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Staying healthy is an important priority—but why is being healthy

so important to you? It is because, when your body is healthy,

you can do the things you want to do. We call this dimension of

health functioning, and it results from complex interactions between

biological health and a person’s external environment. If we want to

include functioning in our definition of “health” so that it can be used

in all fields of healthcare and research, we need a common set of

terms and a shared set of methods formeasuring human functioning.

This article explains the concept of functioning and how this concept

allows us to fully understand health—both the health of individuals

and of the overall population. We will discuss how functioning can

be measured by health professionals and describe an exciting new

field, called human functioning sciences, that can open the door

to a revolutionary approach to health and wellbeing. We will also

provide an example of how functioning could be integrated into the

healthcare system to improve patients’ experiences.
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WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE HEALTHY?

Many of us work hard to keep ourselves healthy. We try to exercise, eat
balanced meals, and visit the doctor regularly. Doctors and scientists
all over the world spend their lives developing treatments and cures
for diseases and researching the e�ects of our lifestyle choices on
our biological health—the health of our bodies and minds. Obviously,

BIOLOGICAL

HEALTH

The health of the body
and mind.

good health is a priority for both individuals and societies.

Formany years, global organizations like theWorldHealthOrganization
(WHO) and the United Nations (UN) have monitored biological health
of people all over theworld, by collecting twomainmeasures of health
information: morbidity and mortality. These are related but separate
concepts. Morbidity refers to having a disease or any condition that

MORBIDITY

Refers to having a
disease or any
condition that is not
healthy. Also refers to
the amount of disease
in a population.

is not healthy—like cancer, COVID-19, depression, or obesity. It also
refers to the amount of disease in a population. For example, the US
Centers for Disease Control (CDC) reported that 41.9% of people in
the US were characterized as obese between 2017 and March 2020
[1].Mortality refers to the number of deaths that occur from a specific

MORTALITY

The number of deaths
that occur from a
specific illness or
health condition.

illness or condition. For example, the CDC reported that about 697,000
people in the US died from heart disease in 2020 [2]. People can have
more than one morbidity at once, and morbidities might not result in
mortality unless they worsen over time.

Whilemorbidity andmortality are clearly usefulmeasures of health and
can teach us a lot about many diseases and human health challenges,
do they really capture everything it means to be healthy? We think
there is more to the story, and the rest of this article will describe that
additional element.

WHAT IS MISSING?

Think about why your health is so important to you. It is probably
because, when you are biologically healthy, you can do the things
you want to do—the things that make your life worth living! Feeling
satisfied with your life because you can work toward—and hopefully
achieve—your life goals contributes to your wellbeing. While it seems

WELLBEING

The state of feeling
happy and satisfied
with life.

obvious that biological health is an important part of wellbeing, do
indicators of morbidity and mortality alone explain your degree of
wellbeing? This would imply that doctors could improve peoples’
wellbeing just by helping them to live longer lives and decreasing
the amount of su�ering they experience due to diseases, injuries, and
other health conditions. But it is not that simple. Sometimes, a person
may be perfectly healthy, yet other factors, including the conditions
of their environments, might make it hard for them to do things
that contribute to their wellbeing. Perhaps the air where they live is
polluted, so it is di�cult to spend time outdoors; or maybe they lack
access to formal education or other social benefits that would help
them to thrive [3]. Having a secure job, finding good relationships,
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and living in a nice place—all things that can be impeded by the
environment—directly contribute to wellbeing.

It seems, then, that the missing link between biological health and
wellbeing has to do with our overall ability to function in our
environments. The WHO recognized functioning as an important

FUNCTIONING

All the things that
people with a health
condition can or
cannot do in
interaction with the
world.

dimension of health in 2001, because it helps us to understand what
health is and why it is important [4]. If we can measure functioning,
perhaps we can get a fuller picture of the health of individuals and the
welfare of society as a whole.

FUNCTIONING: THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF HEALTH

Functioning results from complex interactions between the states of
our bodies and our external environments. Throughout our lives, most
of us will (at least occasionally) experience pain, anxiety, weakness,
tight joints, injuries, and other morbidities. But our lived experience of

LIVED EXPERIENCE

What happens to
people in their lives; the
things they see, feel,
and go through.

health describes the way these health issues actually a�ect our daily
lives, often by preventing us from functioning as we would like or
achieving our goals. For example, if we cannot climb stairs painlessly,
walk as far as we used to, clean or dress ourselves, read a book, make
and keep friends, do all the homework we need to do, or perform
our jobs, then these real-life di�culties are the lived experiences
of our health issues. While most public health systems are good at
collecting data onmorbidity and mortality, measuring whether people
are functioning e�ectively is much more di�cult. There are so many
unique examples of functioning in people’s daily lives—how can public
health o�cials accurately assess them?

To help scientists, doctors, and public health o�cials measure
health and disability at both the individual and population levels,
the WHO created a system called the International Classification of
Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) in 2001. This framework helps
health professionals learn how to describe, organize, and measure
information about functioning, and it provides a standard language
that allows data on functioning to be compared widely, even between
countries [5].

LESSONS FROM REHABILITATION

Applying a description of health that includes functioning will be
easier for some fields of healthcare than others—it is a new way
of thinking for many areas of medicine. For example, the field of
infectious disease tends to focus on finding the organisms that cause
diseases and discovering ways to prevent or treat those diseases.
Because they are so busy finding causes and treatments, infectious
disease doctors and researchers might not spend as much of their
time thinking about how a disease, like COVID-19 or diabetes, a�ects
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a patient’s lived experience, or how they could maintain or improve
the functioning of someone su�ering from a certain disease. On
the other hand, some fields already focus on functioning and can
serve as models for the rest of the medical community. The health
strategy of rehabilitation is the best example. Rehabilitation is a field

REHABILITATION

Field of medical
practice that helps
people optimize
functioning lost due to
disease or injury.

of medical practice that helps people regain functions they have lost
due to injury or illness. For example, rehabilitation can help people use
one of their limbs again after an injury, or help people regain brain
function after a stroke or concussion. Rehabilitation professionals
have long recognized the importance of functioning for health and
wellbeing, so they already have ways to measure functioning and
a common language to describe it—terms like “functional loss” and
“functional limitation.”

To be useful at all levels of the health system—from doctors,
nurses, therapists, and technicians all the way up to global health
agencies—health information must be reliable and comparable. That
means data on functioning must be measured in accurate ways so
that it is trustworthy, and that those forms of measurements should be
similar across all fields of healthcare everywhere.Whenmeasurements
of functioning are standardized in this way, functioning data collected
by, for example, rehabilitation professionals in one country could be
understood by (and compared to) functioning data collected by heart
doctors in a di�erent country. Functioning could be assessed using
a standardized set of questionnaires, instruments, or measurements
(Figure 1). The ICF is widely used in the development and testing of
measurement instruments and questionnaires.

For information on functioning to be comparable, it is also necessary
for all fields of medicine and research to “speak the same language”
when it comes to functioning. When health professionals use a
common set of terms, they canmore easily understand each other and
ensure that they are talking about the same thing. As we mentioned
earlier, the WHO’s ICF provides such a language to help health
professionals communicate about functioning. The shift to a common
language is challenging—it takes money and time. Governments and
other organizations that manage health systems will need to help
those systems obtain the money and technical support needed to
make these important changes.

HEALTHY INDIVIDUALS CREATE HEALTHY SOCIETIES

Understanding health in terms of functioning also clarifies why healthy
individuals help to improve the welfare of an entire society. Unhealthy
people often miss work, either because they do not feel well or
because they cannot function properly in their work environments.
When many individuals in a society can live up to their potentials
because they are biologically healthy and function well, there will be
more people in the workforce. This can lead to increased production
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Figure 1

Figure 1

An example of a form
that could be used to
assess human
functioning. This form
is based on the ICF and
was developed by the
ICF Research Branch.
When shared methods
to accurately measure
human functioning
exist, they allow experts
across fields and in
separate countries to
compare and
understand each
other’s functioning
data.

of goods and services and long-term economic prosperity for the
whole society.

When we look at it this way, it seems obvious that investing money
and resources into health and healthcare—and making sure those
resources are spread equitably across all regions of the world—is a
good idea for everyone! Thinking of health and wellbeing in terms of
functioning also gives us another important insight into healthcare.
Traditionally, healthcare has been viewed as separate from other
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fields, like environmental protection or the provision of certain public
services. But if living in a pleasant, unpolluted environment and
having access to things like, for example, public transportation or
free education improves our wellbeing, are these areas not ultimately
important determinants of human health, too? Rethinking health
in terms of functioning could potentially help us to bridge many
important, formerly separate issues, which could have major benefits
in terms of individual and societal wellbeing.

HUMAN FUNCTIONING SCIENCES—A NEW SCIENTIFIC

FIELD

Incorporating functioning into the definition of human health is
generating a new, emerging field of study and practice called human

functioning sciences [6]. This is an interdisciplinary field, which

HUMAN

FUNCTIONING

SCIENCES

A new field of scientific
study and practice that
aims to understand
people’s lived
experiences of health
and to explore the links
between health
and wellbeing.

INTERDISCIPLINARY

Combining knowledge
and methods from
multiple fields that are
usually kept separate.

means that it combines knowledge and methods from multiple
other scientific disciplines that are usually kept separate (Figure 2).
The aim of human functioning sciences is to understand people’s
lived experiences of health, to explore the links between health
and wellbeing, and to help societies understand and improve the

Figure 2

Figure 2

Human functioning
sciences is an emerging
interdisciplinary
scientific field that
studies human
functioning.
Interdisciplinary means
that it combines
knowledge and
methods from other
scientific disciplines
rooted in the biological,
clinical, and social
sciences. Such a broad
field provides a
big-picture assessment
of the health of both
individuals and
societies.

kids.frontiersin.org May 2023 | Volume 11 | Article 1056333 | 6

https://kids.frontiersin.org/
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2023.1056333
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2023.1056333
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2023.1056333


Bickenbach et al. Functioning—Key to Understanding Health

connection between individual healthcare, the health of all people,
and the welfare of the society as a whole. Human functioning sciences
can provide a big-picture to look at human health, in terms of all
the aspects of our lives and environments that can a�ect human
functioning. Human functioning scientists would work to improve
both an individual’s biological health and his or her performance
in a given environment, including possibly making changes in the
environment to better accommodate the individual’s needs.

FUNCTIONING INFORMATION CAN HELPWITH THE COST

OF HEALTHCARE

Healthcare systems started including information about functioning
years ago, but these systems are complex and involve many levels
of decision making, so changing the way they describe health is not
easy and will require some time. A good example of how functioning
information might ultimately help patients and healthcare systems
involves the financing of healthcare—in other words, how it is paid
for. Often, patients are reimbursed for their health expenses by
insurance companies, or government healthcare plans pay for citizens’
health-related expenses. Many health systems rely on reimbursement
schemes that classify patients by disease type, which helps to organize
and plan the type of care patients should receive or be reimbursed
for. However, people with the same diseases can have di�erent
characteristics and may need di�erent services—a disease does not
look the same in all patients. Information on functioning can tell
healthcare systems about the specific needs of individual patients,
which will improve patients’ treatments and help both patients and
health systems to spend their money more wisely.

CONCLUSION

Good health is an important priority for people all across theworld—so
much so that one of the goals supported by the United Nations is
“to ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all ages” [7]. The
traditional use of morbidity and mortality to describe human health
was clearly missing a component. After all, living a long time is not
necessarily living well—data suggest that living longer can actually
mean living in worse health [8]! Also, while the absence of disease
and injury may be necessary for human flourishing or societal welfare,
it is not enough. Functioning—a concept to describe both biological
and lived health—provides themissing link. The addition of functioning
as an essential component of health gives us a more complete and
meaningful definition of health and explains both how individual health
contributes to wellbeing and how the health of an entire population
contributes to the welfare of the whole society.
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