
Disability and Health Promotion

Disability and Health Overview

Impairments, Activity Limitations, and Participation Restrictions

What is disability?
A disability is any condition of the body or mind (impairment) that makes it more difficult for the person with the condition
to do certain activities (activity limitation) and interact with the world around them (participation restrictions).

There are many types of disabilities, such as those that affect a person’s:
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https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/disabilityandhealth/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/disabilityandhealth/infographic-disability-impacts-all.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/disabilityandhealth/infographic-disability-impacts-all.html


Mental health

Social relationships

Although “people with disabilities” sometimes refers to a single population, this is actually a diverse group of people with a
wide range of needs. Two people with the same type of disability can be affected in very different ways. Some disabilities
may be hidden or not easy to see.

According to the World Health Organization, disability has three dimensions:

1. Impairment in a person’s body structure or function, or mental functioning; examples of impairments include loss of a
limb, loss of vision or memory loss.

2. Activity limitation, such as difficulty seeing, hearing, walking, or problem solving.

3. Participation restrictions in normal daily activities, such as working, engaging in social and recreational activities, and
obtaining health care and preventive services.

Disability can be:

Related to conditions that are present at birth and may affect functions later in life, including cognition (memory,
learning, and understanding), mobility (moving around in the environment), vision, hearing, behavior, and other areas.
These conditions may be

Disorders in single genes (for example, Duchenne muscular dystrophy);

Disorders of chromosomes (for example, Down syndrome); and

The result of the mother’s exposure during pregnancy to infections (for example, rubella) or substances, such as
alcohol or cigarettes.

Associated with developmental conditions that become apparent during childhood (for example, autism spectrum
disorder and attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder or ADHD)

Related to an injury (for example, traumatic brain injury or spinal cord injury ).

Associated with a longstanding condition (for example, diabetes), which can cause a disability such as vision loss,
nerve damage, or limb loss.

Progressive (for example, muscular dystrophy), static (for example, limb loss), or intermittent (for example, some forms
of multiple sclerosis ).
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Related Health Conditions

The following links provide information from CDC’s National Center on Birth Defects and Developmental Disabilities
on certain disability-related health conditions:

Attention-Deficit / Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)

Autism

Cerebral Palsy

Deep Vein Thrombosis (DVT) (Blood Clots)

Duchenne/Becker Muscular Dystrophy

Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders (FASD)

Fragile X Syndrome

Hearing Loss

Hemophilia

Intellectual Disability

Kernicterus

Sickle Cell Disease

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/musculardystrophy/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/birthdefects/downsyndrome.html
https://www.cdc.gov/autism/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/autism/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/adhd/index.html
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs384/en/
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs384/en/
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs384/en/
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs384/en/
https://www.cdc.gov/diabetes/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/musculardystrophy/index.html
https://www.ninds.nih.gov/Disorders/All-Disorders/Multiple-Sclerosis-Information-Page
https://www.ninds.nih.gov/Disorders/All-Disorders/Multiple-Sclerosis-Information-Page
https://www.ninds.nih.gov/Disorders/All-Disorders/Multiple-Sclerosis-Information-Page
https://www.ninds.nih.gov/Disorders/All-Disorders/Multiple-Sclerosis-Information-Page
https://www.cdc.gov/adhd/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/autism/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/cerebral-palsy/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/dvt/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/musculardystrophy/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/fasd/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/fragile-x-syndrome/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/hearing-loss-children/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/hemophilia/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/developmentaldisabilities/facts-about-intellectual-disability.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/jaundice/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/sickle-cell/index.html


 

What is impairment?
Impairment is an absence of or significant difference in a person’s body structure or function or mental functioning.  For
example, problems in the structure of the brain can result in difficulty with mental functions, or problems with the structure
of the eyes or ears can result in difficulty with the functions of vision or hearing.

Structural impairments are significant problems with an internal or external component of the body. Examples of
these include a type of nerve damage that can result in multiple sclerosis , or a complete loss of a body component,
as when a limb has been amputated.

Functional impairments include the complete or partial loss of function of a body part.   Examples of these include
pain that doesn’t go away or joints that no longer move easily.

What is the difference between activity limitation and participation
restriction?
The World Health Organization (WHO) published the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF)
in 2001. The ICF provides a standard language for classifying body function and structure, activity, participation levels, and
conditions in the world around us that influence health. This description helps to assess the health, functioning, activities,
and factors in the environment that either help or create barriers for people to fully participate in society.

According to the ICF:

Activity is the execution of a task or action by an individual.

Participation is a person’s involvement in a life situation.

The ICF acknowledges that the distinction between these two categories is somewhat unclear and combines them,
although basically, activities take place at a personal level and participation involves engagement in life roles, such as
employment, education, or relationships.  Activity limitations and participation restrictions have to do with difficulties an
individual experiences in performing tasks and engaging in social roles.  Activities and participation can be made easier or
more difficult as a result of environmental factors, such as technology, support and relationships, services, policies, or the
beliefs of others.

The ICF includes the following in the categories of activities and participation:

Learning and applying knowledge

Managing tasks and demands

Mobility (moving and maintaining body positions, handling and moving objects, moving around in the environment,
moving around using transportation)

Managing self-care tasks

Managing domestic life

Establishing and managing interpersonal relationships and interactions

Engaging in major life areas (education, employment, managing money or finances)

Spina Bifida

Thalassemia

Tourette Syndrome

Traumatic Brain Injury

Vision Impairment

Von Willebrand Disease
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https://www.ninds.nih.gov/Disorders/All-Disorders/Multiple-Sclerosis-Information-Page
https://www.ninds.nih.gov/Disorders/All-Disorders/Multiple-Sclerosis-Information-Page
https://www.ninds.nih.gov/Disorders/All-Disorders/Multiple-Sclerosis-Information-Page
https://www.ninds.nih.gov/Disorders/All-Disorders/Multiple-Sclerosis-Information-Page
https://www.cdc.gov/spina-bifida/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/thalassemia/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/tourette-syndrome/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/traumaticbraininjury/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/developmentaldisabilities/facts-about-vision-loss.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/vwd/index.html


Was this page helpful?

Yes  Partly  No

Engaging in community, social, and civic life

It is very important to improve the conditions in communities by providing accommodations that decrease or eliminate
activity limitations and participation restrictions for people with disabilities, so they can participate in the roles and activities
of everyday life.
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