
 

   

Impairment DISABILITY - the person has 
significant difficulty, or can-
not perform, one or more of 
these activities 

FUNCTIONS which are impaired BODY STRUCTURES 
which are related 

UNDERLYING CONDITION or 
CAUSE* -  illustrative, not in-
clusive list 

• Moving/mobility - walking, 
climbing stairs, standing; 

• Body movements - reach-
ing, crouching, kneeling; 

• Gripping - using fingers to 
grip or handle objects 

• Impaired joint and muscle func-
tions affecting mobility of limbs, 
torso, back, upper body - in-
cludes movement of hands, 
fingers, arms, neck; lower body 
includes hips, legs, feet 

• Impaired balance 

• Nervous system (brain, 
brain stem, spinal cord); 

• Musculoskeletal struc-
tures 

• Paraplegia, quadriplegia, 
muscular dystrophy, motor 
neurone disease, cerebral 
palsy, absence or deformi-
ties of limbs, spina bifida, 
arthritis, back disorders, 
ataxia, bone formation or 
degeneration, scoliosis 

• May be attributed to genet-
ics, congenital or other  in-
jury/trauma, or disease 

• Related to physical functions and structures of the body, arising from birth or due to illness or injury.  These can include (but are 
not limited to) impairments that involve muscle control, skeletal development, joint function, functions of immunological systems. 

• Manifests as significant difficulty in the performance of functions such as: moving or mobility, like walking, climbing stairs, standing; 
body movements such as reaching, crouching, kneeling; and gripping - using fingers to grip or handle objects. 

• Persons with long term health conditions that have a significant impact on their capacity to participate fully in society (e.g. cancer, 
HIV/AIDS, multiple sclerosis) are considered to be persons with disabilities. 

• The key to determining whether a person with a certain impairment is considered to be a person with a disability is the impact of 
the impairment on their capacity to participate equally in society for 6 months or more.  For example, a person who has a chest 
infection that requires them to stay away from work for 1 week would not be considered to have a disability.  A person with ad-
vanced stages of cancer, however, who is not able to carry out household tasks or engage in employment, would be classified as 
having a disability for UNRWA data collection purposes. 

Physical     

                               promoting the rights of persons with disabilities 

classifying disability 

tool for classifying disability 
Introduction A person is considered to have a 'disability’ when an impairment is present, the impairment lasts for at least 6 months or more, and the 

person’s capacity to perform activities or participate on an equal basis with those of the same age is significantly limited. Impairment means a significant 
loss in body function or body structure.  Body functions can be physiological and psychological, and body structures are anatomical parts, such as limbs 
and organs. An impairment may be classified as physical, sensory, intellectual and mental. 
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Impairment DISABILITY - the person has 
significant difficulty, or can-
not perform, one or more of 
these activities 

FUNCTIONS which are impaired BODY STRUCTURES 
which are related 

UNDERLYING CONDITION or 
CAUSE* -  illustrative, not in-
clusive list 

• Seeing - blindness, vi-
sion impairment (not cor-
rected by glasses or con-
tact lenses). 

• Hearing - deafness, 
hearing loss 

• Speaking - speech loss, 
impairment and/or diffi-
culty in communication 

• Impaired quality of vision 
and visual acuity; sensing 
light and colour 

• Impaired quality of hearing, 
ability to differentiate 
sounds 

• Production of voice, apho-
nia or inability to speak 

 

• Structure of eyes & 
ears 

• Voice & speech 
structures (e.g. 
mouth, pharynx, lar-
ynx) 

• Nervous system 
(brain) 

• Blindness; deafness; 
deaf-blind; throat trauma 
or disease; neurological 
conditions such as au-
tism 

• May be attributed to ge-
netics, congenital or 
other injury/trauma, or 
disease 

• Sensory impairment is related to one or more of the five senses - sight, hearing, taste, touch or smell. 

• Persons with communication difficulties (speaking) are included for the purposes of UNRWA data collection. 

• The impairment is long-term and has a significant impact on their capacity to participate in society on an equal basis with other 
persons.  For example, a person who is not able to hear normal conversation would be included under the definition of disability 
for data collection purposes.  A person who has difficulty distinguishing between blue and green colors, however would not fall 
under this definition, as this impairment does not have a significant impact on their capacity to participate in society. 

Intellectual / 
learning 

• Learning, applying knowl-
edge, thinking, solving 
problems, remembering, 
making decisions and per-
forming certain daily life 
skills and limitation of adap-
tive skills compared to oth-
ers of the same age 

• Impaired learning and de-
velopment of a range of 
skills: speech and lan-
guage, perceptual skills, 
cognitive skills including 
reasoning and judgment, 
social skills like interactions 
with others 

• Includes learning to read, 
write and calculate, some-
times called specific learn-
ing difficulties 

• General mental functions, 
required to understand and 
constructively integrate the 
various mental functions, in-
cluding all cognitive functions 
and their development over 
the life span. 

• Higher level cognitive func-
tions dependent on the fron-
tal lobes of the brain, includ-
ing complex goal-directed 
behaviours such as decision-
making, abstract thinking, 
planning and carrying out 
plans, mental flexibility, and 
deciding which behaviours 
are appropriate under what 
circumstances 

• Nervous system (brain) 

• Metabolic & endrocrine 
system 

• Down Syndrome, demen-
tias, tuberous sclerosis, cri-
du-chat syndrome, perva-
sive developmental disor-
ders such as autism 

• May be attributed to genet-
ics, congenital or other in-
jury/trauma, or disease 

Sensory / 
speech     
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Impairment DISABILITY - the person has 
significant difficulty, or can-
not perform, one or more of 
these activities 

FUNCTIONS which are impaired BODY STRUCTURES 
which are related 

UNDERLYING CONDITION or 
CAUSE* -  illustrative, not in-
clusive list 

Intellectual / 
learning  

• Relates to intellectual functioning (e.g. learning, reasoning, problem solving) and adaptive behavior (conceptual skills, social 
skills, practical skills). 

• Intellectual impairments manifest before the age of 18. 

• It is important to make a distinction between intellectual impairment and mental impairment under this classification. 

• There must exist a significant impact on the capacity of a person to participate in society on an equal basis with other people of 
the same age. One example is that if a student at an UNRWA school has an intellectual impairment that requires them to access 
programmes, accommodations or additional support to participate in school, they are considered to be a person with a disability 
for UNRWA data collection purposes.  A significant impact of intellectual impairment would include persistent difficulties in read-
ing or understanding straightforward numbers despite adequate educational opportunities.  

• Does not include difficulties in learning due to external factors such as poor teaching, illiteracy due to a lack of educational oppor-
tunities, and minor problems with writing or spelling. 

Mental /  

psychosocial 

• Actions and behaviours 
that an individual does to 
make and keep friends 
and relationships, behav-
ing within accepted lim-
its, coping with feelings 
and emotions 

• Relating to others, 
moods or confused 
thoughts, behavioural or 
psychosocial problems 

• Global psychosocial func-
tions as they develop over 
the life span, required to un-
derstand and constructively 
integrate the mental func-
tions that lead to the forma-
tion of the interpersonal skills 
needed to establish recipro-
cal social interactions, in 
terms of both meaning and 
purpose. 

• General mental functions of 
constitutional disposition of 
the individual to react in a 
particular way to situations, 
including the set of mental 
characteristics that makes 
the individual distinct from 
others. 

• Also specific mental func-
tions including attention, 
alertness, knowing and ascer-

taining one's relation to self, to 
others, to time and to one's sur-

roundings, temperament and 
personality 

• Nervous system 
(brain) 

• Metabolic & endro-
crine system 

• Schizophrenia, post-
traumatic stress disor-
der, autism, anxiety dis-
orders, mood disorders 
such as depression, ad-
dictive behaviours, per-
sonality disorders, ad-
justment disorders 

• Attribution varied 
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Impairment DISABILITY - the person has 
significant difficulty, or can-
not perform, one or more of 
these activities 

FUNCTIONS which are impaired BODY STRUCTURES 
which are related 

UNDERLYING CONDITION or 
CAUSE* -  illustrative, not in-
clusive list 

Mental /  

Psychosocial 

• Related to those actions and behaviours that an individual does to make and keep friends and relationships, behave within ac-
cepted limits, and cope with feelings and emotions. It can mean difficulties in relating to others, distressed moods or confused 
thoughts, behavioural or psychosocial problems. 

• Mental illness/ mental disorder/ psychiatric impairment are considered to fall under the category of mental impairment.  This 
category also includes what is referred to as ‘psychosocial impairment’ 

• Manifests at any time during a person’s life; can usually be managed with appropriate intervention and support; and often fluc-
tuate. 

• The impairment is considered to have a significant impact on the capacity of the person to participate equally in society for a 
period of 6 months or more.  For example, someone who has been diagnosed with schizophrenia and is required to take medi-
cation long term to manage the illness, without which they would not be able to sustain employment or personal relationships, 
is considered to be a person with a disability in UNRWA data collection processes.  A person who is experiencing a period of 
depression as a normal reaction to grief however would not be considered to be a person with a disability for data collection 
purposes, as it is not expected that this depression will have a significant long term impact on their capacity to participate in 
society. 

• Does not include intellectual impairment, which is treated separately in this classification. 
 

More informationMore informationMore informationMore information    

Training materials are available at http://www.who.int/classifications/icf/icfapptraining/en/index.html.  

⇒ ICF Checklist  allows the user to identify and qualify the individuals functioning profile in a simple and time efficient manner. Recom-

mended for clinicians, social or health care professionals. 

⇒ WHODAS 2.0 Disability Assessment Schedule is a practical instrument designed to measure general levels of health and disability. The in-

strument is based on the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF). 

UNRWA is a United Nations agency established by the General Assembly in 1949 and is mandated to provide assistance and protection to a 

population of some 4,797,723 registered Palestine refugees. Its mission is to help Palestine refugees in Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, West Bank and the 

Gaza Strip to achieve their full potential in human development, pending a just solution to their plight. UNRWA’s services  encompass education, 

health care, relief and social services, camp infrastructure and improvement, microfinance and emergency assistance. UNRWA is funded almost 

entirely by voluntary contributions.   

    January 2013 
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*Note: There are many conditions which result in impairment of more than one function, and there are also multiple causes for health or disability conditions. 


