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Occupational Therapy in Hong Kong:
the Latest Scene

Josephine Wong Man Wah

Occupational Therapist, Prince of Wales Hospital, Shatin, New Territories, HKSAR.

By 2009, Occupational Therapy (OT) already has a history of 60 years in
Hong Kong, and the total number of registered occupational therapists is 1,354
according to the Occupational Therapy Board which is part of the Council on
Professions Supplementary to Medicine, the government body solely responsible
for the implementation of registration for the paramedical professions. In general,
occupational therapists working in Hong Kong are required to be capable of speaking
in Cantonese & English, and are able to write in Traditional Chinese & English. The major
employers of occupational therapists in Hong Kong include Government Departments
such as Department of Health, Social Welfare Department; statutory Organization such
as Hospital Authority; non-government organization; private clinics and hospitals. The
Department of Rehabilitation Sciences of the Hong Kong Polytechnic University is the
sole provider of local OT fraining from bachelor o PhD levels, and overseas OT students
can also seek clinical placement in Hong Kong through the contact with the university.

The service of Occupational Therapy started since 1949 when the first handicraft
instructor (rattan worker) was employed to work in the Mental Hospital at High Street
on Hong Kong Island. Our previous Senior Lecturer in Occupational Therapy of the
Hong Kong Polytechnic, Ms Pauline H.L. Jenks, contributed to document the history
of development of our profession from early 1940’ s to 1988 in an article which was
published in the Journal of the Hong Kong Association of Occupational Therapists in
1988. (1)

When dated back to the mid 1970’ s, people working in industrial fields
composed the major proportion of the working population, incidence rate of
injury due to accidents were high, leading to the increasing demand for physical
rehabilitation especially in the field of hand therapy and treatment for orthopaedic
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conditions. Moreover, as what Mrs White had mentioned, 1975 was the turning point
of Occupational Therapy development in Hong Kong when Professor Ping-chung
Leung helped and contributed to developing the specialty of pressure therapy
when he worked in Princess Margaret Hospital at that time. Patients with problems of
hypertrophic scar after burns or surgeries were able to be benefitted since then. (1)
Services for clients with cerebral palsy, mental retardation, learning disabilities and
those behavioral problems also emerged when therapists were employed to work
in special schools and training centers. On the other hand, domiciliary occupational
therapy services for geriatric clients as well as ex-mentally ill emerged to enhance our
care service extending from hospitals to community. (1)

During these 10 - 15 years, the development of OT services in Hong Kong has been
prosperous and changing. Following the gradual migration of industries from Hong
Kong to Mainland, together with the intensive promotion of occupational safety and
health by the Labor Department of Hong Kong, the number of patients suffering from
traumatized injuries is at its downward trend. However, industrial accidents and road
traffic accidents still prevail resulting in tragedies to both physical and psychological
health of patients. Physical rehabilitation hence remains the major portion of our
OT services, especially in regional hospitals. Splinting, pressure therapy, training on
activities of daily living through assistive technologies are the main therapeutic
remedies we used to improve patients’ functional status.

When the incidental rate of traumatic accidents is found decreasing in recent
years, however, people suffering from non-traumatic injuries such as repetitive stained
injury has been reported increasing since 1999. For instance, tenosynovitis of hand and
forearm ranked 3rd among the 9 commonest occupational diseases according to the
report announced by the Occupational Safety and Health Branch, Labor Department
in 2008, though the overall rate is found successfully decreasing after the enormous
efforts made by the Labor Department in promoting occupational safety and
health in the workplaces through legislation, enforcement, promotion and training.
(2) Occupational therapy services are also expanded to cater for that increasing
need, by providing ergonomic consultation services to improve the anthropometric
arrangement of their working environments, and advice on the proper working
postures and techniques to minimize potential injury at work. To ensure the provision of
quality services, OT colleagues are financially supported to enroll in courses relating to
occupational safety and health in order to achieve the best standards of interventions;
and a specialty group on Occupational Safety and Health is formed to ensure the
standard of practice of the whole profession.

Aging population is another area demanding our occupational therapy services
in recent years. People suffering from fragility fractures resulting from accidental falls,
medical problems like cerebral vascular accidents and dementia are rising in number.
Moreover, increased alertness of the public on this phenomenon also explains the
increasing needs for quality rehabilitative care. Apart from the hospital care services,
domiciliary OT services including home visit for measures of fall prevention, home
environment modifications, care-givers education and regular on-site follow-ups
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become the standard protocol to ensure safe discharge of patients from hospital,
minimizing hospital re-admission rate and re-integrating to the community with
maximized functions. Moreover, increased demand for OT services is also evident
in some non-governmental organizations such as care and aged home to provide
services for their residents.

Occupational lifestyle redesign program is a new direction of development in
these 2 to 3 years aiming at re-designing lifestyle of subjects for the promotion of
physical and subjective well being. For instance, long working hours with short resting
breaks are the characteristics of the Hong Kong people’s working styles, which
predisposes people to develop repetitive strain injuries and chronic muscles pain. On
the other hand, number of patients suffering from psychiatric iliness is found increasing
as reflected from the lengthened waiting list for psychiatric services in public hospitals.
Depression or mild psychiatric illnesses are the commonest diagnosis found, especially
after the onset of global financial crisis since 2007. Meanwhile, the increased accident
rates due to drug abuse also arouse public alertness of the need for rehabilitative
services for those suffering from the complications of the foresaid problem. People
who are having problems of such will develop imbalance in their daily activities in
the area of home, family, social, work, leisure and spiritual life habitually, and leading
to dissatisfaction in life or poor mental health. This occupational lifestyle redesign
program is designed for those who are willing to make effort to change, or to pursue a
happiness inducing lifestyle which is compatible with the personal strength, limitations,
personal and environmental resources. By participating in happiness inducing
activities, patients will be able to regulate their mood, and self-efficacy so as to meet
challenges in life. Therapists will make use of the life coaching techniques through
therapeutic treatment sessions to individual patient or group sharing to facilitate and
energize the re-design process guided by related positive psychology theories.

The development of OT services in Hong Kong these years has been emphasizing
on such various areas as mentioned, intending to cater for the changing needs of the
community. In order to enhance our standard of practice, colleagues are encouraged
to participate in continuous on-the-job education and training, which are usually
organized by such professional bodies as the Institute of Advanced Allied Health of the
Hospital Authority, the Hong Kong Occupational Therapy Association and the Hong
Kong Polytechnic University, Hong Kong Society for Hand Therapy. To sum up, as similar
with the colleagues whom work worldwide, we drive for providing quality patient care
services to maximize patients’ functions in self care, work and leisure from hospital to
community.

Reference

(1) The History and Development of Occupational Therapy in Hong Kong. The Journal of
the Hong Kong Associations of Occupational Therapists, Vol. 4, No.1, 1988.

(2) Occupational Safety and Health Branch, Labor Department. Occupational Safety and
Health, Stafistics Bulletin, Issue No. 9, 2009
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