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Title of workshop: Work Participation Resilience: Rethinking the “Unmotivated” Client
Subtitle: Seeing resistance, disengagement, and readiness differently in career practice
Presentation format: Workshop of practices
Presentation language: English
Main Themes: Best Practice (Tupuānuku); Motivation
Sub-themes: Wellbeing (Matariki); Indigenous Knowledge (Pōhutukawa)
Workshop format: Presentation-based with short reflective activities and case application

Target audience: Career practitioners, career advisers, career counsellors, educators, case managers, vocational rehabilitation providers, and workplace leaders supporting people affected by work disruption, unemployment, injury, disability, or major career transition

Keywords: work participation resilience; adaptive work capacity; vocational rehabilitation; career development; psychological flexibility

Workshop objectives:
Recognise early signs of disengagement before they become entrenched.
Distinguish psychological inflexibility from disengagement so more appropriate intervention responses can be chosen.
Use at least one autonomy-supportive technique to reduce system tension and support engagement within practice or across support systems.


Abstract
Career practitioners, educators, case managers, and other support professionals are often expected to motivate clients into action, yet some clients can seem impossible to motivate. In vocational rehabilitation, redundancy, workplace change, and other disrupted work contexts, early disengagement is often interpreted as low motivation, resistance, or a sign that the person does not really care. This workshop challenges that assumption. Drawing on practice-based insights and critical reviews of motivation and behaviour change in vocational rehabilitation, it argues that what gets labelled a motivation problem is often something else: a failure to build the right foundations for engagement (Prochaska & Velicer, 1997; Lev Arey et al., 2022; Yıldız, 2020).
Disengagement often starts well before it becomes visible. By the time a client stops responding, avoids planning conversations, rejects support, or appears passive, resistance has reached a critical threshold and the process is then complicated by psychological inflexibility, low trust, or system tension (Andreassen, 2021; Suszek et al., 2025). In these circumstances, pushing harder on action can deepen the problem. The workshop proposes work participation resilience as a useful category for career development practice, vocational rehabilitation, and workplace support. Work participation resilience is defined here as the ability to respond to planned change, disruption, loss, or reduced capacity in ways that support ongoing or renewed participation in meaningful work, whether through staying, adapting, changing direction, or re-engaging differently.
The session introduces adaptive work capacity as an emerging practice framework for understanding whether resistance or disengagement are the result of a planning problem, psychological inflexibility or an adaptive capacity problem. A planning problem exists when the person is broadly ready but needs help with information, sequencing, options, or logistics. An adaptive capacity problem exists when disruption has narrowed the person’s ability to process, accept, decide, or act. The workshop explores how autonomous motivation is shaped not only by the individual, but by whether the wider support system is building the conditions for engagement: real choice, believable pathways, effective support, and enough confidence and adaptability to move forward (Black et al., 2018; Levin & Lipshits-Braziler, 2022; de Vries et al., 2013). It also highlights psychological inflexibility as an early warning sign, as rigid avoidance, fused identity, and waiting to feel ready can become major barriers to return-to-work, career, or workplace interventions (Yıldız, 2020).
The theoretical basis integrates the Transtheoretical Model of Change, Self-Determination Theory, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, Te Whare Tapa Whā, and Māori-informed relational practice (Britt, 2014; Kiyimba & Anderson, 2022; Reweti et al., 2023). Participants will apply the framework to a vocational rehabilitation case, briefly compare it with a workplace example, and be introduced to practical methods for interpreting disengagement, recognising psychological inflexibility early, reducing system tension, and supporting more autonomous motivation. The workshop concludes that before practitioners try to motivate action, they may need to recognise adaptive barriers earlier and help create the conditions that make engagement possible.
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