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The International Classification of 
Functioning, Disability & Health 

(ICF; WHO)

A framework unifying stroke 
research & practice



ICF

International Classification of Functioning, Disability & Health (ICF) 2001,  World Health Organisation, Geneva.



Learning Objectives

• Reflect on how central participation in a 
meaningful life is in your interactions with 
people with stroke.

• Question the usefulness of the ICF in 
connecting your work with others’

• Describe how one aspect of your work is 
challenged by, or challenges the ICF.



Jill

• Third TIA

• 85 yr old woman

• Previously living 
independently- keen to 
get home

• Family Goal: that mum 
is safe and happy



Jack

• Left side CVA

• Mobile with stickMale, 
43 yrs, father 

• Builder

• Rarotongan

• Goal: To be with his 
family in time for taro 
season



Where we have come from

(Participation
restriction)

(In body structure 
or function)

(Activity
limitation)



ICF

International Classification of Functioning, Disability & Health (ICF) 2001,  World Health Organisation, Geneva.



A Case Example

Stroke

Thinking 
processes,
Muscle tone

Toileting, 
making tea 

Keeping a household,
Learning to paint
Being a spouse

Family support
Shoe horn
Flexible employer
Rehabilitation services

Age, gender, 
general health



ICF with Domains/Chapters



ICF Online



Distinguishing ambiguous concepts



ICF Core Sets: Stroke

Geyh et al. J Rehabil Med 2004; Suppl. 44: 135–141



ICF: Clinical Use

Werner et al (2002)



ICF: Clinical Use Example



Rethinking Rehabilitation

Research questions informed by the ICF



How effective is constraint induced movement therapy 
in improving participation for people with stroke?

N=49 (4 RCT’s)  Systematic review
RESULTS
Using the Participation components of the Stroke Impact Scale participation 
improved more for control groups than CIMT group despite clear 
improvements in motor control.

Peurala, S. H., Kantanen, M. P., Sjögren, T., Paltamaa, J., Karhula, M., & Heinonen, A. (2012). 
Effectiveness of constraint-induced movement therapy on activity and participation after stroke: a 
systematic review and meta-analysis of randomized controlled trials. Clinical rehabilitation, 26(3), 
209-223.



What facilitates bus use for older adults 
compared to younger adults with disabilities?

N=231 older adults; nominal group technique

RESULTS
• driver friendliness the principle facilitator 

for older adults bus use, above bus 
availability, price and physical access

SO WHAT
• Bus driver education (including values-

based reflection) may be a better 
investment of public funding than 
technology

Broome, K., Nalder, E., Worrall, L., & Boldy, D. (2010). Age‐friendly buses? A comparison of 
reported barriers and facilitators to bus use for younger and older adults. Australasian 
Journal on Ageing, 29(1), 33-38.



Does OP coaching improve participation, self 
efficacy and cognition for people with stroke?

• N=21; randomised controlled trial
• Comparison: usual care

RESULTS
• OP Coaching group had greater improvement in :

• performance of personal goals
• cognition

• No difference in self-efficacy and emotional health

SO WHAT?
• An intervention that targets meaning focused 

goals & engagement (rather than stroke specific 
impairments) is more effective than usual care Photo by Thinkstock

Kessler D, Egan M, Dubouloz C-J, McEwen S, Graham FP. (in press). Pilot trial findings of 
Occupational Performance Coaching for stroke survivors. American Journal of Occupational 
Therapy. 71 (3).
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