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The Vona du Toit Model of Creative Ability (VdTMoCA) presents a framework for understanding client motivation and action in 
occupational therapy, emphasising the relationship between motivation and action. Similarly, motivation to work is regarded as the 
primary and in some instances, the only eligibility criterion for inclusion in supported employment services. This commentary explores 
the potential theoretical link between the VdTMoCA and supported employment, primarily applied to the South African context. It is 
aimed at occupational therapists already familiar with the VdTMoCA. The following aspects of the VdTMoCA are theoretically applied 
to the context of supported employment: (1) motivation and action, (2) purposeful activity and (3) the use of graded challenges. It is 
tentatively concluded that the VdTMoCA may be compatible for use in supported employment at lower levels of creative ability. This 
would require that it is used as a means enabling participation in competitive employment, as opposed to raising the threshold for those 
considered appropriate candidates for employment.

INTRODUCTION
The Vona du Toit Model of Creative Ability (VdTMoCA) provides 
a unique occupational perspective of the relationship between 
motivation and action1,2. Similarly, motivation plays a central role 
in supported employment, when a person’s motivation to work 
is regarded as the primary or only criterion for inclusion in such 
services and programmes3. Supported employment may be defined 
as services which enable employment in the open labour market 
for people with various disabilities3. Vocational support may include 
on-site job coaching, job analysis and matching, task or environ-
mental adaptations, education of employers and advocacy for the 
employment potential of people with disabilities. A brief theoreti-
cal exploration of the link between the VdTMoCA and supported 
employment is presented.

Economic empowerment has been proposed as an integral part 
of occupational therapy practice in developing countries4. Despite 
progressive labour legislation, the national unemployment rate in 
South Africa is estimated at approximately 25%5. Unemployment 
statistics confirm that economic empowerment remains an ap-
propriate priority in South African occupational therapy practice. 
Supported employment, as a model that enables competitive em-
ployment for people with disabilities, may assist in addressing this 
challenge. Although the significance and progressive development 
of work participation is integral to the theory and application of 
the VdTMoCA, the use of the VdTMoCA has only been briefly 
described in vocational rehabilitation6. Furthermore, its potential 
use in supported employment services, that could enable economic 
empowerment4, has not been documented.

Involvement in supported employment has been suggested as 
a potentially significant role for occupational therapists in mental 
health and appears highly compatible with occupational therapy 
practice7,8. While these suggestions apply to occupational therapy 
practice in the United Kingdom, occupational therapy practice in 

South Africa may increasingly include supported employment. In 
fact, given the national unemployment rate5, employment may be 
regarded as a priority area for occupational therapy practice in South 
Africa. This presents a unique opportunity to use the VdTMoCA to 
enable competitive employment for those clients who express the 
need to work, especially at the levels of self-presentation and passive 
participation. The VdTMoCA could assist occupational therapists 
to enable engagement in meaningful employment as opposed to 
raising the threshold for those who are considered ‘employable’ 
in the open labour market.

This discussion will consider the theoretical compatibility between 
the VdTMoCA and supported employment. It is aimed at occupational 
therapists already familiar with the VdTMoCA. Firstly, a brief overview 
of the VdTMoCA and supported employment will be presented. This 
will be followed by a discussion of how each of the following aspects of 
the VdTMoCA may apply to supported employment: (1) motivation 
and action, (2) purposeful activity and (3) the use of graded challenges1,2.

The Vona du Toit Model of Creative Ability 
(VdTMoCA)
During the early sixties and seventies, Vona du Toit, a South Af-
rican occupational therapist, developed the theory underpinning 
the Model of Creative Ability that identified and described six 
hierarchical levels of motivation with corresponding levels of ac-
tion1:55-81. These levels as described in the VdTMoCA, are listed in 
Table 1on page 50.

Creative ability “is manifested in a tangible or intangible product, 
which acts as evidence of the level of creative potential attained”1:22. 
The VdTMoCA suggests that action is governed and produced by 
motivation and that success or failure equally feeds into motiva-
tion1:105. While research and validation of the levels of creative abil-
ity remain ongoing, the VdTMoCA enables a unique occupational 
perspective for understanding client motivation and action9,10 . 
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that is aimed at skill acquisition and action that is orientated towards 
a process or product2. Given the nature of motivation and action, 
selected employment in the open labour market seems a reason-
able assumption for this level of creative ability.

It is unclear what Vona du Toit regarded as ‘selected work’ in the 
open labour market1:50. Sheltered and protective employment was 
suggested for clients presenting at levels of creative ability lower 
than passive participation1:50. Sheltered and protective employ-
ment may be regarded as settings in which people with disabilities 
may work that are not based on open labour market principles in 
terms of competition, expected output and remuneration. These 
settings are not integrated with mainstream working society and 
are separated from what is considered ‘normal’ work spaces. They 
are designed specifically for the employment of people with dis-
abilities. The predictions of employment potential outside of the 
open labour market for clients on the level of self-presentation are 
reflective of practice at that time. The question arises whether the 
VdTMoCA and supported employment are compatible after all? The 
similarities and potential links between the supported employment 
model and the VdTMoCA are displayed in Figure 1.

It is important to note that the VdTMoCA proposes the possibil-
ity of growth in a person’s motivation by engagement in purposeful 
activity, specifically when maximal effort is successfully applied at the 
parameters of an individual’s current level of creative ability1:37&104. 
A bi-directional relationship between motivation and action is as-
sumed and is of particular importance when considering the use 
of the VdTMoCA in supported employment programmes. The 
possibility exists that a person may become increasingly motivated 
to work the more they participate in meaningful employment. The 
opposite is also true, the longer a person is unable to engage in 
work for various possible reasons, the lower the motivation may 
become to pursue and participate in employment. This may explain 
why ‘discouraged job seekers’ are recorded as a specific category 
within unemployment statistics5. It has not been determined how 
many people with disabilities are part of the ‘discouraged jobseek-
ers’ in South Africa.

Supported Employment
Several decades ago supported, competitive employment was 
suggested for people with severe disabilities in North America11. 
There are some organisations, such as small non-profit organisa-
tions and private enterprises, offering this service in South Africa 
but the availability of supported employment services remains 
highly limited12. Theoretically, eligibility for inclusion in supported 
employment is based solely on a person’s motivation to work3. 
Supported employment is emerging as a superior alternative to 
other vocational rehabilitation approaches that focus on therapeutic 
work, sheltered or protective employment outside the open labour 
market13,14. Supported employment facilitates the employment and 
integration of people with disabilities within every day employment 
settings. However, supported employment is not without its chal-
lenges. These include the definition of competitive employment15 
and management of the variety of barriers that may prevent sup-
ported employment implementation16. Nevertheless, it may provide 
a viable route for occupational therapy clients seeking to enter into 
employment. It may allow people with disabilities access to the 
same economic and social benefits of the open labour market as 
the rest of the working population and can be implemented in a 
variety of work environments, executed cost-effectively and applied 
to various client populations17.

Connecting the VdTMoCA and Supported 
Employment
In the development of the theory underpinning the VdTMoCA, 
Vona du Toit gave much attention to a person’s work capacity, 

when employment potential was based on a client’s level of cre-
ative ability1:37-42. It was suggested that selected work in the open 
labour market is possible for clients at and above a level of passive 
participation1:50. This level of creative ability describes motivation 

Table 1: The Levels of Motivation and Action as described in the VdTMoCA1,2,9

Level Motivation Action

Tone Maintenance of biological existence. Pre-destructive/destructive, unplanned, 
action.

Self-differentiation Differentiation of self from others and 
environment.

Incidentally constructive or unconstructive 
action.

Self-presentation Presentation of differentiated self. Explorative, constructive action.

Participation Participative action

I.   Passive Acquisition of skill. I.   Passive product-orientated

II.  Imitative Creation of product. II.  Imitative.

III. Active Improvement of product/process. III. Original, authentic.

IV. Competitive Evaluation of self to others. IV. Product-centred.

Contribution Contribution to situation/ circumstance. Situation-centred action.

Competitive Contribution Contribution to society. Society-centred action.

(Adapted from: Castelijn, 2014, p.15; Witt, 2014, p.9; du Toit, 2009, p.49)

Figure 1: Theoretical Similarities between the 
VdTMoCA and Supported Employment
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Figure 1 demonstrates how motivation and action, purposeful 
activity and graded challenges are constructs from the VdTMoCA 
that theoretically link to the model of supported employment. 
These theoretical links will be discussed in more detail.

Motivation and Action
Vona du Toit extensively described how motivation is expressed in 
action and suggested that ‘work-ready participative action’ would 
emerge once a person achieves a level of passive participation1:87. 
‘Work-readiness’ remains a broad and somewhat ambiguous con-
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struct. However, in supported employment it has been advocated 
that clients who express the desire to work be taken at face value3. 
If a client deemed to be at a level of creative ability lower than pas-
sive participation expresses either the desire or need to work, they 
should be regarded as suitable candidates for inclusion in supported 
employment programmes.

Post-apartheid labour legislation, such as the Labour Relations 
Act (Act 66 of 1995)18 and Employment Equity Act (Act 55 of 
1998)19, was introduced soon after 1994 in an effort to achieve a 
South African workforce representative of its diverse population. 
While legislation alone will not enable equitable employment for 
people with disabilities20, current legislation may create a context 
that is more supportive of people with disabilities working in the 
open labour market than was the case when the theory of creative 
ability was first developed. Given these recent developments, Vona 
du Toit’s approach in predicting the employment potential of clients 
at various levels of creative ability may be regarded as somewhat 
conservative in modern day practice.

Outcome measures based on the VdTMoCA, such as the Activ-
ity Participation Outcome Measure (APOM)9, appear suitable to 
document and present changes in the activity participation of clients 
in a supported employment programme. This could provide an 
indication of the changes in client motivation and action that may 
occur in such programmes.

All eight domains of the APOM9 appear well-suited for out-
come measures in a supported employment programme. Despite 
this, it should be noted that the APOM has not been validated in 
community-based settings. The use of the APOM in alternative set-
tings, such as community-based supported employment services, 
would however require further research.

While Vona du Toit suggested that action is governed by mo-
tivation, she also firmly believed that motivation is influenced by 
engagement in purposeful activity1. Given the proposed interaction 
between motivation and action, a person’s motivation may increase 
when engaged in purposeful activity whilst increased motivation will 
most likely lead to increased activity participation1:82. Conversely, 
motivation may decrease when participation in purposeful activity 
is limited or unsuccessful. The use of purposeful activity in sup-
ported employment programmes requires further consideration 
as the interrelatedness between action and motivation may be 
therapeutically employed to facilitate such activity.

Purposeful Activity
Vona du Toit acknowledged that ‘man through the use of his body 
(which is himself) in purposeful activity can, and indeed must influ-
ence the state of his own physical and mental health, and spiritual 
well-being’1:2. ‘Purposeful activity’1 presents an exciting challenge 
for occupational therapists considering the use of the VdTMoCA 
in supported employment services. Given the emphasis on client-
centred support3, supported employment programmes would 
include purposeful activities to enable clients to access and retain 
employment. Equally, the VdTMoCA was not designed to prescribe 
activities but should rather be used to identify the requirements 
that activities should fulfil in accordance with a person’s level of 
motivation and action2.

Participants in a qualitative study in the United Kingdom, valued 
appropriate job matching and having their interests recognised in 
supported employment programmes21. While these qualitative 
findings are not generalisable to larger populations, it suggests that 
supported employment programmes may enable participation in 
purposeful activity. It has been argued that creative ability directly 
affects and is affected by activity participation, perhaps more spe-
cifically by participation in purposeful activity in the context of a 
particular individual1,2. The challenge arises for occupational thera-
pists to support the expansion and restoration of work capacity 
using purposeful activity. Arguably, clients may find more purpose 
in activities strongly related to open labour market employment, 
such as support with job searching, interview preparation and job 
applications as opposed to activities that do not have a clear focus 

on addressing their need for employment. 
Vona du Toit suggested that ‘work participation in a patient 

will be most effectively restored by a programme which is aimed 
at the development of creative ability through interrelated se-
quential levels’1:42. However, she rejected the notion that ‘work 
ability can be arbitrarily superimposed at the end of a treatment 
programme, which has not specifically been structured as a work-
related programme’1:42. Competitive employment should always 
be the aim of supported employment programmes3 and would, 
therefore, be highly compatible to du Toit’s original view of what 
work programmes should be. It is necessary to consider how work 
participation may be achieved via the use of graded challenges as 
described in the VdTMoCA.

Graded Challenges
The use of appropriate challenges may result in the exertion of maxi-
mal effort required for an increase in creative ability1,2. Supported 
employment prescribes graded, individualised support for clients 
to access, enter and retain competitive employment3. The degrees 
of support required will vary in supported employment services 
according to the needs of individual clients. For example, one client 
may require more coaching when placed in an open labour mar-
ket setting while another may master work tasks more easily and 
require less job coaching assistance. The highly inclusive nature of 
supported employment programmes presents a shift from du Toit’s 
original suggestion that clients at levels below passive participation 
were not suitable candidates for employment in the open labour 
market1:50. It is important to note that many people with severe 
mental health problems have the need to work as demonstrated 
by a service-user led research project in England in 200622. 

It seems highly unlikely that a person who presents at the early 
stages of creative ability (tone or self-differentiation)1 will express 
the need to work. However, it seems possible that a person at a 
level of self-presentation may express the need to work as part 
of the ‘readiness to present the newly identified and basically dif-
ferentiated self to people and situations’1:62. This need or desire to 
work may depend on a variety of factors including pre-morbid levels 
of functioning, previous employment history, social and cultural 
contexts as well as financial responsibilities and needs. While it may 
take extraordinary initiative, originality and careful planning from 
the therapist, competitive employment may be possible for such a 
person, provided adequate support is available. Support can range 
from on-site job coaching, employer education and sensitisation, 
off-site electronic or telephonic consultation, environmental adapta-
tions, reorganisation of work tasks and regular follow-up contact 
with both the employer and the individual employed.

The VdTMoCA is a useful theoretical framework to provide 
supported employment services appropriate to an individual cli-
ent’s level of creative ability. Accordingly, a person on a level of 
self-presentation may well benefit from a period of job sampling. 
This refers to the placement of an individual in different open labour 
market settings doing various work tasks in order to ‘sample’ pos-
sible jobs. Job shadowing may be an alternative solution when job 
sampling is not possible, where a person ‘shadows’ an employee to 
understand a specific job and its requirements. Both job sampling 
and shadowing may allow for exploration of vocational interests, 
activities and abilities within real work situations. The occupational 
therapist would be able to use the principles of activity presentation 
and handling, as outlined in VdTMoCA1, to support such clients in 
their employment pursuits. Given the explorative nature of action 
at this level of creative ability, the potential working environment 
would require careful consideration and scrutiny. Suitable work 
environments may include entry-level jobs with high levels of 
supervision in structured environments such as production lines 
or merchandising.

While clients at this level are not norm-aware or product-
orientated1, it is suggested that this does not necessarily warrant 
exclusion from employment, especially if a person has expressed 
the need to work. It seems that norm-awareness and compliance 
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has been regarded as essential for employment potential in the open 
labour market1. However, it could be argued that these compo-
nents may only emerge when clients are exposed to competitive 
employment in which performance is supported. For example, a 
person may only become aware of norms regarding time-keeping 
and personal hygiene when placed in an actual work environment 
where this is an explicit norm adhered to by all employees. 

Overall, the grading of challenges and provision of adequate 
support, using the VdTMoCA as a guideline, may assist in ensuring 
successful supported employment for clients at various levels of 
creative ability.

CONCLUSION
The VdTMoCA may be used to assist clients to access and retain 
sustainable employment in the open labour market by facilitating 
the provision and grading of activities appropriate to an individual’s 
current level of creative ability. There may, however, be several 
challenges with the practicality of doing this within open labour 
market settings. Key aspects of the VdTMoCA that appear well 
suited to supported employment include the notion of purposeful 
activity and graded challenges. However, this commentary reflects 
a brief theoretical exploration of the subject and further research 
is required to validate the use of the VdTMoCA in supported em-
ployment programmes.

Overall, it is concluded that The VdTMoCA should not be used 
to raise the threshold for those who are deemed suitable candidates 
for competitive employment. Instead, it may hold potential for oc-
cupational therapists to appropriately assist clients at different levels 
of creative ability, and especially at the levels of self-presentation 
and passive-participation, in supported employment programmes. 
Ultimately this would require originality, resilience and ingenuity 
on the part of the therapist and it remains to be seen whether oc-
cupational therapists are up to the challenge.
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