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Background: Adjustment disorder is a prevalent yet frequently underrecognized 

mental health condition defined as a maladaptive response to an identifiable 

stressor accompanied by clinically significant distress and functional impairment 

in social, occupational, or other important domains. Historically regarded as a re-

sidual or transient diagnosis, adjustment disorder has often been marginalized in 

both research and clinical practice. However, emerging evidence suggests that 

adjustment disorder is associated with sustained functional impairment, disrupted 

occupational participation, and prolonged difficulties in role performance, particu-

larly during periods of major life transition. 

Methodology: This paper used a mixed methods approach presenting a narrative 

evidence synthesis of contemporary interdisciplinary literature through an occu-

pational and wellness lens, supplemented by survey data from adults experiencing 

recent life transitions to explore perceived impacts on routines, roles, occupational 

engagement, and awareness of occupational therapy as a potential support. 

Findings: Findings indicate that adjustment disorder reflects a dynamic and re-

ciprocal process in which occupational disruption and psychological symptoms 

mutually reinforce one another over time, rather than representing short-lived dis-

tress alone. Survey results similarly highlight the extent to which life transitions 

are experienced as occupationally disruptive, with respondents reporting sus-

tained challenges in maintaining routines, balancing roles, and supporting wellbe-

ing. Despite these challenges, awareness and utilization of occupational therapy 

were limited, although respondents identified occupation focused support as po-

tentially valuable. 

Conclusion: By conceptualizing occupational performance and psychological 

symptoms as mutually reinforcing, this paper positions occupation-centered inter-

vention not only as functional support but as a therapeutic mechanism capable of 

directly mitigating adjustment-related distress. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Adjustment disorder is one of the most fre-

quently diagnosed mental health conditions 

across clinical and community settings, yet it 

remains conceptually underdeveloped and 

often minimized within the broader mental 

health literature (Bachem & Casey, 2018; 

O’Donnell et al., 2019). Historically posi-

tioned as a diagnosis of exclusion, adjust-

ment disorder has been viewed as vague, 

normative, or self‑limiting, contributing to its 

marginalization in research agendas, limited 

development of targeted interventions, and 

inconsistent recognition of its functional im-

pact. 

 

Although DSM-5-TR (APA, 2022) criteria ex-

plicitly require clinically significant impair-

ment in social or occupational functioning, 

treatment approaches often prioritize symp-

tom reduction over direct intervention at the 

level of occupational performance. ICD-11 

(WHO, 2019) similarly defines adjustment 

disorder as a stress-response condition 

characterized by persistent preoccupation 

with a stressor and failure to adapt, accom-

panied by functional impairment. While func-

tional disruption is embedded within both di-

agnostic frameworks, clinical discourse and 

intervention models frequently emphasize 

emotional symptom relief rather than the re-

organization of routines, roles, and participa-

tion that underlie sustained adaptation. 

Emerging scholarship challenges the as-

sumption that adjustment disorder is transi-

ent or benign, demonstrating that it is asso-

ciated with sustained occupational disrup-

tion, prolonged distress, and significant inter-

ference with daily functioning (Bachem & Ca-

sey, 2018; O’Donnell et al., 2019). Popula-

tion-based and longitudinal studies indicate 

that individuals diagnosed with adjustment 

disorder frequently experience persistent dif-

ficulties in work participation, social 

engagement, and routine maintenance, often 

extending beyond resolution of the precipitat-

ing stressor (Morgan et al., 2022; Redican et 

al., 2025). Rather than a brief emotional re-

action, adjustment disorder reflects disrupted 

adaptation processes and a prolonged mis-

match between environmental demands and 

an individual’s capacity to reorganize rou-

tines, roles, and daily occupations (Bachem 

& Casey, 2018; Lotzin et al., 2024).  

 

Life transitions such as changes in employ-

ment, caregiving responsibilities, health sta-

tus, or family structure destabilize estab-

lished occupational patterns and increase 

vulnerability to maladaptive adjustment 

(Redican et al., 2025). From an occupational 

perspective, these disruptions are central to 

the trajectory of distress rather than second-

ary consequences. Yet this occupational di-

mension of adjustment disorder has re-

mained underdeveloped within traditional 

mental health frameworks, despite clear 

alignment with occupational therapy’s 

longstanding focus on participation, adapta-

tion, and engagement in meaningful activi-

ties (Schkade & Schultz, 1992). Occupa-

tional therapy, with its emphasis on participa-

tion and adaptive engagement, is uniquely 

positioned to address the functional conse-

quences of disrupted adaptation, yet its role 

in supporting individuals during life transi-

tions remains under‑articulated and underuti-

lized. 

 

This paper contributes a novel occupational 

therapy perspective on adjustment disorder 

by synthesizing contemporary interdiscipli-

nary research and integrating original survey 

data from adults experiencing recent life 

transitions to highlight functional and occu-

pational impacts during life transitions. By 

examining both empirical evidence and lived 

experience, this paper advances a dynamic 
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understanding of adjustment-related distress 

and identifies opportunities for preventive 

and early occupational therapy intervention 

to support wellbeing, participation, and adap-

tive capacity during periods of change. 

 

METHODS 
This paper used a mixed methods approach 

presenting a structured narrative evidence 

synthesis of contemporary interdisciplinary 

literature through an occupational and well-

ness lens, supplemented by survey data 

from adults experiencing recent life transi-

tions to explore perceived impacts on rou-

tines, roles, occupational engagement, and 

awareness of occupational therapy as a po-

tential support.  

 

Narrative synthesis 

A structured narrative synthesis approach 

was used to examine literature related to ad-

justment disorder, stress and adaptation tra-

jectories, and occupation centered functional 

outcomes. Consistent with narrative review 

methods commonly used in occupational 

and wellness focused scholarship, this ap-

proach allowed for the integration of diverse 

study designs and disciplinary perspectives. 

Included studies were analyzed thematically 

and grouped according to their primary con-

tributions, such as diagnostic clarity and le-

gitimacy, stress and adaptation trajectories, 

functional and occupational impact, and oc-

cupation centered intervention outcomes. 

Rather than summarizing individual studies 

in isolation, findings were synthesized to 

identify consistent patterns and implications 

relevant to occupational participation, role 

performance, and adaptation during life tran-

sitions. 

 

Targeted searches were conducted in Pub-

Med, PsycINFO, and Google Scholar using 

combinations of adjustment disorder, stress, 

adaptation, life transitions, function, occupa-

tional performance, and occupational ther-

apy. Peer‑reviewed articles from the past 15 

years were prioritized, with earlier founda-

tional literature included as needed. 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Articles were included if they: 

• Focused on adjustment disorder or adjust-

ment-related responses to identifiable 

stressors 

• Examined functional, occupational, or par-

ticipation-related outcomes 

• Addressed stress-response trajectories or 

adaptation processes 

• Included occupation-centered or interdisci-

plinary interventions  

 

Articles focused solely on symptom reduc-

tion or unrelated psychiatric conditions were 

excluded as were those that were non–peer 

reviewed. Search terms and inclusion criteria 

were applied consistently across databases, 

and thematic categories were iteratively re-

fined through comparison across studies. A 

total of 37 articles informed the synthesis. 

Studies are cited selectively throughout the 

synthesis where findings are directly refer-

enced; not all included articles are individu-

ally cited in the text, consistent with narrative 

review conventions. 

 

Contextual survey to inform interpreta-

tion 

To complement the literature synthesis, a de-

scriptive survey explored adults’ experiences 

of major life transitions and their awareness 

of occupational therapy as a supportive re-

source. This methodological decision aligns 

with mixed methods traditions in which sup-

plementary data contextualize synthesized 

findings within contemporary lived experi-

ence (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; 

Mortenson & Oliffe, 2009). The survey was 

not intended as primary empirical evidence, 
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and consistent with calls for transparency in 

OT mixed methodology (Winston & Dirette, 

2022), its role and limitations are explicitly 

noted here. The anonymous, researcher-de-

veloped Qualtrics survey included demo-

graphic questions, multiple-choice and Lik-

ert-scale items, and open-ended prompts. It 

explored the nature of the transition, impacts 

on routines and roles, coping strategies, and 

perceptions of occupational therapy. Re-

sponses were analyzed using descriptive 

statistics and basic thematic coding by the 

research team. The survey was distributed 

via social media platforms and professional 

networks. The survey and recruitment flyer 

were IRB-approved. Eligible participants 

were adults aged 18 years and older who re-

ported experiencing a significant life change 

or transition within the past year. A total of 

103 respondents completed the survey. De-

scriptive statistics were used to summarize 

quantitative responses, and open-ended re-

sponses were reviewed using basic thematic 

coding to identify common experiences and 

perceptions.  

 

This study received approval from the Wid-

ener University Institutional Review Board 

and was deemed exempt (IRB Protocol 

#515). All participants were provided with an 

informed consent statement prior to begin-

ning the survey. Consent was indicated elec-

tronically before any data was collected. Par-

ticipation was voluntary and anonymous.  

 

Use of generative AI 

OpenAI’s ChatGPT (version GPT-5.2, ac-

cessed via ChatGPT, January 2026) was 

used to support the writing process for this 

manuscript. The tool assisted with refining 

sentence structure for clarity and tone and 

checking for consistency in terminology. The 

authors maintain full responsibility for the ac-

curacy, interpretation, and originality of the 

content. All AI-generated content was criti-

cally reviewed, edited, and integrated by the 

author to ensure alignment with the scholarly 

aims of the article. 

 

FINDINGS 

Findings from the literature synthesis 

Synthesis of the included literature revealed 

three interrelated themes characterizing ad-

justment disorder as an occupationally medi-

ated condition: disrupted adaptation pro-

cesses, variable trajectories of adjustment 

during life transitions, and persistent func-

tional and occupational disruption. 

 

Disrupted adaptation processes 

Across disciplines, adjustment disorder is 

consistently defined as emotional or behav-

ioral symptoms arising in response to identi-

fiable stressors and accompanied by marked 

distress and functional impairment (O’Don-

nell et al., 2019). Unlike psychiatric diagno-

ses defined primarily by symptom clusters in-

dependent of context, adjustment disorder is 

inherently relational, emerging from the inter-

action between environmental demands, oc-

cupational disruption, and individual adaptive 

capacity (Lotzin et al., 2024). This relational 

framing positions adjustment disorder as a 

condition rooted in disrupted adaptation ra-

ther than isolated symptom expression. 

Contemporary conceptualizations empha-

size that adjustment disorder reflects a fail-

ure of adaptive processes over time rather 

than an acute reaction to stress (Bachem & 

Casey, 2018; Redican et al., 2025). While 

many individuals experience distress follow-

ing significant life events, most gradually re-

store balance as they adapt to new de-

mands. In contrast, individuals with adjust-

ment disorder struggle to reorganize daily life 

in ways that support sustained functioning 

and wellbeing. Adaptation, therefore, 

emerges as a dynamic process unfolding 
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across time and context rather than a dis-

crete outcome. 

 

Models of stress and adaptation further sup-

port this perspective, conceptualizing psy-

chological distress as the result of prolonged 

imbalance between environmental demands 

and available coping resources (Lotzin et al., 

2024). From this viewpoint, adjustment dis-

order emerges when individuals are unable 

to recalibrate routines, roles, and expecta-

tions in response to changing circumstances. 

Such recalibration is inherently occupational, 

involving decisions about how time is used, 

which roles are prioritized, and how meaning 

is derived from daily activities. 

 

Research examining adaptation across the 

lifespan suggests that vulnerability to adjust-

ment difficulties is shaped by cumulative 

stress exposure, role strain, and contextual 

demands (Redican et al., 2025). Life transi-

tions such as changes in employment, health 

status, caregiving responsibilities, or social 

roles may increase the risk of maladaptive 

adjustment by disrupting established occu-

pational patterns. These disruptions can un-

dermine a sense of coherence and control, 

further complicating efforts to adapt. From 

this perspective, adjustment disorder can be 

understood as a condition with fundamen-

tally occupational dimensions, rooted in chal-

lenges related to role continuity, routine re-

construction, and participation. 

 

Variable trajectories of adjustment during 

life transitions 

Evidence indicates that adjustment disorder 

does not follow a uniform or short-lived 

course but instead reflects distinct trajecto-

ries of adaptation over time (Lotzin et al., 

2024). While some individuals gradually re-

gain equilibrium following stressful events, 

others experience prolonged difficulties that 

interfere with functioning and wellbeing. 

Identifying these trajectories is critical for un-

derstanding adjustment disorder as a pro-

cess rather than a time-limited response. 

Studies examining stress exposure and 

adaptive responses consistently demon-

strate sustained functional impairment 

among individuals with adjustment disorder, 

particularly when stressors are prolonged, 

cumulative, or characterized by uncertainty 

(Morgan et al., 2022; Redican et al., 2025). 

In these contexts, adaptive resources may 

be depleted, making it increasingly difficult to 

reorganize daily routines and maintain role 

performance. These findings challenge as-

sumptions that adjustment-related distress 

resolve automatically once stressors abate. 

 

Research conducted during periods of large-

scale stress further illustrates how environ-

mental disruption shapes adjustment trajec-

tories. Population-based studies indicate that 

adjustment-related symptoms frequently ex-

ceed those associated with trauma expo-

sure, highlighting adjustment disorder as a 

primary response to contextual stress rather 

than a residual diagnosis (Mahat-Shamir et 

al., 2021). These findings underscore the im-

portance of considering social, occupational, 

and environmental contexts when examining 

adaptation. Longitudinal analyses suggest 

that recovery from adjustment disorder is 

closely tied to the restoration of occupational 

balance and participation rather than symp-

tom resolution alone (Tanaka et al., 2023). 

When routines remain disrupted and role ex-

pectations unclear, distress may persist even 

in the absence of acute stress. This pattern 

reinforces conceptualizations of adjustment 

disorder as a dynamic process involving on-

going negotiation between individuals and 

their environments. 
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Persistent functional and occupational 

disruption 

Across the literature, adjustment disorder is 

consistently associated with meaningful im-

pairments in functioning (Morgan et al., 

2022; O’Donnell et al., 2019). Individuals di-

agnosed with adjustment disorder frequently 

report difficulties maintaining work perfor-

mance, managing daily responsibilities, and 

sustaining social engagement (Morgan et al., 

2022; Redican et al., 2025). These impair-

ments have been observed across age 

groups and contexts, reinforcing the rele-

vance of adjustment disorder as a condition 

with broad occupational implications. 

Work participation appears particularly vul-

nerable during periods of maladaptive ad-

justment. Difficulties with concentration, en-

ergy regulation, and emotional regulation 

may interfere with productivity, attendance, 

and role fulfillment. At the same time, disrup-

tions in routines related to self-care, house-

hold management, and leisure participation 

may erode overall wellbeing and resilience. 

These disruptions often interact, creating 

feedback loops in which functional impair-

ment exacerbates distress and further under-

mines adaptation. This bidirectional pattern 

suggests that occupational disruption is not 

merely a consequence of adjustment disor-

der but may function as an active driver of 

symptom persistence. 

 

Importantly, functional difficulties associated 

with adjustment disorder frequently persist 

beyond the resolution of the precipitating 

stressor (Redican et al., 2025). Challenges 

related to role performance and participation 

may remain even when emotional symptoms 

fluctuate or diminish (Morgan et al., 2022). 

These findings challenge the notion that ad-

justment disorder is inherently self-limiting 

and highlight the need for interventions that 

support functional recovery and occupational 

reorganization. 

 

From an occupational perspective, these 

patterns reflect disruptions in the organiza-

tion of daily life, including the loss or altera-

tion of valued roles and routines. Adjust-

ment-related distress cannot be fully under-

stood without considering how individuals 

engage in meaningful activities and maintain 

participation across contexts. Literature 

therefore supports interventions that attend 

to the structure and meaning of daily occu-

pations rather than focusing exclusively on 

symptom reduction. 

 

Findings from the survey 

To contextualize these synthesized findings 

within contemporary lived experience, sur-

vey data were examined to explore adults’ 

perceptions of occupational disruption and 

support needs during periods of life transi-

tion. Respondents represented a broad 

range of adult life stages and reported expe-

riencing diverse transitions, including health-

related changes, family role shifts, caregiving 

responsibilities, career or educational transi-

tions, relocation, and identity-related 

changes. Across transition types, partici-

pants consistently reported disruption to es-

tablished routines and roles, with many de-

scribing difficulties maintaining family rou-

tines, managing daily responsibilities, and 

sustaining emotional wellbeing.  

 

The majority of respondents (96.7%) re-

ported that their life transition had a moder-

ate to extremely impactful effect on daily life, 

with 35.5% describing the impact as ex-

tremely impactful, 30.6% as significant, and 

30.6% as moderate. Only a small proportion 

of respondents (3.2%) reported minimal im-

pact, suggesting that life transitions are 
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widely experienced as substantially disrup-

tive to daily functioning. 

 

A large majority of respondents (approxi-

mately 80%) reported difficulty maintaining 

established routines during periods of life 

transition, reinforcing the central role of oc-

cupational disruption in adjustment-related 

experiences. Commonly reported challenges 

included difficulty balancing competing role 

demands and managing stress, with many 

participants describing a sense of overwhelm 

related to changes in daily structure. Partici-

pants also indicated that the effects of life 

transitions were often prolonged. Approxi-

mately 70% reported that the impact of their 

transition lasted longer than anticipated, re-

flecting extended adjustment processes ra-

ther than short-term disruption. 

 

Despite widespread recognition of these 

challenges, awareness and utilization of oc-

cupational therapy services were limited. 

Only a small proportion of respondents (ap-

proximately 15–20%) reported having ac-

cessed occupational therapy services. How-

ever, a majority indicated that occupational 

therapy could be beneficial, particularly in ar-

eas such as rebuilding routines, supporting 

role transitions, managing stress, and estab-

lishing or re-establishing healthy habits. 

Identified barriers included limited aware-

ness of occupational therapy’s scope, uncer-

tainty about access, and perceived stigma. 

 

Open-ended responses further highlighted a 

desire for practical, occupation-focused sup-

port during transitions. Participants de-

scribed feeling overwhelmed by changes to 

daily structure and expressed interest in sup-

port that addressed routines, roles, and eve-

ryday functioning rather than symptom man-

agement alone. One respondent noted, 

“Right now, I would take all the help I can get, 

and the areas you’re asking about are the 

ones where good support is so hard to find,” 

underscoring the perceived gap between 

need and available services. 

 

Convergence of literature and survey 

findings 

Across both the synthesized literature and 

survey data, a consistent pattern emerges: 

adjustment-related distress is experienced 

primarily as disruption to everyday occupa-

tional organization rather than as isolated 

emotional symptoms. Findings from the liter-

ature emphasize that adjustment disorder re-

flects prolonged challenges in adaptation, 

characterized by difficulty reorganizing rou-

tines, roles, and participation following signif-

icant life transitions. Survey responses from 

adults navigating recent transitions closely 

mirror these patterns, reinforcing the occupa-

tional nature of adjustment-related distress. 

Participants consistently described difficulty 

maintaining daily routines, balancing com-

peting role demands, and sustaining partici-

pation in work, family, and self-care activi-

ties, experiences that align with documented 

functional impairments associated with ad-

justment disorder in population-based and 

longitudinal studies. The persistence of 

these challenges beyond the initial stressor, 

frequently noted in the literature, was simi-

larly reflected in respondents’ reports that the 

impact of transitions lasted longer or felt 

more intense than anticipated. 

 

Both data sources highlight the significant 

role of occupational disruption in shaping ad-

justment trajectories. Literature examining 

stress-response patterns underscores that 

recovery is intricately linked to the restoration 

of occupational balance and role clarity ra-

ther than symptom resolution alone. Survey 

respondents echoed this emphasis, express-

ing a desire for practical, occupation-focused 
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support aimed at rebuilding routines, manag-

ing role transitions, and re-establishing daily 

structure. These converging findings suggest 

that individuals experiencing adjustment-re-

lated distress may prioritize functional reor-

ganization over symptom-focused interven-

tion. 

 

Notably, the convergence between literature 

and survey findings also reveals a gap be-

tween need and service utilization. While oc-

cupation-centered interventions are associ-

ated with improved participation and func-

tional outcomes in existing studies, survey 

respondents reported limited awareness and 

use of occupational therapy during life tran-

sitions. This disconnect underscores the un-

der-recognized role of occupational therapy 

in addressing adjustment-related occupa-

tional disruption and highlights opportunities 

for preventive and early intervention ap-

proaches that align with individuals’ lived ex-

periences. 

 

Together, the convergence of synthesized 

evidence and survey data strengthens the 

conceptualization of adjustment disorder as 

an occupational phenomenon rooted in dis-

rupted adaptation processes. By integrating 

empirical findings with lived experience, this 

synthesis underscores the relevance of oc-

cupation-centered frameworks for under-

standing adjustment-related distress and 

supports the positioning of occupational ther-

apy as a key contributor to preventive mental 

health practice during periods of life transition. 
 

DISCUSSION 

Occupational therapy and functional   

outcomes 

This synthesis advances a dynamic occupa-

tional model of adjustment disorder, concep-

tualizing symptoms and occupational disrup-

tion as mutually reinforcing processes 

unfolding over time. Within this framework, 

restoring participation and reorganizing daily 

occupations are not peripheral to psycholog-

ical recovery but central mechanisms 

through which adaptation is re-established. 

Evidence examining occupation-centered 

and interdisciplinary interventions provides 

important insight into how functional recov-

ery may be supported among individuals ex-

periencing adjustment-related difficulties. 

Studies incorporating occupational therapy 

within structured intervention programs 

demonstrate improvements in occupational 

performance, work readiness, and participa-

tion across daily life domains (Tanaka et al., 

2023; Wong et al., 2024). These findings are 

particularly relevant given growing recogni-

tion that adjustment-related distress often 

manifests as disruption to routines, roles, 

and daily functioning rather than symptom 

severity alone. 

 

Survey findings from the present study rein-

force this functional framing. Respondents 

consistently reported difficulty maintaining 

daily routines, balancing competing role de-

mands, and sustaining participation in work, 

family, and self-care activities during periods 

of transition. Many participants described 

feeling overwhelmed by changes to daily 

structure and expressed challenges in re-es-

tablishing routines even after the initial 

stressor had passed. These experiences 

closely mirror the occupational disruptions 

described in intervention studies, underscor-

ing the relevance of occupation-centered ap-

proaches for individuals experiencing adjust-

ment-related difficulties. 

 

Notably, improvements in occupational per-

formance are not always accompanied by 

complete symptom remission. Wong et al. 

(2024) found that individuals receiving occu-

pation-centered interventions demonstrated 
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meaningful gains in occupational perfor-

mance and satisfaction even when changes 

in psychological symptoms were modest. 

This divergence highlights the importance of 

evaluating outcomes beyond symptom se-

verity and underscores occupational ther-

apy’s focus on participation and engagement 

as central indicators of recovery. Survey re-

spondents similarly emphasized a desire for 

practical support targeting daily functioning 

and routines, suggesting that improvements 

in participation may be perceived as mean-

ingful even when emotional distress persists. 

Interdisciplinary return-to-work interventions 

that include occupational therapy further il-

lustrate the value of addressing occupational 

demands, routines, and environmental sup-

ports (Tanaka et al., 2023). By targeting both 

individual capacities and contextual factors, 

these interventions support sustained partic-

ipation and role re-engagement. Survey par-

ticipants who reported work- or role-related 

transitions frequently identified difficulty 

managing expectations, routines, and en-

ergy demands, reinforcing the need for inter-

ventions that attend to occupational organi-

zation rather than symptom reduction alone. 

 

Occupational therapy’s emphasis on occu-

pation as both a means and an end positions 

the profession uniquely within the landscape 

of mental health interventions. Rather than 

viewing functional improvement as second-

ary to symptom change, occupational ther-

apy prioritizes engagement in meaningful ac-

tivities as a pathway to adaptation. This ori-

entation is particularly relevant for adjust-

ment disorder, where the primary challenge 

lies in reorganizing daily life in response to 

stress and change. 

 

Occupational adaptation and adjustment 

to life transitions 

From an occupational therapy perspective, 

difficulties associated with adjustment disor-

der may be understood through the lens of 

occupational adaptation (Schkade & Schultz, 

1992). Periods of life transition often disrupt 

established roles, routines, and habits, creat-

ing increased occupational demands that re-

quire individuals to generate new or modified 

adaptive responses over time. When adap-

tive capacity is exceeded or insufficiently 

supported, occupational disruption may per-

sist, contributing to distress and functional 

impairment rather than resolution over time. 

Occupational adaptation conceptualizes ad-

aptation as a dynamic, internal process 

shaped through ongoing interaction between 

the individual, the occupational environment, 

and role expectations (Schultz & Schkade, 

1992). This perspective underscores the im-

portance of facilitating opportunities for indi-

viduals to develop and refine adaptive re-

sponses through engagement in meaningful 

occupations, reconstruction of routines, and 

negotiation of evolving roles. Framing adjust-

ment disorder within an occupational adapta-

tion lens reinforces the role of occupational 

therapy in supporting adaptive processes 

and promoting relative mastery before occu-

pational disruption becomes entrenched. 

 

Implications for occupational therapy 

practice 

Building on the synthesized themes of dis-

rupted adaptation, variable adjustment tra-

jectories, and persistent occupational disrup-

tion, the findings position occupational ther-

apy as a key contributor to preventive and 

early intervention approaches for adjustment 

disorder (Redican et al., 2025; Wong et al., 

2024). Given the significant role of occupa-

tional disruption in adjustment-related dis-

tress, occupational therapists are well posi-

tioned to support individuals during periods 

of life transition by addressing routines, 
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roles, and participation before impairments 

become entrenched. 

 

Survey respondents consistently reported 

disruption to daily routines and difficulty bal-

ancing multiple roles during periods of 

change. Many expressed uncertainties about 

how to re-establish structure and manage 

competing demands, even when they recog-

nized the need for support. These findings 

suggest that occupational therapy interven-

tions focused on routine reconstruction, role 

negotiation, and habit development may be 

particularly well suited to addressing adjust-

ment-related challenges in everyday life. 

Preventive practice may involve supporting 

individuals in anticipating and navigating 

transitions, facilitating adaptive planning, and 

promoting engagement in meaningful activi-

ties that restore balance between demands 

and capacities. Early intervention approaches 

may focus on identifying emerging patterns of 

occupational disruption, such as withdrawal 

from valued activities or difficulty maintaining 

routines, and intervening before functional 

impairment escalates. 

 

Importantly, survey findings also revealed 

limited awareness and utilization of occupa-

tional therapy services during life transitions, 

despite respondents identifying areas in 

which occupational therapy could be helpful. 

This gap highlights the need for occupational 

therapists to expand practice beyond tradi-

tional mental health settings and increase 

visibility within community-based, workplace, 

and wellness-focused contexts. Such expan-

sion aligns with broader efforts to promote 

mental health and wellbeing across popula-

tions and underscores occupational ther-

apy’s relevance within preventive frame-

works addressing adjustment-related dis-

tress. 

 

Implications for future research 

Future research should continue to examine 

adjustment disorder through an occupational 

lens, with particular attention to participation-

based outcomes and longitudinal trajectories 

of functional recovery (Morgan et al., 2022; 

Redican et al., 2025). Findings from the pre-

sent survey suggest that individuals experi-

ence prolonged disruption to routines and 

roles during life transitions, underscoring the 

importance of examining functional out-

comes over time rather than relying solely on 

symptom-based measures. Studies that in-

corporate occupation-centered measures 

alongside symptom assessments will further 

clarify how adaptation unfolds during and af-

ter periods of stress (Wong et al., 2024). Re-

search examining the timing and impact of 

early occupational therapy intervention dur-

ing life transitions may also help identify op-

portunities for prevention and early support. 

Additionally, future research should explore 

barriers to accessing occupational therapy 

during periods of adjustment-related dis-

tress. Survey respondents identified limited 

awareness of occupational therapy’s role as 

a significant barrier, suggesting a need for 

studies examining service accessibility, re-

ferral pathways, and public understanding of 

occupation-centered mental health support. 

Addressing these gaps may contribute to the 

development of more accessible and respon-

sive services for individuals navigating life 

transitions. 

 

Limitations 

This synthesis is limited by reliance on 

peer‑reviewed literature published in English 

and by the narrative synthesis approach, 

which does not quantify effect sizes or for-

mally appraise study quality. Additionally, the 

contextual survey sample was self‑selected 

and not intended to be representative. Sur-

vey findings are therefore presented to 



Persia             The Human Occupation & Wellbeing Journal 

 

https://howj.org/ 2026 Vol. 2 Issue No.1      Page 11 of 12 
 

contextualize synthesized evidence rather 

than as generalizable empirical results. 
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CONCLUSION 

Adjustment disorder represents a clinically 

meaningful condition characterized by dis-

rupted adaptation and functional impairment 

in response to identifiable stressors (Bachem 

& Casey, 2018; O’Donnell et al., 2019). Evi-

dence increasingly supports understanding 

adjustment disorder as an occupational and 

wellness issue, with implications for partici-

pation, role performance, and daily function-

ing (Redican et al., 2025). Findings from the 

present survey further underscore the lived 

experience of occupational disruption during 

life transitions and highlight unmet needs for 

practical, occupation-focused support. By re-

framing adjustment disorder as an occupa-

tional phenomenon characterized by recipro-

cal interaction between functional disruption 

and psychological distress, this paper ex-

tends beyond traditional symptom-based 

models and underscores occupational ther-

apy’s therapeutic relevance within preventive 

mental health care. 

 

Occupational therapy offers a valuable per-

spective and set of tools for addressing these 

challenges by supporting adaptation through 

engagement in meaningful occupations 

(Tanaka et al., 2023; Wong et al., 2024). In-

tegrating occupation-centered approaches 

into preventive and early intervention frame-

works may enhance support for individuals 

navigating life transitions and promote sus-

tained wellbeing. 
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