
 
Occupational Therapy’s Role in Veterans’ Health Care 

 
Occupational therapy is a skilled rehabilitation service that helps individuals achieve independence 
in all facets of their lives after experiencing disease, illness, or injury. Occupational therapy 
practitioners are skilled professionals whose education includes the study of human growth and 
development with specific emphasis on the social, emotional, and physiological effects of illness 
and injury. Occupational therapists enter the field with a master’s or doctoral degree, and 
occupational therapy assistants generally earn an associate degree. 
 

• Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) 
Occupational therapy practitioners can help people with TBI by facilitating the resumption 
of daily activities and simple tasks that are meaningful to a person’s life—such as dressing, 
shopping, and eating—at work and during leisure activities. Therapists can also: help 
Veterans with TBI implement weekly checklists of household chores; recommend 
equipment to aid in independence; and teach compensation techniques for problems with 
thinking, such as memory impairments.  
 

• Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) 
Occupational therapy practitioners help Veterans to cope with PTSD. Therapists teach 
desensitization (graded exposure to traumatic associations), relaxation techniques 
(especially guided imagery and visualization to counteract disturbing thoughts and 
images), and general coping skills (the identification of occupations that produce positive 
associations), and use techniques to help clients recognize their anxieties and to self-
initiate strategies to counteract them. Therapists ultimately offer support to prevent 
depression and substance abuse. 
 

• Burns, Wounds, and Amputations 
Occupational therapy practitioners treat Veterans with burns, wounds, and amputations, 
particularly involving the upper extremities. Therapists work with Veterans in the 
desensitization of residual limbs, debridement of burns and wounds, and the fitting and 
training for orthotics and prosthetics. Therapists also assist in maintaining and improving 
range of motion and participation in activities of daily living after injury to maximize a 
Veteran’s functional independence and quality of life.  
 

• Spinal Cord Injuries 
Occupational therapy practitioners work with Veterans who have experienced spinal cord 
injuries to help them remain independent and perform activities of daily living. Therapists 
help Veterans with the fitting of wheelchairs and training in the use of assistive devices 
that improve performance and function. Therapists work with Veterans to maintain and 
improve range of motion and teach adaptive techniques to compensate for functional 
impairments. Occupational therapy practitioners also go into the community and home to 
assess the environment and recommend modifications that allow for improved mobility 
and independence for persons with spinal cord injuries. 

 
Many occupational therapy practitioners are currently employed by the Department of Veterans 
Affairs (VA), but many more will be needed to meet the needs of a new generation of Veterans, to 
improve their quality of life, speed healing, reduce the chance of further injury, and promote 
productivity and community participation and re-integration. AOTA urges Congress to pass 
legislation to enhance the quality, accessibility, and availability of occupational therapists and 
occupational therapy assistants to our nation’s Veterans. 


