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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 for measuring 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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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.

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.

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
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
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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 affect 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 HELP WITH 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 different
characteristics and may need different 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 the world—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 the missing 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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YOUNG REVIEWERS

ABDULLAH, AGE: 13

Abdullah dreams of becoming a physician in the future. He is from the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia and from the city of Makkah Al-Mukarramah in particular. He loves
to read. He enjoys discussing what he has read with his friends. He reads stories
and novels and is interested in reading about science, especially biology. Abdullah
practiced many hobbies and he has a bright passion for football. Abdullah is talented
in math.

ABED, AGE: 10

Abed dreams of becoming a physician in the future. He is from the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia and from the city of Makkah Al-Mukarramah in particular. He loves to read.
He enjoys discussing what he has read with his friends. He reads stories and novels
and is interested in reading about science, especially biology. Abed practiced many
hobbies including swimming and football. Abed is talented in drawing.

ANGELA, AGE: 15

My name is Angela, and | am 15 years old. | enjoy playing soccer and am an avid
reader. | also love the outdoors. The reason | became a Frontiers’ Young Reviewer
is that science, particularly biological sciences, has always interested me. One day |
hope to venture into the medical field and become a physician. On top of my passion
for science, | also take part in hobbies such as baking and bullet journaling.
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