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Abstract
Study design Scoping review.

Objectives To explore the meaning of work after spinal cord injury (SCI) in existing literature.

Methods Arksey and O’Malley’s widely used methodological framework for scoping reviews was used to guide this review.
Studies involving adults with SCI, conducted using qualitative methods, and published in peer reviewed literature were
identified based on key terms and searches in three databases (CINAHL, MEDLINE, PsycINFO). Further search steps
included checking citations in identified articles and citation tracking for other relevant articles and reviews. Reported
qualitative data were then thematically analysed to generate themes.

Results Twelve studies were included. Three themes were identified across these studies that describe the meanings of work
after spinal cord injury: re-developing a sense of self, re-establishing place in the community and regaining economic self-
sufficiency.

Conclusions The varied meanings of work after SCI identified in this review may be used in rehabilitation programs to
explore ideas about work, the types of work they wish to pursue, and the ways in which work may be meaningful for people
with SCI, so as to identify individually and contextually relevant work. Taking account of meaning in ICF based models of
work participation could enhance patient-centred approaches in SCI rehabilitation.

Introduction

Epidemiological studies globally show that spinal cord
injury (SCI) most commonly occurs among people of 15–40
years of age [1–3], which corresponds with either their
vocational development or being of working age [4]. When

affected persons remain out of work, SCI impacts nega-
tively on life satisfaction [5] and economically both at
personal and societal levels [6]. Work and employment are
considered important means of participation and integration
in society for adults with SCI [7, 8]; returning to work can
also improve quality of life and longevity [4, 5]. However,
return to work rates following a disability like SCI are
estimated to vary from 11.5 to 74% internationally
[4, 9, 10], with differences being identified as due to many
factors including variation in injury compensation, health
care and support systems, legislation, as well as methodo-
logical and measurement issues [9, 10].

Previous research also identifies that entering the work-
force after SCI is complex, may take considerable time to
achieve, and is influenced by many interrelated factors.
These factors include individual needs, expectations, time
since injury, available supports and resources, type of
employment, employer role, and individual attributes such
as age, educational level, injury severity, ethnicity and
previous work experience [4, 7, 8, 10, 11]. Previous studies
also show that psychosocial factors strongly influence return
to work success after injury, including affective experience
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or feelings, individual’s thoughts and beliefs about quality
of life, life satisfaction, and adjustment to sustaining SCI
[5,11–14]. Further, the most frequently reported barriers to
employment include transportation, physical limitations,
insufficient education or vocational training, architectural
barriers, financial disincentives and attitudes of employers
[9]. Most of these studies have been predominantly quan-
titative in nature, yet people often also experience changed
perspectives of their lives, activities and surroundings fol-
lowing SCI [15]. The experience and the meaning of dis-
ability can also be altered when the consequences of an
impairment are changed through engagement in valued
occupations [16, 17]. This suggests the ‘meaning of work’
may be an important subjective issue that impacts return to
work success after SCI, making it important to understand
from the perspectives of people with SCI themselves.

A scoping review in 2014 explored what work means to
people with major health conditions and disabilities [18]. Its
finding indicated that while people remain motivated to
return to work, the meaning of work may be changed in the
context of disability. This review included 52 studies
involving participants with widely varying conditions (e.g.,
cancer, brain injury, mental illness, and intellectual dis-
ability). While useful, its findings relating to what work
means following SCI are limited given only 3 of the
52 studies focused on people with SCI. An earlier review of
qualitative studies investigating quality of life after SCI [15]
identified engagement in personally meaningful occupation
as one of ten dimensions that contributed to experiencing a
life worth living. While demonstrating the value of
reviewing qualitative studies to better understand experi-
ences of work and disability, neither review focused spe-
cifically on the meaning of work participation from the
perspective of people with SCI. This suggests a more
focused review of studies relevant to this population would
be useful to map what is known about the meaning of work
following SCI. In turn, this could assist rehabilitation pro-
fessionals in practice to enable individuals with SCI identify
personally meaningful work opportunities, and consider the
‘meaning of work’ as a factor in their return to work success.
With the aim to better understand the meaning of work
participation from the perspectives of people with SCI, this
paper reports a scoping review of research about the
meaning of work for adults following SCI.

Methods

A scoping review approach was chosen to review and
describe research findings about the meaning of work after
SCI since it facilitates the systematic mapping of current
research, and the identification of gaps in existing literature
[19]. Arksey and O’Malley [19] described a scoping review

methodology with five main stages used to guide this
review: identifying the research question, searching for
relevant studies, study selection, charting the data and then
collating, summarising and reporting the results.

Stage 1: Identifying the research question

The identified scoping review question was “What is known
about the meaning of work after SCI?” Three key concepts
were identified from the review question: ‘spinal cord
injury’, ‘work’ and ‘meaning’.

Stage 2: Identifying the relevant studies

Suitable terms were identified in the databases, to search for
relevant studies. The search terms chosen for the above key
concepts were “Spinal Cord Injur*“ OR “Spinal cord
lesion*“ OR “Spinal Cord Disease*“ OR Paraplegi* OR
Tetraplegi* for spinal cord injury; Work* OR Employment
OR Job* OR Vocation* OR Occupation* for work;
Meaning* OR Identity OR Perception OR Value OR Life
Purpose for meaning. Using these search terms, three
electronic database searches were conducted to identify
studies related to the scoping review question. These data-
bases, CINAHL, MEDLINE 1996- (Ovid) and PsycINFO
1987- (Ovid), were considered the most relevant to this
research area. The initial database searching was undertaken
in 2014 and the search re-run in October 2015. The searches
used the limiters: journal type (Peer Reviewed Journal), age
range (adolescent and above), Language (English), and
timeframe (last 20 years). In the second step, reference list
checking, citation tracking of related articles and tracking
studies cited in recent reviews [4, 9, 10, 13, 15, 18, 20] were
also completed. These search processes aimed to identify
studies involving participants aged 18 years or older; con-
ducted using qualitative or mixed methodologies, and
published in peer reviewed journals. These criteria were
justified as follows: (a) studies using qualitative methodol-
ogy or mixed methods were included as qualitative studies
are the most likely to describe findings about the meaning of
work from participants’ own perspectives; (b) studies
involving people younger than 18 years of age were
excluded since they are less likely to be in the workforce;
and (c) only peer reviewed articles were included to focus
on research evidence. Therefore, grey literature was not
searched, and in the case of studies of mixed methods
studies, the qualitative part of data collection, analysis and
results were considered for the review.

Stage 3: Study selection

All studies identified through the database searches were
exported to Endnote bibliographic software with abstracts
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and references. The first author manually removed dupli-
cates from Endnote, leaving 283 studies to check for
matching with the inclusion criteria. These 283 articles were
then exported to a Microsoft word document for all three
authors to read the titles and abstracts. After initial screen-
ing, 16 relevant studies were identified based on the study
inclusion criteria. The full texts of each of these 16 articles
were then thoroughly read, and 7 studies were selected
based on their content being directly related to the meaning
of work after SCI [21–27]. Despite meeting the initial
selection criteria, eight articles were rejected as they did not
include content relevant to the meaning of work; one more
study was then excluded due to lack of participant quota-
tions [27]. Through citation tracking (online), 6 more stu-
dies were identified that met the inclusion criteria [28–33].
All three authors reviewed and agreed upon the final
selection of these 12 studies.

Stage 4: Charting data

Charting the data was completed in three stages. First, data
were extracted from each paper for critical appraisal to
understand and evaluate the quality of the reported research.
The first author extracted key information about each study,
using the following headings: Author(s), year; study pur-
pose; methodological description (design, sampling, data
collection, analysis, and location); participant description
(male, female; age range (years)/average; time since injury;
level and extent of injury; unemployed, employed; and
setting); overall findings; list of stated themes and author
stated limitations. A summary of the key information
extracted about each study is presented in Table 1.

Secondly, the first author then used the guidelines
described by Fossey and colleagues [34] to appraise the
methodological and interpretive rigour of each study, as
presented in Table 2 and summarised in the Results section.
Despite variation in their quality, none were excluded on the
basis of quality since all met inclusion criteria and reported
sufficient data related to the meaning of work in quotations
that could be used to identify themes.

Thirdly, the findings/results sections of all the selected
studies were reviewed several times to understand the
content focused on the meaning of work and quotations
from participants. These quotations were then charted in a
separate document for the final stage of collating and
reporting results described below. While the first author
developed the data extraction charts and undertook the data
extraction and quality appraisal for each study, the three
authors held regular meetings to review the data and make
decisions at each step and to ensure the accuracy of the data
extracted and summarised in Tables 1–4.
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Stage 5: Collating, summarising and reporting the
results

After the first round of data extraction, the quotations were
reviewed multiple times by the authors, and grouped into
three major themes and five categories based on their
derived meaning (See Fig. 1). Each theme represents
meanings expressed about work after SCI in reported quo-
tations from across the 12 included studies. This process
was conducted through a series of discussions amongst the
authors until a consensus was reached.

Results

Study content overview

The studies included in this scoping review were conducted
in 7 countries, with most study participants recruited using
purposive sampling, while one study used theoretical sam-
pling [30], and one used snowballing [24]. Across the
12 studies, the majority of study participants (70%) were
men, but most studies included samples with men and
women, differing types of paralysis and varying employ-
ment status. The exceptions were four studies that focused
on men only [23], participants with tetraplegia only [24],
only employed people with SCI [33], or only those who
were unemployed [28]. Limited information was provided
about participant characteristics or recruitment in three
studies [21, 30, 32].

Six studies [21, 24, 25, 28, 30, 33] specifically men-
tioned the nature of injury was traumatic, and one study
[26] described a mixed group of participants: 3 with non-
traumatic SCI and 28 with SCI resulting from trauma. The
remaining 5 studies implied injury was the origin of parti-
cipants’ SCI given their use of the term ‘pre-injury’ and no
mention of disease-related causes. No study was excluded
based on upper age limit or retirement age as this does not
apply to many contemporary workers [35]. Participants ages
ranged from 18 years to 73 where stated. One study
included a participant over 70, and 3 studies included par-
ticipants in their 60s. Time since injury ranged from 1–48
years except one study which included participants
2 months after injury. Table 1 provides a study overview.

Study quality appraisal

The reviewed studies were of variable quality, as shown in
Table 2. All 12 studies reported research consistent with
their chosen methodology, and were developed and adapted
to respond to real-life situations within the social settings in
which they were conducted. All adequately described the
participant selection criteria, process of sampling, data

collection and analysis. All but two studies [22, 29] used
face to face interview data collection. All except two
[23, 29] reported use of multiple data collection sources for
analysis. All studies clearly described both the analysis
processes and author participation in the generation of
results, including how differences were managed and con-
sensus reached. Only one study used an external auditor to
review findings and interpretations [31], and three studies
considered the power relations between the participants and
authors during data collection and analysis [24, 31, 33].
While the researchers’ role in the interpretive process was
clear in all the studies, three studies explicitly described
changes in authors’ understanding or preconceptions of the
phenomena studied [26, 29, 33]. Two studies reported use
of member checking to increase reciprocity and interpretive
rigour: Manns and Chad [31] sent their preliminary themes
to the participants for checking, then revised them; and
Fadyl and McPherson [30] used presentations and meetings
to obtain stakeholder feedback on their findings.

Themes

Three major themes related to the meaning of work are
presented in Fig. 1. Each theme is briefly described with
illustrative quotations taken from the reported findings.

Redeveloping a sense of self

Work participation after SCI was described in a variety of
ways by people with SCI related to how they viewed
themselves. These include that work is a means of partici-
pation, reinventing oneself, mental stimulation, gaining a
sense of purpose, self-satisfaction and personal growth.
These personal meanings for return to work after SCI were

Meaning of work 
a er SCI

Redeveloping  a 
sense of self 

Reframing a non-
disabled sense 

of self

Regaining 
confidence and 
control over life

Finding a 
vator for 

living 

Re-establishing 
place 

in community

Regaining social 
networks

Being able to 
have an impact 

in society Regaining 
economic self 

sufficiency

Fig. 1 Major themes related to meaning of work

Scoping review of meaning of work after SCI 99



T
ab

le
3

T
he
m
e:

R
ed
ev
el
op

in
g
a
se
ns
e
of

se
lf

C
at
eg
or
y

Q
uo

te
(e
xa
m
pl
es
)

R
ef
ra
m
in
g
a
no

n-
di
sa
bl
ed

se
ns
e
of

se
lf
[2
2–
26

,3
0,

32
,
33

]
“W

he
n
I’m

do
in
g
w
ha
tI

do
be
st
,I
’m

no
td

is
ab
le
d
fo
r
th
at
m
om

en
t.
A
nd

I
th
in
k
th
at
’s
m
or
e
tr
ue

w
he
n
I’m

w
or
ki
ng

th
an

at
an
y

ot
he
r
tim

e.
”
[2
2]

“I
t’s

lik
e
bu

ild
in
g
a
pu

zz
le
an
d
th
e
pi
ec
e
is
m
is
si
ng

at
th
e
en
d
…
.T

he
pi
ct
ur
e
w
ou

ld
n’
tb

e
co
m
pl
et
e
w
ith

ou
t[
w
or
k]

…
.I
t’s

ju
st

pa
rt
of

m
y
id
en
tit
y.
”
[2
3]

“Y
ou

kn
ow

w
hy

I
re
al
ly

w
an
t
to

w
or
k?

S
o
I
ca
n
te
ll
th
e
w
or
ld
,t
el
lo

th
er

pe
op

le
,m

y
fr
ie
nd

s
an
d
th
os
e
th
at
ar
e
m
uc
h
yo

un
ge
r

th
an

m
e
w
ho

ar
e
no

t
w
or
ki
ng

I
ca
n
do

it.
T
el
l
th
em

I
ca
n
do

w
ha
t
th
ey

ar
e
do

in
g.

T
ha
t’s

th
e
m
ai
n
th
in
g
in

m
y
m
in
d.
”
[3
0]

“I
th
in
k
it
gi
ve
s
m
e
en
co
ur
ag
em

en
tt
ha
tI
’m

do
in
g
so
m
et
hi
ng

go
od

w
ith

m
y
lif
e
an
d
I
ca
n
se
e
m
ys
el
f
as

a
di
ff
er
en
tp

er
so
n
an
d
I

ha
ve

m
or
e
se
lf
-e
st
ee
m

w
hi
ch

is
im

po
rt
an
t
to

m
e.
”
[2
4]

“W
ha
t
is
yo

ur
pr
of
es
si
on

?
Y
ou

ca
n
an
sw

er
w
ith

pr
id
e
–
yo

u
ar
e
so
m
eo
ne
”.
[2
6]

“W
he
n
I’m

no
t
w
or
ki
ng

I’m
a
di
ff
er
en
t
pe
rs
on

.”
[3
2]

“I
’m

pr
ou

d
th
at

I’v
e
w
or
ke
d
an
d
m
ai
nt
ai
ne
d
a
jo
b
ju
st
lik

e
ot
he
r
pe
op

le
.”
[3
3]

R
eg
ai
ni
ng

co
nfi

de
nc
e
an
d
co
nt
ro
l
ov

er
lif
e
[2
4–
26
,2
8,

30
,
32
,
33

]
“A

nd
I
ne
ed

to
ge
tb

ac
k
to

w
or
k
be
ca
us
e
I
ne
ed

to
,I

ne
ed

it
ju
st
to

ge
t,
fo
r
th
e
m
en
ta
ls
tim

ul
at
io
n
bu

tI
ne
ed

to
ta
ke

ba
ck

so
m
e

co
nt
ro
l,
an
d
I’m

ge
tti
ng

ba
ck

th
at

co
nt
ro
l
an
d
th
at
co
nfi

de
nc
e
th
ro
ug

h
w
or
k.

Y
ou

kn
ow

lik
e
m
y
co
nfi

de
nc
e
is
sl
ow

ly
co
m
in
g

ba
ck
,
th
e
m
or
e
I
go

to
w
or
k.
”
[3
0]

“I
fi
nd

a
lo
t
of

m
ea
ni
ng

in
th
e
w
or
k
th
at

I’m
do

in
g
at

sc
ho

ol
.”
[2
4]

“B
ui
ld
s
yo

ur
co
nfi

de
nc
e
up

.
F
ee
l
be
tte
r
ab
ou

t
m
ys
el
f.
”
[2
5]

“I
t
m
ea
ns

a
lo
t
to

m
e
th
at

ot
he
r
pe
op

le
ne
ed

m
y
ex
pe
rt
is
e.
”
[2
6]

“A
nd

I’v
e
ha
d
jo
bs

th
at

I’m
ge
ne
ra
lly

pr
ou

d
of
…
.
T
ho

se
th
in
gs

ha
ve

be
en

im
ag
e
en
ha
nc
in
g
fo
r
m
e.
”
[3
2]

“N
ot

th
ro
ug

h
te
m
po

ra
ry

so
lu
tio

ns
in

so
m
e
w
ay

bu
ta
ct
ua
lly

m
an
ag
in
g
to

ge
tt
hi
ng

s
to
ge
th
er

fo
r
a
da
y
by

on
es
el
f.
T
hi
s
is
w
ha
t

ne
ed
ed
,
I
th
in
k
th
is
w
ha
t
it
ta
ke
s
fo
r
m
e
to

be
ab
le

to
ta
ke

th
e
ne
xt

st
ep

in
lif
e.
”
[2
8]

W
or
k
as

a
m
ot
iv
at
or

fo
r
liv

in
g
[2
1,
23
–
25
,3
0–
33
]

“W
e
al
l
ne
ed

so
m
et
hi
ng

to
w
ak
e
up

fo
r
lo
ok

fo
rw

ar
d
to

ge
tti
ng

up
ev
er
y
m
or
ni
ng

.T
he
re

w
er
e
m
an
y
ye
ar
s
[i
n
th
e
in
st
itu

tio
n]

w
he
n
I
di
dn
’t,

yo
u
kn

ow
,
th
er
e
w
as

no
th
in
g
to

lo
ok

fo
rw

ar
d
to
.”
[2
4]

“I
t’s

im
po

rt
an
tf
or

m
e
to

co
nt
in
ue

th
e
fi
gh

tt
ow

ar
ds

eq
ui
ty
…

.A
nd

th
at
’s
pa
rt
of

th
e
re
as
on

w
hy

I
w
or
k
at
[n
am

e
of

w
or
kp

la
ce
].
”

[3
2]

“I
’v
e
go

t
at

le
as
t
si
x
or

se
ve
n
fr
ie
nd

s
th
at

ha
ve

pa
ss
ed

aw
ay
,
an
d
a
la
rg
e
pa
rt
of

th
os
e
w
er
e
pe
op

le
w
ho

ga
ve

up
on

lif
e
an
d

st
ay
ed

ho
m
e
af
te
r
th
ey

w
er
e
in
ju
re
d.

T
he
y
ne
ve
r
go

t
a
jo
b,

th
ey

tr
ie
d
to

liv
e
of
f
th
e
go

ve
rn
m
en
t
an
d
so

th
ey

ju
st
w
ith

er
ed

aw
ay
…

th
ey

di
d
no

t
m
ai
nt
ai
n
th
em

se
lv
es
…

.
I
th
in
k
th
e
go

od
pa
rt
of

w
or
k
is
w
ha
t
ke
ep
s
yo

u
go

in
g.
”
[3
3]

“A
t
le
as
t
ha
vi
ng

a
jo
b
m
ak
es

yo
u
ge
t
up

an
d
gi
ve
s
yo

u
so
m
et
hi
ng

to
lo
ok

fo
rw

ar
d
to
—
ev
en

if
yo

u
do

n’
t
re
al
ly

lik
e
it
so
m
e

da
ys
.”
[3
1]

“W
e
ha
ve

to
se
e
ho

w
m
uc
h
he

ca
n
w
or
k
w
he
n
he

ge
ts
ba
ck
.T

he
n
w
e
m
us
td

ec
id
e
w
he
th
er

w
e
w
ill

ha
ve

to
se
ll
th
e
fa
rm

.T
ha
t

he
lp
ed

m
e
a
lo
t,
be
ca
us
e
it
ga
ve

m
e
an

in
ce
nt
iv
e
to

ge
t
be
tte
r.
”
[2
1]

100 M. M. Ullah et al.



categorised as related to three distinct issues: reframing a
non-disabled sense of self, or the possibility of seeing
oneself as more than a disabled person, with functions and
capacities beyond their disability; regaining confidence and
control over life, that is developing a sense of being com-
petent to manage oneself again and work as a motivator for
living, or something to look forward to, keep people going
and give a sense of purpose to life. Illustrative quotes are
presented in Table 3.

Re-establishing place in community

Work was described as an important marker of “being part
of society” [25], a means for people with SCI to re-establish
their place in the community. For people with SCI who
participated in the reviewed studies, work had two social
meanings. Firstly, work provided an opportunity to get out
amongst people again and into a social world beyond one’s
home, so that it served to reduce the potential for social
isolation. Secondly, through work, participants across a
number of the studies emphasised being able to contribute
or to give back to society in ways that were not only
meaningful to them but also valued by others. These
meanings of work are further illustrated by the quotations in
Table 4.

Regaining economic self sufficiency

Re-joining work after injury was seen as a means of
becoming self-sufficient, and making an economic con-
tribution by people with SCI who participated in the
reviewed studies. For some participants, returning to work
was an economic necessity, or earning one’s own money
represented a more respectful and respected way of living
than relying on social welfare for income support. Some
participants also expressed concerns about the potential
impact of work on their disability-related social welfare
benefits, and about not being able to earn enough to support
themselves (Table 4).

Discussion

Psychosocial factors are acknowledged as important influ-
ences on employment outcomes following SCI [4, 13], with
the meaning derived from work being one factor that might
be altered following disability [18]. By focusing on the
meanings of work from the perspectives of people with SCI
reported in 12 qualitative studies, this review sought to
enhance understanding of the aspects of meaning that are
important in work participation after SCI. In particular, the
meanings of work appear to act as a ‘motivator’ to inspire
and direct one’s pursuit of work participation after SCI, and

to seek a valued way of life in one’s community. The re-
development of these meanings in work for people after SCI
involves integrating inner experiences of themselves and
their capacities, with the outer possibilities for working
[21, 30]. Both are reflected in the three themes of meaning
in work identified in this scoping review: redeveloping a
sense of self, re-establishing place in community, and
regaining economic self-sufficiency, each of which is briefly
discussed.

Across the 12 studies reviewed, the majority of study
participants described work as personally important for their
sense of self. Their work identity overrode their sense of
being disabled and they felt pride in seeing themselves as
workers, so that work gave them a sense of taking control of
their lives, and a sense of purpose and routines in daily life,
helping motivate them for the future. While this aligns
broadly with themes across disability groups for whom
work is viewed as important as a source of identity [18], the
findings of this scoping review add depth to our under-
standing of how persons with SCI re-develop their sense of
self. Specifically, regaining confidence and control in life,
and work as a motivator for living and reframing disability
appear important. As work offers a means of building
confidence in life after injury [22, 28] and is associated with
improved life satisfaction and quality of life [13], the
emphasis placed on the re-construction of an identity as a
worker by participants across a number of studies in this
review (e.g. 24, 25) endorses the importance of opportu-
nities for people with SCI to experience work and to
develop their own sense of work readiness and job options,
during and beyond rehabilitation [23, 28]. This also sup-
ports the argument for earlier or timely access to vocational
interventions after injury [30].

This review also found that work matters as an important
outward indicator of fitting in socially, and is valued not
only as a means of connecting with other people and social
environments [25, 26, 33], but also of engaging in reci-
procal relationships and contributing to society in a way that
is respected by others [24, 25, 28, 29]. Further this review
adds to previous knowledge in highlighting that work holds
meaning as a way to re-establish one’s place in the com-
munity not only through social connections with others, but
also as an active agent in making an impact within society.
While work is seen as a means to connect with others, the
reverse is also the case: social supports and networks,
including peers, serve to connect people with their work
potential and possibilities after SCI [27, 29, 30, 32]. This
suggests rehabilitation providers might do more to support
job exploration and maximise consideration of potential
work options by fostering connections between people with
SCI through active involvement of peer mentors and net-
works - ideas that are particularly relevant to job-seekers
with spinal cord injury [30].
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Paid work is a major source of income, so it is unsur-
prising that regaining economic self-sufficiency is one of
the meanings ascribed to work by participants in the
reviewed studies. More specifically, engaging in the work-
force was seen to bring not only immediate monetary
benefit but also a sense of self-respect and the possibility of
becoming economically self-sufficient. This review also
identified many contextual factors as contributing to whe-
ther or not work held the possibility for regaining a sense
self-sufficiency for persons with SCI, including whether
they had access to suitable work to earn sufficient income to
support themselves [30], welfare policy issues, financial
hardship due to unemployment, and inaccessible transport
and environments. Hence, context needs to be accounted for
when considering the relative importance of economic self-
sufficiency in comparison to other meanings of work for
individuals. For instance, in a Swiss study of determinants
and consequences of having paid work after SCI, social
reasons were among the most frequently reported for
working after SCI [36]. Yet, this and the reviewed studies
all being conducted in relatively high-income countries, so
that the meanings of work participation in lower-income
countries, particularly in relation to achieving a sense of
self-sufficiency, may differ from those reported here.

Overall, the scoping review findings have provided
detailed information for understanding the meaning of work
from the perspectives of people with SCI. Based on a
review of factors contributing to work-ability for injured
workers, Fadyl et al. [37] used the ICF framework to pro-
pose a model of body function, activities and participation,
and environment related factors that contribute to work
ability. The findings of this scoping review indicate that
greater depth of information from a meaning perspective
also needs consideration. Models based on ICF might use-
fully be extended to take account of meaning as an influence
on work participation, which in turn could encourage
development and use of tools to further explore work
meanings in SCI rehabilitation research. These scoping
review findings also have important practice implications
for clinicians working with people with SCI. Given SCI
rehabilitation programs emphasise a patient centred and
goal oriented approach in which the patient plays a central
role [38]; the findings could be used by clinicians to guide
exploration of the meanings of work with patients in SCI
rehabilitation and to enhance patient centred goal-setting
related to work. This may also be useful in introducing the
idea of return to work to patients earlier in inpatient reha-
bilitation, which other recent studies have suggested as
having potential for enhancing post-injury work participa-
tion [39, 40].

There are some limitations of this review. First, the
search strategy generated a relatively large number of stu-
dies, few of which met the criteria for inclusion. This was

partly because the search terms related to ‘meaning’ (see
Stage 2) were broad, and identified studies on topics such as
quality of life that did not address the scoping review
question. Hand searching and citation tracking are used to
complement database searches and to enhance the com-
prehensiveness of scoping reviews. As in a previous related
review [18], this approach identified a more substantial
number of relevant papers for review, but it cannot be
known for certain whether all potentially relevant articles
were considered for inclusion. Second, the selection criteria
excluded grey literature to focus on published, peer-
reviewed qualitative evidence, a drawback of which
would have been to exclude first-person accounts, narratives
and opinions of individuals with SCI. Third, Arksey and
O’Malley [19] suggest consultation with consumers and
practitioners can enhance scoping reviews. We support this
view; indeed, consumer and practitioner views of the
meaning of work following SCI are being sought in sub-
sequent research informed by this scoping review. Fourth,
the scoping review findings are inevitably limited by the
nature of the data reported in the articles. Notably, most
studies involved single interviews with participants, and so
did not investigate changes in how participants experienced
work or its meanings over time. More studies of a long-
itudinal nature would be beneficial to identify how the
meanings of work may change during job-seeking and
whilst working, so as to better understand the barriers and
facilitators to sustainable employment [25, 28, 29], how
identities are successfully modified through pursing
employment post-injury, and how clinicians can support
this process [25]. Lastly, often the reviewed studies
involved mixed participant groups, meaning that it was not
possible to differentiate the meaning of work according to
gender. This supports Nolan’s view [41] that further
investigation of the influence of gender on the work
experiences of people with SCI is needed, particularly given
men and women with SCI may have differing patterns of
workforce participation. Similarly, their type of injury,
social or work status may impact the meanings that people
with SCI ascribed to work. Therefore, future exploration of
these variables is important to more effectively target
meaningful vocational interventions.

Conclusion

This scoping review aimed to explore what is known about
the meaning of work after spinal cord injury from the
existing research literature. Varied meanings of work were
identified, including redeveloping a sense of self, re-
establishing a place in the community, and regaining eco-
nomic self-sufficiency. These findings can guide and sup-
port vocational programs to explore ideas about work, why
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and how work may be meaningful with people with SCI,
so as to identify individually and contextually relevant
work. This review also suggests models of factors
contributing to work ability and participation could usefully
be extended to take account of the meanings of work,
so as to enhance patient centred approaches in SCI
rehabilitation.
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