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Helping others to 
help themselves
When patients have been discharged and struggle to get back  
on track, occupational therapists are there to lend a hand 

M
uch as Yogeswary Maniam 
loves helping people, she 
doesn’t believe in giving “free 
fish” to those who are in need. 
Instead, she believes that 

teaching them how to fish would help them 
more significantly. 

A senior occupational therapist at 
the Institute of Mental Health (IMH), the  
generous-hearted 27-year-old is committed to 
helping people with mental disorders regain 
their independence and purpose in their daily 
lives. 

“People tend to think we only conduct 
day programmes like art and craft to occupy 
the patients’ time. In fact, occupational thera-
pists bring meaning to the patients’ lives by 
looking at their needs holistically and helping 
them improve their ability to do daily tasks,” 
she explained. 

At present, Yogeswary runs a training 
programme for outpatients who are keen to 
work in the food and beverage (F&B) indus-
try. These are mainly patients whose condi-
tions have stabilised and are on the road to 
recovery. 

For those who are assessed to be suit-
able for F&B work, Yogeswary goes through 
crucial work etiquette and service skills with 
them.

“Being able to work will help them to pro-
vide for themselves. I feel great job satisfac-
tion when a patient improves and eventually 
finds employment,” she said. 

Part of an occupational therapist’s work 
also involves assessing patients who are 
about to be discharged from the hospital. 

This is when a mock-up flat — which 
most occupational therapists use to assess 
patients — comes in handy. 

“The patient will be asked to do daily 
chores like tidy up the room, handle knives 
and use the stove. This helps us assess if they 
are able to perform those daily tasks safely 
when they go home,” said Yogeswary.

For patients who have difficulty moving 
around after an illness, occupational thera-
pists also conduct home visits to assess their 
home environment. 

Leila Nasron, a principal occupational 
therapist at Singapore General Hospital who 
rehabilitates stroke victims and those with 
neurological diseases, said she conducts 
about four house calls a week. 

“For these patients, it is important to make 
sure that their home environment is safe for 
them. For instance, I may recommend them 
to install grab bars or use textured flooring to 
prevent falls,” said Leila. 

Interestingly, hand therapy is another 
aspect of an occupational therapist’s work. 

Apart from geriatric patients, Chan Kar 

Lock, an occupational therapist at Alexandra 
Hospital, also works with outpatients with 
hand conditions.

Her patients include construction  
workers who have injured their hands at work. 
Kar Lock may use splinting and other hand 
therapy techniques to help them regain their 
hand function so that they can return to work 
again. 

“After an injury, patients tend to be fear-
ful of using their hands. I educate them on 
wound care and teach them how to exercise 
their fingers so that their joints don’t become 
stiff,” she explained. 

As rehabilitation often takes time, set-
backs are sometimes inevitable during the 
course of therapy. 

“Sometimes, a patient may have a  
relapse due to factors such as stress,” said  
Yogeswary. 

But seeing a patient find his feet despite 
going through a debilitating illness is always 
a meaningful experience for any occupational 
therapist, said Leila. 

She has seen patients who are so ill that 
they become almost dependant on their care-
givers. 

“But even then, these patients may have 
small goals such as feeding themselves or 
going to the toilet without any help. It is very 
rewarding when I see them achieve their 
personal goals,” she added. 

“It helps them increase their self- 
worth.”
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Did you know?

1 Occupational therapy evolved in 
the 1700s when it was used to treat 

the mentally ill and later, during WWI, 
when it was used to help physically-
disabled survivors.

2 Occupational therapists give 
patients “the skills for the job of 

living necessary for living life to its 
fullest”, according to the American 
Occupational Therapy Association.

3 They achieve this by enhancing 
their patients’ ability to participate 

by modifying the environment or 
adapting the activity to better support 
participation.

Not only is Yvette skilful and 
experienced, she is also 
enthusiastic. Her positive 
attitude rubs off on her 
patients.
Mr Nigel Theng on SGH 
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