfulness of the occupation, which Larson et al. [43] refer to as subjective experience and
personal value of participating in occupations in the context of real-life and culture.
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Our results suggest that the possibility of helping others play a key role in an occupation’s
meaning, as Albolfathi et al. [44] points out. The occupationally adapted interviewees describe the
sense and logic of participating in occupations and the value of integrating the occupations developed
into their life project and sense of the future.

Study Limitations

Among the limitations of this study, it should be remarked that three older adults with low scores
on well-being refused to participate, due to lack of interest or lack of time. In addition, it was not
possible to obtain two groups of similar sociodemographic characteristics because the interviewees
who obtained higher scores on well-being had higher educational levels. This point has been discussed
in a previous study [21]. Other factors, such as age, should be considered for participant selection, due
to the importance for occupational adaptation.

On the other hand, although different researchers have agreed on codes, themes, and sub-themes,
these are conditioned by the semi-structured interview guide, so some relevant aspects of the
occupational adaptation might not be included in the final version of the manuscript.

5. Conclusions

Older adults who achieve a successful occupational adaptation process, construct a new
occupational identity, associated with a sense of efficacy and occupational competence, and are
committed to an occupation that is meaningful to them, present higher indexes of well-being. Personal
factors such as resilience, self-esteem, and relationships of interdependence with significant others are
elements that favor well-being.
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